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      To the men and women who serve our country.

      If the zombie apocalypse ever did come to pass, I know you’d have our backs.
    

  


  
     
  


   


   


  
    “People don’t burn themselves, or drown themselves, if they got sense, do they? All them in that town were good, normal folks until that night. Then they just seemed to go crazy.”


    “Just relax, Mr. Jackson. Everything will be all right, but you must relax. You’ve been a sick man.”


     


    —Michael Crichton, The Andromeda Strain
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  It was that kid—the “explorer.” The guy dressed in an Oxford shirt, skinny jeans and Tiger shoes and wearing Google Glass. He was the one I was worried about. I could’ve gone to Pappy’s, but that place is way too crowded. So I ended up at this greasehole. He had come in a little while ago and sat at the counter. I was sitting way in the back, choking down a grilled cheese that tasted like burnt cardboard. I wanted to stay invisible—needed to make sure I did nothing to draw his attention. Or he’d turn around and start recording me.


  And I didn’t want to be captured.


  The other people in there—the locals—they were okay. Or maybe not. Some of them could have been undead. Only you wouldn’t know it right away because they weren’t like the ones we encountered in the beginning. Lumbering and flat-eyed, coming at you to get a piece of your face or your neck. These little beauties were smart. They only showed themselves when they wanted to. And at this particular moment, they didn’t look like they were in the mood.


  You think I’m crazy. I’m not. Just cautious. Want to know why? Sure, you do. Don’t make me tell you. Because to tell you is to remember. And I don’t want to remember any of it. The people I lost. The pain I suffered—both physical and spiritual. That I’m even alive is a miracle. Yeah, about that. You see, the thing is with miracles? You only get one. And miracles were in short supply during those last dark days when we thought we had a way out but didn’t. When a few of us—a brave few—banded together to take it all back. Not only for us but for all the survivors. Don’t make me tell you.


  But you’ll insist, won’t you? Like a kid begging for a toy. As if this is some kind of campfire for Webelos and you’re craving a good story. Tell us, you’ll say. And you’ll hassle me till I do because foolishly I already recounted the facts as I remembered them up to now. How I lost my best friend to a vicious, creeping plague, and how I was a miserable coward who not only cheated on his wife but left the other woman—the bad woman—to die out there when I could have saved her. And she needed saving, trust me, but I wasn’t up for it.


  I didn’t stop there, did I? I told you how our town of Tres Marias became infested by an evil no one could have imagined. Normal, everyday people turning into dead—not dead—undead grasping things that hungered for the living, who didn’t quit till everything was cored out and soulless, like them. And how some who remained human—if that’s what you want to call them—fought to make slaves of the rest of us in a desperate attempt to reinvent the world in the image of a cool, fork-tongued madman. I don’t know why I told you all those things, but I did. Maybe it was because I’m a drunk, and sometimes drunks like to confess. Especially when we’re loaded. But I’m not loaded now. The constant pain keeps me sharp. Somehow you knew, didn’t you, that I would still have a need to purge myself of the writhing pestilence eating out my insides like a gale of guinea worms.


  Okay, that damned kid was walking over here—coming straight towards me. Probably had to use the toilet. It was too late to get up and move past him. That might make him suspicious. Then he’d turn on the camera and go to town. I had to think of something fast—he was looking right at me.


  I tripped him.


  His skinny body went flying—arms all over the place—and as he tried to catch himself, his head hit the corner of my table, snapping his headgear in two. There you go. Fifteen hundred bucks gone to shit. Groaning, he got to his feet and glared at me. I had already left money on the table, and when I slid out of the booth I made sure to crush his camera with my boot.


  “Hey!” he said and took a swing.


  I weaved and hit him in the gut hard, making him double over, and walked out of the coffee shop without looking back. No one tried to stop me. They were too busy looking at the explorer leaning against the table, holding what was left of his busted cool. All they would remember is some faceless guy wearing a Giants baseball cap. My truck was parked a few blocks away. No one followed me as I climbed in and headed back to the motel. Time to hit the road again.


  Dead. Not dead. Undead. Doesn’t begin to cover it. Because what I learned—what we learned, I think—is that everyone is dead in one way or another. Dead morals, dead conscience. Dead heart. We found a few you could trust—people like my wife Holly and my friends Warnick, Springer, Griffin and Fabian. But most of the other suckholes you couldn’t. Because for them it was about the lizard brain in all of us that will survive any way it can, even if it has to make you adapt and turn into something from a child’s night terror. But don’t kid yourself—it’s not nature and it’s not natural.


  That lizard brain—our old brain—has an agenda.


  I’m not crazy, I swear, but sometimes the dead speak to me. I hear them in my head. Asking questions. Offering advice. Sometimes I wish they’d shut the hell up. Mostly, they ask me how I’m doing. Great, I say. Couldn’t be better. Driving endlessly without sleep, surviving moment to moment, adrenaline rushing through my veins every time somebody blasts their car horn. Life is good. You believe me, right?


  And God.


  What do I even say to Him? That I am fallen but want to get better? That I hope I can be forgiven for all the wrongs—all the bad behavior? That despite all the mistakes I’ve made in my life, I think I deserve a chance? Would it matter? Will He throw me a bone?


  Khalil Gibran wrote, Doubt is a pain too lonely to know that faith is his twin brother. At this moment I’m staring at my twin, but it’s through a wall of suffering that makes me doubt he’s really there. Yet I continue to look, hoping. I am not who I was. Too much has happened. Death has washed over me like a blood rinse, taking with it my eyes, my ears and my heart. It’s what happens when Hell sets up camp and starts barbecuing the locals like Ball Park Franks.


  It was getting dark. The 5 was a mess, so I decided to keep to the back roads, making sure to stay within the speed limit. There were a lot of cops around. Maybe they were looking for me. Who knows? I couldn’t afford to get pulled over—not in Bakersfield. Not with all these weapons. I had things to do.


  Still here?


  Don’t lie to me. Telling you this story won’t be cathartic—won’t be spiritually uplifting. Why? Because a good part of me has already died—in more ways than you could ever know. All I have left is sorrow. The kind that Time doesn’t heal because the wound is gangrenous and foul. The kind that is with you when you rise in an uncertain, fog-shrouded morning of another damn day you can’t face and when you close your eyes at night, with the blood-awful screaming of those soulless bastards still in your head. Whatever.


  But I really haven’t convinced you, have I? I didn’t think so. You don’t care that I have this long road ahead, with bad food and little sleep, the nightmares chasing me like rabid dogs. You want to know everything, even if it means I will die a little more. I can’t. Don’t make me. Please.


  All right, I’ll tell you.
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  The horde came from the west, driving us deeper into the forest. Warnick went ahead of us through the fog, his face grim like the keynote speaker at a mortician’s convention. Springer remained at his side, his finger close to—but not on—the trigger of his battle-worn AR-15. Springer. That blonde kid from Santa Rosa, looking fresh out of high school, was born ready.


  Both stood silent and still, as if willing themselves to become part of the forest, unseen and unheard. We’d spent so much time together these past few months, I felt they were my brothers. I relied on them completely, and I hoped I was of some small benefit to them, even though they were experienced soldiers who’d served in Afghanistan and I was an amateur who’d learned to kill using an axe and a gun.


  I knew nothing about Warnick—not really—even though we had fought against draggers and the Red Militia. What I did know was that he was a man who put his trust in God. Around thirty, he was stocky and dad-like. He had saved me on many occasions, finally getting badly wounded himself. And with that worn, black, blood-soaked bible of his, he showed me the power of Faith, which—like miracles—was in short supply.


  I knew even less about Springer, who seemed too young to have seen combat. Maybe he was the miracle. Shot in the neck to almost dead in a blind alley, somehow he’d made it to our base and revealed to Warnick and the others the location where I was being held captive by the Red Militia, halfway to dead myself.


  So many debts to repay.


  A crow cawed plaintively high in the trees above us, but it didn’t give away our position. My heart thudded like a punch press on Red Bull. I turned to my wife, Holly, who stood behind me with our “adopted daughter” Griffin. Our dog, Greta—her ears forward—watched intently the clump of undead as they paraded through the mist like bent robots. The dog’s black and tan face was alert, her body tensed and ready. If they attacked us, she would bite and tear at them and—though unable to kill them because they were already dead—she would at least hobble them long enough for us to get away.


  Holly. I had almost lost her, not because of the craven stupidity of infidelity—although that would have been enough for any woman—but because I had in my “old life” demonstrated a cowardice she couldn’t fathom when I could have saved Missy, the adulterous young thing, from my undead friend Jim as he savaged her. Instead I chose to hide. In the months following that shameful act—when all this started—I had fought my way back to my wife on my belly like a legless dog—eating my own shit every inch of the way. And somehow I’d made her mine again, promising never to betray her or myself. Thank God she believed me.


  Holly, with her fine blonde hair and huge green eyes. She didn’t just pick me up—she made me right. I’d fallen away from Life, from God, from everything that mattered, and she’d brought me back. I may have owed others my life but I owed Holly my soul. When I confessed this to her in a moment of extreme weakness, her response was so Holly.


  “No charge,” she said.


  And Griffin, the trembling teenager we’d rescued from her violent, pedophile stepfather—that piece of work Travis Golightly. She had lost her younger brother, Kyle, to the insanity of the Red Militia. Frightened and withdrawn when we’d met, she’d grown into a tough soldier who knew how to use a weapon. When it came to draggers, she was no nonsense. Griffin was badass, and we cherished her.


  These four—and the dog—were my family.


  The other soldiers in our unit remained scattered among the trees, watching and waiting. These were men and women who, like Warnick and Springer, were used to fighting human combatants bent on blowing themselves up at military checkpoints seven thousand miles away, taking with them as many innocents as they could. Now these American warriors fought demons made of rotting flesh, with grey, mealy skin and doll-like eyes that looked but didn’t see, who wanted only to devour the warm meat of living humans. Though survival among these hungry undead hardened us, we were nevertheless afraid.


  And it was always better to stay afraid.


  We’d come here to rendezvous with Evie Champagne, the intrepid news reporter, and Jeff, her longtime cameraman. Together, we hoped to find answers to the mystery of the contagion that ravaged Tres Marias, the town where I lived. Though other places had initially seen evidence of the plague, it originated here. Evie had hinted that Robbin-Sear—a secretive company hidden somewhere deep in the forest—might be the key.


  And so, several vehicles had set out in the cold early morning to find the truth. We’d already decided to park two miles out and hike in. We didn’t know whether the facility was heavily guarded, and we didn’t want to announce our arrival. If all went as planned, Evie and Jeff would be waiting for us. But somewhere along the way we’d taken a wrong turn and ended up in a desolate place, with a 360-degree view of dead and dying trees looming like grey ghosts in mourning.


  We were well over a mile from our vehicles when we heard the unmistakable sound. Not marching. Not walking. Not shuffling.


  Dragging.


  We couldn’t see them through the fog, but they were getting closer. We had to get to the safety of higher ground. So we ran.


  [image: ***]


  We saw them clearly now in the sketchy patches of sunlight that broke through the trees—hundreds of them. Lurching and ravenous, like blood-soaked marionettes on guy wires from Hell. Where had they come from? A few towards the front took charge, leading the others—a phenomenon I’d witnessed only once before when my dead extramarital girlfriend ordered my dead manager to kill me.


  Blood pounded in my ears and hot streaks of red lightning danced across my eyes. I took Holly’s trembling hand. As we retreated into the darkness of an October morning, I knew this might be it. Figures. We’d come all this way since July when the thing started—through what I had really believed was the worst of it. You always think that, right? The worst is over. But it never is. Always another corner to turn, another hell to survive. By rights we should have been dead a long time ago. Maybe now we would be. What if in trying to get to the truth of what happened in our town, we died out here alone?


  That nagging crow, joined by others, cawed loudly, confirming my assessment. Death ain’t pretty, it said. We’ll begin with the eyes.


  Griffin looked tense and scared, one hand on her weapon. Why not? She was still a kid—a tall, lanky fifteen-year-old who might lose her own life at the hands of the undead. What teenager thinks about that? But it was the world we were in now. An upside-down world where things that shouldn’t, walked.


  Holly brushed the light brown hair from Griffin’s dirt-smudged face and forced a smile. “We’ll be okay,” she said. Her voice was a whisper. Griffin nodded and gripped her weapon tighter.


  “Warnick,” I said. “Where to?”


  He turned towards Springer, his eyes like agate marbles, and signaled north. We moved silently over the pine needles and fallen branches. The others had already gone ahead and were no longer visible. We were twenty in all. Couldn’t spare any more. The rest were at the Arkon Building, protecting civilians. Dammit, but we could have used them now.


  When does it get better? I asked myself. When you’re dead, came the answer.


  We waited motionless as the horde moved closer, relentlessly traveling east, as if late for the train. None were freshly dead. Many looked to me like they were part of a Japanese tour group. Even in death they stuck together. They were all ages too—some missing limbs. Others with ears, noses and eyelids chewed off. The worst part was seeing the children, slack and grey-eyed, their small arms flopping uselessly, their tiny and undernourished grunts signaling a crippling desire to feed.


  They were almost past us when Griffin yelped.


  “Sorry, sorry.”


  “What was it?”


  “Something on the ground. I—it was crawling on my foot. I don’t know.”


  “Probably a gopher snake,” I said.


  The dog moved towards the spot to investigate, but I held her back. We didn’t need more surprises. Then we heard a sound echoing through the forest—a bone-chilling prelude to a mauling that told us we were finished. It was a death shriek.


  They had found us.


  We ran for it as the draggers descended on us like a swarm of locusts. Griffin, Holly and I sprinted ahead with Greta while Warnick and Springer laid suppressive fire and took out the front line as best they could. But more came. And more. A plague of fast-moving draggers with only hunger driving them. We could’ve stayed and fought, but there were too many. And the sound of gunfire would only attract more.


  Out of breath, my lungs searing, I saw a fire road up ahead. We ran towards it. But the draggers ran too, as if sprung from a racetrack starting gate. Those leading the horde darted to either side of the road, splitting the followers between them. I realized—almost too late—what they were up to. Warnick saw it too and called for Springer and the other soldiers to take cover up ahead in the trees. Relentlessly, the creatures followed, closing in from either side, and I knew I was right.


  They were herding us.


  “Dave,” Warnick said, “get Holly and Griffin out of here!”


  We ran for our lives. More came. The commanders barked unintelligible orders to the rest of the draggers. It wasn’t so much speech as animal noises. As we passed Warnick, Springer and the others, they fired at the oncoming horde on either side from behind the trees, going for the knees rather than the head. The draggers fell, creating a barrier for the others, and continued crawling, their faces twisted in hungry hatred. One of the soldiers took out two of the commanders with a grenade. As their rancid bodies blew apart like fireworks made from sausage, the followers scattered.


  I spotted a ridge directly ahead. A drone hovered over it. If we could get to the top, we might have a chance.


  “Up there!” I said, and we got off the road and headed up the embankment. Halfway up, I stopped and turned as another dragger commander went down in a stream of rapid fire that tore its face off. As it fell, its hands grasping at air, the rest of the leaderless horde fanned out but kept after us.


  The soldiers, led by Warnick and Springer, followed us up the steep trail. Angry draggers caught up with the stragglers in our unit and took them down, devouring them in seconds. The ones whose throats were torn out no longer screamed, their voices drowned in gurgling blood that only incited their attackers to field dress them even faster.


  We ran as hard as we could, burdened with weapons and heavy backpacks. My lungs ached and sweat streamed into my eyes, nearly blinding me. When I looked up, the drone was gone. I was faster than Holly and had to slow down for fear of losing her.


  “Dave!” Holly said. I turned.


  Griffin lay halfway up the road on the forest floor. The horde was approaching fast.


  “Don’t leave me!” Griffin said.


  I hurried back down and grabbed an arm as Holly took the other.


  “Never,” Holly said.


  A dragger—a middle-aged Japanese woman with painted-on eyebrows—grabbed Griffin’s foot and yanked her towards it, its mouth open incredibly wide, ready to bite. Holly and I slipped on the pine needles and went down on our knees while the dog went after the attacker. As the filthy wretch pulled the screaming Griffin closer, its eyeballs spinning in their sockets, Greta tore at its hands and neck. Warnick and Springer appeared and sent half its head flying towards a tree. The rest of its skull dropped and its body followed. I unslung my axe and hacked off the arm as the still-grasping claw clung to Griffin’s ankle.


  “Get it off!” she said, kicking violently.


  “Hang on!”


  The thing felt cold in my hands. I pried the crablike appendage off and checked Griffin’s ankle. The skin wasn’t broken. Holly and I got her to her feet and started up again.


  A few minutes more and we were at the top of the ridge with the others. Then we heard it. Tom Petty’s “American Girl” came blasting out of the sky like high-pitched thunder. I couldn’t believe what I saw below.


  Black Dragon soldiers on bright red ATVs streamed towards us like angry wasps. There must have been a hundred of them. The noise from their vehicles was deafening. They shot past us over the ridge towards the horde. Using AR-15s, they mowed down ravening draggers like screaming wildgrass. Others double-teamed and, with heavy iron chains strung taut between them, pulled down whole lines of the creatures while more followed and, using shotguns, blasted their heads to sawdust.


  The tops of the trees swayed and dust and pine needles churned around us as black helicopters with the familiar Black Dragon logo circled the area—one of them pounding the song out through its speakers. I didn’t know if the music was meant for the draggers or for the troops.


  Not far off below was a clearing. One of the choppers set down there, the blades still beating, and a tall, uniformed African-American man jumped out and jogged towards us. He was around fifty, with short greying hair and a clean-shaven face. His only weapon was a handgun.


  “We need to get you out of here,” he said, looking at Warnick and Springer. “Now!”


  “Whoo! It’s the damned cavalry,” Holly said.


  The man smiled and waved us towards the helicopter.


  “What about the rest of my men?” Warnick said.


  “Don’t worry, we’ll take care of the others. This dog coming too?”


  “Yes,” Griffin said, already leading Greta towards the aircraft.


  Once we were aboard, the helicopter roared off and we were away. Below I watched as the ATVs plowed through the horde, taking them out by the dozens. A few of the soldiers weren’t so lucky, though—draggers yanked them off their vehicles and consumed them.


  As I caught my breath, Holly tugged at my sleeve. I followed her eyes.


  Evie Champagne, the reporter we’d sought out in the forest, stared at me with haunted eyes. The last time we’d seen her was with her cameraman Jeff over a VTC connection in the Arkon building, their wooden faces staring silently on the large TV monitor as we tried to communicate without sound. Now, a grey blanket lay over her shoulders. She looked shell-shocked. I hadn’t been sure I’d ever see her again after that videoconference when they’d had to escape to God knows where.


  We’d gotten so used to seeing her on the local news in her smart suits and black stilettos, going to places where she shouldn’t and digging up story after story as the outbreak spread. Now, even with her hair tangled and her clothes in shreds, her powerful presence filled the cabin. But where was Jeff?


  She leaned forward and, lowering her voice, spoke into my ear. “Glad we found you,” she said. “I have so much to tell you.”
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  Approaching the school, we passed over residential streets where lone draggers wandered like lost souls. We landed on the high school football field. Tan camo-colored Humvees and large military vehicles—LMTVs—bearing the Black Dragon logo moved along the roads surrounding the school. Hundreds of fresh Black Dragon soldiers protected the area, wearing helmets and body armor and carrying AR-15s. A few draggers had made it to the school and pressed up against the chain link. Soldiers patrolling the fence line on ATVs took them out with bayonets. I assumed the bodies would be burned in a pit like all the others we’d seen since summer, but I could no longer smell the foul, greasy smoke that had hung in the air for weeks. In fact, the air smelled clean.


  Climbing out of the helicopter, we made our way towards the main campus. There were no signs of the draggers we’d escaped from only days earlier when we’d made a full assault on the Red Militia and rescued Griffin from her stepfather, and where the militia’s leader Ormand Ferry had died. It looked like Black Dragon had brought in reinforcements and regained control of the property and turned it into a clean, organized command center.


  As we strode across the grass, I saw workers in coveralls patching and painting the bullet-scarred walls of the buildings. Others replaced outdoor lights and tended to the greenery that dotted the landscape. Another soldier approached Warnick and Springer and said something I couldn’t make out. They followed him off in another direction, and we followed our escort.


  Up ahead I saw a row of large, black trailers in the parking lot. Long lines of civilians queued up in front of each one.


  “What are those?” I said to the soldier escorting us.


  “Mobile medical units. We’re testing everyone for the virus.”


  “There’s a test?”


  “Finally.”


  “And if they’re infected?”


  “We put them in an isolation ward.”


  “Where?”


  “That’s classified.”


  “What if they’re well?”


  “We’re using the gym as an evac center again. If they develop symptoms later, we transfer them out.”


  In the beginning, when all this had started and Black Dragon had taken control of the town, the gym had been converted to an evac center. But when things went sideways, it became a charnel house. I broke away and headed straight for it. The last time I’d been here, it had been infested with draggers and smelled like meat rot. Now, the doors were open and bright lights shone inside, giving the place a cheery atmosphere. So I went in.


  The interior was clean and smelled of disinfectant. They’d set up coffee stations on either side in front of the bleachers. A sea of army surplus cots and blankets stood in neat rows in the middle of the floor. Civilians sat at round banquet tables, playing games and chatting. They were all ages and included children, some of whom belly-laughed their way through a game of Twister. Though armed soldiers stood watch along the perimeter, the mood was relaxed. I remembered searching for Holly here, when we were separated and I didn’t know whether she was alive or dead. And I also remembered Mrs. Hough, an old neighbor whose mind had faded and who I’d tried to help. She’d been lost to the draggers.


  Holly and the others joined me.


  “It’s like it never happened,” I said. I ran my fingers down the freshly painted doors. No sign of blood anywhere.


  Far off, I recognized Eddie Greely, the owner of the skating rink where I’d almost died in Chavez’s twisted version of sudden death. He was frail but alive. When he saw me, he waved. I started towards him, but our escort took my arm.


  “We need to test you.”


  As I turned to leave, a girl let out a scream that sent shards of glass down my spine. Soldiers ran to where she was playing with the others. She pointed underneath the bleachers. Dropping to his knees, the soldier peered into the shadows and signaled for the children to move away. Then he reached way back and pulled something out.


  It was a severed hand.


  The escort led us towards one of the MMUs and to the front of the line. Holly instructed Greta to wait for us outside. The German shepherd lay down near the steps, wearing that disappointed look that only a dog can manage, and rested her head on her paws. A young girl tried to pet her, but a woman took her hand and gently pulled her away.


  “Careful,” the woman said.


  Inside lay an impressive array of medical equipment and electronics. A physician’s assistant guided us in and proceeded to perform a series of standard tests—the kind you would expect during a routine physical. After our exams, phlebotomists drew vials of blood from each of us.


  “You’ve identified the virus?” I said to the physician’s assistant.


  “We have.”


  “But there’s no vaccine, right?”


  “No—I wish.”


  Though I didn’t think any of us was infected—through sheer luck and God’s good grace—I worried that the possibility existed, and it frightened me.


  Evie sat next to me, her bare arm extended, as they inserted the needle.


  “Where did they pick you up?” I said.


  “Along one of the fire roads.”


  “Thanks for alerting the troops. Did you ever make it to—”


  “Not here.” She smiled at the phlebotomist. “I can’t wait to take a hot shower.” The guy smiled.


  “How long before we know?” I said to the phlebotomist.


  “A couple hours.”


  “What about communications?”


  “Cell service is still out.”


  “Internet?”


  “Tits up.” Then to Evie, “Sorry.”


  “Trust me, I’ve heard so much worse,” she said.
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  After we finished the exam, they led us into the administration building, where the grey-haired man who’d rescued us stood waiting, along with Warnick and Springer. The guy seemed genuinely pleased to see us.


  “Kelly Pederman,” he said, extending a hand. “I’m the new supervisor.”


  “So I guess you heard about Chavez,” I said.


  He made eye contact with Warnick and cleared his throat. “A tragic loss.”


  “Yeah, tragic.”


  An uncomfortable silence polluted the air. I looked at Warnick. His face was like smooth stone. What had he and Springer told this guy about us?


  “We’ll have the results of your tests shortly,” Pederman said. “In the meantime, I’d like to extend what hospitality we can. Anyone hungry?”


  They led us into a conference room to wait for the results. Greta accompanied us again and stayed close to Griffin. Shortly after, they brought actual food—not the MREs we’d come to loathe these past few weeks. We had our choice of McDonald’s Egg McMuffins or pancakes with bacon and coffee and orange juice.


  “It’s stupid, but I’ve been, like, craving McDonald’s,” Griffin said and tossed a handful of bacon to Greta.


  “I’ll catch up with you folks later,” Pederman said. On his way out he instructed another soldier to bring a bowl of water for the dog.


  “What happened to Jeff?” I said to Evie after the soldier left.


  Evie looked at me strangely, her eyes distant, as if struggling to ward off the memory traces of a bad dream. “He didn’t make it.”


  “I’m sorry.”


  “If it wasn’t for him, I’d be dead. He was a stand up guy. Never complained, no matter how bad things got. And trust me, I’m no picnic.”


  “Sounds like a great guy,” Holly said.


  As we ate, I watched Evie. There were so many questions I wanted to ask her, but I knew this wasn’t the time. I could tell she didn’t trust these people. But they were the authorities. Did she think there was still a rogue element at work? I didn’t think so, but she was a reporter with amazing instincts. How else could she have survived so long without weapons? But I did ask her one question.


  “Is there hope?” I said.


  She thought about that a long while and smiled. “There’s always hope. It’s what I’ve traded on my whole life. That and a good story.”


  [image: ***]


  After our meal, we relaxed as best we could in the leatherette chairs that school districts can almost afford. When I closed my eyes, vivid images of these past months played through my brain like a disjointed slide show without music. I saw myself skating on the ice at Happier Times, desperate to keep away from Missy Soldado who, reduced to a hungry skeleton covered in leathery skin, was hell-bent on devouring me as crazed soldiers hooted and whistled. I saw Chavez, the former supervisor, dying in a pool of blood, his skull crushed by a pipe wrench. And that kid Barnes whimpering in the corner of a different conference room in another building across town, his right leg chewed to shit, the life lazily leeching from his body to be replaced by a more vicious life of feasting on other people.


  I saw armies of the undead surging like a red tide through Tres Marias, backlit by the angry roaring fires of pit-bound burning bodies. I saw everything that had gone wrong since that first night with my friend Jim, when he’d died in my car but wouldn’t stay dead. I saw his enormous dog Perro, bloody and rabid, panting in the cold night air, waiting patiently. For me.


  Finally, I saw Nina Zimmer’s baby daughter, Evan, smiling and happy. Her face warmed me, reminding me that there might still be hope.


  When I opened my eyes, Pederman stood in the doorway holding a pile of sealed manila envelopes.


  “Well,” he said as he handed each of us our results. “You’re all clean.”


  “Thank God,” Holly said and squeezed my hand.


  “It’s pretty unusual, considering what you’ve been through these last few months.”


  “What happens now?” Holly said.


  “Well, Warnick and Springer are on the payroll, so they’ll be getting their assignments.”


  That wasn’t what I wanted to hear. We were not only a team but a family. We’d survived together and saved peoples’ lives. Now it was over?


  “And us? The three of us and Warnick and Springer are a team,” I said. “We fought together.”


  “I understand how you feel, Dave. But we’re in charge, now. Things will have to change.”


  “Where will you send us?” Holly said. “It’s not like we can go home.”


  “Mrs. Pulaski …”


  “Holly, please.”


  “Holly. I’d like you and Dave to step into my office.”


  “I can’t leave Griffin,” Holly said. She was already on her feet in that mini-power stance I knew so well. Evie watched her—she seemed amused.


  “Holly, I’ll be fine,” Griffin said.


  Warnick stood. “Springer and I aren’t going anywhere at the moment.”


  Holly relented and, as Pederman led us out of the conference room, glanced at Griffin. She seemed relaxed, stroking Greta’s head. We continued down the hall to the principal’s office.


  “Have a seat,” Pederman said.


  I remembered this office. The smell of stale coffee and Mennen Skin Bracer. The photos of countless school functions and awards banquets. I saw my old science teacher and friend Irwin Landry in one of the photos, shaking a grinning student’s hand at a science fair. The familiar steely blue eyes, hawk nose and shock of white hair. My heart ached as I thought about how he’d died. Infected. Finished off with a bullet to the brain.


  The last time I’d sat in this office, the principal had warned me that I might not graduate. He’d told me “in confidence” that my mother had called him expressing her concern. Though her illness had advanced to the point where she couldn’t easily leave the house, she’d never stopped pressuring me to succeed at something.


  “Let’s get those grades up, huh, Dave?” he said. “You don’t want to disappoint your mother.”


  He was a prick and I hated him, but the approach worked. I’d managed to squeak by and get the cap and gown, with my dying mother as witness. Though my parents were now long dead, that was one regret in a pile of regrets I wouldn’t have to slink by with.


  “So what’s this about?” I said as Holly and I sat.


  Pederman smiled professionally. “Considering everything that’s happened, I get that you don’t trust me, Dave. I’m confident I can earn your trust.”


  “Are we in trouble?” Holly said.


  Pederman laughed. It was full and deep and made me dislike him a little less. “Far from it. Did either of you ever serve in the military? I couldn’t find anything in the files.”


  “No,” I said. “Why?”


  “Well, because for a couple of civilians, you’ve both proven to be more than capable under fire.”


  “Thanks,” I said. Warnick must have been up front about everything that happened.


  “We’ve made a number of corrections to our program. We’ve weeded out a few … uh … misfits and are rebuilding the organization. We lost a lot of good people in this operation, but I think in many ways we’re stronger. I’m sure you’ve noticed it.” He waited for us to agree.


  “I guess,” Holly said.


  I leaned in. “How were you able to turn this place around so fast?”


  “As you know, Dave, most of us are ex-military. And the military knows how to get things done.”


  He rose and came around the desk. Took a seat on the edge directly in front of us. It was awkward, but he had our attention.


  “Would you consider coming to work for us?” he said.


  Holly was stunned. “Wait, what?”


  Pederman laughed again, then became serious. “I’m prepared to make you both an offer. We’re one of the few companies who provide a full pension. And the medical is awesome.” He was looking at Holly when he said this—I wondered why. “We have a robust bonus structure …”


  I couldn’t help myself—I laughed, which seemed to annoy Pederman. “I’m sorry, it’s just that … This is unexpected.”


  “I understand. It’s a big step. Why don’t you think about it? No hurry.”


  He got up stiffly and led us out of the office. His manner was decidedly cooler—possibly resentful. He’d put real money on the table and I’d crapped all over it. Nevertheless, he shook hands—a real pro.


  “I’ve already set up quarters for you and the girl.”


  “What about Evie?” I said.


  “The reporter?”


  “She’s also part of our group.”


  “I like your loyalty, Dave. I’ll see what I can do.”


  When we reentered the conference room, Springer and another largish young Latino soldier were attempting to teach Griffin how to play Texas hold ’em. From what I could see, Griffin wasn’t even trying to be funny, but these guys couldn’t stop laughing. Warnick sat alone, reading his bible. It was a comforting sight.


  Holly turned to me, half-smiling. “I think you pissed him off.”


  “I seem to have that effect on people.” I poured myself a cup of coffee and joined the game.
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  They’d set up a series of trailers across the campus to accommodate the managers as well as the medical staff. Holly, Griffin and I were given our own trailer. We’d been expecting to be placed in a converted classroom.


  “Who’s paying for all this?” I said. “The city?”


  Holly began exploring. “This is incredible! And look, they even stocked the refrigerator.”


  “Shower time!” Griffin said.


  “Not if I get there first.” They raced to the bathroom, but Griffin had the advantage with her long legs.


  “Oh, sorry,” she said. “But you lose!”


  While Griffin showered, Holly and I brought in our few belongings and stored them. For security, they’d confiscated our weapons but left me my axe. This was the instrument I’d relied on at the start of the outbreak. I’d taken it from my mother-in-law’s house. I’d destroyed Missy—as well as countless other draggers—with it. It had kept me alive.


  I found a narrow closet at the rear of the trailer and placed the axe inside towards the back. Then we opened our test results. The computer printout showed that my white cell count was normal, I didn’t have high cholesterol, and I wasn’t currently at risk for prostate cancer. Good to know. When I asked Holly about hers, she slid the paper into the envelope and smiled in a strange way.


  “It’s normal,” she said. “Everything’s normal.”


  Later, Holly and I walked the grounds, feeling safer than we had in weeks. Soldiers patrolled everywhere. The fence surrounding the school was now reinforced. Occasionally an errant dragger would wander up and a soldier would dispatch it. We didn’t see what they did with the bodies, but there were no longer any open pits smoldering with human meat.


  Warnick and Springer returned to the Arkon building, our former command center, to coordinate the evacuation of the civilians. There was talk that Black Dragon had taken over a number of apartment buildings and was in the process of converting them to temporary living quarters. Like the school, these would be heavily guarded.


  “So do you see yourself wearing one of those uniforms?” I said.


  “I don’t know. It isn’t like we’re new to this kind of work.” Holly seemed distant. “Besides, we don’t have jobs, remember? At some point, life will return to normal and we’ll have to join the rest of the unemployed.”


  “With a mortgage on a house that’s uninhabitable,” I said. “What about Staples?”


  “I don’t ever want to go back there again.”


  “Fine by me. And what about Griffin?”


  “She stays with us, no matter what.”


  “Agreed. But if we’re working for them, we can’t come and go as we please. What is she supposed to do all day?”


  “I don’t know, Dave. Go to school? Assuming the high school reopens.”


  I could hear the irritation in Holly’s voice. I knew she wasn’t mad at me. We were at a crossroads—no longer soldiers, but ordinary citizens without guns. And a girl to look after. I decided to change the subject.


  “We still need to find out what Evie knows,” I said. “How the outbreak started.”


  “Why? If they can stop it, what does it matter?”


  “I need to know.”


  “Why?”


  “Because of Jim. He’s a part of this—I know he is.”


  “You’d better talk to Warnick first,” she said. “I don’t wanna lose the chance to have a life again.”


  “Don’t let all this fool you, Holly,” I said. “It isn’t over.”
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  My dead friend Jim stood at the gate ready to let me in as I approached. He looked good. Shaven, wearing fresh clothes and a new pair of Nikes like the ones I’d seen at Wal-Mart the time we rescued Nina and her baby from a horde of teenaged draggers. I wept as I took his hand, which was smooth and wound-free.


  “I’m so sorry,” I said.


  “Forget it, dude. Not your fault.”


  “How have you been?”


  “Can’t complain. Hey, I want to show you something.”


  As he opened the gate, I noticed the reddish gash that ringed his neck. I swooned, suddenly feeling the impact of the car crash that had sent my friend through the windshield and into the night where I lost him forever. Now, I was on that dark forest road again.


  “Jim! Come on, man, this isn’t funny.”


  Something moved in the distance. I struggled after it. It was my friend. “Hurry up, lard ass!” he said, waving. He seemed impossibly far away. I struggled to catch up, but my leg hurt bad from when Travis beat me.


  He led me to his dog, Perro. The beast lay in the road, hardly breathing. Steam rose off his body like a red mist. He was smaller than I remembered him. Emaciated. Harmless.


  “They had no right to take him,” Jim said. “No right at all.”


  Jim was receding into the darkness, his dying dog in his arms. Perro was very small—the size of a puppy.


  My shoulder throbbed from when I was shot. “Jim, don’t go! You have to tell me what happened.”


  “No time,” he said. “Dream faster.”


  Then I was alone.
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  Warnick and Springer came back. Eager to hear how things had gone at the Arkon Building, we joined them as they headed towards the administration building.


  “So how are Nina and her baby?” I said.


  “Fine.” Warnick moved at a brisk pace and didn’t bother to look at me.


  “And the others?” Holly said.


  “All fine. We’re evacuating them in the morning.”


  “Warnick, slow down,” I said, grabbing his arm. “Hey, I need to know what’s going on.”


  “Dave, can’t talk now—I have a meeting.”


  “Dude, really? A meeting?”


  “I’m sorry.”


  He and Springer continued up the steps to the front entrance and sailed past the guard. I saw Pederman inside, standing in the foyer speaking to an aide.


  Holly, Griffin and I tried following but were turned away by the guard. Greta snapped at him before Holly could pull her away.


  “Sitz!” she said. As if someone had pulled a string, the dog sat. “Braves Mädchen.”


  “We’re still part of this team,” I said, looking past the guard and directly at Pederman. He avoided my gaze and continued his conversation as another soldier on the inside closed the door in our faces. I grabbed the door handle and pushed.


  “I’m sorry,” the inside guard said.


  “Warnick! What the hell?”


  Warnick glanced back, almost embarrassed. Springer wouldn’t even make eye contact. Incredulous, I watched as they followed Pederman to a conference room.


  “You need to leave,” the other soldier said.


  I felt like an ass. Furious, I stomped down the steps, kicked over a trash receptacle and marched over to our trailer. Holly, Griffin and the dog wisely followed at a safe distance.
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  “That son of a bitch!” I said, sinking onto our small sofa.


  “Dave—”


  “We helped save all those people. This is Pederman’s doing. What gives him the right to cut us out of the picture like we’re some kind of … of outsiders?”


  “Dave, you don’t get it.”


  “What don’t I get? This guy’s just another Black Dragon stooge.”


  “No, he’s not.”


  “And he got Warnick and Springer to turn against us.”


  “No, he didn’t.”


  “Why are you disagreeing with me?”


  “Listen. He’s sending a message.”


  “I’ve got a message for him,” I said, getting to my feet.


  “David Michael Pulaski, sit down or, so help me, I will remove a testicle!”


  I froze mid-stride and looked at Griffin, who wore an expression of polite sympathy, like you’d have for an animal who’d crapped on the carpet and was about to get laid into. Red-faced, I took a deep breath and sank onto a seat cushion.


  “I’ll wait outside,” Griffin said.


  “No, honey,” Holly said. “This concerns you too.” Griffin sat next to me, stroking Greta’s head as Holly paced like a head coach in a locker room before the big game.


  “Okay, so what am I missing?” I said.


  “Can’t you see? Pederman is forcing our hand. He offered us those positions, and he expects us to take them.”


  “What? But what does that have to do with—”


  “Dave, think about it. When we first spoke to him, he told us things were changing. Remember? ‘We’re back in charge.’ That’s what he said. And that means we’re just civilians.”


  “But—”


  “Look, who cares if we saved all those people? That’s ancient history. Unless we join Black Dragon, we’re out of it for good.”


  “Wait,” Griffin said. “They want to, like, hire you guys?”


  “We were planning on telling you, Griffin.”


  “And what happens to me?” I could hear the worry.


  “We’re not going anywhere,” Holly said, stroking the girl’s hair. “No matter what happens. I promise.”


  “So basically,” I said, “unless we sign up, he’s sending us out there to fend for ourselves. Like the rest of those rubes over in the gym.”


  “Pretty much.”


  I was still pissed off. I like your loyalty, Dave. Pederman had said that, too. What a load of crap. But what made me angrier was the fact that Holly had put it together so easily, when all I saw was betrayal. She’d always possessed a better mind than me, and once again I was getting schooled.


  “Let me ask you something,” I said. “How did you figure this out? I mean, I’m not exactly stupid.” I turned to Griffin for confirmation. She pretended to notice a flea on the dog’s ear.


  Holly knelt and rested her head on my knee. “Dave, don’t try to think like a woman. You’ll hurt yourself.”


  “Shit—I suck.”


  “It’s not your fault,” she said, getting up.


  “I’m an idiot.” She hugged me, probably out of pity.


  “No, you’re a guy.”


  So that was it. More evidence that women were smart and men were morons. Alert the media. I desperately needed a comeback, but I had nothing. So I changed the subject.


  “I need to talk to Warnick.”


  Holly shook her head. “I don’t think he can help you. Don’t forget, he works for them. I’m sure he has his orders.” I got up and headed for the door. “Where are you going?”


  “To find Evie.”


  “We’re coming with,” she said.
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  We found Evie, notebook in hand, interviewing a physician’s assistant outside one of the MMUs. I almost didn’t recognize her. She wore clean clothes that were, in truth, not her style. They fit well enough, but were nothing like the tailored jackets and skirts she normally wore and resembled something off the rack at Target. Her makeup and hair, though neat, were different too. She could have passed for a Tres Marias homemaker.


  “We need to talk,” I said as we approached her.


  “Thanks for your time.” She shook the interviewee’s hand and waited as he headed into the MMU. Then to me, “Not here.”


  “There are Black Dragon people all over the place. Where can we go?”


  “I know a place,” Griffin said.


  We made our way along the main building and around the side, past the shed where we’d found Griffin being dragged away by her deranged, gangrenous stepfather. Like the rest of the school, the area was clean. The ground was swept and flowers planted along the pathway leading to the common area. I could still hear Griffin’s desperate screams in my head, and I had to look at her again to remind myself she was safe.


  She led us to a basement entrance at the rear of the building and trotted down the few concrete steps while the rest of us stood watch. The door was locked. She slammed her shoulder into it once, springing the door, and went in.


  “Griffin, how do you know this place?” Holly said as we followed.


  The girl’s voice was low and afraid. “It’s where Travis kept me prisoner.”


  “Who’s Travis?” Evie said.


  “Travis Golightly,” I said. “Her stepfather. He’s dead.”


  “Sounds to me like the girl caught a break.” Evie touched Griffin’s shoulder. “Listen to me, kid. For years my dad terrified my mother and … hurt me, which is why I left home at sixteen. It is what it is. All you can do is move on.”


  I wasn’t sure if Griffin needed to hear the raw, bitter truth coming from this veteran reporter. It made me uncomfortable. When I turned to Holly, I saw a rising anger. I wondered whether it came from Evie’s powerful words or from the truth of what happened to Griffin in here.


  Griffin nodded meekly. Maybe she’d found a kindred spirit—someone who knew firsthand what she’d been through, including the years of sexual abuse. “How … how did you get through it?” she said.


  “Like you.” Evie’s voice was softer now. She smiled at Holly and me, then took Griffin’s hand. “I was lucky enough to find good people who were genuinely interested in helping me. Not wanting anything in return other than my promise to better myself. They made all the difference in my life. I’ll tell you about it sometime.”


  “Thanks, Evie,” Griffin said.


  Weak light filtered in through the dirty basement windows like distant starlight, and I saw the hard expression on Evie’s face melt like snow, leaving the careworn lines of worry that come from the wrong kind of experience. She was an attractive woman—older in person—but one who had been damaged in so many ways over the years. It made sense to me that she was fearless, having suffered at the hands of whatever demon had possessed her father and destroyed her childhood. She was a dark survivor who had not only found a way to live but discovered in herself a way to make a real difference.


  As my eyes adjusted, I could make out dusty grey metal racks of junk—old homecoming dance decorations, pep rally banners and discarded furniture. Griffin froze, her body shuddering as if from the cold.


  “You okay?” Holly said.


  “Yeah. I need a minute.”


  A pair of bloodstained handcuffs—the kind the police use—hung from one of the metal racks. On the floor lay an overturned grey plastic bucket. A shudder ran through me as I imagined Griffin trapped here, at the mercy of a deranged sex offender, forced to pee in a pail. I thought about my own ordeal, held prisoner by the Red Militia and beaten mercilessly. But I was a grown man—I was capable of moving past it. How was a young girl supposed to come out of this living nightmare?


  Finally, with the grace of an angel, Griffin made her way to a sturdy metal table and chairs. Gently squeezing her hand, I took a seat with her and the others.


  “So, formal introductions,” I said to Evie. “I’m Dave Pulaski, and this is my wife Holly. And this is Griffin Sparrow.”


  “Well, you know me. Everybody knows me. I’m Evie Champagne, ‘star reporter.’ As you can see, somewhat worse for the wear. Sorry about the clothes. I’ll speak to my producer.”


  “We saw you talking to that physician’s assistant,” I said. “I’m guessing you’ve tried interviewing everyone here.”


  “Yeah, the civilians don’t know anything and no one in Black Dragon is talking—including the medical staff. It’s radio silence.”


  “Speaking of which. Do you know what’s going on with the cell service?”


  “That is one helluva mystery, isn’t it?” she said. “No one can explain it, nor can they tell us why the land lines don’t work. I’m guessing it’s intentional.”


  “Well, it didn’t stop us from communicating with you a few days ago,” Holly said.


  “I remember you wrote down ‘Robbin-Sear Industries.’ What do they have to do with all this?”


  “Dave, you have to understand,” Evie said. “The evidence I’ve collected is sketchy. But it’s my belief that they’re the ones responsible for what happened.”


  “You mean, the outbreak?” I said. “How?”


  “Look, being a reporter is hard. Most of your time is spent chasing down leads, doing research, putting the pieces together until you have a story. You check and double-check the facts, you know, to make sure the station doesn’t get sued. Every once in a while, you get lucky. I mean, really lucky. You live for those moments.”


  Her eyes sparkled in a way that told me she was born for this.


  “Before I became a television news reporter, I was a researcher at the San Francisco Chronicle. A friend of mine, Rudy Moritz—you might’ve heard of him—knew I was good and asked me to help him research a story he was working on. Something bizarre had happened in a remote mountain village in Guatemala, somewhere near Jacaltenango. There were somewhere around a hundred people in the village—mostly elderly. The place was so small it wasn’t even on the map.


  “Something came over the AP wire. It seemed that practically everyone in the village had come down with a strange illness. The symptoms were very similar to what you saw here in Tres Marias in the early days. People wandering the streets like ghosts—their eyes blank—gibbering like idiots.”


  “The jimmies,” I said.


  “Exactly. At first, the doctors thought it was Hantavirus or Ebola. But everyone tested negative for those. Rudy, who has a medical background, went down there to investigate. I tried to find out what I could using public records, talking to immunologists, stuff like that. We explored every angle. Tainted water, drugs, the military. Nothing fit.


  “Then Rudy called me on his satellite phone and told me he’d seen a group of Americans ‘sneaking around’ down there. That’s how he put it. They claimed to be researchers from some NGO and were very reluctant to talk to my friend. You can guess who they really worked for.”


  “Robbin-Sear,” Holly said.


  “Yep. Rudy was persistent, and he was able to get an interview with the guy in charge. He told Rudy that they were there simply as observers. That was bullshit, and Rudy knew it. But he played along in order to get the interview. The next day, he was expelled from the country. His notes, computer—everything—were confiscated. As a result, the paper didn’t allow him to write the story.”


  “What happened to the people in the village?” Griffin said.


  Evie gazed at the ground. “They never said, officially. But all of the bodies were incinerated.”


  My head hurt. I tried sifting through the information, tying it back to what was happening in our town.


  “Tell us about Tres Marias,” I said.


  Evie laid everything out for us, based on all the investigation she had done up to then.


  She and her cameraman, Jeff, had covered the story, getting what information they could from the locals. She hadn’t had much luck talking to Black Dragon, though. Understandable, considering the town was in lockdown mode. At the start of the outbreak, people had begun coming down with the jimmies. At the time it was thought that they’d either been bitten by infected animals or other people—no one was really sure. When they died off, the hordes appeared. And after death, people “turned” by the hundreds, becoming undead things that craved human flesh. There was no evidence, though, that this had happened in Guatemala.


  “When Black Dragon rolled into town,” Evie said, “they got to work burning bodies.”


  Things had really turned ugly when the Red Militia clashed with Black Dragon. It was open warfare in the streets.


  “I was able to get an interview with Ormand Ferry, the leader of the Red Militia. He insisted that the whole episode was a government conspiracy, and he was trying to save the town.”


  After that, things had become too dangerous on the streets, and Evie and Jeff went into hiding. But they continued to investigate. A break came when their news van nearly collided with another van traveling in the opposite direction and driven by a researcher from Robbin-Sear named Larry Evans.


  “He was pretty wound up, if you ask me,” she said.


  They both pulled over to make sure everyone was all right. Seeing the company name on the van, Evie went to work. I could just see her standing there in her fitted blazer, tight skirt and black stilettos, working Larry like a sock puppet.


  Robbin-Sear was a privately funded bioscience technology company. They were under contract—he wouldn’t say to whom—to develop a vaccine to inoculate American troops fighting overseas. He claimed not to know anything about the current outbreak. But Evie pushed hard. That’s when Larry referred her to his boss.


  “I tried getting more information, but it was no use. By then, Black Dragon had quarantined the town. There was no way for Jeff and me to get out. The evac center was overrun, and we needed to find a place to hide. We were lucky enough to discover that satellite building—the one belonging to Arkon.”


  “How long were you there?” Holly said.


  “Weeks. Seemed like forever. We had electricity and running water. Jeff made food runs, bringing back whatever he could scavenge.” She rubbed her eyes. “He kept me alive. One day we found the VTC equipment in one of the conference rooms. Jeff decided to try calling out on it. He worked on it for days, but there was no one on the receiving end. I think it was a total accident that we made the connection with you.”


  “Then someone broke in,” I said.


  “Yes, a horde. We were on the second floor and could hear them downstairs. We barely made it out alive.”


  “And you headed straight for Robbin-Sear?”


  “We were able to get the van out of the city—away from the Red Militia—and into the forest. It was dark by the time we got out, so we slept in the van, intending to drive to the facility in the morning. To meet you.”


  “And you were attacked.”


  “Yes. It was that horde that came after you. They found us. Jeff stayed behind, trying to hold them off so I could get away. I ran and ran—for what seemed like hours—but it was only a few minutes. I got to the top of a ridge and when I looked down, I saw the horde. They were already dispersing, and that’s when I knew they’d … that Jeff was dead.”


  We waited as she choked down her sorrow and took a long, deep breath.


  “When I saw the helicopters, I flagged them down, waving my jacket like a crazy woman. Fortunately, it was red, and they spotted me right away. I knew you guys were headed there too, so I told them to keep searching for other survivors. You know the rest.”


  Holly touched Evie’s hand. Anyone else would have broken down, but this woman held it together.


  “Sorry to get emotional,” she said.


  “So you think these events are connected,” Holly said.


  “Oh, yeah.”


  “But how?” I said.


  “Dave, history is filled with examples of the US testing modified viruses and experimental vaccines on its own citizens. I’ll give you one. In 1994, Senator John D. Rockefeller released a report stating that for fifty years, the Department of Defense experimented on military personnel.”


  “Okay …”


  “So what’s to stop them from sacrificing a few isolated villagers in a country nobody cares about?”


  “Guatemala, you mean. But now you’re talking about a town in Northern California!”


  “Why are you surprised, Dave? In 1951, the DOD began open-air tests in this country using disease-producing bacteria and viruses. This continued through 1969.”


  It was too much. I got to my feet and paced back and forth. Ran into a huge cobweb. Pissed off, I swatted it away as the three women stared at me. Then Holly turned to Evie.


  “Are you sure the two things are related?” she said.


  “Positive,” Evie said.


  “Why?” I said.


  “Because the person in charge in Guatemala is the same person who runs the facility here. He’s the one Larry Evans pointed me to. Guy by the name of Bob Creasy.” I froze. “You know him?”


  I turned to Holly. “He was the one who picked me up after my car accident in July.”


  “I read something once,” Holly said. “About the Department of Defense building a special facility to manufacture vaccines.” Then to Evie, “Are you saying these guys are somehow tied to the DOD?”


  “While I was researching that story a few years ago,” Evie said, “I learned that an ex-DOD official is now the COO of Robbin-Sear. A little cozy, don’t you think?”


  I took a seat and ran my hands through my hair. Holly laid her hand gently on my arm. We sat in silence for a few moments.


  “If what you’re saying is true,” I said, “then somehow my friend Jim got mixed up with these guys.”


  “What makes you say that?” Evie said.


  “Because, whatever it is that’s spreading through this town, Jim got it early on.”


  “Dave,” Holly said, “when Creasy picked you up, didn’t you say he was looking for stray dogs?”


  “Yeah. He was especially interested in Jim’s dog, Perro.”


  “That might have something to do with how the virus got out.”


  “You think they were experimenting on animals?”


  “That sounds likely,” Evie said.


  “So do we know what happened to Perro?” Griffin said.


  “He was out there on the road the night Creasy picked me up. But he got away. And he was definitely rabid.”


  “Why would a government research facility care about a rabid dog?” Holly said.


  “What if he was sick on purpose?” Griffin said.


  Evie looked at the girl intently. “Go on.”


  “My stepdad used to meet with these Red Militia guys at the house, right? Me and my brother, Kyle, weren’t supposed to hang around, but we always heard them talking about this big conspiracy. You know, medical experiments and stuff.” Griffin turned to Holly and me. “What if they were right and someone, like, gave the dog something to make him sick?”


  “Jim was bitten—and not by a human,” I said. “I saw the autopsy photo. To Griffin’s point, Perro could have been infected and bitten Jim. And others too.”


  “But why didn’t people get rabies, instead of whatever this is?” Holly said.


  “I don’t know,” Evie said.


  “So how does Black Dragon figure into all this?” I said. “I mean, normally, the police would be involved and—if necessary—a state of emergency would be declared by the governor and the National Guard sent in, right?”


  “Yes,” Evie said. “Remember the LA riots in ’92?”


  “I was kind of young,” I said. “So Black Dragon shows up. A private security company. Who made that call?”


  “No clue,” Evie said. “All I know is we need to get inside that facility on Old Orchard Road. That’s where the truth lies.”


  “Now that Black Dragon is running things again, I’m not sure how easy that will be.”


  “Dave,” Holly said. “If we join them, we might be in a better position to do something.”


  “I need to talk to Warnick. He’s the only one I trust.”


  “I don’t think that’s going to happen.”


  Holly was right. Everything pointed to Pederman and his damned offer. Unless we agreed to join up, he’d keep us shut out. But being part of the operation would give us access to communications—and more importantly, intelligence.


  It was the only way.


  [image: ***]


  “We’d like to speak to Supervisor Pederman,” I said to the guard at the entrance to the administration building.


  “What’s this concerning?”


  “Tell him we’re ready to talk. He’ll know.”


  The guard radioed someone who escorted us inside and asked us to wait in the foyer. After twenty minutes, another soldier walked us to the principal’s office. Inside, Pederman was waiting, along with Warnick. On the coat rack hung two fresh uniforms in clear garment bags. And on the floor, two shoe boxes.


  “How did you know our decision?” I said.


  Pederman smiled broadly. “Let’s say we were hopeful.”


  “Welcome to the team,” Warnick said. He extended a hand to each of us.


  “We need you to fill out some paperwork,” Pederman said, handing us each an official-looking packet. “Once everything has been processed, we will issue each of you a weapon. We’re fast-tracking the whole thing. I’ll get up to headquarters and make you an appointment with HR. Someone can be onsite tomorrow to take care of the employment contract and go over your benefits package.”


  “No signing bonus?” I said, skimming the paperwork. I totally wasn’t being serious.


  “I’m authorized to offer each of you twenty-five thousand dollars. Of course, it will be grossed up to account for the taxes.”


  Holly’s jaw dropped as she stared at me. “Oh my gosh …”


  “I think you’re going to like working for us,” Pederman said.


  “Can’t wait to get started,” I said. As I’ve explained before, I’m a good liar.


  “Oh, I almost forgot,” Pederman said. “Because of the unusual nature of the events over the last few months, we’ll need to interview both of you and take statements.”


  “You mean, like a deposition?” I said.


  “Sort of. But it’s nothing to worry about. We’re trying to gather all the information we can about what happened. Sooner or later there’s going to be an investigation—and possibly lawsuits. We need to know all the facts.”


  “And we won’t be charged with anything?”


  “No. If it makes you feel any better, Warnick and Springer have vouched for your character. They told us their version, which frankly makes you guys look like heroes. But now we need your statements.”


  “Sure,” I said.


  “Fine with me,” Holly said.
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  Walking back, I took in the crisp air. The sky was clear and, other than the sounds of the ATVs patrolling the fences, all was quiet. Far off on the outdoor basketball courts, a group of men and teenage boys was enjoying a pickup game. It all reminded me of how things used to be, before the plague.


  As we reached our trailer, Holly stopped and took my hand. “Dave, thank you for doing this. I mean it.”


  “I get the feeling you really want this.”


  “I do. But not for the reasons you think.”


  “Is this another one of those fly-bys and I’m standing here clueless?”


  “No.” She laughed and laid her hand on my arm. “No, honey. It’s just that, well … I’m pregnant.”
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  Elation and panic dizzied me. I didn’t know whether to celebrate or mourn. I don’t normally weave—unless I’m drunk. But I felt myself tilting back as Holly reached for my other arm.


  “Easy there, cowboy,” she said.


  We found a shady spot under an oak tree. A squirrel stared at us from halfway up the light brown trunk, chittering and flicking its tail. I had nothing but love for it as I sat and pulled Holly down next to me. No one wanted to be the first to speak, so we did the staring game. After a few seconds I blinked.


  “Aw!” I said. “Come on, do-over.”


  “Forget it.”


  It was surreal, us sitting under that tree, the sun breaking through white billowy clouds, while not fifty yards away two groaning draggers pressed up against the chain link fence, as if eavesdropping. We were between two worlds, it seemed. The sane and the insane. So far, our choices pulled us towards the former. But that other world was never far away.


  Somehow, Greta got out of the trailer and found us. She lay at our feet and waited for someone to stroke her neck. Some guard dog, I thought. At least the kid will have a pet.


  Holly took my hand. “I didn’t mean to spring it on you like that. I was pretty sure, but the blood test confirmed it.”


  “I wondered why you were acting all weird. How far along are you?”


  “A few weeks. I’m still getting used to the idea. Are you upset?”


  “What? No, I’m … Everything is so crazy. I mean, we’re safe now. But are we going to be able to have that kind of life?”


  I watched as a young recruit hopped off her ATV and skewered the draggers through the head with her bayonet. It was deliberate and routine, like picking up trash in a public park. She wiped her blade on the grass and radioed someone. The cleanup crew probably. Being the new recruits, would Holly and I end up on that detail?


  “Life is always going to be hard,” she said. “And we’ll be dead someday. We have to try to live it the best we can. Raise our family.”


  “Circle of life?”


  “Pretty much.”


  Maybe it was the effects of the killing and the blood and the suffering we’d gone through over these last few months. Maybe it was the glimmer of a possible future where Holly and I might actually be happy. Or it might have been a moment of weakness. But I felt myself choking up with emotion and I had to swallow it all back down and keep it there. We’d been through so much together, Holly and me—barely surviving sometimes. Seeing friends and comrades killed. Experiencing the worst of humanity. And sometimes the best. Losing a part of ourselves, yet becoming stronger together.


  How did a person do it alone in this life? How did they survive? There were so many out there with nobody to help them. And plenty to hurt them. There’s an old French proverb that says God always helps fools, lovers and drunkards. I could attest to that last category. In my drinking days, I’d been on that lonely road, surviving miraculously from one bender to the next. And I believed that, without Holly, my luck would have eventually run out.


  “I’m sorry,” I said. “I’m a pussy.”


  “No, you’re not.” Holly rubbed my shoulders and pulled me close. I could smell her fragrant hair, the scent of her perfect skin. She kissed me.


  “I will always love you, David Michael Pulaski. I know things are hard right now, but that’s one thing you never have to worry about. Got it?”


  Those were words I could happily take to my grave.


  As we made our way to our trailer, Holly holding my hand, Greta bounding ahead like an errant puppy, her tongue lolling out of her mouth, I thought of my baby. Our baby. Would it even have a chance? I knew Holly would be an awesome mother, but what about me? I barely knew how to take care of myself. How would I ever measure up? Be an example?


  Stay sober, a voice said. Good advice. Especially since I knew there were more dark days to come.
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  When we told Griffin, she made dolphin noises. Though she’d become a formidable fighter in her own right, there was still the girl in her, filled with a tenderness and hope that only the young can feel. Perfect big sister, I thought.


  “When will you know if it’s a boy or a girl?” she said.


  “It’ll be a while,” Holly said. “Four to five months.”


  “Can I name it? Holly, please? Say yes.”


  “What?” I said. “Griffin Jr.?”


  She laughed, then became serious. “Or Kyle?”


  “After your brother,” I said. “Very cool.”


  “Holly, they’re not gonna, like, send you out on patrol, are they?”


  “Hey, I’m not crippled. I got moves.”


  Holly pretended to round a corner, holding an imaginary weapon out in front of her. I sneaked up behind her and poked her in the ribs with my index fingers, sending her through the roof. It was one of the things I loved most about her—her ticklishness.


  “Oh, you did not just do that,” she said.


  Now everyone was tickling everyone as Greta barked and spun in circles.


  A knock at the door put a stop to the hilarity. It was Warnick. “Sorry to barge in,” he said.


  I could tell he was uncomfortable. As if on cue, Griffin took the dog for a walk. Holly and I sat on the sofa as Warnick paced, worrying two manila envelopes in his sweaty palms. I’d never seen him so edgy.


  “Warnick, calm down,” I said. “You’re starting to scare me.”


  “Look, I know you want to find out what’s really going on. But I think you should forget about it and accept whatever assignment they give you.”


  “We’re happy to be the good corporate citizens and all, but someone needs to look into this thing and—”


  “No, they don’t!” As long as I’d known Warnick, I couldn’t recall a single time when he’d raised his voice.


  Holly rose and got a soda from the refrigerator. “Want anything?” she said to me.


  “No, thanks.”


  “Warnick?”


  He ignored her. “Dave, you need to understand. Black Dragon has a mission.”


  “So I’ve heard.”


  “Really? What is it?”


  Groaning, I leaned back and rubbed my eyes. “To make the town safe so the regular authorities can take over.”


  “Right. And it’s important that we focus on that.”


  “Warnick, can I ask you a question? Did something happen?”


  He walked over to the refrigerator and turned to Holly. “May I?”


  “Sure.”


  He popped open an orange soda and drank deeply. “This is way beyond what I thought it was when we first deployed.”


  “You never told us how you ended up working for Black Dragon,” Holly said. “Did they recruit you?”


  He took a seat across from us. I could tell he was tired.


  “Me and my brother were serving in Afghanistan.”


  “I didn’t know you had a brother,” I said. “Younger or older?”


  “Older.”


  “Is he a Weezer fan, too?”


  “No, but he’s the person who taught me my faith. Someday I’ll tell you what my life was like before that. But not today.”


  “Sounds like an amazing person,” Holly said. “Where is he now?”


  Warnick fiddled with his soda can and spoke softly. “He was stationed at a COP—combat outpost—and went on patrol in a village, searching for Taliban. He was killed by an IED.”


  “Dude, I’m so sorry,” I said.


  “Anyway, I finished my tour.”


  “What were you doing?”


  “Training ANA forces—Afghan National Army. I was getting ready to come home when the Black Dragon recruiters showed up. They were signing up people like crazy. Guys like Chavez, Estrada, Springer and me. A job right out of the military? Why wouldn’t I do it? They offered us a great package, so we took it.”


  Warnick told us that their first mission had been to remain in Afghanistan, providing private security for various Afghan leaders. Warlords mostly, who were friendly with the US. Chavez was their supervisor, and unlike his command in Tres Marias, he’d handled it fine. They didn’t see much combat—till the Taliban sent a suicide bomber—a kid on a scooter—to one of the leaders’ homes. Warnick, Springer and Estrada were almost killed in the blast. And Chavez almost died when more Taliban followed and started shooting up the place. After they recuperated in the hospital, they were sent home to Black Dragon’s regional office in San Francisco.


  “We weren’t even there three months when the outbreak happened,” he said, “and we got deployed here. As you know, they put Chavez in charge.”


  It all fit—why Chavez went over the edge and why Estrada and the others followed him in his insane quest to create a new hell on earth. Somewhere along the way he must have lost it over there, along with the others. Maybe it was because he’d almost died. Or maybe he had already been on his way to madness—a madness that was irresistible to others. But not to Warnick and Springer. Somehow, they had remained sane. Why?


  “Then it all fell apart,” Warnick said. “Chavez and his men. Other soldiers going rogue and palling around with the Red Militia. A lot of our people died at the hands of those nailheads.”


  During those insane days, Warnick had been a rock. He’d kept me going even when things were at their worst. But he seemed different now. Had the events of the last few months finally gotten to him?


  “It didn’t have to be this way,” he said, staring at nothing.


  Holly went up to him. “What do you mean?”


  Another knock. It was one of Pederman’s aides. “Is Warnick in here?”


  “Yeah,” Warnick said, getting to his feet. “I’m finalizing things for the meeting with HR tomorrow.”


  “Well, Pederman wants to see you.”


  “Be right there.”


  He remained at the door. When the aide was gone, Warnick handed us each an envelope.


  “Report to the administration building tomorrow at oh-nine hundred sharp,” he said. “You have a meeting with HR. And don’t forget, they’re going to ask you to give depositions. Your assignments are in those envelopes, assuming everything goes well. It’s light duty for the next few days. Mostly target practice and physical training.”


  “Warnick, what are you not telling us?” I said.


  “Stick to the mission,” he said and left the trailer.
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  I went out to find Evie, but she wasn’t anywhere around. I asked a number of Black Dragon soldiers—no one knew anything. When I returned to the trailer, Holly was already fixing dinner. Griffin lay on the couch reading a book she must’ve gotten from the school library.


  “What are you reading?” I said.


  “The Catcher in the Rye.”


  “Ah, the classics.”


  “I don’t get it. Why is Holden, like, so depressed all the time?”


  “I don’t know. Too much money and all.”


  “Did you find Evie?” Holly said.


  “No. And no one has any idea where she is.”


  “Do you think they released her?”


  “I keep wondering about Warnick. I’ve never seen him like that. You have this ‘little woman’ who tells you stuff, right? So what’s she telling you now?”


  “I don’t know. Only that’s he’s acting strange.”


  Springer passed by the window. I bolted out the front door after him. He must’ve seen me coming—he walked faster.


  “Springer, wait up!”


  He stopped and pretended to act casual. “Oh, hey, Dave. S’up?”


  “What’s going on around here?”


  “I don’t know what you mean.”


  “Come on, cut the crap, Calvin. Warnick is acting all weird. I can’t find Evie. There’s a lot of strangeness somebody needs to explain.”


  “I think you’re imagining things,” Springer said, faking a smile.


  “I need some answers. Can we go somewhere to talk?”


  “I’m not supposed to.” His voice was barely audible.


  “Springer, we’ve been through too much. Come on, man. Throw me a bone.”


  He quickly checked his surroundings and whispered. “By the maintenance shed. Midnight.”


  I watched him go, his gait stiff. People were watching, I noticed. They were definitely watching.
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  I waited near the entrance to the shed. It was dark, and there were no other soldiers around. I heard a crunching noise as someone made their way across the gravel. I backed into the shadows and waited. A lone figure approached and stepped into the light of a naked bulb hanging off the side of the shed.


  It was Warnick.


  “Warnick—”


  “Shh!”


  “What’s going on?” My voice was a whisper.


  “Inside.”


  He eased the metal door open and we slipped in. We didn’t turn on any lights, instead making our way carefully along the wall. Moonlight shone through one of the windows in a luminous pool in the center of the oil-stained floor. We stood close to one another so we wouldn’t have to raise our voices.


  “So are you going to tell me the truth?” I said.


  “You shouldn’t be asking all these questions. I thought I told you.”


  “Look, we agreed to sign on like you and Pederman wanted. We’ll do our jobs. But I need to know what happened to my friend Jim. We won’t feel safe till we know.” I looked directly into Warnick’s eyes. “There’s something else. Holly’s pregnant.”


  “All the more reason to keep a low profile. Congrats, by the way.”


  “Warnick, I know you came here to convince me to stand down. But, dude, you know me. And you know I’m not going to do that. So you might as well come clean.”


  Warnick began pacing again, then stopped and stared at something across the room. Our eyes adjusted to the darkness, and we saw a couple of metal folding chairs lying next to a wall. We set them up and sat across from each other.


  “I don’t know if I have any answers for you,” he said.


  “Tell me what you know.”


  “This is strictly confidential. If you breathe any of it—”


  “Warnick, I get it.”


  “I was in one of the offices in the administration building this morning, doing some paperwork. The walls are kind of thin. In the office next to me, I could hear them interrogating Evie.”


  “Interrogating? You mean, taking a deposition?”


  “Not exactly. They were asking her all kinds of questions about her investigation during the outbreak. What she’d seen. Places she’d gone. People she’d interviewed. They wanted to know how she survived all this time by herself. And they wanted to know what she and her cameraman filmed.”


  “And what did she tell them?”


  “From what I could hear, she kept her answers very general. She talked about the pits of burning bodies and the close calls they had with draggers and the Red Militia. She never gave them any specifics. When they asked again about the news footage, she told them that other than what was broadcast before the quarantine, it was all lost when the draggers attacked their van and killed Jeff.”


  “What about Robbin-Sear?”


  “They didn’t ask her about it directly. They talked around it. Asked her if she had any thoughts on how this thing might have started, or how far she thought it might have spread. She told them she assumed that it was some kind of virus and that it had made it as far as Mt. Shasta. All stuff that’s generally known.”


  I leaned forward and lowered my voice. “When you say ‘they’ you mean Pederman, right?”


  “No. Someone else.”


  “Huh. Then what?”


  “They let her go. Said they’d ask her to come in again if they had any more questions.”


  “And you saw her leave?”


  “Yeah.”


  “What does Pederman say?”


  “He’s still in San Francisco.”


  “Weird. Are you planning to tell him?”


  “Of course.”


  “Who do you think it was?”


  “Someone whose voice I didn’t recognize.”


  “But they work for Black Dragon, right?”


  Warnick stood and checked behind him, as if someone might be listening. “No, I don’t think so. After it was over, I heard him leave the room. When he walked past my door, I saw him briefly. He was a stocky guy. With red hair. Wearing a really nice suit. Any idea who that is?”


  “Yeah, I do,” I said, getting to my feet. “He’s the mayor.”
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  “What’s for lunch? Well, I’m gonna tell you.”


  The small TV in the kitchenette blasted The Lazy Man’s Lunch throughout the trailer. I was already dressed and buttoning my shirt. Holly stood in the tiny bathroom putting her hair up as Greta sat in the doorway watching her. Every couple of minutes Holly called over her shoulder.


  “Griffin, come on, get up,” she said. “It’s almost nine.”


  Connie McBride was the hottest thing going on the Food Network. The show, hosted by the burly, Red Sox-loving ex-maintenance worker from Boston with the permanent five o’clock shadow, appealed to every talentless hungry male who was not only desperate for a meal but bone cheap.


  “So whadda we got here?” he said, rummaging through the kitchen cabinets on the show’s set. “Triscuits … Tabasco … McCormick Paprika … Ooh! Kraft Grated Parmesan!” He set these on the counter and stuck his head comically inside the refrigerator. “Oscar Mayer hot dogs!”


  Quickly he laid out a dozen crackers on a plate, cut up the dogs and delicately placed a slice on each cracker. Then he sprinkled the whole business with cheese, shook on some Tabasco and microwaved the plate for twenty seconds. When it was done he dropped a sprig of parsley on the plate, turned to the camera for his close-up and delivered his trademark line.


  “And there’s your lunch.”


  “Holly, do you have any bars?” I said.


  She came towards me, checking her cell phone. “Nope.”


  “No Internet and no cell service. So how are we getting television?”


  “I don’t think they can block the airwaves.”


  “No, but they can censor them.”


  “Griffin, for cryin’ out loud.”


  Holly whispered something to Greta. The dog bounded over to Griffin’s bed and threw her paws on top of her, licking her face.


  “Ew! Greta!”


  “Mission accomplished,” Holly said. “Dave, do these pants make me look fat?”


  I totally dodged the question. “How did you get the dog to do that?”


  “She’s a girl. So naturally we’re on the same page. That, and the fact that Ram taught me all the right German commands.”


  “Yeah? Which command was that?”


  “Voraus!”


  “I hope you’re not planning on using those on me.”


  “Just one. Braver Hund!”


  “What does that mean?”


  “Good dog,” she said, and beat it out the door before I could grab her.
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  The guard at the administration building said nothing as we passed through the front entrance, wearing our new uniforms. Once inside, we went directly to the principal’s office, where we found Pederman with another man I didn’t recognize. The stranger was in his fifties, with thinning grey hair, corn-fed jowls that were too red and a bulbous nose dotted with burst blood vessels. Judging by his waistband size, I guessed he liked his beer.


  The man stepped forward and shook our hands. “Walt Freeman,” he said.


  “In case you didn’t know, Walt is deputy mayor.”


  “The mayor wasn’t available?” I said.


  Walt shook his head. “He’s far too busy with the reconstruction. I’m handling all of the depositions.”


  After the pleasantries, Pederman said, “Let’s get started.”


  Inside the conference room, an attractive young woman with reddish-brown hair, huge brown eyes and red lips sat at the table in front of a laptop. She was on the pudgy side but in a way that made men hungry.


  “That’s Becky,” Walt said. “She’s here to take notes.” He held up a hand. “Fat fingers.”


  As we took seats, Walt hefted a clear plastic file storage box from the floor and set it on the table. He reached in and, flipping through the files, grabbed one, opened it and spread out a number of typed pages on the table. “I think you know that Mr. Warnick and Mr. Springer have already given depositions,” he said to Holly and me. “Please don’t take this the wrong way. We’re really just fact finding. With so many … uh … dead from the … the unpleasantness, we’re trying to collect as much information as we can.”


  Unpleasantness, I repeated in my head. I thought of my former boss, Fred Lumpkin, and how I’d blasted his head to bits with a cop’s .44. Yeah, that was pretty unpleasant.


  Walt continued. “Since you’re married, we’re combining your depositions into one file, if that’s okay. When did you first encounter what we’re now calling ‘the sickness’? Dave?”


  “You mean, when did I first notice it?”


  “No. When did you personally come in contact with a person or persons who exhibited symptoms?”


  “The jimmies, you mean. The night of July fifth.”


  “That’s pretty specific.”


  “I’ll never forget that date. It was the night my friend Jim Stanley came to see me. I’m pretty sure he was already infected.”


  It took better than two hours for Walt to depose Holly and me. We told him everything—how we’d left the area for Mt. Shasta. How Holly and her mother had vanished, and I’d met up with Ben and Aaron Marino and Irwin Landry. How we’d returned to Tres Marias and moved to Ram Chakravarthy’s compound, eventually to be joined by Warnick, Chavez and the other soldiers. And how we’d left that place with Greta, the only guard dog left alive.


  In a way, it was freeing to get it all out. To talk about how the Red Militia had tried to use Griffin and her brother Kyle against us. And how they’d destroyed our compound. How Holly and Griffin had escaped an ambush and I’d been taken prisoner with Warnick and the others, forced by Chavez and his men to compete in a death match with draggers in a dilapidated ice rink.


  We told them about the civilians we’d saved and how I was later taken prisoner by the Red Militia when I’d gone out searching for Holly and Griffin, who eventually made it to safety. And how we’d defeated the nailheads and together made our way back to our new compound—the Arkon Building.


  Finally, we told them how we’d attacked the Red Militia at the high school and rescued Griffin. How Ormand Ferry had died at the hands of draggers.


  “How many would you say you killed?” Walt said to me. “Like-uh-said, we’re simply fact finding.”


  “No idea. But most were no longer human.”


  “Holly?”


  “Same. They attack in hordes, you know.”


  “Yeah. Well, I think we pretty much have everything we need. Appreciate your cooperation.”


  Walt began putting the papers back into the storage box as Becky slipped her laptop into a black leather case. Everyone got up. I stood directly in front of him. He was slightly shorter than me, and I could smell a mixture of cologne and sweaty shoe leather. “Where is this information going?” I said.


  “Good question. It will be placed in an archive, along with everything else we’re collecting—papers, audio recordings, video, so on and so forth. If any government agency needs access, we can provide it. Nice meeting you both.”


  He and the assistant left the room quickly. I realized I was exhausted.


  “You both did great,” Pederman said. “Let’s break for lunch. We’ll finish up with HR after.”


  “Sounds good,” I said. My head hurt. I desperately wanted a drink.
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  After lunch, Holly and I returned to the principal’s office. Pederman chatted with a woman who appeared to be in her fifties and who I assumed he had brought down from San Francisco. She wore a grey suit and black high-heel shoes, her brown hair pulled back in a short ponytail.


  “Ah, here they are,” Pederman said. “Miriam, this is Dave and Holly Pulaski.”


  “Hi,” the woman said, extending her hand. “I’m Miriam Cantrell. Let’s go to the conference room so I can go over everything with you and answer any questions you may have. Are you excited?”


  “Are you kidding?” Holly said, smiling.


  “Hmm,” Miriam said, looking Holly over as we walked. “Honestly, Kelly.”


  Pederman looked surprised. “What did I do?”


  “You gave this poor girl a man’s shirt. Oh, my gosh, and the pants!” Then to Holly, “Don’t worry. I anticipated this and brought along a half a dozen women’s uniforms. Size zero, right?”


  “Right.” Holly turned red from the attention.


  It took a little over two hours to complete the paperwork and go through all of the salary and benefits information. When we were finished, Miriam thanked us and excused herself, explaining that she needed to return to San Francisco. I wondered how people like Pederman and Miriam came and went, since the quarantine was still in place.


  “How are things up there?” I said. “I mean, is it safe?”


  She examined her own shoes and smiled at us. “We haven’t seen any signs of the virus. The quarantine is working. Now, who’s taking me back?”


  “One of my guys will drive you,” Pederman said. “Let me walk you out.”


  Miriam extended her hand to Holly and me. “Nice meeting you both. I’ll leave the uniforms in Kelly’s office.”


  “Wow, did you see how she was dressed?” Holly said when we were alone.


  “What do you mean?”


  “Burberry suit. Manolo Blahnik shoes.”


  “I have no idea what you just said.”


  “She’s paid very well, Dave.”


  “Oh.”


  As we sat reading through our copies of the documents, Holly took my hand. “I’m scared.”


  “What? Why?”


  But I knew why. I had already told her what Warnick had said about Evie being interrogated by the mayor. It scared me too.


  “I don’t know,” she said. “It’s a feeling I have. It’s like, I want us to have a life. To be able to make a life for our baby. But I’m worried about what’s happening. And it’s bigger than Evie. You asked me about my little woman. I lied when I said she wasn’t telling me anything. She is. She’s saying that something very creepy is going on here.”


  “Then why are we doing this?”


  “Because it’s better than the alternative, which is to be thrown out on the street. We’ve already lived that kind of life. I don’t want to go back to it. Especially not with Griffin and the baby.”


  “All right,” I said. “Let’s promise that we’ll do what we have to, but we won’t give up trying to find out what happened.”


  “Promise.”


  Pederman returned, carrying two black hard-shell cases. “Welcome aboard, guys. You are officially entitled to your Black Dragon-issue weapons.”


  He set the cases down on the conference table and opened one of them, revealing a brand new Glock 17 pistol, speed loader and two magazines already loaded with ammo. Adrenalin surged in my blood and I had to breathe deeply before reaching for the weapon.


  “You can go see the quartermaster to pick up your holsters and extra ammo. Holly, this weapon is a little larger than you’re probably used to, but I think you’ll come to appreciate its firepower.”


  “Great,” she said, opening her case and removing the weapon. “This is gonna sound weird, but it’s beautiful.”


  “Let me just say again how pleased I am to have you two on the team.”


  We stood and shook hands.


  “Mr. Pederman,” I said, “I’m curious about people coming and going. I mean, with the quarantine.”


  “We have to get permission from the mayor, but we are allowed to make trips outside when warranted.”


  “What about people coming in?”


  “Again, special arrangements need to be made. I’m late for another meeting. See you both soon. Again, congratulations.”


  When Pederman left, Holly and I took each other’s hands. “I never thought a gun would get me excited,” she said.


  “Careful. You’re married, remember?”


  “As Chuck would have it.”


  Mrs. Malaprop was back.
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  We spent the rest of the afternoon doing target practice, followed by a CrossFit workout in a corner of the gym. It just about killed me, considering my bad shoulder and my leg. By the time we were finished, I was drenched—and sore.


  “What is this, basic training?”


  “Lightweight,” Holly said.


  When we got outside, I almost tripped on a step. Evie was waiting for us, wearing a backpack.


  “Where have you been?” Holly said.


  “Around,” Evie said. “I’m glad I found you two. I’m heading out.”


  “We heard they interrogated you,” I said.


  “Tried to.”


  I checked my watch. It was after five and getting dark. I was starving and suggested we go over to the cafeteria. Inside, dozens of people—soldiers and civilians—ate at long tables. We found an empty table in the rear by the entrance to the kitchen and kept our voices low. Only Holly and I ate.


  “So, where will you go?” I said.


  “I’ll find a place for the night. Tomorrow, I’m going to Robbin-Sear.”


  “But you can’t walk it—it’s too far,” Holly said.


  “I’ll figure something out. Anyway, I need to learn more about the outbreak. Hell, there might be an Emmy in it for me, if I can get out of this rat hole.”


  “I think you should stay here,” I said. “With us.”


  “I can’t.” Evie lowered her voice to almost a whisper. “It’s not safe for me here.”


  “Are you worried about Black Dragon?” Holly said.


  “Let me put it this way. There might be other forces at work.” Then Evie brightened. “So, want to come with me? It’ll be an adventure.”


  Holly and I looked at each other. I wanted so badly to say yes, but I knew how Holly felt. Though we hadn’t entirely given up on solving the mystery of what happened in Tres Marias, we needed to be careful.


  “We just signed on,” I said.


  “What, you’re working for Black Dragon?” Evie said.


  “Yeah,” Holly said. “I’m pregnant, and we really need the money.”


  “I see. I don’t blame you. Hey, no worries. Our paths might cross again.” I could tell Evie was disappointed as she got up from the table. “Stay safe.”


  “You too,” Holly said.


  Evie touched my shoulder. “By the way, an old friend of yours says hi.”


  “Most of my friends are dead.”


  “He said if you ever needed another bullpup, he’s got plenty.”


  “Guthrie Manson? Where did you—” But she was already walking away, raising a defiant fist.


  In the early days of the outbreak, Landry’s friend Guthrie had been a lifesaver, equipping us with a lot of powerful weapons. He and his wife, Caramel, and their two grown sons lived deep in the forest. I was relieved to hear they were alive, smoking dope and holding their own against the draggers.


  “I never thought I’d hear that name again,” I said to Holly.


  “I’d love to meet him sometime.”


  “You never know.”


  We watched as Evie left the cafeteria. I wondered what she would find out there. And I knew my curiosity would only grow as the days passed.
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  Back at our trailer, we found Griffin sitting on the steps talking to the Latino soldier she’d played cards with when we first arrived. He was leaning against the trailer, and I noticed that he didn’t have a weapon. He was even bigger than I remembered. When Griffin saw us, she got up quickly.


  “Hey, Griffin,” I said.


  “Hi, Dave. Um … You remember Fabian Lopez. Fabian, these are my …”


  “Guardians,” Holly said. “Holly and Dave.”


  “Hey,” he said, extending a hand. “Glad to meet you ‘officially.’ I hope you don’t mind I stopped by. I wanted to say hi to Griffin.”


  “Thought it might be time for another poker lesson?” I said. He didn’t answer. “So … ‘Fabian,’ is it?” I knew damn well what his name was. “How old are you, son?”


  Griffin turned crimson and gave me the stink-eye, but I held my ground, my eyes never leaving Fabian.


  “Nineteen, sir.”


  “Huh. I didn’t know Black Dragon hired so young. I noticed you don’t have a weapon.”


  “I’m an intern. Haven’t earned the right yet.”


  “Would you like to come in for a soda?” Holly said, trying to cut through the arctic chill of my interrogation.


  “Naw, I gotta get back.”


  “Okay, then,” I said.


  “Well, see you, Griffin,” Fabian said and headed off.


  Inside the trailer, Griffin let go the fireworks. “I can’t believe you embarrassed me like that! He was just being friendly!”


  “Oh, yeah,” I said. “I’m sure that’s all it was.”


  “Dave, you don’t have to be so hard on him,” Holly said. “He was pretty polite.”


  “Look, he is a nice guy, I’ll admit,” I said. “But he’s nineteen, Griffin. You’re fifteen. Am I the only one around here who can do the math?”


  “I hate you,” she said and stormed out of the trailer.


  Holly stood there glaring at me. “What?” I said.


  “Look, I agree he’s a little old. But Griffin’s a young woman, Dave. You need to lighten up. These things are bound to happen.”


  “Not on my watch.”


  She laughed. After the first few seconds, it irritated me. “You’re jealous,” she said.


  “What?” I said, sensing my voice was too high. “No, I’m not!”


  “Yes, you are.”


  “Holly, I hope you’re not suggesting that—”


  “No. Dave, no. But I do think you’re jealous the way a father would be if another guy looked at his daughter the wrong way.”


  “That’s crazy talk. I’m practically a kid myself.”


  “Fine, have it your way.” She began tidying up the trailer.


  “I’m not jealous, dammit.”


  “Whatever you say.”


  “I’m going for a walk.”


  I wandered the grounds for a time, attempting to dissect my own feelings about the girl we’d come to think of as our own. Could Holly be right? Before I could think more on it, I saw Springer crossing the campus with a stack of files.


  “Hey, Springer.”


  As he stopped to greet me, everything slid from his hands. I helped him pick up the papers.


  “Let me ask you something,” I said. “What do you think about a fifteen-year-old girl hanging out with a nineteen-year-old guy?”


  “Dude, I’m the wrong guy to ask. Me, I’m looking for a girl with long legs and a short memory.”


  “Can you be serious for one minute? I’m talking about Griffin.”


  “Figured. And Lopez, right?”


  “Yeah. I mean, he might be an okay guy and all, but …”


  “But he’s a guy. And you want to protect her.”


  “Well, yeah.”


  “If she was twenty and the dude was twenty-four, would you have a problem?”


  “I guess not, but she’s not twenty—she’s fifteen.”


  “Fifteen ain’t what it used to be, Dave. Besides, he knows you have a gun, right? What do you think he’s gonna do? I have to go.”


  “Thanks, Springer.”


  Getting advice about women from Springer was like asking Taco Bell if chimichangas were bad for you. But he did have a point. I found Griffin sitting alone under the oak tree, pulling up blades of grass and putting them into a little pile. She didn’t see me as I approached her.


  “Look, I’m sorry,” I said.


  She refused to meet my eyes as I sat next to her. “That was so embarrassing, Dave.”


  “My heart was in the right place.”


  “We were only talking.” She turned to me, her face defiant, tear streaks on her cheeks.


  “Look, Griffin, I overreacted. But I’m trying to protect you.”


  “I know.” Her voice became soft, and I knew she was mulling it over.


  “Tell me something about him.”


  “He’s from Salinas. His parents came from Mexico when he was a baby. They spent their teen years in the fields, picking fruit and vegetables. He’s a writer. Well, he hasn’t published anything.”


  “Wow, you know a lot. What does he write?”


  “I don’t know. Stories and stuff.”


  “Do you like him?”


  “Yeah, I do. He’s nice. I mean, I’m not, like, in love with him or anything. We’re becoming friends.”


  “Anyway,” I said. “I’ll try to behave. But you have to promise me that you won’t do anything stupid. And you know what I’m talking about.”


  “Dave, you’re unbelievable. You know what happened to me.” She picked up a dead leaf and ran her index finger over the delicate veins. “I lost my innocence a long time ago.”


  “That wasn’t your choice. It was taken from you. Griffin, look at me. In my eyes—in Holly’s eyes—you’re still an innocent girl deserving of respect.” She hugged me. I could feel the wet on my shoulder. “And if he or any guy ever tries to hurt you, you tell me.”


  “Okay.”


  I kissed her head, got to my feet and started to walk away.


  “Dave?” I stopped and turned to look at her.


  At that moment she no longer seemed like a kid to me, the tall girl with the heavy eyeliner and the fingernails painted black who came to us once looking for protection. Now, I saw the sandy hair pulled back in a ponytail, modest makeup and the kind of poise Kate Middleton would appreciate. Or at least a Kate trained to handle a military-grade weapon.


  “Thanks,” she said. “For caring, I mean.”


  “No problemo.”


  She smiled in a way that shattered my heart. I walked off to find Holly and tell her that she may have been right about Griffin after all.
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  Evie was dead. Looking spent and sleep-deprived, Warnick delivered the news.


  “Draggers?” I said as he entered the trailer.


  “No. She was shot.”


  “What?” Holly said.


  “One of our units found her on patrol this morning, in an alley not too far from here.”


  Griffin was out walking Greta, and I was glad she wasn’t around to hear this.


  Holly took a seat on the sofa and, tucking her legs beneath her, fought off tears. “But who would do that?”


  “Someone who didn’t want her asking a lot of questions,” I said, glaring at Warnick. “We can’t let this lie. Warnick? Right?”


  I hadn’t meant to take my anger out on my friend, but at that moment he represented for me everything that was wrong with “the program.” First Chavez, now Pederman. I didn’t trust anyone, and it made me gut-sick.


  “I already spoke to Pederman about it,” Warnick said.


  “Yeah, I’m sure that helped.”


  “Dave, can you not act like an idiot for one minute? He agreed to let me look into it.”


  “You mean, really look into it or just pretend?”


  “Dave, give the man a chance—sheesh!” Holly said, getting to her feet. Then to Warnick, “What about the police? Can they help?”


  “That’s an interesting situation,” Warnick said. “Apparently, the entire force has been replaced. Pederman doesn’t want them involved yet—he wouldn’t say why.”


  A chilling sadness came over me. We’d spent so long battling evil forces in the town. And let’s not forget the undead. Evie had been the one bright spot in a sea of blackness. For me, she’d represented a way for us to make sense of everything—a way to bring order. Now, she was gone. And despite her cheery outlook I was beginning to lose hope.


  “So where’s the body?” I said.


  “In the hospital morgue. We’re waiting for the autopsy.”


  “Who’s performing it?”


  “A Doctor Fallow.”


  “Isaac Fallow?”


  “They brought him down from San Francisco today. He might already be over there.”


  “Let’s go,” I said, getting my gun.
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  We found the hospital in lockdown, with Black Dragon soldiers posted at all the doors and several Humvees parked outside. The building itself had sustained little damage and the grounds were immaculate, bearing no sign of the plague that had decimated the town.


  As we approached the two soldiers guarding the emergency room doors, I couldn’t help but sweep the area with my eyes. The soldiers let us pass without comment. Inside, hospital staff and maintenance crews were visible everywhere—unlike the deserted scene we’d found when Warnick was leaking blood from a gunshot wound and I was towing a fractured leg behind me courtesy of repeated torture by the Red Militia.


  We rode the elevator to the morgue. The last time I’d been down here, it had been with Detective Van Gundy when I identified my friend’s body. Missy had split Jim’s head with an axe after he chased us down in the forest. I didn’t like to think about who I’d been back then—a coward who’d left my ex-mistress, Missy, to die at the hands of a dragger. She’d very nearly exacted her revenge after she turned.


  I thought of the freakishly tall, lumbering cop Van Gundy and how Warnick and I had later found him at Wal-Mart, turned after being bitten by his wife or son. Technically, I was still a suspect in Jim’s death, and I wondered if eventually the police would get around to arresting me. That was a million years ago, as far as I was concerned. I’d since traveled down a long, dark river of blood towards what seemed was a new seething terror.


  The doors opened on the waiting room. It was still clean and pleasant, with nice furniture and artificial plants. A chirpy attendant greeted us, young and clean-shaven, wearing a fresh set of scrubs and black clogs.


  “Dr. Fallow has already begun the autopsy,” he said.


  Warnick moved past Holly and me. “We’d like to see him.”


  “I’ll need his permission.”


  When the attendant returned, he used his card key to admit us to a room labeled CONFERENCE ROOM—PRIVATE, which turned out to be the autopsy room. The interior was brightly lit. Four large tables stood in a single row, each with its own sink and surgical equipment. Over each table hung a microphone operated by pedals. Despite the acute presence of Death, the room smelled antiseptic and a little musty. I recognized Dr. Fallow standing at the farthest table, recording an observation.


  As Warnick and I headed towards him, Holly hesitated.


  “What’s wrong?” I said, touching her hand.


  “Go ahead. I’ll catch up.”


  “Isaac?” I said, barely containing my excitement.


  Doctor Isaac Fallow was the medical examiner in Tres Marias, as well as a family practice physician. He’d known me my whole life and was my friend. We’d last seen each other when the outbreak started. After we’d witnessed a vicious rampage at the hospital and before the quarantine, he’d taken off for San Francisco to find some answers. I wondered if he’d learned anything.


  Isaac turned to me and smiled. “Dave! Can’t shake your hand—I’m right in the middle of this.”


  “Isaac, this is Warnick. Warnick, Dr. Fallow is a good friend of mine.”


  “Nice to meet you,” Isaac said. “I hope you’re taking good care of my boy here.”


  Warnick smiled. “He’s a handful.”


  “Don’t I know it.”


  I tried to see Evie as just another corpse but I couldn’t. Even in death, the authority and the confidence shone through—something her killer couldn’t take away. Then Isaac removed the top half of her skull with an oscillating saw, and the light went out. Now, she was a body on a slab. He proceeded to trace the path of the bullet, which had exited through her forehead. I had seen too much death over these last weeks and months for this to affect me much. But the sweet smell of brain tissue forced me to swallow my gorge.


  Warnick didn’t seem fazed. “Less blood than I thought there’d be.”


  “We froze her body first,” Isaac said. “And I’ve already removed and weighed the fluids.”


  I turned to Holly and found her seated by the door, her head between her legs. I was surprised at her squeamishness, considering she’d dispatched a fair number of draggers herself.


  “Dave, I can’t tell you how happy I am you survived. So you’re working for Black Dragon?”


  “It’s all Warnick’s fault,” I said. “Oh yeah, that’s Holly over there.” She waved weakly from a distance, not bothering to look up.


  “Holly, you’ve got a good man here.”


  “I know,” she said. “I think I’ll wait outside.”


  “So what have we got so far?” Warnick said.


  Isaac carefully separated the folds of the brain with his thumbs and leaned in close.


  “Well, this is clearly a homicide. Judging from the condition of the body, I’m guessing it happened before midnight. There are no bites and no sign of disease. Unfortunately, the soldiers who found her didn’t recover the spent bullet. But from what I can see, it was a fairly large caliber.”


  “How was it done?”


  “I found bruises on both knees, so I think she was forced to the ground. The shooter must have stepped back and fired from between three and four feet away.”


  “So she was executed,” I said.


  “Looks that way.”
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  We needed to get more information from Isaac, so rather than return to the command center we decided to hang out in the hospital cafeteria until he was finished. It wasn’t fully operational yet, so we helped ourselves to coffee and semi-stale donuts. It was good to see doctors, nurses and orderlies milling around. One more sign that a normal life might be in reach.


  Ignoring her donut, Holly sipped hot tea and rubbed her temples.


  “Feeling any better?” I said. “Want me to see if I can find some ibuprofen?”


  “No, I’m good. I can’t understand why that affected me so much.”


  “Blame it on the pregnancy,” I said. Then to Warnick, “I’ve been thinking about Evie. Anyone in Black Dragon could’ve killed her. Most of us have large caliber weapons.”


  “That doesn’t mean anything,” he said. “What about the cops?”


  “How do you know that patrol didn’t do it themselves?”


  “Look, we have a record of when they went out. It was early morning. When our guys found her, the body was already covered in blowflies.”


  “What if it was another patrol? Or someone who wasn’t authorized to go out?”


  “Dave, you keep wanting this to be about Black Dragon. You work for us now, remember?”


  “I know, but—”


  “Look, every patrol takes a different sector. This one happened to go down that alley and found her.”


  “Sorry, it’s just that with everything we went through …”


  “I get it. But I really don’t think it was our guys.”


  “So we have no idea who wanted her dead.”


  “No.”


  Holly reached over and ran a hand over my beard. “You need a shave.” Then to Warnick, “What happens to the draggers’ bodies after they’re terminated? We haven’t seen any fire pits since we arrived.”


  “Want me to show you?”


  Warnick took us outside the hospital and around to the rear, where we discovered three huge, grey boxes that resembled shipping containers with chimneys.


  “What the—” I said.


  “Mobile incinerators,” Warnick said. “They’re all over town.”


  I glanced at Holly. “You’re not going to hurl, are you?”


  “Shut up.”


  A forklift moved a pile of dragger bodies towards the incinerators, where soldiers in hazmat suits shoveled them one-by-one into the units. A separate crew removed the ashes from the ash pits and poured them into red hazardous waste bags. Others loaded the bags onto trucks for disposal.


  “What do they do with the ashes?” I said.


  Warnick continued watching the operation. He didn’t seem concerned. “They’re taken to the landfill.”


  Clean and efficient. Pederman was right. Things were getting better.


  We went inside and rode the elevator to the administrator’s office. Holly looked at Warnick. From her expression I could see her little woman at work.


  “Warnick, you said these incinerators are everywhere, right?”


  “Yeah.”


  “So what’s to stop someone from throwing an extra body or two on the pile—say, someone who was executed?”


  “Nothing.”


  “So whoever did this, why didn’t they try to get rid of the evidence?”


  Something was nagging me about Evie’s death—Holly had nailed it. “Remember when we found Yang’s head on a pike in the forest? I still think it was Chavez who left it there.”


  “What does that have to do with this?” Warnick said.


  “Don’t you see? It’s the same thing. Whoever killed Evie wanted us to find her.”


  “Why?”


  “It’s a warning.”


  The elevator dinged and we got off.
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  We’d been waiting in the hospital administrator’s office only a couple of minutes when Isaac walked in. He took a seat and leaned heavily on the desk, his pale hands folded. He looked tired, with the same weariness that infected us all.


  “So, this is your office now?” I said. “What happened to Dr. Vale?”


  “She left before the quarantine. After what happened with that other patient … I think it broke her. Look, I’ve finished the exam, and it’s as I suspected. Someone shot Evie Champagne execution style. It happened sometime during the night but not in the alley. Her body was dumped there later.”


  “So what happens to your report?” Warnick said.


  “I have to file it with the coroner’s office and also send copies to the police department. It’s officially a homicide case.”


  “Isaac, did you find out anything in San Francisco?” I said. “About the outbreak, I mean.”


  “I met with a number of immunologists. They’re the ones who eventually developed the blood test to detect the virus. They’re currently at work on a vaccine.”


  “Any idea how it all got started?” Holly said.


  “No. And the CDC was no help, which continues to puzzle me.”


  “You planning to stick around?” I said.


  “People still need doctors. You bet I’ll be around.”


  We thanked him and left his office. In the parking lot, we climbed into our vehicle. I sat in front with Warnick.


  “I want to go to Old Orchard Road.”


  “Robbin-Sear?”


  “We need to find out what happened.”


  “I’ll agree to it,” Warnick said. “But I want to pick up a couple of extra guys. And more weapons.”


  “Good idea. So, is this going to fly with Pederman?” Warnick responded by giving me the stink-eye.


  Holly touched my shoulder. “What about Griffin? We could be gone a long time.”


  “I can’t let her come with us,” Warnick said. “Too much liability.”


  “But she can kill draggers as well as any of us,” I said.


  “I know, but she’s not permitted to carry a weapon.”


  “I can stay home with her,” Holly said.


  Warnick shook his head. “No. I’ll assign someone to look after her. There’s a female soldier I know.”


  “I want to meet her first.”


  “As soon as we’re back, I’ll send her over to your trailer. You’ll like her. Trust me.”
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  A tall African-American woman in her late twenties and wearing a crisp uniform showed up at our door. We’d already explained to Griffin what was happening and—though she was unhappy about the situation—she seemed to accept it.


  “I’m Erzen,” the woman said. “May I come in?”


  I shook her hand. “Of course. Is that your first or last name?”


  Her raised eyebrow told me to stand down. Holly and Griffin walked over to meet her.


  “This is my wife, Holly, and this is Griffin,” I said.


  “How are you, Griffin?” What, now she was charming? “I understand you’ve been in combat.”


  “Yes,” Griffin said, averting her eyes. She seemed embarrassed by the attention.


  “I’m not here to run your life, so you don’t need to worry. But I will expect you to check in with me before each meal. You can usually find me in the administration building. And I’ll come by once at twenty hundred hours. That’s curfew, young lady, and you need to be home. Understand?”


  “Yes, ma’am.” I’d never heard Griffin call anyone ma’am or sir. I was beginning to like Erzen.


  “Looks like we’re all good.” Erzen smiled broadly. She struck me as a genuinely caring person—but with a tough exterior. “See you at lunch.”


  After the woman left, Griffin looked at us imploringly. “Can’t I come with you guys?”


  “Afraid not,” I said. “You’ll be safe here.”


  “But what if something happens to you?”


  “All the more reason for you to stay here.”


  I hadn’t meant to sound harsh. I thought we’d be able to move past this, but then I saw the tears welling in Griffin’s eyes. Holly saw them too and touched her hand.


  “Honey, what’s wrong?” she said.


  “Why did they have to kill Evie?”


  Holly and I looked at each other. I knew then and there that anything I said would sound awkward, so I left it to Holly. She walked Griffin to the sofa and sat down next to her. Now, the girl’s tears flowed freely, reminding me that I really hadn’t dealt with Evie’s death. A pain shot through my heart as I thought about the fearless reporter.


  “I won’t lie to you,” Holly said. “These are really dangerous times. But Dave and I are trained soldiers. Evie didn’t even carry a weapon.”


  “But I can handle myself.”


  “I know you can. But things are different now. We have to follow the rules. I’m sorry.” Holly hugged Griffin like a daughter. “It breaks my heart when I think about losing you. I guess you feel the same about us. But we’ll be fine. You have to trust us, Griffin. Do you think you can do that?”


  Griffin wiped away her tears with her sleeve and tried to smile. “Yes.”


  “I promise you, this is for the best,” Holly said, glancing at me.


  “At least Erzen is nice,” I said.


  Griffin looked completely dejected. “I guess so.”


  We both hugged her and went outside to meet Warnick and the others.


  “Do you think she’ll be okay?” Holly said, wiping away her own tears.


  “I think we can trust Erzen.”
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  There were six of us in the Humvee. Warnick drove, with Springer riding shotgun. It was like old times, except for the new guys, who sat on either side of Holly and me. Sleep was rare lately, and I must have drifted off. I saw Evie walking away from me in a mist. She was following someone—I couldn’t make out the figure but it was definitely a man. He turned. I couldn’t be sure, but I thought it was Walt Freeman. I startled.


  When I opened my eyes, dense trees filled the Humvee’s windows—we’d entered the forest.


  “Did we hit something?” I said.


  Warnick turned towards me. “Pot hole.”


  Holly leaned against me, her head on my shoulder. Rubbing her eyes she sat up and looked around. “Where are we?”


  It was early afternoon. We didn’t appear to be in the same area where we’d been rescued. A heavy mist clung to the forest floor, making it difficult to make out details among the trees.


  “Not too much farther,” Warnick said, consulting a map.


  Springer fiddled with his phone. Why did he even bother?


  “I think we might be close,” Warnick said.


  If I’d had to guess, I’d have said we were somewhere to the east. The trees were less dense here.


  “Is this a fire road?” I said.


  “No. It’s a private road. See the fencing?”


  Someone had erected miles of fence hewn from logs. There were no markers, but they’d mounted lights on the trees. Who would be out here driving at night?


  Holly straightened up and stretched. “Are we there yet?”


  “Whoa,” Springer said.


  Up ahead stood a series of low, unmarked buildings surrounded by a fence similar to the one Ram Chakravarthy had erected around his compound, which the Red Militia had later destroyed. The gate was on wheels. Warnick stopped in front of it and we got out.


  We stood at the gate, afraid to touch it. It was probably electrified. A sign read PROSPECT CORRECTIONAL FACILITY.


  “Look,” Holly said, pointing.


  A dead raccoon, its fur singed, lay next to the fence.


  “How do we get in?”


  A woman’s scream broke the silence. Immediately, we returned to our vehicle to get our AR-15s. Warnick didn’t need to say anything. Someone was in trouble. We’d do a sweep of the area. If we encountered a horde, we’d double back to our vehicle and get to safety. We knew the drill.


  Each of us grabbed an AR-15. Holly and I stayed with Warnick and Springer while the other two branched off. We cut a path through the trees, which thinned into a clearing. Two figures—humans—raced across it towards us. A man and a woman, each dressed in blue jeans and dark shirts. The man held a long catchpole.


  “Hurry!” the woman said. “They’re coming!”


  Both wore glasses and carried backpacks. The man ran ahead and, pulling a remote control from his pocket, opened the gate. As we ran inside, Warnick jumped into the Humvee and drove through. The man closed the gate and we waited.


  We didn’t wait long. Forty or fifty draggers, dressed as tourists, forest rangers and Black Dragon soldiers appeared in the distance and closed in fast. Holly raised her weapon, but Warnick gently pushed her arm down. The noise would only attract more.


  We watched as the draggers grabbed the fence, did a crazy dance from the electricity coursing through their dead bodies, then fell off, stunned. Unable to learn their lesson, they repeated the exercise. Best to leave them alone till they tired of the electric Kabuki dance.


  I turned towards the main building. It had no windows. Cameras mounted on the roof took in the surrounding area. I expected dogs, but none came.


  The front door opened. A frightened-looking middle-aged man—disheveled, wan and unshaven, wearing a long-sleeve shirt and jeans—stepped into the afternoon light. His hands shook. He stared at us with dilated pupils, and he smelled ripe. His curly black hair was overgrown, and his horn-rimmed glasses practically slid off the end of his nose.


  It was Bob Creasy.
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  “You can’t be here,” Creasy said as we forced our way inside. He glared at the man and woman. “Why did you let them in?”


  “We were almost killed out there,” the man said. Then to us, “I’m Doctor Larry Evans. This is my wife, Doctor Judith Evans. Thank God we didn’t have to engage those things. Judith and I can handle one or two, but …”


  After exchanging greetings, Warnick instructed the other two men to stand guard outside. Then to the Evanses, “What were you doing out there, anyway?”


  Their eyes darted towards Creasy. “Research.”


  Creasy seemed edgy and unfocused—different from the way I remembered him—like he hadn’t slept in weeks. And he’d lost a ton of weight.


  “I’m afraid I’m going to have to ask you to—”


  “Do you remember me?” I said.


  Creasy squinted and shook his head. “Afraid not.”


  “A few months ago—July, actually—you picked me up on the highway. I was injured. You asked if a dog had bitten me. Remember?”


  Creasy shot a questioning look at Larry and Judith. “Oh, yes,” he said, picking at the backs of his arms. “I dropped you at the police station.”


  “That’s right.”


  “We need to ask you some questions,” Warnick said. “Is there somewhere we can talk?”


  “Not allowed …”


  “Bob, talk to them,” Larry said. “This thing has already gone too far.”


  “Shut up, Larry.”


  “Do it, Bob,” Judith said. Then to us, “We want to cooperate.”


  The two researchers led us into a break room, where we found a few tables and chairs. A coffee machine and a microwave oven sat on the counter next to a refrigerator. Warnick sent Springer off to look around. Creasy stood in the doorway for a second and then made his way to the sink for a glass of water.


  “There’s coffee and tea, if you want,” Judith said.


  Creasy eyed us. “What is it you want here?”


  “We’re investigating a homicide,” Warnick said. “A news reporter named Evie Champagne.”


  “She’s dead?” Larry said. He and his wife exchanged a startled glance. Creasy was unfazed.


  “You knew her?”


  Creasy shot them a look. “Only from the news.”


  “Strange,” I said. “Evie told us she met with you, Larry, and that you told her about this facility.”


  “She was lying,” Creasy said.


  Judith slammed her palm on the table. “No, she wasn’t.”


  “Judith, be quiet.”


  “No, I won’t.” Then to us, “She and Larry had a near miss on one of the roads leading to the forest.”


  Larry nodded. “She asked me a lot of questions—of course, she was a reporter.” He cackled like a mental patient, then became serious. Holly shot me a nervous glance.


  “What did you tell her?” Warnick said.


  “Not much. The work we’re doing here is classified.”


  “Did she ever make it inside?”


  “No,” Creasy said. “That would be trespassing—like what you’re doing. Look, I’m sorry a woman was shot, but that doesn’t—”


  “Who said anything about her being shot?” Holly said.


  A violent look passed over Creasy’s face, like a poison rain cloud, and his features hardened into anger. “I’m not going to be part of this,” he said. “You people have no idea what you’re doing. You need to leave now!” He staggered out of the room.


  “Is he okay?” Holly said.


  Judith lowered her voice. “He’s been under a terrible strain since this started. We all have.”


  “What’s his role here?” Warnick said.


  “He’s the project lead.”


  “And what exactly is the project?” I said.


  Larry took his wife’s hand. “Look. Judith and I are scientists. The whole reason we joined the company … We’re trying to help people.”


  “Tell us what happened in Tres Marias,” Warnick said.


  “That’s classified. We could be arrested. And I’m guessing none of you has a security clearance.”


  “I warned you,” a voice said.


  I turned. Creasy stood in the doorway weaving and pointing a handgun at us. Instinctively, I stepped in front of Holly and pointed my weapon at him.


  “Bob, what are you doing?” Judith said.


  He blinked at the bright lights and licked his lips. I thought he might have the jimmies and could lose control of his trigger finger any second.


  Without hesitation, Warnick raised his weapon and pointed it at Creasy’s head. “Drop your weapon,” he said, his voice steady. “Now.”


  “We have to finish the project,” Creasy said, his voice desperate. “We’re so close. Don’t you see? It’s the Holy Grail.”


  Springer appeared behind him, his arms raised. His AR-15 came down hard, making a dull thwack as he butt-stroked Creasy at the base of the skull. Groaning, Creasy collapsed, unconscious. Springer casually retrieved the other weapon and came over to join us as Larry and Judith tended to their sick colleague.
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  Creasy lay immobile on a bed in the building’s sleeping quarters, his head bandaged and his breath like a broken toy train whistle. Judith raised his sleeve to sterilize his arm with an alcohol-soaked cotton ball, revealing a highway of needle tracks. Reaching for a syringe, she ignored the other puncture marks, found a vein and gave him an injection.


  “What’s that?” I said.


  “Librium. This should be enough to keep him under until tomorrow.”


  Larry entered the room. “I locked up the weapons. We should be safe. Come on.” He led us out of the room.


  “Shouldn’t somebody stay here with this guy?” Springer said.


  “He’s out,” Judith said.


  Larry led us to a large executive conference room on the other side of the building. We took seats and avoided eye contact—all except me. No one seemed eager to speak first, so I went for it.


  “Creasy’s a heroin addict, isn’t he?”


  Larry cleared his throat and looked at his hands. “Morphine. He gets it from the dispensary.”


  “We really don’t know how long it’s been going on,” Judith said.


  Larry sighed. “So, we seem to be at an impasse.”


  “We’re the ruling authority in Tres Marias,” Warnick said. “We have the power to launch an official investigation. That means more Black Dragon personnel, interrogations—the works. Right now, we simply want to ask some questions.”


  I loved the way Warnick handled the situation. He never stopped being pleasant. Larry and Judith mulled this over.


  “Could you excuse us for a minute?” Larry said as he and Judith got to their feet.


  They left the room and spoke outside. I could hear their voices, but not what they were saying. After a minute, they returned.


  “We’d like to cooperate,” Larry said. “But I need to know we’ll be protected.”


  Judith seemed to agree. “Please understand. We’re taking a huge risk. If it gets out that we shared classified information with you, we could be fired.”


  “Or worse,” her husband said. “We could be brought up on charges.”


  “We understand,” Warnick said. “I can’t speak for Black Dragon, but you have my word that everyone in the chain of command will know that you and your wife cooperated with the investigation. It’s the best I can offer you.”


  Larry removed his glasses and rubbed his eyes with the heels of his hands. “I don’t even know where to begin. When Judith and I hired on, the project was already in full swing.”


  “Are there any others working here?”


  “Originally, there were twelve of us, plus Bob. Most of the staff left when the outbreak happened. All we know is, they were transferred to another facility.”


  “Where’s that?” I said.


  “No idea. To be honest, they’ve kept Judith and me in the dark about a lot of things. We don’t have all that much information, but we’ll tell you what we can.”


  Larry explained that Robbin-Sear was a privately held bioscience technology company founded in 1990 by two former government scientists, Doctors John Robbin and William Sear. They were headquartered in Virginia. Upon incorporation, they were awarded a Department of Defense contract to provide vaccines to soldiers during the Gulf War.


  “What kinds of vaccines?” I said.


  “Hepatitis A and B, typhoid and malaria, mostly,” Judith said. “Soon we began manufacturing vaccines to protect against chemical and biological agents.”


  Over the years, the firm had continued to provide these vaccine-manufacturing services for the DOD. As far as Larry knew, they had no other customers. At the time Larry and Judith were brought on, the company had been looking for a way to inoculate soldiers serving in war-torn countries to prevent the effects of PTSD from occurring.


  “They’d been experimenting for years,” Larry said. “Most of the research was centered around various combinations of drugs to suppress the fear response in the amygdala. They thought that if soldiers were unafraid, they would act more rationally when confronted with danger.”


  “The problem was, of course,” Judith said, “they would essentially be creating an army of drug addicts.”


  Judith went on to tell us that she and Larry had published a research paper on controlling the brain through a virus. Though theoretical, they’d built a computer model demonstrating that the virus could act in the same way as security software on top of an operating system. It would reduce the fear reaction without the side effects of drugs. Soldiers would, in essence, remain unaffected by the violence they experienced during prolonged periods of combat.


  Someone at Robbin-Sear read the paper and asked Larry and Judith to join the team in Tres Marias. The drug-related research had been halted, and the entire team focused on developing a new super-virus.


  “That was six years ago,” Judith said. “We spent years searching for the right virus to modify. But no matter what we tried, it would always kill the host.”


  “What kind of host?” Holly said.


  “We experimented exclusively on mice.”


  “What about humans?”


  Judith averted her eyes. “Human trials were years away.”


  “And what about the outbreak in Guatemala?” I said.


  Larry reddened. “Our team didn’t have anything to do with that.”


  “So why was Bob Creasy down there?” Warnick said.


  “We had no idea he was. It’s like I explained. We were kept in the dark about a lot of this. They might have been running a parallel track down there, for all we know.”


  Judith told us that during their research she made an accidental discovery. She found that if they combined the virus with a modified form of rabies, the host’s body would stabilize.


  “It was an amazing breakthrough,” Larry said. “Once we were able to control the virus, we could move on to the next phase of the project, which was to induce fear in the test subject and measure the response.”


  “How did you do that?” I said.


  “We have a machine.”


  “Why rabies?”


  Judith smiled, which was creepy given the circumstances. “All viruses travel through the bloodstream. But not rabies. It travels through the nervous system, where it eventually settles in the brain. And that’s precisely where we wanted to be.”


  “Because of the rabies factor,” Larry said, “we began experimenting on dogs—mostly strays. We continued to refine the virus to achieve the results we were looking for.”


  “But one of the dogs escaped,” I said.


  “H-how did you know?”


  “Because it was my friend’s dog.”


  I dug out my cell phone and flipped through photos till I found one of Jim, the dog and me. I handed the phone to Larry.


  “This is the dog,” he said, showing the photo to Judith. “We’d seen him running through the woods—no tag and no collar. We thought he was a stray, so we picked him up.”


  “And you infected him,” I said.


  “Wait,” Holly said. “Aren’t all dogs vaccinated against rabies?”


  “Not Perro. Jim never took him to the vet, as far as I know.” Then to the researchers, “What went wrong?”


  “The dog reacted to the treatment in a way we hadn’t anticipated,” Judith said. “He became incredibly strong. After a few hours, he overpowered us and got away. We searched for a week. We were afraid he might infect someone.”


  “I went out every day,” Larry said. “I found your friend wandering out on one of the fire roads, drunk as a skunk. He was looking for his dog, too. He kept saying the name over and over. ‘Perro.’ When he described the dog, I knew it was the one we were searching for. So I offered to give him a ride home. On the way there we saw the dog. He looked pretty bad, and I was scared. Your friend got out and went up to him. The dog bit him on the hand. I tried trapping the animal, but he got away again.”


  “What about Jim?”


  “I couldn’t leave him there—he was infected. So I lied. I told him I would help him find the dog. Instead, I brought him here.”


  “How long was he here?”


  “About a week. I can check the record.”


  “Did you experiment on him?” I said, trying to keep the anger out of my voice. The researchers looked at the floor, creating a thick, uncomfortable silence. I already knew the answer, but I wanted them to say it—to admit what they’d done to Jim.


  “Yes,” Judith said. “But it wasn’t our idea. In fact, we fought it.”


  “Bob saw this as an opportunity to fast-track the project,” Larry said. “He supervised the initial experiments here. The plan was to eventually move your friend to the other facility.”


  I wanted to strangle these two. I got up and walked to the other side of the table.


  “We noticed that your friend’s strength increased. We became concerned and decided to medicate him to ensure he wouldn’t become violent. It was Bob who made the decision to move him. We put him in the van and Bob drove him off the premises. That was the last time Judith or I saw him.”


  “He escaped, right?” I said.


  Larry nodded. “Bob lost track of him in the forest. Eventually, he gave up and returned here.”


  “Do you remember what day that was?” I said.


  “July 5th.” Judith turned to Larry, who nodded.


  “All of this makes sense,” I said. “Jim must’ve wandered home, still foggy from the drugs, and gotten drunk. Then he made his way to our house.”


  “And we know the rest,” Warnick said. “Between the dog and Jim, others became infected and the thing spiraled out of control.”


  “We tried to stop it,” Judith said.


  I leaned over the table and looked directly at Larry and Judith. “Tell me, why does the virus make them undead?”


  The word made Larry uncomfortable. “That was … it was never the intention. We wanted these soldiers to look and behave normally.”


  “Technically, they shouldn’t have died,” Judith said. “But …”


  “What?” Warnick said.


  “The virus is mutating faster than anything we’ve ever encountered. What you’re seeing now—this ‘undead’ effect—that’s not what we designed. It’s …”


  Judith choked back a sob. Larry laid his hand on her arm and squeezed it gently.


  “We don’t know how to stop it,” he said.


  Dead silence.


  “Jim was patient zero, wasn’t he,” I said to Larry and Judith.


  Judith shook her head. “Not exactly.”
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  Larry and Judith took us outside into another building. Inside was a huge lab filled with microscopes, computers and other electronic equipment. An entire wall was stacked with large cages containing barking and whimpering dogs. Next to those were smaller cages containing hundreds of laboratory mice. Plexiglas walled off the far third of the lab. The entrance was a mantrap. Larry explained that it required two codes to get inside—one for each door.


  Inside the secure area stood a researcher in a filthy, bloodstained lab coat. It was hard to tell his age, with his ravaged face and one eye swollen shut. He sat on a stool, peering into a microscope with his good eye.


  “That’s Doctor Royce,” Larry said. “He was accidentally exposed to the virus.”


  “Did he turn?” I said.


  “I’m afraid I don’t understand.”


  “Is he undead?”


  There was a long silence. “He’s infected,” Judith said. “Which is why we keep him in isolation.” Her voice was tart. Clearly these two were in denial over what they had unleashed.


  “What’s he doing in there?” Holly said.


  “Technically, he’s working.”


  “You mean, he’s rational?” I said.


  Larry and Judith approached the Plexiglas. Larry pressed an intercom button and spoke into a microphone.


  “Doctor Royce?” Then to us, “He won’t respond to anything else—not even his first name.” He faced the mike again. “Doctor Royce, there are some people I want you to meet. Can you stop what you’re doing and come over here?”


  Royce didn’t seem to hear or didn’t care. He flicked his hand at his head, swatting at something.


  “One of the side effects of that particular mutation. We think it causes a kind of buzzing in the brain, which tricks the ears into thinking you’re hearing flies.”


  “Can he talk?” Springer said.


  “Yes,” Judith said. “But his mind wanders.”


  “So who’s gonna grade his homework?”


  I pressed up against the Plexiglas, which broke Royce’s concentration. He stared at me, his jaws working menacingly. Larry laid a hand on my shoulder and guided me away from there.


  “You said there was no way to stop this,” I said. “What’s being done?”


  “We’re still studying how the virus mutates. That’s why we’ve been going out into the forest capturing individuals who are already infected.”


  “We call them draggers.”


  “I’ll have to remember that,” Larry said. He wasn’t smiling.
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  Outside, the other two soldiers who’d accompanied us bayoneted the few remaining draggers through the head so we could leave. Larry and Judith ran out, concerned.


  “Bob’s not here,” Larry said. “And one of the vans is missing.”


  I grabbed Larry’s arm. “But wasn’t he sedated?”


  “If he’s a morphine addict,” Warnick said, “the drug might not have the same effect.”


  Judith moved closer to her husband. “Larry, I’m worried.”


  The sky was darkening and the automatic lights clicked on. Warnick approached our vehicle. “We need to get back to the command center.”


  “Are you going to report this?” Judith said.


  “I have to let my supervisor know. But we’re treating this as highly confidential.”


  We’d climbed into the Humvee and Larry was unlocking the gate when two police cruisers appeared at a crest in the road, approaching the facility fast, dust billowing behind them. Larry rolled the gate open and the vehicles passed through. They stopped in the middle of the driveway.


  Two officers got out of the first cruiser and stood on either side of the Humvee, their hands on their weapons. The driver of the second vehicle got out and approached our driver’s side. Through the open window I saw that he was young, with steel-grey eyes and black wavy hair. His nameplate read HANNITY.


  “Please exit the vehicle,” he said to us.


  We did as he asked. As I got out I saw another cop climbing out of the second cruiser. He was in his fifties, large and out of shape, with short, curly grey hair and sharp blue eyes. Two silver bars decorated each shoulder—it was the new police captain.


  The older cop made his way slowly around our vehicle and stopped dead in front of me, giving me little room to move. His nameplate read O’BRIEN. “David Pulaski?” he said.


  “Yes.”


  “You’re under arrest.” Though his manner was vicious and threatening, his face betrayed no emotion. He smelled faintly of bourbon and cigarettes.


  “What for?” Holly said, taking my hand.


  “For being an accessory to the murder of James Stanley.”


  O’Brien never moved or looked away as Hannity handcuffed me and read me my rights, ignoring Holly’s protests. They placed me into the backseat of the second cruiser and we were off.


  I’d known all along this was coming.
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  I spent the night in jail and, although I was certain Warnick and the others had followed me there, they were not allowed to see me. As Hannity led me through the building to the holding cell, I passed through a front office bursting with activity. Twenty or thirty cops sat at desks, up to their necks in paperwork. The room was noisy and the jokes were flying.


  Entering the large holding cell, I found I wasn’t the only occupant. A teenager, wearing a Billabong T-shirt and ripped jeans, sulked at the end of a long bench. Tattoos covered his forearms and his ears were gauged.


  “What are you in for?” I said. He was surly and didn’t look like he wanted to answer. “Fine, don’t tell me.”


  “B and E,” he said. “It’s not like there’s anything left worth stealing.”


  After a couple of hours, Hannity showed up again with an MRE and a bottle of water for each of us. Like old times.


  “I guess a lawyer is out of the question,” I said. No response. “What happened to the former captain?”


  “Red Militia got him.”


  “You guys aren’t from Tres Marias, are you?”


  “No. LA.”


  “So, no outbreak down there?”


  “Stop asking so many questions.”


  He left me for the night. I ripped open the MRE and stared at the off-color beef franks that the real soldiers liked to refer to as “five fingers of death.” The beans didn’t look any better. I set the container aside and opened my water. Took a swallow and lay down at the other end of the bench.


  The kid finished his MRE and sat there eyeing mine. Smiling, I waved vaguely towards it. “Be my guest.”


  As he ate with his fingers, I wondered what would happen to him. I doubted he would come back with me to the command center. And the thought of him being left on the streets to fend for himself … How long could he last out there?


  “So where did they pick you up?” I said.


  “Some residential street—I forget the name. I don’t get it. I was looking for food. There’s nobody in those houses anymore.”


  “Run into any draggers?”


  “What?”


  “You know, undead?”


  “Oh, the freaks?” He laughed, revealing the beans stuck to his teeth. “Me and my friend—well, he’s dead—anyways, we used to get ’em in a corner and throw gasoline on ’em, then light ’em up. It was sick, I swear. It’s like they’re too stupid to know they’re on fire. So fun …”


  At first, the kid hadn’t wanted to say anything. Now, I couldn’t get him to shut up. I closed my eyes and tried ignoring him. Eventually, he got the hint and quieted down. Outside, heavy Black Dragon vehicles patrolled the streets. Occasionally, there was a shout followed by a burst of gunfire. Sometime after midnight I drifted off.


  Bizarre dreams haunted me. The last one I remember clearly.


  I was in the medical lab at Robbin-Sear, naked and strapped to an operating table. Doctor Royce, his head twitching like he’d been Tasered repeatedly, came at me with an oversized scalpel. Starting below my Adam’s apple, he made a vertical incision down the length of my torso. I noticed that my skin was dry and rubbery, and there was no blood. He reached deep inside me and pulled out Perro’s head. It snapped and snarled as it was forced to leave my body.


  I screamed.


  When I looked up, Jim was standing there holding the dog in his arms, the fetal thing dripping with the gore from my mutilated insides. The gash around Jim’s neck pulsed with wriggling kidney worms. He smiled at me with bean-encrusted teeth.


  “It had to come out eventually,” he said.
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  In the morning Hannity forced me into a police cruiser. O’Brien was already waiting in the front passenger seat.


  “Where are we going?” I said. No answer. “What’s going to happen to that kid you’re holding?”


  “I’d be more worried about what’s going to happen to you,” O’Brien said.


  Though they’d taken me to the yard behind the police station where no one could see, I couldn’t help but feel a burning shame getting into that police vehicle. And to make things worse, they’d handcuffed me again.


  We drove in silence to a sprawling house on a hill overlooking the valley. The estate was vast, with no signs of draggers. A wrought iron gate fronted the long, curving driveway with stone pillars on either side, a security camera mounted on each. As our vehicle approached, the gates opened automatically and we passed through.


  Though the house was impressive, it didn’t look overdone. I was surprised there was anyone with money left in Tres Marias. After we parked O’Brien got out and, grabbing one of my arms, walked me to the front door and rang the bell while Hannity remained in the cop car. A moment passed and a Latina housekeeper answered. When she saw us, her eyes got huge and she let us through without speaking.


  The foyer was minimalist and elegant, with recessed lighting. A staircase with a polished banister led upstairs. The housekeeper brought us into the ultramodern kitchen. O’Brien released my arm and took a step back.


  “What now?” I said.


  O’Brien ignored me. Looking through the French doors I was surprised to see the mayor, wearing blue jeans and a yellow golf shirt, out on a massive lawn playing touch football with two pudgy young boys who were maybe seven and nine. The mayor was of average height, with wiry red hair, a ruddy complexion and a wide amorphous body that had gone from high school jock muscle to politician flab.


  A slim, pretty blonde woman in her mid-thirties—the mayor’s wife?—wearing beige pants and a pink cashmere sweater, entered the kitchen and was momentarily startled to see a stranger in handcuffs lurking there. Not having showered, I was pretty ripe and felt bad for her. She made the best of it, though, and smiled. Then she went outside and spoke to the mayor. He tossed the football to his older son and jogged towards us.


  “Sorry,” O’Brien said, feigning humility as the mayor entered the kitchen. “But you said to bring him right over.”


  The mayor gave me a once-over and led us into his home office, which was tastefully decorated—probably by the missus. The walls were covered with framed photos of his family. Through the sheer white curtains that hung over the French doors I watched the boys playing football on the lawn as their mother sat on the patio, drinking coffee from a china cup. It was hard for me to comprehend that outside this place was a town ravaged by the undead. And Mrs. Mayor? How did this affect her? And what did she do all day? Shopping trips were out.


  “Close the door,” the mayor said to the cop. “I don’t think we need those handcuffs.” Then to me, “You’re not planning on running away, are you?” He sounded like Ray Liotta.


  “No,” I said.


  I had never met this guy. I recalled that six years before, he’d been elected after a bitter campaign between him and the affable, elderly, long-time “Mayor Bob,” who had recently suffered a stroke but had no intention of retiring even though now he talked like Carl from Caddyshack. I recalled seeing the old guy playing cards at the command center.


  During that campaign, this upstart had promised us state redevelopment funds courtesy of his close ties to Sacramento, as well as new business investment in the community. He himself was a successful real estate developer who apparently had a hankering for politics. Since the people were tired of the previous do-nothing Mayor Bob, this piece of work had been easily elected.


  “You can wait outside,” he said to O’Brien as if he were the gardener. When we were alone, he gestured for me to take a seat. He went over to a small refrigerator and pulled out a beer. “Can I offer you something?”


  “I’m fine. What’s this all about?”


  “What, the arrest? Well, as things return to normal, we’re going through case files to determine who’s been breaking the law during all this.”


  He opened the middle drawer of his antique Chesterfield desk and pulled out a dark green file folder with a coffee stain on the front. I recognized it as the one Detective Van Gundy had kept on me during the investigation into Jim’s death.


  “Seems you’re the subject of a murder investigation,” he said.


  “So am I going back to jail?”


  “We’ll see. I wanted to have a chance to talk to you first. Look, Dave, I won’t lie to you. Things are still chaotic around here. We don’t even have a police chief for shit’s sake. I’m not just in real estate—I’m also a lawyer. So I’m pitching in.”


  I waited while he scanned the file. I knew it was all for show. He’d studied it thoroughly way before I ever got here, and he already knew what he was going to do. If this was his way of building suspense, it wasn’t working. I’d seen better theatrics in a high school play.


  “You last spoke to Detective Van Gundy in the summer, that right?” he said, not making eye contact.


  “Yes. From what I can recall, there was never enough evidence to connect me to anyone’s death.”


  “You married, Dave?” I love the way lawyers ask questions they already know the answer to.


  “Yes.”


  “Why were you seeing Melyssa Soldado?”


  It always came down to this—the stain on my life that wouldn’t wash out. I hated thinking about my past—about what I did to Holly. I’d thought that when I’d destroyed the maniacal creature Missy became, the whole sordid business would be over and done with. Hearing her name conjured up her image in my mind—not the rasping dragger but the sex-starved girl I refused to save.


  “I had an affair with her,” I said, not meeting the mayor’s eyes.


  “Your wife know?”


  “Yes.”


  He sighed. “Marriage is hard sometimes. We go in with the best intentions, but sometimes … we slip.” I couldn’t tell if he was talking about me or him. “Is that what happened, Dave? Did you slip?”


  “In a manner of speaking.”


  “You’re Catholic, right? Confession will put you on the right track.”


  It was an odd comment. I scanned the room and found a photograph on the wall of the mayor wearing a Knights of Columbus uniform complete with ceremonial sword.


  “And James Stanley,” he said. “How does he fit in?”


  “He was my best friend.”


  “Also having an affair with Missy?”


  “No.”


  “Interesting. Detective Van Gundy made some notes here saying that’s what you told him.”


  “I lied.”


  “I see. So no romantic triangle here.”


  “No.”


  “How did Mr. Stanley die?”


  My instinct to avoid the truth came on strong, but I resisted. I was finished with lying. I decided to tell this fat clown what really happened that day. “Missy killed him with an axe, out of fear for her life. He’d turned, and he chased us through the forest. I panicked and hid inside a ranger station.”


  “Where was she?”


  “Outside. With him.”


  “And you didn’t try to help her?”


  “No.” My mouth tasted like copper, and I realized I’d bitten the inside of my cheek.


  “Wow, that’s cold. I’ll bet she was screaming too. ‘Dave, help me! Help me, Dave!’ Am I right?” The son of a bitch was having fun with this.


  “Something like that.”


  “What happened next?”


  “She found an axe and killed him?”


  “And then?”


  “She ran away. But Jim bit her, so … Eventually she turned, too.”


  “Well, that sucks. So all in all, not a very good day for Melyssa Soldado.” He closed the file. “Let’s take a walk.”


  He led me through the French doors into the patio. When his wife saw us, she gathered up the boys and took them inside through the kitchen. We made our way to a meticulously maintained garden. The mayor stared straight ahead as we walked.


  “I’ll be straight with you, Dave. I think I have enough evidence to go to trial. I can prove that, by your own admission, you were with James Stanley and Melyssa Soldado at the time of Stanley’s death. I might not be able to get a conviction on first-degree murder, but I’m confident I can get the jury to find you guilty on an accessory charge. I’ll paint the picture as romantic in nature. I’m sure jealousy will come into play. And I might suggest something kinky. Juries love that.” He turned to me. “How does that sound?”


  Rage boiled in me like hot lead. The mayor bent down and picked a few brown petals off his camellias. I wanted to stomp on his fat neck and beat him with one of his kids.


  “What are you after?” I said.


  He straightened up, brushed himself off and got up in my grill. I could smell the beer on his breath and, angry as I was, wished I had one.


  “Stay out of my business,” he said.


  “What business is that?”


  He backhanded me hard across the face, his class ring busting my lip open. The stinging made my eyes water. It took me a second to refocus.


  “I don’t have time for your games, Pulaski. You need to stay out of my way. Or you’ll be saying goodbye to that pretty little wife of yours.”


  “Leave her out of it, or …”


  “Or what? A lot of people are going to be arrested over the next few weeks and months. And we’ll process them as fast as we can. I have every intention of making your case a priority.”


  “There’s no evidence,” I said.


  He smiled with small, pointy teeth, his orange eyes gleaming. “Don’t be an idiot. It’s like I said. We’re all pitching in. Who knows? I might have to step in later and … comfort Holly. My boys over at the police station tell me she’s a looker.” He saw my balled-up fist and smiled. “That’s all I need to seal the deal. You taking a swing at me.”


  He looked past me, and I turned to find Hannity walking towards me. The fact that my mouth was cut didn’t appear to faze him.


  “I think we’re going to keep Mr. Pulaski under observation for now,” the mayor said, wiping off his ring with his handkerchief. “Give him a ride to the high school. I’m sure they miss him.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  As I followed the cop, the mayor called to me. I wanted to keep walking, but I stopped and glared at him.


  “What we discussed?” he said. “That goes for your friends too.”


  Instead of walking me to the police vehicle, Hannity escorted me through a side door into the detached garage. Inside was cold and dark.


  “Why are we here?” I said. But I already knew.


  The light came on. O’Brien stood a few feet across from me between a silver Volvo Cross Country and a candy apple red Audi R8.


  “Hold him,” O’Brien said.


  Hannity grabbed my upper arms from behind and thrust his foot between mine to brace me. I prepared myself for what was coming.


  O’Brien stepped closer. “We need to make sure you don’t forget what the mayor said.”


  O’Brien hit me solidly in the solar plexus. The wind went out of me, and I would have collapsed if Hannity hadn’t been propping me up. O’Brien hit me again. And again. I lost count how many times. I must have blacked out. When I awoke, my abdomen was on fire. The older cop was gone. Hannity tried getting me to my feet. I made it as far as my knees and vomited, the pain shooting straight up through the top of my head like a volcanic eruption.


  Finally, Hannity got me to stand and walked me outside to the police cruiser, where I collapsed on the backseat.
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  O’Brien stayed behind and Hannity drove me. He kept eyeing me in the rear view mirror. I avoided his gaze. Finally, he spoke.


  “You gotta understand, Pulaski,” he said. “The mayor has a lot on his plate. The governor breathing down his neck, the feds, Black Dragon. He wants what’s best for the community, is all.”


  “So I should keep my mouth shut.”


  “You should do like the rest of us and help get this community back on its feet.”


  “Easy for you to say. You guys are not even from around here. What, did LA have a yard sale? Who are all those other cops?”


  “A community is a community.”


  “Sure. Can I ask you something? Did you ever lose someone?”


  He hesitated. “My sister. Drunk driver.”


  “Sorry. Well, we lost a lot of people too—good people. And now I come to find that the mayor might be involved. That’s why he’s threatening me, isn’t it? Doesn’t that kind of thing piss you off?”


  The cop drove past the command center guard station and parked in front of the administration building. Turning around, he stared at me. “Yeah, it pisses me off. But I’m keeping my head down. It’s the only way to survive around here. The sooner you learn that, the better chance you’ll have to make it out of here alive.”


  He got out and opened my door. I stood looking at the administration building, the people coming and going, the kids playing. I saw the community starting to thrive. Priorities. It was all about priorities. I felt lost.
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  When I got to my trailer, Holly and Warnick were waiting for me.


  “Dave, are you okay?” she said, touching my swollen lip with her finger. “What happened?”


  “It’s nothing,” I said, pushing her hand away. “I’m fine.”


  “No, you’re not.”


  I found the sofa and sank into it, groaning from the pain. Holly unbuttoned my shirt and gasped at the massive red and purple bruising emanating from my abdomen.


  “Oh, Dave, what did they do to you?”


  “Taught me a lesson, apparently.”


  Warnick stood in front of me. “Pederman wants to see you. I’ll tell him it can wait.”


  “No,” I said. “I’ll see him.”


  “You sure?”


  “I’m coming with you,” Holly said, looking at Warnick.


  We met Pederman in one of the conference rooms. He didn’t look happy to see the three of us.


  “I thought this was going to be a private meeting,” he said.


  “This concerns me too,” Holly said.


  Pederman sighed, rubbed the back of his neck and looked at me with a mixture of sympathy and disappointment. “I see they roughed you up.” He glanced down at what I guessed was a report. “Dave, why didn’t you tell me about the murder investigation?”


  “Because I was never charged with anything. I didn’t think you needed to know.”


  “Does this mean he’ll lose his job?” Holly said.


  Pederman sank into a chair and sighed. “Well, the background check never turned up anything, so I think you’re fine. But, dammit, I need you to be honest with me. Any other secrets I should know about?”


  “I’m a recovering alcoholic.”


  There was an uncomfortable silence as Pederman digested this. Holly squeezed my hand. Finally, Pederman said, “You wouldn’t be the first.”


  “Mr. Pederman,” I said. “How involved is Black Dragon with the mayor?”


  “Well, originally he was the one who gave us the contract to restore order.”


  “Is he involved in the day-to-day?”


  “No. But I have to file a report once a week. Why?”


  “Don’t you think it’s strange that he didn’t let the police handle this? I mean, they brought me to his house.”


  “It is unusual.”


  “Are you going to let us continue investigating Evie’s death?” Warnick said.


  “I’m thinking the police should handle it.”


  “Something tells me they would bury it,” I said.


  Pederman turned to Warnick for confirmation.


  Warnick cleared his throat. “We know it was Creasy who called the cops. In fact, he probably called the mayor directly. That’s why they grabbed Dave.”


  “And it was the cops who beat him up,” Holly said.


  Pederman threw the report across the room. “I hate this political bullshit!” Then to Warnick, “How many men do you need to continue this?”


  “This unit should be enough—including Springer.”


  “Look, I’ll give you more time, but I expect some concrete results. We have other priorities. We have to get this town ready to turn over to civilian control, asap.”


  Pederman stopped me at the door on my way out. “How bad did they hurt you?”


  “I’ll live,” I said.
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  We sat under a tree outside our trailer—Holly, Griffin, Warnick, Springer and me. My abdomen was throbbing—the ibuprofen hadn’t kicked in yet.


  “The mayor belted me in the mouth,” I said. “Then he threatened me.”


  “Was that before or after the cop worked you over?” Springer said.


  “Before.”


  Warnick got to his feet and began pacing. “So, are we to assume the mayor’s involved with Robbin-Sear?”


  “Why not?” Holly said. “It could be something as simple as money.”


  I touched my lip and winced. “Well, he did warn me to stop the investigation.”


  “What if we do the opposite?” Springer said. “Find out everything we can about the operation.”


  I looked at Warnick and Springer. I didn’t want to tell them, but I had to. “I’m going to stop.”


  “Dude, you can’t,” Springer said.


  As much as I hated the mayor, I was scared that he could actually do what he promised—get me out of the picture and assault Holly. It made me sick and I wanted no part of it. I had no plans to tell her what he’d said but I would do my best to keep her away from him.


  “Look, this guy may be a sleaze, but he’s dangerous. And he’s got the cops working for him. He could ruin Holly and me. I can’t take that chance.” I put my arm around my wife.


  “You sure this is what you want?” Warnick said.


  “I’m sorry.”


  “I’m out too,” Holly said.


  I got to my feet slowly. “You guys do what you want. But the mayor’s warning applies to you too.”


  Springer laughed. “He ain’t got nothing on me. What do you say, Warnick? Do we go on?”


  “No, let’s let it lie,” he said. “For now.”
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  Holly and I sat on the small sofa in our trailer. My eyes were closed and I could feel her small, delicate hand stroking my hair. Griffin walked in with Greta. When she saw me, she came over and gave me a hug.


  “Ow! Easy …”


  “Are you hurt?” she said.


  “I’m better. Everything’s been cleared up.”


  “I was really worried. Do you want me to stick around?”


  “No, I’m fine.”


  “Um, would it be okay if I meet Fabian in the cafeteria?”


  “You’re asking our permission?” I said.


  “It’s fine,” Holly said. “Don’t be too long.”


  “I won’t. Come on, Greta.”


  The dog pricked up her ears and trotted after Griffin. The girl seemed happy. I smiled as she went out the door.


  “Am I doing the right thing?” I said.


  “I don’t know.”


  “I feel like I’m letting Warnick down. I mean, I was the one who wanted to get to the truth. But I don’t want to lose you. Or Griffin. Or the baby.”


  “You won’t.”


  I closed my eyes again and leaned back, my entire being in turmoil. Holly rested her head on my chest. “What do you do when you don’t know what the right thing is?” I said.


  “You pray.”


  “It’s been so long.”


  “Hang on.” She got up and went over to our bed. When she returned, she was holding her Rosary. “Time to bring out the big guns,” she said.
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  Two yellow school buses pulled into the command center parking lot carrying the survivors from the Arkon building, whom we’d rescued only weeks earlier, as well as the soldiers protecting them. While Warnick and Springer handled the paperwork, Holly, Griffin and I helped get people off the vehicles and into orderly lines for their medical exams. When Fabian showed up to assist, I gave him the guy nod.


  Nina Zimmer stepped off one of the buses with her daughter, Evan. She seemed happy and, when she saw us, hurried over to give us hugs.


  “Welcome to civilization,” I said.


  “It’s so great to see you guys!”


  “Evan!” Holly said. “Can I hold her?”


  “Here you go,” Nina said. “My arms are so tired.”


  “We’ve already got a trailer set up for you and the baby,” I said.


  Nina took in her surroundings. “This place looks amazing.”


  “Yeah,” Holly said. “With amazing showers.”


  The women laughed as I walked Nina towards an MMU. We waited while they examined her and the baby. Then I grabbed Nina’s few belongings and led everyone to her trailer. Holly insisted on carrying Evan.


  “So what’s life like on the other side of town?” I said.


  “Not so good. We lost Ed Riley.”


  “That old skinny guy with the huge Adam’s apple?”


  “I think his heart gave out.”


  “I’m really sorry,” Holly said.


  “Everyone else is doing fine, but a few have been sick. There’s a woman—I forget her name—who has diabetes. They took her directly to the hospital. She might lose her foot.”


  “Oh, sorry,” I said. “And Evan?”


  Nina smiled as she took the little girl from Holly. “Somehow she’s managing through all this. I think she put on weight.”


  “Awesome,” Holly said. “Well, here we are.”


  Nina looked at her trailer and tears streamed from her eyes. Holly squeezed her shoulder and opened the door. “Home sweet home.”


  “Thank you,” Nina said. “For everything. Dave, if you hadn’t shown up in that parking lot …”


  “All part of the service,” I said. “Why don’t you get some rest? There’s food and fresh water in the fridge and baby formula in the cupboard. We need to get back.” She kissed my cheek and went inside.


  “I think she’s sweet on you, bub,” Holly said as we walked away.


  “Don’t start with me.”
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  After lunch, Warnick came by the trailer to give us our new assignments, which were to go out into the neighborhoods, search the houses and clear the area of draggers. If we found human survivors, we were to bring them to the command center for testing.


  “I want to come with you guys,” Griffin said to Holly.


  “I know, sweetie. It’s not allowed.”


  “But I’m good.”


  “Yeah, you are,” I said. “Stay here and make sure the new arrivals have everything they need.”


  “Fine.” I could hear the disappointment in her voice. If it had been up to me, I would have taken Griffin along. She was an important member of the team, and I missed having her with us.


  “You’re coming with, right?” Holly said to Warnick.


  “It’ll be you two, Springer and me.”


  “As per usual,” I said.


  “There are some areas we haven’t gotten to. We’re not sure what we’re going to find. It might be dangerous.”


  “Are you sure you want to do this?” I said to Holly.


  “I may be pregnant,” she said, “but I’m still better than you.”


  Griffin laughed. “Ouch.”


  “Shut up,” I said.
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  We put on body armor and helmets and drove a Humvee across town to a residential neighborhood near the 5 freeway. I hadn’t been this close to the edge of town for a long time and didn’t know what to expect. When we stopped at the entrance to a cul de sac, I saw the barriers set up at the freeway exits and entrances. LMTVs were parked along both sides, and soldiers with sniper rifles stood guard nearby to make sure that no one got in or out. A Black Dragon helicopter did a low flyover, its passengers also armed.


  As we surveyed the street looking for signs of life, a police cruiser drove by slowly. My stomach twisted into a knot. I checked out the driver. He didn’t recognize me, and a few seconds later he sped away.


  “So are we doing a house-to-house or what?” I said.


  Warnick checked his weapon. “Exactly. Looks like our guys were by here before.”


  “How can you tell?” Holly said.


  Springer pointed his AR-15 at a stop sign, which was partially covered by a sticker with the familiar Black Dragon logo. I glanced around and saw those same stickers on a few of the houses’ front doors.


  “We can skip this street and go on to the next one,” Warnick said.


  “So are these searches random?” Holly said.


  “They are, but we mark them off as we go. Pederman has maps of the entire town. Every day we turn in our report and he updates them.”


  “What if squatters move in after we’ve been here?” I said.


  “I suppose eventually we could make a second pass. But right now, there are too many other streets we haven’t hit.”


  We left our vehicle and walked over one street. We didn’t see a sticker on the stop sign and decided to enter the street. Another sign read DEAD END.


  “Fitting,” I said.


  Holly jabbed me in the ribs. “Where’s that positive attitude, homey?”


  We approached the first residence, a small ranch house with fading tan paint and a crabgrass lawn that looked like it hadn’t been watered in months. A chain link fence ran the length of the property, with a gate attached to the house. As we approached, we heard whimpering, then frantic barking.


  Behind the gate a hungry-looking mixed-breed dog jumped up and pressed his paws against the fence, barking and whining. He was thin—I could see his ribs—but he seemed friendly.


  “Hi, boy,” Holly said, approaching the dog.


  Warnick stepped in ahead of her. “Holly, leave him alone.” As she backed away, he raised his weapon and took aim.


  “What are you doing?”


  “Our orders are to eliminate all dogs.”


  She stood in front of Warnick, a scowl on her face. “You are not shooting that dog.”


  Warnick lowered his weapon. “You don’t get it. If another unit finds him, they will shoot him.”


  “Does that mean you’re going to shoot Greta?”


  “She doesn’t have rabies. And besides, she’s one of ours.”


  “Well, why can’t this dog be tested?”


  “Because we don’t have the resources. Please, Holly, step out of the way.”


  “Holly,” I said, “what if he tests negative? Who will care for him?”


  “Way it is, Holly,” Springer said. “We can shoot the animal or someone else will. Either way, he’s dead.”


  “You guys are all crazy.” She strode purposefully towards the next house.


  I went after her. We stood on the porch, silent. A single gunshot tore the air and the dog yiped once. Then everything went quiet.


  “Would you have done it?” Holly said.


  “What? Shoot the dog? Yeah, if I was ordered to. You?”


  She looked away. “I don’t know. What other shit jobs are we gonna have to do?”


  I pulled gently on her ponytail. “Doesn’t look like there’s anyone in this one,” I said.


  “Are we supposed to go in?”


  I could hear the sadness in her voice, but it seemed she’d pulled herself together. We both knew Warnick was right. Even if we did save the dog, it would wind up in a shelter where it would be put down anyway. I don’t want to say we did it a favor, but we might have reduced its suffering a little.


  Holly tried the front door. It was unlocked. I glanced back—Warnick and Springer had crossed to the house opposite us and were on their way in. I nodded to Holly and we entered, our weapons raised.


  The house was dusty and unkempt, with worn furniture and peeling paint. It might have been a bank repo that no one had gotten around to renovating for an auction. We didn’t see any blood, and the house was quiet as we cautiously moved from room to room. At the rear of the house was a baby’s room—the only one that was freshly painted.


  A blonde wood crib with the tags on it stood in a corner, matching dresser and changing table next to it. A used rocking chair sat in another corner. A Sesame Street mobile lay on the floor next to a toolbox. On the floor next to a pile of new, unopened toys was a stuffed bear splattered with blood.


  Holly sucked down a sob. I didn’t know what to say, so I held her hand. After seeing that room, it was hard for her to enter the other houses, but she did it anyway. What we found was mostly the same—lives abandoned, the ghosts of families watching helplessly as looters cleaned them out. Eventually, the looters would be dead, too. And their ghosts could join the victims. They might still be there.


  We never did find anything on that godforsaken street.
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  We drove a mile down the road to Royal Ranch Market, where Holly and I and a former group of survivors had come to stock up on supplies when the outbreak first happened. As we pulled into the parking lot, I thought about Landry, Ben and his son Aaron—all dead. And I wondered what had happened to the family who owned the store.


  The parking lot was clean, the boards we’d put up over the windows to repair the damage from looters still in place. We parked and went to the front door, which was locked. I peered through a crack in the boards—the lights were off and the place looked deserted.


  A crash echoed from inside—metal hitting concrete. I struggled to see through the window. Something moved in the shadows—an animal or maybe a person crawling. I couldn’t tell for sure.


  “So do we go in or …” I said. “It could be a raccoon.”


  Warnick moved in closer. “Or a survivor.”


  Springer pointed his index finger at the building like a gun and pretended to fire. “Or a dragger.”


  Holly started walking. “One way to find out, gentlemen.”


  “Aren’t we going to take a vote?” I said, hurrying after her.


  Drawing our weapons, we walked briskly to the rear of the one-story building, searching for another way in. The back faced a weed patch with trash scattered here and there. As we walked the length of the whitewashed wall, we passed a blood spray stain a few feet wide.


  The only door was up a short flight of stairs next to the loading dock. It was locked, too.


  “Springer, can you pick that lock?” Warnick said.


  “In my dreams.”


  “I don’t want to shoot it off. Let’s try the roof.”


  A metal ladder bolted to the wall led to a gravel roof. One by one we climbed up. Missing patches of gravel exposed ripped, dried-up tarpaper. Leaves and other debris were strewn everywhere. But the view was good—I spotted a few pockets of draggers off in the distance, wandering the streets. We’d have to get to them later.


  Springer found a galvanized hatch in the middle of the roof. The hasp was missing a lock. Warnick pulled the hatch open and peered inside.


  “Anything?” I said.


  “It’s pretty dark.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out a small flashlight, clicking it on and pointing it down the hatch as we crouched around him.


  “How far down is it, do you think?” I said. “My leg’s still not a hundred percent.”


  Springer stood. “I can get down there. I’ll open the front door and let you guys in.”


  “You sure?” I said.


  He gave me one of his wiseass Springer smiles and climbed into the hole.


  “Careful,” Holly said.


  We waited to make sure Springer made it in without a problem. Peering down, he got his bearings and let himself drop. A thump echoed up.


  “What happened?” Warnick said.


  “Fell on my ass.”


  “Rookie.”


  A beam of light appeared in the darkness—Springer’s flashlight. “I think the back door will be easier,” he said.


  We climbed down off the roof and waited on the small landing. A scuffling noise came from inside, followed by a thud against the door, and my heart pounded. We raised our weapons. A moment later the door flew open and Springer stood grinning at us.


  “What happened?” Warnick said.


  “I tripped.”


  It took us a few minutes, but we found the lights. Warnick flipped them on and a wave of terror washed over me.


  A horde stood directly in front of us, their weak eyes blinking against the lights, their slavering mouths working and their fingers thrumming imaginary organs.


  Warnick moved into lead position and shot two through the head. That was our cue. We spread out and took careful aim, taking out the advancing draggers one by one. We were down to the last two when one of them hurled himself at Springer.


  “Whoa!” Springer said as Warnick shot it through the eye. Shuddering, it dropped where Springer stood.


  “I hate surprises,” Warnick said.


  I laughed nervously. “Remind me never to throw you a surprise birthday party.”


  We took a moment to catch our breath, then checked out the room. Boxes of paper supplies, cleaning supplies and dry goods were stacked in neat rows. Along one wall stood a huge freezer unit.


  “Better check it,” Warnick said to Springer.


  The kid trotted over and pulled the large metal handle. The door swung open and a burst of ice-cold air and mist hit us.


  “Oh, no,” Holly said as the mist cleared.


  Huge sides of beef and pork hung from rows of hooks. In one section stood shelves of ice cream and frozen dinners. Against the side wall was a young man in a sitting position, dressed in a grey North Face jacket and gloves. His hair, eyebrows and eyelashes were dusted with frost. His skin was blue.


  Warnick made a cursory examination. “Weird. He’s not stiff.” He felt his neck for a pulse. “He must’ve hidden in here during the outbreak and couldn’t get out.”


  “If he isn’t frozen, then maybe this just happened,” Holly said.


  “It’s possible. Let’s get him out of here.”


  Warnick and I dragged the body out of the freezer and laid it on its back.


  “We’ll get someone from the hospital to pick him up,” he said. “Let’s check the rest of the store.”


  “Wait, are you sure he wasn’t bitten?” I said.


  Warnick seemed impatient. He laid down his weapon and crouched in front of the body. Unzipped the jacket and checked for blood. Finally, he removed each of the gloves. “Dammit,” he said.


  We moved closer and observed the torn skin and teeth marks on the left hand. The dead thing’s eyes flew open and it sat bolt upright. Warnick scooted away and grabbed his weapon. The dragger blinked with grey, unseeing eyes. It let out a mewling cry that shook me to my bones. Before we could say anything, a bullet tore through its head. I turned and saw Holly slowly lowering her weapon.


  “I don’t think I like surprises either,” Holly said.


  A shuffling noise got our attention.


  “We’re not alone,” Holly said, her voice a whisper.


  Slowly, we made our way up and down the aisles, no longer visible to one another. I slipped past the produce section, gagging on the smell of rotting fruit and vegetables. Slivers of parking lot showed through gaps in the boarded-up windows.


  “Over here!” Holly said from another part of the store.


  We ran towards the meat section, where we found a dragger on its knees eating the last of the expired meat out of a display case. Holly stood a few feet away, her weapon pointed, trembling. I stood next to her while Warnick and Springer joined us.


  The dragger turned, its mouth dripping with gore, and stared at each of us, its eyes alive with an iridescent purple glow. It was a young Latina, dressed as a checker. I recognized it from the last time, when it rang us up. Dropping the meat, it slowly got to its feet, straightened up with excruciating effort and faced us. I waited for the death shriek, but it never came.


  Warnick took aim at its head as it raised its trembling bloody hands in protest.


  “Espera,” it said.
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  We lowered our weapons, spellbound by the creature standing in front of us. We expected it to attack, like every other dragger we’d encountered. But it just stood there, wavering and weak, its eyes begging us to wait.


  “I don’t understand,” Holly said. “Is it … dead?”


  “Infected,” I said. “We need to help it.”


  Warnick had raised his weapon. “I don’t know …”


  “Warnick,” Holly said, “this isn’t a dog.”


  Springer turned to Warnick. “How are we supposed to—”


  The thing inched forward, muttering something and swatting at flies. We backed off, raising our weapons again. Then it—she—collapsed on the floor and began to cry.


  “She’s still a person,” Holly said.


  Warnick turned to Springer. “Go to the Humvee and bring whatever you can find to immobilize her.”


  “On it.”


  Springer returned moments later, carrying a coil of heavy nylon rope.


  “Here you go,” he said to Warnick. “What about her head?”


  “Hang on,” I said.


  I headed back to the produce section where I’d seen burlap sacks filled with potatoes. I emptied one of them and brought it back. Warnick and Springer were already binding the woman’s hands and feet as she struggled on the floor. I handed Springer the sack and he threw it over her head, which seemed to enrage her. She mewled and tried to twist free. Holly found a roll of duct tape, and we secured the bag loosely at the neck to prevent her from biting anyone.


  “We’re going to have to carry her,” Warnick said.


  “Let me try,” I said.


  “What about your leg?” Holly said.


  “I’m fine.”


  Warnick and Springer helped me get the woman to her feet. I bent over slightly and they draped the squirming body over my shoulders in a fireman’s lift. I gripped her arms and legs firmly. “Let’s go,” I said.


  I trotted through the swinging doors that led to the storage area. Warnick was already waiting at the exit, holding the door open. The woman was small—around Holly’s height—and didn’t weigh a lot. But having to fight her as I made my way towards the Humvee took its toll. By the time I reached our vehicle on the other side of the building, I was exhausted and sweating and in pain.


  Springer cleared a space in the rear of the Humvee. He and Warnick helped me lower the woman in. She continued to struggle as we closed the door and headed out.
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  We radioed ahead and were told to proceed directly to an unmarked warehouse off the main highway at the edge of town. When we arrived, we saw the chain link fence-enclosed building guarded by a number of armed soldiers. A few LMTVs and Humvees were parked nearby, and a guard shack stood behind the closed gate. I recalled that this used to be a bicycle factory that went bust in the early nineties. As far as I knew, it had remained vacant ever since.


  As we approached, a soldier in the guard shack hit a button, rolling back the gate so we could drive through. Hospital orderlies were already waiting with a gurney. We unloaded the patient—who they secured with leather straps—and followed everyone inside.


  The interior was vast, with rows and rows of what appeared to be Plexiglas cells as far as we could see. Some had patients inside. The cells were just big enough to accommodate a cot and a curtained-off chemical toilet. Electric pumps located at one end of each row vented fresh air into the units.


  “Unreal,” Springer said.


  We followed as the orderlies wheeled our patient down an end row towards the rear. We passed other cells housing patients in various stages of the disease, although none appeared to be violent. These people seemed afflicted rather than turned.


  The orderlies stopped in front of a cell, removed the woman from the gurney and placed her inside. One of them stepped out as the other carefully cut the ropes that bound her feet and hands. As he removed the sack from her head, the first reentered with a cattle prod. The bright lights seemed to hurt the woman’s eyes, and she turned away, making low grunting noises. She lurched forward, and the armed orderly zapped her. Screeching, she pulled away and fell onto the cot. When she stopped moving, the orderlies left the cell and locked it.


  Isaac came around the corner, accompanied by a man and woman. All three were dressed in white lab coats. The man was lean and around my height, with black wavy hair, dense eyebrows and pale blue eyes. The woman was tiny—shorter than Holly—with blonde hair and those same pale blue eyes. Each wore an expression of mild intellectual disdain. I’d seen that look before on a guy who worked nights at the 7-Eleven where I used to buy beer.


  “Thanks, fellas,” Isaac said to the orderlies as they left. Then to us, “This is Doctor Bud Vollmer and Doctor Nancy Vollmer.”


  We exchanged greetings.


  “Are you two related?” Holly said. They rolled their eyes in unison.


  “They’re fraternal twins,” Isaac said.


  “The Vollmer twins?” Springer said to me under his breath. “Dude, what are the odds?”


  “Bud and Nancy are immunologists. I brought them down from San Francisco to try to make sense of all this. They were on the team that developed the blood test. We’re hoping they can create a vaccine.”


  “Any idea when that might be?” I said.


  “This isn’t playtime, Junior,” Bud said, observing the patient and making notes in the patient’s chart.


  “What did you say—” Holly touched my arm.


  “You say this woman spoke?” Isaac said as the patient explored the confines of her cell. The two immunologists watched her with the same fixed gaze.


  “One word that we could make out,” Warnick said. “After that, it was a lot of gibberish.”


  “Amazing.”


  “She doesn’t appear to be exhibiting the same symptoms as the others we’ve seen. And there’s something going on with her eyes.”


  “I don’t think she was bitten,” I said.


  Nancy turned to me, her arms folded, half-smiling. “Said the pretend doctor.” Holding my temper, I ignored her.


  “What do you mean?” Holly said. “How else could she have turned?”


  Warnick looked at me, a little irritated. “You don’t think she was deliberately infected?”


  “That’s exactly what I think. Warnick, you said it yourself. Her symptoms are different. Remember the draggers we encountered in the forest before we were rescued? That’s what we’ve been seeing since this thing started. This woman is carrying another form of the virus.”


  “And how do you know this, Dr. Nick?” Bud said. I actually appreciated The Simpsons reference, but I still wanted to pimp-slap this guy.


  Isaac stepped between us. “There’s an easy way to find out. We’ll test her.”


  After Isaac had left, Bud turned to me, arrogant as hell. “You people should leave and let the real scientists do our job.”


  I closed in on him. “And you should bite me.”


  “Oh, you want to do this?” Bud said, throwing down the chart.


  Warnick grabbed my arm. “Dave, come on. We don’t have time for this.”


  Springer helped pull me away and, looking past me, glared comically at Bud. “You don’t want to mess with this guy, Sheldon.”


  After a few minutes, Isaac returned with a needle and syringe, three vials and the cattle prod. On his signal, the Vollmer twins opened the door and, holding the cattle prod, waited for Isaac to enter. We watched as the scientists immobilized the woman, then held her down so Isaac could search for a vein in her arm. It took a few minutes, but he was able to draw enough blood for the tests. When they were finished, the woman lay still on the cot, staring vacantly.


  “How long?” I said to Isaac.


  “A couple of hours. I suggest you return to your base. I’ll come by later with the results.”


  “Thanks, Doc,” Warnick said.


  As we made our way towards the exit, a commotion erupted in one of the cells nearby. A patient thrashed violently, exhibiting the classic symptoms of someone who had turned. It was mostly in the eyes—he no longer saw. Then we heard the death shriek. A series of bright blue lights flashed in sequence along the top of the cell. Moments later, an orderly appeared followed by two Black Dragon soldiers. One of the soldiers carried a cattle prod and the other what looked to me like some kind of space gun.


  Isaac and the two scientists ran over to join them. We followed.


  “Whadda ya say, Doc?” one of the soldiers said.


  Isaac took a moment to assess the patient. He conferred with the immunologists and sadly he lowered his head. The soldier with the cattle prod flicked a finger at the orderly, who unlocked and opened the door. The soldier repeatedly zapped the patient into submission, attacking different parts of his torso each time. This appeared to weaken the patient, and he collapsed backwards onto the cot.


  The other soldier approached and placed the space gun against the patient’s forehead. He pressed a button. A scorching high-pitched whine ripped open our eardrums, and the patient stopped moving. A stench rose—he’d evacuated his bowels.


  “What happened?” Holly said.


  “Ultra high-frequency radio waves,” Bud said.


  Nancy nodded. “Fries the frontal lobe in seconds. Very effective.”


  “We don’t want to be firing projectiles in this place,” Isaac said. “Not with all these other patients.”


  Outside, we shook hands with Isaac, avoiding his weird friends.


  “How many patients are there?” Holly said.


  “We’re over six hundred,” Isaac said. “There seem to be more every day.”
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  The four of us sat in the conference room, waiting for Pederman to say something.


  “Doesn’t make any sense,” he said. “I need to report this.”


  “Can you at least wait until the results come in?” Warnick said.


  “Why?”


  “I think we should have all the facts first.”


  “I don’t know …”


  Warnick was insistent. “Dr. Fallow is performing tests on the woman. We should at least—”


  Erzen stuck her head in. “Sorry to disturb. One of our patrols found another family holed up at the Pine Nut Motel at the edge of town.”


  “What kind of shape are they in?”


  “They don’t seem too bad. We brought them in a little while ago. They’re being examined.”


  “Thanks, Erzen,” Pederman said. “Keep me posted.” Then to Warnick, “Look, I’ll hold off reporting this for now. But I can’t wait much longer, or we’ll be out of compliance.”


  “Got it.”


  As we got up to leave, Holly said, “Mr. Pederman, I need to ask you something.”


  “Sure, Holly.”


  “I want Griffin on our team.”


  “Impossible. I’m sorry.”


  “But she’s battle-tested. Ask Warnick or Springer.”


  “Warnick?”


  “She’s awesome in combat,” Warnick said. “And she knows how to handle a weapon.”


  “Still,” Pederman said. “Federal law prohibits anyone under the age of eighteen from carrying a weapon.”


  “Actually, there is no federal law stating a minimum age for ‘long guns,’” Erzen said. “And there are exceptions for hand guns.” Holly and I turned to Erzen hopefully. She seemed confident.


  “And you know this how?” Pederman said.


  “As you know, I’ve been looking after Griffin. So I took the liberty of doing some research in the library.” Erzen pulled a folded-up piece of paper from her shirt pocket and read from it. “‘Federal law provides exceptions for the temporary transfer and possession of handguns and handgun ammunition for specified activities, including employment, ranching, farming, target practice and hunting.’”


  “Well, I’ll be damned.”


  “I don’t know about ranching,” Springer said.


  “I think we could argue for target practice and hunting draggers,” I said, looking at Warnick, who smiled for what might have been the first time in his life. “And if you hired her on as an intern, there’s your employment requirement.”


  “Seriously, we need her on the team,” Holly said.


  “You guys are killing me,” Pederman said. “But it makes sense. Look, we’ll take this one step at a time. I’ll start by fast-tracking her employment and signing her up for target practice. If—if—she passes our test, I will issue her a weapon.”


  “Works for me,” Holly said.


  Outside on the steps, Holly hugged Erzen. “This means a lot to me—thank you.”


  “No problem.”


  “Why did you do it, Erzen?” I said. “Just curious.”


  “Griffin shows a lot of promise. Reminds me of myself at that age. I think a girl needs to protect herself. Don’t you?”


  “Can’t argue with that.”


  “I can’t wait to tell Griffin,” Holly said.
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  Fabian found Holly, Griffin and me in the cafeteria eating a late lunch of meat loaf, which looked like it was made mostly from breadcrumbs and ketchup. Griffin had apparently moved past Evie’s death and was bubbling over the news about joining Black Dragon as an intern.


  “Fabian, did you hear?” she said.


  “I did. Congrats, guera.” Then to Holly and me, “Dr. Fallow is here. They’re all waiting in the conference room.”


  He left before I could say anything. As we got up, I turned to Griffin.


  “What did he call you?”


  “Guera. He always calls me that.”


  “What does it mean?” Holly said.


  “‘White girl,’ I think. He means it in a good way.”


  I may have rolled my eyes. “Rrright …”


  “He told me one of his cousins is, like, really light-skinned, and they call her guera.”


  “Whatever you say.”


  “You’re such a jerk,” she said, laughing.


  When we entered the conference room, we found Warnick and Springer sitting with Isaac and Pederman, who were going over the lab results.


  “So?” I said.


  “So, I can’t explain these results,” Isaac said. “We found evidence of a virus, but it’s not like the one we’ve seen in the other patients.”


  “I hope you’re going to explain this in layman’s terms,” Pederman said, smiling.


  “Every virus has a signature,” Isaac said. “Much like a computer virus—or a fingerprint. It’s how we can tell the differences between one and another. It’s also how we learn to treat it.”


  “And the signature for this one is different?” Holly said.


  “That’s what I’m saying. It has many of the characteristics of the other virus, but it is different. I don’t know what the differences mean. But from what I’ve observed in the patient you brought in, it doesn’t destroy the speech area of the brain, which leads me to believe that she may still be capable of rational thought.”


  “That sounds a lot like Doctor Royce over at Robbin-Sear.”


  “Doctor Royce?”


  “We went there to investigate Evie’s murder,” Warnick said. “And two researchers showed us their colleague, who was infected with a new form of the virus.”


  “They’d isolated him,” I said, “but he was still working.”


  “Did he appear violent?” Isaac said.


  “No, but he had this weird tic. He kept swatting at flies that weren’t there.”


  “The woman we brought in did that, too,” Holly said.


  Isaac looked at Pederman. “Dave seems to think she was deliberately infected.”


  Pederman and the others waited for me to say something. It was true that I didn’t have any actual data to back me up, but I knew in my soul I was right. “I do,” I said. “And recently. In fact, I think it happened after Doctor Royce was infected.”


  “But why?” Pederman said.


  “Dave,” Warnick said. “I know where you’re going with this, but I think you’re wrong.”


  “I know what you think, but I’m not wrong. Not about this.”


  “It can’t be. They could never get away with it.”


  “They are getting away with it.”


  “Will someone tell me what in all that is holy is going on here?” Pederman said.


  “They’re using the people of Tres Marias as guinea pigs,” I said.


  The room erupted, with everyone talking at once. It was as if I’d thrown a live grenade into the middle of the conversation.


  “You can’t be serious!” Pederman said. “That would mean …”


  “That it was planned,” I said.


  “So why was that woman in the store? Wouldn’t they be keeping her under observation?”


  “I don’t know why.”


  “Tres Marias as a giant experiment? I can’t accept that.”


  “Mr. Pederman,” I said. “History is full of examples. Evie told us about the Rockefeller Report. For years the DOD experimented on military personnel.”


  “Sure, but they weren’t civilians.”


  “How about this? And I can thank my old high school science teacher—guess I was paying attention that day.”


  “Well?”


  “Tuskegee.” I looked at Isaac, who looked away sadly.


  The room was silent. Pederman lowered his head and folded his hands. His voice was almost a whisper. “But … that was—it was a long time ago.”


  “What was?” Holly said.


  Isaac leaned forward. “The Tuskegee Institute conducted an experiment to study the effects of untreated syphilis in men. It was run by the Department of Health, beginning in 1932.”


  “That was in Alabama,” Pederman said. “They signed up black sharecroppers. The program ran for forty years.”


  “But they eventually treated them, right?” Holly said. “Once there was a cure?”


  I shook my head. “That’s the point—they didn’t. And by 1940, they knew that penicillin could have cured those men.”


  “So let’s say this was planned,” Warnick said. “Who’s doing it?”


  “I think you know.”


  “The mayor?”


  I glanced at Pederman, whose expression was neutral. “Why not? He told us to stay out of his business.”


  “Sure, but ...”


  “Warnick, let me ask you something. When this thing broke out, why wasn’t a state of emergency declared and the National Guard called in?” No reaction. “Wouldn’t that be normal procedure? Who ever heard of a private security company handling something like this?” Then to Pederman, “No offense.”


  “Look, I admit,” Warnick said. “I’ve wondered that myself.”


  “It doesn’t make sense. I think the whole thing is a cover-up.”


  “And Black Dragon is part of it.”


  “I don’t know. Maybe not intentionally.”


  “What does that mean?” Holly said.


  “Look,” I said. “I don’t have all the answers. But I do know that it’s pretty suspicious how this entire operation is being run without any kind of outside oversight.”


  “What about the mayor?”


  “What about him? A reporter is dead. Someone who had knowledge of what was going on here.”


  “Sounds like you want to be part of our inquiry again,” Pederman said. “What about the mayor’s warning?”


  “I …” I turned to Holly.


  “I’ll be right there with you,” she said, taking my hand.


  “Me, too,” Warnick said.


  I shut everyone else out and looked at my wife. This was about her and me and Griffin and the baby—nobody else. “But aren’t you scared of what they might do to us?”


  “It can’t be worse than what we’ve already been through. And we’re still here.”


  “I’ll be with you,” Warnick said.


  Warnick had me. As far as I was concerned, he was the reason all of us were still alive. If anything did happen to me, I had no doubt he would protect my family from the mayor—even at the cost of his own life.


  “I can’t believe I’m saying this,” I said to Pederman. “I’m in.”


  “Damn,” Springer said. “And I was going to put in for some vacation.”


  Pederman glared at Springer. “Not likely.”


  “How much do you know about Black Dragon?” I said to Pederman. “The company, I mean.”


  “Well, it’s privately held.”


  “I wish we could get to the Internet,” I said. “And that’s another thing. What happened to the communications?”


  “I can answer that,” Pederman said. “Everything’s being blocked.”


  “What?” Holly said. “Why?”


  “It’s part of the quarantine. The news media has been trying for weeks to get in here. A total news blackout is in place.”


  “Well, who gave the order?”


  Pederman looked around the room and pulled at his collar uncomfortably with one finger. “The mayor,” he said.
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  “There’s something else,” Isaac said as Holly and I walked him to his vehicle. He lowered his voice. “I’m not sure who to tell.”


  “What is it?” I said.


  “Hard to explain. Can you return to the isolation facility tomorrow?”


  Holly and I looked at each other. “Sure. I think we’re supposed to be patrolling the neighborhoods. I guess we could take a detour.”


  “What about Warnick? We should tell him.”


  Isaac seemed skeptical. “Can he be trusted?”


  “I trust him with my life,” I said.


  “That’s good enough for me. I’ll see you in the morning. Make sure no one else knows.”


  Isaac drove off without looking back. I felt the heavy, cloying weight of lies bearing down on me. Warnick and Springer were coming down the steps of the administration building.


  Warnick clapped me on the shoulder. “You guys ready to get back out there?”


  “Yeah,” I said. “Ready for whatever.”
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  Warnick didn’t like it. Though we’d convinced him to go along with the plan, his deep, abiding instinct was to tell Pederman everything. “He has a right to know,” he said as we made our way to the isolation facility.


  “Sure,” I said, “but Doctor Fallow insisted. Besides, Pederman already knows we’re conducting an investigation. We need to gather all the facts.”


  “I still don’t like it.”


  “You need to have a little faith,” I said. The look he gave me put an end to the conversation.


  Springer had been assigned to another detail, so I rode shotgun next to Warnick, with Holly sitting behind me. Our Humvee approached the gate to the isolation facility, and the guard opened it to let us through. We entered through the front doors unescorted and headed purposefully across the massive floor. Isaac met us halfway.


  “As I said, we’re not sure how to explain this,” he said. “You’ll have to judge for yourselves.”


  They led us to a cell that held the young Latina from the Royal Ranch Market. The Vollmer twins were already there. They didn’t look happy to see us.


  “Here to dispense more of your sound medical wisdom?” Bud said to me. This tool was begging to be butt-stroked.


  “Knock it off,” Isaac said. “These people are conducting an investigation, and you’ll extend them every courtesy.”


  “Whatever you say,” Bud said and stepped aside so we could get a better look.


  I expected to find the patient in that undead state we were all so familiar with. Animal-eyed, lusting for human flesh. We stood agape. The woman sat quietly in a plastic chair, wearing a thin, white cotton hospital gown printed with a field of lilacs. They had bathed her, and her damp hair was tied back, revealing a young, lovely face. Unlike the undead, she appeared to be breathing normally. She sipped liquid through a flexible straw in a white plastic cup. Her skin color was good.


  She looked normal.


  “I don’t understand,” Holly said. “I thought she was infected.”


  “She is,” Isaac said. “The blood tests prove it.”


  “Technically,” a newly tamped-down Bud said, “she still carries the virus, but the symptoms seem to have subsided.”


  “She wasn’t bitten, was she?” I said.


  The Vollmer twins avoided my gaze, denying me the satisfaction of flashing a shit-eating grin. Finally, Nancy said, “No.”


  I couldn’t let it go—I hated these two. I cupped my hand around my ear. “What was that? I didn’t hear you.”


  The woman tensed and, clearing her throat, said, “No, she wasn’t bitten.”


  Warnick had had enough. “Can we talk to her?”


  The scientists exchanged a look. Reluctantly, Nancy spoke. “She’s somewhat coherent. But I don’t believe she speaks English.”


  “And we’re not sure how stable she is,” Bud said, his ears bright red. Two hundred thousand in school loans, I thought. My ears would be red, too.


  I glanced at a chart sitting in a clear acrylic holder mounted on the outside of the cell. A white plastic label ran along the top. Printed on it was a series of numbers, followed by a name—ARIEL. “Is that her name?”


  “No,” Isaac said. “She can’t tell us her name. I thought it would be better to refer to her as a person.”


  “Lion of God,” Warnick said, reading the label.


  “Someone knows his Scripture.”


  “How long has she been like this?” Holly said.


  Isaac removed the chart and flipped through it. “Since last night. She was already responding to treatment yesterday afternoon, which is why I asked you to come. We’ve been giving her fluids, including antibiotics. Her recovery so far is nothing short of miraculous.”


  “So are you telling me that this … virus is something that can be treated with antibiotics?” I said.


  “No, that’s not what we’re saying at all,” Bud said. “She’s still carrying the virus. The antibiotics are being used to treat any secondary infections.”


  Isaac nodded. “We still don’t know how the virus works, but it appears to have something in common with rabies. What’s puzzling is that it seems to have gone into remission.”


  Nancy stepped forward. Though she looked like a Barbie doll in a lab coat, she spoke with authority. “We plan to try a modified vaccination series using HRIG.”


  “What’s that?” I said.


  “Human rabies immunoglobulin.”


  Ariel mumbled in Spanish, swatting at flies. She seemed agitated.


  “What’s going on?” Holly said.


  “She’s been having these episodes,” Isaac said. “But they pass after a few minutes.”


  “When we found her, she was eating raw meat,” Warnick said. “What are you giving her now?”


  “So far, only liquids,” Nancy said.


  Bud chimed in. “We’ve taken her off the IV. She’s been getting the standard electrolyte therapy—chloride, gluconate, magnesium, phosphate, potassium.”


  “We’re trying to keep her stable,” Isaac said. “It’s all we can do at this point.”
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  We gathered in a conference room with coffee from the kitchen that tasted like ass water.


  Warnick addressed Isaac and the scientists. “What’s the story with the other patients?”


  Isaac hesitated, then glanced at his two colleagues. “We’re doing everything we can. Their virus is a different strain, though it has many of the same characteristics as the one that Bud and Nancy first studied.”


  “You mean, when the outbreak began,” I said.


  “Yes.”


  “And you have them on the same treatment program as Ariel?”


  “Yes,” Isaac said, getting testy. “It appears to slow down the progression of the disease but, again, it’s not a cure. Sooner or later they succumb.”


  I still wasn’t satisfied. “And so how is this new virus different?”


  Isaac sighed. “We don’t know, exactly.”


  “Why not?”


  “Look, Dave,” Bud said, balling his fists. “I’m sorry we’re not moving fast enough for you. We just don’t know yet.”


  “How many have you lost so far?” Warnick said.


  Isaac hesitated. He exchanged another look with the Vollmer twins. “Better than sixty percent.”


  “Dear God,” Holly said.


  I set my coffee aside. “Isaac, when you examined Ariel, did you find any needle marks?”


  “As a matter of fact, we did. There was bruising on her left arm, right at the vein, and numerous puncture marks. If I had to guess I’d say you were right, Dave. I believe she was deliberately infected.”


  “Any time frame on that?” Warnick said.


  Bud shook his head. “Hard to say. This particular virus appears to be mutating. Since we have no record of her prior to now, there’s no baseline.”


  “We’ve been charting her progress since she got here,” Nancy said. “Taking blood every eight hours.”


  “What do the results tell you so far?” Warnick said to Isaac.


  “That she’s evolving.” In that moment, he looked old—like the years had just caught up to him in a cruel procession of dangerous living.


  “So, if she can tell us anything,” I said, “we’ll be that much closer to the truth.”


  “We might be able to find someone at the command center who speaks Spanish,” Warnick said. “But that would mean bringing them into the situation.”


  “We have to risk it,” I said. “Who do we trust?”


  Holly touched my arm. “Fabian.”


  “What? No, he’s a kid.”


  “We can trust him.”


  “Who’s Fabian?” Isaac said.


  “He’s an intern working for Black Dragon,” Warnick said. “Good kid.”


  I gawped at Warnick. “You like this idea?”


  “What do you suggest?”


  “I suppose that’s your little woman talking, Warnick.”


  “I’ve been deferring to Holly’s.”


  “Looks like Fabian is the answer,” I said. I was pretty sure the lack of enthusiasm in my voice came across loud and clear.
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  It’s not like I hated Fabian, but I didn’t want to give him another reason to get close to us. Maybe I was being too protective of my family, but I needed to be. It’s how we’d survived all this time. Why in hell did I have to flunk Spanish in high school? When Holly and I returned to our trailer, the aroma of Mexican food filled the air. I hadn’t eaten, and my stomach growled obscenely.


  “Hello?” Holly said as we entered.


  Fabian and Griffin sat at the small dining room table finishing servings of enchiladas, rice and refried beans and drinking sodas.


  “That smells so good,” Holly said.


  “Hey, guys,” Fabian said, getting up from the table. “Griffin said she was getting tired of the cafeteria food, so I thought I’d cook for her.”


  “Are those chicken enchiladas?”


  “Yeah. My mom’s recipe. I made them in the cafeteria kitchen. Want some? There’s plenty.”


  He pointed at a foil pan sitting on the small kitchen counter. There were at least a half-dozen more enchiladas, along with plastic bowls of rice and beans.


  “Don’t have to ask me twice,” Holly said, loading up a plate. “Dave, come on.”


  “Not really hungry.” I walked over to the refrigerator and grabbed a soda.


  Though the conversation was light and superficial, I sat there brooding. I didn’t know what I was feeling. I thought about what Holly had said about being jealous of Fabian. I think in my mind I’d determined that the three of us were a family, and I didn’t like outsiders horning in. Or something like that. In any case, I knew we needed him to help us.


  “How’s the target practice going?” I said to Griffin.


  I already knew Erzen had arranged for Fabian and Griffin to train together, and I didn’t like it. But it was the only way we could legitimately get Griffin back on the team. Griffin got up from the table, ran to her bed and brought me one of her targets. Though there were a couple of misses, nearly all of the shots were clearly centered in the head.


  “Wow,” I said. “Most of these are kill shots.”


  “I think she’s better than me,” Fabian said.


  When we were finished, Fabian got up to clear everything away.


  “Leave it,” I said. “We need to talk to you.”


  “Am I in trouble?”


  I found myself smiling. “Fabian, I know what you think, but I don’t dislike you.” I glanced at Griffin, who seemed nervous. “We need to talk about something very serious. Griffin, can you take Greta for a walk?”


  “Dave, really? You’re making me go?” she said. I heard the anger in her voice.


  “It’s Black Dragon business,” I said.


  “I don’t care. Fabian’s my friend. We don’t have secrets.”


  “Oh, boy.”


  “Griffin is family, Dave,” Holly said. “And an intern.”


  “Should I start taking hormones so I can get on this girl train?”


  “You can stay,” Holly said to Griffin.


  We explained the situation to Fabian, emphasizing that neither he nor Griffin could tell anyone. I wondered what kind of a person Fabian was—whether he valued his job over friendship. When he spoke, that worry evaporated, making me like him in spite of myself.


  “What do you need me to do?” he said.
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  We needed an excuse to take Fabian and Griffin out of the command center, so we gave Pederman a partial truth. We said that one of the patients at the isolation facility only spoke Spanish, and we were trying to help out Doctor Fallow. When he asked about Griffin, we emphasized that this was a non-combat run and that she was perfectly safe with us. I knew he smelled something, but he decided to let us go.


  “On one condition,” Pederman said. “Erzen goes with you.”


  Standing outside the isolation facility, we prepared Erzen, Griffin and Fabian for what they would see.


  “They’re all sick,” I said. “But remember, they’re people.”


  “And they’re being treated,” Warnick said. “What they have is contagious, but as long as you aren’t bitten, you’re safe. So be alert.”


  Fabian nodded. “Got it.”


  Erzen looked at Warnick and me. “Any chance they can be cured?”


  “That’s the question, isn’t it?” I said. “Let’s go.”


  Once inside, the Vollmer twins led us to an examination room. We stood at the window for a moment. Ariel lay on a stainless steel table, her wrists and ankles bound with thick leather straps. She still wore the hospital gown. An IV ran into one arm, and light from the monitors shone on her frightened face.


  “What’s that on her wrist?” Holly said.


  “Heart rate monitor,” Nancy said. “Connects wirelessly to that screen over there.”


  Isaac stood over Ariel as we entered, checking her pupils with a medical penlight. “Decided to bring the family?” he said.


  I smiled. “Well, you know.”


  After the introductions, we focused on the patient.


  “We’ve given her a mild sedative, but she’s conscious,” Isaac said, turning to Fabian. “Are you our translator?”


  “Yes, sir. Fabian.”


  “Okay, Fabian. Now, Warnick will tell you what to ask her. It’s imperative that you translate exactly what she tells us. Is that clear? We’ll be taking notes.” Isaac turned to one of the scientists, who stepped forward with a pad and pen.


  Fabian approached the patient. “Señorita, me llamo Fabian Lopez,” he said to her. “Quiero hacerle algunas preguntas. ¿Me entiendes?”


  “Si.”


  “Gracias,” he said to her. Then to Warnick, “She’ll answer your questions.”


  The interview took less than ten minutes. Fabian dutifully reported her responses to Warnick’s questions, and her story unfolded.


  Ariel had been hiding out in an apartment building not far from the market. Everyone else had fled. One night, a van had pulled into the parking lot. Three men—one in street clothes and two policemen—had forced their way into the building and searched it, apartment by apartment. She’d tried to escape but the men had found her, tied her up and thrown her into the van. She described a strange hospital in the middle of the forest where they’d taken her, forced her inside, and put her in a clear cell. They left her for the night—she didn’t sleep.


  When morning came, the experiments began. Several times a day, they removed Ariel from the cell and strapped her to a table. They injected her with something that made her sick. After that, she lost track of the time. Over the next few days, she faded in and out of consciousness. In the beginning, she remembered one of them asking her questions in Spanish—her name, where she lived, the names of her friends. At first she answered correctly each time. But as the days went on, she could no longer remember—not even her name.


  When Warnick asked about the person who questioned her, she described a twitchy man who smelled bad.


  I turned to the others. “Bob Creasy.”


  “Ask her how she got back to the market,” Warnick said.


  She said she vaguely remembered them driving her away from the hospital, then she’d found herself inside the market. She didn’t know how long she’d been locked inside. She’d passed out at some point. When she awoke she was surrounded by draggers, but they ignored her. She’d wanted to escape but was too weak.


  We asked her about the young man we’d found in the freezer. She said he was a cart pusher named Luis. One day a dragger attacked and bit him. He got away and came straight to the grocery store. Ariel tried to look after him, but eventually he became violent. So she locked him in the freezer. That was the last thing she remembered clearly until the day we rescued her.


  “If they were running a controlled experiment,” Isaac said, “why would they release her?”


  Bud looked at his sister, then at Isaac. “That’s something Nancy and I were discussing earlier. They may have been modifying the virus to see how it performs in the wild.”


  Nancy nodded. “It’s not like any protocol I’ve ever seen.”


  After the interview, Isaac again examined the woman’s pupils. “Hey, look at this,” he said to the scientists. The three of them watched her face. We moved in closer to see what was happening.


  Ariel’s eyes changed rapidly from brown to purple and back again. With each change, her facial expression changed impossibly from a young frightened woman to something cold and reptilian.


  Bud glanced at the heart rate monitor. “It’s over one-eighty and rising!”


  As Isaac leaned in to take a closer look, the woman’s head jerked up and she let go a hiss. I yanked Isaac away, and he fell on the floor. We heard an ominous stretching sound followed by a snap as one of the wrist straps broke. Erzen grabbed Griffin and Fabian and pulled them out of the room.


  Ariel flailed around on the table. The second wrist strap gave. We jumped out of the way as she sat bolt upright and tore at her ankle straps. With a single effort, she burst both and leaped to her feet. She sized us up and decided to go for Holly.


  A shot. A single bullet, leaving a hole the size of a quarter, sent blood and brain spraying out the back of her head. For a moment, Ariel’s eyes turned brown again, and that same frightened look appeared on her face.


  “Dios,” she said and collapsed on the floor.


  I turned. Warnick still held his handgun pointed at nothing. The room was dead silent except for the sound of our breathing.


  Warnick lowered his weapon. “We have to tell Pederman,” he said.
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  Ariel’s death stunned me. Seeing her in that cell only hours earlier—alive and looking normal—had given me hope that there might be a way out of this. But once again, hope was an illusion. Ariel had turned like all the others. And now she was dead.


  We tried reaching Pederman by radio, but he was unavailable. So we arranged to transport Ariel’s body to the hospital, where Isaac planned to perform the autopsy. Erzen drove Griffin and Fabian to the command center. Considering the circumstances, Griffin held up well. Fabian not so much. He was a sensitive kid who had no business on the front lines. In dangerous circumstances he might be a liability.


  Holly, Warnick and I joined Isaac in the autopsy room as he extracted and weighed fluids and took brain and other tissue samples. He worked in silence, completely absorbed, only speaking to record an observation. It surprised me how a family physician who had worked for decades to bring countless babies into the world—including me—could so ruthlessly and efficiently cut into the morbid flesh of a disease-ridden cadaver and marvel at its dark secrets.


  Once again, Holly was squeamish, but she kept it under control. I took her hand and, despite the surroundings, thought of the new life she carried inside her. She seemed grateful for the support and forced herself to watch the proceedings.


  There’s something otherworldly about an autopsy. As you watch body parts being removed and examined—pieces that are inside you—you can’t help feel an overwhelming sense of loss. It’s as if it’s you who, piece by piece, is being reduced to nothingness. And there was no life or movement in these things, or in the body that had been violated, but there could have been at the whim of a lethal virus that nobody understood—least of all its creators. I’d seen draggers in various states of decay, missing limbs, organs—and even half their faces. And yet they walked, hell-bent on only one thing—to feed. What was it that kept this girl from getting up and walking out of the room?


  “This patient died human,” Isaac said, laying down his bloody scalpel.


  “What about the virus?” Warnick said.


  Isaac shrugged. “I don’t know. So far everyone who is infected dies, then reanimates. But not her.”


  “Now what?” I said.


  “The Vollmer twins aren’t making the progress I’d hoped. Not their fault—it’s a very difficult problem, mainly due to the fact that the virus continues to mutate.” Isaac leaned back and rubbed his tired eyes. “I think it makes sense to contact Robbin-Sear to see if we can collaborate. They might be further along.”


  “I don’t think the mayor is going to like that,” I said.


  “He doesn’t have a choice. We need a vaccine.”


  As we headed for the door, Holly swayed and almost fell. I caught her and eased her into a chair.


  “Autopsy get to you?” I said.


  “No. I think … I think it’s the baby.”


  “She’s pregnant?” Isaac said to me.


  “Yes. Several weeks along.”


  Isaac took Holly’s hand. “I’m going to assume you’re not under a doctor’s care and examine you myself, young lady.”


  Knowing that Isaac would look after my pregnant wife gave me comfort, but I couldn’t shake the dread over the things his hands had touched only seconds earlier.
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  Warnick and I waited in Isaac’s office. He tried radioing Pederman again to ask him to meet us there but still couldn’t reach him. Eventually, he tracked down Erzen. A little while later Holly and Isaac entered. She smiled as she took a seat next to me.


  “Everything’s A-Okay,” Isaac said, sitting at his desk.


  “What about the fainting?” I said.


  “Perfectly normal, Dave. Holly’s heart is pumping more blood now, and her blood pressure’s going down. That can, of course, cause lightheadedness. Eventually, her body will stabilize. I’ve prescribed some vitamins. You can pick them up from the hospital pharmacy.”


  “Thanks, Isaac. With everything going on …”


  “No need to explain. Holly, I want to see you again in four weeks.”


  “I’ll be here,” Holly said.


  “You scared me,” I said to her.


  “Sorry. I’m fine.”


  Pederman appeared in the doorway, rapping his knuckles on the doorframe. “Am I interrupting?”


  “No, perfect timing,” Isaac said.


  We spent the next ten minutes updating Pederman about the incident with Ariel. By the time we finished, he was pissed and dressed us down pretty good.


  “When I asked you guys to investigate, I didn’t mean you should keep me out of the loop,” he said.


  Isaac interrupted. “It’s all my fault, Kelly. I asked them to keep a tight lid on things.”


  Pederman ignored the doctor and glared at Warnick, Holly and me. “What if Griffin or Fabian were injured? Come on, guys, we’re supposed to be a team.”


  “It won’t happen again,” Warnick said.


  “Sorry, Isaac, but this is unacceptable behavior.” The anger out of his system, Pederman sank into a chair. He looked haggard. “Warnick, there’s something I need you to look into. Some of our people have gone missing.”


  “How many?”


  “So far, there are twenty I can’t account for.”


  “Do you think the draggers got them?” I said.


  “No one reported finding any bodies.”


  “I’m on it,” Warnick said.


  “Start with the checkpoints. That’s where we’ve been having the most problems.”


  “What kind of problems?” Isaac said.


  “People trying to get in to see their friends and loved ones. The situation is becoming critical.”


  “Do you need us out there?” Warnick said.


  “I do. But the mayor is very concerned about our ability to control the situation. I advised him to let us do our job.”


  “Does that mean he’s going to leave me alone?” I said.


  “Dave, you’re part of a murder investigation, remember? The mayor is trying to make this town safe.”


  “Is that why he ordered that ape O’Brien to beat me up?”


  “I called the mayor on that. He promised to rein in O’Brien. I think we need to put that behind us for the good of the town.”


  I felt my lip where the mayor had hit me. “Hey, I’m all about turning the page.” Holly’s eyes said she knew I was lying.


  “So, how would this work?” Warnick said to Isaac.


  “Well, I had hoped the Vollmer twins could meet with the other researchers so we can figure out how best to proceed.” Then to Pederman, “We were talking about this earlier. My researchers aren’t making a lot of progress. And it sounds like neither are the people working for Robbin-Sear. If we combine forces …”


  “That’s what I was thinking,” Pederman said. “When I asked the mayor about Robbin-Sear, he refused to let us get involved at first. But I think we’ve come to an understanding. Why don’t you guys get over there, asap. They should be ready by the time you arrive.”


  My paranoid brain went to work. Why would the mayor go along with this? Also, I didn’t trust Bob Creasy. The man was unstable. Were we walking into a trap?


  “Dave, you look worried,” Pederman said.


  “So the mayor actually agreed? Just like that?”


  “Well … he didn’t say no.”


  To me, the whole thing stunk. “If no one has any objections, I’d like Holly to stay back on this one.”


  “Dave, there’s nothing wrong with me.” Then to Isaac, “Tell him.”


  One of the things I loved most about Holly was her sense of duty. But I was nevertheless afraid for her. I turned to Isaac and saw fatherly advice coming my way.


  “Dave, she’s in her first trimester. She’s fine. Probably in better shape than you.”


  “I don’t care—I don’t like it.”


  “Too bad,” Holly said. To underscore the point, she shot her tongue out at me.


  “Real mature.”


  As we rose, Pederman’s radio crackled. He stepped outside and returned a moment later, his mouth a hard line.


  “What happened?” Warnick said.


  “A group of armed civilians has broken through,” Pederman said. Then to Isaac, “We’ve got casualties, Doc. Better send over some ambulances.”


  “What about Robbin-Sear?”


  “I’m afraid that will have to wait. This is Priority One.”
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  We stopped at the command center to load up on weapons and ammo. By the time we reached the flashpoint—a freeway exit on the edge of town—we found ourselves in a war zone. Black Dragon helicopters, equipped with Browning M2 .50 caliber machine guns, hovered overhead, the gunners inside training their weapons on the chaos below. High above, drones surveyed the area. There must have been two or three hundred heavily armed civilians overrunning the checkpoint. Behind the concrete barriers, several vehicles burned fiercely.


  Through one of the helicopters’ PA systems, a voice shouted at the civilians to lay down their weapons and surrender, but no one paid any attention. A group of soldiers got out of the vehicle next to ours and were immediately cut down with armor-piercing bullets. An autocannon from one of the helicopters fired on the attackers and cut them to shreds in front of us, leaving only legs standing and then toppling like pick up sticks.


  We jumped out of our vehicle and took cover behind it. We were dressed in body armor and ballistic Kevlar helmets, but I still didn’t feel safe. All I could think about was Holly. She looked at me with frightened eyes and, knowing what I was thinking, patted my arm to reassure me.


  “Say a prayer,” she said.


  I caught sight of Springer with some other men directly across from me on the other side of the checkpoint. Gunfire erupted close to us. We were way past warning shots. I looked behind me and saw Pederman a ways off on the radio, calling out orders. I grabbed Warnick’s radio.


  “Pederman!” I said. “Do we wound them or—”


  He shook his head vigorously. His voice came in clear. “Shoot to kill, son,” he said.


  Warnick nodded sadly. This wasn’t easy for him. Or me. Though I had killed members of the Red Militia in gun battles, I had never intentionally shot a civilian—unless he was undead. I focused on the angry faces of the approaching mob firing their weapons at us. Something told me that they would have no trouble taking my life. Or Holly’s.


  “I’m going to join Springer,” Warnick said. “You and Holly stay here and defend your position.”


  I knew what he meant. This was happening, and nothing could change that now. “Are you ready?” I said to Holly.


  “Yeah.” Then she froze, staring over my shoulder. “Dave!”


  I turned. A horde came rushing at us through the trees, attracted by the gunfire. Turning back, I saw two men carrying shields made from scrap iron rushing us. We were surrounded.


  I stood and fired my AR-15 at the men, and Holly did the same. The bullets ricocheted off the metal, pinging as they whizzed off in different directions.


  “Come on, fall down!” Holly said.


  “Aim low and keep firing!”


  “Roger that!”


  Holly sprayed bullets at their boots, and the men fell in a heap in front of her, screaming and cursing. I ran behind her and took out as many draggers as I could. A number of them got past me, though, and with vicious precision, went after soldiers and civilians alike.


  Warnick and Springer had spotted the horde and came to assist now, dodging fire as they ran. The draggers moved fast. Those we missed attacked the nearest humans, tearing out their throats. Those unfortunates dropped in place, squirting bright red blood and gurgling into silent death. Predictably, they rose to join the undead and infect more of the living.


  Springer sprinted ahead and lobbed a grenade into the center of the horde. The explosion was deafening and sent blobs of infected flesh in all directions. Now, more Black Dragon soldiers converged. I hurried over to assist Holly. A pile of bodies—soldier and civilian—lay in front of us. Those who hadn’t been blown up reanimated in seconds, transforming into fresh draggers that needed to feed.


  Through the smoke and the blood, I saw Pederman mercilessly firing rounds into the arms and torsos of oncoming civilians. I stood over one of them, his torso leaking blood. He whimpered and prayed and babbled. I couldn’t kill him.


  “My parents,” he said, delirious and gritting through the pain.


  “This isn’t right,” I said to Holly.


  Ever prepared, she threw her backpack on the ground, dug through it and found a bunch of white plastic ties. She handed some to me, and I rolled the bleeding men on their stomachs and tied their hands behind their backs.


  “You’re under arrest,” I said with an air of unreality, “for … trespassing.”


  When the other soldiers saw what Holly and I were doing, they crawled over and got more of the ties and took them to the other wounded lying on the ground. After a while, the shooting stopped and all was quiet—except for the sounds of moaning and crying and the angry beating of the helicopters’ blades.


  Ambulances—over twenty of them—arrived to take the wounded to the hospital. Our men regrouped, and Pederman ordered us to make sure there were no new draggers lurking. Incredibly, no one in our unit was wounded.


  For the next hour we walked the area, checking the twisted, motionless bodies for pulses and putting a round through each of their heads. In all, we’d lost seventeen Black Dragon troops. Nearly a hundred civilians lay dead or wounded.


  It would take our unit till early evening to clear the area of draggers. Others stayed behind and reinforced the barricade.
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  The night was black and cold as we returned to our vehicle. Warnick’s radio crackled. It was Pederman.


  “We’re not done, boys and girls,” he said.


  Warnick sighed and brought the radio up to his face. “What have we got? Over.”


  “Patrol spotted two men in the forest. We think they’re civilians who broke through and are trying to make their way to town.”


  As Pederman continued, a Black Dragon helicopter swooped low over us, its blazing spotlight cutting a stark, burning-white path through the dense trees. Bands of light from the other helicopters pierced the darkness farther away.


  “I’m west of you guys,” Pederman said. “Take your unit into the forest, and let’s catch these numbnuts. Over.”


  “We’re on our way. Warnick out.” Shaking his head, he turned to us. “This is where we earn our pay.”


  “We’re getting paid?” Springer said.


  “Shut up.”


  I touched Holly’s cheek. “You okay?”


  “Outstanding.”


  Though we were exhausted, we returned to our Humvee to replenish our ammo and grab flashlights. We walked for nearly a mile before the crunching of branches nearby alerted us. At first we didn’t see anything, then a shadow moved towards us.


  We shone our lights on the approaching figure. Dragger. Wearing a green Starbucks apron. Its filmy grey eyes took us in, open wide despite the bright illumination of our flashlights. Holly raised her weapon, but Warnick touched her arm.


  “Bayonets,” he said.


  When we signed on, we were trained in the use of the military issue Ontario 490 M9 Bayonet. The blade was deadly sharp—I’d almost sliced open my hand while practicing attaching it to my AR-15. Of all the weapons I’d employed against the undead, this was my least favorite.


  We attached our bayonets and stood in a line as the dragger approached, black drool dripping from its lower lip. More undead appeared from out of the darkness—all civilians—most in an advanced state of decay. We had a dozen new targets.


  “Spread out and get what you can,” Warnick said.


  These past few months, I’d encountered draggers with varying degrees of intelligence. Looking at these things, I could tell they were the dumb ones. Slow and stupid. But hungry.


  We arranged ourselves into a half-circle and went to work. As we moved into position, one of them let go a hair-raising death shriek—the kind that always froze my blood. That was their signal to attack. They came at us, and we knifed each in the head as quickly as we could.


  When you run your blade through the enemy’s skull, there’s always a delay as you pull it out. Too long and another dragger could be on you, gnawing your hand or your neck. The groaning sounds these things made as we took them down were horrific, the smell of rot coming from their heads nauseating. Within the space of a few seconds they were still.


  “Let’s hope that’s all of them,” Warnick said, signaling for us to continue moving forward.


  For the next mile or so we saw nothing and only heard the sounds of the nighttime forest—crickets, frogs and an occasional owl. I remembered all the time I’d spent with my friend Jim, trekking through the forest at night. Drunk. Macho. For us, the forest had never been a place of fear. It was our home. Now, I felt only dread.


  A clearing appeared up ahead and a dark shape moved. We slowed, lowered our flashlights and kept our voices to a whisper.


  “Looks like our guys,” Springer said.


  We killed the flashlights and waited for our eyes to adjust. A full moon shone coldly through the branches. A gaze of raccoons moved in, like they smelled something good. The group of eight Black Dragon soldiers stood in a half-circle around something we couldn’t make out. We got closer.


  “Hey!” Warnick said.


  No one moved. It was like they were waiting for something. Someone screamed—a man. “Please God, help me!”


  I heard a steady crunch like teeth tearing through gristle. We jogged over. Even after everything I’d witnessed and suffered through, what I saw now made me want to scream.


  The soldiers surrounded a man lying against a tree, bleeding from his side. Next to him, another man—or what was left of him—lay on the ground. What had been his legs were now reddish bone—the meat and muscle picked clean. His thighs were tied off with tourniquets made from AR-15 slings. His face wore a terrified, frozen grimace.


  He was alive.


  Watching the wounded, whimpering man carefully, we rounded the tree to face the other unit. Though they didn’t look undead, each was chewing the fresh raw meat they had hacked off the civilian’s legs with their bayonets. And unlike the draggers we’d encountered, they appeared calm, as if eating rare roast beef at a Sunday dinner with the family. Their eyes glowed an eerie purple.


  Holly grabbed my arm. “How is this happening?”


  “Are these some of the missing men?” I said. “Warnick?”


  His jaw set, he raised his AR-15 and took aim. “Bullets,” he said.


  We put them down in seconds. The lingering scent of blood and gunpowder hung thick in the air. The injured man lay there silently as we examined his partner, who was too far-gone to help. He was surely infected and had lost a massive amount of blood. He’d never make it back alive.


  “J-just … end it,” he said. “Please … please. Can you end it?”


  Springer granted his request with a single bullet to the head.


  “Were you bit?” Warnick said to the other man.


  “No. Shot. By your guys.”


  “Can you walk?”


  He nodded fiercely and got to his feet, crying out from the pain. He’d lost a lot of blood as well, and I hoped the bullet had missed his vital organs. “I didn’t shoot anyone, I swear.”


  “Who was your friend?” I said.


  “K-Kevin. Wasn’t my friend. He was a guy I knew.”


  Warnick radioed Pederman, who instructed us to proceed to another clearing where a helicopter would pick us up.


  “Come on,” I said, throwing the man’s arm around my shoulder. “I’ve got you. What’s your name?”


  He was clearly going into shock, but he managed to answer. “Steve,” he said. “Steve Zimmer.”


  “Why’d you come back?” Holly said as we made our way out.


  “I have … a wife and kid. Needed to be with them.”


  “What’s your wife’s name?” I said, more to keep him calm than to satisfy my curiosity.


  “Nina. I-I have a daughter. Evan, she’s …”


  I stared at Holly as tears rolled down her cheeks.


  “Everything’s going to be fine,” I said as calmly as I could. “They’re alive. Hey, can you understand me? Your wife and daughter are alive.”


  Sometimes you get lucky.
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  It was after midnight when Holly and I returned to our trailer, spent and aching. Seeing what those soldiers had done confirmed the suspicion that had nagged at me ever since we’d found Ariel. Someone was infecting people and releasing them. It was horrifying to think that something man-made could devastate a town the way the virus had. But what was worse was they were using Tres Marias as a working laboratory. We’d been forced to become some insane experiment.


  As we walked in, Erzen greeted us, looking fresh and alert and wearing a crisp uniform. Greta was sprawled on the floor, wagging her tail and whining softly. She didn’t even bother getting up.


  “Griffin’s asleep,” Erzen said.


  Holly gave her a hug. “Thanks so much for looking out for her.”


  “I heard it was pretty bad out there.”


  “There were a lot of casualties,” I said. “On both sides.”


  “So, you found the missing soldiers?”


  “Some of them,” I said. “How did you know?”


  Erzen waved her radio. As we put away our weapons, she set out sandwiches and sodas for us. “I’m heading out. Radio me if you need anything.”


  “Thank you,” Holly said, and as the other woman walked out, my wife followed her. Though they spoke for a few seconds, I was only able to hear the last part.


  “Erzen, I don’t know if I can do this much longer,” Holly said.


  “You’ll be fine. From what I hear, you’re a real ass-kicker.”


  Holly laughed and hugged Erzen again before she left. Though she hadn’t come with us, Erzen sounded like she knew exactly what we’d been through. I wondered about her. She never spoke about herself, but in her eyes I saw a deep understanding and life-livedness.


  After we ate, I tried sleeping, but all I could do was lie there with my burning eyes open, staring at the ceiling. Holly lay next to me. I couldn’t hear the soft snoring I knew so well, which told me she was awake too.


  “Of everything that’s happened to us,” she said, “this was the worst.”


  “Yeah.”


  “What do you think they’ll do with Nina’s husband?”


  “I don’t know, but I’ve decided I’m going to help him.”


  “How?”


  “Ask me in the morning.”


  Earlier, the helicopter had flown us to the high school’s football field after dropping Steve Zimmer at the hospital, where he was treated for the gunshot wound. The last we’d heard, he was in stable condition. The other wounded soldiers and civilians were also being treated there. The dead had been hauled away to the incinerators.


  The wounded soldiers would eventually return to the command center and these rogue civilians expelled. Though technically the intruders had broken the law, the Tres Marias police department didn’t have the manpower or resources to handle the load. So, contrary to what the mayor had said about cleaning up the town, he had agreed to let everyone go. They could still be arrested and charged at a later date.


  Before returning to our trailer, Holly and I went to see Nina Zimmer to give her the news about her husband, Steve. At first she couldn’t comprehend what we were saying, then it dawned on her that he’d risked his life to come back to her. She broke down, insisting that she needed to go to the hospital—which was not permitted. Holly and I promised to keep her informed. We didn’t tell her that, like the other rogue civilians, he would probably be sent away once he was able to walk.


  Now in the darkness of our bedroom, Holly found my hand and held it close to her heart. The steady beating pulsed against my palm, and I thought again about the other small life growing inside her, marveling at the idea that two would become three. The rhythm relaxed me and soon I went out. I don’t remember hearing anything else till the urgent knocking at our door cut through my sleep.
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  It was Springer. Pederman and Warnick were waiting for us in the administration building. I rubbed my eyes and gazed out at the grey early morning light, the sky dark with clouds.


  “What time is it?” I said.


  “A little after seven.”


  “Give me a minute to get Holly up.” I looked past Springer and saw Erzen already on her way to our trailer. A few minutes later, Holly and I walked with Springer across the parking lot through a light rain.


  “Get any sleep?” I said to Springer.


  “Most of the time I can’t tell if I’m asleep or awake. I rely a lot on muscle memory.”


  As we passed soldiers and civilians, the mood was somber. Word of yesterday’s incident—the casualties—had spread and reminded people that the terror and the violence were far from over.


  Fabian came down the steps as we went up. “Hey, things are pretty tense in there. They sent me out to get coffee.” Then to me, “Is Griffin okay?”


  I bristled but sucked it down. “She’s fine.”


  When he was gone, Holly said, “Why do you dislike him so much?”


  “He needs a hobby.”


  “Looks to me like he has a hobby.” I glared at Springer and he shut his yap.


  Inside the conference room, Pederman, Warnick and Walt Freeman, the deputy mayor, sat around the table. Next to Walt sat Becky, ready to take notes. Everyone wore expressions that reminded me of those giant Easter Island heads—dark and inscrutable.


  “Take a seat, guys,” Pederman said. “Coffee’s on the way.”


  I didn’t know what was coming, and Warnick’s expression betrayed nothing. Springer, Holly and I found chairs. On the table, manila folders stamped SERIOUS INCIDENT REPORT in red block letters waited at each seat. I opened mine and skimmed the first page, which was a checklist. My eye caught the item PHOTOS OF DISTURBING SCENE, and I realized what this meeting was about.


  Walt flicked his finger at Becky, who began typing on her laptop. “First of all,” he said, “I want to offer everyone my condolences on the casualties your company sustained. After reading Mr. Pederman’s account of the events, I can only conclude that you were under serious attack.” Pederman said nothing. “That said, there were also a high number of civilian casualties. Now, the mayor asked me to conduct an investigation. Once I’m finished, the draft report you see before you will become final.”


  “Walt,” Pederman said, “I can assure you that we followed procedure to the letter.”


  “I know that, Kelly. But there was a high loss of life. Like-uh-said, we must abide by the rules. The mayor has been in touch with your leadership in Pittsburgh.”


  “I thought all communication was down,” I said.


  Walt barely acknowledged me. “We have a secure channel.” Then to Pederman, “Their recommendation is that you be relieved until the investigation has concluded.”


  “What?” I said. “You can’t just—”


  “Dave, please,” Pederman said.


  “In that case,” Warnick said, “who’s in charge?”


  Walt stood and tried to yank his belt up over his generous gut. “Until further notice, Black Dragon will report directly to Captain O’Brien.”


  Springer pushed away from the table in disgust. “What?”


  “You can’t be serious,” I said. “The police?”


  Pederman got to his feet. “Dave …”


  “No, this is bogus. What about the separation of church and state?”


  “This isn’t a joke, son,” Walt said. His ears reddened—he was getting steamed.


  “I didn’t mean it to be.”


  “Ladies and gentlemen, I’ll be in touch if I have any more questions. I will need each of you to read that report, to ensure everyone agrees that nothing was left out, so on and so forth. If there’s a discrepancy, feel free to come and see me.”


  After Walt and Becky were gone, we sat again. No one spoke for a long time.


  “Sorry,” I said.


  Pederman flipped his copy of the report open and closed several times. “Forget it, Dave. Look, he’s doing his job.”


  “But how is this going to work? Those LA cops are idiots. And besides, they’re totally in bed with the mayor.”


  “We don’t have a choice,” Warnick said. “We need to make the best of it.”


  Fabian returned from the cafeteria carrying a plastic tray of coffee cups. “Sorry, I had to wait for them to make a fresh pot. Wha’d I miss?”


  “They cut off our nuts,” Springer said.


  Holly glared at him. “Speak for yourself, Springer.”


  “They cut off my nuts.”


  As Fabian handed out the coffees, I flipped through the report. Pederman had been thorough and, from what I could tell, completely factual and impartial. He hadn’t tried to whitewash our actions, and he hadn’t overstated what the civilians—and the dragger horde—had done to us. He had, however, left out something important.


  “There’s no mention of the soldiers we found,” I said.


  Pederman reached over and took my copy of the report. Then he went around the table and collected the rest. “I included them in the list of Black Dragon casualties.”


  “But—”


  “Dave, we’re through discussing this.”


  “Can I bring up something else, then?” I said. “It’s about Steve Zimmer.”


  “Who?”


  “The person we rescued in the forest.”


  “Right.”


  “What’s going to happen to him?”


  “Once he’s released from the hospital, he’ll be escorted to one of the checkpoints along with the other civilians. We’ve arranged for transportation to San Francisco.”


  “But his wife and baby are here in the command center,” Holly said. “Can’t he stay?”


  “I don’t think so. And don’t forget, I’m no longer in charge.”


  “Well, can they leave and go with him?” I said.


  “No.”


  “They’ve already been tested—they don’t carry the virus.”


  “Dave, I appreciate what you’re trying to do for that family, but our orders are to keep everyone who was quarantined in and everyone else out.”


  I looked at Holly. “Well, we tried.”


  As the four of us walked down the steps of the administration building, I held Holly’s hand.


  “I can’t believe you caved like that,” she said. “Not like you.”


  “I didn’t. I’m going to see Isaac.”


  “What for?”


  “To get Steve Zimmer a doctor’s note.”


  “Mind if we come with?” Warnick said.


  “You guys don’t need to get involved in another one of my stupid ideas.”


  “There are worse things.”


  “Like what?” Holly said.


  “Like being crushed to death by Walt Freeman’s giant gut,” Springer said.


  Holly laughed. “It would make an awesome steamroller.”


  I would have laughed too, but I was working out what to say to Isaac that would make him lie about a patient.
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  Isaac shook his head at the four of us sitting in his office. “You want me to falsify a medical record?”


  “No, but can you bend the truth a little?” I said.


  “Nina’s baby needs her father,” Holly said.


  “Isaac, the only way for him to avoid being removed is for you to say—”


  “I know, Dave. You want me to say he’s sick.”


  “Can’t you give him a disease?” Holly said.


  “Like what?”


  “I don’t know. Something that will make it so that he can stay at the command center with Nina and the baby—but that’s not contagious.”


  Isaac sat back in his chair and closed his eyes for a moment. I knew he’d been working long hours, both at the hospital and the isolation facility, and didn’t need another problem to solve. He reread the notes in Steve Zimmer’s chart.


  “We gave him a transfusion right after he was admitted. Looks like he ate breakfast. And he’s responding well to antibiotics. Had a nightmare. One of the nurses reported screaming. Hmm …”


  “What?” I said.


  “Elevated white blood count. Probably due to an infection. Huh …” He flipped through the rest of the chart and returned to the first page. Finally, he met our eyes and smiled.


  “Well?” Holly said.


  “Elevated white blood count can mean all kinds of things. An autoimmune disorder or even leukemia. Keeping him under observation is at the doctor’s discretion.”


  “And it sounds like you wouldn’t be lying,” Warnick said. “I’m good with that.”


  “So am I,” Isaac said. “He’s due to be released this afternoon. I’ll see to it he’s moved to the command center. And I will continue to monitor his progress.” He winked at Holly.


  Springer high-fived Isaac. “Awesome!”


  “Warnick,” Isaac said, “I need to ask you something. We still need to connect my researchers with the people at Robbin-Sear. I realize your reporting structure has changed, but we can’t wait.”


  “Understood. I’ll figure something out.”


  “Any change to the patients in the isolation facility?” I said.


  “We’ve lost most of them. And it’s getting more dangerous to keep the few remaining ones there.”


  “Any more like Ariel?”


  “No.”


  We told Isaac about the soldiers in the forest. An experienced medical examiner who had seen every kind of death there is, he nevertheless blanched when we described what they had done to Steve Zimmer’s friend.


  “I want to confront the people responsible,” he said.


  “You’ve got my vote,” I said.
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  Holly, Griffin and I waited with Nina Zimmer near the command center entrance for the ambulance to arrive. Greta sat at attention, her ears forward. The vehicle stopped briefly at the guard station and pulled into the compound. Nina tensed. She held Evan close and faced her forward so she could see her father for the first time in months.


  An EMT jumped out of the driver’s side and opened the rear doors. Steve Zimmer, looking weak and dazed, lay on the gurney, dressed in a pale blue hospital gown. Another EMT inside helped him sit up. They assisted him as he slowly climbed down from the ambulance, wincing from the pain.


  I wanted to interrogate Steve—to learn what was happening outside our town. Had they forgotten about us? But he was in no shape for that. I didn’t know what would happen to the family, but at that moment I was happy for them—happy that in all this death, they had found each other again.


  “I’m so sorry,” Steve said as he held his wife and kissed his daughter.


  “Don’t ever leave me again,” Nina said. Though she was crying, there was anger in her voice.


  “I won’t—promise.”


  We walked over to Nina’s trailer and helped Steve get settled. He was in a lot of pain from the gunshot wound, but he appeared happy. He sat on the small sofa and Nina placed Evan in his arms.


  “Hey, Peanut,” he said, tears running down his cheeks. “I missed you so much.” Then to Holly and me, “Thank you.”


  “We’ll come back later with some clothes,” I said. “Oh, almost forgot.” I handed Nina a plastic bag of medications. “Just follow the instructions. There are pills to help him sleep. You can take him to any of the MMUs to get his bandages changed and pick up more fluids.”


  Griffin and Greta were waiting outside. Nina followed us out.


  “Thank you. I never thought I’d see him again,” she said, her eyes red with tears.


  “He’s a good guy, Nina,” I said. “You and Evan are everything to him.”


  “I won’t forget you guys for as long as I live.” She held Holly all of a sudden like a long-lost sister.


  There weren’t many good days like this. You learned to cherish them.
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  Holly, Griffin and I ate in the trailer. The TV droned in the background, tuned to a hockey game between the Sharks and the Kings. I wasn’t sure if it was live or prerecorded. Though I still loved the game, I was distracted. In the final few seconds of the third period, the Sharks scored, winning the game by a single point. The fans went through the roof.


  “Slapshot and he scores!” the Sharks-friendly announcer said. “And there’s your lunch!”


  Holly laid down her fork and took my hand.


  “It’s hard, you know?”


  Though she hadn’t specifically referred to any one thing, I knew exactly what she was talking about. Images of the battle we’d engaged in—the worst ever—flashed through my mind, along with the menacing groans of the draggers and the cries of the men we’d shot down. We weren’t soldiers—not really. Though we’d fought to survive these last few months, something was different. It was in Holly’s expression.


  “I want to go to church,” she said, “and I want you to come with me.”


  “You mean now?”


  “No, morning Mass. Will you come?”


  “Sure. It’s been a long time, but …”


  “I need this, Dave. We both do.”


  “You’re not going to make me go to Confession, are you?”


  Holly smiled. “Next time.”


  Griffin watched us the whole time, saying nothing. I saw a look of longing on her face—something I hadn’t seen before. “Can I come?” she said.


  Holly stroked her arm with her other hand. “Oh, honey, of course you can. Are you Catholic?”


  “No. I’m not anything. I’ve never even been inside a church.”


  “You’ll like it, I promise. It’s comforting.”


  “That’s what I was thinking,” I said.


  But that was a lie. What I was really thinking about was dread. The kind that overtakes you when you remember your past sins.


  And I had plenty.
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  On Sunday we attended the only Mass of the day. The mayor had arranged for school buses to transport Catholics staying at the command center to St. Monica’s a few blocks away. Black Dragon soldiers escorted the faithful and waited outside next to their vehicles. I drove Holly and Griffin over separately in a Humvee.


  Outside the granite structure, more soldiers stood guard. I recognized many of them and acknowledged them as we walked up the steps. Though Holly had gotten me into the habit of praying, I was uncomfortable being here. It wasn’t that I wanted to avoid God, but I felt dirty—especially after the violence at the checkpoint the night before. How do you ask forgiveness for killing the person who is trying to kill you? And what about the undead? Is killing them really killing at all? Questions with no answers. Despite my feelings I put on a smile for Griffin, who seemed drawn to the sacred celebration.


  
    Lord have mercy.

  


  The church was packed—a surprising number of families filled the cherry wood pews. Light streamed through the beautiful, undamaged stained-glass windows. During the outbreak it had seemed like everyone was dead. But here was proof of the living—mothers and fathers, boys and girls and the elderly. As I stepped into the pew I noticed a number of Black Dragon soldiers, Fabian among them. He faced the altar as he made the Sign of the Cross.


  
    Christ have mercy.

  


  I recognized the elderly priest—Fr. Ullman—as the one who had comforted Holly and me at the start of the outbreak, that day when I found my wife safe after we’d been separated. I was grateful he’d survived. I wondered how he continued to keep the church safe—a place of refuge. In here there was no blood, no sign of violence. But there was sadness. People wept softly all around me. Was that what being saved sounded like? I turned to see how Griffin was taking it. Her eyes glistened with tears. Mine stayed dry.


  
    Lord have mercy.

  


  Before Mass, Holly asked the priest if she could make her confession. What would she tell him? I wondered. Father, I killed. When it came time for Communion, she stood to go up with all the others and pulled us along. I didn’t want to walk up there—I felt as if I didn’t belong. Griffin didn’t know what was happening, but she seemed caught up in the ritual. How was it that a person raised without any religion could be so drawn to this while someone like me, raised in the faith, was nearly immune to it?


  “No,” I said.


  “I want you to get a blessing.” From Holly’s expression I knew she meant business. So I went.


  As Griffin stepped out of the pew, Holly gently crossed the girl’s arms over her chest and waited for me to cross mine. We joined the long procession to the altar. There were so many. People who had seen—and possibly done—unspeakable things. But at the end, there was forgiveness. Or so I assumed. What was there for me?


  A group of elderly men and women sang, “Softly and Tenderly Jesus is Calling” without accompaniment. As I approached the marble altar and gazed at the huge Italian crucifix hanging on the wall behind it, I thought about how the weeks and months of fighting had deadened me, almost like the virus. I hardly knew myself. My temper—legendary to begin with—had gotten worse, especially when we weren’t in combat. I felt constantly wary and slept little. I kept my weapon in sight at all times. I had a heightened fear of losing everyone I loved in a flash of violence. Unexpectedly, at any time of the day or night, I experienced what could best be described as panic attacks. Sometimes, I became deeply depressed. It was as if Death were grooming me. But for what?


  I didn’t know whether soldiers serving around the world suffered from these things, but I did know I was happiest with a gun in my hand. Was that a sin? And it wasn’t even about killing people. It was about keeping my family safe. If I had to choose between a gun and a crucifix, I would take the gun every time.


  Holly bowed reverently, then put her hands out to receive the Host. A part of me wanted that too—a distant part I hadn’t known was still alive. Imitating the others, Griffin bowed slightly and stood in front of Fr. Ullman.


  “May the power of Jesus Christ keep you safe always,” he said and made the Sign of the Cross on her forehead. That simple gesture seemed to give her comfort.


  When it was my turn I lowered my head and, only half-listening, waited for my blessing.


  “May the Holy Spirit descend upon you and help you to find what you seek,” he said.


  I raised my head and stared at him—I felt as if he’d slapped me awake. Disoriented, I returned to my pew. Holly stood there, eyes closed, praying silently. Griffin stood beside her, head lowered, stealing glances at those around her.


  After the priest gave the final blessing, we left the church. There wasn’t any music. Music would have been wrong, I thought. The best music was silence.


  “So what did you think?” Holly said to Griffin.


  “I liked it. I really did.”


  “It kind of grows on you.”


  “Feel better?” I said to Holly.


  “Yeah, I do. Thanks for coming.”


  Fabian trotted down the steps after us, said a quick hello and kept going.


  “What was that about?” Holly said.


  I watched as he climbed into a Humvee with a group of soldiers. “What? He’s busy.”


  “I think he’s scared of you,” Holly said.


  “I’m sure I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
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  Holly rode with me in the front of the Humvee. We’d brought Greta with us and left her in the vehicle with the windows rolled down, confident that no one would have the cojones to try anything.


  “Can we take a detour?” Holly said.


  “Sure, where to?”


  “Turn right here.”


  I did as she asked and, after a couple of miles, I figured out what she was up to.


  “Are you sure?”


  “Yes.”


  “What’s up?” Griffin said from the backseat.


  “You’ll see,” I said.


  I drove us down the familiar street and parked across from our old house. I’d never intended to come here again. Technically, we still owned it. Once things got back to normal—if ever—we’d have to begin making payments again or let the property slip into foreclosure.


  I wondered when the bean-counters from the banks and insurance companies would arrive to assess the damages to our town. Many people had died and left behind property—cars and houses. I supposed that at some point everything would be fixed up and auctioned off. I didn’t know much about real estate, but I imagined there was a helluva glut coming.


  “This is where we used to live,” Holly said to Griffin.


  For a time, we sat there, staring at the dilapidated mess. When I had last seen it, the inside had been stained with the blood and entrails of animals that Missy had killed. Now, all of the windows were broken and the stucco walls spray-painted with foul slogans. The front door was missing, the fence in ruins. I could tell our guys hadn’t inspected this street yet because there were no Black Dragon stickers anywhere.


  Holly grabbed the door handle, and I touched her arm.


  “I don’t think we should go in,” I said. “It probably smells like all hell.”


  “I want to see it,” she said. She climbed out and stared at me through the open door. “Coming?”


  I turned to Griffin, who smiled. “You heard the lady.”


  Groaning like an old man in a truss, I got out. Griffin let the dog out and we walked up the short driveway to the front door. The smell coming from inside was overpowering—like rotting meat and wet leaves.


  Decaying animal matter was strewn across on the carpet, along with dead leaves and branches. Holly closed her eyes and, taking a breath, went inside. Greta whined once and followed her. I had a strong urge to wait outside but I didn’t want Griffin or my wife being surprised by a dragger.


  “It’s, like, really horrible,” Griffin said.


  I wanted to make a joke about my housekeeping skills but kept it to myself. Greta nosed her way through the debris as we moved through the living room into the kitchen. Our beloved teapot sat on the counter, the spout on the floor in pieces. Why would someone do that? Rotting food covered the floor, along with raccoon droppings. Undaunted, Holly continued her inspection.


  Upstairs wasn’t much better. Though there was no blood, the carpet was filthy and it looked as if all of the rooms had been ransacked. The master bedroom furniture was missing—including our bed. On the floor lay a wooden picture frame. Griffin picked it up and handed it to Holly.


  “Thanks.”


  It was a wedding photo, taken outside St. Monica’s. I turned to see if Holly was crying, but she just held it and stared—like it was something precious but foreign.


  “Aw,” Griffin said. “That’s such a pretty dress.”


  Holly smiled sadly at her and approached our closet. Both floor-length mirrors were smashed, and glass crunched under our feet. I helped her force the door open. All of the clothes were gone—even the shoes. Boxes were scattered everywhere—most of them empty, except for a few CDs. But one box remained on the high top shelf. I recognized it right away and took it down for Holly. Through the clear plastic window we saw her untouched wedding dress.


  Taking the photo and the dress, Holly left the room and headed for the stairs. She didn’t go downstairs, though. Instead, she went into the spare bedroom that she’d planned to turn into a baby’s room—long before she was ever pregnant. It was the only room in the house that appeared untouched. I recalled finding her there one morning, daydreaming, as I headed out to convince Missy to leave me alone. Another time, another me.


  As we stepped outside the house, Griffin pointed. Two slow draggers dressed as Sheriff’s deputies approached us. Greta, ears pointed forward, stood silent and alert. I unholstered my weapon, but instead of taking aim I handed it to Griffin. Surprised, she stared at me.


  “But I’m not supposed to …”


  “We trust you.” I checked with Holly, who nodded her approval.


  Licking her lips, Griffin checked to see that the safety was off, took aim and fired once at each of the draggers, hitting both cleanly in the head. They dropped in the street in two heaps. Holly released Greta with a command, and she trotted over and sniffed the bodies.


  “Easy peasy,” I said. “If anybody asks, it was me who took them down.”
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  “Where’ve you guys been?” Springer said as we got out of our Humvee.


  “What’s going on?” I said.


  “Dr. Fallow came by here insisting that someone get him permission to visit that freak show in the forest.”


  “What does Pederman say?”


  “He’s not in charge, remember?”


  “Has anyone approached Captain O’Brien about it?”


  “I think Warnick tried to.”


  “Where is he?”


  “In the administration building.”


  We found Warnick sitting in one of the offices, reading through some reports.


  “Hey,” I said. “So, I heard you spoke to O’Brien. I’m guessing he said no.”


  “That’s right.”


  “Did he give a reason for denying Doctor Fallow’s request?”


  “He said that until the investigation is concluded, we are not to get involved with Robbin-Sear.”


  “I don’t see what one has to do with the other,” Holly said.


  “Exactly,” I said. “What does Pederman say? ‘Unofficially’?”


  “His advice is for us to wait.”


  “But time is running out. We need a vaccine!”


  Warnick avoided my eyes. He knew I was right. “We have to hope that the Vollmer twins can come up with something.”


  “Not good enough,” I said.


  “Here we go.”


  “Warnick, this whole thing stinks and you know it.”


  “I know, but—”


  “We can’t sit here and hope everything works itself out. Isaac and the Vollmer twins are flying blind.”


  Warnick shook his head. “I can’t believe I’m asking this. So what exactly do you have in mind, Dave?”


  “Ever heard of a stakeout?”
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  Warnick, Springer and I sat in our Humvee, chomping on beef jerky. Our vehicle was hidden among the trees along the road that led to Robbin-Sear. It was a long shot, but we hoped that eventually either Larry or Judith would come in or out before we had to get back.


  “Any more Dew?” I said.


  Springer tossed me another can of Mountain Dew. “That stuff makes me pee like a horse.”


  “Nice.”


  A chill wind moved through the forest under a darkening sky. Rain was on the way. Thunder rumbled, then the first few drops hit the windshield. In a few minutes, a light drizzle became a downpour. Warnick read his bible and Springer played a game on his phone. I kept watch, my weapon in my lap. Movement up ahead—draggers, drenched and wandering down the road like a parade of shadows. I nudged Warnick. We kept watching as they passed, unaware of our vehicle. We could have dispatched them, but then we’d risk blowing the mission. Better to let them move on.


  Half an hour later, the rumble of an engine broke the quiet. I grabbed my weapon, jumped out and moved closer to the road, keeping to the brush for cover. A van approached, heading in the direction of the research facility. I thought I recognized Judith in the front seat, so I ran through the mud and leaves into the road and waved my arms frantically.


  Larry was driving. I could barely make him out behind the beating windshield wipers. He must have seen me, because he slowed and pulled off the road. I stuck two fingers in my mouth and whistled loudly. Warnick and Springer came running, carrying their weapons.


  “Thanks for stopping,” I said as Larry and Judith got out of the van.


  Larry kept glancing up and down the road. “What are you guys doing out here?”


  “We need your help,” Warnick said.


  We explained the situation to the Evanses. Though they understood, they were reluctant to get involved.


  “We were told specifically not to meet with anyone outside our company,” Judith said. “I’m sorry.”


  I grabbed Larry’s arm, making him wince. “There was a time when you guys wanted to help us. What’s changed?”


  “A lot. We can’t talk about it.”


  We stood there getting soaked. The only sounds were the rain and the wind. “We know you’ve been injecting people with a new form of the virus,” Warnick said.


  Judith moved closer to her husband. “No, we …”


  “You kidnapped our people and turned them into something … grotesque.”


  “It wasn’t us, it was Bob, he—”


  “It’s time to end the experiment,” I said.


  Larry and Judith exchanged a frightened look. My gut told me they were basically good people caught in a bad situation.


  “How would we work this?” Larry said to Warnick.


  “We want to bring our researchers over tomorrow, along with Doctor Fallow. He feels that if you work together, you can stop this thing.”


  “Stop it?”


  “If Bob finds out,” Judith said, taking her husband’s hand. “I never wanted things to get this far. Larry?”


  “I don’t know …”


  “You need to do the right thing,” I said, looking them both in the eye.


  “I’m not sure what that is anymore,” Larry said. Then he and Judith headed back to their van and drove off.
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  Warnick, Springer and I drove out to Robbin-Sear in our Humvee, along with Isaac and the Vollmer twins. I was afraid for Holly, so I didn’t tell her what we were doing. I knew I would hear about it later, but I didn’t care. Larry and Judith were waiting for us when we entered the facility. They were both skittish and wouldn’t make eye contact.


  After the introductions, Warnick got to the point. “Does Creasy know about this?”


  “We didn’t have a choice,” Judith said.


  The three of us looked at each other. Warnick sighed, but he went on as if everything was in order. “Anyone else?”


  “Not that we’re aware of,” Larry said. “Look, we’ll share our research with you, but I must warn you. What we’re doing is very dangerous.”


  “It can’t be more dangerous than what you people have done to this town,” Isaac said. I’d never seen him so fired up. “Let’s get started.”


  Warnick turned to Springer. “Go outside and have a look around. Make sure we aren’t interrupted.”


  “Hooah!”


  The code name for the virus was RS-6160. We sat in a conference room, Warnick and I utterly lost as the researchers talked through everything they’d done. The Vollmer twins leafed through the research Royce had worked on prior to the accident, then shared their own. When they asked to see the actual virus, Larry told them that all of the samples were stored offsite. So they spent the rest of the time looking at computer simulations. Two hours later, after everyone finished geeking out, Isaac updated Larry and Judith on Ariel.


  “So you’re saying her condition alternated between morbid and normal?” Larry said.


  Isaac leafed through the chart he was holding. “Yes. We witnessed a profound change in her. During an examination, her irises changed color and she became violent.”


  “And incredibly strong,” Warnick said.


  “Right. She tore through her restraints and tried to attack us.”


  “I’d like to examine her,” Judith said. “Is she at the isolation facility?”


  Isaac hesitated. “I’m afraid she’s dead.”


  “She would have killed us all,” I said.


  Isaac handed Judith the manila file folder. “This is a copy of my autopsy report. You can keep it.”


  “Thanks. This should help.”


  “I’d like to see the lab now.”


  Larry and Judith led us into the large laboratory, where once again Doctor Royce stood working behind the wall of Plexiglas.


  “How’s he holding up?” Warnick said.


  “He no longer sleeps,” Judith said. I could hear the concern in her voice. “We have to continually make sure he eats.”


  “What exactly does he eat?” I said.


  She cleared her throat. “I’ll show you.”


  They led us across the room to a small refrigerator. Her husband opened it, revealing stacks of raw, bloody steaks. “It’s the only food he’s interested in.”


  “I think we should continue,” Isaac said.


  “As I said, we don’t keep samples of the virus here,” Larry said, “but I can show you some brain tissue stains we made.”


  Isaac and the Vollmer twins spent the next half-hour peering through microscopes while Royce continued to work. Warnick decided it was probably best to get out of their way. We were about to leave when Nancy turned to Judith.


  “So you engineered the virus here?”


  “Yes. We’ve been working on it for more than two years.”


  “And how long have you been working on the vaccine?” Bud said.


  Larry seemed surprised. “Vaccine? We’re not.”


  “Are you serious?” I said. “We thought you guys were trying to stop this thing.”


  “Then what are we doing here?” Warnick said.


  Judith and Larry avoided looking directly at us. There was something they weren’t telling us. Larry fidgeted for a moment. “I’m sorry we misled you. You see, the experiment is at the stage where …”


  A door banged open behind us and Bob Creasy walked in, accompanied by two cops. “What my colleague meant to say is that we’ve almost perfected the virus.” Creasy looked bad. If I had to guess, he was strung out. His skin was pasty, his pupils like pinpoints and his lids red-rimmed. He repeatedly wiped at a runny nose.


  Isaac stepped forward. “Are you the one responsible for this madness?”


  “I’m in charge of the project,” Creasy said. “And all of you are trespassing.” He turned towards the cops, who drew their weapons.


  “Weapons on the floor,” one of them said to Warnick and me.


  I looked at Warnick. There was a chance we could out-gun them. But it could go the other way, too, and innocent people might die. His eyes told me he’d come to the same conclusion. We complied.


  “Is this some kind of sick joke?” Isaac said.


  “No joke,” the cop said.


  His eyes betraying no emotion, he shot my friend. I grabbed Isaac as he collapsed, bleeding, and eased him to the floor. I looked up. Bud and Nancy stared straight ahead in frozen twin horror.


  “You were warned, Pulaski,” Creasy said. “But you couldn’t leave it alone. Did you honestly think you could stop this?”


  He signaled for Larry and Judith to join him, which they did, meekly.


  I glared at the two researchers. Judith examined her clenched hands and Larry stared at a spot on the floor. “You never intended to help us.”


  Creasy headed for the door and on his way out said to the cops, “Kill them all.”


  One of the police officers pointed his weapon at the Vollmer twins while the other trained his on Warnick and me. Our rifles lay on the floor out of reach. We were going to die. I was grateful Holly wasn’t here. I started to close my eyes, but the sound of breaking glass and gunfire echoed through the building, distracting the cops. Warnick and I hit the floor and scrambled behind a counter in a hail of bullets. I turned towards the Plexiglas and watched a reflection of the two cops firing point blank at the twins, dropping them in an instant. Quickly, we worked our way backwards one aisle at a time till we reached a wall.


  Behind us was a supply closet and, next to it on the wall, a bank of light switches. I flung my hand up and turned them off. Warnick opened the door and we went inside. We only had a few seconds. I flicked on the light and we searched desperately for something useful. I spotted gallon plastic jugs of hydrochloric acid.


  Warnick grabbed two beakers off a nearby shelf. I opened one of the jugs and, hands trembling, filled both beakers with the toxic liquid. A drop hit my hand and I bit down on a scream as it burned through layers of skin. I shelved the jug, turned off the light and stood in darkness, listening. A faint click reached us and a band of white appeared at the bottom of the door. Warnick handed me a beaker. We waited.


  Silence.


  Shouting voices echoed outside, followed by gunshots and the dull thud of something heavy hitting the floor. The voices were closer now—someone else was in the room.


  “Warnick! Pulaski!” It was Pederman.


  We opened the door slowly and found the supervisor, Springer and several other soldiers standing there, guns drawn.


  “What’s that?” Pederman said, nodding at the beakers.


  “Desperation,” I said. “How did you know?”


  “I’m starting to think like you—God help me. I thought I made myself clear the last time about keeping me in the loop.”


  “This just sort of happened.” I said. “We—”


  “Save it. We need to get out of here.”


  “Any more cops outside?” Warnick said.


  “None that we saw.”


  We left the beakers on a counter. Then Warnick checked the Vollmer twins for pulses while I checked Isaac.


  Isaac’s pulse was weak, but it was there. “He’s alive!” Blood leaked from his side and pooled on the floor. I knew what to do, but I couldn’t move.


  “Need … to apply … pressure,” Isaac said, coughing.


  “Use the heel of your hand and press down,” Warnick said.


  As I knelt there, feeling the life draining out of my friend, Warnick gestured to another soldier. “First aid kit!”


  The soldier trotted up and laid down a backpack. He dug around inside and pulled out a box of QuikClot gauze pads. Warnick took one and ripped open the packaging.


  “This will stop the bleeding,” he said. “We’ll need to get his shirt open so I can apply it.”


  I unbuttoned Isaac’s shirt and inspected the wound. “Looks like the bullet went clean through,” I said. “What about the twins?”


  “Dead,” Warnick said.


  As we worked to get the bleeding stopped, an explosion rocked the building and sent us flying.


  “What the hell?” Springer said as we picked ourselves up. “Booby trap?”


  “Grenades,” Pederman said. “We need to get out of here. Come on!” Another explosion knocked us down and toxic smoke began to fill the room, burning my eyes and throat. “Tear gas!”


  A high-pitched alarm sounded and white emergency lights flashed through the haze. Then the fire sprinkler system activated, drenching us.


  “Let’s go!” Warnick said.


  As I got to my feet, the shape of a man appeared in the smoke. He took a couple of steps towards me.


  It was Doctor Royce.


  I couldn’t see the others—I was alone. Someone far away called my name. Royce swatted at a fly. In an instant his eyes became an iridescent purple and he lurched at me, grinning hideously.


  I shoved him away, choking on gas. Coughing, I tried to call out to Warnick or Pederman, but I couldn’t speak. Royce was incredibly strong and easily dominated me, the smoke having no effect on him. I dropped to the floor and tried to roll away, but he grabbed my ankle and dragged me towards him like I was a rag doll. As I got closer, I kicked at his face, breaking his nose. He lost his grip but kept coming.


  I glanced behind me and spotted the two beakers of acid on the counter. Scrambling backwards, I got to my feet, grabbed them both and hurled the liquid at Royce. In a puff of smoke and a sickening sizzle, the flesh of his face and neck melted away, exposing raw muscle and bone.


  Blind now, his eyelids burned off, Royce lunged at me. I turned to my left—an AR-15 lay on the ground a few feet away. As I went for it, another explosion threw me to the floor. Royce was on me again, dragging me inexorably towards his chomping bare teeth in a mouth with no lips. With every bit of strength in me, I inched my way over to the gun, stretching my fingers. I touched the barrel. Soon I’d have the weapon in my hand.


  Got it!


  As I raised it, Royce flung himself forward. I didn’t have time to think. I shot him in the face. Wailing, he fell back as I got to my feet. I crawled over to where Isaac lay coughing and helped him up.


  “Don’t think I’ll make it,” Isaac said.


  “What do you know? You’re a doctor.”


  I found the exit and helped Isaac out of the room. Pederman, Warnick and Springer, and around twenty other Black Dragon soldiers met me in the corridor, where two more dead cops lay dead in expanding pools of blood. Toxic smoke billowed out from every doorway. Everyone was coughing.


  “Thought we lost you,” Pederman said. “You okay?”


  “Never better.”


  “We need to get out of here. My guess is they’re waiting for us to come crawling out.”


  “We have to surrender,” Warnick said.


  We removed our shirts and tied them around our mouths the best we could. My eyes burned as we made our way to the front entrance. Pederman, Warnick and Springer shielded Isaac and me as the other soldiers went out first, their hands up.


  “Hold your fire!” one of them said as he went out.


  A torrent of automatic gunfire cut them down like matchsticks. Body armor protected his torso, but Pederman took a bullet in the arm and fell back. We dragged the others inside. Gunfire rained down on us as we scrambled away from the exit. Police cruisers filled the area inside the gate, and armed cops crouched behind the open car doors.


  “I thought you said there weren’t any other cops,” I said.


  Pederman sucked in air. “Hold your fire!” The gunfire continued.


  “Why are they shooting?” Springer said.


  “Don’t know,” Warnick said, “but this isn’t going to work.”


  “Need to bring … the research,” Isaac said and passed out.


  “He’s not going to make it,” Springer said.


  “Shut up,” I said. “He’ll make it.” Then to Pederman, “Can’t we radio for a helicopter?”


  “Radio doesn’t work—we’re too far from the command center.”


  Securing the doors, we made our way back through the corridor. Remembering what Isaac had said, I returned to the lab, gathered as many external hard drives as I could carry and rejoined the others in the corridor. Up ahead I saw a sign that read INFIRMARY. Outside stood several large refrigerators. Inside, we found a series of small examination rooms with tables.


  We carried Isaac over to one of the tables and laid him down. I ran over to the refrigerators and flung open the doors. On the shelves were bags filled with blood and plasma. I searched the blood, found what I was looking for and returned to the table.


  “We’ll need this, in case we don’t make it to the hospital,” I said.


  Warnick laid down his weapon and searched the drawers of the cabinets, where he found needles, syringes and rubber tourniquets. We placed everything into the first aid backpack and put the blood and plasma into a plastic cooler. Warnick threw the hard drives into another bag.


  “Dave, are you sure that’s the right blood type?”


  “He’s the same as me—O positive.”


  “Dude, how do you know that?” Springer said.


  “Trust me.”


  When I was a kid, a car hit me when I was riding my bike. I had all kinds of internal injuries and I was spitting up blood. They got to me in time and stopped the bleeding. I stayed in the hospital for a couple of days. Isaac donated blood—O positive.


  Warnick lifted Isaac’s eyelid and checked for a pulse. “Pulse is weak.”


  “We can’t stay here,” Pederman said.


  “We need to get to somewhere safe.”


  “How do you suggest we do that?” Springer said. “With all those cops outside?”


  “What about through the rear?” I said.


  “No good. The fence goes all the way around. And there’s no rear gate.”


  I wracked my brain. This was a medical facility—not an armory. Yet the last time we’d been here, Creasy had managed to get a weapon from somewhere. They must have other weapons in case of an attack.


  “Come on,” I said to Springer and two other guys.


  We did a quick search of the building. Towards the rear we found a room marked SUPPLIES. The door was locked.


  “What do you think?”


  “I don’t,” Springer said, kicking the door open.


  Inside was an impressive cache of weapons—AR-15s and an assortment of handguns, shotguns and rifles. And three MilKor M32 MGL grenade launchers. I grabbed a crowbar and opened one of the wooden ammunition boxes, where I found a steel case. Inside the case lay twenty black nylon bandoliers, each holding six 40mm grenades.


  “This should do it,” I said.


  We carried the weapons and ammo into the infirmary, where Pederman, his arm bandaged, sat resting as Warnick monitored Isaac.


  “How’s he holding up?” I said, looking at Isaac.


  “He needs a hospital.”


  “Looks like you’ve been busy,” Pederman said. “How do you propose we get out of here?”


  “The front door,” I said.
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  Warnick, Pederman, Springer and I waited near the front entrance with Isaac, who was fighting to stay conscious. The plan was for us to get to our Humvee and drive to the hospital. The rest of the men were stationed on the roof, three of them carrying the grenade launchers.


  As Pederman brought his radio to his face, I said a silent prayer that it would work. “What do you see up there?” he said.


  A voice came back over the radio. “The cops have the front door covered. They’re waiting for us to make a break.”


  “Get ready. And remember, don’t waste those grenades. One per vehicle. Do you copy?”


  “Copy that.”


  Pederman rubbed perspiration off his forehead and grimaced from the pain in his arm. “Fire!”


  Outside, explosions broke the tense silence. Men screamed and gunfire erupted. Warnick flung the doors open so we could get out. Six police cruisers, each with a shattered windshield, burned hot from the inside. More grenades destroyed the other vehicles and sent the cops in all directions. AR-15 gunfire scattered the policemen, who retreated outside the gate, where draggers waited. The cops focused on the draggers, and that was our opening.


  “You guys ready?” Pederman said.


  “Do I have time for a nap?” Springer said.


  We went out, firing as we ran. When our guys on the roof saw us, they redirected their fire. The Humvees were in sight. Soldiers surrounded Isaac and me as I helped him towards one of the vehicles. One of our guys fell directly in front of me, shot in the head. Someone on the roof fired and killed the shooter.


  I made it inside the vehicle and waited for Warnick, Springer and Pederman to join me. Once we were all inside, I leaned Isaac gently against the backseat. Warnick started the engine and gunned it, racing out of the compound. The plan called for the rest of the guys to eliminate all cops, get to their vehicles and return to the command center. I hoped they would make it.


  The road was horrible and bumpy. It was late afternoon, and the sky was darkening. Pederman rode in the front with Warnick. Springer sat in the backseat with Isaac and me. About a mile from the research facility, two black Escalades shot out of the shadows and pursued us.


  “Who are these guys?” Warnick said, watching his rear view mirror.


  “We need to get off this road,” Pederman said. “Dave, what do we have in the back?”


  Getting closer, our pursuers began firing at us. Bullets screamed, glancing off the bulletproof rear window as I crawled into the rear of the Humvee. “More guns,” I said. “Wait—we have grenades!”


  “Figure something out,” Pederman said. “And fast.”


  “Springer,” I said. “Keep Isaac stable.”


  “You got it.”


  I grabbed one of the grenades and, clutching it, pulled the pin. I thought of Holly as I flung the door open and tossed the grenade. It bounced on the road and off to the side as the Escalades shot past it. The explosion made both vehicles veer slightly but did no real damage.


  “Shit!”


  There were two men in each vehicle—one driving and the other firing. I ducked back inside as bullets flew at me. My heart racing, I grabbed another grenade, pulled the pin, leaned out and threw it. Both Escalades accelerated, the lead vehicle trying to ram us. I could see the driver—a nondescript man in a grey suit and sunglasses. The grenade exploded well behind the second vehicle.


  “How long is the delay?” I said.


  “Five seconds!” Springer said.


  I grabbed another grenade, armed it and released the spoon, but I didn’t throw it. One thousand … two thousand … three thousand. I tossed it. It bounced once and exploded directly under the lead vehicle, lifting it up in the air and sending it into the path of the trailing vehicle, which it crushed. A ball of flame shot up from the mangled frames of both cars as we raced away, but I saw one of the men pulling himself out of the wreckage.


  “Whoo-hoo!” I felt amazing as I closed the rear door.


  “Nice work,” Pederman said.


  “Going off-road,” Warnick said. “In case any more of those government stooges show up.”


  He turned off at a fire road and burst through the locked gate. We continued north into the forest. I gazed out the window studying the landscape. Something about our surroundings seemed familiar. Then it clicked.


  “Hey, I know this road,” I said. “Keep heading north towards Mt. Shasta.”


  “Where are we going?” Warnick said.


  “Someplace safe.”


  Warnick obeyed and we cruised slowly under the darkening canopy of trees for forty-five minutes or so.


  “Uh, Dave …” Pederman said finally.


  “Yeah, yeah. See that road? Turn right. And go slow.” We followed the road to a large clearing, its edges outlined by a circle of rocks. In the center stood a large concrete birdbath—the goddess Diana, a dead stag at her feet. “Stop here.”


  I jumped out the rear and trotted up to the driver’s side.


  “What is this place?” Pederman said.


  As if by forest magic, a structure began to materialize from out of the shadows.


  “Look,” I said, pointing.


  “Aw, man,” Springer said. “It’s a house!”


  A bullet whizzed past. Before we could move, a voice I recognized called out. “Drop your weapons! Lie face down on the ground!”


  We followed orders and waited. A moment passed and as I lifted my head, a thin wizened man with a long white pony tail, wearing khaki cargo pants, a Hawaiian shirt and flip-flops, stepped out of the shadows pointing an AR-15 at us. He squinted at me.


  “Dave Pulaski?” he said.
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  Guthrie Manson stood motionless. His rheumy eyes betrayed nothing. His wife, Caramel, thin and lithe with flowing white hair, expertly started a blood transfusion for Isaac, who lay still on a bed in a guest bedroom. The last time I’d seen these two, I’d been with my friends. We’d been searching for Holly and had come here for weapons.


  The old man and his wife had “dropped out” years before, living alone in the forest with their two adult sons, Frank and Jerry. It wasn’t till later I realized they were named after Frank Zappa and Jerry Garcia. This curious family grew marijuana and collected guns. Big guns. They were the poster children for aging, commune-tested hippies. Still deeply in love, Guthrie and Caramel never hesitated to share what they had with strangers, only asking in return to be left alone. Seeing these two again made me long for all the dead and gone.


  I watched as Caramel tended to Isaac. She appeared to have everything—even an IV pole to hang the bag of blood. After starting the transfusion, she checked Isaac’s eyes and pulse. “He’s pretty bad. Good news is, the bullet missed his liver.”


  “How long will the transfusion take?” I said.


  “About four hours. In the meantime, let’s get you boys some food.”


  She led us into the kitchen, where we sat at the large, familiar unfinished pine table, shaken by the day’s events. Everything was colliding. The plague, the cops and now strange men in grey suits.


  “You’re all welcome to stay,” Guthrie said.


  “Really kind of you,” Pederman said. “I wasn’t looking forward to driving through the forest at night.”


  “You’re right about that. Besides, we got plenty of room.”


  “Where are your sons?” I said.


  Guthrie looked at Caramel and lowered his eyes. “Afraid we lost them.”


  “I am so sorry. How did it happen?”


  The old man didn’t answer. Instead, he got up and set out placemats for each of us. Then he put out bowls, napkins and flatware. When he was finished, he sat down again and rubbed his eyes.


  “Few months ago. Some of those ungodly creatures wandered over here from Tres Marias. Usually, they’re dumb, you know? But these things seemed to be more cunning. Couple of ’em got the others to follow and surrounded my boys like a pack of coyotes. Bit ’em up pretty good before they could shoot their way out. By the time they made it back here, they were in bad shape.” He cleared his throat and squinted away a tear.


  “Sorry for your loss, Mr. Manson,” Pederman said.


  “Call me Guthrie. And thanks. We keep them out in the garden. Come on, I’ll show you.”


  Though I trusted my friend, I was hesitant to find out what exactly Guthrie meant. He led us out through the door, between two rows of beautifully manicured apple, peach and apricot trees towards a wooden shelter where Caramel kept her gardening things. There, chained to metal posts sunk deep in the ground, were Frank and Jerry. They seemed smaller than I remembered—and thinner. Their faces and arms were a leathery grey color and their clothes torn and bloody. They seemed listless and, as we approached, looked at us with mild interest.


  “Caramel wouldn’t let me put ’em down,” Guthrie said.


  “Do you … feed them?” I said.


  “No. We felt it was better to let them wither away. My wife wants to keep them close as long as she can. Won’t be too much longer.”


  I remembered the draggers I’d seen over the past few months who were farther-gone. Eventually, their craving for human flesh would end and they would lie listless on the ground, waiting for a real death. Something else was bothering me, though. “Guthrie, you said you thought those other draggers came from Tres Marias. How would you even know?”


  “Because Mt. Shasta has been clear for weeks.”


  “Black Dragon didn’t do that,” I said to Pederman.


  “No, our contract is with Tres Marias.”


  Guthrie turned to me with tears in his eyes. “We know it’s crazy, keeping them here. But these were our boys. They were all we had.”


  As Guthrie approached them I instinctively reached for my weapon. At first, Frank and Jerry stared at their father in mute fascination. Then matching sneers crept across their faces and they snapped at him viciously.


  The old man saw me pointing my weapon. “It’s okay,” he said, then turned sadly and started back towards the house. “It’s gonna be okay.”
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  Guthrie took a large bowl of beef stew from Caramel and set it on the kitchen table. It smelled incredible.


  “You did not just make this,” Pederman said, smiling.


  “I like to keep a lot of food on hand.” She set out loaves of fresh homemade bread and butter and handed everyone a beer—except me. I received a can of Mountain Dew.


  “You remembered,” I said. “Thanks.”


  “So, Dave,” Guthrie said, pointing at my shirt. “You workin’ for the man?”


  I glanced at Pederman, trying to hide a smile. “I like having unlimited access to awesome weapons.”


  “I heard that. Say, did you ever find your wife? What was her name …”


  “Holly,” Caramel said and smiled at me as she sat.


  “As a matter of fact,” I said, nodding. “It’s a long story that I’m happy to share with you sometime.”


  “How about now?”


  As we ate, I told them everything that had happened since the last time I’d been there, much of which Pederman didn’t know. Though it made me sad talking about people I cared about who were no longer alive, it felt good, too. I wouldn’t say it was cathartic, but speaking their names again made them alive to me.


  “Helluva story, Dave,” Guthrie said. “Glad you have your wife back.”


  “Turns out she’s a way better shot than ol’ Dave here,” Springer said.


  “Hey, I’m good with an axe.” We laughed, then I got serious. “Guthrie, we need to talk about Evie Champagne.”


  “I figured. Let’s have some coffee. After, I can show you something that might interest you.”
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  After we cleared the table, we sat on handcrafted furniture in the bizarre, colorful living room I remembered from my last visit. Springer reached between the hanging plants and toyed with one of the many calaveras hanging from the ceiling. I think it was supposed to be an undertaker. Or a politician. I eased into a chair that, though irregularly shaped, was surprisingly comfortable. Outside was cold, wet and windy. Heavy curtains hung across all the windows so as not to tip off strangers. Or draggers.


  Caramel had made brownies. At first, I was hesitant to try one, but she assured us she’d added nothing “extra.” What concerned me was the way she smiled.


  “I’m going to check on your friend,” she said.


  “Was she a nurse in a former life?” I said.


  Guthrie smiled. “We’ve learned to take care of ourselves over the years.” He became serious. “Those men you said were chasing you. Sounds like the government.”


  “That’s about right,” Pederman said. “Have you seen them before?”


  “Evie tipped us off when she and her cameraman got lost in the forest and stumbled onto our place. Said those guys had been pokin’ around Tres Marias for some time. Not drawing attention to themselves, mind you. Just sort of … lookin’.”


  “It must have something to do with Robbin-Sear,” I said. “I wonder why Evie never mentioned them to us.”


  “Because she was scared.”


  Pederman looked at Guthrie. “Did Evie say who she thought they were?”


  “Government operatives.”


  “So who exactly are they?” Warnick said.


  I shook my head. “Department of Defense, CIA. Does it really matter? The point is, someone has a vested interest in keeping this experiment going.”


  “Follow the money,” Guthrie said. Warnick and I turned to Pederman, who smiled knowingly. “Oh, for … Didn’t you ever see All the President’s Men? Watergate? Deep Throat? Ringing any bells?”


  “I remember that movie,” Pederman said. “So are you suggesting this is all about money?”


  “Or power. Or both.”


  “Look, this isn’t a sleepover,” Warnick said, getting to his feet. “And we aren’t a bunch of giggling middle school girls. We seriously need to figure out what’s really going on.”


  “Well, I’m just a simple farmer,” Guthrie said, “and I don’t claim to know the truth. But I might be able to help.”


  Groaning, he got up. We swallowed our coffee and followed him down a long hallway towards the rear of the house to a storage room. Guthrie pulled out a set of keys and unlocked the door, swung it open and turned on the light.


  Inside on the bare floor lay an expensive-looking Sony video camera along with a portable lighting kit and a mass of cables. And boxes of memory cards. I remembered that Evie Champagne had mentioned Guthrie before leaving the command center. Now, I knew why. She’d asked him to store the evidence of her investigation for safekeeping. And she’d wanted me to find it. It was like she was still there, helping us.


  “What is all this?” Pederman said.


  “If we’re lucky,” I said, “it’s the truth about what happened in Tres Marias.”
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  Excitedly, we hauled the camera and memory cards to the living room and used a cable to hook the camera up to Guthrie’s big flat-screen TV. Then we went through the cards, arranging them in chronological order according to the labels, and popped the first one in. Most of them contained the mundane—things we’d already seen on the local news. My heart ached as I watched Evie in her bright blazer, short skirt and stilettos reporting on the violence, the fires and the few random acts of kindness.


  Warnick, Pederman and I spent nearly the entire night going through those recordings. As I watched the progression of the plague, I thought about where I’d been in all this as Evie reported the news. There I was, working at Staples. Then leaving Tres Marias to join Holly in Mt. Shasta. Arriving there only to find that she was missing—and that her mother was among the undead.


  We were down to the last third of the memory cards. Evie looked hungry and desperate. As we worked our way through the stories, her reports became more personal—more confessional. She talked about growing up in Fresno, the child of an abusive, alcoholic father and a timid mother who was used to taking beatings most nights. She talked about how she’d lost count of the number of times she’d run away and how, still a teenager, she’d finally left for good to live with an unmarried aunt in San Francisco.


  Evie’s aunt was a painter and hung out with poets, writers and theater types. Evie went to school in the city and spent all her free time at museums or with her aunt’s friends. They encouraged Evie in her own writing and helped her to form a picture of herself that was different from anything she could have imagined. They even held a fundraiser to help her go to college, where she majored in journalism.


  Evie’s father had died drunk years before, choking on his own sick. Soon after, her mother succumbed to throat cancer. Though she’d separated from them, she’d managed to scrape together enough money to bury them both, each with their own headstone.


  “A reporter should never become the story,” she said on one of those later recordings. “Screw that.”


  Somewhere along the line she’d interviewed Ormand Ferry, the leader of the Red Militia, and he’d mentioned Robbin-Sear. Said he knew “something fishy” was going on out there in the forest. Evie and Jeff had investigated, eventually encountering Larry and Judith. The Internet was unavailable, and Evie had made her way to the public library, where she’d found old newspaper articles on Robbin-Sear, one of which was printed with a photograph taken in front of their offices in Virginia. As the camera zoomed in on the photo, we saw—standing next to Doctors Robbin and Sear—an Army general and another man who looked a lot like Bob Creasy, only younger and healthier.


  “This thing was a military operation from the get-go,” Evie said in voiceover. She looked directly into the camera. “There’s one more connection. Originally, I thought Black Dragon was behind this, because they and Robbin-Sear are owned by the same holding company.”


  I stared at Pederman, who looked back at me with eyebrows raised. He was as surprised as I was.


  “But there’s someone else involved. In my research I turned up articles about Plum Island where, supposedly, secret government experiments went on for years. These same sources also referenced another secret facility in Mt. Shasta. I intend to get out of this town and find a way up there. I will get to the truth.”


  That was the last thing Evie Champagne would ever report.
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  Morning came, and my eyes burned with exhaustion. Caramel—God bless her—made us breakfast, which included plenty of coffee. Walking into the kitchen, I was surprised to find Isaac sitting there, pale but alive.


  “How are you feeling?” I said.


  “Not bad, thanks to this woman.”


  Caramel set a steaming bowl of soup in front of him. “It was nothing. You’re strong as an ox.”


  “We’re taking you directly to the hospital,” Pederman said.


  Isaac tasted the soup. “This is good. What about Bud and Nancy? Did they make it out?”


  “Afraid not.”


  “That was cold-blooded murder. Looks like we’re back to square one.”


  “Pretty much.”


  “Learn anything from those recordings?” Guthrie said as we feasted on fresh cinnamon rolls and eggs with sausage.


  Warnick sighed. “Evie mentioned that there might be another secret facility. Every time we try to get to the bottom of this thing—”


  “There is no bottom,” I said. “That’s what Chavez said. At least he was right about that.”


  Pederman refilled his coffee cup. “I can’t believe our company is related to Robbin-Sear.”


  “We should take Guthrie’s advice and follow the money,” I said.


  Guthrie smiled like an evil elf. “How’re you boys fixed for weapons?”


  “We’re good,” Warnick said.


  “Well, if you ever need any, you know where to find us.”


  Outside, we stood in the blue shafts of early morning light and said our goodbyes. Springer helped Isaac into the backseat and made sure he was comfortable.


  “Keep an eye out for government agents,” Pederman said to Guthrie.


  “Don’t worry. Those idiots stick out like a rabbi at a Klan meeting.”


  I hugged Caramel deeply. “I’m so sorry about Frank and Jerry.”


  “Thank you, Dave. I appreciate it. You take care of yourself. And Holly too. And that baby of yours.”


  “I will.”


  I started to shake Guthrie’s hand, gave it up and hugged him too. “Thank you so much.”


  “Friends in need,” he said. “Can’t ask for more than that in life.”


  Soon we were on our way. I wondered if we’d be followed again, but no one appeared as we made our way down the muddy road towards the hospital. Though I still cared about stopping the plague, all I could think about was being with Holly and Griffin. I wanted to protect them more than anything. And I had the strange feeling it would be harder to do now. I knew Holly would be mad and hoped that her seeing me alive would short-circuit any fireworks.


  As we got closer to Tres Marias, Pederman’s radio crackled.


  “Pederman here.”


  “Where have you guys been?” the voice at the other end said. I recognized it as Erzen. “It’s crazy over here!”


  “What’s going on?”


  “They’re shutting us down. I repeat, they are shutting us down! Over!”


  Pederman turned to us, his eyes haunted. “We’ll be there as soon as we can. Pederman out.”
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  Holly knew everything. When we returned she and the others were already waiting. I held my wife close, the unspoken words between us declaring that we’d nearly lost each other again. As I studied her face and her eyes I didn’t see the anger I was expecting, but a kind of acceptance of the horrific—a new knowledge that life was never guaranteed for anyone.


  “I thought you were dead,” she said.


  “Not yet.”


  “How’s Isaac?”


  “He’s going to make it.”


  “Thank God.”


  Erzen and Fabian greeted us. I hugged Griffin, who stood close by with Greta. Right away I noticed the weapon she was carrying and smiled.


  “And you,” I said. “Looks like you passed.”


  “I did! And so did Fabian!”


  The nineteen-year-old was also armed. Griffin touched his hand and I chose to ignore it. We had other problems to deal with.


  Warnick and Springer congratulated Griffin and Fabian. Joining in, Pederman shook their hands. He seemed distracted. I could see something changing in him. It wasn’t rage I saw in his eyes but sadness and disillusionment.


  “Meet me in the conference room in one hour,” he said, and headed towards the administration building.


  “So what’s going on?” Warnick said to Erzen. “Did the other guys make it back?”


  “Yes, fortunately. It’s not good, Warnick. We ended up losing three of our guys. And there are about twenty dead cops. What we’ve got here is a power struggle.”


  “And it’s hard to figure out who the players are.”


  “And you guys?”


  “Oh, we had a real nice time,” Springer said. “The cops gunned down the Vollmer twins and almost killed Doctor Fallow.”


  Holly took my hand. “You mean they just started shooting?”


  “And they would’ve gotten Warnick and Dave if Pederman hadn’t—”


  “Springer, shut up,” I said. Then to Holly, “We dropped Isaac at the hospital. He’s going to make it.”


  “What were you guys thinking?” Holly said, the anger seeping into her voice.


  Warnick touched Holly’s arm. “We’re fine.” Then to Erzen, “What’s happening with the mayor?”


  “They’re moving up the timeline to end our mission here.”


  “The only way they can do that is if there’s a breach of contract.”


  “Besides that, this town is in no shape to turn over,” I said.


  Erzen lowered her voice. “Tell that to Hizzoner.”


  Rapid gunfire erupted near the fence surrounding the command center. We turned to find a horde of draggers attempting to climb over. I’d never witnessed that. Usually, a fence confounded them. Before Warnick could say anything, we ran over to assist the other soldiers, who seemed surprised and overwhelmed. The creatures moved quickly, spreading out at the direction of a stark female dragger in a dirty, torn tracksuit. It was lean, muscular and bald, except for a few strands of bright orange hair crusted with blood. For a second I thought of Missy. Through a series of short, piercing seal barks, the female exhorted the others to scale the fence. Warnick gestured for us to fan out. Each of us—including Griffin and Fabian—took aim at the intruders.


  “Wait,” Holly said. “Are we sure they’re not human?”


  The female let out a blood-chilling death shriek and the others answered. We opened fire. I concentrated on the female, but it cleverly eluded me by using the others as a shield. Griffin was the first to take one out—a teenage boy wearing an In-N-Out uniform. Though it was pretty far-gone, its arms and legs eaten away, the dragger made it easily to the top of the fence with the skill of a free solo climber. But Griffin’s bullet sent it dropping back down on the other side. Lowering her weapon, she shuddered.


  “Stay focused,” I said. “This isn’t over.”


  We moved in as a unit, continuing to fire. Incredibly, more draggers made it up the fence. One of them flopped forward over the top. Holly’s bullet found its cranium and it stopped there mid-climb, its arms and legs twitching into stillness. We continued firing till we’d stopped them all. Some hung lifelessly from the fence, their bony fingers clutching the chain link. A flock of crows went at them, voraciously picking at the eyes and what was left of their lips and tongues.


  The female we’d thought was dead shook itself like a wet dog and sprung to its feet. Fabian had it in his sights and could easily have taken it out, but he didn’t fire. The thing let out an angry groan like a wounded sow and tore out the throat of another frightened soldier standing nearby—a young woman. I shoved Fabian aside, deliberately walked up to the livid creature, jammed my weapon into its ear and, glaring at Fabian, pulled the trigger. The blood spray covered his shirt as the dragger sank lifelessly at my feet.


  Then it was quiet, except for the sounds of the soldiers on ATVs as they raced up and down the length of the fence, searching for more intruders.


  “Sorry, I …” Fabian said, sucking in the horror.


  “You kill them, or they kill you. ¿Comprendes?”


  The injured woman writhed on the ground, clutching her neck, the blood spurting brightly through her trembling fingers. She looked at me, terrified. I glanced at Warnick—he lowered his eyes. We both knew what needed to be done. It was something all of us knew, though it wasn’t written in any manual or taught in self-defense classes. It was the reality of the world we lived in now. Except in extremely rare cases, when you were bitten you turned. That was it. And the virus didn’t care whether you were a sinner or a saint. You would die and come back as a monster without a conscience.


  You were better off dead.


  “Be still,” I said, kneeling and holding the shivering soldier down by the shoulder. She gurgled and whimpered. “Shh.” I sent a bullet through her brain. Fabian looked away in shame as I rose and holstered my weapon. I turned to find Holly and Griffin glaring at me.


  “Way it is,” I said, and walked off towards our trailer.
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  “You didn’t have to be such a bastard about it,” Holly said.


  I sat on the sofa, swilling a Dew to get rid of the taste of vomit—at least I’d made it to the toilet. Holly had followed me into the trailer alone. I started to ask where Griffin was and realized she’d probably gone off to comfort Fabian.


  “One of ours died because of him,” I said. “It didn’t have to happen. Look at Griffin. She took care of business out there. And she’s fifteen.”


  “He was scared, Dave. People don’t always do the right thing when they’re afraid. You should know that better than anybody.”


  When our eyes met I knew what she meant. Months before, when I was another person, I’d left a woman to die because of a paralyzing fear. But this was different, wasn’t it? Long ago, Landry had made a speech to a bunch of scared rookies, when we’d decided to band together and fight the scourge.


  
    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.

  


  Though I recalled those words every time I picked up a weapon, I realized Fabian never had the benefit of that wisdom.


  “Sorry, I shouldn’t have said that.”


  “No, you’re right,” I said, wiping my mouth. “I’ll talk to him later.”


  “I think you should leave him alone.”


  She undid her holster belt, laid it on the floor and sat on the sofa next to me, her legs tucked under her. Then she touched my hand. “Why do you hate Fabian so much?”


  My stomach ached and I could still feel the gun in my hand. “I don’t hate him.”


  “You sure?”


  “Look, I’m angry about a lot of things. But I don’t hate him.”


  “He’s a good kid.”


  “Maybe.”


  “No maybe. He is a good kid, Dave. He’s just trying to help. I don’t think he’s a fighter, though. Not like you. He’s—”


  “Sensitive.”


  “Something like that.”


  “I’m sorry.”


  She touched my knee. “You’re a good man—the best. I know you want to protect us and do what’s right. I do, too. But I feel like we’re losing ourselves. All this violence. I’m trying to hang on, I really am. We weren’t meant to live this way.”


  “There was a time when everyone lived this way.”


  “I don’t want to. And what about the baby? I don’t even want to think about what kind of world she will live in.”


  “She?”


  “I’m having a girl and that’s all there is to it.”


  “I see. No test required.”


  “Nope.”


  “Just what I need. More women around here to tell me what to do.”


  “You love it—admit it.”


  I felt so tired. Tired to my soul. Filled up to here with the stinking rot of killing and betrayal. It seemed that no matter how hard we tried to make things better, everything conspired to keep it the same—or make it worse. There was no cure for the plague that was destroying our town. Everyone, it seemed, was corrupt. We were fighting people with no faces—powers much greater than ourselves—who drove black Escalades.


  I thought of Guthrie and Caramel. Somehow they’d found a way to survive deep in the forest, with no help from anyone. And although they’d suffered two great losses, they were alive, with their guns, dope, crazy furniture and calaveras. But I couldn’t see myself doing the same. The picture was not forming in my head. Instead, I saw a long, empty fire road in the middle of nowhere, strewn with bodies, leading straight to Hell. And I could walk slow or run fast. But sooner or later I knew where I would end up. It was where we would all end up eventually.


  “I’ve lost hope,” I said.


  “I still have enough for both of us. I love you.”


  “I love you too. I wish …”


  “Shh.”


  After locking the door, Holly undid my belt, laid me down gently and reminded me of what we used to have when things were good and right, before all the craziness. I felt myself letting go of the pain. Things would work out somehow. We would survive and raise our child together. We would have a life again.


  I kissed Holly deeply and fell into the sweet nothingness of lovemaking with the only person in this world who could save me. My one true friend.
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  Pederman refused to sit as he laid out the situation for us in the conference room. I had to give it to him, he was holding it together. I couldn’t have. All of us were there—Holly, Warnick, Springer, Erzen and Griffin. And Fabian, who kept his distance from me and avoided eye contact.


  “Here’s what I know so far,” he said. “Our plans to rehabilitate homes and apartment buildings in the town have been put on hold. We are to focus solely on protecting the citizens here at the command center. That is our new mission.”


  “What about the draggers?” I said.


  “If we encounter them, we take them out. Now, the mayor has called a meeting at City Hall. I’m to report there at seven o’clock tonight. I’d like all of you to be there.”


  “Better make sure we come armed. I wouldn’t want any surprises.”


  “I agree. Everybody’s on edge. I think it’s reasonable that we take the appropriate precautions.”


  “Is it true they’re ending our mission?” Warnick said.


  “We’ll find out tonight.”


  “Can they do that?” Holly said.


  “Our contract with the city clearly states that, in cases of nonperformance, they have the right to early termination.”


  “Nonperformance?” I said.


  Pederman sat wearily. “My guess is, they’re going to bring up the incident at the checkpoint and claim that we needlessly endangered civilians.”


  “But they were armed!” Holly said.


  “Nevertheless.”


  “And if we go, what happens to Tres Marias?” I said. “What happens to all these people we’ve been protecting?”


  “Didn’t you hear the man?” Springer said.


  “We’ll find out tonight,” we said in unison and laughed bitterly.
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  “I want out,” I said.


  Holly sat next to me in the cafeteria, holding my hand as I stared at Warnick. As usual, his expression was inscrutable. I waited for him to react. Eventually he cleared his throat. “So, Dave, what are you thinking?”


  “This thing is going south fast,” I said. “Pederman won’t have a choice except to do what he’s told, which means we have to do what the mayor says. I’m worried that if we remain with Black Dragon, we won’t be able to protect ourselves.”


  “As civilians, you’ll be in an even worse position.”


  “All we need are guns,” I said.


  “If you leave us, you can’t keep your weapons, Dave. You know that.”


  “I think I know where I can get some.”


  “Guthrie? How will you get there without a vehicle?”


  “I’ll find a way.”


  “You mean, like Evie did?” Warnick appealed to Holly. Though we’d talked about this before meeting with Warnick, I knew she was scared. “Are you on board with this?”


  “I think we need to take our chances. I’m afraid of the mayor.”


  Warnick drained his soda and brought his hands together. For a second I thought he was going to pray over us. “It’s a bad plan. You have all our resources at your disposal here. Weapons, medicine, everything. Out there you’ve got nothing. Okay, some skills. But you’ve seen how even skilled people can die. No, it’s a bad plan and I’m opposed to it.”


  “You can’t stop us, Warnick,” I said.


  “True. But I don’t want to see you die out there.”


  Holly smiled. “Warnick, are you going soft?” She reached over to pinch his cheek but he waved her hand away.


  “But what about the mayor?” I said. “Warnick, he murdered those researchers and tried to kill the rest of us.”


  “Dave, you’re always safer when you’re with the larger group. This is no different from Afghanistan. There, you have the ‘legitimate’ government, warlords and Taliban fighters. You can’t trust anybody. But what you don’t do is quit and go off on your own. That’s a ticket to a quick death.”


  Though I didn’t like what Warnick was saying, it made sense.


  “So we have to stay here and ride this thing out?” I said.


  “Stay with the group. It’s the only way to survive. We’ve got your back.”


  “Seriously, though,” Holly said. “What about the mayor?”


  Warnick sighed deeply. “That’s an open question. Let’s see what he says at the meeting tonight.”


  “I hate your logic,” I said.


  As we got up to leave I tried to think of a way Holly, Griffin and I could find our way to Guthrie’s house on our own. Just in case.
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  Downtown Tres Marias might have been described as charming back in the day. Quaint stores and restaurants used to line both sides of the main drag. On any Saturday night, teens in their parents’ late-model cars cruised, windows rolled down, music blasting. Families went to the movies, then to the Tip Top Café for milk shakes and ice cream sundaes. In darkened alleys, cops roughed up surly stew bums and hookers out of sight of the general populace. All very orderly.


  That was the Tres Marias I remembered as we drove past the dilapidated Dunkin’ Donuts and approached City Hall. But what we saw was nothing like those memories. Shops were boarded up, most of their windows busted out. Trash lay strewn everywhere. Most of the buildings were bullet-scarred and bloodstained. It would take a crap-ton of money to make this place look habitable again.


  Warnick and Springer sat in the front seat of our Humvee, with Warnick driving. Holly, Griffin, Fabian and I sat in the backseat—tightly squeezed. Greta rode in the rear. We’d treated this as a sortie and had come armed.


  I tried to avoid looking as we cruised past Staples. I still had nightmares about my last day there—the day Missy attacked us in the store. The day I grabbed a policeman’s gun and shot down my manager and friend Fred Lumpkin as he staggered towards me, feverish and angry hot, determined to tear out my throat. But I looked anyway. The store was the same. The shattered windows, debris-filled parking lot. The outdoor lights illuminating the bloodstains on the concrete that even the rain couldn’t wash away.


  “It’s so sad,” Holly said.


  “You guys used to work there? At Staples?” Griffin said.


  “Seems so long ago.”


  Everything was wrecked, except for City Hall. It appeared to have been freshly cleaned and painted. The grass was cut, the hedges trimmed, and landscape lights shone on the building, making it appear almost as a white temple amid the rubble. My stomach twisted into a knot as we parked. The sky turned threatening and the air smelled like rain. The small parking lot behind the building already held a number of vehicles. I was glad I had my gun. We climbed out and did a sweep of the area, checking for draggers. Incredibly, the place was clear.


  Pederman and Erzen waited outside the rear doors as we approached. Griffin had insisted we keep Greta with us, and I’d agreed. She and that dog were inseparable.


  “Why don’t we meet over at the Beehive after for drinks?” I said. Holly glared at me. “Kidding. Nobody gets me.”


  In truth, I wasn’t kidding. The trauma of the last few days had brought on a nasty thirst that consumed me. Every time I downed another Dew, I wished it was a beer. Warm or cold—it didn’t matter. The urge was always there—to drink and forget. Drunks never kid when it comes to booze.


  “We still have a couple of minutes,” Pederman said. “Remember, stay cool. This situation is tense enough as it is. We don’t need any hotheads.” Though he didn’t look directly at me, I knew who he meant.


  “I’m as reasonable as the next man,” I said. At the time I was standing next to Springer, who was picking his nose with a paper clip.


  “That doesn’t give me a whole lot of comfort,” Pederman said. “I need you to keep it together.” He opened the door and held it for Erzen, Holly and Griffin to go through. A little civility in the middle of bedlam couldn’t hurt.


  We marched through a dark hallway that smelled of old wood and moldy carpeting. On the walls hung framed black-and-white photos of various events from years past. I stopped at one of a Christmas parade from twelve or thirteen years ago. The crowd was clearly visible. There in the front, a cocky-looking kid with a huge grin waved frantically next to his mom, who seemed to be gazing off somewhere. He wore faded blue jeans and a black sweatshirt with a rendering of Arnold Schwarzenegger as “The Terminator.” The big guy was holding a massive gun, and the words I’LL BE BACK were emblazoned across the top.


  That kid was me. Way before the drinking, when I used to play hockey like a skinny, crazed demon. Though my father had already passed away, I was a happy kid. Gave my mother hell, but she put up with it—I don’t know how. My eyes tearing up, I moved on, saying nothing to Holly. She probably would have stolen the photo. She was sentimental that way.


  As we got closer I heard voices in the distance. One of them I recognized as the mayor’s. He and Walt Freeman were going at it—not in an open brawl kind of way, but they were definitely having a disagreement. As we passed through another set of doors, the voices fell silent.


  The auditorium seemed large enough to accommodate five hundred people. Wrought iron chandeliers hung from the ceiling, their light sockets filled with CFC bulbs that gave off a yellowish glow. Rows of old wooden seats faced a huge, curved, raised dais. This was where the mayor and city council had sat in big, black leather chairs with high backs. Behind that was a stage, the heavy gold curtains drawn shut. On the floor directly in front was a table and chairs where, I assume, various aides sat. Towards the front row of seats in the center was a podium where ordinary citizens could come forward and complain about their water bill or the neighbor’s cat.


  The mayor sat in the middle of the dais, with Walt Freeman to his left. The two cops, O’Brien and Hannity, sat on his right. And below at the table sat Becky, the pretty assistant, her laptop open and ready.


  “Please make your way down toward the front,” Walt said, standing and gesturing, his voice echoing. “For some reason, the mikes aren’t working, and we don’t want to have to yell.”


  Pederman led us single file to the front, where we took seats on the right in front of the imposing wooden structure. Greta lay at Griffin’s feet. Glancing at the dog, the mayor rolled his eyes. Walt, on the other hand, smiled generously. I did my best to contain the loathing I felt for the mayor. When our eyes met, he chewed his lip and looked away.


  After a few moments the mayor struck his gavel and Becky began to type. “This special session will come to order. Let the record show that, in addition to the people representing the City of Tres Marias, the following people are in attendance.” He proceeded to read off our names from a printed list, and Becky typed them on her laptop.


  “You forgot the dog,” I said. Then to Becky, “Let the record show, her name is Greta.” She tried not to smile as she typed.


  Springer snorted and Pederman suppressed a grin. Ignoring us, the mayor flipped open a manila folder containing a sheaf of papers. “We planned to print the agenda, but we’re having problems with the printers. The first order of business is to talk about the security breach.”


  “Do you mean what happened at the checkpoint or Robbin-Sear?” I said, raising my hand unenthusiastically.


  “Please don’t interrupt,” the mayor said. “We’re talking about the checkpoint. We’ll get to that other matter in due course.” He and O’Brien exchanged a look.


  O’Brien stood, leaned forward with his hands on the desk and glowered at me. “Shut it, Pulaski, or—”


  “Or what?” I said, getting to my feet. “You’ll beat me up again?”


  “Let’s stick to the business at hand,” Walt said, trying to appear reasonable. “These folks were invited here.”


  Reluctantly, O’Brien sat. I gazed around the room. Men in police uniforms guarded the exits. There was something about them—they didn’t look like cops to me. I took my seat.


  The mayor cleared his throat and referred to a document. “We’ve done a thorough investigation and found that Black Dragon used excessive force in dealing with the intruders. This is in violation of your contract with the city. Mr. Pederman, care to comment for the record?”


  Pederman stood, his hands balled into fists.


  “Please use the podium,” Walt said.


  Pederman complied. By his posture, I could tell he was struggling with his own anger issues. “Mr. Mayor, our response was in direct proportion to the threat. We were being fired on. Several of my men are dead as a result of the attack.”


  “Attack? Are you sure it wasn’t a melée?”


  Pedersen didn’t take the bait. “In addition, we had to deal with a large number of undead, who threatened us from the rear. We were, in essence, fighting two enemies.”


  The mayor shook his head and turned towards Walt Freeman. Squinting, Walt referred to his own copy of the report. “We’ve done extensive interviews with the wounded civilians. Each of them—to a man—claims that your troops fired first. They were simply trying to defend themselves. So on and so forth.”


  “That’s a load of crap!” I said, standing.


  “Dave, sit down,” Pederman said. It was only because I didn’t want Pederman to get into more trouble than he was already in that I complied.


  “Like-uh-said, we have sworn testimony to that effect,” Walt said.


  The mayor glared at me, then focused his attention on Pederman. “Although we acknowledge that there were undead present—and, by the way, can we all agree not to use that term? It’s degrading. After conducting our investigation, we’ve concluded that your troops engaged in …” He quoted from the report. “Excessive violence, needlessly endangering civilians.” He looked at each of us, his eyes cold and lizard-like. “As a result, we conclude that you have violated the terms of your contract and are therefore in breach.”


  The mayor picked up the gavel. “The order temporarily assigning authority to the Tres Marias Police Department is now permanent. All in favor?”


  “Aye,” they said in unison, their voices monotone.


  “Black Dragon will continue to report directly to Captain O’Brien until such time that a transition plan can be effected.”


  I imagined drawing my weapon and putting a bullet into the head of each of those assclowns. I turned to Warnick, who seemed to be studying the men sitting at the table.


  “This is bullshit,” I said.


  “Be quiet, Dave.”


  The mayor continued. “Captain O’Brien will go over the details of your new mission.”


  The corrupt cop rolled his chair back and referred to his own set of documents. I didn’t know who I hated more—the mayor or him. For the next few minutes, he bored us with the mind-numbing minutiae of what we would be doing till we could be transitioned out. Our duties would consist of protecting the civilians in the command center and continuing our patrols, searching for survivors.


  If we encountered draggers, we were allowed to neutralize them and incinerate their bodies. If we found survivors, we were to test them for the virus and shelter them at the command center. If they required anything more than basic medical care, we would be instructed to take them to the hospital. If there were further breaches of the town’s perimeter, we were to radio the police department and wait for instructions. This, ladies and gentlemen, was the extent of our mission.


  “Any questions?” O’Brien’s expression said he hoped there weren’t.


  “Do our patrols extend to the forest?” Pederman said.


  “Yes, if you suspect that there are either survivors or infected persons.”


  “Regarding the perimeter, what if our people are fired upon?”


  “Radio us for instructions.”


  “Are you saying we’re not allowed to defend ourselves?” I said.


  O’Brien slammed his fist on the dais, which shook the entire structure. Taking a breath, he said, “You will radio for instructions. Is that understood?”


  As O’Brien sat, the mayor took over again. “Second item on the agenda,” he said. “The isolation facility will be closed effective immediately.”


  “What?” Pederman said. “But what about the patients?”


  “That is no longer your concern. All in favor?”


  “Hold on,” I said. “What if we encounter a civilian who’s infected but hasn’t turned yet? Where do we take them?”


  The mayor looked uncomfortable. O’Brien leaned over and whispered something. Finally, the mayor answered the question. “To the police station,” he said. “All in favor?”


  “Aye.”


  We scoffed at this, but from the look of the Inquisition that towered over us, there was nothing we could do. I knew we needed to tell Isaac right away. We’d been at this for more than an hour. Finally, the mayor addressed the topic I asked about at the beginning. As expected, the city’s conclusions didn’t even come close to the truth.


  “Now,” he said. “Regarding the incident at Robbin-Sear. After carefully looking into the matter, we conclude that the two police officers acted in self-defense.”


  “That, Mr. Mayor, is completely false,” Pederman said, still standing at the dais. “Those two researchers were killed in cold blood. And Doctor Fallow was gravely wounded.”


  “And your troops murdered twenty police officers,” O’Brien said. “That’s prison time, my friend.”


  “So, we’re going to jail when it was your men who fired on us?” Pederman said.


  “No one’s going to jail,” Walt said, his voice friendly.


  “Really?”


  The mayor kept his focus on his papers. “The incident is being treated as a case of friendly fire. All in favor?”


  “Aye.”


  The mayor brought his gavel down hard, the cracking sound echoing in the auditorium like a gunshot. The sound even startled Becky. “This meeting is adjourned,” he said.
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  The mayor and his entourage left the building before we could ask further questions. The men guarding the entrances vanished. We stood alone in the middle of the auditorium, no wiser than when we arrived. They may as well have turned the lights out on us. I thought of that old joke about mushrooms—kept in the dark and fed shit.


  “Any thoughts?” I said.


  Pederman was quiet. Here was a man who’d served in the army—who knew about chain of command, following orders without question and ignoring the daily crap that tended to run downhill instead of up. Now, even he seemed confounded by the whole filthy business—unable to understand how he could have done things differently in order to effect a different outcome—one in which we came out heroes instead of borderline criminals.


  “We’d better get back,” he said, his voice even.


  As I exited the building with the others, rain came down in thin sheets that felt like shards of broken glass on my skin. I could see my breath in the chilled air. As we made our way to our vehicles, a dark figure approached. I saw Greta’s rigid outline, the ears pointed forward in anticipation. She pulled at the leash, but Griffin held her tight.


  The man stepped into a weak pool of light, pulling at his left arm. He was around thirty. Slim, with brown hair and eyes. Though his clothes weren’t shabby, they were dirty and bloodstained. He seemed weak and disoriented. I looked hard for signs of infection but didn’t see any.


  “Why?” he said.


  Great question, I thought. The eternal Why. Why had the plague come down on this sleepy town and ravaged it mercilessly till the few survivors were beaten and hollow? Why were we cut off, out of reach of the rest of the world? Why had evil decided to make Tres Marias its bitch?


  There was one answer—the mayor. But why?


  “Can I help you?” Pederman said.


  The man didn’t seem to hear the question. He rocked gently in the light, touching his arm at the elbow like a kid who’d fallen off his bike and scraped himself up. Something enraged him and he tore at it, as if trying to pull it out of the socket.


  “Take it easy,” Springer said.


  Instinctively, we arranged ourselves in a half circle and silently unholstered our weapons. We didn’t point them, but kept them at our sides, our fingers on our trigger guards. Greta let out a low, steady growl. If she hadn’t been on a leash she would have laid into this unfortunate bastard six ways from Sunday.


  The man was gibbering now, pleading with the raindrops that fell on his face. I could barely make out what he was saying. “F-first m-my wife,” he said. “Then … then my s-sss—dammit—my son. Mah … my little girl …”


  He fell to his knees, sobbing, his body wracked with the painful memories of whatever it was that had happened to him and his family. I saw Holly about to go to him, but something told me to stop her—to keep her safe. Erzen went instead, holstering her weapon and putting a gentle hand on the man’s shoulder. Instantly, he stiffened and snatched her wrist with his good hand. Letting out a low, chilling moan, he jumped to his feet and slipped his arm around her throat, cutting off her air. We drew our weapons and pointed them at the man’s head.


  “I’ll snap her little neck like a branch,” he said. “I don’t care anymore.”


  Erzen struggled to reach her gun, but he grabbed her hand and jerked her arm behind her. She cried out. “It’s your fault,” he said into her ear. “My wife, my son, my daughter. Why did you have to burn them? I-I could have saved them! I wanted to save them!”


  “Calm down,” Pederman said. “Tell me your name.”


  “Shut up! It’s too late!”


  As we watched helplessly he retreated, dragging Erzen with him. I thought about letting Greta go, but he might have time to kill Erzen before the dog could hobble him. The man continued moving backwards into the darkness. We began to follow, but a single gunshot echoing in the emptiness of the night stopped us. Erzen staggered forward, rubbing her throat and coughing. She didn’t appear to be bleeding.


  Holly stayed with Erzen while the rest of us ran past her into the darkness. There on the wet asphalt, the man lay motionless, the left side of his head missing, rivulets of bloody rainwater streaming away from his body. Another figure stood close by holding a weapon at his side.


  It was Hannity.


  “Still not safe,” he said, and walked off, disappearing around a corner.
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  No one wanted to tell Isaac. Holly, the guys and I stood there faking smiles as he lay in his hospital bed, weak and in pain. The room was surprisingly pleasant. Morning light streamed in through the large, single window, softened by the grime on the outside. Isaac was hooked up to an IV. On a side table stood a plastic pitcher of water and a stack of paper cups. A tray sat next to it with a half-eaten breakfast of weak-looking scrambled eggs and pale toast.


  “How’s the food?” I said.


  “Now I know why I became a doctor instead of a patient.” Isaac tried smiling, but I could see he was miserable. “They tried giving me Dilaudid for the pain. I opted for ibuprofen.”


  “No wonder you’re grumpy.”


  “Is this a social visit? I’m expecting my attorney.”


  Pederman stepped past Warnick and Springer. “Doctor Fallow, we learned last night that the mayor is closing down the isolation facility.”


  “They can’t do that—”


  “It’s already in the works, I’m afraid.”


  “But what about the patients? Our tests?”


  “We don’t have any details yet, but it’s definitely off-limits.”


  “And here I thought you guys were in charge.”


  “Yeah, well. Our mission here is ending,” Warnick said.


  “I see. Makes sense after what happened at Robbin-Sear.” Isaac tried sitting up. Holly and I each took an arm and helped him. He winced from the pain in his side. A small patch of dried blood crusted his hospital gown. “Thanks. If they’re shutting it down, that can only mean one thing for those patients.”


  “The incinerators,” I said.


  “Exactly.”


  Holly’s eyes went wide. “They’re going to kill those people?”


  “They’re infected,” Isaac said, a resigned look on this face.


  “But that’s murder!”


  Warnick turned to Pederman. “What if we placed guards at the facility so no one can get in or out?”


  Pederman shook his head. “You saw the bloodbath at Robbin-Sear. We can’t risk that happening again.”


  Warnick persisted. “Isaac, what did you say the mortality rate of those patients is?”


  “It’s high.”


  “The mayor will argue that the others will die eventually,” I said. “In the meantime he can’t risk infecting healthy people.”


  “Dave’s right.”


  “And after they burn the bodies,” Holly said, “there won’t be any evidence.”


  We stood there, silent for a time. Holly took my hand. I could feel her fear. Something nagged at me but I couldn’t put my finger on it. A feeling—or a memory. I let it go. “When do you think you’ll be out?” I said to Isaac.


  “My doctor advised remaining here another few days. I advised him that he was a horse’s ass. I plan to leave tomorrow, with or without his permission.”


  “Are you sure that’s the best thing?” Holly said.


  “What do you prescribe?”


  Though he was testy, Holly remained unperturbed. “I think you should split the difference. Get out of bed and do some work in your office. Sleep here at night. That way, if there’s a problem, you’ll be taken care of.”


  Isaac scowled like a ten-year-old with a bedtime. I expected him to excoriate my wife. “That’s … a very good idea,” he said. “I’ll do it.”


  “Thought you would,” Holly said, smiling.


  “How are you feeling, by the way?”


  “Still a little dizziness, but I’m fine.”


  “Taking your vitamins?”


  “Yes, Doctor.”


  “Good. Make sure she does, Dave.”


  “Sure thing.”


  “Well, we should get going,” Pederman said. “Doc, let me know if you come up with any ideas about the isolation facility. Or the virus. They can’t keep this town locked down forever.”


  “I’ll be thinking long and hard about it,” Isaac said. “Thanks for stopping by.”


  “Do you think he’s safe here?” I said to Pederman when we reached the elevators. “They did try to kill him once.”


  “I’ll send over a couple of guys to stand guard.”


  “I want to take a walk out back,” I said as we exited the hospital.


  “What for?” Holly said.


  “I want to have a look at something.”


  We made our way around to the rear of the hospital where the incinerators were located. It seemed to me there were a lot more bodies now. The two Black Dragon crews handling the actual incineration and disposal of ashes were at least as big as the ones we’d seen the last time.


  “Do you think there are still that many draggers out there?” I said.


  “Could be,” Warnick said, “unless …”


  “Unless they’re lowering the bar,” Holly said.


  As we moved closer, two cops appeared, holding their weapons. I recognized them from the meeting the night before. “Can I help you?” one of them said. His expression didn’t spell helpfulness.


  “We’re checking to see how the disposal is going,” Pederman said.


  “It’s all under control.”


  “Great. I’ll enter that into my report.”


  The cop said nothing. He and his partner holstered their weapons and stood at ease, waiting for us to leave. These guys were no more cops than I was.


  Holly shook her head as we made our way to our vehicle. “Curiouser and curiouser.”


  “And weird too,” I said.
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  That thing in my head kept nagging at me as we pulled into the command center, but I couldn’t bring it into focus. Pederman had said something to Isaac that I couldn’t remember, and that made the feeling worse. The whole thing was driving me crazy. As we left our vehicle, Holly stopped in front of us and pivoted. I knew that look and that stance. And I also knew it was best not to argue.


  “This is wrong,” she said.


  Pederman remained patient. “Which wrong are we discussing?”


  “We can’t stand by and let those people in the isolation facility be put down like stray dogs at a pound.”


  “She’s right,” Warnick said. “We have to at least try to stop it.”


  Pederman shook his head. “I don’t know. Ever since this situation went sideways, it’s hard to know what’s right.”


  “Protecting innocent people is always right,” I said.


  “Knowing what we know and doing nothing …” Holly said. “I don’t want that on my conscience.”


  Pederman turned to each of us. The look of defeat in his eyes, there only a moment ago, turned to defiance. “Warnick, how many soldiers do you think we’ll need?”


  “One squad should do it.”


  “If I say no, you’re going to do it anyway, aren’t you?”


  “No,” Warnick said. He was dead serious. “We won’t go against you.”


  “Does that go for you, too, Dave?”


  “You should know there are never any guarantees,” I said. “If we don’t do something, those people are dead.”


  “Hmm. That’s what I thought,” Pederman said. “Well, I didn’t want to keep my pension anyway. Let’s do it. Warnick, assemble your team. I’ll be joining you. We leave in an hour.”


  I whispered to Holly. “Are you sure you—” The look she gave me told me not to finish that sentence.
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  All I could think about as we rode towards the isolation facility was protecting Holly. I knew it had been her idea to do this, but she was carrying our baby. I didn’t want to lose either of them. And though we were wearing body armor and helmets, I knew that anything could happen. Griffin and Fabian had insisted on coming, but Pederman had shot them down. He wanted only professionals on this mission.


  Warnick, Springer, Holly and I rode in a Humvee while Pederman and Erzen rode with the rest of the squad in an LMTV. As we approached, we passed around a dozen men in Black Dragon uniforms, walking along the security fence. At first I thought nothing of it, but there was something about the way they moved. We parked near the fence and got out.


  “Hey,” Pederman said to the soldiers as they approached. “What are you guys doing out here? And why haven’t you reported in?”


  They continued towards us, as if in a dream, and I knew they weren’t right—like the human-eating soldiers we’d encountered in the forest when we’d rescued Nina Zimmer’s husband, Steve.


  “Something’s wrong,” I said.


  “Hey, I’m talking to you—” Before Pederman could finish, the one in the lead let out a death shriek and they rushed towards us as one, surprising us with their speed. They grabbed one of our guys and disemboweled him with bayonets before we had time to react.


  “Take cover!” Warnick said.


  We ran behind our vehicles to give us time to get more weapons. The first few closed in as I raised my AR-15. I fired wildly, catching one of them in the chest. Angry, he tore the gun from my hand and tried to bite me. From the corner of my eye I saw Holly approaching. She fired at his head at close range. Blood and brains coated the windows of the Humvee, and he fell, groaning.


  “You’re welcome,” she said.


  “Holly!”


  I yanked her away from another oncoming attacker, retrieved my weapon and blasted his head in two. He dropped inches from where she lay on the ground, having lost her balance. The other soldiers managed to subdue the rest, firing repeatedly at their necks and heads. When the shooting was over, we examined each of the bodies. None of them was corrupt—they looked normal. I bent down next to one and pulled back his eyelid. The iris was purple.


  “Hey, look at this,” I said. The others came over. As they stood around me, the iris went from purple to brown. “Just like Ariel.”


  Pederman knelt down to examine the body himself. “Is this what our other men looked like?”


  “Hey, guys?” I looked up—Erzen knelt next to another of the bodies. “This one’s still warm.” We walked over to join her. “I don’t think these guys were undead.”


  I knelt down and checked his eyes. “The virus is continuing to mutate. It’s making the draggers more—”


  “Human,” Holly said.


  Springer lifted a lifeless arm with his weapon and let it drop. “Except they want to eat us.”


  We collected the weapons off the dead and walked over to the guard shack behind the closed gate. It was empty, as was the parking lot inside the fence. Everything was quiet. Springer took a closer look at the gate. The fence was at least seven feet high, with three strands of concertina wire running along the top.


  I laughed. “Please don’t tell me we’re climbing over.”


  “Wait,” Warnick said.


  Mounted on one of the fence posts was a metal plate printed with the words FIRE DEPT. Springer pulled a key from his pocket, flipped open the cover and inserted it. When he turned it, a motor whirred and the gate opened.


  “After you,” he said to Pederman.


  Once we were in, Springer closed the gate again using a switch in the guard shack. My stomach knotted. There was no telling what we would find. “How do you want to do this?” I said.


  Warnick signaled to Springer and both walked ahead of us. The front doors were locked. “Springer, do you have a key?” Springer was the keeper of the keys for Black Dragon, which made up for his irritating personality.


  “I might,” he said, digging into his pocket. “Here.”


  We raised our AR-15s as Springer unlocked the doors. Taking a deep breath, he swung one of them open. One by one, the entire squad went in. It was dark and silent inside. Someone found the lights and switched them on.


  “What happened?” Holly said.
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  The building was empty. Only the Plexiglas cells and medical equipment remained. Wary, we kept our weapons ready as we moved farther in.


  “Looks like we’re too late,” Springer said.


  Warnick shook his head. “You think?”


  As we passed a row of cells, I checked to see if the patients’ charts were still there. They were gone as well. We kept moving towards the rear and found a row of offices along the rear wall. Springer flicked on the lights in one of them and we went inside. When we’d been here last, I recalled that each office had contained a desktop computer and large monitor, as well as an external hard drive for backup. In this office at least, the computer and other equipment were missing.


  “Let’s check the other offices,” I said. “I want to see if there are any computers.”


  It took us less than ten minutes to make our way around the perimeter of the building, checking each office and conference room as we went. We didn’t find a single piece of computer equipment, and we didn’t find any physical patient records or other files. When we got to the last conference room, we went in and sat in the stainless steel and black leather chairs.


  “You think they’ve already incinerated them?” Holly said, laying her weapon on the table.


  Springer leaned back and put his feet up. “Had to.”


  “And took the evidence.”


  “I don’t think those patients are dead,” I said.


  Pederman gazed out the glass divider at the rows of empty cells. “What makes you say that?”


  “Just hear me out. Remember when we brought Ariel in? And she did that thing with her eyes?”


  “Yeah, right before she attacked us,” Warnick said.


  “Right. And remember when we found Steve Zimmer and our missing soldiers eating that guy?”


  “Yeah,” Pederman said, getting exasperated. “What’s your point?”


  “And those soldiers outside?”


  “That’s it,” Holly said, “I’m gonna hit you.”


  “Don’t you guys see?” I said, cringing a little as Holly shook her fist at me. “The virus. It’s evolved.”


  “Dave, we already know that,” Warnick said.


  “No, it’s doing what they wanted it to do. Erzen, you said it earlier. One of those guys we shot was still warm. He wasn’t undead. It’s working.”


  “What’s working?” Pederman said.


  “Oh, no,” Holly said. “He’s right. It’s what those scientists wanted to achieve but couldn’t. The virus would always kill the person who was bitten. And they would come back as draggers.”


  “They’re not dying anymore,” I said. “But they are changing. Into I don’t know what.”


  “You mean these things we shot were alive?” Erzen said.


  “Yes, and that’s why I don’t think they incinerated these patients. I think they moved them to another site. To study them further.”


  “Why didn’t they take those soldiers?”


  “These guys just wandered out of the forest. Who knows where they were when the cops cleared this place.”


  “So where do you think they took the other patients?” Warnick said.


  “Evie said she heard about another facility that was not in Tres Marias.”


  “Mt. Shasta,” Pederman said.


  “And I suppose you think we should go there,” Warnick said to me.


  “As a matter of fact. Look, do you guys agree that everything that happened here in Tres Marias was an experiment?”


  “Well, not at first,” Warnick said. “The dog infecting your friend was an accident.”


  “Sure, but they took advantage of it, running their protocol as more and more people were infected. I keep thinking about that little village in Guatemala. Bob Creasy planned to try that experiment again—probably in some other poor country where no one would ask questions.”


  “But this dropped into his lap right here,” Warnick said.


  “Exactly. They got their breakthrough. They might not need Tres Marias anymore.”


  “What are you trying to say?”


  “Mr. Pederman, it was something you told Isaac earlier. I couldn’t get it out of my head. You said they can’t keep this town locked down forever. You’re right. Whatever it is they’re planning, we have to try and stop it before it’s too late.”


  “Stop the government?” Pederman said. “Listen to yourself.”


  “We have to try.”


  “Every morning I’m grateful I hired you, Dave. And every night I regret it.”


  “Welcome to my world,” Holly said.


  I pretended to smile. “Glad to be of service. Seriously, we need to find that facility.”


  “Good luck with that,” Springer said.


  “I might have an idea how we can get started.”


  “Damn you, Pulaski,” Pederman said. “And just when I was starting to not be mad at you.”
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  Evan gurgled and kicked her feet as Nina Zimmer held her in her lap. Steve sat next to his wife, holding her hand. He looked much better than when we’d found him in the forest, scared and bleeding from a gunshot wound. He seemed nervous, even though we assured him this was not a formal interrogation. Warnick, Erzen, Holly and I waited for Pederman to begin. The conference room door was closed—there was no telling who in our organization might be working for the mayor.


  “How are you doing, Steve?” Pederman said.


  “Better. The nightmares are starting to subside.”


  “Glad to hear it. Now, as I told you, we are looking for information. No one is here to accuse you of anything. We’ll start with Tres Marias. What are they saying out there?”


  Nina nodded encouragingly to her husband. “Total news blackout,” he said. “It’s as if the town disappeared. None of the local newscasters ever mention it anymore. There hasn’t been a story about it in the paper for months.”


  “What about the Internet?” I said.


  “Are you kidding? I searched every day, trying to find something. I’m telling you, it’s like Tres Marias never existed.”


  “Tell us about the group you came here with,” Warnick said. “How did that come about?”


  Steve fidgeted with a pen lying on the table. He seemed reluctant to talk about it. Nina stroked his hand, encouraging him to respond. “I was working in San Francisco. When Nina and I were … having our problems, I left Tres Marias and took a job with a startup. I’d moved out of the house and found a small apartment in the Mission District. It wasn’t much of a life really. Mostly, I buried myself in work. There was so much to do, not enough people to do it. The hours were long but I didn’t care.


  “When the news broke about the sickness, I called Nina. We hadn’t spoken in weeks. I guess she was still really mad—I don’t blame her. We sort of had a fight on the phone. I waited a few days and called her again. I told her I was worried and wanted to come back. This time she agreed. I think she was scared.


  “I saw on the news that they’d quarantined the town. No one knew what was going on. I brought my iPad to work and streamed the news all day while I wrote code. Everyone did. There were so many stories. Evie Champagne was the only credible reporter—the only one who made any sense. Then she disappeared and the reports stopped. Pretty soon everything went dark—newspapers, talk radio … I couldn’t reach Nina. I was getting worried.


  “We used to like to go to dive bars after work. No one ever got drunk—it was just a way to blow off steam. This time it was Lucky 13. Do you know the place? Anyway, we’d come in around ten for a few beers after a long day. The conversation was always the same. We talked about work, our stock options. What we’d do if somebody bought us. It’s really loud in there, but I overheard a group of men sitting near us. I was sure one of them mentioned Tres Marias. That was the first time I’d heard the name in a couple of weeks. So I went over to talk to them. At first they didn’t want to tell me anything. They were probably afraid I was a government agent or something.”


  “Why would they think that?” Pederman said.


  “Early on, there were rumors floating around that this endemic outbreak was the result of some kind of government experiment. Someone mentioned Plum Island. You have to understand—San Francisco has a lot of very smart tech people, but it also has conspiracy theorists and nutjobs who swear they’ve been abducted by aliens. Tres Marias fueled their imagination.”


  “What about you?” Holly said.


  “I was in the middle. I thought the outbreak was some kind of virus, like H1N1. Anyway, I told these guys about Nina and the baby. I said I wanted to be with them but I knew the town was quarantined. They asked me where I worked. Then they wanted to know my address in Tres Marias. Somebody wrote it down. They said they’d be in touch and left.”


  “Did they give you any information about them?” Warnick said.


  “No. I had no idea who I was talking to. Looking back, I was pretty naive. These guys could have been anybody. I tried not to think about it.”


  Steve looked parched. As he adjusted himself in his chair, wincing from the pain of his wound, I got up and filled a cup with water from a plastic jug. He took it gratefully and gulped it down. “Thanks. A few days went by and I hadn’t heard anything. I went back to that bar every night, but those guys never showed again. One day I got a call at my desk. The voice said to meet me at this pub not far from my office on Market Street.


  “When I got there, I recognized one of the guys from that night. We left the pub and walked down the street to the Yerba Buena Gardens, where we met the rest of the men who’d been at Lucky 13, plus a few more. I learned that, like me, some of the men who lived in Tres Marias had been out of town when the quarantine had gone into effect. Others had relatives living there. They wanted to know what had happened. And they planned to get in one way or another.”


  “Meaning guns,” Erzen said.


  Steve reddened. We waded through a long, uncomfortable silence. He gave Evan his finger to play with. “There was this guy, Kevin—I never got his last name. He was the one you found me with in the forest. He was basically the leader. When I found out that they planned to get in using weapons, I walked. I promised I wouldn’t say anything and told them I didn’t want to be part of any violence. I mean, most of these guys weren’t macho or ex-military or anything. They weren’t crazed vigilantes. They were gamers. People who’d only ever experienced warfare courtesy of Call of Duty or paintball. But they were totally serious about this.”


  “And they were packing some pretty serious firepower,” Pederman said. “Where did they get those weapons?”


  “You can find anything on the Internet. After a few days, Kevin showed up at my place of work. He wanted to convince me to join. He said that Black Dragon was a paramilitary group that had no right to hold the town hostage. He made it sound like we would be liberating Tres Marias. I didn’t really believe the things he said. Then he showed me a video on his iPad—said he’d found it on YouTube. Ever heard of Robbin-Sear?”


  “As a matter of fact,” I said, glancing at the others.


  “Somebody’d uploaded a marketing video they’d produced years ago. It showed soldiers going into combat, taking direct hits and continuing on to kill the enemy, then going home to be with their families. Stuff like that. The video was called ‘The Future of Combat.’ I don’t know why, but it really scared me. Kevin insisted that this had something to do with the outbreak. He said he’d heard that Robbin-Sear had built a secret facility in Tres Marias. I wanted more than anything to find Nina and Evan, and I didn’t really have any other options. The next weekend I drove down to Tres Marias and saw for myself the barricades, the soldiers and the helicopters. It terrified me, the thought of going up against soldiers with guns. But by this time I was desperate. All I could think about was Nina and the baby. I didn’t know whether they were alive or dead, but I needed to find out. When I got back to San Francisco, I told Kevin I was in.”


  “When we found you, you didn’t even have a weapon,” Warnick said.


  “Kevin sold me one of his handguns. He took me to a shooting range a couple of times in South San Francisco. I got pretty good but those were targets.”


  “How did you know when to attack?” Pederman said.


  “Kevin friended a Black Dragon employee on Facebook. He was based in San Francisco. He sent the guy a private message saying he was worried about sick people escaping from Tres Marias. How well protected were the borders? They decided to meet. Kevin was one of those guys who could charm anybody. The guy spilled everything. He talked about how you rotated people in and out, and when. He said during a shift change, there was a short window where the coverage was light, but that otherwise everything was locked up pretty tight.”


  “That guy is so fired,” Pederman said, looking at Warnick.


  “When we got to Tres Marias that afternoon,” Steve said, “I tried using my gun, but I couldn’t bring myself to shoot anyone. I gave it to another guy. Your soldiers were firing at us. I was almost killed. Then the infected people showed up—I’d never seen one before—and you got distracted. I was with Kevin, and he told me to follow him. Somehow we got through and ran into the forest. Wouldn’t you know it, I got shot. Kevin said we could make it to the hospital once we got through the forest, but I didn’t think I could. We stopped in a clearing. I was pretty bad off. A group of Black Dragon soldiers found us. I didn’t care—I thought we were saved. But they just stood there. It was … I don’t know … weird.”


  “What was weird?” I said.


  “It was like they were in a trance. One of them grunted at the others and ... they surrounded us.”


  “Did they raise their weapons?” Warnick said.


  “No. But they kept moving in closer. Their eyes, they—never mind.”


  “What about their eyes?” Erzen said.


  “It was like … they were glowing. It sounds insane, but I know what I saw. Kevin shot at them repeatedly until he was out of bullets. I was so scared, I didn’t know what to do. I was bleeding out so I sat against a tree.” Gripping the edge of the table, Steve choked up. “They went for Kevin, but not me. They grabbed him—he was screaming. They tore his pants off. I thought they were going to, you know, rape him or something. The one in charge grunted again, and two of the soldiers handed him the straps from their weapons. As the others held Kevin down, the one in charge tied his legs off at the thigh. They removed the bayonets from their rifles and …”


  Tears rolled down Steve’s cheeks. The fear he must have felt then was on his face now. His mouth was open but no sound came out. Nina rubbed his shoulder and whispered something to him. He nodded and swallowed. “The thing is, while they were … attacking him, Kevin stopped screaming. He just … He laid there. Probably shock, I don’t know. I can still hear them. Cutting the flesh … eating him.”


  The only sound in the room came from Steve. He was sobbing. His daughter looked at him curiously, then she began to cry too. Nina got up and walked around the room with the baby as Steve pulled himself together.


  “Sorry,” he said.


  “Not a problem,” Pederman said. Then to us, “I wish I could see that video.”


  Wiping his eyes, Steve reached into his pocket and pulled out a thumb drive. “Before we left San Francisco, I downloaded it. I don’t know why. I’ve kept it with me.”


  Pederman left the room and returned with his laptop. He connected it to the ceiling-mounted projector and plugged in the drive. The video was crude, with amped-up canned rock music and cheesy computer animation. It showed a soldier in a Humvee under attack. He got out of his vehicle and, taking a direct hit from enemy fire, continued towards them, firing his M-16. Soon, he’d killed all of the enemy fighters singlehandedly. The scene changed, showing the soldier at home with his wife and baby daughter. The narration hinted that, despite being in combat, he remained happy and healthy. And normal. The final shot was of the soldier asleep in bed. And the tag line, “No more nightmares.”


  “This is what Robbin-Sear is creating,” I said. “The next-gen soldier.”


  Pederman got up from the table. “I think we’re done here.”
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  After Steve and Nina returned to their trailer, I sat in the conference room alone. The others had gone out for food. I wasn’t hungry. I couldn’t get the image out of my mind—Kevin lying on the ground as those hellish things carved up his legs like skewers of meat at a Brazilian steakhouse and chewed the bloody flesh as he lay dying. If we hadn’t found them, Steve would be dead, too.


  I knew now the virus was working the way Bob Creasy and the others had hoped it would. The infection no longer killed the host. Instead it transformed a person into something new—still living but dangerous. Something invincible and cunning but with that same hunger for human flesh. And though they were incapable of speech, I knew that would come eventually. What if the infected continued to evolve into something that looked and acted completely normal? Cannibals in suits? How would we recognize and eliminate them? Was killing one of these unlike killing draggers? Draggers were already dead. These creatures were alive—but were they human? Would it be considered murder? Too many questions. I leaned back in my chair and closed my eyes. In a few minutes, the door opened and the others returned, along with Springer. Everyone but me dug into their food.


  “I brought you a sandwich,” Holly said, handing me a PB&J and a juice box.


  The smell of the peanut butter made me want to hurl. “Thanks,” I said. Then to Pederman, “We need to find that secret lab.”


  Pederman took a swig of Coke. “I did some checking. Communications is handled by someone outside Black Dragon. I suspect those agents we encountered have something to do with it. Everything has been shut down remotely.”


  “Well, I don’t think the mayor is going to tell us anything,” Holly said. “What about asking Walt Freeman?”


  “Forget it,” I said.


  “But how can they shut it down? It’s the Internet.”


  “Why don’t we try getting through?” Springer said.


  I could tell Pederman was annoyed as he turned to Springer. “I’m telling you, this is a waste of time.” He took his laptop, logged in and opened a browser window. “See that little symbol at the bottom? Wireless is on. And I’m connected to the school’s Wi-Fi. Here we go. W-W-W-dot-Google-dot-com.” We waited. A message appeared on the screen. THIS WEBPAGE IS NOT AVAILABLE. “It’s like that for any site you visit.”


  “Let me try,” Springer said, reaching for the laptop.


  “Springer, you can do that later. Let’s stick to business.”


  “So if we don’t have Internet or phone access,” I said, “how are we supposed to find out where the other lab is?”


  “Someone has to get outside of Tres Marias,” Warnick said. “What about a special pass?”


  “We are in lockdown,” Pederman said. “No one is allowed in or out—no exceptions. There will be agents watching the borders, I’m sure of it.”


  “What about those people we captured at the checkpoint,” Erzen said. “Weren’t they supposed to be sent home?”


  “They’ve already been released,” Pederman said. “There’s no one left.”


  “Then we’re screwed,” I said.
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  Jim stared at me in a way that made me uncomfortable. He was dressed in white and reminded me of a bandleader—I think his name was Cab Calloway. And if you get that reference, I’ll give you a dollar. Even the shoes were white. It took me a minute to notice the dark blood leaking from his starched collar.


  “Why haven’t you stopped this?” he said.


  He was petting Perro, who sat calmly next to him, also wearing a white tuxedo. I wondered where the animal’s top hat was. Perro looked good—the way I remembered him, before the badness. But it was Jim’s eyes. They seemed to glow purple. Like Ariel’s. Like those cannibal creeps who’d dined on Steve Zimmer’s friend. That’s what made me uncomfortable. Those eyes saw right through me. They were probably sizing up my organs to see which would be worth extracting first.


  “I don’t know what you mean,” I said.


  But I knew. Like always, Jim wanted me to “fix it.” Of the two of us, he was the worse screw-up. I wouldn’t say I was smart, but he was lazy-crazy. Always getting himself into shit and wanting me to fix it. What had happened to my friend hadn’t been his fault, though. Not this time. He’d died because of the evil that the mayor and Robbin-Sear and the others had brought down on Tres Marias. An evil that had a purpose. So many had died. So many were being burned in efficient incinerators that would leave no evidence of the crimes committed. Guthrie had advised us to follow the money. Was this really all about money?


  “‘And you will know the truth, and the truth will set you free,’” Jim said and belched, like in the old days.


  I watched in fascination as he picked a kidney worm out from between his teeth. Incredibly, it was the size of a pickle. He held it up to the light to get a better look. As it squirmed I could hear a faint squeaking. The whole business made me sick. Seeing my look of disgust he let it slip from his fingers. When it hit the ground, still writhing, he stomped on it once with his heel, the blood squirting onto his pristine pant leg.


  “Whoops.”


  “I don’t like these dreams,” I said. “Seriously, Jim, you’re not helping.”


  “That’s because you never listen, Dave. It’s your biggest problem—not listening.”


  “I’m listening now.”


  I realized I was sitting against a smooth, white wall, dressed in my Black Dragon uniform. I was unarmed. My boots were polished. Jim approached me and looked me over. He kicked the soles of my boots as Perro sniffed my hand.


  “Nice outfit,” he said. “You look like a mall cop. Get up.”


  “Why? You’re just going to start some new bullshit.”


  His eyes glowed fiercely and his voice became a hurricane that pressed me against the wall. “Get up!”


  The floor became liquid. I was in the middle of a twister, swirling madly—unable to touch the ground. I couldn’t make out my surroundings. As I tried to focus I caught glimpses of Holly, Griffin, Warnick and Springer. I felt like Dorothy. Pederman flew by, then the mayor, now O’Brien and Hannity. Finally, Walt. I wanted to puke. Right when I thought I would, everything stopped and I was standing inside the fence at Robbin-Sear. Outside, a thousand old-school draggers moaned and tore at the fence. They wanted to devour me. A part of me wished they would.


  “Jim?” I said.


  The front doors opened and Jim showed himself. The tuxedo was gone—now he was dressed in a grey-green hospital gown and ankle socks. His unruly hair and days-old beard added to his generally unkempt appearance. He was three sheets to the wind and reeked of beer and vomit. This was my friend prior to the car accident. Drunkenly, he waved me inside. I didn’t want to follow him, but I did.


  “Where are you taking me?”


  “You’ll see.”


  The layout of the lab was different than I remembered. The walls were made of Plexiglas. Naked bodies—perfect bodies—floated in them end to end as far as I could see, the skin dry and hairless, the muscles sinewy. Though they were motionless I could feel their strength. We continued on to the main lab where Doctor Royce was working, dressed in a fresh white lab coat and looking clean-shaven. I remembered shooting him in the face, but all I could see was a reddish-brown bullet hole above the bridge of his nose. He didn’t seem concerned.


  “Jim, where have you been?” he said. He sounded English, which made no sense to me. Now, he was Ash from the movie, Alien. I wanted to laugh.


  “Doctor Royce, I brought my friend, Dave. You’ll have to forgive him—he’s kind of slow. I tried explaining the situation and he doesn’t get it. Can you try?”


  “I’ll have a go. Take a seat, Dave.”


  He gestured. Familiar faces appeared from out of the shadows. Holly, Griffin, Warnick and many others came forward and lay on the ground, piled one on top of the other till they were the height of a low wall. Royce gazed lovingly at the bodies and turned to me. I didn’t know what he wanted me to do.


  “Sit down,” he said. Then to Jim, “You’re right—he’s an imbecile.”


  My cheeks burning, I sat on top of Springer. Blood seeped from the base as my weight settled. I was worried because Holly was below me. I didn’t think she could breathe.


  “It’s like this, Dave.”


  Royce launched into a technical diatribe I couldn’t follow. I put up with it mainly because I knew the dream itself was a manifestation of my own mind. As he spoke, his skin decayed. His speech became thick and he was starting to smell. I turned to Jim—his head wagged rhythmically in time to Royce’s technobabble. The scientist went on for what seemed like an eternity. I struggled to comprehend, but it was no use. And the more he spoke, the more he rotted. One of his shrunken eyes popped out of its socket and hung limply from the stalk.


  “I’m sorry, but I can’t make it any plainer than that,” he said.


  “I didn’t understand a thing you said.”


  “See what I mean?” Jim said to Royce. Then to me, “Let me try again.” He came forward and stood very close to me. He smelled like smoke. I could feel myself being absorbed into him, as if he was taking me to whatever eternal damnation he was living in. “You already know how this ends, Dave. Do I need to spell it out?”


  “Humor me,” I said. “I’m an imbecile, remember?”


  “Everyone dies, my friend. Just like Guatemala.”


  We were standing on a grassy hill at the mayor’s house. It was nighttime. Somewhere in the distance I could hear the boys playing football, laughing as they chased each other. In the town below, fires raged and smoke billowed into the air. The human fire pits were back. The bodies. All those bodies. They were finished with Tres Marias. They would get rid of the evidence and start again somewhere else. They would kill the innocent along with the undead, erasing every trace of what had happened. And when it came time to explain—because someone always has to explain—they would say they’d eradicated the virus but that everyone had died.


  Just like Guatemala.
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  “Bad dream?” Holly said when I woke.


  It was morning. Early blue light leaked through the curtains. Cold-sweating, I rubbed my eyes. My heart raced and I felt Jim’s presence, could still smell the smoke from the burning bodies. Had my friend come to me in a dream for reals? Or did my mind make everything up in order to put a neat bow on a mystery that could never be solved? No, wherever it had come from, it was real—I knew it. A warning. The worst was yet to come.


  “I need to get us out of here,” I said. Before Holly could answer, we heard the first screams. Greta went to the door and sat, alert. “Get the weapons.”


  Griffin sat up in bed. “What’s going on?”


  “We’re being attacked.”


  We dressed quickly, armed ourselves and waited near the door of our trailer. Greta was on her feet, ready to defend us. I pulled back the small curtain and peered out. Men and women ran in every direction—soldiers and civilians. It looked clear, so I flung the door open and went out, motioning for Holly and Griffin to stay behind me. Outside, the screams were louder. Through the chaos I saw draggers attacking—hundreds of them.


  “How did they get in?” Holly said.


  I gripped my handgun. “Someone must have let them in.”


  Across the way, I could see Warnick and Springer among a group of soldiers taking down draggers. We ran over and joined them, shooting as many as we could.


  “We need more weapons!” I said. “We have to get to the armory.”


  We saw our chance and raced towards the administration building. Behind it was a smaller storage building in which most of our weapons were kept. When we got there, Pederman was already unlocking the door. We ran in and secured the door again from the inside. We put on body armor and helmets, then grabbed AR-15s and shotguns. I recognized a bullpup similar to the one Guthrie had given me the first time we met, and took it along with plenty of ammo.


  “What happened?” I said.


  Pederman shook his head. “Somebody killed the sentries.”


  Someone banged on the door. Springer ran over. “Who is it?”


  “Erzen and Fabian,” the voice said.


  Springer opened the door and, letting the two slip through, locked it again. “Either of you bit?”


  Erzen glared at him. “We’re fine.”


  When Griffin saw Fabian, she ran to him. He held her tight.


  “How many have we lost?” I said to Pederman.


  “We’re evacuating as many as we can from the trailers and putting them in the gymnasium. Then we’ll lock it down. I don’t know how long they can hold out.”


  “This is not happening again,” I said.


  Warnick and I knew the likely outcome. The last time the gym had been used as an evac center, everyone inside had been lost to draggers when the campus was overrun. “Are some of our guys locked in there with them?” he said.


  Pederman nodded. “About twenty or so.”


  “We need to get out there,” Springer said.


  Pederman turned to Holly. “You don’t even have to ask,” she said.


  I didn’t want her out there, but I knew it was pointless arguing. God, protect her, I prayed.


  “And you,” Pederman said, smiling faintly at Griffin and Fabian. “You’re not interns anymore. We have to fight to survive. Every one of us.”


  Springer grabbed more body armor and a helmet and handed it to Fabian. I saw the look of terror in his eyes, and I remembered how he’d frozen up the last time. He was as good as dead. Griffin squeezed his hand.


  “Come on,” she said, helping him suit up. “You’re not gonna let a girl outgun you, are you?”


  “Mierda,” he said and slung his AR-15 over his shoulder. “I’m ready.”


  Outside was madness. Pederman gave the signal and we exited the building. As expected, some soldiers and a number of civilians had turned. We fanned out to take care of as many as we could. If we found civilians who hadn’t been bitten, the plan was to take them to the administration building. We couldn’t risk opening the gym and potentially compromising the others.


  “Let’s team up, people!” Pederman said.


  As we moved forward, assessing and taking out what we could, I thought of Steve and Nina Zimmer and their baby. Had they made it safely to the gym? The draggers attacking us were part of a horde that seemed to grow. From their lumbering movements I knew they were not the “cutters” who could use tools to dismember you. I never thought I would find this comforting. The good news was they were easier to kill.


  They came from every direction. I tried to keep an eye on Holly, but things were moving too fast. In my heart I knew she was capable and could take care of herself. I spotted Griffin and Fabian nearby. As more draggers approached she shot two through the head. Fabian aimed his AR-15. I’d seen him fire the weapon in the shooting range, and he was good. This was all about fear.


  Griffin said something I couldn’t hear. Suddenly angry, he fired a stream of bullets that took down the remaining draggers. They sank in a line, as if their movements were choreographed.


  “Nice work,” I said as Fabian lowered his weapon. “Ready?”


  “Yeah.” He marched off to find more draggers.


  I squinted at Griffin. “What did you say to him?”


  “I told him to get his fat Mexican ass in gear.”


  “Nice.”


  “I only did it to make him mad.”


  “Well, it worked.” I tapped her helmet and signaled for her go after Fabian.


  Once we made it to the ATVs, it was easier to get around. Holly and I rode in a four-seater. Many of our people had been bitten and we’d had to put them down. The few of us remaining rode quickly between buildings, trailers and vehicles, searching for either survivors or draggers. As we approached one of the MMUs, I heard someone yelling for help. I pulled up to the front. Holly and I jumped out, ran up the steps and flung the door open. Inside we found a physician’s assistant and a phlebotomist huddled towards the rear.


  “Let’s go,” I said. Reluctantly, they followed. “Jump in the back.” We rode quickly to the administration building. A few soldiers guarded the front entrance. I signaled for our grateful passengers to get inside.


  By ten, we had eliminated the intruders and their reanimated victims. Fortunately, the Zimmers were safe. We sat on the steps of the administration building, surveying the damage. The compound was a landscape of blood and bodies. We’d lost a platoon—nearly a hundred men and women—and twenty-to-thirty civilians. Already, some of our soldiers were loading up flatbed trucks to deliver the bodies to the incinerators. Fortunately, those inside the gym and administration building had survived.


  Fabian had proved himself after all. Griffin sat next to him on a lower step, resting her head on his shoulder. Warnick and Springer sat next to Holly and me. As we squinted in the late morning sun, Pederman approached, his head down. I knew more bad news was coming.


  “We lost Erzen,” he said.


  Holly got to her feet. “What? How?”


  “Last time I saw her she was evacuating civilians from a trailer. We found her on the football field.”


  Pederman led us to the body. Two soldiers were lowering it from where it had been lashed to the chain link fence. From the look of the remains, Erzen had been flayed alive and eaten, her face frozen in a rictus of terror. Just like Steve Zimmer’s friend Kevin. Neither Griffin or Fabian could bear to look at her.


  “This was planned,” I said. “They wanted as many dead as possible.”


  “What?” Holly said. “Why?”


  “They’re cleansing the town. That means it’s almost over.” I got up, grabbed my bullpup, and headed off.


  “Pulaski, where are you going?” Pederman said.


  “To put a stop to this.”
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  They talked me off the ledge. For the moment. While squads of soldiers continued the cleanup outside, our core team—minus Erzen—met in the big conference room in the administration building. It was early afternoon. The reek of blood and bodies and vomit hung thick in the air—even inside this air-conditioned building. Or maybe the smell was all in my head.


  I was sick with anger thinking about our comrade, Erzen. How she’d done everything to protect Griffin when we needed her. And how she’d been flayed by a creature or creatures without conscience but with an intense purpose.


  “How much more proof do you need?” I said to Pederman.


  He was a good man. Over these past weeks, I had come to understand that. He had tried to run a crisp operation by the book, but he was working against forces that no one, it seemed, could control. Hellish forces that had been put in motion years earlier. And whatever it was—the military or a covert government agency or Lucifer himself—it would not be stopped. And the goal? What was it Creasy called it? “The Holy Grail.” Funny thing for the devil to be searching for.


  “Dave, I know you don’t think much of me.”


  “That’s not true,” Holly said.


  I did my best to remain calm. “What I think is, we can’t follow the rules anymore. No one else is. And now, we have more dead soldiers and civilians.”


  “What did you mean when you said they’re ‘cleansing the town’?” Warnick said.


  “I mean, they’re getting rid of the evidence. And that means you, me and everyone in this place who is a living, breathing human.”


  “And the draggers?” Springer said.


  “Them too.”


  “So what do you suggest we do?” Griffin said. She had never spoken up in any of our meetings before—I was a little surprised. All eyes were on her. Her cheeks blazing, she pushed ahead. “If what Dave says is right, we can’t stay here. Or we’re dead too.”


  “Unless we take back control,” I said.


  “But the mayor put the police in charge,” Holly said.


  “So let’s arrest the mayor.”


  “Are you trying to being funny?” Warnick said.


  “No.”


  “We don’t have the authority to arrest him,” Warnick said.


  Multiple conversations broke out. Pederman had lost control of the meeting. As the noise level rose, he got to his feet and stood at attention. “Silence!” Now, I knew what they meant by a “command voice.” The room was quiet. Springer suppressed a giggle. “Our mission is to protect the citizens of this town,” Pederman said. “But that also means protecting our own people. I’ve been studying our contract with the city. It states that the agreement can be terminated if any of our people engages in ‘willful or malicious injury to person or property.’”


  “If you’re talking about the security checkpoint—”


  “Dave, I’m not finished.” I wasn’t sure whether I liked or hated the new Pederman. “Look, I’m no lawyer, but I believe that if the mayor or any other city official prevents us from carrying out our mission, we have the right to arrest them.”


  Springer went ballistic. “So why didn’t we throw them in jail a long time ago?”


  Pederman kept his cool. “Because we needed substantial evidence.”


  “Can we prove they were behind the attack?” Warnick said.


  “We don’t have to.” Pederman waited for that to sink in. “In taking away our authority, the mayor put the responsibility of protecting civilians—and us—on the police. Clearly, these individuals didn’t carry out their duty. They were negligent. Therefore, the mayor is in breach of the contract.”


  “And that means …” Springer said.


  “All authority over this town reverts back to us.”


  “Anyone know a good lawyer?” Holly said.
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  The next morning two squads headed out in Humvees and an LMTV with a flatbed. We wore body armor and helmets, and were heavily armed. I tried to imagine what it must have been like for these other soldiers, many of whom had been deployed to warzones in provinces like Kandahar. Of course, Tres Marias was nothing like that place, but things here were getting pretty dicey.


  Our plan was ambitious. We would arrest the local police force, then go after the mayor and deputy mayor. Always the joker, Springer reminded us not to forget about Walt Freeman’s assistant, Becky.


  “I might need to frisk her later,” he said.


  Holly punched him hard in the shoulder. “You’re disgusting.”


  When we arrived at the police station, it was clear they weren’t expecting us. Pederman ordered Griffin and Fabian to remain outside. Like a scene from a movie, we climbed out of our vehicles, marched up the steps and entered, pointing our AR-15s. No one was at the front desk. We walked past it into the front office, where we found cops sitting at desks or standing and talking. When they saw us, the room went silent. A second later, the men’s room door creaked open and Hannity walked out, still drying his hands.


  “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” he said.


  Pederman stepped forward and took in the room. “Arresting you.”


  Looking to the others for confirmation, Hannity let out a forced laugh. “You dumb sons of bitches can’t arrest us. Captain O’Brien is in charge. If anything, we have the right to arrest you.”


  One of the other cops drew his weapon and fired, missing Pederman by a hair. Warnick reacted, shooting him in the chest. Grunting, he fell dead. As Hannity reached for his own weapon, Springer stepped into spitting distance of him and pointed his handgun at the cop’s head.


  “I wouldn’t do that,” Pederman said. “These men are highly trained combatants and will, without hesitation, drop you like last week’s girlfriend.”


  It was official—I was in love with the new Pederman. He instructed the police officers to lay down their weapons and line up. One of the squads swept through the building and around the outside perimeter, searching for other cops. The rest of us handcuffed the prisoners behind their backs using plastic ties and escorted them to the LMTV.


  “You’re crazy, Pederman,” Hannity said. “This will never work.”


  “I have faith. Get your ass up there.”


  Once the prisoners were loaded, the LMTV headed out with the other squad.


  “That can’t be all of them,” I said.


  Pederman lowered his weapon. “Don’t worry. We’ll get the others eventually.”


  Our squad, which included Griffin and Fabian, did a final check of the police station to ensure that no one was left behind. We confiscated the rest of the weapons so that no returning cops would be able to outgun us. When we were satisfied that the place was secure, we went next door to City Hall and did a sweep there. We found Becky in her office. Facing a group of soldiers with guns put a look of terror on her face.


  “It’s okay,” Holly said. “We’re not here to harm you. Where’s the mayor?”


  “A-at home?”


  Warnick stepped forward and took her arm. “You’d better come with us.”


  We escorted Becky out of the building and into our Humvee. Holly rode with Griffin in another vehicle, and Fabian rode with us.


  As we drove to the command center, Springer leaned over from the front seat and spoke to Becky. “You know, when this is over, you and I should hang out—” Her look of discomfort said it all. He faced forward and didn’t say another word till we stopped.


  At the command center, a waiting soldier escorted Becky into the administration building. She would remain with us for the duration. As she disappeared inside, Fabian walked up to Springer. “Smooth. Real smooth.”


  The LMTV carrying the prisoners was headed for the isolation facility. It was the only place we could think of that was big enough to house everyone we’d arrested, since Tres Marias didn’t have its own jail. We followed soon after in our Humvee. On the way there, Springer blasted a song on his phone—“Seven Nation Army” by The White Stripes. I’d always loved that band.


  When we arrived at the isolation facility, the flatbed had already been unloaded. Once again, our soldiers manned the guard shack. One of them opened the gate and we drove through. So far, not a dragger in sight. Inside, the police officers stood in separate Plexiglas cells with a squad guarding them. Our guys would provide them with food and water. In all, there were twenty prisoners. Eventually, we would bring more.


  Holly, Griffin and Fabian went off to help with the food distribution. As Warnick and I walked past Hannity’s cell he sneered. “You have no idea what you’ve done. I feel sorry for you.”


  “You might want to feel sorry for yourself,” I said.


  After a final check, Pederman walked towards us. “Let’s head out.”


  “You think the mayor knows we’re coming?” Warnick said.


  “I hope he does. And I hope it scares him bloodless.”
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  It was early afternoon. Using binoculars, Springer scanned the countryside from our Humvee. Holly was with me. Griffin and Fabian rode in another Humvee with Greta and two other soldiers. “I see six—no, eight—draggers,” he said. “They’re pretty far away, though.”


  “Any cops?” Pederman said.


  “Nope.”


  As we approached the mayor’s house I noticed the wrought iron gates at the bottom of the driveway were closed. We were in the lead vehicle, with Warnick behind the wheel. “Do you think we should knock?” I said to him.


  Warnick put the Humvee in Park and got out. He examined the gate and looked up at the security cameras. Then he climbed back into our vehicle and floored it, springing the gates open. The vehicles passed through and continued up the hill. Several police cruisers were parked in the driveway.


  The shooting started before we could get out of the Humvees. We opened our doors and, using them as shields, scooted behind our vehicles. They fired at us from the second floor of the house. Fortunately, we’d thought ahead and brought riot guns. Springer grabbed one.


  “Wait,” Holly said. “Aren’t there children in there?”


  “Let’s hope they’re not near the windows,” Pederman said and turned to Springer. “Fire!”


  Springer fired tear gas through the upper windows and another round through the lower windows. Someone screamed. Smoke billowed out of the windows. In a few seconds, the front doors opened and two women and two children staggered out, choking. I recognized them as the mayor’s family and the housemaid. The younger boy vomited.


  “Don’t shoot!” the mayor’s wife said.


  Springer laid his weapon on the ground and ran towards the frightened civilians. More bullets screamed from the open windows, hitting him in the chest. Fortunately, he was wearing body armor. He hit the ground and reached for his handgun as the civilians crouched down on the front porch. I heard a familiar sound and was glad this was a military operation. The intense drone of beating blades got louder, and a sudden wind kicked up at my back. I looked over my shoulder—one of our helicopters swooped in and hovered over the driveway.


  Pederman screamed over the noise. “Springer, get them out of there!”


  Crouching, Springer scooted ahead and, taking each of the boys’ hands in his, escorted them down the steps towards our vehicles, with the two women following. As he led them over to where we were, a hail of bullets rained, striking the housemaid. Screaming, she hurtled forward and hit the ground face down. Springer shoved the two boys and their mother into a Humvee and, as we covered him, went back for the housemaid. We watched as he felt her neck for a pulse. Leaving her, he rejoined us.


  Hysterical, the mayor’s wife jumped out of the vehicle and tried to help the housemaid, but Pederman grabbed her arm. “She’s dead,” he said.


  “I don’t understand what’s happening!”


  Pederman pulled her closer. “Where’s the mayor?”


  “I don’t know—we got separated. Why are you doing this?”


  Pederman gripped a bullhorn and spoke from the rear of the Humvee. “Lay down your weapons and come out with your hands up!”


  We waited. No response. More gunfire erupted from the house. A gunner manned the Browning M2 mounted on the helicopter. When Pederman gave the signal, the helicopter swooped into position as the gunner took aim. He blasted a line of fire across the second story, essentially destroying the windows, frames and structure.


  “No!” the mayor’s wife said.


  The gunner repeated the action along the first floor. Though the noise was deafening, I felt satisfaction that we’d come for that bastard mayor.


  “Make him stop!”


  After two more volleys, the helicopter pulled back. We listened and, after a few minutes, Warnick and Springer approached the silent house. Griffin grabbed my arm. “Look,” she said, pointing. A second helicopter lifted off from the lawn off the rear of the house.


  The mayor’s wife stiffened. A look of incredulity turned to anger. She stared at Pederman. “How could he leave us here?” Breaking away, she ran into the middle of the driveway, staring at the mayor’s helicopter as it gained height.


  Pederman ran to her. “He’s trying to save himself. He knew we came here to arrest him.”


  “So he abandons his family?”


  “We’ll take you and your boys to the command center,” Pederman said and spoke into his radio. “After them.”


  A Black Dragon helicopter ascended and followed in pursuit. The gunner fired a couple of warning shots, which did nothing to stop the first helicopter’s progress.


  “Shoot them down,” Pederman said into the radio. He turned to the mayor’s wife. She stared at the sky, her face empty of emotion.


  “Copy that,” the pilot’s voice said.


  A smoke trail appeared from the ground through the trees, and the Black Dragon helicopter exploded into a ball of flame, the sound reverberating. Spinning wildly, it fell like a dead black bird into the forest.


  “What the hell?” Fabian said.


  Pederman tapped Warnick on the shoulder and pointed to the trees in the distance. “Stinger missile. It was fired from somewhere over there.”


  As we continued to watch, the first helicopter descended and landed in precisely the spot from which the missile had been fired. A few seconds later it lifted off again and vanished.


  “Your husband is a criminal,” Pederman said to the mayor’s wife.


  She stared at the tree line where the helicopter had disappeared and then turned to Pederman. “My husband,” she said, “is a prick.”


  Pederman instructed the LMTV driver to take the civilians to the command center. The other squad checked the house, where they discovered a number of bodies—all cops. Pederman led our squad out to the forest to look for survivors of the crash. The burning shell of the craft faced nose-down on the ground, its bent blades dug into the earth. Burning remnants hung like Christmas ornaments from tree branches. It had rained recently, so the fire hadn’t spread.


  As we moved in, we saw draggers—six or seven of them—surrounding the twisted hulk. Without hesitation, we dispatched them with bullets to the head and kicked their miserable carcasses out of the way. Our men lay dead around the wreckage—probably killed instantly when the missile struck. Their faces and hands had been chewed away. Pederman raised his weapon and shot each one in the head before they could reanimate.


  “Guess he knew we were coming,” Springer said.


  I took Holly’s hand and pulled her close to me. “The question is, where are they going?”
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  The mayor’s wife pushed her food around her plate and eventually laid down her plastic fork. She looked to me like she was finished with the tears. Wearily, she rubbed her eye with her index finger and stared off into the distance like a mental patient in the dayroom. Pederman, Warnick, Holly and I sat with her in the cafeteria, with Greta lying at Holly’s feet. Her boys were outside with Griffin and Fabian playing touch football—what else?


  “Can I get you anything?” Pederman said. His voice was unusually quiet.


  “No, thank you.”


  “I’m sorry, but we have to ask you some questions.”


  “I know.”


  “How much did you know about your husband’s affairs?”


  “Are you speaking of business or pleasure?” Her voice rang with the bitterness of the long-suffering. I wondered where a man in power would find any action in a town under siege. The mayor’s wife concentrated on something across the room, her face darkening. I turned. Becky sat alone at a table, drinking coffee and reading a book.


  “Business,” Pederman said. “How involved were you with what was happening in Tres Marias?”


  “You want to know if I knew anything about a conspiracy. Is that right?”


  “Well, I want to know the details of what your husband was working on, and whether he was involved with another agency—possibly federal?”


  She picked up a French fry and flung it across the room, where it landed on a nearby chair. “Oh, no,” she said, taking in the cafeteria. “Guess that means detention.”


  Pederman was running out of patience. “Please, can we stick to the topic at hand?”


  “My husband didn’t tell me anything. He was always going to ‘meetings.’ For all I know, he was holed up with that bitch over there. Besides, Walt Freeman handled the important stuff.”


  “The deputy mayor? Really?”


  “It’s funny if you think about it. We never had a deputy mayor. Then one day in the middle of the crisis, Walt shows up with his ‘assistant.’ After that, my husband deferred to him on everything.”


  “Did the mayor ever mention Robbin-Sear?”


  “I told you, he never said anything. Not that I was interested. I had my hands full with the boys. You ever try to keep two young boys occupied day after day, with no school or outside activities? Those … things always hanging around outside the gates?”


  “It must have been very stressful for you.”


  “There was one time when Walt and that excuse for a police captain, O’Brien, met at the house. I was in the kitchen getting a snack for the boys. They were in the dining room. I overheard them talking about the experiment. They mentioned a name—I can’t remember who it was.”


  “Bob Creasy?” I said.


  “That’s it. Walt said he’d met with Creasy, and he’d convinced Walt that they were ready to move to the next phase.”


  “Do you have any clue what that means?” Pederman said.


  “No. I went back outside with the boys. Later, I told my husband what I’d heard. He said not to worry. Creasy had the whole thing under control.”


  “Did Creasy ever come to the house?” Warnick said.


  “No.”


  “Ma’am, did your husband ever talk about when the quarantine would be lifted?” Pederman said.


  “I used to ask him about it all the time. Right before the quarantine when you guys were hired, I begged him to let me take the boys down to my sister’s in LA. But he insisted that everything would be fine. He said he wanted his family with him. So we stayed. He was always insecure that way.”


  “Yet he took off without you,” I said.


  She shot me a look of hatred, then softened, her eyes welling up. “I can’t explain that,” she said. “Why would he leave us in danger? Unless …”


  “Ma’am?”


  “Unless he’s not really in charge.”


  We sat there in silence for a time. The mayor’s wife pushed her tray aside and stood. We followed suit.


  “We’ve set up a trailer for you and the boys,” Pederman said. “If you’ll step outside, someone will escort you. Please let us know if there’s anything else we can do for you.”


  Though she was an attractive woman, she looked worn-down. There were dark circles under her eyes that makeup couldn’t hide. I imagined she’d put up with a lot as the mayor’s wife. I wondered if she thought it had been worth it.


  “Thank you, Mr. Pederman,” she said.


  “My pleasure.”


  We watched as she walked towards the exit. We were about to sit down again when she stopped at Becky’s table, grabbed her coffee cup and threw it at her, screaming. “Bitch!” she said, and walked out amid stares and murmurs. Pederman looked at me and shrugged, and we slowly took our seats.


  “The mayor was in it up to his neck,” I said.


  “And she was just trying to cope,” Holly said. “I feel sorry for her.”


  Warnick turned to Pederman. “What do we do?”


  Pederman drained his coffee cup and spun it two or three times on the table. “I’ve already questioned Becky. Like the mayor’s wife, she doesn’t know much. She said her sole function was to take notes and keep the office tidy.”


  “And service the mayor,” I said. “So you’re telling me she didn’t sit in on any private meetings where things might have been discussed?”


  “She said there were meetings, but she wasn’t invited to many of them.”


  “Or she’s lying.”


  “Possibly. But I don’t think we’re going to get anything more out of her.”


  Springer walked in and jogged towards us.


  “What’s going on?” Pederman said.


  “There’s something you need to see.”
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  Holly commanded Greta to wait outside. We entered what looked like a camo-colored shipping container. Inside, technicians operated the drones that constantly scanned the town and surrounding forest. Though most everything was shut down, Black Dragon maintained a private satellite-based communication channel that connected directly to the drones. This allowed us to not only control them but also to view the resulting video surveillance.


  It was dark inside the structure, which was filled with computer and other electronic equipment. We walked single file down the middle aisle, with Pederman leading the way. We passed teams of men and women seated in front of dual computer monitors, the glow illuminating their faces. One monitor displayed tabbed menus with data while the other showed live black-and-white video of various points around Tres Marias. The only sound was of chairs squeaking. I stopped and watched one of the monitors as the technician used his joystick to zoom in and saw a horde moving through the forest.


  “Can’t we arm the drones and take those things out real time?” I said.


  The technician chuckled. “That would be awesome, but no. It’s not in our contract.”


  “Too bad,” Springer said.


  A team leader walked up and shook hands with Pederman. “Kelly, nice to see you. Glad you could come over.” He led us to a separate set of monitors, where another team sat. They used only keyboards and mice—no joysticks.


  “This is where we analyze the video that’s been recorded. We’ve been going through it, trying to determine how we were attacked.” He sat at the keyboard and used a mouse to navigate through a list of time-stamped video files. Locating the one he wanted, he clicked on it.


  “What am I looking at?” Pederman said.


  “This is an aerial of the high school. It was taken before dawn. Notice that the streets are quiet.” He closed the file and opened another. “Watch. This is near the guard shack at the front of the compound.”


  “What are those, draggers?” Pederman said, pointing at the dark figures approaching our command facility.


  “No—watch.” We stood there staring at the screen as the intruders closed in. There was no sound, but muzzle flashes told us they’d fired on the shack. Then the file ended.


  “Is there more?” Warnick said.


  “That’s the end of that time period. These are autonomous drones, so they move on their own from one place to another.”


  “So why the technicians?” Holly said.


  “We can override them if we need to. Given the circumstances, we’re doing extra surveillance.”


  Warnick turned to Pederman. “So this confirms that the attack was planned. They took out the guards and opened the gate.”


  “But where did those draggers come from?” Holly said.


  “I’m getting to that,” the team leader said, smiling. He navigated to a different folder and opened it. Squinting at the screen he found the file he was looking for and clicked on it. “This was taken by another drone the previous night.”


  It was dark, but I could make out faint lights and the outlines of buildings. “That looks like Robbin-Sear,” I said. A large, grey mass slowly made its way past the gate. Ahead of it, a vehicle driving slowly away from the facility. “What is that?”


  “Draggers,” Warnick said. “Hundreds of them. They’re following that truck.”


  “You mean to tell me this horde walked from Robbin-Sear all the way to the high school?” I said.


  The team leader nodded. “This recording began around twelve-thirty a.m. Other drones captured them at various points along the way. I’m guessing it took them a little over five hours to make the trip.”


  “What makes you so sure this is the horde that attacked us?” Pederman said.


  “I’m making a reasonable assumption that it was. We have video of a bunch of these things approaching the high school. I can dig it up if—”


  “No, I believe you. But how in hell do you get a couple hundred of these things to follow you?”


  “Easy. You use a carrot instead of a stick.” The team leader stood. “This morning, I learned that one of our patrols found an abandoned truck out by the railroad tracks.”


  “The suspense is killing me,” I said.


  “There was a half-eaten body chained to the tailgate.”


  “The carrot,” Warnick said.


  “Time for another visit to Robbin-Sear,” Pederman said and walked out.
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  There was still plenty of daylight as we rode out to Robbin-Sear, hoping to discover what the mayor, Walt Freeman and the rest had in mind for Tres Marias. I believed in my dream, where Jim had laid it all out. I knew it was my own mind talking, but it made sense to me. There would be no way to return things to normal without wiping the slate clean and burning the evidence. Towns can be repopulated. Over time, people forget. After a generation, it never happened. Or the story morphs into a new urban legend. Horrible chemical spill kills the good people of Tres Marias. Cleanup crew is sent in. Danger is removed. Medals are awarded. End of story.


  When we got there we found the gate open. Not a good sign. Many of the buildings had sustained damaged during the shootout with the cops. We would have to comb through each one. Our squad got to work. It would take us the rest of the day. Fortunately, we didn’t encounter any draggers. As we explored the property, we found two incinerators behind the main building. I opened one of them. It was still warm inside and was filled with fine ash and the partially burned remains of what might have been lab animals. Pederman directed operations but mainly stuck with our squad. After two hours, someone from the other squad came running.


  “What did you find?” Pederman said.


  The soldier led us to a far building that resembled a ranger’s cabin. The front was beautifully manicured, with a green lawn and flowerbeds. A sign over the door read RECREATION ROOM.


  “This grass isn’t real,” Holly said. “And neither are those flowers.”


  “What’s in there?” Pederman said, indicating the building.


  The soldier walked over and opened the door, showing us the interior. “There are some ping pong tables, pool tables and some other stuff. A kitchen. All brand new. Looks like it’s for show. We think the entrance is somewhere over here.” He and another soldier got down on their hands and knees near the edge of the lawn and felt around with their hands. We moved in to see what they were looking for. “Here!”


  Pederman knelt down and stuck his hand in. “It’s a latch.” Then to the rest of us, “Spread out and look for a control box.”


  After a few minutes Griffin jumped up and down, causing Greta to start barking. “Over here!”


  Fabian patted her head playfully. “Good job, guera.”


  We joined them and saw a green plastic box in one of the planters. It reminded me of an irrigation timer. Warnick popped it open. Inside was a single switch. Before pressing it, he turned to the rest of us. “You might want to get off that lawn.”


  Warnick waited for us to move and pressed the button. Somewhere a motor whirred as the entire lawn lowered several inches and retracted underneath the ground we were standing on. The hole it left was dark and looked to be around twenty feet to the bottom. Another motor kicked in, and a metal platform ascended. When it reached the surface, flush with the ground, it stopped with a clunk.


  “Hydraulic,” Springer said.


  Below, a series of lights snapped on in sequence. A metal post stood in the corner of the platform with three buttons—DOWN, UP and EMERGENCY STOP. Pederman signaled for our squad to get aboard.


  “The rest of you continue searching,” he said. He pointed at a few men nearby. “I want you four to remain here, in case we’re attacked. Use your radios.”


  Taking the dog, we got on the platform and Springer hit the DOWN button. I wondered if the lower level ran the entire length and breadth of the property. We found, offices, supply rooms and labs—one hermetically sealed and secured by an electronic lock system. Next to the keypad on the wall, a sign read STOP! PERSONAL PROTECTIVE EQUIPMENT REQUIRED BEYOND THIS POINT! Inside lay dozens of trays marked RS-6160. All empty. We continued past it.


  It took us a while to make our way through. Up ahead we discovered an area filled with Plexiglas cells resembling the ones in the isolation facility. Against one wall a strange-looking machine with a hole in the center faced us. The hole looked big enough for a man’s head. Around it stood computerized displays and controls and next to it, some kind of console. There was something familiar about the contraption—I couldn’t quite place it. Then it hit me.


  When Jim went missing, I searched for him at his house. As I learned later, this was after Creasy took him and kept him prisoner at Robbin-Sear. After Jim escaped and found his way home, he got drunk and built a bizarre-looking sculpture out of beer bottles and iron rebar that resembled the machine I was staring at. Had they done something to him using this contraption? I remembered Larry telling us they used a machine to induce fear in test subjects. Was this what he’d been talking about?


  A memory I must have suppressed flooded my brain. Right before the car crash, Jim had spoken to me. Dave, I need to tell you something. It was the last thing he would ever say to me. If we hadn’t crashed, he might have told me what happened to him. It took till now for me to remember that he’d tried.


  “Over here!”


  It was Holly’s voice. We ran to where she was standing. There in a Plexiglas cell stood the body of Bob Creasy, lashed to a wall with electrical wire. In the cells on either side of him stood Larry and Judith Evans. Each was shot through the head at close range. From the looks of it, they’d been there a while. Greta sniffed one of the cells and growled.


  “Protocol,” I said.


  We found nothing else of interest. If there was another secret facility, we were no closer to finding it than when we started. As the sky darkened, we rode the platform up and closed the entrance.


  Warnick gazed at our surroundings. “They must have been keeping draggers in those cells, experimenting on them.”


  “And training them to come after us,” Springer said.


  Holly leaned her head against my shoulder. “Another dead end.”


  “Our only option is to talk to the cops,” Pederman said.


  I put my arm around my wife. “You can start with Hannity. I’m sure he’s dying to tell you everything.”
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  Hannity didn’t feel like talking. We sat around a table in one of the conference rooms at the isolation facility—everyone except Warnick and Springer, who stood with weapons in hand in case he decided to try anything.


  Pederman scooted his chair in close and spoke in a low, even voice laced with honey instead of the acid I would have gone for. “Tell me everything,” he said. The cop wasn’t buying today.


  “It’s too late.” Hannity had this annoying habit of looking up and to the right whenever he responded. I wanted to smack him.


  “Are innocent people’s lives at stake?”


  “Everyone’s life is at stake. Innocent or not.”


  “The mayor and deputy mayor are gone. I want you to tell me where they’re headed.”


  “And I want a pony.” He looked at Greta. “Nice dog.”


  “Dammit, Hannity!” Pederman said, striking the table with the flat of his hand. “Don’t you care that more people are going to die? Do you even have a shred of a conscience? What in hell kind of human being lets innocent people—women and children—die?”


  Avoiding Pederman’s eyes, Hannity glared at the rest of us, his expression defiant. I couldn’t make him. Was he really the son of a bitch he pretended to be, or was this an act? Then as if on cue, he seemed to deflate. “I’m dead anyway,” he said, his voice almost a whisper.


  Pederman leaned in close, looking at him intently. “So you might as well tell us.”


  Lowering his head, the cop sighed. At first I thought he was chuckling like a madman. Then, unexpectedly, he broke down. Pederman gave him a minute. “The experiment isn’t over,” he said in a voice that wasn’t his. “They moved everything out of Tres Marias. They’re planning to start it up again somewhere else.”


  “We know that,” I said. “Where?”


  “I don’t know. But they transferred everything to Mt. Shasta.”


  “What’s there?” Pederman said, glancing at me.


  “Another secret facility.”


  “You mean, like a lab or—”


  “Yes, a laboratory.”


  “Does Robbin-Sear own it?”


  “No. It belongs to the Department of Defense.”


  “How do we find it?”


  “Go to the Lake Shasta Caverns. You can’t miss it.”


  “What kind of crap are you selling, Hannity?” I said. “That’s a tourist destination.”


  Hannity glared at me. “Part of the land is owned by the U.S. Department of Agriculture.”


  “Yeah? What are they growing in there, marijuana?”


  “This experiment,” Warnick said. “What are they planning to do?”


  “What else? Keep it going. Until they achieve what they set out to do.”


  “Which is what?” Pederman said.


  Hannity shook his head and smiled. “Create the perfect soldier. Come on, it’s what every nation on the planet wants. A soldier who won’t die if shot, won’t freak out in combat. Who will kill on command and still be a nice guy at home with his kids.”


  Pederman turned to us. For a second I thought I saw fear in his eyes. I felt it too. We already knew the story—we’d seen the video. Now it was confirmed. He spoke to Hannity again. “Tres Marias was a testing ground, isn’t that right?”


  “Not at first. Look, I don’t know the history. What I do know is, they’d been working on the project for years. We had a meeting with that guy Creasy one time.”


  “Yeah, he’s dead,” I said.


  “He was a real piece of work. Told us they tried a test run in Guatemala. Some no-name village somewhere. But it failed. Horribly. So they shut it down.”


  “And how did they do that?” Holly said.


  “The protocol. It called for gassing everyone in the town—including the livestock—and burning the bodies.”


  “So what about Tres Marias?” Pederman said.


  “It was an accident. The virus was never supposed to be released here. They were planning another test in some godforsaken hellhole in a faraway country. But it escaped into the wild. People became infected. While everyone else was freaking out, Creasy was drooling. He acted like it was a dream come true. Personally, I think he was mentally unbalanced. He had the protocol from the last time and decided to go for it.”


  Even though I had already guessed everything Hannity was saying, hearing him tell it shook me to the core. I thought of the lost lives, the suffering. I wanted to put a bullet into Hannity—more to make someone pay than to punish him. As much as I hated him, I knew it wasn’t his fault. Everything had been put into motion long before he and the other cops had come on the scene.


  “Creasy sold everyone else on the idea—including the mayor. He could be very persuasive when he was smacked.”


  “Which is why we were brought in instead of the National Guard,” Warnick said.


  “Creasy couldn’t risk getting another agency involved. Too many players already.”


  “What did the mayor get out of this?” Warnick said. “I mean, with the risk …”


  Hannity laughed. “You don’t know? They promised him a governorship.”


  “What?” Holly said. “They can do that?”


  “You people have no idea how much money is involved. If Robbin-Sear perfects the virus and is able to provide it to every branch of the US military, they have a contract for life. And billions of dollars.”


  “How do you know all this, Hannity?” Pederman said.


  “Because I made it my business to know.”


  “Just so I understand. You guys were brought in as extra muscle. To ensure everything went according to plan.”


  “Pretty much.”


  “And what are we? Window dressing?”


  “The mayor couldn’t very well have the Sheriff’s Department running things openly. And I already explained why the National Guard was out. So it had to be you. Like the song.”


  “So why in hell did the mayor take away our authority?”


  “That was always the plan. But he needed to accelerate it when they decided to relocate the operation.”


  “‘They?’”


  “Like you and me, the mayor has his orders.”


  “Meaning?”


  “Figure it out, boss.”


  Pederman was impatient. “So what about those guys in the black Escalades?”


  “If I were you, I wouldn’t mess with them.”


  “What made you decide to come clean?” I said.


  Hannity became dead serious, his voice quiet. “Did you not see what they did to Creasy and those two researchers? Everyone is expendable.”


  “So basically, you want to save your ass.”


  “Don’t you? Look, despite what you think of me, I don’t want to be responsible for any more lost lives. Believe or not, I care about this country. What they’re doing isn’t right.”


  “Stop,” I said. “You don’t care about this country or this town or the innocent people in the command center who are about to die. Did they at least give you stock options?”


  Hannity got to his feet, probably to belt me. “I don’t have to take this—I’m trying to help you!”


  Warnick stepped between us. “That’s enough. What happens to Tres Marias?”


  Giving me a look, Hannity sat down again. “Oh, I think you know.”


  “How?” I said. I couldn’t even look the miscreant in the eye.


  “They’ll use a nerve agent like Sarin but one that decays faster. It’ll kill everyone who isn’t infected. After that, a cleanup crew will come in and incinerate the bodies. They’ll use the drones to find any remaining infected and neutralize them. They’re hoping to wrap things up by Christmas.”


  “How can they get away with that?” Holly said.


  Hannity looked at her sideways. “Are you kidding me right now? They already did. How do you think they cleaned up Mt. Shasta? And the other communities that were infected?”


  “But not everyone in Mt. Shasta was killed,” I said.


  “That operation was targeted. They can turn the dial up or down—whatever the situation calls for. In the case of Tres Marias, it will be a total reset.” He went on, relishing his insider knowledge. “Once everyone is dead, they’ll put the press in protective clothing and invite them in to observe the cleanup.”


  “That makes sense,” Warnick said. “They need witnesses. The media will assume that the dead were victims of the virus. They’ll cheer the incineration.”


  Hannity smiled. “It’s really not that hard to manipulate the media.”


  A long silence hung in the air like low-lying smoke from a chemical fire. Hannity had pretty much confirmed what I already knew. Tres Marias was dying, and someone was about to deliver the coup de grâce.


  “How much time do we have?” Pederman said.


  “Operation Guncotton is set to commence at midnight.”


  “Why ‘Guncotton’?” Warnick said.


  “You ever watch a magician use flash paper? Same thing. It flashes brightly for an instant. Then it’s gone.”


  Pederman checked his watch. We had less than six hours to save over six hundred people. I wasn’t confident we’d get it done. But I wasn’t military. If anyone could pull it off, these guys could. “We’d better get moving,” he said.


  “What do we do with this guy and the others?” Springer said.


  Pederman gripped Hannity’s shoulder and bore down till the pain was visible on the cop’s face. “I’d like nothing better than to put a bullet in you,” he said. “But I could use your help. I’m planning to save this town. Are you up for it?”


  Hannity scanned the room, the arrogance gone. “Yeah. I don’t want to die here.”
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  Pederman radioed the command center. The plan was to bring in Hannity and the other police officers and immediately begin evacuation preparations. We’d already lost one of our helicopters and would have to rely mostly on ground transportation. This was a true military exercise, and everyone had a job to do. I knew my best bet was to follow Warnick and Springer’s lead, and make sure Holly, Griffin and Fabian stayed close. No time for useless questions. We only had a few hours to move.


  Once we were back at the command facility, we met briefly in the conference room in the administration building. As Pederman gave out orders, people came and went quickly. The process was dizzyingly efficient. Hannity told the rest of the cops to cooperate, or they’d be dead. No one argued.


  The plan called for giving priority to the civilians, including those from the hospital. Get them out of Tres Marias to a safe place. Isaac joined us and coordinated the medical activities. He’d brought with him the medical personnel from the hospital and any remaining patients. After studying maps of the area, we agreed to take the civilians to the National Guard armory in Redding. They would be safe there till they could be relocated to temporary housing, which Black Dragon would arrange once we were in communication with the outside world again.


  Our second priority was to evacuate the rest of our people before midnight. There was a risk that outsiders could come into the town once our checkpoints were abandoned—or worse, that draggers could get out. But there were no other option. So we went with the plan.


  I had my own third priority. But when I asked about the Lake Shasta Caverns, Pederman ordered me to stand down. It wasn’t our concern anymore. He believed investigations would be launched and eventually the truth would come out. That plan didn’t sit well with me. I wanted the mayor and everyone associated with him to be caught, tried and punished. But that was me.


  The command center was a dizzying blur of activity. We took special care with the children, the elderly and the convalescing, since they couldn’t move as fast as the rest of us. Pederman decided it was best to leave as much behind as possible—and to only focus on saving lives. It was a good call. Isaac made sure we took only the medical supplies we needed for the short trip. We didn’t have nearly enough vehicles to transport everyone. Two Black Dragon soldiers would be in charge of each vehicle, fitting in as many people as possible.


  Making multiple trips was out because once we left Tres Marias, whoever was running Operation Guncotton would figure out what we were up to and try to put a stop to it. Pederman would keep our squad together on one of the helicopters, since we had Griffin, Fabian, Holly and Greta. Black Dragon personnel would be flown out using our two remaining helicopters. Once our vehicles were filled, a small number of soldiers would remain, in addition to the cops we arrested. We’d employ police cruisers to evacuate the last of them.


  Things went faster than I thought, and we were ready to move out by ten p.m. Pederman radioed the checkpoints to ensure that no one was approaching. Everything was clear. The vehicles would converge on one of the checkpoints. For weeks, the freeway had been blocked for five miles in each direction. Detours were set up for cars to use surface streets.


  We randomly assigned civilians to the vehicles, taking care to keep families together. Holly, Griffin, Fabian and I assisted. Out of respect, we placed the mayor’s wife and sons in the first vehicle. As we loaded them up, Hannity walked over.


  “I’d like to drive them,” he said.


  “One of our guys was going to do it,” I said.


  “Please. They were my responsibility.”


  “How do I know I can trust you?”


  “You don’t. But, like you, I care about surviving. I’ll look after them.”


  Pederman came over to check on things. I let him know about Hannity’s request. He looked the cop in the eye, as if trying to see into his soul. “Fine. But this is the lead vehicle. You must stay in formation.”


  “I think I can handle it.”


  Isaac was making a final inspection of the medical supplies at the rear of an LMTV when I walked over and told him it was time for him to board a vehicle.


  “I’ll ride with the supplies,” he said.


  “Fine by me. But don’t steal any drugs.”


  “Dave, I want to tell you something. This whole situation has been impossible. Many men wouldn’t be up to it. I want you to know I appreciate everything you’ve done. You’re a good man. I’m so proud of you.”


  I didn’t know what to say. I’d known Isaac my whole life. In some ways he was like a second father. Smiling, I shook his hand. “Thanks, Isaac,” I said. “Get in the truck.”


  “Yes, sir.” We both laughed and hugged.


  “We have room for two more in here,” Holly said, pointing to one of the vehicles. Griffin and Fabian signaled to another man and woman, an elderly couple, who got in. We were getting close to the deadline and trying to speed things up, but when the Zimmers appeared, I personally took charge and placed them into another of the vehicles.


  “Thanks for everything,” Steve said, shaking my hand. “I mean it.”


  “All part of the service.” I reached out and touched Evan’s little hand. “She’s grown.”


  “Getting heavier every day,” Nina said. She put a hand on my arm, looking from Holly to me. “I hope we can stay in touch.”


  “Sure.” But I knew in my heart that once this was over we would never see them again. That’s how life worked. People thrown randomly together under unusual circumstances and blown apart by time and distance. It was for the best. Many people I had become friends with over the last few months were dead. Better to say goodbye and be done with it. “See you around,” I said.


  “Can’t wait to hear about the baby!” Nina said to Holly.


  Pederman directed the vehicles to enter the onramp after the detour with their headlights off. To reduce the chance they would be spotted, he ordered them to leave in groups of six. It would take longer, but it would be safer that way. After they got to the onramp, they would turn on their headlights and proceed to Redding with the rest of the nighttime traffic.


  Once the vehicles were safely away, the helicopters would fly out. I didn’t know what would happen once we got to Redding. Things were moving so quickly, nothing seemed real. Before I knew it we were heading out—first the line of military vehicles, followed by the police cruisers and finally the helicopters. We’d left nothing to chance. We were careful and we were armed. We’d proceeded slowly, instead of rushing. We’d done everything right.


  Then reality set in.
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  The first attack came when our lead vehicle—the one carrying the mayor’s wife and sons—was making its way to the onramp. The rest of us—waiting behind at the checkpoint with the remaining vehicles and helicopters—saw it happen. The ruthlessness of the forces we were engaged with was never more evident than at that moment. There was nothing we could do to stop it.


  From out of the darkness a black helicopter—not one of ours—rose and hovered menacingly near the onramp over the Humvee. I remembered Hannity was driving and wondered if he’d somehow tipped off the mayor about our plan. That train of thought evaporated when the helicopter, equipped with an Advanced Precision Kill Weapon System, launched a seventy millimeter rocket that demolished the vehicle in a single burst as helpless screaming slashed the night air like a curtain being torn. The vehicle exploded instantly, followed by angry flames that licked up the interior and engulfed everything inside in white-hot hellfire.


  The other vehicles stopped. As the helicopter turned, positioning itself for a new attack, the other drivers—all Black Dragon soldiers—accelerated past the wreckage, trying to get onto the freeway. The helicopter ascended and followed them.


  “Let’s go!” Pederman said, signaling to our two helicopter pilots.


  The first helicopter was airborne in seconds. Pederman radioed them instructions to take out the attackers by any means necessary. As it approached the enemy helicopter I saw the flash of fire from the machine gun. We boarded our helicopter and were in the air. Griffin secured Greta in a harness. I was terrified that she or Fabian or Holly would be harmed. But there was no time to think about ourselves. Our mission was to protect the remaining civilians.


  Below, the line of vehicles picked up speed towards the final barrier, still a couple of miles away. The freeway was deserted except for our convoy. Banking away suddenly to avoid our guys, the enemy helicopter came around again and fired a second rocket that obliterated the lead Humvee. From out of nowhere two lines of black Escalades appeared and straddled our vehicles. The passengers inside fired automatic weapons, but were unable to shatter the bulletproof glass, and the vehicles held steady. We closed in behind our lead helicopter, whose gunner began firing at the enemy helicopter. The distraction was enough to keep the attackers from destroying another vehicle.


  Then we caught a break. Our lead helicopter fired into the main rotor of the enemy, snapping off the blade, which flew wildly off to one side and sent the helicopter’s fuselage spinning out of control onto the freeway. The vehicles in front managed to swerve around it. A couple of men crawled out of the wreckage. As they stood upright, one of the black Escalades struck them dead on, throwing their bodies to the side of the road.


  It was hard to hear inside our helicopter. The pilot, as well as Pederman and Warnick, wore aviation headsets in order to communicate. I could hear them talking, but they couldn’t hear me.


  “We need to get those Escalades out of the picture!” Warnick said to me.


  “How do we shoot without hitting innocent people?”


  Pederman turned to me and exposed an ear so I could repeat the question. “Not sure this will work,” he said, “but we have to try.” He got on the radio to communicate with the drivers of our vehicles. I couldn’t believe what he was suggesting, but I didn’t have any better ideas. We would only have one shot at this. If it didn’t work the first time, chances were our people on the ground would be lost.


  Our lead helicopter pulled back to where we were, on the opposite side of the convoy from the Escalades, waiting till Pederman gave the signal. This would have to be timed so no one would crash. We were less than a mile from the final barricade. Soon there would be regular traffic, and more innocent people would be at risk. In our helicopter, one of our guys manned the machine gun. I closed my eyes, waiting to hear the command.


  “On my count …” Pederman said into the radio. “Three … two … one … Brake!”


  Working in perfect synchronization starting with the lead vehicle, every driver hit the brakes and skidded to a stop, surprising the people in the Escalades, who continued on at seventy miles an hour. Both of our helicopters zoomed ahead past our vehicles and opened fire straight down—one on each side—peppering the Escalades from rear to front till every one was destroyed. The bullets tore away the roofs of the vehicles and blasted out the windows. Arms fell out of the broken glass only to be cut off by hot lead. Not a single person in any of the Escalades survived.


  “Go!” Pederman said into the radio, and our vehicles took off once again, accelerating past the line of enemy vehicles, all burning from the inside out.


  The lead vehicle took the last off-ramp, with the others following. They got onto the next onramp with other traffic and proceeded towards Redding and the National Guard armory. Our helicopters were already cleared to land. Using the radio, Pederman continued to monitor the convoy’s progress. Holding Holly’s hand I watched the normal traffic below, hardly believing that we were actually leaving Tres Marias. I felt as if we’d broken out of prison—giddy and free. Miles away from the nightmare that had consumed us since July.
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  After we set down, we joined the rest of the people getting out of the vehicles. National Guardsmen greeted us and helped the shaken and injured into the armory. We’d lost two vehicles and a total of ten civilians—including the mayor’s wife and sons. People were in shock and crying from the harrowing escape, though their injuries were minor. Holly and I moved quickly through the crowd, looking for the Zimmers. I spotted them near a wall. Nina was cradling Evan, and Steve stood with his arms protectively around them both.


  “Thank God!” Holly said when she saw them.


  As we approached, Nina wept and hugged Holly. I put my hand on Steve’s shoulder. He was still shaking. “That’s as close to death as I ever want to get,” he said.


  “I’m so glad you made it.”


  I heard a commotion behind me and turned. Guardsmen were taking the Tres Marias cops into custody. Pederman hadn’t let them off the hook after all. I found the LMTV Isaac was riding in and went over to check on him. Painfully, he climbed out of the passenger side as I approached. “How are you doing?” I said.


  “Normally, Dave, I would never say this in your presence—but I need a drink.”


  “You have my permission.”


  Pederman and Warnick found me, motioning for me to follow them into the armory. Before we could enter, an armed Guardsman appeared in the doorway. “I’m afraid you’ll have to surrender your weapons,” he said.


  We looked at each other. Though I had no reason not to trust the Guard, I was skittish about being unarmed. Pederman was the first to hand his over. Warnick and I followed suit.


  “Thank you, gentlemen,” the Guardsman said, and stepped away so we could enter. “These will be returned to you once you leave.”


  Inside, the armory’s commander awaited us. He was in his thirties. Fair and clean-shaven, with close-cropped brown hair and a muscular build.


  “Dave, this is Captain Louis Quincy,” Pederman said.


  “Pleasure to meet you,” I said as we shook hands.


  “Dave’s been an important part of the team, along with his wife, Holly.”


  “Let’s find a room where we can talk,” the captain said.


  I didn’t know whether the Guard was on heightened alert, but there seemed to be a lot of men and women in uniform. Normally, an armory wasn’t busy unless there was some kind of training going on. As we made our way past a large group, Springer caught up with us, bringing along Holly, Griffin and Fabian—and Greta. We entered a conference room and found seats. There were already a number of other uniformed Guardsmen in the room who, out of politeness, stood against the wall so we could sit.


  “I have to say, Kelly,” Quincy said, standing at the head of the table, “when you radioed me, I was pretty stunned. No one on the outside has been in communication with Tres Marias since the quarantine went into effect.”


  Pederman moved his chair closer. “Other than our drone program, all Internet, telephone and cell phone communications have been blocked. Though we believed we were in charge, we … uh … discovered there was another agenda.”


  “Yes, I looked into that. I’ve already been in touch with my senior command, and they are in agreement that, for the safety of the civilians, as well as your people, we need to be involved.”


  “So glad to hear that.”


  “Captain Quincy,” Holly said, “what will you do with the civilians?”


  “We’ve arranged for temporary housing at a number of hotels in the area. Our people will begin escorting them once we’ve processed everyone. It’s my understanding that Black Dragon is working on a more permanent solution.” His eyes scanning the room, Quincy lowered his voice. “Let’s talk about the outbreak.”


  “Everyone here has been tested,” Pederman said. “But the checkpoints have been abandoned, so there is the possibility the infected could escape.”


  “Why didn’t you leave behind some personnel to guard the perimeter?”


  Looking at Warnick and me, Pederman sighed. “Lou, I need to bring you up to speed on Operation Guncotton.”


  For the next few minutes Pederman ran down everything we knew about the mayor and the rest, including the mysterious men in the black Escalades. He provided Quincy with a timeline—including the midnight deadline when the town would be “cleansed.” When he was finished, the room was dead silent.


  Finally, Quincy spoke. “I need to alert the senior command. Where are the mayor and deputy mayor right now?”


  “We think they’re in Mt. Shasta,” Warnick said.


  “At the facility.”


  “You know about that place?” I said, glancing at Pederman.


  “It’s on one of our maps. We don’t know what’s in there, but we are aware of its location.”


  “We have information that it’s inside the Lake Shasta Caverns,” Pederman said.


  “That is correct.” Quincy rose and went to the door. “I’m going to call headquarters. Please remain here until I return.” Before leaving, he ordered one of his men to bring sodas and snacks. The other Guardsmen remained in the room at ease.


  “Can I also get a bowl of water for our dog?” Griffin said. The Guardsman laughed and nodded.


  “Do you think the civilians will be safe?” Holly said to Pederman.


  “They’ll be fine. Just in case, we’re providing extra security at each of the hotels.”


  The Guardsman returned with a cart loaded with bottled water, sodas and various snacks. He set out a bowl for Greta and filled it with water, which she lapped up.


  “Thanks,” Griffin said.


  We sat there quietly munching on potato chips, Cheez-Its, nuts and candy bars. Quincy returned looking grim and took a seat. “I spoke to my senior command,” he said. “They contacted the Governor and let him know what’s been happening up here. Needless to say, he was not pleased. He ordered us to take the mayor and deputy mayor into custody.”


  “Excuse me, but how will you find them?” I said. “We were only guessing they’re at the lab. They could be anywhere.”


  “Our orders are to go to Mt. Shasta,” Quincy said.


  Something was up with Pederman. Warnick turned to him. “What is it?”


  “I want some of our people to accompany you,” Pederman said to Quincy. “If you’re going after the mayor, I want to be there.”


  “No disrespect, Kelly,” Quincy said, “but the Governor ordered us to carry out the mission.”


  “No disrespect, Lou,” Pederman said, “but it’s the mayor who is responsible for the deaths of civilians on our watch, not to mention many of my people. If it’s all the same to you, we’ll be going with you.”


  Quincy took a moment, then he smiled. “Well, the Governor didn’t say specifically that you couldn’t accompany us on this mission.”


  “Appreciate the cooperation.”


  I leaned over and whispered to Pederman. “I thought you said this wasn’t our mission.”


  “Things change.” Yeah, this new Pederman was all kinds of cool. “Operation Guncotton commences at midnight,” he said, checking his watch. “That’s in less than two hours.”


  “I’m sorry, but my orders are to stay away from Tres Marias,” Quincy said. “We have neither the manpower or the time to call up more reservists. We are to focus solely on arresting the mayor and deputy mayor.”


  “Don’t forget the police captain,” I said.


  “Is he a part of this?”


  “Like horns on the devil.”
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  By the time we got outside and retrieved our weapons, the charter buses had arrived to take the civilians to their hotels. Considering everything that happened to them, they appeared to be holding up well. Most waited patiently, mothers and fathers carrying sleeping children in their arms. Some of our soldiers were already on their way to the hotels. We made our goodbyes short and watched as the people boarded the buses.


  Quincy climbed aboard a military helicopter, along with a squad of eight privates and a staff sergeant. When they were airborne, a second helicopter carrying another squad followed. Everyone was heavily armed. When it came time for our squad to board our helicopter, Pederman had already decided that the mission was too dangerous for Griffin and Fabian. One of our people would drive them to a hotel, where they would remain till we returned.


  “I wanna be with you guys,” Griffin said, standing next to Fabian. “Please!” Her eyes, shiny with tears, went from Pederman to Holly to me.


  Holly smiled and took both her hands. “It’s for the best, Griffin. I want you to promise to look after the civilians. Both of you. We’ll see you soon.”


  Griffin was an awesome soldier. I saw her heart breaking, but she forced a smile and took Fabian’s hand. “Come on,” she said. The two of them walked off with Greta following.


  Everyone else was on the helicopter. As Holly prepared to board, I took her aside. “Dave, what? We need to get moving.”


  “I don’t want you to go,” I said.


  “Look, don’t start with that—”


  It was hard to talk over the sound of the helicopter rotors. “Listen to me! This is all kinds of dangerous. I have no idea what sort of threat we’ll find up there, but I want you to live. I want you to have our baby. Please, Holly, just this once, do as I ask. I can’t …” I held her close and whispered in her ear. “I can’t lose you.”


  She pulled away and stared at me for a long time, her eyes astonished. I knew everyone else was waiting, impatient to leave. But I stayed focused on my wife. No one in the world was more precious to me. This was my only chance and I had to take it.


  “Okay,” she said.


  Surprised and relieved, I held her close and kissed her head. When I saw her face again, there were tears in her eyes. “Don’t die on me,” she said.


  “I won’t. I love you so much.”


  “Tell me something I don’t know.”


  “I always wanted to see you in a sailor suit.”


  “Next Halloween. Get outta here.”


  She kissed me one more time and pushed me away. I felt a hand on my shoulder and turned to find Warnick. I followed him onto the helicopter while Holly stood there alone. In no time we were airborne. As we ascended, the wind blowing leaves and debris all around, I waved to Holly. She blew me a kiss. As I watched her below, I wondered if I would ever see her again. A terrible evil had caused the outbreak—an evil that we were about to confront directly. Would I walk away from this like I had all the other times? Or would there be another little baby in the world who would never know her father?


  No cold, ghostly hand touched my heart, no bone-deep feeling of dread, like someone walking over my grave. If the devil is in the details, God is in the clues. And right now He wasn’t giving up any. There was only the sound of the beating blades and the lonely screech of a nighthawk.
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  It took us only a few minutes to reach Mt. Shasta. The moon was bright through the trees as our helicopter touched down in a parking lot near Holiday Harbor. The Guard helicopters had already landed, and the Guardsmen—including Quincy—were waiting as we jumped out to join them.


  The surrounding area was covered with dense forest, all the way down to the lake. The scent of pine and lilac hung in the air. There was only one road in—Shasta Caverns Road. The only other way to the caverns was by boat. We decided on the former route because a boat might be seen from the shore. We knew there were government agents in the area, and we didn’t want to make it easy for them.


  Quincy went over the plan one more time with our unit.


  “What happens if we don’t find the mayor?” Warnick said.


  “A BOLO has been issued. Local police as well as the Highway Patrol will be on the lookout.” Somehow, that didn’t give me much confidence.


  The lab was located in a separate compound away from the caverns, similar to the Robbin-Sear facility in Tres Marias. Our destination was around a mile from where we landed. Quincy and his people led the way and we followed. It was after midnight—Operation Guncotton was already underway. Tres Marias, the town where I grew up, no longer existed. Though I’d never been sentimental about the place, the thought of everyone and everything in it dead and gone sent a stab of pain through my heart.


  I had no idea whether we would encounter hostile fire. The caverns were closed to visitors at night, so if we did, at least no civilians would be in danger. As we made our way down the paved road, I recalled that at the beginning of the outbreak, draggers had roamed this area like hungry wolves. In fact, they’d bit my mother-in-law, turning her into one of them. I remembered what Hannity had said about Creasy and his damned protocol. I wondered how they eliminated the draggers without killing everyone else in the process. Whatever the method was, apparently no one was the wiser.


  No one spoke. The only sound came from our boots crunching on the ground. Each Guardsman carried a Rifleman radio for secure communication. Although they were not allowed to use them freely, they made it possible for Quincy to track the location of each of his people. As we hiked on, I thought about Holly, Griffin and Fabian, and I was glad they were far away, safe from the danger we were about to face.


  On hearing our approach, a colony of bats fled the trees and, circling high in the air, disappeared. I wished Greta was with me. My heart raced, thoughts of my death swirling in my head like those bats. Agents could be hiding in the trees, waiting for us to come into range. They could easily blast us without warning. Based on the attack on our convoy, I knew these people had no conscience. To them, it was a job.


  Up ahead, Quincy raised his right hand high in the air. We stopped and waited. He signaled for one squad to go right, the other left. Pederman waved us closer. Then Quincy signaled us to follow him into the shelter of the trees. We moved as quietly as possible, avoiding pinecones and dead branches. Before long I heard men’s voices carried on the cold wind that blew through the trees. Quincy signaled for us to stop again. We crouched near a chain link fence topped with concertina wire. I was sure the fence was electrified. U.S. DEPT. OF AGRICULTURE signs hung everywhere I looked.


  Quincy started to wave us in but, at the sound of a large vehicle approaching, signaled us to stop. Soon a plain semi-trailer truck approached the gate, its airbrakes hissing. A sticker on the side of the cab read BASEBORN IDENTITY RESEARCH—LOS ANGELES, CA. The gate opened, and men and women wearing blue jeans and flannel work shirts poured out of the main building and approached the truck as it slowly pulled into the front yard. Forklift drivers followed with crates of what I assumed was lab equipment. It took a while for the truck to completely clear the gate.


  Once inside, the gate closed and the waiting crowd hurried to the rear of the vehicle, which faced us. One of the men stepped forward, unbolted both doors and swung them open. Men dressed in yellow hazmat suits with hoods appeared from inside. A man on the ground spoke to them. They jumped down, and the forklift drivers began loading up the truck. Soon, another identical truck appeared, and they repeated the drill.


  The doors to the building opened again, and men in hazmat suits used cattle prods to herd a parade of draggers in chains—some wearing Black Dragon uniforms—towards the trucks. One by one they loaded the draggers onto the second truck. I guessed they would be taken to another government facility somewhere to be experimented on later. Hannity had said that Operation Guncotton would wipe out every human—undead or otherwise—in Tres Marias. But he’d been wrong—they wanted these test subjects preserved so they could continue with the project.


  Quincy waited for the workers to load the last of the draggers. The driver of the semi jumped into the cab. The gate opened again, and slowly he maneuvered the semi out of the compound and onto the road. Quincy pulled out a cell phone and texted something. The other Guardsmen received the text securely on their cell phones via their radios. He turned to Pederman and signaled. Before the gate closed, we rushed it, our weapons raised. Men and women in civvies were still in the yard. Surprised, they ran towards the building, shouting for help. From the sides, agents in grey suits appeared out of the darkness and fired at us with handguns. Quincy and his Guardsmen shot them dead, and we continued inside.


  The interior was a large foyer with little furniture. Along the rear wall was a massive photomural of an aerial view of the Pentagon. I spotted surveillance cameras mounted in the ceiling corners and directly overhead. More agents appeared and fired on us. We took cover behind the furniture as bullets whizzed past. When we’d come in, Quincy had been directly behind me. Turning, I found him lying on the floor with a bullet through his face.


  The Guardsmen managed to kill the other agents, but they lost three more of their own in the process. There was no sign of the people who had run in from the yard. We moved to the rear of the room. There had to be a door somewhere. Warnick and I felt around the edges of the photomural while others searched for a switch. Pederman found a keypad mounted on the side wall.


  “This might be it,” he said. “No time to figure out the code. Should we shoot it?”


  Warnick shook his head. “No, that’ll disable it.”


  “Look at this,” I said, and pointed along the bottom of the photomural. It was flush with the ground, which seemed odd to me. “What do you think is behind it?” I pressed against the photomural to test its strength. It was solid. “What do we do?”


  “Blast a hole through it,” Springer said. He turned to the Guardsmen. “Anybody got any C4?”


  One of them—a young woman named Private Zelinski—opened her backpack. She pulled out C4 and fuses, then expertly mounted the explosive in three spots on the photomural and strung each pack together with wire. She unwound the wire as we took cover at the other end of the room. Finally, she used a detonator to blow open the wall. The deafening explosion shook the building. A fire alarm went off and sprinklers rained water down on us. When the smoke cleared, we could see beyond the wall. Metal stairs spiraled downward to another area. We got on our feet and headed in.


  The Guardsmen took the stairs first. As they descended, automatic fire opened on them, killing most of them. The rest, wounded but alive, fired back into the blackness. Private Zelinski tossed a grenade. Screams erupted and the detonation shook the floor, then everything went quiet. We hurried down to check out our wounded. Most couldn’t walk, so we carried them up to the top. Zelinksi, however, was only slightly injured—a bullet had grazed her shoulder—so she stayed with us.


  One after the next, we continued down the stairs. At the bottom we found the mangled remains of several Guardsmen and half a dozen agents. Behind the agents stood a set of double doors.


  “Any last requests?” Springer said.


  Pederman pushed one of the doors open and stepped through. A bloody hand grabbed his ankle. Without hesitation, Warnick sent his bayonet through the gurgling agent’s eye. Shaking his foot free, Pederman continued through and we followed. The inside was a vast cave, and I realized that the facility was actually carved into the Lake Shasta Caverns. As a teenager, I’d gone on the tour and didn’t remember anything resembling this area. From the looks of it there was no other way in or out. Our footsteps echoed as we entered. The temperature had dropped considerably and it was damp inside. A distinct odor hung in the air—one that I’d smelled before. After a moment, I placed it. Bat guano.


  A dirt path led straight ahead to a wooden bridge—like something out of an Indiana Jones movie. We kept our weapons raised and peered in every direction as we approached the bridge. As we stepped onto it, I looked down. Rows of Plexiglas cells—hundreds of them—crisscrossed the floor, each containing a “patient.” More men in hazmat suits were chaining up the occupants and leading them out of the facility. All around stood tons of computer and other electronic equipment. Portable lights shone brightly, illuminating the interior. The patients lurched and let out horrific death shrieks as workers cattle-prodded them towards the exit.


  Pederman started across the bridge first. A single shot screamed down from somewhere up ahead, and he stumbled, hit in the chest. His body armor saved him. We tried to retreat, but bullets whizzed past us on either side, forcing us to stay where we were. A bright light came on up ahead.


  The mayor stood in front of us, along with O’Brien and one other cop armed with a high-powered rifle. The mayor looked bad, his suit dirty and torn. I wondered if he knew about his wife and sons.


  “I want you to walk forward so I can see you,” he said. His voice was hoarse, like he’d spent the afternoon at a baseball game screaming his head off. We stayed put. The mayor turned to the second cop, who pointed his rifle at Zelinski and fired. The bullet hit her in the forehead and she collapsed on the bridge.


  “I’ll say it once more. Walk forward.” Slowly, we continued across the bridge to the other side, where we stood twenty feet from the enemy. “Drop your weapons and raise your hands.”


  We looked at Pederman. His jaw flexed, and he nodded. We laid down our weapons and slowly raised our hands. As the other cop covered him, O’Brien came forward, patted us down and took away our weapons, then returned to the platform.


  “You can lower your hands,” the mayor said. He ran his fingers through his disheveled hair and shook his head, as if listening to a private joke. “You people have been in my way since this thing started. All you had to do was stay out of my business. Was that so hard?” He was staring at me.


  “You broke the law,” Pederman said.


  The mayor was incredulous. “Did you think I hired you to enforce the law? You were here to protect the experiment!” He tilted his head towards O’Brien, who raised his handgun and shot Pederman in the head. He fell into me and, looking into my eyes, crumpled on the bridge.


  Now, there were only three of us left—Warnick, Springer and me. It was clear we were going to die. I thanked God Holly and the others hadn’t come with us.


  “I seem to have a dilemma,” the mayor said. “You people disrupted my plans to the point where I cannot move forward. What to do, what to do …” He looked at O’Brien, then at us. “I know.” He turned back towards the darkness. “Bring them out.”


  Two more cops with guns raised dragged three people into the light. “No,” a voice said. It was my own.


  Holly, Griffin and Fabian stood before me, the same look of crippling fear on all of their faces. One of the cops held Greta on a leash with his free hand.


  The mayor smiled warmly at the prisoners. “A couple of the boys happened to intercept these three on their way to a hotel. Too bad. I’m guessing they were looking forward to a nice hot shower and some room service.” He yanked Holly away from the group and pushed her forward, glaring at me. My blood ran cold.


  “Time to make things right,” he said.
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  Holly stood there on the platform, paralyzed. Her slender body trembled. She couldn’t even cry. Behind her, Griffin and Fabian stood mutely, his fingers reaching for her hand and gripping it. I wanted to will myself to Holly’s side and made a move to reach her. The cop standing next to O’Brien pointed his rifle at my head. Warnick gripped my shoulder. Balls of red light streaked across my eyes. My heart raced. I wanted to rip out the throats of everyone who meant to harm my family.


  “You took away everything from me!” the mayor said. “My wife, my sons … my future!”


  “We didn’t kill your family,” Warnick said. “Someone attacked our convoy.”


  The mayor let out a pitiful wail that echoed throughout the cavern. O’Brien eyed him uncomfortably. His voice softer, he said, “If you hadn’t come after me, they’d still be alive.”


  Warnick wasn’t finished with him. “Why did you leave them behind? You could have saved them.”


  “You don’t understand. This was supposed to be my ticket …” Choking up, he forced himself to go on. “It’s bigger than you can imagine. They got me out of there, they …”


  “You abandoned your wife and children,” Warnick said, unafraid.


  “They promised me,” the mayor said, weeping.


  Overlapping voices echoed in the cavern, and I struggled to make sense of them. Sweat dripped into my eyes, and the vague forms of Holly, Griffin and Fabian wavered in front of me like ghosts in the harsh orange light, pleading with me to do something. I wiped my eyes, and Holly screamed. When I looked up I found her on her knees in front of the mayor.


  “Dave!”


  The mayor tore the weapon from O’Brien’s hand and pointed it at Holly’s head. My heart thudded—I couldn’t breathe.


  “Dave, I love you! I’ll always love you!”


  “Please,” I said. “Please don’t.” I wept, unable to control myself. I was completely helpless—at the mercy of a madman. There was nothing I could do.


  “I lost everything,” the mayor said, his voice a monotone. “Let me show you what that feels like.”


  It was a dream. The bullet—a .45, I think—left the chamber so slowly. I could see it spinning as it raced home to its target. Every thought in my brain vanished, my mind laser-focused on the deadly projectile. And when it struck my wife in the head, exploding out the other side in a burst of blood, brains and bone, I died for a little while. That picture—that memory of Holly—the impact of the bullet twisting her sideways and down into the dirt—that photograph is burned in my memory forever like a cattle brand. And it’s always accompanied by the sound of screaming—Griffin maybe—and Greta’s desperate, urgent barking.


  It was a dream—I knew it was. Not real. A nightmare. But if it was, why couldn’t I wake up?


  Because it was real. There was no escaping it—not this time. If I’d been holding my weapon I would have used it to join Holly. There wasn’t any point in going on. She was all I lived for. Nothing else mattered. And the baby. So blessed to be conceived but not to be born. I fell to my knees and could only remain there, sobbing.


  When I lifted my head again, the mayor still held the weapon, staring at what he’d done, as if surprised that guns kill. My head clearing, I felt Warnick and Springer on either side of me. Each held a hand under one of my arms and helped me to my feet. Griffin wept and Fabian held her. Barking viciously, Greta pulled at the choke chain. The cop holding her pointed his weapon at her head. Fearless, she sank her teeth into his hand, lunged at him and bit his neck. He screamed as blood squirted rhythmically from an artery.


  In the chaos, Fabian punched the other cop guarding him in the throat and took his weapon. As the cop fell to the ground wheezing, I ran towards the mayor. Warnick and Springer followed. O’Brien kept trying to retrieve his weapon, but the mayor wouldn’t release it. Instead he fired point blank at me, hitting me in the upper arm, momentarily stunning me. Then he turned and ran down a dark passage. Springer came for the cop with the rifle, but he shot Springer in the head. The kid collapsed midstride, dead. Warnick retrieved a handgun and shot the cop twice in the temple. Dropping the rifle, the cop fell where he stood. The policeman Fabian had disarmed got up and fled across the bridge. Fabian raised his weapon and sent three bullets into the man’s upper body. Grunting, he went over the side.


  O’Brien stood struggling and whimpering, Greta’s teeth sunk into his forearm. He was alone. Retrieving my weapon I walked up to him, my arm bleeding, our eyes locked. All I could see in his was terror. I touched Greta’s head. She released him and backed away. “Braves Mädchen,” I said.


  I raised the gun and pointed it at O’Brien’s face. But I didn’t kill him. Not yet. Instead I shot him in the kneecap. Screaming and cursing, he stumbled but remained standing. Then he grinned at me. Daring me. So I shot out his other knee. This time he fell. With my good hand I grabbed his collar and forced him onto his shattered knees. Tears streaming from his eyes, he alternately cursed and babbled.


  “Pray,” I said. He kept his eyes on me, gibbering like a lunatic. “Pray for my wife.” He shook his head uncomprehendingly. “You don’t know how, do you? Want me to teach you?” He closed his eyes, his lips trying to form the words. “That’s not a prayer worthy of Holly,” I said. I let go of his collar and he collapsed onto his back, moaning, blood gushing from his knees. I felt nothing—not even hate—as I pointed the gun at his face. As I squeezed the trigger, he never stopped staring at me, that same sneer on his lips. I emptied the clip.


  There was nothing left of O’Brien’s face when I finished—only a ragged hole with disintegrated bone, burnt flesh and blood. Fabian stood next to me, looking at what I had done. Disgusted, he spit into the meaty hole. “And there’s your lunch,” he said.


  My chest heaving, I went to Holly and cradled her head in my arms, gently pulling her bloodied soft blonde hair away from her face, gazing into the unseeing green eyes that I loved. Bright red blood from my wound fell on her. I was still in the nightmare, unable to wake up.


  I could hear Warnick’s voice somewhere in the distance. “We need to find the mayor,” he said.


  I looked up, my eyes blind with tears, and saw my friend with Griffin and Fabian. Greta came forward and sniffed Holly’s hand, whining softly. Warnick reached out to help me to my feet. I wanted to stay there with my wife for eternity. There was no other place I needed to be.


  “Come on,” he said.


  And like a dream, I felt myself moving as if on a cloud. As we followed the mayor through the passageway I turned one last time to look at Holly. I kept thinking—praying—that she would call out to me. Dave, wait! That she wasn’t really dead, only injured. But there was nothing. No voice. Only the sounds of our footsteps and Greta’s soft panting as we continued on.
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  Faint lights illuminated the passageway. After fifty yards or so we saw something on the ground—a body. The mayor. He’d been shot in the head. His hand still gripped O’Brien’s gun. Though I was elated that he was dead, I was sorry I hadn’t been the one to do it. A rage welled up in me and I began kicking him. Why had God denied me the pleasure of killing this demon? As I assaulted his body again and again, I knew there was nothing left inside me but the rage. When I saw the looks on Griffin and Fabian’s faces, I stopped.


  “Did he kill himself?” Fabian said.


  Warnick knelt, examining the gunshot wound. “No. He was shot in the back of the head.”


  A pool of yellow light illuminated the path up ahead. Someone stepped into it. I couldn’t see him clearly. “Is that you, Dave?” a voice said. I recognized it as Walt Freeman’s.


  “What do you want?”


  “What I want is to go back in time and fix this.”


  I thought of Holly lying in the dirt. “So do I. Did you kill the mayor?”


  “Unfortunately, he had to be dealt with.”


  “I can see how ‘deputy mayor’ doesn’t have the same ring to it.”


  “I’m not a deputy mayor.”


  “I didn’t think so. Government, right?”


  “Right. And I think you can appreciate how important this project is.”


  “I don’t care.”


  Walt went quiet for a time. I turned to Warnick and whispered. “Get Griffin and Fabian out of here.”


  “We can all go.”


  “No. I’m staying. Go.”


  “Dave, don’t be stupid,” Warnick said. “We can—”


  “Dammit, get out of here!”


  The three of them retreated with Greta while I stood my ground. I stared at Walt’s round frame in silhouette as he stood there staring back at me. “They won’t make it out,” he said.


  “We’ll see.”


  “I’m sorry about your wife. Truly. If only we’d gotten here sooner, we might have saved her.”


  “Woulda, coulda, shoulda.”


  “You’re a smart guy, Dave. I could use you on my team.”


  My injured arm was numb. With my other hand I raised my weapon and fired towards Walt, intentionally missing. He flinched, but continued facing me. I could see that he was holding a weapon. “Don’t make me kill you,” he said.


  “I’m already dead.”


  Gunshots erupted behind me. I heard Griffin scream. Snapping out of my despair, I turned and ran. When I got to the open area near the bridge, I was alone.


  “Warnick! Griffin! Fabian!”


  From far off, I heard Greta barking. I started for the bridge. When I saw Holly again, I knelt and gently closed her eyes. Then I kissed her cold lips. “I love you,” I said.


  I ran onto the bridge and looked down. The researchers continued to pack things up. There was no sign of Warnick or the others. Returning, I picked up Holly and laid her gently over my shoulder. This place would be shut down like a tomb, and I didn’t want to leave her here to rot. I hurried across the bridge, out the doors and up the stairs. I continued running and climbed through the photomural and into the vast lobby of the research building. Warnick and the others were nowhere in sight. I prayed they’d made it out somehow. Running to the exit, I waited, watching the activity as researchers loaded equipment into a truck. There were several other vehicles parked outside. If I could get to one, I might be able to escape the compound.


  Far off, Walt Freeman stood talking to a group of agents in grey suits. Could I make it to a vehicle without them seeing me? A death shriek pierced the air. One of the draggers being loaded onto the semi had gotten free, thrashing and reaching out wildly from its chains as its handlers beat it back. I saw my chance and darted towards a black Escalade, still carrying Holly. Crouching, I squinted through the driver’s side window—the key hung from the ignition. As quietly as I could, I opened the rear passenger door, carefully laid my wife inside on the backseat, got behind the wheel and started up the vehicle. As I hit the gas in reverse and turned, the agents Walt was talking to spun around. Someone shouted and they came. They ran towards the open gate and planted themselves firmly in front of me, pointing their weapons at my windshield.


  There was no way I was leaving Holly there with those devils. I had no other purpose—no mission—but to get her out of there. My heart was broken and I couldn’t unbreak it. But I could do one good thing before they killed me. Taking a searing breath, I floored it as the agents fired at me. The bullets glanced off the bulletproof glass as the vehicle picked up speed. The agents stood fast and continued to fire. I bore down on them, my eyes glazed and unseeing except for the red tide of my anger and hatred. Screaming, two of the agents leapt out of the way as I got to the gate. I hit one, his body flipping onto my hood with a loud thud and rolling off to the side. The other I crushed under my wheels like a meat-filled piñata.


  Then I was gone.


  I knew this road—it led to the freeway. If I could make it—away from the helicopters and other enemy vehicles—I could continue south to my home. Our home. Back to Tres Marias. I checked the rear-view mirror. So far, no one was following me. Traffic was light as I drove up the onramp and entered the freeway. I stayed in the middle lanes and drove the speed limit. When I was safely away from Mt. Shasta, I turned to look at my wife. The blood from her head wound was congealing. She seemed smaller, like a fairy I could put in my pocket. I wanted to so much. A drowsiness came over me. I felt like drifting away somewhere. But I still had work to do.


  My eyes focused on the road, I thought of Tres Marias. Would it survive in some new form? Would people move into the houses and start families and open businesses? Would anyone remember what had happened? I didn’t know what I would do when I got there. If Operation Guncotton had gone as planned, they would have already released the nerve agent. How long would it linger? Would I die? Hannity had said the poison gas decayed fast. It didn’t even matter now. It was like I’d told Walt.


  I was already dead.
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  It was after three when I approached the barricade. I didn’t want to drive through out of fear that police and firefighters might be there cleaning up the wreckage from our earlier escape. So I got off at the last possible exit and swung around the off-ramp that curved down below the freeway and ended at one of our checkpoints. No one was there—no people, no vehicles. Nothing. Only the trees.


  I’d rolled up the windows and shut off the outside air, hoping it would be enough to protect me from the poison gas. I traveled slowly down the service road that would eventually take me to a highway that would lead directly into town. Driving through the dense forest, my headlights shone on a deer lying motionless on the shoulder. Then more animals. Squirrels, raccoons, a mountain lion. And thousands of birds. All dead.


  I knew where I needed to go and, as I got closer to the town itself, my heart ached again. Vacant streets. Vehicles parked randomly along both sides of the road. Streetlights lit and traffic signals cycling as if they had a purpose. Not too much farther. I needed so much to do this one last thing. If I succeeded, my death would in a way be a relief. But I’d forgotten something.


  The draggers.


  The nerve agent wouldn’t have killed them. They might still be out there, lurking. Waiting for the last man on earth to stumble past so they could devour him. I needed a weapon. Somehow I’d lost my handgun when I’d escaped from the lab with Holly. It became clear to me what I needed to do. I turned at the next corner and headed for the high school. One last stop before I completed my final mission.


  Dead dogs and cats lay on sidewalks and lawns. Nothing but death on every street corner. It was like a Twilight Zone episode—badly written and without the humor. Up ahead I spotted the familiar gate and pulled in. Trash left behind by the evacuation spun in little whirlwinds across the parking lot. Keeping an eye out for draggers, I cruised towards our trailer. Would Warnick and the others be here? I could almost see them, waiting on the steps. Dude, where have you been? Pederman wants to see us right away. I pulled up in front of the trailer and sat motionless with the engine running. The wind blew the door open and closed. I was afraid, but I needed what was inside. But if I opened the car door and breathed the deadly gas, I would die here.


  Near the football field, something moved in the darkness, sending a burst of adrenalin through my arteries. I waited. After a few seconds I saw it. A dog—a filthy, limping animal that looked like it was born in Hell. It zigzagged slowly across the parking lot, probably looking for food. Warily, I watched till it disappeared around the side of a building. I took a deep breath, held it and flung the door open. After a moment, I let out a bit of air and sniffed—no taint of poison, and I wasn’t dead yet. Allowing myself a deeper breath, I checked on Holly lying in the backseat and went into our trailer.


  Everything was the same as it was when we abandoned it. We’d only taken a few clothes and Holly’s vitamins. There were no guns inside. I searched for a first aid kit. A small backpack lay next to our bed. I opened it and found an elastic bandage. As best I could, I made a tourniquet and tied off my injured arm. Then I walked to the rear of the trailer, opened the narrow closet and reached in. It was still there, bloodstained and worn, patiently waiting for me.


  My axe.


  I gripped it hard, swinging it several times with my good arm, my muscles remembering its heft. Hoisting it over my shoulder, I walked out of the trailer for the last time. I laid the axe down on the passenger seat, climbed into the Escalade and started it. One final stop and I was done.


  As I pulled away, I gazed at my surroundings. We had survived, Holly and me. Moved forward through the horror of what had happened to our town, and we’d found a way to live. This place had only been a way station. I’d known that, and I’d been good with it. We would have found somewhere new. A place where we could raise our child and live as a family. Maybe San Francisco. When we’d lived in the house and Holly had decided she wanted to get pregnant, we’d imagined a baby girl named Jade. Often, I had thought of her growing up and of us getting older. Marveling at her—seeing her thrive—this phantom child. But Holly was dead. And so was our baby.


  The rage welled up in me again, and I realized that it was God I was angry with. He had led me down the path, gotten me closer to my faith through Holly. He had shown me a picture of a life that was so much better than anything I’d ever dreamed of. With a wife who loved me and a child who held all the promise of a happy future.


  Then He’d taken it away.


  He’d crushed for all eternity the only thing that had kept me going these weeks and months. I’d read the Scripture, memorized the prayers. I’d tried to live a good life. But these were useless to me now because Holly was dead. And as much as I wanted to spit in His face, I knew that being here was all that mattered. Despite the wrenching anguish of my human sorrow, I needed to do this one thing for Holly. It might be the last good thing I would ever do.


  St. Monica’s came into view, and with it the horror of my final reality. As I cruised slowly towards the church, I saw them—milling outside like anxious, hungry vultures. Draggers—twenty or thirty of them. Of course, they weren’t dead. It was probably my imagination, but the nerve agent appeared to make them even more alive. Ready for anything. Only these stood in the way of me doing what I needed to do. I was afraid for Holly, not me. And so I continued past the church into the darkness, where I parked on a lonely side street.


  “Not much longer, babe,” I said.


  Reaching across, I grabbed my axe and exited the vehicle, locking it up tight behind me. Outside, the air was cold. I turned my face to the sky—grey clouds rolled in, blotting out the moon. The wind chilled me, but I didn’t shiver. I was numb. When you have something to do, you do it. There is nothing else. You exist only for this one true thing. Walking faster past trash and dead birds, I stepped into a pool of light thrown from a streetlamp. I was around thirty yards away. They turned when they saw me. They were the crafty kind, I could tell—the kind who could organize.


  The leader, a ratty teenager with stringy brown hair and black hole eyes—my roommate from the police station holding cell—grimaced. It tilted its head back and, its throat blowing up like a bullfrog in a Cajun swamp, it let out a death shriek that echoed up and down the block. Immediately, the others responded. And they came for me.


  I stood in the middle of the street, gripping my beloved axe with both hands. I didn’t want to pray to a God who had cut me so deeply, but I did. I did it for Holly. “Please, God,” I said. “Please, in your infinite mercy, make them pay.”


  The leader hung back as the others rushed me. They were organized, these disciples of Hell, like a cackle of hyenas surrounding an injured antelope. Facing Death, I closed my eyes. But only for a second. When the first one came at me, I hacked off its hands in two swift strokes. It flailed at me, confused as to why it couldn’t grab me. Then I took its head. More grunting, more screeching commands. Two more came at me. I hacked at their necks, throwing them off balance as they swung towards me. Kicking each of them, I sent them into the others, who struggled to grab me. These I stopped by splitting their heads from the top down. Black sludge oozed out from broken craniums as they fell in a pile. I finished the first two I’d started.


  For a moment, I was that kid with his hockey stick. Skating purposefully around the rink, taking on all comers. I was me at my happiest. The boy with no father who was full of plans and dreams. Then I was me, and I moved forward into the oozing mass of hungry predators who thought they still had a shot.


  Tirelessly, I hacked off arms and disarranged faces. I took off legs, leaving the attackers stumped and crawling desperately towards me, ravenous for my flesh. Squirming body parts lay everywhere, and I almost tripped as I came for the final few—the ones who thought they could win. One leapt towards me. I stepped out of the way and, as it hit the ground, brought my bloody axe down on its spine, severing the vital electrical messages from brain to limb. It could do nothing more than twist its upper body and howl at me in rage. Still hungry. Still trying.


  I faced the second to last—a woman dressed as a real estate agent in a ratty gold jacket and no shoes. It tried to overtake me. I let it. And as it reached me, its hungry, grinning mouth so close to my neck, I jammed the axe handle under its jaw, driving it up and through the head, crushing everything in its path. Tumbling backwards, the dragger swung around—toothless—ready for another go. So I took off its head, which rolled towards the feet of the lone remaining dragger. The teenager with the stringy hair and black hole eyes.


  For a time it stood there, studying me. I could see in it a creeping intelligence that I needed to acknowledge. We faced each other. It with the Billabong tee shirt and ripped jeans. Me in my bloodied Black Dragon uniform, breathing hard. Aching from the workout its comrades had given me. Everything moved around me except this thing. Draggers. Parts of draggers—heads especially.


  “God, this last one,” I said. “Let me finish the mission. You owe me that.”


  The dead thing looked at me curiously, as if it couldn’t believe that this young Polack from a town nobody’d ever heard of was praying. It might have even chuckled. No, just my imagination. Slowly, I turned the axe in my hands, the handle slick, covered in black blood like my hands and clothes. The dragger waited—the undead have all the patience in the world. I expected it to rush me and I gripped the axe, waiting for it to make a move. Instead, it ran away.


  “Thank you,” I said.


  From far off, a death shriek echoed as I made my way back to the Escalade. Once again, I was completely alone, my tired footsteps slapping against the cold asphalt. A few drops of rain hit me as I tossed the axe aside, lifted Holly out of the backseat and walked steadily towards the church. Alone. Nothing moved—not even the gory remains of the draggers I’d dispatched. I was more than tired. Tired to my soul. Nothing in life could ever have prepared me for this. But I had to go on.


  I made my way up the steps of the church and, when I got to the doors, I heard it. Singing. It was faint, but this time I knew it wasn’t my imagination. Someone was singing. My wife in my arms, I opened one of the doors and went inside.


  The church was empty, except for one person—a girl. I couldn’t see her very well—she stood in front of the dimly lit altar. There, alone in the church, she sang “Softly and Tenderly Jesus is Calling.” Her voice was the sweetest thing I’d ever heard. I wanted to stay there, listening to her forever.


  Carrying my wife up the aisle, I gazed at the statues of the saints, the stained glass windows illuminated from the outside by bright artificial lights, and at the Stations of the Cross which, in spite of my condition, depicted more suffering than I could ever know. And directly in front of me behind the altar hung Jesus on the cross. God had let me come this far. I knew in my heart Holly would be safe now.


  As the girl continued to sing, I carried my wife to the altar, knelt and laid her gently on the marble floor. She was all I had, but I knew it was time to let her go. Getting up, I went to a holy water font and dipped my fingers in, fouling the water with dragger blood. I returned to the altar and made the Sign of the Cross on my wife’s forehead. It was the best I could do without a priest. Her soul would find its way.


  I knelt there for a long time, looking at Holly. Remembering the sound of her voice. The anger left me like a crow with his fill of carrion. A deep pain I knew would never heal wracked me. And I wept. “You once told me you couldn’t wait for me to become the man you would make me,” I said. “I still need to show you, and I’m not ready. Oh, God, Holly! I’m not ready!”


  Someone touched my shoulder. When I turned, the girl stood next to me. She was dirty, her small, waif-like body wearing shorts and a bloody T-shirt with the words L’il Princess written across it. She couldn’t have been more than ten, with blonde hair and hurt green eyes. There was something so familiar about her. Then I remembered. This was the girl I’d killed on a road in Mt. Shasta so many months ago after she’d turned. I didn’t understand how she could possibly be here. It didn’t matter.


  She wiped away my tears and smiled. I grasped her hand, got to my feet and looked at my wife’s body lying in front of the altar. It was done. Weary and in pain, I turned to the girl. There was a peacefulness about her—I can’t explain. I felt myself drifting away. I heard my own voice ask her a question. “What’s your name?”


  “Holly. It’s Holly. Don’t be afraid. ‘Therefore, since God in his mercy has given us this new way, we never give up.’”


  Confused and aching, I pulled my hand away and left the church. Stood outside on the steps. Once again, I was alone. I didn’t care what happened to me now. I’d taken care of Holly—I’d honored her memory. I breathed the scent of rain.


  Movement in the darkness made me look off to the side. I watched intently as something came out of the shadows. It was the lone dragger—the one who’d run away. It had come back for me.


  Slowly, I walked down the steps to meet it. I no longer had my axe. No gun and no knife. Weak from blood loss. I was defenseless, and that was cool. What happens to the soul when you turn? Does it leave the body? Or is it trapped inside, a silent witness to the atrocities you inflict on others, till someone dispatches you? I knew I would find out soon enough. And it didn’t matter. There would be no one left here for me to harm.


  The teenage dragger moved closer, cautious from its last encounter with me. It seemed to realize that I was unarmed, and it moved faster. Soon it would be on me. Without emotion, I watched its approach. It was as if this was happening to someone else. I felt nothing. Grinning hideously, it let out a death shriek and came for me. I closed my eyes, ready to accept my fate.


  A gunshot echoed in the street. When I opened my eyes, I saw the dragger slithering to the ground at my feet, its head half-blown away. Three figures approached—human figures. A dog ran towards me, whining and yiping with joy. Greta bounded at me and covered me in dog slobber as I struggled to keep my balance.


  “Greta, how did you—”


  Warnick, Griffin and Fabian came out of the shadows. Griffin ran to me and fell into my arms, covering me in her tears. “You’re alive!” she said.


  I thought about it. About how I’d been dead after everything that had happened. I’d lost everything, including my will to live. But seeing Griffin now, I felt differently. I breathed deeply, taking in the early morning air. “I am alive,” I said.


  It began to rain, cold and steady but refreshing, washing away the poison that had killed most living things in my town. Cleansing Tres Marias of all of the bad. Warnick and Fabian hugged me. “There’s a girl in there,” I said. “We have to help her.”


  Warnick and Fabian hurried inside while Griffin and I sat on the steps, me stroking Greta’s ears. Griffin clinging to my good arm. A few moments later the men came out.


  “Where’s the girl?” I said.


  Warnick shook his head. “There was no one in there. No one except Holly.”


  My wife was dead. My baby was dead. But I was alive. I didn’t know why or how. Maybe we’re not supposed to know. We just go on. “Let’s get out of here,” I said.


  Warnick was holding his bible. He took my hands and placed the book in them. Closed my fingers tightly around it. I felt nothing—no healing power, nothing. But I held on anyway. “Come on,” he said. “It’s been a long night.”
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  When I was little and afraid, my mother always sang to me. A really old song that was written before I was born—“Catch the Wind.” Though the song was about loss and things that could never be, the words always comforted me. Maybe it was the sweetness of my mother’s voice or the way she gazed at me when she sang it. When I turned thirteen, she gave me an iPod. I don’t know how she figured it out, but somehow she managed to purchase and download the original Donovan recording of the song I loved so much. I hadn’t heard it in a long time—skull-cracking hockey players don’t need comforting. But there were many afternoons when I would stay in my room, listening to that stupid song. And I remembered what it felt like to be so very hurt and so very afraid.


  And that’s how I felt now, without Holly.


  During that last dangerous day, Warnick had managed to get Griffin, Fabian and Greta safely to our waiting helicopter. Griffin had begged him to wait for me, but Warnick knew better. He could see that I was grief-stricken and suicidal, and that I wanted more than anything to die. What he hadn’t figured on was my desire to get Holly away from that place.


  And so they’d made it safely to the National Guard armory and waited for me, even after Warnick and Fabian were certain I was dead. But Griffin had insisted. She’d told Warnick she had a strong feeling—her little woman—a sense that I was alive and needed help. But where would they even begin to look? Griffin had called it. She’d known in her bones that I would return to Tres Marias. And, despite the risk, they’d taken off in a Humvee to look for me.
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  It was still raining. After that cold, harsh day when I’d been rescued, Warnick, Griffin and Fabian had taken turns watching over me at the hospital, where I must have slept for twenty-four hours. When I woke, as if from the dead, they saw to it that I washed, dressed and ate. They told me Operation Guncotton hadn’t completely succeeded, and so a special unit of the National Guard had gone to Tres Marias to clear it of any remaining draggers. The operation would take weeks but, using the drones and Guardsmen on ATVs, they were confident the town would be secured. There was even talk of some of the civilians we rescued returning to the town to start again. The idea seemed insane, and it only became real when Warnick happened to mention the banks and insurance companies who were already sniffing around, anxious to assess the damage.


  I was a mess, so Warnick saw to it that Holly’s body was delivered to a morgue in Redding. As I slept, he enlisted Isaac’s help in overseeing the burial arrangements. Because they’d murdered her, an autopsy was required. Isaac performed it himself, and took care to preserve the body as much as it was possible to. He did well. Lying in the coffin, she looked beautiful. I asked that she be buried in her wedding dress and wearing her gold First Communion crucifix. Like me, Holly didn’t have any other family. And I didn’t want her buried in Tres Marias. Too many nightmares associated with that place. Besides, the town didn’t have a Catholic cemetery.


  Because my wife had died while employed with Black Dragon, the company paid for everything. The funeral Mass was held at St. Joseph Roman Catholic Church, and was attended mostly by people from Black Dragon. Isaac, the Zimmers and a few other civilians whom Holly had helped also attended. At the graveside, a priest said the final prayers. Warnick brought a CD player and blasted “Just Like Heaven” by the Cure. I don’t know how he found out—he wouldn’t tell me—but it was Holly’s all-time favorite song. After the burial, a few of us met at Starbucks. I didn’t want to, but Griffin insisted. She seemed to be taking on the responsibility of preserving the family.


  Starbucks was crowded. The last time I’d been there, it had been to meet Missy and convince her to leave me alone—a lifetime ago. The coffee line stretched across the store, and most of the tables were filled. Waiting to order, I felt like a ghost among the living.


  We ended up sitting outside, sipping our coffees. Greta lay at my feet protectively. None of us was in uniform. Griffin looked young, fresh and confident in her new blue jeans and yellow Under Armour tank top. Fabian, dressed more like a cowboy than a soldier, seemed to me like a man coming into his own. And Warnick, in jeans and a black t-shirt. The only word to describe my friend—the one who’d gotten me through the horror—was brother.


  “We have to report to the regional office for a debrief,” Warnick said. “We’ll be given temporary housing in the city, and eventually we’ll have our new assignments.”


  “Awesome, I’ve never been to San Francisco!” Griffin said. “Where do you think they’ll send us?”


  “Could be anywhere. I heard there might be a gig in Atlanta.”


  “Another outbreak?” Fabian said, half-smiling.


  Warnick took a long swallow. “Let’s hope not.”


  “And what about Walt Freeman?” I said.


  “There will definitely be an investigation. But this team won’t have anything to do with it, although we might be called in to give depositions.”


  “When do we leave for San Francisco?”


  “Tomorrow.”


  I thought about Griffin and Fabian. She was stroking Greta’s ear, Fabian holding her other hand. A warm feeling came over me, and I smiled. “You two look good together.”


  Griffin blushed and withdrew her hand. “I …”


  “You’re fine,” I said. Then to Fabian, “Holly always liked you, dude.”


  “And you?” Warnick said.


  “He might be growing on me.” Everyone laughed but me.


  It was a beautiful day. The air was cold, the sky clear. Cars cruised by on the street and parents pushed babies in strollers. People milled around us, going about their business as if everything was normal. And it was—for them. I wanted so much to feel that. To be caught up in the everyday, not haunted by the horror that I had witnessed for so long. How did a person even do that? Climb their way out of Hell and return to a life in which no one was trying to kill you. I didn’t think I could—knew I never would.


  “We should get going,” I said. “Not much to pack, but I’d like to rest so we can get an early start.”


  “Sounds good,” Warnick said.


  As we got up, Griffin touched my hand. “Dave, it’s going to be okay.”


  At that moment she sounded so much like Holly. I wanted to close my eyes and see my wife standing there, unhurt and beautiful, but I knew that would tear me apart. So I kept them open and tried to smile. “I know,” I said.
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  I was never any good at endings. Laying Warnick’s bible gently on the nightstand where he would find it, I headed out before dawn and made my way silently out of the hotel. After we’d returned from Starbucks the previous afternoon, I’d gone out again, presumably to buy clothes for the trip. Griffin and Fabian had wanted to come with me, but I’d told them I needed time alone. I’d taken the black Escalade and, upon returning, parked it away from the hotel. Now in the darkness, I walked silently towards it, got in and started it. The sound of the powerful engine revving wouldn’t be heard by anyone at the hotel.


  My only weapon was my axe, which lay on the floor on the passenger side. I would need a lot more. Guns and ammo. I thought about Griffin—the young girl I cared for so much—and I knew she’d be okay. She had Warnick and Fabian. Together they would protect her with their lives.


  It didn’t take long to get to Mt. Shasta. Instead of driving towards the lake, I found one of the fire roads that led into the forest and followed it for several miles. Eventually, I turned onto an obscure road and headed towards a clearing. When I saw the fountain and the statue of Diana, I knew I was where I needed to be.


  A warning shot screamed past the vehicle. Gingerly, I opened the car door and slid out. Exposing myself to the wrath of Guthrie, I stood erect with my hands raised. The old man stepped out of the shadows, his bullpup pointed at my head. When he saw me, he took a deep breath. “Next time, call first.”


  “If only,” I said.


  “You alone?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Well, come on inside. I’ll have Caramel put on some tea. Hungry?”


  I followed the old man inside. He laid down his weapon and headed straight for the kitchen. “Caramel! We have company!” He turned and gave me the greasy eye. “It’s Dave Pulaski!”


  The old woman stood in the doorway of the kitchen, holding a dishrag. When she saw me, she hurried over and gave me a hug. “You’re alive!”


  “Matter of opinion.”


  Caramel took my hand and led me into the kitchen. Guthrie and I took seats as she put on water for tea. “What’s going on?”


  “Holly’s dead,” I said. Hearing my own voice say that out loud shook me to my core. I didn’t want to cry in front of these people, so I pretended to admire the condiments on a nearby shelf.


  “I’m so sorry, honey,” Caramel said as she set down three cups and saucers.


  “I’m on my way to get the people responsible.”


  “That’s a dangerous game,” Guthrie said.


  “I have to.”


  “Yeah. But you need to know that more than likely they’ll kill you. People who can do what they did are way more powerful than the average punk robbing a liquor store.”


  “Which is why I came to you. I need weapons.”


  Guthrie and Caramel exchanged a concerned look. “Of course, you can have whatever you want,” he said.


  “Thanks. I owe you guys so much.”


  “Any idea where you’ll find them?”


  “I’m going to try LA. After that, I don’t know.”


  “Got any money?”


  “A little.”


  “Most of our cash is tied up in ganja and guns,” Guthrie said. “But I can let you have some. Stay the night, though. You look like you could use the rest.”
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  I left the next morning. Guthrie let me take one of his trucks—the one his sons used to drive. There would be much less of a chance of me being spotted heading out of Mt. Shasta. He loaded me up with weapons, ammo and advice—the most valuable of which was Don’t trust anyone.


  I’d always had a hard time confiding in people, so I figured it wouldn’t be difficult to keep my guard up. But to live a life without letting anyone in—that was a lonely life. I had one abiding purpose, though, and I clung to it. I would hunt down Walt Freeman and, before I killed him, I would make him explain why they did this to us. And I would make him tell me how many other towns they planned to ruin. How many more lives they planned to sacrifice in the name of money. I would make him tell me.


  Then I would make him pay.


  Outside the camouflaged house in the early morning of a fall day, I said my last goodbyes and drove away to a future with no name. Soon, everything was behind me. I wanted only to move forward, with no ties and no past. It would be as if I had just come into the world, packing revenge. I decided to go by way of Tres Marias and stayed on the fire road going south. Eventually, I came to a small bridge that spanned over a dry riverbed. It had been a million years ago when I’d crossed that bridge and seen a man being chased by what I would later learn were draggers. I’d tried to save him but couldn’t. And I’d fled as they devoured him.


  Now, there was only silence. No birds, no wildlife. Up ahead, I saw something in the road. Probably a raccoon. As I got closer, I recognized Jim’s dog, Perro. I stopped the truck and got out. The decaying form lay in the dirt, finally free of the curse. Only its morbid flesh remained. A few feet away in the shadows, my friend Jim stared at me. It didn’t surprise me that he was there. I’d always felt he was watching me as I struggled to survive the plague. I knew how much he’d loved his dog—probably the only thing in his life he ever did love. In a dream, he’d said it wasn’t fair what happened to Perro. It wasn’t fair what happened to him, either. Or Holly. Or anyone else who’d fallen victim to this terrifying man-made curse.


  “I’m sorry, Jim,” I said. He nodded sadly, finally accepting that I’d done everything I could.


  I climbed into the truck and fired up the engine. When I looked up, Jim was gone. I noticed a CD lying on the passenger seat and picked it up. Must have been left there by one of Guthrie’s boys. It was a band I’d never heard of—The Chambers Brothers. I slipped it in the player and cranked it up. Lost myself in the pounding, liberating rhythm of “Time Is Here Today.” As I picked up speed I checked the rear view mirror and, for the last time, saw Perro’s bloated body in the road, newly arrived crows fighting as they picked at the rotting remains. Eventually he would return to the earth. Might even nourish it. Circle of life, I guess.


  I didn’t know where I was going exactly. Towards a future filled with uncertainty and danger. It was the kind I was used to, but this time there were no limits. I had to find the people who did this—needed to deal with them, even if it meant dying alone without anyone to pray for me. It was all that mattered now. I had to.


  For Holly.
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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?


  Amazon US


  Amazon UK


  Amazon CA


  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.


  More Fiction by Steven Ramirez
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  Tell Me When I’m Dead:

  Book One of THE DEAD SERIES


  Amazon US


  Amazon UK


  Amazon CA
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  “Walker,” a short story
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