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“MR. STRICKLAND?”

“Shhh.”

A pause.  Then:

“Mr. Strickland?”

“Shhhh!”

A shorter pause.

“Mr. –“

Ken Strickland tried very hard not to roll his eyes.  He almost succeeded.

“What is it, Becca?”

Becca Lee was famous for this.  Bright enough to be in the college prep courses, but she somehow always found herself on the upper end of the grading curve in the lower level classes.  Like she didn’t want to run the risk of finding herself in the middle of the pack.  Better to win at an easier game than actually push herself to excel.  Still, that didn’t stop her from raising her hand and asking some question every time she finished a test. An obvious-to-everyone-but-her attempt for recognition, if not outright validation.  She might as well have just said, “I’m done, I’m smart, and I just wanted you all to know.”

Ken liked Becca.  He liked all his students, even the ones who seemed determined to squeak through their high school career on the way to promising futures as fry cooks, senators, and other high school teachers.  But some of them really tried his patience.

“Becca,” he said.  His voice was a stage whisper, one he knew from experience would carry through the room.  She was in the first row – a seat she had picked for herself, of course – so he could have been quieter.  But sometimes a little public embarrassment was the best medicine.  “Please be quiet unless you need to go pee-pee so bad you’re going to explode.”

Titters from the class.  Most of them seemed to understand what he was doing, too, glancing surreptitiously at Becca and rolling their eyes before returning their gazes to the tests he had handed out only....  Ken’s eyes flicked to the digital wall-clock.

Crap, it’s only been ten minutes?  No way she finished already.

As if mirroring his thoughts, Becca shook her head at that moment.  Her face scrunched up and there were wrinkles on her forehead that he’d never seen on her before.  She looked worried.  Freaked out.

Scared.

“It’s not that.  It’s just....”  She looked like she was searching for the right words, then just shrugged and pointed.

Ken followed the line of her gesture.  He wondered absently if this was some new way to get attention.  Wondered if there was any chance he would be able to steal away during his lunch break and meet up with Maggie and the kids.

Wondered if he was going to live and die in that lowest of all stations: a high school teacher.

Then all that fell out of his head, fell from his mind like water through a sieve as he saw what Becca was pointing at.  What she had been the first to see.

Others in the class saw it, too.  The titters of a moment before disappeared, replaced by several gasps and one small screech that probably came from Janeane Carpenter in the last row.

Or maybe it came from Ken himself.  He couldn’t be sure.  But a moment later he realized he’d stopped breathing.

“What the hell is that?” he said.
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BUGS.

Lots of them.

The high school was all indoors.  It had to be; Boise, Idaho, didn’t get cold on the same level of, say, Missoula, Montana, but the idea of walking between different buildings during a winter snowstorm would have been supremely unpleasant.

Ken’s class was on the third floor of the high school, the east side.  One side of the classroom was mostly glass, just a wall of windows that allowed a view of the city.  It was a nice view, but Ken hated it.  It was just one more thing to distract the kids, especially with all the construction going on downtown: huge cranes moving steel girders into place were far too interesting for a mere teacher to compete with.

Now, however, the cranes were the furthest thing from his mind.  Instead, he was staring at the windows themselves.  Or at least, at one of them.  The second pane from his desk.

At first glance, the window appeared to be covered by some sort of corrugated cardboard, dark and rough.  But then Ken saw that the ripples in the “material” were moving.

Feet.

Legs.

Carapaces.

The bodies and body parts of thousands – tens of thousands – of insects that for some reason now clung to the single pane of glass.

One of the students cursed.  Normally the word would have gotten the kid a trip to Principal Connors’ office, but Ken barely registered the sound.

He stood up and walked to the window.

“Mr. Strickland....”

He glanced at Becca.  She had half-risen from her seat, one hand reaching toward him.  She looked like a damsel in a Saturday morning serial, reaching for her beau as he embarked on a dangerous mission.

A chill ran up Ken’s spine.  He turned back to the bugs.  He didn’t want to go.  But he had to know.

He moved to the window.

The insects crawled over, under, across one another.  A teeming mass of life.  But they did not leave the confines of the single pane of glass.

Something buzzed and hit the pulpy mound of insect bodies.  It hit hard enough that the window beneath clicked.  Ken’s face was within inches of the glass when it happened, and he jerked back.  Someone behind him screamed.

“Just another bug,” he said, realizing what had happened as he said it.  Just another bug.  Another bug.

But why?

Another buzz as something flew to join the coagulating pile of insects.  He could actually hear them through the glass, their feet clambering over the window and each other, tic-ti-ti-tic-tic-tic-tic.

His guts roiled.

He grabbed his stomach with one hand.  With the other, he reached up –

(Don’t do this, Ken, it’s a bad idea....)

– and tapped on the glass.

Nothing happened.  The bugs didn’t seem to notice.  He tapped again, harder this time.  They continued buzzing over and around each other, but none took flight, none were startled away by the intrusive vibrations he must surely be sending among them.

Ken slammed the flat of his fist against the window.  A sharp crack punched through the otherwise still air.  The window split.

The bugs kept crawling.  None flew away.  They remained on the single square of glass.

And then one of the students screamed.
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KEN DIDN’T TURN AROUND, because he saw the reason for the scream in almost the same second.  So did most of the kids.  They emptied out of their chairs and stampeded to the windows.  Normally the kind of thing Ken frowned on.

Not this time.

This time he was too busy looking at the plane.

He wasn’t an aviation expert.  He could discuss airplanes from a historical perspective, but he didn’t know much beyond that.  He could tell, however, that the plane he was looking at was a big one.  Maybe a 747 – he didn’t think the Boise Airport handled anything bigger than that.

Whatever it was, though, it was falling.  Not coming in for a landing at the airport, not doing a dangerously low flyover.  It didn’t even look like it was crashing in the sense that Ken thought of it: a dive that was just a bit too low, or listing to one side as though it might have an engine out.

It was simply plummeting, spinning on three axes, flipping tail over wing, nose over belly.  Smoke was coming from its sides, as though someone had smashed out the windows before setting off a smoke bomb.

One of the wings exploded.  It happened fast, and more violently than Ken could have imagined.  No apparent smoke, no flames.  Just one moment there was a wing and the next the plane was raining fiery shrapnel from a jagged stump where the wing used to be.  The explosion sounded like a muffled pop at this distance.

A few of the students screamed.  Ken did, too.  He thought about telling them to get back, not to look.  But there was a disconnect between his thoughts and his mouth.  He kept looking.  Kept staring as the plane fell.

A second later, two more jets entered his field of vision.  These were military, he could tell.  Probably from the Air Force Base in Mountain Home.  They looked like some kind of stealth fighters, flying in a tight formation like black insects carrying the world’s deadliest stings.

Then, an instant before the 747 completed its topsy-turvy fall to earth, one of the stealth fighters abruptly jerked into the flight path of the other.  The move was so sudden that Ken jumped in place.  The two fighters impacted.

These two jets were close enough that when they hit it wasn’t a muffled pop, but a thundering boom that rattled the windows in the classroom.

It was enough to shake some of the fuzz from Ken’s mind.  He turned and said, “Move away, guys.  Move away from the glass!”

He was trying not to scream.

The two stealth fighters fell in a tangled mass of light and dark, black metal burning bright.

Before they fell to earth, before any of the students turned away, the falling 747 finished its collision course with the world.  Another huge, window-shaking thud.  A bright ball of fire exploded somewhere downtown.  Smoke surged like a living thing, reaching up to swat at the sky.

“Get away from the glass!”

Now he was screaming.  He needed them away from the windows.

Mostly because he didn’t want the kids to notice that the bugs – the things that had called him to the glass in the first place – hadn’t taken flight, even when the explosion from the two doomed fighters rattled the glass.

He also hoped none of them had noticed the other things.
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SIX.

Six.

SIX, GOOD GOD, SIX!

That was how many other aircraft he had seen in the sky.  All falling.

Boise Airport was not Los Angeles International.  Six had to be pretty much every single commuter jet on approach in the area.

All falling.  All looking like they’d been knocked from the sky by the hand of God.

“Mr. Strickland Mr. Strickland Mr. Strickland Mr. Strickland....”

The voice burrowed into his consciousness, someone speaking his name over and over again like a weird chant.  He wondered how long the sound had been going on.

How long did it take for someone to lose their mind?

The students were all crying, whimpering.  Some of the kids were holding one another, faces resting in boyfriends’ chests or on girlfriends’ shoulders.  Their expressions seemed decades older than they had only moments before.

“Mr. Strickland Mr. Strickland Mr. Strickland Mr. Strickland....”

He finally managed to penetrate the fog of shock long enough to recognize the voice.  It was Becca again.  She was pointing at something else.  Not falling planes or bugs gone mad.  Something new.  Something on the floor.  Something....

This time it was Ken who cursed.  No one called him on it.  Everyone was too focused on the windows, on grief.

A few of them, like Becca, even noticed Matt Anders.

Matt was a small kid.  Quiet.  The kind of boy who went with the flow, who did what was asked.  A teacher’s wet dream from the perspective of being no trouble at all about anything.  But Ken always worried about Matt.  Wondered what kind of life the kid was going to have if he could never find his own opinions, his own point of view.

Now, though, all of that might be moot.  Matt was laying on the floor of the classroom, splayed out full-length in front of his desk, his feet twitching spastically against the cheap tile, his head rolling back and forth as white froth oozed from his mouth.

“He having a seizure?”  That was Ricky Briscoe, looking over the tops of his huge glasses, staring at Matt like he was a cool new trading card at the comic book store.

“I don’t know!” snapped Ken.  He knelt down next to Matt and tried to remember what to do in case of seizures.  The school made the teachers take CPR and first aid classes, but most of that was geared toward broken bones and the like, not grand mal episodes that occurred in the middle of some major terrorist event.

“Get up, move!” he shouted, waving for a few students nearby to give him space.  The students stepped back and Ken swept all the closest chairs away as well, giving Matt a clear area where he wouldn’t collide with anything.

“Shouldn’t you get him, like, a spoon or something?”

Ken didn’t look at the speaker.  Didn’t have to.  Becca.

“I don’t – I don’t think so, I –“

Then the screaming began.  The real screaming.
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MATT ANDERS WAS ON the floor.  Rolling around, having a seizure.  Ken had his hands on the boy’s shoulders, trying to keep him from rolling into the chairs, trying to keep the scrawny kid from braining himself on the metal legs only inches from his face.  He wouldn’t have thought he had enough mental space left to look at something else.

But he did.  The screams forced him to look.

He glanced over his left shoulder.  Just a quick peek.  Just a glimpse.  Just a tiny look that was more than enough to afford him a full view of the hell that had opened up around him.

The first thing he saw was Becca.  Of course, it was always Becca.  Becca, who was so careful to be the center of attention.  Becca, who wanted to succeed at everything, even if the thing she succeeded at carried no value at all.

Becca, who was now shrieking as she tried to hold Ricky Briscoe away from her.

And as Ken watched, Ricky leaned in close, snarling, and clamped his teeth on Becca’s throat.  Becca had time for one more agonized scream before Ricky’s jaws ground down.  The girl’s scream turned to a loud gurgle, then to a horrible wet murmur as Ricky yanked his head back, and pulled her throat out with his teeth.

Blood geysered, arterial spray painting surrealistic designs on the mint-green walls of the history classroom.

Becca’s fingers clawed at the raw gap where her throat had been.  Her mouth opened and closed, but no sound came out.  Blood continued to jet out of her throat, coating Ricky’s face.

He grinned and turned his face skyward, like he was standing under a summer rain.  Ken noticed that the boy’s glasses had come off, and his eyes were empty of anything but joy at the blood coursing over his skin.

Becca fell.

But the screams continued.  Impossible.  Becca was dead.  She had to be dead.  Her blood was no longer jetting across the room in a high-pressure stream, just trickling out of her with the weak force of gravity as she lay face down on the floor.  No, she was dead.

So where were the screams coming from?

It took a moment for Ken to realize what was happening.  Like his brain was operating on a slightly different time stream, something a few seconds delayed from the rest of the world.  He knew he should be reeling from what had just happened, knew he must be in shock.  But all he could think to do was look around for the source of the sound he heard.  The source of the shrieks.  The screams.

They were coming from the other students.

He looked at his class.  Realized that he had been wrong before.  What he had seen previously had not been Hell; it hadn’t even been Hell’s doorway.

But this....

The students were killing each other.

Ken gazed at what was happening in dumb horror for perhaps as long as two seconds.  Two seconds in which he saw half the class – students he knew and loved – grappling with and trying to kill the other half of the class.

The aggressors all looked like Ricky Briscoe had looked: eyes empty of anything but unadulterated rage.  Nothing left of what they had been.  Like they had been... erased.

Shirley DeMarco, a girl who never caused any trouble, who sat at the back of the class and who Ken had to coax into participation, was straddling another student.  Ken couldn’t tell who the other student was because Shirley was gnawing the other student’s face with her teeth, chewing and smacking like she was tearing into a filet done extremely rare.  The student below her was writhing and screaming, but even as Ken watched the unfortunate student’s form went still.  Ken didn’t know if the kid was dead or just unconscious, but a moment later he knew as Shirley – nice, mousy Shirley – buried her face in the student’s neck and started chewing away.  Blood spouted, obscuring Shirley’s visage, her dead eyes.

Ken moved his gaze to another pair of students.  A girl – 

(Who is that?  What’s her name, oh, God, why can’t I remember her name?)

– who was attacking a much larger boy with a letterman jacket.  She clamped her teeth on his shoulder and bit down and the boy – Stu Clancy – howled and shoved her with an explosion of his thick muscles.  The girl flew back through the confused melee that the classroom had become.  She tripped over a pair of bodies that were locked in a deathroll on the now blood-slicked tile floor, slipped on a patch of what might have been brains forcibly expelled from a student’s skull, and fell.

Her head smashed into the sharp corner of a desk.

Ken saw the girl’s –

(Laura Briscoe!  It’s Laura Briscoe!  What the hell is happening, Laura?)

– head seem to implode.  Pink and gray ooze exploded out of the wound.  Her head went convex.

She didn’t die.  Didn’t even pass out.

No, Laura stood up.  She tilted her head skyward and screamed, a sound so awful and wrenching that Ken wanted to cover his ears.  It seemed like every bad thing that had ever happened in a universe not famous for mercy was packed into that scream. 

Then Laura’s head tilted back to its usual plane.  Not staring straight ahead – impossible since one of her eyes was gone, exploded right out of her face with the force of impact into the desk – but rather seeming to peer into an abyss of madness that only she could see.

She howled again, and dove back into the free-for-all.  But whereas the other students seemed to be involved in one-on-one struggles, she tore indiscriminately into anyone who came within her reach.  Punching, tearing, clawing, biting.

And all the while, a hideous pink/gray, bilious goo leaked from the massive rifts in her skull and her skin.

Ken felt like he should call someone.  The principal?  911?

Who do you call when something like this happens?  When your tiny corner of the universe casts off all vestiges of reason and runs rampant on a field of madness?

Who do you call?

For a moment he thought, Ghostbusters! and he knew his own brain was misfiring; madness creeping in at the edges of a mind seeking desperately to find reason and coming up empty.

He heard two booms and figured it must be a pair of the falling planes coming down.  But he couldn’t be sure.

He didn’t know.

Didn’t know who to call.

Didn’t know what to do.

And then he didn’t have time to think about it.  Because in the next moment things got much worse.
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IF YOU HAD ASKED KEN Strickland even ten minutes ago a question like, “Could you forget about a student having a seizure in your class?” he would have answered in the negative.  He would also have laughed and possibly asked if you needed a medication increase.

But that was before insanity pushed into his class.  Before the bugs, before planes bombing downtown, and before students started killing each other.

Now, he had forgotten about the boy suffering a grand mal seizure under his hands.  Had forgotten about Matt Anders.

But the growling reminded him.

That and the fact that Matt went suddenly and completely still.

Ken’s eyes were dragged to the silent form under his hands, like he was looking for a single bright spot of sanity in the black pit of madness that had swallowed his once-orderly classroom.  Like he was looking for some reason he could give himself that life still made sense – even if that reason was that at least normal things like seizures were still a possibility.

But even that was denied him.

He looked down and saw Matt, still drooling but no longer thrashing around.  The boy’s eyes were rolled back in his skull, his head oriented upward, like he was trying desperately to see something beyond the cheap acoustic ceiling tiles.

He was growling.  A low, abrasive noise that sounded like he was probably damaging his vocal cords.  It sent another round of shivers up and down Ken’s spine.

Then Matt’s eyes snapped back into place.  They didn’t roll, they actually snapped, like they had been jerked back into their moorings by some electromagnetic force.  The pupils were hugely dilated.

Matt’s gaze focused on Ken.  The growl turned even darker.

The boy launched himself upward.  His teeth gnashing.  His hands clenching.

Only the fact that Ken’s hands had already been on Matt’s shoulders saved him.  Only the fact that he had half-pinned the boy’s shoulders to the floor kept him from finding out what it felt like to have his jugular ripped out; to see his lifeblood spew across the slick killing floor that had once been a place of learning.

Even so, it was close.  Matt’s teeth came together with an audible clack inches from Ken’s neck, and Ken could hear the boy’s jaws grinding together with a terrible rasping noise as the kid strained to reach his neck, his face, his flesh.

“No!”

Ken didn’t know if he was screaming at Matt, or at the other kids in the class who had suddenly and unaccountably gone insane.  Most likely he was screaming at everything and everyone – at a world that would permit such madness.  Regardless, the word seemed to come with a burst of strength.  He pushed Matt away, and pushed himself back at the same time.

Matt felt like long cords of firewood under his fingers, muscles bunched so tightly they no longer felt human.  The boy was impossibly strong, impossibly fast.  Ken fell back, thinking he would have a moment to get some clearance between himself and the still mostly prone kid, but he hadn’t taken two steps before Matt was on his feet and rocketing straight at him.

The boy’s fingers were curled into hooks, and Matt knew without a doubt that if the kid got those hooks into him, it would be hard – impossible – for him to escape.

Time slowed down.  Ken had been operating in a different time zone than the rest of the class.  Now he seemed to be rejoining them, but in a way that slowed down the flow of their movements.

He heard a scream.  Had an impossible chance to look over.

It was Stu Clancy.  The big jock was gripping his shoulder where Laura Briscoe had bitten him.  His face was white and sweat was bursting from his pores.  But not normal sweat.  It looked like he was sweating blood, like his capillaries had burst under the pressure of some unimaginable distress.

Stu screamed again.  Then his eyes rolled back in his head.  His face tilted to the ceiling.

And then Ken had to look away from the terrible vision of the star football player.  Because Matt Anders was about to kill him.
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A MOMENT AGO – LESS than a moment, a mere instant ago – Ken had been worried about Matt’s hands.  Now all he saw was the boy’s teeth.  Because what if he got bit?  What if being bit was some kind of death sentence?  What if being bit meant he would end up like the rest of them?  Like Stu?

All this went through Ken’s head in a flash.  Too quickly to come up with a plan.  He just reacted.

When Ken was fourteen he went to a week-long church camp.  He got there early, and was able to score a prime bunk by the door.  He put his stuff – mostly books he’d brought to pass the time – on the bed and went to check out the camp snack shack.

When he came back a half hour later, a kid named Adam was sitting on his bed.  Ken’s books and clothes were in a messy heap on the floor.

It didn’t take a genius to figure out what had happened.  Ken, then a full head shorter than most of the kids his age, had started trembling with rage.

“That’s my stuff,” he finally managed.  “That’s my bed.”

Adam barely deigned to glance at him.  Just laced his fingers behind his head and studiously looked heavenward.  “What’re you going to do about it?”

Adam was a full six inches taller than Ken.  Probably outweighed him by fifty pounds.

The answer was obvious.  Ken gathered his stuff and went to another cabin.  He didn’t know anyone there.  He had a terrible time.

And as soon as he got home he withdrew every penny from his bank account – he’d been saving for a car when he turned sixteen – and paid in advance for a year’s worth of lessons at the first martial arts studio he found.  He didn’t kid himself.  It wasn’t about self-defense.  It wasn’t about “never letting it happen again.”

It was about a goal.

He wanted to go back to camp in one year’s time, and kick Adam’s ass.

In the next year he absorbed hapkido.  And while he only grew four inches – still short for his age – he did add fifty pounds of muscle to his frame.

Oddly, at the end of the year Adam’s attitude had done a complete one-eighty.  Maybe it was the fact that he’d heard Ken wanted to teach him new and exciting ways to die.  Maybe it was just that Ken had a lot more confidence and so wasn’t as easy a target.  Maybe it was just that both of them grew up enough to get over their insecurities.

Whatever it was, there was no end-of-the-year ass-kicking.  He and Adam ended up being best friends.

But Ken never quit martial arts.  It slowed down a bit when he got married.  A lot when the kids started coming.  But he still made time at least once a week to get out and do some forms, or some weapons practice or sparring.

So when Matt came at him and all he saw was teeth and all he thought about was turning into something less than himself, he just reacted.

He grabbed Matt’s hands, crushing them in his own fingers.  Matt kept barreling at him.  Teeth gnashing.  Spittle flying from his mouth.  That growl, that low, terrible growl.

Ken knew he couldn’t stop the kid.  Whatever had happened to his students had somehow made them stronger than they should be.  Had turned them from normal-level kids to high-level ‘roid freaks.

So he didn’t try to stop Matt.  Just let him come.  Let him come.  Actually pulled him.

Matt stumbled forward a bit.  And in the second that he was off-balance, in the instant that the kid’s feet left the floor and he was completely weightless, Ken fell back himself.  He rolled to his back, still holding onto Matt’s fingers, and used their joint momentum to yank the boy onto him.

This was the dangerous moment.  The time where if he screwed up, Ken knew he was dead.

He didn’t screw up.  His foot popped up perfectly, jamming into Matt’s gut hard enough that the boy’s breath exploded out of him.  Inertia transferred from downward motion to upward and backward motion as Ken’s foot kicked up like a piston, shooting Matt up and over him.

Ken let go of Matt’s hands.  The boy didn’t stop growling, and his claw-fingers grabbed for Ken’s face, nails dragging bleeding lines across Ken’s cheeks and temples.  He just missed gouging out Ken’s eyes.

There was a crash.

The growling stopped.

Ken followed through with the roll, so he ended up on his hands and knees, facing the direction he had started.  He spun around, positive that Matt would be rushing him from behind.

But Matt was gone.

Ken’s stomach felt at once tight and loose, a strange dichotomy that he didn’t understand.

He rushed to the broken window.  Looked down.

Matt’s body was there, three stories below.

Motionless.

Ken had just killed one of his students.

But he didn’t have time to think about it, to care about it.  Because the window let him see the city.

“Maggie,” he whispered.
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BOISE WAS A LOVELY city.  Ken had always thought it was the perfect mix of big-city life – movie theaters, malls, a few nightclubs – and small-town community.

But now he could not remember why he had ever thought anything positive about the place.  He could only see the black smoke rising in dozens of locations.  Could only see fire skittering over the surfaces of several of the buildings.

The Banner Bank building... was just gone.  Disappeared from Boise’s skyline.  Smoke and fire reached greedy fingers into the sky at the spot where it had once stood, and it didn’t take a genius to figure out where at least one of the crashing planes had gone down.

Then, as he watched, one of the huge industrial cranes that stood in the city center tilted drunkenly.

It was the one by the Wells Fargo Center.

“Maggie,” Ken said again.

The world had gone mad a moment ago.  Now it felt like it was ending.  The great crane, tall enough to loom over the eleven-story building, seemed to hang at an impossible angle for far too long.  A fireball bloomed from somewhere near its base, a great ball of orange and red that ballooned upward before disappearing into an ashy black and gray outline.

The crane fell.  It hit the Wells Fargo Center hard enough that Ken could hear it even miles away.  A sickening, lurching crunch of metal and glass and concrete shearing off.

Things fell from the side of the building.  He couldn’t tell if they were huge pieces of concrete or human beings.

The crane slid along the side of the skyscraper, gouging great furrows in the side of one of the largest landmarks in the city.  Then it slowed, stopped.  Still hung up on the side of the bank building.

The building where Maggie was.

Where the kids were.

He pulled away from the window.  Intending to turn and run.  To get to his car, to race to the bank where Maggie had been dealing with a re-fi of their house, and find her and the kids.

It saved his life.

One of the students – could they even be called students anymore? – had apparently taken advantage of his distraction.  Had run at him from behind.  When Ken pulled away from the window, the kid –

(Kari Harper.)

– missed jumping on his back by stupid, dumb luck.  Instead she impaled her throat on one of the jagged shards of glass left behind when Matt went through the window.  Blood ran over the piece of glass, staining it crimson in a way that was almost beautiful.  Kari twitched like a trout caught on a lure, yanking back and forth and only succeeding in shredding her throat further.

She grabbed the shard of glass and tried to pull herself off, but only succeeded in slashing her palms open.  She must have severed the tendons or nerves, because her fingers stopped working and she just batted at the glass ineffectually until she finally sagged, still pinned to the windowpane like the world’s largest and most grotesque insect on a science board.

Ken looked around.  The class was still a battleground.  But it seemed like the tide was turning.  Most of the kids still alive had that dead look in their eyes.

Only a matter of time before one of them took him down.  And it didn’t matter how much sparring he’d done, how many thousands of times he’d punched a heavy bag.  One bite and... what?

Didn’t matter.  He couldn’t let that happen.  He had to survive.  Had to get to Maggie and the kids.

As if to contradict him, a now-familiar growl drew his attention.

Stu.

Blood drizzled through the mangled bite on the jock’s shoulder, and his blood-crusted skin looked like it was scabbing over.

His eyes were dead.  Dead, but still focused on Ken.

The big kid rushed at him.
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KEN WAS DEAD.  THERE was nothing he could do.

Where before several decades of martial arts training had come to his rescue, now they seemed to have abandoned him.  He didn’t know what to do.  He didn’t know where to go.

He just watched as Stu – a tackle on the high school varsity football team – barreled at him.  Growling.  Teeth clicking together in obvious anticipation of ripping the flesh from Ken’s body.

And Ken stood there.  Just stood.

Goodbye, Mags.

A high-pitched shriek ripped Ken’s attention to the right.  He turned just in time to see a blur of motion pounce on Stu.  Stu roared, screeching in pain as something tore into him, ripping his ear off.

It was Laura.  The girl that had bitten Stu, the girl he had tossed into a desk.  She was still oozing that pink pulp from the side of a horribly misshapen head, and now Ken could actually see bone fragments dropping out of her skull.  She couldn’t be moving, couldn’t be alive.

But she was.  She was, and she had just saved Ken’s life, buying him time with her frenzied attack against the thing that had once been Stu.

Laura – the once-Laura – pushed her thumbs into Stu’s eyes.  He shrieked again as her thumbs went deep into his eye sockets.  The eyes seemed to both pop and wilt, almost disappearing under the pressure of her attack.  Gray matter dripped down his face.  He roared and threw Laura away from him.

Ken watched her body fly into a pile of other students who were rolling around in a mass of gore.  He thought she would return to finish Stu off, but she didn’t.  Just started fighting with whatever was in reach.

Ken turned back to Stu.  The teen’s face was a mass of blood and he was spinning back and forth, trying to orient on some unknown location.

Me.  He’s trying to find me.

Ken didn’t wait to see if he was right.  He ran for the door.

Threw it open.

And was nearly engulfed.
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KEN KNEW IT MUST HAVE happened everywhere in the city –the fireballs, the tilting crane, the explosions had made that painfully obvious.  But knowing that hadn’t prepared him for the scene in the school hallway.

What had happened in his class must have happened in all of them.  And hundreds of kids must have run, fleeing for their lives and making it as far as the hallway before being taken down by the things that used to be their friends and classmates.

The walls were green and white.  Or they had been.  Now they were green and white and spattered with impressionistic splotches of red and black.  Ken’s first step into the hall almost ended in disaster as his foot came down in an inch-deep puddle of blood and he nearly skidded into three students locked into a life and death struggle near a bank of lockers.

The sound.  The screams rolled over him like a sonic tidal wave, nearly knocking him off his feet.  The growls and high-pitched whines of the students that had succumbed to whatever maddening impulses were even worse, a pulsing, pounding current that seemed to whisper madness into the deepest shadows of Ken’s own mind.

Just give up.  Just give in.

No.  Mags.  The kids.

They won’t notice.  They’re gone.

I don’t know that.

You do.  They’re gone.

No.

They’re dead.

NO!

And worst of all was the smell.  The smell of any indoor high school was a peculiar beast, a confluence of b.o. and aftershave applied by incompetent hands; of perfume put on in amounts that would embarrass a medieval French prostitute, mixed with the overriding smell of hormones on the brink of breaking free.  But this....

The desperate scent of terror, the tangy copper-smell of freshly spilled blood.  The pungent odor of bowels that had been purged in fear and death.

The smell brought Ken back from the edge of an abyss, reminded him that he was still alive.  Alive, and separated from the only things that made his life worth living.

He looked down the hall to his right, to his left.  Saw the same thing in either direction: teeming masses of students intent on killing or being killed.

And not just students.  Ken saw Joe Picarelli, the gym coach, kneeling over a young girl, yanking loops of entrails out of her stomach while making that same horrific growl.

Ken backed into a corner between the nearby bank of lockers and the doorway to his classroom.  He snaked out a hand and yanked the door closed, not sure if that would stop anyone from coming out but equally unsure what else to do.

He felt like curling up in a ball at the base of the lockers.  Felt like giving up.  That damn screaming pounded at him.

Give up.  Give in.  Give up.  Give in.

He turned and climbed.

He hoisted himself onto the top of the lockers.  There was no way to get out of the school via the hallway, not unless he was suddenly going to channel the ability of an Australian sheepdog to walk across the backs of the students roiling and rolling about on the floor like hyper-violent rioters.

So he went up on the lockers.

Ken didn’t have a plan.  Just knew that to stay still would be to die.  To remain would be to succumb to the pounding voice within him that counseled defeat.

He pulled himself onto the lockers.  There was about two feet of space between the tops of the lockers and the ceiling.  Not much room, just enough for him to crouch and observe the screaming chaos, the death everywhere.

One of the doors opened nearby and Emily Sumter, the English teacher, made a break for it.  Joe Picarelli jumped away from the now-still form of the girl whose innards he’d been yanking out and leapt on the older woman’s back.  Emily went down, screamed once, and then was silent as Joe grabbed her head in both hands and slammed her face repeatedly into the floor.

She was going to retire this year, Ken thought.  He had an insane moment where he realized he wouldn’t have to chip in the usual ten bucks for cake and a retirement gift.  Another insane moment where he was actually grateful, because Emily had always treated him like something you’d find underneath an abandoned refrigerator.

Then Joe Picarelli stopped slamming Emily’s face into the floor.  He looked up.

He saw Ken.

He howled.

And ran for the lockers.
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KEN JUST REACTED.  An all-but-buried part of him wondered how long that would keep him alive, how long instinct and dumb luck would suffice for survival.  But sitting back and drawing up plans was out of the question when you had a two-hundred-pound man with gobbets of flesh hanging from his outstretched hands rushing at you.

He had been crouched atop the bank of lockers, perched like the world’s strangest squirrel in the space between lockers and the ceiling.  Now he scrabbled to his feet and rammed his forearm through the ceiling tiles above him.  He stood, following his arm through the drop ceiling acoustical tiles, ramming his way into the plenum between the tiles and the structure of the building itself.

He felt a hand grab his ankle.  Felt fear shoot lightning bolts up and down his body.

He’s going to bite me.  I’m gonna get bitten.

Ken froze, unable to move for a critical second, as though hoping on some level for the bite to come.  For this to end.

It didn’t happen.

A moment later he realized why.

“Too high,” he muttered, and with the words he kept punching his way into the space above the drop ceiling.

The lockers were almost six feet tall.  No way Joe Picarelli could bite him at that height.  He was safe.  For now.

The hand on his ankle clenched.  Ken had an instant to remember the superhuman strength of the kids he had battled in the past few minutes before Joe yanked his leg out from under him.  He almost tumbled down into the maelstrom of teeth and nails and flailing limbs and death and madness below.  Barely managed to grab onto some kind of ductwork in the ceiling plenum.

Ken felt himself pulled taut, like one of those Gumby dolls he had played with as a kid.

He remembered that he inevitably ended up pulling the legs off those toys.  The thought was not a comforting one.

He looked down, but couldn’t see anything.  His belly was pressed into the edges of one of the metal grids that held the acoustical ceiling tiles.  He couldn’t tell how close he was to having his feet or legs bitten by Joe or some other person.

He pulled, trying to muscle himself up and out of harm’s way.  Joe wouldn’t let go, though, and Ken felt himself tiring.  He was in good shape, for a teacher, but he was no match for whatever unnatural power was flooding the muscles of the gym coach.

Pain lanced through his calves.  He thought he’d been bitten; waited to change into whatever those things were.

The change didn’t happen.  Nothing came but more pain.  He felt his pants leg soak with blood.  Joe must be pulling his skin and muscle away from his leg with his fingers, yanking at him like Ken might work at a difficult chicken leg during a family barbecue.

Then he felt something else, a strange, mushy sensation that pushed its way through the pain.  Something moving around the soles of his shoes.  Pulling and pushing at once.

Ken realized that Joe had pulled him close enough that the gym coach was biting his feet.  Only the fact that Ken favored thick-soled Doc Martens shoes had kept him from being wounded.

Ken cried out, an inarticulate scream of pure terror as he realized that the span of his life and sanity could now be measured in centimeters.  He kicked out, felt the heavy soles of his shoes smash into Joe’s face.  He kicked again.  Again.  Crunches, strangely delicate, like wishbones popping.

Joe’s hands kept raking at Ken’s legs.  Ken kept kicking.  The crunches started to sound muffled, wrapped deeper and deeper in soft tissue.

The hands fell away abruptly.  Ken’s body went from taut to slack, and his lower half slammed painfully against the lockers as a shriek scraped against his eardrums.  He knew it was Joe.  Just like what had happened to Laura when she had tripped into the desk.

Ken yanked himself up until he was standing on the lockers again.  Then pulled himself into the formless black above the ceiling tiles.

It was dark.  The only sense of reality was provided by the hole he had come through and the rolling waves of sound from below, a pounding tsunami of rage and terror that threatened to drown him.

He moved forward.  Didn’t know where he was going, only that he had to keep moving.

Had to get to Maggie.  Had to get to the kids.

If they’re even alive.

What were the chances of a woman, with a nine-year old, a seven-year old, and a two-year old in tow, making it through what was happening?

He didn’t know.  And didn’t care.  He had to find them.  No matter what.

Light punched into the darkness.  A hand burst through the tiles in front of him.  A black outline pushed its way into the slightly greater darkness around them both.

Ken didn’t move.  He held his breath.  He couldn’t tell if the thing nearby was male or female, student or teacher.  And he certainly couldn’t tell if it was a normal person... or one of the crazy things that had somehow supplanted normality.

The dark form remained as still as Ken.  He could see its outline, lit by the flickering fluorescents in the hall below.  But no features.  Just a hunched, silent form.

Then it growled.
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THE THING LURCHED AT him, jumping over the hole it had just opened in the ceiling.  Ken turned away, still hunched in the tiny space in which he had taken momentary refuge, but not before he saw the face of the thing following him.

Not a person.  Not a girl or boy.  Just a thing.  Just an it.

Its forehead and eyes were unscathed.  High cheekbones that could once have belonged to a beautiful girl or to a fine-featured boy.

Ken couldn’t tell.  Because everything below that was a travesty.  The nose was gone, chewed to oblivion, just bits of flesh with sharp white shards of bone poking through.  No upper lip.

The lower jaw was completely gone.  Ripped away by some impossible force.  The lower face sagged as though saddened by the loss of itself.  Ken thought for a fraction of an instant that the student’s throat was cut, but then he realized that what he had taken for a congealing trail of blood was in fact a limp, loose tongue hanging against the neck of the once-teen’s shirt.

Then he couldn’t see it any more.  His back was to the abomination, he was crawling along the metal framework of the drop ceiling.  Trying to move as fast as he could while at the same time knowing if he put his hand down on a tile instead of on the ceiling grid he would plummet through into the hall below and death – or worse – would be swift and inevitable.

He tried to think as he spider-crawled from support to support, bunching his body up and over bundled A/C vents that squirmed over the drop ceiling like silvery caterpillars.  Tried to think what to do, where to go.

And kept coming up empty.

The thing behind him snarled, the sound coming out strange and wet, saturated by blood and unmuffled by the enclosure of a lower palate.

Ken realized he was screaming, too, and wondered how long that had been going on.  Wondered if it would ever stop.

He tried to think of Maggie.  Of Derek and Hope and little Liz.  He tried, but all he could hear was the pound of hands and feet behind him; all he could feel was blood dripping off his calves and his cheeks; all he could see was darkness.

He felt a hand at his foot.  Just a brush.  It didn’t grab him, it wasn’t close enough to get a grip.

But it was close enough to make him forget what he was doing.  To make him panic.

Ken’s ongoing scream notched up an octave and he threw himself forward.  His hand came down, not on the sharp edge of the ceiling grid but on the hard-sponge feel of the ceiling tile.  He came to his senses in that moment, tried to stop himself from moving forward, but it was too late.  Even in this screwed up version of reality, even in the madness that had replaced his universe, apparently physics still mattered.  

He couldn’t arrest his forward momentum.  

Couldn’t stop himself from pitching over the edge of the grid...

... hitting the ceiling....

Falling through.
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KEN SWUNG DOWN INTO the hall, his hand reaching out as though to break his fall.  One of the things below saw it and grabbed for him, blood-stained teeth gritted around chunks of something.  He snatched his arm back and the thing missed him by a hair’s breadth.

Then he felt something at his feet, which were still laid out full-length in the ceiling space.  He knew it was the thing that had followed him up there.  And knew there was no way he could fight it off.

He swung his body up, arching his back and reaching blindly behind him, trying to find a grip on the ceiling grid that he had just fallen through.

It didn’t matter.  He didn’t know why he bothered.  He was going to be bitten.  He could feel the thing on his legs.  He didn’t have time.

Still, his body kept moving.  Kept clawing for purchase.  Giving up wasn’t an option, it seemed; survival as much a matter of motor memory as it was of will.  He felt like he had no say in his own soul in that moment; like a creature greater than himself had briefly taken control and forced him to endure, to strive, to continue.

He grabbed the grid and started to haul himself backwards into the ceiling space.  Like being born in reverse, going from blood and light into the darkness again.

He felt teeth on his leg.

And the thing didn’t bite.

Why?

He flipped himself into the plenum, and realized what had happened: the thing wasn’t biting him because it couldn’t.  It only had an upper jaw.  No lower jaw to grind against, no lever it could use to exert enough pressure to puncture his flesh.

Still, he was bleeding from where Picarelli had clawed at his legs.  What if the thing bled into him?  What if its saliva got into his wounds?

The thought sent Ken into a paroxysm of motion.  His legs kicked out, catching the mewling thing in the loose sacks of flesh and fluid that were all that remained of its lower face.  The thing screamed its wet cry, its hands raking toward Ken’s eyes.

He rolled away.  The thing hit the ceiling tiles where Ken had been a moment before and went right through.  A crescendo of screams sounded, the noise of feeding beasts interrupted in the midst of their frenzy.

Ken rolled back and looked through the hole in the tiles.  He couldn’t see the thing that had attacked him.  Just a carpet of moving monsters standing atop another carpet of blood and body parts and gore.

He felt his stomach lurch.  Forced himself not to vomit.

Maggie.  Derek.  Hope.  Liz.

He focused on them.  On their faces.  He pushed back to hands and knees and kept crawling across the grid.  Vowing not to fall.  Hoping he could keep his promise.

Outside, something exploded.  He couldn’t tell exactly what.  Whatever it was, it sounded huge.  It shook the foundations of the school.  He almost fell through the ceiling, almost pitched over with the violence of the invisible blast that felt both impossibly far and right next to him.

Something big.  Something big just went up.

And Ken knew that whatever it was, it signaled the end of everything he knew.

His world disappearing.
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DARKNESS RAPIDLY BECAME both armor and enemy.

In the empty space between the ceiling grid and the building superstructure, Ken felt safer than he had since first seeing Becca’s throat torn apart.  But he also had a moment to think, a moment to wonder what was happening.  The blackness all around him writhed like serpents, and all he could see was students pulling each other apart.

He vomited.

He tried to stop it, but it came anyway.  Like he was trying to physically purge himself of the memory of what had just happened to his world.

He heard the wet splat of his lunch hitting the ceiling tiles.  Waited for the sounds below to change; for one of the monsters to figure out he was up here.

Nothing happened.

He felt weak.  He wanted to lay down.  Just sleep, right there in the ceiling like a rat.

The thought of Maggie and the kids kept him going.

Slivers of illumination occasionally forced their way between warped ceiling tiles, shadow-traces of the brightness that had once been a way of life but was now merely something to be remembered.  His reality now was darkness and pain.  Pain in his legs, where Joe Picarelli had yanked gobbets of flesh away from his calves; pain in his face, where the newly-transformed Matt Anders had raked bleeding furrows in his cheeks and temples on his way to a three-story drop out the window.

He kept crawling.  His hands and knees were on fire as well, the entirety of his body weight resting on the thin metal ridges of the drop ceiling grid as he hid from the nightmare below.

How am I going to get to Maggie and the kids?

Forget that, how am I going to get out of the school?

Something hit his head.

Ken’s heart felt like it was trying to pummel its way out through his face, slamming hard against his ribcage and then his throat.  He dropped backward in the darkness and his teeth gritted as though in weak parody of the viciousness of the children he could still hear killing one another below him.  But it wasn’t mindless savagery that made him clench his jaw, it was raw terror.  The knowledge that something else had found him.

That he was going to die.

He held still in the dark, trying to ignore the terrible screams and somehow-worse growls below him.  Trying to ignore the pain in his body, the pain in his soul.  Trying to forget the fact that he had only minutes before killed one of his students.

Who was here?

Nothing else moved.  Nothing else breathed.

Nothing growled.

He was alone.

After a moment he reached out.  Felt for what had touched him.

His bruised and abraded palm sung on harp strings of pain as it brushed against something cool and unyielding and he realized that nothing had touched him.  He wasn’t in danger – at least, no more than he had been a moment ago.

No, he was simply at the end of the line.  He had run out of crawlspace.  The plenum ended with a wall, and he had no way of knowing where he was in relation to the school’s layout.  He could still hear growling, so he suspected he was over the hall, but he couldn’t be sure.

He waved his hands.  Felt nothing.  He began to move laterally, inching in the direction he hoped was the outer wall of the school.  Nothing concrete in his mind, other than the idea that he didn’t want to descend in the hallway.  That would be suicide, and he hadn’t stayed alive this long just to throw it all away in a painful splash of red.

He kept Maggie in the front of his mind.  Kept her smile before his eyes.  It was hard.  The dark kept crowding out the image, kept replacing it with thoughts of what might have happened – what must have happened –

(she had three kids with her, do you think she could have survived this?  could she possibly have survived this?)

– kept replacing the sight of her grin with a sickening view of her face ripped to pieces, her jaw gone like the student that had trapped him up in the ceiling.

He kept moving.

He lost track of time, moving inch by painful inch through the darkness.  It could have been minutes or hours.  All he had was memory and pain, a mixture of pleasure and distress.

Thoughts of asking Maggie to marry him.  He hadn’t had the money for a diamond ring, so he’d bought a simple gold circle, but she cried like it was ten carats of perfect clarity.

Thoughts of Matt going through the window, a sullen growl the last thing the world would have to remember him by.

Thoughts of little Liz, taking her first steps and slapping her naked baby belly in pleasure, her mouth open wide in a grin that seemed to light up the whole world.

But could it light up the world now?

Ken stopped moving suddenly.  He held himself motionless.

Everything was still the same.  Darkness all around.  Pain biting at his face, his legs, his hands.

Everything was still the same.

But somehow, it was all terribly different.
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IT TOOK A MOMENT FOR Ken to figure out what had changed.  Longer than it should have, in fact.  The darkness had become an audible force, a seething surf that pounded against his ears and deafened him to everything else.  So he very nearly missed what was happening.

And what was happening was silence.

Or no, not silence.  There were still screams and cries and whimpers.  Sounds of pain and misery.

But the howling, growling cries of predatory rage were gone.  Like the kids and teachers who had been afflicted by the hideous transformation had simply disappeared.

Was that possible?  Ken tried to reach through a dark-sodden memory, tried to pinpoint the moment when the snarling sounds had ceased.  Was it gradual?  Sudden?  Did it sound like they’d run out of the building?

He couldn’t be sure.  Couldn’t remember.

Memory was a funny thing.  It could make you remember your first kiss with fondness, even though it was a travesty of bumped noses.  It could make you remember your baby’s birth with love, even though it resembled a charnel house.  And now, when Ken needed his memory to function with sharpness and clarity, it was apparently playing hard to get.

Not cool.

He debated only a moment about what to do next.  Because in that moment, even the cries and whimpers disappeared.  He had no idea what that could mean – surely the wounded couldn’t have run out of the place, could they? – but knew it was probably bad.  If for no other reason than because anything good happening at this point seemed highly unlikely.

He couldn’t stay here.  Couldn’t remain in the comforting cocoon of darkness.

Ken didn’t let himself think about his decision.  Just reached below his face and felt for the edges of the nearest tile.  He intended to pull the edges up a few centimeters, enough to peek around and get an idea what was happening without being spotted.

Adrenaline betrayed him.  His jittery fingers ripped the corners of the tile upward so hard he banged himself in the face with the tight square of recycled mineral fibers.  He tasted salt and copper in his mouth.  Almost grinned at the irony of giving himself a bloody lip in the middle of a city-wide apocalyptic event.

But didn’t.  Because he looked down.
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FACES.  LOTS OF THEM.

Ken almost screamed, but managed to bite back the sound.

Kids, teachers.

Standing, sitting, some splayed out full-length in pools of blood.  Others sat on top of what looked to be their own internal organs, as though they were playing the world’s strangest game of King of the Hill.

As Ken watched, several of those with the worst wounds closed their eyes and slumped.  Their chests stopped moving.  They were dead.  They must be dead.

The rest, though....

They were staring straight at him.

A moment later – an eternally long moment in which he was certain he had at least three separate heart attacks – Ken realized that they weren’t staring at him.  They were just staring up.  Staring at the ceiling.  And he just happened to be in the ceiling.

Their eyes were rolled back, the way Matt Anders’ eyes had been right before he went bugnuts crazy and attacked Ken.  Only the whites showed, not even the tiniest traces of iris visible.

Their mouths were open wide, like they were straining to catch invisible rain.

They were all panting, and Ken realized that they were breathing in sync.

In-out-in-out-in-out-

(Two students slumped, blood loss too great to live....)

-in-out-in-out-in-out....

For some reason, the synchronized respiration made Ken feel like this was a nightmare.  People going crazy en masse was one thing.  That could actually happen, right?  Mass hypnosis, too much MSG, everyone holding their cell phones too close to their heads while Googling porn on the internet... there could be an explanation.

But breathing in harmony?

Then he remembered the way Matt’s eyes had snapped back into place.  How the boy had gone from normal to killing rage in the space of seconds.

Don’t do this, Ken.

There’s no other way.

There’s gotta be something.

But there wasn’t any other way.  He could stay up in the ceiling and die like a rat, cowering and waiting for larger predators to hunt him down, or take his chances now.

He dropped down to the hallway.

Into the midst of the quiet monsters.

Quiet.  But for how long?
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WHEN KEN DROPPED DOWN, he found himself between a girl who looked remarkably unscathed, and one of the school’s security guards – only distinguishable by his yellow jacket with “SECURITY” written across it in bold black letters.  The guard’s face was mostly gone, nothing but a single unmarred eye in the midst of raw red meat that looked like it was already suppurating.  The man’s cheekbones poked through the mangled tissue of his face.  The air he breathed whistled in and out not only through his nostrils but also through flapping holes in what was left of his cheeks, through broken bones that allowed free access to his sinus cavities.

Ken didn’t move for a moment, frozen not by the awesome damage that had been done to the man, but rather by the single unharmed eye.  It seemed almost profane, to have a part of him so perfect in the midst of such destruction.

He suddenly remembered a scripture from his childhood: If thine eye offend thee, pluck it out and cast it from thee.

Then he realized that shock was sinking in again.  That his brain was making connections that weren’t necessary, that weren’t even there.

Move.

Move.

MOVE.

He turned.  Took a step.

And knocked into another student.

He knew this one.  It was a freshman he had in one of his classes, a kid named Ethan Miller.  A good kid.  He looked like he’d been bitten, staring up with white eyes at the nothing above him.

Ethan snapped at Ken, teeth clicking together a few inches in front of Ken’s nose.  Ken had to swallow a scream, and was sure he was going to die; sure that everyone must be coming out of whatever creepy trance/fugue had bought him this little time.

But no.  The kid went back to his upward stare, mouth open and panting, and Ken realized that the boy probably hadn’t been trying to actually bite his teacher.  At least, not purposefully.  It looked like this was more of an instinctive reaction, an animalistic response to unwelcome stimulus.

So don’t touch anyone.

He looked down the hall.  Fifty feet to the nearest stairwell.  Then down two flights of stairs and at least another hundred feet before he got to an exit of any kind.

And there were kids and staff everywhere.  All of them face up, panting, mouths open.  Some wounded, some whole.  All ready to pounce and bite if he touched them, and God only knew when they could return to their rampages.

Maybe they won’t.  Maybe they’ll just fall down.  Go unconscious.  Die.

But he knew that was wishful thinking.

And he knew that Maggie and the kids weren’t going to get any closer to him if he stayed here and waited for the things around him to start moving again.

He took a breath, and started his slow movement through the hall.
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ONCE, WHEN KEN WAS a teenager, he played a game of Jenga at a party.  The first person who lost – a girl who had had a bit too much to drink – removed her t-shirt.  Strip Jenga was born.

The rest of the kids in the circle thought it was a great idea.  Particularly since the inebriated girl seemed hell-bent on getting naked.

Ken, however, hated it.  Hated the idea of a game that was supposed to be just plain-ol’ fun turning into something where he might end up baring himself in front of peers.  Any titillation he might have felt at the idea of ogling partially naked girls nearby was completely lost in the embarrassment he was already feeling, both for the wasted girl beside him and for his future self.

Now, pulling himself through spaces far too small for his frame, he found himself desperately wishing for those days.  Strip Jenga was eminently preferable to Death Pick-Up Stix.

Every time he got too close to one of them, the student- or teacher-thing he was near would snuffle.  Its breathing would momentarily fall out of lockstep with the unified panting of everyone else in the hall.  Its mouth would close, its teeth would grind.  Ken would freeze, unsure whether it was better to remain motionless or inch slowly away.

As soon as the person – or the thing that used to be a person – looked back to the ceiling, he would keep on going.  Inch by painful inch.  Trying not to smell the coppery scent of blood, the musky odor of urine and feces that seemed to be everywhere; that pounded at his nose and made him want to vomit again.

He slipped.  His hands went out, heading straight for a girl who stood ramrod still in the middle of the hall.  For a moment he had the crazy thought that if he fell on her, if an adult male teacher fell hands-first against a barely post-pubescent girl the way he was going to, a lawsuit was a certainty.  Then reality asserted itself.  Lawsuits weren’t an issue.  His survival was at stake.

He had the barest instant to force his body to one side.  His back twisted unnaturally, and he felt something twinge in his spine.  Pain ran up and down the length of his left leg.

He wanted to scream.  Instead he just grunted, and even that sound was mostly swallowed.

He didn’t understand anything that was happening.  Didn’t know what would make the things around him go crazy again.  Sound?  Smell?  Psychic emanations?

He just didn’t know.

He didn’t know anything.  Other than that he had to get to his family.

He half-slumped against another bank of lockers.  Tried to convince himself that the sticky wetness he felt against his hands and cheeks where they pressed into the metal were nothing more than wet paint.

He focused on the pain in his leg.  He had hurt himself lunging out of the way of the student.  Whether it was a bad injury, something that would fatally slow him down or not, he couldn’t say.  All he knew was that his left leg throbbed, then alternately sent spike-shocks of pain rippling from his pinky toe up to his hip.

He pushed himself away from the lockers.  He knew he had to keep moving.  Knew that if he let himself stop to “rest,” there was every likelihood he wouldn’t be able to start moving again.

He took stock of his position.  Still in the midst of a frozen explosion of mayhem, still surrounded by people he had once known but whose humanity had mysteriously disappeared.

He was ten feet from the stairs.  More importantly, maybe twenty kids and two adults clustered between him and the top of the steps.

Snap.

Like they were all part of some twisted remote system, every single mouth of every single person slammed shut.  Their teeth clicked together audibly, and Ken didn’t think he’d ever heard anything so terrifying.  Not even the sounds of the wounded, the dying, the transforming students and faculty competed with that single massive crack of thousands of teeth coming together in a single instant.

And one by one, the things started dropping their chins, looking down from whatever invisible sight had held them fast.  Their eyes swung back into view.

They shook their heads as though confused.

Ken ran.
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HE MADE IT TO THE TOP of the steps.  Barreling through anyone who was in his way, doing his best impression of Stu Clancy at a home game.

Only no, that was wrong.  Stu was crazy, he was gone, he was one of them now.  So Ken wasn’t pretending to be a star tackle in a clutch situation, he was just himself, just a single normal person in a world that had tossed sanity out the window.

He hoped that would be enough.

He hit the first person in his way hard, lowering his shoulder and plowing into soft tissue that had begun falling from a deep gash in the student’s guts.  The kid snarled and snapped, but didn’t seem to fully engage.  Not yet.

But it was going to happen soon.

The kid fell back, knocked over two more of the creatures.  They all tumbled to the floor in a tangle of limbs, snarling and nipping at one another like rabid animals.

Ken was already past them.

He sidestepped two more things.

Not students.  Not kids.  You didn’t kill a kid, didn’t kill Matt Anders, you killed something but not him....

Juked around a clot of four or five of them.

They all dropped their chins.

One focused its eyes on him.  A hand reached for him.  The thing – a thing that had once been a student, had once been someone’s daughter – growled.

The sound moved through the hall like a ripple in a once-calm pool.  It bounced over the lockers, up and down the walls, growing louder and louder as it did.

Ken felt warmth on his legs.  He didn’t know if it was blood from his wounds, or if he had just pissed himself.  He didn’t know if it mattered, either.

The things were around him.

And they were, once more, awake.

He was at the top of the stairs.  He threw himself over the lip of the steps, tossing himself bodily down and trusting to gravity to get him to the bottom faster than he could do if running.  It was a good way to break a bone, he knew, but he also knew that broken bones would be irrelevant in the next moments.  Speed was all that counted.

The growling behind him took on a heightened, fever tone.  He knew somehow that every eye – or at the very least, every eye that hadn’t been gouged or bitten or otherwise mangled into oblivion – was swiveling in his direction.  Orienting on a threat.  On prey.

Then he realized that the bigger problem was in front of him.  Two students, arms wide to catch him, stood on the steps at the landing a few feet below.  He was pitching straight at them, no way to halt his fall.  Their hands opened and closed spastically, their faces ran red with blood.

Their teeth chittered and snapped, eager for his flesh.
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KEN DIDN’T TRY TO STOP.  For one thing, he was sure it wouldn’t work.  He had already fully committed to his headlong flight down the stairs, and the treads themselves were miniature waterfalls of blood that allowed next to no purchase for his feet.  For another, even if stopping were technically possible, he felt his left leg cry out in anger as he twisted away for a moment.  His knee buckled and he almost went down.  The only thing more dangerous right now than falling into the arms of the things on the landing would be rolling into their arms, he reasoned.

So he didn’t attempt to halt his downward trajectory.  Didn’t try to grab the blood-slicked banister with his own blood-slicked palms.

Instead he put his head down, his arms out.  He felt like he must look foolish, like if his kids could see him they would think he was doing a funny dance of some kind.  Some weird imitation of a crab with hip dysplasia meant to amuse them.

But there was nothing amusing about his intent.  He didn’t want to stop, he could only speed up.  Could only drop his head between the two students, grabbing onto both of them with his arms, lurching forward as they grabbed at him, screaming as their nails drew red furrows in his back, screaming again as he felt them leaning down to bite him to tear him to turn him, then....

The tinkle of plate glass, double panes heavy enough to deal with winter storms but not prepared for the weight of three bodies hurled at them...

... shearing, screaming pain as glass fell all around him... 

... growls, something tugging at him...

... falling...

... he hit something hard.

And then all was dark.
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SOMETHING WAS TUGGING at him.  Pulling his arm.

Ken opened his eyes.  Or thought he did.  He couldn’t see anything.  What was wrong with his eyes?

He smelled smoke.  Wondered what was burning.  What was happening, where he was.

Where are the kids?

Is it my birthday?

His thoughts spun around in his mind like the lights on a police car, all atwirl and making no sense at all.

Have to go to the zoo.

The thing that was pulling at his arm yanked harder.  Ken felt himself blink.  Light started to make its way to his brain, started getting parsed and evaluated.  Nothing concrete yet, but he thought it was only a matter of time.

The pulling at his arm was getting somehow more... serious?  Severe?  Like whoever was doing it was really wanting him to pay attention.

Probably Hope.  She’s never been very patient.

He knew that wasn’t right.  Knew that he was hurt, that his thinking was askew, but knowing it didn’t stop the flurry of nonsense that seemed determined to captain his mind for a bit.

The light he was seeing started to resolve into colors.  Orange.  Red.

Fire?

That was the first thought he had that he knew made sense.  Something was on fire.  Something close.  It explained the smoke he smelled, the colors, the heat he suddenly realized was washing across his face and making his skin feel like dried parchment.

Then more detail.  He swiveled his head.

Looked at his arm.

Screamed.

There was something there.  It used to be someone, perhaps, but no longer.  Not now.  You couldn’t call it someone when it was only there from the waist up.

Another student, Ken realized.  And with the realization came the return of memory, the recollection of what had happened.

How long was I out?

The thing next to him had been torn asunder somehow, and now lay in a blackened, curdled heap of its own innards.  Ken looked around and saw that the student’s lower trunk and legs – still clad in a mini-skirt that was definitely not dress code-approved – were laying in the grass a good ten feet away.  They were half-pinned under an SUV that was burning brightly, sending black puffs of smoke into the air like an old West smoke signal, like it was humanity’s last chance to ask for help.

Maybe it was.

Ken’s gaze went back to the girl.  She was still alive.  She couldn’t possibly be alive, couldn’t be moving.  But she was.  She was pulling at his arm, using him as an anchor to draw herself closer to him.

Her teeth were only inches from his fingers.

He screamed and rolled away.  The motion made the world spin into darkness for a moment, made nausea and pain roll through him in competing surges.

He opened his eyes again.  The girl was still there, a few feet away.  She looked enraged, like he had broken some basic rule of the universe by refusing to be bitten.

“Screw you,” he said.  He meant it as a personal buck-up.  It came out as a whisper, as something that scared him.

How did I get here?

Then he remembered: the stairs.  The window.

He must have gone right through.  Not his intention, but whatever worked.

What had happened to the other two?  To the ones he took with him?

He cast his eyes around, looking for them and seeing nothing.  That was bad.  Not knowing where the monsters were, he sensed, was a good way to a quick death.

Or worse.

He tried to keep looking, but sudden exhaustion gripped him and he went limp.  He was on his back, and his eyes went skyward of their own accord.

He looked up, realizing he was still directly below the window – two and a half stories high – that he had come out of.  Only the fact that the ground below was new-sodded grass, and a very lucky landing, had kept him from being killed.

He also saw the reason the two students he’d taken with him hadn’t followed him down and killed him.

They were hung up on the outside of the building.  One had been pierced through the middle by a shaft of glass, hanging just outside the window itself.  The other kid had somehow gotten tangled on a flagpole that bore the school’s banner.  The teen-thing was snarling and growling like an oversized fly caught in a spider’s web, but at least it wasn’t paying attention to Ken.

For now.

He looked around.  Didn’t see any more of the things nearby.  But he didn’t think that was likely to last.  Not that he had any basis for that assumption.  For all he knew they would sit down and start composing beautiful haiku in the next few minutes.  But it seemed to him that the safest course was to assume the worst.  And the worst assumption included the things in the school making their way outside.  And soon.

As if to congratulate him on his sound thinking, he heard a door open nearby.  It was one of the emergency exits, the sound of the door slamming open against the brick façade of the school accompanied by a harsh electronic alarm.

Maybe it’s someone normal.

Whoever it was screamed.  Not in pain, but in rage.  The shriek of an animal hearing a hated sound.

Ken rolled to his hands and knees.  The world kept sliding out from under him and he suspected he was probably seriously concussed.  Maybe worse.  He needed medical attention.  A hospital.

The angry growl nearby suddenly changed.  Now it sounded distinctly like a beast that had just caught sight of a meal.
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KEN TRIED TO STAND.  Made it to his knees before pitching forward face-first into the lawn.  The grass was soft enough to save him from serious injury, but still felt bone-shatteringly hard as it ground his lips into his teeth.

He pushed himself up again.  Blood and spit oozed out of his mouth.  He saw a tooth, bright white in the sunlight, sitting naked on the grass.

Whose tooth is that?

The growling behind him was louder.  Much louder.  Like more than one voice, too.

Ken forced himself up.  He felt sick to his stomach, felt like dying might not just be inevitable but welcome.  The only thing that kept him going was a sense that he had to be somewhere.  Was supposed to meet someone.

Where am I supposed to be?

He took several lurching steps.  Vomited on himself but managed to remain upright.  He seemed to recall that puking was a sign that a concussion wasn’t too bad.  Or was it the opposite?  Was he dying?

Focus.

One foot ahead of another.

He stayed vertical, but knew he was moving too slow.  The things were out here.  He could hear them.

He risked a glance over his shoulder, even though it made his already-spinning world start to whirl that much faster, like a carnival ride that hadn’t had a government safety check in decades.

There were three of them.  Four.  Now five.  Coming out of the school’s side door.  They looked confused, like they weren’t sure how they had gone from indoors to outside; like doors taxed their suddenly-altered mental states.

They wandered in tight circles just past the still-burning vehicle that had plowed into the school.  Their movements were jittery, but somehow familiar.  They looked like something Ken had seen before.  He sensed it might be important, but didn’t have a chance to dissect the thought.

Because that was when they stopped being awed by the outside world; stopped being amazed by the magic portal that had brought them beyond the walls of the high school.

They saw Ken.

They might have seen him before, but forgotten him in the strangeness of the outside world.  He didn’t know.  But now he saw them clearly zeroing in on him.  He heard that strange, animalistic growl coming from all of them, that ratcheting cry that screamed of hunger, of rage, of need.

They ran for him.

He turned away and did his best to run as well.  Not easy when the world felt like a Slip ‘n Slide coated in motor oil.  His legs kept lurching in opposite directions, like his brain wasn’t sure which side should be dominant.

There was no way this was going to work.

He looked over his shoulder. 

Four things that looked like they had once been students, and one that was vaguely recognizable as one of the front office staff.  They had already halved the distance between him and them.  They traveled in a tight group, coordinated as any group of special ops soldiers, within inches of each other yet never getting in one another’s way.

They were at the burning SUV.  Maybe fifteen feet from him.

Fshhh-woosh.

It sounded at first like a giant inhaling.  Then breathing out.  Then....

Boom.

The SUV exploded.

The fireball went up twenty feet in the air.  It hit the bodies of the two things tangled on the outside of the building and Ken heard them shriek in pain as their skin curled and sloughed away from their bones.

More important, the explosion also rocketed outward, completely engulfing the five monsters chasing him.  They didn’t shriek.  They didn’t make a single sound.  Just disappeared in the high-intensity explosion.

Ken had an instant to smile, then the heat reached him.  It felt like it seared all the hair off the back of his head, felt like it burned the shirt off his back.  Instant sunburn.

The shockwave came next, knocking him off his feet again, back down to his hands and knees.  He heard a voice in the dark hollows of his mind – a voice that sounded suspiciously like his own – complaining petulantly about that fact.

Hey!  I just managed to get up!

Then Ken heard something new.  His mind, shocked, bruised, tossed, concussed, had trouble figuring out what it was.

Thwap.

He looked over and realized that a half-melted SUV door had just landed a few inches from his head.

He was in the debris field.

He started to lurch to his feet.  Only one thought in his mind: to get away from the fallout of the explosion.  What had just saved his life might still kill him.

He got as far as a half-squat before something hit him in the back of the head.

Ken’s head tilted forward instantly.  He felt sticky wetness running down the back of his burned neck.

Darkness wrapped a shroud around his sight, and his last thought was, No fair, I just got up!
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“STAY WITH ME.  STAY with me.”

Ken heard the words, but they made no sense to him.  Not where he was, floating in the blue-green water of Kauai.  It was his honeymoon.  He and Maggie were floating, drifting.  Everything was perfect.  Perfect....

Except for the damn sunburn.

He must have been laying on his stomach too long.  His back felt positively blistered.

He turned over on the raft, flipping over so that he could give his chest an equal chance to bake.  He’d never been one to tan – he wore sunscreen with the same SPF level as lead paint and still ended up looking like a lobster – but at least he could embrace the burn.

He looked over at Maggie.  Floating there in a two-piece bathing suit on her own inflatable raft.  A local kid had let them borrow the rafts when Ken told him they were newlyweds.  “Just float, man,” said the kid, with the mellow tones of an island-born.  “Just float, feel the ocean.  Let it carry you a while.”  Then his deeply tanned face seemed to split in two, cleaved by a smile so bright it rivaled the perfect sand underfoot.  “Just don’t do the nasty on my rafts, man.  My sister uses these things.”

Then he was gone, apparently trusting in two strangers to find him and return his property when they were done.

So Ken and Maggie floated.  Drifted.  And he stole glances at his new wife and wondered how serious the kid had been about his injunction against nasty-doin’ on his rafts.

Maggie didn’t look at him.  But apparently she had some special sense that women had when in the presence of overblown hormones.  “Cool down, Don Juan.”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

“We’ve had sex, like, sixteen times today.”

“Not more than twelve.”

“You’re going to have to find an entire rhino horn and grind it up in a gallon of Gatorade.”

“Totally worth it.”

“You sure?  You could just dry up and blow away.”

“I’ll chance it.”

He paddled over to her.  She still had her eyes closed, but her smile rivaled that of the kid who gave them the raft.

He reached for her.

Whoomp.

Something exploded in the distance.  He looked over his shoulder, but all he saw was surf and shore, leaves and the too-green-seeming plants that he was still trying to convince himself weren’t some kind of Hollywood special effect.

He shrugged and looked back at Maggie.  She was still smiling, but now her face was wrong.  It took him a moment to realize what it was about her, but then put his finger on it: her lower face was missing.  The bottom half of her jaw was gone.  Her tongue wagged freely against her chest.

“You okay?” she asked.

“Yeah,” he said, though suddenly he didn’t feel so okay.

“C’mere.”

He leaned in to kiss her.

Another muffled explosion sounded.  He looked at the beach again.  The boy who had loaned them the rafts was there.  He was on fire, waving at them and shouting.

“Go with the flow, man!”  Then he turned to ash and glowing embers, a solid outline of what had once been flesh.  “Just give up!”

Ken turned back to Maggie.  She shook her head.  “Stay with me,” she said.  But now she didn’t sound like his wife.  She sounded old, used up.  Spent.

He blinked.  And where Maggie had been, now there was someone else.  A woman he’d never seen before, looking down at him –

(Down at me?  I was on top of the raft, on top of her.  How can she be looking down at me?)

– through eyes that peered at him with concern.  The eyes seemed to shine, and it took Ken a second to realize that it wasn’t so much that they were bright as that the rest of the woman’s skin was so dark.  Dirty.

No.  Not dirt.

Blood.

His lips moved.

“What’s... what’s happening?” he said.

“Shh,” she hissed.  She looked up and away as though waiting for something to pass.  Then she looked back at him.  “End of the world, sonny.” 
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END OF THE WORLD.

End of the world.

End of the world.  Apocalypse.  Go directly to jail, and definitely do not collect two hundred dollars.

Ken blinked slowly as the words danced an electrified jitterbug through his mind.

It felt like his eyelids had gained weight.  He didn’t remember blinking being this hard before.

Before what?

And then it snapped back.  Images of Becca clawing at her torn throat, of Stu with his blank stare, of Matt flipping out the window.  Joe Picarelli pulling looping coils of guts out of a student.

Falling.

The SUV exploding.

He looked at the woman above him.  She was crouching, her palm parallel to the floor in the universal sign for “shut-the-hell-up-bad-shit-is-happening.”  Ken didn’t say anything, just studied her.

She looked like she was in her late fifties, maybe early sixties.  It was hard to tell through the blood and dirt that coated her skin and clothing.  The only real clues were the hints of gray that peeked through her matted hair, and the wrinkles on her face that had caught thick streaks of gore.

Ken’s gaze moved from her body to her hands.  One was still outstretched, still signaling quiet.  The other held what looked like an L-shaped lug wrench, though it was much longer than any other such tool Ken had ever seen: nearly four feet of solid metal.  The socket end looked clotted with blood and hair, and the other end terminated in a flat, blade-like apparatus that was probably supposed to be used for wedging tires off of rims.  It was bloody as well.

The woman looked down at him.  “They’re gone.”

“Where are we?” said Ken.  He tried to sit up.  Pain sprinted from the base of his spine through the top of his head.  He winced.

The woman squatted beside him.  “Easy,” she said.  “We’re in some tax office.  H&R Block or something.”

“Tax office?”  Ken couldn’t quite make sense of the words.  He looked around.  All he saw was beige ceilings, a beige wall, and some sort of desk/reception setup that hid everything else from view.

His benefactress seemed to think he was challenging her choice of refuge.  “It was open and it was empty,” she said.  “Not like I had a lot of choices, draggin’ your ass.”

“No, I....”  Ken shut his mouth.  Tried to order his thoughts.  “Thank you.  For whatever you did.  I just don’t understand what exactly that was.”

She smiled then, as though he had said something tremendously funny.  “Understanding went out the window about an hour ago, kiddo.”

He smiled back.  “I’m Ken,” he said.  It felt weird to say it.  He was laying on his back, possibly badly hurt, looking up at a woman who looked like she followed the Countess Bathory bathing regimen, and he felt compelled by some sense of good manners to introduce himself.  He laughed.

She laughed, too.

“I’m Dorcas,” she answered.  She shook the lug wrench at him at the same time.  “And if you make fun of my name, I will brain you.”  She was smiling as she said it.

“I wouldn’t dream of it.”  He held up a hand.  “You mind helping me up?”

She nodded, and her free hand clasped his.  She had a very strong grip.  A lot of the women in the area worked farms, and Ken guessed Dorcas was one of them.  She certainly had the attitude of a woman accustomed not just to rowing her own boat, but chopping down the tree and making the damn thing in the first place.

He got halfway up, proud of himself for not vomiting all over the desk, and then was stopped by Dorcas’ hand on his shoulder.  “Slow up,” she said.  “It’s not smart to be in full view.”

Ken straightened a few more inches.  Just enough to see over the reception desk.  He wanted to see where in the world he was.

What his world had become. 
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AT FIRST HE DIDN’T see anything.  Just a wall of windows with “Brooke Gale, CPA,” and “Got Taxes?” and “Se habla español” written across them in large white letters.

He recognized the signs.  He’d never been in the office – never had a need to, since the kind of money he made as a teacher generally insured that his taxes could be figured out on the side of a cereal box and squared by sending Uncle Sam a roll of shiny nickels – but he drove past it every day.

It was a quarter-mile from the school.

A quarter-mile closer to the Wells Fargo Center.

A quarter-mile closer to Maggie and the kids.

“How did we get here?” he said.

Dorcas favored him with a look that made it clear she thought the question an exquisitely stupid one.  “I brought you,” she said.

“How?”

She grimaced.  “I was fixing a flat on the side of the road when everything started to fall apart.  Couple cars crashed, couple more stopped and the people in ‘em came after me.”

“How’d you...?”  Ken’s voice drifted away.  He didn’t need to ask.  “That’s quite some tire iron you’ve got.”

“Yeah,” she hefted it in both hands for a moment like a star hitter about to go on deck.  “My ex-husband made this for me.  He was a walking penis, but good with tools.  I think it was his way of letting me know he didn’t actually want to have to be around to help me with anything ever.”

Ken was saved from having to figure out how to respond to that by the fact that several figures ran by the windows.  Dorcas grabbed him and hauled him a bit lower, so they could barely see over the top of the reception desk.

The figures ran lithely, with a grace and speed that Ken normally associated with professional athletes.  But one of them looked like a soccer mom and the other two were dressed in fast food uniforms.  All three were spattered with blood.  The soccer mom was holding onto something that looked like a human spine.

They were gone as fast as they came.  Just a few streaks of red across the glass.

“How did you get me here?” asked Ken.  He was speaking to speak, he knew.  Talking to keep his mind off what had just happened, off the pain that was still roaring through his body.

“I found you by the high school.  You looked pretty bad, but alive.”  Her eyes never wavered from the front of the office.  She looked like a hunter, eyes ready for any sign that would lead her to what she sought.  Ken had been invited to go hunting several times over the years, but had never gone.  He was regretting that fact now.  Something told him it might have offered him a few useful skills.

“Anyway,” Dorcas continued a moment later, “there had been some kind of explosion, looked like –”

“An SUV blew up.”

Dorcas nodded.  “Yeah, but it looked like maybe more than that.  Maybe hit a gas main or something as well.  Wasn’t a whole lot left of that side of the school.”

“What?”  He was dumbfounded.  Somehow the idea that the school had fallen prey to whatever sickness – attack? infestation? – that had altered everyone was easier for him to deal with than the concept of the building suffering a gas explosion.

All those kids dead, he thought.

Then he thought: they were already dead.

Of course, he didn’t know that.  He didn’t know anything.  He was just guessing.  And guessing was a terrible way to go about making life and death decisions.

Dorcas was nodding slowly.  “Yuh,” she said.  “Good thing for you, too, ‘cause I don’t think these whatever-they-ares would have left you alone if you’d fallen over in the middle of anywhere else.  You being in the middle of a big ol’ kaboom is what saved you.”

Another one of the things ran by.  Dorcas waited until it was gone, her hands tightening on the lug wrench to the point that Ken worried the thing beyond the windows would see her knuckles glowing.

It didn’t, though it stayed at the windows for a very long time, smelling along the glass like a two-legged bloodhound.  Ken looked around for something to use as a weapon.  The receptionist’s desk was clean to the point of being irritating.  The only things on it were a few post-it notes, a pencil, and some letters.  Ken thought about opening the drawers, but he didn’t know how well-developed the things’ hearing might be.

After another few breathless moments, the thing ran off.  Ken noted that it looked less sure on its feet than had the first three, though he didn’t know why.  It hadn’t appeared injured.  He filed away the information.

“So anyways,” Dorcas continued, as though they had been interrupted by nothing more than a minor annoyance, a glitch in the day’s proceedings, “even though you hadn’t been torn to itty-bitty bits, I didn’t think it’d be a good idea to leave you there, so I grabbed you and brought you here.”

“But how?  No offense, but I’m a bit too big for you to pick up.”

A cloud of smoke drifted by the window, as though to underline his question.

Dorcas grimaced.  “Yeah, I had to drag ya.  You’ll probably find a fair amount of gravel in the back of your head, legs, and ass tonight.  Sorry.”

Ken tried not to gawk at her.  She had dragged him for a quarter-mile?  She had to have done it one-handed, too, or she wouldn’t have been able to retain her XXL lug wrench.  And she was apologizing?

“Why?” he said.  And even as the word escaped him, he wasn’t sure what he meant by it.  Why had she cared to stop for him in the first place?  Why would she apologize when she’d done nothing to warrant an apology?  Why had he survived when so many had not?

Why was any of this happening?

Dorcas lavished another one of her “my, aren’t we the idiot?” looks on him.  “It was the right thing to do,” she said.  “Jesus said ‘Do unto others.’”  Her eyes flashed to the side.  “You’re head’s bleeding again.”

Ken touched his temple.  His fingers came away red.  The sight of his blood made him woozy.  Or maybe it wasn’t the sight, but the fact that he’d probably lost so much of it.  Either way, he once again found himself riding a Tilt-a-Whirl that nobody had bothered to ask him if he wanted a turn on.

Dorcas put a hand on his shoulder.  “You should lay back down.”

“Can’t.”  He closed his eyes, willing the vertigo to stop.  It didn’t.  He opened his eyes and concentrated on seeing through his dizziness.  He seemed to have better luck with that, if only marginally.  “My family’s out there.”

Dorcas’ face tightened.  “Where?”

“Wells Fargo Center.”

She nodded.  “Well, we best get to it, then.”

“To what?”

“To them.”

She started moving toward the front doors.  Ken moved after her, pausing only a fraction of a second.  He didn’t have to ask her why.  He knew what she would answer.

“It’s the right thing to do.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]




26


[image: image]


––––––––
[image: image]


THE WELLS FARGO CENTER was less than two miles away.  Less than a half hour’s hard walk under normal circumstances.

But then, these were hardly normal circumstances.  Now, with the world spiraling into a maelstrom of chaos and violence, two miles could take a day.  Longer.  There was no way to know.

Ken took a moment to search the receptionist’s desk.  It yielded little more helpful than the pencil he had already seen.  Just a ruler too flimsy to use as a weapon, and a plastic stapler that would probably fall apart if he tried to use it for anything more strenuous than attaching one sheet of paper to another.

Welcome to the world of disposable living.

Looked like he would be leaving the office as empty-handed as he came in.  At least he was still alive.

Dorcas led the way out, creeping on cat-feet to the front of the drab room.  She unlatched the door, and Ken was amazed anew at the woman.  Not only had she rescued him, not only had she dragged him a quarter-mile through decidedly hostile territory, she had had the presence of mind to lock the front door when she came inside.

The tax preparation office was in the middle of a small line of businesses.  One of the little groupings of buildings that would grow a few stories every block or so until they became the dozen or so high rises at the center of downtown Boise.

Ken looked around.  Smoke clouded the air, turning day into a half-lit twilight.  It was hard not to cough.  Pits of brightness peeked through the air in every direction as dozens of fires burned unchecked, as though Hell itself was forcing its way through to a higher plane – or dragging this plane lower.  Cars lay askew in the streets, some crumpled into each other, some crumpled into buildings, others simply abandoned.  There would be no driving anywhere within city limits, not in the permanent gridlock that had fallen upon Boise.

Ken could also hear the sounds of chaos.  The crackle of flames.  Glass tinkling.  Sounds of concrete and shearing off in the distance, and steel bending under some unimaginable forces.

Car alarms chirped all around him, a cacophony of noise that mixed and mingled and could almost hide the other sounds.

Almost.

But the electronic screams of the car alarms could not quite mask the flesh and blood shrieks of people being maimed and dismembered and killed.

And turned.

“Have you seen anyone get bitten and not turn?” he whispered.

“Turn?  What’re you talking about?”  she looked up and down the walkway.  Ken followed her gaze.  There were four cars in the small parking lot.  Two of them had their doors hanging open, their own alarms blaring and adding to the bedlam.  But no one could be seen.

There was some blood on the sidewalk below his feet.  Nothing like it had been at the school, but more than you could write off as a passing nosebleed.

“Turn.  Into one of... one of them.”

Dorcas swiveled to stare at him with wide eyes.  “You mean if you get bit you turn into one of these crazies?”

Ken nodded.  “It happened to one of my studen – I saw it happen,” he amended, trying not to think about Stu, screaming as blood streamed through the bite on his shoulder, staining his letterman jacket even as his eyes drained of their humanity.  It was an impossible thing to try.  Ken suspected that moment would be present in every moment he experienced for the rest of his life, like a horrible stained glass window through which he viewed the world.

“So they’re zombies,” said Dorcas.

“What?”

But she was already moving away, almost dancing down the sidewalk, hugging the walls of the building as long as she could.  She looked like she’d trained for this.  Maybe she had.  Ken again regretted not going hunting.

He also wondered at what she’d said.  Zombies?

He was a history teacher.  He believed in facts and events, in what actually happened.

But he also knew that much of history was a lot closer to fiction than to fact.  Often “history” was simply what the winners of major conflicts got to call their propaganda.

So... zombies.

Zombies – at least in the movies and stories he knew of – were mindless.  That certainly matched up with the things that had taken over Boise.  The trouble they obviously had with doors seemed to bear that out, as did their lack of speech and their incapacity for fear – the ones that had come out the window with him hadn’t been afraid, just angry.

Zombies were hard to kill.  Ditto the things here.  They had been bashed, blown up, pulled to pieces.  And still they kept coming.

So how did you kill a zombie?  Ken tried to remember the few zombie movies he’d watched.  He preferred light comedies or straight action to horror films.  But he thought it was shooting them in the head.  Major brain trauma.

And that didn’t jibe.  When Becca hit her head she went berserk.  When Ken kicked Joe Picarelli’s skull bones back into his brain, the gym coach rampaged throughout the hall of the school.  Neither died.  They just went even crazier.

So no.  Not zombies.  Or if they were zombies, then the stories had gotten some things very wrong.

He realized that Dorcas was holding up her hand, motioning for him to stop.  He skidded to a halt, instinctively drawing as close to the nearest wall as he could.  It was an ice cream shop.  Baskin Robbins.  The neon sign that usually bragged about its “Thirty-OneDerful Flavors” was dark.

Come to think of it, Ken realized that the lights had been off in the accounting office where Dorcas had taken refuge.

Were lights on anywhere in Boise?

In Idaho?

How far did this go?

Dorcas spun around.  “Go!” she whisper-shouted.  “Go, go, go gogogogogo!”

She looked terrified.  Ken would have bet she could play a game of high-stakes poker against a room full of Bond villains.  He had no wish to see what had scared her.

So he ran.
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KEN THOUGHT THEY WERE going to end up back in the office of Brooke Gale, CPA, but before he’d taken more than a few steps Dorcas grabbed him and propelled him sideways.  He thought she had gone crazy; was going to ram him into one of the cars whose alarms was screeching away.  But at the last second she swung him and instead he found himself shoved through the open door of the passenger side.

A moment later, Dorcas was slinging herself in after him, jabbing at him with her elbows and screaming, “Get over, get over!”

He heard something clang.  Her monster-sized lug wrench.  He wondered why she had dropped it, then realized she’d done so to make room, to make it easier to close the car door.

As soon as Dorcas had clearance, she slammed the door shut.  Ken heard a meaty thud as it closed and Dorcas grunted.  She must have closed it against her foot or hip.  She didn’t seem to care, though.  Nor did she appear to mind the loss of her formidable weapon.

She just hunkered down in her seat and motioned for Ken to do the same.

Ken was still half-straddling the gear selector, so he lurched over until he was fully in the driver’s seat, then he slunk down as well.

The car alarm was deafening inside the vehicle.  Even so, he thought he could hear a strange sound.  A low, vibrating drone.

“What is that?” he whispered.

Dorcas looked like she was about to respond, but instead of answering she said, “The vents!” in that whisper/shout that Ken was starting to associate with the new normality of his existence.  She batted out her hands, seeming to punch at the dashboard.  A moment later Ken realized she was slamming the air conditioning vents into their closed positions.  He did the same for the ones on the driver’s side, still unsure what was going on but trusting in Dorcas’ sense of what should be done.

The sound grew louder.  And with it, screams.

A moment later, Ken saw.  He understood why Dorcas had done what she had done.

And hoped it would be enough.
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KEN THOUGHT AT FIRST that he was seeing a sentient cloud.  That a piece of the smoke that had engulfed much of Boise must have broken away, gained intelligence – at least on a rudimentary level – and begun prowling the streets.

It was an insane thought.  But the world had very recently gone insane, so he didn’t think he was too out of line having things like that in his mind.

Then he realized that what came into view – what he glimpsed over the edge of the car door and the dashboard – wasn’t a cloud of smoke.  It was black and constantly shifting.  Composed of millions of bits of what looked like particulate matter.

But it wasn’t smoke.

It was a swarm.

The low humming he had heard when Dorcas pushed him into the car: the buzz of millions of wings.

And the screams were coming from deep within the cloud.  Shrieks that sounded like someone being burned alive.  Worse.

The swarm paused in the middle of the street, as though having a committee meeting about which direction to move next.  Ken realized he was holding his breath.

The bees hovered an eternal moment.  Then headed right at the car.  Right for them.

Dorcas started muttering under her breath.  Ken couldn’t tell if she was cursing or praying.

He started tearing off his shirt.  Buttons popped.

Mags gave me this shirt.  She’s gonna be pissed.

“What are you doing?” hissed Dorcas.

“The vents!”

“We closed ‘em.”

“You wanna trust that?”

She hissed.  Started to take off her own blood-spattered flannel shirt, leaving her in a once-white tank top that had already turned cataract gray.

Ken shoved the fabric of his shirt against the air conditioning vents on his side of the dashboard, trusting Dorcas to do the same.  In almost the same instant, it sounded like a hailstorm had engulfed the car.  Sharp raps and taps against the windows, lower thunks against the roof and side panels.

The swarm had engulfed them.
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HE FELT LIKE SCREAMING.  The only reason he didn’t was that Dorcas was perfectly silent beside him.  Providing a sense of calm that he could not have maintained on his own.

No, that wasn’t true, he realized.  He wasn’t screaming because he was sure if he started, that would be it.  He would just keep on screaming until whatever madness had infected the world made its way fully into his mind as well.  He would scream until the world ended.

And then what would become of Maggie?  Of the kids?

He knew he was deluding himself.  Knew they were probably dead already.  But he also knew that he had to cling to something.  Sanity hung by the slim thread of hope.  He wouldn’t be the one to snip it.

The bees were so thick outside the windows that he could see nothing else.  Just masses of black and flashes of orange-yellow in the dark cloud.  Just millions of stingers punching ineffectually at the windows.

He felt something under his fingers.

Please, dear God, please don’t let that be –

Another movement.

“They’re getting in,” he said.  He practically had to scream to be heard over the din.

Dorcas nodded.  “I feel ‘em.”

Ken looked around the car, trying to spot something else that would provide a better seal than their shirts.

Something buzzed.  Not outside the car.  Inside.

And he realized that they hadn’t covered the lower vents.

A moment later he felt the first insect buzz by his ear.

A moment after that Dorcas shouted in pain.

And a moment after that the first face appeared at the window.
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IT WAS ONE OF THE THINGS.  One of the zombies.  Dressed in the outfit of a motorcycle cop, the rounded helmet making him appear almost as insectile as the bees that surrounded him.  His mouth was open, and Ken could see bees crawling around the thing’s gaping maw.

They didn’t seem to be stinging him.  Or rather, it.

The thing’s mad eyes oriented on Ken.  It growled that horrific growl, and started to pound a gloved hand against Ken’s window.

Ken felt a searing pain at the nape of his neck.  Bee sting.

He wondered how long it would take for either him or Dorcas to just lose it and drop their shirts from the vents, allowing more bees to flood in and hastening their deaths.

He wondered why it mattered.  Maybe it would be best to just let it happen.

Another thump, another face.  This time at Dorcas’ window.  It was a little girl, barely tall enough to look into the car.  She had blond hair that had been braided into pigtails.  Ken was sure before all this happened she had probably been beautiful, a shoo-in for the next Swiss Miss ad campaign.  But now her pigtails had been dyed red, and her lower face was caked in gore.

Her teeth started clicking together, chittering, a sound that penetrated the thick hum of the bees and made Ken feel like someone was stabbing his soul with a psychic icepick.  Like the cop, she started pounding on the window.  She had to reach up to do it.

Bees crawled over her skin.  Her open eyes.  She paid them no heed.  Only scrabbled at the glass, trying to get inside the car.

Liquid heat poured over the skin on Ken’s knee.  Another bee sting.  A groan escaped his lips.  He glanced at Dorcas.  She was still holding her shirt against the vents, but she was white-faced and shaking.  She had blood running down her chin, and Ken thought she might have bit clean through her lip.

Whump.

Ken looked back at his window.  The cop wasn’t hitting the glass with his gloved hands anymore.  He had switched to headbutting the window with his helmet.

Whump.

He rebounded off the window.  Growled and hit it again.

A crack appeared in the safety glass.

One more hit and the window would shatter.  The bees could come in and Ken didn’t know if he’d die in a flood of stings, or if he’d survive long enough to turn into one of the things outside. 

The once-cop reared back.
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THE FINAL HIT DIDN’T come.  The cop leaned back, but didn’t punch through the glass with his helmet.  He just kept leaning and leaning, until he was almost bent over backward.  A glance out the other window showed the child doing the same.

Their mouths opened.  They were breathing in unison.

“What the hell – Ow!” said Dorcas.

“I’ve seen this before,” said Ken.  “I don’t know what it means, but we have a couple minutes before they start pounding us.”

“Fat lotta good that does us with the bees.”

A noise that sounded half solid, half gaseous, drew their attention.  The windows cleared of the millions of bees.  They hadn’t flown away.  They just fell to the ground in a carpet of bodies that was inches thick for fifty feet in every direction.

“What the hell...?” Dorcas said again.

“Come on,” shouted Ken.  “We don’t have much time.”

He threw his door open.  It knocked into the cop, who fell to the ground.  Ken jumped out of the car.  His feet came down on the bees and crunched through them to solid ground.  He felt sick to his stomach at the sound.

The nausea increased when he saw the cop, flat on his back in a sea of insect bodies, panting that strange pant, his mouth wide open and his eyes rolled back to white.

Ken couldn’t tell for sure if the bees were dead, or just stunned like the zombies.  He thought dead, but he didn’t plan to stick around and check for tiny pulses.

A thud sounded behind him as Dorcas got out of her side.  He looked over and didn’t see her, then she rose into view, shaking motionless bees off her super lug wrench with a grimace of disgust.

She looked at the little girl.  “What’s this?” she said.  It was a question to herself, Ken was sure.  Just a whispered bit of reflection that he had overheard.  But it made him ask as well.

What is going on?

He still didn’t know.  Didn’t even know if this was the same thing he had seen before, or something totally different.

It didn’t matter.  He was alive.  That mattered.

Dorcas was alive.  Another thing that mattered.

He hadn’t found his family.

That mattered most of all.

“Time to go,” he said.

Dorcas nodded.  “Hell, yes.”
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THEY RAN TO THE STREET first, heading in the same direction they had before Dorcas spotted the bees.  Ken led the way this time.  He suspected they only had a few minutes of peace before the zombies came out of their trances and resumed attacking anything that moved.  So he ran as fast as he could, given his injuries and the exhaustion that was starting to creep in like a dark smudge at the edges of his vision.

But as fast as he wanted to move, he was compelled to slow down when they came to the three lumps in the middle of the street.

“Bees,” was all Dorcas said.  Then she was past, gesturing for him to come on.

Ken nodded, sparing one more glance at the three things in the road.  They were only recognizable as people because of the clothing that wrapped their bodies like too-tight sausage skins.  The rest was a bloated, swollen mass.  Thousands of stings covering every inch of exposed skin.  He shuddered to think how close he had come to looking like this.

Day’s still young.

He ran.  Caught up to Dorcas.  He didn’t know if she was slowing down due to age or exhaustion, if she was simply letting him keep up, or if he was getting some extra charge from the fear for his family that kept nipping at his heels.  No matter which it was, he was soon in the lead.

He didn’t know how long they had to run.  He had been in the high school ceiling last time this happened.  Had it been seconds?  Minutes?  Time and panic had bled any sense of time from his mind.

They ran toward the Wells Fargo Center.  Bearing east.

One block.  It took forever, moving around the shattered remnants of cars and debris fields that looked like they belonged in warzones and not in middle America.

Two blocks.  Ken tried not to count the bodies he saw.  It was a lot.

They passed a clot of about fifty zombies in the street.  Some of them held pieces of a recently torn-apart person in their hands.  All stared at the sky.  Breathing in unison.

Three blocks.

Two more zombies in the street.

Ken ran past.

And Dorcas screamed.
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THEY WERE AWAKE.  THE zombies were awake.

One looked like it had reached out for Dorcas as she passed and now it had a tight grip on her arm.  She couldn’t swing her lug wrench, either, because the zombie – a fat, middle-aged man wearing board shorts and no shirt – had grabbed her on the side where she held her weapon.  She couldn’t get a swing.

The other zombie was another man.  Younger, with tattoos running up and down thickly muscled arms.  He was reaching for her from behind as Dorcas struggled to keep away from the fat man in front of her.

Ken moved without thinking.  He ran to Dorcas, grabbing her wrench.  She resisted for a fraction of an instant before realizing that it was him grabbing, then let it loose and used her now free hand to keep the fat man at bay.

Ken didn’t have time to swing the wrench at the younger of the monsters.  He just flipped it sharp end up and jabbed.  The flat end of the lug wrench slammed right through the zombie’s head, going up through the base of its nose and then out the back of its skull.

Pink ooze flowed down the length of the lug wrench.  Ken wanted to drop the thing, but forced himself to keep hold.  Even when the goo ran down onto his fingers and arms, feeling like a thick, warm, melted milkshake.  He had to hang on.  Because the zombie – or whatever it was – didn’t die.

The wound was mortal.  There was no way for something to survive a hit like that.  But the strong young man didn’t fall.  Didn’t die.  He started shrieking, screaming, snarling, and gnashing his teeth.

He grabbed Ken’s hands, effectively pinning them to the lug wrench.  And started pulling himself down along the length of the iron haft.  The flat end of the wrench seemed to grow like an iron plant out of the back of his head.  His jittering teeth came closer and closer to Ken’s hands.

And Dorcas was still screaming.  A good thing, he supposed.  It meant she was alive; that she hadn’t been bitten.  Hadn’t turned.

The tattoed zombie was still sliding itself down the lug wrench.  More and more of that pink goo welled from the zombie’s wound, and the more that dripped across Ken’s hands and arms, the more the thing seemed to go completely insane.  Its body spasmed, its head tried to whip back and forth even though pinned in place by the bar.

Ken grunted.  Inches from a bite.

He threw a quick look over his shoulder.  Dorcas was on the ground, the fat man on top of her.  One arm was twisted strangely at her side.  The other was pressed flat against the fat man’s forehead, trying to push his teeth away from her face and throat.  And failing, an inch at a time.

Ken grunted.  Stepped back and tried to play the world’s deadliest game of Crack The Whip as he spun the zombie around in a tight arc.  At the same time, he fell to his side.

The move jerked the lug wrench free with a snap and a spray of blood and sludge.  It also tore the zombie’s head sideways, pulling off a good amount of skin.

There was no way Ken was going to get his feet under him in time to counter any further attack.

But that was the risk he had taken.  Hoping that this zombie, like the others he had seen who had suffered major head trauma, would lose whatever sense guided it to attack only humans.

And it worked.  The thing’s face swiveled as the wrench pulled out of it.  Its gaze fell on the fat zombie that was only an inch from chewing through Dorcas’ cheek.

The younger monster, still oozing puddles of viscous pink slime, fell on the back of the fat man with a scream.  Began beating at it with fists, biting the back of its neck.

Ken got to his feet and ran at them both.  He body checked the fat man, pushing the squirming mass of madness partway off Dorcas.  Then he yanked her the rest of the way out.  She screamed when he pulled her by her broken arm.  He ignored it.  No time to be gentle.

The young zombie and the fat one were biting at one another.  Screaming.  Blood and flesh started to flow as they pulled each other apart, one piece at a time.

“Come on,” said Ken to Dorcas.  He pulled her to her feet.  She almost fell, her knees wobbly from fear or shock or pain.  “Come on,” he said again, giving her a quick shake.

He leaned down and scooped the lug wrench off the ground, then stood and put Dorcas’ good arm over his shoulder.  He didn’t know if she needed it or not, but he wasn’t going to chance his only friend in the Apocalypse falling over and dying of shock.

Not when there are so many more exciting ways to die.

“Ken,” she said.

“If you’re about to say, ‘Just leave me,’ forget it.”

She snorted.  “I was going to say, don’t you dare leave me.  Not after I saved your ass.”

He almost laughed.

But didn’t.  He had to save his breath.  Because he heard something that sounded like thunder.  Only there wasn’t a cloud in the sky.
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THEY WERE ON SOUTH Americana Boulevard, crossing West River Street.  A few blocks ahead of them, the massive footings of the I-84 freeway dropped to earth.  The freeway curved and dropped down a ramp and converted gradually to city streets.

The thunder sound was coming from in front of them.  From the rear.  From all sides.

“What is that?” Dorcas panted.

Ken just shook his head.  He had no idea.  But knew it couldn’t be anything good.

Ahead, the darkness where South Americana crossed under the freeway ramp seemed to roil.  It billowed in on itself, then exploded.

Dorcas cursed, the word spitting out of her like a bullet.

It was like the bees again.  Only this time it was a mass of things that had once been human.  He couldn’t make out any details, couldn’t see the eyes or the madly gaping mouths.  But he didn’t have to.  There was something tremendously unnatural in the way they were running.  Pounding along the blacktop at bullet speeds, but not in any way he associated with a panic riot.

They were running as a unit.  Coordinated.  No unnecessary bumping or shoving.  Together in a way that was almost as disconcerting as the mayhem he felt rolling off them in waves.

He skidded to a stop.  Turned.

Saw another dark mass of death speeding at them from the other end of the street.

He broke right, running to the closest building with windows: a homeless shelter.  He hadn’t even known the place existed, and felt a strange pang of shame at that.  Boise was one of those places where no one seemed to be homeless.  People had money problems – he was one of them – but they always seemed to be in the “pain in the ass but manageable” category.

The place looked like a warehouse, mostly brick and concrete.  But the front was a series of windows.  Which made Ken very uncomfortable.  He remembered the cop, beating against the windows of the car.

How long will those windows hold up if the zombies try to get in?

Beggars can’t be choosers, Ken.

He pulled Dorcas toward the place.  She resisted long enough to pull her arm from around his shoulders, then she was running under her own steam.

The thunder was deafening.  A thousand, maybe ten thousand, pairs of feet hitting the pavement in a cadence that was somehow both chaotic and unified.  Each running at his or her own pace, but all with one purpose: to rend and kill and change.

They got to the front door of the shelter.  Glass, just like the ten-foot windows that fronted the place.  Most of the windows had smears of blood across them, inside and out.

Ken hit the door with his shoulder.  A sign across it said, “We are open for YOU!”

The door shuddered in its frame, but didn’t open.

Locked.

Ken looked inside the shelter.  He didn’t think he and Dorcas had time to go somewhere else.  But he also didn’t want to just break the glass – what would be the point of hiding somewhere with a wide open door?

He saw what looked like a soup kitchen setup: long tables, benches.  Hot food setup in the back.

Everything was in disarray.  Tables upended, benches overturned.  A folding metal chair hung from a sparking bank of fluorescent tubes.

Lots of bodies.  Lots of blood.

Nothing moving, though.  Whatever happened here had remained here.  Had stayed contained.

Not like the now-deafening thunder.

“We gotta get inside,” said Dorcas.

Ken nodded.  He rattled the door once more, as though hoping it might have magically unlocked in the last second.  Then he raised the lug wrench to smash through.

And a man appeared in the wreckage beyond the door.

He looked terrified, worry and grime and blood caking his face and making it difficult to see how old or young he was.  But he had dark hair and a bristly-looking goatee.

“Let us in!” shouted Ken.

He could hear individual footsteps in the thunder, now.  The shelter was slightly recessed from the street, but he had no doubt that the mass of monsters was only maybe a hundred feet away.  Less.

The man in the shelter just shook his head.

“Let us in!” Ken screamed, fear cracking his voice into sharp jags.

Dorcas pounded her good fist against the window beside the door.  “Please, we’ll die!” she screamed.

The man pointed beside him.

There was a little boy there.  Holding the man’s hand.

Ken cursed.  “We can help you!” he screamed.  “We don’t have to do this alone!”

The man shook his head.

Ken raised his lug wrench to smash through the window.

“What about the boy?” said Dorcas.

“I have a family, too,” said Ken.  He looked at Dorcas.  She seemed to be considering his words.  “We’re better off together,” he said.  He brought the lug wrench down.

And stopped it in mid-air.

The man in the shelter had drawn a black, snub-nosed revolver and was pointing it right at Ken’s chest.

Ken looked at the man’s eyes.  Had no doubt the man would shoot him if he continued his swing.

He nodded.

“Come on.”

They would have to outrun the thunder.

He turned.

And saw the first creature come into view past the corner of the building closest to them.
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IT WAS A MAN IN BLUE jeans.  He was wearing a Boise State U. baseball cap and matching blue and orange t-shirt.  No blood on him, other than a single spot on his hand where he must have been bitten.

He saw Ken and Dorcas and snarled.  Swerved to run at them.

Ken ran.  He knew Dorcas was right behind.

They ran in the only direction open to them: the thin bit of asphalt between the homeless shelter and the building beside it.  The slap/crash of ten thousand feet pounded into the area after them.

Ahead was a chain-link fence that enclosed the back of the shelter as well as some other structure that looked like a supply building or maybe a large disconnected garage.  Either way, it looked like it was closed up tight, and was certainly too tall to get on top of.

Beyond the chain-link fence – almost irrelevant information for Ken’s brain to process since there was no way they could climb over the twenty foot fence before they were overwhelmed by the horde behind them – there was just a blank wall of concrete.  A huge footing of the I-84, an unbroken length of concrete where the freeway lowered to within thirty feet of the ground.

Dorcas started to slow.  Ken could tell she had seen the same things he had.  The fact that they were running into a dead end.

“Come on,” he barked, grabbing her arm and yanking it.

“Why?” she muttered, but ran on.

He felt like she was right.  But felt like he couldn’t just stop.  He owed it to his family to try.

All the way to the end.

Then he saw something.  Tossed the lug wrench away.  Dorcas veered as though to grab it.

“Leave it!” he shouted.  And grabbed what he had seen.

Dorcas gasped as though realizing what he was going to do.  She grabbed it as well.

The zombies were only fifty feet behind them.

And now he realized that they were in front of him, too: filtering into the space on the other side of the fence, between the shelter property and the freeway footing.

“We can’t go over,” panted Dorcas.

“I know.”  He veered to the sturdy structure on their right.  “Change of plans.”

As he turned, he saw the zombies that had followed them into the funnel between the shelter and the other building, a concrete block of a place with a sign proclaiming, “Get fit for the rest of your life!  Free introductory YOGA classes!”

The things were thirty feet away.

He ran the last feet to the disconnected concrete building behind the homeless shelter.  Threw what he was holding against the side.  Dorcas helped him, adjusting the tall ladder that had been laying against the side of the shelter until it cleared the roof of the storage building.

Twenty feet.  The growling hit him hard, worse even than it had in the school.  It felt like he was being punched by someone who had a roll of nickels wrapped in his fist.

He shoved Dorcas up the ladder ahead of him.  She started moving, faster than he would have thought someone could climb one-handed.

He was up an instant later.

The zombies were ten feet away.

Dorcas cleared the ladder.  On the roof.

Five feet.

Ken jumped up the last few rungs.  Onto the roof.

Two feet.

The zombies, led by the blue-jeaned BSU fan, reached for the ladder.

Ken grabbed the ladder and pulled it up after him.  He felt it shudder in his hands as some of the zombies’ fingers brushed it, but none managed to grasp it or pull it down.  He didn’t know if they could use it, but he didn’t want to find out.

He flipped the ladder up over the edge of the building.

It hit the roof with a clank.

Safe.

Then he felt Dorcas’ hand on his shoulder, tight and slick against his still-bare skin.  She squeezed convulsively.

Ken looked down.  His breath caught painfully in his throat.

The zombies didn’t need a ladder.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]




36


[image: image]


––––––––
[image: image]


THE ZOMBIE IN BLUE jeans was gone.  Probably still there, but gone just the same.  The press of zombies had filled in the space between the homeless shelter and the ten-foot-by-twenty-foot structure Ken and Dorcas were crouched on top of.  There were so many of the things in the space that it was impossible to see where one left off and another began.  It was like the mass was a single amorphous organism, squeezing every possible cell it could into the area in search of food.

Over the booming growl of the zombies – or maybe between it, since Ken couldn’t imagine anything being heard over it – came the sound of tinkling glass from the front of the shelter.  A few gunshots.

Then just the zombies.  The throng that was so thick it was almost a jellied version of humanity.  Pressing.  Pressing.  Pressing into the space behind the homeless shelter.  Pressing up to the base of the building.

Pressing over and on top of one another.

It was like watching ants swarm up an anthill.  The zombie in blue jeans was probably at the bottom, supporting others who came after, who in turn supported still others.

“Dorcas...,” said Ken, staring transfixed at the boiling mass of bodies that was rising ever closer to the top of their momentary safe haven.

“Already on it,” she shouted.  She ran quickly around the perimeter of the roof, clutching her injured arm but betraying no sign of pain.

Adrenaline is a wonderful thing, Ken thought.  He suspected he would drop dead at any moment.  If he got far enough to enjoy that luxury.

“They’re everywhere,” said Dorcas.  “Not as close as here, but moving up.”

The zombies at the base of the storage building were ten feet away from reaching the roof.  Now nine feet.

Ken looked around.  The roof was unbroken.  No way to get inside and take cover.  No weapons.

He looked over the side.  The things were seven feet away.  Bubbling ever closer to their goal.

What the hell is happening?  Why?

No answers.  Never any answers.

Ken thought for a moment about trying to hit a few heads with the ladder; maybe that would start a chain reaction of crazy that would stop the threat.  But he discarded the idea as soon as it came.  There was no way that dropping a less stable zombie into that mix would even be noticed, any more than the ocean would notice someone pissing in it.

Five feet away.  The ones at the top reached for the roof before being buried under the next wave of zombies.  Their fingers missed the lip of the roof, but not by much.

Ken ran back to the ladder.  It was an extension ladder, opened up to a length of probably twenty feet, but it looked like it could be opened out another four or five feet.  He hoped it would be enough.

He pushed the ladder out.  Over the edge of the roof opposite the one they had climbed up on.

Fingers reached for it.  Came up empty.

He kept reeling the ladder out.  It touched the top of the chain-link fence surrounding the shelter property.  He kept pushing it, using the fence for stability as he shoved the ladder up and over.

It ended about five feet short.

Five feet before touching the lip of the freeway just above and to the side of them.  Ken pushed the leading edge of the ladder forward another inch, but any farther and he knew it would just fall off the building, teeter on the fence for a moment, then plummet into the horde below.

Just like they would fall if they tried to get out on the ladder.  It would tip over into the zombies as soon as they crossed the fulcrum point of the top of the chain-link fence.

“So much for emergency bridging out of here,” he said.

He looked at Dorcas.  Out of ideas and not knowing what to say.  Goodbye seemed trite, seemed ridiculous in fact.

The look in her eyes stole his thoughts.  Not just strong.  If he had to pick a word at that moment he would only have come up with holy.  This, he realized, was what he had always pictured avenging angels looking like right before they started kicking celestial ass.

Dorcas stepped onto the first rung of the ladder, the only rung that still rested on the roof of their all-too temporary sanctuary.

“I’ll anchor it,” she said.

He shook his head.

“You’ve got family.  All I’ve got is an ex-husband who was probably banging some girl half his age when this all went down.”  She grimaced.  “I hope she bit his wiener off.”

Ken still didn’t move.

Dorcas grabbed him with her good hand.

“Go!  Get your family.”

Behind them, he heard the fleshy slap of a dozen palms on the roof.  The growling all around them grew more focused, as though they knew that this was it.

The first zombies pulled themselves onto the roof.
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KEN MOVED PAST DORCAS, stepping onto the ladder.  But he didn’t up it, didn’t run over the point where it crossed the chain-link fence, didn’t attempt to jump from the end of the ladder to the edge of the freeway five feet away.  He just moved a single rung past Dorcas, then spun around, one foot planted unsteadily on the rails on either side of the ladder.

Below him, the zombies reached for the ladder, reached for him.  They hissed and growled like boiling tar in a moat.

“What are you doing?” Dorcas shouted.  “Go!”

He ignored her.  Waited.  Watched.

The first zombies pulled themselves fully erect on the roof.  Looked around as though taking stock.  Spotted Dorcas.  Spotted Ken.

“Come on!” he screamed.  He grabbed her good arm and yanked her toward him.

“We’ll fall!”

He didn’t answer, just pulled her onto the ladder.  It held up, supported by the roof on one side and the chain-link fence on the other.

“As soon as we get past the fence, we’ll tilt it,” she said, not adding the words, “and we’ll fall!”

Ken heard them anyway.

He kept moving forward.  Crabwalking up the incline, hearing the clank-clank-clank of Dorcas doing the same right at his heels.  Hearing even more the zombies growling and shrieking only a few feet below, boiling ever higher as they piled on top of one another to get to their prey.

The fence.  Almost there.

Now Dorcas did say it.  Screamed it.  “We’ll fall!”

“Keep going, trust me!” shouted Ken.  No time for explanations.

They reached the fence.  He put his hand over the invisible line that would quickly turn the ladder from bridge into unbalanced teeter totter.  He kept going.

Passed onto the other side of the fence.

Teeth and madness below.

Dorcas put her hand over the fence.

The ladder started to shift.

Clank.

Ken looked back as the ladder slammed back to the rooftop, borne down by the weight of the two zombies fighting to crawl out after them.

“Keep moving!” he screamed to Dorcas.

One of the zombies fell off the ladder with a scream of rage.  Two more took its place.  Then another three.  The horde-organism had extended itself to the roof, and now pushed its living pseudopodia out onto the ladder, each with its own face and mouth and gut.

The ladder clanked.  Groaned as more and more of the mindless things pushed their way onto it.  Ken didn’t know what the ladder’s weight rating was, but doubted it was designed for lateral use by ten – eleven, twelve – full-grown people.

He pushed forward.  The gap was ahead.  Five feet.  A longish jump on solid ground.

But when you were running up an incline that was mostly made of holes, one of you concussed at least twice over and the other one nursing a badly broken arm... impossible.
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“I CAN’T MAKE IT,” SHOUTED Dorcas.

“You’ll make it.”

“I can’t hang on.”

“You won’t have to.”

He was at the end of the ladder.  It crackled as though nervous.  Something pinged and one of the beasts clambering up its length behind them toppled off, still holding one of the ladder rungs, and was swallowed up by the swelling host below.

Ken stood up, balanced precariously on the last rung of the ladder.  He thought a stiff breeze might blow him off.  He tried not to think of what was below.

He turned to face Dorcas.  Saw her.  Saw the ten man-beasts only a few feet behind.  Seven on the other side of the fence.  Three on this side.

The ladder started to buckle.

Ken nudged himself up onto his toes.

Tipped himself back like a diver doing a reverse swan...

“NO!” Dorcas screamed

... and fell.
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TWO THINGS HAPPENED almost at the same moment.

Ken felt his blindly reaching hands slap against the rough concrete lip of the freeway behind him.

And the ladder gave out a shuddering scream and started to bend, folding over the top of the fence like it had grown suddenly exhausted by its efforts and just needed to relax.

Dorcas screamed.  Hitched up on her knees and reached with her good arm.

Ken flipped his toes from their position atop the last rung, jamming them under the rung, then knifing his toes up over the top of the ladder’s support columns.  The full weight of the ladder and the occupants on this side of the fence came down on his shins, his feet, his hands.

Ken screamed.  Felt the skin peel off his shins as the ladder pulled on him.

But the ladder didn’t fall.

“Climb!” he shouted through gritted teeth.

Dorcas got to her feet, leaping across the last few feet to the end of the ladder.

The three zombies on this side of the fence started growling louder, as though sensing that they were in danger of losing their meal.  They skittered on hands and feet across the final yards of the ladder.

Dorcas pulled herself one-handed up Ken’s body.  Planted a foot on his leg, another fell right into his crotch.  He shouted in pain.  A memory flashed through his mind: Derek’s first year, when he had started crawling and then walking.  His favorite thing to do was crawl or walk from one end of the couch to another, clearly enjoying the bounce of the cushions.

If Ken was sitting on the couch, it was an even bigger treat.  Like a small mountain to be climbed.  A fun obstacle for the infant.

And every time – every single time – the kid crossed over, he managed to put a surprisingly hard baby foot in Ken’s crotch.

When Hope came, Ken joked with his wife that he was surprised his sperm count had survived the continuing assault of Derek’s climbing trips.

He wondered if this was going to be his last memory.  His little boy slamming him in the nuts on at least a daily basis.

There are worse ways to go.

And he would have paid Dorcas back.

The back end of the ladder, the part beyond the fence, cracked in two with a sound like a rifle shot.  The seven monsters crawling its length fell with a scream.

The three on this side were still coming, held up by the fence and by Ken’s rapidly tearing tendons and muscles.

Dorcas’ weight left him.

Her voice came from above.  She sounded like an angel.

“Let go,” she said.  “I’m here, let go!”

Ken almost let his hands relax.  A move that would have been suicide since Dorcas wasn’t holding onto him; and even if she had been, it wasn’t likely she could haul his body weight up and over the edge of the freeway shoulder.  Then he realized what she meant.  

The closest of the three zombies still on the ladder leaped at him.
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KEN RELAXED HIS FEET.

The ladder fell with a clang and a wet thud as the weight of two full-grown men drove it into the pile of bodies below.

The thing that had jumped for Ken was still in the air.  Snarling.  Mouth open.

Its fingers brushed Ken’s chest.

Ken swung back in a short arc as his feet – which had been anchoring him as much as the ladder – let go.  Just out of reach of the monster, which fell close enough that Ken could smell its breath, dark and damp and rotten, as it fell past him and was swallowed up in the monstrous swirl thirty feet below.

Ken swung backward into the concrete freeway footing.  His feet and legs hit hard, further abrading the torn and lacerated flesh there.

He felt himself slipping.

He had originally intended to flip himself into a pull-up position, but now realized that was going to be impossible.  He didn’t have the leverage for it, since he was essentially reaching behind himself at this point.

“Hold on!” he heard Dorcas screaming.

Sure.  No problem.

He felt numb.  Everywhere but his head, which throbbed.

Something smacked him on the nose.

“Sorry,” said a gruff voice.  He didn’t recognize it, only realized that it certainly did not belong to Dorcas.

He realized that he had been hit by a belt buckle.  One of the kind that were almost the size of a salad plate and could only be worn by ironic hipsters or deadly-serious cowboys.

A hand grabbed his arm, arresting his slow downward slide.  The voice spoke again, sounding very much the opposite of an ironic hipster.  “Grab it, boy.”

For a moment Ken couldn’t peel the fingers of his free hand away from the concrete.  Now that he was supposed to let go, he couldn’t.

Then his fingers came away.  He swore he heard a wet ripping, like the sound of Saran Wrap pulling off itself.  He swung into space for a dizzy second, his body only anchored at one point, before managing to grab the belt.

The things below screamed.  Piled up, piled up, piled up, still looking like some huge version of rabid ants.

Ken couldn’t climb.  He was done.  All he could do was clench his hand around the well-worn strip of leather.  He couldn’t pull himself up.

He didn’t have to.

He heard a grunt, then started to rise, pulled at a slow but steady pace.  He heard Dorcas say, “You got him?”

“Yup,” said the unseen gruff non-hipster.

The hand that had been holding Ken’s other hand trapped to the side of the freeway footing let go.  And another hand – larger, matching the roughness of the voice it belonged to – wrapped itself around that hand a second later.

A third hand – Dorcas’, he figured – grabbed him under the armpit.

And together they hauled him up.

Ken’s bare back scraped something metal.  A moment later he could see that it was the small fence beside the freeway.  Just strips of sheet metal with reflective stickers to warn motorists not to drive off the side of the freeway.  They were sharp as knives.

And the pain as they bit into Ken’s back was probably the greatest feeling he had ever experienced.

It meant he was still alive.

They pulled him over.  Dorcas and another someone Ken still hadn’t seen.  He fell full-length to the ground, the hot pavement biting at his raw back.  Smiling.

“We safe?” said Ken.

Dorcas grinned back.  “For the moment.”

“Good.”

He meant to thank the mysterious benefactor who had saved them, but passed out instead.
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MUSIC.  BOISTEROUS and bright.

Click.  Bzzzzz.

Click.  Silence.

Click.  Micky Mouse talking.

Click.  Two kids arguing.  One of them said something snarky and a crowd of people laughed.

Click.  Silence again.  Then... the growl.

Ken’s eyes fluttered.  He jerked into semi-wakefulness.  His body slammed upright, registering only peripherally that he was laying on something cold and very hard.

It was dark.  Everything was dark.  He felt like he’d been blinded.  The only illumination came from one of the things.  Not three feet away.

He screamed.

The thing looked at him.  Its face was creased and blood-stained.  Its eyes glinted like those of a wolf.

It opened its mouth.

“Easy, partner,” it said.

And it turned its gaze from Ken.

Ken felt his mouth slam shut, the scream cutting off abruptly.

A hand touched his forehead, and he almost screamed again before he realized it was Dorcas.  “You’re hot,” she said.  “We’ll have to find you some meds.”

“I’m fine,” he mumbled.  He looked at the thing again.  The glowing figure.  Only now it seemed his eyes were working better, because he could see that it wasn’t a thing, and it wasn’t glowing.  It was a man, hunched over a box that seemed at once familiar and alien, a relic of a world already ten times removed from Ken’s reality.

A television.

The man was sturdy and squat, with relaxed features and a weathered face that spoke of a life spent outdoors.  He looked, Ken thought, like one of those men you ran into who “wrassled” things – things like bears, gators, and small countries – for a living.  Men who had an ageless quality about them.  Beards flecked with gray, as this man’s beard was, but whose hands and arms were the hands and arms of a man in his prime.

He looked like – and probably was – a cowboy.  The real kind.  Not a poser, the kind who bought hundred-dollar blue jeans and rode horses on weekends, but the kind of man who was as much at home on a horse as off, and whose jeans were designed for one purpose only: to take as much punishment as possible and keep on going.

“That’s Aaron,” said Dorcas.  “He’s the one who rescued us.”

“Lucky us,” said Ken.

“Luck nothing,” said Dorcas.  “He said he’d been watching from the freeway, trying to figure out a way to help us.”

“You obliged by coming to me, so thanks for that,” said Aaron.  His gaze didn’t waver from the television.  The TV was turned away from Ken, so he couldn’t tell what the other man was watching.  But he still heard the growl that had awakened him.  The sound of at least one of those things.

“What are you watching?” he said.  “Where are we?”

He tried to stand up.  “Maybe you should –” Dorcas began, but he waved her off.  She sighed and put an arm under one of his.  Helped him stand.

He realized Dorcas’ arm was bunched under fabric, not just slapping against his bare skin.  In the strange, flickering light he could see he was wearing a long-sleeved shirt said, “I went to BOISE and all I got was this STUPID SHIRT (and a raging case of the CLAP).”

He looked at Dorcas.  She grimaced.  “We didn’t think you should just go around nekkid for the rest of your life.  Don’t ask where we got it.”

The back of Ken’s head felt strange.  Taut, like a drum that had been tightened too zealously.  He touched it and felt something hard and knotted there.

“You were banged up pretty bad,” said Dorcas.  “Aaron found some superglue and just glued you back together.”  She glanced at the cowboy.  “He’s handy.”

Ken noticed that Dorcas’ broken arm had been set, her forearm duct-taped to a ruler and then hung from a sling made from an oversized handkerchief.

“Looks like he is handy,” said Ken.  He took a few steps toward the older man, who still hadn’t looked away from the television.

The sound of Ken’s shoes echoed strangely and he looked around for the first time.  The flickering light of the TV bounced off four walls that seemed to be made of burnished metal with tiny knobs set every few inches along their surfaces.  The ceiling had the same reflective quality, a long expanse with a small vent set into the middle.

“Bank vault,” said Dorcas.

Ken thought of Maggie and the kids.  The Wells Fargo Center.  Could it be possible he’d made it there in his sleep – or unconsciousness?

Even in the dim light of the television set, Dorcas must have seen the hope on his face.  She shook her head.  “We got as far as 11th Street when we saw another one of those... hordes... coming at us.  We were carrying you so we had to get away as fast as we could.”  She nodded toward Aaron, who was still glued to the TV set like it was final seconds of an epic Superbowl.  “He was the one who thought of getting to the bank.”

“What bank?” asked Ken.  He tried to stand on his own.  His head started throbbing again, but he didn’t want to throw up.  Progress.

“Bank of the Falls,” said Aaron.

Ken’s stomach plunged.  They had actually gone backward.  The Bank of the Falls was several blocks north and west of where they had been, nowhere near where Ken wanted to be.

Dorcas touched his shoulder.  “We’re doing our best,” she whispered.

Ken realized his face must be an extremely open book.  “Sorry,” he mumbled.  “Just worried.”

The sounds coming from the television got louder.  The growl.  Ken felt like he should have been elated at the fact that there was still power in at least some parts of the city: the world couldn’t have ended yet if you could still watch a show; could still microwave a burrito, right?  But instead he just felt dread at the sound of that enraged snarl.

He moved toward the TV.  He remembered the feeling he had had when he first saw the bugs on his classroom window: that feeling of not wanting to see, but needing to know.

He worried that kind of thing would kill him.

But he worried more that not knowing would kill him faster.

He joined Aaron in front of the television.
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AT FIRST KEN DIDN’T know what he was looking at.  The camera kept tilting and moving.  Then he recognized the bits and pieces of the background as the studio for one of the local news affiliates: all greens and blues and expensive-looking graphics.

And in the background, like the world’s most macabre laugh track, the continuing noise of the growl.

“Where’s it coming from?” said Dorcas.

A moment later, the answer presented itself.  A woman came into view.  She was close to the camera, her hands on either side of the frame as though she was embracing the equipment.  Her hair and makeup had clearly been beautiful at one point, but were now a nest of snarls and streaks.

She stared into the camera.

“That’s Marie Wells,” said Dorcas.

“Who?” said Ken.

“She’s one of the anchors for Channel Seven News.”

Marie didn’t look like she’d be anchoring anything anytime soon.  She growled louder, as though knowing that the people she desperately wanted to attack were on the other side of the camera.  Her lips pulled back, baring teeth that were stained and clotted with the remains of something Ken preferred not to think about.

She headbutted the camera.

The movement came without any kind of telegraphing.  One moment she was growling and snarling, the next her forehead slammed into the lens.  There was a splash of red as some part of the equipment sliced her forehead wide open, and when she drew back the image was blurred – whether because of blood or because of makeup Ken couldn’t tell.

Marie could be made out, a crimson curtain running down her face.  She stumbled around, still growling.  No longer interested in the camera, but still clearly searching for something – someone – to kill.

“Change it,” whispered Dorcas.

Aaron reached out and touched a button on the television.  It flipped over to at Tom & Jerry cartoon.

“That’s good news, right?” said Ken.  The others looked at him.  “Things can’t be too bad if the televisions are still going.  Maybe this is only happening in Boise.”

Aaron and Dorcas shared a glance.  Dorcas nodded.

Aaron flipped to a new channel.
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KEN DIDN’T WATCH MUCH news.  His interest in news stopped right around the end of the Korean War.  After that, things got too muddy for him.  In fifty years, maybe the dust would have settled enough for him to look back and understand just who had done what to whom, but for now he mostly avoided contemporary information.

But he still knew what the CNN logo looked like.

Usually, however, the logo hung next to a ticker that highlighted breaking news items, and behind it would be an anchorperson and a studio.  Now the logo was beside a ticker that sprouted nonsense, as though someone had fallen face first onto the teletype.

There was no anchor.

There was a studio.  Clusters of computer towers and monitors.  Most of them splattered with blood.  Bodies laying across several tables.

And more than a dozen of the things, the zombies, walking around between the dead.

Ken was reminded of the zombies that had followed him out of the school.  Like those few, these moved in a strangely coordinated way.  Not as though they were telling one another what to do, more like....  He frowned, trying to conceptualize what he was seeing.

It was like they were tied to one another.  As though an invisible rope that permitted only a few feet of slack tied every zombie in the room to every other zombie.  They almost orbited each other.  Moving over and around the debris-strewn warzone that the studio had become, but never straying far from the other monsters.

As Ken watched, one of the bodies that he had thought was dead stood up on legs that were clearly broken and began shuffling around as well, growling and snarling.  Blood spurted out of its legs with every step.

It fell eventually.  But didn’t stop growling as it crawled on the floor, pulling itself along on hands that soon bled.  Trying to stay with its brothers and sisters.

“That ain’t Boise,” said Aaron.

“No,” said Ken.  The word came out as a whisper, sounding almost like a prayer.

Dorcas reached out and changed the channel back to Tom & Jerry.  The mouse had enlisted the aid of a bulldog to destroy the larger cat.

Ken looked at the TV.  It was on the vault floor, the electrical and cable inputs trailing out of the barely-cracked door.  Aaron or Dorcas must have grabbed it and brought it in here.

“What about computers?” he said.  “The internet?”

“Checked it already,” said Aaron.  “A lot of the ‘net’s still active, and the power’s still on – in this building, at least, and who knows how long that’s even going to last – but there’s nothing about whatever all this is.”  He heaved a sigh, and now he did look old.  Tired.  He drew a hand over his face.  “Whatever happened, it happened so fast no one was ready.”

“What was it?” said Dorcas.  “What did this?”

Before anyone could answer, a new sound forced its way into their world.  One Ken had heard before.  One they all had.  And one that was both comforting and terrifying at the same time.
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THE TONE REMINDED KEN of old modem connections: a grating computer modulation, followed by a high-pitched tone designed to demand attention.

“EAS,” said Aaron.

“What?” asked Dorcas.

“Emergency Alert System,” said Ken.

“I thought they got rid of that,” said Dorcas.

“They got rid of the Emergency Broadcast System.  In favor of the EAS, which is more localized,” said Aaron.  He flipped channels.  The tones were on every one.

“I thought you said they were local,” said Dorcas.

“They are,” said Aaron.  “Only one person has access to nationwide EAS.”

At that moment, the tones cut off, replaced by a voice from the television, playing over the cooking show that Aaron had stopped at.  The voice was male, but somewhat androgynous.  Computerized, Ken guessed.

“The President of the United States is dead,” said the voice.  “So is the entire Cabinet, and their Secret Service details.  Washington, D.C., has fallen.”

Ken looked at Dorcas.  She looked more afraid than she had at any time before, even when they were stranded atop a roof and surrounded by thousands of zombies.

“I’m the only one left to do this, so... Jesus.  I don’t even know why I’m doing it.  So you can know.  So you can take whatever measures you deem necessary.”  Even computerized, the voice sounded drawn and weary.

“Get off the air, you stupid ass,” muttered Aaron.  “You’re just scaring people.”

“Who do you think it is?” asked Dorcas.

Aaron shook his head, whether because he didn’t know or didn’t want to say, Ken couldn’t tell.

The strangely asexual voice continued.  “We barely had enough time to read the first reports before it hit us, too.  It’s worldwide.  Moscow sent us half a flash over the emergency channels, then nothing.  A minute later we got garbled reports of zombies from Germany, maybe thirty seconds later we heard a few sentences from London before they went dark, too.  A minute and a half later it hit us.”

The voice went dead for a long time.  Long enough that Ken thought maybe it was done speaking.

“I can’t tell you what to do.  I can see swarms of them in the streets – the whole city, what people are left alive.  There are dozens of the things outside the door here, and I only have a few seconds.  Don’t wait for help from the government.  If you’re alive, you’re alone.  You’re on your own.”  Another pause, then the voice said, “Near as we can tell, over fifty percent of the world’s population was susceptible to the initial effect.  That fifty percent attacked the rest of us, and now we –”

The tones returned.  The beeps and the modem sounds that reminded Ken of someone taking a Brillo pad to a disk drive.

“He’s gone,” whispered Dorcas.  She sounded like she was holding back tears.

“He was gone before he started that broadcast, the dumb kid,” said Aaron.  The short man reached up and put an arm around Dorcas’ shoulders.  She wilted into him.

Ken looked at Aaron.  The other man stared as though to say, “What now?”

Ken twisted his back, feeling his joints.  Everything hurt.  But everything seemed to be working, if only just barely.

The television flickered, then went out.  Ken heard snaps and relays as the power grid failed.  He didn’t know if it was just here, in this block, or if this time it was city wide or state wide or everywhere.

And it didn’t matter.

He could still feel Aaron staring at him in the darkness.

“I’ve got to get going,” he said.  “My family’s out there.”
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IF HE HAD BEEN A MOVIE hero, Ken would have accompanied that statement with a dramatic turn toward the vault door.  He would have swaggered over to the thin line of light that was the only demarcation between their dark bunker and the greater darkness outside, and left to save his loved ones without a second thought.

But he wasn’t that guy.  He was a history teacher.  Granted, he thought of himself as fairly resourceful, okay in a fight.  But he was still just a normal guy.  Still scared witless at the idea of going out there alone.

So he waited a moment.

The moment stretched out.  He could hear Dorcas sniffing, sounding like she was trying to suffocate her sobs before they could be born.

Aaron made no sound at all.  The epitome of the strong silent type.

Ken realized he was waiting too long.  He turned.

Aaron spoke.  “They’re probably dead.”

Ken didn’t turn to face the other man.  If he turned away from the vault door, he thought it likely he wouldn’t have the strength to leave.  He would just cower in the darkness until the hordes found him, or until hunger and thirst claimed him.  Either way, he was dead.  And he preferred to die looking for his family.

“I know,” he said.  “But I have to look.”

Aaron exhaled, a long, steady breath of air that sounded like a man getting ready to do something deeply unpleasant.  “All right, then, let’s go.”

Ken felt his legs trembling.  “Dorcas?” he asked.

Dorcas, still sniffling, said, “Don’t be stupid.  You think I rescued you and dragged you all over creation – twice – just so you could go off and die without me being there to save you again?”

Ken felt something move past him in the dark.  A moment later, a deep grunt signaled that it was Aaron.  The crack of light at the vault’s entrance widened slightly, and Ken could make out the squat man pushing the thick steel door open.

As soon as it was wide enough, Aaron slipped through the gap.  “Come on,” he said.  “I don’t plan to be out at night.”

Ken nodded.  He reached behind him in the darkness.  Dorcas’ hand clasped his.

They stepped out of the safety of the vault.  Into brightness.  Into danger.

Into hopeless hope.
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KEN HADN’T SEEN THE bank coming in, of course.  So he wasn’t prepared for what waited outside the vault.

Like a lot of banks in Boise, this one was fairly small.  Just a vault that led into a small anteroom, then directly into the bank proper.

It was filled with the dead.  People who must have been here right before or during lunch breaks.  Ken realized that Becca had noticed the first bugs at around 11:30.  And now it was... he glanced at a wall clock.  Analog, and it must be running on batteries, because the second hand was still sweeping along like everything was normal.  2:25 in the afternoon.

It had only been three hours.  Three hours, and according to the faceless person on the television, almost everyone on the planet was either dead or converted to one of the things, one of the zombies.

None of the zombies were in here, only the aftermath.  Limp forms laying across desks, tables, the floor.  A pair of men lay atop one another nearby, frozen in a final tableau that made it all too easy to determine how each had died.  A few feet from them, a woman slumped across one of the teller stations, her arm reaching under the bulletproof acrylic as though to take a deposit from a customer.  Only the woman didn’t have a hand at the end of her arm.  She must have bled out and died like that.

Bodies and blood everywhere.  Made even more gruesome in the half-light that illuminated everything: the sunlight filtering in through polarized windows at the front of the bank.

The street outside appeared deserted.

Ken realized he hadn’t tried to call Maggie.  He hadn’t had a single moment to do so, not more than ten seconds where he wasn’t concentrating on the pressing question of his own survival.  Now he took his cell phone out of his pocket.  It turned on as though everything were normal, and he saw three bars at the corner of the display: enough to indicate plenty of coverage.

He dialed Maggie’s cell number.  Held the phone to his ear.

Ken saw Aaron turn and spot him.  The other man’s eyes widened.  “Don’t –” began the man.

Ken ignored him.  Turned away.

The phone rang once. 

Ken felt Aaron pulling on his shoulder.

The phone rang again.

The line picked up.
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KEN WAS GRINNING, EVEN though Aaron was pulling on him.  Expecting to hear Maggie’s voice.  Maybe one of the kids.

What came out of his phone, though, was the background noise of a nightmare.

His first thought was that it was the EAS; that the President was still alive, and was somehow broadcasting aid instructions to cell phones in the area.  Certainly the noise that came out of the phone possessed the same grainy, rasping quality that the computer tone at the beginning of the televised alert had.

A moment later, though, the sound seemed to be drilling holes in Ken’s brain.  It was like he had found a way to access every horrific memory of his life, and have every one of them come tumbling forward into the forefront of his mind.

The time Derek swallowed a marble and almost choked to death.

Hope’s pneumonia.

The months after Ken graduated college and found that the job market had dried up and he was about to bring a child into a world without any idea of how to take care of it.

His parents’ deaths.

The pain when he had surgery as a child, the doctor digging in his shoulder with a scalpel without using anesthesia because doing so would have made it harder to find the source of the infection.

On and on and on.

And under it all, a current of something worse than the pain and terror and rage and fear.

It was something Ken didn’t have a word for.  Something beyond hopelessness.  A sense that all was not merely lost but worthless.  That any value he might once have felt in his life, his loved ones, was overblown and ridiculous.  Muted by the reality of a universe that would not notice at all if the world were swept clean of all human life.

He wanted to lay down and die.

A hand closed over his.  He barely felt it.  But when the hand tore the phone away from his ear... that he noticed.  It was the most exquisite pain, the most divine of agonies.  The horrific memories that had bubbled to the surface of his mind became stronger for an instant – an instant that seemed an eternity – and then sank back to the depths of his consciousness.

“No phones,” said Aaron.  He pointed at something.

Ken felt fuzzy, like he was waking up after a night of heavy drinking.  But he managed to look in the direction Aaron was pointing at.  It was a man in a nice suit, laying in the corner of the bank.  He had a phone to his ear, and his eyes stared sideways at nothing.

He wasn’t breathing.  Ken suspected he had listened to the sounds in the phone until he had simply shut down, until his mind somehow managed to tell his heart to stop beating.  Until oblivion became not merely a respite, but the only way to escape the mental rapine of the tone.

“How’d you know?” said Ken.

“I tried to call my brother,” said Aaron.  “Dorcas saved me.”

The look in Aaron’s eyes told Ken that the admiration Dorcas had for the cowboy was mutual.  That made him feel good for some reason.  Like even though the world was ending, there was still a chance as long as people were making connections.

He glanced at Dorcas.  She was actually blushing.  And that made Ken feel better still.

Then the pounding started.  And that made him feel much, much worse. 
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KEN LOOKED AROUND AND saw every single one of the zombies pounding on a car parked at the curb outside the bank.  

Just one.  But by now Ken’s brain automatically figured that it was like seeing a single ant at a picnic.  “Just one” really meant “more to come.”

He dropped to his knees, moving behind one of the freestanding counters that the bank provided for people to fill out deposit and withdrawal slips.  Dorcas and Aaron were already hunched behind another one.

“Is it locked?” Ken whispered, signaling at the door.

Aaron shook his head.

Ken sighed, but figured it didn’t matter much.  The things would get in if there were more than a few of them.

A scream.  Raw and thin, as though the person screaming had exactly enough energy left for that single sound.  Ken couldn’t tell if the noise came from a man, woman, or child.  And he didn’t want to know.

But he poked his head over the top of the counter.  Because Dorcas had saved him.  Aaron had saved both of them.  So if he could help someone else, he would have to do it.

The scream was coming from the car outside the bank.  The one the zombie was pounding on.  Only now the zombie had been joined by three others.  They were all large men, brawny in a way that Ken associated with bouncers or bikers: thick through the chest and gut, wearing cut-off sleeves that showed tan and muscled arms.

Another scream from inside the car.  And Ken didn’t know what to do.

He heard a whirring, clicking sound beside him.  Looked over.  It was Aaron.  He was holding a pistol, what looked like a .357 Magnum, black and bug-like and deadly.  The clicking came as he spun the cylinder, which was hanging to the side.  Then he looked at Ken and shook his head, holding up two fingers.

Ken didn’t ask where the other bullets had gone.  Probably expended before Aaron had found him and Dorcas.  Regardless, two was not enough to help whoever was in the car.

He wondered if he should try to help anyway.  If there was any way to take on the four zombies that seemed intent on beating their way into the vehicle.

Then the question became moot with a sound of thunder.

A horde had arrived.
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HE HAD NO WAY OF KNOWING how many there were.  Hundreds or thousands or tens of thousands – however many it was, one moment there were only the four brawny zombies pummeling at the car outside the bank, and the next moment the car was gone, drowned in a sea of once-humanity.  The growling, snarling mass of monsters were all focused on the car, and even over the noise of their shouts Ken could hear the louder sounds of the car being hammered by hundreds of fists.

Ken dropped back behind the deposit slip station.  He looked over at Dorcas and Aaron.  Only ten feet away, but they seemed to be in another world.

Dorcas was staring at him.  Her eyes alight with terror.  Aaron cocked the hammer on his gun, readying one of his remaining two rounds.

Glass crashed.  Ken winced, expecting to hear the growling invade the bank.  But it was the sound of the car’s windows smashing in.

Another scream – all-too human.  And all-too short.

Then, silence.

Even the growling that was the zombies’ apparent trademark ceased.

Ken peeked over the top of the counter, suspecting what he would see.

Faces.  Bloody and broken.  Whole and unblemished.  A strange mix of the perfect and the profane.

Every one of them tilted upward, every one of their mouths open wide.

Every single person breathing in unison.

He dropped back down.  Looked at Aaron and Dorcas.  “We should go.  Now.”

Dorcas didn’t move.  Aaron shook his head.

“Trust me,” he said to Aaron.  “I’ve seen this before.”

“So’ve I,” said Aaron.

“When you were out it happened again,” whispered Dorcas.

“Twice,” added Aaron.

“So you know, now’s the time to go,” said Ken.  “What happens if they wake up and we’re still here?”

“The times they spend doing... that...,” said Dorcas, motioning vaguely at the mass of zombies only a dozen feet away.  “It’s....”  She searched for words.

“It’s getting shorter,” said Aaron.  “Each time, it gets shorter, like there’s some internal countdown happening.”

A shudder ran through Ken’s frame.  His head thudded in time with his speeding heartbeat.  “What happens when the countdown reaches zero?” he asked.

No one answered.

Outside, the horde could still be heard breathing: in-out-in-out-in-out....

Then snap.

The growling began again.

And Ken knew if he’d gone out there, he would have just been stepping into their midst when they came back to reality – or whatever passed for reality in their minds.

A few of the zombies began knocking on the bank windows.  Tapping gently, almost tenderly.

Tap, tap, tap....

Fingernails coated with gore, hands slick with blood.

Tap, tap, tap....

Ken felt like he was in a children’s fairy tale.  Like he, Aaron, and Dorcas were the three little pigs.  He remembered very clearly that things ended badly for two of those pigs.

And that was with only one Big Bad Wolf.  Outside this particular house of straw, there were thousands of them.

Tap, tap, tappppp....

The tapping grew louder as more hands slapped the glass.

“Little pig, little pig, let me in,” he whispered to himself.
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KEN SAW DORCAS SHIFT slightly, saw her getting ready to run, to make a break for the back of the bank and the safety of the vault.  Aaron put his free hand on her shoulder, and Ken saw the cowboy’s knuckles whiten as he silently urged Dorcas to stay put.

He also noticed that Aaron had his gun pointed at Dorcas’ back.  He wondered if that was accidental, or if the man planned to use one of his two remaining bullets on her before letting her be turned.

And who gets the other bullet?  The last bullet?

The tapping at the glass grew louder, hands and fists battering at the heavy windows.  The growling was a rippling, surging undertow, dragging Ken into a place where despair and death were the only possible outcomes – and became, in their way, the only welcome options.

He felt himself start to rise.  The power of the sound, of so many of the things made it impossible to do anything else.  His knees popped, and his left leg twinged, the pain from when he had twisted his back to avoid falling into a student in a hall only a few hours and a million years ago yanking him suddenly back into reality.

Had he really been about to stand up?  To give up?

Yes.

He fell back to the floor.  Almost to his belly.  Looked at Dorcas and Aaron.  Dorcas was gripping her broken arm, her face white and her jaw clenched.  Under other circumstances Ken would have guessed she was in pain, holding herself to abate the agony.  But now he suspected that she was causing the discomfort.  Using it to keep her grounded, to counteract the strangely hypnotic effect of the zombies’ shrieks.

And Aaron....  Aaron had his eyes closed.  Showing no outer signs of turmoil or stress.  He almost seemed to be napping.

The noises of a thousand hands slamming the windows ceased.  It didn’t peter off, didn’t dissipate, just suddenly stopped as the zombies moved away as one.  Off to the next target.  To the next victim.

Ken started to peek over the counter.  But a motion caught his eye.  Aaron, gesturing for him to wait.  He did.  A moment later, Aaron nodded, and Ken looked over the countertop.  Just in time to see a last zombie ambling away.

He glanced at Aaron.

How had the cowboy known?
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NO ONE MOVED FOR A full five minutes after the things were gone.  Then Dorcas stopped pressing her broken arm, and exhaled explosively.  She wiped at tears that were streaming down her cheeks.

“We should go,” she said.

“You still want to?” asked Aaron.  Ken got the feeling the cowboy wasn’t asking him – just Dorcas.  Like the other man had decided that Ken was skirting the edges of Crazytown.

Aaron’s sticking around for Dorcas.  Not for me.

He wondered what would happen if Dorcas said she didn’t want to go.  If he’d have the strength to keep going toward his family.

Toward the center of town.

Wouldn’t it be better – smarter – to run?  To get out of the urban center?  To go somewhere with fewer people... fewer zombies?

Dorcas nodded, “Let’s go find his family.”

And that answered that.  She was still a virtual stranger.  Ken knew almost nothing about her.  But she had rescued him, and was willing to risk herself to rescue his loved ones.

For a moment, standing on the brink of the end of the world, on the edge of a doom greater than any he had ever imagined possible, Ken felt like things would work out.

Then he stood.  Got a good look at the windows.  Red handprints smeared across them from top to bottom.  Light filtering through them in splashes of scarlet that made it seem as though the interior of the bank was awash in blood.

“You guys ready?” he asked.  His voice came out husky, the tone of a man struggling to hang on to hope.

Sounds beside him, the gentle whispers of a man and woman standing.

“Let’s go,” he said.

They stepped outside.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]




52


[image: image]


––––––––
[image: image]


KEN LED THE WAY.  THE entry to the bank, like the entry to most places of business in this part of the world, consisted of an interior set of doors and an exterior set.  The typical setup for extreme cold weather, allowing for an “airlock” of sorts where people could shuffle off their winter snow, snap their wet umbrellas, and shift into the warmer interior.

Ken felt fine going through the interior doors.  He pushed them open and stepped into the small anteroom.  Aaron and Dorcas stepped in with him.  The interior doors shut behind them.

He felt trapped.

Claustrophobia gripped him in a way that he had never before experienced.  He was in a huge glass bowl, one that allowed a floor to ceiling view of him on two sides.  Nowhere to hide.  If one of the hordes came by, or even a few individual zombies....

He wanted to run back into the bank.  Wanted to hide in the vault until this all ended.  Even if the end that came was his death.

He remembered the feeling of despair that came when he called on the cell phone.  The need to give up that he felt when the zombies screamed.  Was this part of that?  A residual effect that would eventually fade?

He hoped so.

He doubted it.

Ken realized he was standing still.  Frozen by panic, an easy target.

Move, dammit.

He couldn’t.

He thought of Maggie’s face.  Of Derek’s lopsided grin.  Of the silly faces Hope made whenever she posed for a camera.  Of Liz’s burbling baby laugh.

Will I find them alive?

He grabbed the outer door.  Swung it open.

He didn’t step out.  Just listened.

No screaming.  No cries of pain.  No growling.

No sound of thunder.

He nodded over his shoulder at Dorcas and Aaron.  They joined him on the street.  Aaron still had one hand on Dorcas’ shoulder, still had the other curled around his silver Magnum.  The hammer was cocked.

The street was empty.

Smoke filled the space between the buildings.  Car alarms could be heard pealing their shrill cries up and down the city.  None on this street.

Ken spared a quick glance at the car next to the bank.  The one the zombies had swarmed around.  It was a blue Nissan sedan.  The windows had been knocked out, and dents dipped sharply into the car’s frame every few inches.

Ken wondered what the hands that had done this looked like.  He hoped they were mangled and useless; that they weren’t possessed of some strange healing faculties.

The interior of the car was empty.  Shards of glass littered the seats, a parking permit for one of the local neighborhoods hung from the rearview mirror.

A single thumbprint of blood on the beige dashboard.

Ken moved away from it.

The bank they had hid in was on the corner of 12th and Idaho.  The Wells Fargo Center was on 9th and Main.  Only about four blocks away.

A lifetime.

He began to walk.  Staying in the shadows as much as he could.  Not easy to do.  Much of this part of the city block was devoted to parking lots for the local business.  The lots were choked with cars, many of them on fire, and Ken had to keep crossing and re-crossing the street, Aaron and Dorcas close behind, to find buildings to walk beside.

Plus, it was almost three o’clock and the sun was high overhead.  What shadows were cast by buildings and the few trees that had not been plowed under by runaway vehicles were thin and held close to the objects that cast them.  And all were rendered weak by the ever-present gloom of the smoke that hung a pall over everything.

Besides, he didn’t know if the zombies saw the same way he did.  Maybe they saw better in shadows.  Maybe they saw heat waves, or pheromones.

Still, it made him feel better to hug the buildings.  Dorcas and Aaron did the same.

One of the problems with any city is the feeling of disconnection.  It’s a fact of life: you can’t see more than a block in any direction when you’re standing among buildings that reach into the sky.  Boise was smaller than most big cities – only about two hundred thousand people, about a dozen real high rise buildings – but it was big enough to provide that same feeling of disorientation.  That strange sensation of being right next to something that could be anything.

That was why it was such a surprise when Ken came across the rubble.  Huge pieces of concrete, some of it so white it seemed to gleam in the sunlight, other pieces gray and ashen.  He couldn’t figure out where they had come from.

Dorcas figured it out first.  She sobbed, a cry of anguish that exploded out of her.  “It’s the One Capital Center,” she managed.

Ken gaped.  That was impossible.  The One Capital Center was still a block and a half away.

He began picking his way between the pieces of rubble.  Some of it had sheared through other buildings on either side of the street.

He saw a shoe.  Didn’t look closer.  Didn’t want to see.

He walked around a huge piece of glass and steel and concrete, a chunk the size of an elevator.

And stopped dead in his tracks.
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THE STREET WAS BLOCKED.

No, not blocked.  Gone.

And Dorcas was right.  The rubble they had been walking through was definitely the remains of the One Capital Center.  Ken could tell, because he was looking at what appeared to be the top three floors of that building.

It was as though someone had sliced off the top of the One Capital Center, an almost perfect cross-section, and carefully positioned it a full block away from where it should be.  The floors were laid across Idaho Street, sagging across the middle of the road, hanging on the buildings on either side.  The bottom level – what Ken guessed had once been the twelfth floor – sagged low enough almost to touch the road.  Every window had burst, and he could see right into the offices that had once been an everyday part of life a block over and some two hundred feet higher.

Almost as incredible, the buildings to either side of the displaced building had been crushed into rubble.  Not a single door or window could be made out, not a single storefront could be discerned.  Just two uniform mountains of debris, one on each side of Idaho Street, which glittered eerily as minute bits of glass caught what light penetrated the smoke and other particulates in the air.

“What could have –”  Aaron’s voice almost echoed in the space created between the buildings on three sides.  Even the ever-present bleating of car alarms was quieter here, as though reverencing the dark miracle of this event.

“Must’ve been one of the jets,” said Ken.

“An airliner wouldn’t do this,” said Aaron.  “Maybe make a building fall down, but not blow its top like this.”

“Maybe one of the stealth fighters,” said Ken.  He was whispering.  They all were.  Praying in a chapel of the damned and the dead.

“Stealth fighters?”  Aaron sounded surprised.  “There aren’t any stealth fighters stationed near here.  Not even at the Mountain Home base.”

Ken shrugged.  “Maybe not, but I saw two flying over the city when this...” he waved a hand, encapsulating the nightmare they had found themselves living, “... all started.  One crashed into the other.”

Aaron pursed his lips, thinking, and Ken wondered again about this cowboy.  “Maybe,” said Aaron.  “Depends on the payload, but maybe.”  Then he looked around.  Shrugged as if deciding the question was academic.  “We should get moving,” he said quietly.  He stepped toward the sagging rubble before them.

Dorcas pulled back.  “Shouldn’t we go around?” she said.

Aaron shook his head.  “Can’t,” he said, as calmly as though discussing which route to take to the movies, which kind of cereal to buy at the store.  “We’re trapped here.  No exit.  Gotta go forward.”

“Why can’t we go back?” said Ken.

And then he heard the thunder.
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TWO HUNDRED THOUSAND people in Boise.  Maybe twenty or thirty thousand more during the day, when people came in for work.

Half of them turned instantly.

Odds were that of the remaining half, most were killed in the first few minutes.  And the great majority of those that remained were turned.

So how many zombies roaming the streets?  A hundred fifty thousand?  A hundred eighty?

Ken did all these calculations in the instant it took to turn toward the tired-looking, decapitated chunk of the One Capital Center.

In the time it took to take Dorcas’ hand and get to where Aaron was waiting for them, the cowboy’s hand resting casually on one of the broken window frames of the building’s displaced twelfth floor, Ken did another calculation.

Maggie and the kids were dead.  Out of two hundred thousand people – and change – there was no chance they had survived.  The world had ended.  Skyscrapers had literally been cut to pieces.  A mother and her children alone had no chance.

“Come on,” said Aaron.  His voice was brisk, and Ken realized he had stopped in mid-step, halfway into the building that lay in the middle of the street.  As though pausing between one world and another, deciding which Hell he would prefer.

The thunder was joined by screams and growls.  He didn’t have to look to know the first zombies had caught sight of them.

How many thousands?  How long before they catch us?

The growls made him want to give up.  He realized it was some kind of psychic effect, just one more way they attacked.  But knowing it didn’t change its effectiveness.

Just give up.

He looked at Aaron.  The cowboy nodded quietly, as though to say, “If you want to stay, I won’t stop you.  Man’s gotta choose his own path.”

Ken stepped into the building.

Aaron clapped him on the back, half encouragement, half propulsion.  Ken stumbled forward.

Into the darkness of a world destroyed.
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PART OF THE REASON Ken chose history as a profession was the outright strangeness of it.  He delighted in the twists and turns, the odd and unpredictable moments.  As a kind of testament to the strange, each year he told his senior students the tale of Royal Air Force Flight Sergeant Nicholas Alkemade.  

Alkemade was a rear gunner in a bomber during World War II.  When his plane was attacked by German fighters, he discovered his parachute had malfunctioned.  Faced with the choice of staying in his plane and burning alive, or jumping and dying on impact, he chose the latter.

He fell eighteen thousand feet.  Slammed into pine trees and the snowy ground of the Third Reich.

And found he had not only survived the fall, but done so with nothing more than a sprained leg.  He was captured by the Gestapo, who, upon verifying his claims of falling almost four miles out of a plane with no chute, made him a prisoner of war... and treated him more or less like royalty.

Now, moving swiftly into the remains of the top of the One Capital Center, Ken wondered how those Germans would have reacted to an entire building plopping down apparently untouched in their midst.

The interior of the building was surprisingly intact.  Chairs had rolled around, papers were everywhere.  But a lot of the desks and filing cabinets appeared to be close to where they should be.

Some of the desks still had people sitting at them.

Bloody, broken.  But still there.  As though even death could not stop some of the more dedicated workers from running the rat race to the bitterest of ends.

The survivors moved through the outer office, which was mostly cubicles and secretary stations.  Through a door.

The screams behind them sounded muffled for a moment.  Ken remembered that the things at the high school seemed to have trouble with doors.  He hoped that was a problem shared by all of the zombies.

Aaron took the lead, breaking to the left in the hallway the door opened into.  The floor slanted subtly upward, creaking underfoot.  Ken wondered how much stress this piece of the building could take before just folding into itself like a hundred thousand ton house of cards.

The building shuddered.

“They’re inside,” whispered Dorcas.

“Yup,” said Aaron.

“Doors,” said Ken.

“What?” said Aaron.

“They have trouble with doors.”

Then he heard the noise of a door swinging open.  The growl bounced its way into the hall.

“Apparently not anymore,” said Aaron.

“Run!” Dorcas screamed.
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HIS FEET POUNDED THROUGH the near-dark of the corridor, a place that had no business being here.  And Ken couldn’t help but feel that he didn’t belong, either.  That he had overstayed his welcome in a world that had changed so radically that he no longer understood it.

Not that he ever had.  Not really.  All he had ever been one hundred percent sure of was that Maggie loved him.  And that he loved her and the kids.  So if they were gone... what use sticking around?

He turned a corner.  Felt his depression lessen.  Realized it was that damn screaming.  That growling, that psychic attack.

They’re getting stronger.

That had to explain why they were barreling through the doors, too.  Ken had led the way, pushing through several fire doors in the halls of the dismembered structure, slamming each shut behind them.  It made no difference.  The zombies opened the doors just fine.

They’re getting smarter.

He looked behind him.  Couldn’t see their pursuers.  But he could hear them.  Slavering, growling, too many bodies crammed into too small a space.  But he knew that they wouldn’t be falling over one another like a human mob would do.  They would all know exactly where the others were, would move and adjust to make way when necessary.  Only when there was a need to climb atop their unnatural brothers and sisters – like when they had climbed to reach for Ken and Dorcas on top of the garage outside the homeless shelter – would they step in one another’s path.

Ken pushed himself to run faster.

The hall grew brighter.  Shattered windows ahead.  A way out.

He could see Idaho Street, littered by more refuse.  Something that looked like a plane fuselage.

And another screaming horde of zombies coming right at them.
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“KEN,” SAID AARON.  The cowboy still sounded so matter-of-fact it was creepy.

“I see them,” said Ken.  He did not sound matter-of-fact.

“Where do we go?” said Dorcas.  She was panting, and sounded as panicked as Ken did.  For some reason that made him feel a bit better.

Small consolation not to be the only terrified person when you get torn to pieces.

“Up,” said Aaron.  He jerked his head to the side.

There was a small side branch to the corridor.  A dark sign that said “Exit” in what had probably once been brightly-lit green.  Now, in the darkness, it looked like it was written in frozen ichor.

They ran down the side hall.  Ken hoped they weren’t just running to an elevator – one that was probably still lodged somewhere in the rest of the One Capital Center, a block away.  Or that if they were heading toward a stairwell, that that stairwell was going to be usable: no guarantees the rest of the building’s upper levels would be in as good a shape as the part they had already passed through.

So many things to go wrong.

Just run, Ken.  Worry later.

He ran.

The corridor ended in a bank of elevators.  One of the sets of steel doors was shut, the other featured doors that had been twisted and bent by the massive forces that had sent the building here.

“Shit,” said Dorcas.

“Here,” said Aaron at almost the same moment.  A small door they had already passed.  They had missed it in the near-darkness of this part of the building.

The zombies were behind them.  Ken could hear them in the darkness.  Moving slower, as though searching more carefully in the depths of the structure.

Something creaked.  The building lurched under their feet.  Ken shouted.

The zombies screamed as though in answer.

Lights in the darkness.  Ken realized he was seeing the zombies’ eyes.  They glinted like those of hyenas around a tribal fire.  Hungry.  Lapping up the light and holding it inside.

“Go!” Aaron cried.  He sounded nervous.  Ken did not feel at all happy about that fact.

The three survivors ran through the stairwell door.
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THE HALL HAD BEEN DARK.

The stairwell was black.

Ken froze automatically.  As though the lack of visual input was a wall that he had walked into face first.  An immovable object met by a very stoppable force.

Then he heard the noises.  The things.

He reached out.  One hand feeling for a banister, the other for Dorcas.  He found both at the same moment.  “You guys with me?” he asked.

Dorcas said, “Gotcha.”

Aaron grunted.  Ken took that for a yes.

He started up.  He had no way of knowing what lay before him.  He could be marching them straight at a sheer drop-off.  And worse than the sense of physical disorientation was the emotional vertigo.  A few hours ago he was part of the human race; a member of the top link on the food chain.

Now he was a blind grub, running through the torn remnants of humanity’s iron trees, blindly burrowing for shelter from the new apex predators.

He drew Dorcas and Aaron up, up, up.  Climbing – slipping, tripping – up unseen stairs toward an equally dark future.

Below them, the fire door opened.

Snarls.  Growls.  The unspoken imperative to give up, give in, give up, GIVE IN.

Ken kept pulling, kept climbing.

The banister twisted under his hands.  He thought it must have warped in its strange flight through the air.  Then realized it was just the turn at the landing.

The things below began climbing.  He could hear them, but it seemed like they were quieter.  His own labored breathing almost overpowered the noise of the throng pressing into the stairwell behind him and his new friends.

The near silence of the zombies scared him.  Badly.  Things were changing in the world.  And the changes were all for the worse.

One of the zombies coughed.  The sound seemed to be swallowed up by the stairwell.  But not before the others began making the same sound.  It wasn’t a normal cough, not the kind of thing Ken associated with a cold or a bit of dust gone down the windpipe.  It was hacking.  Painful.  It sounded like the things behind them were in the throes of some horrific ordeal.

Dorcas’ hand crushed his knuckles.  He guessed she was trying to keep from screaming.  He knew he was.

He kept moving up.  Step after dark step, the blind literally leading the blind.

The coughing, chewing hack-sound remained below them.  Whatever was happening was keeping the zombies locked in their place.

Then the coughing stopped.

The growling started again.  And maybe it was just Ken’s imagination, but to him the sound was deeper now.  Stronger.

“Faster,” whispered Aaron.

Ken rounded another landing.  Stepped forward.  His foot slammed into something hard and unyielding.  It was his left foot, of course, the pain of the hit mixing with the pain he was already feeling in his left leg.  He almost yelped.  Bit his lip and swallowed the sound.

Dorcas, moving quickly behind him, slammed into his back.  The momentum drove him forward, and then another, softer hit as Aaron hit her and pushed them both into whatever Ken had knocked into.

Ken pushed himself away from the thing.  Felt it with his free hand.  It felt like a file cabinet.  A big one, made of heavy sheet metal or maybe even steel.  Ken pushed it.  It didn’t budge.

“Back,” he whispered.

The growling below was closer.

He hoped that there was a door at the landing they had just passed.

He hoped that they could get to it before the zombies got to them.
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KEN DID NOT LIKE TO race.  It was one of the reasons he enjoyed the martial arts: there was no running.  At least, not to see who could get to the finish line first.  His body type was just a bit on the thick side to be effective as a sprinter.  Not that he was fat, but he didn’t have that long, lithe form that enabled people to knife through a hundred-yard dash in record time.

Now he was running the most important ten feet of his life.  Down stairs, in pitch black, to a finish line that might or might not hold the hoped-for door.  And even if there was a door, what if it was warped in its frame, like the elevator doors had been?  Or what if something was blocking it from the other side?

He ran like Maggie was on the other side of the door – the door that he hoped was there.

He heard the growling, the tramping of more feet than he could count.  His pulse thundered in his ears, but did not take away the sounds of the things coming straight at him.

Forget about them.  Think of Maggie.

She’s dead, you know.

Maggie.  In her bathing suit, like she was in Kauai.

Like she was in your dream.  Dead and pulled to pieces.

He slammed into the wall.  His whole body hit at once, nose and groin and knees and toes.  He groaned.

The growls seemed to orient on the sound.  He felt a hot hand on his arm, a hand slick and wet and lacerated.

A gust of warm air as something moved past him.  He heard a grunt – a reassuringly human sound.  The thud of flesh on flesh.  Then Aaron bellowed, “Get the door open!” from just to Ken’s side.

Down the stairs, in the midst of them.

Ken tried to yank his wits back into place, one hand reaching out to fumble around on cool concrete, the other moving around his face of its own accord, as though he was worried he might find that parts of him had fallen off with the impact.

There was another thud.  A screech that disappeared into nothing.  One of the zombies must have fallen – or been thrown – over the stairwell.  Not that there could be far to fall – the decapitated building only went down to the street level thirty feet below.  But the screech cut off with a wet smack as the thing hit whatever rubble and wreckage served as the non-building’s foundation.

Not that it mattered.  There were probably a hundred – a thousand, ten thousand – more of the things.  A single one falling wouldn’t make a difference to the survivors’ chances.

Ken’s fingers found a seam.  A steal plate that probably covered a locking mechanism.

A doorknob.  His hand closed around it at the same time Dorcas’ did.  They both twisted.  The doorknob rattled...

... but didn’t turn.

“No, no, no!” screamed Dorcas.

Another zombie shrieked and fell.  Aaron was silent, and Ken wondered how he was functioning in the darkness.  How he was fighting.  How long the man could survive.

The cowboy screamed.
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DORCAS SCREAMED, TOO, and pulled away from the door.  Her hand got tangled in Ken’s, and that’s how they found out that the door was locked, but not locked shut.  The knob wouldn’t turn, but when she pulled away and her hand knocked into his arm, he pulled back automatically without letting go of the doorknob... and the door just swung open.

He grabbed Dorcas, who was lunging toward Aaron, by the back of her tank top.  Yanked her backward.  She screamed, reaching for the cowboy.

Aaron had his right hand clutched to his chest.  His left circled the neck of a zombie.  The cowboy slammed the beast’s neck into the stairway railing, hard enough that the crunch of the thing’s windpipe collapsing was audible over the roar of the hundred-plus other zombies that were pushing up the stairs.

“Aaron!” Ken called, backpedaling frantically through the open door.

Aaron followed, kicking and punching so fast that Ken almost couldn’t see the movements.  Ken was a decent fighter.  But he wouldn’t have wanted to face off against the old cowboy.

Aaron threw another flurry of punches with his good hand, then turned and threw himself through the fire door.  Ken slammed the door shut, looking around for some way to barricade it.

Something battered at the door from the other side.  Hard enough that Ken bounced a foot off the door before pushing back.  But he couldn’t get the door to meet the jam.  It was a full four inches away from meeting that safety point.

Hands – big and small, light and dark, whole and mangled – curled around the door.  Reaching for him.  He shrank from them, but couldn’t move too far or he would give up the frail leverage that was letting him hold the door this close.

“Help!” he screamed.  The scream came from somewhere deep within, from a place in his soul so dark and profound that it had never before been given to light.  More than panic, more than terror.  It was a lust to hang on, a need to live, to continue.  “Help me, dammit, someone help me!”

Aaron launched himself at the door.  The cowboy’s strength stopped it from opening any further, but didn’t get it closed.  And even if it had, Ken didn’t know what they’d do to keep it closed: the thing was unlocked, and he didn’t see a locking mechanism on this side.

Dorcas was nowhere to be seen.  Ken wondered if “the right thing to do” had finally been to run away.

Aaron’s face was pale.  The old cowboy still held his right hand against his chest.  The fingers of that hand were curled and twisted, broken in too many places to count.  The thumb hung loose, sprung free from its socket and wagging grotesquely with every movement Aaron made. 

One of the zombies’ hands snaked out from behind the door and grabbed a hank of Ken’s hair.  He screamed as the thing pulled him toward the edge of the door.  Toward the darkness beyond.

He gritted his teeth and pulled back.  Felt wads of hair separating from his already bruised and bloodied scalp.  But the thing’s hand was too strong, and had too good of a grip on his hair.  It pulled Ken closer.  He couldn’t get away.

He heard the moaning growl of the zombies, only inches away.

The chittering click of teeth, snapping toward him.

Felt hot breath on his skin.

Closed his eyes.
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“MOVE!”

Ken’s eyes snapped open.  He reacted instinctively, a final surge of adrenaline enabling him to yank his head a few inches to one side.

“Close your eyes!”

Again he acted instantly, conscious thought an interloper that would only have gotten in the way.  His eyes shut again, even as he registered that the shouting voice did not belong to Aaron or to Dorcas.  It sounded young, the voice of a teen or a man in his early twenties.

The world caught fire.

Even through closed eyes, pink blooms of flame burst across Ken’s vision, burnt his retinas and made him feel like he’d just stepped face-first into a laser show at a rock concert.

There was an explosion, then a scream.  Another sparkling fireball, another explosion.

The wet hand that had been pulling at his hair shook suddenly, then let go.  The door fell shut behind him.  Something that sounded like a stampede was happening beyond the steel fire door.

Ken opened his eyes.

It was a kid.  Ken guessed he was eighteen.  Good looking in the way that only the rich can be: well-scrubbed, well-coifed, well-dressed.  A visual triple threat and a danger to any woman within ten years of his age.  Unlike Ken, Dorcas, and Aaron, the kid had somehow avoided getting his clothes trashed.  He looked like he had just happened along in between college classes.  Or during a break at his fashion photo shoot.  As though the impending end of the world was something that probably inconvenienced him, but not to the point that he would leave without doing his hair.

The kid held up three colorful cardboard tubes, each over a foot long and several inches wide.  Blue-gray smoke curled out of their blackened edges.  The pungent smell of gunpowder – almost a perfume compared to the ever-present scent of death that had so consumed the world – pricked Ken’s nostrils.

“My dad always buys too many fireworks on the Fourth of July,” the kid said with a lopsided smile.

The growling beyond the door started again.  So did the horrible, hacking coughing.

The kid’s smile dissipated but didn’t disappear.  “I think we should vamoose,” he said.
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THE KID SPUN AROUND, revealing a backpack crammed full of lumps that Ken assumed were more fireworks.  The kid ran down the hall, toward a shattered window where Dorcas was waiting.  The older woman looked on the verge of a heart attack.  She must have gone to look for some way to block the door... and found a strange, pyrotechnic guardian angel instead.

Ken pushed away from the door.  He helped Aaron stand as well.  The cowboy nodded thanks, then the two of them ran after the kid.

They joined Dorcas at the window.  It was a hard run: unlike the lower floor, this one had not escaped the destruction of being flung a block over and two hundred feet down.  The floor was uneven, gutted.  It creaked and groaned under Ken’s feet, and at one point Aaron’s right leg fell through completely.  His leg just disappeared up to the knee.

He didn’t make a sound.  But his white face grew several shades paler.

Ken helped him pull himself free.  Hard because he didn’t even dare touch the walls on either side of the corridor.  They looked on the verge of collapsing, and he suddenly felt like he was in some strange above-ground mineshaft that might simply disintegrate around them at any moment.

He helped Aaron up.  The cowboy’s leg came out of the floor, and as it did the entire structure shuddered.  As though Aaron had loosened some hidden keystone that the architects had put just under this particular spot with instructions never never ever to touch it or the entire thing would come down.

He and Aaron both froze.  The rational part of him realized that if three entire stories of a skyscraper were about to come down around you, the last thing you wanted to do was freeze.  But rationality wasn’t always the commanding impetus.  Sometimes instinct ruled.  Sometimes we stood still in the face of danger.  We played dead in the hopes that the destroying angel would pass us by.

The building stopped shifting.

But now Ken thought he heard the rattle of something reaching for the doorknob of the stairway door they had just left behind.  He and Aaron looked at one another.

They ran again.

They reached Dorcas, who was still waiting at the end of the corridor.  The hall turned into an L-intersection, branching to the left, a solid wall hiding a bank of what Ken assumed were offices to the right.

The kid was gone from view, but Ken heard him scrabbling around the side of the broken floor-to-ceiling window.  Ken leaned out and felt his jaw fall open.

Each window of the One Capital Center was taller than a man, and several of them hung together in floor-to-ceiling sheets.  Every six windows, a thick concrete mullion separated the next set of windows.  Most of the windows were gone, or at most holding a few razor shards like angry teeth grimacing at the unfairness of what had happened to this once impervious-seeming structure.

The kid had moved out of the window the hall faced, shimmied onto the outer sill, and then moved right across the outer face of the building, clinging to the muntins that remained – many little more than jagged bits of metal and weatherstripping – and then slipping past the concrete mullion to the next bank of windows.

He showed no inclination to go inside the building.  When he saw Ken gawking at him, he grinned.  He still looked like a cover model for a teen magazine, and Ken suddenly hated him just a little bit.

Irrational, but then, so was the fact that the young guy looked so nice in the middle of disaster.

“Come on,” shouted the kid.  “Safer out here.”

Ken didn’t like it.  But then, he liked the idea of staying in the hall even less.  Especially since he heard the sound of growling behind them.  The things in the stairwell sounded like they had regained their composure.  They were coming.

He looked at Dorcas.  Arm still in a sling.  At Aaron, his good right hand looking like a spider that had been squashed by a steel-toed boot.

“Can you guys make it?” he said.

“We’ll have to,” said Aaron.  His face was still white, but he looked less like he was going to fall over than he had a moment before.

“We stay in here and they get us for sure,” agreed Dorcas.  “Nowhere to go.”

“You first,” said Ken, gesturing for Dorcas to go ahead of him.

“Don’t be stupid,” she said.

He didn’t have time to argue the finer points of chivalry.  He climbed out the broken window frame.  Glass crunched as he stepped onto the outer sill.  His body seized up automatically as his eyes tried to convince his mind that he was walking out the thirteenth floor of a high rise.

“I’m not that high up,” he said to himself.  Trying to persuade himself that a fall wouldn’t kill him.  The fall out of the school earlier hadn’t killed him, had it?

He looked down.  Searching for a way to convince his recalcitrant body that stepping outside the building was the right thing to do.

He looked down.

And that was a huge mistake.
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IN HIS FLIGHT UP THE dark stairs, through a disembodied structure that had no right to be there, Ken had forgotten that the zombies following them weren’t the only ones they had to worry about.

There were also the ones that had been coming in through the other side of the building.

Those zombies had come in, had joined with the ones following the survivors.  And Ken had assumed for some reason that that was it.  Done deal.

But he was wrong.  The ones that had joined up with their pursuers were just a small portion of the horde that had come at them from ahead.

This horde numbered at least in the tens of thousands.  And they were all crammed into the street right below Ken’s feet.  Growling and howling in a macabre imitation of a New Year’s celebration at Times Square.  Only instead of waiting for a glowing ball to drop, they were reaching up in the obvious hope that flesh and bone would plummet to their grasp.

And as they had done when he and Dorcas were on the garage, they were swarming on top of one another.  A dark wave of unlife: burying itself, rising a bit, burying itself again, rising still further.

They were easily thirty feet below him.

Only now it was twenty-nine.

Twenty-eight.

And the growl....

Give up.  Give in.  Give up.  Give in.

“Now would be a good time to move,” said the kid.

Ken almost jumped off the side of the building.  The kid had come back, sidling silently to Ken’s side and standing within a few feet of him.  He was holding one-handed to a piece of weatherstripping that looked almost strong enough to hold up a malnourished infant.  Still grinning.  

“Just follow me, bud,” said the kid.

And Ken hated him not at all.  Just followed him.

He heard crunches and crackles and knew that either Dorcas or Aaron was close behind.  But he didn’t look back, afraid that if he did he would also see the surging things below.

How close are they, Ken?  Give up....

Just climb.

Twenty feet?  Eighteen?  Give in....

CLIMB!

The kid moved quickly but carefully, and Ken realized his motions were slightly exaggerated: he was showing the others where to grip, where to place their feet.

“What’s your name?” said Ken.  Not an appropriate moment, perhaps, but he didn’t want to think about what he was doing, didn’t want to think about what was below, didn’t want to ponder what might lay ahead.

“Christopher.  Watch out for that glass.”

Ken shifted his hands in time to avoid gashing his palms.

The end of the building was coming up.  He didn’t know what they would do then.

The growls below were close.  Getting closer.

Worse, he heard growls inside the structure.  The zombies inside seemed to have been thrown off by the fact that their prey had disappeared from the building, but how long before one of them spotted the survivors at a window frame?

Aaron grunted.  “I think we got trouble.”

Ken looked at Christopher.  The kid was grinning again.  Or still.  Maybe he hadn’t stopped.  And now Ken was unsure whether he hated the kid or not.  He suspected the teen might be a bit crazy.

Crazy or not, Christopher didn’t seem perturbed by the sound of zombies closing in on them from inside the building, or by the zombies surging toward their feet.  He swung his pack around and unzipped it.

“You trust me?” he said to Ken.
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KEN FELT SUDDENLY ILL.  “Do you trust me?” was the kind of question designed to make someone uncomfortable.  Like saying, “I love you” to someone, there were only two possible outcomes: bliss or Titanic-scale wreckage.  And the possibilities for bliss were limited when zombies were coming at you from all sides and from below.

A new set of noises chipped in at the edges of Ken’s already severely fragmented thoughts.  He looked up, unsure if he was trying to zero in on possible new threats or just avoiding the kid’s question.

And saw that the zombies were above them as well.  On the roof.  Leaning over.  Leaning out of the windows of the floor above them.

Some of them leaned too far.  They fell.  Not afraid, still reaching as they fell.  Dorcas screamed as one of the plummeting beasts almost grabbed her tank top on its way past.  Another of the falling creatures actually got a hand on the sill that Aaron stood on, but the cowboy kicked the beast in the face and it, too, fell.

Not far.  The rising, turbulent mass of the creatures on the street was now only about fifteen feet below them.

Give up.  Give in.  Give up.  Give in....

“Do you trust me?” the kid said.

Ken looked at him.  The words, “Hell, no,” sprung to his lips.

And died there.

The kid wasn’t grinning.

Ken nodded.

The grin came back.  “Good.  Then I need you guys to stay right where you are.”

“WHAT?” Ken shrieked.  Then he had to flatten himself against a shard of glass, trying not to impale himself as another zombie threw itself at him from above.  He felt it pass by, felt the small hairs on his neck – the few that hadn’t been burnt, bludgeoned, or beaten into oblivion – blown by the wind of the thing’s passing.

When he pulled back again, the kid was gone.

“Where is he?  Where’s Christopher?”

Neither Aaron nor Dorcas answered.  They were busy dodging the things tossing themselves down at them like grasping, bloody spears.

Ken looked to his left.  The building ended in a corner about twenty feet away.  No idea what was beyond that.

But he couldn’t stay.  He knew that was what the kid – Christopher – wanted.  But staying was suicide.

Zombies below.

Zombies above, throwing themselves down.

Ken thought about going back in the building.  He looked through the shattered glass of the window he stood before.

It looked like it had once been an office.  Maybe an insurance company or a brokerage firm.  Something that used a lot of cubicles, a lot of phones.  Everything was a wreckage of wires and computer pieces and modular foam walls that had been tossed around like the building blocks of an angry child.

The wreckage was the only reason the zombies in the office hadn’t grabbed Ken, Dorcas, and Aaron yet.  As it was, they were only a few feet away.

The zombies growled.

Ken felt something grab him from behind.  Felt something clinging to him, felt a heavy weight hit him like a bludgeon.

His foot slipped.
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KEN FELT SOMETHING breathing in his ear.

Then he heard Dorcas scream and saw her kick out.  The thing on his back chuffed, not in pain but in something like irritation.  She kicked again.  It fell.

Ken almost fell, too, his body fairly leaping upward as the extra weight left his body.  He lurched forward, not caring that he almost skewered himself on a shard of glass.  Just wanting not to fall to the things below.

Ten feet below.

But not as close as the zombies within the building.  They were only a few feet away.

Reaching for him.  For Dorcas.  For Aaron.

And where was the kid?  Where the hell had Christopher gone?  Had he abandoned them?

It was a tough world – and it had certainly grown tougher in the last hours.  Even in a place as neighborly as Idaho, people didn’t leave their doors unlocked anymore.  People worried.  They didn’t just trust.

But Christopher had asked Ken to trust him.

So did Ken trust him?

Yeah.

The things inside were five feet away.

Ken knew he should run.  Not that there were many places to run.  But he could have edged toward the corner of the building.  Tried to get away.  Tried to flee.

He didn’t.  He stood firm.

He trusted.
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THERE WAS A MOMENT of peace.  A single second - the fraction of an instant between seconds – where the world seemed to pause.  There was no fear, there was no blood and violence.  The zombies throwing themselves from above seemed to pause in midflight, the things cascading over each other in an effort to reach up seemed to stop piling higher.

The monsters that were now only inches away from reaching Ken and his friends seemed to cease all motion.  He could see their teeth bared, the blood caked on so many of their faces, the skin pulled from bare bones on others.

But he felt no fear.  He felt only regret.  Sadness that he wasn’t going to see Maggie, wasn’t going to kiss her one last time.  That he wouldn’t hold Derek, Hope, or Liz.

And then even that was gone.  There was only a strange something that was at once familiar and unknown.

Resignation?

No.

Then, before he could figure out exactly what the feeling was, he heard four words.

“Hold on to something!”

Ken’s hands clenched.  He didn’t even know what they were holding.  But they held on tight.  In the next instant there was a flash so bright it felt like a new sun had been born right in front of him.

The world snapped back into motion.

The feeling that he had been on the verge of understanding was gone.  Disappeared in the brightness.

Boom.

The zombies in the building, the monsters that had a moment before been only inches from grabbing him, screamed in what sounded like rage, loss, anger.

Ken opened his eyes.  Stars and neon Rorschach inkblots swam past his face.  But even through them he could see the zombies.  No longer inches away.  No, they had been decimated.  Incinerated, blasted to pieces.  Some of them – the ones closest to Ken and the others – were still in one piece.  But they were dazed.  Confused.  Skin shredded from bones in awful wounds that would have killed a human and should have killed these things.

They stood.  Probably a dozen of the zombies left within range.  Still more than enough to kill Ken and Dorcas and Aaron ten times over.  Especially since a single bite would finish any of them.

The closest one to Dorcas – a man with a mangled face who wore a bright shirt that said, “ASK ME ABOUT OUR DAILY SANDWICH SPECIALS” under swaths of blood – reached for her.  Dorcas leaned back, but couldn’t get far because the things above were still flying over the edges of the roof and the fourteenth floor, only the arc of their momentum keeping the creatures out of range.  And Dorcas only had one good hand.  No way for her to hold on, lean away, and fight off the things outside and inside the building.

Sandwich Special grabbed at Dorcas.  Put a bloody hand on her arm.

Ken moved toward her.

And again the voice: “Don’t move!  Just hold on!”

Sandwich Special yanked Dorcas forward, drawing her through the empty hole of the window by her broken arm.  She screamed.  Cried.

Something cracked.

The entire floor of the office beyond the windows turned from a chaotic shambles of blood and equipment into a shifting quicksand of concrete and steel.  The zombie let go of Dorcas, sliding into the hole that had opened up ten feet away.  It slid through and disappeared, followed by the other zombies in the room and covered by equipment and bodies.

Dust puffed out of the rooms, as though Sandwich Special were an overzealous illusionist seeking to obscure his his exit.

The entire building shook.  Not like it had when Aaron went through the floor.  That had been a shudder, a twitch.  This was a determined tremor, a seismic event.

“Come on,” said the voice, the same voice that had warned Ken and the other survivors to hang on.

Ken looked over.  And there was the kid.  There was Christopher.  Grinning again.

His backpack was gone.

The building lurched, and Christopher’s feet came off the sill he stood on.  His smile wavered, but didn’t disappear.  He got his feet back under him and started moving toward the corner of the building again, as though none of what had just happened had been at all unnerving or unusual.

Ken looked over at Dorcas.  She was gaping past him, so at least he wasn’t the only one stunned by what was going on.

Aaron just looked on.  Waiting to start moving.

Another zombie fell from above.  Fell to the horde that was now only about eight feet below them.  Ken felt his lips curl as he saw them, crushing one another to get to the few people above.  Destroying themselves in their single-minded need to kill.

He turned his head to the left.  Started moving.

Time to go.
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THEY ALL STAYED AS close to the building as they could, trying to be at one with it, even as it shimmied and fractured within.  Ken would have gone inside again if there had been an inside to go to.  But the entirety of the office they faced was gone, slanting away to an anemone-like pile of rebar, wiring, and building materials.

In the darkness of the hole beyond the windows, Ken thought he saw some of the pieces of the pile moving.  Buried bodies, crushed forms that could not be alive but were somehow still animate.

He looked away.  Concentrated on sliding a foot at a time toward the corner.  On ignoring the bodies casting themselves from on high like angels determined to fall to Hell as fast and as hard as possible.

Dorcas shouted.

“You okay?” called Christopher.  He didn’t look back, though.  He was almost at the corner.

“I will be if you move faster,” she snapped.

Christopher made a noise that sounded strangely like a chuckle.  Ken couldn’t be sure – it was such an out of place sound that cognitive dissonance set in and insisted that it couldn’t be laughter or any of its subsets.

The growling below was so close.  Calling them.  Insisting without words that Ken just let go and drop down.  Each handhold became harder to maintain, each time he slid a foot it got a bit tougher to care if the spot he chose was a good one.

Christopher slipped.  Almost went down into the massive tumor below them.  Ken wondered if the kid was still smiling.

He didn’t think so.

The kid pulled himself back up.  And then he was gone, disappeared around the corner of the building.  A moment later, Ken began to move around the corner as well.  It would have been an impossible move under normal circumstances – there were no real hand- or footholds, and the windows on either side were too far apart to simply reach around and grab hold.  But the building was shifting every second now, and the quoin stones on the corner had pulled apart enough to allow easy movement around the edge of the building.

Ken took a step, moving blind.  The corner was actually inverted, jutting into the building and then out again before becoming the adjoining face of the structure.  He couldn’t see Christopher, and had no idea what the kid had planned – if anything.  He hoped there was something good, though, because the things below were close enough to smell.  Blood, sweat.  Voided bowels.  Desperate madness and a hunger that was beyond alien.

He shimmed across the first angle of the corner.  Reached across to the next face of the corner.  Put his left hand in a crack between the huge stones of the building.  Put his left foot between another.

Dorcas started coming into the recess as well.

The building heaved suddenly.  Metal sheared off inside the structure.  Another pitch and roll.  Aaron shouted.

Then pain.  Agonizing, white-hot.

Ken screamed.  He looked at his left hand.

The crack he had wedged his hand into had fallen shut.  The stones had rejoined, lonely lovers too long apart.

He was stuck fast.

And he felt a hand caress his foot.
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“WHAT IS IT?  WHAT HAPPENED?”

Ken heard the words, but couldn’t answer.  Everything he had, everything he was, was focused on the nova of pain at the end of his left arm.

“What happened?”  Same words, different tone.  The first time it was Dorcas, asking him.  This time it was Aaron, leaning around and asking her.

“He’s caught,” she said.  She kicked down.  Something snarled.

Ken felt something touching the ragged bottom hem of his pant leg.  Didn’t care.

He was whispering.  Holding fast to the stones of the building with his right hand, stuck via his left.  Whispering.

“Give up, give up, give up, fall down, we all fall down.”

Dorcas smacked him.  A quick, almost light slap across the back of the head.  It reminded Ken of all his other aches and pains, made him aware that he hurt all over.

And it was perfect.

He stopped whispering.  Kicked at the thing below him.  Aaron and Dorcas were talking in low tones.  Aaron handed her something.  She passed it to Ken.

A knife.

Ken stared at it.  He didn’t realize what he was supposed to do with it for a moment.

“You’re not gonna die here,” said Dorcas.  “You have a family waiting for you.”

“I can’t,” said Ken.  He looked at the knife; knew that it must have come from the cowboy.  About four inches long, one side a curved razor-edge, the other a serrated saw blade.

“I can’t,” he whispered again.

The hands grabbed his legs.

“You have to,” she said.  “We can’t get by you, so you have to or we’ll all die.”

He took the knife.
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KEN REALIZED THAT HE wasn’t completely trapped.  He realized the crack hadn’t completely sealed around his hand.  He realized only his left pinky and ring fingers were pinned.    He realized that he couldn’t even feel them.

He realized none of that mattered.  Cutting off a part of your body – any part – was not something the human race was equipped for.

Something scraped at his lacerated legs.

“Move it, boy,” said Aaron.  The cowboy sounded composed as always, but Ken heard terror seeping in around the edges of the calm tones.

He leaned into the wall.  He wiggled the knife blade between the two stones that had clamped him in place.  He couldn’t just take a swing at himself – the angle was bad, there was no way he’d do it right.  He’d end up bleeding to death and still be pinned there on the side of the wall.

Instead, he pushed the knife blade under his fingers.  Using the knife hilt as a fulcrum and the blade as a bar, he levered the knife upward just behind the point where the fingers disappeared.

The pain bit him hard and deep.  He screamed.  Leaned down harder on the knife.  He couldn’t even saw.  Just had to use his body weight to drive the knife upward, parting flesh and tendon and bone a millimeter at a time.

Warmth trickled out of the gap between the stones.  The things below seemed to delight in the life raining on them.  They raked at his legs.  He had to stop, his fingers half-severed, and step to higher footholds.

Three shadows fell from above.  Dorcas screamed.  She fell back but Aaron grabbed her and managed somehow to yank her back to safety.  They both climbed a bit higher.

Ken leaned on the knife again.

The last bits of tissue separated.  The knife blade flew upward as resistance disappeared, and the knuckles of Ken’s right hand scraped against the stone below as the hilt went down.

He realized at that instant that his wedding ring was still attached to his dismembered finger.  The gold circle crushed between stones.  He would never see it again.  That fact hurt almost as badly as the physical pain.

Then he felt himself falling.  He let go of the knife so he could grab onto the wall.  His entire soul ached at the idea of putting his right hand – his remaining good hand – in another gap, but he had no choice.

He pushed his bleeding left hand against his chest.  He felt the pain, but it was cloaked, like a fire under a blanket.  It was there, it would consume the blanket and be all the brighter for it in a moment.  But for now it was only a hint of itself.

Ken moved quickly.  He didn’t know how long he would be able to keep climbing.

He moved across the rest of the span of the inverted corner.  He reached around to the adjoining face of the building.  He could hear Dorcas and Aaron, grunting and shouting almost nonstop now as they fought off the waxing tide of zombies that were reaching for them.

Ken pulled himself around the corner.
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THE GROWLING FELL AWAY the second Ken turned the corner.

It was still there, but so much less.  The weight of the sound, of the call to lay down and die or become one with the horde, fell off Ken’s shoulders and suddenly he felt like he could get through this.  The fact that he was in a very real sense less than he had been a moment ago was something to be considered and dealt with... but it could be dealt with.

He also realized that the scrabbling, grabbing hands that had been reaching for him an instant before were no longer doing so.  His legs hurt, and it seemed likely they always would, but the pain was less an immediate thing.  More a memory than a now.  Something that had receded into the background wall of noise, not a tidal wave but merely storm surf crashing nearby.

Ken looked down.  This face of the One Capital Center building rested on the rubble that had once been the northeast side of this portion of Idaho Street.  The mountain of debris was covered in jagged forests of rebar and concrete, glittering glasswork shrubberies.  The zombies crowded behind Ken, but they clearly couldn’t climb it.  At least, not as fast as they had climbed each other and the smoother sides of the decapitated skyscraper.

Nor could the zombies above reach them: the ones that threw themselves off the roof or the floor above were impaled on rebar, or shattered on concrete pieces, or simply fell brokenly down the mountain that had once been a monument to human industry.  A few stayed close, but they seemed hurt badly enough that they couldn’t move quickly, couldn’t grab at their prey or bite them.

A reprieve.

“Come on!”

Ken looked over and saw Christopher, waiting about twenty feet down the side of the building.  He was holding tight to a mullion, pulled in close so as not to be grabbed by any of the falling creatures.  But he was still grinning.  Just a walk in the park.

Ken pulled himself toward the kid.  The building kept shaking, and he wondered what came next.  They couldn’t keep going around the skyscraper indefinitely – even if there hadn’t been zombies on the front and back, he didn’t think the thing was going to last much longer.  Especially not if more and more zombies were climbing into the stressed structure, which seemed likely given their single-minded pursuit of anything human.

It struck him that he had started to think of himself as human, and them as something else.  Not simply human and once-human, but human and other.  Human and alien.  Human and less.

He slid over the last few feet to Christopher.  The numbness in his left hand was starting to recede, that blanket starting to be consumed by the underlying pain.

“What now?” he asked.  He heard the muffled sounds of Dorcas and Aaron behind him.  Realized with macabre amusement that all three of them were operating one-handed.  Only Christopher looked fine, like he had rolled out of bed, gotten ready for the day, and then decided to hang on the side of a beheaded skyscraper rather than go to the mall or become a movie star.

Christopher looked up.  Another zombie fell, shrieking, and just missed pulling the kid over the slope of the rubble and glass mountain.

“You kinda gotta time this right,” he said.  “And I can’t really come back to show you twice, so be careful, okay?”

A zombie flew past them.  Rolled over the piles of glass and steel.  Impaled itself on a long spike of rebar, the metal going through its face and out the back of its skull.  It didn’t die, just as the other zombies that Ken had seen suffer major head trauma had failed to expire.  That viscous pink fluid spurted, and the zombie began screaming and dancing a strange dance on the side of the mountain, madness on chaos.

Then the zombie did something new.  The rebar spike entered its face through its cheek, emerging just above the thing’s hairline in back.  It couldn’t get off, but it stopped shrieking and twitching.  Its jaw opened, dropping down while its upper head remained pinned in place by the rebar.

It coughed, the same coughing that Ken had heard in the dark stairwell minutes before.  A strange noise, one that sounded like pieces of gravel were grinding together in the zombie’s throat.

The thing vomited, expelling ropy strands of bile.  Some of the fluid splashed against the concrete that held the rebar in place, and on the rebar itself.  Black smoke poured upward from the concrete and steel, and even from this distance Ken could hear the acid hiss of materials being broken down.

“Good God,” said Dorcas.

They were all transfixed by the sight for a moment.  But only a moment.  Another zombie pitched itself off the top of the building, sliding away to oblivion – but only after nearly grabbing Aaron on the way down.

“Time to skedaddle,” said Christopher, tearing his eyes away from the zombie.  Its flesh was now smoking, whatever acid it had expelled eating away at its own skin and bone as it screamed.

“Watch close,” said the kid.  “Remember: no second chances.”  

And he jumped off the side of the building.
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AT FIRST KEN THOUGHT Christopher had just chosen an outrageously extravagant way to commit suicide: rather than face the end of the world, he’d find a few struggling survivors, con them by pretending he could save them from a conveniently placed pair of zombie hordes, blow up half a building to do so, then convince them to throw themselves into the equivalent of a thirty foot tall pile of knives and broken glass. 

In the next moment Ken changed his mind.  The kid wasn’t a suicide, he was a magician.  Christopher slid down the mountain about seven feet, narrowly missing hitting the same jutting rebar that had skewered the still-jittering, still-melting zombie... and then he disappeared.

“What the...?” said Dorcas.

Christopher’s head popped into view.  It seemed like it just appeared out of nowhere, the world’s largest groundhog taking stock of the apocalyptic winter the world had spun itself into.  “Come on!” he shouted.

Ken shimmied over a few feet.  Moved quickly.  He didn’t give himself a lot of time to think about what he was doing.

When he was a senior, he and some high school friends had found a pair of thick pads that the wrestling team left out.  They dared each other to greater and greater gymnastic attempts.  One of Ken’s buddies bet him a crisp ten-dollar bill that he couldn’t do a backflip.

Ken stood on the pad.  Flipped.  Earned himself ten bucks.

Another friend asked him to do it again.  Awestruck and disbelieving at Ken’s athletic prowess.

Ken, more than a little surprised himself, stood on the mat.  But he wasn’t worried – he’d just done it five seconds before, so no big deal, right?

And not only did he fail to land the backflip, this time he was completely incapable of even moving.  The other guys jeered him about it, riding him mercilessly about his complete lack of balls for most of the year, apparently forgetting that he had knocked their socks off moments before.

Ken couldn’t figure it out for the longest time.  Couldn’t figure out why he could do it the first time, the time he didn’t know what he was doing, but not the second time, when he did.

It wasn’t until reading about World War II landing invasions in college that he realized what had happened.  Reading about them, reading how the first wave guys weren’t the bravest: it was the second wave soldiers.  The soldiers who knew what was going to happen.  What waited.  The enemy, the bullets, the death.

His body and mind had realized what could happen.  That he didn’t know what the hell he was doing, and could have broken his neck.  He got lucky once, but they weren’t about to let him risk it again.

Sometimes reckless action was the best way to proceed.  Sometimes it was the only way things could possibly work out.

Ken jumped.

He realized he hadn’t bothered looking up, and hoped none of the rooftop zombies had chosen that moment to come lurching down after him.

Reckless action saved him.  He hit the concrete mountain untouched.  His feet slipped in dust and pulverized concrete.  They went out from under him and he slid headfirst toward Christopher’s still-waiting head.

He passed the spiked zombie.  It seemed to be wilting.  The black acid it had vomited had melted most of its front, and Ken’s nose twitched as something that smelled like vinegar seared his nostrils.

He looked back at Christopher.  At the kid’s grinning, disembodied-looking head.

The head disappeared.

A moment later, Ken did, too.
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KEN FELL INTO STRONG arms, and immediately lashed out.  He knew it was zombies.  Because what else could it be?  What other thing would there be in this place, in this new earth, that would hold him?

“Easy, man.”

The arms righted him.  Held him until his feet found purchase on solid ground.  Then shoved him away.  Ken wheeled his arms as something dark slid between him and the silhouette he recognized as belonging to Christopher.  He heard Dorcas hiss as the kid caught her as well, probably knocking her broken arm painfully.

Aaron fell down into their hidey-space a moment later, not needing Christopher to steady him but landing gracefully as a cat with the barest of sounds as his cowboy boots hit the dusty material underfoot.

“Where are we?” Ken said.

Christopher didn’t answer right away.  He reached into a pocket and pulled out a handkerchief that he handed to Ken, gesturing to him to wrap his hand.  Ken did, grimacing as the pain of his missing fingers – both of which were still spitting blood out of stubs that ended just past his knuckles – hit him anew.

He also thought it strange that a kid this age should have a pocket handkerchief.  Even before the world came tumbling down, that would have been weird.

Aaron reached over and tied a quick and efficient field bandage around Ken’s hand, knotting the handkerchief so tightly it ached.  Ken tried not to groan.  Mostly because Aaron didn’t make a sound about his own mangled fingers, using his one good hand and his teeth to tie the handkerchief and moving so quickly it seemed he had been born doing so.

“We’ll have to deal with this soon,” said Aaron, looking at the already-reddening fabric on Ken’s hand.

“Sure, we’ll just stop at St. Luke’s on the way downtown,” said Ken.  He meant it as a joke.  It came out thin and pallid, almost hopeless-sounding.

Aaron nodded as though taking Ken’s statement seriously.  And Ken suspected that if anyone could find a working hospital in this mess of a world, it might be the cowboy.

“Come on,” said Christopher.  He pulled a small flashlight out of his back pocket and started leading Ken and the others into a narrow passageway.  On all sides were bits of cement, metal, glass, wood.  Everyday life reduced to formless nothing.  Reality crushed by forces it had been neither designed nor prepared to meet.

“I saw some people come out of this hole a few hours ago, so I explored it,” said Christopher.  For a moment Ken didn’t understand what the kid was saying, then he realized he was responding to Ken’s earlier question regarding where they were.

“Why would you do that?” said Dorcas.  She sounded winded, but Ken was amazed at the woman’s stamina.

“Why not?”  Ken didn’t have to see Christopher’s face to know the kid was smiling.  “Not much else to do, other than stay alive.”

Ken didn’t know whether he was hearing sublime wisdom or utter stupidity.  On the one hand, it sounded like Christopher was handling the collapse of humanity better than anyone here.  On the other hand, Ken thought he would have found something better to do than just go exploring.  Hell, he was doing something better.

“What happened to the people?” asked Dorcas.

“Some of the creeps got ‘em.”

“The what?”

“The things.”

“So you went in to explore?”  Incredulity spiked Dorcas’ voice.

Christopher didn’t sound offended when he replied.  “Sure.  Lucky for you I was doing it, too.  Otherwise I wouldn’t have spotted you guys getting into trouble and wouldn’t have been able to do my Knight in Shining Armor act.”

“You were all alone?  Where’s your family?” said Ken.  He wanted to slap himself as soon as he said it.  It was the kind of thing you asked about before.  Not now.

Christopher sighed.  “Lucky us, we were all together when it happened.  Dad killed Mom, she took him down as she died.”

“I’m sorry,” said Dorcas.

Christopher’s shoulders bounced up and down.  “I think they’d been wanting to do it for a while.  The only reason we were together was for a photo op.  The marriage was mostly for electoral purposes, you know?”

Behind Ken, Aaron chuckled.  “Thought I recognized you.  Your Elgin’s kid.”

“Guilty as charged.”

Ken kept following the kid – the young man, he corrected; he now knew that “the kid” was in fact twenty-two years old – but his footsteps stuttered a bit.

“You’re Bud Elgin’s son?  Governor Elgin?”

Christopher didn’t answer.  He clicked off his light, but Ken could still see enough to make his way through the fissure in the ruined building.  Light clawed at them from somewhere ahead.

There was a huge rumble, then a thud that shook Ken’s teeth in his jaw.  He fell into the side of the narrow passage, leaning against what looked like a desktop that had been thrown sideways and embedded in a wall of gravel.  He kept his wounded hand buried against his chest, but even the vibrations of the collapse that made it through to his absent fingers wrung a cry from him.

He looked back at Dorcas and Aaron.  Aaron had his feet planted wide, his mangled hand clutched to his chest but otherwise looking fine.  Dorcas had fallen down.

“I think we left that building just in time,” said Aaron as he helped Dorcas to her feet.  Her face tautened, but Aaron just looked like he was providing basic information: it’s eighty degrees out, today’s a Tuesday, and... oh, yes, the world’s ending and the building we were in just collapsed.

Ken turned back to Christopher.  The young man was making his way toward the light.  “I’m not the Governor’s son,” he said.  “There is no governor.  In case you hadn’t noticed, the United States disappeared a few hours ago.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]




73


[image: image]


––––––––
[image: image]


“SORRY ABOUT LEAVING you guys on the side up there, but I saw the floor looked like it was collapsing, and figured if you were hanging out there as bait none of the creeps would notice me sneaking in and dropping off a care package.”

Ken focused on Christopher.  The young man walked effortlessly, as though pulling himself through a wrecked passage in the middle of a collapsed building was something he did every day.  Ken kept slipping and sliding in dust and wreckage.  He could hear Dorcas doing the same behind him, and even Aaron cursed under his breath every once in a while.

“You meant for that to happen?” said Dorcas, breath huffing out between the words.  “How’d you learn to blow up buildings?”

Christopher laughed sheepishly.  “I didn’t mean that to happen.  I figured I’d knock a hole in the floor, knock back the creeps –”

“Zombies,” said Ken without thinking.

“Huh?” said Christopher, then nodded almost immediately.  “Yeah, they are kind of zombie-esque, I guess.  Anyway, the building coming down was definitely outside the scope of my plans.”  He chuckled.  “Still, dream big, right?”

Ken could see what he assumed to be their exit ahead: a crack that seemed like it was hanging in gray space.  A moment later he followed Christopher out a rift in the side of the ruined, sagging building.  His fingers throbbed – strange, because they weren’t there.  Stranger still, he could feel his wedding ring, even though it was clamped around his dismembered finger and wedged between stones in a destroyed building far behind him.  The ring wasn’t touching him, but it felt too tight.  It hurt.  A lot.

His wedding ring had never bothered him before.  Not since the first moment that Maggie slipped it on his finger.  He always loved wearing it.  But now it hurt.

He hoped that wasn’t an omen.

The passageway exited at a rickety metal stairwell midway up the slumped over pile of rubble and junk that had been a fully functioning building only a few hours before.  Ken couldn’t tell if it the stairwell was a fire escape or simply metal stairs to the second level businesses.  It was bent and twisted, a blasted mockery of itself.  Black metal peeked out from a heavy layer of gray dust and dark soot that coated this side of the structure.

Ken recognized this area.  They were facing south on 9th Street.  He didn’t know how that was possible, since he was sure they had been a block north of here.  Either the rubble they had climbed through had covered several blocks, or the top part of the One Capital Center building through which they had escaped had lain at a strange angle, so when they jumped off of it they were on a different block than he had calculated.

Either way... he looked to his right.  And there it was.  The Wells Fargo Center.

“So,” said Christopher, reaching out a hand to help Dorcas onto the stairwell landing, “do you guys have a plan or – hey!”

Ken barely heard the last.  Barely heard the others shouting for him to stop.  All he could see was the building where his family had been when this happened.  All he could hear was his wife calling him in his mind, his children crying out, screaming for Daddy.

He forgot everything but his family.  Forgot the zombies, forgot the pain in his phantom fingers and in the rest of his body.  He forgot his new friends.

He ran down the stairs and was on the street in the dust and smoke in seconds.  The others were racing after him, and he heard Christopher saying, “What’s going on?  What’d I miss?” over and over.

The street was covered in debris and blood and bodies.  But the bodies were of the normally horrific variety.  None of them were moving, they were dead and dead to stay – at least, until the universe flipped on its axis again and once more rewrote the rules of mortality.

No zombies.  There had been tens of thousands crowding up against the head of the One Capital Center building.  Where were they now?

It didn’t matter.  Maybe the shattering of the building had scared them off, maybe they had found new prey, maybe they were late for a mass hairdresser’s appointment.  Ken didn’t care.  All that he cared about was the clear sightline between him and the Wells Fargo Center.

It was a little more than a block away.  It took him less than a minute to run it.  The smoke grew thicker as he approached, and he remembered what seemed a lifetime ago, seeing something explode at the base of the huge crane next to the Wells Fargo building, seeing the crane tilt sideways against the structure.  He looked up and saw the massive crane, almost at the corner of the building, leaning at an angle against the northeast face.

He ran below it.  He could hear the metal creaking far above him.

Below him, he heard something like dead leaves.  He looked down and saw a thick blanket of insects.  All dead.  Not bees, not what had attacked him and Dorcas before.  These looked like millions upon millions of ants.

He ran over the dead bugs.  He did not slip.  Nor did he much care what had killed them.  He was too close to the end of his search to care.

The Wells Fargo Center was shaped like a right triangle, and at the square of it there was an entrance, a bank of glass doors.  The middle two were revolving doors, and both of them were grotesquely jammed shut, dead bodies tangled within them like clots in the building’s ventricles.

On either side of the revolving doors were simple hinged doors.  One of them was whole, the other had been knocked out and was only a metal frame holding nothing but air.

Ken ran for the empty door.  He didn’t care at that moment what dangers might lay beyond that dark hole.  Only that his family could be there.  Must be there.

Sometimes, reckless action was the only available substitute for hope. 
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THE WELLS FARGO CENTER was one of Boise’s largest buildings.  Wedge-shaped, eleven stories tall, hundreds of offices.  Ken had no thought of what to do beyond going to the Wells Fargo branch office that he knew was in the far corner of the first floor.

He ran into the lobby, trying hard to convince himself that he was running this fast because he was about to find his family.  Trying hard to believe they had a chance at life.  Trying hard to believe it was excitement and not pure panic that was driving his heart against his ribs in machine-gun bursts.

Failing in all of those attempts.

Something buzzed.  The sound reminded him of the bees that had died as one while he and Dorcas cowered in the car outside the CPA’s office.  He dropped down, almost going to hands and knees as though his body were determined to burrow right through the floor if necessary to get away from another cloud of the things.

It was not bees.  It was an elevator.  The doors slid halfway shut with a tired whirr before stopping against the body of a man laying facedown half in and half out of the elevator.

It registered on Ken that there was still power in the building.  How much longer that would last, he had no way of knowing.  The grid was failing in huge swathes, that much was clear.  And equally clear was that Idaho Power was not going to be sending out teams to deal with power failures anytime soon.  Perhaps ever.  Power fled from an area was power likely gone forever.

He heard feet behind him.  The others.  They caught up to him now, easy enough since he was no longer moving.  Just standing.  Just staring.

Not at the man.

Not at the elevator, opening and closing and opening and closing with the restless action of an ocean tide.

Not at the other bodies that lay every few feet throughout the lobby and hall.  Not even at the ones who had been pulled viciously apart and whose innards painted the walls like a grotesque mockery of Christmas garlanding.

“Ken?”  Dorcas’ voice was soft.  She sounded worried.  “What is it?”

Ken didn’t answer.  He just walked to the elevator.  Stopped in front of it.

Knelt down.
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KEN WAS VERY MUCH OF the opinion that mommies and daddies served very different purposes, and nowhere was that more evident than when he and Maggie went to Babies “R” Us looking for something for one of the kids.  It didn’t matter if it was a pacifier or a crib: Ken looked for the cheapest one.  Maggie looked for the one that had the highest safety ratings, preferably achieved while the product was submerged in lit napalm in the middle of a nuclear reactor that was suffering a core meltdown.

They usually came down somewhere in the middle.  Ken would remind Maggie that he didn’t have the money to purchase the blanket that could also be used as a parachute in case of forced landings during supersonic flight, and Maggie would remind Ken that children were more important than things like having a nice TV or what the neighbors thought of their car.  Ken would shift his budget priorities, and Maggie would eventually admit that having exceptionally-protected children wouldn’t matter much if they didn’t have money for food while sitting in the middle of a crib equipped with changing table attachment and capable of warding off evil curses.

The stroller Ken was kneeling beside, the one only inches from the bloody hands of the dead man wedged half in the elevator, had been the subject of a particularly lengthy compromise session.  The school district had just informed Ken and the other teachers that budget freezes would keep any raises “at current levels” (meaning nonexistent) for the next two years, and he thought that baby Liz might just have to make do with being Velcroed to a skateboard or something equally cost-effective.

Maggie did not care for that concept.  

They argued.  Divorce was out of the question – it was never an option, not ever – but he thought a few nights on the couch loomed large in his future.

Eventually, Ken caved in.  Because he loved Maggie.  Because he recognized that, yes, the stroller was going to be used for years and should be a good one.  Because he hated sleeping on their second-hand couch.

The stroller became the newest, nicest thing they owned.

Of course, that didn’t last long.  Babies had a way of casually destroying things.  They had a lot in common with earthquakes and rabid dogs that way.  It wasn’t long before the once-pristine light-green body and plaid seat became blotchy and stained.  Grimy beyond recovery, no matter how much Maggie washed and wiped.

Ken knew every spot and stain.  He knew where many had come from, and thought that was an indicator he was a good dad.  He cared enough to be there for the spills, to try to help with the cleanup.  Even when he wasn’t there, he noticed.  He asked about the stories, he found out what had happened.  He wanted to know.

But now... he didn’t know if knowing would be good for him.  The old stains were still there, were still familiar.  But there was one more: a large, bloody handprint across the back of the stroller’s chair.

Right where two-year-old Liz’s head would have rested.
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KEEP IT TOGETHER.

Liz was the first baby he was able to enjoy.  With Derek he was too terrified about screwing it all up to properly revel in the experience of being a new father.  With Hope he was terrified anew – already projecting forward to her teen years and wondering if he was equipped to deal with the contradictions inherent in protecting a Princess and teaching a girl to be her own strong woman.

He finally settled in and learned to have fun with Liz.  With the little girl who smiled so wide.  Who growled and jumped on his back every chance she got.  Who sat and watched cartoons in a little chair he made her for her first birthday.  Who fell asleep in his arms the way none of the others had ever done.

And there was a bloody print where her head had been.

Keep it together, Ken.

Blood.

Keep it together.

That’s a lot of blood.

Keep it –

They’re dead.

No.

Dead.

Not yet.

The baby, the kids.

You don’t know –

Maggie.

NOT UNTIL YOU SEE THEIR BODIES.

He realized he was rocking back and forth, his arms clasped tight around each other.  Dorcas’ hand was on his shoulder.

“We should go,” she said.  Her voice was soft.

Ken nodded.  He looked at the tray that snapped into place across Liz’s lap.  There were some Goldfish crackers in the cup holder.  Liz always tossed her sippy cups over when Maggie put them in the cup holder, so that tiny space had become an impromptu Goldfish sanctuary.

The orange crackers were flecked with blood as well.

Ken stood.

Dorcas’ hand was still on his shoulder.  Aaron and Christopher waited a few paces away.  They both looked at their feet, like there might be comfort somewhere on the blood-streaked floor, if only they could find it.

The elevator whirred.  Closing on the dead man.  Opening again.

Whump.  Whirrrr.  Whump.  Whirrrr.  Whump.

Ken looked at the corpse.

Dorcas moved away, as though giving him space to commune with the dead – both the ones whose bodies were present and the ones whose bodies were not.

Ken stood still and silent for a long moment.  Then his face knotted, becoming a tight mass of confusion.

He took a step.

“Where you going?” said Christopher.

A moment later, Dorcas said, “Ken?”

Ken didn’t answer either of them.  He didn’t dare.  He just kept walking.
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KEN FELT LIKE IF HE spoke, if he did anything other than breathe, then it would fall apart.  It would disappear and be gone.  Just a vivid dream dashed upon waking into the nightmare of his new reality.

So he ignored the others.  Just kept his eyes locked on what he had seen, kept his heart locked on hope, and kept his mind locked away from the impossibility of what he was hoping for.

Whump.  Whirrrr.  Whump.  Whirrrr.  Whump.

If the elevator doors had been closed, he wouldn’t have seen it.

If the elevator light had been extinguished, the interior dark, he wouldn’t have seen it.

If he hadn’t been kneeling next to the stroller, he wouldn’t have seen it.

If, if, if....

But he did.  He did see it.

Just beyond the dead man’s legs, trailing limply into the elevator, there was a small pile of color on the brown floor.

Goldfish crackers.

That might not have been enough.  Might not have been enough to spur Ken to movement.  They could have come from anywhere, after all.  Or they could have been flung there after the zombies... did what they would have done to his baby.

But next to the goldfish was another item.  A sippy cup.  Purple and pink.

And above both, on the mirrored back of the elevator, someone had written something.  The lettering was tan, a color he recognized as well: Maggie’s lipstick.

“Ken: 9th Fl.”
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KEN RAN THE LAST TWO feet, leaping over the dead man.

“Ken!”  Dorcas joined him in the elevator.  “What are you doing?”

“They’re alive.”  Ken leaned over, barely noticing how badly his back hurt, not even registering his missing fingers, and grabbed the dead man’s legs.  He shoved them out of the elevator.  Not far enough.  He began muscling the dead weight out of the cab.

Aaron stood just outside the elevator.  He looked at the mirror in the back of the cab and it seemed to Ken like the man’s face slackened.  Not in hope, but in sympathy.

“Going up is a bad idea,” he said.  “Nowhere to retreat to if the things come again.”

“Seriously,” said Christopher, taking up a position behind the older man.  “We should get outta here.”

Ken didn’t stop moving.  “I can’t ask you to come with me.  You’ve all saved me, and I can never repay you.”  He kicked the dead man’s trailing foot out of the track of the elevator’s doors.  “But I have to go.”

“Bad idea,” said Aaron.

“Yeah,” said Christopher.

They both stepped in.

Dorcas pressed the round circle with a “9” in the center.

The doors shut.

The elevator started to rise.

With it, questions rose in Ken’s mind.  What was happening?  What were these things, that had destroyed almost everyone and everything humanity held dear in less than a day?  Why did they stop moving and breathe in time, why were the times they did so decreasing, and what would happen when that “countdown” reached zero?  What had killed all the insects?  How come one had vomited acid?

What would he find when he reached the ninth floor?

Ken looked at the other survivors.  At Christopher, to whom he had said less than a hundred words.  At Aaron, who had saved Ken’s life but who remained a complete enigma.  At Dorcas.

She caught his gaze.  Raised her shoulders as though unsure of why they were coming, and said, “It’s still the right thing to do.”

Ken didn’t know if he would find his family when the doors opened.

But he knew he had family here with him.




END OF BOOK ONE




THE COLONY: RENEGADES
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THE WORLD HAD ENDED four hours ago.

So why was Kenny G still playing music?

Ken Strickland knew he was asking this question as a way to avoid the real questions, the questions he should be asking.  The questions that had no answers.

But still, it seemed so important.

Civilization had fallen.  Zombies had taken over.  Zombies whose bites caused instant conversion, who were impervious to pain or grief or discomfort.  Monsters whose only apparent thought seemed to be focused on killing those few normal humans that remained.

But Kenny G was still playing music.

Ken Strickland had never hated Kenny G before.  Never particularly liked him, but didn’t hate him.  Now, though, in an elevator in the Wells Fargo Center, riding up toward the ninth floor where he hoped against all reason to find his wife and three children alive, he realized that the fall of civilization came with some perks.

There would be no more easy listening, no more Muzak.

Beside him, Dorcas shuffled nervously.  The middle-aged woman was tough as weathered saddle leather.  She had saved Ken’s life several times, even though he was a virtual stranger to her.  But she was nervous now, traveling up in a confined space with nowhere to run, nowhere to hide if things went bad.

Maybe we should have taken the stairs.

He discarded that idea almost instantly.  Stairs would have taken too long.  And the last time they had used the stairs, things had gone badly.

Plus, who knew how long the power would last?  This might be the last trip any of them would ever take in an elevator.  This might be a magical moment they would tell children and grandchildren about someday.

If we live that long.

“Wonder how many times people took this elevator,” said Christopher.  The twenty-two year old looked wistful, as though thinking along the same lines as Ken.  He had been the son of Idaho’s governor until a few hours ago.  Then, like all of the people in the elevator, he became just one more survivor, one more refugee, one more person fleeing the hordes that had taken over the world in less than ten minutes.

Aaron grunted.  Ken couldn’t tell if the cowboy was agreeing with Christopher, or telling him to be quiet.  The older man was the most enigmatic of the group.  Ken wondered anew who he was.  How he’d learned to fight, how the older man seemed to know what to do in almost any situation.

Mysteries.  Mysteries in mysteries in mysteries.

No one knew anything anymore.

Welcome to the new world.

The counter on the front panel of the elevator dinged at each floor, a low electronic chirp that was designed to be pleasing and unobtrusive.  Each twitter set Ken’s teeth on edge, made him want to tear the circuitry out by its roots in order to shut down the sound.

4 (ding)... 5 (ding)... 6 (ding)....

Dorcas’ hand tightened against Ken’s right arm.  The hand that held him was strong, though her other hand hung from the end of a makeshift sling, broken during a zombie attack.  Aaron had a handful of broken fingers and a dislocated thumb.  Ken had had to cut off the pinkie and ring fingers of his own hand in order to escape an attack.

Everyone was injured.  Broken.  Beaten down.

7 (ding)....

Only Christopher looked fine.  Better than fine.  He looked like a cover model, stopped for a latte break and helping out with the zombie apocalypse for a few minutes until the photographer called him back on set.

8 (ding)....

“Get ready,” said Aaron.

Christopher nodded.  Ken did, too, though he wondered what they would do to get ready.  Aaron had a gun, but it only had two bullets.  Other than that the party was weaponless.  And even if they each had an assault rifle and full body armor, Ken didn’t know what that would do against hordes of seemingly indestructible attackers.  Nothing seemed to stop the things.  Even major head trauma didn’t slow them down; just sent them into an indiscriminate rage that would have them attacking anything that moved – including each other.

The elevator dinged.  The final floor.

Ken closed his eyes for a moment.  He said a silent prayer.  Imagined Maggie’s face.  The smiles of Derek, Hope, and Liz.

Please let them be alive.  Or let them be dead.

Just not things.  Not zombies.

The elevator doors opened.
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THE ELEVATOR OPENED to a corridor.  Just a blank wall.  Normal, save only for the thick smear of brown-red-black that trailed down its middle.

Christopher stepped forward, clearly intending to move into the hallway.  Aaron grabbed him.

“Stop,” the cowboy said.  It was barely a whisper.  The kind of speech Ken associated with survival.

Christopher halted.  The four people in the elevator were silent.  Ken couldn’t even hear anyone breathing.  They were held in a momentary stasis, an instant before the future hit them with its usual freight-train momentum.

What if Maggie’s gone?  The kids?

“Okay,” breathed the cowboy.

Christopher stepped out of the elevator cab.

He looked to his left and right, and Ken saw him grow pale.

“What?” said Ken.

Christopher turned around.  Fast.  Like he didn’t want Ken coming out.

“Maybe you shouldn’t –” he began.

Ken stepped out of the elevator.

And felt a scream tear loose from his throat.
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AARON’S GOOD HAND CLAMPED over Ken’s mouth, stopping the scream before more than a whimper came out.  Then the cowboy leaned over and retched.  None of them had eaten since this all started, since the world ended.  There was nothing in the man’s stomach.  But he dry-heaved as though his body was trying to expel the very memory of what he was seeing at either end of the corridor, only about twenty feet away from the elevators.

Two solid walls.  Not of brick and mortar, not of plaster or wood.

Bodies.

It looked like every single person on this floor had run for the elevator at the same time.  And every single person had fallen prey to whatever had turned the world upside down.

The hall was blocked at either end by a solid plug of corpses, bodies and body parts ripped limb from limb and then piled atop each other haphazardly like a madman’s version of an Erector set.  Heads, arms, legs, trunks.  Entire bodies shredded and then stuffed into place.

“What...?”  Dorcas’ voice was soft.  So soft, like the vision of death in the still-lit corridor had somehow stolen away the very years she had lived.  Had turned her into a little girl, shying away from thunder and whimpering at the vision of lightning in the sky.

Humanity’s defenses had been stripped off.  All pretenses of civilization pulled away, and not even their dead were sacrosanct.  Even humanity’s holiest objects had been rendered profane.  The monsters had come for them.

“What do we do?” said Christopher.

No one spoke.  The lights above them flickered, and Ken wondered what would happen if the lights failed – as they would have to do eventually – while they were stuck here between the bodies of the dead.

He was shaking.  His head ached, his back hurt where he had twisted it earlier, the bones of his left leg felt like white-hot pincers were clamped against them every few inches.

His absent fingers, the ones he had hacked off himself, ached.  He missed his wedding ring.

He walked toward the wall of bodies on his right.

He reached out and grabbed a stiff hand.  Pulled it away from the wall of the dead.

A moment later Dorcas and Christopher joined him and they started to dig through the bodies.

Aaron waited a moment.  He had been standing halfway in the elevator cab, and now he looked around and spotted something in the hall: a small aluminum trash can.  He stomped it flat, then wedged it in the track of the elevator.  Ken saw Christopher eyeing the older man.

“We don’t want anything surprising us from behind,” said the cowboy.  “And better to have the elevator available when we want it.”

Christopher nodded and resumed digging.

They pulled bodies and dismembered bits away.  Piled them along the corners of the hall.  Ken tried very hard not to think about what he was doing.  And failed miserably.

He wondered what he would do if one of the hands he touched turned out to be small.  Soft.  The hand of a child.  A hand he recognized.

He kept digging.
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SLOW GOING.

It was harder than Ken would have thought.  Partly because it was just emotionally taxing to grab ahold of a piece of what had once been a person, to pull it out of a pile of other pieces.  To drag it behind you and try not to think of what you were doing, of the reality of what was happening.

Part of it was because everyone stopped every minute or so.  Just stopped as one, no words spoken.  Listening.  Trying to hear the sound of thunder that would indicate one of the hordes of thousands of once-human killers that now ruled the world.  Or perhaps listening for the growl, that otherworldly sound that the things made.  As a single voice it was disquieting, a sound like someone gargling a mixture of gravel and razor blades.  In a large chorus it had a strange power, a psychic effect that encouraged you to just give up, to give in and die.

But there was also something else at work.  Something making their job more difficult.  At first Ken thought it was his imagination, this last obstacle – a literal wall of gore between him and a goal that he didn’t even know for sure still existed – just pushing him over the edge and making everything seem harder than it really was.

Until Dorcas grunted.  “What the...?” she said.  As with all words in this place that was bookended by death, the words were whispered.  And as with all the words thus far, even whispered they seemed far too loud.  Ken felt like they were screaming in a church.  Any life here had become an obscenity.

The dead ruled this place.  The living were interlopers.  Were profane.

“What is it?” said Christopher.  Even his ever-present smile had waned in the gory environment, though he had somehow managed to keep his clothing less spattered with filth than should be possible.

Dorcas hesitated.  Then she held out the piece of former humanity – now reduced to so much ghastly masonry – that she had yanked out of the crumbling wall of death.  “What is this stuff?” she said.

The others moved closer.  Ken wanted to keep pulling at the bodies at this end of the corridor.  He knew that taking a break was a bad idea; that if he stopped, getting started again would be that much harder.

But he did stop.  He looked with the rest.

Dorcas was holding an arm.  It looked like it had once belonged to a woman.  The long, elegant arm of a woman in her twenties or thirties.  Thin and beautiful.  Fingers with several rings.  Arm covered in a once-tailored suit sleeve that had been shredded.

The shoulder ended in a stump.  It glistened.  But not with blood.  A pus-yellow substance coated the end of the arm, the flickering lights above them reflecting dully off the waxy patina.

Christopher reached out to touch it.  Aaron stopped him.  Grabbed the kid’s hand.  “Don’t,” said the cowboy.

“What?” said Christopher.  “It might be important.”

“So you’re just going to stick your finger in it?” said Aaron.  “You remember that thing that puked acid before we came up here?”

Christopher stopped.  But only for a moment.  Then he poked the yellow substance.  Dorcas yipped in sympathy, as though expecting his finger to melt off.

Christopher grinned.  “Nothing ventured.”  He removed his finger, touching it with his thumb.  “Tacky,” he said.  “Feels like....”  He searched for the words.  “Wet Play-Doh?”

“What do you think it’s for?” asked Dorcas.

Aaron shrugged.  The older man turned around and grabbed the next piece of the wall of body parts.  Another hand.

And he screamed, a strange scream that he bit off, muffled it the way they were all learning to do, the way they were learning they had to do in order to survive.

But the rest of the survivors heard.

They turned.

Ken saw what had scared the normally imperturbable cowboy.

Saw the hand that Aaron had grabbed.

The hand that was moving.
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KEN STUMBLED BACK FROM the movement, falling into Dorcas and Christopher even as Aaron backpedaled as well.

And what remained of the wall of the dead collapsed.

There was a crackling sound that reminded Ken of ice crunching underfoot on a winter day, and then the bodies that had been so hard to pull apart only a moment ago just seemed to... drift like so many snowflakes caught in a windstorm.

All that was left was the hand.  Still moving.  Attached to a middle-aged man who stood in the place just beyond the wall.  The man was dressed in the ragged remains of a gray business suit.  Expensive-looking glasses hung askew from his blue face.

His chest and arms were coated in the waxy substance that Dorcas had just found.

He looked at the survivors.  And even without seeing the bite marks that seemed to glow like brands along his neck and the right part of his jaw, Ken would have been able to tell from the look in the thing’s eyes.

It wasn’t a man at all.  Not anymore.

The four survivors froze.  Running for the elevator was out of the question: even if they got inside, there was no way they could get the doors closed and get the thing moving before the zombie was on them.  And a single bite would end the struggle.

“Think we can take it?” whispered Christopher.  Ken didn’t look, but suspected the kid was still smiling.  Only this would be a death-grin, the kind of smile worn by a man about to kill or be killed.

“Let’s hope so,” said Aaron.  “There’s just one.”

The thing in the suit held up its arms.  It made a strange sound.  Not the growl that Ken was used to.  More of a cross between a dentist’s drill and something you might hear during a recording of exotic birds.  Loud and thoroughly unpleasant.

An instant later, ten more of the things shuffled into the hall.
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ALL OF THEM PUSHED into the corridor, the flickering lights making them appear at once ghostly and all-too-solid.  Six men and four women joined the original business-suited thing.

They all made that same strange chirping.

Dorcas started whimpering.  A noise that Ken didn’t expect from her, not from the woman who had saved his butt repeatedly.  But then, she’d never been pushed up against a wall of corpses, facing certain death – or worse – like this.

The things stepped toward them.  As with other groups of the things, these moved in a coordinated fashion.  Not lockstep or synchronized, but they never bumped into each other either.  They seemed to be aware on some level beyond sight or sound where each of their fellows were and would be.

Aaron pulled out his gun.  A .357 Magnum with two bullets.  The draw was a bit awkward since he had to pull it with his left hand and it was set for a right-handed draw.

Aaron looked at Ken, and Ken saw in his eyes the question: “Are you brave enough to face them?”

Ken nodded minutely.  He knew what the cowboy was saying, what he was asking.

Aaron turned to Dorcas.  He smiled to her.  “Don’t worry,” he said.  His voice was soft.  Not just quiet, but soft.  The cowboy sounded like a father saying good night to a sick child.  Like a husband saying goodbye to a beloved wife.

He clicked back the hammer.

Dorcas pulled her gaze away from the approaching beasts long enough to see what Aaron had in his hands.  To see what he had in his mind.

Ken saw her shake her head.

Then the motion turned to a nod.  Acceptance.  Better to die than to become one of the things.

Aaron pointed the gun at her.

Ken wondered who would get the last of the two remaining bullets.  He supposed it would be Christopher.  He thought that was what Aaron’s look had meant: an old-fashioned request to let the women and children go free.  Even if the children were simply the young men, and the only freedom available was the promise of quick death.

Dorcas closed her eyes.  A trace of a smile played along her lips.  She looked at peace.

Aaron’s trigger finger clenched.
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“Wait!”

The voice spun Ken around like a top.  He expected to hear the deafening blast of Aaron’s gun discharging, the sound of Dorcas’ brains exploding through the already-defiled hallway.

But there was nothing.   No sound.  Aaron must have caught himself.  Waited on Christopher’s shouted word.

One of the things had reached the kid.  It had leaned in.  Its teeth were chittering, snapping as though attacking the air itself.  Christopher held so still he almost appeared to be a statue.

The zombie before him – a woman in a skirt and blouse that were so bright red they seemed offensively out of place – leaned in even closer.

And did not bite him.

She bent over.  Picked up a dismembered leg.  She coughed.  The last time Ken had heard that ugly, gagging cough, the zombie doing it had vomited a black acid that had melted concrete.  He tensed, waiting for Christopher to be splashed with the tarry substance, waiting for the young man to start screaming.

It didn’t happen.

Instead, the red-garbed monster vomited up a slick yellow substance.  Ken realized that the thing had it all over the front of her clothes.  Just like the first one they had found in the corridor.  And, he saw, just like the other zombies that had crowded into this space.

The woman rubbed the end of the leg in the yellowy bile and then lay it on the floor before turning away, looking for another gory building block.

Ken realized that the yellow was some kind of biological mortar.

The things were building.

But what?

And why weren’t they attacking him and his friends?

“We should go,” said Christopher.

Ken was torn.  He needed to find his family.

But there was bravery... and there was suicide.

He turned back to the elevator.  Dorcas turned with him.  They both stepped together, as synchronized as the monsters all around them.

And the zombies growled.

Ken froze.  He looked behind him.  The original monster, the one in the gray suit, was now staring right at him and Dorcas.  Eyes looking at and through them both.  Madness and rage battling for supremacy in its gaze.  Ken waited for it to attack.

A moment later, it returned its gaze to the body it was trying to pull back into place.

Ken took another step toward the elevator.

Another growl.  He looked back again.  This time it wasn’t just the gray-suited zombie, but more than half of the things that had crammed their way into the hall.

“I don’t think they want us to leave,” said Christopher.
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CHRISTOPHER WAVED, gesturing for the others to follow him as he began walking down the corridor, threading his way between the eleven zombies that were now hiccupping and puking that waxy substance all over the place, using it as an adhesive to begin rebuilding the wall that Ken and the others had torn down.

After walking a few feet, Ken realized that the beasts had shifted subtly.  Before, they had been simply working to rebuild the wall of corpses.  They were still doing so, but had moved down the hall toward the elevator.  Building so the wall would be between the survivors and the elevator.

Cutting them off.

Ken caught Dorcas’ eye.  Her jaw was clenched.  No longer whimpering, back under control like the tough farm girl he had always taken her to be, but clearly unhappy about this new development.

The things kept working.  Every so often one of them would make that weird chirping sound.  Ken couldn’t tell if it was an unconscious noise or a communication.

Then the beasts all stopped moving.

The survivors halted as well, as though their muscles had been intertwined with those of the beasts in the hallway.

The zombies raised their faces heavenward.  Their mouths opened and they started breathing in time, panting.

In-out-in-out-in-out....

Ken had seen this, too.  Each time it got shorter.  Like a countdown.

This time the pause barely lasted ten seconds.  And when it was over something different happened.  Something new.  And new was always bad.

The zombies shook their heads.  Not like a person might do upon waking from a pleasant nap.  No, they whipped their heads back and forth so violently it was like they were trying to shake their skulls free.  Several of them started slamming their faces into the nearest walls, hitting so hard that the brittle crunch of breaking bones could be heard.

Ken braced for the madness that came whenever one of the beasts suffered head injury.  It didn’t come.  The things all stopped moving again.  Simultaneously.  Completely.  Ken wondered if the things everywhere in the city, the state – the world – were similarly silent.

Then they moved.  They went back to rebuilding their structure of bodies as though nothing had happened, vomiting up the glue-like substance and sticking pieces of what had once been people together in a wall that crept ever higher.

“I don’t think we should be here when they finish,” said Aaron.

“Yeah,” said Christopher.

They walked the rest of the way down the hall.  It ended in a T-intersection, allowing them to move to the right or the left.

“Which way?” said Dorcas.

Ken looked around.  He didn’t know.

Then he heard the scream.
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THERE IS NO WAY TO explain some things.  No way to explain what it feels like to hold a new baby in your arms.  No way to explain the joy of a new life.

There is also no way to explain the ache that takes hold of your heart when you hear one of your children cry in pain.

Derek broke his elbow when he was five.  Nothing critical, just the typical little kid things that happen to everyone.  Just a wrong move on a new bicycle.  A moment in time that divided perfection from pain.  One moment he was smiling, the next he was screaming.

Ken was home.  It was summer.  He saw it happen, and all he could think when it happened was how much he wished he had been working.  Because the look on his boy’s face was too much to bear.  The look of pain – of real pain for the first time – coupled with the unspoken question, “Daddy, why did this happen?  Why did you let this happen?”

Ken would rather have broken his own elbow than suffered through that moment for another instant.

Derek forgot about it.  He was up riding his bike again the next day, trundling along in a bright purple cast that he seemed to pick precisely because it clashed with his red bike helmet.  But Ken didn’t forget.  That scream became something that he heard in his dreams.  The thing that signified the dangers of parenthood, the moments when you found that your children were vulnerable to the world.

It was that scream that told Ken that his children were as mortal as he.  That they could be hurt.  Could be killed.

It was the scream he heard now.

He ran to the right.  The others pounded down the hall after him, but he was in the lead.  And that was right.  It was the way it had to be.

He had to get there first.

He was the daddy.

There were doors on either side of the hall.  Some were closed, others were open.  A few were missing: ripped off their moorings by hands far more powerful than they should have been.  Blood stained the walls, but there were no bodies anywhere: all the corpses seemed to have been moved to the area near the elevators.

Ken ran past everything.  The scream didn’t repeat, but he ran without question for the door at the end of the hall.  It had to be that one.

That was the one that was sealed.  Not by locks or bolts.

No, it was covered by a thick curtain of that same tacky secretion.  That yellow wax that the things in the halls were using.

Another scream.

Ken’s child.  Alive.  Beyond the door.

And in pain.
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KEN’S OWN INJURIES and agonies disappeared.

There was nothing but the sound.

Before, when the zombies had come together in masses, their growls had made him and the others want to lay down and quit.  To give up and die.  He had thought that was the most devastating thing he would ever hear.

He was wrong.

The high-pitched trill of Derek’s scream was worse.  The scream of a little boy in extremis tore Ken’s own aches and pains away in an instant.  He bounded down the hall and was at the doorway full seconds ahead of the others.  Pounding against the waxy substance with his hands, even the handkerchief-bound hand that ended in three fingers instead of five.  Slamming at the tacky, glue-like secretion all over the door.

He left red streaks behind.  He knew he should feel it, should feel the pain of one more attack against an already overburdened system.  But he felt nothing.

“Derek!” he screamed.

“Daddy!”  The call came back even higher than before.  As though hearing his father’s voice had not provided peace, but rather an increase of terror.

“I’m coming!  I’m coming!”

But he didn’t know that.  He couldn’t get a purchase on the slick wall of waxy mucus left behind by the monsters that had God-knew-what planned for his children.

Whump.

Something slammed into the substance beside Ken’s head.  He looked over as it was drawn back.

It was Christopher.  The kid had found a tall, cylindrical trash can somewhere and was ramming it into the yellowish wall.  Pieces of the secretion came off in flakes, then chunks, then sheets.

“Shit.”

The word was whispered, but intense.  Intense enough that it even managed to pull a grief- and terror-stricken father away from his single-minded task, if only for a moment.

Ken looked over his shoulder.

Whump.  Whump.  Whump.  Christopher kept driving the trash can into the yellowed wall.  A door began to emerge.  Solid-looking, save for the glass window on the top where the words “Law Firm of Stacy Gomberg, Attorney At Law” could be vaguely made out, stenciled in gold lettering.

Whump.  Whump.

Aaron and Dorcas had turned around.  Facing behind them down the hall.  Aaron still had his gun drawn, and had pulled the woman behind him in a gesture – useless – of protection.

The hall beyond the two was choked with zombies.  All of them emitting that bizarre trill.

And walking toward them.

“Daddy!” screamed Derek from beyond the door.  “Daddy, Mommy won’t wake up!”
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BEFORE, THE THINGS in the hall had seemed almost unaware of the survivors.  Focused solely on rebuilding their wall of bodies, on the grisly task of shutting off this part of the building.

Now, though, all of them were clearly staring at Ken and his friends.  The madness was there, the rage simmering behind half-shuttered eyes.  Something held them in check, but he didn’t know what it was, or how long they would refrain from attacking.

And it didn’t matter.  There had to be more than thirty of the things crowded into the hall just a few feet beyond Aaron and Dorcas.  No escape if they attacked.

“Daddy!”

“I’m coming!”

Ken turned back to the door.  Peeling back immense shards of the substance that the things had vomited forth.  Yanking it away from the door like half-dried plaster.  Some of  it stuck to his fingers, gummed up under his nails, and he wondered if he would ever be able to scrub his hands hard enough or long enough to make them feel clean again.  He suspected not.

He also wondered if the stuff could be toxic.  It had to be getting into his bloodstream, through the still seeping stumps at the end of his left hand.  What if it infected him?

What if he changed?

The thought was enough to make him pause for a second.  But only a second.  Only long enough to think of the few people he had seen bitten.  They had changed instantly.  Human one second, and something terribly different – both more and less – in the next.

So no.  He wasn’t infected.  He believed that.  He had to believe that.

And there’s nothing I can do about it at this point.

He pulled away another flaky, leprous mass of the resin.

Behind it was the doorknob.

He touched it.

The trilling of the creatures behind him went up in volume.  Expectant.  Excited.

Hungry.

“Daddy?”

His boy’s voice sounded weaker.  Terrified, anxious.  Giving up.

Ken turned the knob.
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KEN WENT TO SOUTH AMERICA with his church group one summer.  They visited six different countries in three months, twenty teenagers out to do good and three church leaders who – looking back – Ken was certain were mostly hoping no one died or ended up pregnant.  Because sometimes achieving goodness ran a close second to the basic necessities of civilization.

Ken understood the trip was a great success.  Houses were built.  Wells were dug.  Some lives were genuinely changed.

The things Ken mostly remembered, though, were the amazing case of diarrhea he picked up in Brazil, and the spiders that almost picked him up in Paraguay.

Paraguay, he understood from his reading, was basically a nothing place.  The only landlocked country in South America.  Lots of poverty.  It had once been a technological and economic power of South America, and had even boasted the first steam-powered locomotive.  But decades of political mismanagement had crushed the economy and the people, and over a century later that locomotive was still in use as basic transportation while other countries in South America were using diesel and electric trains.

Still, that made it perfect for a charity trip.  Many people were in need.  And a hundred dollars could feed a family for a month.

Ken went in with his friends.  They built, they dug, they sweated in the hundred-degree-plus heat.  They cowered from torrential rainstorms that came out of nowhere and disappeared just as fast as they had come.

And Ken made the mistake of going for a quick walk.

He just wanted to see what was in the foliage.  Something had moved.  He thought it might be a monkey – he had a strange desire to see a wild monkey – and followed the movement into the thick trees.

A moment later the sounds of his friends faded.  He barely noticed.  He was too entranced by the new world in which he had found himself.

It was sunset.  The pinkest light he had ever seen picked its way through broad leaves, piercing air so thick and wet it felt like he was swimming all the time.  He watched it set, not realizing he was walking toward it, not realizing he was following the setting sun like it was some sort of will-o’-the-wisp.

And then the spider dropped into view.

Not a big one.  Just a small thing, the size of Ken’s thumbnail, dark brown and curling around a filament that extended up into nothing.  But it was followed by another.

And another.

And another.

Ken looked around.  He saw more of the spiders.  Hundreds.  Thousands.  Millions.

He had somehow wandered into a web of a size greater than anything he had ever heard of.  It had to be thirty feet long, thirty feet high, thirty feet deep.  And every inch or two was another spider.

They seemed to be swarming toward him.

Ken screamed.  He dropped to his belly and did his best army crawl back the way he had come.  Shrieking back into the area where his friends were taking a Coke break and talking about quitting for the night.

They laughed at his story.  Until they saw the web.  Then they stopped laughing.

Their local guide shrugged.  He mumbled something in the local dialect, then told them in halting English that Ken was in no danger, the spiders made “happy tents” but left people alone.

Ken did not believe him.  He dreamed of spiders for weeks.

But he never thought he would see a web like it again.  Certainly not in the middle of a high-rise in downtown Boise.

He stepped into the room.  Silken strands brushed against his arm.

“Good hell,” said Christopher.  Ken didn’t look, but he was fairly sure the kid was referring to what was in front of them.

“Oh, shit,” said Dorcas.  Ken didn’t look at her, either, but he was fairly sure she was talking about what was behind them.

The zombies in the hall stopped trilling.  They started growling.
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“RUN!” AARON SHOUTED.

Ken turned in time to see Dorcas and Aaron racing the last few yards to the attorney’s office.  Screaming in terror.  The three dozen monsters behind.  Aaron was pushing Dorcas, propelling her forward, faster, faster.

They ran into the room with Ken and Christopher.

And everything stopped.

Ken and Christopher were already motionless, held in a kind of mental stasis by what they had found in the room.  Aaron and Dorcas seemed to be affected equally, halting only inches into the new area.

And the zombies....

They stopped just outside the doorway.  Still snarling, still growling that awful growl.

One of them – the very same gray-suited thing that Ken and the others had first run into – reached out.  Ken felt like his skin was covered in ants, like it was trying to separate from his muscles and bones and leap to one side.  But he still couldn’t move.

Not with what was behind him.

And his son... Derek was silent.

The zombie reached out.

Reached out... and grabbed the door.  Swung it shut.  The lettering “Law Firm of Stacy Gomberg, Attorney At Law” – now backwards – could be seen once more.  So could dozens of shapes, dark forms leaning close.

One of the things – probably Gray-Suit – leaned in.  Even through the door, the sound of the gagging cough was enough to make Ken wish he was deaf.  The thing vomited, and something splashed against Stacy Gomberg, Esq.’s, office door.

More of the things clustered around the door.  All of them gagging, coughing.  Excreting.

“They’re sealing us in,” said Dorcas.

“Good times,” said Christopher.

Ken turned away from them both.  Because he heard Derek again.

Somewhere in the office.

Somewhere in the web.

Crying. 
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IT WAS LIKE LOOKING for a dark ghost.  Not only because the sound was so weak and faraway, but because it came from the depths of the gray-white-black masses of webbing that coated everything in the office.

The office itself was fairly large; apparently Stacy Gomberg ran a successful firm.  There was a receptionist desk, a waiting area with chairs, an open central space with several doors leading to other offices.

At least, Ken thought that was the layout.  The silken threads that covered everything made the most basic observations little more than blind guesses.

Even the air was spun thick with threads, with strands that stretched from ceiling to floor, from wall to wall.  Ken saw the overhead fluorescent lights straining to illuminate the area, but the webbing seemed to be bouncing the photons back, rejecting the light itself.  The office was dingy, dark.  It felt like a prison.  A dungeon.  An oubliette on the ninth floor of a skyscraper. 

Christopher shouted.  Ken looked over.  The younger man had stepped forward into the waiting area, and tripped over what looked like a thick mound of silk.  The webbing had sheared apart, though, revealing a white face.  Not a mound of silk, but a wrapped-over body.

Something hissed.  This time it was Aaron who screamed, the cowboy permitting a rare showing of emotion as something moved behind him.  What had been wall a moment before now shifted.

Not wall.  Not wall at all.

It was a zombie.  Encased in silk, spun into a cocoon-like shell.  Standing silently right behind Aaron.  Now it tore forth, ripping out of the threads that held it.

It went to the body that Christopher had revealed.  Leaned over.  Tore into its cheek and began to feed on it.

“Daddy, please help!”

Ken turned away.  For whatever reason, the zombie wasn’t bothering them.  He had a child calling him.

One thing at a time.

He walked through the lobby area, shivering as the trails of silky material trailed over his bare skin.  He felt like vomiting.

“Derek,” he shouted, trying to keep his voice calm.  Strong.  And failing.  “Where are you?”

“In here,” said the voice.

Ken followed his son’s voice.  Derek still sounded hurt.  And in this world where so many new kinds of pain had recently erupted into being, Ken hesitated to think of what that might mean.

He passed several offices.  Barely glanced into them.  Still, it was enough to show him nightmare visions, silk-wrapped sheets of once-life.  Bulky objects that were once desks and bookshelves and filing cabinets and phones and people.

Some of the corpses had been ripped open and torn to pieces.

Others were still whole and unmoving in their cocoons.

Ken wondered what he would find when he finally located his son.  Derek had said his mother wasn’t moving.  So would Maggie be dead?  What about Hope?  What about the baby?

“Kiddo?” he said.  Soft footsteps behind him, the sounds of shoes treading lightly on carpet sheathed by an alien secretion.

“In here,” said the voice.

Ken found the office.

He saw his son.
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IT WAS THE FIFTH OFFICE.  Not really an office, in fact – more of a conference room.  A large table sat in the middle, the kind of thing around which high-powered attorneys haggled over even higher-powered deals, or glared at one another while deposing white-collar criminals.  To one side of it, a long coffee table ran along the wall.  Beyond that, a couch sat along a back wall, underneath a square that could be a flat screen TV or framed art.  Impossible to tell, because everything was covered in the same sticky gobs of black and gray threads.

The monstrous excretions made everything look dirty and foul.  Even the light: they covered the windows on the far wall in thick drapery-like sheets, shrouding the room in a depressed twilight that weighed on the eyes and on the mind.

Derek was on the conference table.

At first Ken was sure that his son was hurt.  Nearly every inch of his skin was covered in webbing, but his face was still open to the air.  Still uncovered.  His eyes glistened with barely-contained terror.

“Mommy,” said the boy.  “Save Mommy, save Hope, save Liz!”  He started crying, tears that he had clearly been containing – perhaps for hours – spilling out over his cheeks.

The depth of the boy’s pain nearly brought Ken up short.  So did the realization that Derek probably wasn’t hurt at all.  That the pain Ken had heard in his son’s voice wasn’t his own, but merely the pain he felt for his loved ones.  Derek had always been that way.  Had always been more apt to cry for others than for himself.

One time Derek accidentally knocked Hope into a tree while the two were riding their bikes.  Hope cried.  Derek screamed, terrified he had hurt her.  And even when she stopped crying, he went into the house and couldn’t be coaxed back onto his bike for days.

“They won’t move,” he whimpered now.  “They won’t move, they won’t move!”

Ken looked at his son.  Followed Derek’s gaze.

Ken’s breath caught in his throat.  He saw Maggie’s face, her eyes closed.  Her form pinned against what looked like a filing cabinet, anchored there by millions upon millions of silken strands.  Liz’s face seemed to sprout from Maggie’s chest, like she was giving birth to the two-year-old in a particularly gruesome way.  But it was just an illusion, the little girl glued directly to her mother’s chest by the same webbing that covered everything else.

Hope was next to them.  Another caterpillar.  Her beautiful, dark hair stark against her too-pale skin.  Hope had always been tan.  She had inherited her coloring from Ken’s dad.  But now she looked like a ghost of herself.  A specter.

Was she dead?

“Daddy,” whimpered Derek.  “Daddy, wake them up.”

Ken looked at the others.  Everyone else had crammed into the doorway of the office, as though leery to join him in this strange place.  As though peering into a mass grave.

He locked eyes with Christopher, the only member of their party who still had use of both hands.  “Can you get this crap off my son?” he said.

Christopher nodded.  He stepped into the office, and Aaron and Dorcas stepped in with him as though afraid to be too far away from the rest of the group.

Ken thought he saw movement outside the office.  But he didn’t have time to stop and digest that fact.

He turned to the still-unmoving forms of Maggie, Hope, and little Liz.

He reached out for them.

A sound stopped him.  Stopped all of them.

“What about us?”

The voice was nasally.  Old.  The voice of someone who was not only accustomed to complaining, but who enjoyed it.  Perhaps reveled in it.  Ken turned quickly.  On the other side of the table, laying under the windows, he saw two more cocoons.  Adult-sized, a man and an old woman.  The woman – the clear owner of the voice – was staring at him angrily, as though all this was Ken’s fault.

“You going to help us?” she demanded.  “My son and me’ve been laying here for hours.  Just laying here, mind you.  Not saying anything, not making any trouble.  Just laying here.  But I guess we’re not good enough to help.”

The man beside her – her son, Ken supposed – remained silent.  But he didn’t look patient.  He looked petulant.  Taciturn.

Dorcas moved into the room.  She almost slipped on the webbing that coated the floor, but caught herself on the table, moving around toward the pair under the window.  “We’ll help you,” she told them.

“About time,” said the old woman.

There was a tearing sound.  The shearing noise of threads being torn apart.  Ken saw Christopher pulling the first strands away from Derek.  Freeing his son.  His boy.

And that was when everything exploded.
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THE WALLS, THE CEILINGS.  It had all seemed so thick with the spun fibrils.  So coarsely coated with the threads.

Now Ken saw through the open door of the conference room that there was more hiding beyond the sticky masses than just wood and tile and plaster.  Much more.

Zombies.  As though the sound of his son being torn loose had awoken them from a slumber, they erupted from dozens of hiding spots in the web-coated walls and ceilings, ripping free of the sacs where they had rested for some unknown purpose.

In an instant the deserted office suite was filled with dozens of the things.  They growled, the same as the zombies that Ken and the others had been dealing with until now.  The sound punched out, slammed at Ken’s mind and soul.  Crying at him to give up.  To join them.

Derek screamed.  The scream was as bad as anything Ken had yet experienced.

One or two of the things coming at them had bristly growths on their faces.  Tumorous excrescences, with thick hairs, about the size of quarters.  Dark and easily visible even at a distance.

What the hell are those?

Not important, Ken.  Move!

Then his view was cut off as Aaron slammed the conference door shut.  There was a lock and a deadbolt on this side.  The cowboy engaged both.  “Get your family moving,” he said.  Calm.  Always calm.  But his face was pinched, and he stood by the door, ready for the things to get through.

And they would get through.

Ken didn’t have to be told twice.  Christopher turned back to tearing the strands from around little Derek’s form.  Dorcas started shredding the moist threads that bound the old woman and her son beyond the conference table.

Ken knelt down and felt Maggie’s throat.  He had to dig under some of the webbing to get to the hollow where her pulse could be found.  The strands were sticky and moist.  Sickening.

Her heart was beating.  He checked Hope.  Liz.

Both alive.

“Maggie,” he said.  Then shouted.  “Maggie!”  She didn’t move.

Something pushed his leg.  It was Derek.  The boy was lurching against him.  He seemed to be moving oddly.  Uncoordinated.  Ken didn’t know if that was because he’d been motionless for hours, or because the webbing had a narcotic or numbing effect.  Either way, it took Derek several attempts to grab his mother’s face.

“Mommy,” he shouted.  “Mommy, wake up!”

“Move,” said Dorcas.  She yanked the kid out of the way, and Ken saw that she had found a bottle of water somewhere.  He looked over and saw that Christopher had taken over her position, pulling the last webbing away from the old lady and her son.  They were a dour pair, both dressed in shredded business attire, both gray of hair and countenance.  Neither helped him pull the webbing away, they just waited for the young man to do the work, like he was a servant.

The conference room door started pounding, almost bouncing against its frame.  It was a solid door, with a steel frame and perhaps even a steel core if the law firm was particularly security-minded.  But how long would it last?

Dorcas unscrewed the water bottle she had found, wincing as she used her bad hand for the movement, then tossed some against Maggie’s face.

Maggie’s eyes fluttered.  Dorcas repeated the movement, this time drenching Hope and the baby as well.

Hope sniffled.  Started making noises.  Maggie coughed.

“Maggie?” said Ken.

The door started crackling.  The growling on the other side of it got louder.

Christopher moved next to Ken and started tearing the three girls loose from their bindings.

Maggie opened her eyes fully.  They moved in circles, unfocused.  Unseeing.  He wondered what had been done to her.  Wondered if she would wake up as his wife.

A moment later she saw him.  Smiled.

“Ken?”

He smiled back.  “She’s awake,” he said to no one in particular.  Then spun as though to announce it to the world.  “She’s awake!”

No one seemed to share his excitement.  He couldn’t blame them.  The door was shaking in its frame.  Cracking and shimmying.  Then he heard one of the zombies outside the door cough.  There was a wet blat, muffled but audible even through the thick office door.

The door started to smoke.  A hole appeared in the wood, eaten through by the acid the things were now producing.  An eye could be seen, enraged and insane.

It seemed to focus on Ken.

The things shrieked.

More coughs.

More smoke.

They were coming in.
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“HELP ME!”  KEN STARTED yanking more of the thick, gooey threads from his wife and children.  Hope woke up as he did so.  More when Dorcas emptied the rest of the water bottle on the six-year-old’s head.

Little Liz did not wake up.  Her head lolled forward, limp and boneless-seeming.  Her blond curls plastered against her neck and her sheet-white forehead.

She was alive, Ken knew she was alive.  Because she had to be alive.  He couldn’t have done so much, suffered so much, to find his family less than whole.

What would he do without his baby?

She’s alive, Ken.

But she’s not waking up.

“What’s going on?”  Maggie’s voice was slurred.  Drifting on tides of whatever drug had been administered to her and the other girls.  Ken slapped her face.  Not hard, but not particularly lightly, either.  It probably hurt him worse than it did her, but they didn’t have time for her to wake up gracefully.

The door was rattling harder.  Smoke filtered into the room, prickling Ken’s nostrils.  It smelled like vinegar and gunpowder: the smell of the acid these things made.

“Daddy?”  Derek looked terrified.  Staring at the shaking door, at the snapping teeth that were pressing through the cracks, one of the things crushing itself against the tiny opening so hard that the sharp edges of the wood were flaying the skin away from its skull.  Blood flowed.

The thing coughed, and more black acid spewed.  Aaron barely managed to get out of the way, the acid landing where his feet had just been and eating a hole right through the floor.

The things outside the office starting shrieking.  Not growling, not trilling.  Screaming.  A new sound, one that Ken had not yet heard.  Anger and alarm.

Ken touched Derek briefly on the shoulder.  It was all he had time for.  “You’ll be okay,” he said.

“I’m not worried about me,” said Derek.  The kid was staring at his sisters and mother.  Looking far too old for his age.

What are we going to do?

Hope coughed.  “Mommy?” she said.  Six years old, her voice was normally high and beautiful, but now it was thick and muddled.  She looked around and Ken could tell she didn’t know where she was or what was happening.

“Ken, what’s going on?”  Maggie was sitting forward, pulling away from the last bits of webbing that had bound her.  Little Liz hung from her chest still, but Ken saw that it wasn’t just webbing that had fastened them together: the toddler hung from a front-facing baby carrier that Maggie must have slipped on sometime after abandoning the stroller in the building lobby.  Technically Liz was probably a bit too big for the sling, but Ken supposed that government safety guidelines were out the window for now.  Certainly it would have let Maggie move faster and not have to worry so much about keeping hold of the two-year-old on top of the two other kids.

It was a miracle they were alive.

Chut.  Another gout of acid hit the floor somewhere behind him.

“Guys, we gotta come up with something.”  Christopher sounded like he was about to panic.

Ken wanted to join him.  Wanted to just start screaming.  But he didn’t.  He couldn’t afford to do that.  He was a father, a daddy, and daddies didn’t have the luxury of giving into panic.  Not if they wanted their children to stay alive.

He helped Maggie to her feet.  “I don’t have time to explain,” he said.

She looked over his shoulder.  Saw the creature that had peeled most of the skin off its face to get in.  Saw the other things behind it, clambering to get through the rapidly-deteriorating door.  She went pale, and gasped, and he knew her well enough to see the scream in her gaze, the shriek that wanted to come out.

She held her hands in front of her.  Cupping them around Liz’s still-unmoving form.  And she didn’t scream.  Mommies can’t afford the luxury of panic any more than daddies can.

“What do we do?” Maggie said.  She helped Hope to her feet.  The little girl was listless, confused.  A far cry from the bright, perpetually smiling child she had been the last time Ken saw her.

“Daddy, can I help?” said Derek.

Whump.

Ken looked over and saw that Aaron had grabbed one end of the coffee table, Dorcas the other.  They battered it into the face of the zombie that was pushing itself through the door like a hideous mockery of birth.  The thing screamed and coughed again.  The coffee table fell in half almost instantly, the soft wood succumbing to the acid.  But underneath the zombie was now writhing and shrieking as the acid it had expelled ate into its own flesh as well.

Smoke filled the room.

The things outside the office were still screaming their mad, enraged scream.

And a shudder rocked the building.  It felt like an earthquake.

Only there were no earthquakes in Idaho.
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“WHAT WAS THAT?” SHOUTED Dorcas.

“Hell if I know,” said Aaron.  Soft-spoken as usual, though his words seemed a bit more clipped right now.  He picked up one of the pieces of the broken coffee table with his good hand.  Dipped it in the fizzling pool of acid that was eating a hole in the web-coated floor nearby, then slammed it through the widening slit in the door.

The wood punched right through the chest of the half-melted zombie on the other side of the door.  The thing shrieked, but other than that didn’t even seem to register the attack.  It kept thrashing wildly, madly, pushing ever farther through the door, ever farther into the room.

Ken looked at his son.  Derek was staring at him with that look that was reserved for superheroes and daddies: that look that said, “You’ll save us.  I know it.”

Ken tried to ignore the sinking feeling in his stomach.  Tried to ignore the knowledge that they were doomed.

He ran to the only possible way out.  The window.  He, Aaron, Dorcas, and Christopher had climbed outside another building to escape zombies.

Of course, that was before they added six more people to their group.  Several of them drugged.  Three of them children.

Shut up, Ken.  Just look.

He looked.  Rushed to the window and pressed his face against the glass.  He couldn’t see anything but the reflections of the gray woman and her gray son, standing there and staring at him like they were irritated he hadn’t come better equipped to handle the situation.  There wasn’t a good angle to see anything on the outside face of the building.

The building shuddered again.  More violently this time, fairly rocking on its foundation.  Maggie had to lean on the web-covered desk, Derek and Hope fell into their mother for support.  Christopher and Dorcas weaved on their feet.  The gray mother and son pair went down in a pile, both complaining about the weight of the other on legs and arms.

Only Aaron didn’t seem to notice the impossible tremor, simply stabbing another piece of wood through the disintegrating door as though hoping to pin the reaching zombies in place.

Ken spun.  Picked up a chair.  He swung it as hard as he could.  It went through the office window and kept going, careening through with the pealing crash of glass shearing apart.  The window sailed away.

“What the hell are you doing?” shouted the gray man, still writhing under his mother on the floor.  “You got glass all over me!”  He was a big man, tall and broad and solidly-built, but he sounded like a spoiled child who had just been told his party was over early.

A sound came through the now-open space.  Deep.  Thrumming.

The building rolled again.

Ken leaned out.  Looked to his right.  His heart sank.

There was no way to get out.  Nothing to cling to.  No footholds, no handholds.  Just sheer concrete and glass.

Behind him, the door to the office sounded like it was about to fall apart completely.

“We gotta do something!” shouted Dorcas.

Ken looked left.  His heart caught in his throat.

He looked down.  And his heart stopped.
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“YOU’RE KIDDING.”

Maggie didn’t scream the words.  Ken almost would have preferred it if she had.  Instead, they came as a whisper when he explained what they were going to do – what they all had to do.

Boise had been undergoing “improvements” to its downtown area for the last few years – between five and fifty, depending on whether you asked someone who was paying attention, or one of the old-timers who just liked to bitch about things.  Traffic that had once been sparse at all times of the day and night, even in the most crowded parts of the downtown area, had grown congested as it was rerouted to avoid construction areas.  Scaffolding had sprouted like skeletal fungus, protecting construction workers from traffic, and vice versa.

The Wells Fargo Center they were in had been undergoing some kind of construction.  A crane that was anchored somewhere in the street far below and extended beyond the top floor had been moving house-sized pieces of steel and concrete for weeks.  In the first minutes of the change, the first moments when everything ended, something had blown up at the base of the crane.  It tilted, then slammed into the side of the building.

Now it was still hung up against the face of the high-rise, slung at a drunken angle as though even the inanimate objects of the old world were in a state of shock about what had happened around them.  The many supports and braces of the tower crawled like a ladder up the side of the building, extending past the top level.

The bottom was engulfed in smoke, a smoldering fire still barely-visible within the billowing clouds of black.

The working jib, the long arm of the crane, extended across 9th Street, hanging like a bridge over toward what was left of a ruined building.  Touching, or almost touching....

“You think we can make it?” said Christopher.

“We don’t have a lot of choice.” Dorcas looked at the tower, and Ken knew she was wondering what he was: if the crossbars were close enough to jump to from the window.  If someone with one good hand could climb up a good sixty feet, then another hundred feet across the jib, then over to the ruined remains of the One Capital Center.  Assuming the jib even extended it that far.

And could they make it with children holding on?  Ken knew she was thinking that, too, because her eyes kept flicking over to Derek and Hope.  Not Liz: the baby was still knocked out – he hoped – in the sling on Maggie’s chest.  But the other kids.

“I... I can’t,” said Maggie.  “I can’t go up.”

The zombie at the door had its head all the way through.  Its shoulders.  The door was seconds away from cracking in half.

Ken sighed.  “We have to.”

“Why can’t we climb down?”

No one else had seen it yet.  No one else had noticed.

The building shuddered.  Dorcas, still looking out the window at the tower, finally looked down.

She gasped.
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DORCAS TURNED AWAY from the window.  She didn’t say what she had seen.  And Ken was grateful for that.  “I’ll go first,” she said.

“Like hell,” said a voice.  The new guy.  The gray-haired man.  He was a fairly big guy, maybe six-foot-two and stocky to boot, but he jumped quickly to the window, elbowing Dorcas out of the way.

“Wait for me, Buck!” said the guy’s mother.

Ken thought, Buck?  The guy seemed more like a Sherman or a Eugene than a Buck.

Buck grabbed his mother with one hand and a web-covered chair with his other, stepping up onto the chair and then from there to the sill.  His eyes widened.

“What’s... what’s...,” he stammered.  He was looking down.

Buck’s mother was more direct.  She just screamed.

Maggie started toward the window.  Ken stopped her.  “You don’t need to see what’s there.  We just need to get going.”  He looked at Buck.  “If you’re going, go.  If not, get out of the way!”

Buck looked over his shoulder at Ken, terror and irritation warring on his features, then he and his mother jumped out the window.  There was a thud a moment later.  Clanks.

The building rumbled again.  This time the tremor didn’t stop.  It just kept moving through the entire building, looping rolls that made it hard to stay standing.

“How are we going to take the kids?” whispered Maggie.

“I’ll take the girl,” said Christopher, stepping forward.  “You’ve got the baby.”

Maggie started to protest.  Ken cut her off with a gesture.  “He’s right.  I’ll take Derek, he takes Hope.  You take Liz.  The others are working with one good hand each, so they can’t do it.”

“Is he...?”  Maggie’s voice drifted off.

It didn’t matter.  Ken knew what she was trying to say.  “You can trust him with Hope,” he said.  “You can trust Christopher with her life.”  He turned to Derek and said, “Can you hold tight to me, champ?”  Derek nodded.  “Okay.  We’re gonna go climbing.  Don’t look down.”

“I won’t.”

The door shattered.  Snarls – multiple growls – rammed their way into the room.

“Go!” shouted Aaron.  “Go now!”
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KEN YANKED DEREK UPWARD, and at the same instant Derek’s arms wrapped around his neck in a death grip, so tightly he would have worried about suffocation if he hadn’t already been holding his breath.

The door fell to pieces.  Completely.  Utterly.  Only the remains of the huge conference table between the beasts and the survivors kept them alive.

Ken propelled Maggie toward the window as Christopher picked up Hope and slung the six-year-old over his shoulder.  She started screaming, kicking.  Not understanding what was happening, still half-dazed from the effects of whatever had been done to her.

And Ken had to ignore it.  He was only one man, there just wasn’t enough him to do more than what he was already doing.  He had to trust Christopher to save his daughter.

He shoved his wife out the window.  Barely a moment to let her get her grip on the sill, get balanced.

She jumped.

She screamed in mid-air.  Not because of the jump – the crane tower was only a few short feet to the left of the window, an easy jump even with an unconscious toddler strapped to you.  He didn’t even think it was because of the heights involved.  They were on the ninth floor, easily one hundred and twenty-five feet above the ground.  More.  But that wasn’t the frightening thing.

Not frightening at all.  Not compared to what was happening.  Not compared to the thing that had caused the building to rumble.

Ken and Christopher went to the window next, both of them squeezing into the opening.  He glanced at the young man, once the son of Idaho’s governor, now just another person running a series of wind sprints against the Grim Reaper himself.

The kid had settled Hope into a death-lock under one arm.  Holding her so tightly she could barely move.

“Thank you,” Ken mouthed.

Christopher nodded.

Something shoved them from behind.  A not-too-subtle reminder that the zombies were in the room.  That Dorcas and Aaron needed to get out, too.

Something scraped behind them.  There was a scream, what Ken guessed was the sound of someone shoving the remains of the conference table against two dozen surging zombies.

Ken and Christopher jumped.

They hit the crane’s tower with twin thuds.  Ken was holding his son with his bad hand, the one that was missing two fingers.  Agony speared up through his wrist and his arm.  His other arm felt only marginally better, the impact making his shoulder feel like it was on the verge of twisting out of its socket.

“Daddy, I can hold on,” said Derek.

Ken looked at his son.  The boy didn’t wait for an answer, just spun around Ken’s midsection like he was on the jungle gym at the playground.  Then his hands went around Ken’s neck again.  “Gotcha,” said his son.  He could almost hear the kid smiling.  “Don’t cry,” shouted Derek, and Ken realized his son was trying to cheer up Hope.  “The man looks nice!”

“I don’t like it!” shrieked the little girl.  “Who are they?”

Ken began climbing, and could tell from the vibrations in the steel that Christopher was doing the same.  He looked up and saw Maggie scaling the tower right above him.

Buck and his mother were nowhere to be seen.  He didn’t know if they had fallen or were just far ahead.  He didn’t care, either.

Twin thuds.  Twin tremors.  Ken looked down and saw Dorcas and Aaron.  Dorcas almost fell, screaming as she landed straight on her broken arm.  Aaron threaded his own good arm through a crossbar and then grabbed her tank top.  It stretched, almost tore.

Then Aaron grunted and yanked her back to the tower.  They started to climb.  Each of them one-handed.

Hope was still shrieking.

“It’s okay,” said Derek again.

“I don’t like it!” screamed Hope.

“The man looks nice!” shouted Derek.

“Not him, them!”

Don’t look, Derek, thought Ken.  Don’t look down.  Don’t look at what Hope is seeing.

But the boy did.  Ken could tell he looked, because his son’s breath suddenly sped up.

He didn’t scream.  Derek wasn’t a screamer, not unless his loved ones were hurt.  But Ken knew his son was terrified.

Because he had seen what was coming for them.
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KEN HAD NOTED THAT the things, the zombies, moved as if connected.  Aware of one another.  They seemed to be more complete when near others of their kind, to the point that when he and Dorcas had been surrounded by hundreds, maybe thousands of the things while on top of a storage building, he had thought they almost seemed like one single organism.  Like each zombie wasn’t its own creature, but rather a single cell of a larger monster.

Now he saw that even more clearly.  Looking down from over a hundred feet, watching as what looked like most of the population of Boise swarmed to the base of the Wells Fargo Center.

It had to be two hundred thousand of the things.

Nor did they stop at the bottom of the building.  The tremors that the group had been feeling weren’t what it felt like when a coordinated horde of two hundred thousand zombies mobbed the base of the building.  No, it was the feeling when they were climbing up the building.

Ken didn’t know how it was possible.  But then, he didn’t know how the zombies could be producing acids that ate through wood, concrete, even steel.  He didn’t know how they could be spinning webs.  He didn’t know how beating their brains out could seem to simply enrage them.  How the things could exist in the first place.

It was all impossible.

And there they were.  Scaling the side of the Wells Fargo Center, screaming and growling, the sounds of their cries grinding into Ken’s mind, calling to him.  It was harder and harder to keep climbing.  He wanted to let go.

Only the weight of his son around his neck kept him going.  Only his family kept him from giving up.

He glanced down as something hit the crane.  Hundreds of the zombies were flinging themselves through the smoke that obscured the base of the massive machine.  They erupted like demons from the worst parts of hell.  Smoke clung to them like a garment, and some of the creatures were actually on fire.

They didn’t seem to notice or care.

More of the things clambered up the side of the building.  Snarling, spitting, growling.  Thousands and thousands coming at Ken and the other survivors.  Hundreds more coming up the crane’s tower, leaping from bar to bar, from strut to strut.

He wondered if it was possible for too many people to be on a building; what would happen if too much weight fell  against the already-stressed crane.

The things were fast.  Faster than the survivors.  Much faster.

There was a ripping sound.  The crane had been hung up on the side of the Wells Fargo Center, stuck at an angle and clearly at least partially separated from whatever tethers had once kept it upright and stable.

Now it started to slip across the face of the building.

It started to fall.
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THE NOISE THAT CAME from the combination of metal scraping across concrete and the metal itself twisting and bending was by far the loudest thing Ken could remember hearing.  Louder even than the explosions that had gone off nearby and – in some cases – right on top of him.  It was loud enough that it even drowned out the sound of the throngs of zombies that were yanking themselves bodily up the crane and the sides of the high-rise toward him and the others.

The crane tipped.  Vibrating as it shredded along the side of the building.  And Ken couldn’t think about holding onto Derek, couldn’t think about Hope or Liz or Maggie.  All he could think about was clamping his fingers around the nearest pieces of metal, circling his legs around the closest crossbars.

Praying.

The crane tilted.  Shrieked.  Stuttered to a stop.  Shrieked and began tilting again.  Moving toward 9th Street.  Ken had been almost upright a moment ago, and now he was holding on at a seventy-degree angle.  Still upright, still closer to vertical than horizontal, but being like this somehow made the crane seem like an even more precarious place to be.

It jerked and stopped moving.

Ken realized that Derek was still holding on to his neck, screaming in fear, the sudden movement of the thing that constituted their entire world wrenching terror shrieks from the boy.

But the screams were music.  His boy was still here.  Still safe.  And maybe... maybe the shift had bought them some time.

He looked down.  Hoping that some of the things had fallen, that they had lost speed at the very least.

They were still close.  So close.

And then something above made a sound.

“Help!”  Ken’s overwrought brain registered that it was Maggie, but only barely.  He was running on empty – physically, emotionally, mentally.  It seemed to take everything he had just to look up.

Just to crane his neck.

Just in time to see his wife fall.
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“MAGGIE!”

She hung for a second, probably less.  But time is one of the indicators that whoever is behind the universe is a madman.  The entirety of Ken’s week-long honeymoon had only seemed to last minutes.  The first years of his children’s lives had come and gone in an eyeblink.

But the time he had had an infected tooth in Chile and couldn’t find anyone to take care of it... three days that had lasted years.  The night that Hope had had a fever that hit one hundred and five degrees before doctors managed to get her temperature under control... a lifetime.

And now, watching for the half-second before his wife let go, he felt himself grow old and die five times, ten times, a thousand times.

Then the eternal second finally – mercifully – ended.  Her hands let go of the crossbar that they had been holding onto.

She fell.

Not straight down.  The crane was at an angle, and she didn’t plummet between the massive support beams that the survivors had been using as a ladder.  Instead she slid down, falling past Ken and Christopher with a scream, twisting –

(Protecting the baby, she’s falling on her back to protect the baby but now she can’t grab onto anything, dear God, Mags, turn around!)

– so she was face-up, reaching for Ken as she slid past him.  He reached for her.  Too slow.

Christopher tried to grab her as well.  Missed.  Hope screamed, “Mommeeeeee!” the final syllable seeming to trail after the little girl’s mother as Maggie plummeted downward.

She careened past Dorcas, who was watching with an agonized look on her face, clearly wishing she could do something.  But the older woman could barely hold herself onto the steel frame that had become so ephemeral beneath them, let alone grab another person.

Then....

“Oof!”

The sound of bodies hitting, of wind thumping out of lungs, was audible.  Painful.

Aaron had somehow jumped down and over.  Putting himself in the path of Maggie’s fall.  She collided with him, her legs smashing into his shoulders, then rolling over him in a strangely balletic move before continuing down.

Like Dorcas, Aaron had only one hand.  He had already done the impossible, moving like that.  But even he couldn’t grab onto the woman and her child.

Maggie kept falling. 
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DOWN.  DOWN.  MAGGIE tumbled over Aaron’s body, over him.  Past him.

Ken’s vision telescoped.  There were still easily a hundred thousand of the zombies at the base of the Wells Fargo Center, clustered so closely together that they looked like an oil slick.  But more terrifying were the tens of thousands that were scaling the sides of the building, crawling impossibly upward, somehow sticking to the sheer walls, pulling themselves toward the survivors.

And worst of all were the shrieking monsters that were crawling up the crane itself.  Smoke billowing from below them, fire coming off their clothing and their very skin.  It was a view of Hell worse than any biblical vision from Revelation.

Most of the things were still fairly far away.  But one of them had broken away from the horde.  It was a huge creature, at least six-foot-six and broad to match.  Pure muscle, from what Ken could see, dressed in what had once probably been jeans and a tank top.

The thing was a terrifying mixture of light and dark.  The zombie’s skin was utterly white to the point of being pink.  Ken suspected that the thing must have been an albino before the world ended – unless this was one more symptom of the change.

But the white, unblemished skin was only on the thing’s left half.  Beyond that, a line bisected the thing neatly down the middle, separating it into right and left halves.

On the right half, there was no white skin, no trace of once-humanity.  All was black and crimson.  Charred by the fire the zombie had willingly gone through to get at its prey.  Its skin sloughed off in ragged sheets, exposing bone and muscle that were just as dark and burnt as the skin above them.

Maggie screamed.  Not just terror, but pain.  So did Aaron, and Ken’s vision snapped back to his wife and the heroic older man.

The cowboy had down his work well.  He hadn’t stopped Maggie’s tumbling fall, but had slowed it enough that she could reach up and grab something.

Aaron’s leg.

Maggie dangled, her back to the structure of the crane’s tower.  Liz’s head slumped forward and down, as though the toddler were curious to see what lay below them.

The black/white monster growled, a noise louder than the others’ shouts.  It sounded almost triumphant.

It was only perhaps fifteen feet below Maggie’s dangling tennis shoes.  Close to her, and coming fast.
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AARON WAS SCREAMING.  It was the first time that Ken could remember the cowboy making a sound like that.  He realized the older man was holding onto the bars of the crane with his good hand and had somehow wrapped the mangled fingers of his right hand around a bar as well.  Trying to hold onto Maggie’s weight.

“I’ll get her,” Ken shouted.  But there was no way that was going to happen.

Christopher started moving down.  Grappling with the still-writhing Hope, but clearly game to try and help Maggie.

Dorcas had no chance.  Her arm was too shattered for her to do anything but hang on; try to climb.

And the black/white monster was now within ten feet of Maggie.

Ken had survived all this.  He had kept himself alive, had saved others.

I’ll think of a way.

Zombies on the walls.

What can I do?

Zombies under us.

I’ve got to think of something.

My wife.  My baby.

Nothing was coming.

He had nothing.

He realized that his only options were to climb down and die, or climb up and save himself and his son, but live with the fact that he had abandoned his wife and baby.

He couldn’t make either choice.

But even the refusal to make a decision, he knew, was essentially a default to the latter alternative.

Maggie screamed.

The huge zombie grabbed her foot.
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NO ONE KNEW WHAT TO do.  Everyone was frozen.

Everyone but one.

Derek.

The nine-year-old moved.  Too fast for Ken to react, too fast for Christopher to catch.

“Mommy!” he screamed, and suddenly his weight was gone from Ken’s shoulders.  The boy flung himself off Ken’s back, jumping from his father’s flesh to the steel of the crane and then climbing down so fast he was a blur.

“Stop him!” shouted Ken.

Christopher and then Dorcas each reached for the boy in turn.  He danced out of range of both, agile as a monkey.

The creature, the black/white beast, had pulled itself up to Maggie’s legs.  One bite was all it would take.  One bite, and she would be gone in a matter of seconds.

The zombie opened its mouth.

“Not...,” screamed Derek, rushing down headfirst past Aaron...

... the zombie reared back...

“... my...,” the boy continued...

... the white/black abomination thrust its face toward Maggie’s leg...

“... MOTHER!” Derek finished, kicking off into space.

The zombie bit down.
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THE TEETH SUNK INTO flesh.

The world seemed to fall silent.

There was only wind.  The sound of smoke puffing past.  And a scream.

“NO!”

Ken didn’t know who screamed.  If it was him, or Maggie, or someone else.  It didn’t matter.

All that mattered was the sight of his boy.  The sight of Derek, who had always been the one to take care of his sisters, who had always seemed more aware of others’ pain than of his own, putting himself between his mother and baby sister and the looming threat.

The sight of the beast biting the child’s arm.

The sight of Derek, looking up at the sky.  His mouth opening.

And then sound returned as Derek screamed.  Not in pain, but madness.  His eyes clouded over, and everything that had made him so special was suddenly... just... gone.  Gone, and he was one of them.

Bloody sweat exploded from the boy’s pores.  His body convulsed with the change, and that bought them all some time.  His hands and feet punched out, and his little foot caught the black/white demon under the chin.  The thing growled and let go of Maggie to grab Derek... what had been Derek.  To do so, the monster also let go of its hold on the crane.

Derek and the black/white beast fell, both of them snarling with rage, reaching for Maggie and Liz as they plummeted.  They disappeared into the smoke that still billowed up from the base of the crane.

“They’re gone.”

Someone yanked at Ken.  Christopher, he thought.  But he couldn’t be sure.  A weight fell on his shoulders.  A crying something.

The voice came again.  “They’re gone.  Take care of your daughter.”

“Shhh,” said Ken.  Not even sure why he was saying it.  Part of him realized that Christopher had passed Hope to him, then had gone down to help Maggie and the others.  But the greater part of him – the part of him that mattered – didn’t understand why he was saying it.  Why he was doing anything.

“Get moving, dammit!”

Again, he thought that was Christopher.  And again, he couldn’t be positive.  Ken moved his feet mechanically, just as he kept whispering, “Shhh,” mechanically, and wasn’t even sure if he would have noticed if Hope stopped crying.

He couldn’t hear much.  Just his son’s scream, “Not my MOMMY!”

Just his son’s next scream, the pain of being bitten and then the rage as he became what had bitten him.

And then the words, “He’s gone.”  Over and over in Ken’s mind.

The crane listed again.  Shuddering.

“Shhh,” he whispered.  He kept crawling as the crane continued its mad tilt.  “It’s okay.  Everything’s okay.”

And he did not care that he lied.
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THE SOUND OF THE CRANE continuing to tilt must have been at least as loud as it had been before, but Ken’s ears seemed to have been stuffed with cotton.  He barely heard the noise.  There wasn’t enough room in his mind to hear what was going on around him and also replay the images of recent past.

The thing that brought him back to the moment was a strange prickling in his stomach.  The sensation was unnerving, one that he couldn’t place for a moment.  Then he realized it was weightlessness, the feeling of his body hitting nearly zero-gravity as the crane dropped out from under him.

Then the massive apparatus stopped moving, arrested by some piece of the Wells Fargo Center, or by the jib hitting part of the high-rise across the street.  Either way, Ken fell into the metal with bone-crushing force.  Hope, still clinging to him, screamed even louder and he realized that she was relying on him.  She would die if he didn’t get her out of here.

He clamped an arm tightly around her.  Not as a rote motion, but like it mattered.  He kissed her hair, surprised for some reason at how warm the top of her head was.  She felt like she had been running around outside on a summer day.

Would there ever be such a thing again?  Or had winter come to stay?

“I’m here,” he shouted.  “Daddy’s here!”

“Daddy?”  She screamed the word back, divided into equal parts terror, surprise, and faith.  The monsters were here, but now Daddy was here, and he would save her.

Ken hoped her belief was less misplaced than Derek’s had been.

Forget about that.  That’s not for now.  Time for that later.

What if there is no later?

He climbed.  He didn’t look down, didn’t look back.  His wife was back there.  Liz was with her.  Dorcas and Christopher and Aaron, too.

But right now, the world – his whole world – was in his arms, and he had to climb away from the nightmare below.  He held Hope, and she was fragile and bright, and he couldn’t lose her.

The crane shuddered.  Hope screamed, almost barking in her fear.

“It’s okay!” he shouted.  But he didn’t believe it.  Not now.  He could feel the thrum-thrum-thrum of feet and hands pounding up the crane.  Could feel the horde pressing up the walls of the Wells Fargo Center.  Could feel the very air thickening with the presence of the things coming ever closer.

Then he was at the end of his climb.  He flipped over the edge of the tower, and onto the jib.  The jib, the projecting arm of the crane that was used to move large pieces of equipment and material, extended in both directions, forward and back.  The counter jib stuck into the air high overhead, giving a final defiant middle finger to the forces that were bringing it down.

The other end of the jib, the working jib, thrust downward at a steep incline.  There was a catwalk-like sheet of metal that Ken thought he could walk on, but even so the angle of it scared him.  One misstep and he would just go screaming forward until he either hit the end of the line or slipped off sideways, plummeting into one hundred fifty feet of empty space, to die or be caught by the zombie mob pressed into the streets below.

Hope must have seen the same thing he did.  He felt her arms tighten around his neck and chest.  “Daddy,” she whimpered.

And now he did look back.  He saw Aaron and Dorcas, clinging to each other as though signed up for the world’s strangest three-legged race.  Only they were running a two-handed race up a steep incline of steel bars and crosspieces.  And no awards for second place.

Beyond them, Christopher was with Maggie, the young man seeming to push Ken’s wife upward half by physical force, half by sheer charisma.

Ken couldn’t see Liz’s face.  He had to trust the toddler was still attached to her mother, and still alive.

Beyond them... darkness.  A thick black clot of bleeding, burning, smoking zombies.  Climbing closer.  Gaining.

“Hurry!” shouted Ken.

The others seemed to step faster.

Ken turned to the gangplank.

He stepped forward.  One hand encircling Hope tightly, the other reaching blindly for a handhold.  As soon as he found one he took another step and repeated the process.

Step by agonizing step.  Moving far too slowly.  Knowing that to move faster would be inevitably to fall and to die.  Knowing also that the zombies would hurl themselves forward without fear of death, single-minded in their attempts to reach their prey.

Step by step.

Clanks behind him.  He looked over his shoulder.  Dorcas and Aaron had made it.  Then Christopher and Maggie.  Liz still limp in the carrier on his wife’s chest.

Maggie locked eyes with him.  She was crying, the tears marking white paths through soot-stained cheeks.  She reached out, her fingers extended toward him.

Ken didn’t know exactly what she was reaching for.  The memory of their family, perhaps.  The world and life they once had.  His protection.  Maybe even... just him.

Christopher said something, grinning that infectious grin of his as he urged her forward, onward.

Downward.

Ken turned back around.  He kept moving.

The end of the working jib looked like it had slammed into the side of the building across 9th Street.  If so, they might be able to get from one building to another via this strange bridge.

But it was impossible to really tell.  The jib could go right through the building’s walls.  It could also end twenty feet away.  Perspective was a funny thing.  And when you added panic, smoke, and a few hundred thousand building-scaling zombies into the mix, it got even weirder.

Clank, cla-cla-cla-clank.  The sound of the group slamming over the catwalk suspended high above concrete and a horde of monsters did nothing to help Ken’s peace of mind.

Then something popped.  A loud ping as of a steel tether letting go.

The entire crane shifted.  Laterally, this time.  It pitched forward.  Stopped.  Again.

A hard lurch.

Ken lost his grip.
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KEN WENT DOWN ON HIS back.  Hard.  A fraction of a second later he heard matching thumps and thuds that told him the rest of the group fared no better.  He had only the barest moment in which to wrap both arms around Hope’s body before he began to slide down the catwalk.

The horde below them surged and screamed, the zombies climbing over one another as though aware that they were only moments from seeing their enemies plummet to their midst.

The metal of the catwalk was far from smooth.  It was pocked by bolts, rippled by the forces that had sheered the crane off at its base.  Still, Ken flew along it with the speed of a bobsledder.  Screaming, holding to Hope.

The end coming close.  Closer.

Closer.

And he could see now that the jib didn’t touch the building beyond.  It ended in mid-air, in dead space.  He couldn’t tell how far it stopped from the side of the other building.

He tried to reach for something that would stop him and Hope from flying out into the void, but they were moving too fast.  The bars and braces of the crane’s lattice-like supports whipped by so fast they were a blur, and the only thing that happened when Ken reached out once was that there was a light bwang that was swallowed up instantly in the enormity of the crane’s structure, and he felt his arm go numb with the impact.

He couldn’t stop them.

They flew toward the end of the jib.

And off into nothing.
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THE BUILDING THAT THE jib leaned toward was the One Capital Center.

Or rather, what was left of it.

The building had been hit by an Air Force stealth fighter in the first minutes after the change had coursed through fifty percent of the world’s population.  The jet had hit the building and exploded, blowing the upper floors clean off the building, shooting them – virtually intact – into the air.

Ken hadn’t seen any of that.  He and his friends only surmised it when they saw pieces of the stealth fighter, and had come across the top three floors of the One Capital Center sitting across the street several blocks over from where they belonged.  The building had proved to be a necessary escape route, though it had also cost Ken the two smallest fingers of his left hand to use it.

And now he was headed back to the rest of the ruined building.  Not walking, but flying.  Screaming through space, shot off the end of the crane’s jib like some bizarre human cannonball.

He and Hope fell, forward and down, in a short flight that ended faster than Ken was expecting.  They hit and rolled, Ken cupping his body around his daughter, trying hard not to crush her.  He felt glass bite his arms; felt other, harder things push into his flesh as well.  But he didn’t see anything – his eyes were screwed shut so tightly his head ached.  As though his body were convinced that if he saw what was happening, it would be the end of their momentary reprieve.

They stopped rolling.

Ken opened his eyes.  He didn’t want to, but he knew that to lay wherever they were with his eyes closed would amount to a particularly stupid kind of suicide.

He opened his eyes, and saw a pair of cowboy boots about to slam right into his face.

Ken jerked to the side, and the boots slid past him, followed by the rest of Aaron.  Dorcas, too, the older woman clinging to the cowboy.

Ken got to his knees.  He saw that he and the others had been catapulted into the remains of one of the floors of the One Capital Center.  Everything was rubble, the effects of a building that had been hit by a plane carrying some serious weaponry.  No way of telling what floor they were on, but it wasn’t the first one.

“Help!”

Ken’s hand shot out.  He grabbed the newest person sliding across the detritus-coated surface of this place.  He felt fingers curl around his palm, and realized that it was Maggie.  She had slid into range, still on her back, little Liz lolling on her chest.

He caught his wife.

Hauled her to her feet.

And held her.  The horde was coming, but for a moment he didn’t care.  He needed to hold onto Maggie.  To remind himself she was here, she was really here.  Without thought, another hand went around Hope, pulling her to him.  The family.

“Derek,” she sobbed.

“I know,” he said.

Then they were silent.  Not long.  Just a second.  Just long enough to be.  Just long enough for the world to take note that it hadn’t won.  Not completely.  The family – part of it, at least – was still alive.  Bruised, fragmented, but still holding on.

“Guys...,” said Christopher.  Ken looked over.  The kid had appeared as though by magic.  He was probably the most sure-footed of the group, so no surprise that he would have made the leap across the gap with the least trouble.

Ken sighed internally.  Ready for Christopher to point to the crane, to where the hordes would be screaming across.

But he didn’t.  He was looking the other way.

There was something behind Ken.

Something already there with them.
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FEAR SURFED ELECTRIC waves up and down Ken’s back.  The hordes had come in behind them.  It must be that.  They were surrounded.

Then he heard Aaron curse.  Not a fearful curse, more a resigned one.  The sound of a soldier dealing with tragedy, not terror.

“Cover the girl’s eyes,” said Aaron.  His voice a reverent whisper.

Ken did, putting his hand across Hope’s eyes even as he turned.

It was Buck.  Sobbing, kneeling on the floor before a pile of wreckage whose once-purpose Ken could not even begin to guess at.  No doubt once an integral part of this room, this building, now it was just a tangled collision of steel and trash and concrete; wood and plaster and melted bits of plastic.

And flesh.

The gray man knelt before his mother.  The old lady’s mouth was working, opening and closing and opening and closing as though she had been caught in the grips of the world’s worst indecision.

She looked at the others.  Only her eyes moved.  Her head did not shift.  It couldn’t.  A thin shaft of metal – perhaps a piece of a cabinet, maybe the support bar of a desk organizer – jutted out of her cheekbone, disappearing into her skull and pinning her to the junk pile that had somehow melded itself to her.

Her mouth opened again.  This time blood drooled out. The old woman’s body was broken.  Bent in too many ways to count, probably shattered a hundred different ways inside.

“Help... me...,” she whispered.

Growling erupted behind them.

Ken looked back.  The things that had been following them up the crane were now running down the jib.  They coated it, swarming over the gangplank, climbing along the outside supports, even hanging like rabid monkeys from underneath it.  He couldn’t even see the metal.

“Come on,” he said, and started to move.  One hand holding Maggie’s hand, the other still shielding Hope’s face.

Buck spoke, the man’s voice much different now than it had been before.  It had lost its haughtiness, its entitlement.  Humility had been forced upon him.  “Wait,” he said.  “We can’t leave her.”

Ken was saved from having to respond by Aaron.  The cowboy was gruff, direct.  And honest.  “She’s dead already.  And we have to leave.”

“Don’t... don’t... leave... me....”  The woman’s voice was a gurgling whisper, a brook burning away to lifelessness under a relentless sun.

Buck looked at the others.  “Will they let her die?” he asked.

Ken didn’t know.  And he could tell that the others didn’t know, either.

Buck dissolved into tears.  He buried his face in his mother’s chest, and looked for all the world like a child after a hard day at school.

Aaron slung Dorcas’ arm around his shoulders, and they moved toward the other end of the area, where there was a hole that might once have been an exit.  Ken couldn’t tell if the cowboy was supporting Dorcas, or if she was supporting him.  He supposed they probably didn’t know, either.

“I can’t let them turn her!” shouted Buck.

Christopher followed after Dorcas and Aaron.

“I can’t!”  Buck was shrieking now.  His voice a piercing, whining whistle.

Ken took Maggie and Hope and limped after the others.

The growl of the horde close behind.  The sobs of the grown man-child even closer.
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KEN FOLLOWED THE OTHERS into the hole.  There was nowhere else to go: all else was collapsed wreckage, destruction, and behind them an empty area that was sure to be swarming with zombies soon.  So he walked into darkness, still hearing the sounds of Buck sobbing behind.

He almost ran into Aaron.  The older man was moving back toward the area they had just left, Dorcas pulling on his arm.

“Don’t,” she said.

“Ain’t right to leave her like that,” he said.

“There’s no time,” she said, her voice caught halfway between a whisper and a cry.

“Don’t matter.”

Aaron moved past Ken and his family.

Ken looked at Dorcas.  “Is he...?”

She nodded.

A moment later, there was a muffled snap.  A sigh.

And then Aaron came back, this time with Buck under his arm.  The balding man’s eyes were teary, but he seemed aware.  As they came out of the light, he moved Aaron’s arm away.

“Thank you,” said Buck.  “I couldn’t.  I just... I couldn’t.”

“I couldn’t if it’d been my mother, either,” said Aaron.

Buck nodded.

Something cracked outside.  The building shuddered.

“What was that?” said Maggie.

Aaron looked through the faux door into the area they had just left.  He glanced through furtively, as though looking around a doorway where he suspected armed enemies might be hiding.

While he was looking, Maggie whispered in Ken’s ear, “Did he kill that old woman?”

Ken nodded.  Maggie put a hand over her mouth.  Ken looked at her, trying to tell her to stay quiet.  Now was not a good time to have a conversation about the ethics of mercy-killing.

It worked.  Sort of.  She didn’t say anything, but she looked at Aaron with an expression of supreme distaste.

She doesn’t know him.  She’s been asleep.  She doesn’t understand what’s been happening.

But Ken wondered if that was true.  He hoped it was.  But he couldn’t deny that Maggie also seemed to be looking at him strangely.  As though he was not only a part to the mercy-killing, but a party to murder.

She’s reeling.  From all this.

She’s going to blame you.

He was saved from that line of thinking by Aaron as the cowboy drew back into the room.  “Crane just tipped.”

“It fell over?” Christopher said.  He was smiling hopefully.

Aaron shook his head and gave a strange half-shrug.  “Not all the way.  Looks like it tipped and hit the building a floor or two down.”

Silence.

“What does that mean?” said Maggie.

“It means they’re below us,” said Ken.  “And we’ve got to figure out a way past them.”

There was a muted shudder.  A soft sound that might have been a roar, separated by concrete and glass and steel.

“And we’ve got to do it fast,” said Dorcas.
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EVERYONE LOOKED AROUND.  Even Hope, clinging once again to Ken’s neck, seemed to be peering around the darkened area in which they had found themselves.  Taking stock as quickly as possible, knowing it was only a matter of minutes – perhaps less – before the things were upon them again.

It looked like they were in what had once been a hallway.  Hard to tell, because the explosion the jet had brought with it had wrought near-absolute destruction.  But there were detached doors and what looked like wall panels in the jagged space.

There was a click, and a light bloomed in the darkness.  Buck was holding a small LED penlight, the kind that attached to a key ring.  He swung it in a circle, eyeing the dispersed group.

“Where do you want me?” he said.

“Here,” said Aaron.  The cowboy gestured for Buck to join him at the opposite end of the destroyed passageway.

Buck seemed to stiffen.  Whether he viewed what Aaron had done as a mercy or not, Ken couldn’t see him wanting to be with the other man right now.  But he moved to the cowboy without complaining.  Aaron pointed, and Buck aimed the flashlight where Aaron indicated.

“Come on,” said Ken.  He grabbed Maggie and they moved with Hope and Liz toward whatever Aaron was inspecting.

Christopher got there a moment before they did.  “What is it?” said the young man.

Aaron was pulling back some trash, a few felled panels and bits of concrete.  Grunting as he did it one-handed.  Revealing a metal sheet beneath.

“Can’t get through that,” said Dorcas.  Watching from eyes veiled by pain and exhaustion.

“Bet we can,” said Aaron.  He pushed down another piece of trash.  Revealing another metal piece.  And now Ken realized it wasn’t just a random sheet of steel tossed out of place by the explosion.  It was a door.  Two doors.

“An elevator,” said Buck.  He looked at the destruction around them.  “I don’t think it’s going to be running.”

“Me either,” said Aaron.  He put his good hand into the crack between the doors.  “Help me with this.”

Christopher moved up, and the two of them levered the doors apart.

As the doors opened, the growling that had only been a suspicion strengthened into a reality.  The things were here.  Close, and getting closer.

As always, the sound carried with it an undercurrent of hopelessness, a call to just give up, to lay down and let fate run its course.  Like the fight had already been lost, and Ken and his friends were just struggling against the inevitable.

Ken held Hope close to him.  Listened to her heartbeat.  Smelled the acrid scent of her little girl’s sweat, and tried to convince himself that this was what was real.  That this was what was worth believing in, and fighting for.  Family.  Community.

Life.

“What’s the plan?” said Christopher, peering into the darkness beyond the elevator doors.

Aaron smiled oddly.  And then, in an imitation of an old-fashioned elevator operator, he said, “Going down.”
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KEN DID WHAT EVERYONE else did when Aaron said that: he let his mouth hang open for half a second, then he pushed forward to see what was beyond the elevator doors.

He wasn’t sure whether he was more surprised at the fact that Aaron was saying they were going to go down, or the idea that the cowboy had done it in a joking fashion.  Aaron had never made a joke before.  Maybe the ongoing apocalypse was convincing the older man to let his hair down.  Maybe he was just determined to go down smiling.  Maybe Christopher was a bad influence on him.

But no matter his reasons, the idea of “going down” had to be a joke.

Because there was nothing beyond the doors.  At least, nothing that looked like it could be used to go down.  Just empty space and some mangled machinery.

“Are you nuts?” said Dorcas.

Buck nodded, looking a bit irritated for a second, like Dorcas had stolen his line in the play.

Aaron shook his head.  The joking now gone from his expression.  “Safest way down.  We already know they go up stairs faster than we do, and now they’re climbing up the walls, for goodness’ sake.”  He gestured at the darkness beyond the elevator doors.  “Nothing to climb in there.”

“Uh....”  Christopher raised a finger as though he was in a classroom, waiting to be called on by the teacher.  “Yeah, so how do we get down then?”

Aaron took Buck’s light.  He pointed it at the machinery.  It looked like a large spool, hung up on the side of the elevator shaft, partially embedded in the concrete wall.  Several thick metal cords trailed off it, disappearing into the darkness like the limp limbs of a giant daddy longlegs that had been smashed by an even larger boot.

“That there,” said Aaron, pointing at the spool, “is called the greave.  Those lines sticking out of it are the elevator cables.”

“And?” said Christopher.

“And by federal law, each one of those cables is required to be strong enough to hold up the entire elevator at full capacity.”

“So?” said Buck.  A bit of the haughtiness back in his voice.

“So that’s more than enough to hold each of us,” said Aaron.

Silence.

“How do we hold on?” said Dorcas.  She motioned at her broken arm.  “We got broken arms, banged-up hands.  Kids.”

Aaron grinned tightly.  “I happen to know a few tricks.”

“Tricks?” said Dorcas.  “For going down a dark elevator shaft using elevator cables with one arm, holding onto kids?”

“Something along those lines.”

More silence.  Broken only by the groans filtering up from below.  Finally Christopher said what Ken supposed they were all thinking.

“Who are you, man?”
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AARON TIPPED AN IMAGINARY hat.  “Aaron.  Pleased to meetcha.”

“You know that’s not what I meant,” said Christopher.  “What do you do?”

“Honest answer?”

“Yes.”

Aaron sighed.  “Most recently... and this is God’s truth... I was a rodeo clown.”

No one spoke for the space of perhaps ten seconds.  Finally Buck said, “You.  Are.  Shitting me.”

“Language!”  Maggie snapped the word, holding her hands over Hope’s ears.  Ken almost laughed.  It was absurd.  They were fighting over whether or not to climb into a vertical coffin, climbing down – in some cases one-handed – into darkness in order to avoid zombie hordes that to all appearances had taken over the world.  And Maggie was worried about Hope’s exposure to profanity.

But then, wasn’t that the point?  What was the reason for living, if not to show our children at the very least the possibility of a better world?  If life became nothing more than survival, then humanity was already dead.  Homo sapiens might go on as a biological classification, but it was only in the expression of our better selves that we could find something beyond existence.  That we could find meaning.

He squeezed Maggie’s arm.

“No, sir,” said Aaron.  “I was a rodeo clown.  Last few years.  Good job.”

“That’s not where you learned to do this,” said Dorcas.  Her voice was quiet.  Intense.

Aaron looked at her, and even in the shaky illumination of the small flashlight, Ken could see the cowboy’s face change.  The older man wouldn’t lie to Dorcas.  But nor would he tell her everything.

“No,” said Aaron.  “But that’s a story for another day.”  He looked back into the shaft.  “For now, just trust me.”  He swung back to stare at them as the growling grew louder.  “Please.  We don’t have a lot of time.”

Buck shook his head.

“You’re all insane.”  He stepped back the way they had come.  Toward the waiting corpse of his mother.

Ken thought he might be right.  This... how could they do it?

Buck looked at them.  “Well?” he said.  “Anyone coming?”

And at that moment the world fell in on him.
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LIKE EVERYONE ELSE, Ken had visions of 9/11 burnt into his mind from news images, repeat airings of first-person footage, countless ratings-grabbing “special reports” over the years.  He remembered seeing people emerge from clouds of dust and ash, covered so completely in the stuff they looked like ghosts.  And that was what Buck looked like when he stumbled out of the vast white cloud a moment later.

“What...?” he coughed.  “What happened?”  He almost collapsed.  Christopher caught him, pounding the man’s back as he hacked and spit to clear his throat.

Aaron was swinging his flashlight at the huge cloud that had enveloped Buck.  The powder and dust refracted the light weirdly, seeming almost to eat it.  “Collapse,” said Aaron.

He turned the light back on Buck.  “He all right?”

Christopher nodded.  “I think so.”  He looked at Aaron.  “Any way out through there?”

“Not anymore.”

“You have a helluva way of convincing people to do things your way,” said Christopher.  He was grinning as he said it, but the grin looked a bit fractured to Ken.

Aaron nodded as though taking the words at face value.  He returned to the elevator doors and disappeared into the narrow crack in the darkness.

Ken could just see him, shuffling around a narrow ledge that rimmed the edge of the shaft.  He went to the greave and leaned down, inspecting the cables that trailed off it, pulling on each with his good left hand.  Then he nodded to Christopher and the young man joined him out on the ledge.

“Rodeo clown my – uh, butt,” said Buck.  Then dissolved into another round of gasping coughs.

Ken didn’t particularly like the bald older man, but he agreed.  Whatever Aaron’s story was, there was more to it than dressing up in silly paint and hiding in barrels to keep angry bulls from killing thrown riders.

Christopher laughed inside the shaft.  Not a happy laugh.  The kind of laugh when you’ve just heard something deeply disturbing.  Along the lines of “You’ve got terminal cancer,” or “You should think about getting your affairs in order.”

Then Aaron said, “Buck?”

Buck looked at the others.  “I guess I’m the guinea pig.”

Ken expected the man to resist.  But he stepped through the crack between the doors.  Went over to Christopher and Aaron.  The two talked to him for a moment, then Christopher lowered him into empty space.  Buck disappeared from Ken’s sight.

Ken expected to hear a scream.  Long, fading.  Then nothing.

Instead, he only heard the continuing sound of the things coming closer.  He couldn’t tell where they were: the open shaft bounced their growls and groans around and made it impossible to pinpoint a location.

Maggie grabbed his arm.

“Dorcas?”

The older woman shook her head.  “Take the kids first,” she said.

“Dorcas....”  Aaron’s voice carried a warning tone.  Not of threat, but the sound Ken associated with a long-married man warning his wife he didn’t want to get into an old argument again.

Dorcas’ voice came back with the same tone.  “I’m not going until they do.”

Aaron sighed.  “Fine.”

“Who do you want?” said Ken.

“Dealer’s choice.”

Ken kissed Maggie, and pushed her through the doors.
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MAGGIE DISAPPEARED, and Ken felt like he was losing himself again.  He heard her voice, saw pie-slices of her face through the crack in the doors.  She didn’t sound happy, and she gave a little cry when Christopher grabbed her and helped her drop down.

Then she was gone from view.

“Where is Mommy going?” said Hope.

“She’s going down where it’s safe,” said Ken.  He hoped he wasn’t lying.

“Is Lizzy going to be okay?”

“Sure she is,” he said.  He tightened his grip on his daughter.  Sometimes he worried that he might hold her too tight, sometimes he feared he would hug her so close that he would crack her ribs – wouldn’t that be something fun to explain at the emergency room?

But there were no more emergency rooms.

No more hospitals.

He didn’t know if there’d even be a tomorrow.

So he held her as tightly as he could.  Held her until she groaned.

“Ken,” whispered Christopher.  “Your turn.”

He loosened his grip on Hope, then made sure her arms were securely around his neck.  After a moment, he took the belt off his pants.  He slung it around his chest, and it just went around her narrow torso as well.  He cinched it through the last hole on the belt.  Not much as far as safety harnesses went, but it was better than nothing.

“Hold on, okay,” he whispered.

She nodded.  “I’m scared.”

“Me too.  But if you hold on tight, maybe I’ll be less scared, okay?”

She looked at him.  Serious eyes that shone in the darkness.  She nodded.  “I’ll hold you.”  Her arms tightened.

Ken thought of Derek.  His children were good.  Genuinely good people.

Please, God, let me save her.  Let me save Liz.  Let me save what’s left of my family.

He stepped through the elevator doors.  Onto a ledge, six inches wide and nothing below.

Please, God.
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HE ONLY STEPPED IN a few inches before Christopher grabbed him.  The young man seemed unaware of the fact that he was dangling only inches away from a dark nothing that extended probably over a hundred feet below them.  Ken remembered the way they had met, only maybe an hour – and what seemed like a hundred years – before.  Christopher had saved them all from a small horde, blowing up a floor of a building, and showing them how to scale the outside of it to escape.  He seemed equally at ease hanging onto a vertical surface as he did on terra firma.

“Where’d you learn to do this?” Ken asked.

Christopher laughed.  “Parents kept shipping me off to taller and taller boarding schools.”  His smile widened.  “New York was the highest.”

“Come on,” said Aaron.  “No time for jabbering.”

“Shouldn’t there be a ladder?” said Ken.

Christopher pointed.  There was a ladder.  It ended about ten feet above their heads, sheared off mid-rung.  Above that was a pile of rubble that didn’t look very stable.  Probably the remains of whatever motor room had housed the elevator equipment.

“Come on,” said Christopher.  He helped maneuver Ken into position, then he and Aaron dropped Ken below the greave.

Beneath the spool that held the elevator cables, things got dark in a hurry.  Dark, and torn up.  What Ken had assumed was a normal elevator shaft proved to be marred by tears and gaps, the cylinder obviously crooked even in the small area that he could see before darkness claimed the tunnel.

Ken felt around with his feet.  The side of the shaft was crumbling nearby, and he was able to stand on some partially-pulverized concrete that formed a foothold.  He didn’t know how stable it was, but it was all he had.

Better than nothing.

A ghostly wail came from the darkness.  The zombies in the building, searching for them.

“Now what you’re going to do is rappel down,” said Aaron.  The cowboy was leaning down, whispering only a few inches away from Ken’s face.

“I don’t have any gear,” said Ken.

“You ever rappelled before?” asked Aaron.

“No.”

“Then you wouldn’t know what to do with the gear anyway.  So we’re good either way.”

The cowboy grabbed one of the cords and pulled it over to Ken.  It didn’t have much give, and when the cowboy pulled it over Ken’s neck the steel cords bit into his skin.

“Ow!” Ken said.

Below him, the groans intensified.  And now they sounded like they were even with him, too.  Were they on the same floor?

“It’s better tight.  It’ll tear your neck up, but better that than falling, right?” said Aaron.  Ken nodded.  “Now step over the cord.  No,” said the cowboy as Ken clumsily complied, “with the other leg.”  Ken adjusted.  The groaning of the things was getting louder.

“They’re coming,” he said.

“Then move faster.”  Aaron instructed him on how to wrap himself up in the cord until he was cinched in a tight curl of the steel cable.  There was almost no play in it, and it bit painfully against his crotch and his neck.

“Now,” said Aaron.  “Listen close.  Step back.  The cable’ll hold you.  Hold on with your right hand – your good hand – onto the cable that’s between your legs.  That’ll keep you from going down too fast.  You can hold your girl with your left arm.”

“Okay.”

“Just remember – the heights are nothing to worry about.  Falling never hurt anyone.  Hitting the bottom is the problem.  So don’t let go.”

Ken waited for more.  Silence.  “That’s it?”

“That’s it.”

Aaron looked over.  Then back at Ken.  The cowboy’s face was pinched and nervous.  “I’d appreciate it if you got a move on, son.”

Ken nodded.  “Hold on, Hope.”

Hope’s arms tightened around his neck.

He suddenly remembered countless cartoons from his childhood, hearing animated animals say, “Look out for that first step, it’s a doooozie!”

He stepped back.
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HE HELD ON TIGHT.  Tight to Hope.  Tighter to the wrapped steel cables in his right hand.  The fibers bit into his flesh, and he could feel the skin tearing away from his neck as he let himself fall down through the air.

Down through the darkness.

He wondered how far he should go.  And answered the question as soon as he asked it of himself.

You go as far as you can, Ken.  You go until you can’t go anymore.

He dropped into nothing.  Looked up and saw he had already fallen farther than he thought.  The light where Aaron and Christopher had been was nothing but a point above him.  A star in the darkest night he had ever experienced.

There was nothing else.  Nothing but black and the weight of his daughter against his chest and neck.

And the groans.  The growls.

The zombies sounded like they were everywhere.  They sounded like they were above, below.

They sounded like they were in the shaft.

“Daddy,” said Hope.  Her voice was low.  A whisper.  As though she sensed danger’s propinquity, and even her child-mind knew that silence was critical.

“Shhh,” he said.  Gentle.  He didn’t want to scare her worse than she must already be.  Worse than he was, for that matter.

Still dropping, still letting steel threads slide through his clenched hand.  The cable was covered in some kind of thick grease, but even that wasn’t keeping friction from rubbing his skin raw.  He felt like his hand was bleeding.

How far down?

As far as you can get.

He wanted to shout.  To see if Maggie was near.  But what if he was heard by... other things?  What if his shouts drew danger rather than comfort?

He looked up.  The light that had been a star was now just a hint, a dream of a memory.  Then a black shape came between him and the memory and all light was gone.

He figured the dark thing must be Dorcas, lowering herself one-handed.  Christopher and Aaron would be following her.

All the way down.

As far as we can get.

As far as we can go.

But he didn’t go any farther.  He stopped.

Because he heard another sound.  Another growl.  And this time it wasn’t bouncing up from some unknown place below them.  It wasn’t reverberating off broken walls, thrown to his ears by the acoustics of disaster.

No, it was here.

A moment later the sound came again.  And with it the smell, the warm, rotten smell of one of the things.

Inside the shaft. 
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KEN COULDN’T TELL IF the thing was on a ledge like the one that had circled the shaft behind the elevator doors above, or if it had found some piece of ladder to climb, or if it was just scaling the bare walls of the concrete tube the way the zombies had climbed the walls of the buildings outside.

Nor was there any indication how it had come to be in the elevator shaft in the first place.  Maybe it was some hapless maintenance man, caught in here when the change came, converted to a mindless monster and stuck since that first instant.  Then Ken realized if that was the case the others who had come this way already would have made some kind of noise of warning.

No, the zombie was a new arrival.  Had to be.

The things were like cockroaches, sliding into any available crack or crevice, squeezing in to search for food.

Ken held his breath.  He continued letting the cord reel through his hand, praying that Hope would remain silent.

He realized the area was starting to brighten.  What had been a pitch black mystery had turned into a thick gray fog.

He looked up.

The star had returned to the sky.

The light was coming down.

Ken looked over.

And saw the zombie clinging to the wall of the shaft directly across from him.
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THE THING WAS FACING away from him, hanging to the wall.  Ken couldn’t tell what it was clinging to: in the brightening light he could see that parts of the shaft were wrecked, huge pieces of concrete barely hanging to their moorings.  Other areas looked smooth and unmarred.

The part of the shaft where the thing was climbing looked relatively whole, and Ken couldn’t tell if it was holding to something as a man would, or if it was somehow adhering to the smooth surface of the shaft.

He could see the thing’s head was tilted back, though, and it was easy enough to observe that it was tracking the light above them both.

Hope inhaled.  She was going to scream.  When she did, it was over.  The thing would notice them.  Would come for them.  Would leap to them and knock them into the void, or would simply pull them to pieces right there on the cable.

Or it would bite them.  Would change them.

A scuttling noise aborted the little girl’s scream mid-breath.  Ken looked over and saw another zombie pull itself through a crack in the side of the shaft.  The crack was too small for something its size, too small by far.  The zombie didn’t care.  It yanked itself through the crevasse, seeming to shed what remained of its clothing and the skin below it like a snake, and when it came into the shaft it was bleeding along its entire length and breadth.  Impossible to tell if it was even a man or woman.  Just a growling, chittering length of pulpy blood.  A thing that stuck impossibly to the slick interior of the shaft.

Twenty feet away from Ken and his daughter.  Empty air the only thing separating them.

It hadn’t seen them yet.

Yet.

The two things scuttled along the wall of the shaft.  Drawn to the light that was still dropping closer, closer.  They climbed upward, and as they did Ken realized he could hear a subtle popping noise every time they moved their hands.  It sounded like the noise you might hear pulling your foot out of a wet bog.  A suction seal breaking.

They were moving toward Dorcas.  He could see her now, dropping toward them.  He didn’t know if she was aware of them.  He doubted it.

He didn’t know what to do, either.  Did he call to her?  If he did, he would draw their attention.  And die.

What would that gain the group?

He pulled Hope tighter.  So tight he thought he heard her bones creak.

The two zombies, ever clearer as the star of brightness dropped closer and closer, climbed.  Chittered.  Growled.

Dorcas stopped her descent.

She must have seen them.

One of the zombies shrieked.  That trilling call that Ken thought was meant to summon others.

Sure enough, a moment later another one of the things began pushing itself through that same crack.  Peeling off its outer layers of clothing and skin on the jagged edges of the concrete rift as it yanked its way into the shaft.

And then another.

Another.

Another.

He heard something skitter behind him.  Trilling.

He turned his head.

There were more of the things behind him.

They were everywhere.
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FOR SOME REASON, KEN was less frightened than he was disturbed.  As though his fear had been short-circuited by some internal sense that what he was seeing was not just horrifying but wrong.

Humans should not be able to scale sheer, unblemished walls.

They should not be able to do what these things were doing.

They moved strangely in the pseudo-illumination of the small light above.  Seemed to jump from place to place.  One moment in one position, then Ken blinked and when he opened his eyes their configuration had changed.

There were more and more of them, too.  At first just five or six, then ten, then a dozen, then twenty.  Then the walls of the shaft started to disappear under a shifting blanket of torn and bleeding flesh.

Many of the things had the same tumorous growths that he had seen on the zombies that exploded out of the webbing in the attorneys’ offices in the other building.  Dark masses that were covered in thick hairs and looked strong as armor plating.  They appeared in random blotches all over the things’ bodies, and for some reason they, too, struck Ken as deeply, innately wrong.  They made his skin crawl, made acid creep up into the back of his throat.

The things clambered up and down the shaft.  Some of them looked at him, others stared at Dorcas.  Still others seemed to be focused higher and lower – no doubt putting their sights on the others who hung helpless on the cables in the shaft.

What would happen when they were ready to strike?

Ken had his answer a moment later.

One of the zombies screamed.

And jumped.
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THE THINGS HAD JUMPED before.  When Ken, Dorcas, Aaron, and Christopher had found themselves hanging off the side of a building the things had thrown themselves off higher floors in an effort to capture them.  But that had been different.  That had been almost as though the things had simply shambled to the edge of the floors above, then lobbed themselves over as though reaching for their prey and having no awareness of the fact that their floor space had run out.

Now, only a few hours later, the things were leaping at the survivors in a different way.  No jumbled falls, these were bursts of uncoiling energy that brought to mind pouncing jungle cats.

Not only that, but the jumps were much farther than they should have been.  The monsters bunched against the shaft walls, then shoved off into space, pushing out not a foot or two, but five or six or seven or ten feet into the nothing of the shaft before falling with a shriek.

And even as they fell, their fingers reached, struggling to grasp what they sought.  They screamed, they clawed at the air.

Above Ken, Dorcas was screaming.  Below him, he could hear Maggie doing the same.  He couldn’t see her, but he could hear his wife calling out, screaming his name.

“I’m here, Maggie.  Hold on!”

He didn’t know if she heard him.  Not over the sound of her own screams and those of the shrieking, falling things everywhere around him.

Hope was suddenly, oddly silent.

He looked at his daughter.  She was peering at the things that filled the air around them.  Her eyes almost glittered, but not with fear.  He couldn’t tell what the look was, but it wasn’t fear.

It scared him.

“Hope?” he said.

She didn’t answer.

That scared him, too.

It started to get dark.

He looked up.  The star, the one bit of light in the darkness of the shaft, was disappearing.  Going upward.

Soon all was black.  All was starless, moonless night.  A night unbroken by any illumination, filled only with the screams of hidden monsters throwing themselves at the survivors as they hung motionless in space.
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THERE ARE MANY KINDS of darkness.

There is silent darkness, in which you are left to wonder what may be around you, in which your mind is given free rein to improvise new nightmares and imagine new horrors.  Then there is the kind of darkness where the nightmares have already been seen, and now are unseen.  Where the nightmares are indisputably real, but cannot be found with any sense but that of sound and – for the most unlucky – touch.

Ken found himself in that latter darkness, holding tightly to the cable with one hand, to Hope with the other.  His right leg was pinned straight down by the tension of the cable, his left leg stuck into space.  He swung ever-so-slightly in the deep black nothing of the elevator shaft, and every so often he felt a breeze pass by him at the same time as he heard a zombie’s scream grow loud and then soft and knew that one of the things had tried to capture him.

He was safe.  They couldn’t reach him.

The others were safe.  The monsters couldn’t reach them, either.

The shaft was a good thirty feet square, with the survivors hanging pretty close to dead center of the space.

Brightness again.

“Move down!”

It was Christopher’s voice.  That surprised Ken.  He had thought it would be Aaron.  But of course, the cowboy wouldn’t have been able to climb up, not with only one good hand.  So Christopher must have volunteered to come last.  Must have gone back up.

But for what?

It didn’t matter.  He was crying out for everyone to get moving again.

Ken did, letting the cable he’d been holding onto with a death-grip start reeling out once more.  He looked at Hope as the light bloomed around them again.

She still said nothing.  She just watched as the zombies flung themselves into void in their rabid attempts to destroy what hung in the shaft.

Hope was mesmerized by the sight.  She looked like Ken imagined a moth must look right before it threw itself headfirst into a candle, right before it erupted into a suicide of flame.

She actually started leaning away.

“No!” he shouted.

She reached for one of the things.

And it grabbed her hand.
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KEN SAW IT UNFOLD, but there was nothing he could do.  Nothing he was going to be able to do.  The thing was going to either rip Hope away from him, or it was going to use her as an anchor to climb up and tear both of them apart.

He honestly didn’t know which would be worse.

A sound tore through the artificial night of the shaft.  A tearing, rending noise.  It sounded like a combination of thread unspooling on a sewing machine and meat being torn apart.

Something hit the zombie in the face.  A moment later, something hit Ken in the head.

He almost lost his grip on the elevator cable.  Almost forgot where he was for a moment.  He’d fallen out of a two-story building today, hit his head on a freeway abutment, and concussed himself Heaven-only-knew how many times.  This last was nearly the straw that broke him.

He slid a few quick feet before the pain in his neck, the agony of metal cable fibers ripping at his throat, awoke him from the half-trance he had fallen into.  His good hand clenched automatically and his fall arrested.  He stopped.

What had happened?

Screams.  Everyone – everything – was screaming.

The monsters.  The survivors.  Hope was shrieking, reaching downward as though for a fallen toy.

And he heard someone calling his name.  “Ken!  Ken, you okay?”

Dimly, he realized that it was Dorcas.  That she must have seen the monster jumping at him and had slid down the cable and kicked it in the face before it could grab Hope away from him.  Her other foot must have caught him in the head.

“Ken?”

“Yeah!”  He snapped the word.  Realized he was sounding ungrateful to a woman who had just saved his life and that of his child, and tried to soften his tone.  Not easy when your daughter is screaming bloody murder and trying to throw herself to her death while monsters toss themselves at you from every direction.  Still, he managed somehow.  “Yes.  I’m okay.  Thanks.”

Her answer was typical Dorcas.  Good-natured in a to-the-point sort of way.  “You can thank me by getting your butt in gear.”  She kicked at a falling zombie.  The kick missed by a mile, but the motion seemed to make her feel better.  It certainly made Ken feel better, knowing that the farm woman was as full of fight as ever and ready to protect him.

He started going down again.  “Where’d Christopher go?” he called as he dropped.  Trying to ignore the monsters, trying to ignore how weird it was to be having this conversation, or any conversation, under these circumstances.

Hope was still screaming.  Still trying to jump away from him.  He was finding it ever harder to hold onto her.  What had happened to her?

“Beats me,” shouted Dorcas.  “How much farther down?”

Ken tried to see below them.  Darkness swallowed the shaft only a few yards under his feet.  “I can’t tell.”

“I hope it’s soon.”

He didn’t like the tone of her voice.  He looked up.  Realizing at that instant that the things were no longer falling like screaming autumn leaves around them.

And he saw why Dorcas sounded worried.  And why he should be worried, too.
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KEN HAD OBSERVED HOW the things seemed to function better when they were with others like them.  How when they were in ones and twos and threes they seemed somehow more awkward, less fluid.  As though what had changed them had stolen not merely their ability to speak and reason, but to be alone.

As though they feared solitude.

So he had seen them grow stronger, more agile, when they were with others.  He had seen the zombies cluster around one another and then crawl over and crush one another so that they could create ramps of themselves, so that they could reach higher and higher in search of their prey.

But he had never seen anything like this.

At first he wasn’t even sure what it was he was seeing.

Then he understood, and wished to God he could forget.

One of the things scampered across the wall of the elevator shaft to where a piece of exposed metal had thrust through the concrete.  It was jagged and sharp-looking, but the zombie didn’t seem to care.  It grabbed onto the metal and then just hung there.

Another zombie joined it a moment later.  Running along the walls with that sickening plop-plop-plop as its fingers held, then let go, then held, then let go of the sheer surface of the shaft.

The second zombie crawled along the length of the metal spear, then onto the first beast’s head and shoulders.  It wrapped its arms around the other’s chest, its legs around the legs of the first.  Both the monstrosities were nearly bereft of skin, flayed by their entry into the shaft, their flesh torn away by the edges of the too-small rift in the concrete.  It was impossible to tell if the creatures were women or men – they were only things, just masses of wet muscle and bone in the permanent night of the shaft.

Blood dripped off them in thick streams.  It looked almost black.  Ichorous.  Ken couldn’t tell if that was a trick of the un-light of the shaft, or if their blood, like everything else about them, was changing.

Another zombie pulled its way onto them.  This one had once been a man, identifiable by the tattered remnants of a business suit and what looked like part of a tie thrown over its shoulder.  The third zombie crawled onto its brother/sister things and, like the first, held tight.

Ken watched a fourth climb into the middle of the shaft and hold to the growth, then a fifth.  The excrescence seemed to pulse as the zombies in the middle of the mass shifted slightly, the ones on the outside layers adjusted their grips.  It was like watching a beating heart coming into being from nothing.  An unholy vision of creatio ex nihilo.

“What are they doing?” said Dorcas.  The woman’s voice was low; clearly she was speaking to herself.

But with the question came an answer.  Ken looked at Hope.  She was still reaching out.  Reaching for the dark tumescence just above them.  Reaching and now she was groaning, almost....

Ken’s blood ran cold.

She was almost growling.

And he knew what the things were doing.

“They’re building a bridge,” he said.  “Building a bridge to the cable.  To us.”
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KEN FELT... dark.

His wife and baby were somewhere below him.  Below and unseen.

(Dark.)

His daughter was reaching out for the things that tried to kill them.  Hands lifted up as though in praise or prayer.

(Darker.)

His son was gone.  Bitten.  Changed.  Dead.

(Darkest.)

And then he realized with a start that the feeling wasn’t merely a mood, it was a reality.  That the light in the vertical tunnel that had become a sudden deathtrap was fading once more.

He looked up.

The light wasn’t just fading.  It was departing.  Christopher was leaving them.  Again.

What’s he doing?

The light dimmed to almost nothing.  Almost.  And perhaps complete nothingness would have been better.  Would have been a gift.  Because as it was Ken could see just enough to make out the glistening, pulsing mass that added to itself bit by bit, that reached out inch by inch, foot by foot.

How long until one of them reaches the cable?

How long until one of them reaches us?

The things worked in near-silence, not even trilling or growling anymore.  There was only the moist sloughing of flesh on flesh, of raw muscle fibers sliding across one another as they gripped and clenched with strength that was just one more impossibility in a world where the impossible had come to snuff out the once-real.

And yet, though silent, still the things moved in preternatural harmony.  As though each could not only see what the others needed, but read the others’ very thoughts.

Move, Ken.  Move, dammit!

He knew that to stay would be to die.  The things were reaching out.  Grappling half-blindly in the ever-darkening stillness of the long coffin-shaft.  Perhaps ten feet above where he and Hope and Dorcas hung, perhaps another seven or eight feet away from the cable.  Only a few feet, only a few moments.

But he was frozen.  Frozen by the sight of the monsters that were coming for him.  By the things that were happening all around him.  By his wounds.  By his exhaustion, his hunger, his thirst.

Most of all by his daughter, his Hope, reaching for the beasts.

“Go.”

Ken didn’t know whether he was the one who said it, or if it was Dorcas urging him on.  He didn’t know if it really mattered, either.  He didn’t see how they could possibly outrace creatures willing to slice themselves to ribbons and able to stick to featureless walls.

Then he felt Hope’s heartbeat.  She was reaching for the things above them.  Reaching, growling, groaning, almost moaning in what sounded like pleasure.

But he felt her heartbeat.  He remembered holding her for the first time.  Barely bigger than his hand and still trailing the lifeline to her mother.  Cupping her in his palm and feeling the hummingbird-pulse of her heart as she screamed at a new and terrifying world.  Feeling the softness of her skin and whispering to her that he loved her and he would be her daddy forever and he would protect her because that was his job and that was what daddies did.

He couldn’t give up.

He began to lower himself again.

Looked down.

And stopped.

Another pulsing bridge of bodies had extended out over the emptiness just below them.  This one even closer to the cable, the leading edge of the zombies just inches away from grabbing the thick tether.

There was nowhere for Ken and Dorcas and Hope to go.

They were trapped.
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THE THINGS HAD BEEN silent before.

Now, inches away from completing the span of flesh that would enable them to reach their prey, Ken could hear them again.  Sniffling, grunting.

Growling.  Always that same growl, that same wheezing noise that invited listeners to come to them.  To give up.  Give in.

To die.

He wanted to.  Wanted to let go.  To let it end.

Suspected it was already over.  Even if he hadn’t accepted that fact yet.

Certainly Hope seemed to want the end.  She strained for the things above them, reaching up like a supplicant at the many feet of a throbbing, wheezing god made flesh.

Then she noticed the things below.  She cooed.  Cooed, like she was a baby again and had just received a shiny new toy, or had just seen her mother after a long absence.  And then she was reaching not up, but down.

More appropriate, Ken thought, because if this was some strange god, then surely it was a god of darkness, of abyssal regions too black to contemplate.

The mass below them was larger than the one above.  It was impossible to tell how many of the zombies were clinging to the side wall of the elevator shaft, and to each other.  Ken couldn’t tell where each ended, where each began.  There was just a massive agglomeration of oozing arms and legs, of dripping trunks and heads partially covered by black, cancerous growths.

He couldn’t see individual monsters.

But he did see the hand that reached out and grabbed the cable.

Surprisingly, the thing didn’t haul itself onto the line.  Didn’t pull itself up to where Ken and Hope and Dorcas waited, easy spoils.

It just held.

And Ken realized that the thing didn’t want to grab them itself.  That wasn’t its job.  It wasn’t its place.

Ken looked at the bridge of bodies.  Saw a half-dozen things scampering across the span.  And knew that these were the hunters.  The killers.  The beasts that would end his life.  

Half would go up to kill him and Dorcas and Aaron and Christopher.

The others would go down and finish Maggie and Liz and Buck.

The things were not only working together now, they were strategizing.

Thinking.

The first of the things was halfway across the bridge.

It had those same plate-like growths on its face.  Its cheeks were pocked with them, its forehead partially obscured.  Its eyes were completely covered.  Bristling growths had either enclosed them, or replaced them.

Ken expected the thing to fall blindly off the roiling mass of bodies under it.  But it bounded along on hands and feet with the sure movements of a spider in its web.  Roaring.  Growling.

Blind, it has to be blind.

Why doesn’t it fall?

The blind zombie roared.  And looked with eyeless eyes right at Ken and Hope.

The rest of the zombies in the shaft – the ones that had formed themselves into a bridge, the ones that still skittered like bloody roaches across the walls, all of them – shrieked as well.
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THE SOUND OF THE MONSTERS was so loud, so deafening, so nearly complete, that Ken almost didn’t hear... the other signals.

Almost didn’t hear the low thud.

Almost didn’t hear the wrenching crack.

Almost didn’t hear the whistle.

But he must have heard them all.  Must have, at least on some subliminal level.

He looked up.

Something was falling.

Something big.

Huge.

His first thought was that something new was happening.  And new was bad.  New was always bad, new was just this world’s way of trying to kill them with more variety.  Evolution was speeding up, and had focused on one task: the complete eradication of humanity.

They’re growing.  They’re already invincible and spewing acid and they climb walls and now they’re growing, dammit!

The thing fell from above, plummeting through the shaft like a piece of the night sky.

Invincible.  Acid-puke.  Stick to walls.  Growing.  What next?

And then a voice forced itself into his fragmented, panicked thoughts.  Christopher: “Timmmberrrrr!”

Ken’s fingers clenched even tighter around the cable, his arm pulled Hope so close to his chest that he wouldn’t have been surprised to hear her bones creak and crack.

The whistling increased in intensity.  So did the growling.

Then....

BOOM.

The falling mass hit the fleshy bridge that had built itself across the shaft above Ken and Dorcas.  The zombies screeched and then seemed to shatter into ten thousand fragments.  Bodies and body parts exploded in every direction.  They fell past Ken.

He saw a disembodied hand, fingers still opening and closing, and he tried to convince himself that it wasn’t reaching for him.  That it wasn’t trying to grab Hope as it passed her.

But he failed.  Because he was certain that the hand was doing just that.  No brain, completely disconnected.  But still reaching.  Still trying to kill.

Then in the next instant he saw a huge piece of what looked like rock – the mass that had plowed through the bridge above them – rocket past.

It hit the zombie with the growths covering its eyes.  The thing had time for a single abortive shriek before the gray block went right through it.  Then the massive chunk continued through the bridge, tearing it apart as violently as any explosive could have done.

“Look out below!” screamed Christopher, his voice still coming from the dim light far above.  Ken thought wildly that this must be what it was like to talk to an angel.  To hear a voice from the light of Heaven.

Sure.  If God sent angels who had weird senses of humor and dropped bricks on monsters’ heads.

But that was what had happened.  Christopher must have somehow managed to climb up and loosen some of the wreckage around the sides of the shaft.

He had saved them.  Again.

It occurred to Ken that he owed everyone in the company his life, many times over.

Hope was still screaming, but her shrieks were no longer the fever pitch they had been a moment ago.  As though when the monstrous bridges had been torn apart, so had whatever power held sway over her.

She quieted.

But there was still screaming.  Not hers, but screaming nonetheless.

It’s not over.

Ken looked up.

And saw that some of the zombies had made it.  Were on the cable above them.

And climbing down toward Dorcas.
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THERE WAS NOTHING KEN could do.  He could only watch.

Dorcas had saved him.  Not just once, but time and again.  Had dragged him unconscious through the most hostile environment, had protected him and provided for his physical and mental safety.

And now that she needed help the most, he could do nothing.  Fate was playing a cruel game, making him watch from inches away and making those inches an infinite gap.

Two zombies had made it to the cable.  One of them was missing a leg, the other was one that had flayed its way into the tunnel: no skin on its body, just gleaming, seeping muscle and bone.

They oriented themselves, then began sliding toward Dorcas as she hung below them.

“Down, down!” she screamed.

Ken started sliding, but they were on her before he had gone five feet.  They were fast, too damn fast.

She screamed again.

“Down, doowwww....”

The last word elongated into a shriek of terror.  He knew he should keep going, knew that there was nothing he could do for her.  But he stopped.

He looked.

She couldn’t do much.  She only had one good hand, and if she let go of the cable, she could die.

The things seemed to know it, too.  Not moving too fast.  Taking their time.

Getting into position.

They climbed down the cable, down onto her.

Not interested in knocking her off.  No, they were going to change her.  There was no doubt.  As soon as one or the other of them brought its face in range, it would bite her.  It would bite her and change her and the warm, brave, good woman Ken knew would be gone.

Then there would be three zombies on the cable instead of two.

Ken cursed and began reeling cable between his fingers, letting it pass through his legs.  Not knowing how far he had left to go.

Definitely knowing that it didn’t matter.  Because he only had seconds left.  And that wasn’t enough time.

The remaining zombies, the ones that still held to the walls of the shaft, resumed their growls.  As though urging on the two that were about to add to their ranks.

Hope started cooing again.

Ken looked at her.

She was smiling.  She started to laugh.

And as bad as the thought of his own death was, the sound of his little girl laughing as doom poured down on them was infinitely, exquisitely worse.
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KEN ALMOST LET GO OF the cable as what sounded like a pair of sonic booms exploded through the confined space of the shaft.

Boom.

BOOM.

And then infinite reverberations, echoes that bounced back and forth and up and down and became the entirety of Ken’s world for the space of an eternal moment.

He felt dizzy.  He closed his eyes.  Tried to find his center, tried to regain some semblance of self.

It didn’t work.

He opened his eyes and looked up in time to see one of the zombies, one of the things that had been about to bite Dorcas, let go of both her and the cable.  It was the legless one, and as it fell Ken saw that it had somehow lost a huge piece of its head as well.  Its face had turned inside out, a blasted crevasse ringed by bone and blood.

The back of its head was worse.  Just a nub of spine, a bit of hair and skin.

It wasn’t dead, though.  Of course not.  Only people died in this horrible reality, this twisted waking nightmare.

The monsters went on forever.

The legless thing fell and disappeared into the darkness of the shaft, spastically clenching its hands and arms, its one leg kicking back and forth.

Ken wondered what would happen once it finally hit bottom.

He wondered if Maggie and Liz and Buck were still alive down there.

He looked up and saw Dorcas still struggling with the other zombie.  The one that had no skin, only blood and muscle and bone.

It couldn’t bite her, not anymore.  Like its legless brother, this zombie had lost most of its head – including its teeth.  It had nothing to bite her with.  But whenever one of these things suffered what should be a killing head trauma, they seemed to go insane.  This one was no different.

So it wasn’t biting her.

It was beating her to death one-handed.
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KEN TRIED TO CLIMB.  He could have convinced himself that two of the things was too much to handle – especially when all it took was a single bite.  But now, watching his friend be pummeled only ten feet above him....

Hearing her scream.

He would hear that scream for the rest of his life if he didn’t try to stop the thing from killing her.

But he quickly discovered that wanting to go to Dorcas’ rescue was not the same as being able to do it.  He still had one hand clamped onto the cable, the other arm dedicated to holding his daughter to him.

He thought for a moment that maybe he could let go and then grab the cable a bit higher and kind of... lurch his way up to Dorcas.  A bit of wishful thinking that flew in the face of every law of physics.

He actually relaxed his grip for a moment, but the instant his fingers loosened past a certain point, he felt himself start to swing sideways and his hand clenched automatically before he lost his balance and fell away from the cable.

Hope was still laughing.  Cackling and clapping as she watched the damaged, maddened zombie pound at Dorcas’ arms, trunk, face.

What’s wrong with her?  What’s happening to my daughter?

The other zombies in the shaft were silent again.  Crawling around the walls.  Skittering almost too quickly to be seen, as though looking for something.  Probably searching for a new anchor spot.  A new location to begin building another living bridge.

The shaft was nearly silent.  Only the suction sounds of the things’ hands...

... Dorcas, weeping and praying to God and Jesus and someone to save her save her please save her...

... the muffled thud-thumps of the thing as it pounded at her flesh with its own seeping fists...

... and the chirping laughter of Ken’s daughter as she watched it all unfold with eyes agleam.

Dorcas gasped and Ken looked up and saw she was about to let go.  She couldn’t hang on any longer.

She would fall.

And Ken suddenly realized that when that happened she would fall straight down.

Straight into him.

Straight into Hope.
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“JESUS DEAR JESUS SWEET Jesus please Jesus.”

The words were a prayer, but the wet thuds between each one stripped them of their sanctity.  The thwop of flesh on flesh as the zombie pummeled Dorcas took what should have been a call for heavenly help and converted it to shattered weeping. 

The thing hit Dorcas on her already-broken arm.

She screamed.

In Ken’s arms, Hope gasped.  She sounded like she was on the verge of ecstasy.

Ken closed his eyes.  His fingers curled around the greasy cable, the metal fibers biting into his palms and drawing stinging tears from his eyes.

“Oh Jesus please Jesus please –“

“Get offa her!”

Ken’s eyes jerked open, his chin snapped up.

The thing was still on Dorcas.  One wet hand held to the cable, the other was drawn back, pulled into a tight fist and ready to rain a final blow onto her face.  Dorcas was weeping, crying, praying through lips that were bloody and split.

And Aaron flew out of the darkness like vengeance made flesh.  He was flipped upside down, his legs twined around the cable, holding his .357 Magnum with his left hand.  Smoke poured from the barrel and Ken realized belatedly that that was what must have made the explosions.  Aaron had finally used his last two bullets.  Had blown the heads off the zombies that were crawling on Dorcas.

Ken had to consciously refrain from shuddering.  The cowboy had made the shot in near-perfect darkness, and so far away that Ken couldn’t even see him.  He had done it hanging upside down, and using his left hand.

And the shots had been perfect.  Two head-shots, negating the instant threat, buying Dorcas a few precious seconds.

Ken made a mental note never to get on Aaron’s bad side.

Aaron dropped the last few feet and hit the zombie before it could slam its final punch down on Dorcas.  The cowboy’s gun didn’t have any more bullets, but he used it as a combination battering ram/stake, driving the shining barrel into the crater that had once been the monster’s head.

Aaron’s hand disappeared into the thing’s neck.  The zombie jerked.  Aaron grunted and twisted his arm as it jammed vertically through the zombie’s throat.

The zombie made a strange noise, a kind of hiccupping cough.  Then it shuddered and fell away from Dorcas, peeling off her like a grotesque second skin.

It fell past Ken and Hope.  So close that some of the blood from the thing’s peeled flesh wiped across Ken’s forearm.  It was tacky and surprisingly cool.  A breeze followed the thing, and a moment later he heard a thud, then a scream somewhere below him.

“Maggie?” he shouted.

There was no answer.

Dorcas was crying.  Shaking so hard that Ken could feel the vibrations in the cable.

He looked back up as Aaron grabbed the cable with his blood-drenched hand and flipped himself over in a move that Ken couldn’t even have described, let alone hoped to duplicate.  Then the cowboy’s legs were wrapped around the cable and he was once again right-side-up, his face only inches from Dorcas’.

“It’s okay,” said the stocky older man.

Dorcas’ eyes were closed, her face a mass of blood and bruising.  Aaron used his right sleeve to mop some of the blood from her face.  “It’s okay,” he said again, his voice so low Ken could barely here it.  “I gotcha, girl.”

Dorcas nodded.  She was sobbing.  But the sobs slowed a bit when Aaron put his arm around her.  And slowed still more when he said, “Let’s get outta this damn place.”

It grew brighter as he spoke.  Christopher was coming down.

“Did I miss anything?” he hollered.

Dorcas started laughing.  Still crying, but laughing as well, as though refusing to let distress claim her completely.  Refusing to be cowed.

“Not much,” she managed a second later.  She looked down at Ken.  “Don’t just hang there staring up my petticoats.  Get a move on!”

Ken nodded.  He started down again.

And tried not to think about the zombies he saw a few feet above Christopher, clinging to each other, clinging to the wall.  

Building another bridge.
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HOPE STOPPED LAUGHING.

“You okay, Hope?” Ken said.  He didn’t stop descending.  Just kept letting the cable slide through his grease- and blood-soaked palm.  Kept letting himself drop foot by aching foot into the black.

Hope didn’t answer.

He spared a glance at her.  She was staring up at nothing.

He didn’t know what to do for her.  She hadn’t been bitten.  She couldn’t have been.  If she had been bitten, she would have changed already.  She wouldn’t be Hope, she would be dead and gone, just a corpse that hadn’t been buried.

But something was happening to her.

And there’s nothing you can do about it now.  So just move.

He dropped through infinity.  Wondering if his descent would ever end, or if the change that had come over the earth had also changed the elevator shaft.  What if it went on forever?  What if it just kept going until Ken and the rest of the survivors found themselves in the deepest pits of Hell?

We’re already there.

And there was truth in that.

Derek was gone, after all.  His son was gone.  His wife was somewhere beyond his reach, his baby girl with her.

And his daughter... what was happening to Hope?

She was cooing again.  And he felt something in the cable.  A shiver.  A tremble.

“Guys.”  Christopher’s voice floated down from above, the tones of a strangely lighthearted oracle.  “We should hurry.”

And the way he said it told Ken why Hope was cooing.  She had sensed it before anyone.

The zombies had bridged to the cable again.  And there was no way to knock more debris down on them.

The vibrations in the cable became more pronounced, and it wasn’t hard for Ken to imagine the hands and feet gripping the metal fibers, slipping down hand over hand.  Skinless fingers feeling their way down in the dark, questing for helpless prey.

“Faster,” someone whispered from above.  Ken couldn’t tell who it was.

He opened his grip on the cable.  Opened it until he was nearly falling.  Preferring to die on impact than be captured by the things above him.

The air whipped past his ears, whistling and whining.

But it couldn’t hide the sound of growls above.

Or the sound of his daughter sighing and giggling in his arms.

“Yes,” she whispered.  “Yessssss.”
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KEN HIT SOMETHING.  His left foot hit first, and a bolt of pain seared through his toes, his ankle, his shin, his thigh bone.  His hip almost buckled under him.

He had fallen too many times today.  He had twisted his back.  He didn’t know what it was, exactly, but there was something going wrong inside him.

He stumbled back, off-balance.

It registered – albeit dimly – that there was something to stumble back on.  That he was on some kind of flooring.  Terra firma.

Then his heel collided with something hard.  His left heel, of course.  New pain rocketed up to his back.  He screamed.

Hope giggled.

He realized he had let go of the elevator cable.  He probably would have let go of Hope, too, if she hadn’t been more or less attached to him with his belt.

He tripped over whatever it was, falling backward in a series of jumbled half-steps that took him away from the cable, away from the only tether he had had on location or direction.

His right foot went behind him, a reverse lunge step.  Too far for comfort, and the agony in his back increased.

His foot came down on nothing.  Nothing at all.  Just dark, empty air.

Ken had a panicked moment to wonder what was happening.  A terrified instant to realize that he must have reached the bottom of the elevator cable.  To then understand that the logical thing at the bottom of an elevator cable would be the elevator itself.

And that he was about to fall off the side of it.

Hope clapped gleefully in the dark.  Laughing as Ken pitched into nothing.
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THE FALL WAS SHORT.

Less than a few inches.  And it came with a tearing sound.

Someone grunted.

“Help me, you idiot.”

Ken didn’t recognize the voice.  It wasn’t one of the survivors, one of his people.

Then he saw the form in the darkness, huge and black.  Fear rippled through him for a moment, joining the pain in his back and leg and creating a strangely discordant harmony of terror and agony.

“Help... me....”

Ken felt himself slipping backward.  Downward.  The dark figure moved toward him.

He finally realized who it was.  It was Buck.  The big man had caught Ken’s shirt sleeve.  The shirt – the ridiculous long-sleeve thing that said “I went to BOISE and all I got was this STUPID SHIRT (and a raging case of the CLAP).” that Ken had gotten from a dead man – was not designed to bear a person’s body weight, and it was tearing.  He could hear it ripping at the seams, pulling away from him.

And then what?

Ken grabbed for Buck’s shaded form.  The other man grunted as Ken accidentally flailed and hit him a half-dozen times before finally managing to get a good grip on his arm.  Buck backed up slowly, and Ken felt himself drawn back to the top of the elevator car.

He made it all of two steps before kicking something else and tripping.  At least this time he tripped forward.

“Jesus,” snapped Buck.  “Can’t you stand up straight?”

“Sorry,” Ken mumbled.  Then he screamed as pain lanced through his ankle.  Not nerve pain, not whatever was wrong with his back and left leg.  In fact, this wasn’t his left leg at all.

It was his right leg.  His right ankle.

He looked down.

And screamed again.  Not merely in pain, not merely in horror.  This time it was revulsion and a sense that right and wrong had abandoned themselves, that madness reigned supreme.

The zombies that had bridged to the cable had been shattered.  They had been broken.  But they had not been destroyed.  And the proof was all around him.  The proof was at his feet.  The proof held tight to his foot.

A hand had somehow grabbed his ankle.  The hand led to a forearm, but the forearm did not in turn lead to anything else.  It simply ended.

Ken flashed to watching Thing on reruns of The Addams Family.  The disembodied hand skittered around and caused mischief wherever it went.  A ridiculous sight gag made even more ridiculous by what passed for special effects back then.

But what held onto Ken’s leg was no special effect.  It was real.  And holding so tightly he could already feel his foot going numb.  Blood started to seep around the hand as the pressure of the grip started to shear Ken’s skin away from his flesh.

His knees buckled and he almost went down.  Stopped himself.

Next to him was a head.  A still-moving head.  Eyes staring in rage.  Mouth opening and closing.

What if he had fallen on it?

What if it bit him?

He reeled back.  Felt gorge rising in his throat.

Buck grunted.  He shuffled forward and punted the decapitated head like a football, kicking it off the side of the elevator before kneeling next to Ken and ripping the hand away in one brute motion.  Ken yelled as the hand tore more skin from his already-lacerated flesh.

“Come on,” said Buck.

Ken nodded.  Tried not to notice how much of the top of the elevator was moving.

Failed.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]




58


[image: image]


––––––––
[image: image]


KEN ONLY TOOK A SINGLE step before he asked, “Where’s Maggie?”

“Who’s Maggie?”

A double-thud interrupted them.  Ken saw two bodies, nearly intertwined, land on the elevator.  Dorcas and Aaron.  The cowboy still had his arm around Dorcas, and seemed hesitant to let go of her even when they had both feet on the solid platform of the elevator.

“Move, move, move!”

The light grew brighter around them.  Ken looked up.

Christopher was a few feet above.  Coming down fast.

And behind him, it looked like the darkness itself had come alive.
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KEN HAD SEEN CHRISTOPHER climb through places he would have thought were inaccessible.  The kid was a born daredevil, a combination of adrenaline junky and natural ability.

But he was losing ground to the teeming mass of things that clambered over each other as they climbed down the cable behind him.

Ken looked at Buck.  Even in the dim light of Christopher’s flashlight, he could see the big man pale visibly.

“Come on,” said Buck.

He yanked Ken – still stumbling – over the uneven mass of machinery and broken cables that comprised the top of the elevator car.  And now that the light had grown a bit brighter, Ken could also see how close he had come to pitching off the side and into nothing.  They were nowhere near the bottom of the shaft.  It had to be at least another five or six floors to the ground, and who knew what that would even look like?

Buck had saved him.

And now the big man was leading him to a dark gap in the top of the elevator.

“Emergency hatch,” said Buck, seeming to key off Ken’s look.

Ken hesitated.  When a horde of monsters was on your trail, going into a windowless box didn’t seem like the wisest course.

“Get in,” said Buck.

“Are you nuts?” said Aaron behind them.

Ken looked over his shoulder.  The cowboy was casting about, looking for alternate escape routes.

“There’s nowhere else,” said Buck.  His voice rose to a screech, half pleading, half enraged.  Then he shook his head as though resigned.  “Fine, do what you want.”

He moved to the hatch and squatted beside it.  Then looked at Ken.  “But your wife is in here.”

Then he dropped down and disappeared into the black square.
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KEN’S FEET STARTED moving the second he heard Buck say Maggie was in the elevator.  It didn’t even occur to him that the man might be lying.  Not until he was bent over the darkness, looking down and wondering what the best way would be to get in.

Alive.  She’s alive.

He sat on the edge of the hatchway, dangling his legs into darkness.  Even knowing Mags was down there, it made his skin crawl to see himself disappear so suddenly and completely.

We’re all going to die.

Unless we give up.

Give in.

Ken realized that he was hearing the growling from the things above.  That his thoughts were somehow being coopted by the zombies’ hypnotic howls and rumbles.  But it didn’t matter.

He didn’t want to go down there.  Not into the darker dark.  Not now.

Give up.

He felt something warm at his cheek.  Hope had laid her head on his chest, looking up at him – or at the things coming down the cable – and she was moaning, her breath warm on his face.  An unnerving smile on her small features.  She looked sad and hungry and hopeful and gleeful and afraid all at once.

“Dammit.”

Ken saw Aaron kick something over the side of the elevator.  A twitching thing that could have been an arm or a leg and that in any just and right world should not have moved at all.  The cowboy turned to look at Dorcas, who was staring at him.

“Buck was right.  Nowhere else to go.”

“I don’t want to –“ Dorcas began.

Aaron shook his head.  Looked up, then grabbed her around the shoulders and hustled her the few steps across the top of the elevator.

“We don’t have a choice.”

Give up.

Give in.

Give up.

Give in.

The elevator shook as Christopher touched down.

Ken pushed himself off the edge of the hatchway.  He fell into darkness once more.  Landed and took a stumbling step away, thinking dimly that he had to get out of the way before the others came in.

He was right.  He barely moved out of the way before another black figure came into the cab.  The form didn’t fall, but was lowered by one arm.  Dorcas.

Aaron followed, jumping easily to the floor, his cowboy boots thudding as he landed.

Only Christopher left.  And as the young man started to lower himself in Ken realized:

Who would close the escape door?  It wouldn’t do much good to run in here and then leave a clear opening for the things to follow.

“Wait –“ he began.

Too late.

Christopher dropped in with a grunt.  A thick clunk followed him almost instantly: the sound of metal clacking against metal, of wood and plastic bouncing up and then settling down again just as fast.

He pulled it shut.  He pulled the hatch shut.

Ken didn’t feel like rejoicing, though.  Because the things that were following the young man had already shown an ability to get through doors.  What about closed hatches?

Was it even locked?

Christopher landed in a crouch, still holding Buck’s LED light.  He straightened and turned around quickly, illuminating the other survivors.

And Ken finally saw Maggie.  She stood beside the closed doors of the elevator, leaning over and around the still-slumped form of Liz.  The toddler’s skin looked pale and waxy, and Ken feared the worst.  Then he saw a thin stream of spit spill out of his baby’s mouth, catching the light for an instant before it broke off and hit the floor.

He’d never been so happy to see one of his children drooling.  Because the dead didn’t produce saliva, did they?

“Maggie,” he said.  He supposed he should have shouted it, should have screamed it and leaped across the cab to her.  But the word was barely a whisper, and he didn’t move at all.

He was afraid she wasn’t real.

He was afraid he was seeing, not a woman, but a memory.  A hope of something gone.

Maggie turned her head.  She didn’t look happy to see him; barely looked at him at all.  She looked at Buck.  “It won’t open,” she said.

“Maggie.”  This time he said it a little louder.  He managed to take a step toward her, and reached for her.

“Don’t touch me.”  She didn’t scream.  A scream would have been better.  A scream would have splashed all over the inside of the elevator, would have hit everything and everyone and maybe spread some of the venom around.  Instead, the words seemed to hit Ken square in the face.  He felt like he’d been punched, or like someone had taken a hammer to the bridge of his nose.

Total silence reigned.  No one seemed to breathe, as though all that had come before was merely a precursor, a curtain call to this main event.

Ken knew what was happening.  You didn’t stay happily married for as long as he had without understanding your spouse.  You didn’t understand your spouse without seeing the things they loved.  And you didn’t see the things they loved without understanding their deepest fears.

She had seen Derek fall.

She had seen Derek change.

And it didn’t matter that it hadn’t been Ken’s fault.  That there was nothing he could have done.  That Derek had done it himself in a stunning display of selfless courage.  She couldn’t blame Derek for what had happened.  You didn’t blame the hero for the loss.  And the girls... too young to bear responsibility for what happened to Derek.

So that left Ken.

He wondered for a moment if his marriage was over.  If the Armageddon that had killed so much of the world had also murdered his marriage.  And wondered if that would render his life worthless.  So much of who he now was began with the words husband and father.

What if half of that was gone?

Maggie’s face was phasing through a series of emotions, none of them good.  Distrust, anger, confusion, fear, sorrow.  All of them seeming like sharp knives cast directly at him.

Then Maggie seemed to notice Hope.  The little girl was still keening.  Almost singing wordlessly from her perch on Ken’s chest.  Reaching toward the ceiling, staring up with fever-bright eyes that did not notice or did not care to see her mother only a few short feet away.

“What’s wrong with her?” Maggie said.  It was almost a whimper, the venom gone from her voice as fast as it had come.  Now there was only fear.  Terror that bit as deeply and painfully as had the hate.

“I don’t know.”  His words sounded empty.  Sounded like the worst kind of lie: the truth of helpless despair.

Give up.

Give in.

Ken stepped toward Maggie.  He felt like if he could hold her, could even touch her hand, they could fix this.  They could get through this.

He knew they could survive as long as the family remained.  Derek was gone, but they could endure.  The family could ride out the storm.

Something hit the top of the elevator.  Then something else.  Then the whole cab shook as what sounded like a hundred feet pounded across the ceiling.

A moment later, the strange sucking noises Ken had heard before oozed their way into the elevator, and thumps and thuds resounded through the walls of the suspended cage that had become their world.

And then noises came through the floor.

The things were crawling on the walls.  Everywhere.  Above, below, around them.

Something coughed outside the elevator.  A gagging, choking noise that made Ken’s hackles rise, because he knew what it meant.

Smoke started seeping in through one of the corners of the elevator where the back wall met the ceiling.

Something else coughed.  More smoke, this time coming from the floor.

“They’re gonna burn their way in,” said Dorcas.

“Or just burn us,” said Christopher.
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BUCK WAS ON THE DOOR in an instant.  “Move!” he yelled.  He shoved Maggie out of the way, and Ken saw Liz’s head snap to the side as his wife was pushed with her oh-so-precious cargo.

“Hey!” shouted Ken.  He jumped at Buck.  Not really knowing what he was going to do, only knowing that the man had lain hands on his wife, had bounced his baby girl around like she was less important than a sack of flour.

He thought he might be able to kill the man.  He wondered for an instant if the only monsters were the ones outside the elevator.

The floor lurched.  Not just a little, either.  Ken’s feet almost went out from under him as the world suddenly tilted to the right, to the left.  Then dropped a good six inches.

Screams.  Everyone in the elevator seemed to be hollering at once, either in panic or trying to stop others from panicking.

“We’re gonna fall!”  Christopher.

“Oh, Jesus, please!”  Dorcas.

“Someone help me get this damn door open!”  Buck.

“Kenny!”  Maggie.

“Everyone shut up!”  Aaron.

And his voice did it.  He was standing in the back corner of the elevator, the only one who seemed to be unaffected by the sudden jouncing.  “The elevator won’t fall.”

“What if the cable breaks?”  Buck again.  He was scrabbling at the doors with his fingers, and Ken could see dark streaks on the burnished metal.  Blood.  The man had already broken his skin and nails, clawing at a door that wouldn’t open.

We’re going to die here.

“The cable don’t matter,” said Aaron.  “There’s electromagnetic brakes on the rails.”

Buck hesitated for a moment in his panic-scratching.  Turned and stared at Aaron in amazement, as though he had just found the blue-ribbon winner in the idiot contest.  “Electromagnets don’t work when the power’s out, you dumb shit.”

Aaron’s jaw clenched.  In a low voice he said, “The electromagnets keep the brakes open.  So when the power goes out, they clamp down.  No power, no falling.”  He took a step toward Buck.  “And you need to calm down or I will calm you down.  Forcefully.”

Buck looked like he was going to rise to the threat, but instead he doubled over in a coughing fit.  Smoke had saturated the elevator cab.  Ken’s eyes were watering, and the light in Christopher’s hand was being dampened by a greasy yellow-gray smog.

Buck straightened.  “Don’t...” (coughing) “... tell me to....”

He couldn’t finish.

Ken saw something.  He didn’t recognize it at first.  And then recognized it, but couldn’t believe it.

He had seen the zombies vomiting acid.  The bilious stuff was black and thick, a tarry fluid that melted through metal and concrete and wood with equal ease.

But that was what he had seen in the light of day.

Here, in the gloom of the dark and smoke-filled cab, Ken saw a dot of light on the ceiling, a purplish glint that reminded him of the black lights the DJs used for some of the high school dances –

(Only there’s no more high school, there’s no more world, for crying out loud.)

– or at some of the clubs he and Maggie used to go to.  Smoke roiled around it, and a low sizzling skittered through the cab.  The acid glowed.  It burned, both inside and outside.  But the light it brought was cold.  Cold light that burned.  Beautiful color that would kill.

The sight of it made discordant bells go off in Ken’s head.

The glowing drop of acid finished searing its way through the ceiling tiles.  It rolled into a ball and began to elongate, an oval pearl extending into the cab right above Buck’s head.

Ken grabbed the big man and yanked him over.  Hope squealed as she was pancaked between the two of them, but Ken didn’t have time to worry about whether he had frightened her, or if she was even reacting to this or to some other, unseen stimulus.

“What the hell are –“  Buck fell on top of Ken, but stopped speaking when he saw the acid fall to the floor and start sizzling through the spot where he had been standing.

Everyone moved instinctively to the sides of the cab.

Ken cast his eyes around.  Looking for Maggie.  Caught her glance, saw the terror in her eyes.

The car lurched again.  He wondered how many of the things were on the walls and ceiling of the elevator, how many were clinging below the floor.  How many would it hold?  Surely the brakes would have to give out eventually.

So would they fall to their deaths?

Be asphyxiated by the smoke?

Or be burnt by the acid?

He looked at Buck.  The man was shaking.  “The doors won’t open,” the big man said.  He sounded like he wanted to add the words, “I want my mommy.”  Instead he simply repeated, “The doors won’t open.”

And Ken saw more acid – not a drop this time but a stream – gathering on a crack in the ceiling directly above him.
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A SCREAM PULLED KEN’S attention away from the beading string of glowing liquid above him.

It was Aaron.  Not just screaming now, but shrieking.  And coming from the unflappable cowboy the sound was nearly as out of place as the sight of the disembodied hand that had gripped Ken’s leg earlier.

Still howling, Aaron shook his left arm, then slammed into the wall of the elevator, not seeming to mind that he hit his dislocated and broken fingers into the wall.

Ken had seen a rabid animal once.  A wolf.  He was eleven, hiking a trail near Caldwell with his Webelos Scout den.  It was late fall, and an early snow had already fallen.  Some of the parents wanted to cancel the hike, but the Den Mother, a woman named Mrs. Prescott who Ken remembered as being lanky and so strong she could probably bench press God, had successfully argued that the drive to Caldwell would probably be the most dangerous part of the trip.

She was mostly right.  The hike was nice.  Snow frosted the evergreens that anchored the edges of the trail, but little of it was on the trail itself.  The scouts were bundled up in layers of clothes and most had thermoses of hot chocolate in their coats.  It was fun.  Just enough snow to make a snowball from time to time, not enough to make it miserable.

Ken had run ahead to avoid being hit by a snowball, in fact, when he saw the wolf.  He ran around a sharp curve in the trail and saw the beast.  It wasn’t doing anything.  Just standing there.  Its fur was black with white spots, its muzzle streaked with flecks of froth and blood.

Ken froze.  The wolf didn’t seem to notice him at first.  It was biting its own leg.  Then it spun around three times, chasing not its tail but nothing at all.

Mrs. Prescott came around the corner next.  The wolf noticed Ken now.  It growled, drawing its muzzle back to show teeth so long and sharp that Ken thought he was going to faint dead away.

The wolf jumped at him.  And Mrs. Prescott proved to be not only strong, but a believer in concealed carry laws.  She pulled a gun out from under her jacket and pulled the trigger and put a single shot right through the wolf’s right cheek.

The wolf flopped at Ken’s feet.  He screamed and cried.  Mrs. Prescott held him and rocked him and told the other Den Mother – Ken could never remember her name – to take the boys back to the cars while she waited next to the wolf’s body until someone could call in the shot and get the thing hauled off for testing.

Ken didn’t go back to scouts much after that.  But he remembered the look in the wolf’s eyes when it jumped.  That mad, lost look.

And that was what he was seeing in Aaron.  Pain and a need to do the irrational that was so deep-seated it became sublime.

The cowboy rammed himself into the wall.  Again and again.  Then began rubbing the left side of his body against the wall, writhing against it like he was trying out for a job as the world’s worst exotic dancer.

And still screaming.

“He’s changing,” said Christopher, shrinking away from Aaron.

Then Aaron charged at Ken.
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KEN WAS STILL ON THE floor, still half-pinned by Buck’s larger form.  He couldn’t move couldn’t move couldn’t move.

And even if he had been able to move... where would he have gone?

They were all stuck.  Trapped.

Aaron rushed across the elevator.  It was large, perhaps a freight elevator.  Something used to haul up large furniture or machinery.  Things the building management wouldn’t want the tenants to see on a regular basis.

Thank goodness, at least we’ll die discretely.

Not a huge consolation.  Ken had a second to remember Aaron wading into a stairwell full of zombies – and somehow emerging with only a few broken fingers – before the cowboy’s deadly hands reached for him.

He shouted.  Tried to scramble away.

“Ken!” screamed Maggie.

“Don’t!” yelled Dorcas.

Aaron ignored them both.  Smoke seemed to be pouring from his body, transforming him into a monster.

Buck lurched.  “Leave them alone,” said the man.  His voice cracked.  But he tried to get between Aaron and Ken.  Or maybe between Aaron and Hope, who was suddenly silent.

Either way, Aaron smashed a fist into Buck’s chin, sending the big man rolling into the elevator doors, crashing into Maggie’s legs.  He lay there and coughed and spat blood.

Aaron grabbed Ken.

Ken tried to get his hands up.  He had fought before.  He had taken martial arts his entire life.  He should be able to do something.  Anything.

He made a fist.

Aaron slapped his balled-up hand away.

Punched his throat.

And suddenly, Ken couldn’t breathe.
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THIS IS HOW YOU DIE.  The world doesn’t explode.  The monsters don’t kill you.  It’s a crazy cowboy karate-chopping your throat.

The thoughts bounced around in Ken’s head like BBs in a blender.  He felt like he was overheating.  Could practically hear himself overheating.

But that was wrong, wasn’t it?

Shouldn’t he be going numb?

Shouldn’t he be dying... faster?

He realized Aaron was shaking him.  Yelling.  Not screaming, not shrieking.  Yelling.  Words.

“Stop trying to hit me, ya crazy kid!”

And Ken realized that he was still pummeling at Aaron with his good hand, still had his bad hand wrapped as much as possible around Hope, pinning her to him.  She was silent, head down on his chest like she was looking forward to hearing the last beats of his heart.

Aaron batted Ken’s hand away again, and his face screwed up in a scowl.  “Quit it or I’ll crack you in the throat again.”

That penetrated the fog that had invaded Ken’s brain.  He also realized he was breathing.  Not dead at all.  Somehow alive, somehow still breathing.

His throat hurt like hell.

“Why’d you....”  His voice sounded like a combination of rusty nails and chunks of dirt.  He hacked.  Tried again.  “Why’d you hit me.”

“’Cause you weren’t gonna move and I didn’t have time to chat.”

Aaron looked up.  Then down.

Ken followed his gaze.  Gulped.  “Thank you,” he said.  His voice came out as a murmur, and this time it had nothing to do with his bruised vocal cords.  “Thank you.”

“Welcome.”  Aaron looked again at the hole where the acid had eaten through the ceiling, and the matching hole in the floor where Ken’s head had been a moment before.  “Don’t imagine you’d have liked that.”

“I thought....”  Ken coughed.  The sound was louder than he expected.  He realized it was silent in the cab.  “I thought you were changing.”

“Why would you think that?”  Aaron seemed torn between amusement and offense.

“You went all crazy.”

Aaron showed him his left arm.  A long line of black, charred flesh ran from his shoulder to his elbow.  “Some of that goo hit me.  Just a drop, and it did this.”  He shuddered.  “Never felt anything like that.  And I been through some things.”

The elevator pitched again, falling a few inches.

“We can’t stay here,” Dorcas whispered.

“How do we get out?” said Christopher.  The two of them were in the far corner, nearly holding one another as though they had taken refuge in each other’s arms when Aaron had gone crazy.

“The doors won’t open.  They’re stuck,” said Buck, rolling over and clutching his nose.  Blood streamed from his fingers and spattered the floor.

Ken realized something in that instant.

He had thought before that it was silent in the car.  He was wrong.  It wasn’t silent in the car.  It was silent outside.

In the next moment, Hope sighed.  Ken looked at his daughter.  She was grinning in a way he had never seen.  An old smile, the smile not of an innocent child, but of someone who has seen far too many things that are far too dark.

She winked.

And outside the car, several coughs sounded.

Acid sizzled.  Not randomly, but directly above Buck’s head, above Dorcas and Christopher, above Ken and Aaron.

The things outside had found a way to target them.
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EVERYONE MOVED.

Ken tried to roll away.  Got tangled in himself.  He heard the sssss-hissss of acid above him.

Feet pounded on the floor.

He grunted.  Rolled on his bad hand.  The stumps of his missing fingers scraped on the floor.  He almost screamed, but something stopped him.  He bit his tongue and the inside of his cheek.  The new pain drew his mind away from the red bloom of agony centered at the stumps of his missing fingers.

Hope was still smiling.  Grinning.

How do they know where we are?

The thought entered his mind that they knew because Hope was here.  That they knew because she knew.

She was wrapped in that crap for hours.

What if they did something to her?

What if they changed her somehow?  Made her one of them?  A spy?  What if they see whatever she sees?

No.  That’s impossible.

Of course, everything else that had happened in these hours was impossible as well.  Why not one more thing?

And the answer was simple: if the things knew everything they were doing, then there was no hope of escape.  So that couldn’t be the answer.  Because it would be a useless answer.  And Ken wouldn’t accept a solution that ended with his family and the rest of the survivors – the rest of humanity – doomed.

So no.  Not some kind of telepathy.

What else?

He tried to get to his feet.  Hope’s weight on his chest, her body dragging at the belt that cinched them both together, pulled him off-center.  He almost fell again.  His good hand went down on the floor.  Fingers plunged into nothing.

There was a hole there.

Something grabbed his fingers.

He pulled them back, terror wringing a curse from his lips.  The things were underneath.  Waiting for someone to put a hand through the floor, perhaps?  Just waiting to bite?

What would happen if someone changed in here?

The answer was a nightmare movie that played out quickly in his mind.

He realized the others were screaming as they moved away from the acid that hissed through the ceiling.  Realized that everyone was making noise.  Too much noise to think.

Buck’s foot went through a hole in the floor.  He yelled and yanked it out, and Ken saw fingers clutching at the man’s heel.

Maggie cried out in terror.

Dorcas hollered as Christopher was almost splattered by a stream of acid that fell from above, then splashed against a wall that hissed and started to dissolve.

Smoke.

Coughing.

Screaming.

Too much noise.

Can’t think.

Too much.

And Ken suddenly understood.

The elevator fell another three inches.  More.

Screams.

He didn’t know if they would have enough time to get out.  The things outside were too many and too heavy.  The brakes must be shot.

They were going to fall.
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“SHUT UP!”

Ken’s shout worked, though probably more because they were surprised at the outburst than because of any inherent power in his still-gravelly voice.  Everyone fell silent.  Trying to split glances between him, the sizzling ceiling tiles, and the spots that were gradually opening in the floor.

He gestured them to move toward the center of the cab.  Finger over his lips.

It had been silent.

Hope had been silent.

She had been cooing and calling on the cables.  And even in the elevator for a few moments.

Then she stopped.

Why?

And Ken had thought that it was quiet for a moment in the cab, but he was wrong.  It had been quiet outside.  The things, the growling, snuffling, snarling things, had been silent.

He remembered the ones that bounded over the bridge of their fellows.  The ones with eyes covered.  Blind, but not falling.

Chirping.

And the acid falling from the ceiling.  Vomited forth after each of them screamed, or spoke.

They were listening.  The monsters were hearing.  Targeting them like sub-killers looking for U-boats.  Dropping acid instead of depth charges, but the idea was the same.

Silence was salvation.

Ken pulled everyone together.

The sizzle-spit-crackle of burning acid was the only sound.

The elevator cracked.  Plunged a full foot.  Christopher inhaled, and Ken wondered if the young man was going to scream and kill them all.

Dorcas slammed her hand over his mouth.  She nodded at Ken.  She understood.

They stood in a tight circle.

Waiting.

The elevator creaked around them.

What now?
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HOPE WAS STARING AT him.

Liz still dangled from the carrier on Maggie’s chest.  Ken wondered if it was better this way.  He didn’t know if he would be able to deal with it if she opened her eyes and stared at him with that same knowing gaze, or gave him the same grin that Hope kept turning on him.

He looked away from her.  Back at Maggie.  Her eyes flitted to his eyes, then away, to his eyes, then away.  Not looking at anything else, but not able to face him for long, either.

We’re in trouble.

He knew it wasn’t just the elevator, either.  Wasn’t just now.  It was Derek.  It was losing their son.

He was the father.  He was the protector.  The one thing he was supposed to do was keep his family alive.

And he had failed.

He turned to the front of the elevator.  More to avoid having to look at Maggie than for any concrete reason, but as he turned he thought of something.

They’re not smart.

Yes, they are.

But not smarter than us.

He went to the doors.  Careful to avoid putting his foot through the hole that Buck had nearly plunged his own leg through a moment before.  The doors were open a quarter-inch.  Enough to wedge his fingertips between.  No more.  He pulled with his good hand.

No give.

He cast his eyes at Buck.  The big man was gazing at him with an “I told you so” look, large arms crossed over his chest.

Ken nodded for him to join him at the front of the cab.  Buck hesitated as though deciding how much of a fuss to put up.  Then he seemed to remember they were all in this together.

He came to Ken’s side.  “They won’t move.”  He whispered the words.

Ken looked up.  Waited for a cough.  For acid to rain on them.  Nothing.

He looked back at Buck.  “Pull them,” he whispered.

“Didn’t you hear me?”

“Just do it.”

Buck sighed.  He couldn’t fit his fingers in the crack.  Just lay the bloody pads of his fingers against the edges of the door and began scrabbling.

Ken took a deep breath.

And began making noise.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]




68


[image: image]


––––––––
[image: image]


BUCK STARED AT KEN in horror, and stopped pulling for a moment.

Two hands stabbed out and took his place.  Christopher.  Grin back in its normal position, his fingers darting into the crack and pulling for all he was worth as Ken continued banging away at the door.

Whud... whud... whud....

The sound of his fist thumping against the door sounded not merely loud, but deafening in the space.  The crackle of burning floor and ceiling tiles was the only other noise, an eerie and almost painful crepitation that crawled through the empty spaces in the cab like a many-legged insect.

Whud... whud....

Something coughed above him.

Not directly above, I hope.

He looked down.  Hope was still staring at him.  Not smiling, not looking with that too-knowing gaze.  She appeared almost confused, and Ken chose to take that as a good sign.

He kept hammering at the door.  Three more hits.

Another cough.  Gagging and rasping.  The first time he had seen one of the things vomit the acid, the stuff had melted its own flesh.  He wondered if that would happen every time; if the things would have to essentially suicide to produce this weapon.

That’s assuming they’re not already dead.

The world had gone insane hours ago.  The pre-change rules no longer applied.

The sound of sizzling, the acid-smell of charring plastic and metal drew Ken’s attention outward.

He looked up.  Waiting for the glowing appearance of the acid.  Expecting it to fall through the ceiling, to splash over his face, to burn through his skull and fry his brain to mush.

Nothing.

Something else was happening, though.

“You feel that?” whispered Christopher.

Ken nodded.  And banged harder. 
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“IT’S STARTING TO HURT!”

“I know!”

“Really!”

“I know!”

Ken was aware they were no longer whispering.  But he didn’t care.  He couldn’t let it stop him.  He kept hitting the door.  Kept pounding at it – with both fists now, even though each hit with his maimed left hand sent shockwaves of pain through his entire body.

The things were moving again.  They sounded surprisingly light, a soughing of leaves overhead, a sighing of wind to the sides and beneath their feet.

Then more gagging, more coughing.  More sizzling.

More heat.

The elevator doors were starting to get hot to the touch.  Ken had gambled that the things were following the sounds the survivors were making.  Had hoped that if he hit the doors, the monsters would spew acid on them – behind them – and maybe melt whatever was holding them locked in place.

So far it hadn’t worked.  The zombies weren’t puking acid directly on their heads, true, so that much had worked out.  But the doors were still solidly shut.  And getting hot.  Acid must be waterfalling its way down the other side of the metal.  Eating through from that side.

The elevator began sliding down.

Ken looked at Aaron.  The cowboy shook his head.  Just an inch to the left, an inch to the right, but it was enough to communicate that whatever brakes had been holding the elevator aloft were giving out.

Christopher was groaning.  A low, animal moan.  Pain.  But he didn’t stop pulling the doors.

Buck started pulling as well.  Shouldered Ken aside and yanked on the doors.

Something inside the mechanism pinged.

The doors slid open a few inches.

Far enough to allow one of the zombies – one that had climbed down from the elevator, perhaps, or maybe one that had been looking through the building proper for them – to heave itself into the elevator.
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THE THING LURCHED FORWARD, and Ken saw Christopher fling himself back.  He didn’t shout.

No one did.

It was as though the cab was no longer filled with the living, but with the dead.  With ghosts who were only going through the motions of life, but stripped of all voice.

Buck didn’t move away.

He grabbed a hank of the zombie’s hair.  Slammed the thing’s head sideways into the acid-heated elevator doors.  Flesh bubbled and the zombie screamed.

Ken moved forward, not sure what he was going to do, but sure he couldn’t let the thing get into the cab.  Sure he couldn’t let it bite Buck.

The elevator fell.  Not a small drop this time.  Probably ten feet.  Everyone tumbled to the floor.

And still not a sound.

Not even when Buck managed to stand and Ken realized the big man was still holding onto the zombie’s hair.  Still holding the thing’s snapping head at bay... even though the head was no longer attached to anything else.  The body had been left behind, neatly decapitated by the ceiling as the elevator fell.

Buck held the head at arm’s length, his face almost comically disgusted.  The zombie’s teeth opened and closed, its teeth clapping and gnashing.  No sound came from its mouth.

Not breathing.

No heart.

As Ken watched, the stump of the neck started to froth.  Bone and blood and muscle disappeared, sealed over by a waxy yellow substance that reminded him of the stuff the zombies had been secreting in the building where he found his family.

Before Derek died.

Don’t think that.

What the hell is HAPPENING?

The frothing stopped.  The zombie’s eyes rolled around, looking from one person in the cab to another.  It was still silent, but its teeth kept snapping.

Ken heard someone gag.  Sounded like Maggie.

“Guys!”

Ken tore his eyes from the horrific, impossible vision of death that refused to die.

Christopher had stood up.  Was staring at something.  But before Ken could do more than glance at it, the coughing started again.  From everywhere.
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KEN GRABBED MAGGIE.  She didn’t pull away from him this time, didn’t make any pretense of resistance.  She was almost limp, like the sight of the thing that still spit and bit while held aloft by nothing more than Buck’s hand had burned out any resentment she held against Ken.

He shoved her toward Christopher.  The younger man caught her and started moving Ken’s wife toward the gap in the elevator doors.  Toward the gap in the outer doors that led to a dark floor beyond.

There was an offset between the level of the elevator and the level of the floor past it.  Not only that, but the outer doors were only open about a foot and a half.  Ken couldn’t tell what had opened them, but he wasn’t about to question one of the rare gifts received in all this.  Still, the gap was only barely wide enough to allow his wife to exit, shimmying through with Liz at her chest, stepping up to get to the floor that was about a foot above the floor of the elevator.

And then she was gone.  Disappeared in the darkness.

Ken turned around.  “Dorcas!”

The older woman moved forward.  She glanced at Aaron as though hesitant to leave without him.  He nodded and gave her a swift shove.

She pushed her way through the gap as well.

Followed by Aaron.

Then Christopher.

Buck didn’t move through it all.  Just stared at the head.  He looked like the sight of it had frozen something in him, had sent his mind into a fractal freefall that would permit no escape.

“Buck.”  Buck didn’t move.

Ken realized he shouldn’t have been able to see anything.  Christopher was gone, and with him the light.

He looked up.

The entire ceiling was aglow.  Bulging and curving.  Acid ready to fall through not in a trickle or a stream, but in a torrent.  A waterfall that would doom anyone inside the elevator.

“Buck, we have to go.  Now!”

Buck didn’t seem to hear him.  Ken tried pulling the big man.  Nothing.

He moved to the gap.  “Buck, please!” he called, but he couldn’t stay.  Not any longer.

He stepped into the gap.  Stepped through and up to the floor beyond.  Halfway between worlds.  Between one Hell and, perhaps, another.

But at least Maggie was waiting on the floor.

He stepped up.  Leading with Hope.  Half his body in the elevator.  Half his body out.

And something grabbed his hair.
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A SCREAM TORE ITS WAY out of Ken’s throat.  Not just fear, but indignation.  He was halfway out of the elevator, halfway back to being alive, dammit.  What was stopping him?

At first he thought it was Buck.  But why would the big man grab him?

Besides, the angle was wrong.  This was something else.

The growling started again.  Snarling.  The ugly and yet subtly hypnotic call of the monsters, and Ken felt himself drawn upwards.  He rose to the balls of his feet and realized that one of the things on top of the elevator must have reached down somehow, must have caught him.

Something blinded him.  A bouncing light that seemed far too bright and also made his skin crawl, as though the terror that held him tight had also given him temporary synesthesia.  He could feel sights and hear colors and smell tastes and everything was mixed up in his mind and he wondered –

(Is this what it feels like before you die?)

– what was happening.

Something tore Hope away from him.  He screamed.  Reached for her.  The thing slapped his hand down.  “Stop!” shouted a voice.

Christopher.  The light Ken was seeing was the penlight the younger man had appropriated from Buck.  And now Christopher was yanking at him.  Trying to pull Ken the rest of the way out of the elevator.

But the thing above wouldn’t let go.  Ken felt his neck popping.  Felt like his head would be yanked free from his shoulders.

Smoke poured out of the elevator around him.

The elevator jounced again.  Dropped another inch.  Ken saw an image of Buck holding the decapitated head.  Wondered if he would be severed so cleanly in half along his vertical axis.

No, it’ll be messier.

Christopher pulled harder.  So did the thing on top.

The elevator was groaning and moaning like a living thing about to give in to a fatal wound.

And then something hit Ken on the back of the head.
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WHERE A MOMENT BEFORE Christopher’s light had blinded Ken, now he could barely see it.  His vision blurred, then doubled momentarily.  He blinked, tried to shake his head.  Couldn’t.

What’s –

Why can’t –

Something’s got me.

The jumble of thoughts resorted themselves just in time for something to hit him again.  Christopher was pulling him forward, the monster that had reached down from on top of the elevator was pulling him up.  The elevator was about to fall.

And whump.

Ken’s vision didn’t blur this time, but rather exploded into a collection of sparklers.  The kind the kids loved to run around with on the Fourth of July.  Giggling and laughing in half-joy, half-terror: caught up in the ecstasy of the celebration, but at the same time dreadfully afraid of being burnt.  Little hands held as far from little bodies as possible.  Little mouths wrinkled in fear-smiles.  Laughter that tilted into ranges that blurred with hysteria.  When you were a child, the lines between euphoria and panic could disappear in an instant.

But they loved the things.  Loved the sparklers that Ken now saw everywhere in his eyes, in his mind.

Especially Derek.

Have to buy extra for him this year.

But he’s dead, isn’t he?

Another thud.  Ken felt wetness on the back of his neck.  Warmth flowing down his skin.

Stop hitting me.

Third concussion.  Or is it my fourth?

What’s the world record for noggin knocks?

Someone call Guiness!

His thoughts were just so much loose change rattling in his skull.  But he was suddenly aware that he was no longer lighter than himself.  The thing that had been pulling him upward had stopped yanking at him.

In fact... he turned his head.  Slowly.  It took longer than it should have.  His neck creaked like a rusty hinge.

He was out of the elevator.

Everything was illuminated in flickering half-shadows.  Ken couldn’t tell if that was because something was wrong with Christian’s light –

(Wait, is his name Christian or Christopher?  Or just Chris?  What’s his name again?  Derek?)

– or with his own vision.  Maybe both.  Perhaps all three.

Three?  What three?  Aren’t there more of us?  Not just three?  Derek, Liz, Hope?

Hope isn’t one of us.

You’re losing it, Ken.

Everything seemed disjointed.  Separated.  But he managed to make out Buck through the gap in the elevator doors and through the clouds of acid-smoke that poured out of the cab.  The big man – more a silhouette than a featured figure – threw something round behind him –

(It’s a head where did he get a head why isn’t he wearing his head?)

– and then leaped for the gap.

Behind Buck, bright streams of black light poured down.  A sound like bacon frying chittered into the air.

“Move!” someone shouted.

It’s the cowboy man.  The killer man.

Buck made it to the doors.  Pushed himself into the gap.

The elevator started to fall out from under his back foot.

Metal pinged.  Popped.

Buck’s face slackened.  He looked... relieved.  Like he’d been hoping for this.

And the elevator fell out from beneath him.
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KEN LURCHED AT BUCK.  His vision had strange black spots in it now, and he couldn’t see much of what he was doing, but he saw the elevator fall, and saw the big man’s face.  Saw that the man wanted to fall, wanted to die.

Ken grabbed him.  Pulled him forward, yanked him the rest of the way into the hall at the same instant the elevator’s overstressed and acid-eroded cables and brakes finally gave up their fight with gravity.  The entire apparatus fell, and Ken caught a glimpse of what seemed like hundreds of zombies crawling over the top of the elevator car, vomiting that darkly glowing acid and then reaching for the gap in the outer doors as they plunged past.

Then gone.

Buck was weeping.  Sobbing and saying, “Shoulda let me fall, shoulda let me fall,” over and over.

Ken stared at him dumbly.  He didn’t know what was happening.  His thoughts still tumbled in a free-fall that matched that of the elevator.

A crash sounded from the elevator shaft, and shrieking cries echoed up the chimney-like structure.

“Did you hit me?” said Ken.  He didn’t intend it as a way of snapping Buck out of his litany of self-pity, he was far too frazzled and confused himself to do something like that.  Still, Buck stopped his recitation and nodded.  He was half atop Ken again, and Ken thought, We’ve got to stop meeting like this.

Aloud, he said, “Why?”

“I wasn’t trying to,” said Buck.  “I was trying to get that thing to let go of you.”

“Oh.”

“I hit you with the head.”

That didn’t make sense for a second.  Then Ken understood.  “With the zombie head?”

Buck nodded.  “It wouldn’t let go when I hit it, so I figured....”  He shrugged.

Ken laughed.  The laughter hurt his head.  And his back and his ribs and everything else below his hairline.  But he couldn’t stop.

Until his daughter started shrieking.
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AT FIRST KEN ACTUALLY got excited when he heard the sound.  Because it was the sound of a baby crying.

Liz.

But when he scrambled to his feet, he saw Maggie.  Saw Liz still dangling like a lifeless ragdoll from the carrier.  The toddler’s head slumped forward, her beautiful blond hair obscuring her face.

She’s dying.

Ken ignored that thought.  Even though he knew it was more than likely.  Toddlers didn’t stay unconscious for this long through this much unless there was something seriously wrong with them.

Still, he forced himself to focus on something else.  On the source of the shriek that was not Liz.  Was not a toddler screaming in pain and confusion upon waking to a world turned inside out.

No, it was Hope.  The seven-year-old was standing between Maggie and Ken, rigid as a steel bar, fists clenched at her sides.  Her face was turned up, her mouth opened.

And she screamed.

Ken had never heard Hope scream like that before.  She was a daredevil, always the first one on the playground, always the first one to try a new toy... and so always the first one to fall and the first one to get hurt.  But even with the bumps and bruises and cuts and scrapes, he had never heard her sound like this.  She sounded like every atom of her body was being ripped away, one at a time, in a torture so horrific that no one would ever understand it.

Then she fell.  The strength visibly fled from her limbs,  and where every muscle had been clenched a moment before, now she transformed to a jumble of loose bones and skin.

“Hope!” shouted Maggie.

Aaron and Christopher were both near Ken’s daughter, one on each side of her.  Both moved for her, but the cowboy reached her first.  He caught the little girl before she fell, wrapping her up in his good arm.

“Let me,” said Christopher.

“No,” said Aaron.  “I got her.”

“Really?” said Christopher.  He rolled his eyes.  “You got one good arm, man.”

“I’m fine.”

Something moved past Ken.  It took a moment for him to realize it was Buck.  The big man took Hope from Aaron without a word, cradling her gently in his arms.

He looked different holding her.  Not the petulant, entitled ass he had seemed to be at first.  Not the self-pitying man of a moment before.

He seemed whole.  Like he was holding not merely a little girl, but the only thing tethering him to life.  Not survival, but life.  Two different things, Ken knew.

“We should go,” said Buck.  His voice was strange, and Ken wondered what was happening.  Not just to Buck, but to all of them.  The world had changed, and the change had not escaped them.

What are we?

“Maybe I –“ Maggie began.  She took a step toward the man.  

“Let him,” said Ken.  He felt woozy, and put a hand to his neck.  It came back red.  Sticky.  He wanted to vomit.  He  leaned against a wall that was painted white and had red streaks across it.  Like everything else, it was dirty and bloodied.

He felt an arm slip under his.  Knew it was Dorcas.

“Where to?” she said.

Why are you asking me?

He blinked.  Everyone was looking at him.  Everyone but Maggie, who was staring at Buck like she expected him to run off with Hope at any second.

Ken wiped his mouth.  He needed to drink something.  He was thirsty.

His fingers came up red as well.  He hoped it was just a bloody cheek, and not internal bleeding.

More screams came from inside the elevator shaft.  Closer.  They were climbing back up.

“Let’s go,” he said.

He pushed away from the wall.

Dorcas had to help him.
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“WHERE NOW?” ASKED CHRISTOPHER.  Ken waited for someone to answer, then realized with a start that they were looking at him.

Waiting for him.

He didn’t know why.  Maybe because he was from Boise?  But so was Christopher.

Because he had family?  That didn’t make much sense.

Regardless, they waited.  And he hated it.  He hated that suddenly he had more than just a daughter in a coma and another who wanted to go to the monsters and a wife who hated him for losing their son to worry about.

Now he was responsible for everyone?  When had that happened?

He didn’t have time to figure it out, or time to argue about the fairness of it.  He looked around.  They were in another hallway, and one that didn’t look familiar.  He’d never been here before.  He’d been in the upper floors of the building – though the floors had been several blocks over at the time – but he had no idea if the layout was the same or not.

He decided to assume they were.

“Left.”

They moved.  Christopher took point, leading the way with his light, sweeping it left and right.  Buck and Maggie followed, each holding a silent child.

Ken and Dorcas limped behind them.

Aaron brought up the rear.  Ken saw the older man sag for a moment, and wondered how badly he was hurting.  But then the dangerous look returned to the cowboy’s eyes and Ken knew that anything – man, beast, or monster – that came upon Aaron in the next few minutes would likely regret the move.

The corridor was deserted.  Doors lined the way, and papers littered the floor where they had fallen from several billboards on the walls.  Probably advertising local businesses and clothing drives and the upcoming “Fill the Boot” drive where local firefighters stood in the streets with empty boots asking for donations for burn victims.

No more of those.  Plenty of victims, but the first responders were gone.  Dead or themselves converted to the scourge that had swept the earth nearly clean of human life.

It was a marvel that this place was even standing.  The top of the building had been blown clean off by a combination of a collision with a stealth fighter and exploding ordnance, and Ken figured it wouldn’t take a whole lot more for the whole place to come down around their ears.

Everyone else seemed to be thinking the same thing.  No one spoke.  It felt like they weren’t in a building, but in a hole deep underground.  The kind of place where touching the wrong thing would cause a subterranean landslide.

He and Dorcas were falling behind the others.  Ken realized it at the same moment he felt a hand at his back, gently urging him to greater speed.

“I don’t know if he can,” said Dorcas, responding to Aaron’s unspoken exhortation.

“Gotta,” said Aaron.

And Ken knew why.  He could hear it, too.  Could hear the things coming out of the elevator shaft in the darkness behind them.

Some of them must have perished in the fall.  Or if not perished, then at least been damaged beyond the ability to climb back up.  Laying at the bottom of the shaft, their broken bodies intertwined with the wreckage and cables.

But some had made it up.  More than some.

It sounded like a lot.
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“HERE!”

Ken heard Buck shout, then saw the big man dart to the side.  A moment later Christopher wheeled around and followed.  So did Maggie.

Ken moved through the open doorway the rest of them had disappeared through, partially of his own volition and partially because Dorcas more or less pushed him through.  He didn’t know what would happen if she let go of him, but suspected he’d just fall and lay there.  Maybe twitch a bit if he was lucky.

Once inside the door, everything disappeared.  Literally.  There was no trace of Buck or Maggie or Christopher or the kids.  No trace of anything at all, for that matter.  No office, no floor, no nothing.  Just empty space before them, dimly lit from somewhere below.

It took a moment for Ken to refocus, to crane his neck down, each vertebra popping and screaming in protest as he did so.  He felt something trickling on his lip and figured his nose was bleeding as well.

Can’t keep this up.

Not much choice.

Sure, keep telling yourself that, Ken.

He finally saw the floor.  It had collapsed a few feet past the doorway, falling away at a forty-five degree angle and ending in a pile of rubble on the level below.

At the bottom of the ramp, Maggie was being helped to her feet by Buck and Christopher.  Buck was still holding Hope, and Liz sagged from her carrier, arms and legs limp and lifeless-seeming.  It was clear that they had all slid down, and just as clear that this was the best way to make their way one floor closer to freedom from this building.

“Come on!” shouted Buck.

“You’re nuts,” said Dorcas.  Ken couldn’t tell if she was talking to him or Buck or herself.

“Not much choice,” he said.

A grunt sounded behind them.  Aaron.  He squeezed into the small area of the floor that still remained intact and then slammed the door shut.  “Go,” he spat.

Dorcas sighed.  She sounded beyond tired.  Weary.  Losing hope.

How much longer before we just stop?  Before dying becomes preferable?

But that wasn’t really the question.  If death had been the stake, then Ken suspected they would have given up long before this.  It wasn’t just death, though.  It was whatever waited at the end of a bite.  Whatever cross between madness and oblivion would claim them.

Not just death, but damnation.

Dorcas helped Ken lower himself to a seated position, then sat behind him, her arms clasped around him and supporting most of his weight.  He remembered doing this with Liz and Hope and Derek, all of them sitting in a long train on the slide at the local park, sliding down and laughing and then laughing harder when their combined mass inevitably caused them to stall halfway down.  “Daddy’s Choo-choo” they called it.

“Choo-choo time,” he muttered.  Tears came to his eyes.  Derek would never ride the slide again.  Not even if they had playgrounds in Heaven.  Because he hadn’t simply died.  Nothing so kind.  Nothing so merciful.

Ken thought he might lose it.  He had seen his own students pull each others’ guts apart, had cut his own fingers off to survive, had somehow waded through a city full of the living dead.  And now he was going to be done in by the memory of a little boy laughing as he went down a slide.

“What?” said Dorcas.  She glanced back at the door with eyes clearly expecting it to be flung open at any moment.

“Nothing.”  Ken leaned forward.  Tilting into darkness, but away from memory.

He slid down the broken floor.  Dorcas came with him.  He moved faster than he expected – a lot faster than the green plastic slide at the park – and started to panic when he realized he was going to roll off the edge of the floor and into a pile of broken shelving that featured several stake-like pieces of wood and metal.

Christopher snagged him, reaching out and stopping his forward momentum with a low, “Oof.”  A similar noise nearby indicated that Buck and Maggie had stopped Dorcas.

Christopher helped Ken to his feet as Aaron came sliding down.  The cowboy somehow ended the slide on his feet, not needing any help but seeming to just step off and start walking forward, gesturing for the others to follow.

Dorcas resumed her position under Ken’s arm.  He glanced at Maggie as she did so, wondering – hoping – if his wife would try to take the older woman’s place.

Maggie didn’t.  She didn’t even look at him.

Just turned her back and followed Aaron as he picked his way through the rubble.
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THIS ROOM WAS A LARGE interior room of the building.  No outside windows, so the only illumination was still Christopher’s light.  A light that did little to brighten, and less to cheer.  It served to highlight large objects in their path, but not much else.

Aaron was still in the lead, but Christopher was right beside him.  Buck and Maggie followed them, the kids in their arms.

And Dorcas and Ken were left in back.  With the noises.

At first Ken thought that the things had found them already.  Strange sounds assaulted him at every step.  And every time he heard something it registered as more than noise.  It was a blow to the base of his spine, a pounding that ran the length of his already-pained left leg, then up to his back and through to the bottom of his skull before rattling around in his head like a bell clapper.

“What’s wrong with you?” Dorcas whispered, and Ken realized his entire face had pulled tight as a miser’s purse string, his mouth puckered and his jaw clenched.  He tried to relax, but then heard another noise and his muscles contracted of their own accord.

“The noise,” he said.

Dorcas kept moving forward, but cocked her head.  “I don’t hear anything.”

Ken gritted his teeth as the sound – now a combination of the zombies’ growl, sheet metal bending, and nails scraping plates – sounded again.  “You’re not hearing that?” he said.

Dorcas shook her head.  Her expression changed.  And suddenly she didn’t look like the friendly, selfless woman who had risked herself time and again for Ken and the others.  Now she looked like one of them.  The skin seemed to fall from her flesh, the bones peeked out from her cheeks.

“What?”

Ken blinked.  The zombie was gone.  Dorcas was back.  Back and she wasn’t hearing what he was hearing.

“Dorcas, I think I’m in trouble,” he whispered.  His feet felt funny, too.  He looked down and realized that he was leaving a steady trail of blood behind him, though he couldn’t tell what part of him it was coming from.

“Guys,” Dorcas whispered.  “Guys!”  Ken sensed rather than saw the halt of the parade of survivors.  “We need to stop.”

Footsteps.  Ken felt arms around him, displacing Dorcas’ arm and lifting him a bit higher than she had done.  “Can’t,” said a voice.  Ken recognized it as Aaron.  But he couldn’t actually see the cowboy.  Everything seemed far too dark.

“Where’s the light?” Ken said.  “Why’d Chris turn off the light?”  His voice sounded slurred and distant.

“Shit,” said someone else.  And Ken had no idea who had spoken.  “What’s wrong with him?”

“What do you think?”

Ken felt his body pulled forward, moved along by the hands that held him up, the arms that held him aloft.

He heard the sounds again.  And this time knew it wasn’t just his injury-addled mind.  Because someone cursed, and someone else said, “They found the door.”
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KEN’S VISION WENT FROM a mixture of sparklers-and-hallucinations to sparklers-and-globby-black-things.

A moment later the globby black things killed the sparklers.  All was dark.

He could feel himself being dragged.  Could hear sounds.

Growls.  The distant – but rapidly approaching – noises of the horde.

Voices.

“Spread out.  Look for it.”  Sounded like Aaron.

“You kidding?  What are the chances it’ll –“  An unfamiliar voice.  But whining a bit, so probably Buck.

“With all the different allergies people have, almost one in ten people need it or have a family member that does.”  Aaron, farther away.

“Hold on, Ken.”  A voice in his ear.  Whispering.  Dorcas.  Or no, not Dorcas.  Someone else.  Who was that?

“Still bad odds.”  Buck’s grumble.

“Add in the mothers who keep one for their kids, the odds go up.”

“Still, I –“

“Found one!”

“Just like I flrpp mrp mpt tpp.”

Even the sounds melted into one another.

Ken felt alone.

So this is what it feels like to die.

“Hold on.”

This voice was clearer.  Understandable.  And he could place it now.  Not Dorcas.

Maggie.  Telling him not to die.  That he mattered to her.

He couldn’t smile.  Couldn’t move a muscle.  So he probably was dying.

But he felt better, just the same.

Everything disappeared.
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SOMETHING BIT HIM.  A stinging pinch on his outer thigh that rapidly shifted from discomfort to agony.

They found us!

Ken wanted to scream, but couldn’t.  His jaw locked up –

(This is what it feels like to become one of them.)

– and he was paralyzed by terror, pain, and sorrow.  The last because he knew the others must be dead.  There was no way they would have left him to the zombies.  So if he was being bitten, was changing, then they were all gone.

Dorcas, Aaron, Christopher.  Even Buck.

And Maggie.  Liz.  Hope.

Something bit his other leg.

The paralysis broke.  Ken’s heart rate seemed to quadruple, and he surged upward, swinging his arms at whatever was eating him.

His right fist connected with something that was both soft and hard.  The thing popped, crackled.

“OW!  Seriously?”

Ken blinked.  The dark blobbies were floating away, trailing the last of the July Fourth sparklers in their wake, leaving behind something that resembled normal vision.  Revealing not the expected monsters chomping on his legs, but....

“Christopher?”

The young man was holding his nose, which was spurting blood all over the front of his previously unmarked shirt.  “You broge by dose,” he said.

Ken looked down.  His right fist was still clenched.  It ached.  Probably less than Christopher’s nose ached, but enough to verify the young man’s claim.

Aaron was kneeling at Ken’s right.  Grinning at Ken, then at Christopher.  “You were too pretty anyway,” said the cowboy.

The younger man mumbled something that sounded like “Fug oo,” but probably wasn’t.  Aaron chuckled.

Ken blinked.  Wiped away a sheet of sweat that had appeared on his forehead.  His hand shook as though the movement was a bit too fine for it.  His motor control seemed off.

“What... what happened?” said Ken.

Aaron plucked something off the floor by Christopher.  Held it in front of Ken, along with a match he held in his own hand.  “EpiPens,” said the cowboy.

“Wha?”  Ken wasn’t processing this.

“The stuff people use for bee stings and peanut allergies.  It’s basically just a shot of adrenaline.”  Aaron stood.  Held out a hand to Ken.  He took it and, surprisingly, managed to stand.  “You, sir, are banged up pretty bad.  But we bought you some time.”

A scream sounded.  Aaron looked up as though trying to pinpoint the source.

Something hit Ken.  Wrapped itself around him like a constrictor.  He almost panicked, almost swung at the thing.  His nerves were pulled tighter than ukulele strings.

It was only at the last second that he recognized the strange shape as that of his wife.  With Liz in front of her, between them as she held to him.

“What’s happening?” she sobbed.

He put his arms around her.  And for a moment the world was fine again.  For just a second, the space between seconds, he felt alive, felt right.

He had lost Derek.

Liz was unconscious.

Hope was... different.

But his wife still loved him.  That was something.

“End of the world, baby,” he said.  He kissed her hair.  It smelled awful.  Sweat and blood and the webbing she had been wrapped in and a thousand other things, none of them pleasant.  But it was Maggie and he just wanted to drink her in.

“Love this, really,” said Buck.  Ken looked over.  The big man was still holding Hope, thrown over his shoulder in a rough fireman’s carry.  “But we gotta get outta here.”

Ken nodded.  He drew Maggie back.  Kissed her on her lips, full-on.  Not passionate, exactly, but not the “honey-I’m-leaving-for-work” peck either.  A real kiss.  He needed her to know what she meant to him.  What it would mean to him if something happened to her.

He saw her eyes.

Saw that she understood.

And then realized that someone else was staring at him.

Liz.

The two-year-old hadn’t opened her eyes through all this.  Now her eyes were open, and staring at him in a way that sent shivers not just through Ken’s spine, but through his soul.

He tried to convince himself that it was all right.  This was good.  She was awake.

Ken realized that everyone had stopped moving.  Maggie was staring at the toddler, watching her with excitement.  And he couldn’t begin to imagine what it must have been like for her to see her daughter hanging comatose for all this time.

The entire world seemed silent.

Liz smiled.

And Ken’s stomach seemed to fall into his legs.  It wasn’t the adrenaline surging through his body, either.  He knew about adrenaline; knew it was a stop-gap and that he maybe had an hour before he crashed again and was back to being nothing more than a bleeding burden on the group.  But it wasn’t that.  It wasn’t his injuries.

It was the smile.  Not the smile of an infant.  Not the smile of his Lizzy.

She spoke.  The same high-pitched toddler voice, but it wasn’t “Lizzy go now” or even his favorite “Daddy kisses.”  She looked at each person in the company, even straining her neck to look at Maggie, then said in a cold voice, “You are not family.  You are renegades.”

And then Liz started to scream.  Her body contorted in seizure spasms, the movements of someone who has not only lost all control, but who never had it in the first place.

Ken looked at Maggie.  She was staring at their daughter in horror, trying to hold the baby’s flailing limbs, trying to keep her from hurting herself.

Growling came from above them.  The pounding of feet on the ceiling.

“Good God,” said Buck.  “She called them.  She called them to us.”

Ken looked at the man and wanted to scream that it wasn’t true, wanted to shriek at him and punch him into submission because how dare he say such a thing about Ken’s baby?

But he didn’t.

It was true.

The monsters were among them.
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“SO... WHAT DO WE DO?  About her?  About... them?”

No one else had wanted to say it.  And Ken was a bit surprised that Christopher had been the one to get the words out.  To say what they were all thinking.  Even Ken himself.

What were they supposed to do?

The entire building seemed to shake.  A horde – dozens, hundreds, thousands? – was somewhere above them.  Coming fast.

Called.  Summoned by Ken’s own child.  By his baby, by the two-year-old girl his wife was even now holding onto, clamping the toddler’s arms down with one arm, Maggie’s other hand covering Liz’s little mouth.

But was that true?  Was it Liz?

Or something else?

Liz didn’t speak like that.  She said “Lizzy poops” or “Sez-me Stweet” or “Up-up-up!”  She didn’t look at adults with cold eyes and say, “You are not family.  You are renegades.”

But Ken’s mind kept replaying it.  Kept hearing her saying just those words, those impossible things.

Her little nostrils flared above the line of Maggie’s fingers.  She was breathing calmly.  No longer screaming.  But Maggie’s hand didn’t move away.  Ken’s wife was staring at him, and it looked to him like she thought all this was his fault.  Not just whatever was happening to Liz, but the strange behavior of their other daughter, the predicament they were now in, the fact they were on an unknown floor in the middle of a dark building, even –

(even Derek sacrificing himself saving her saving Maggie and keeping her from being bitten because I couldn’t I wasn’t strong enough or fast enough but he was oh God he was so fast too fast and he went down the crane and saved her but took the bite and changed and fell and was gone)

– for the fact of the apocalypse itself.  Like Ken was the one who had changed the world, had rained death on the globe in a ten minute transformation that ended life as they knew it.

She glared at him.  And that was another small death.

He looked away from her.  To Aaron.  The cowboy’s eyes were inscrutable.  Ken couldn’t tell if the man was implying that they should leave Ken’s daughters behind, or take them with, or was just thinking about how to destroy the universe.  The guy said he was an ex-rodeo clown, and that might be true.  But he was also much more than that.  He was good, and brave, and had saved everyone time and again.  And he was the most dangerous person Ken had ever met.

Ken shifted his gaze to Dorcas.  She was shivering. Shock or pain, he couldn’t tell.  She was shrinking against Aaron, clearly drawing warmth and strength from the slightly shorter man.  Her right arm was broken.  Aaron had made her a sling earlier, but it was little more than a rag, the memory or intimation of first aid.  Her face was a collection of bruises strung together by expanses of dried blood and split skin.  The effects of a zombie who had gone insane – as they all did when they received grievous head wounds – and tried to beat her to death before Aaron saved her.

She looked at Ken for a moment.  Then her eyes flicked down.  She wasn’t looking for answers on the floor.  Guilt had shone in her eyes.  She wanted to run, wanted to escape, wanted to flee the monsters.  And Ken could tell that included his daughters.

“I can’t believe this.”

Ken turned to the last member of the group.  A late arrival, Buck was carrying Ken’s other daughter over his shoulder, hanging slack and loose as she had been for a while now.  She had acted strange as well, vacillating between normal behavior and actually trying to be caught by the things that pursued them.

Ken didn’t want to hear Buck’s thoughts.  The big man had mostly been a whiny pain in the ass.  He had even attacked Ken for not letting him die at one point.  So he didn’t want to hear the plans of a man who had already given up.  Because Ken hadn’t given up yet.

Give up.

Give up.

Give in.

Give up.

Give in.

Ken shuddered.  He realized he could hear the zombies’ growl.  The low, thrumming sound that preceded them like lightning before a clap of thunder.  And like lightning, it could be devastating.  It seemed to have a psychic effect, a subliminal exhortation to annihilation.  Hearing them could tip a survivor to submission.

Give up.

Give –

“You hear me?”  Buck looked livid.  His voice rasped in the near-darkness that gripped them all.  “I can’t believe you.  Any of you.”

He looked at each of the party in turn.  Ken saw Dorcas look away from the man.  Her expression one that suggested she knew what the big man was going to say next.  Knew he was going to suggest leaving the girls – or worse – and not didn’t just know, but agreed with his inevitable next statement.  Hated herself, but agreed nonetheless.  Aaron’s expression mirrored hers.

Buck’s gaze reached Maggie’s face.  He shook his head.  “You’re their mother,” he nearly spat.  Then he adjusted his grip on Hope before spinning to glare quickly at Christopher and then settling his eyes on Ken.  “We’re not leaving anyone behind,” he said.  “Not anyone.”

Then he spun on his heel and strode into the darkness.
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KEN LOOKED AT MAGGIE.  Only for an instant, then she was off and nearly running after the big man holding their other daughter.

She didn’t ask what he thought.  Didn’t look like she cared.

Christopher went next.  Still trying to staunch the flow of blood from his broken nose, and from the way he kept brushing at it Ken couldn’t tell if the young man was more upset about his cracked face or the blood on his designer shirt.

Aaron looked at Ken.  “Can you walk on your own?”

Ken nodded, though he didn’t know if he could or not.  He had a pair of adrenaline shots running through him, and he figured that was all that stood between him and total systemic collapse.

What do I have?  An hour?  Twenty minutes?  And then what?  Unconsciousness?

Death?

Will Maggie even notice?

He turned away from that last question, which, strangely, bothered him more than the idea of dying.  And not because he didn’t know its answer – rather, because he was afraid he did know the answer.  And didn’t like it.

Aaron motioned for Ken to move ahead.  Ken nodded.  The cowboy held Dorcas tightly to him, waiting for Ken to go forward.  Following the light that Christopher held as it bounced through the wreckage of the One Capital Center building.

“Hey!”  Christopher’s voice was excited.  “You gotta check this out!”

“What is it?” shouted Aaron.

“It’s... well, it’s cool!”

Ken looked at Aaron and Dorcas.  The cowboy arched an eyebrow – a fairly expansive sign of emotion for him.  Dorcas rolled her eyes.  Or at least one of them.  The other was swollen shut.

Christopher was an enthusiastic kid.  He also liked to scale the outside of buildings – and had apparently enjoyed the pastime even before the world turned to crap.  So his idea of “cool” allowed for a much wider range than that of most people.

Aaron gestured for Ken to go ahead of him.

Ken took a step.  Then heard something.  He looked behind them.

And saw a pair of glittering eyes in the darkness.

A zombie.
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THE THING PULLED WAS on its stomach, pulling itself forward on a single hand.  The other arm was missing at the bicep, the stump crusted over with a yellow, waxy substance that Ken had seen before.  The zombies secreted it, much like the acid they could also use to burn through flesh or bone or steel with equal ease.

The thing’s body ended at the sternum.  Where the rest of it had gone, Ken couldn’t begin to guess.  How it was still moving, he had no idea.  It was wrong.  Just like everything else in this world, the concepts of mortality and injury had turned on their heads.

The thing – what looked like it had been a woman, if its hair length and makeup that smeared across its face was any indication – snapped its teeth and growled.  The sound was low, strangely weak.

It’s missing most of its lungs.  It doesn’t have the air to make more noise.

The thought should have been a comfort.  Anything that bought a few minutes – even a few seconds – was the closest thing they had to good news anymore.  Instead, all Ken could focus on was the thought that the thing shouldn’t be making any noise.  It should be dead.  Laying in a pool of blood somewhere.  Not moving.  Not crawling toward them inch by agonized inch.  Not growling.

He jumped as something touched his shoulder.  His heart hammered at the insides of his ribs, fluttering like a bird in a cage.  He was over-adrenalized.  His already-on-edge senses pushed over the edge by the shots he’d been given to keep him moving.

How long do I have?

It was Aaron.  “Come on,” said the cowboy.  He was staring at the thing crawling toward them, and Ken could see a question in the other man’s eyes.  He suspected Aaron was considering whether or not to try and silence the thing.

But how?  A “killing” head wound just drove them into mad, manic attacks on anything that moved – including their own kind.  And cutting them up just resulted in smaller pieces that fought on.

“Come on,” Aaron said again.

“Guys?”  Christopher’s voice came from ahead.  “Seriously, this is neat.”

Ken nodded at Aaron.  He turned away from the snuffling monstrosity behind them.

And tried to ignore the noises in the darkness behind it.

More of them.

Coming fast.
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THE THINGS WERE LIKE ants at a picnic.  See one and more would come.

Only these ants puke acid.

And you can’t kill them.

And if they bite you, you turn into one of them.

Ken hobbled through the rubble of the building, moving toward the light ahead, wondering what Christopher sounded so excited about.  The kid was a mystery.  His dad had been Idaho’s governor, and he’d apparently seen his mother and father kill each other in the first moments of the change.  But he didn’t seem like the son of Power.  He seemed like the son of Crazy, with generous side-helpings of Charm and Courage balancing things out.

Though maybe that’s what power is.

Ken felt Aaron pulling him forward.  Realized that the noises around them were growing louder.

The light was getting brighter, too.

They’d been in the middle of the building.  Now they passed through several doors – or the crumbled semi-archways that marked where doors had once been before a stealth fighter exploded on the upper levels of the edifice – and Ken knew they must be getting toward the outer ring of the building.  The office they were in now was no less destroyed, but there was light.  Not just the pin-sized illumination of Christopher’s flashlight, but a general gray gloom.  Smoky and dim, but better than the pitch black that had held them all for so long.

“Come on!”

The flashlight moved up and down.  Getting larger.

Shouldn’t it be brighter?

It was spring, so it shouldn’t be getting dark until six or seven at least.  Was it already that late?

Was it only that early?

It had been less than a day since this all started.  Since the bugs clustered on the window of Ken’s classroom.  Since Matt Anders had a seizure and Ricky Briscoe tore out Becca Lee’s throat with his teeth.

Since the zombies came.

Fifty percent of the world turned in under ten minutes.  And a few minutes later, almost everyone else was either dead or turned as well.

Things were moving fast.  Too fast.

So maybe it was getting late.

Maybe the sun was setting.

Then a familiar smell hit Ken’s nostrils, and he understood why it was so dark.  So dark, and probably about to get much lighter.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]




5


[image: image]


––––––––
[image: image]


THE DARKNESS WASN’T the black of night, or even the gloom of twilight in a city that has lost all power.

It was smoke.

Dark clouds were now visible, pushing at the buckled ceiling tiles above Ken’s head like foggy fists trying to batter the building into final submission.

The thing behind them – out of sight but far from out of mind – groaned weakly.  It trilled, a high-pitched sound like a thousand piano wires garroting a thousand finches, and there was an answering roar from somewhere else in the building.

On the same level.

Ken moved faster.  He tried not to cough, even though the smoke in his lungs made his body itch and ache from the inside out.

Aaron did cough.  A low, wet hack.  Dorcas said, “Shhh,” though Ken get the impression it was an automatic response more than a command.  The things already knew they were here.

Because Lizzy told them.  She called them.

No.

Yes.

The smoke thickened around them.  And as Ken had suspected, it soon tinged with orange and red and yellow – flowers of color superimposed on ashen crepe.

Crackling noises.  The dry-leaf sound of fire.

Ken could see Christopher.  He was standing next to Maggie and Buck.  Maggie held Lizzy, the toddler still hanging from the carrier on Maggie’s chest.  Her arms and legs dangled, but Ken could see his daughter –

(if that’s what she is)

– looking around with eyes bright and entirely too aware.  She caught sight of him and he thought she winked.  It could have been his imagination, or a trick of the smoke and light.

It could have been.

But it wasn’t.

Buck stood slightly behind the group.  He was taller than the others, looking over their shoulders at the thing they had found.  His mouth drooped lightly, open in mute amazement.

Christopher waved at Ken and the others.  “It’s awesome,” he said.  His voice was a near-reverent whisper.

Ken didn’t understand what he was looking at for a moment.  He understood that his daughters were changing.  That his son was gone.  That his wife somehow blamed him for all of it.

That the world had ended.

But he didn’t really understand what he was seeing.

Behind him, the growl filtered through wreckage and destruction.  It pierced his mind, finding the cracks of fear and levering them into full-blown crevasses of terror.

Give up.

(no)

Give in.

(NO)

Christopher’s smile widened.  “Found our way out.”

Ken finally understood what he was seeing.  Understood what Christopher meant to do.  And said the only sane thing.

“Oh.  Hell.  NO.”
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IT LOOKED LIKE AN AIRLOCK.  Like someone had realized ahead of time that the world was about to move to one of the rougher zip codes in Hell and had tried to construct a bunker out of the building.  This was the exit, the place to equalize between reality and the nightmare outside.

But it hadn’t worked.  Of course not.  The change had happened too fast.  Too fast, and certainly earlier than anyone could have anticipated.  Because no one thought that something like this could ever happen.

It is human nature to imagine the impossible.  But not to prepare for it.  People don’t even buy umbrellas for rainy days or put away food and money for tough times or build dykes that will withstand inevitable storms.  Forget about zombie-induced Armageddon.

All this went through Ken’s mind in the first instant that he saw the strangely slanted oval that had punched through the wall.  Smoke billowed around the edges of it, and surged from the tunnel-like interior.

The lower edge of the cylinder stood a foot off the floor.  The upper edge was almost invisible, ramming its way through the ceiling before ending in a mass of bent and smoldering metal.

From his vantage point, Ken guessed the cylinder was probably leaning on the building at a sixty-degree angle.  Maybe more.

“You can’t be serious,” he said.

He didn’t know if he was addressing Christopher’s suggestion that this was a way out, or just the concept of what he was seeing.  Maybe it was both.  Or more than that, maybe he was just giving voice to his general disbelief at what the world had come to.  His life had never made sense: he was a high school teacher who made almost as much as the average fry cook.  He was an average-looking guy who had managed to score the love of his life.  He was an everyday man whose entire family had survived the world’s shift to lunacy.

At least for a little while.  Until Derek died.

But now this....

“Is that really...?”  He couldn’t even finish the thought.

Aaron left his side.  He had Ken and Dorcas lean on each other, and Ken wasn’t quite sure who was supposed to help whom.

The cowboy leaned into the smoke that billowed out of the cylinder.  He touched the lower edge.  Grimaced as he cut himself on sharp, splintered metal.

“Looks like a 737,” he said.  He looked past the outer edge of the plane’s fuselage, squinting as he tried to sight along the craft’s exterior.  “But we can’t get out through it.  Looks like it crashed, broke apart, and then slammed right through the street.”

The growl behind them grew louder.

And then it wasn’t just behind them.  It was behind them, and to their left, and to their right.

Ken felt the thud of a heartbeat.  Dorcas’ or his, he didn’t know.  But it was fast.  Terror speeding it along.

Give up.

Give in.

Join us.

Die.

A wheezing noise came from somewhere.  Ken looked and saw Lizzy.  The toddler was breathing in and out so quickly she was almost panting, the breaths coming in small puffs above her mother’s hand.  At first he worried that she was suffocating, or having a seizure.  Or worse, that she was doing that strange thing the zombies periodically did: looking up, opening their mouths, and all breathing in unison.  He didn’t know why they did that, but it scared him.

Then he realized none of those was occurring.

No, she was laughing.
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“WE CAN’T GO.”

Ken looked at his wife.  He could see her hand shaking over Lizzy’s face, could see terror and revulsion fighting a strange battle for control of her expression.  She looked like she had just found a dead cockroach in her shoe, and then discovered it was an advance scout for an assassination squad.

And the fact that she was looking at him at all nearly managed to drown all that out.

Ken didn’t know what to say next.  He wanted to hold her, wanted to clutch her to him and whisper that it was going to be all right.

But he had told Derek the same thing.  And look how that ended.

So he didn’t know.  He didn’t know, and he didn’t move.  Probably the wrong thing to do.  Though perhaps if he had moved she would have rebuffed him again.  Would have pushed him away and reminded him that their son was dead because of him.  And it wouldn’t matter that Ken couldn’t have done anything, that no one could have.  She was right.

He was the father.  The daddy.  The protector.  And he had failed his family.

“We have to go.”  Christopher stepped forward.  Touched Maggie’s shoulder.  The growling was louder, surrounding them like a blanket of needles.  Painful and invasive.

“We can’t.  We can’t.”  Maggie was losing it.  Losing it, and Ken still didn’t know what to say.  What to do.

Help came from an unexpected place.

“We can.”  Buck moved to the edge of the plane.  He peered into the cabin.  Ken couldn’t see what he saw.  Too smoky, and the angle was wrong.  The big man shifted Hope on his shoulders.  She moaned but remained unconscious.

Which was probably for the best.  Ken didn’t know what the small band of survivors would do if they had two erratic children to deal with.

Would this have happened to Derek?  If he had lived?

Aaron was shaking his head.  Still looking along the outside of the fuselage.  Ken thought he could see bits of blue and orange paint, though both colors had been desaturated to near-gray by the smoke.  A Southwest Airlines jet.  Ken thought their slogan was “Welcome Aboard,” but he thought this wasn’t exactly how they had meant it.

The cowboy wiped his forehead with his one good hand.  The other, his left, was a mess of broken and dislocated fingers.  He had it tucked into his belt, which must have hurt but he didn’t seem to mind at all.  “No,” he said.  “It goes straight into the street.”

The things could be heard all around them.  There were over two hundred thousand people in Boise, and most of them had been on the survivors’ trail.  Were they coating the outside of this building?  Hanging from it like so many vicious, venomous spiders?

The floor started to shudder.

“We can make it,” said Buck.  He sounded different than he had before.  Gone – at least for the moment – was the whiny, entitled man-child they had rescued.  He shifted Hope’s limp form to his other shoulder, then stood onto the lip of the plane’s fuselage.

“It doesn’t go anywhere,” Aaron insisted.  He sounded frustrated.  Not scared, just irritated.

“It does.”  Buck’s calm was oddly contagious.  Ken saw Maggie’s body stop quivering.  She stepped toward the big man.

“Ma’am,” said Aaron.

Maggie looked at the cowboy.  Her hand was still clamped over Liz’s mouth.  “What else are we going to do?” she asked.

She stepped into the plane.

Ken followed them.

“I don’t know that this is a good idea,” said Aaron.

“I know,” said Ken.  “But where my family goes, I go.”

He stepped into the plane as well.

The world shimmied underneath his feet.
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A MOMENT LATER THERE was a light tremor behind him, and that was when Ken realized that the world wasn’t actually rolling below him.  It just seemed like it to a mind suddenly steeped in revulsion and horror.

The dead were everywhere.

It hadn’t really occurred to Ken until this moment that the zombies weren’t dead.  Not really.  They had all been alive, then they were changed.  From human to other in the blink of an eye.  But not dead.  Never dead.  Many of them suffered wounds and damage that would have – must have – killed any normal organism.  Still, somehow they had sidestepped death, moving out of its path at the last instant, tumbling bodily into something different, something alien and frightening.

The zombies, the things, had never been dead.

What Ken saw now was different.

The plane had been struck by the same force that enveloped the entire globe, that much was certain.  Ken remembered Sunday School stories from his childhood: the God of the Old Testament cursing the people who tried to build a tower to Heaven.  He had changed their languages, confounding their speech so they could no longer work together to reach His domain.

The dark god that had acted a few hours ago had been more direct.  Bypassing simple confusion in favor of chaos, preferring destruction to distraction.

Even if he hadn’t seen the planes pirouetting drunkenly through the sky, Ken would have known in an instant what happened here.  Even through the permanent haze of smoke he could see long swaths of blood along floor, walls, even the ceiling.  Luggage had fallen in the center aisle, and much had been torn apart as though by a rabid animal unable to discern friend from foe, animate from static.

The change had hit the plane as well.  Half the passengers had changed mid-flight.  Had killed their fellow-travelers as the jet plummeted to earth.  Then the zombies had somehow survived enough to leave.  To walk or crawl away in search of more people to kill.

Not that the plane was empty.  Some of the seats – Ken guessed about a quarter of them – held silent, still cargo: all that remained of those who had not been turned by the zombies – killed but not utterly disintegrated by the crash.

The imagery was strange; nightmarish.  Torn metal, buckled plastic.  Luggage sprawled from overhead bins, wiring trailing from the ceiling in spots like the rotted limbs of willow trees.  The cabin must have lost pressure, too, because the emergency oxygen masks had all dropped.  They hung over the seats like the suckers of a tentacled monster hiding somewhere above.

The survivors had crowded into the top of the fuselage, standing at the top of a buckling center aisle that led downward at a steep angle into smoke, fire, and death.

“Where are the rest of the creeps?” said Christopher.  Ken saw Dorcas look askance at him.  “There must have been some zombies in here,” said the young man.  “Where’d they go?”

“Must’ve left after the plane hit,” said Aaron.

“You think?” said Dorcas.

No one answered her.  Either because Aaron had given the best answer or – more likely – because no one knew the answer.

“What now?” said Dorcas.

A roar behind them made the answer easy.

“We go down,” said Buck.  The big man shifted Hope’s loose form in his grip, then took a careful step forward.  Ken heard a double pop-pop and thought at first he was hearing the crackle of the fire, coming from some unseen spot below them.

Buck grinned sheepishly.  “Weak ankles,” he said.  Ken almost laughed.  Then the laugh dissipated utterly from his thoughts as Buck stepped forward again.  Forward, and downward.

Down into smoke.  Into fire.

Into the province of the dead.
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MAGGIE FOLLOWED BUCK.  Liz continued to struggle in the carrier, and Ken’s wife still had her hand clamped over their daughter’s mouth.  The sight of Maggie gagging the toddler chilled Ken: not something he had ever thought he would see his wife doing.  He had been on the fence as far as spanking went when he entered the marriage, but Maggie very quickly let him know it wouldn’t be an option for their children.  She believed in time outs and reasoning and positive discipline.

Not shoving her hand over their child’s face.

But then, are you even sure that is your child anymore, Ken?

A valid question.  And not one he was sure he could answer.

Ken moved to follow Maggie, but before he could Christopher slipped into the aisle.  He looked over his shoulder and shrugged as though to say, “Better not get to close to her right now, man.”  Or maybe that was just Ken’s imagination, imputing meaning where there was none.

It was easy to do.  People had been doing it since the beginning of time.  Interpreting the universe in a way that had it making sense, in a way that drew order out of chaos.

But what order could there be now?  When humanity was changing before Ken’s eyes, and even the release of death was denied to so many.

He shuffled down the aisle behind Christopher.  The adrenaline that Aaron had pumped into him was still blasting through his veins and arteries, making him feel on edge.  The world seemed to have a blue tint to it, as though everything had been subtly electrified.  His aches and pains were still there, but muffled under a blanket that pulsed with the erratic beat of his overstressed heart.

He could barely feel his back, and though the nerves in his left leg still hurt considerably the pain seemed faraway and more abstract than concrete.  As though it was something being described to him rather than something he was actually experiencing.

He looked around.  The cabin was lit by fire somewhere at the bottom of the incline.  Small flames licked along lines of upholstery and carpeting along the length of the fuselage, as well.  Some of the bodies still smoldered.

The seats were arranged three on the left, three on the right.  Extending into the distance below.  Some of the seats had been knocked off their moorings and either hung dreadfully askew or had seemingly disappeared completely.  Perhaps they had flown through the front or side of the jet when it impacted the ground or the building – Ken couldn’t tell which it had hit first.  Perhaps something else had happened.  The FAA would have had a field day investigating a wreck like this.

Only there’s no more FAA.  No more FAA, FDA, NSA, CIA.  None of those good ol’ acronyms that mean everything is A-OK.

Ken looked to his right.  About three-quarters of the seats were empty, but it wasn’t a regular dispersal.  Some rows were completely vacant, others had a single body, others held a full contingent of cadavers.

Beside him now, he saw what looked like the remains of a family.  A man and a woman with a smaller body between them.  Impossible to say whether the smaller body had been a boy or a girl – the face was hidden below the parents’ forms, what was visible of the child’s flesh was torn and twisted, and the clothing was so bloodstained there was no way to discern color or cut.

The tray table on the seat back in front of the man had popped free of its little lock and punched halfway through his body, nearly cutting him in half.

“Please return your trays to their locked positions,” Ken heard a voice say in his mind, words that had been spoken a thousand times and would likely never be spoken again.  They belonged to a world that was already a memory.

The woman looked almost unblemished.  Whole.  Only the thin sliver of metal puncturing her breast giving a hint as to the cause of her death.

Man and woman – mother and father? – were twisted, almost huddled, over the smaller body.  As if they had thrown themselves across the child in the last moments before impact.  

Ken didn’t know how to feel about that.  He wanted to find hope in it.  Because it showed that there was more to life than just selfishness.  There was more to existence than a clawing grasp for one’s own survival.

On the other hand, what had it benefited them?  Mother and father were both dead, and the child was a shrouded scrap of tissue between them.  At best they had the blessing of feeling the child die before they themselves expired.  Of knowing what had happened to their baby.

Was that what they were all doomed to feel?  To hope for?  Was humanity’s aspiration now merely that death would take them – and not something darker, and harsher, and far more eternal?

Ken felt Derek in his arms.  Felt him as real as he had ever been.  Felt him falling away.  Changing.  He wondered if he was going mad.

Thought it might be better.  Everyone talked about insanity as a curse.  But the reality, the dark secret that he suspected now more than ever, was that recent years had seen spikes in mental health problems because more and more people had discovered the relief of lunacy.  The comfort that came with not knowing... and never having to know anything again.

Never having to see your son fall.  Never having to see your daughters change.

Ken’s musings took him so far into himself that he almost didn’t notice the sounds for a moment.

Tic.  Tic-tic.  Tic-tic-tic-tic.

“What’s that?” said Aaron.  The cowboy was a pace behind Ken, following with Dorcas.

“I don’t –“ began Christopher.

Tic-tic-tic-tictictictictic....

And then Ken knew what the sound was.  He had heard it before.

He looked at the windows.  They were double-paned, and they seemed to have survived the crash, for which he was grateful.

Because they were the only thing standing between the survivors and the source of the sound.
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THE BUGS HAD BEEN THE first signal of the change.

They had clustered on a window – just a single window – of Ken’s classroom.  So thick, so closely grouped that they appeared to be some kind of moving plate mail.  They didn’t fly away when Ken tried to spook them, not even when the first explosion shook Boise and rattled the very pane to which they clung.

Later, the bugs continued acting strangely.  Swarms of bees seemed to target human beings, stinging any they came into contact with.

And then... they all died.  Insects by the tens and hundreds of thousands – by the millions – carpeted vast stretches of sidewalk and street.

Ken had, in the back of his mind, assumed that the last ones he saw – a black expanse of dead bugs outside the Wells Fargo Center – were it.  The last ones in Boise, perhaps in the world.  And part of him wondered what would happen, how life would change, if the insects were suddenly just gone.

He needn’t have worried.

At least, not about that.

The air in the cabin grew suddenly dark as what little light had filtered through the soot-fogged windows dimmed and disappeared.

Bugs.

Everywhere.

Tictictictictic....

The sounds of thousands of tiny feet, so inconsequential on their own, was almost maddening.  It joined with the crackling of the fires in the cabin to create a unique drumbeat, one that captured Ken’s already heightened pulse and sent it spinning into overdrive.  He felt like his head was going to explode.

“What’s going on?” said Maggie.

“Shhh,” hissed Aaron.  Ken didn’t know if the cowboy understood something about what was happening, or if it was just good advice in general.  Either way, Maggie fell silent.

And Ken noticed that she wasn’t the only one.

“Maggie,” he whispered.

She looked at him.  Fear in her eyes, though her mouth had drawn a thin line of anger across her face.  He knew in his deepest heart that she wasn’t really angry at him, any more than he was angry at Aaron or Christopher or God or anyone else for what was happening.

Sometimes, we just needed a face to hate.

Sometimes, the face we hated just happened to be the closest one to our hearts.

“What?” she said.

“Liz,” he said.  It was all he needed to say.

Maggie looked down.  She gasped.  A tiny inhale that threaded its way between the omnipresent tictictic of insects crashing their way to the windows, clinging to one another’s backs and legs and heads.  A hand went to her mouth.

“What...?”  Ken heard Dorcas behind him, could almost hear her craning to see what was happening.

“I don’t know.”  He looked at the windows.  Black holes in the red/gray shimmer of the fire and smoke that had enveloped their existence.  The smoke wrapped around the still forms of the dead, making them seem less like corpses and more like an audience in the world’s most macabre theater.  The shifting clouds of dark fog created the illusion of motion, and the change of light as the fire moved from place to place caused subtle shifts in shadow that heightened the hallucinatory effect.

Maggie shook Liz.  Only a moment before they had all been praying that the toddler would stop shouting, stop moving, stop doing whatever it was that called the creatures to them.

Now, suddenly, Ken could feel the company lean toward Maggie, and could feel them trying to rescind that prayer.

Liz wasn’t moving.  Her eyes were rolled back in her skull, only whites showing.  Her head tilted back, her mouth open.

The rest of her hung limp.

“What is it?”  Buck looked at Hope.  The little girl was still unconscious.  Then he looked left and right at the dark holes, like black eyes that had once been windows.  “What’s happening?”

Tic.  Tictictictic....

Ken had been concussed.  Bruised, beaten, maimed.  He had also had most of his back burnt in an explosion.  So he had no small hairs on the back of his neck.  Still, he felt the muscles there tighten.  A twitching, trembling, more civilized and less developed version of the early-warning system that sent feral animals howling out of the forest mere moments before the earthquake, the hurricane.

He looked at the buzzing darkness at the windows.  The dead bodies like visions of the future come to claim them all.

“Something’s coming,” he said.
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EVERYONE KEPT MOVING forward.

There was nothing else to do.  They couldn’t go back – there were Heaven-only-knew how many zombies behind them.  Couldn’t go sideways.  No way out of the airplane.  And even if they found an emergency exit, Ken didn’t want to be the first one to venture out into the swarms of insects.  He remembered the people he and Dorcas had found, people who hadn’t gotten out of the way of the swarms.  Swollen, bloated beyond recognition.  Only their clothing had identified the remains as being of human origin.

Tic-tictictic....

Ken realized some of the sound was coming from inside his head.  Panic sent a bolt of purest ice through his chest, down his stomach and testicles.

It’s happening to me.  I’m changing.

Then he realized the sound was his teeth.  Clicking.  Chattering in terror and the natural reaction to all the adrenaline that had saved him... and now threatened to overcome him.

Easy.

Easy.

Tictictictictic....

The floor of the aisle buckled suddenly after about fifteen feet, humping up and then dropping off to an even steeper incline.  The group clotted up getting over it.  Ken felt his skin continue to crawl, drawing tight against his bones and then letting go explosively, then drawing tight once more, letting go, repeating the process in an infinite loop that made him feel nauseous.

Something’s coming.

Still, he didn’t say anything.  Didn’t whisper at Buck or Maggie to hurry, because the last thing any of them needed was for someone to fall at this point.  Not now.

Tictictic....

Teeth or bugs?  He couldn’t tell anymore.  The sounds had mingled in his mind, bouncing around and creating a noise that was half alien, half familiar.  The familiarity made it worse.  Anything fully alien is merely incomprehensible; it is only when mixed with a modicum of ourselves that we understand it enough to fear it.

Tictictic....

Buck had stepped over the hump.  Not much, just a six-inch jutting in the floor.  Normally not even a nuisance, but the big man was treating it with utmost care.

Tictictic....

Buck turned and held out a hand to assist Maggie.  She looked at Liz.  The toddler’s head still pointed up, her eyes still rolled back so far only pure white showed.  It was so bright it almost glowed in the brimstone cylinder of the plane cabin.

Tictictic....

Maggie took Buck’s hand.  She stepped forward.

Ticticti – 

Silence.

Everyone stopped moving.

Everyone.

But not everything.
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THE SOUNDS STOPPED, and the silence was almost painful.

Until that moment, Ken hadn’t realized how much his world had come to be defined in terms of noise.

The sounds of Liz crying, of Hope and Derek playing.

Maggie laughing.

The pervasive tones of electronic media – beeps and boops and laugh tracks and commercials that were all just a bit too loud for comfort.  But you didn’t notice after a while, because even the obnoxious, even the almost-painful became mere background.  First we notice, then we tolerate, then we embrace, then we forget.  The human condition as expressed by mass communications.

Then, after the change....

Explosions.

Screams.

Shattering bones.

Breaking glass.

The growl.

Give up.

Give in.

And just like that, it was gone.  All of it.  Only the corpse-breath crackle of the flames in the cabin.

“You hear that?” said Buck.

“Where’d the creeps go?” said Christopher.

The growl was gone.  As though the zombies had, all in an instant, disappeared.

Ken dared to hope.  Dared to dream that something might be going, if not right, then at least less wrong.

He looked at Maggie.  Her arms around Liz.

The toddler’s eyelids fluttered.  The whites of her eyes, so blaring and bright they almost glowed, suddenly disappeared as her head slumped forward.

Brightness streamed back into the cabin.

“Wha –“ said Dorcas.

Ken looked at the windows.

The insects were falling away.  Letting go.

Dead?

No way to tell.  No way to know without going outside.

All was silent.

Just the breath of the survivors, the crackle of flame.

Then something shifted.

Maggie clapped her hands to her cheeks.  It was a strangely juvenile gesture, the kind of thing Ken had seen his students do occasionally.

When Ken saw a high schooler do it, he tried not to laugh.

When Maggie did it, he had to force himself not to scream.  Instead, he turned and looked at what she was staring at.  He didn’t want to see it, but he knew that avoidance was the fastest way to die.  The only way to survive this world was to keep your eyes wide open, watch for danger... and run when you could.

He saw what she saw.

And like Maggie, Ken did something he would have thought of as cartoonish if he had observed someone else doing it.

He rubbed his eyes.

He did it almost carefully, scrunching up his one good hand and pressing it against his right eye, then his left.  Each time adding a quick circular motion as if to remove whatever grit was causing this vision.

He opened his eyes.

And it was still there.

The world made less sense than it had.

The mere insanity that had gripped the world was gone, replaced by full-fledged homicidal psychosis.

Someone cursed.

Someone else screamed.

Sound snapped back to existence, found its way to a place where there was no hope for survival, no hope for escape.

Not even in death.

Because the dead themselves were moving. 
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THE FAMILY KEN HAD spotted earlier had led to mixed feelings.  Hope and dread, poignant loss and melancholy surrender.

Now he saw them simply.  They were evil.  Evil in its purest form.

It was one thing for people to suddenly change, to turn on one another and become snarling, biting beasts.  But really, wasn’t that just a small nudge down a slope so many people already rested on the crest of?  Just a push into a shadowy precipice over which so much of humanity eagerly lunged of their own accord?

There was nothing beautiful about what had happened to this point.  Nothing poetic, nothing bright –

(nothing bright about Derek being bitten, about blood streaming from his pores, about his eyes flooding with madness, about his fall to flame)

– but there was a trace of nature to it.  The law of the jungle, if only as read through funhouse lenses crafted by a psychotic artisan.

This, though....

The family was moving.  The dead family.  The mother and father pulled away from one another, and Ken saw he had been wrong about something.  He had thought the mother unblemished.  But now he saw - heard – otherwise.  She had reached to her husband, held his hands and arms as they tried to protect their child.  Their arms had burnt and mangled together as they crashed, husband and wife had become one for a moment, in purpose and in body.

Now their flesh separated with a sound like shearing ice.  They yanked their arms free from one another and the sound ripped through the cabin, overpowering the comparatively slight noise of the flames, rasping ragged holes in Ken’s mind.

The woman tried to stand.  She pushed up, then sat back down again with a jerk.  Repeated the motion.  Ken realized that the sliver of metal he had seen in her chest must have pinned her to the seat, maybe to the wall of the cabin.

Her mouth opened, her face wrinkling in rage.  But she didn’t speak.  Didn’t cry out.  No sound at all.

The zombies, the things that had changed from live people to... whatever they now were... were almost constantly vocalizing.  But this was something else.  As though when life had left this woman, so had her voice.  And not even the power that had reanimated her sufficed to give her the semblance of speech.

She kept trying to stand.  Kept falling back to the seat.  Ken could see the shaft in her breast wiggling to and fro.  It didn’t seem to bother her, and little blood came forth.

It’s already pooled in her feet by now.

A dull thud.  Ken’s eyes flicked over.

The husband.

He had pulled himself free of the seat.  But Ken had been wrong in his previous assessment of the husband’s injuries as well: the tray table hadn’t nearly cut the man in half.

The top portion of the man slid to the aisle.  He fell on his back.  The dark gray of his spine trailed out of the sudden terminus of his body.  Entrails flopped out in looping masses.

Again, not much blood.

Again, no sound at all.

The man’s face was oriented away from the survivors.  But he began working his way around, clearly trying to face them.

Ken had no illusions about what the thing’s intentions were.

More movement.

Ken looked back.  Halfway between the still-pinned woman and the twitch-dancing feet of the man.

Something rose up between them.

Maggie shrieked.  A single word.

The thing did not make a sound.  Not even when it leaped through the air directly at Ken.

Ken didn’t shriek.  But he did speak.  Like Maggie, it was a single word.  The same word.

“Derek?”
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NOT DEREK.

Derek changed.

Fell.

Died in the fire.

Changed.

It all flashed through Ken’s mind in an instant.  He saw a single bit of ash falling, backlit by a tongue of flame that streaked up the side of a blanket hanging from one of the overhead luggage bins.  Both ash and flame ceased their motion.  Energy sapped from the universe, pulled away by the power of Ken’s thoughts, the swirling vortex of burgeoning madness.

When slumped beneath is dead parents, the child-thing had been a mangled mass of nothing.  Just torn flesh and broken bone, loosely contained by threads that no doubt had once been an outfit carefully chosen for the trip.  Not human, not even a body.  Barely a carcass.

But when the thing stood up, Ken saw what Maggie had seen: the little round face, impossibly unblemished.

Tornadoes ravaged entire neighborhoods but left one home pristine.  Earthquakes sunk homes into the ground and left random bits of perfection standing on the city streets as mute witness to the past.  And apparently airliner crashes had the same indiscriminate quality.  Breaking a body but leaving a face perfectly intact, the visage of an angel peering out from the husk of a demon.

And he – Ken now saw it had been a he – looked so much like Derek.  Or maybe not.  Maybe he just wished it.  Maybe he just wished to see his son, even if seeing his son came at the cost of death revoking its sovereignty.

But no, Maggie saw it, too.  So it wasn’t imagination.  It was a cruel joke, or a continuation of the awful prank being played out on a cosmic level.

The ash was still frozen.  The flame seemed encased in ice.  Nothing moved.

The father-thing –

(and Ken wondered if it would look like him if it was a dark version of himself another man who had also lost his son and failed his family)

– broke the spell first.  Clawed, pulled its way around.

The boy/thing/beast/corpse resumed its flight through the air.  Mouth open in a scream that never came.  Silent.

The silence was the worst.  Because rage like Ken saw in the boy’s eyes, near-mindless evil of the kind that could drive broken bones to grind against themselves and push a shattered body into the air, that should scream.

It should not be silent.

Ken didn’t understand what was happening.

The living had turned to vicious, unstoppable animals.

The dead were no longer the dead.

The boy flew through the air.

Straight at Ken.

Ken couldn’t raise his hands.  Couldn’t do anything. 

How could you stop something that bore the face of your dead child?

The boy-thing reached with crooked arms that ended in mangled fingers.  His mouth opened wide to show bloodied gums.  Not many teeth.

But enough.  Assuming that a bite from the once-dead could bring the change as fast and easily as could a bite from the zombies spawned from the still-living.

Ken thought that was likely the case.  The one thing that was consistent in all of this was the deadliness of the things they faced.  The only two choices seemed to be conversion... or death.

A bite would change him.

But he did not move.

He could not.  Wasn’t sure he even wanted to.

He whispered his son’s name.
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THE FACE WAS PERFECT.  A round face, like Derek’s.  Lightly tanned.  Button nose.

The silent snarl was not Derek’s.  Nor was the dried blood that streaked his cheeks and crumbled out of his mouth like river clay.

But it was close enough to paralyze Ken.  Close enough to make him wonder why he was fighting, if fighting would only result in death and, worse, in having to confront the faces of the dead.

The dead boy/Derek/thing’s fingers were bent every which way, twisted and curling in on themselves.

Derek always bit his nails too much.

Filthy habit.

Ken knew he should be moving.  Should be doing something.  But he just watched as the thing jumped over several seat backs, leapt over a smoldering fire, and then pounced.

He’ll hurt himself if he keeps that up.

Ken looked for the ash.  The ash that had hung for an impossible forever in the air.  It was gone.  The miracle was over.  Time had started again, marching implacably forward, resolutely pushing on to the inevitable dissolution of all things.

The ash was gone.

Derek’s gone.

Ken shook his head.  He moved.

But he was too late.  The thing’s fingers – the dead, broken fingers of the thing that had once been a boy but never Derek, never his boy – reached for him.

The thing was airborne again.  Floating like ash, but mobile.  Dangerous.  Too fast.

Ken shrank back.

The thing darted toward him like a torpedo, and then seemed to change direction at the last second.  Something grazed Ken’s cheek.  He felt blood slick his face, and didn’t know if it was his or the dead thing’s.

Then the child hit the ground.

Ken looked up.  Dorcas was laying on top of it.  She had tackled it in midair, tumbling with it to the ground.  The thing was pinned under her greater mass, but still Ken could hear its teeth snapping together as it tried to bite her.

Aaron stepped forward.  He had pulled a piece of metal from one of the broken tray tables and was holding it like a short javelin.  He half kicked Dorcas away from the boy, then slammed the metal through the back of the child’s small neck, pinning it to the floor.  The thing trembled, its fingers spasmed.  Its legs kicked, once each, though not at the same time.

All in silence.

Then it was motionless.  But only for a moment.  Then its fingers began twitching.  Slowly, as though it was figuring out how to use them again.  They opened and closed, curled and uncurled.  The unsure movements of a stroke recovery victim.

“Get on up, lady,” said Aaron, helping Dorcas to her feet.  She stood.  Then hollered.

The dead father had finally flipped himself around.  Half a man, but half a man was enough in this situation.  It had crawled forward during the scuffle with its once-son, trailing a long hose of intestine, like a man knit of too-loose thread, destined to slowly unravel.

Ken thought that strangely appropriate.

The thing had grabbed Dorcas’ ankle.

It bit down.
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“No!”

Aaron had gone crazy before.  When he had been touched by acid in the elevator, a thin trickle that burned a line of third-degree flesh down the length of his left arm, Ken had thought he would never see anything more terrifying that still managed to be human.

He was wrong.

The cowboy’s face twisted in a way Ken had never seen.  He didn’t know a person could look like that.  Aaron had said he was a rodeo clown.  But had hinted at something else in his past.  Something darker, and infinitely more dangerous.

In his face, already wrinkled by long years in the sun, already stained by soot and grime, Ken thought he now caught glimpses of sun in alien places, of dirt that could never be washed away.  Aaron’s face was not that of a man, not that of an animal.  It was that of a machine, programmed to do only one thing.

Ken realized the cowboy’s face looked a lot like the face of the zombies.

“NO!” the older man shrieked again.  He brought his foot down on the head of the half-man that was gnawing on Dorcas’ foot.  Dorcas’ own scream disappeared in the thundering rage of the cowboy’s roar.  Then disappeared again in the dull thud-crunch of a boot slamming through hair and bone and brain and bone again before coming to rest on buckled carpet.

The half-thing began twitching.  Frenzied tremors rippled through its body as the chaos that took control of these things whenever their brains were damaged seized it.  Its fingers curled back on themselves, then one hand reached straight into the air as though the headless, legless torso were trying to pull itself erect.  The other dug deep into its abdomen and began pulling soft tissue from its body.

Aaron didn’t even notice.  His cowboy boots kept pounding down, slamming into the thing’s head – where the head had been – over and over and over until what had been brain and bone and blood was little more than a gritty stain on the warped floor.

The father-thing never made a sound.

The son-thing, moving a bit more with every passing second, never wailed.

The mother-thing kept trying to pull herself free a few rows back.  But mutely.  Mouth opening and closing in silent screams, airless breaths.

Aaron kept grinding the paste under his feet.  He didn’t look at Dorcas.

She touched him.  Laid her one good hand on his one good arm.

“I’m okay,” she said.  “It didn’t get through my boots.”

She lifted her pants to show her thick work boots – now darker than they had been, the double-stitched leather starting to fray.  But whole.

Aaron stopped as if frozen.  His foot caught in mid-grind.

The child-thing struggled.

The mother-thing pulled herself apart to get to them.

The father-thing yanked its innards out as if in offering to whatever deity had resurrected it.

Aaron fell against Dorcas.  She grunted as he hit her broken arm.  Grunted, but didn’t pull away.

The cowboy wept.
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KEN STARED AT THE OLDER couple.  And realized he was jealous.

They had found each other.

All of them had found each other, of course.  But Buck had lost his mother.  Christopher had lost his family, had seen his parents rip each other apart.

Ken had lost Derek.  Maybe the girls.  Maybe Maggie.

Aaron and Dorcas were holding each other.  Clinging to one another in one-armed, broken embraces.  Weeping in relief and terror and pain.

But they were alive, and perhaps they had more now than they had when this all began.

Ken hated them for a moment.  Less than a second, just another frozen ash-fall of an instant.  But it was real.

Is that in everyone?  Can we all hate not only for real injuries but merely for blessings others have the gall to accept?

He thought so.  And didn’t know what that meant.  Maybe nothing.  Maybe everything.  If that kind of hate was buried in everyone, that kind of selfishness resided in all hearts, maybe the monsters that had come upon them weren’t unnatural after all.  Maybe they were just the next evolutionary step.

Swinging in the trees to picking fruit off the ground.

Picking fruit off the ground to cultivating crops.

Cultivating crops to building cities.

Building cities to traveling to space.

But the constant through it all was warfare.  Murder.  The attempt to bring others down and bury them beneath our feet.

The zombies were simply doing it with a bit more focus.  Casting off the subterfuge of civilization and simply being their true selves.

Ken looked at Maggie.  She was standing by Buck and Christopher, almost leaning against them.

Not me.  She should be holding me, not leaning on them.

Liz was still limp in the baby sling.  Hope flopped loose and boneless in Buck’s thick arms.

None of them noticed the things rising out of the seats behind them.
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“LOOK OUT!”

The self-pity that had been on the verge of battering down Ken’s last defenses vaporized at the sight of the burning things standing behind Maggie.  He was moving even as he shouted, shoving her behind him, then pushing Christopher to the side as well.  The kid went sprawling into the remains of a – blessedly empty – row of mangled seats.

Buck was harder to push.  But even the big man flew to the side under the adrenalized shove Ken sent his way.  Ken saw out of the corner of his eye that the gray older man fell sideways with his body curved around Hope’s still form.  Another surprise.  Another connection found in the world of the lost.  The snippy, selfish older man had somehow discovered someone in whom to subsume himself.

In that moment Ken started to think of the man as one of the group.  One of the survivors.

Then he was past them all.

Throwing himself into the three dead bodies that had struggled to their feet two rows down.

The closest wasn’t really on fire, he saw.  Just smoldering.  Steam venting from singed rags that were the only funerary clothing the thing would ever enjoy.

The whole world was a cemetery.  But the dead were not going to stay buried.

The steam hissed and popped, and one of the thing’s eyes suddenly exploded under the internal pressure of expanding gases and liquids.  A second later the thing started to jitter.  Then it dropped suddenly, disappearing to the floor in its row of seats.

Ken didn’t know what to make of that.  He didn’t have time to wonder if it was a trap, because the two other walking corpses were climbing over the intervening rows of seats.  They could have been on him in an instant if they had come into the center aisle, but they seemed unaware of that.  They saw only him, their target and prey.  A straight line seemed to be the only way they would move.

Footsteps behind him.  Several sets.  A scuffle.

One of the zombies reached him.  It moved awkwardly.  Ken had noted that the zombies moved better the more of them there were, seeming to draw agility and strength from numbers.  He couldn’t tell if that was what was happening here, or if this one was struggling because it was born not of a living person but of a cadaver.

Either way, the thing’s tenuous movements bought Ken enough time to backpedal a bit.  The thing reached out, grabbing at him with fingers stained and bloody.  Ken’s own hands went back, and brushed into something.  He grabbed it reflexively, then yanked it forward as the zombie lurched at him.

The thing snapped its teeth.  Silently.

Ken was not silent.  He screamed in terror, but didn’t run.  He couldn’t.  There was nowhere to run.  His family was behind him.  He couldn’t let this thing get past.

Instead he used what was in his hand: the flexible tube connected to an oxygen mask.  The thing had a little give.  Not a lot, but enough that he could yank it forward and whip it around the zombie’s head.

Ken meant to throw it around the thing’s neck like a noose.  Some thought in the back of his head whispered that he might be able to hang the thing up in the tubing, stop it completely right here.

He missed.

The tubing didn’t get to the thing’s neck.  The zombie had its mouth open, trying to take a bite out of its enemy.  The cord got hung up in its maw like a bit for a horse’s bridle.  The thing gnashed down automatically, and Ken had no choice but to continue his motion, wrapping the oxygen tube around the thing’s neck.

The thing was stuck.  At least for a moment.

But Ken felt something odd.

He looked at his hand.  His right hand.  His good hand.  The hand that had grabbed the tubing.

There was a shining hemisphere of red on the meat of his hand.

Teeth marks.

He had been bitten.
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AARON THUDDED PAST him, bypassing Ken to get to the third zombie, the one that was still climbing over seats.  The cowboy had grabbed the severed arm of one of the passenger seats and as the zombie jumped at him he swung it.

The reinforced arm hit the zombie with a muffled thwump.  Aaron wasn’t a superhero – the zombie didn’t miraculously slam to the ground with the force of his blow – but he changed direction a bit.  Enough to get hung up in a mass of willow-wires hanging from a ceiling panel.  The thing struggled to get free, but Aaron just kept pounding on it with the seat arm, and Ken heard the wet thud/crack of flesh and bone breaking.

The zombie didn’t cry out.  Didn’t scream.

Aaron didn’t, either.  He panted with the effort of his attack, but that was the only sound he made.  

Ken saw it all peripherally.  Most of his attention was on his hand.  He held it in front of his face.  Looked at the half-circle of tiny holes.  They wept red.

“Come on,” said Aaron gruffly, and turned to go.  More movement in the plane.  Other bodies were lurching to their feet.  In fact, Ken realized that all of the dead were in motion.  But most of them were having trouble getting up.

Seat belts.  They can’t get out of the seat belts.

The thought flitted through his mind, bullet-fast and leaving almost no trace of its passage.

Bitten.  I’ve been bitten.

That registered.

His hand shook.

He wondered what it would feel like.

Would he feel the blood come out of his pores?

Would he feel himself change?

Would he know it when he tried to kill his family?

He looked at Maggie.

She hadn’t noticed.  She was too busy looking right and left, back and forth, trying to see all the suddenly animated corpses that were trying to lurch out of their seats and finding themselves held strangely fast.

Buck was doing the same.

So was Dorcas.

Aaron was busy wailing on another zombie.  “What the hell are you people waiting for?” he said through clenched teeth.  “We gotta move.”

Ken found Christopher’s eyes.  The young man was staring at him.  One hand on the nose that Ken had accidentally broken.  The other held a piece of metal.  Something similar to what Aaron had used to pin that first kid to the floor.

“Shit,” whispered Christopher.  Looking now at Ken’s hand.

He stepped toward Ken.  He shifted his grip on the metal to a two-fisted one.

Ken nodded.

“Knock it out of the park, kid,” he said.
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THERE WOULDN’T BE TIME for goodbyes.  Maybe that was best.  Certainly it was fair – how many of the billions of dead and changed had gotten to hold their loved ones, say their goodbyes?

No, Ken just hoped that whatever Christopher did would be sufficient to keep him from hurting anyone else.  From spreading this – what?  Disease?

Shouldn’t it have happened already?  Shouldn’t I have changed?

Christopher took a pair of quick steps, almost running.  He held the piece of metal over his right shoulder, winding up for a home run hit.

Ken felt himself grow dizzy and hot.

I thought it would feel cold.

When do I start bleeding everywhere?

When do I start screaming?

He heard Aaron, still grunting away as he smashed back several undead who had reached the aisle.

Maggie finally saw Christopher and Ken.  “What’s going on?” she said.  Then she must have noticed Ken holding his hand in front of his face.  Her gaze flicked to the zombie that was still gagged and bound to the ceiling by the oxygen mask.

Two plus two equals....

Her hand went to her mouth.

“Don’t you dare,” she said a moment later.

“Don’t have much choice,” said Ken.

He coughed.

Everything went gray, then black.

He felt the floor rushing at him.
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KEN HIT THE FLOOR FACE-first.  The surface was carpeted, but still rough and harder than he expected.  Explosions lit up the dark cavern behind his eyes when he slammed into the warped surface.

“Ken!”  Maggie’s scream punched holes in the fog that blanketed his thoughts.  “Ken, Ken!”

Sounded like she was screaming louder.  Either that or getting closer.  Running toward him.

Don’t do that.  Run away, babe.  Run away.

Someone grabbed him.  Flipped him over.

The explosions dimmed to gray.  A dark outline.  Someone holding something.  Christopher, ready to hit him.  Pound him to pieces small enough not to matter.

Good.

Christopher’s arms dropped.  Fast.  No longer a home run, this was going to be a railroad worker slamming home a spike.

And something else slammed into Christopher.  Knocked him away at the last second.  Ken heard a dull clunk as the bar Christopher had been holding bounced off the carpeted floor only an inch or so away from his right ear.

Ken thought it was a zombie that had knocked the young man’s hit askew.  Then realized the attacking shape was a short, stocky one.  Wearing cowboy boots.

“Don’t!” shouted Aaron.  He kicked backward, sending another looming shape crashing backward into flames that were licking closer and closer.

“He’s bit!” Christopher screamed.

“I know it!”

“You know?”  The shock in Christopher’s voice echoed the surprise bouncing through the muddled wreckage of Ken’s own thoughts.

“Yuh.”  Aaron moved again.  Another silent figure went flying.

“He’s going to change.”

“Don’t think so.”  Aaron knelt and put a hand on Ken’s shirt, yanking him roughly to his feet.

“Then why’s he acting like that?”  This time it was Dorcas speaking.  Not sounding terrified of Ken’s incipient transformation, more like normal curiosity.  She believed Aaron, Ken could hear that; believed the cowboy completely and utterly.

“Adrenaline’s wearing off.”  Aaron nodded.  “Christopher, can you hang onto him?”

“Uhhh.”  Christopher gazed at Ken.

“Oh, for good damn hell’s sake,” muttered the cowboy.  “They turn fast, kid.  He’d have changed if he was gonna change.”  He shoved Ken at Christopher, who caught him.

Ken saw Christopher was grinning.  Hassling the cowboy.  “No, I believe you, man.  Just I don’t like hauling around a guy who broke my nose.”

Aaron snorted.  Started to turn to face toward the front of the cabin.  Christopher’s voice turned him around.  “How’d you know he wasn’t going to turn?”

Aaron spun around again.  Back toward the bottom of the incline, the semi-slide the airplane had become.  “You really want to discuss that now?” he said.

Christopher gulped.  Ken saw the smile leave the young man’s face.  “Guess not.”

Ken looked.

Aaron had been busy.  Easily a dozen zombies were wrapped up in wire, pinned to seats or to the walls.

But there were still another dozen or so.  All in the aisle.  All between them and whatever might lay at the bottom of the plane.

Ken looked back.

Buck holding Hope.

Maggie holding Liz.

Dorcas, swaying on her feet.

Another dozen undead coming behind them.
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CLUNK.

That was all Ken could hear, for some reason.

Clunk.

The sound of Christopher’s makeshift weapon bouncing off the floor.

He wasn’t hearing the moan of the dozen undead ahead, the dozen more behind.

Just... clunk.  As though Ken’s only mental response to this impossible moment was an insistence that he should have died a few moments ago.

Christopher was holding Ken up, practically bearing all his weight.  Ken’s arm was over the young man’s right shoulder, and Christopher held the thin bar over his head with his left hand – 

(clunk)

– as though it might scare back the two dozen assailants moving toward them.  Small chance.  Though Ken did note that these zombies seemed to move differently than the ones the survivors had encountered thus far.  Still fast, still single-minded – as far as dead things could be “single-minded” – but they seemed a bit slower.  Not all-the-way-slow, but certainly not the same super-speed that the things in the elevator had been.

Ken wondered what else was different about this brand of zombies.  What other ways the undead zombies varied from the once-alive varieties.

It was all academic.  Whether or not the –

(clunk)

– things moved super-fast or just normal-fast, they were about to pounce.  Ken could see that.  The ones in front and the ones behind.  Gathered to jump.

Maggie and Buck, each holding their frightening and precious passengers, had drawn close to one another.  Then pulled closer to the rest of the group.  Dorcas and Christopher and Ken were already in a tight knot.

Clunk.

Aaron was standing on the lower edge of the survivors, and Ken could tell the older man was debating whether to make a stand here with the last of his friends or wade into the dozen zombies that were now about fifteen feet away and go out fighting.

CLUNK.

The sound was louder in Ken’s mind, almost reaching audible levels.  Muffled but powerful, the sound of a life ending.  Hollow, as if to signify it didn’t have any meaning.

The zombies behind them, the ones that were higher on the tilting slide that the plane had become, moved closer.  As though taking care to make sure nothing went wrong.

CLUNK.

That damn hollow sound.  The empty noise of humanity’s passing.

Maggie began to weep.

Aaron tensed, and Ken could tell the cowboy was going in.  He wouldn’t go calmly, wouldn’t meet death with the silence of the undead things around them.

Buck whispered something.  Ken thought it was “Mother.”

Christopher chuckled.  A nervous laugh.

Dorcas was quiet.  Watching Aaron, just him.  Like the rest of the world suddenly didn’t matter much.  Her lips moved.  Ken couldn’t tell through the smoke in the cabin and the fog in his mind what she was saying to herself.

All he heard was... CLUNK.

Hollow.

Empty.

Aaron crouched for his final moment.
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“CLUNK!”

Everyone stopped.  It might have been Ken’s imagination, but it seemed like even the undead swiveled to stare at him for just a moment.  Like the amount of random stupidity in that single syllable was enough to stop even the world’s final death-spiral for a moment.

Then they – silently – reoriented on the group.  Began moving forward.  Most of them were focused on Aaron, as though they had figured out he was the primary threat – the thing to be first neutralized.

But the others seemed to be staring at Maggie and Buck.

Or was it that they stared at Liz and Hope?  The little girls were still insensate, limp in their carriers’ arms.

Ken fought to focus.  He hadn’t wanted to shout “clunk.”  Hadn’t wanted to say that at all.  But he had wanted to say something.

He just couldn’t remember what it was.

Everything was whirling.  Darkness taking over his vision.  He felt himself draining, emptying of life.  Growing hollow.

Hollow....

Clunk....

He found the thought.  Held it.  And shouted again.  This time managing to say the word he had intended to say in the first place: “Down!”

Everyone looked at him again.  Just for a moment.  Buck and Maggie, even Christopher all spared him only the barest of glances before returning their gazes to the menace crowding them.

Dorcas looked longer.  Confused.  Concerned.  Wondering.  Then, perhaps, a light in her eyes.  Ken knew he could explain to her.  Could tell her.  If only he could get his mouth to move.

But he couldn’t.  Everything was going wrong, not just in the world outside, but in Starship Ken.  His hull was damaged, his circuits fried, his main computer in some kind of shutdown mode.

He looked at Aaron.  The cowboy was looking at Ken, too.

And smiling.

Not a big smile, but Ken felt like someone had gotten what he was trying to say.

Clunk.

Down.

Hollow.

Starship Ken was malfunctioning, but somewhere deep within its core, there was something trying to make sense of things, to come up with a way out.  It had been barking messages at Captain Ken, trying to make him understand.  But the messages had been coming out as code; as ciphers to be interpreted.

Clunk.

Down.

Hollow.

Clunk.

Down.

Hollow.

Clunk down hollow.

Clunkdownhollow.

Maybe they weren’t trapped, after all.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]




24


[image: image]


––––––––
[image: image]


“GET READY,” SAID AARON.

Ken felt Christopher’s body jerk.  Couldn’t tell if it was a laugh or a shudder.  “Get ready?”  The young man whipped his gaze around, the implication that that kind of advice was coming their way a bit late more than clear.  “For what?”

“This.”

Ken hadn’t really seen Aaron fight before.  Bits and snatches, but it had been mostly cloaked in darkness, made nearly invisible by competing events and Ken’s own fear.

Now....

Aaron didn’t just move.  He flowed.

It was like watching liquid mercury, fashioned into the shape of a man and poured into a pair of cowboy boots.  The older man jumped the last ten feet between him and the undead that were crawling up toward them from below in a move that would have shamed an Olympic athlete half his age.  He seemed to stop in mid-jump, though, an impossible trick of physics that made Maggie gasp.

Ken was shocked as well, and would have staggered if he wasn’t already utterly dependent on Christopher for his ability to stand.  Perhaps that was why he actually saw that Aaron had snagged something – a piece of wiring conduit? – that hung down in the middle of the slanted aisle.  The cowboy used it like a pole in a jungle-gym, going from near free-fall to sideways motion, his heavy boots kicking out...

... and catching the lead zombie square in the temple.

Ken knew from his own martial arts experience that the temple was the thinnest part of the human skull – only about twice the thickness of an eggshell, and so particularly vulnerable to fracture.

Then again, he suspected that a lead plate would have crumpled under the power of the kick Aaron brought to bear on the undead before and below them.

The thing’s head caved in, going from smooth oval to concave polygon.  One of the monster’s eyes literally flew out of its socket, seeming to leap away as a sentient creature might from a doomed life raft.  But instead of swimming into the darkness it just lay on the floor, a limp, slowly deflating sac of vitreous fluid.

The zombie itself was knocked into a row of partially-askew seats.  Black-red gore spewed out of its now-empty eye socket and from the crevasse Aaron had opened in the thing’s head.

Ken could see into its skull.  Where the brain should have been.  Only there was no brain.  Just more of that grotesque viscous matter, like the thing’s brain had rotted and melted and half-congealed in the space of an instant.  It made Ken ill to see, and he suspected he would have vomited if he had the strength.

Aaron had rebounded off the kick, using the wire conduit to pull himself back away from the rest of the zombies.  Just out of reach.

So the wounded one was still close to him.

But closer to the other zombies.

It opened its mouth.  And for the first time, one of the undead made a sound.  It screamed.  A harsh, grating sound like dirt being churned in a river of blood.

Then it attacked.
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KEN HEARD THE SCREAM as two things: terror and triumph.  Terror because the crushed skull of the zombie signaled the entry of one more uncertainty into their world.

Triumph because someone else had understood.  Aaron had comprehended the message his injury-addled subconscious mind had been trying to convey.

Clunk.

Down.

Like many infrequent air travelers, Ken never really thought much about the specifics of flying.  He just got on the plane at the terminal, got off at the other end of the flight.  Hopefully his luggage made a similar flight.

But there was more to it than that.  This cabin, for instance.  A quick look around showed that it only took up about half the internal volume of the fuselage.  So what else was there?

Baggage?

Landing gear?

Whatever there was, it was underneath the passenger cabin.  And when Ken had heard that muted clunk he realized there was more to the plane than what he could see.

There was a below.  Something they could flee to, if only they could find a way.

The injured zombie threw itself at its once-brothers and sisters.  The lower portion of the plane became a maelstrom of destruction, the thing that Aaron had maimed trying to destroy anything it could lay hands or feet or teeth on.

The other things tried to ignore it.  Tried just to crawl over and around and past it to get to the survivors.

The injured zombie snagged one of the others.  Ripped its nose off with a jerk of its teeth, even though its jaw hung half-askew from the force of Aaron’s hit.  Then it slammed the injured monster into the thin padding of a coach-level headrest.

More black-red gore spewed in a weird mix of liquid and congealed clay.  Now two insane zombies were in the mix, madness buying the survivors some time.

Aaron was bent over behind one of the chairs in a nearby row.  The chairs had pulled apart, spreading like fingers in a giant game of Cat’s Cradle, wires and oxygen tubes running like webbing between them.  The chairs looked like they were taller than the ones around them, but Ken realized that was just an illusion: the chairs were the same, but the flooring they were bolted to had been pulled slightly upward.  Torqued by the forces of the crash, buckled by the impact with the building against which the plane slanted.

Aaron was pulling up on the seats.  Lifting with all his might.  Ken could hear the sound of metal creaking, could see the tendons in the cowboy’s neck standing out in stark relief.

Buck lumbered over.  Saw what the other man was trying to do.  He put down Hope’s silent form in a movement that was almost too tender to be understood.  He placed her in the row of seats behind the one that Aaron was pulling on, and Ken thought he even saw the big man brush his little girl’s hair out of her face.

Then Buck leaned over.  Grabbed hold of the undercarriage of the middle chair.

Pulled.

The sound of tortured metal, the shriek of Buck as he shouted in exertion, almost masked the sound of feet slipping over cloth.

Ken turned his head.  It took far too long.  He felt like he wasn’t moving his own body, but a huge robot.  One that was vast and ponderous and weighted down by the rust and weathering of a thousand years.

The dozen undead that had been behind them were still behind them.

Behind, and close enough to touch.

Ken opened his mouth to scream.  To warn the others.

All that came out was a sigh.  Like a final whisper, a whimper to carry his soul into the night.
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DORCAS YELLED.

Only it wasn’t really just a yell.  Ken thought that every feminist who had ever talked about equal rights, every woman who had ever said something about equal pay for equal work, every female who had ever tried to make the case that they were as good and capable as men... every single one of those women must have been present in that shout.  Dorcas sounded suddenly like a lion, like an enraged beast whose domain had been trodden upon.

In that moment, Ken wasn’t sure who he would bet on for best two out of three between Dorcas and Aaron.

The older woman roared that terrifying roar, and kicked her thick work boot out so hard that the zombie that had been reaching for Ken and Christopher nearly folded in half.  It stumbled backward, up the tilted surface of the center aisle, arms flung out so that it caught – and effectively stopped – several other monsters that were coming down toward them.

“Get out of the aisle!” Dorcas screamed.

Ken felt himself jerked to the side as Christopher leapt into one of the mangled rows.  He saw Maggie following suit as well, as though everyone in the plane had fallen captive to the siren power of Dorcas’ voice.

She was already moving as she spoke, grabbing at something that was stuck in a nearby row.  She twisted and pulled, grunting in what sounded like a mixture of determination and agony – Ken couldn’t imagine how the exertion was acting on her shattered arm.

But she didn’t stop pulling.  She wrestled at the thing, grunting as she pulled it inch by painful inch into the center aisle.

It was a huge, soot-stained box that Ken finally realized was the drinks cart.  The heavy-duty metal cart that the flight attendants would wheel down the aisle and out of which they would dole out cheap sodas and cheaper snacks to the passengers.

Dorcas kicked at it.  Again.  A third time.

Gravity finally did its job.  The drinks cart flew away from Dorcas with a squeal of tortured metal and broken wheels, bouncing as much as rolling.  It gathered speed quickly, and in the few feet between the survivors and the zombies it was already going fast enough to kill.

It hit the first of the zombies – the one whose head Aaron had crushed – with a leaden thud.  Kept going as though the thing were nothing more than a paper cutout.

The other zombies – the “downhill” ones, at least – shattered like bowling pins in the path of a wrecking ball.  Several got hung up on the cart, dragged downward toward the flames and smoke that obscured the bottom/front of the cabin.

Ken looked behind him creakily.

The other zombies.  The “uphill” ones.  The one Dorcas had kicked was already on its feet.  It looked like it had once worked for the airline: wearing a colorful outfit with a small tag on its breast that said, “Brandi.”

Brandi snarled silently.  Her fingers clenched.  Dorcas whipped around to face her, and Ken bet even odds that his farm girl could take that zombie.

But that didn’t matter.  There were still another ten or more behind Brandi.

Something popped.  It sounded like a soda can opening, if that soda can was the size of a swimming pool.

“Got it,” said Buck.

“Get over here!” shouted Aaron.

Ken looked.  Buck had pulled the seats a bit higher.  Not much, maybe only a foot or so.

Enough?

He looked back at Dorcas.  She was still staring at Brandi.

“Go,” said Dorcas.  “I got this bitch.”
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CHRISTOPHER PULLED Ken away, and the last thing he saw of Dorcas, the older woman was kicking for all she was worth, swinging what looked like a fire extinguisher – maybe a piece of red luggage, Ken’s vision wasn’t so great right now – at an oncoming monster.

Laughing.

It wasn’t hysterical laughter.  Not the laughter of the cursed or the condemned.  It was the sound of someone who has not resigned to death, but determined to live.

If only for a moment.

Then he was away, yanked in a jumble of smoke and fire and tumbling images.  He saw Maggie, pulled along as well.  Saw Lizzy hanging from her chest, still empty-seeming, devoid of whatever strangeness had taken hold of her and pronounced Ken and the rest of the survivors to be “renegades.”

He saw himself, tumbling toward darkness.  Descending into a black that reminded him of the elevator shaft he had climbed down with Hope strapped to his chest.  Only this was worse, because he wasn’t climbing, he had no power of his own.  And the darkness was below a layer of smoke and fire and vaguely-seen demon things.

So this was... what?  The basement below the worst parts of Hell?

Ken saw a face in the darkness.  Aaron.

“Pass ‘im to me.”

Ken was moved into place, shoved over, and handed to Aaron, who was standing in the darkness under Hell.

Ken tried to help the hands that moved him into place.  But he was limp and loose as Liz or Hope.  A helpless observer.

He was pulled into the pit by Aaron’s strong hand.  Placed quickly but carefully on something hard and boxy.

“The girl,” said Aaron.  In the bit of light that filtered from above, Ken could see that the cowboy wasn’t standing after all – he was squatting, almost kneeling in the low space beneath the passenger area of the cabin.  Aaron reached for something, pulling a small shape into the baggage compartment.  Hope.

A second later, Maggie followed, turning to allow herself to fit in while still strapped to Liz.

Christopher slipped in.  Aaron looked at the younger man.  “Dorcas?” he said.

Christopher jerked his chin upward, where the sounds of scuffling could be heard.  And laughter, Dorcas was still laughing.  Though the laughter was low, wheezing.  Tempered by pain.

Aaron’s eyes went cold.  Ken, remembering how Aaron had reacted just a moment ago when he thought Dorcas was bitten, was sure the man would leap out of the hole under the seats, would try to save Dorcas.

But apparently the cowboy recognized a difference between someone being brought down from behind... and knowingly sacrificing herself to save her friends.  He knew what she was doing, and respected it.  So he didn’t go crazy, didn’t jump back into the cabin.  He just reached his hand out and grabbed Buck’s blindly grasping fingers.

The big man barely made it through the fissure he had opened.  He grunted, then yelped, and Ken heard cloth tearing.  “Sonofa...,” said the gray man.  Not whining.  Not anymore.  That part of Buck seemed to be gone.  He was just in pain, like all of them.  But strong enough to still be alive, like all of them.

Above them, the last strains of life-laughter ceased.

There were thuds as things – silent things, things whose voices had been stolen along with their lives and their free will – pounded toward the hole.

“Find something to block ‘em,” said Aaron.  He pulled his head away from the hole, feeling around in the near-dark.

They didn’t have time.

The first dark shape slipped through.  Into their space.

Among them.
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KEN COULD ONLY LAY there and watch.  He tried to sit up and couldn’t even manage that.  He felt his legs and hands trembling, felt sweat burst out along his forehead as he bent his will to force his broken body into motion.

Nothing happened.

In the movies the heroes came out of seven-year comas ready to fight, able to do marathon foot-chases and amazing scissor-kicks within hours of recovery.  The reality of major physical trauma, Ken found, was different.  Different even than his worst injuries practicing hapkido.  He’d always been able to muscle his way through the pain, to grin and bear it.

Now he couldn’t muscle his way through.  He couldn’t grin and bear it, because the bare muscle control required for grinning was well beyond him.

He had already been slumped against something loose and boxy, something that ground painfully at his bruised and abraded back.  But after only a second of trying to move, he practically melted into it.  He felt like his bones were on fire, melting and searing him from the inside.

Fever.  Infection.

He was a history teacher.  He knew that for most of human history, the killer wasn’t warfare.  It was a combination of starvation and infection.  He was about to fall into first-hand experience of a life without hospitals.

The sound of the thing snapping its teeth drew Ken’s frazzled thoughts into something resembling cohesion.  Worrying about infection was probably premature.

The thing had barely pushed into the hole.  It was crouched on the floor.  Now standing.  Then it would turn.  Turn and be on the survivors, crammed like the proverbial fish in this very dark, very frightening barrel.

Buck didn’t let it happen.  The big man roared and grabbed the thing by the hair.  The zombie’s head was yanked back, and at the same time Christopher grabbed something out of a mountain of debris.  It looked like a fireplace poker.

Why would anyone travel with a poker?

Christopher rammed the thing forward.  Ken saw it in a flash of firelight that seeped like liquid gold from the cabin above.  Not a poker, a ski pole.  Hardly the season for skiing, but some kids in the area trained for skiing year round, using skis with wheels on them and special ski poles with wickedly-pointed ends, suitable for gaining traction on asphalt roads.

The ski pole rammed through the zombie’s trunk, piercing it under its right arm and then going through the soft tissue and emerging between its left ribs.  The thing didn’t make a sound, but thrashed around even harder.  Buck kept one hand secured in the zombie’s hair, kept the thing’s gnashing teeth away from him, but now his other arm went around its chest.  Black-red dirtblood spewed in clots from the thing’s ruptured body.

“Over here!” shouted Aaron.  “Bring it here!”

Christopher and Buck maneuvered the zombie over to the cowboy, who was holding some sort of flat panel up to cover the hole they had all come through.  The way the panel was flapping and bouncing in his hands, it was clear that other things wanted in as well.

“Push it over here when I say.  Hard push,” said Aaron.

Christopher nodded.  Buck grunted.

Aaron took a breath.  “Now!”

Buck and Christopher lurched in a semi-coordinated motion.  The zombie fell forward as Aaron dropped the panel – a long, thin suitcase of some kind – and then Aaron spun around and grabbed the ski pole.  He kept the zombie’s momentum going, pushing the ski pole up and skewering the face of the next zombie trying to ram its way into the baggage hold.

The zombie above went crazy.  Tearing at its own arms and chest, black pebbles of congealed blood flying with dry tac-tac-tacs that sounded like hail to Ken.

Aaron used the moment to push the ski pole through a pair of structural pieces, effectively using the skewered zombie as a blockage.  The thing snapped silently at them, reached for them, but couldn’t get itself free.

Aaron turned around.  Firelight filtered through small holes above them and around the edges of the newly plugged hole just behind him.  Enough that Ken could see the cowboy’s eyes moving slowly around the group.

Ken, laying sprawled on a heap of luggage.  Useless.

Maggie, still holding Liz, crouching a few feet away from him.

Buck, moving to pick up the silent form of Hope.

Christopher, breathing hard as he looked around for some weapon, something useful.

That was it.

“Dorcas,” said Aaron.  Not a question.  A simple entreaty, a prayer of some kind, though Ken couldn’t tell if it was to God or to Dorcas herself or to some other party.  Perhaps Aaron didn’t know either.

Christopher’s movements stopped for a moment.  Everyone’s did.  Maggie and Buck, who hadn’t really known the old farm woman, even seemed to pause for a moment.

The cowboy blinked rapidly a few times.  His eyes remained dry, but he wiped his cheeks with the back of his hand.  His bad hand, Ken noticed, though the cowboy didn’t seem to notice the pain it must have caused.  Or maybe he did.  Maybe he needed the pain right then.  Sometimes broken bones were easier.  Sometimes torn flesh was less cruel.

A noise made everyone refocus on the hole.

The zombie whose face Aaron had staved in was gone.  Others had taken its spot.  They were looking at the ski pole, at the body of their fellow pinned in place.  They all had faces that were slick with the black, rotten blood of the undead.  Maybe that was because of the crash, but Ken wanted to believe that it was Dorcas; that the older woman had given a good reckoning of herself.

And they stared at the stuck zombie.  Not confused, exactly.  Ken didn’t understand the look on their faces, but he didn’t like it.  They looked at each other.  Three, maybe four of them – he couldn’t tell for sure in the smoke and the dim light.

Then they looked at the one that was pinned.  And started to pull it apart.  Not angrily.  Not for revenge or spite.

It was just in the way.

And they needed to get inside.
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“YOU GOT ANY MORE OF them ski poles?” said Aaron.  His voice was perhaps a shade gruffer than usual.  Hard to tell.  But he was calm as always.  No trace of what might be going on in his mind.

That scared Ken, for some reason.  The idea that the zombies would destroy them was terrifying.  The idea that survival meant they would inevitably have to give up what remained of their humanity was almost as bad.

Christopher was tearing through stacks of luggage that had been tossed asunder by the crash.  Some of it had exploded, others looked pristine, at least in the near-dark.

Ken had an insane urge to ask Christopher to remember what kinds of luggage had best weathered the crash.

You know, just in case we all survive and fly to Hawaii.

That made him think of his honeymoon, and Maggie.  He looked at her – a bit proud he was managing to move his head on his own – and saw she was trying to help with the search for a weapon.

Above them, the zombies were yanking the pinned beast to pieces.  Pulling slick bits of flesh off its body with low, wet noises that reminded Ken of stepping on a snail after a rainstorm.  Crackle-krrrssssrip.

The zombie that was being pulled apart didn’t seem to notice it.  It grabbed at the survivors every time one of them wandered too close, and its teeth never stopped snapping.

“Nothing,” said Christopher.  “Just clothes and stuff.”  He was standing in piles of material, looking like he was preparing the world’s worst how-to video on panty raids.

“Nothing here,” said Buck.

“Nothing,” echoed Maggie.

“Come on, then,” said Aaron.  He looked at Christopher.  “You get Ken?”

Christopher nodded, glancing back at the hole.  “The creeps are coming in soon,” he said.  And Ken could see he was right: they had cleared more than half the hole.  The thing that had once been pinned was now falling apart.  Its legs had fallen – still moving – to the luggage.  Soft internal organs had tumbled out.  One of its arms torn off and thrown aside.

One of the zombies pulled off the skewered monster’s head.  Another started to push past it.

“Down we go,” said Aaron.
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CHRISTOPHER SLUNG KEN over his shoulder, but the young man didn’t stand up.  None of them did – there was no room to do so.  The baggage area below the cabin was a tiny place, contrary to what Ken had been led to believe by many movies – likely the same ones that had taught him the crap about one’s ability to recover from massive physical injury and deliver devastating scissor-kicks.

So the survivors moved forward into darkness, bent nearly in half, each of them holding onto someone.  Aaron was the only one who didn’t have another human being in his care, and that allowed him to burrow through the tossed suitcases.

Down.

Aaron tossed suitcase after suitcase over his shoulders, descending to one level of Samsonites and TravelPros and Tumis, then pulling that level out from under his own feet and passing it up to Buck, who threw it to Maggie, who tossed it to Christopher.

Christopher then tried his best to pile it behind him.  To make a wall that would seal them away from the undead creatures that were still coming.

Down, down, down. Like moles knowing safety only in darkness; in the depths.

It never went completely black.  The plane was still on fire somewhere above them, and Ken started sweating as the nearby flames grew hotter and hotter.  He wondered if they were close to a fuel source.  He remembered the explosion outside his school when an SUV exploded.  Remembered the heat burning his back and hair, and knew that would be nothing compared to an explosion of jet fuel.

He wondered if Dorcas was one of the things behind them.  If she had been turned.

Probably.

The things were in the baggage compartment now.  They still weren’t vocalizing, but Ken could hear them nonetheless.  Throwing luggage around, looking for their prey.

None of the survivors spoke.  Silent and purposeful as the monsters from which they fled.  They just kept moving down.  Kept pulling up the floor beneath their feet, turning it into a roof over their heads.

Ken wondered if he should pray.  He hadn’t prayed in a while.  He didn’t feel like it now.

What if there was no God?

Even worse, what if there was?  How would someone – even an omniscient being – explain all this?  The loss of the world, the loss of his strength, the loss of his son?

“Damn,” whispered Aaron.

“What?” said Buck.

“End of the line.”
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KEN STILL COULDN’T move, but a fluting trill seemed to sound in his fingers and toes, panic-stirrings of fear that had not merely weight and feeling, but sound.  He could hear his terror, and the sound was horrific.  Horrific...

... and strangely sweet.

He realized that he could give in to the fear.  No one would blame him if he folded.  He could just give up now.  Not because the things were growling their siren call, but because his world was over.  He could just wrap himself up in the comfort of terror and disappear in fright’s velvet folds.

He could do that.

He could give up.

He didn’t have to do this.

It was appealing.  The world had ended in less than ten minutes.  And now, only six or seven hours later, Ken had already seen two of the group’s bravest members – Dorcas and his son – killed.  Or worse.

What chance did he have?  What future could he look forward to?

Life, he realized in that instant, meant nothing without a hope for tomorrow.  All the past built to the present, and the only purpose for the present was to provide for the future.  His children were his hope.  One was dead.  The other two... changed.

Why should he keep fighting?

He realized he was trying to whisper something.  His lips moving silently, and even he wasn’t sure what he was saying in the widening abyss of his mind.  “Forgive me,” perhaps.  “Leave me.”

“Let me die.”

The others were tearing around the small burrow they had created.  Tossing suitcases and totes left and right.  Maggie looked strange in the near-darkness, a weirdly bulbous creature with Liz hanging from her.  Grunting as she moved things out of the way.

Other noises came from behind Ken.  He was laying where Christopher had put him –

(When did he put me down?)

– something sharp jabbing into his back.  Staring at nothing, at the nothing above him that was as dark as any black hole in the deepest parts of space.

Then the darkness shifted.

Buck grunted somewhere.

“You find anything?” said Aaron in a whisper.

“No.”

The darkness moved again.  Ken had thought it might be his injuries speaking, his loss of blood or the concussions or any of a million other things overriding his senses.  But now he was sure.  The sky of tightly-packed bags and suitcases had shifted.

Fingers poked through.

They were stained.  Smeared with soot and congealed blood.  One of them ended midway to the first knuckle.

The other suitcases moved some more.

One of the things had found them.  The moles had been trapped in their burrow.
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NO ONE ELSE HAD NOTICED.  No one else had heard.

The fingers pushed aside a valise, but the soft bag didn’t move much, jammed up between a tote and a hardside Samsonite bag like Moe, Larry, and Curly wedged into a door.

The fingers – one truncated, all bloody – twitched as they searched for ingress to the burrow. 

Ken watched.

I can let it happen.

No one else would know.  Not until too late.  It would be quick.  Probably more merciful than running, too.  What would running get them, after all?

He saw Derek’s face.  The boy throwing back his head and shrieking, blood erupting from the child’s skin as his pores hemorrhaged.  Painful, yes.

But quick.

The fingers looked longer now.  More of them, too.  Another hand?

Christopher made a noise. Not a eureka sound, more of a ”Maybe over here?” grunt.

The luggage shifted a bit more.  The Three Stooges were still wedged together, but Ken could see that wouldn’t last long.

“No, dammit.”  Christopher moved to a different spot.

Just let go.  Go to Derek.

Ken saw his son as he had been.  Beautiful, with blond hair that was so often sopping with sweat, his smile wide and slightly buck-toothed.

But his son wasn’t like that anymore.  He was dead.  Bitten and then fallen into flame.  He was dead.

He had to be.

And if dead then... what?

In Heaven?

One of the finger-tangles became a full-sized hand.  Pushing through.  Ken stared at it.  Wondering if there was a God, if there was a Heaven.

And realized that, right now, that didn’t matter.

He was still breathing.  His wife was still breathing.  His daughters were still alive.  Changed, maybe, but not dead.

Derek had died to save them.  And Ken wouldn’t give up, wouldn’t give in to self-pity and so destroy the entirety of what Derek’s life had built to.

The past builds to the present.  The present serves the future.  And all of us have a purpose.  Derek’s had been to save them.

Ken’s might not be so noble, but he wouldn’t cut off his son’s gift.

He drew in a breath.  It seemed to take all his strength.  Everything he had went into the conscious motion.  Staring at the hands that pushed through the suitcases.  Breathing in.  Opening his mouth.  He couldn’t scream.  Just a wheeze, barely more than a whisper.  

“They’re here!”
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MAGGIE did scream.  She saw the fingers, she must have.  Either that or the wall of bags that Christopher had made, rippling like it was possessed.

Only possession was simple.  Just ghosts.  A little holy water, a stern-eyed priest with a heart of gold and you were fine, right?

This was something far worse than mere demons.  Far more evil than anything the Devil might conjure forth.

Christopher stumbled toward the moving luggage.  It wasn’t far to go in the confined space, but it seemed to take forever for him to lurch up the slanting cargo hold.  He wedged his foot against some bent metal, then pressed his back into the bags the undead were pushing against.  His nose was swollen and crooked where Ken had punched him earlier after being hit with one too many shots of adrenaline.  His lips and chin and shirt were stained with blood.  He looked almost as bad as some of the things that were trying to get to them.

Only his eyes betrayed his full humanity.  The zombies – undead or alive – didn’t have the capacity for the kind of fear Ken saw in Christopher’s gaze.

“Find a way out,” said Christopher.  He grunted and grit his teeth as something bore down on him from behind.  Luggage started to fall down into the hollow space around the survivors like a slow-motion avalanche.

Christopher threw his arms out.  Trying to provide as much coverage as possible.

One of his arms went near the questing hands that had already broken through.  The fingers grabbed his arm.  Clawed and raked at him.  Christopher cried out as the hands pulled and pushed and scratched.  Ken heard tearing as the young man’s shirtsleeve ripped.

Blood started dripping off Christopher’s arm.  But he didn’t move away.  Just let the things dig into the meat of his body as though he was not only willing but absolutely determined to serve as the hors d’oeuvre in the things’ upcoming feast.

Ken heard the others moving frantically.  Maggie and Aaron and Buck tossing suitcases left and right, all stealth discarded in favor of speed as they searched for a way out.

Ken couldn’t move.  He just watched Christopher.  Picked apart a single cell at a time.  He remembered the things pulling apart the zombie that Aaron had pinned in their way.  Wondered how long it would take Christopher to suffer the same fate.  And saw in the other man’s eyes that he was wondering the same thing.

But there was more, too.  There was determination.  Christopher wasn’t going to move.  He would remain there until he died, until blood loss forced him to fall.

Another person sacrificing a future for people he had never really gotten to know.  Like Dorcas.

And just as with Dorcas, Ken could do nothing.  Nothing but watch.

Then he felt hands grabbing him.  Yanking him.

He wanted to scream.  Knowing the things must have found another way in.  But he had exhausted the last bit of his energy calling out to warn the others.

He had nothing left.  No voice.  No strength.

He saw Christopher’s eyes.  Open wide and knowing what was coming.  Seeing the future clearly.

And not unhappy.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]




34


[image: image]


––––––––
[image: image]


THE FINGERS WRAPPED around Ken’s stomach, his arm.

He waited for the bite.

It didn’t come.

Instead, the fingers tightened around him and then pulled him away from the things he had been laying on.  He saw that the thing that had jabbed into his back had been a guitar case.

For some reason that seemed terribly important.

Then the hands spun him around and he was facing Buck.  The gray-faced older man was panting with the effort of pulling Ken’s dead weight.  His eyes flicked over Ken’s shoulders.

“Go,” said Christopher, and Ken could no longer hear the guy but could hear the strain in his voice.  How many of the things was he holding back?  How long could he hold out?

Buck seemed to have the same questions on his mind.  The big man hesitated, then began to put Ken down.

“Don’t!” Christopher half-shouted.

“I can hold them longer,” said Buck.

Christopher laughed.  At least, Ken thought it was a laugh.  It was an explosion of air, as though Christopher had started laughing and gotten gut-punched mid-chuckle.  “Now you tell me.”  Ken heard the young man grunt again.  “No way to change places, Bucky.”

“It’s just Buck.”

Another grunt.  “I know.  But you look like a Bucky.”  Sounds of shifting, and a bag fell on Ken.  “Get going, man.”

Buck hesitated.  Then nodded.  He started pulling Ken downward, farther into the burrow the survivors had created.  He paused a moment.

“Don’t,” said Christopher.  “Just go.”  Another grunt, and this one sounded weaker.  The sound of someone whose will was strong, but whose body was going to give out soon.  “Take care of yourself, Bucky.”

Christopher laughed.  A real laugh, not a punch-to-the-kidneys laugh.

It was the laugh that followed Ken into the darkness as Buck pulled him away from the things.  Down into black.  Into nothing.  But away from the monsters.

Away from a friend.
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THE NEXT MOMENTS WERE nothing but confusion for Ken.  Pain had wrapped thick cotton around his senses, making it difficult to parse out what was happening.  There was darkness.  Faraway sounds of flame.  Movement.

Buck pulled him down – Ken thought it was down – then over something that jabbed hard at his ribs as he was dragged over it.

“Where are you?” said Buck.

“Here!”  Both Maggie and Aaron answered in unison.  Ken heard thudding.

Buck altered course.  Pulling Ken with him.

Behind them, from the dark place they had just abandoned, Christopher screamed.  Just once.  A short, sharp shriek that knifed through the darkness.

Buck moved faster.  Dragging Ken over, then down.  A sudden drop and he felt himself hit something hard and with a smell he remembered from somewhere.  Smelled like... like the time he and Maggie had a blowout on the way home from a camping trip.  Before Derek came along, just the two of them and they were so poor back then.  Poor but happy.  Ken changed the tire but they didn’t get moving.  They got a blanket out of the car and went into the woods and made love.

The thing under Ken was a tire.  Big.

Landing gear.

Ken felt a flicker of hope.  Landing gear had to be lowered.  So maybe there was a way out of this.  A way to escape the things behind them.

Buck flipped him over.  Propped him up.  Ken found himself staring at Hope.  She was slumped, still unconscious or comatose or whatever it was.

Was she even Hope anymore?

He didn’t know.  He hoped so.

“Leave me.”

Ken was amazed he had managed to say the words, but glad.  It made no sense for Buck to be hauling him along like this.  No sense for the big man and the others to risk the group to save dead weight, someone who was shutting down.

Dying.

Ken couldn’t see Buck’s face in the dark.  Couldn’t see much of anything.  But he heard the big older man hiss angrily.  “Don’t ever say that again,” he said.  “Kids need their parents.”

The big shape in the darkness moved.  Stopped.  “Don’t ever say that again,” it repeated.

Buck left.  The thudding that had been coming from the same direction Maggie’s and Aaron’s voices had come from increased.  Like Buck was helping bang on something.

Behind, in the cargo hold, there was a huge, cluttered pounding.  Not just one or two bags this time.  Lots of them, all falling at once.

Christopher must have given out.

Go with God, man.

Still the thuds ahead.  And behind, the sounds of hands and feet.  Crawling.  The undead did not speak, but their limbs made noise as they moved impossibly in the dark.

He looked at Hope again.

Her eyes were open.  Or maybe he only imagined it.  Maybe he only imagined the glitter in the darkness, the momentary flicker of light reflecting from eyes that shone like those of a coyote in the wild.

Then something grabbed Hope.  Lifted her away.

Ken was alone.

Alone in the dark, with only his thoughts and the sounds of the scuttling undead for company.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]




36


[image: image]


––––––––
[image: image]


A MOMENT LATER KEN was grabbed again.  This time he managed to convince himself not to panic internally.  Even though he could hear the things coming to him.  Even though he knew they were close.

He just let himself relax.  Let himself go with whatever was happening.

Not like he could do much more, regardless.  He managed to keep his eyes open, but didn’t have much more juice than that.

He heard huffing and puffing.  That calmed his nerves a bit.  It had to be Buck.  Maybe Aaron, but probably Buck.  Certainly not one of the undead things behind him... as far as he could tell, they didn’t breathe.

He wondered if he was changing into one of them.  Maybe it wasn’t just his injuries that were getting to him.

He’d been bitten, after all.

And as soon as he thought that it seemed like his arm caught fire.  The half-circle where the teeth had broken his flesh burned like a brand.  He would have screamed if he could have, if he’d had strength to do so.

But there was no strength.  Just exhaustion.  Pain.

Ken’s head bounced off something.  Not luggage or the huge wheel of the plane.  Something hard.

He didn’t make a sound.  Just listened to his heartbeat crashing in his ears.  Listened to Buck panting as the big man pulled him... where?

No sooner did Ken ask the question than his forward motion ceased.  He couldn’t see anything.  But he could hear the sounds of the undead as they crawled close behind, searching in death-silence for their prey.

Close.

The meaty sound of bloody flesh on metal.

Would Christopher be among them?  Changed from friend to enemy and taking his place at the front of the undead?

Buck started pulling Ken again.  Over, then Ken dropped.

But not before he saw two of the undead coming at him.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]




37


[image: image]


––––––––
[image: image]


KEN DROPPED, AND EXPECTED the fall would be a short one.  A few inches into some depression in the plane’s tortured structure.  Instead, he fell what felt like several feet.  He couldn’t do anything to stop the fall, didn’t even have the strength to throw out his arms in the instinctive reaction born in every human.

He was careening through space, and helpless to stop it.  Helpless to even try.  Locked into himself, into a mind that had only pain and terror as its companions.

Then something caught him.  Hands – too many to just be Buck.

Ken felt himself slung up.  Still a ragdoll, a bit of nothing masquerading as a man.

He saw Aaron.  Maggie.  They had caught him.

He saw Hope, propped against a broken piece of pavement and –

Pavement?

A thud announced the arrival of someone else.  New, larger hands grabbed him.  Ken felt his arm slung over a beefy shoulder and Buck said, “Let’s get moving.”

“What about the other one?” said Maggie.  “The young guy?”

Ken saw Aaron pick up Hope.  She still lolled.  But Ken was less interested in that than in the fact that she was outside.

They were outside the plane.

They had made it.

“We should get going,” said Buck.  His tone made it clear what had happened to “the young guy.”

Maggie made a strange hitching sound.  Almost a sob.  Ken wondered why she would be so upset about losing Christopher when she hadn’t even known him long enough to remember his name.

Was it just the loss of a person?  Or more?  Had she sensed what an amazing young man he was, even in the few moments they had interacted?

Buck started moving.  Ken found he could keep his head upright, though it hurt from the base of his spine to the top of his head when he did.  It would have been easier to let his head droop.

But he didn’t want to.  He had to see.

More than that, he had to keep his head up.  He couldn’t fight, couldn’t even run.  Chances were he was going to die soon.  But he could face his fate with his head held high.  He couldn’t fight off the hordes the way Dorcas had done, couldn’t use his body as a shield like Christopher had.  He couldn’t even get between a zombie and his loved ones the way Derek had.

But he could at least face his fate.

So he kept his head up.  Kept his eyes open.

The plane had smashed right through the ground, pounding the sidewalk and pavement into chunks that lay all around them.  Fires were everywhere, which was a good thing, because without them it would have been impossible to see anything.

Darkness had finally fallen.

It had been less than a day since the change had swept through the world.  Less than twelve hours, and almost everyone was dead.

“Hurry up,” said Aaron.  The cowboy was moving at a fair clip, followed closely by Maggie.

“Wait,” said Buck.  The big man wasn’t panting as hard as he had in the plane, but he was moving so slowly that Ken guessed he was almost out of energy.

“We don’t have time to mess around,” said Aaron.

“We’re not,” said Buck.  “I’m looking for something.”

He turned, drawing Ken with him.  Ken heard him say, “I know it’s around here somewhere....”

They turned back to the plane.

And saw the undead had found their exit.  A full dozen of them were loping toward them.  Not as fast as the zombies that were recently-changed humans, not by far.

But fast.  Too fast for a bunch of mangled survivors holding onto children and cripples to escape.
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AARON PITCHED HOPE at Maggie.  Ken thought his daughter was going to fall, but Maggie caught her at the last second, juggling her so that she was wrapped around the equally-unconscious shape of her other daughter.

“What are you doing?” she said.  Her voice was harsh, grating.  Ken had always loved her voice.  From the first time he heard it, he thought it sounded like wind in the trees and a roaring fireplace and simmering stew and a million other things that all said home.  Now, though, terror had razed the home from her voice and left it desolate.  Ken would have cried if all his energy wasn’t devoted to the simple acts of keeping his eyes open and his head upright.

Aaron didn’t answer.  But Ken knew what he was doing.  Knew even before the cowboy wended between the remaining survivors and took up position between them and the zombies.

“Go,” he said.  No panic, no screaming.  Just a single word in a voice that was used to being obeyed.

Maggie turned away automatically, one child cinched to her stomach and the other clutched to her chest.  Her chest heaved as though she was sobbing, but Ken saw no tears on her soot-stained face.

Buck did not turn.  He kept casting his eyes around.  Looking for something.

Aaron glared at the gray man.  Buck ignored him.  Then got a look on his face that Ken thought was terribly out of place.  Excitement.  Happiness, even.

“There,” said Buck.

Ken didn’t see what the man had seen.  He didn’t care, either.  He was watching Aaron.  The cowboy/rodeo clown/whatever-he-really-was was tough.  Tough and more dangerous than anyone Ken had ever met.

Tough... but he had to be tired.

Dangerous... but he only had full use of one hand.

And neither of those things mattered, because there was no way he could stand against a dozen undead things.

The first of them was five feet away from the cowboy.

Maggie was hobbling away with their children.  She threw a look over her shoulder, shock rippling her features.  “Come on,” she said.

Buck darted toward her.  But not to follow.  He grabbed her.  Stopped her.

She screamed.

Using his free hand, Buck pulled her back.  Back toward the danger.  Toward the zombies.

The first of them reached Aaron.
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“LET ME GO!  LET ME go, let me go!”  Maggie was screaming and kicking, but she couldn’t do much more than that without either dropping Hope or losing her balance.  So Buck just yanked her backwards, her feet dragging intermittently as she raised one foot to kick, then dropped it quickly before she keeled over.

“Shut up,” he snapped.

“Don’t tell me to –“

Buck shook her.  Hard.  Ken could feel the jerk through the big man’s trunk, and it jerked his mouth hard enough he bit his tongue.  Blood flowed into his mouth.  Not a thing he could do about it, though.  He could barely keep his eyes open.

And it was getting harder to keep his head upright.

Sounds behind them indicated that Aaron was fighting.  Trying to buy them time to run.  Time Buck was determined not to let them use.

Was the big man trying to make them commit some strange sort of suicide?

He’s lost it.  Lost his world, lost his mom.  Decided to take us with him.

Aaron grunted.  Not in pain.  Not yet.  Something crashed into what sounded like a board, accompanied by the noise of rending wood.  Ken figured the undead couldn’t vomit acid like their “living” cousins – at least, they hadn’t yet done so – but they were still fast and strong.

And they wanted to kill the survivors.

Buck kept dragging Maggie back.  She tried to speak again, and he shook her again.  “Shut up,” he grunted.  Then yanked her close to him and said, “Look up.”

She did.  Gasped.

Ken looked up as well, though it took him longer.

They’d been in the plane for no more than thirty minutes.  But like everything that had happened since the universe flung itself off its axis, time had taken on an insane quality.  Ken had almost forgotten that they had entered the plane for a reason.

Running.

Fleeing from two hundred thousand zombies – the kind that had converted from living humans – that had followed them into the Wells Fargo Center.  Had coated its walls like a living oil slick.  An infestation.

And those zombies, the living zombies, were still looking for the survivors.

No, that’s wrong.  They’re not looking.  They’ve found us.
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AS SOON AS KEN SAW this, he also realized why Buck had pulled Maggie back.  The plane had fallen into the street, had jammed into the pavement and asphalt.  There were pieces of metal and plastic everywhere, butting right up to the building across the street.  The body of the plane itself effectively created a blind alley from which Maggie had been trying to escape.

But escape to what?

Nothing good: the side of the One Capital Center building they had entered the plane from was completely coated with zombies from the third floor up.  So was the building across the street.  Ken couldn’t see any glass or masonry.  Just bodies interlocked, clinging impossibly to sheer sides of buildings.  Some were broken and bleeding black ichor, others appeared nearly whole.

But they were everywhere.  And they continued on to the edges of both buildings, curling around the building faces.  Maggie had been running right to more of the things, and the only reason she hadn’t seen them was the combination of smoke in the artificial alley and the fact that they were still about fifty feet overhead.

But Ken knew height wouldn’t matter much.  They would toss themselves down at the survivors.  He had seen it happen before.  And there was no way they could resist and onslaught of thousands of the things in this tight space.

Aaron was still fighting.  At least, Ken assumed he was.  Not screaming, at any rate.  Grunting, though the sounds he was making were getting more and more ragged.  Desperate-sounding even in their near-silence.

There was nowhere to go.

Why aren’t they jumping?

His mind tossed the question at him before he realized it, like a surprise throw to first base, coming so fast it catches not only the runner but the baseman by surprise.  It took a half-second to process, and in that half-second Maggie noticed the same thing.

“They’re not moving,” she said.

Buck looked up.  He grunted, a sound that was half confusion and half relief.

The things were everywhere.  Ken and the others were theirs for the killing.

But Maggie was right: they weren’t moving.  Just hanging there.  Not even watching.  It was like the zombies – all but the undead ones that had followed from the plane – had shut down for the time being, like machines that had lost their power source.

“What the hell is happening?” Buck said.

Aaron screamed.  Everyone turned.

Aaron had positioned himself between a broken chunk of concrete the size of a car and a section of wing, trying to create a bottleneck.  Two zombies lay on the ground in front of him, twitching, slowly getting to their feet.

A third tackled Aaron.  The cowboy went down.  Trying to keep the undead thing’s teeth away as it silently bore down on him.

Aaron had only one good hand.

The undead thing had two.

And another of the undead grabbed Aaron’s cowboy boots and began chewing at them.  Worrying them like a pit bull attacking a meal.

A fourth dove onto Aaron’s stomach.  Ken saw that the cowboy’s shirt had ridden up, exposing a thin slice of flesh.

The thing opened its mouth.  It seemed to smile.

Aaron looked back at the other survivors.  “Run, you idiots,” he said.

Ken knew that was the man’s goodbye.
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A FLURRY OF THOUGHTS went through Ken’s mind.

Where would they go, with the hundreds of thousands of zombies everywhere around them?

Buck should drop Ken and run – there was no chance for Maggie and the others if they were dragging him behind them.

Ken couldn’t do anything.  He couldn’t even tell Buck to let go of him.  He was just fighting to stay awake.  Fighting to watch.  As though knowing what happened to his family and to himself would be some kind of mercy.

What a joke.

All those thoughts flashed through Ken’s brain with the speed and violence of an electric shock.

Then he heard the roar.  Loud, terrifying.

But it was not the roar that had come to define his world in the last few hours.  Not the sound of the zombie horde, growling their siren song of despair.  No, this was a sound that belonged even less to this part of the world.

Still, it was a sound that Ken had heard.  One that he knew.

A white and black blur bulleted into the alley.  It passed Maggie and Buck, seeming not to notice them, rocketing at the things that were now coating the still-screaming Aaron.

The roar intensified.  It split.  Ken realized that he was hearing – and now seeing – not one creature, but two.  Creatures as out of place in downtown Boise as the zombies were.  Animals who walked the frozen steppes of Russia, the Himalayan mountains of Tibet.  But Ken knew them.

He had seen the creatures dozens of times.

They were snow leopards.
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“WHAT IN GOD’S NAME is happening?”

No one answered Buck’s question, which sounded outraged more than surprised.  Like he had reached his limit on things he was prepared to deal with and was now going to start complaining to whoever was in charge.

Ken stared, of course.  It was all he could do.  Maggie was silent as well.

The cats tore into the mass of bodies that had obscured Aaron from view.  They growled and screeched, occasionally hissing as they moved.  They weren’t as big as lions or tigers – Ken knew that the male was about one hundred and twenty pounds, the female perhaps ninety – but what there was of them was bone, muscle, claw, and tooth.

“Are those from the zoo?” Maggie said in a breathless whisper.

Ken couldn’t answer to anyone but himself.  But he was sure she was right.  The snow leopards had been given to the Boise Zoo as cubs, and Ken had taken the family to see them time and again.  They must have escaped their enclosures somehow.

Their cats’ paws, so soft-looking when Ken had seen them with the kids, now showed the claws sheathed in their pads.  They batted the zombies away from Aaron, the male sending half-dried blood dribbling in dirty clots as it eviscerated one zombie with a powerful swipe of its forepaw, the female grabbing another’s head in her jaws and crushing it with a powerful snap.

The zombie the female had mangled went mad, of course.  Black-red gore squashed out of the snow leopard’s mouth, staining her muzzle and at the same time the zombie freed itself.

Aaron was pulling himself away from the melee.  Shock deepened the wrinkles of his face, his eyes open so wide the whites were visible all the way around the irises.  His jaw hung nearly to his chest as he crabwalked away from where the snow leopards fought off the eight zombies that were still unbroken enough to stand.

“What... what... what...?” he kept saying.  All the way back to the other survivors.

“Are you bitten?” said Buck.  He said it almost as an afterthought.  His eyes were still glued to the snow leopards.

“No.”  Aaron remained on his butt.  Staring.  One of the undead lurched past the cats, tried to get to the survivors.  The male snow leopard took it down, slamming into it from behind, then severing its spine with a powerful bite to the base of the skull.  The zombie twitched.  The cat kept biting, burrowing into and through its trunk.

“We should... go....”  Maggie’s voice had a dreamlike quality, as though she wasn’t sure if she was awake or not.

Ken wasn’t sure either.  He didn’t think he was dreaming, but maybe he was insane.  That would make sense, wouldn’t it?  All this was just stress, just the lunatic dreams of a madman.

He wished it.  But knew it wasn’t so.

Buck nodded.  He leaned down and lifted Aaron up.  “Yeah,” he said.  His voice sounded like Maggie’s: distant and lost.  Hoping someone would pinch him and say it was all right, none of it was real and it was time to wake up.

Ken remembered Derek coming to his and Maggie’s room in the night, shivering in his underwear, terrified of a bad dream.  Curled up between them in the bed and Ken whispering that it was all right, that the bad dreams were just dreams and the monsters weren’t real.

But he had been wrong.  So wrong.  The monsters were real.  They killed his son, not in his bed, but in broad daylight.

Ken watched the female snow leopard savage another undead zombie that was trying to get past it.

“Does it seem like...?” said Buck.

Aaron nodded.  “Like they’re fighting on our side or something.  Yeah.”

Then, as one, the undead fell.  The ones who had already fallen – the ones on the street who were twitching and injured, but still trying to move toward Ken and the survivors – ceased their motion.

“What just happened?” said Buck.

The snow leopards continued tearing into the suddenly-still corpses for a moment.  No longer the serene white and black cats Ken remembered seeing so often at the zoo, but rather black and crimson, like warriors that had painted themselves in preparation for coming conflict.

Ken felt himself tense, if only mentally, as the cats looked at the survivors.  But neither of the snow leopards made a move toward them.

The male looked up.

So did Aaron.  “Oh, dammit.”

The female didn’t look up.  She seemed to be looking straight at Maggie.

Ken couldn’t look up to see what the male snow leopard was staring at; what Aaron had cursed.  He was out of gas.  He felt hot, flushed all over.  Probably infection, maybe total systemic shutdown.  Either way, he didn’t have the energy to raise his head beyond a level plane.

But he could look at Maggie.  And realized the female cat wasn’t watching his wife.  The cat was staring at Hope and Liz.  At his daughters.

Both of them were awake.  Eyes rolled back.  Panting.

Smiling.

And Ken knew what Aaron had cursed about.  Knew it even before he heard the movement above, before he heard the first wet clonk of a body shattering against broken concrete.

The zombies – the dangerous, fast, living ones – were moving again.
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KEN HAD BEEN IN SEVERAL hailstorms, only one of which was dangerous.  He and Maggie had been out sledding during Christmas break before they got married.  Fully in love, ready to start a life together, and neither noticed how far they had gotten from their car, or how dark it was getting.

The first hail fell and they ran for the car.  But the snow was thick.  The car seemed to have moved away from them.

The hail came down in golf ball-sized stones that were hard enough to crack limbs from the nearby trees.  One hit Ken in the shoulder and he thought for certain he’d broken his collarbone.

They got to the car and found the front windshield with three long splits running its length.  They didn’t dare to drive until the storm passed.  Just huddled and hoped that the hail wouldn’t shatter the safety glass completely.

It was terrifying.  The only good part had been the fact that Maggie didn’t get touched.  That... and the fact that she insisted on kissing the spot he had been hit, “to make it better.”  So on the whole it turned out all right in retrospect.

But the sound of hail falling, of things tumbling from the sky with enough velocity and force to shatter bone, had remained in his dreams for a long time.

And it was nothing compared to the sound of bodies letting go of the walls of the buildings above.  The noise of a fleshy tidal wave as they sloughed away from the concrete and plummeted to earth.

Buck was already pulling them toward the building across the street.  And that was madness, because the zombies that had let go were already standing.  Lurching up on legs that were broken, the bones sticking straight out of their sheared flesh.  Pushing up on arms that had so many breaks they looked almost like the segmented tails of scorpions.

Many of the things – more than before – had the scaly growths on their bodies.  A lot of them covered the things’ eyes, though Ken knew that they would be able to zero in on the survivors just the same.

The things that had fallen were moving slowly.  Picking themselves up and shifting as though trying to figure out how to adjust for the broken parts of their bodies.

Ken noted one of the zombies.  It had broken legs, two limbs that jutted out in forty-five degree angles from its hips, then jerked back inward at mid-femur.  Shattered bones, there was no doubt.

But as Ken watched, the thing’s legs straightened.  He thought he could hear crackles.  The thing leaned over and vomited the same yellow goo that they had been using to build walls and seal in Ken’s family in the Wells Fargo Center all over its legs.

A cast?  Some kind of healing solution?

Ken didn’t know.  Whatever it was, the thing seemed to move faster with each step.

They all did.

The broken creatures were healing.

Ken looked down the road.  The tidal wave of zombies had collected there, especially.  A clot of broken, shattered, deadly once-humanity that completely cut off the survivors from any escape.

They were ringed in.

Some of the zombies were vomiting on themselves.  Worse, some of them were puking on others, like medics seeing to the wounded.  Working together to be in top condition to eradicate the enemy.  Another evolutionary step in an enemy that was already beyond dangerous and yet kept finding new ways to become even more terrible.

Many of the fallen zombies had shattered so badly they could move only feebly.

But most of the things were already walking or crawling or slithering toward the survivors.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]




44


[image: image]


––––––––
[image: image]


KEN WAS MOVING TOWARD the things.  Moving toward them, and he couldn’t do anything about it.

Because he had no strength.  Buck was holding him up completely.  And toward them was where Buck was going.

“Get over here!” snapped the big man.  He sounded different.  It wasn’t just that the petulance and self-entitled whine was gone, either.  He sounded... stronger.

And to Ken’s surprise, both Maggie and Aaron moved to follow him.  Buck tossed Ken into Aaron’s arms, then knelt and started pushing a piece of crumbling concrete to the side.

“What are you doing?” said Maggie.

“This is why I wanted to come down here in the first place,” said Buck.  Ken had forgotten that.  Had forgotten that it was Buck who had been the first one to advocate going into the plane.

He knew.  Knew about something down here.

The muscles in the back of the big man’s neck bulged.  He exhaled in a steady stream.  The concrete started to rasp against whatever was under it.  Moving an inch at a time.

Aaron put Ken down.  Moved to help Buck.

Ken could see up.  The zombies streaming down from the sides of the buildings, moving lower and then dropping.  Lit by the still-burning plane.

Above them, dimly visible through clouds of smoke... stars.  The sky had taken no notice of humanity’s demise.

The grinding noise stopped.  “What’s that?” said Aaron.

Buck shifted and started moving whatever had been under the concrete.  This time the noise was metallic.  “Storm drain access.”  More noise.

The zombies started growling.

Give up.

Give in.

Ken heard his daughters start to laugh.  Then scream.  He didn’t try to look at them.  Didn’t want to see.

“Get in,” said Buck.  “Hurry.”

Ken felt himself dragged.  Then stop, then dragged again, pulled into a hole.

Down again.  Down the elevator shaft, down the plane, down into the ground.

Where will we go when we can’t go down anymore?

The growling took on a different tone as he dropped into the darkness.  Not just the call to despair: there was rage, too.  And something else.  Something even darker.  Something he dared not think about, for fear it would drive him mad, or just kill him outright.

Ken was in Aaron’s arms.  Maggie stood beside the cowboy, holding their children –

(Are they our children?  Or something else?)

– protectively, both of them ankle-deep in running water.

Ken realized he must be standing in the water, too.  But he couldn’t feel it.  Couldn’t feel anything below his thighs.  Everything was just cold.

Buck dropped down into the tunnel.  It was barely tall enough to let him stand.  He reached up to grab the metal grid that still lay partially over the entrance.

And a hand grabbed his.
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BUCK SCREAMED.  SO did Maggie.  Aaron twitched, and Ken could feel the sudden indecision in the cowboy: hang onto Ken, or help Buck?

Buck started batting at the hand, still screaming.

The hand started hitting him back, flailing at Buck like the two were engaged in the most over-the-top slap-fight ever.  Ken thought that was odd.  The zombies were more of the claw-at-you/pull-you-to-pieces school of fighting.

This kind of thing – what Ken’s high school students would have called a series of bitch-slaps – were not their style.

“Stop it.  Stop it, dammit!”

Buck kept screaming.  Kept slapping, even when the hand disappeared.  Even when the feet popped into the hole.

Even when Christopher dropped down among them.

“Christopher!” Aaron screamed, and dragged Ken across the sluicing water in a huge, leaping step in order to engulf the young man in a one-armed hug.  He let go and Ken caught a glimpse of Christopher’s grin.  Then Buck hugged him.  An even bigger hug.

“How did you –“  Aaron looked on the verge of tears.  He swallowed audibly.  “They were coming in.”

Christopher shrugged.  “I held ‘em off.  Tried to fight them when they got through.  But they didn’t seem like they cared about hurting me.  Just wanted past me.”  He felt at his right arm for a moment, and Ken saw that his shirt sleeve was a mass of tears, the flesh of his arm shredded and rent as well.  Then Christopher shrugged.  “They just forgot I was there.”

“So Dorcas....”  The hope in Aaron’s voice was apparent.

Christopher’s smile disappeared.  He shook his head.  “No.”

“But they left you.”

“I went around the side of the plane.  She was there.  She was... not her anymore.”  He put a hand on Aaron.

Aaron puckered his lips, then nodded.  “It’s what she wanted.”  He looked away, looking up and down the storm drain tunnel.  “We should –“  He cut off suddenly.  Looked back at Christopher.  “What were you doing on the side of the plane?”

Christopher’s mouth rounded into a geometrically perfect circle of surprise.  He bolted toward the opening he had just come through.  Reached up.

Something thumped. An explosion.

Then louder.  Closer.

Ken couldn’t feel the water below him.  But he felt the ground leap up below them all.  It sent him rocketing into the ceiling.  Or maybe it was the ceiling that was punching its way down, slamming into the survivors.

Ken thought he saw something slip through the storm drain opening.

Zombie.

Then his head collided with something hard.

The darkness cocooned him.  Enfolded him.

Took him away.
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KEN WOKE UP AND DIDN’T know how long he’d been asleep.

He couldn’t see anything.  His eyes were open – he was fairly certain of it – but all was dark.

Still underground.  The storm tunnel.

His back was wet.  He thought it was probably blood.

I’m bleeding out.  This is it.

Then he realized that the fluid was flowing too fast to be coming from him.  He was shivering, too.  Wet, cold.  He might not bleed out after all, but he couldn’t move.  So he’d either drown if the water level rose any higher or just die of hypothermia.

How long does it take to freeze to death?

He tried to remember.  Not that it would do much good, since he had no control over his body.

Still, his mind dug into memory.  It is the nature of human beings to assert control, even where the control is only over their own minds.  Even where the control offers no real hope.  Even where the control is only an illusion.

The world was ending, Ken was dying, and he focused everything he had left on remembering what hypothermia would do.

The hapkido studio he’d gone to for years invited first responders in from time to time to talk about emergency procedures – first aid, what to do in case of a fire, things like that.  The master teacher believed self-defense was more than kicking and punching, it was learning how to put out a grease fire, knowing where the closest police stations were located.

One of the people had been a paramedic who talked briefly about what to do if caught outside in the snow.

And just like that, Ken’s mind clicked to that moment.  “Hypothermia takes a while to set in,” said the paramedic, a kid who looked like he was barely out of high school, complete with acne scars and the wiry body of a still-developing young man.  But he spoke with ease and confidence.  “The military has done studies showing people can be outside in freezing temperatures wearing next to nothing and be all right as long as they keep moving.”

The man looked at the group, grinning a wide, good-natured grin.  Ken realized the paramedic was probably dead now.

“Of course, that’s if you’re outside.  You fall into cold water, or you’re injured, chances go down.  A lot.  So don’t do that.”

The class laughed.

Ken didn’t laugh.  Not then, not now.  He shivered.  The black around him seemed to grow heavier.  He didn’t think the water was rising, but he didn’t know for sure: he realized he couldn’t feel it any more.  He was just numb.

Then a wave of heat swept over him.  He was still cold, still freezing, but he felt hot as well.

A part of him wondered how that was possible.

Another part of him knew he was sick.  Infected from his wounds, from the water, from the dirt and grime.

Dying.

He tried to call for help in the darkness.  Couldn’t.

No one was there.

After everything that had happened, all he had gone through, he wasn’t even going to be able to die with his family.

Were they even alive?  Had the explosion –

(What happened?  What blew up?  It was big, bigger than when the SUV blew up near the high school, that’s for sure.)

– killed his wife?  His daughters?  What about Aaron and Christopher and Buck?  Had Dorcas made it?  Derek?

Dorcas and Derek are gone.  Changed.

He shivered again.  His tongue felt swollen.

Cold and hot and cold and hot and cold and hot....

Something moved in the darkness.  A splash, barely audible over the sound of Ken’s own shivering.  He realized he was almost thrashing in the tunnel, a half-beached whale on a concrete shore.

The splashing grew closer.

Ken hoped it was his family.  Maggie or one of the other survivors.  But he knew better.  There was something alien about the way the thing was approaching.  Something inhuman.  Predatory.

He tried to scream again.

The scream resounded only in his mind.
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THE DARKNESS GREW CLOYING, heavy.  It had its own scent, its own life.  It pressed on Ken’s chest, pushing down on him with such force that it grew hard to draw air.  The zombies had stolen his son, the change had stolen his world, and now the darkness itself had come to rob him of his last breath.

And the thing in the dark, the monster that prowled unseen... drew closer.

The weight on Ken’s chest grew, and he realized it was terror.

Why now?  Why so afraid?

He didn’t understand.  He had been on the run since the world changed, since what he was starting to think of as the Change.  Never a moment without danger, without fear.  He had seen his family tormented, seen his son turned and then fall a hundred feet into an inferno.

And he was more afraid now than he had ever been.

Why now?

Was it the fever?  The injuries?

The dark?

The water slipped and sloshed around him.  He felt the monster in the dark, questing, searching.  He remembered the instant before the explosion, the glimpse of something slipping in through the tunnel’s entry point.

One of them.  It had to be.

Why am I so afraid?

Because you’re alone.

He knew it was true.  People are designed to be together.  Even as they quarreled over rights to their own space, even as they fought genocidal wars over everything from minerals to metaphysics, the first thing any conqueror did was to go out among the populace.  To become one with them.  Because every person craved companionship.  Because every human, no matter how holy or how corrupt, feared dying alone.

I miss my family.

The thing in the darkness was right over Ken.  He could feel it there.  And he was glad that Maggie and the girls were... wherever they were.  Glad, but he also wished they were here.  Even if that meant they would suffer his fate, there was a small piece of him that wanted someone to hold his hand at the end.

No.  I’m glad they’re gone.

The thing bowed down.

Ken felt teeth dig into his shoulder.  He had time for one more thing.  One more moment before he would be gone.  Not time for running in a sick, broken body.  Not time for screaming with a mouth that refused to follow his commands.  He would go out alone, with only his thoughts for company.

He did not wish for others to die to be with him.

He wished them safety.  Peace.  Life.

I love you, Mags.
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KEN OPENED HIS EYES.

He saw nothing.

Am I dead?

No.  He couldn’t be.  Heaven wouldn’t be dark like this.

Hell?

No.  He didn’t think so.

He hurt all over, but that in itself told him he was alive.  Shivering, but no longer numb.  He felt as though he was on fire: a cold flame that seared him the way dry ice would have done.

He wasn’t wet anymore.  He heard water nearby, but he wasn’t laying in it.

He heard something rumble.  Felt something warm beside him.  Soft and vaguely comforting.  Whatever it was moved.

Ken fell asleep.
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“WHAT THE –“

“Don’t get too close.”

“What’s it doing to him?”

“Don’t know.”

“Someone do something.”

“Like what?”

The voices came into the darkness.  A light flashed across Ken’s face.  Then disappeared.  The voices faded.
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SOMETHING WAS PUSHING into his mouth.

Ken heard the words, echoing through half-collapsed synaptic corridors: “What’s it doing to him?”  Heard the words and though the words were only in his mind he transposed them over this moment and knew that something new was happening.  The things were doing something to him.

The thing pried his teeth apart.

Ken tried to shake his head.  He was still shivering, and all he managed to do was shiver a bit harder.  Weak.

The thing pushed at him in the darkness.  Tentacular feelers pressing into his mouth, feeling his tongue, probing into him.

He gagged.  Bit down.

Something screamed.

The tentacles yanked on him.  Jerked his face left and right.  He felt the digits go down his throat.  Deep.  Deep.

They left something there.  Some foreign object.

Don’t swallow it.  Don’t swallow.  Don’t....

He passed out.
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HE WOKE, HE SLEPT.  He woke, he slept.

Occasionally there were flashes of light, but mostly it was dark, black as pure and deep as any oceanic abyss.

Things moved around him.  Pressed at him.  Forced their way into his mouth, into his throat.

He woke, he slept.

He tried to cry but could make no sound.

He woke, he slept.

Wondering what was being done to him.  What he was changing into.

He woke, he slept.

And then only slept.
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WHEN KEN OPENED HIS eyes again, he could see.  Not much, but enough.  He was still in the darkness.  Still underground.

A zombie was leaning over him.  Its face caked by gore and dirt, its mouth hanging open.  Bending closer.

Ken’s panicked brain sent a message to his body, and to his surprise his broken body actually listened, balling up a fist and sending it smashing into the dark spot where the zombie’s nose should be.

The thing rocked back, splashing into the streaming water behind it.  It landed on its butt, one hand going down behind it for support and balance.  The other hand went to its face, clapped over the spot where Ken had just socked it.

“Owww!”  It glared at him.  “You broge by dose.”  The monster felt its face gingerly.  Glared some more.  “Again.”

Ken blinked rapidly.  He was confused.  The zombie was talking?

He tried to sit up.  Found he could do it.  He realized he wasn’t shivering, either.

Splashing sounds drew his attention.  He looked toward the noise and saw a pair of figures approaching.  One so large he took up most of the tunnel, the other short and husky but moving with the fluid grace of a predator.

“Buck?  Aaron?”  Ken’s discomposure increased.

A moment later the things – which had been mere shadows on shadow only a second ago – drew close enough that Ken could see their features.  It was the cowboy and the older man.  Both of them grinned at him, then turned curious faces to the still-sprawled figure in the center of the tunnel.

“What happened to you?” said Aaron.

Ken looked at the zombie in the stream.  Only it wasn’t a zombie.  It was Christopher, face bloody and dirty and looking thinner than Ken had remembered.  His cheek had been slashed open by something.

The explosion.

Christopher was trying to stop the blood rocketing out of his nose.  “He hit me.  Again.”

Aaron laughed.

“It’s not funny.”

Aaron laughed harder.  Buck joined in a moment later.  Christopher looked at them both with irritation and shook his head.  He gave up trying to catch the blood and just let it drip onto his already grossly stained shirt, snorting every few seconds to clear a clot.

“Not funny.”

Ken laughed now.

“Ken?”

Ken turned.  Another figure was in the tunnel.

He smiled.  “Mags.”

She flew into his arms.

He held her. “I love you, Mags,” he said.

And this time it wasn’t a goodbye.
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THE OTHERS HAD MOVED off.  They took the light with them, leaving Ken alone with Maggie in the dark.  But that was all right.  Dark was okay, was tolerable if she was there. 

Not just near, but truly with him.

“You okay?” he asked.

She made a noise that sounded like something caught in a bear trap halfway between a laugh and a sob.  “Are you?”

He shrugged.  Realized she couldn’t see that and said, “I don’t know.  What’s going on?  Where are the kids?  I mean, where are...?”  His voice fell away, molding itself to the blackness around them.  He felt stupid.  The last thing he knew, Maggie wasn’t even speaking to him because of what had happened to Derek.  And here he was, asking about “the kids.”

He realized his muscles had all tightened, as though preparing for a blow.  So when he felt something touch his chest he twitched before his body realized it wasn’t a punch, it was a caress.  His wife’s hand on his chest, like it had on so many nights after they made love or lay in bed just talking about the kids or life or nothing at all.

“I’m sorry,” said Maggie.  “I know none of this was you.  I know Derek... you didn’t....”

“I didn’t have anything to do with it.”

Her hand clenched a bit.  “I just said that.”  She sounded tired.  Irritated.  She didn’t move her hand away, though.  That was something.  She was still his wife, determined to stay with him.  No matter how much he irritated her, no matter how they grated on one another.

That was marriage.  It wasn’t “being in love.”  It was a determination to stay in love, even through the times when love felt like distant memory or unattainable goal.  “Happily ever after” wasn’t a fairy tale, it was just the name you gave to a life already-lived with a person you loved enough to decide to stay with them even through the days when you didn’t love them at all.

Ken put his hand on Maggie’s.  Not hard, but tenderly.  Asking forgiveness with his touch as well as his words.  “No, I didn’t mean it like that,” he said hurriedly.  “I meant....”  He swallowed.  So often in life people contented themselves with saying something acceptable, or something merely adequate.  He wanted to do better here.  He wanted to say something right.  Something good.  Something that would matter to Maggie and pay honor to his son.

“Derek died to protect you,” he finally said.  “And if I’d tried to stop him he never would have forgiven me.”  Ken shrugged again, and didn’t care that the darkness cloaked his motion.  Maggie would feel the movement.  And she would know what he was trying to tell her.  “He would have done the same thing if it had been me.  Or one of the girls.  He was always like that.”  He fell silent for a moment before adding, “He was born to be a hero.”

Maggie’s hand moved away from Ken’s chest.  He felt empty again.  Had she decided not to forgive him after all?

Then the hand found his arm.  It ran down his bicep.  Touched his forearm.  Fingers interlaced with his.

She leaned her head on his shoulder, and for the first time since the world fell Ken felt like he had not merely located his wife, but truly found her.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]




54


[image: image]


––––––––
[image: image]


“CAN YOU STAND?”

Ken thought about the question.  He wasn’t shivering as he had been, and he felt better than before.  A long way from whole, but on the mend.  Still weak, though.

“I don’t know.”  He tried shifting his legs.  They felt like rubber-coated noodles.  “How are the girls?”

“That’s why I want you to stand.”

“You can’t just tell me?”

Ken heard the grin in Maggie’s voice.  “You wouldn’t believe me.”

The smile did it.  The idea that something was right – or if not right, then at least “not wrong” enough to warrant a smile – helped him find a reserve of strength.

Maggie slid under his arm.  She froze.  “Is this your bad arm?  The one you had to cut your fingers?”

“No.”  Ken eased himself up.  Leaning on his wife for support.  He suddenly remembered a teacher he’d had in Sunday School years ago, a lesson about God creating Eve from Adam’s rib because that meant they were supposed to walk side by side and lean on one another for support.

Ken didn’t know if Genesis had envisioned a zombie attack, but the symbolism worked here.

He realized something as he wobbled to his feet.  “How’d you know about me doing that?”

“Aaron told me.  Interesting guy.”

“He is.” Ken leaned against the cool concrete wall.  “He tell you anything about himself?”

“That he used to be a rodeo clown.”

Ken snorted.  “So nothing new.”

“Not a thing.  Interesting, but not exactly forthcoming.”

“How’s he handling Dorcas?”

Maggie was quiet a moment.  “His lady?”

Ken was startled that Maggie would need clarification.  But when would she have really gotten a chance to know Dorcas’ name?  She had only seen her for a few minutes before Dorcas died.

Only she didn’t die, did she?  Nothing so lucky.  Nothing so clean.

And then there was the question itself.  Would Aaron think of Dorcas as his lady?  The two had only known each other a few hours.  But still, there had been something between them.  Ken didn’t know exactly what it had been.  But something important.  “Yeah, the one we lost in the airplane,” he finally said.

“He won’t talk about her,” she said.  “Christopher asked, and Aaron told him he didn’t feel like talking about it.”

“He said that?”

“The exact wording involved a face full of knuckles, but that was the idea.”

Ken almost laughed, then realized something: Maggie had no trouble with Christopher and Aaron.  Dorcas’ name had been easily misplaced, but not the others’.  That meant....

“How long have we been down here?” he said.

“Not sure.  At least a few days.”

That rocked him.  And at the same time Ken realized something that had filtered in only subconsciously until now.  His nose wrinkled.  “What’s the smell?”

“That’s you, my dearest husband.”  Maggie took a step, leading him in the darkness.  He heard one of her feet splash through the stream in the middle of the tunnel.  “You’ve been out a couple days, but your body’s been pooping and peeing up a storm.”

“Oh, geez.”  He tried to push away from her, embarrassed and sickened at what he must look like.  Now that he knew what it was, the smell was overwhelming.

Maggie’s grip tightened around his midsection.  “Don’t be stupid.  You’ll fall.”

“I must be horrific.”

“Yes, you are.  But that’s a separate matter, and it predated the end of the world.”  She kept splashing forward, and he realized she must be using the stream as a guide in the darkness.  Her hand went out from time to time as well, likely letting go of him in order to trace the wall of the tunnel.  “I washed you off as best I could, but we’re a bit limited down here.”

“I’m so sorry.”  He cringed mentally at the thought of his wife cleaning his bodily wastes.

“Don’t be stupid.  I’ve done it a million times with the babies, and I just pretended you were a giant baby with a hairy butt.”  She laughed quietly.  “More or less situation normal.”

He laughed as well.  “So how am I not dead?”  Even as he said that, his back twitched, sending a shock of pain down the back of his left leg.  He twisted, almost falling.  Maggie steadied him, holding most of his weight until he got his feet under him again.

Not at one hundred percent, I guess.  Not even close.

“You had an infection,” Maggie said when he regained his balance.  “At least, Aaron thinks you did and he seems to know a lot about emergency first aid.  Buck had found a bunch of antibiotics in people’s coats and purses when we were looking for the EpiPens for you earlier.  He shoved ‘em in his pocket and we used them to keep you alive.”

Ken remembered the monsters shoving things in his throat.  Not tentacles trying to plant eggs in his body, but the survivors trying to force-feed him pills, maybe food.  “Lucky no one got hurt.”

That drew another laugh.  “Actually, you decked Christopher a few times.  No one else, just him.  You must be secretly jealous of his good lucks or something.”

“So you noticed.”

“I’m only human.”

It was getting lighter in the tunnel.  He could see a glimmer ahead and to the right.  Could hear voices, too.

“What about the bite?” he said.  He looked at his arm and could make out the crescent, scabbed over and starting to scar.  “Why didn’t I turn?”

“Aaron has some ideas,” she said.

“And?”

“And he wanted to wait until you woke up before sharing them.”

“Why wait?”

She was quiet for a moment, then spoke hesitantly.  “I imagine because his ideas depended a bit on what ended up happening with you.”

The light was in a side tunnel that branched off from the main one.  There was a slight lip to step up, so the water that streamed down the main tunnel didn’t enter the lateral line.

Ken reached the T-intersection.

He turned the corner.  His mouth dropped open.

Maggie laughed.  “I told you you wouldn’t believe it.”
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BUCK WAS SITTING CROSS-legged on the ground, back against the cement wall of the side tunnel.  

And on his lap: Hope.

She was dirty, her face grimed with dust and soot and a thousand other things.  Streaks showed in the gunk where someone – probably Maggie – had tried to clean her off.  That had proved to be a lost cause.

Still, through the multiple layers of dirt Ken could see his daughter’s face.  Her eyes.  And it was Hope again.  Smiling.

“Daddy!” she shouted.  But she didn’t move from Buck’s lap.  She looked happy there, and the big man looked pleased at her decision to remain with him.  Buck hadn’t struck Ken as a fatherly type, but he wondered now how much of that was because of the man and how much of that had been the effect of his mother.

How much of our lives are determined by the nets cast by others? he wondered.  How many of us died in the Change... and how many were set free?

Aaron was sitting against the opposite wall, a hand in his mouth as he took a pill.  He dry-swallowed it with a grimace.

“We’re all taking the antibiotics Buck found,” said Aaron, as though Ken had challenged his movements.  “We’ve all probably got loads of infected wounds, and better safe than sorry.”

Christopher was taking a pill as well.  His other hand held a small, battered-looking flashlight with a weak beam: the source of the illumination that Ken and Maggie had followed to the tunnel.

And Liz....

The toddler was curled up, completely naked, asleep and snoring lightly, half on the hard concrete tunnel floor, half on something else.  Her fingers held loosely to soft hairs, her head propped up on a moving pillow.

Looking at his sleeping baby, Ken knew what had dragged him out of the water.  What had lain with him and kept him warm in the dark.  What had saved him.

The male snow leopard glanced at him.  It licked its lips, a pink tongue lapping once over massive fangs, then turned to look at Liz as though to verify she hadn’t wandered from her spot against his rumbling chest.  Apparently satisfied, it returned its head to rest on the large paws that seemed to splay halfway across the tunnel.

“Dad?” said Hope.  Ken diverted a tiny piece of his attention from the big cat to his older daughter.  She wore a huge smile.  “Can we keep him?  Can we keep Sally?”
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KEN WAS A TEACHER.  A high school teacher.  And even in a genuinely nice place like Boise, that meant he’d brushed up against all manner of insanity.  Teenage pregnancy, drugs.  Girls beaten by boyfriends who they insisted “really loved them.”  But he always felt like he could help.  Could at least offer some advice, even if it wasn’t taken.

However, when faced by a request that his daughter be allowed to keep a very obviously male predatory cat she’d inexplicably decided to name Sally, he found that words failed him.

Aaron chuckled.  Christopher sounded as though he tried to do the same, but it came out a sort of mangled snort that made a chunk of half-dried blood explode from one of his nostrils.  He grimaced.

Buck did the most surprising thing.  He wrapped his big arms around Hope in a huge bear hug.  “Of course we can keep him, honey.”  Then he stared at Ken with eyes like bullets wrapped in velvet.  “Right?”

“Uhhh....”  Ken nodded.  Mostly because he felt like something needed to happen and when confused his body tended to default to a nod.  That was the great to a happy marriage: when in doubt, agree.  So as a well-trained good husband his body was falling back on its established pattern.

Hope squealed and clapped.  The snow leopard – Sally – looked at the girl with an expression that seemed decidedly stern, as though reminding her that there was a sleeping baby in the area.

Hope clapped small hands over her mouth.  “Sorry, Sally.”  She looked around the group.  “We have to be quiet.”

“Right,” said Buck.  Another hug to Hope.  “We’ll be quiet, Hope.”

Ken looked at everyone as well.  Not to urge them to silence, but almost feeling like he was in one of those strangely real dreams we all find ourselves trapped in from time to time.  And unsure whether we want to wake up screaming... or let the dream continue forever.

He looked at Christopher and Aaron, shoulder to shoulder against one wall.  Legs out like they were resting against a tree in a forest, shooting the breeze on a campout.

Then Buck and Hope, sitting together like a girl curled up with her favorite and long-absent uncle.

And let’s not forget Liz’s new babysitter, Sally.

Ken looked at his wife.  She was watching the group with a strange expression.  It reminded him of last Christmas.  The family had been together: Derek and Hope in their chairs around the table, Liz in the high-chair she was just starting to grow out of.  Maggie stared at them all and got this look in her eyes, like she was seeing them all for the first time.  “My family,” she said.

And that was the right thing to say.

People said adequate things all the time.  Not many right ones.

Ken looked at the group in the tunnel.  The survivors.

The family.
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CHRISTOPHER HELD UP the flashlight and gave it a small jiggle.  Light and shadow danced a perfectly synchronized jitterbug on the walls.

“I’m gonna turn this off.  Save some batter-trees.”  He wiggled his eyebrows at Hope and she giggled as though sharing a private joke.

Christopher flicked the switch on the flashlight.  Darkness fell around the group again.

Ken felt his way to the nearest wall and slid down.  He felt shaky.  Weak.  The sight of his children had invigorated him, the sight of the snow leopard had shocked his system into a momentary overdrive.  But both effects were wearing off now.

He just felt tired.  Tired and achy.  His back and left leg hurt most of all, even more than the stubs of his left pinky and ring finger, but all his half-healed scrapes and sprains were throbbing.  Dull palpitations that joined into one pulsing pound that reverberated up and down his frame.  Better than the lancing pain he’d been having, but still far from comfortable.

“How long have we been here?” he asked as he sank down, trying to ignore the stench that wafted up as his shredded pants shifted, the crinkling noises that his clothes made.

“We’ve been here for seven poops,” said Hope in a bright whisper.

“Hope,” Maggie said in a warning tone.

Hope giggled.  Ken was struck again by the strangeness of this moment.  Not just at the fact that he was hearing his daughter laugh in a glorified sewer under the crumbled remains of civilization, but that she was giggling at all.

He saw her as she had been in the elevator: reaching eagerly for the zombies that tried to kill them.  Cooing as they tried to destroy the survivors.

Her eyes rolling back.  Laughing as death loomed.

And now... she was fine?

What’s going on with her?

Ken didn’t know.  But he suspected it wasn’t over.  Perhaps this was a lull, but it wasn’t the end of the storm.

“We’re not sure how long we’ve been here,” said Maggie.  “We were afraid to move you, so we couldn’t leave.  Just tried to feed you and give you water when you seemed up to it, and kept watch.”

“No one could leave?”  Ken was flabbergasted.  “Didn’t anyone try to, I don’t know, explore or find a way out or anything?”

“Don’t need to explore,” said Buck.  “I know exactly where we are, and where to get out.  Assuming it’s still there since our arsonist-in-training blew up in the universe.”

“Big assumption,” said Christopher.  “And it wasn’t the universe, it was just a jet.  Part of a jet.  And I saved us, by the way, so you’re welcome.  Again.”

Hope giggled.

Ken was starting to feel disoriented.  The survivors’ voices were coming at him from everywhere in the darkness.  It was like having a conversation with a convocation of ghosts.

“Well, it’s what we’ve got, so it’s what we’ll use,” said Buck.  Ken noted he wasn’t nearly as nice-and-lovey sounding with Christopher as he was with Hope.

“Clucky, be nice,” said Hope.  Apparently Ken wasn’t the only one who registered the edge in the big man’s voice.

“Sorry, Chicken,” said Buck.  Hope squealed as though tickled.

Ken’s disorientation increased.  Clucky?  Chicken?  Christopher and Hope had silly code words for flashlight parts?  Hope and Buck had pet names?

He felt like he had left a familiar room, only to return and find every piece of furniture shifted a few inches to the right.  Everything was still there, but the configuration was just wrong enough to be jarring.

“Anyway,” said Buck, “I know where we are.  But the way out’s a bit of a walk.  And we decided to stick together.  Until you got better, or....”

Maggie’s arm circled Ken’s.  She squeezed him.  “Until you got better,” she said firmly.

“But how?” said Ken.  “You said... three days?”

Aaron laughed.  A low, rolling chortle that danced around the tunnel.  Ken smiled.

“Probably,” said Aaron.  “Probably about that.  You’re a pretty regular guy.”

Ken felt sure the others would be able to see by the glow of his blush.  “Gross.”

That drew another chuckle from Aaron.

Ken felt a sudden stab of jealousy.  He could only imagine what the first hours after the explosion had been like: terror, frantic, feeble searching for each other in the darkness.  But now... now there was rest.  Peace, however momentary.  A drawing together of the group.  He was grateful, but a bit of him felt piqued that he had missed so much of whatever bonding had drawn such smiles to their faces.

“Anyway,” Aaron continued, “Buck assured us the water in the tunnel’d be pretty clean, and as for food....”

“Yeah?”

Ken felt Maggie’s arm on his.  Shaking.

Panic grabbed him.  He tensed, ready to run, to scream and fight and flee.

Then realized he wasn’t feeling her terror.  Wasn’t feeling a seizure, grabbing her preparatory to her becoming a zombie.  It was something else.  Something he had all but forgotten in the past hours –

(No, days, Ken, it’s been days....)

– of danger and pain.

Maggie was laughing.  Laughing her hardest laugh, which meant she was all but silent.  He couldn’t see her in this black inkwell, but he had seen it often enough to know what she looked like now: mouth open wide, gasping for breath that would not come, shaking as her body struggled to cope with overwhelming paroxysms of near-hysterical laughter.

She finally inhaled.  Got enough control over her body to actually make a noise, a single, thin “Heeeee” that seemed to melt into silence as fast as it came.

He loved that laugh.  Stupidest laugh in the universe, and he’d told her so.  But he told her so with a smile, because every time she laughed like that it meant she was truly happy.  That something wonderful had happened in her mind.

He loved her perhaps most of all when he heard that sound.

She did it again.  A rarity.  And a sign of how very funny she thought something was.  “Heeeee.”  The whispery laugh danced into the darkness.

“What’s so funny?” Ken finally said.
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“YOU HUNGRY?” SAID CHRISTOPHER a moment later.

Ken was.  He hadn’t realized it until this moment, but he was famished.  His stomach rumbled audibly.

“Either the creeps found a way in, or that’s a yes,” said Christopher.  “I thought you would be.  We fed you as much as we could, but you got all bitey sometimes, so....”  Maggie’s silent laugh got even more energetic.  “I’ll go get you something,” said Christopher.

The flashlight flickered on.  Christopher pushed up against the wall, then stepped gingerly past the snow leopard, walking down the side tunnel.  It curved sharply to the right only a few feet past the big cat, and soon Christopher was gone.  The light fluttered in the tunnel behind him, growing dim but never quite disappearing.

Ken looked at Buck.  “So... Clucky?”

Buck’s face, which had been smiling down at Hope, now darkened faster than a thunderhead about to dump a Noachian downpour on an unprepared populace.  “That’s what Hope calls me,” he said.  The tone made it clear that only Hope called him that.

“You knew about this place?” said Ken, partly to shift the subject away from the pet names issue, partly because he was curious how Buck knew what was down here.

Buck nodded.  “You guys found us up in that lawyer’s office.  Me and my mom?”

Ken nodded.

“We were in the middle of a lawsuit against the city.  I am – was, I guess I should say – a contractor for county.  My mom owned the business, took over after my dad died.”  He was silent a moment, pensive.  Then he looked around, taking in the surroundings.  “I did a lot of work down here.”

“You get hurt or something?”

Buck rolled his eyes.  “Nothing so interesting.  Just a contract dispute between the county and some of the contractors who’ve done work for them.  It’s the sort of thing that happens all the time with public works – one project goes to shi – uh, crap,” he amended, looking at Hope, who was watching him with what Ken could only describe as hero-worship in her eyes, “and everyone starts blaming everyone else.  Soon there are delays, then damages, and then everyone sues everyone else.  I was up there for a deposition.  But when I saw the plane going down, I knew there was a storm drain entrance we could get into nearby.  Figured we might be safe for a bit down here.”

“Good thinking,” said Ken.

“Clucky saved us,” said Hope.

Buck hugged the little girl tightly.

“He sure did,” said Christopher, reappearing around the bend.  “Clucky is awesome.”

Buck glared at the young man.  Christopher put on a face of such sincere innocence Ken had to laugh.  “Hey, man, I was agreeing with her.  You are a force to be reckoned with.  Clucky.”

“Christopher –“ Buck’s voice rumbled into the darkness.

Christopher laughed quietly.

Maggie sighed in a way that told Ken this was not a new discussion.  “Do I have to separate you two boys?” she said.

“What?” said Christopher.  His innocent face got even more innocent, if that were possible.  Before the Change, he had been the son of Idaho’s governor, and Ken figured he must have learned a thing or two about pretending virtue from his father.  The expression he was wearing would have made God Himself look a bit dicey in comparison.

Buck sighed.  Clearly trying to be the bigger person in the dispute.  He looked back at Hope.

Christopher laughed.  “Just hassling you, brother.”  He held out a hand to Ken.  “You said you were hungry, right?”

Ken looked at what Christopher held.

“Where the heck did you get those?”
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CHRISTOPHER WAS HOLDING what first appeared to be a handful of candy.  But only a moment later Ken saw that they were energy bars, the kind of things a lot of his students crammed into their mouths before working out or instead of eating lunch.

It wasn’t just two or three, either.  Christopher’s hand could barely close around the brightly-wrapped sticks of processed carbs.

Ken had never liked the things.  Even the best of them generally tasted to him like someone mixed caulk with a dab or two of artificial flavor.  But now, looking at the things in Christopher’s hand, he felt his mouth go dry then fill with saliva an instant later.

He reached out, and Christopher stepped forward – again, gingerly stepping around the still-lolling form of Sally – to hand two of the bars to Ken.

Ken looked at them only a half-second before tearing them open and wolfing one down in two quick bites.

“Easy, son,” said Aaron.  “You don’t want to make yourself sick.  You’ve been eatin’ okay, all things considered, but still might be good to pace yourself.”

Ken tried to slow down.  Found he couldn’t.  He took another huge bite and then looked at Christopher in order to try and distract himself.  “Where’d they come from?” he said again.

Christopher jerked a bar-laden hand over his shoulder.  “Tunnel collapsed when the jet blew up.  Must’ve been a GNC or some kind of health store above the tunnel.  A bunch of shelves came down in the rubble.”  He grinned again.  “Energy bars and soy protein muscle builder and our trusty flashlight here.”  He hit a dramatic muscle pose, clearly for Hope’s benefit.  She giggled.  Sally licked his chops and snuffed as though he’d heard this joke one too many times.  “We may be hurt, but we can be well-lit and huge.”

Ken gawked.  Long enough that Christopher dropped his pose.  “It’s okay, man.  There’s plenty back there.  We’ve got plenty to live on for a while if we need to.”

“It’s not that,” Ken said.  “If the tunnel fell down over there, where else did it fall?”  He looked around at the survivors.  “What else fell in?”
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BUCK SNORTED, SURPRISING Ken.  “There’s nothing to worry about.”  He jogged his chin in Christopher’s direction.  “Our pet arsonist over there dropped most of several buildings right over us.  The tunnel’s completely sealed in three directions, probably nothing but rubble above us for a hundred feet or so.”

“I apologized already,” said Christopher, and again Ken heard the tone of a person going over an old argument.  The sound of brothers rehashing an old dispute at a family reunion.  “How was I supposed to know the explosion would be that big?”

“I’m still impressed that he got a 737 to blow up in the first place,” Aaron said.  “It ain’t as easy as the movies make it look.”  He squinted.  “How’d you know there’d be enough fumes in the tanks to create explosive pressure, instead of just a flameout?”

“I figured the jet was probably on approach when it went down,” said Christopher.  “Otherwise there would have been a lot more fire damage around it.”

“Huh,” was all Aaron said.  But he looked impressed.

“Still, you –“ Buck began, in a tone that made it clear he was determined to drag the argument out.

Ken cut him off.  He felt weirdly like the father of two very large pre-teens.  “Let’s hold off on the argument, can we?”  He brought a low-simmering glare against Christopher, then Buck in turn.  And felt a bizarre desire to add, “Or I’ll turn this tunnel around and we’ll go home right now.”

Instead he said, “Three cave-ins?”

Buck nodded and in a more contrite tone he said, “Yeah.  Just rubble back where you were, around that corner,” nodding in the direction Christopher had gathered the energy bars, “and down one other side tunnel.”  He held out two big hands in front of Hope.  She started playing a quiet game of patty-cake with the big older man, which Ken thought rated an eleven on the Bizarro Scale.

“And the last direction?”

“That’s the way out.”  Buck said.  He looked up at Ken, peering over the top of Hope’s head.  He mouthed a pair of words that made Ken shiver.

“We hope.”
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SILENCE HELD SWAY IN the tunnel again.  Christopher clicked off the light.  There was nothing but darkness and the trickle of water a few feet away and the soft purring of the snow leopard’s breathing.

Ken took a bite of his second energy bar.  He managed to reign himself in this time, nibbling rather than inhaling the food.

He was going to ask about Sally.  Clearly the snow leopard had been integrated into the group on some level.  There was no way that Maggie would have let Liz sleep with the animal unless she was completely secure with the beast.

But how could that be?  Ken had seen the thing eviscerate several zombies, destroying them one bite and one crushing claw-swipe at a time.  There was no doubt the animal was fierce and had the capacity for destruction.

But....

... but when he attacked the zombies with the female snow leopard, neither of them went for Aaron.

... but he dragged Ken out of the water and probably kept him from dying of hypothermia before the others found him.

... but Liz was sleeping against his stomach, utterly at peace even though this was the girl who had trouble sleeping anywhere but her crib.

So many questions, and he sensed that many of the answers might mean the difference between life and death.

What was the snow leopard doing?

Why hadn’t anyone left him behind?

Why hadn’t he turned when he was bitten?

Ken opened his mouth to ask.

But before he could, before the questions did more than dance ever-so-softly across the surface of his mind, he started to shake.  Tremors sped from toe to crown, pulsing through him with the strength and speed of lightning strikes.  He dropped the piece of the energy bar that remained uneaten in his hand.  It hit the concrete floor with barely a whisper, just a murmur of plasticized aluminum as the wrapper rustled against the ground.

It was enough to alert Maggie, though.  Either that or she heard his rank clothing as it shuffled back and forth in a series of near-microscopic twitches, pushed by the spasming muscles underneath.

“Ken?” she said.

He didn’t answer.  He couldn’t.  He felt like his mouth had been filled with concrete, his jaw wired shut.  Every muscle that wasn’t jerking back and forth was locked into painful stasis.  Only his eyes felt like they were at all under his control, and they flitted heavenward, then back and forth as he sought something in the darkness.  Something elusive, something hidden.

“Honey?” said Maggie.  He still didn’t answer, not even when he felt her arm on his.  “Christopher, hit the light,” she said.

“It’s getting low,” he said.

“Turn it on.”

The light sparked to dim existence.  Hope said, “Daddy?” in a lost voice.

Ken didn’t look at her.  He was still staring upward, still looking back and forth along the line of the tunnel ceiling, still searching for something.

And even in the light, he couldn’t find it.

“Honey?”  He heard the panic creeping into Maggie’s voice.  She put a hand on each of his arms and shook him.  He knew she was trying to get him to look at her.

He didn’t.  He wouldn’t.  He couldn’t.

Tears spilled over his cheeks.

Then his eyes closed and he slumped.
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STILL DARK.  DARK, and Ken was alone.  Then Matt Anders was standing over him.

“Come on, Mr. Strickland,” said the kid.  His voice scraped out at a volume so low that Ken had to strain to hear it.  Nothing new there: the kid always spoke that way.  Always quiet, never any trouble.

Teachers were supposed to be like parents.  They were supposed to like their students equally, to care for and pay attention to one exactly the same as to another.  But Ken had his favorites.  Maybe that made him a bad teacher.  Or perhaps it just made him human.

No matter what the case, Matt was a kid Ken liked.  So when the boy held out his hand Ken didn’t think twice about taking it.

“Where are we going?” he asked as he and Matt started walking down the tunnel.  Water slapped and sloshed around their feet.  The sound echoed around them and Ken felt like every step he took was one of many, like he was in the middle of an invisible mob, shuffling from side to side and waiting only for the word to be let loose.  To attack.  To destroy.

“It’s just up here,” said Matt.  He turned back and smiled.  His smile seemed lopsided.  The smile of a stroke victim.

“Where is it?” said Ken.  The smile scared him.

“Just up here.”  Matt disappeared around a sudden bend in the tunnel.  Ken followed, afraid of what he might see but even more afraid of being left alone.

Being alone was the ultimate terror now.  Alone meant you had been left for dead.  Meant you were worthless.  Meant you were good only as meat to divert the beasts.

Ken made the turn, and as he did he wondered where the light was coming from.  He could see Matt, could see the tunnel walls and floor and ceiling.

How?

“Shouldn’t it be dark?” he said to himself.  The words mumbled, fell out of his lips like dirt from the mouth of a corpse that has chewed its way up from the earth.

And, saying that, he nearly tripped over Matt.  The boy was on the tunnel floor.  Twitching and writhing.

Of course he is.  It’s that he’s dead.

And he suddenly realized that Matt was the boy who had changed under Ken’s hands.  The boy had gone into a seizure when the Change first swept through Ken’s universe.  Ken had held him down, had tried to help him... until Matt tried to kill him.

Then Ken threw him out a window.

As he realized that, remembered kicking one of his favorite students out a third-floor plate glass window, Matt changed.  His eyes rolled back.  Blood spurted from his unbroken skin.  Ken backed up with a scream, ready for the boy to come for him.

What’s going on?  What’s happening?

But Matt didn’t get up.  Instead, he suddenly threw his arms and legs wide.  Harsh cracks split the air and Matt’s limbs twisted in on themselves.  He didn’t scream.  Just moaned as his head seemed to deflate like a punctured basketball, blood flowing out the back in a widening pool.

His eyes rolled forward.  “You killed me,” he said.  His voice was normal.

Ken backed away.  Something bumped into him.  Something soft.  Warm.  He turned.

A man stood behind him, dressed in sweats and wearing a silver whistle around his neck.  The man’s face was impossible to look at, a concave mass of bone and cartilage and blood.  But Ken knew who it was, would have known in an instant even if he hadn’t heard the man’s voice issuing forth with impossible clarity from the gaping wound that was all that remained of his mouth.

“You killed me,” said Joe Picarelli, the gym coach at Ken’s school.

Ken shrieked and ran.  Turned away from the coach with his eyeless face and his gaping sore of a mouth.  Leapt over the still-crackling limbs of Matt Anders.

Three steps.

He stopped.

A horde of undead were crammed into the tunnel.  He recognized some, but not all.

A fat zombie he had skewered with a lug wrench.

A huge zombie, thickly muscled, half its skin perfectly white and the other half charred and black and peeling away from yellowed bone.  The thing that had caught and changed and killed Ken’s son.

The burnt monster reached behind itself.

And drew out a small form.

Ken stared at Derek.  His son’s face was greasy and loose, as though about to slide away from the underlying muscle.  The child’s eyes had the whites-only stare of the zombies.

“You killed us all,” said Derek.

Ken started to scream.

He knew it wasn’t real.

He knew it had to be a dream.

But he also knew he was trapped.  Caught in a dark place in his mind, and he wondered if he would ever be able to escape.

Derek giggled.  “Renegades,” said the boy.  Then screamed it.  “Renegades, renegades, renegaaaaaaadesssssss....”

Knowing something is a dream doesn’t mean you can wake up.  And knowing it is madness that beckons doesn’t mean you can resist the call.

Derek reached out.  Still saying “renegades” in hideously stretched-out syllables.

Ken, still screaming, closed his eyes in the dream.

And reached to embrace his dead son.
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“I KILLED THEM.  I KILLED them all.”

Tears ran down Ken’s face, wetted his cheeks.  The words poured out of him like foul water from a broken pump.  He hadn’t let himself think of anything that had happened up until now.  Hadn’t had time.  But now, in the dark of the tunnel and the deeper dark of his memory, he replayed it all.  Every stab, every attack.  Every maiming that tore a bit of his own humanity away.

He knew part of this was the sickness, the infection that his body was still coping with.  Part of it.

But part of it was real.  Part of it was guilt, not just at taking a life, but at the sheer ferocity he had discovered in himself.

He was a history teacher.  He knew that for most of us, civilization is just a veneer.  But he had never dreamed how thinly gilded his own sense of goodness was.  How easy it had been to scratch off the layers of humanity and expose the animal rage that lay beneath.

“I killed them.”

Only gradually did Ken realize that the dream was gone.  Not fully – he thought he could still sense it, coiling darkly at the edges of his sight and mind – but withdrawn enough that he could see reality again.

Still in the tunnel.  In the tunnel, and no longer in the side branch where the kids had been.

A form moved.  “Ken?”

“Yeah.”  Speaking was an effort.  His throat was dry.

“You’re awake.”  The figure stood.  “We moved you because you kinda freaked out the kids.  And....  Well, be right back.”

Ken realized the figure was Christopher, that the young man had been keeping watch over him in the darkness.  But before he could speak, the other man had gone.  Ken was alone.

The water still streamed through the tunnel’s center.  Ken rolled over and drank from it, lapping it up like a dog.  It tasted smoky and dusty, but he kept drinking.  His body was so thirsty he would have drank deeply of the ocean, and smiled as it killed him.

“Renegadesssss.”  The word spoken to him – impossibly – by his toddler daughter, and then echoing in his dream.  He heard it again in his mind, and wondered how long it would be before he could ever sleep.  He had no wish to return to the nightmare he had just left.

“Ken?”  This time he knew the voice instantly.

“Mag –“  He coughed as his voice choked through a mouth that seemed stuffed with sawdust.  Tried again.  “Maggie.”

She dropped beside him, knees splashing into the water.  She held his face in her hands.

“Are you okay?”

“I killed them.”  The words were from his dream, and dreams weren’t reality.  But real or not, dreams could still be true.

He had tossed his own student out a window.  Had rammed what was basically the business end of a crowbar through another man’s face.  Had punched and kicked and all but chewed his way to his family.

He hadn’t even thought twice.

Some of what he had done could be chalked up to the simple fact that he was being attacked, that he had people trying to kill him basically non-stop for every second since the Change.

People?

No, not people.  They were....

What?  What were they?

But that only explained away so much.  The rest was simply that he had defaulted to animalistic response.  Kill or be killed.

He didn’t think he did anything wrong.  Ken wasn’t one of those pacifists who believed it was better to put defenseless children in front of a bullet-wielding maniac than it was to put guns in the hands of cops.  No, he had done the right thing.

But doing the right thing didn’t inure a person to the consequences.  To the fact that he had savaged people with an intent to destroy them.

He had been attacked.  And his solution had been to degenerate, to turn himself into something even more dangerous than the monsters around him.

“I killed them,” he whispered again.  The words were nearly silent.  He didn’t think Maggie heard them.

She put her arms around him, though.  Held him tight.

After a moment he put his hands around her as well.  Clinging to one another in the dark, just two people in a black place on a newly-changed world spinning through clouds of dust in space.  He shivered, and it wasn’t because the tunnel was cold.

He was holding to his wife, to the one person he understood, the one person who understood him.  And he felt so alone.

Would she love me if she knew?  If she had really seen, not just what I did, but how little I cared about it?

He had no answer for that.  He just pulled Maggie tighter to him, as if he could somehow press the doubts out of his soul.

They remained silent in the dark for a moment.  Then more splashing signaled the approach of someone else.

“Guys,” said Christopher.

“Not now,” said Maggie in a steely whisper.

Her tone didn’t seem to slow Christopher in the slightest.  “Sorry, but now.”

“What?” she said, and squeezed Ken in a way he knew well.  The way she did when they were relaxing, curled up with one another on the couch after a long day and one of the children called.  The way that said, Stay here, I’ll get this.  Relax.  I love you.

He felt like maybe he could get through this.  For a moment he felt hope.

And then it was dashed.

“You better come down here.”  Christopher turned and started splashing back down the tunnel.  “It’s Lizzy.”
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“WHAT IS IT?”  KEN STRUGGLED to his feet.  It was easier than he thought it would be.  Shaky at first, but Maggie got under his right arm – his left hand ached where his fingers were missing, though he could feel the stumps had scabbed and were starting to heal – and he only needed to lean on her for a second before he could stand on his own.  At least as far as the tunnel allowed.  He couldn’t quite stand fully upright without bumping his head on the low concrete ceiling.

“Is it more of the same?” said Maggie.

“No,” said Christopher, and then hurried away, splashing down the tunnel again.

“What do you mean, ‘more of the same’?” said Ken.  He moved as fast as he could, but didn’t really know how far they were from where Buck and Aaron and the kids were.

And Sally.  Don’t forget the kids’ new “pet.”

“We didn’t get a chance to tell you before you passed out again,” said Maggie.  “Hope’s been acting more or less normal.”  She hesitated.

“But Lizzy?”

“Not normal.”

Ken’s heart started fluttering, batting at his ribs with the glancing blows of a hummingbird’s wings.  “What’s been going on?”

“Nothing bad,” said Maggie, in a voice he knew was meant to reassure him but which failed miserably.  “Not overtly bad, at least.  Just... she’s not talking.  And she won’t leave the side of that animal.”

“Sally?”

Maggie choked out an angry laugh.  “I don’t know what’s going on with that thing, but it won’t leave her alone, and Lizzy starts screaming anytime someone tries to take her away from it.”  She sniffed in the dark, not the sound of tears but the sound of a woman under tremendous strain trying to keep her emotions in check.  “It’s like the damn cougar’s her mother.”

“Snow leopard,” said Ken.  He didn’t mean it as a rebuke or even as a correction.  It just popped out, and the second it did he felt the air freeze around him.  One of those stupid things you say to someone you love that has no importance to the real issue but can sidetrack the conversation in a second.

“Whatever,” said Maggie.  Her tone could have given frostbite to a polar bear.

“Sorry, I didn’t –“

“Forget it.”  She sighed.  “We’re all on edge.  Everyone wants to get out of here, we’re all tired of eating power bars and crapping in the side of the tunnel.  We’ve just been waiting for you to get well enough to go.”

Ken felt warm.  They could have left him.  It made sense for Maggie and the kids to stay, he guessed, though Heaven knew many families had splintered under less pressure than this.  But for Aaron and Christopher, even Buck, to stay....  It made him feel like maybe the world he knew was over, but this group carried the seeds of civilization with them.

Maybe the future was here, in this tunnel.

What if we’re all that’s left?  Can we rebuild a world if it’s only us against seven billion zombies?

He thrust that thought deep.  Pushed it away.

“Other than the weird leopard fixation and her not talking, anything else?” he said.  He was thinking about the strange words Liz had spoken.

“You are not family.  You are renegades.”

And then she had called out to the zombies, her body contorting as she screamed and gave away the survivors’ location.

Maggie must have been thinking about the same thing, because she said, “No, she’s not saying anything weird, nothing at all, not even the stuff she used to say.  We were worried for the first little while down here that those... things... might find a way in.  But it seems like we’re buried pretty deep, and Buck says there’s only one way out, really.”

“So what’s happening with Lizzy now?”

They were almost at the side tunnel.  Ken could see the light ahead.  He could hear a low noise.  He didn’t understand what it was at first, then placed it.

Weeping.

Ken and Maggie turned the corner.
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KEN SAW HOPE FIRST.  She was buried in Buck’s lap, curled into a ball so tight she nearly disappeared in the big man’s arms.  He was rocking her back and forth, patting her head with a big hand as she cried.  She was whispering something, the same words over and over, words that gradually resolved as Ken came closer.

“I don’t like it I don’t like it I don’t like it I don’t like it...,” and on and on in a never-ending chorus delivered with almost machinelike precision between sobs.

“What’s going on?” said Maggie.  The words came out harsh, almost accusatory.  The demand of a mother hen whose brood has been threatened.

“I don’t know,” said Aaron.  And to Ken’s surprise, the tough-as-jerky-made-of-old-nails cowboy sounded decidedly scared.  Not by what was happening, but by Maggie.  Apparently even spec-ops rodeo clowns knew not to cross pissed off mommies.  “She just started doing that a second ago.”

“What about...?”  Maggie’s voice faded away.

Ken saw it at the same time she did.  Liz was standing there.  Still naked, her toddler gut hanging out over her waist, staring intently skyward.

Ken’s heart, already racing, now shifted into overdrive.  Whatever held his children in thrall, it seemed to worsen in effect when they were looking up like that.

But this time was different.  She wasn’t panting, and her eyes were still open.  Still seeing.  They hadn’t rolled back in their sockets.  She was staring, not at nothing, but at something.

Ken looked at the point she was staring at.  Nothing was there.  Just solid concrete, the gray sky over their temporary human habitat.

He realized that the snow leopard was staring up as well.  Looking at the same exact spot as Liz.  That made the hairs on his arms – what few hadn’t been burnt or bludgeoned out of existence – stand up at full alert.  Fear pricked the muscles behind his ears, made his skin feel tight on his skull.

Slowly, Liz raised a hand.  Tiny, chubby.  She was barely learning to use a baby fork when the Change happened.

Now, one finger extended in an unmistakable gesture.  Pointing up, directly at the spot she and the leopard were staring at.

Hope stopped crying.  Her weeping choked off mid-sob, and she stopped saying “I don’t like it I don’t like it” over and over.  Silence reigned thick and heavy for a long second.

Then Hope stood.

“Chicken?” said Buck.

Hope ignored him.  She walked to Liz.  Put one hand on her sister, who remained frozen with one finger upraised.  The other hand buried itself deep in Sally’s fur.

Hope looked up as well.  Then spoke.

“They’re coming.  They found us.”
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THE CHILLS THAT HAD been pricking at Ken’s skin exploded into a full-blown shudder.  It ran up and down his body as he realized that there was only one thing Hope could be talking about.

The zombies.  They had found the survivors.  Had found his family.

They weren’t safe here.  Not anymore.

He believed Hope’s words, completely and without reservation.  And that meant that whatever connection, whatever infection his daughters had suffered, was not cured.  In remission, at best.  And perhaps just gaining strength for some unknown purpose.

The shudder threatened to become panic-spasms.  Ken had to consciously calm his muscles.

“They’re getting closer,” said Hope.  She and Liz and Sally were still staring upward, peering at the same spot as before.

No.  Not the same spot.

Ken saw he wasn’t imagining it: his daughters and their strange nanny were now looking at a slightly different spot.  A few inches toward the back of the side tunnel.

“No, that’s impossible,” said Buck.  “We’re totally buried.”

“You sure?” said Ken.

“I’m telling you, there’s no way anything bigger than a cat could get in here.”

Sally chuffed at that.  But the animal’s gaze didn’t waver from whatever invisible object she was staring at.

The triple stare was further down the ceiling now.  Toward the area that they had been going to in order to get their food.

Ken felt his belly tighten.  “Buck,” he said.  “What do you mean that nothing bigger than a cat could get in?”

Buck turned a fear-bleached face toward Ken.  “I mean that there’s only one way out of this tunnel that I know of.  The rest of it is totally collapsed.  I checked it myself before we settled down here, and I saw no holes bigger than,” he held his big hands about six inches apart, “this in any of the rubble.”

The tightening in Ken’s stomach got that much worse.  He looked at Maggie.  “Stay with the girls,” he said.

“Where are you going?” she said.

He looked at the girls’ slowly-moving stares.  Tracking along the ceiling toward the turn of the side tunnel.

What was beyond the turn?

“Where are you going?” she repeated.

“Christopher,” he said.  “You up for some exploring?”

Christopher got to his feet.  He smiled, but the grin was tired, pulling the wound on his cheek into a tight slit that made him look like a pain-maddened Cheshire cat.  “Sure.”

Ken turned to Maggie.  “I’m going to see if any cats got in the house.”
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AARON GRABBED KEN’S arm before he took a single step.

“I should go with Christopher,” said the cowboy.

Ken shook his head.  “I want you to stay with my family.  You and Buck can protect them.  Christopher is fast on his feet, so if there’s something back there,” he said, jerking his chin toward the darkness beyond the snow leopard, “he can get back here and warn everyone.”

“And you?” said Aaron.  “You ain’t looking too spry.”

Ken showed him the bite on his arm.  A mostly-healed half-circle of scabs.  “Maybe I’m immune,” he said.

“Yeah, I have a theory about that –“ began Aaron.

“I don’t want to hear it,” said Ken.  He tried to bear down on the cowboy with his eyes.  “I really don’t.”

Aaron glanced at Maggie.  She was splitting her attention between Ken and their daughters.  Ken didn’t think she noticed the look Ken was sending the cowboy’s way.  Which was good, because he didn’t want her thinking about what he was trying to tell Aaron.

Don’t tell me.  Don’t tell me I might not be immune.  Because it doesn’t matter.  I’m either immune or I’m expendable.  I’m injured, I can’t move fast.  You take care of my family.

Aaron hadn’t told them the truth about his past – not all of it.  But Ken knew the man had to have been some kind of soldier, probably a special ops fighter like Delta Force, Green Beret, SEAL.

Aaron understood making choices.  Cutting losses.  He understood sacrifice.

“I didn’t like what Dorcas did,” whispered the cowboy, and Ken saw his eyes grow misty for a split-second before Aaron blinked and his steely gaze returned.  “So don’t you do that.”

Ken nodded.  “I promise,” he said.  He clapped Aaron on the shoulder, and knew he was lying, and that the cowboy knew it as well.

But some lies need to be said.  Because some lies make the world bearable.

“Be right back,” he said to Maggie.

He thought that might be a lie as well.
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CHRISTOPHER HAD THE flashlight.  He offered it to Ken, but Ken shook his head and the younger man held the light even though Ken led the way into the darkness beyond the curve of the side tunnel.

“I miss the good old days, when all I had to worry about was whether my mom and dad were going to kill each other,” said Christopher.

Ken laughed.  He tried to stop it from happening, as if a vague sense of propriety warned him against joie de vivre when going into a place of possibly fatal danger.  The laugh forced its way through and he ended up snorting so hard he felt like his sinuses had turned inside out.

“Wow, that sounded painful,” said Christopher.

Ken tried to glare at him, but the younger man was smiling so good-naturedly it was impossible.  Ken felt envious of Christopher’s ability to find things to laugh about.  Even now, with his family gone, his wealth and the luxuries he had known just a memory, he was smiling.  Slashed face, broken nose, and still grinning away.

Ken wondered if that was why Christopher was still alive.  Not because of his survival skills, but because the world curved to accommodate happiness.  Because the universe exerted itself to protect the joyful among us.

Then I am well and deeply screwed.

After the turn, the tunnel went for about fifty feet, then folded into a cascading mass of rubble.  Christopher had shown himself on numerous occasions to be adept at blowing things up, but this had to take the cake.  It looked like whatever building had been above the tunnel here had toppled over and punched right through the concrete infrastructure.  There were bits of wallpapered drywall, pieces of rebar, some shelving.

And, of course, a pile of half-buried displays full of energy bars.  Enough to feed an army of Mr. Olympia contenders for a decade, it looked like.  No wonder everyone had stayed here once determining it seemed safe.  Or safe-ish.  No way in, according to Buck.

It looked like Buck had been right about that, too.  Ken couldn’t see any gaps wider than eight inches in the rubble.  Most of those closed off after a depth of only a few inches.  A few of them wormed into blackness, uncharted tunnels into the darkest of Wonderlands, but those were small enough that Ken couldn’t see any way for a zombie to get through.

“Looks like Buck was right,” he said.  He looked at Christopher.  “You see anything?”

Christopher weaved the flashlight around.  The beam flickered, bright enough to see but clearly down to its last hour or two of usefulness.  “No,” he said.  “Not unless it’s a zombie eel or something.”

Ken snorted.  He was about to turn back when he remembered climbing down the elevator shaft in the Wells Fargo Center.  The zombies had pressed through cracks in the walls of the shaft.  Cracks much too small to accommodate them.  They had flayed themselves alive, little more than blood and bone remaining, to get to the survivors.

Still... those cracks had been much bigger.  Not big enough for a full-sized person, but bigger than these tiny holes.

“Should we go back?” asked Christopher.  His voice had dropped to a whisper, as though he was having second thoughts about the tunnel’s security.

Ken wished he hadn’t asked.  He had been out of it for a few days, and some portion of him hoped that when he woke he wouldn’t be in charge anymore; that no one would ask him any questions or look to him for guidance.

But he had made the call about splitting up the group, and no one really questioned it.  Now Christopher was deferring to him, asking what their next move was.

It made Ken want to scream.

Christopher was still looking at him.  Still waiting.

Ken didn’t scream.  Instead he said, “Yeah.  Let’s go back.”

They both turned around.

“They’re coming.  They found us.”

Hope’s words blared in Ken’s mind.  He stopped.  Looked upward.  He tracked the direction his daughters had been looking.  Followed the line their eyes had been moving.

There was a hole right there in the rubble.  One of the snake-like gaps that just disappeared into nowhere.

“What is it?” Christopher asked.

“Nothing,” said Ken.  And that was true, wasn’t it?  It had to be nothing.  Because the hole was barely half a foot across.  Maybe eight inches, tops, about five feet above the tunnel floor.

Still....

He moved toward the void.

A trickle of concrete dust slid out of the cavity.

Like something had dislodged the debris.

Like something was coming out of the hole.

A moment later, something twitched into view.
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RUN.

It wasn’t a thought, it was a command.  An impulse all-but-impossible to resist.

But Ken’s feet didn’t move.

He leaned toward the hole.  Toward the thing – then things – that scraped out of the darkness.

Christopher seemed equally frozen.  “What...?” he began.  Then even his tongue froze.

The weak, flickering beam of Christopher’s light began to shake.  Almost delicately at first, barely a tremor.  Then the shaft of light – outlined by floating motes of dust dislodged by the thing pulling its way into the tunnel, inch by terrible inch – started to weave back and forth drunkenly as terror took control of Christopher’s limbs.

Ken looked through the flickering, strobing, twitching light.  Focused on the darkness of the hole and the things coming out of it.

At first he thought they were snakes, or perhaps some new kind of worms born in the Change.  Stubby things, wet and slick and eyeless, inching forward with painful movements, seeking the light.  One, then two.  Another.  Four, five.

It was the fifth one that forced him to accept the obvious, the thing that his mind had been trying to avoid admitting.

Not snakes.  Not snakes at all.

Fingers.

But how could that be?  The cracks were too small for the zombies to press in, there was no denying that.  Besides, the fingers themselves were too small, almost....

Ken abruptly felt what little food he had in his stomach rising into his throat.  He felt his esophageal muscles tighten, stemming the flood of gorge that wanted to erupt.

“What is that?  What are those?” said Christopher.  His voice wavered as much as his flashlight, and Ken could tell that he was fighting against the conclusion that Ken had already come to.

Ken didn’t answer.  He took a step back, bumping into Christopher.  He almost screamed.  Only the fact that he had locked his jaw, trying not to vomit in fear and disgust and a sense of sheer wrongness at this sight, kept him from shrieking at the contact.

He made a noise that sounded a bit like someone holding a small animal underwater, drowning it oh-so-carefully.  Oh-so-slowly.

“Hrk.”  It was almost enough for the puke to start spewing.  He swallowed again.

More fingers.  A hand.

No room.  No room for a zombie.

“What is it?” said Christopher again.  Ken felt the young man grab a handful of his shirt and start pulling him backward.

The thing in front of them pulled into view.  Not just fingers.  Hands.

No room for a zombie.

Arms, bloody and torn from its passage through dark tunnels too small for movement by any earthly creature.

No room.

One shoulder, bone poking through wet muscle partially sheared by sharp concrete edges and buried steel points.  The joint crackled loudly as it pushed through.

“What is it?” Christopher shrieked.

No room.  No room for a zombie.

No room for an adult zombie.

The thing pushed its head out.  Eyes concealed by armored scabs but that nevertheless oriented right on Ken and Christopher dully reflected the flashlight beam.

“The head’s the hardest part.”  The voice in Ken’s head belonged to Doctor Baird, the man who delivered Derek.  “Once the head’s out, it’s all over.  Now push, honey!”

The thing in the hole looked through blinded eyes at Ken.  It chirped, a high-pitched sound that made Ken’s teeth shake in their sockets.

Then it slipped forward, sliding over a trail of its own ichorous blood, emerging like Hell’s bastard version of a newborn from the darkness.  It fell head over feet, thudding down the rubble.

It was a child.  A child-thing no bigger than Hope, barely bigger than Lizzy.

It had broken its legs in the fall.  Ken could hear the crackles as they reset.

Then he heard something else.  The gentle sifting and soughing of dust over dirt, of silt sloughing off cement.

There were other holes, he realized.  Many of them no bigger than a cat.

Hope had been right.  The zombies had found them.

Another set of flayed fingers groped for the light.  Another.  More.

“Run,” said Ken.

Christopher pulled him backward, yanking him as if they could outrun the hungry trilling of the small things that fell into the tunnel behind them.  As if they could outrun the memory of what they had just seen, the nightmares that would last the rest of whatever lives they had left.

They heard footsteps behind them.  Small, light, obscene.

“Run!” Ken screamed.  Not for Christopher, but for the others.

He hoped that whatever exit Buck had planned was close.  And usable.
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WHEN KEN STUMBLED AROUND the bend, back to where he could see the rest of the group, he was glad to see that they were on their feet.  He would have been happier if they’d already been moving, but at least they had taken his shout seriously.

“What did you see?” said Buck.  He was holding Hope in his arms, and Ken could see at a glance that the way he was holding her wasn’t just for porting her from one place to another.  The man had his body half-hunched around her small frame as if to provide a living suit of armor.

“They got in,” Christopher said breathlessly.

“How?” said Maggie.  She was holding Liz, the toddler still naked but back in her carrier on Maggie’s chest.

Ken noted that Liz had extended one hand toward Sally.  The snow leopard was standing just behind Maggie, as close as he could get to Ken’s wife in the cramped tunnel.

Other than that one hand, though, Liz was limp.  Her head fallen forward, her legs and her other arm dangling.

What’s with her and the cat?

A question for later.  He heard the scuttling of myriad small hands and feet on the concrete behind them.  Didn’t want to turn, didn’t want to see what the darkness might be hiding.

But he had to.  They all had to know.

Christopher spun as though hearing Ken’s thoughts.

Maggie screamed.

The walls and ceiling behind them were coated with bloody, moving things.  None of them had much in the way of distinguishing features, all of them seeming like jumbles of wet limbs stripped of skin.  They were climbing over each other, sticking to the ceilings and walls, their feet and hands making horrible suck-pop noises each time they shifted.

They were all small.  So small.  None bigger than Hope.  Most even tinier than that.

The light hit them and they growled.  The same growl as the rest of the hordes, but lighter.  Higher in pitch, but still pushing that same message into Ken’s head.

Give up.

Give in.

Maggie was still screaming.  Sally roared, the bellow of the big cat nearly deafening in the small space of the tunnel.

Aaron stepped past Ken.  He was holding something: a length of rebar that ended in series of barb-like frays, almost like a medieval halberd.  He pointed it at the things that clambered toward them.

“I’ll hold ‘em off,” he said.

Ken’s stomach roiled.  He felt disoriented, the terrible realities of what had been done to him and what he had done to others really setting in for the first time.

Still, he thought he could have fought off the hordes again.  If they needed to.

But these... they weren’t the hordes.  They were children.  They had been changed, they had lost themselves.

But any one of them could have been Hope.  Liz.

Derek.

Was his son one of the horrible skinned beasts rushing their way?

“No,” he said.  He grabbed Aaron’s shoulder with a shaking hand.  “We run.”

Aaron looked at him.  “I can buy you time.”

“We won’t need it.  We can outrun them.  We need to stick together.”  He pulled Aaron toward him.  “We can’t lose any more people.  We can’t.”

He looked behind him.  Buck was already moving, grabbing Maggie and pulling her into the main tunnel.  Sally followed them closely, and Ken knew that the snow leopard was tied somehow to his children.

More questions.  More questions and no answers.

Christopher ran past.  Gagging and sputtering.  Looking sick.  The light went with him.

“Come on,” said Ken.  “We can make it together.”

Aaron nodded curtly.  He grabbed Ken and started pulling him.  “I hope you’re right.”

Ken hoped so, too.
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GIVE UP.

Give in.

It wasn’t the same call after all, Ken realized after running only a few hundred feet in the dark storm drain.  The call was stronger.  Harder to resist.  The only time it abated was when Sally roared, which he did periodically as though to consciously combat the effect of the small things behind them.

Give up.

Give in.

Ken heard them, the wet/dry mixture of bones crackling and suction pulling and loosing as the things scuttled over the ceiling and walls.

Something splashed.  Another splash.

“They’re gettin’ closer,” said Aaron.  He sounded unconcerned, but Ken had finally figured out that the mere fact of this observation was a sign the cowboy was worried.

“Where we going?” huffed Ken.

“Buck said there’s a way out of the tunnel up ahead.”

“Where?”

“Couple hundred yards.”

A couple hundred yards.  A block or maybe two.  The kind of trip that comprised a pleasant stroll in normal times.  But in a tiny tunnel with a flashlight that was barely hanging onto life as your only illumination it got harder.  Add two children, injuries, a predatory cat threading between the group’s feet and it got tougher.

That was without the monsters.

Ken looked over his shoulder.  He didn’t see anything at first.  Just darkness, a wall covered in pitch that sprang into existence a few feet behind him.

Then he saw things glinting in the black.  The darkness turned from a wall into the emptiness of space, with perfectly paired stars twinkling along the outer rim of the galaxy.

More of the stars winked into existence.  Eyes that reflected the weak light in the tunnel, seemingly illuminated by hidden fires from within.

Ken remembered the glowing acid the things vomited.  The pinkish ooze that had apparently taken the place of brain matter.  Maybe their eyes really were glowing.  Certainly it wouldn’t be the strangest thing that had happened.

“Eyes front,” snapped Aaron.  Ken turned forward just in time to avoid hitting a lip in the floor of the tunnel.  He stumbled forward and only the cowboy’s strong grip kept him from going down face-first.

If that happened, he knew he wouldn’t get up.

“We’re almost there!” shouted Buck.  Ken could see him ahead.  A huge shape lit from behind by Christopher’s light.

Would they make it?  Ken hoped so.  He honestly didn’t know if he could raise a hand against the things behind him.  He knew they were just as changed as the adults had been; knew they presented just as much of a danger.

But knowing something wasn’t the same as believing it.  People know they shouldn’t drink and drive, they know they should eat right.  They know all manner of things that they don’t really believe – or at least don’t believe apply to them.  And they die because of those distinctions.

Ken didn’t want to find out if he could believe that it was worth attacking a once-child to save his family.  Didn’t want to discover anew the depths of his savagery.

Buck stopped suddenly.  The tunnel had ended, and at first Ken despaired, thinking it must have collapsed.

Then he saw the door built into the side.  Buck swung it open.

Daylight swam into the tunnel.  Ken could barely look at it.  He groaned as his eyes tried to adjust to long-absent brightness.  Tears streamed down his cheeks.

He kept pounding forward.

Collided with something soft.

It growled.  Sally.  Not moving.

Ken blinked.  Everything was a blur.  But he could see that Buck wasn’t out the door.

“Move!” he shouted.  He heard the chitter of the child-things, the infant-things, the things that had once laughed and played and now hungered for their blood.

“I can’t,” sobbed Buck.

Maggie started crying.

Ken shoved past them.

He saw out the door.

Looked right at the fifty full-sized zombies standing directly outside.

Liz started to scream.  A moment later, Hope joined in.  Not screams of terror, but ecstasy as they surrendered anew to whatever power held sway over them.

Ken looked at Maggie.  She couldn’t return his gaze.  Just held tight to their baby.

The chittering of the things in the tunnel came closer.

The zombies outside turned to gaze on them.

Then they parted.  Moving aside to let something pass through.

Ken’s blood chilled.  Then froze completely as a massive form passed between the dozens of other zombies.  Six and a half feet tall, skin of pure white on one side of its body, the other side charred.

It was the thing from his dream.  The muscled beast, half charred, half pristine, who had captured and bitten and turned his son.  Who had stolen Ken’s boy.

Beside the black and white creature walked another figure.  Ken registered who it was at the same time he heard Aaron curse.  The cowboy’s voice was strangled, halting.  Not just afraid, but... lost.

The figure was Dorcas.  Dark fluid pouring from a dozen wounds, black scabs covering one eye completely and circling the other like an army laying siege.  She growled.

Give up.

Give in.

One more figure moved to join the horde.  Lurching, walking on a body that had been impossibly broken and just as impossibly mended again.  But not completely.  Never completely.  The eyes rolled back, sightless but somehow still able to find prey, to track the last vestiges of humankind.

Light brown hair lay plastered against the forehead.  The skin was singed.  A face that should have been unlined but was peeling away in curls.

The air left Ken’s lungs in a gasp and felt like it was yanking part of his soul out along with it.

“Derek,” he whispered.




END OF BOOK THREE
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Since it first acquired the ability to think, humanity has obsessed over a single question:

What happens next?

What happens after?

What happens when we die?

Ken stared at the answer. And, staring, wanted to scream. Not in victory, not in joy. He felt none of the ecstasy reported by seers and prophets through the ages, only a black madness that threatened to break over him like a tidal wave. To carry him off into depths so profound that he drown in them. And, drowning, would suffer forever. Because this wave brought death. And death had ceased to be a cipher and transformed to terror.

Ken stared at his dead son.

His dead son stared back. And growled.

No. It’s not him. It’s not Derek.

But it was. Even bent and broken from his hundred-foot fall off the side of a construction crane, even with one eye covered by scabrous growths, there was no denying that it was his boy. His brave, beautiful boy who had sacrificed himself so that his mother – and perhaps all of them – might live.

Derek –

(not Derek, not really, this is once-Derek, false-Derek, a Derek-of-lies, not my boy, oh, please, God, NOT MY BOY)

– snarled. The sound had weight. It hit Ken like a fist. Not the give up give in of the snarls he had heard thus far, the low psychic vibration that had accompanied the cries of the zombies.

This was a shriek in his mind. Not give up give in but GIVE UP GIVE IN.

And he wanted to. Dear God, he wanted to.

GIVE UP GIVE IN.

GIVE UP GIVE IN.

(daddy no)

Ken realized he had stepped out of the storm drain access tunnel. Into the too-bright sunlight, into the clutches of the fifty or so zombies waiting there.

Why aren’t they attacking us? he wondered.

He also realized that the other zombies, the tiny child-monsters that had pushed themselves through even tinier holes to get to them, had halted. They were swaying and snarling, but their cries were muted. Lower than they had been. He could hear them –

give up.

give in.

– but the sound wasn’t as forceful. It was almost... worshipful. Like they were in the presence of deity.

Beside Derek stood a six-foot-plus monster. A zombie with perfectly white skin on one side of its body, utterly unblemished. Its left side. Its right side was charred and blackened by a trip through flame. It was an injury that would have killed a normal human, but the monster didn’t register pain, didn’t seem to notice it at all.

It stepped toward the group.

Ken realized that no one else was moving. His wife was screaming in terror, Maggie’s cries almost as loud as those of his no-longer-son. Aaron and Christopher stood mute, though whether from shock or terror or some other emotion Ken could not say.

Buck held Ken’s little girl. Hope was crying out, ecstatic screams that rose and fell in counterpoint to those of Liz, Ken’s baby who hung naked from a baby sling strapped to Maggie’s stomach. The screams fell into low moans at times, and Ken shuddered. They sounded nearly sexual, and were nothing he wanted to hear from his little girls.

Sally.... Ken glanced around. The snow leopard that had saved them from a zombie attack was standing still. The cat’s fur spiked to attention, even its tail held erect. It looked like it was fighting something.

GIVE UP.

GIVE IN.

Derek stopped snarling.

GIVE U –

(run, daddy)

derek stepped forward. So did the half-burnt monster beside him, the unholy retainer at the right hand of a slight-figured god-child. At Derek’s left, Dorcas – good and kind Dorcas, Dorcas whose eyes had shone with selflessness and bravery and whose gaze now flared with hunger and need – stepped forward as well. Like an unholy godhead, a trinity that served darkness instead of light.

(daddy, please run, plea –)

It was only when the tiny voice in his mind cut off that Ken realized it had ever been there. And with the realization he was forced to question its appearance. A thing defined not by itself but by the shadows that surrounded it.

Had the voice been there?

Was it real?

Or did he merely wish it to be so?  Did he simply hope Derek was still in there?

Derek opened his mouth wide. Dark ichor welled out. His legs crackled, shifting as he stood.

The once-boy – once-child, once-bright star of their little family – shrieked, and the sound drove spikes into Ken’s mind.

GIVE UP.

GIVE IN.

DIE!

The other zombies ran forward as one. Inside the drain tunnel Ken heard the tiny scratches of child-things scrabbling forward.

Nowhere to run.

DIE!
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THEY WERE ALL SCREAMING.

Maggie, shouting in terror. Making noises he hadn’t even heard on the days and nights she gave birth to their children – two of those times completely without anesthetic.

Christopher, his cries waxing and waning so they sounded almost like laughter. But chilling. Terrifying.

Even Aaron screamed. Just a staccato yell, a pair of pistol pops to Christopher’s machine-gun cry. Still, it was more of an admission of fear than the cowboy-cum-rodeo-clown-cum-whatever-Aaron-actually-was usually made.

Buck screamed as well. Big man, high voice. He had sounded whiny when Ken first met him, but the sound he was making carried no trace of begging, no hint of complaint. It was pure terror, the kind that laced its way up your guts and then pulled tight and forced you to open your mouth and let it out because to keep it in would be to die.

The girls....

Hope and little Liz....

Hope was looking up. Staring at the sky. Mouth open. Breathing in time with...

... Liz. The toddler strapped to her mother’s chest. Her arms splayed out, fingers wide as though experiencing her first rain, her first snow. She was smiling.

Then laughing.

The laugh made Ken’s legs wobble. There was nothing of Liz in the laugh. Nothing of the little girl who ran to him and buried her face in the space between neck and shoulder and kissed him and giggled at the feel of his whispers. Nothing of Sesame Street and apple juice in sippies and mornings going in to little eyes staring over the top rail of the crib, eyes that lit up when you walked in because it was day and DADDY WAS HERE!

Liz was gone. Only –

(give up)

– hunger remained. Only hunger and –

(give in)

– hatred and –

(GIVE UP)

– NEED.

(GIVE IN.)

Sally was still. The leopard was male, had been adopted by and named so ridiculously by Hope. Ken suspected that the beast had adopted the girls as well. Certainly there was something about the animal that changed the effect the zombies had on his children. Lessened it.

But not now. The things’ call was too strong.

Derek was too strong. His son was in some strange but undeniable way the leader. His boy had come to kill him.

The zombies were rushing them.

Ken opened his arms. Just like little Liz. No agony, no ecstacy. Only welcoming. He was throwing himself to his boy. Even though his boy hated him, despised him, wanted only his death.

(daddy please run)

The voice was too small, or the growls of the beasts too loud. The urge to flight was lost in Ken’s mind.

The first of the zombies was only perhaps ten feet away.

The zombies in the tunnel behind them – small bodies wriggling through the flowing water in the storm drain, tiny hands and feet impossibly clinging to walls and ceilings – were reaching out.

Ken didn’t care.

He couldn’t.

He was giving up.

Giving in.

Gone.
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THE LEADING EDGE OF the zombies reached out. Their hands – some whole and human-seeming, others bent bloody, still others covered in the waxy yellow substance that seemed to serve as both poultice and building material – reached for the survivors. Buck was closest to them. He would be taken first.

Ken wondered, briefly, whether they would turn him or just kill him.

He wondered what they would do to Hope, who was still in the big man’s arms.

The closest zombie was one of the whole creatures. A thing that had once been a boy with bright red hair and thick glasses that now hung askew from one ear, propped up on his nose in a way that looked impossible in the same way Escher drawings look impossible.

The redhead touched Buck.

Buck was still screaming.

All of them caught by the scream. By Derek.

Give UP.

Give IN.

Then the redhead’s hand was red. Red as something splashed it, and then an instant later it disappeared and Ken fell back into his own mind as the scream cut off.

He heard a series of thuds and thumps.

Yellow streaked past his vision. Yellow and black. Ken thought of bees, of the insects that first clustered around his class window, then the bees that tried to kill him and Dorcas –

(before she Changed)

– before dying en masse.

But... bees were small. Not bigger than an inch long. Certainly not twenty feet long. Thirty.

Something hissed, a sound Ken vaguely remembered from his past life, his life when he was a teacher and his biggest problem had been getting the kids to do homework, maybe discovering one of the seniors copping a feel off his girlfriend during passing period.

What is it?

Ken couldn’t focus. He kept thinking about Derek and bees and the laugh/scream/moans of his daughters.

And the thumps. The meat-smacks of bodies hitting something hard. The penny-smell of blood aerosolizing. Pink mist in the air.

He realized he couldn’t hear Liz or Hope anymore. Nor could he hear his son’s –

(no not Derek, not anymore, Derek’s gone)

– thoughts in his mind. He took a breath. Felt blood puff into his lungs.

Will that infect me?

The bee stopped moving. It stopped right in front of Ken, humming with a strangely rhythmic thud-chug-thud-chug that also touched memories of times before the world fell to its knees.

Ken stared at the bee’s black lines. Vaguely aware that the monstrous insect had slammed into the zombies, but that they were regrouping. Would come again.

The ones in the tunnel were still coming.

He didn’t move. Just looked at the stripes on the bee’s sides. Two black lines. The words Boise City Public School District sandwiched neatly between them.

There was another hydraulic hiss, this time smaller. The school bus had hugged up so tightly to the wall where the storm drain access door was that when bus door folded open Ken felt the wind of it on his face.

A voice punched out. Raspy and jagged as a saw with broken teeth, and there was something else beneath it. Something Ken couldn’t quite place....

“Get in,” said the driver. “Two seconds and I leave.”

The bus engine gunned, and Ken knew the owner of the voice was not bluffing.
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KEN USED TO SING A song to Derek. Not always. Only when he was a baby, and then only when the baby was so colicky it seemed death was imminent. Not his death, not the baby’s. The parents’. Ken’s and Maggie’s. On those occasions, Ken picked up the little ball of writhing arms and legs and bunched him up so tight that movement was all but impossible and sang about wheels on the bus that spun around and around and around. He sang and sang, and sooner or later Derek always calmed.

The wheels on this bus were not spinning. They weren’t black, either. They were gray from dust, red from blood, brown from where the two came together to form a mud-blood-mess of dirt and death.

One of the wheels had a hand on it, holding tight to the lug nuts and the gaps in the heavy duty rim.

No arm, no body. Just a hand. Torn raggedly apart mid-forearm, stump crusted over with the waxy substance that built and healed.

The hand twitched. The pad of a finger ran over the edge of the rim, like it was questing for something. It probably was. Ken had been grabbed by a similarly disembodied hand a few days earlier; had seen a head with no body crying windless screams.

The zombies didn’t stop.

“Move! Ken, move!”

Aaron punctuated his shout with a yank. He’d been half-dragging Ken thus far, propping up Ken’s broken body with his own strength, even though he was far from untouched by the chaos himself.

Ken stepped into the bus.

He thought about the wheels on the bus.

He saw Derek. Not the baby Derek, not the child he rocked until sleep stole the pain. Not even the older Derek, who was a real person, on his way to becoming a real man.

Not even the Derek who had saved his mother by taking the bite meant for her.

No, this was the new Derek. Not the kind Derek-that-was but the broken (though rapidly unshattering as that yellow shit pushed out of his pores and coated his broken bones and flesh) and hungry Derek-of-now-and-forevermore. The boy was standing next to piles of zombies that had been plowed to the side by the massive weight of the bus.

The wheels on the bus.

Babies crying.

Derek’s lips pulled back from his teeth. Some of them had shattered away, probably when he fell from the crane. Not a gap-toothed grin the way kids had had before the world fell down in ashes –

(ashes we all fall down like he fell down

DIE

run daddy)

– around them, but with the serrated grin of a saw blade. Rusty, spattered with darkness that might be blood. Hungry.

Ken felt the clank of feet on metal. He realized they were his.

He was getting on the bus.

He wondered where the wheels on the bus would take him.

Derek ran toward the bus.

Beside him, the black/white monster and the creature that had once been Dorcas did the same.

Ken looked at the driver. According to the song the driver would tell him –

“MOVE YOUR ASS!”
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KEN DIDN’T MOVE. HE just stared. A mental stopwatch clicked past the two seconds they’d been allotted, but the driver didn’t start the bus moving. Ken didn’t know if that was because they weren’t all on yet or because they were half on and the guy didn’t want to scrape anyone on the side of the wall beside which the bus had shuddered to a halt.

So he stared. Not long. Maybe a second.

Too long for what was going on outside. Not nearly long enough to understand what he was seeing.

“Holy shit, we’re being rescued by Darth Vader!” said Christopher. Ever the most emotionally-resilient of the group, he said it as a joke and his tone almost sold it as such. He could have been poking fun of a friend at a party. Though this would have been a very strange friend indeed, and a completely terrible party.

“Language!” snapped Maggie in a tone that made it clear she was speaking out of habit more than sincere remonstration. In the next instant she pushed onto the bus and said, “Holy fu –“ She managed to stop herself.

Buck rammed his way down the aisle with Hope in his arms. Ken’s oldest daughter was screaming, reaching for the side of the bus.

For Derek.

There was a gentle tap, just the tiniest shifting of the bus. The only sound of a snow leopard hopping on board.

“You’re shitting me,” said the driver.

“You should talk,” said Christopher.

They were all inside.

The folding doors extended. Closed.
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THE DRIVER FACED FORWARD. It didn’t matter. Ken was still anchored to the spot by surprise. He had seen a lot of things on buses just like this: kids groping each other, kids chewing tobacco, kids getting into fistfights they apparently hoped would go unnoticed.

He had never seen someone dressed in blood-crusted full-body armor with the words “Boise Police” across the back, a pair of machetes strapped to his back, and a gasmask that looked like it had stepped through a wormhole from World War II.

“Siddown.”

That was how the driver said it: one quick word. Not “sit down” or even “sit the hell down” but rather the most efficient distillation of the words: “Siddown.”

It was still enough for Ken to hear what he had missed in the first moments after the seven-ton bee smashed right through the throng of zombies. Still enough for a small surprise to find its way through the madness.

Ken wondered if the others had heard it. Had noticed.

He turned to the back of the bus. Aaron was already gone, and Ken hadn’t even noticed. But the cowboy must have guided Ken to a support rail because that was what he was now holding onto. The vertical rod was bolted to a seat, welded to ceiling and floor.

Ken felt his grip twist across blood and fear-slick sweat as he caught a glimpse of what was outside, what was now behind them.

Derek, running over the crushed bodies – all of them still moving, still twitching, some of them struggling to stand on feet and legs that corkscrewed around to point behind them.

Dorcas, snarling and shrieking as she did the same. She and the black/white zombie were running a strange kind of interference for Derek, pushing the wounded out of the way. Not that Ken’s boy – his once-boy – noticed. He ran across the pavement, the dead, the blood, the innards with equal abandon.

And the tunnel. The access door.

Tiny fingers circled the jamb. Tiny hands appeared.

Tiny bodies came to light.
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KEN HADN’T SEEN THEM yet.

He saw their fingers, saw their eyes glimmering behind him as they caught what light there was and threw it back at him. Saw eyes blinded by armored scabs, others reflective as those of a hyena come to tear at a carcass in the night.

But what he had seen had been too little to sink in. Or maybe it had been enough, but his mind had rejected it. Had refused to acknowledge what it was seeing.

Now, in the harsh light of day, under a sun as bright as this, he had no choice but to see, to believe.

Even if he didn’t understand.

The things that crawled out around the doorframe like roaches running out of a strangely vertical drain were tiny. Not just children like Ken had thought, but most of them babies. Toddlers at best. They had pushed into the tunnel, the tiniest of them looking barely big enough to have fought their way into this world in the first place.

Ken was struck with a horrific thought: what if they hadn’t? Half of humanity had changed in a period of ten minutes. What if one of the Changed had been pregnant?

What if one of the Changed had yet to leave the womb?

He shuddered.

Shuddered again as he saw what the tiny creatures did when they came into the light. They blinked, and he saw –

(It’s not possible, Ken, not possible

What of this is possible?)

– that most of them did not have scabbed-over eyes; rather, their eyes were enormous. Perhaps half the surface area of their faces. They were black and shiny as wet obsidian, though some of them had mottled crusts beginning to creep over the dark orbs: the scabs that were appearing on more and more of the creatures.

Some of the scabs seemed to be growing right out of the centers of the eyes. Not the skin surrounding the dark orbs, the scabs erupted like volcanic islands from the dark seas of the eyes themselves.

As he watched, the things blinked and cringed. He couldn’t see what they were cringing from, but then they scampered back into the tunnel, again seeming more roach-like than human.

The light. They couldn’t stand it.

He turned away. He didn’t want to think about it. Didn’t want to think about babies changing to something so deadly and bloodthirsty and alien and ugly.

What if that’s what’s happening to little Lizzy?

What if it’s something worse?

He had no answers to that. He looked at Maggie. She was sitting on one of the puke-green seats that were required fixtures in school buses worldwide, cradling Liz’s head. Liz’s eyes were closed.

Maggie met Ken’s eyes. “She’s asleep,” she said.

Ken noticed that Sally was laying in the aisle at Liz’s feet. He wondered what the he-leopard would do if he ever came to understand how misnamed he was.

Maybe he’d like it. The world’s first transgender cougar.

Though that couldn’t be. Ken knew from visiting the zoo with the kids that Sally and his mate were trying to breed. He wondered if Sally knew that his female was gone. Maybe dead, but certainly out of reach.

Sally raised his head and looked at Ken as if to say, “You have worse things to worry about than my love life.”

Ken had to admit this was true. But knowing he was hiding from reality in a series of half-inane thoughts didn’t mean he could come back. He had to escape from the skittering, chittering roach children outside, if only for a moment.

Buck was sitting across from Maggie. Like Liz, Hope was asleep or unconscious. Lolling in the big man’s arms. One of her hands trailed down to Sally’s fur, and Ken saw her fingers clench reflexively.

Sally purred. Put his head down.

Aaron and Christopher were in the back of the bus, rooting through something.

“It’s like Christmas,” whispered Christopher.

Aaron looked at the young man. “I worry about you, boy.”

Ken didn’t have the mental capacity to worry about what would excite Christopher. Once the son of Idaho’s governor, the kid had saved them all many times over, usually by finding a way to set something on fire or blow something up – be it something small like a firecracker or something slightly larger like a skyscraper or a passenger jet.

Movement beyond the two men caught Ken’s eye.

The zombies that had almost killed the survivors were still running after them. He couldn’t hear the things’ growl over the thrum of the school bus diesel engine. But he could feel it. Could sense it digging into his mind like a wedge into a split tree trunk, widening a rift to the point where....

What?

What would happen when he split wide open?

He didn’t know.

He saw Derek. He remembered holding his son on a long night when the child had a double ear infection. Little Derek, only three and weeping, asking Daddy to make it stop, make it stop. And Ken held him and rocked him in a dingey second- or third-hand glider chair he and Maggie bought from the Deseret Industries Thrift Store. Singing “Hush, Little Baby” over and over, praying silently to God to take his son’s pain away.

God answered eventually. The next morning they found blood in Derek’s ears and realized his eardrums had burst. No lasting ill effects, but scary as hell to parents who lived and died on their children’s smiles and tears.

“Hush little baby, don’t say a word....”

Ken realized he was singing under his breath. He looked at Maggie. She was looking at him. She was crying silently, twin tear-tracks painting platinum lines down her cheeks.

“... Daddy’s gonna buy you a mockingbird....”

He fell silent. The boy-thing behind the bus wasn’t Derek. Not really. It was a liar, a deceiver. A devil come to steal the hope that remained to the survivors.

“... And if that mockingbird won’t sing....”

As if it heard the words, the Derek-thing shrieked. The sound made it through the harsh chug-thug-pant of the bus engine. Piercing the way only a small child’s scream could be. But grating and deep as well. Something under the child’s voice, a thing singularly alien and holding knowledge and evil beyond the grasp of any true child.

Ken felt dirty hearing it. He felt like washing his hands, scrubbing until the flesh bled then washing until the muscle and tendon was gone and only pure white bone remained.

And then washing some more.

Maggie cried out. Despair.

Hope and little Liz did not awake, but both girls moaned. That terrible moan of pleasure-pain. The moan of virtue offered up, of innocence stolen away.

The Derek-thing’s scream ended.

Ken couldn’t go to Maggie, couldn’t sit beside her or even touch her. Sally was in the way, and Ken sensed that the snow leopard’s presence was the only thing keeping the power of Derek’s screams from overwhelming –

(hurting changing stealing)

– his daughters.

Something whined. At first he thought it was another piece of the sound that the zombies were making. Then realized it was coming from the wrong direction. Coming from somewhere ahead of him.

He turned and saw their rescuer – the strangely-masked driver in the full-body armor – holding up a small box that was whining and shrieking.

The box screamed in time with Derek. Its pitch was different, but the thing spoke in syncopation with the thing that had once been his son.

“Who are you?” he said.

The driver put down the box.

Took off the mask.

Ken heard Christopher gasp behind him. “No frickin’ way,” said the kid.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]




7


[image: image]


––––––––
[image: image]


KEN HAD HEARD THE DRIVER’S voice. Raspy, craggy. But there had been something else underneath the gruffness. Something that he had recognized and that kept him from being surprised when the mask came off and revealed long curls of red hair.

The driver was a woman. A bit on the chubby side, perhaps about forty pounds north of what the celeb magazines would have considered an appropriate candidate for beach attire.

Then again, the writers of those magazines were probably either dead or zombies.

The world may have ended, but at least our girls and women aren’t going to be subjected to impossible body image standards anymore.

“What are you staring at?” the driver snapped. Her voice was just as cracked without the gas mask, and now Ken could see why. There was a half-healed wound curling around the side of her throat where it looked like someone had tried to yank her jugular out and only partially failed. It looked like it had been a devastating wound, the kind of thing that would have necessitated major surgery and a long stay in the hospital before the Change.

Now... thick black thread, a hasty bit of sewing that passed for first-, second-, and last-aid. Maybe a few hours’ rest, and then back to the business of survival. Ken didn’t know who she was, but this girl was tough.

And, he realized, she wasn’t staring at him. Her eyes kept flicking to the mirror above her seat, the one that was positioned so the bus driver could keep an eye on the students at all times, but her gaze pushed beyond him, to....

Ken turned, following her gaze. He saw Christopher. Christopher’s mouth was agape. Still handsome as ever, managing to look more like he was on his way to a photo shoot than like someone on a one-way trip to the end of the world. But he was clearly dumbstruck by something. He was holding an axe in his hand, and Ken wondered where he had gotten that, but he wasn’t looking at it. No, he was looking back at Theresa.

And, abruptly, Ken realized that the kid looked exactly like Ken himself had once looked. Not youthful, it wasn’t that. No, it was the stunned look on the kid’s face, the look Ken had worn the first time he saw Maggie, walking into church in a blue blouse and a beige skirt. 

Whenever he told the story Maggie would insist she hadn’t worn any such thing, but Ken knew she was wrong, because he could still remember the giant double-pump his heart did when she walked in (late, he remembered, always late to church). The prettiest girl he’d ever seen. And he knew somehow that, beyond beauty, he was seeing someone that would matter to him. Not love at first sight, perhaps, but definitely something more than hormones, more than simple lust.

He hadn’t thought of marriage in that first moment, but he had walked over to her after the services and done his best to strike up a conversation. Not usual for him – he wasn’t a ladies man by any stretch – but he had little choice. We are all rushing headlong at sometimes terrifying velocity toward our futures, and to try to avoid them is only to court disaster. And in this case he had no wish to avoid his future. Only to find out what part she would play in it.

Now, Christopher’s mouth moved up and down like a nutcracker in the midst of a nut shortage. Open, shut, open, shut.

The redhead at the front of the bus wasn’t amused. She frowned. “Are you an idiot or something?”

Christopher’s mouth snapped shut with an audible clack. The dumbstruck look disappeared – or at least faded – from his face. “No,” he said. He looked like he wanted to say something wittier, but the single syllable was all he could manage.

Christopher held up the axe in his hand. It was black, with a curved blade that looked like the kind of thing Ken associated with medieval movies. The word “Cass” was scrawled across the haft in thick red letters. “Where’d you get this?”

“Took it off some Goth chick,” said the driver. “She was ranting about vampires.” She shrugged. “Got her stories wrong, that’s for sure.”

“You stole her weapons?” That was Buck. Ken had almost forgotten about him. The big man gaped at their driver.

She returned his gaze evenly. “No, I didn’t steal them. But when she got bitten and turned, I used them to cut her into little pieces. If it makes you feel better, you can imagine me asking if I could cut her arms and legs and head off, pretty-please-with-a-cherry-on-top.”

The redhead looked like she might continue her sarcastic rant, but her eyes flicked down and forward and she screamed, “Hold on to something!”

Ken saw why.

He expected the redhead to brake.

She didn’t.

Is she insane?
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“WHAT ARE YOU –?“

“Slow down!”

“Don’t –“

The words came fast and loud. Ken couldn’t even tell who said what. He heard Maggie scream. Only Sally remained aloof from the conversation, the snow leopard silent as the redhead at the wheel stomped the accelerator.

School buses aren’t made for speed. The thing didn’t leap forward; didn’t even lurch. But Ken could feel the torque pushing him back, felt his hand tighten against the support bar he was holding. He dropped to the nearest seat, wondering if they had survived countless attacks by zombies – both living and dead – only to fall prey to a woman with a demolition derby death wish.

There were three cars in the road ahead of the bus. Stretched across the entire length of the road, end to end. A red Suburban, two smaller vehicles. They were touching bumpers, almost as if –

They were put there.

Ken realized what he was seeing in the instant before the bus hit.

A roadblock.

He thought for a fraction of an instant that it must have been some group of survivors that did it. But why? Ken had seen enough end-of-the-world movies to know that eventually everything went to Hell, and people started trying to kill/rape/eat each other (not necessarily in that order), but it seemed that three days was a bit fast to have devolved to that point. Especially since there were so few survivors. Any humans left would probably be concentrating one hundred percent on survival, no brain space left for traps for their unwary fellow humans.

Then he saw the zombies, a full dozen of them, loping away as the bus hit the front right bumper of the Suburban and the front left bumper of the dark blue sedan that had been shoved against it.

They tried to stop us. This was a trap.

The implications of that were terrifying. The things had been getting smarter, there was no denying it. When they first appeared they were truly mindless, simple creatures only capable of killing. Indeed, when the Change occurred, the zombies couldn’t even get through doors at first.

Then they could. And before too much longer they were tracking Ken and the other survivors.

And now... traps. Ambushes?

They weren’t just getting smarter, they were planning. A progression of intelligence that was exponential.

He felt something cold in his gut, pressing against his bowels, making him feel like vomiting and crapping his pants. The things already outnumbered them a thousand to one, already had every physical advantage. If they had intelligence as well, the human race was doomed.

That was the last thought he had before eight tons of school bus slammed right through the two cars. Ken saw a zombie that hadn’t left its position behind the cars plowed over, hitting the front grill of the school bus with a wet thud before disappearing below the chassis.

Something blew up below the bus. The vehicle jounced, skidded to the side. It tore through a set of parking meters set into the side of the road.

Pwing-pwing-pwing.

The redhead grunted as she struggled to bring the bus back under control. Ken could feel the thing fishtailing, juking like a fish that had been half-hooked and still had a chance of escape.

The bus took one huge sideways lurch, and Ken realized that the small explosion he had heard must have been a tire – maybe several tires – popping. This was a large bus, one tire at each front corner and two on each rear corner. Hopefully just one of the rear tires had popped, allowing the other to remain as a whole backup. But he couldn’t tell, and it would be almost too much to hope for given their luck so far.

The bus kept slewing to the side as though drunk on the disaster that lay all around them.

It hit a piece of debris in the middle of the road. Ken didn’t think it had been placed there purposefully, but purposeful or not it sent the vehicle into a new slide. The wheels on the right side of the bus felt like they lifted up for a too-long moment before slamming back to the road with a tooth-jarring thud.

“Geez, lady!” screamed Christopher. “What are you –“

“Shut up,” she growled.

Christopher did. A minor miracle itself, since Ken didn’t think death or destruction had managed to silence the young man before this.

The bus moved forward. Still veering to one side, favoring its blown wheel –

(or wheels please don’t be wheels just let us get a bit farther God I think I really think you owe us that)

– the way Ken favored his left leg due to a pinched nerve. He patted the seat absently.

We’ve both seen better days, haven’t we?

He looked at Maggie. She was white-faced, braced tightly into her own seat like she had found herself in a strange and particularly unpleasant carnival ride, but both she and Liz looked fine. As fine as the circumstances permitted. She nodded. Tried to smile.

He turned farther around so he could see Buck. The big man was looking at Hope, dangling silently in his arms. His big hands roved her body, not in a perverse way but in a way that clearly bespoke his concern and terror. Not for himself, but for her, worried that he would find evidence of broken bones or swelling that might indicate internal trauma. Buck didn’t look at Ken, but apparently sensed his attention because he pushed a big thumb into the air. “We’re okay,” he said. His too-high voice was pitched a bit higher than usual, fear strangling his vocal cords.

Ken glanced at Aaron and Christopher to make sure they were okay as well. Christopher was still holding the axe, and Aaron had an honest-to-god broadsword clutched in his one good hand. Ken wondered what kind of girl this “Cass” had been. Interesting, that’s for sure. And the world was the poorer for her loss.

Both Aaron and Christopher nodded, guy-speak for “We’re good.”

Ken nodded back. Turned to the driver.

“What’s going on?” he asked.

The driver glanced at him in the mirror above her head. She couldn’t look at him long, still wending between cars and debris that littered the road; occasionally slamming right through smaller items. But she looked like she was about to answer.

Then the bus bounced.

And again.

And he heard something skitter. Not on top of the bus, not beside it.

Beneath it.

And he remembered the tiny bodies that had flowed out of the storm drain. The things that had fled from the light.

He thought of the zombies, loping away from the vehicles they had pushed together in ambush.

The noise below sounded like it could be large or small. Could be anything. A child-thing, an adult-thing.

But not human.

Something coughed below the bus.

“What now?” said Christopher.

The redhead was still looking at Ken.

She looked terrified.

So, Ken suspected, did he.
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KEN WONDERED FOR A moment why the coughing sound should scare him so badly. There was no question that something was below them, below the bus, but it was more than that.

It was....

He didn’t have a chance to complete the thought.

There was a high-pitched whine. Something that reminded Ken of a dentist’s drill, only with the unpleasantness of that tool notched up times fifty. Then it stopped.

“What...?” said Christopher.

Sally was suddenly on his feet, the snow leopard standing with legs outstretched, almost braced against the seat supports on either side of the center aisle. The leopard’s fur was standing on end and its head was lowered to an attack position. Its teeth were bared.

Liz and Hope didn’t wake up. They didn’t even move when Sally got up. Just slept on.

The cough came again, and Ken placed it. He had heard it first while hanging from the side of the top three stories of a building. A zombie had made that sound, right before it vomited acid all over itself.

But that couldn’t be happening now, could it? Sure, the things had somehow gained an ability to cling to sheer vertical surfaces, but even that was very different from holding fast to the undercarriage of a school bus bouncing through a warzone of a neighborhood. And the zombies’ acid melted their own flesh. So if there was something down there, if it puked acid the stuff would just hurt it, not the bus.

The cough again.

And Ken realized he had heard it other times, too. Like in the elevator shaft, crawling down.

Then the whine came again.

The sound grew higher and higher. Then it changed in tone, sounding almost like....

“It’s sawing through!” Buck shouted the words and then rammed back, jamming himself against the wall, pushing as far away from the center of the aisle as possible.

Ken looked and saw the big man was right: what looked like a circular saw was biting through the steel floor of the bus.

A moment later Ken changed his mind. What the thing actually was he couldn’t say, but it was not a saw. It was moving so quickly that he couldn’t get a good look at it, but for some reason it brought to mind the Remington rotary-style electric razor Maggie had gotten for him a few years back. As a functional razor it had been something of a bust: Ken’s beard was so thick and coarse that he quickly discovered the three “precision” razors actually just yanked the hair out of his face as often as they cut it.

But he did enjoy looking at the thing. It was sleek and somehow felt cooler than the disposable Bic razors he typically used.

The high-pitched sound returned, louder now. Sparks began flying from the portion of the bus that the whatever-it-was was working on.

Ken realized – belatedly – that it was coming through only inches from Sally.

Only inches from his wife and Buck. From his daughters.

He stood. It was an effort. His body had been through a wringer: cuts up and down the length of his frame, sprains and twisted tendons, torqued bones, two fingers he had cut off himself when they had been crushed and caught and doing so was the only way to escape a horde, and the whole thing ravaged by infection.

He had even been bitten by one of the zombies.

Bitten, but not turned.

Not Changed.

How did that happen? Or not happen?

No time to think about it. He was still standing. Still pulling his sore body upward, when the floor section fell away.

He saw what was beneath.

And screamed.
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IT WAS ONE OF THE CHILDREN. One of the things that had followed them through the storm drain tunnel, a thing that had once been an infant and was now so much more and so much less.

Ken got only a quick look at it as a four-foot-long section of the floor of the bus fell away. The steel plate – disconnected from the rest of the floor in a rough rectangle – hit the street below with a clang and a bouquet of sparks before disappearing behind the vehicle.

The thing that had done this disappeared as well. But not because it had fallen. It was clinging to the bottom of the bus, holding on with that impossible grip that Ken had seen time after time. There was nothing to hold onto below the bus, at least not the way the baby-thing was holding. The thing had its hands – the things that once could have been called hands – pressed against the bottom of the bus. Clinging tightly to metal stained and slicked with dirt and oil.

Its body was half-flayed. The things that had followed the survivors into the tunnel had done so by forcing themselves through holes and burrows in a debris field, most of which were too small for them. They had peeled themselves bare of skin and muscle to do so. And did not seem to notice in the least.

The things felt pain, Ken had seen them react with rage when hurt or attacked. But apparently they cared less about the agony than they did about the possible escape of prey.

He glanced at Hope and Liz. His daughters, comatose and limp. Buck and Maggie had both pushed against the outer walls of the bus, shrinking as far from the hole as they could. Each held a child like a treasure in their arms. A prize that was worth more than anything, even their own lives.

Sally hunched at the edge of the hole. Strangely silent, waiting.

Glass shattered, and Buck shouted in agony.
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KEN MOVED BEFORE BEING fully aware what he was doing, or what it was he was reacting to. He only heard pain, only knew he had to help.

Buck was family, as much as Maggie, as much as the girls.

There was no room in this world for people that did not love one another. There were no enemies among humans. There were only family and the others, the Changed.

Buck had backed away, pushed his bulk into the space between two seat backs, his backside and legs up on one of the seats, one hand holding the seatback in front of him, the other holding Hope. The hand that held the seat was what saved him.

Two zombies had climbed up the side of the bus. They were holding – impossibly holding, their hands adhering to sheer glass and metal – to the side of the bus, and it was easy to see they had broken the window by Buck’s head. Buck must have jerked forward, out of range of their biting mouths, but they had grabbed his hair.

They were pulling him. He wouldn’t let go of Hope, wouldn’t let go of the seatback. But he was being jerked back a bit at a time. Ken heard something like tearing cloth. Blood dripped down the big man’s forehead and he realized that Buck was being scalped by the sheer muscle power of the things outside.

One of them coughed. Black acid drooled out of its mouth. It didn’t vomit on Buck, but the side of the bus started to melt away. They were making a door. Making a way in.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]




12


[image: image]


––––––––
[image: image]


KEN GOT TO THE HOLE that the infant-monster had somehow created, then stopped. He didn’t want to jump over it. Not just because he might fall, but because he was worried about what might snatch him out of midair. 

If the things could pull apart solid plates of steel, what else could they do?

He stood there, standing across from Sally, who still waited for something to appear so that he could bat it out of existence with a huge clawed paw.

Nothing came into view. Ken could hear skittering, chittering. But nothing came.

He had waited too long. Buck was screaming, and he finally let go of the seat in front of him. It was a purely instinctive move, Ken was sure. Hurt someone badly enough and they will forget about survival in favor of stopping pain. Die to quench agony.

Buck had reached that point, with the skin peeling off him right above his eyebrows, raw red glistening through to the porous yellow of bone. Screaming, shrieking, calling for God and Jesus and his dead mother.

He did not let go of Hope. Held her tight, held her safe.

The things leaned in through the widened gap they had created.

Pulled Buck toward them.

Maggie screamed as well.

More glass tinkled.

Ken saw another three zombies had pounded through the window next to his wife. Grabbed handfuls of her beautiful hair.

He froze. Not because of fear this time, but because he could not believe what was happening.

And the universe jerked sharply to the side.
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KEN SPUN ON THE AXIS of a single toe, a deranged top spun by the hand of an angry child.

He heard screaming. Not Buck, not Maggie.

The redhead.

He turned a one-eighty, came to face front, and saw that their savior had her own attacker. A zombie was on the hood of the bus, reaching around the smashed driver’s side window to grab her jacket. It had hooked some mottled, scabbed fingers through her jacket and was drawing her toward the jagged edges of the glass that lined the window.

She spun the wheel, the movement sending the bus into a sharp sideways leap the twin of the one that had just sent Ken into his drunken rotation. He didn’t spin back around, though, because he fell sideways. Landed on his shoulder on the nearest seat. Pain pounded through the shoulder. Lanced through his left leg. His back.

The zombie on the hood of the bus fell sideways as well. The turn pushed it off the hood, so it was hanging off the side of the bus, hanging solely by its grip on the redhead’s vest.

She screamed in horror and disgust.

Turned the wheel sharply.

The bus slammed into a curb. Bounced up, the wheels leaving the ground before slamming back to earth so hard Ken’s teeth slammed against one another with an audible clack. He tasted blood in his mouth, felt teeth loosen in their sockets.

The zombie outside the bus growled.

The bus careened toward the storefront of a trio of businesses. What had once been a store selling board games like Settlers of Catan and Ticket to Ride next to a Jamba Juice and a place selling charmingly kitschy odds and ends.

Now they were none of those things.

Now it was after the Change. They weren’t stores.

They were just one big boot, and their redheaded savior intended to wipe the filth off her bus with them.

The zombie shrieked again, then the bus hit.
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FOR MUCH OF HIS ADULT life, the sound of glass breaking had been an oddly comforting one. When he and Maggie went to Kauai on their honeymoon they went to the touristy places designed to steal as much money as possible from starry-eyed folks who were so enamored of the view that they barely felt their wallets lightening.

Ken felt it, though. He was a teacher who had gone into deep hock for the wedding and the honeymoon. So when they window shopped they just looked. It was enough.

Until Ken made fun of a Christmas ornament – odd to see in June on a tropical island – and in doing so poked it and sent it crashing to the floor. It broke, right under a sign that said, “You BRAKE You BUY!” The fact that the sign was misspelled struck both him and Maggie as tremendously funny, and the laughter they enjoyed – not to mention the good-natured ribbing he got over the years – more than offset the criminal expense of the trinket.

When he heard glass breaking, he usually thought of that.

But not here. Not in the bus. Not when the glass meant Buck was having his head ripped off, that Maggie was being pulled out to her doom.

And certainly not when it meant the bus was going through the plate glass windows of three different businesses in quick succession.

Ken was still facing more or less forward. He saw the bus’s hood careen off the concrete surface between stores, then edge back into the store, driven by The Redhead’s manic turn of the wheel. The glass of the display window tore into a million pieces, the bus bounced again. She turned back into the next store.

The zombie was pulled to pieces by a combination of glass cutting it apart and impact pulping it.

The pieces – many still moving independently, already frothing yellow – thud-thump-clunked over the side of the bus. They hit the two zombies that were pulling at Buck. They barely noticed the hits, kept pulling at him.

The Redhead careened into the last store. The last two zombies disappeared, leaving behind only Buck’s screams and bloody forehead as reminders of their passage.

Ken looked at Maggie.

The zombie that had her leaned in. Mouth open.
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KEN WANTED TO SCREAM for her.

There was no one close enough to do anything. Buck was sobbing through blood. Holding tight to Hope like she was a comforting toy and he a huge child.

Christopher was down, he must have fallen during the intentional crash.

Aaron was on his hands and knees. Broadsword in good hand, but not in a position to use it and too far to hit the zombie.

Ken had no way to get to his wife.

The growl hit him. And he smiled in the instant it did. Because it wasn’t the usual one. Not give up give in but a feline shriek of rage.

Sally.

The snow leopard seemed to dance in the still-careening bus. He pounced away from the hole in the floor, jumping to the iron rod atop the nearest seat, balancing all four huge paws atop the metal that couldn’t have been more than an inch in diameter. A split second later he jumped to another bench back, then landed on the zombie’s arm and slashed it with one paw while his tremendous fangs bit down on the back of the zombie’s neck.

The zombie jerked. And went limp. All communications between what passed for a mind and the rest of its body instantly severed by the snow leopard’s crushing jaws.

The zombie slumped, falling half over Maggie. She gagged and said, “No, no, no-ung, nung, ung,” disgust turning her voice into a groan of horror.

Sally jumped back to the hole where he had been since it opened up below him.

And the zombie that the big cat had destroyed shuddered.

It grabbed Maggie.

Its mouth opened again.
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MAGGIE’S MOAN-SHOUTS of disgust turned instantly to the more direct and sharper scream of pain and terror as the thing grabbed a double-handful of her hair. Sally growled and hunched, his back curving into a deadly arc as he prepared to leap back to the thing that had been destroyed once and did not have the sense to remain silent in defeat.

The cat didn’t jump, though.

Something reached up from under the bus. Reached up through the hole in the floor, and a hooked nail slashed at Sally’s paw.

The big cat’s growl turned to a yelp of surprise and pain. The baby-thing’s hand disappeared, but it had done its job. It had done enough

It had given the zombie at the window time to bite Ken’s wife.
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THE THING WAS FAST. Faster than anything that had been through the end of the world should be, and certainly faster than anything that had just had its cervical spine severed by the bite of an angry predator could be.

The inconceivable stood on the shoulders of the impossible, and together they dropped toward Maggie.

Sally was too slow. Buck was dealing with his own pain.

Everyone was too far. Too far, but Ken was too close. Too close because he was going to see his wife die – or worse – the same way he had seen his son. Worse, because his son had disappeared in smoke and flame. His wife would not disappear.

Would not. But did.

She disappeared behind a silvery stretch of steel. Ken had an instant to see the zombie doubled, mirrored upon itself as its reflection gaped. Then it fell away, seeming almost to drip out the side of the bus.

Ken looked at Aaron in shock. The cowboy was frozen in position, one knee so low it almost touched the plate deck of the floor, his mangled left hand behind him, right hand extended directly in front of his chin with pointer finger extended.

It took a moment to realize what had happened. To play things back in reverse and understand that the cowboy hadn’t been able to reach Ken’s wife anymore than had Ken himself. But he had something that could move faster than either: the sword. Too far to swing it, and in these close quarters he would have been just as likely to take off the head of a friend as that of a foe.

But he could throw it. And did.

He had used it like a javelin, throwing it point-first at the zombie, the blade passing so close over Maggie’s head that Ken could see wisps of her dark blond hair floating to the seat beside her.

If anyone else had done it, it would have seemed like an impossibility. It would have been a marvel.

With Aaron, it was just something he did. Who he was.

The zombie started twitching as it fell out of the bus, the pink ooze that marked a major head wound with these things spurting around the bright edge of the broadsword. It was still a danger, but now it was an indiscriminate one: it would kill anything it could, instead of just targeting people. Instead of just targeting Ken’s family and friends.

The zombie slid away like a fish being yanked on a string, but not before Maggie grabbed the hilt of the broadsword. She yanked it free, and the thing’s head split in two, the top half falling to the right in a spray of pink ooze while the bottom half fell with the rest of the zombie and slid for an impossible moment against the side of the bus before disappearing behind them.

Maggie flipped the broadsword in her hand, catching it almost lightly by the blade and then tossing it back to Aaron.

He snatched it out of the air. Nodded his thanks as though he owed her a boon for the return of the weapon, rather than her owing him for the return of her life.

Sally growled at the edge of the hole. The snow leopard’s back arched again, fur standing on end to such an extent that its streamlined body seemed to expand to twice its size.

The chittering, skittering noise of something below them bounced through the hole and off the metal poles and rods and walls and ceiling of the bus.

This wasn’t over.
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THE THING BELOW APPEARED again. Ken got his first semi-decent look at it, and his knees almost went out from under him.

Like the rest of the creatures that had followed Ken and the others in the storm drains, it was a baby. Had been a baby. Its face was gone. Not the way that some of the creatures’ faces had changed to accommodate huge eyes and scaly growths.

No, its face was truly gone. There was nothing of the human left in its countenance. No eyes, no nose to speak of, though in the quick glimpse Ken had before the thing moved away again, he thought he could see a pair of nostrils. Even they were in the wrong locations, moved far to the side so that one hole was on each side of the thing’s face, just in front of the ears.

The jaws had enlarged and shifted, moving forward and changing. The teeth....

The thing appeared again. The teeth moved, and the sound that had been only a shriek now became the sum total of Ken’s auditory world.

The thing’s jaw had split into four or perhaps five pieces. Hard to tell, because all of them were vibrating so fast Ken could barely see. The thing’s teeth were at the end of the jawbones, and the skin had pulled away from all of it so that what was once inside was now an external feature.

The thing put its mouthparts to the underside of the floor and sparks flew, raining bright floral arrangements on its face.

It paid no heed. Just kept sawing at the floor. Chewing through steel.

Its plan wasn’t hard to figure out. It was going to cut the floor away a bit at a time. And the survivors would either fall to their deaths, fall to its reach, or be forced to stop the bus.

Ken looked out the back window.

He couldn’t see any trace of the horde, could see no sign of Derek.

But they were there. He knew it.

The thing below kept cutting.

It stopped for a moment. Coughed that ratcheting cough, then started cutting again, and now it seemed the grinding sound of its teeth was even louder, stronger.
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SALLY HUNCHED BEHIND the gaping hole in the center of the bus, back arched so high the cat was nearly bent in two. But he still didn’t make a sound. His muzzle drew back from his teeth and spittle fell in ropy strands to the metal floor.

Then another section of the floor fell away and the cat nearly fell away as well. The portion of the center aisle that he had been standing on plummeted to the asphalt below, bounced and clattered and tossed up another sparkling floral arrangement. Then the whole bus jounced as the steel sheet went under the back tires on the driver’s side. Another pop.

The bus started listing.

“Do something about that!” shouted the driver. Both her hands were on the wheel at the ten o’clock position, pulling hard to compensate for the fact that the massive vehicle was trying to veer into a building on the side of the street. But she didn’t slow down. If anything, Ken felt like they were going faster.

“You do something about that!” Christopher shouted back.

Sally roared as though not wanting to be left out of the argument.

Aaron shoved Christopher out of the way. He moved to the edge of the newly-widened hole, holding tight to the broadsword. Ken had a moment to wonder where exactly their driver/rescuer had gotten the school bus and a cache of medieval weaponry from before Aaron swung the sword.

Ken caught a glimpse of the thing under the bus. It scampered away, barely avoiding the edge of the sword.

It chittered.

The sound made Ken’s legs grow weak again, and made his stomach feel loose in his guts. It was a wholly inhuman noise, the vocalization of something far removed from homo sapiens. It was no longer a child, but a thing.

So why did it bother him so much that Aaron was stabbing at it? Trying not only to knock it away from the bus’ chassis but to stab it; to kill it?

The thing scampered around the underside of the bus, always there, always just out of reach. Ken caught sight of it a few times. What remained of its skin was wet and suppurating, pus leaking from it so thick and fast that it fell not in drops but in sheets. The thing looked like a grub; a maggot recently wriggled free of dying flesh and rotten meat.

A strange lump bunched around its hips. Ken didn’t see it clearly for a moment. Aaron’s sword kept getting in the way as he swung at the tiny demon whenever he caught a glimpse of it below his feet.

The saw-screech came again. Another section of the floor fell away. This time below Christopher. He barely danced out of the way before it dropped into the rushing sea of air and pavement below the bus.

“Hurry up!” he screamed.

“This ain’t like shooting fish in a barrel,” Aaron shouted back. “Not like I got a lot of practice at it.” He was moving back and forth between the two holes now, trying to find and kill the tiny monster below them.

Ken was worried he wouldn’t be able to. But only with part of his mind. The other part of him saw the thing again. Saw it and saw that strange bulge around the creature’s hips.

He realized what it was. Realized what was wrapped around the thing.

He felt fear bloom anew, panic flowering with blossoms that matched the sparks that burst into being whenever the thing cut through the floor, whenever metal fell to earth and was crushed.

“No,” he whispered. “Nonononononono....”
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AARON WAS STILL STABBING down, running back and forth between the two holes in the bus like he was playing the world’s strangest game of Whack-A-Mole.

Christopher held the axe, the one that said “Cass” in thick red letters. Screaming at Aaron to “get it kill it get it man get it kill it!”

Maggie and Buck still pressed on opposite sides of the bus, feet up on the seats they occupied so they sat sideways directly across from one another. They held their silent burdens tightly, so tightly Ken wondered how the little girls could breathe.

He wondered if his daughters needed to anymore. They were changing. Becoming....

What?

Sally roved restlessly, back still arched, now in the aisle, now perched atop the metal bars that ran along the tops of the seats. Ken often wondered about those bars, often thought that in a bus meant to ferry children from place to place they could have come up with something softer and safer than a bare iron bar right at the spot a kid’s face would hit in case of a front impact.

The driver, their mysterious savior with the raw voice, still struggled to keep the bus on the road while at the same time avoiding the debris field that had been left when the world fell apart.

The wheels on the bus kept turning.

Ken saw it all. Saw it, registered it in some peripheral portion of his mind.

But mostly he was watching through the holes. Looking at the thing. Replaying what he had just seen. Figuring out what it meant.

When Derek came home from the hospital two days after his birth, he was so small. And Ken and Maggie, first-time parents, still hadn’t learned how tough babies really were. He seemed so tender, so fragile. The soft spot at the top of his head where the skull bones still hadn’t fused occasionally pulsed, as though he was destined –

(to die to fall and die and then rise again but not as a man from heaven but a demon from Hell, oh Derek why couldn’t you just have died)

– to have thoughts that would change the world. But looking at that slight bounce, the drum beat of his life overlaid on the nearly unprotected surface of his brain, how could Ken and Maggie help but think he might break, might just shatter like finest crystal left from a long gone age?

Changing diapers was the worst at first. Derek had been circumcised, and it didn’t matter that the doctors said he’d heal up quickly and there wouldn’t be any lasting ill effects. Looking at him, seeing a piece of gauze over his crotch – a piece of gauze that was stained through with blood and Vaseline and then plastered down with liberal amounts of urine and fecal matter – Ken always shuddered. Wondered if his baby would be the first kid in recorded history to lose his wiener to poop-infection.

It got so he hated the mere sight of diapers.

Eventually he got over it. Eventually he even got to the point that he enjoyed changing diapers. Enjoyed the bonding it provided. Though he could have done without the time he learned the hard way that little boys could pee straight up and if you didn’t do some strategic pre-aiming a good deal of that pee was liable to go right in your mouth.

Still, for a while there the mere sight of a diaper was enough to put Ken into a strange version of a PTSD attack. Just seeing a picture of Elmo – who figured large on all Derek’s diapers – was enough to start him sweating.

That was probably why he saw what he did; and not only saw, but understood.

The child-thing, the baby-thing below the bus, the monster that was trying to pull the entire vehicle apart from the bottom up, had a strange bulge around its center. Flesh-colored, scabbed partially over the same way that the rest of its body was starting to scab. Sores wept dark fluid from part of the fleshy growth, while other parts of it seemed perfect and unblemished.

In fact, one part was so perfectly unmarked that Ken could see the design.

Could see Elmo, mouth open, big eyes wide and staring the way they always were. And the whole thing coated by a translucent film of flesh.

The child/infant/creature had Changed wearing a diaper. And whatever had caused the Change was causing the thing to integrate the material into itself. To make what was outside inside.

Ken looked at his arm. He saw a half-circle where he had been bitten by one of the things. He hadn’t turned, hadn’t Changed.

Why?

And if he had, would he now be slowly growing a gauzy membrane over his clothing?

And then...?

He didn’t know.

But the fact that the thing below them was integrating something as synthetic as a diaper was more disturbing than Ken cared to admit, even to himself.

As though to highlight the strangeness, another section of floor fell away. Aaron ran to the new hole and swung his sword.

It clanged off the metal edge of the floor. Something coughed. The sword started to smoke, and when Aaron brought it back it was sagging from the mid-point to the tip. The thing must have vomited that acid on it.

Ken remembered Derek, Derek in a diaper that rested on the outside and not on the inside, vomiting as a baby. Puking so hard from a stomach virus that Ken swore the kid had to be absolutely hollow. Just a baby-shell filled from toes to fontanelle with twenty pounds of puke.

That had been bad. Always bad when your children suffered. Always terrible.

This was worse.

Aaron dropped the sword with a curse. It disappeared below the bus.

“Let me,” said Christopher. He took position over the nearest hole, looking for all the world like a lumberjack who has decided to use his axe for ice-fishing.

A hand appeared. Tiny, curling around the denticulated edges the thing’s jaws had left in the floor.

The fingers were longer than they should have been. The nails were grotesquely hooked, and Ken knew somehow that this change – just as the change from lovely, kissable lips to organic chainsaw – had been wrought for the sole purpose of creating a killing machine out of something that had once been the pinnacle of innocence.

A plastic band, the kind issued upon admission to hospitals, circled the thing’s wrist. Just behind it, another strip of material circled the wrist. This one looked homemade, a lanyard or some other kind of bracelet a kid would make for his baby brother or sister.

Christopher reacted instantly at the sight of the thing’s hand and wrist, moving so fast it had to be an unconscious motion: no thought, only instinct.

He swung the axe.

The thing below squealed.

And at the same moment, someone screamed. A shriek of sudden terror and pain. No, more than simple pain. This was agony.

It wasn’t the thing below the bus. Not the infant-creature.

It was someone above.

Someone in the bus.

It was Christopher.
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CHRISTOPHER SLUMPED. Ken thought the young man would have fallen right through the hole in the floor before him, but Aaron grabbed the neck of his shirt and yanked him backward. Aaron’s left hand had been crushed during a zombie attack – the fingers all broken or sprained, some so badly Ken wondered if they would ever completely heal – but his right was strong enough to haul the younger man back from the abyss. It was a struggle, though, and for a moment Ken was sure Christopher would pitch forward and disappear below the wheels of the bus –

(wheels of the bus or wheels on the bus? which is it and when does this song end?)

– as had the beast the young man just dispatched.

As soon as it became obvious that he wasn’t going to fall through the floor, Christopher turned to the cowboy. Aaron was a good five or six inches shorter, but Christopher folded into him like a little boy, sobbing. “Cass” fell from his hands, the axe clattering to the floor.

The blade was stained with blood and ichor.

All this happened in the space of a breath, an instant. And in the next moment Ken saw a small form flung out from beneath and behind the bus. The size of a beach ball, a bloody semi-sphere, the thing rolled for twenty or thirty feet and then came to a stop. Barely visible in the dust that coated the road behind the bus.

But barely was enough. Enough to see the quad-jaws, the still-twitching limbs.

It got up. Started a loping run after the bus, a run that was all the worse for the fact that it was being done by a body that under other circumstances barely would have learned to walk.

Fast though it was, the thing couldn’t possibly catch up to the bus. But it kept running. Like it wouldn’t give up –

(give in)

– until it had caught its prey.

Ken couldn’t look away, couldn’t tear his gaze from the aberration that was following the bus in a lopsided sprint.

It had no eyes to see their progress, but it followed them. There were other things with that sense of sight-unsight. Ken had seen them in an elevator shaft. But they were different. This was worse. An evolution that was a stage of magnitude beyond what they had already seen.

A large part of the thing’s shoulder was cleft, a wicked gash opened up by an axe coupled with Christopher’s near-inhuman reflexes. And as Ken watched the gash filled with yellow secretion and began to close.

They left it behind. Only rubble and debris and the bodies of the dead caught unaware and unready – as were they all – for the Change.

He stopped watching. Not only because there was nothing to see now, but because –

“Hold onto something!” screamed the driver.

Ken dropped to the nearest seat, spinning as he did, seeing....
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... THE FRONT END OF THE bus folding like the world’s largest piece of origami. It was an experiment in modern art gone hideously awry. The yellow of the bus melded with the red of another vehicle – impossible to tell what make and model, though it looked like it might have been a sporty little coupe of some kind – to create a stunning piece of abstract art.

Ken’s mind vomited up a name for the new sculpture: The Bloody Bee. It sounded about right: the kind of thing you might find selling for a million dollars at some museum filled with pretentious crap that everyone pretended to understand even though no one had the foggiest idea what it meant – beyond contempt of artist  for audience. The emperor’s new clothes had found a new hold in the well-educated, the well-bred, the well-to-do. People searching for meaning where there was none, and missing the meaning that really surrounded them. Finding art in a dog turd shaped into a crucifix and missing it in the smile of a loved one.

Ken knew the interpretation of this particular creation, though. It was dark art, a pastiche drawn on a shifting canvass, but its meaning was clear.

It meant death.

The bus bounced. A strange sensation: not stopping exactly, but a stutter-step in its forward momentum, as though it had momentarily changed its mind about moving onward, then changed its mind again and resumed course.

Ken’s face bounced off the bar that ran along the top of the seat in front of his. He tasted blood in his mouth. Something hard, too. He spit. Something fell on the floor with a tap that sounded far too loud for what it was.

Lost a tooth. The Bloody Bee and The Tooth At My Feet.

His tongue pushed into the hole where his front tooth had been.

That’s gonna cost a million bucks to fix.

He realized that was a ridiculous thought. There were no more deductibles. No more insurance, no more dentists. Cosmetic dentistry had gone the way of the dodo and uninterrupted cable service and the primacy of the human race.

He would never sit in a badly-carpeted waiting room and listen to crappy music while reading a fishing magazine circa 1972 again. The thought made him suddenly and surprisingly sad.

Ken leaned over and picked the tooth up from the floor. People were shouting, Sally was growling. It all sounded muffled. He focused on the tooth.

Is the baby coming?

He heard the words in the voice of the doctor who had delivered Derek. But it wasn’t Derek whose arrival he was worried about. Not yet, at any rate. It was the thing whose body had integrated a diaper and whose face had become a saw capable of chewing through solid metal.

And still he reached for the tooth. Held it in front of his face. It was blurry – everything was – but it looked whole. Not cracked or broken, but an entire tooth that had been pounded out of his jaw from root to crown.

He shoved it back in his mouth. It wobbled but stayed in the socket.

Maybe it’ll grow back.

Maybe I can keep it.

Maybe monkeys will come out of my butt and shoot caramel apples out of their butts.

Someone grabbed Ken’s shoulder.

He looked over. The motion seemed to take a long time. Hours, if not days.

Buck was standing there, pulling him up one-handed while holding Hope in the crook of his other arm. She slept –

(the sleep of the dead the sleep of the undead)

– on his shoulder.

“We’re going!” Buck shouted. Ken knew he was shouting because he looked like he was shouting. But it sounded like a whisper. Everything sounded like a whisper.

Ken looked over the top of the seat in front of him. There was blood on the bar where he had bounced off it.

The driver, the redheaded savior, was standing at the front door of the bus. Half on, half off, her lead foot hanging out the door like she was trying to decide whether to jump out and leave the group to fend for themselves or not. She was talking into something. A radio?

She turned to the rest of the group and gestured to them to get moving, come on, we’re leaving, get moving.

Ken struggled to his feet.

His tongue felt the tooth.

Loose.

Wobbly.

He moved to the front of the bus.

Wondering what the new sound was.

The thrumming, thudding, pounding sound.
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KEN FELT SOMEONE ELSE touch him. Maggie. She was smiling at him. Or trying to. Trying to look like everything was all right and they weren’t being chased by things that would give nightmares to the Devil himself.

“Come on, hon,” she said.

Ken nodded. Everything seemed thick, padded. Everything but the pain, which was a slick shard of glass slashing at his face, his neck, his back. When he stood the pain skipped on lightning feet down his left leg and he almost fell over. Buck’s arm tightened around his chest.

Ken saw Aaron holding onto Christopher, leading the kid out of the bus. Christopher was sobbing openly.

“What...?” began Ken. He didn’t finish. Didn’t need to. Everyone knew Christopher well enough to figure out the end – ends – of the question.

What happened to him?

What made him cry like that?

What can make him stop?

Buck shrugged. “We’ll sort it out later.” The big man had sounded so whiny and entitled when the survivors first found him. Now he was assured, calm, and kind. Ken wondered if the big man had changed, or if the world they had plummeted into had simply stripped away the negative camouflage he had been wearing and lain bare the real man, the good man he truly was.

Aaron and Christopher got off the bus. The thing rocked on the bits of spring that remained functional in its shocks.

“Who’s on the horn?” said Aaron. Ken realized that their driver – he was starting to just think of her as The Redhead – had something to her ear. Not a cell, it couldn’t be that. Cell phones had been infected just as surely and horrifically as the population. To get on the phone was to listen to madness given voice, to succumb to anguish and literally die of despair.

No, The Redhead was talking on something else. But it looked like a phone. Sort of.  Ken finally realized what it was, and wasn’t too surprised he hadn’t figured it out earlier. He had barely seen it, and it was so surprising that his mind had blanked what few details his eyes had managed to capture.

It was a walkie-talkie. One that looked like it had been picked up from a Radio Shack or some hobby shop. Not military, but just a simple plastic case that probably housed a few transistors and a nine-volt battery.

Cell phones had become so ubiquitous it wasn’t unusual to see preteens that owned them, talking into their Nokias or iPhones while sipping Frappuccinos and feeling oh-so-grown-up before the first zit even marred their faces. Even police and paramedics used cells rather than their CBs half the time, so Ken couldn’t get too upset that he didn’t realize what The Redhead had in her hands the first time he saw it.

She said something. Ken saw Aaron bristle a bit, so he figured it was probably somewhere on the social niceties scale between “None of your business” and “Go suck it.” The Redhead hadn’t shown herself to be particularly cheerful or interested in refinement.

Ken allowed himself to be led off the bus. He saw Sally simply drop through one of the holes in the floor, emerging from under the side of the bus. The snow leopard still looked on guard, every single hair at attention. The cat approached Buck and Maggie as they helped Ken off the bus, licking first Liz’s trailing foot, then Hope’s. Satisfied, it stepped back.

But not far. And its hackles stayed high.

“How far are you?” said The Redhead into the walkie-talkie.

Ken thought he heard a voice, but it was small and faraway. He couldn’t make out what it said.

He looked behind the bus. Couldn’t see the thing that had clung to the undercarriage and nearly taken them out – had taken them out, now that he thought about it – but he suspected it was still coming toward them. Guided by some internal GPS, led by a sense impossible to define or understand.

The girls.

Ken looked at Hope and Liz. Silent. Still.

But were they asleep?

Or could they be busy behind closed eyes?

Calling for help?

Giving out locations?

He shuddered. He didn’t want to think about that, because that would mean his children – all of his children –were truly lost.

“Not good enough!” Ken looked back at The Redhead in time to see her stab at a button on her walkie-talkie and shove the device in a pocket. She looked at Christopher, who was still sobbing. “He gonna be able to move?”

“He’ll do what he needs to,” said Aaron. His voice sounded different than he had a few moments ago. Tighter. Ken wondered what the change was. Then realized this might be what the man sounded like when he was reporting to a superior. That Aaron was some kind of military or paramilitary was not in doubt. The only question was of the details.

Was The Redhead military as well?

Before Ken could ask, the sound came again. Thrumming, pounding.

... up...

... in...

... ive up...

... ive in...

give up

give in

Give up.

Give in.

The sounds grew stronger, both in his ears and in his mind, and with them came the realization that the survivors weren’t done running. Not by a long shot.

Another horde had found them.
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A MOMENT LATER KEN realized that his assessment had been wrong. It wasn’t a horde.

It was three hordes. Maybe four.

Not a mega-horde, nothing like the one that had coated every outer inch of the Wells Fargo building and climbed sheer walls to get to the survivors.

No, this was a number of smaller groups. Maybe a hundred each. One came from each end of the street, effectively trapping them. A few hundred feet and counting.

Aaron stepped toward the nearest building, a storefront that proclaimed No Activation Fee and LOW LOW Monthly Rates!

But before he took more than a few steps, the still-weeping Christopher holding tight to him, he looked up.

Ken followed his gaze.

More zombies clambered over the building’s roof. It was a four-story building, and they were scrambling over the top, climbing down the sheer face of the office structure. As soon as they were within thirty feet or so they would cast themselves down to earth. Broken bones would heal, torn flesh could be ignored.

All that mattered was the hunt. The prey.

A quick look to the other side of the road verified that more zombies skittered like roaches over the five-story building there. Climbing over and down.

Sally crouched, ready to pounce on the first zombie that came at the group, and Ken had no doubt the leopard would die for them – for the girls, in particular.

But he knew that even a predator like the big cat would quickly fall.

There was nowhere to go.

He looked at Aaron. The cowboy’s eyes were blank. Ken saw no plan there. Only death.

He looked at Maggie.

She held his hand.

It was not a hopeful gesture.

It was a goodbye.
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THE REDHEAD BEGAN RUNNING.

Not a surprise, Ken thought. Most people will run, even when running is a doomed course. Even when running means only that you will die tired.

What surprised him was that she ran east – toward the larger, closer horde.

They started growling, running faster. As though they were lovers meeting, coming together after a long absence.

Give up.

Give in.

He didn’t hear Derek in the growls, didn’t hear the peculiar strength of his once-son’s call. But he knew that The Redhead was doomed.

She turned her head without stopping. “Come on!”

“What?” shouted Maggie, not bothering to hide the shock from her voice. It was the sentiment they all felt.

To their left, the zombies clinging to the building were about to jump. Sally moved toward the base of the structure. Snarling. The zombies didn’t seem to care. They readied to leap.

Now The Redhead did stop, if only for a moment. She looked at a watch on her wrist, the kind that was coated in thick black rubber, probably shock-resistant, waterproof, and able to stop small grenades.

Then she looked up and said, “Come with me or die.”

Maggie looked at Ken. She had never been a wilting flower, the stereotypical deferential wife who asked for permission before doing things. But she was asking him now. So was Aaron, he realized, and Buck as well.

They were all waiting. Waiting on him.

Ken looked at The Redhead. She was already turning to run again.

He nodded.

Buck began running, pulling himself and Ken and Hope toward The Redhead.

Maggie ran beside them, hands clasped around the carrier that tied Liz to her.

Aaron yanked Christopher along.

They ran, for the first time, directly toward a horde.
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ONLY A FEW STEPS INTO it, Ken realized that perhaps “run” wasn’t the best descriptor. Everyone in the original group of survivors was wounded: physically, mentally, emotionally, or a combination of the three.

The few – like Buck and Maggie – who were not healing from grievous physical injuries were carrying insensate children and had to balance speed with care. The rest hobbled along as best they could.

Only Sally was unharmed, and even he held back, threading lithely between everyone’s legs, holding a tight orbit around Ken’s daughters at all times.

The Redhead ran, then turned back, then ran again. It was as though she couldn’t decide whether to abandon them to an unkind fate, or save them for a worse one.

The gas mask she had been wearing hung around her neck now, jogging up and down and side to side like a macabre second face. It was strangely reminiscent of the thing that had attacked them in the bus, with its facial distortions and extending mandibulae.

Not a comforting thought: the monsters were, at their core, not inhuman, but from human. Something must have acted on the human race to make them all change like they had, but the fact remained that the basic building blocks of those changes had been present in humanity’s genetic brick and mortar. Torn down and rebuilt, but still the framework was ours, and the monsters were built in the image of their predecessors.

Ken looked at the gas mask and knew he was looking at a darkly distorted image of himself; and at an image of what he still might become. A monster, both less and more than what he now was.

The Redhead kept glancing behind them. Not looking at the horde that was there, but up. Like she was waiting for air support.

Ken realized he was hoping for just that. Call in the Air Force, send in the Marines! 

But there was nothing. No chup-chup of Black Hawks with thousands of rounds per minute spitting out of side-mounted Vulcan cannons, no high-pitched whine of F-14s dropping napalm to incinerate the enemy.

Just the wind. The growl.

Then a worse sound: wet thuds and thumps. Noises he had heard before. The sounds of unkillable things hitting the ground from heights too great for their bodies to withstand, bones and flesh shattering... and then rising up and healing.

The zombies were behind, to the sides. Falling from above.

The ones in the small horde ahead were spreading out. Thinning and widening like the lips of a mouth opening to receive strangely suicidal prey. Ken was struck again by how they moved: not a collection of individuals, not even as a coordinated group. They moved like....

He struggled to understand. To find a word.

Cells.

Each zombie was as the single structural unit of a larger creature. The individual – but not autonomous – cell of a creature so huge it could not be seen from Ken’s perspective, any more than a whale could be comprehended from the perspective of a barnacle on its fin.

The thing’s maw gaped ahead of them.

They were at its outer edges.

The things fell toward them, closing around them.

The thing was hungry.

And it must feed.
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THE REDHEAD SCREAMED.

Ken heard the sound and thought it was fear. Then his perception shifted and he thought she was screaming in pain. Then he realized he was hearing neither terror nor agony.

Instead, The Readhead’s scream was one of betrayal. Rage. Unadulterated wrath.

She had a gun in her hand, a shiny black creature that seemed to hunch on her fist, waiting to sting those who offended her sense of what should be and what should not. Her gloved fist tightened and the bullets shot out, punching through the foreheads of several zombies with thunder-cracks loud enough to set Ken’s head to pounding.

The zombies – three of them – immediately went mad. Their heads exploded and became lopsided half- and crescent-moons dripping with pink and black gel. They turned on their once-fellows, on each other, on themselves.

They went from cells in a body to cancers in the organism. Killing everything without discrimination.

The Redhead shouted again. No more bullets. She threw the gun into the center mass of the zombies that hungered for them.

She was going to die or be Changed, and Ken could tell that she would do so cursing them with her last breath.

He looked at Aaron. The cowboy had an admiring light in his eye. It was different than the look he had given Dorcas: no tenderness, none of the sense that he wanted to hold and protect her. She didn’t need protecting, and would probably attack anyone who tried. So Aaron’s look was the frank admiration of one warrior appraising – and approving of – another.

One of the zombie’s grabbed The Redhead’s left hand.

She fumbled with her right for one of the machetes strapped to her back. The machete was in a scabbard, secured with a snap that she flicked open in an eyeblink. But Ken could do the calculations, could tell that she didn’t have time to clear the weapon.

She was determined to go down fighting. But she wouldn’t – couldn’t – win this fight.

She wasn’t going to make it.
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FSHHHHHH...

... ssssss...

... WHUMP.

The sound came from behind, then beside, then before.

It was a bizarre noise, one that was utterly alien, one Ken had never heard before in person but which was nevertheless burned into his mind as a thing of fear.

No, not mere fear. It was a thing of terror, with all the heavy-laden meaning that word brought in a world after the tallest buildings had been reduced in number by two.

In the instant the sound passed he heard it in his mind, replayed in countless news reports and video games and movies. Media that only had one common thread: death. Sometimes focused, often indiscriminate, always violent.

Ken was a history teacher both by trade and inclination: a man often more comfortable in the precipitous moments of the past than the banal passages of the present. One weapon had arguably changed the face of geopolitics more than any other in the last hundred years. Not the nuke, not the submarine. Nothing so grand.

It was small, it was easily ported. It cost not millions, but mere thousands.

The rocket-propelled grenade.

The RPG had taken shepherds and nomads and turned them into warriors; had given untrained women a cheap way to kill entire squads of trained men in tanks or attack choppers. The United States – the United States that was, that had been, before the Change – had supplied RPGs to the Afghan Mujahideen guerillas in such numbers that, in trying to keep up with rising demands for heavy armored vehicles the Soviet Union had bankrupted itself into ruin and collapse. An economic end to a cold war, ushered in by what was essentially a metal tube with an explosive at one end.

RPGs had been used in Angola, in Vietnam. Russian forces in Chechnya were terrorized by men firing them from rooftops and basements. US forces had to deal with them in Iraq.

And someone had brought one to this fight.

He heard a line from an old movie, perverted by the Change: “Isn’t that just like a human: to bring an RPG to a zombie fight.”

All this flashed through Ken’s mind in a moment. In the instant when the sound came to his ears, the instant when he saw the contrail that signaled the passage of the RPG’s explosive warhead.

The white line passed right by him. If he had been fast enough, he could have reached out and swiped through the superheated air with his hand. He felt the heat of it, felt a few more of his hairs singe and disappear.

The RPG hit the semi-circle of zombies that had crowded into the road ahead of them.

Exploded in a firestorm of heat and light.
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“GEDDUB”

“can’t geddub”

“godda geddub”

Everything sounded funny.

“baby?”

“babyzokay”

Ken put a shaking hand to his head. Touched his ear. Felt something wet. Probably blood, and he tried to bring his hand forward to verify that, but couldn’t seem to make his hand work.

“hope?”

“hopezokay”

“geddub”

“can’t geddub”

He realized that at least one of the mumbling, stumbling voices was his. That he was sitting in the middle of something wet –

(did I crap my pants? again?)

– and something was pulling on him. Yanking his arm and hand. He thought about ignoring it, but whatever it was –

“goway goway ‘n’leaveme”

– was pulling on his bad hand. The left. The hand he had slashed two fingers off of in order to escape a horde.

“theystillhere”

“still here geddub we gottago”

The hand hurt. Whoever was pulling it wasn’t stopping, and Ken finally realized that the only way to stop his hand hurting would be to geddub. To get up.

“geddub. Geddub. Get up.”

A final yank, and Ken managed to stand. His feet slipped on the wetness beneath him and he almost went down again. His vision finally cleared enough of the white fog that had surrounded it to see that he had been sitting not in his own waste but in what looked like a pile of entrails.

He looked at his own gut.

His shirt was torn. He had a new collection of scrapes.

But the viscera were not his.

He looked at the hand still holding his. It was big, almost too big for the sinewy arm to which it attached. Aaron.

“Come on.”

The cowboy gave him another yank. Ken lurched forward. He stumbled over a hand that was laying in the road, bereft of a body. He wondered for a moment if the hand belonged to any of his friends. Then the fingers snapped shut as he passed, trying to grab him, and he noticed the yellow gunk already seeping out of the stump and oozing from the pores. Answer enough. Not a friend.

He raised his eyes.

He had seen Hell. But that had been Hell from a human perspective. The end of the world. Earth brought to its knees in mere minutes.

This was a different sort of perdition: damnation for the already-damned; a deeper circle of Hell. The small horde that had been in front of the survivors had been hit squarely by the RPG, the payload shattering and splattering them like a puddle under a boot. Bits of the zombies were everywhere, pieces laying on the ground, parts on cars, shreds hanging from walls and streetlights.

The Redhead was struggling to stand. A disembodied hand clutched her upper arm, and blood welled around the fingers. She seemed to notice it for the first time and screamed in terror and revulsion. She swung her entire body in a tight arc. Slammed the stump against a nearby parking meter, once, twice, three and four times and Ken heard the crackle and then the crunch and then nothing as the bones inside the impossibly-gripping hand were pummeled to mush.

The hand fell away. She ground it under her heel.

She turned to the survivors. Zombies that had been blown to pieces were pulling themselves toward them on shattered arms and fingers. Yellow froth was hardening, sealing what remained of their organs inside.

“Come on,” she said. She looked behind them. Ken remembered that there had been more than one horde.

We can’t outrun them. No way.

As if to answer his thought, he heard the sound of another RPG. Felt the vibration of another payload delivered, another explosive ignition.

The Redhead did not react as he might have expected. Rather than triumph or relief, he thought he saw desperate grief shine in her eyes.

She turned away before he could be sure.

“Come on,” she said again. Her voice still grated around the devastating throat wound. But no amount of grit and gristle could hide the sob that choked her words. “We’re almost there."

Ken didn’t know if she was talking to the survivors alone, or to herself as well. Perhaps only to herself.

He looked for Maggie. His wife was standing. Covered in gore, looking as surprised as he felt to be alive.

He tried to smile but couldn’t. He was too tired, too confused.

Too curious.

We’re almost where?
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BY THE TIME THEY MADE it through the line of carnage that had once been a solid wall of zombies, the survivors were all leaning on one another. All touching, everyone holding hands and arms and slumped into the center, bracing for the strength that they no longer had.

The only ones who walked under their own power were The Redhead, who took point, and Sally, who padded softly just ahead of Buck and Maggie – walking near the children as he always did.

The snow leopard had apparently been closer to the blast radius of the RPG than the rest of them. His right side was stained with blood and his right ear looked decidedly shorter than the left, ending in a ragged black stump that twitched every few seconds as though the cat were batting away a nonexistent fly with the equally nonexistent organ.

Ken was at the center, held up by Buck on one side and Maggie on the other. He had an arm around each, and could reach out and touch his girls’ hair if he wanted to.

He didn’t. He didn’t do it, and he didn’t want to do it. They were still asleep, still comatose through all the running and the violence and the explosions. He didn’t want to think about why. Didn’t want to think about what it would do to him if he felt their hair and they didn’t respond.

Worse, what if they did respond... and the responses were not those of his little girls, but simply two more cells of the zombie organism?

So he kept eyes mostly forward. Concentrated on putting foot after foot, step after step.

He heard sobbing. Christopher. Something had broken in the young man. Ken didn’t understand it, but the bus had destroyed the strong, carefree person they all knew. Aaron was all but carrying him along, and finally said, “Kid, you gotta get it together.”

“Did you see?” said Christopher.

“See what?”

“The baby. The baby,” was all Christopher could manage.

“We all saw it. And it wasn’t a baby.” Aaron sounded tired. Drawn. He had lost as much as any of them, had been hurt as badly. But he kept on going, never complained.

Ken wondered what the man’s secret was. Just training? Or was it more than that?

Who is he?

“She was wearing a red bracelet,” said Christopher.

“What?” Aaron almost stopped walking. Almost, but not quite. Ken was glad. That would have brought the whole group to a shuddering halt, and Ken thought they all might simply collapse in a spent pile if that happened. Worse, he didn’t know if they would have the strength to get up again.

“Her little bracelet,” said Christopher. “But it wasn’t white, it was red.” He said it again, his voice tearing out of him between sobs. “Red.”

Aaron looked at Ken, then at Buck and Maggie. All of them shrugged.

Maggie touched Christopher’s shoulder. Squeezed. She was going to say something, and Ken knew it would be the right thing. The thing that needed to be said, and that would heal. Or if not heal, at least soothe. Maggie had always had that talent.

Before she could, though, before she had the chance to work her magic with Christopher, The Redhead turned around. Tears shone on her cheeks and fury sparkled through glistening eyes.

“Can’t you shut him up?” she demanded.

For a second Ken thought Maggie was going to yell back at The Redhead. That was when he knew his wife had adopted Christopher, fully and completely. Maggie’s first instinct was to defend him like a momma bear with a cub, whether he was in the right or not. That more than anything meant that the young man was as much a part of their family as Liz or Hope.

Maybe more, depending on what’s happening....

Shut up, Ken. Don’t think that.

But Maggie managed to bite back her sharp retort. She shrugged. “We don’t know what’s wrong with him.”

Aaron’s expression shifted. “He knew the baby,” he said. It wasn’t a question.

Christopher sobbed again. It was a sound beyond agony. Beyond terror. It brought to mind one thing. One moment that Ken wished he could forget, one moment that he knew would hang before him in every instant of whatever life remained to him.

Falling. Falling and falling forever.

“We all knew people,” spat The Redhead. The tears were large in her eyes, diamonds of exquisite color and clarity that shimmered then shattered and fell down her cheeks along silvered streams.

Ken was lost in their descent. Lost in another fall.

The moment Derek let go of him.

The moment his boy fell to save his mother.

The moment his son was lost.

And he knew who the baby was.

Who it must be.
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“THE BABY,” SAID KEN. “Yours?” He meant to say it with sympathy, with soothing tones that would show he understood. Instead they came out flat, toneless. The words of a man who had no sympathy to give, because every bit of pity was devoted in that moment to salving his own wounds.

Christopher’s sobs stopped almost immediately. He wiped his eyes, and his spine turned into a steel rod. He transformed to one of the supports in their shrinking bastion of humanity, rather than one of the burdens.

Ken wasn’t surprised. Even in a society as purportedly developed and professedly forward as the one they all came from, men were trained to push through what had happened to Christopher. What was still happening.

Women lost babies and it was a tragedy and they wept.

For the fathers it was a tragedy as well, but one that many felt they were expected to muscle over the same as they would any other sticky issue they confronted. That was how men dealt with things. They muscled on. They pushed through. Women pushed through as well, but they often allowed themselves to push through a wall of tears, like a waterfall they had to part around them, a veil of grief they had to cut through to find a valley of healing beyond.

Men, whether culturally or just because of the way they were wired, more often felt the need to hold back their anguish. No waterfall allowed; they built a dam at the top of their feelings, shut all the control gates and let their grief drown them in isolation.

It might not be the right way – Ken knew teachers at his old high school that would debate the rightness and wrongness of it until they passed out from oxygen deprivation – but it was reality. It seemed that most men swallowed their grief, tamped it down, and let it eat at them from the inside. It was what Christopher was doing now.

It was why, when Ken finally touched his shoulder, the younger man didn’t do anything. Didn’t lash out, didn’t push him away. Just stood a little straighter. Don’t worry about me, the motion said. I’ll deal. I’m a man. It’s what I do.

Maggie was a woman. She had to walk through that waterfall, and she expected others to do the same. So she wouldn’t let him drown quietly, and Ken loved that about her. 

She reached for Christopher. He didn’t respond to her, either, but she didn’t take that the way a man would have. She didn’t understand it as “Leave me alone,” but rather as “Try to understand, try to be with me.”

“That’s why you were in town,” she said. “It wasn’t just so you could be part of a photo op with your parents.”

He nodded. The nod was so fast you would miss it if you blinked, an up-down that was more twitch than response. But Ken saw the motion as hopeful. Even such tiny movements kept you afloat when you swam through grief and despair.

“I made that red bracelet for her,” he said. His voice carried no emotion. No sadness, no fear. He sounded like he had already joined the ranks of the dead. “I put it on her myself.”

“The mother?” said Maggie.

“She was one of the reasons Mom and Dad always hated me.” Christopher grimaced. There was no joy in his face, only a reservoir of self-loathing so deep it likely had no bottom. “She was great when I met her. Wonderful. High school.” For a moment his face shone, memory past made vision present. “I loved her. I loved her so much.”

He stopped, his mouth working dryly. Maggie put her other hand on his shoulder. Little Liz was sandwiched between them and Ken more than half-expected the toddler to come awake and start screaming the way she always seemed to do when he and Maggie started fooling around.

But no. That was a thing from Before. A thing she would have done before she –

(started Changing started Becoming)

– had been caught up in this madness.

Maggie had stopped walking, and so had the rest of the row. They had to stop, they were all linked in a mass of arms and legs. One stopped, they all stopped. One fell, they all fell.

“I went to college and when I got back she was a junkie.” The grimace returned to Christopher’s face, if possible less cheerful than the first had been. “I didn’t know about her problems until after she was pregnant. I tried to get custody, but she was careful enough that I couldn’t prove the drug problems so the courts defaulted to her as the mother. And Dad didn’t want to create a stink that would hurt his reelection chances, so he helped her. Helped her keep my baby away from me.”

He beat a fist against his thigh, hard and fast. “She died a few days ago. OD’d. And they found the baby in the apartment, dehydrated and starving and holding onto her mom. They took her – Carina, that was her name, the baby’s name, Heather named her after her grandmother – to the hospital, that’s where she was, she was in the hospital, critical condition when....” What had been a babbling sentence, a fear- and guilt-ridden monologue drifted off. He waved, taking in the entirety of the ruined world in one gesture.

“I’m so sorry.” Maggie’s voice was low. Ken knew she was reliving her own loss. Was seeing her own son fall, and die, and then come back. The return of a dead child, which was every bereft parent’s dream, had been twisted into a nightmare by the Change.

Just like everything else.

Christopher shrugged. Trying to muscle through, to build up the walls of his dam, making the reservoir deep enough that it could hold the grief, could contain the guilt. Could let him drown until he was as dead as his baby. Only she wasn’t dead, was she? She was horribly alive.

“The hospital fell down,” he said. “One of those planes hit it and it fell down. It was St. Luke’s, over on Jefferson.”

He looked at them with a haunted gaze. “It fell down.”

Ken knew what the young man was saying. What he was asking for.

He also knew he was the only one who could give it.

He moved slowly to Christopher. He felt like he was approaching a wounded beast. In a way he was.

He took Christopher in his arms. His missing fingers throbbed, pounding a drumbeat from chest to arm to phantom fingers. Pain speared down his left leg, worse than the thrumming of burns and bruised muscles, worse even than his missing fingers. He took the pain and held it tight. Pain was life. The dead didn’t feel.

“You didn’t let her die,” he said. Ken could tell that to Christopher, and he was the only one who could. Because he knew what it was like to be a father and watch your child die, to be the protector and let your child fall from your arms and be helpless to stop it. “You didn’t let her die, and you couldn’t stop her from changing.”

Christopher collapsed against Ken. He sobbed again, and tears hot as blood fell against Ken’s neck.

Ken held him.

He heard a growl.

(... give up...

... give in...)

Far away. But coming closer.

Ken didn’t move. Not yet.

What was the point of surviving if the survivors were not permitted to live? To grieve for the dead and so demonstrate that they were still alive?

Aaron spoke, and any comfort that Ken might have felt in that moment bled out of him.

“This isn’t an accident,” said the cowboy. Everyone swiveled to stare at him. The older man took a breath, and wiped his face with his one good hand. The other, a starfish with twisted legs that he had tucked into the waist of his pants, twitched with nervous energy.

He looked at Ken. “Your boy came for us.”

Then at Christopher. “Your girl.”

He muttered something. Ken thought it was “Dorcas,” but couldn’t be sure.

Then Aaron looked at them all. “These aren’t random coincidences. They’re targeted attacks. Psychological warfare.” The cowboy looked shaken, weary and worn at the idea of what he was saying. “These things aren’t just trying to kill us or turn us, they want to break us first.”
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“WHAT DO YOU MEAN?” said Buck. Ken thought the big man sounded much smaller than he was. Almost like a child, lost in an unfamiliar place without care of a parent.

Buck had lost his mother only a few days before.

What if she shows up, too?

Ken thrust the thought away. Tried to. It wouldn’t go far.

What if she’s in the horde coming now?

No, she’s dead. Aaron killed her to stop her from being Changed.

So? The dead are rising.

(the children are raising them)

No. She won’t come. She can’t. We can’t take it.

“I mean these things are smart,” said Aaron. “And they know us.”

Aaron looked like he was going to say more, but at that moment The Redhead broke in. “We can’t chat about this right now.”

She pointed at Maggie. At Liz. The little girls’ fingers were twitching. And at the same moment, Ken realized that the sounds of the horde – the far-off but still-too-close-for-comfort horde – had died.

“What –?”

Movement stole his voice. He looked down.

There were several bodies on the road. Several people who had been peeled apart and half-devoured, like appetizers when the main course suddenly rolls out earlier than expected.

He had barely noticed them – they were just part of the landscape, as normal now as a gray Toyota might have been a week ago.

Ken could smell death on the corpses, the stink of putrefaction seeping out of pores and oozing out of shattered stumps; leaking out of open mouths that allowed gas to escape from methane-bloated stomach cavities. A few of the bodies looked as though they had actually burst, ripped apart from neck to crotch.

All were dead.

All were well into decomposition.

And all were moving.
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THIS HAD HAPPENED BEFORE. Stuck in a plane with nothing but the dead, and the dead had risen up to attack Ken and his friends. That was when they lost one more of their number. That was when Dorcas stayed behind to give them a few critical seconds to escape.

Christopher had done the same; an action that now seemed less insane generosity and more insane penitence. Whether he had a hand in his baby’s death or not, Christopher believed himself guilty. And while evil men confronted by true guilt will spend the rest of their days proclaiming their innocence to the tops of the mountains, so good men faced with guilt they did nothing to earn will accept a sin in solemn silence and seek out every opportunity to make it right.

And when they couldn’t fix the underlying cause of the guilt, as Christopher could not, they would all-too-often seek penitence and absolution in insane offerings of self-sacrifice. They did not offer riches or indulgences, but rather sold their own safety, gave their own futures as ransom for the blame they had never earned but carried nonetheless.

Ken hadn’t been there for the things Christopher had – or hadn’t – done to save his child. But looking at him now he had no doubt that if anyone was wronged, it was the young man. He had been lied to, betrayed by his own family when he most needed them. His daughter stolen away. Dead – he thought – in the collapse that followed the Change.

So Christopher had stayed behind, had been willing to pay the ultimate price. Torn apart at the hands of the things that had once been dead and now moved again.

Movies that Ken had seen featured two kinds of zombies: the ones that were alive, if only on a technical level, and the ones who were the reanimated flesh of the dead. The former were humans infected by virus or voodoo, made into killers by nature or as an effect of human meddling. The latter were things that were brought to life by forces outside of human understanding.

The movies had gotten it wrong. And right.

Zombies were living humans infected with some strange disease. They came after you, to bite you and make of you the very thing that you most feared: a part of the protean organism that flowed across the face of the earth, a thing with billions of cells that had each once been autonomous creatures.

Zombies were also the dead brought to life. As the things nearby demonstrated all too clearly.

A man who ended below the knees was sitting up, ruined face looking back and forth as he maneuvered into a mockery of normal mobility.

A woman who had been torn in two via a gash that ran from her right clavicle down to her left hip bone was rolling ineffectively, trying to use her head and her right arm as anchors to get into place. To stand, to move.

A man who had his throat torn away, pulled out so completely that the gray-white of his spine could be seen in the back of the mangled mess, was slowly getting to his feet.

They were all breathing – or at least all pushing air in and out of their mouths – in time.

“We’ve gotta get outta here,” said The Redhead. She pointed at Liz and Hope, who were also breathing in time with the zombies. “Before they call ‘em down on us.”

Here was where the movies had gotten it wrong: it wasn’t a choice between live and undead. Zombies were real, and there were both.

Live infected...

... and undead cursed to live again.

Ken wondered for a moment how it was that the stories had come to life, how it was that something so blatantly impossible had taken a firm grip on reality and thrust itself into that once-closed system.

He wondered how the stories had started in the first place. He remembered a line from the animated version of Pinocchio: “All this has happened before, and it will all happen again.”

Was this not the first time the zombies had taken form in their world?

He also wondered how his daughters had a part in it. How they apparently controlled a piece of it.

As if irritated to be the subject of his thoughts, Liz and Hope stopped breathing.

So did the undead. The ones that could move enough to do so turned to orient on Ken and the other survivors.

“Run,” whispered The Redhead.

Then she said it again. Frighteningly loud in the sudden stillness.

“RUN!”
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THE ZOMBIES THAT HAD their genesis in death were slower than those born of bite wounds. Not much, but some.

Still, they were fast. Faster than a group of exhausted, crippled survivors.

Ken looked at Hope. She bounced in Buck’s arms. Limp, loose... and somehow connected to the maimed things that pulled themselves closer, closer.

Is she doing this?

Does she know?

Is she one of them?

It was this last that was most frightening. What if his daughter was no longer his daughter? What if she was one of the zombies, albeit one that was wearing a better mask of flesh, a more lifelike camouflage than the others?

What would he do then?

What should he do?

What could he do?

Buck was whispering something, wheezing the words through gritted teeth as he ran, holding onto Hope with one arm, pulling Ken with the other. “No Hope no Hope no Hope no Hope no....”

Ken supposed he could have been declaring his lack of hope, lowercase “h,” but he thought the big man was asking the little girl to stop what she was doing. To let the mangled cadavers rising around them lay down and resume their long sleep.

Aaron was pulling Christopher along. A moment later The Redhead joined them, grabbing Christopher’s other arm and throwing it over her shoulder. She had one of her machetes in her free hand, and swung it at a zombie as she helped Christopher lean on her.

A hand fell to the ground. Pussing over with the yellow ooze. It lay twitching like an upended turtle. Not dead – or not any deader than the rest of the zombie. The creature whose hand she had lopped off barely paused before grabbing at The Redhead with his remaining hand.

She didn’t pause either. Reversed grip on her machete. Plunged it into his open mouth. The dead zombie made no sound – the dead ones looked like they were screaming, but they never vocalized, not ever – but the viscous pink sludge that apparently kept shelter in their skulls erupted from the wound. The zombie went crazy. It held up its hands to the sky as though praying to a god only it could see. Its feet danced a quick rat-ta-tap on the pavement, then it fell to earth and started beating its face against the blacktop.

More of the pink goo splashed. Even more. The crunch-crack-thock of meat and bone shearing away made Ken’s stomach twist. Maggie gagged, a hrrrrk sound that didn’t help his own intestinal distress much. He tasted acid at the back of his throat.

Another zombie shuffled on two legs that ended unevenly above the ankles. It moved past the one that was beating its own head to a nub on the blacktop. The headless one reached out and attacked its fellow. The two fell into a melee as violent as any Ken had yet seen.

He looked away.

The other undead creatures were closing.

Five or so behind.

Another half dozen ahead.

Six more turning a corner nearby.

They were all too fast.

“What now?” said Aaron. Ken didn’t know why the cowboy – or anyone else – kept asking him that question.

He suddenly wanted to lay down and die. It wasn’t the sound of the zombies, either. He simply couldn’t stand the thought of going on like this forever.

He’d lost his son, and it looked like he was losing his daughters as well.

Just sit down and let it happen, man.

The ten-plus zombies ahead were not going to be easy to get by.

“What now?” Aaron repeated.

Sally growled, as though adding his own two cents to the moment. Adding encouragement, but also requiring answers.

Ken didn’t know what to say.

Just sit down.

Just let it happen.

The thoughts were not, sadly, the product of the psychic attack that had been coming faster and harder since the Change. They were his. He recognized his own inner voice, though the words were new. He had never thought of himself as a quitter, and was dismayed to find how comfortable the thoughts were now. They fit as tightly and comfortably as old shoes, friends long-buried in the detritus of his mind but made familiar and all-too-friendly by the present circumstances.

And the reason for his despair was obvious. It wasn’t the imminent doom of yet another horde. Nor was it the fact that even the dead were apparently a threat as long as his daughters were present.

No, it was his daughters themselves. It was the fact that he had lost Derek; had invested the rest of his hopes for the future in the little girls that hung limp beside him. And more and more he was realizing – was being forced to realize – that he might be hoping for something impossible.

What good to hope for your children if they have been taken, whether their bodies remain or not?

Then a flash of memory came. Not long memory, not a memory of before the Change, a time that was already receding into ghostly unreality. This was a time only a few short hours before.

He remembered Hope saying, “We’ve been here for seven poops!”

He remembered Liz curled up and asleep against the snow leopard. Her chubby fist bound up in the thick fur of the cat, like any baby with the world’s largest plush toy.

The moment saved him. The memories threw up a shield of truth that warded off the despair that had invaded his mind. Maybe only for a day or even a moment. But he picked up the pace again.

So maybe the girls were a part of this.

But this – whatever it was – wasn’t all they were.

They were still his daughters. His little girls. He had to believe that. To believe otherwise would be to give up give in die die die.

Ken refused.

He forced himself to stand a bit taller. To bear more of his own weight instead of leaning on others. The rest of the survivors looked to him. He didn’t know why – Aaron would have been a more logical choice to lead, and even Buck seemed to have become a strong person bent on saving the girls.

But the others looked to him.

He wouldn’t be the first to fall.
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THE THING ABOUT RESOLVE is that it doesn’t matter until it is tested. Until it buts up against the challenge that defines it, it has no intrinsic worth and is merely false hope.

Ken felt that reality acutely as he limped forward with the rest of his friends and family – one and the same, really.

Doom was behind, death ahead. And it was literal death: embodied in the moving forms of people that had risen up from rot and walking on bones and flesh that had ceased metabolizing days ago.

Liz’s hand twitched. Sally was there, the big cat growling deep in his throat as he walked beside Maggie. It looked like Maggie would have to fall, have to trip over the cat. But Sally was always just out of the way, always just beyond tripping range.

Ken realized that, all abreast and synchronized as they were, the survivors were almost walking like the zombies. Moving as one, each aware of the other and coordinating their movements to mesh with the others’.

There was something to that. Something important.

Liz’s limp hand drifted across Sally’s back.

One of the things behind them stumbled. Coincidence? Ken didn’t know, and he didn’t have any way to find out. Not now.

Not with a tight knot of undead ahead, stretching out into an uneven line that seemed random until you looked and saw they were within arm’s reach of one another. Nothing could get through without being grabbed. Probably by two or more of the things.

The Redhead reached into her pocket and withdrew her walkie-talkie.  She flicked a switch. Murmured, “Whatever you’re going to do, do it fast.”

The return voice was too low to hear. Ken hoped whoever was on the other end of the radio had good news, but The Redhead’s expression clouded.

Not good news.

No such thing as good news anymore.
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KEN FELT HIMSELF DRAWN to one side. Aaron was pulling the group toward a storefront whose window had been broken out. A mannequin wearing a gray dress and a blood-spattered scarf leaned through the window like a drunk who had simply passed out after a particularly intense bender. Aaron’s intent was obvious: get inside, try to find a way through, to escape through the back.

Failing that, it was as good a place for a last stand as any.

The group stumbled with him for a few steps, then Ken felt a competing pull. Not toward the store, but forward again. Toward the zombies that stood before them.

“What are you doin’?” snapped Aaron.

The Redhead answered. “My best to save your ass, cowboy.”

Aaron growled, as though he didn’t like being called a cowboy. Or maybe he didn’t mind it, but didn’t think she had earned the privilege. “You gonna run us straight toward –“

The things hissed. It was the first sound that Ken had heard the undead zombies make. Not a vocalization in the strictest sense, but a sound that brought to mind the rattle of a cornered diamondback.

At the same time, he heard a louder noise. The sound of an engine. A diesel thrum that was louder than he would have expected to hear on Boise’s streets even before the Change. It wasn’t just the loudness of it, either, it was the choppiness of it. It had the rickety crick-crack of an engine that was used not for mileage but for hauling. Something built for more than its ability to get from point A to point B.

The rhythmic clock-tock-crick-crack of the diesel engine got louder. Closer.

The zombies remained silent. But also got closer.

Ken wondered which one would reach them first.
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THE ENGINE ARRIVED. And with it, thirty-foot blades with edges keen enough to slice a ream of paper cleanly in two.

Another curiosity of Boise, but one that Ken had always loved: it was the urban extension of a strictly agrarian community. As such, the buildings and businesses were placed around and among acres of open farmland. It wasn’t unusual for a dentist to have fifty acres of corn as his only neighboring business, or for a Wal-Mart to back up to a working ranch, the smell of livestock drifting over to greet people as they exited with inexpensive items that were “Made in America” even if they were assembled somewhere in Thailand.

Boise was a city of contradictions. Hungering to be taken seriously as a urban center, but unwilling to give up its roots as a farming community. It had a hockey team, an amphitheater for concerts. It also had a large number of kids who took a week or two off school every year to help with the crops.

It had Best Buy for electronics beside Cabella’s where you could buy all your hunting gear.

It had new megaplex theaters alongside old-fashioned places that still showed black and white films.

It had streets where you could see people driving to work in a Lexus or a Honda tricked out to impress, or a Ford or a Jeep tricked out to work.

And, apparently, you could also see people driving John Deere tractor combine harvesters down the middle of the roads.
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AT NEARLY TWENTY FEET tall and thirty feet wide at its widest point, the great green beast was almost as much of a monster as the things in front of Ken and the other survivors.

Almost.

And, in some ways, more so.

It hove into view, managing to look both ponderous and slow and at the same time faster than Ken would have believed. Bright green, the only swatches of color the yellow John Deere symbol on sides and front and a red fire extinguisher clamped to the side of the huge cab.

John wasn’t a farmer any more than he was a hunter. But you couldn’t grow up in a place like Boise without at least knowing a few basics. So he knew that this was a combine harvester that could be used to harvest a variety of grains. He also knew that the long thing on the front that looked like a bingo cage lined with Ginsu knives was the thresher, and it epitomized “things you don’t want to walk in front of.”

The driver was barely visible through the glare that splashed sunlight across the front of the cab. Even at this distance Ken could tell he was huge, a body built like that of a pro wrestler crammed on the bench seat of the thresher. It looked likely that he had never actually gotten into the machine, but rather had been born on the seat and grown to giant manhood right there; that was the only way Ken could fathom him getting inside.

He was also dressed like The Redhead, with what looked like body armor and a gas mask swinging from his tree-trunk of a neck. His skin was black. Not the light brown of so many people that Ken and his friends referred to as “black” or even “African American” if they were still a few years behind the ever-shifting curve of PC designations, but so deep and dark it was almost the color of night.

He was smiling. It was not the carefree smile that Christopher so often wore – or had worn before he attacked his own child in this strangest of wars. No, it was the tight grin of a man about to kill. A smile that Ken had never really seen – not even on Aaron, who kept his emotions under tightest control – but which he recognized instantly. And which he feared.

The huge man was driving the thresher right at the zombies that separated him from the survivors.

The John Deere suddenly leapt forward.

The undead between Ken and the huge harvester finally seemed to take note of the new threat.

They turned to see what had crept up behind them.

They hissed that diamondback-rattler hiss.
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THE BLADES HIT THE first of the undead.

Then metal and flesh met.

Metal won.

Metal continued through to bone.

This was a tougher contest, but again metal proved victorious.

Blood flew in high arcs, a splash of red that painted the side of the green and yellow cab. Ken thought almost idly that the thing looked ready for Christmas.

The horde ahead was gone in under two seconds. Not cut down, not blown to pieces the way the RPG had done.

Just gone.

They disappeared into the whirling cyclone blades of the thresher. Some simply flung into the air as mist, others were blended to a pulp and carried along a conveyor to a cylinder that had been angled out so the paste spewed onto the street instead of into the grain bin behind the cab.

In moments all that was left of the undead was grume and a few tiny things that twitched and foamed yellow. Too small to worry about, too tiny to be threats.

The thresher pulled past the kill zone, huge tires riding over the red patch that had once been things that, in turn, had once been people.

The black man reached a massive arm over and pushed open the cab door. The door was mostly clear plastic or some kind of acrylic, and the man threw it open with such force that it warped, bouncing off the cab before he caught it again in a hand the size of a hubcap.

“What the hell are you waiting for?” he screamed. His voice was deeper than he was big, rumbling like tectonic plates about to quake. “Get IN.”

He nodded.

Ken looked over his shoulder and realized that in the sheer shock of the thresher’s appearance, he had forgotten that the undead in front weren’t the only ones.

There were still the ones behind.

The ones that hadn’t stopped chasing them.

The ones that were now only feet away.
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THE ROW OF PEOPLE SLUMPED toward the thresher.

Ken pushed Maggie ahead. Pushed Buck. Neither resisted. They held the girls, the things that seemed to be at once the most important, fragile, and dangerous part of the group.

Hissing followed them. He wondered if this meant the undead things were changing the way the... infected ones had been doing. The thought terrified him.

If the dead could not only rise up, but learn and change and evolve, what hope for humanity?

He didn’t look back.

Sally fell suddenly behind them. The snow leopard roared, the bellow of a big cat that had marked its prey. Something hissed, then there were low sounds of struggle.

Sally leapt back into view. More blood poured from the wound on his side. He had lost an eye.

He didn’t seem to mind. He ran to Maggie and licked little Liz’s limp foot. He let Hope’s trailing hand fall across his back, then danced back silently to tangle with the undead behind.

More growling, a roar. Hissing.

Maggie was at the idling thresher. She put her hands on the guardrails that ran up either side of the steep ladder-stairs that led to the cab. Pulled herself in. The black man smiled tensely at her, as though even in the midst of a calamity certain niceties must be observed. Ken almost expected him to say, “This is your captain speaking.”

Next was Buck. Maggie shuffled over to give him space on the bench.

And that was it. The cab was full.

No room for anyone else.

The hissing increased.

Sally leapt forward and somehow managed to navigate the ladder.

“The hell is that?” shrieked the driver.

Ken heard Buck and Maggie start to explain, heard bits of “He’s with us,” and “He’s all right” before the huge bear-man – so big he dwarfed even Buck’s six-foot-plus frame – waved them to silence.

He looked over Ken’s head. Then at The Redhead.

“Move, Theresa, move!” he screamed. And there was genuine terror in his gaze.

Terror, but Ken wondered where they were supposed to move to.
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THE REDHEAD – HARD to think about her as a Theresa – jumped onto the thresher, then clambered across the side of the cab as nimbly as Christopher might have done. She gestured to Aaron. “Get him inside!” She pointed at Christopher.

Aaron eyed the cab. “Where should I put him?”

“Anywhere you can fit him!”

Christopher threw off the cowboy’s arm almost angrily. He bounded up the ladder, slammed the cab door shut, and then climbed across the blood-slick outside of the vehicle until he was next to Theresa. He eyed her as though daring her to say something.

She looked almost admiringly at him. Nodded. Admitting his right to be there, Ken thought.

Ken was next. Aaron propelled him halfway up the ladder. Then the cowboy barely made it onto the bottom rung before the thresher leaped forward.

The blades churned again.

They were pointed the wrong direction, but Ken knew that it didn’t matter. This wasn’t an attack, it was an escape.

The things were still coming.

One of them put a hand on Aaron’s work boot. Aaron hooked his left arm – his bad arm – through the handrail. He spun and kicked. The undead thing’s head exploded in red and pink. The thing danced mindless madness, instant and infinite insanity gripping it. It didn’t let go of Aaron, though, and the cowboy was losing his grip.

Ken jumped down a step and aimed his own kick. He wasn’t as expert as Aaron, but all the years of martial arts held him in good stead and he got a good front kick in. Right over Aaron’s shoulder, straight into the thing’s own shoulder. It spun the undead around, tearing it free of Aaron. The monster, the dead thing, was nearly headless, but it somehow sensed it was near to other moving creatures, because it grabbed one of its once-sisters and began tearing huge chunks of flesh from the other undead.

The dead woman it was attacking didn’t even acknowledge it. She kept trying for the thresher as it slowly moved forward. The vehicle had been moving quickly when Ken first saw it, but apparently there had been a bit of momentum involved in its velocity. To get up speed it had to have time.

Not like the zombies. They ran fast from the Change. They killed quickly from the get-go.

The dead woman finally went down when the one Aaron and Ken had kicked ripped the back off her neck. It must have interrupted all signals from head to body because she fell and was still. Her fingers twitched.

Then feet.

She would rise again. Soon.

Ken looked for the next undead.

He kicked at one that was reaching for them. He connected, knocking the thing back. It went to one knee and the driver swerved at the same time. He was undoubtedly trying to miss something in the road, but it was almost a choreographed move. The huge tires of the thresher ground the zombie beneath them. It didn’t rise again. Ken couldn’t even see where it had been: just one more stain on a road filthy from the destruction of the past days.

Aaron was fighting off the things, good hand and both feet a blur. Efficient motions meant not to subdue or still, but to cripple and kill. The moves of a trained soldier.

Or assassin.

Ken glanced at Christopher and Theresa. The redheaded woman was holding to a horizontal bracket on the side of the thresher’s cab. She was holding herself up out of reach of the undead, but every so often she would drop down and land a pair of heavy black boots in a forehead or face. Sometimes it triggered that jittering madness, other times not.

She smiled regardless. Ken remembered the diamond tears she had wept. Wondered what had happened when the RPGs flew. What she had lost.

Christopher was lower than Theresa. He wasn’t using his feet to kick at pursuers. Feet were more powerful, and safer to use than anything else.

But Christopher had abandoned safety some time ago. He must have dropped the medieval style axe at some point, and now he was simply punching the zombies. Wild swings as he shrieked wordless screams of pain that nearly turned to pleasure each time his knuckles connected with a face, a body. He was crying in his rapturous rage. Ken wondered if he was attacking the things that had changed his baby, or if he saw himself in the things, and was murdering the father that had left a baby behind.

Never mind that it wasn’t true in the slightest. It was the lie that good parents saw when they lost a child. The what if that haunted them. That would haunt Ken.

It happened. Christopher’s recklessness caught him. One of the undead grabbed his arm. Pulled it toward him.

Christopher almost fell off the side of the thresher. He would have been killed outright if that had happened.

But he managed to hold on.

Pulling away from the mouth.

Always the mouth.

Always the terror of Change. Fear of loss that even a man torn to nothing by grief could understand.
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KEN LOOKED AUTOMATICALLY to Aaron. The cowboy was busy. Pummeling his own attacker, his arm still threaded through the handrail, still trying to stay on the still-crawling thresher while stopping the undead –

(are there more of them there are where are they coming from how long will they come how long can we hold off how long can we hold out?)

– from climbing on and taking them all down. Theresa was still doing her homicidal Tarzan move.

No one could help.

Ken ran up the stairs. Using both hands for speed, even though gripping with his three-fingered left was agony.

He jumped to the thin strip of metal by the cabin.

The driver looked at him. A look that said, “We can’t stop, you can’t come in.”

Ken shook his head. He didn’t want in.
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CHRISTOPHER WAS SCREAMING. Not the homicidal scream of a man born to the edge of madness. It was fear. Not fear of pain or death, but fear of something worse. This was damnation, pure and simple: condemnation to a mindless life of wandering and serving. No choice, no self. Just existence, and heeding the call to rise and destroy.

Ken tried to blank out the cries, or at least to blank out the terror that they carried. The fear that tried to force itself into his own mind.

One of his martial arts instructors, a barrel-chested Persian with scarred knuckles and a smile broader than a crescent moon, had always quoted Miyamoto Musashi, author of The Book of Five Rings, a seminal book on sword fighting written in the 1600s.

“Both in fighting and in everyday life you should be determined through calm,” Master Arman would say. The words would come as a whisper, usually during the last pushup after a grueling sparring session. Musashi’s wisdom moving through the centuries to remind Ken to focus not on the struggle to survive what – at the time – had seemed like the hardest thing he would do, but rather to focus on the calm that underlay the struggle.

He wondered what had happened to Master Arman. If his old teacher had survived the Change. He hoped so.

“Be determined through calm.” The swordsman’s words.

He took what he wanted from the side of the cab.

Christopher was still screaming.

Ken felt the calm that he had always sought, the calm that had always eluded him. Not the feeling that everything would work out the way he hoped, but the sudden realization that, live or die, he was trying. That, live or die, everything would turn out the way it should; the way it must.

Determined through calm.

Musashi had been a ronin. A samurai whose lord had fallen.

Ken had no master. His world had fallen, and all that was left were his friends.

Through calm.

His family.

Calm.

He plucked the cherry red fire extinguisher off the side of the cab. It was held in place by a clamp designed to be stiff enough that the extinguisher wouldn’t come off during the normal jouncing of the machine’s operation.

In Ken’s –

(calm)

– hands it fell open like the arms of a long-lost friend.

Christopher was still shrieking.

Ken eschewed the handle or the shell. He pulled the hose assembly, throwing the red canister over his shoulder like some strange scuba gear.

Then dancing down. Dancing like a swordsman. Like the calm Musashi in his Five Rings, moving from prologue to epilogue. Inevitable start to inescapable end.

He used his bad hand to grab a bracket similar to the one Theresa was still using. Then he stepped on Christopher’s shoulder. The younger man screamed again, terrified anew at what was happening. But Ken could not help that.

He was calm.

This was how it had to be.

He used his foot to push Christopher back against the side of the thresher, then used the same thrust he had generated to lean forward. The momentum thus created traveled through his foot, his leg, his torso. Velocity increased as it traveled up his arm, then through the hose of the fire extinguisher.

The canister snaked out, then the forward momentum ended like the crack of a whip, turning forward to down in a tight arc.

The head of the zombie that had been pulling Christopher toward it disappeared in a spray of blood and bone. The thing danced. But Ken barely noticed the dance as he pushed it away. It was not Musashi’s dance, so he did not care.

It was not calm, so it did not deserve notice.

The fire extinguisher exploded as well, the impact separating tubing and handle and canister. It disappeared into the frenzy.

Ken let it go. He had no need for it.

The thresher lunged forward as the driver shifted gears.

The undead were suddenly left behind.

And all was silent.

All was...

... calm.
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IT DIDN’T LAST.

Nothing good could last, at least not now, not so soon after the change.

Perhaps not ever again.

Ken felt the calm that had captured him suddenly release him. He felt the pain in his back, his leg. The agony sprouting from absent fingers and sending tortured tendrils grinding their way through his left hand and arm.

He vomited on Christopher’s head.

It wasn’t much, just a thin gruel of storm water and the power bars that Ken had managed to choke down while lying in a semi-comatose state and then awake for far too short a time in the underground areas of Boise.

Still, it was enough to wring a shriek out of the younger man.

“Are you kidding me?” Christopher glared up, then averted his eyes in time to barely avoid getting a faceful of round two. More warm vomitus trailed around his ears and down the back of his shirt. He looked up, squinting to make sure he wasn’t going to get hit a third time, then unleashed a stream of invectives so enraged and inventive that Ken almost smiled.

Sometimes the universe sends us gifts.

Sometimes the gift is a calm to get us through an impossible moment.

Sometimes it is a faceful of puke, and the incredibly hilarious sight of a once-too-handsome-to-be-believed friend trying haplessly to clean himself off one-handed while clinging to a giant tractor that trundles through a dead city.

Christopher was still screaming, still raging.

The redheaded Theresa started laughing with Ken. Wheezing “Oh my gosh oh my gosh oh my gosh” over and over, a phrase that seemed so innocent and out of place beside Christopher’s raging epithets that it just made Ken laugh all the more.

Another laugh joined theirs. Aaron, the old cowboy hanging off the side of the ladder, the arm threaded through the handrail and one foot on the ladder the only things keeping him on the vehicle. He was laughing so hard that he was crying, tears rolling down his weathered cheeks like streams cutting their way through long-dry beds.

They had all lost people. Had all found them in horrible ways. Ken sensed that Theresa, too, had been touched by the loss that was felt so keenly and quickly now.

Of course she has. It’s the World After. Everyone alive has lost someone. The lucky ones haven’t found them again.

The thought just made Ken laugh all the harder.

A moment later, Christopher laughed as well.

Hooting like maniacs, they rode the thresher through Boise.
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THE LAUGHTER PETERED out.

Aaron fell silent first, and Ken saw steel come back into the cowboy’s eyes. He began scanning: left, right, left right. Up, down. Left, right, left, right. Up, down. His eyes moved methodically and without ceasing. The other side of the thresher was a huge blind spot for the time being, but at least on this side nothing would get past the wary eye of the older man.

Ken looked around as well.

He saw nothing.

But he heard a cry. One of terror, one of fear.

And his heart almost jumped out of his body for happiness.

He climbed as quickly as he could toward the cabin. The grace and agility that had been endowed upon him like some Heavenly gift were gone, so it seemed to take forever. Forever in which he could bask in the sound.

It was Lizzie.

The sound of his daughter, crying. Not the sound of a tiny demon shrieking for help, not the sound of panting, of gasping, of –

(give up give in)

– growling that demanded despair. It was just the sound of a little girl hungry and tired and afraid.

It was music.

Ken pulled himself to the cabin and was almost hit by the door as it opened. It would have been a sort of cosmic irony, to survive all that he had only to get whacked in the face by the cab door and so thrown off and probably crushed to death by the blood-inked wheels of the thresher.

He threw himself back, barely missing the acrylic door.

“Ken!”

It was Maggie. She didn’t sound panicked. She was happy, he could hear the smile in her voice.

He clambered in the cab. Not all the way – there wasn’t room – but he poked his head in.

The toddler stopped crying when he did, and for a wonderful moment he thought it was because she had seen him. Then she giggled and he realized she was being licked rapidly on the nose by Sally. The snow leopard looked like he was grinning, and his huge pink tongue was lapping at Liz like she was a cool drink of water after a too-long thirst.

Ken felt like he had come home. He would often walk into the house – was it even there anymore? – and hear Liz laughing. Running up, not to him but to his briefcase or his papers or some other thing he carried that had caught her eye. And that was all right; that was the way it should be, in a way. He was her father, and if he was doing his job she shouldn’t feel like he was a rare treat, but rather a permanent and comforting fixture in her life. Not an amusement, but a security blanket with strong arms to wrap around her.

She didn’t laugh at him, she laughed at Sally. A hand batted out and punched the snow leopard, hitting him right on his truncated ear. Ken’s heart lurched again, this time in fear that that the snow leopard would revert to its wild roots and attack the little girl.

Sally didn’t seem to register what had to be a painful punch. He just kept licking, lapping, and Lizzy kept laughing.

Maggie looked at him, smiling. She didn’t say “She’s back, our baby is here again.” She didn’t have to. Ken saw it in her eyes, and it was as loud and clear as if she had written it in hundred-foot letters in the sky.

Buck looked morose. He was staring at Hope, waiting for her to wake. She slept on. Moaned once, but did not move her body. Still locked in whatever coma or fugue commanded her body during the attack.

Ken touched Buck’s shoulder. He thought it strange that he, the parent, should be comforting a comparative stranger about the continuing insensibility of his own daughter. But he also knew Buck wasn’t really a stranger. Not anymore. They had all shed blood for one another. They were all family, and that was right, and Buck was worried about this girl in his arms the same way he would worry about a sister, niece, mother, daughter. She was his and he was hers.

That was right, too.

The thresher lurched.

Ken worried for a moment about what new horror that portended.

Then he realized that the driver had downshifted. Slowing down.

“We walk from here,” he said. “Or most likely run.”
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KEN SAW WHY THE DRIVER stopped: there was another roadblock. A city bus had overturned and spun halfway through a building. It sprawled halfway across the street, blocking too much of it for the thresher to pass.

Everyone got out quickly. Sally first, leaping down to the asphalt, landing silently. He favored his left front paw, but did not whine or whimper. Just looked around like an advance scout.

The rest of the survivors piled out. The driver and Theresa came last.

Theresa hugged the driver, and Ken could tell that whatever he and the others had been through, these two had had similar experiences. Had been bound by pain and death and sacrifice. Family.

“Where’s Brandon, Elijah?” she said.

The huge man shook his head. He tried to talk, choked, tried again. “When you were being attacked, he hit them with the RPG.”

Theresa’s face shone with the dread certainty of someone who knows the end of a terrible story, but cannot help but listen to the whole of it. “He could have run,” she whispered.

Elijah shook his head. “There wasn’t time, and you know it. And he didn’t know how to drive the –“

Theresa cut him off with a gesture. She hugged him again. “I know,” she said. Her voice was a harsh whisper. “I know, you dumb bear.”

Elijah hugged her so tightly Ken thought he could hear Theresa’s ribs creak. Then he released her and Ken could see wetness shining on his face. “Your brother let himself die so we could live,” he said. “Let’s not waste that.”

Theresa nodded. The harshness came back into her expression, her eyes deadened. She looked at the group.

“Come on,” she said. “We’ve got places to go and things to do.”

She looked at the still-crying Lizzie and the still-silent Hope as she said this.

Ken didn’t like the look she gave them.
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THE RUN WAS BLESSEDLY short. Ken could feel the survivors – at least the ones he knew, if not Elijah and Theresa – going slower and slower with each passing yard, foot, inch.

They had to move around piles of debris, over crashed cars. One time they even had to help one another under a pile-up of construction scaffolding that had formed a weird tunnel that all-but-completely blocked the street. It was strangely beautiful, and Ken couldn’t help but feel like he was being born again as he crawled through one side of the tunnel and came out another.

They heard the growl. The call to surrender. But it was far, and weak.

They had time, they had entire minutes. And that seemed better than anything Ken could remember. An eternity of safety. He almost didn’t know what to do with himself.

Start a new hobby, Ken.

Build a business, Ken.

Sail around the world, Ken.

Figure out what the hell’s going on with your kids, Ken.

The last was troubling, and impossible to figure out. At least for now. He shelved it.

They ran around a final series of half-demolished buildings. The structures stood gray and already seemed to be crumbling in the harsh light of the day, an apocalyptic scene that seemed months into the dissolution of society, not mere days.

How far can we fall? How fast?

The speed at which everything had crumbled was astonishing. The rot had set in, not merely among the undead, but among the basic structures of life before the Change. Everything was moving too fast. Ken felt like he was on top of an ice floe heading toward a waterfall. Trying to keep upright, trying to balance, trying at the same time to jump to a new location that would no doubt provide footing just as treacherous as the spot he had just abandoned.

They turned a final corner.

No more buildings ahead. Just empty space. A long straightaway for a while, more buildings in the distance, but nothing for at least half a mile.

But Elijah was slowing down.

“A beauty, ain’t she?” he said.

Ken didn’t understand. And then he did. He looked at the one thing between them and the next bit of civilization.

Buck was a bit faster on the uptake. “Are you totally fricking kidding me?” he said. He glanced at Maggie, apparently remembering her giving people an earful over choices of language in front of the kids. She didn’t look back, and Buck looked relieved that “freaking” wasn’t on the forbidden list.

Elijah nodded. “That’s my baby.”

Then he turned to face the group. Theresa did, too. And they were both holding guns. Theresa had hers pointed at Buck, and Elijah’s was directly centered on Maggie.

No, Ken realized. Not at Maggie and Buck.

They were aiming at Hope and at Lizzie.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]




48


[image: image]


––––––––
[image: image]


KEN MOVED. THE CALM before had been the eye; now he was the hurricane.

But before he could take more than a step, someone grabbed him. An arm went around his throat, cinching in tight. He felt the hand at the end of the arm clasp something.

Figure four. A good one.

The thoughts were automatic. They were also the last ones that were fully-formed and conscious before black threads began weaving across his vision.

A proper choke hold does not cut off air. Going without air is not a full choke to martial artists. It is suffocation, and suffocation can be endured for seconds or even minutes.

A choke, a true choke, however, is much more dangerous. It cuts off both air and the passage of blood from heart and lungs to head. It causes the brain to lose oxygen. It causes unconsciousness in seconds. If held longer than ten or twelve seconds it can cause paralysis, brain damage, death.

Ken saw the black move across his eyes. 

What’s going on? Wazzgoinon?

He saw Christopher move at him. Saw a boot kick out and catch the young man in the solar plexus, dropping him. Maggie screamed. Buck clearly wanted to move but just as clearly didn’t know what to do while still holding Hope and facing down the barrel of a gun.

Ken disappeared into black.
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TOK-tok.

Tok-tok.

Tok-tok.

Tok-tok.

Ken had a Big Wheel trike when he was a kid. He loved the feel of the plastic grips, the streamers his parents bought him and the way they waved behind the grips when he went so fast it felt like he could fly.

But he especially –

(Tok-tok.

Tok-tok.)

– loved the sound. The big plastic circle at the front going over the seams in the sidewalk cement, followed by the sound of the two smaller back wheels following suit.

Tok-tok.

Tok-tok.

It was the Big Wheel that he rode back to consciousness. The Big Wheel that he took back with him, riding on it and somehow smiling even though the worst had happened.

Tok-tok.

Tok-tok.

(Aaron did it Aaron did it he knocked me out and dropped Christopher and what the hell is going on?)

Tok-tok.

Tok-tok.

Ken opened his eyes. The Big Wheel disappeared.

He couldn’t see anything. He thought he was blind for a moment, wondered if Aaron had held the choke too long. Another irony: to survive the zombies and be destroyed by his friend.

Then he realized that he could feel fabric across his eyes. The darkness wasn’t absolute, it was the filtered black of a blindfold.

At the same moment he felt thick fingers. Heard a familiar voice.

“I’m going to take this off. Please don’t act crazy or it goes back on.”

The blindfold came off. It wasn’t much brighter without it. Ken was sitting in what he instantly recognized as a train.

Tok-tok.

Tok-tok.

It was moving. Railspan by railspan passing below the turning wheels, taking them God only knew where.

Aaron was kneeling in front of him. The cowboy stared at Ken with concern.

“I bet you’d like to know what’s going on,” he said.
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“I bet you’d like to know what’s going on.”

The words hung in the air, and somehow they didn’t seem to make it to Ken Strickland. He heard them, but understanding eluded him. Just like the reason he was here escaped his understanding.

The world had ended.

He had lost his son.

His daughters were... changing. Into what, he had no idea. He only knew that they vacillated between the two- and seven-year-old he knew, and a pair of strangers who seemed to want the destruction of the few people who had managed to survive the first days of the end of the world.

Maggie... at least she was still his. Still his wife, still his love.

But where was she?

The words the cowboy had spoken remained in midair between them. Caught in a stasis of unreality far greater than that of men and women who turned on one another, than that of insects swarming and attacking and dying in the millions, even greater than the dead rising up to attack the living.

“I bet you’d like to know what’s going on.”

Ken didn’t understand the words, so he ignored them. Turned away from them, mentally and literally. He craned his neck around.

He was inside a steel box. Corrugated sides, top. It was gunmetal gray, nearly featureless. It smelled like feed, a gamey smell that was nearly pleasant and brought to mind horses and cattle and farms – things that spoke of life and a world that had been, a world that should still be. He was in an empty shipping container.

A boxcar.

The box that should have contained life but had somehow become a tomb swayed slightly. It jounced minutely. Tok-tok. Tok-tok. Tok-tok. The sound of steel wheels passing over rolled steel. The sound of rails that had born this burden millions of times without complaint, unaware that this would perhaps be the final passage that they would see.

Tok-tok. Tok-tok. Tok-tok.

Ken wondered briefly how the train was even moving. When the world end, shouldn’t that mean trains stopped? What good would schedules be when there was no one waiting at the terminal? When cargo would only be met by bloodthirsty killers?

How had he gotten here?

He tried to stand, lurched a few inches upward and then fell to his side as something blocked his feet. He looked down and saw his hands and feet were bound with zip tie cuffs, the kind favored by cops as convenient ways to deal with drunks and common criminals.

“I bet you’d like to know what’s going on.”

Tok-tok. Tok-tok. Tok-tok.

And now he remembered. Remembered being saved by newcomers Theresa and Elijah, who had appeared out of nowhere to whisk them away from attacking hordes. Theresa had run dozens of them over in a school bus, plowing through the monsters just in time to save Ken and his friends; then Elijah had shown up and mangled many more with a John Deere thresher.

They abandoned the farm equipment near a train, of all things. Elijah had mentioned something about Theresa’s brother, how he had stayed behind to cover their escape – a death sentence – because he “hadn’t known how to drive” something. Elijah must have meant this vehicle, this cruising iron beast that Ken had at first been surprised to see, then willing to use.

And then their rescuers had turned on them. Theresa, a chubby redhead who had gone to so much trouble and seen the sacrifice of her family to rescue Ken and his friends and family. Elijah, a huge black man with a smile so bright it dazzled. They had turned guns on Ken.

No. Not me. They aimed them at the girls. At Hope and Lizzy.

And before Ken could move... before he could even think about stopping them.

Aaron. The cowboy who had saved them all time after time. He had attacked Ken from behind. Had choked him unconscious.

And now he was looking at Ken. Sitting across from him, holding a flashlight that was the only illumination in this mobile jail cell.

Ken maneuvered himself into a sitting position. He pushed himself up to the wall of the boxcar. Stared at a man he would have given his life to. A man who had betrayed him.

“I bet you’d like to know what’s going on.”

The words finally made it across the wide gap between them. Penetrated a pain-fogged body and an exhausted mind.

“Yeah,” he said. Bitterness writhed through the word. “I guess you could say that.”
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AARON HAD A STRANGE look on his face as he started speaking. The shadows the flashlight cast on his face might have had something to do with it, but Ken thought it was more than that. The cowboy looked like he was about to have the birds and the bees talk with a two-year-old, or something else equally disconcerting. 

He wiped the back of his hand across his forehead. He had to use the same hand that held the flashlight: the other had had its fingers dislocated and thumb badly broken during one of the times he had defended Ken and the other survivors from an onslaught of zombies.

It just doesn’t make any sense. Why would he do that, if this was the end?

Aaron hunched down in front of Ken.

“You wonder why we have stories and legends about zombies in the first place?”

Ken shook his head. Again, the words didn’t seem to penetrate. He had been choked, burnt, concussed, his back knocked partially out of alignment, two of his fingers cut off. It all threw up a wall that shielded him from comprehension. He had to focus on the words, had to expend more energy than usual on what Aaron had said.

“Because people are weird,” he finally said. “Because Hollywood people and novelists are messed up in the head.” He shrugged. “I dunno.” He aimed a glare at Aaron. “Where’s my family?”

Aaron ignored his question. “Yeah, I thought that, too. Enjoyed a lot of good zombie movies in my day. Night of the Living Dead, Dawn of the Dead, 28 Days Later. Hell, I even liked that Warm Bodies flick. Cried a bit when the dead guy got the girl.” He leaned in a bit. “You notice how half of them have live zombies, half of them have undead ones? Ones that rise from the grave?”

“So?”

“So I don’t think the people who made up all those ideas were really making them up at all.”

In spite of himself, in spite of his need to know what was happening to his family, Ken finally asked the question he knew Aaron was hoping for. “What do you mean?”

“I think those ideas – the ideas of live zombies and dead ones – were... well, put there, for lack of a better word.”
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THAT CUT THROUGH THE blur, the fog that had become a constant companion in Ken’s mind.

“Put there?” he said. “What the hell does that mean?”

Again Aaron passed his unmarred hand over his forehead. Again the flashlight scarred the darkness of the freight car.

“I think this is an invasion,” he said. “I’ve seen ‘em before. Been a part of ‘em before.”

Ken shook his head. “What does an invasion have to do with –”

“The most successful invasions start in one of two ways,” Aaron continued, talking over Ken as though he had never spoken. “Either the invading force infiltrates the enemy, taking them over from within, or they attack with overwhelming force and crush them as fast as possible.”

“Shock and awe,” murmured Ken.

“Something like that,” said Aaron. “So what I think is that these zombies, they aren’t the first wave. The first wave happened decades, maybe centuries ago. Ideas that came into our minds, became a part of our subconscious, a part of our stories. The dead rising up, the living becoming hyper-fast monsters who live only to kill.”

Ken shook his head. “You’re saying the zombie stories were some kind of propaganda? Some attempt to win us over to the idea of the walking dead?” He snorted.

Aaron shook his own head. “No, Ken. You ain’t understanding me. I think those ideas came into our heads because these things – the things that caused the zombies – tried to change us before. Maybe they were too weak, or maybe we were too strong. But either way, they couldn’t change us. They could only give us glimpses. Shadows, dreams. Ideas that some of us took and wrote stories about, told legends about. They became part of our stories, and we never realized....”

Ken stared at the cowboy, the once-friend, the once-savior who had become a traitor and kidnapper. “We never realized...?”

“Never realized that the stories weren’t stories. They were intercepted communications. They were the enemy’s first attempt to take us over. To take us, to change us. To kill us and take our place.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]




4


[image: image]


––––––––
[image: image]


AARON MUST HAVE SEEN the disbelief on Ken’s face. Ken didn’t want to give away what was going on inside; was actively trying to mask his feelings. But what Aaron was saying was so incredible, so ridiculous –

(so right, don’t forget that, you know he’s telling the truth)

– that it was impossible for him to keep his feelings locked inside.

The zombies had come to them before?

The movies, the books, the stories were all evidence of previous... what... invasion attempts? Recon missions?

It was all too crazy.

Aaron touched Ken’s shoulder. “I know, it’s nuts. But it fits. The way it all happened at once. The whole world went bonkers in ten minutes, Ken. There was no outbreak, no gradual infection. Just half the world turned, and then turned on the other half in the space of ten minutes.”

Ken nodded in spite of himself. Thinking of the way the things had turned their heads up, mouths open, panting in time. Like they had been on some sort of cosmic remote control. Like they were....

Downloading.

That was it. Like they were receiving information. Instructions, or alterations.

Aaron seemed to be following Ken’s thoughts, unspoken or not. He made a jabbing motion with his good hand. “And they don’t die when you hit ‘em in the head. They go nuts.”

Ken seized on that. Clutched it like a man about to drown, a man grasping crazily for anything that might serve as a lifeline. Even if it meant dragging that thing down to the depths and death right with him.

“That’s right! That means the stories were wrong. So they couldn’t –”

Aaron cut him off. “Misinformation. It won’t kill ‘em, but it cuts off the control of...” and he nodded upward, “... whatever’s controlling ‘em.” He was silent a moment before continuing, “They don’t want us attacking them that way, so they include a bit of over-confidence. Think about it: they say to our minds that all we need to do is hit them with an easy headshot. And the first time we do, we think, ‘Holy shit, don’t do that again.’ Keeps the army intact.”

Ken thought about what did happen with the things when their heads were attacked. “What about that pink and black stuff that comes out? Where are their brains? And how did the ones in the airplane – the dead ones – rise from the dead? Explain that, Aaron.”

He realized he sounded pleading. Realized that was no mistake. His sanity might hang on the reply. The answers Aaron was providing just made everything worse. It was one thing to realize that they had been hit by some hideous virus, a manmade mistake or a natural response to humanity’s long history of cavalier abuse of the planet.

But an attack? An...

... invasion?

That was what it had to be. If the things were doing this, they had to be coming from somewhere above them. Somewhere not of this world. Somewhere alien. And somewhere that didn’t even view the world Ken understood as worthy of anything but extermination.

Ken shuddered, and so did Aaron. Just a small twitch, but the cowboy looked as uncomfortable as he ever had. Any show of discomfort on the other man’s part always scared Ken. The man was a rock; the only time he’d let himself really succumb to emotion was when Dorcas –

(one more lost, just like Derek, just like my boy)

– had nearly died. Then he had been a force of nature, an unstoppable juggernaut. Now, he looked suddenly all-too-human. Just one more primitive cowering in the dark, praying the lightning wouldn’t strike too close.

“Aaron,” Ken whispered, “what does this have to do with Hope and Lizzy? With Derek?” Because even though his boy had been bitten, he had come back. And there was no escaping the fact that even as a zombie his son had been different. Special. Almost revered.

Aaron hesitated.

And in that moment, the train rocked on its wheels. Then again, much harder.
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AARON FROZE. KEN WAS already immobile, propped against the inside wall of the boxcar. But he tensed. The motion felt stronger than the subtle bounce of train wheels over the seams of steel rails.

It didn’t repeat.

Aaron had been staring upward, an eerie analog to the stare of the zombies that he contended were the advance force of some other threat – perhaps something even worse.

Now he looked back at Ken. And chose to ignore the question that had just been asked. He grabbed Ken’s arm instead. Ken didn’t understand why, until the cowboy felt his forearm, and something burned.

The bite.

So much had happened that Ken had – if not forgotten, then at least buried the fact that he had been bitten by one of the things. A half-circle of scarred flesh where one of the creatures had planted its upper teeth and bitten down hard enough to break the skin only a few days before. A descent through the passenger space of a crashed plane, a hellish walk through an inferno inhabited by the walking dead.

Ken had been bitten. Bitten, but hadn’t turned. Hadn’t Changed.

He might have figured that it was because the thing that bit him had been one of the undead, as opposed to one of the things transformed directly from life to unthinking psychopaths. But no, Dorcas had been bitten by the same things. Bitten while covering the exit of the rest of the group. She had stayed behind, knowing it was the last thing she would do, knowing she would be bitten.

And then she had come back. And stood at Derek’s side. Along with the half-burnt giant who had Changed Ken’s boy.

So the undead things’ bite could cause the Change.

But not in Ken.

Why?

“You’re not special,” said Aaron. “We don’t think so, anyway. And we don’t think it’d be a good idea for you to get fully bitten to test the hypothesis.”

That last word reminded Ken that Aaron was much more than a simple cowboy. He was very, very smart. Something more than the simple ol’ country boy he pretended to be. What exactly, Ken had no idea. Just one more mystery.

Aaron traced the half-circle on Ken’s forearm. “You only got half-bit. We think that’s why you didn’t turn.” He looked at Ken. “We think that what started this all was a transmission. Some kind of radio- or radioactive-like wave that attacked our minds and caused them to change our bodies instantaneously.”

“That’s impossible.”

Aaron grunted. “All this is impossible. But that would explain the pink crap that explodes out of their heads when you hit them hard enough. The brain gets changed. It’s not a brain anymore, it’s some kind of gel that exists to boost transmission from....” He nodded up. “And when they bite us, it focuses that transmission on the person who gets bit. Changes ‘em.” He traced the semicircle on Ken’s arm again. “You only got half-bit,” he said again. “Wasn’t enough to fully focus the transmission.” He looked Ken in the eye. “You got damn lucky, Ken. Damn lucky.”

Ken thought about it. About the sense of it. It fit, but it was guesswork. Still, Aaron was speaking as if it was more than simple conjecture. He spoke as if he knew. Certainty in his voice. Ken almost asked what the cowboy was holding back.

Then he realized that Aaron hadn’t answered one question. The most important question.

“Aaron,” he said, and put as much force into his voice as he could. He tried to imagine that it was the cowboy that was bound, and he was the one who was free and held the only light in the car. “What does this have to do with my kids?”

Aaron looked away. Looked down.

“Ken,” he finally said. “I think we might have to kill them.”
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WHEN HE SAID THE WORDS, he said them in a monotone. A voice that was bereft of concern. He might as well have been announcing that he had to go to the Laundromat: “Gotta go to the store. We’re out of milk. Might have to kill your kids.”

Ken didn’t know if that meant he didn’t care about Liz and Hope. Maybe he did care, and this was the only way he could say it.

It didn’t matter. Either way, it didn’t matter.

All that mattered was the words. The words that spoke of a death sentence for his family. For his remaining children.

Derek’s gone. He wants to take Hope and Lizzy.

Ken’s body moved without his involvement. As though it sensed that the children it had had a part in creating were in danger. The animal part of him that was separate from his conscious mind took over. He shoved his way up the wall, faster than he would have thought possible. Adrenaline seized him, pushed him instantly beyond himself. Everything disappeared around him, leaving only a dark tunnel with the pinpoint spot of light that marked Aaron’s location.

He was standing in an eyeblink, and in the next moment launched himself at the light. A noise that might have been “No!” but might just as easily have been a wordless shriek bounced around the metal boxcar. His bound hands reached for the cowboy. Fingers outstretched. Palms out to grab the man. To throttle the danger away from his children.

Aaron stepped aside. It might have been the distorting effect of the adrenaline, the curvature of space and time inflicted by Ken’s panic, but the move seemed almost casual. Aaron just stood and moved away. Ken slammed down with an “Oof” on the bare metal of the boxcar. Bounced. Air exploded from his lungs. He gasped. Tried to breathe. Couldn’t.

A boot landed on the back of his neck.

“Don’t. Do. That. Again.” The words were tight as overwound watch springs. Vibrating with tension. Barely-contained danger.

Ken had felt something crack when he landed. He held himself absolutely still. Unwilling to reveal the pain of what had just happened.

He heard a sigh. The light shifted and he could imagine the cowboy passing his hand over his forehead again. “None of this is what we want. And none of it is set in stone. But –”

The train rocked again. Harder than before. Hard enough that Aaron’s boot came off Ken’s neck as the cowboy stumbled. Ken tried not to move, tried to remain on his stomach, as motionless as possible.

The cowboy was silent a moment.

Then the scuff of boots.

The slide of a door. Light speared in.

“Stay,” said Aaron. Ken felt like a whipped dog.

The light disappeared.

All was dark.

The boxcar shifted again as something rocked the train.

Ken smiled.
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KEN WAITED TEN SECONDS to be sure. Sure that Aaron wasn’t coming back. Sure he was alone.

Sure that he had actually heard the crack.

When Aaron stepped out of the way, Ken’s hands went under him. An automatic reaction, the motion of a person about to fall flat on his face. Not so helpful when your hands are bound together with zip cuffs, and all that happened was he ended up crashing his full body weight on his arms and wrists. It hurt. Hurt the stumps of his left pinky and ring finger, which were scabbed over but still ached like hell. Hurt the bruises and scrapes that covered his body. Hurt the back of his head, concussed and lacerated. Hurt the front tooth that he had lost and jammed back in its socket and which had miraculously stayed in place through the last hours or days or however long it had been since Aaron took him by surprise.

The fall especially hurt his left leg, which had ached ever since he twisted his back when – it seemed like a hundred years ago – all this began.

Mostly, though, it hurt his wrists, where the zip ties wrapped tightly around them. They bent outward, farther than they were designed to go, the ligaments and tendons straining at their limits. Pain speared through his wrists and forearms.

He barely noticed it.

He noticed the crack.

The twin cables that looped around his wrists joined in the center, between them. And he thought – hoped – that the crack had come from there.

That the cuffs had started to break.

He stood. Twisted his wrists. There was little give. As far as he could tell, no more give than there had been. He slammed the cuffs down against his stomach, twisting his wrists at the same time.

Nothing happened.

Ken started to hear screaming. He jerked, spinning in the darkness. Trying to pinpoint the sounds. His children! They were shrieking! The high-pitched yells of Hope, the breathy screams of little Lizzy.

A moment later he realized he was hearing his own fears. Reality had not bent to that extreme. Not yet. Not that he could hear.

But it would. He had to get out of here. Had to find his wife and his children.

After all he had gone through, all he had suffered, he was back where he had started: alone and unsure where his family was. If they were alive or dead.

He slammed the cuffs into his stomach again, so hard that the breath puffed out of him. So hard he knew there would be a long, thin line of purple across his gut in the coming hours. Just one more painful voice to join the growing choir of agony that was his body.

The cuffs didn’t give.

The screams began. He thought they were in his mind. But here in the dark, here alone, it was getting harder to distinguish between reality and imagination, between truth and terror.

One more slam against his stomach.

Nothing.

The train shuddered again. He worried about what was causing the shift.

Another shudder, and he almost lost his footing in the black.

And knew what he had to do.
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KNOWING IS NOT THE same as doing.

There are untold millions of people – or had been, before the world ended, before it was (according to Aaron) invaded – who knew how to succeed in one endeavor or another. Who knew everything there was to know. But who failed in one particular: they never did. Because doing requires a first step. A moment of commitment, and a leap of faith.

An opportunity to fail.

Ken knew that his family was relying on him. But in a strange way that just made it harder to make that first move. Because standing here in the dark he could almost convince himself that Aaron was wrong, that all this would blow over, that no one was in danger. That the cowboy would never raise his hand against Ken’s family.

Here, in the closed boxcar, Ken didn’t even have to close his eyes to stay in the dark.

But then the screams started. The phantom cries that seemed to urge him beyond what he was capable of.

Ken steeled himself. This was going to hurt.

He had fallen before. Now he leaped. Jumped as high as he could, angling his body so that he would be parallel to the steel floor when he hit the apex of his leap.

Slammed down.

He screamed. He couldn’t help it. Every muscle he had – including a few he had never been aware of – twitched. His wrists had ached before. Now they were on fire.

The cuffs were still intact. His wrists still bound.

He slogged his way to his feet. It was hard. Not just because his feet were bound, not just because he ached, but because his body was fighting him.

Most people are not made to cause themselves premeditated pain. Most people will fight against it, no matter how necessary it may be. They may jump in front of cars, rush into burning buildings. But those are usually reactions without thought. To contemplate such things is usually to hesitate. To fear.

The battleground is littered with the bodies of those who rush in. And with the cowering figures of those who have time to think of what lays ahead.

Ken wrenched himself to his feet. Jumped. And again.

The fourth time, the cuffs popped away. Flew into the darkness. He was free.

No. Not free.

His feet were still bound. And he had no idea how to loose the cuffs that bound them.
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KEN FELT HIS ANKLES. The cuffs were situated the same way his wrist cuffs had been: twin circles with the locking head in front.

He flopped over on his stomach and kicked against the floor. Knowing it was useless, that his feet would get in the way of the cuffs and prevent any serious impact. Still, it was all that came to mind.

The impact brought out a muted bong from the floor, a painful spasm from the back of his left leg. Both feet tingled, all ten toes went numb and then seemed to catch fire almost immediately.

The cuffs, he was fairly certain, didn’t even touch the floor.

He flipped over and felt them. He ran his right hand over them. He didn’t bother touching them with his left. The pain from his missing fingers radiated out and throbbed with his pulse; he doubted he would be able to feel anything less defined than a railroad spike. The small details of the plastic cuffs? Forget it.

The fingers of his right hand raced around the plastic. He could picture the cuffs in his mind: white. Tiny ridges along their exterior. Both loops meeting in the middle. Threaded through a pair of holes in the head. The holes would have a locking mechanism inside that allowed for the captors – Aaron, Elijah, and Theresa – to close the cuffs. The locking mechanism only worked one way, a stiff piece of plastic inside it catching on the ridges that ran along the cuffs and allowing them to tighten but not loosen. That meant that ordinarily the cuffs would have to be cut off, unless –

The phantom cries of his daughters had made it hard for Ken to concentrate. Now they disappeared. Everything disappeared. There was only the darkness, thick and nearly impenetrable.

The darkness was the thing that was keeping him captive. The only thing.

He turned to his stomach again, and began to crawl.
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CRAWLING WITH BOUND feet in the dark.

Not the way Ken wanted to be spending his minutes. But he had no choice. He had to be on his stomach, hands outstretched, waving back and forth as he moved forward.

His Doc Martens had thick rubber soles – the only reason Coach Picarelli hadn’t made a meal of his feet back at the high school – but they couldn’t get purchase. Not with him pushing inch by inch with his toes. The leather tops of his shoes just slid across the steel floor of the boxcar, and he ended up inchworming his way across the space.

His hands moved like wiper blades, back and forth, back and forth. After a moment he squeezed his eyes shut as well. It was already pitch black, but he felt oppressed by the darkness. It weighed on him. He had heard that losing your sight resulted in increased acuity to your other senses, but this prison-darkness just numbed him. Depressed him. Closed eyes had to be better. Self-imposed blindness better than the black of imprisonment by a friend.

Eyes closed, feet bound, he scrunched and then lengthened, folded then telescoped.

Maggie would laugh if she could see me.

He thought of his wife’s ridiculous laugh, that high, breathy gasp of a laugh that had always enchanted him. It almost brightened the darkness behind his eyes.

Only she wouldn’t laugh. Because she has to know the kids are in danger. And she’s terrified.

If she’s not already dead.

Fold, then extend. Fold, then extend.

His fingers crashed into something. The end of the boxcar. And all he had felt was bare floor.

Panic started to rise in the back of his throat, his heart pounding with more than the exertion of this perhaps pointless exercise.

You don’t even know if this will work.

It has to work.

Despair was so easy.

And the easy way is so rarely the right way.

Wasn’t that what he had always told his students? A million years ago, an age ago, when the world had made sense and kids had come to him with their decisions to give in to boyfriends who wanted to have sex with them or peers who wanted them to do drugs or any of a thousand other problems that teachers were not paid to deal with but so often did.

Had he meant it? Not just for them, but for himself?

He rolled over, and kicked himself around a hundred and eighty degrees. Hard to tell in the darkness, but he thought he was facing the opposite direction, angled slightly so he wouldn’t just retrace his path.

He inched forward. Hands wiping back and forth. Back and forth.

The right way is rarely the easy way. The easy way is rarely the right way. Right rarely easy, easy rarely right.

His left hand touched something.

Three fingers curled around it. Pain as they did, but Ken smiled. Tears fell from his eyes. He wiped them away.

No time to cry. Crying was easy.

And easy was rarely right.
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FOR A SECOND KEN WORRIED that what he felt wasn’t what he wanted. Worried that it was something else entirely. Or worse, that it was a piece of what he wanted, but the wrong piece.

He gagged down panic. Reminded himself that his left hand had questionable sensory abilities. Traced it with his good hand. Two bent curls of plastic. A shattered nub in the middle of one of them.

The remains of the cuffs that had bound his wrists.

He tried not to get excited. Too many things had gone wrong, too many moments had seemed promising only to turn into situations even worse than the ones that had gone before.

The screams came back.

The train twitched again. What was happening out there?

He tried to put both the distractions – both imaginary and real – out of mind. He traced the loop of plastic to its end. Felt a smoothed triangle. The spot that was inserted into the bottom of the locking mechanism to guide the cuffs so they could be tightened.

Ken drew his knees up to his chest. His eyes still closed, he felt the cuffs around his ankles. They were snug enough that there was no way he could slip them off. But not so tight that he was in danger of losing blood flow to his feet. Whoever had put them on – Aaron, Elijah, or Theresa – had done so expertly. The cuffs were comfortable, but utterly secure.

They were just right for what Ken had in mind.

He grabbed the broken cuffs in his right hand, holding them near the triangular end of the plastic. With his left he felt for the locking mechanism of the cuffs that rested between his ankles. He found it, then pulled it up as far as he could. Not much, but it gave him a tiny bit of space.

He pushed his right hand behind his ankles, then poked the end of the broken cuff up, following the plastic spans around his ankles into their locking mechanism. He pushed the makeshift loid as far as he could, hoping he had guessed correctly. There should be a plastic lever that clicked against the ridges of each cuff, and he was hoping to wedge it open with the end of the broken cuff.

He pushed as far as he could. Then moved his hand to the ends of the cuffs that bound his ankles. He pushed on one.

Nothing. It was still locked firm.

He pushed the other.

And it moved.

He wiggled his jury-rigged lock pick back and forth, pushing firmly as he did. At first there was almost no give. He kept pressing. Sweat dripped from his forehead, concentration wringing perspiration from him faster than a full-out sprint could have.

The plastic pushed through. An inch. Two. Three.

He pulled his foot right free.

He left his other foot bound in the matching circle. He could walk, and he didn’t think he had the time to work it free. The phantom cries were slamming into him.

He was free. Free enough.

Now he just had to get out of this boxcar.

And find his family.
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KEN TRIED TO ORIENT himself for a few long moments before admitting it was useless. He had no idea where he was in relation to the walls of the car, no idea whether he was close to one of the sides of the car, one of the ends, or standing dead center.

He walked straight ahead. Sliding one foot after another. His rubber soles caught a bit, giving him a jerking gait that the cracking roll of the train exacerbated. The trailing edge of the cuff on his left ankle rasped on the floor.

His hands waved in front of him in the darkness. His toes tried to curl back with every step, as though possessed of their own intelligence and certain that they would hit something.

For all he knew, they might be right. There was no way of knowing if this car was empty or full, if he was alone in here or accompanied by some unseen cargo.

He kept walking. Sliding and rasping.

His left hand – always his left hand, dammit! – hit something. Hard and cold and unyielding.

A moment later his right hand hit the same thing.

And the boxcar moved again. This time there was no way to pawn it off as a normal event or even some small issue with the train. A vibration traveled through the entirety of the car, rattling Ken’s bones.

He felt something faraway.

give up....

give in....

“Dear God, please, no,” he whispered.
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THE CRY HAD COME TO his mind, no sound to his ears. He might have imagined it, the same way he had been imagining the cries of his children.

But Ken didn’t think so.

He felt the cold metal under his palms. It vibrated in time with the tok-tok of the train’s wheels, the clacking of steel on steel. He thought it was one of the inside walls of the boxcar. He hoped so. He didn’t want to have to feel around some kind of shipping containers to find the sides of his cell.

He moved to the side. Feeling the metal inch by inch. He went as fast as he could without missing anything.  Sooner than he expected he hit a corner. He wondered if that meant he had been on the end of the car and was now rounding to one of the sides. No way to tell. If he was rounding to a side it was a good thing. If he had been on a side and was now moving to the end, he was wasting time.

He decided to keep on his course. There was no way of knowing what to do. When in doubt move forward.

He kept feeling along, feeling along. His mind began playing tricks on him, making it seem like the metal stretched forward an impossible distance under his hands. Like he was walking not feet or yards, but miles in the darkness.

Must have missed it.

Keep going.

Should have felt it by now.

Maybe it’s on the other side. Maybe I should walk to –

Just keep going!

Panic curled its way up his spine, threaded vines through his gut. The phantom screams of his children grew louder, and so did the others.

Give up....

Give in....

Louder now. Harder to pawn off as imagination.

He kept moving. His jaw quivered, though whether with terror or concentration he could not say. The two had merged into one animal.

He felt something under the fingers of his leading hand. Brought both hands together.

It was a long line in the steel wall. Still unseen, a seam that could have been a trick played by a mind that needed it to be there.

But he had heard Aaron leave. Had seen the light come in.

And he hadn’t heard a lock, had he? Had just heard the cowboy slide something open, then slide it shut.

The car thrummed under his feet.

Give up. Give in.

Ken pulled. There was nothing to hold onto, at least nothing that he could feel, and he was loath to leave the spot he had found. All he had was the friction of his palms.

He pulled again. The flesh felt like it was tearing off his hands.

The wall slid to the side.

A bright crack of light speared into the darkness. He was blind again, though for a different reason.

Then sight returned, and he almost wished it hadn’t. Sometimes it was better to be blind. Sometimes sight was a curse.
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ON THEIR HONEYMOON in Kauai, Ken and Maggie had spent a lot of time on the ocean, and significantly more time in their hotel room.

They had also hiked a good deal of the island. One of the hikes had led them to Waimea Canyon.

Waimea Canyon stood out in Ken’s mind ever after as being exactly like the Grand Canyon in terms of size and magnificence. The only difference was that where the Grand Canyon was painted in sunset tones of oranges and yellows and pinks, Waimea was done primarily in tropical greens, with hints of red island soil peeking through. It was an awesome sight, full of life and seeming to stretch away forever, a crack in the land that extended until the low-hanging mists of the island swallowed it into a dream.

At one point, Ken became curious about how far down it actually was to the bottom of the canyon. He hopped a guardrail and, immune to Maggie’s concerns about becoming a widow on her honeymoon, leaned over a cliff and looked straight down.

Then, satisfied that it was every bit as high as he had thought it would be, he hopped back over the guardrail, into Maggie’s arms, and then they returned to the hotel room and did not come out for a good number of hours.

The heights hadn’t bothered him. Hundreds of feet, and he hadn’t blinked an eye.

Now he leaned out the side of the freight car and saw the ground only a few feet below him. It fell quickly away to a slope that dropped an additional five or six feet into a dry wash that could have been a riverbed at one time, and perhaps still was during the wettest parts of the year.

Only a few feet. And he felt like falling back into the womblike darkness from which he had just gone to so much trouble to escape.

To stare down an unmoving cliff, a piece of land that had been there tens of thousands of years and had trees that had taken root in its face: no problem. To look down and see the scrub sweep past, the dirt a blur below the train as it screamed over the tracks, to realize all at once the awesome weight of the train he stood on, and that if he fell beneath it the thing wouldn’t so much as lurch in recognition of his passing: a very big problem.

He felt like throwing up. Probably would if he didn’t wrench his gaze away from the land being chewed up beneath the passing cars.

Give up.

Give in.

The wordless shout was still there. Still getting stronger, bit by bit.

Ken looked straight ahead. He didn’t know where he was, didn’t recognize the land he was passing through. Not sure whether that meant they had been going for a long time, or if this was just a vantage point he had never had before: not often that he got to look at Idaho from the side of a speeding train.

The train wasn’t actually going that fast. Barely pulling ahead of the slow-moving thunderheads that dotted an otherwise bright sky. That made sense. The train he had seen for a few seconds before being ambushed by Aaron had been a freight train: a locomotive at the front that somehow managed to look both sleek and boxy, with a cab to the rear for the engineer and conductor, followed by two more locomotives with different body types. The center one was flatter; it looked like a squat box with another cab, this one toward the front, almost the whole thing surrounded by a walkway that extended a bit farther over past the rails than the other two engines did. The last one in line, the shortest engine, was a rounded thing that looked almost like what Ken pictured an old-fashioned caboose would have looked like. And the whole trio was trailed by a string of flatcars and boxcars that extended into the distance. 

It was the kind of train that kept people cursing at crossings as it lumbered past for an eternity, so long it seemed to have been constructed less for hauling than simply to irritate commuters in a hurry to get to destinations in a busy world.

Ken wondered for a second if they would have been so upset when the trains passed if they had known how very quickly that world would end.

Probably. Because the world had moved fast, and the trains never did.

Still, “not very fast” when waiting for a train to pass at a railroad crossing meant a very different thing than “not very fast” when suspended from the side of that train. He wished it was going a bit slower. Zero mph would be good.

Give up.

Give in. 

He jerked his head to the right. There was no sense of sound, but somehow he knew there was a direction to the noiseless imperative that was chipping away at the edges of his mind and will. It was coming from the rear of the train.

The train was going around a curve. He could only see the three boxcars behind him, then the train arced away into invisibility. If he had been on the other side of the boxcar he could have seen the entire length of the train. But here, almost nothing.

He looked to his left, toward the front of the train. Same problem. The curvature of the track seemed to pull the leading cars away from his view. He saw only two boxcars, then empty air in front of him. And no telling how long the track would curve like this, how long it would take for him to get an accurate idea what was going on behind him or even how close he was to the front of the train – where he assumed his family was.

And where he also assumed Aaron, Elijah, and Theresa waited. Deciding whether to kill his children or not.

He still didn’t understand that, and knew that now wasn’t the time to figure it out. Not with –

(Give up.

Give in.)

– danger coming closer. Not with his family threatened by both the zombies and the people they had viewed as friends.

What about Christopher? Buck?

Easy to answer: there was no way the young man would go along with any plan to kill the girls. And Buck would permit nothing to happen to Hope, especially. He had formed a bond with her, had become something akin to a favored uncle.

So that meant they were in trouble, too. Because Aaron wasn’t the type who would leave possible threats free to roam.

Ken looked for a way out of the boxcar. There were a few rungs on the side, a ladder leading to the top of the car. But they were well out of reach. A good ten or fifteen feet away from his perch.

He looked to the right, toward the back of the train. Nothing there. Not even the rungs that were to the front. Just the bare sides of the boxcar, painted a rust-red that brought to mind coagulating blood.

Ken looked back at the rungs. Too far to jump to.

Which meant only one way to get to them.
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THE BOXCAR DOOR SLID to the side on tracks anchored at the bottom and top of the car. The door itself was heavy-duty, metal like the rest of the car. It had slid only with effort – Ken’s palms still stung from the strain of getting the thing to move. Now it was open only about the width of Ken’s body.

He leaned into it. The door slid open toward the front of the train, and Ken forced it the rest of the way open. He shoved with his shoulder until he felt it hit the end of the track. Something clicked as a mechanism engaged that – he hoped – would keep the door locked at least semi-securely in place.

He leaned out and looked at the door.

The rest of the boxcar was smooth steel on the outside. Flat panels of metal broken only by vertical lines of rivets that extended from bottom to top of the car. The door was different. Corrugated, the waves of the metal extending horizontally. There was a single handle in the middle of the door – Ken presumed it was meant for loaders to open and close it when the cargo car pulled into the station. At the bottom of the door was the wheel mechanism, tucked into the track that extended about four inches off the side of the boxcar.

The entire thing – door, track, everything – extended to within maybe five feet of the ladder that crawled up the side of the boxcar. Maybe more. It was hard to tell from this angle.

Ken looked around again. Hoping he might have missed something. Knowing he hadn’t.

He grabbed the side of the door with his right hand. Then his left, ignoring the ache that always brought as best he could.

He slid his right foot out of the boxcar. Onto the track that the door used to slide back and forth.

Four inches wide.
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KEN TRIED TO CONVINCE himself that it was plenty of room. That four inches was the width of a parking curb. And hadn’t he walked on parking curbs as a kid all the time?

But you aren’t a kid anymore.

Also, you fell a lot.

He felt a grimace pucker his face as he slid his right foot farther out on the track, and then moved his left foot over to join it. Unsure if the grimace was one of disgust at the inner voice that sometimes seemed as determined an enemy as the zombies that had taken over the world, or one of terror at the fact that his heels were now suspended over nothing but air.

He reached with his right hand, feeling for the handle in the middle of the door. Couldn’t reach it. Not without letting go of the outer lip of the door with his left. And that meant he’d be clinging to the metal like a fly, no handholds whatever. Not long, probably, but when you were hanging to the side of a moving train with nothing to anchor you but hope and whatever prayers you could toss up to Heaven, any time was too long.

The train bucked again. Harder this time, and his right foot slid off the track, kicking back like he was executing a particularly strange dance move. He felt himself slide backward for a terrible moment, his left arm trying desperately to yank his center of gravity back over the track.

He grunted. Threw his right hand forward. It slapped the metal door so hard there was a clang and his wrist – already punished and bruised from his escape from the cuffs – shouted a rebuke.

But he swung back over the track. Pushed himself so hard against the metal that he felt like he might have the waves and troughs of the steel etched permanently in his face.

He had to move. Didn’t know when the next hit – whatever it was – would come. When the next bounce might just toss him off the side of the boxcar.

He looked at the handle. Still out of reach.

He let go of the door with his left hand. Holding onto nothing now. Just balanced on the track, both hands stretched wide along the outside of the door like he was trying to give the boxcar some strange bear hug.

He inched over. His lead foot kicked something. He faltered. Almost lost balance. Glanced down.

One of the wheel mechanisms.

He had to step over and around it. Lifting his foot and swinging it around the rods and pins that went into the steel wheel that sat in the track. They weren’t something he could grab onto, either: the entire apparatus was anchored about a foot above the track, so all it provided was a stumbling block.

He lifted his right foot. Now balanced on a single foot – his left foot, his left leg, the one that had hurt the most since he twisted his back – and kicked over the wheel mechanism. Slammed his foot back down on the track.

The return to the track almost did him in. He was too hurried, too scared. The motion was harder than it should have been, and he almost kicked right past the track, almost kicked himself right down the side of the train.

He caught himself with his lead foot a full six inches below the track. Frozen for a long moment. Then he raised it – more slowly, more controlled this time – and put it back on the track.

Another two slides.

And he reached the handle.

He lifted his left leg over the wheel mechanism. This time it was easier, since he had both hands wrapped in death-grips around the horizontal steel loop riveted to the side of the door.

He was at the center.

Halfway left to go.

Only there was no handle to reach for at the end of the second half. Just empty space.
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KEN’S HANDS WERE BUNCHED together on the handle of the sliding door. The handle – a steel loop about six or seven inches long – was not really designed for hanging off of. But to Ken it felt more comfortable than an easy chair. Convincing himself to let go was tougher than he would have thought it could be. Sweat slicked his fingers, but peeling them off the metal seemed to cause friction burns.

Just let go, Ken. Just –

GIVE UP.

GIVE IN.

He jerked. The sound wasn’t just in his mind this time. It was in the air around him, in his ears. The growl.

They were here.

The sound hadn’t been overwhelming. But the urge to let go, to drop below the train and let the wheels chew him up, was suddenly nearly overwhelming. Ken shut his eyes and leaned into the door of the train, whispering to himself. He didn’t even know what he was whispering until the moment passed, until the growl receded and with it the strength of the mandate to subsume himself in the will of the horde. Then he heard himself.

“Hope. Maggie. Liz. Hope. Maggie. Liz.”

The names of his children. His wife. The family that remained. They were the prayer he uttered, the only prayer that mattered. And Ken hoped that any God still looking down from the Heavens would hear those names and understand the world of hope and fear and pleading that each one implied.

The growl faded to nothing. Replaced by the ongoing tok-tok of the train’s passage over the rails. By Ken’s panting. The thunder of his pulse in his ears.

“Hope. Maggie. Liz.”

He didn’t know why Hope came first in the litany. Other than, perhaps, because her name was synonymous with the only weapon that truly remained to humanity in this time when the world had crumbled. All that was known had passed to nothing. There was nothing certain. Only hope remained.

Ken would find them.

He let go of the handle.

His right hand stretched along the side of the door. The ripples in the steel were deep – maybe two full inches. But the curvature of the metal was so smooth that there was nothing to grab in the winding troughs, no edge to hang onto on the sleek waves. They just created an irregular surface even more difficult to navigate than a flat siding would have been.

Ken slid his way out. Extending his right arm ahead and barely able to see it because his face was pressed so hard against the door.

His foot bumped the second wheel assembly. Ready for it this time but it still startled him. He lifted his foot off the track, over the mechanism. This time he managed to set it down more carefully and didn’t quite kick himself off the side of the train.

Now he was straddling the wheel apparatus. Right hand extended but not quite touching the end of the door, left hand still holding firm to the handle that felt like his only life-line in a very hostile world.

The life-line he now had to abandon.

He had gone as far as he could. He had to let go to get to the end of the door. To get to –

(Hope)

– where he needed to be.

His fingers uncurled. If the train rattled or lurched, he would fall. Nothing to hold onto. No anchor. Just him and the air.

He slid forward. His left foot hit the wheel mechanism. He slid it carefully – carefully – up and over the apparatus. Put it down on the track. Heels hanging over nothing. Ankles burning, calves on fire as lactic acid built up in them.

His legs started to shake. The urge to just move, just leap, was nearly overwhelming. His body wasn’t used to this kind of exercise, his muscles not prepared for this particular exertion.

He forced himself to continue slowly. Haste would mean a mistake. A mistake would mean death.

Inch by inch. Centimeter by centimeter.

The tip of his right forefinger touched the leading edge of the door.

His hand curled around it.

Safe.

And Ken finally allowed himself to look ahead. Anchored, comparatively secure, he permitted a glance at the next step.

The hardest was yet to come.
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THE RUNGS WERE RIGHT there. A track of steel leading from the bottom of the boxcar’s frame to the top, curving up over the roof. It looked solid enough to bear the weight of an elephant, let alone a medium-sized history teacher.

The only problem was distance.

Ken had guessed it was maybe five feet between the end of the track and the ladder. Not an impossible distance if you were talking about a standing long jump on a grassy field. Considerably more forbidding when the jump was over gravel and dirt and – oh, yes – several thousand tons of metal ready to grind you to pulp.

And he had to add to the difficulty the undeniable fact that it was well over five feet between his perch on the edge of the door track and those rungs that led to – whatever they led to. Maybe eight feet. No way he could jump that at the best times, in the best circumstances.

He looked around, seeking for a handhold, some spot he had missed. Anything that he could use to climb over or around this blank spot that represented the difference between going on and –

Give up.

He clutched the edge of the door and concentrated on not swaying as the growl floated over the top of the train like a noxious cloud. Still getting louder. He couldn’t tell how many of the zombies were making the noise. It was the living ones – the undead ones were silent, terribly silent – but he couldn’t discern if it was ten or fifty or five thousand. All he knew was that here, standing over a precipice as dangerous in its own way as any he had yet experienced, the call to lay down and surrender was much harder to resist.

Action was key, he realized. He abruptly remembered the people he had seen on their phones, falling prey to some insidious sound that had beckoned them to a despair so deep that they had no choice but to lay down and just... die. Hearts stopping in chests, minds blanking as they succumbed to the call to oblivion.

Ken himself had come within seconds of that fate. Maybe less.

Just like now. Only seconds before he became too paralyzed with fear to move. Seconds before the growl and its psychic attack added to the terror he was already feeling and his immobility and locked him forever in place. He would become a statue. Like Lot’s wife, who had become a pillar of salt when she looked upon the wicked city of Sodom. Only Ken was staring at his own fear, his own inability.

He couldn’t remain here. He had to move. Action was key. To live was to move, and motion was hope.

He turned to the rungs. Still too far to reach by jumping.

So he didn’t jump.

He just let himself fall.
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KEN KNEW THAT ANYONE looking would have seen someone determined to die. A suicidal man bent on leaving a world that had become too hostile, too alien, to bear living in any longer.

But in the same moment that he pitched forward, in the same moment when he stared death in the face, Ken felt very much alive.

A strange clarity gripped him. His mind seemed to turn to glass, images appearing that he had long forgotten.

His grandfather, taking him up on the roof, showing him that if he stood with one foot on either side he could see the whole world....

His grandmother, baking sugar cookies with him and pretending not to notice when he stole more dough than she cooked....

A moment behind a friend’s house, his first kiss with a little girl when he was barely four and they promised to never tell and never did and then forgot about it because it was far too grown up and there were things to watch on television....

A million remembrances that passed through his mind, that passed in front of his eyes. The world had become clear. For one instant he lived only for the moment, and because he could define it he understood the sum of his existence and could fulfill its measure.

He was jumping. But not being pressed by anyone, not being hounded or led. This, he realized, was his first jump as his own man. He was making the decision. There was no Aaron, no Christopher, no Dorcas, no Buck, no anyone. Just him and his family. Him and his children. Him and an impossible leap to make.

He fell forward along the side of the train. Stretched out to his full length. A few inches shy of six feet tall, with hands that reached another foot beyond his head. Almost seven feet. Maybe all the way to seven.

Eight feet was too far to jump. But one? He could do that.

But that meant he had to wait. He fell in an arc, his fingers coming closer to the ladder with every inch his body fell forward. But his body – his head and trunk especially – also plummeted closer and closer to the ground, the rails, the wheels.

Tok-tok. Tok-tok. Tok-tok.

Give up. Give in.

Falling.

Inch by inch.

Wait. Wait. Don’t jump yet, Ken.

The memory of his first solo ride on a bike, the delirious exhilaration followed by the terrible terror as the short ride came to a crash and he was swept into his father’s arms....

The night he was so sick and his mother stayed up all night, rocking him and singing songs until she was hoarse....

Still falling.

Tok-tok. Tok-tok. Tok-tok.

Give up. Give in.

Falling.

Wait. Just wait. Just... wait....

NOW!

Ken pushed off. He was nearly horizontal, his body stretched out so close to a straight line that if he waited one more millisecond he would lose the ability to kick off the edge of the door track.

He shoved with everything he had. His right foot felt powerful, but his left leg shrieked and he buckled in mid-air.

His fingers stretched. Knocked into metal. Fell past the rung.

Past another.

Past them all.
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THE CLARITY WAS STILL with him.

Ken saw the last rung pass by his hand, his fingers just missing it. Saw his life ending, his children dying at Aaron’s hand. Maggie and Buck shot by Theresa. Christopher throttled into lifelessness by the huge and grinning Elijah.

He willed it not to be so. Refused it. Rejected it.

And a last chance appeared. As though the universe had heard his resolve and bent itself to his will.

The rungs ended. But there was a loop underneath them. Ken hadn’t noticed it: it was set back slightly, a few inches back from the edge of the boxcar. Indeed, there was no way he could have seen it from his vantage point clinging to the side of the boxcar.

Only by falling had he spotted it.

Not a rung on the ladder that ran up the side of the car. No, this was a larger loop. A stirrup-like piece of metal that was clearly meant as a step to help people get up the distance between the ground and the bottom of the car.

Ken’s arms flapped manically, moving so fast he could barely see them. He found time to wonder as he fell, to marvel at how fast a body could move when pressed by desperation. Not fear for self, but terror for the consequences of failure.

He couldn’t fail. Too much depended on him. He was a father, and fathers had to succeed for their families. It was the main job description.

His left hand clanged against the step and bounced off. The stumps of his fingers cried out. Ken ignored them.

His right hand swung out.

And caught.

The steel stirrup was hot under his skin. Sticky and slick at the same time, old grease and grime and his own sweat mixing to create a unique sensation. Ken thought it would resist his grip, but then he slapped his left hand against it and felt both hands lock around the metal.

But he was still falling.

His feet and knees hit the ground. Bouncing hard, his frame rattling and pulling inward. Toward the track.

Toward the wheels.
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KEN HAD A FRIEND ONCE. A long time ago – before the world ended, before the universe stopped making sense. He had been a rock climber, and he took Ken with him to a climbing club. Ken didn’t know what to expect – a bunch of super-fit, good-looking people in vaguely hippie-looking clothes sitting around talking about Kilimanjaro and Everest and that time they punched a Sherpa, perhaps.

Instead, he entered a room that was full of a stunningly normal array of old and young, male and female. Most were fairly trim, but there were a few people who were on the stocky side, and none of them looked like either hippies or cover models.

Ken had been stunned at that for a few moments, until his friend leaped to the climbing wall that dominated the three-story warehouse. Then the focus of his shock shifted to the fact that his friend had apparently hidden from Ken his close family ties to Spider-Man. He flew up the side of the wall, hands and feet moving quick and sure.

At one point he was hanging from one small nub of rubber sticking out of the wall. Just two fingers and a thumb clamped around it and he looked down at Ken and laughed like it was no big deal.

Now, in the moment when Ken was hanging on to the stirrup below the boxcar, his feet and legs dragging closer to the train wheels like there was some invisible gravity well at the center of the tracks, he would have sold his soul to have that ability for a mere five seconds. To have that kind of finger strength, that kind of stickability.

But all he had was himself. A fairly fit history teacher. A man whose only hope for survival lay in the fact that he wasn’t surviving for himself, but for his family and the friends who had become like family.

He tried to kick his feet away from the bottom of the train, but it didn’t work. He moved them away for a second, but they just flew back, sucked in by whatever dark force was trying so desperately to kill him. He repeated the maneuver, but the same thing just happened again; and this time he almost kicked his grip loose of the stirrup.

He could only pull himself up. A pull-up from the worst possible starting point, and here there was no jeering jock to make fun of him if he didn’t manage to complete the exercise. No, just a quick fall – nothing more to hang onto this time – and then darkness.

He yanked upward. His body quivered, vibrating so rapidly he felt like he must be making musical tones. He was a single taut harp wire, every inch of him focused on the two hands that held the stirrup, on the wrists and arms that held him safe, on the biceps and back that pulled him up a fraction of an inch at a time.

His feet and knees kept dragging, bouncing, jouncing. A distracted part of his mind wondered how long his jeans and Doc Martens would hold out; how long before the gravel bit through the leather and denim and started to chew him to pieces.

No worries there, Ken. You’ll fall long before that happens. Small blessings.

He grunted and pulled himself up another centimeter. His knees stopped bouncing.

He reached up. Let go of the stirrup with his bad hand and made a lurching grab for the lowest rung on the side of the boxcar.

Made it.

No time to breathe. He kept pulling, ignoring the pain of ghost-fingers and severely over-taxed muscles. Let go with his right hand, his body almost dropping away for a gut-lurching instant before he managed to grab the lowest rung with his right hand as well.

His feet left the ground.

He hung for a long second. It felt like a vacation. A pause that was as welcome as any holiday he had ever experienced. No one trying to kill him, no imminent death to worry about.

Then the train lurched, the growl of hunters once-human oozed over the side. As though the cosmos had observed his complacence and was unwilling to let it pass unpunished.

Ken tried to pull his feet up to the stirrup but found he couldn’t. His stomach hurt too badly from being pummeled when he had bounced his wrist cuffs against it. When he pulled his legs up crooked rivers of pain cut deep beds through his core. He screamed and his legs fell slack of their own accord.

He had to do another pull-up. And another. Then he was high enough to put feet on the stirrup. To stand and be steady. To climb.

To see what lay ahead. And perhaps what hunted behind.
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KEN PULLED HIMSELF up to the top of the boxcar. The rungs of the ladder extended all the way to the top of the container and there was even an extra one jutting out at a forty-five degree angle a few inches into the top of the car.

Ken crawled up. His body still hurt, his muscles still quivered. But he felt strangely light. No one single subset of muscles being forced to bear his weight, they all seemed to be rejoicing and drawing on hidden reserves to push him up and over.

The train lurched once as he climbed. The growl came. Closer. Closer. But the call to surrender was, as he had suspected, slightly less powerful when he was moving.

Motion was action.

Action was the concrete manifestation of will.

And will was the defining characteristic of humanity; of the discipline and focus that both permitted simple survival and fomented the greatest leaps of knowledge and power.

Ken pulled himself up the last rung. He belly-crawled over the metal, his stomach twinging as the steel bit into it. But he didn’t pay it any mind, just kept wiggling forward.

The metal roof was hot under his belly. Not as hot as it could have been – he probably had those gray clouds that hung in the sky like badly-sewn patches on a sheet of blue cloth to thank for that – but still warmer than was comfortable.

There was a long strip of metal laying across the center of the boxcar’s roof. What was clearly meant as a walkway of sorts, though why anyone would want to be walking around up here under normal circumstances Ken couldn’t even begin to guess. That it was a design feature placed there in case of zombie apocalypse and the need to escape from homicidal ex-friends seemed unlikely.

At the center of the walkway was an outcropping, a bit of metal that served some arcane purpose for which Ken had no words. Tied to it was a coiled rope. No doubt the way Aaron had left. No suicidal jumps for him, just a simple climb. Or perhaps – given his bad hand – a more dangerous swing to the rungs. Still eminently doable for a man who seemed able to do anything life threw at him.

Ken wriggled to the walkway, then got his hands and knees solidly on it. Pointed toward the front of the train.

In movies people – heroes and villains alike – just stood and ran across train tops like it was nothing more than a jogging trail in the park. Ken didn’t see how that was possible – the boxcar seemed to sway enormously under him. He had no desire to stand. No desire to let go of the metal, or even to move.

But he couldn’t see the front of the train. Just the car ahead of him, which looked more or less the same as the one on which he now hunched. He had to see where he was going; how far until he could reach his friends and family.

Before, when dropping for the rungs, he had existed only for that moment. Now he had to look to the future. And just hope it wasn’t too daunting.

He stood. Slowly, carefully. The train rocked under him, but he found he could stand – though his legs remained in a half-crouch and wouldn’t straighten any further no matter how much he screamed at them to do so in his mind.

The train stretched away in front of him. A gentle curve swept it to the left. A half-dozen boxcars, then a few flatcars. Another dozen boxcars with a few dead spots interspersed that he assumed were more flatcars.

Then the locomotives. The three engines that provided the pushing power for a massive string of freight cars that might weigh ten thousand tons.

Ken had seen a configuration like that before; had even taken the kids to the Boise Train Station when one was on display there.

There were places the kids and Maggie could be, places friends and enemies could hide, in all three units.

For that matter, the kids could be in any of the boxcars. Could be impossible to find.

He threw that thought away. It wasn’t helpful, and it made what he had to do next impossible. Sometimes faith wasn’t a hope for something true, but rather a hope that what you feared wasn’t true.

Ken figured that Elijah had to be in the front engine. He had said – or implied – that he was the only one who could drive the train, so the front was the logical place for him.

Theresa, whose red hair and chubby face seemed deliberately at odds with the full-body riot gear she wore and the twin machetes she had once strapped across her back, could be anywhere. Ditto Aaron, who Ken suspected was more dangerous than either of them, even unarmed and hobbled by the injury to his left hand.

Ken wondered suddenly where Sally was. The snow leopard – a male, inexplicably named by his older daughter – had appeared out of nowhere with two others to save the group at a moment when every path appeared to end in doom. The other two predators had been lost, but Sally had stayed with them and more or less adopted Ken’s girls, especially little Lizzy. And not only did the big cat show no inclination to harm any of the group, but the girls seemed more –

(human)

– normal when Sally was close. More able to resist whatever invisible influence was working on them. Changing them to something different and frightening that seemed to align with the zombies at times more than with the surviving humans.

Where’s Sally?

Ken doubted that the big cat would have let anything happen to the girls – or by extension to Maggie. So Sally was probably dead.

Another loss.

He gauged how long it would take him to get to the locomotive unit.

No idea.

The same held true of how he was going to sneak up on a trio of armed and dangerous people, rescue his family, and get off the train.

The train shifted below his feet.

Ken had been unconsciously avoiding what was behind. He had to focus on what lay ahead; that almost seemed like enough and more than enough. As though if the universe were at all fair he should only have to focus on the objectives and obstacles he had already identified.

But the universe wasn’t fair.

He turned around.

Myriad words flew into his mind. None of them good. He almost said several, but heard Maggie scolding him. Not in front of the children, Ken.

He shifted the word to a more innocuous one. And it didn’t matter: there was no word strong enough to express what he was seeing.

“Crap.”
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THE TRAIN BOUNCED UNDERNEATH him again, as though to confirm what Ken was seeing. He wondered how many jounces like this it would take to derail the thing. Hopefully a lot.

Because a lot of jounces were coming.

The train stretched off into the distance behind him. When he had first seen the train he had been focused on what was right in front of him, not really looking on anything to the right or the left. He hadn’t had much time, either, before Aaron put a sleeper hold from Hell on him and the lights went out.

Now he gaped. Like everyone he knew he had been stuck at intersections while freight trains passed by. Every time he had gone to St. Luke’s in particular, there had seemed to be a train crossing at Eagle Blvd. that made him and his then-new bride perennially late to the Childbirth and Pregnancy Class they were taking.

The trains seemed to go on forever, minutes and minutes and sometimes hours and hours. But he had always assumed the perceived length was more a function of wanting to get to the class (and get his pregnant and constantly-needing-to-pee wife to a bathroom) than a reality of the train’s length.

He was wrong, though. Dreadfully wrong.

The train had perhaps two dozen cars ahead of him. And well over sixty behind him. Easily a half-mile of cars.

Like those he had already seen, the cars to the rear of the train were a mix of boxcars and flatcars. Some steel, some wood, some holding visible cargo, others seeming to be empty. All worn with use, all clearly workhorses of the line.

They were different colors: green, blue, yellow, red. A lot of primaries, but mostly browns and grays.

The last cars were black. And the black seemed to be dripping off the sides of those cars. Like they had been freshly painted before leaving the last station and were now raining wet paint in a steady stream behind them.

Only this river of black, this thick trail of darkness that fell from the last half dozen cars and ran unbroken into a thick wooded area, was moving. Not like water, in confined rivulets held together by gravity and surface tension and the vagaries of the land over which it ran.

This river ran in a flowing mass composed of thousands of droplets that were each unique, each unbound to the other by physical ties, but somehow aware. Somehow shifting around one another without ever getting in the way, without ever interfering with one another.

The zombies had found them.

And they were on the train.
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KEN’S FIRST THOUGHT – not one he liked, but one that came nevertheless – was that they were doomed. The things were fast. Faster than people, faster than any human could run. 

And if they were faster than the train, then there was no possible way to escape. Their only hope of freedom lay in flight and evasion. But they had been found, and the zombies were faster than the vehicle that Ken and his family rode.

He watched for a moment. Not gripped by panic, but by a cold certainty. He had to find a way out of this, and if there was no way for him, then he had to find a way for his family.

The zombies came out of the woods in a dark, tightly-packed group that reminded Ken of a trail of ants moving toward a piece of discarded food at a picnic. When he had seen them last in any great numbers there had been so many they had coated entire buildings, jammed together so tightly they resembled less a group of manic creatures than the oversized cells of a single malevolent monster.

Here, they were a bit looser. Still running closer and more fluidly than any fully human group could possibly do. But there was space between them, gaps as they ran and as they leaped to the back boxcars.

There was something important here. Perhaps something he could use. If he stayed alive long enough to ponder it. To figure it out.

He watched a bit longer. The back six cars had disappeared, and the growl –

(Give UP.

Give IN.)

– was constant. Especially now that he was standing. And the longer he stood still the stronger it became. The more insistent the hammer and chisel that chipped away at the self-centers of him mind.

Ken moved.

His body and a large part of his mind were screaming to run. To dash toward the front of the train, to find Maggie, his children. To die with the ones he loved.

And if that were truly the choice, perhaps he could have done it.

But death waited for none of them. Only the Change. The Change and, for his children, perhaps something far more alien and terrifying.

So he walked toward the zombies.

Seven – no, eight – cars covered in darkness now. The train was being swallowed by a creature that reached a tentacle from the woods and gulped it down whole.

Nine cars.

Ken kept walking. He shifted his focus away from the disappearing cars. Tried to ignore the rocking that was steadily worsening under his feet. His knees bent to adjust to the motion, and the less he thought of it the better he walked.

Ten cars.

He looked at the trail of creatures.

They were running faster than the train. Leaping up to hold not to the sides of the boxcars, but to their brothers and sisters, who clung to the train like spiders. Then they clambered over and forward and more came to take their place.

More of the ones who were running. Running faster than the train.

But only just.

A plan started to play in Ken’s brain.

He at last allowed himself to turn and run.
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AFTER ONLY A FEW STEPS, Ken realized that “run” was a term that could only be applied to what he was doing in the very loosest sense.

The boxcar – the entire train – was rippling like a snapped bullwhip under his feet as more and more of the creatures climbed aboard behind him. He could only take a few steps at a time, then he had to stop and regain his balance.

Still, he got to the forward end of the boxcar without falling off. Strangely proud, then strangely ashamed at being proud at this point. His family and world were still in grave danger, so wasting a single neuron on excitement over making it across the top of the car seemed wrong somehow.

The next boxcar was the same as this one. And both had ladders, not only on their sides but on their ends. The only problem was that the ladders didn’t mirror each other. The ladder on the front of Ken’s boxcar was down and to his left, the other had a ladder off to the right. He would have to go down, cross the linkage between the two cars, reaching across empty space since he could see he wouldn’t be able to hold onto both ladders at once, and hope not to fall.

He might have taken the safe route if the ladders had been closer.

As it was....

What the hell.

Ken, language!

The second voice in his mind belonged to Maggie, and even now, in this moment it made him smile. The grin had to force its way out through an expression tight and grim. But it glimmered through, and brought strength to Ken’s legs as he backed up ten feet. Far enough to get up speed, not so far that the train could buck him of.

He hoped.

He turned back to the front. Ran. One step. Two. Three.

Then a jump.

The gap between cars looked like it was about four feet. And Ken reminded himself in the middle of the jump that he’d already thrown himself across an eight-foot gap with only a four-inch launching pad. This should be no problem.

He hit squarely in the center of the steel walkway atop the next boxcar. Feet under him, hands in front in a perfect four-point landing. The impact made his teeth clack together. His front tooth – the one he’d already lost once and shoved back in, more out of a dazed sense of possession than anything – bounced out. It clicked across the top of the boxcar and off to the side. Ken had a wild instant in which he almost lunged after it.

Let it go, man. Maggie will just have to learn to love Hillbilly Ken.

He stood again. Ran forward. It went even better this time. Maybe he was getting his sea-legs.

Train-legs, Ken. Get the terminology right. Don’t use the end of the world as an excuse for lazy language.

Then the train rocked violently. He almost went over. Grabbed the lip of the walkway. Teetered. Righted himself. Continued forward. Didn’t look back.

Nothing back there to see. You already know what’s there. Focus forward. Focus on the job.

He reached the end of this boxcar and readied himself to jump again. Backed up the few steps. Took a quick breath. Ran.

And stopped the instant before he jumped.
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THE NEXT BOXCAR WAS different.

It had no center strip of steel, no visible stretch that, if not designed for it, would at least be serviceable as a path for Ken to walk across. That meant there was nothing for him to hang onto, either: the walkway he was on now had a lip he had used to grip when he had almost fallen off before. The boxcar ahead of him had no such minute safety features. Indeed, the top of the car was a gentle curve. Nothing too steep, nothing too serious on a train that was at a dead standstill. But when jumping across a moving behemoth being shaken by the crowding throngs of a zombie horde... everything – everything – got much trickier.

The space between the cars was only a few feet, once again. Not an interminable gap under almost any other circumstances.

There were no ladders on the back of the next boxcar. Nothing at all that he could hope to use to transfer across in a safer manner.

He had to jump.

He backed up again.

Ran.

Leaped.

He hit the roof of the boxcar and fell forward as his left leg collapsed under him. The pins and needles of pain that were ever-present in that limb exploded into spikes of agony.

Ken tried to control the fall, to roll forward like he had been taught in countless hapkido classes. He tucked his head under and hit his right shoulder on the metal roof. Another bruise to go with the grape tones of the rest of his body.

He rolled. Went over his back. Feet somersaulting forward. Saw the edge of the boxcar rushing at him.

He couldn’t stop. He managed to flip over, going to belly and chest, arms and hands spread wide to gain as much traction as possible. The curve of the roof resisted purchase and he kept sliding. There were small grooves in the roof, but nothing deep enough for his scrabbling fingers to grip, no depression that would allow him to wedge a hand or a toe in and arrest his fall.

His feet, kicking for purchase, abruptly kicked into void as his legs went over the side.
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KEN WAS SURE THAT GRAVITY would pitch him over. But fate – so often a vengeful scourge of late – seemed at last to come to his aid. The train was rocked as another group of zombies no doubt boarded it en masse, and the sudden bounce pounded Ken upward a fraction of an inch, giving him just enough time to slow his fall.

He was still hanging partially over the edge of the boxcar, his lower legs dangling into nothing. But he was alive.

He wiggled forward like a worm. Sliding forward until he was on the top of the boxcar, only his feet hanging out. Then on hands and knees again.

The metal was solid under him. The boxcar felt sturdy. Heavy. Immovable. It wouldn’t have minded if he fell, wouldn’t have noticed when he was plowed to tiny pieces beneath him.

Ken’s brow furrowed.

The train had bucked. Not once, but repeatedly. And that made no sense. The great length of rail cars, the three locomotives at the lead, had to weigh many thousands of tons. And there hadn’t been nearly enough zombies to cause something that size to shift. He had seen creatures in the hundreds, perhaps as many as one or two thousand.

But not enough to bounce the train. Not enough to cause it to shimmy the way it was doing now.

Ken stood and looked back.

The things were gaining. Maybe twenty cars looked like they had black bugs crawling over them. That put forty or so between them and Ken. He had to hurry. But first... he had to figure out what was happening with the train.

He looked a moment longer, but could see nothing.

Nothing on the top of the train.

He dropped back down to hands and knees, then to his stomach, and wiggled to the same edge he had just tried so hard to avoid. Poked his head over the side and looked down the length of the train.

It turned out that only about nine out of ten of the creatures were actually moving forward.

The rest were doing something else. Possibly something worse.
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AS KEN WATCHED, A TRIO of the zombies clinging to the closest boxcar crawled down the side of the car. They didn’t bother holding onto any of the small handholds that Ken had had to navigate, and this no longer surprised him. The things had been changing constantly since they first –

(took over)

– appeared, and one of the changes had been an apparent ability to hold to surfaces without benefit of hand- or footholds. Ken didn’t know if all of them had this strange ability, but the three he saw now were clinging like flies to the side of the boxcar, skittering down headfirst so fast they looked like they were sliding as much as crawling.

When they got to the end of the car, they leaned under it. Coughed.

Ken had seen the things vomit like this before. Had seen the black that splashed out of their mouths and knew what to expect. He could imagine the hiss as it spewed from their mouths, the angry whisper of acid as it splashed on the tracks.

They were trying to derail the train. That was what Ken had been feeling: not the impact of the zombies leaping aboard, but the train jittering as wheels tore over tracks that were melting and losing their strength.

Then, as Ken watched, the trio that had vomited the dark dissolvent started to jerk. Vibrations turned to thrashing. They slammed their trunks against the side of the boxcar. Against each other.

One fell. The train pulled it under.

Another reared up, and Ken saw that it had been driven mad. The zombies lost whatever drive impelled them to attack only humans whenever they suffered serious head injury, and this one now had only half its head. The other half was a smoking ruin, a crater that Ken could see even at this distance.

It had melted itself.

Ken realized he had never seen the aftermath of a zombie’s secretion of this acid. Too busy running, fleeing, trying to stay alive.

Another one of the zombies fell.

The third didn’t fall. But nor did it remain on the train. A group of five or six other zombies swarmed over the side of the train and, lightning fast, threw their once-brother over the side.

Gone.

Ken was stunned at this new revelation. The zombies weren’t immune to the acid they made. And these had... if not died, then at least been put out of commission by the very act of destruction they visited on the tracks.

Was it always like this? Was it like bees, who died once they stung, each vengeance a suicide? Or was it just that they had been hanging upside down and so the acid had dripped over their heads?

More important, perhaps, was the attack by the others. They recognized the threat and acted to end it.

Smarter. Every day, every minute, the things were getting smarter.

Ken felt like a clock was ticking. Whatever edge humanity might have, whatever hope for survival, lay in its intelligence.

But what if the things got too much smarter? What if they caught up to people? What if they surpassed them?

The train bucked again. More zombies vomited acid, more went insane, more dropped off or were thrown under the tracks by the others. Each shudder was greater than the one before, each ripple through the train brought more danger of derailment.

The clock was ticking. In more ways than one.
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KEN STUMBLE-RAN ACROSS the top of the boxcar. The next one was a cakewalk, so easy it was almost a joke. It was a flatcar, an empty bed that swayed slightly with the shift of the wheels as they passed over the tracks, but other than that it was just a big flat slab about ten feet below him.

There was a bad moment when he was gauging the best way to jump those ten feet. He didn’t want to hit and break a leg or an ankle, and he didn’t think his bad left leg would bear him up from that height. But landing and rolling was an equally bad call. The flatcar was just that – flat – but he still didn’t relish the idea of somersaulting right off the side. There would be absolutely nothing to stop his fall in that case – no handholds, no ladder rungs. Just a short drop to the ground where he would either be ground under the train or swarmed by the following horde.

He glanced down, almost absently, and realized he wouldn’t have to jump and land flat or roll. There had been no ladder on the back of the boxcar, but the front wall had a neat line of rungs hanging off it near the top of the car.

He lowered himself quickly, taking the rungs as fast as was safe. He needed to get to the front of the train. Not just to deal with the people threatening his family, but because they had to outrun the zombies. Impossible now, trailing close to a hundred cars.

But what if he could release the back ones? What if he could find a way to separate the locomotive from everything else? He wasn’t an expert, but he figured the train would be able to go a lot faster.

Fast enough to outrun the zombies?

He hoped so.

But he wouldn’t find out if they caught him first. Or if they sufficiently weakened the rails with their acid to derail the train. Or if the growl that still hammered at him finally overrode his will and rendered him helpless to act.

So many ways to die. So few to live.

He jumped off the ladder before reaching the bottom rung. A chancy move given the state of his left leg and his body in general, but he figured he needed every fraction of a second.

Ken landed on the wood-clad steel top of the flatcar. It whumped solidly, making him feel like he was on secure footing for the first time in what seemed like hours. His left leg spasmed, but only enough to remind him it was in a bad mood generally. An irritation, not a crippling moment.

He ran forward, tromping over the flatcar as fast as he could. He urged himself to greater speed, but the reserves were gone. He was at max speed given all he had been through. And he figured that even being upright at this point was a huge accomplishment.

Pat your back later, Ken. After you’ve saved Maggie and the kids.

Yeah, like you saved Derek?

He almost stumbled then, the look in Derek’s eyes when he had been bitten suddenly all he could see. The train disappeared for an instant and all he saw was a black-white beast clamping its teeth on his son’s flesh, his son’s skin seeming to burst as blood oozed from all his pores.

Derek had sacrificed everything to save his mother.

Ken had a good example – the best – to follow.

He forced the vision away. Not banishing it, just pushing it to the side so he could deal with the world around him. But he also held it close, so he could remember what his son had done. The love he had held for all of them.

Derek had never hesitated. Nine years old and he had leaped into the arms of a monster to save his family.

Could Ken do any less?

“I’m coming, Derek,” he whispered as he ran. Barely aware he said it, but knowing it wasn’t a promise of death but of life. He was going to do his best to approach his child in bravery, in goodness, in love.

He would sacrifice anything necessary, but like Derek had done he would save Maggie and the girls.

“I’m coming.”

The next boxcar was bouncing a bit, like one of its wheels was uneven. Still, Ken never hesitated as he ran and then jumped across the divide between the two cars. He caught the ladder that ran up the middle of the green boxcar. Climbed up hand over hand, moving fast, moving sure.

He put his head over the top. Hand on the roof. Pulled himself halfway up.

And before he had a chance to see anything, he felt a hand grab his ankle. Heard a familiar voice.

“Hello, Ken,” said Aaron. “Don’t you know you’re supposed to keep your hands and arms inside until the ride’s come to a complete stop?”
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KEN DIDN’T REACT. HE acted. A pair of thoughts flew into his mind:

He wants to kill my kids.

He won’t.

His foot flashed out. A perfect back kick in spite of the awkward angle of his body. His old hapkido teacher would have been proud.

Aaron had one foot on the coupler that held the boxcar to the flatcar. The other stretched to the lowest rung of the ladder that Ken was still on. The cowboy’s good hand was hanging onto Ken’s leg, his bad hand and arm looped around the rung below Ken’s foot.

Ken’s foot hit Aaron in the side of the head. The cowboy looked startled more than hurt. He weaved a bit, but managed not to let go of the ladder or Ken’s leg.

Ken drew back for another kick, but Aaron shook him. “I’d appreciate it if you didn’t do that again.”

The growl rose in volume at that moment, as though the zombies were agreeing, angered that Ken had attacked the older man. It just made him angry. He kicked.

Aaron let go. Punched and re-grabbed in the same motion. Ken’s leg went dead from the knee down. He bit back a scream.

“I can do it to the other side, too,” said Aaron. He was calm as ever. “But that’d make it hard for you to keep walking.” He waited a moment. The growl got louder. “Not being able to walk would be inconvenient right about now.”

Ken nodded. He hobble-stepped the rest of the way up the ladder, over the lip of the boxcar’s roof. Hard to do with his leg half-numb. Harder to do when Aaron still had a good grip on his calf.

“Where the hell’d you come from?” he snapped.

“Went down to find out what was going on with the train,” said Aaron. He chuckled. A sound without mirth. “Decided I’d better drop some of the cars.”

“That won’t work. You’ll have to drop all of them.”

“You a train expert?”

“No.” Ken managed to stand. His leg felt like it was all pins and needles – most of them dipped in battery acid – but it worked again. He moved away from Aaron, worried the cowboy would sucker-punch him or attack him from behind again. Not that he could stop the man if he decided to hit him from the front, either. “It just seems like the things are going fast and –“

“Relax. I agree. That’s why I went back to get you before heading to the engine.” He laughed again, and this time it seemed genuine. “Imagine my surprise when I found you gone.” He looked at the bit of plastic cuff still trailing from one of Ken’s ankles. “You’ll have to tell me how you did that.”

“Why? So you can tie me up better next time?”

Aaron ignored the comment. “After you,” he said, and gestured.

“You want me to go in front of you?”

“That’s right.”

“Last time I did that you choked me to unconsciousness.”

“Fine. Let’s just stay here arguing about it until the zombies come and take over the train.”

Ken looked over Aaron’s head. The zombies had taken over twenty cars. Twenty-five.

“You go first.”

Aaron sighed. “I know where your kids are.”

Ken shook his head. “You go first. And I’m sure you’ll take me there eventually. You want my help. That’s why you were talking to me in the first place.”

The cowboy let loose an exasperated sigh. But he turned and ran ahead of Ken.

A moment later Ken followed. The growl oozed after them, a miasma that thickened the air around it.

Ken barely noticed.

He had managed to kick Aaron. Hadn’t beaten him, but even touching the cowboy felt like a victory.

More important, he was moving toward his family.
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FOLLOWING AARON ACROSS a moving train was a surreal experience. The man had to be in his fifties, but he moved like a teenager. A teenager who was half monkey.

Ken was hard-pressed to keep up as the older man pounded across car after car. Aaron’s cowboy boots clanked across each roof, he leaped to another without pause or thought, and then looked back each time his boots came down on the next roof. Ken told himself Aaron was just checking on the zombies’ progress, but he knew it was really just to check on him; to make sure that he was keeping up.

Holy crap, I’m chasing a man twice my age across the top of a train... and I’m having trouble keeping pace.

Aaron jumped off the top of a boxcar and disappeared, falling into the dip created by another flatcar.

Oh, hell no.

But he didn’t have a choice. Ken had the luxury of moving carefully before, but not now. 

It wasn’t a question of pride. He was utterly out of that. Pride was something from the old days, something important when what you had to worry about was whether your clothes or your car measured up to what everyone else had. Keeping up with the Joneses was less important when all the Joneses – and Smiths and Browns and just about everyone else – was either dead or running around trying to make everyone dead.

So no, not pride. But he didn’t trust Aaron out of his sight. What if Aaron got ahead of him and then decided his plans would go easier without Ken and detached the part of the train Ken was still on?

So when he got to the end of the boxcar, he jumped as well. He hit the flatcar – another long, wood-covered surface that looked solid but rolled and bounced like it sat on a bed of hyperactive springs – and rolled. A pair of hands grabbed him before he finished the roll and hauled him to his feet.

“Nice,” grunted Aaron, and then he was off again.

They hopped across two more gaps, traversed two more flatcars. Then they hit a boxcar that had no rungs, no way to climb up. Nor were there visible handholds or even a lip around the side. No way past it.

Aaron didn’t look nonplused. Just turned to Ken and said, “This is going to take a bit of care.” His tone of voice was as even as ever.

“What is?”

Aaron moved his hands.

Ken gawked. “You’re not serious.”
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AARON NODDED, BUT KEN still had trouble believing it. Not until Aaron’s jaw clenched and he said, “Move, dammit!” did it really penetrate that the other man was serious.

Ken looked at the cowboy’s cupped hands. At the top of the boxcar a good ten feet away. Back at the hands.

“You want me to jump?” Ken said it more to himself than anything. An affirmation of the ridiculousness of the moment.

Aaron answered anyway. “Unless you want to be the tosser and I’ll jump. But you didn’t trust me to go first before, so I figured you’d prefer it this way.”

“Isn’t –“

“No, there ain’t. And we don’t have a lot of time for jawing.”

Ken knew he was right. He knew the other man was insane for even having this idea. He knew he was insane for backing up a few steps. Pitching himself forward as fast as he could.

He raced at Aaron. Pushed off. The older man grunted as Ken’s foot fell into the stirrup Aaron had created of his hands. It had to have hurt the cowboy terribly, the fingers had been broken and the thumb dislocated only a few days before. Ken had no doubt he would have been screaming if the tables had turned.

Aaron: just a grunt. So low it was almost inaudible. A reminder that this was a man you definitely did not want to meet in a dark alley. Or even a bright one. Anywhere at all, in fact, where the guy might want to pound you.

And Ken was going to have to get the drop on him, sooner or later. Because the man who had been – and, he sensed, in many ways still was – his friend now wanted to kill his children.

Then he was airborne as Aaron flung him up and forward. Ken lurched sideways as he made his short flight, and in the moment he took trying to right himself he almost forgot to grab the top of the boxcar.

What if there’s nothing to grab?

Maybe that’s why Aaron really sent you first.

But there was something. A rail around the top of the boxcar that Ken’s hands slapped against and gripped reflexively.

He pulled himself up. Looked down.

Aaron was already halfway across the coupler between the trains. Standing on the knuckle that joined the two cars. Staring upward, good right hand reaching up.

“Come on,” he said. His hand waved back and forth, motioning for Ken to hurry. “Let’s go.”

And Ken just looked at him.
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KEN DIDN’T TURN AWAY. Not because he didn’t want to – he did – but because he didn’t have the luxury of anger. Rage and revenge were things that stood in the way of life; of the struggle to survive.

He made a choice. Not based on his gut, but his mind.

Aaron wanted to hurt his kids. But he knew where they were. And Ken needed that knowledge. Besides, he hadn’t said he was going to kill them, had he? Only that he “might have to” kill them.

What did that mean?

Ken didn’t want to know. But he had to find out.

Because his girls were changing.  And what if –

(what if they’re the enemy what if they’re the monsters what if they’re the disease we’re carrying with us now?)

– Aaron knew something that would help him stop it? Help him turn back the clock on whatever was going on with Lizzy and Hope?

The easy way would be to just let Aaron die. But it wouldn’t be the good way, or even the right way.

He dropped to his stomach. Hung out over the edge of the boxcar. Put his good hand down. Grabbed Aaron’s. But before he pulled the cowboy up he said, “Remember this.”

He didn’t know exactly what he meant by that. Remember that I had you in my power, perhaps. Remember that I was merciful when you were not.

Remember that we, together, are human. Are all that remains of the Once that Once Was.

Ken pulled, Aaron pulled, and then the cowboy was up on the roof with him in an instant.

Ken looked ahead. They had run a surprising distance. Only maybe ten cars left to the rear locomotive.

He looked behind.

Fifty cars covered with writhing bodies. A seething mass of darkness, night falling one car at a time.

More and more of the zombies dropped off the sides, more and more of them vomited acid on rails and then died of the wounds the secretions caused.

In his headlong flight with Aaron, Ken hadn’t noticed the increased bouncing, but now he did. Standing still he felt the vibrations of the train as more and more of it passed over rails eaten away by acid, stripped of their strength by the destructive power of the things’ excretions.

The wobbling seemed to ripple back, getting worse the farther back it went. The first cars the things were on had just a bit of bounce to them, then more and more. The last train cars seemed to be rocking to some unheard music. A terrible tune thought up by an insane composer who only wished his audience to feel the same madness he suffered.

It couldn’t be much longer before those last cars fell. Derailed. And brought down the rest of the train with them.

The boxcar Ken stood on jittered beneath him. A noise like gears grinding a mixture of glass and bent steel screeched out.

Ken looked at Aaron. The cowboy’s face was impassive, but there was a hard edge to his jaw, a subtle clench visible under his gray-flecked beard.

They gazed at one another for an instant. Not even a second, but it seemed long, Ken felt like he was looking at Aaron because he wanted to memorize the last face he would ever see. He wondered if Aaron was feeling the same thing. Brotherhood imposed by circumstance, if not by choice.

Then they looked back. Both their heads moving as one, a coordinated movement that could have been rehearsed.

The back of the train.

It was far behind them, but still visible as a black line in the distance. A line that suddenly twitched. Whipped to one side, then the other.

The last cars tipped.

Fell off the rails.
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“DOWN!” KEN SCREAMED. He pushed Aaron to the roof, both of them going down in a tangle. He barely had time to grab the rail he had used to pull himself up before a vibration rolled through the boxcar. He felt it pummel his chest and legs. The hand gripping the bar felt hot. Fevered, if it was possible to have a single body part be fevered.

Why not? All bets on the impossible are off, Kenny.

Aaron started to slide away. Ken grabbed his arm. Aaron’s good hand gripped him at the same time, arresting his sideways fall. They hung to one another, Ken bearing the full weight of Aaron’s body for a moment. Then the cowboy wedged a boot against a rail and his slide stopped. Now he was supporting Ken as much as Ken was supporting him. Tangled in a strange embrace where Ken was unsure who was helping whom, just as he was unsure whether they were friends or enemies.

Maybe something else. Something new in a new world.

The train bucked again. Not the boxcar below them, but he felt the back cars flinging sideways like the tracks had been a prison and they were at last free to run wild.

Ken heard three words in his mind. Over and over, and he clung to them tighter than he clung to Aaron and Aaron clung to him.

Hatfield rail crash. Hatfield rail crash. Hatfield rail crash.

Aaron grunted. Ken couldn’t tell if it was pain or effort. He felt like patting the older man on the shoulder. Letting him know they had a chance.

No, no chance. The train’s derailing.

You know there’s a chance.

The vibrations worsened. Ken’s teeth rattled together. The back of his head – which had already been concussed, lacerated, burned – now bounced off the boxcar roof.

He felt himself slip into semi-darkness. Pulled himself back to full consciousness, using those same three words as a rope.

Hatfield rail crash.

Hatfield rail crash.

Hatfield rail –

The sound of the train derailing in sections behind them got so loud that Ken could no longer hear himself think. There was only an aural cliff that he had been pitched over the side of. And now he was falling past a sheer wall of sound that just grew louder and louder. Metal designed to stand up to millions of pounds of pressure shrieking as it was torn like tissue. Wheels of heavy steel separating from axles and then shattering into shrapnel.

Hatf –

The sound grew. Grew. Closer.

Ken held to the three words.

Even though he couldn’t hear them, even in his mind, he held to them. They were hope.

Hope was silent. But even silent, that did not always mean it was gone.

He screamed as loud as he could, this time saying the words aloud.

“HATFIELD RAIL –“

Then their car tipped to the side as well.
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MORMONS WERE EVERYWHERE in Boise.

It wasn’t an exaggeration or a condemnation, it was just a fact. Members of the Latter-day Saint church comprised about one in three people in the area. And, truth be told, Ken rather liked it that way. The LDS kids were less likely to turn up at class stoned, hungover, or “accidentally pregnant” (no kids, he had learned early, ever showed up and said they were “purposely pregnant”). Not that all LDS kids were angels – they weren’t – but they did have a lower tendency to cause trouble on average.

A result of this demographic makeup was that there was a lot of media coverage given to All Things Mormon. If an LDS church leader did something noteworthy, you could bet it would be covered at six p.m. on KBOI or KTVB – network affiliates who wouldn’t have given such items even a ten-second spot in areas like Los Angeles or New York.

So when a pair of Mormon missionaries in England were on a train that derailed, it was big news. Bigger still because one of the missionaries was actually from Caldwell, only about half an hour from Boise.

“The Hatfield rail crash” got coverage on TV, radio, newspapers. For weeks it was all anyone could talk about – either the “miracle” that the two young men hadn’t been killed, the fascinating details of the crash, or (in the case of a few very strange and bitter people Ken knew) whispered accusations that it was all part of a Mormon Conspiracy to bring down rail traffic in Europe.

The train was going almost one hundred-twenty miles per hour when a section of the track gave way. The back cars derailed completely, breaking into three sections as they skidded away from the rails.

But in the entire length, only four people were killed. Seventy injured, but only four died.

That was one of the things Ken tried to fix in his mind as the boxcar tilted beneath him. He heard screaming, wondered for a moment if it was Aaron.

No, Aaron doesn’t scream. Must be me.

The boxcar tilted so far to one side that Ken was certain it was going to slide sideways – either roll completely to its side or at the very least jump the tracks and gash twin furrows in the ground as the wheels went from solid track to comparatively soft ground.

Then the car slammed back the way it had come, bouncing Ken’s head against the metal again. Showers of sparks flew, and he couldn’t be sure if they were real or just something his brain was creating as a sort of mute protest to everything it had been forced to deal with of late.

The sound – the grating, shearing sound of train cars separating and metal being torn asunder – rose. Shifted. Now the high-pitched whine of air –

(Automatic air brakes?)

– mingled with the even higher scream of steel dragging on steel. The thud-thump-thuds that had been bouncing Ken and Aaron only a fraction of an instant before smoothed out.

Slowed.

Ken held to the fact that only four people had been killed in the Hatfield rail crash.

Held to that, and to one other thing.

The train slowed. He could feel it hitching to a stop below him, gears grinding from somewhere ahead. Brakes engaged sporadically up and down what was left of the line.

The train slowed.

Stopped.

Ken wanted to lay there. Just lay there and stare into the sky that was somehow untouched by what had happened.

But he didn’t have the time. He had to see if this was another Hatfield.

He sat up. Groaned. But didn’t let himself shut his eyes or even wince.

He had to see.
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IF THIS HAD BEEN ANYTHING other than a freight train, already weighed down by a half-mile of cars and who-knew how much cargo, Ken figured he would already have died. If they’d been going much faster than they had been, he and Aaron no doubt would have been flung off the top of the boxcar when the train derailed. And then they would have hit the graveled ground on either side of the tracks, suffered lacerations and abrasions and broken bones that would have killed them quickly if not instantly.

So it was a blessing that he could sit up at all.

That was he told himself.

But it sounded false. Hard to believe when he managed to sit up and take stock of the destruction behind them.

The train was a mile-long range of twisted metal and shattered cargo. Some of the closer cars had broken open and spilled contents all around the now-warped tracks. Ken saw what looked like grain spilling out of one boxcar, silver boxes that might have once been electronics scattered around another.

One of the cars – a cylindrical length of steel – had split open and was very clearly leaking some kind of dark fluid. Ken couldn’t tell at this distance what it was – could have been molasses or corn oil or some kind of radioactive explosive waste for all he knew.

Besides, the threat wasn’t explosion or irradiation. It was still what it had been from the beginning of this nightmare: the zombies.

Like the boxcars, many had been thrown from their perches and now lay along the tracks in broken piles.

Unlike the boxcars, many had managed to maintain their grips. Had held to cars that slid and slipped from tracks to terrain. And now they growled as one and leaped toward the front of the now-still train.

Even the zombies who lay in shattered heaps were moving. Ken knew what he’d see if he was closer: creatures walking on arms and legs that ended in stumps, pushing themselves forward in spite of bodies whose every bone had been shattered.

And in another moment, if they kept doing as they had –

(no guarantee of that they keep changing so who knows what’s next)

– a waxy yellow substance would start oozing out of their wounds, hardening around injured areas. It acted, so much as Ken could tell, as both cast and some kind of healing salve. Only one that put things to right in seconds instead of weeks or years. He hadn’t seen stumps grow new hands or feet, but he had seen shattered limbs straighten and regain strength in moments.

Some of the things could be seen vomiting on themselves and others: more of that yellow crap coming out of their mouths as though they were medics moving around the wounded on a battle field.

The zombies had mobilized.

And the train – the one thing that had kept the survivors ahead of death, if only for a few extra minutes – was stopped.

Ken turned around. 

Please let it be like Hatfield.
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THE HATFIELD RAIL CRASH had been a surprise for Ken. Not because of the severity of the crash; not because of the news coverage a British passenger train got in Boise, Idaho; not even because it turned out a Mormon missionary from Caldwell had been sitting in the front passenger car.

No, what surprised him most was watching the after-crash reports.

He had always heard things like “the train derailed” on news reports and assumed that meant the entire vehicle length left the tracks. Certainly most news anchors stood in front of smoking hulks of wreckage splayed brokenly to the left and right of tracks that stood mute and unused.

But with the Hatfield line, only about the last two-thirds of the train left the tracks. The front two passenger cars and the locomotive stayed on the rails.

More importantly, as soon as preliminary investigations were finished those cars were simply detached from the wreckage behind... and drove away.

Just from his quick view of the aft part of the train, Ken could tell that this was a much more severe crash. The Hatfield line had been a commuter rail, only a relatively few cars. Not a freight train with eighty or more cargo cars to weigh it down.

But still... the last cars on the line seemed to have spun away and more or less disintegrated. Ten cars later they were at all angles across the ground, torn and mangled.

Ten cars later, closer to the tracks.

And where Ken sat? He couldn’t tell. Thought it possible that this car might still be on the rails.

He jumped to his feet.

The three engines sat only ten cars ahead. One of them hissed as though angry to have been sidelined in such an ignominious manner. Motionless, but with a pent-up power that was still awesome and a bit dangerous.

And the front locomotive looked like it sat square on the rails.

Ken looked at Aaron. The old cowboy nodded at him, and he could tell that both were thinking the same thing.

“Think it’ll still run?” asked Ken.

Aaron glanced behind them. The zombies were still moving slowly. But their broken bodies straightened a bit more every second. Their motions smoothed out as they drew into tight knots, seeming as always to draw strength and agility from the simple fact of their siblings’ propinquity.

The train wasn’t moving. The things would be on them that much faster.

“It better,” said Aaron.

Neither man looked at the other. There were no questions about loyalty or about what was to happen next.

They simply ran.
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WHEN HE JUMPED OVER the first space between boxcars, Ken saw that this boxcar, too, had derailed. Not as radically as the rear cars, obviously, but when he jumped he could easily see how the two boxcars were well off the centerline of the tracks. His heart sank.

This far forward? What if the engines are off the tracks, too?

What if we’re on foot from here?

He landed on the roof of the next car and ran. Ran fast as he could, not just to outrun the swarming creatures that hunted them, but to outrun the bleak thoughts that threatened to overtake him.

He ran so fast he forgot to notice the difficulty of jumping from car to car, the fear of leaping from boxcar to flat. It might have been simply that the train was stopped, but Ken suspected that he would have run this nimbly if he had been racing over a hypersonic bullet train. He was too afraid of too many things to worry about the vague threat of lost footing.

Aaron was behind him now, and Ken didn’t think the cowboy was just letting him have the lead. Ken was in front because he had earned this position. He had somehow become different in the last few hours, the last few minutes.

He had to react. There was too much going on to let him sit still and come up with master plans. But his reactions could be careful, and calm, and cunning.

He dropped to a flatcar. Rolled. Came up in a full-tilt sprint.

Three more cars to back the engine.

He jumped up the back of the boxcar ahead of him. Clambered up as quickly as the zombies might have done.

Looked back.

The things were within thirty cars. A mass of arms and legs and open mouths waiting for flesh. The growl almost painfully loud now that the sounds of the train had been silenced. The things swarmed so close to one another that Ken couldn’t tell where one ended and the next began. A leg might belong to this creature, or to thing beside it. An arm could be the possession of this man, or the woman tangled up in him as they crawled together over the remains of the train.

And, really, did it matter whose arms or legs they were? Weren’t they all, at some fundamental level, just a single creature that wanted only one thing: to destroy all humanity?

Ken ran again.

He launched himself over the divide between this boxcar and the penultimate one. Felt a hand on his shoulder. Aaron.

“They’re in there,” said the cowboy. Panting a bit. That made Ken glad for some reason. Nice to be reminded that the guy was at least somewhat human.

Aaron pointed down. The car at their feet.

Ken went totally still.

Waiting.

Only four people dead in that massive Hatfield crash.

But what if some of the dead here were his?

He listened. Not long – they didn’t have long – but he stood silent for an instant.

Long enough to hear....

Nothing.

No calls, no cries. No whimpers or screams.

The car below sounded empty.

Or lifeless.
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KEN COULDN’T DO WHAT he wanted to. Couldn’t just throw himself over the side of the boxcar; jump over and fling himself to the door and open it to see what had happened to his wife and children, not to mention Christopher and Buck. It wouldn’t be the same as hitting the bed of a flatcar: loose gravel, rock, and sand lay on either side of the train in a gentle slope that led to a sort of dry wash on either side of the tracks. Pitching himself over the side of the train would have been a sure way to break an ankle, a leg – a neck.

He cast about for a ladder, for a rail to grab.

Aaron was well ahead of him. The cowboy apparently heard the same lack of motion – lack of everything – that Ken did. A spasm of terror jammed its way into his expression, and Ken was glad to see it. He didn’t think the other man’s fear was anything strange, either. Despite his surprise attack and his talk of death, Ken was starting to feel more and more as if the other man still... what? Cared? Worried?

Ken didn’t know what the right word was. How could you define someone who talked casually about the murder of two children in one instance, then a few minutes later had the aspect of a man whose own kin were at risk?

Once again, Ken struggled to understand the rapid shifts in the world around him. Once again he failed. He would have to content himself with survival. Hopefully with protecting his own.

Perhaps, if he lived long enough, understanding would eventually come.

Regardless, Aaron didn’t suffer the constraints of gravity or physics that hampered lesser mortals. He ran to the right edge of the train, then jumped. In midair he spun around, catching a rail on the top of the car with his good hand. He disappeared from view, only his clenched knuckles visible. Then they opened and his grip released.

Ken ran to the side of the train in time to see Aaron land perfectly on a set of rungs beside a latch that obviously held shut the sliding door on the side of the boxcar.

Aaron flipped back the latch as Ken started to lower himself over the side. Much slower than the older man had done.

The door slid open as Ken’s feet cleared the top of the car, and he swung himself into the doorway. It was a smoothly coordinated pair of movements, and he suspected that an onlooker would have assumed he and Aaron had practiced this open-and-enter routine often. For what purpose, who could know.

Ken’s feet fell inward and down as he released his grip on the roof rail. He was calling out before he hit the wood flooring that lined the inside of the boxcar.

“Maggie! Girls!”

There was no answer.

But there was light enough to see the still forms that lay in a jumble all around the car.
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VOMIT ROSE IN KEN’S throat.

The lumps that lay all around were not moving, not breathing.

There was no life in here. No life any of the five... six... eight....

He blinked.

Too many.

Only a second passed. Only a second for the fact that the things on the floor were not his family and friends to sink in.

He died a thousand times in that second.

But it was not his family.

Just moving blankets. Lumps of fabric that had once protected cargo and now twisted across the floor and looked like bound bodies in the half-light of his terror.

He turned on Aaron, who hung half-in and half-out of the boxcar.

“Where are they?” he demanded. The words came out as a snarl, a sound the equal in menace to the growl that now saturated the air around them.

Give up.

Give in.

The call should have been harder to resist. But Ken’s rage was damping it. He was terribly afraid, yes. But if he gave into his fear – not for himself, but for his wife and children and friends – then he would be paralyzed. So he let the fear shift to anger. Anger was a close cousin to fear, the reason so many fights began in fright, so many murders were subtle twists of terror.

Anger was terrible, yes. But, sometimes, useful.

“Where?” he screamed again.

Aaron actually shrank back a moment, drawing more fully out of the boxcar. “HellifIknow,” he finally said. It was all one word. Confusion and his own fear and the rush to move melding the syllables into a single mass as seamless as the horde that was moving toward them.

A constant vibration was writhing through the car. The things were close.

“Come on,” Ken said. He jumped out the side door, not pausing to see if Aaron followed or not. His feet hit the gravel beside the train and he did not slip in the loose dirt. He ran forward. Toward the engine.

The girls had to be there. Maggie had to be there. Christopher and Buck and even Sally. They all had to be there.

The alternative was unthinkable. Therefore it could not be true.

They have to be there.
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HE RAN. FASTER THAN he should have, faster than he could have. He had too many injuries, too many aches and pains. But the hum of bruises and the thrum of sprains and strains pushed into the background as his feet covered the terrain.

He looked down at the wheels of next car they passed. Still off the tracks. But close. So close.

The next car. The last car.

Still off the tracks.

He passed it.

Give up.

Give IN.

The growl rose and rose as the things came. Thousands of them swarming over the metal of the train, painting it black as night, black as despair, black as death.

And Ken still ignored it. Before he had found it nearly overwhelming. Now... he brushed it aside. Still a force.

But so was he.

He thought he heard Aaron’s steps stutter. Didn’t know if it was because the cowboy was dealing with the psychic attack as well, or because he had hit a loose patch of sand. Nor did Ken care. The other man wasn’t his family.

And his family was his only focus.

He passed the final boxcar.

Came upon another figure.

Ken stopped automatically, halting so fast that his feet dug furrows in the gravel that underlay the tracks. His mind flashed automatically to the conclusion that it was a zombie; that the things had made it in front of them.

Then he realized the thing was alone. Not running toward them, but struggling against something at the rear of the boxcar.

And it was huge. Six-foot-seven at least, a hulking mass of muscle clad in body armor with “Boise Police” stenciled across the back, a WWII-issue gas mask dangling from his neck. Perfect white teeth stood out in stark contrast against skin so dark it was nearly an absence of light.

Elijah, one of the people who had rescued Ken only to point a gun at his children and take them hostage, gritted his teeth. His voice, deep as summer thunder, boomed, “Don’t just stand there, dammit. Help me!”
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KEN FELT LIKE HIS AWARENESS had heightened. Like he could sense more than he should have been able to. Not just what was happening in front of him, but even what was out of sight.

The zombies were coming. Within perhaps twenty cars.

Aaron, rushing forward to help Elijah. But he had only raised his foot; hadn’t yet had time to put it down. He was moving so slowly. Did he always move that slowly? Or was Ken just... processing things this quickly?

Elijah was straining at a lever that extended under the coupling between the boxcar and the next part of the train. The last of the three engines. The lever was bent, torqued out of alignment.

Aaron’s foot still hadn’t come down.

Next to the train: sand, gravel, dirt. The same slope to a dry wash. Then a twenty-foot stretch of nothing before the sand became scrub, then another twenty or thirty feet before scrub became woods.

Ken had no idea where they were.

He could feel life in the woods. Or at least imagine he could. Small hearts beating in feathered breasts, furry creatures peering out from hidden blinds as curiosity and terror tore at them in turns.

Aaron’s foot finally came down.

Time snapped back to itself.

“What’s going on?” said the cowboy.

“Draw bar’s bent all to hell!” snapped Elijah.

Ken didn’t understand that, but apparently it meant something to Aaron. He joined Elijah at the bar and both of them pulled on the metal. Nothing happened.

Give up.

Give in.

The growl. Louder. Close enough that individual voices could now be heard: high-pitched, low, trembling, firm. A cacophony of violence, sweeping and inevitable.

Ken thought of the unofficial motto of the United States: E pluribus unum. Out of many one.

He doubted Congress had had a thundering mob of zombies in mind when they pasted the phrase all over the nation’s seals and coins.

“What are you waiting for?” shouted Elijah. He waved to Ken. “Get over here and help us!”

Ken didn’t move. “Where’s my family?”

The big man gaped. “Man, we don’t have time for this!”

“There’s always time for family, pal,” said Ken. Still not budging. “Don’t you ever watch Dr. Phil?” Elijah appeared to be flummoxed by this.

“Tell him!” hollered Aaron.

Elijah screamed, “They’re safe! They’re at the engines, they’re all safe, dammit. Now help!”

Ken stepped forward. Put a hand on the bar. Didn’t pull. Not yet. “If you’re lying to me... I’ll kill you, Elijah.”

It should have been ridiculous. The other man outweighed Ken by easily a hundred pounds – all of it muscle. He looked combat-ready, and was definitely armed.

But the big man stepped back. He nodded mutely, and his gaze dropped away from Ken’s.

Ken put his hand to the lever.

The three men lifted.

The growl was closer.

“Fifteen cars,” he murmured. He tried to convince himself it was a bad guess. That the things could be farther back than that.

He failed.
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THE LEVER MOVED AN inch, accompanied by an angry screech, then seized up again. Elijah grunted, and Ken saw the veins and sinews come out of the man’s neck so far someone could have played them like harp strings.

Aaron puffed. The only sound he made, but Ken could feel the strain coming off him.

Ken dug deep. Pulled. He saw his family’s faces. Maggie. Lizzy. Hope.

Derek.

The lever popped up. It felt like all resistance had disappeared, like the thing had held itself against them until it completely failed.

Something jerked up below the coupling between the boxcar and the rear locomotive. The joint between the two popped open. Mostly.

“That gonna be enough?” said Aaron. “The Janney ain’t –“

“Gonna have to do!” shouted Elijah. He pointed, and Ken swung around but already knew what he was going to see.

They were here. The horde.

Ten cars away. Nine.

Eight.

Seven.

The lead creatures saw them. Some were whole, not even the bites that had Changed them apparent. Some were hideously torn and mutilated – almost foul in their destruction. A few of them had the scabrous growths on their faces that Ken had seen before: black encrustations that sprung out of the creatures’ cheeks, foreheads, chins.

Eyes.

One of them had a face entirely covered by the growth. There was only a small hole where the mouth should be. But it ran smoothly as the others, and faster than most. It chirped occasionally, a sound Ken thought must be some kind of echolocation. Though it could just as easily be the way the thing farted or some kind of zombie love poem.

“Can we get outta here fast enough?” said Aaron.

“Probably not,” said Elijah. But he began to run.

Aaron followed. Ken brought up the rear.

And the things kept coming.

They would never stop.
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AS WITH AARON, A COMBINATION of panic and desperate hope drove Ken to higher levels of strength. He passed Aaron; had to concentrate on not passing Elijah. The only reason he didn’t was that the big man knew where Ken’s family was.

The three locomotives loomed to their left. The massive caboose-like engine farthest back. Two windows at the rear, two at the front. Next came the flat unit. Lower than the preceding engine, and the main part of it was also slightly narrower than the rest of the train to allow for the walkways on either side. The front unit – the one that most looked like what people thought of as the locomotive – was an iron monster with a room-sized area in back for the train’s crew.

The whole thing was painted a dull olive green with a few yellow and white markings on the side.

Ken also knew that there was a small door in the front of the cab that led to a basic toilet. That had surprised him for some reason, the first time he saw it on a trip to the Boise Depot on a date with Maggie and they had a freight locomotive on display. It was a cheap date for a couple who had no money and didn’t particularly need any to enjoy themselves. The background activity wasn’t the important thing, it was the company that mattered.

Why the toilet had seemed strange to him then, and why he suddenly remembered it now, were mysteries to him. The mind flits back and forth between memory and reality, between Then and Now, at its own whim. Sometimes this is blessing, sometimes curse. Sometimes simply strange.

In the next moment he didn’t wonder, he didn’t care. Because he saw something. A face. Not human, but nor was it alien to him. It was something familiar, and something that gave him hope.

The snow leopard was leaning out over the top of the center engine. Peering at him with a look that seemed almost human. Maybe Ken was anthropomorphizing – surely he was – but the animal seemed to be staring at him with a mix of irritation and contentment. As though to say, “It’s you. Finally.”

Ken breathed the snow leopard’s name. A name both ridiculous for its mistaken gender and wonderful for its source. “Sally,” he said.

The leopard chuffed.

And another voice answered. Quavering. “Ken?” said the voice. “Is that you?”

Maggie.
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AARON AND ELIJAH RAN on.

Ken did not.

He swerved sideways. Ran to the middle of the engine and leaped straight up. A jump that should have brought him crashing into the side of the train, but again his muscles were fueled by something more than himself, something outside of his pain.

Maggie.

The voice had come from above. From the top. Maybe from the other side.

He grabbed the walkway and clambered up the rail. His pulse beat in his ears, drowning out the shrieks and growls that were close, close, closer.

He didn’t have long.

“I’m coming, Maggie!”

Why isn’t she coming to me?

A moment later he had his answer.

“Kenny, what’s happening?”

The words came to him as he made it over the rail. Stood on the steel walkway behind it. He peered over the top of the low box that was the center of the car.

Maggie. Buck. Christopher.

The girls.

They were all there.

All of them were tied to various metal outcroppings. The three adults had blindfolds on, and Buck and Christopher were gagged. Maggie and the kids weren’t – apparently the kidnappers weren’t unchivalrous.

Ken’s blood pressure spiked. He heard thuds and knew it was Aaron and Elijah climbing into the front cab. Had to restrain himself from turning to run after them.

What would he do? Attack them? Die in a hopeless fight?

Then he noticed – really noticed – the girls. Hope and Lizzy. He had thought they were tied together, they lay so close. But then he saw that they were merely laying on top of one another.

Maggie was curled in a tight ball, her head down as though the seven-year-old was trying to burrow into the train’s hood.

Lizzy had her little head on her sister’s legs. Her tiny body splayed out beyond. Right hand tied to something below her body. Eyes wide open.

Staring at the sky.

Both utterly motionless.

He had seen this before. Every time the monsters came, every time the zombies closed, the girls changed. They – along with their mother and Buck - had been captured by the zombies. But they hadn’t been killed, hadn’t been bitten.

They had been taken. Dragged to the top of a building, swaddled in some kind of strange cocoon.

And what had happened there?

No one knew. None of them could remember.

The adults hadn’t shown any effects. But the girls kept shifting between what Ken thought of as normal and this strange “other” state. Sometimes they almost seemed to hope for the Change, to wish to be taken. Sometimes they even seemed to help the zombies.

And when Lizzy had spoken....

Ken shuddered. Thinking of her little voice, speaking not toddler words but saying clearly, “You are not family. You are renegades.”

Sally seemed to mitigate the effect. The snow leopard stood near them now, but even he couldn’t stop it from happening completely, it seemed.

Ken’s heart dropped out of him. Fell right to the center of the earth. His girls....

Maggie’s voice snapped him back to the world.

“Ken? You there? Ken, dammit.”

A measure of her fear that she had cursed.

He moved toward her. Grabbed her wrists. “I’m here,” he said.

Maggie sobbed. “Oh, thank you,” she said. “Thank you, God.”

Buck and Christopher writhed. Ken couldn’t be sure if they were congratulating him, cursing him for taking so long, or simply moving for movement’s sake. Regardless, both looked terrible. Buck’s hair and scalp hung to his skull in loose, oozing strips where zombies had tried to yank him and Hope bodily out of a bus window by his hair alone – only Buck’s incredible will to protect Ken’s daughter had saved them. Ken thought he still saw yellow bone peeking through in a few spare spots above the big man’s eyebrows. And Christopher looked little better, with a busted-up nose and a severe laceration on his cheek, arms raked from wrists to shoulders.

But all those were old wounds. Ken had already seen them. Now, bound to the top of the train, both looked even more battered and bruised: apparently they hadn’t come up here without some struggle.

The temperature of Ken’s blood rose a bit higher.

Back to his wife. She was tied with the same plastic cuffs that had bound him. And while he had managed to loose himself by pounding the things to pieces, he didn’t think he could pull the same trick without breaking her wrists as well.

He pulled off her blindfold. She blinked against the sudden flood of light.

“I’ll be back,” he said.

He kissed her. It was sweet. He hoped it wasn’t their last.

The train lurched under them.

“You better,” she said as they separated.

He looked up.

The train engines were growing louder.

But the zombies had almost reached the final locomotive engine.

Please, God, make them slow up. Somehow, slow them down.

He shifted his thoughts to the things themselves.

Give us a BREAK, dammit!

The train engines grew louder.

But it didn’t matter. They hadn’t moved fast enough to outpace the zombies before. And he knew they wouldn’t move fast enough to get away now.
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KEN RAN OVER THE FLAT top of the engine toward the front of the train. Leaped over his daughters. Jumped to the ridge of metal that partially hid the front engine from view.

The rear of the lead engine had two doors leading into what he supposed was the cockpit – or driving area, or whatever they called it. He didn’t care. All that mattered was that the doors were open. One was on either side of the train, with a set of stairs leading downward so that the engineer and other crew could get into the cab.

Ken could see Elijah. The big man was seated at the right side of the small room, his hands resting on a pair of levers, moving every so often.

He also saw Theresa.

Like Elijah, Theresa had appeared – seemingly out of nowhere – to rescue Ken and his friends. Like Elijah, she had turned on them. Had turned on his children. Had, with Aaron’s help, taken them hostage for some still-unknown reason that might well involve his girls’ death.

She also was dressed in “Boise Police” body armor, a gas mask dangling from her neck. She had red hair and a few extra pounds that rounded out her body. She would have been plumply attractive were it not for the fact that she was a killer-in-waiting. That and, perhaps, the thick scar that curled its way around her neck and made her voice sound only a little less gruff than the growl that followed the survivors everywhere.

Theresa was on the left of the train. Standing with arms crossed. Gun clearly riding on her hip. Elijah also had a sidearm, though Ken couldn’t see his.

He also couldn’t see Aaron. He guessed the cowboy was in there, riding out of sight behind the bulkhead.

That would make what came next harder.

But Ken had no doubt he would do it. Everyone – all his friends, his family – depended on him. Doubt would only get them killed.

He jumped.

He landed with the solid thud he had come to expect in traveling across car after car. His feet hit the second-to-top tread on the stairs to the cab. His hands came down firmly on the safety rails on either side.

Elijah glanced back. His face tautened. “He’s here.”

Aaron slid into the doorway. “Ken, we don’t have time for this.”

“No, we don’t.” Ken jerked a chin behind him. “They’re going to get on the train. I need the others loose.”

Theresa stepped into the doorway behind Aaron. “Are you nuts? No way.”

Aaron looked at Ken. Impassive.

“Now, Aaron. Or we all die.”

Ken turned to Theresa and took a knife from her belt. It was six inches long. The edge glittered: a razor that sliced the light in the cab.

Ken tensed.

Aaron tossed the knife to him. Ken snatched it out of the air.

“What are you doing?” Theresa screamed.

Aaron reached behind the bulkhead and came back with a tool. A heavy wrench.

“Let’s go get ‘em,” he said to Ken.
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WHEN AARON SAID THAT, Ken was reminded for a moment of Dorcas. The farm woman who had come along on an insane trip to save a bunch of strangers. Who had saved him time and again. And why? When asked, she merely said, “Because it’s the right thing to do.”

She had died for them. For all of them.

No. Not died. Worse. Changed. One of them now.

And now Aaron was helping again. Why?

Ken didn’t understand. Didn’t know what was happening – not only in the greater world outside the train, the world that had turned inside out and seemed hell-bent on imploding, but in the much smaller world of the people he knew and thought he knew. What was Aaron’s endgame? What were Elijah and Theresa trying to do?

No time to figure it out now.

Ken began to turn back to the cab doors.

“I can’t let you.” Theresa slid her gun from its holster. Aimed it at Ken.

“Theresa, dammit –“ Aaron began.

“We don’t know what’s happening, Aaron. We already decided that –“

“That’s right, we don’t know,” snapped Aaron. “And until we do, no one dies. No one.” He glared at her. Then turned away, dismissing both her and her weapon. “Go, Ken.”

Ken turned away as well. His back twitched. He felt like he had a bright red circle painted in the middle of it.

It was an easy jump to the engine’s walkway.

It was also easy to see the zombies loping along the side of the train.

A few had made it to the side of the last engine.

Ken ran back to the middle of the center engine. Jumped up again. Numb to everything but what he had to do.

He didn’t go to Maggie. Instead went to Buck. He sawed at the big man’s wrist cuffs. The second they came loose Buck tore his blindfold and gag loose. Some skin came off along with the blindfold, a few bits of gray hair. He didn’t scream, didn’t make a noise. Ken wondered if that was life now – pain such a part of things it wasn’t worth even noticing.

Like Maggie, Buck blinked in the sunlight, but said nothing. Just stared at Ken as he moved to his daughters. He snapped each of their bonds with one cut of the knife. Then looked back at Buck.

“Get them into the front,” he said.

Buck didn’t question. He just nodded. Then grabbed the girls. He tucked one under each arm. Ken had been injured, out of it for a few days. And during that time Buck had somehow come to view himself as a protector. A friend or favored uncle.

He would die for these girls.

He moved to the end of the engine’s flat top, then sat and swung his legs over and dropped down to the walkway as carefully as he could.

Ken had thought about sending Maggie, but he didn’t trust Theresa, and he figured Buck had a better chance against her. Not to mention Elijah. Buck was the only one of them nearly big enough to go mano a mano with someone that size.

Buck’s head swung back and forth as he oriented himself. He visibly started as he saw the zombies. Then turned and ran to the cab.

Sally, who had been resting near the girls, dropped down silently with Buck.

Ken moved to Maggie next. Loosed her. “Go with him,” he said.

She shook her head. Staring behind her. Knowing what was coming. “We have to stop them.”

“I know,” he said. “But you have nothing to do that with.”

“Ken –“

“Go!”

He shoved her. Then practically shoved her off the top of the engine. Down to the walkway.

She glanced up at him.

He nodded at her.

She touched his foot – the only part of him she could reach. Then ran.

Ken ran back to Christopher. Aaron was already there. Christopher’s wrists were lashed to a handle that jutted out of the metal of the engine. Aaron put a jaw of the wrench between Christopher’s bonds and the metal. Levered up. The plastic popped. Christopher yelled through his gag. He ripped it off.

“Ow, that hurt!” he hollered. Then he tore off his blindfold. “Don’t you....” His voice died as he saw what was coming.

As the first zombie put its hand onto the top of the engine.

At the same time, a shadow drew across the sun. The dark clouds that had been hanging overhead since Ken made his escape from the boxcar finally shuddered and opened up.

Rain began to fall.
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AARON DOVE DOWN TO one side of the engine.

Ken thought the cowboy was abandoning them. But there was a sharp clang and the sound of a metal door opening. Sounded like Aaron popped a lock of something with his wrench. Then he tossed something at Christopher. A crowbar.

“You take the other side!” Aaron shouted at Christopher. He switched his gaze to Ken. “You’re top.”

Ken and Christopher moved immediately. The last time Ken had seen the younger man, he had been nearly crippled by despair. He had seen his baby, a baby he thought dead in a hospital collapse, changed not only to a zombie but to one of the ones that was metamorphosing into something hideous and even more alien than the others. Worse, he had attacked it with an axe before realizing who it was. Ken had worried Christopher was broken, mind and soul.

But he moved now, without hesitation or apparent fear. The only difference this Christopher and the old one was that the young man’s grin – always present before – was gone. A twice-broken nose (courtesy of Ken) and a sliced cheek and arms (courtesy of zombies) had failed to strip him of that smile. But now his smile and his humor had fled. Now he looked serious, almost expressionless.

Perhaps not broken, but something had changed in him. Something had died.

Ken only hoped they wouldn’t all die in a more physical manner.

Christopher dropped over the side. On Ken’s left. Aaron on his right. Both men moved forward, ready to hold off the zombies that loped toward them on the sides of the train.

Ken faced the one that had made it to the top.

Raindrops plunked down on the top of the engine. The water darkened the metal in near-perfect circles the size of quarters. Then the water-darkened circles joined as the top of the engine drenched.

The zombie growled at Ken.

Ken screamed. Ran across dark water toward the hunter.
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IT HAPPENED FASTER than Ken could have expected. The storm brought no lightning, but the next moment seemed to happen in a series of flashes, as though cracks of brightness illuminated only every other instant in the next explosion of activity.

The zombie, jumping at him...

... Ken, juking...

... the train, jerking as it prepared to move...

... the thing sliding a bit, losing purchase on the slippery metal for a critical second...

... Ken’s foot kicking out...

... the thing’s snarl...

(GIVE UP! GIVE IN!)

... his foot connecting...

... the thing’s knee bending sideways...

... it fell...

... crackles as its knee righted itself, impossibly straightened...

... the thing back on its feet...

... and Ken screamed and buried the knife in its throat.

The zombie didn’t seem to mind the knife. It grabbed Ken’s shoulders with piston-fingers. His shoulders groaned. The thing pulled toward him. Its teeth clicked.

Ken resisted. His hands still on the knife that was buried in the thing’s neck. He pushed away as hard as he could. Blood washed over his hands. Warm. Dark bits like it had started to clot in the thing’s veins. The rain carried some of the gore away, but not all of it, and not fast enough. Ken shivered in spite of himself.

The zombie’s teeth were a foot away. It could pull harder than Ken could push.

Ken kept pushing, but now he shifted part of his force to a sideways motion. Grinding the knife to the left. Digging. The knife was buried to the hilt in the thing’s neck. Which meant it had to be sticking out the back.

He twisted. Twisted.

The thing was inches away. He could smell its breath.

Twist.

The thing dropped.

Ken wasn’t fooled. He had managed to sever the spine, but he had seen this before. It wasn’t dead. In a moment the spine would heal, the thing would start twitching, then muscle control would return and it would be as deadly as ever.

He hoisted it to a shoulder.

It was already shuddering. Like it was willing itself to motion. Its head – above the level of the cut – still had a modicum of control. Its teeth still clicked together, and Ken was careful to avoid them as he carried it to the side of the engine.

Rain fell harder. Water bounced off the train, like even the elements had joined the enemy and were trying to wash the last vestiges of humanity away.

Below him, Christopher was swinging away with the crowbar, barely managing to keep one of the things at bay. He connected, shattering the thing’s jaw. The lower half of the zombie’s face shifted to the side. The sight gladdened Ken, since he figured a zombie with a jaw a good ten inches out of alignment would have serious trouble biting.

The jaw slid back into place.

The thing jumped at Christopher. And Christopher hadn’t recovered from his swing yet.
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KEN TOSSED THE TWITCHING thing off his shoulder. He felt it scrape him on the way down. Prayed it wasn’t a bite.

Apparently not. No blood burst from his pores, no need to scream and devolve to pure predation. He felt a sudden jolt of pain through his torso, but that was all.

The zombie – spasming, almost epileptic – fell. It hit the one that was racing toward Christopher, and both tumbled to the walkway.

Ken had only bought Christopher a second or two, but Christopher used his time perfectly. He swung the crowbar down as hard as he could. Again. Two heads burst open. Pink sludge exploded outward. The zombie on the bottom – the one that had been attacking Christopher – now turned its attention to the thing on top of it. That zombie shuddered as control finally returned to its body and it began batting at its once-fellow.

Both had gone mad. Had lost that will that bound them in a common purpose. They no longer hated all humanity. Now they simply hated.

The two rolled off the side of the train. Spun down the gully in a flurry of teeth and arms and legs. Hands and feet kicking and tearing, blood flowing and bone breaking. 

Two more zombies took their places at the rear of the engine. Christopher dropped to a crouch.

His grin was back. Not the same ain’t-life-a-kick grin he had worn before, though. This was an angry smile, the kind of expression Ken suspected a soldier with nothing to lose might wear.

He heard something on the other side. A shriek of pain. Aaron.

Ken ran back across the top of the engine. He slid the last feet, knowing instinctively that he had to come down to the walkway, and come down hard.

The water sprayed under him. Separated in twin curtains of white, like he was an angel of God paving the way for Moses and his people to cross over to safety.

But there was no safety on the other side of the hood. His feet crashed down on top of the zombie that had trapped Aaron against the side rail. Aaron’s wrench was in the thing’s mouth, but he was far from safe. Black acid was dripping around its mouth. Melting the wrench. Melting the thing’s own face. But a few drops had also landed on Aaron’s legs. And Ken had seen before how much even a drop of the concentrated solvent hurt on human skin.

The wrench was bending, about to break, when Ken came down on the thing’s back. His left hand went around the thing’s forehead, yanking it back, and his right jabbed the knife sideways through its neck. He levered it toward him and the knife slammed through flesh and blood, exploding out the back of the thing’s neck.

The knife blade broke, the metal embedded in the thing’s neck. Ken was left with nothing but the hilt. Useless.

The thing kept biting. Vomiting acid. Perhaps dying, but also seconds from killing Aaron.

Ken pulled at it. No use. The thing was too strong.

He looked around for something to use. Anything to serve as a weapon. Saw an open door leading to a small compartment: the area Aaron must have pulled the crowbar from. Inside hung several small tools and a few large pieces of metal.

Ken grabbed one of the metal pieces. About fifteen inches long, a jaw-like structure at one end. He realized it was a replacement coupler, a knuckle that could be used in case one of the ones between the cars broke in transit.

It looked like it weighed a ton. But to Ken’s adrenalized muscles it felt light as a feather.

He spun back to Aaron. Swung it as hard as he could. It hit the zombie in the back of the neck.

The thing’s head exploded. The force of the hit probably severed its spine as well, probably would have dropped it if the impact hadn’t simultaneously driven it right over the side.

“You okay?” he said to Aaron.

Aaron nodded, panting. Rain rolled in rills down his creased face, pearled in his beard. He looked at Ken strangely.

“What?” said Ken.

But there was no time to answer that. More of the things were coming.
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THE RAIN WAS FALLING sideways.

Sideways, and more of the things were coming.

The drops falling harder, bigger, faster.

Sideways, and now there were five on the end of the gangplank, clambering over each other in their effort to get to Ken and Aaron. Probably that many on Christopher’s side.

Sideways rain.

Five zombies. That was all. But it was enough. Enough to kill them. To Change them and then run to the locomotive and take the rest of the survivors; the rest of the people the Ken loved.

Sideways rain.

Ken realized that no more of the monsters were climbing aboard the train.

And the rain wasn’t flying sideways. The train had started moving. Was just going fast enough that they were racing into the drops. And in so doing it had also outpaced the rest of the zombies.

“Back up!” he screamed. Then, louder, “Chris, move back!”

“No argument here!” screamed the young man.

Ken turned and pushed Aaron. The cowboy stumbled back, looking confused. Ken didn’t give him a chance to argue, though. “Move!” he screamed.

The things that had made it aboard the train growled. The sound of feet slapping on wet metal.

“Jump!” shouted Ken when Aaron reached the end of the walkway that spanned the length of the second locomotive. He put a hand on the cowboy’s back and propelled him across the gap between this car and the first locomotive.

Aaron leaped, as much out of forced propulsion as by choice.

Ken looked over and saw another form flying through the air. Christopher.

Both men landed on the back of the lead engine, on the steps leading to the twin doors that allowed entry to the engine’s crew cab. Ken saw Buck standing in there, still holding Hope and Liz. Sally stood at his feet, the cat’s hair standing on end and its one remaining ear pricked forward, its teeth bared.

Ken leaped.

He didn’t make it to the steps.

Instead, he slammed to the coupler between the first and second locomotives. He heard a voice as he landed. His.

“Please, please, please.”

He hadn’t realized he was saying anything, but wasn’t surprised. He had known there was no way to hold what little remained of the train. They didn’t have enough weapons, didn’t have enough manpower.

All they could do was get rid of the back two locomotives.

He thought the front engine was an independent locomotive. Could keep going without any help from the back two. He was sure he remembered that from that long-ago date to the train station.

Pretty sure.

He landed on the short span of metal between the first two engines, looked to the side. Panicked because he didn’t spot what he was looking for, then realized it was there, just painted. The same piece of metal that he and Aaron had helped Elijah use to separate the other cars from the engine – what the huge man had called a draw bar. It was here, but it had neon orange markings that had thrown Ken for a second.

He reached down, his left hand gripping the metal of the locomotive, right hand reaching for that bar below.

He heard a growl.

Looked behind.

Three of the things. One on the walkways to either side of the hood unit behind him. One looking down from above. Rain pounded down their faces, giving their already-wrathful features an added air of unreality. They seemed like things that had clawed their ways up from the depths of some dark, cold place to find this moment.

The one above Ken was one of the ones that had no eyes. Only scaly growths where eyes once had been, where eyes – in a right world – still would be.

It chirped. The sound high and piercing, almost a whistle. Then its head oriented downward. Not looking at Ken – no eyes to look with – but certainly knowing he was there. The thing snarled.
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THE RAIN WAS STILL falling. Dripping off Ken’s face, arms, back. His hand, reaching for that bar.

He kept reaching as the thing jumped. As it flew toward him. Like he was on an inalterable autopilot, some setting he couldn’t control. And of course that was fairly true: if he could loose the train, get his family away... well, then it didn’t matter if he died or not. If they lived, that was enough.

The thing fell toward him. Like it knew Ken was all that would separate the rest of them from their prey.

The rain fell.

Thunder finally came.

A colossal crash roared out above Ken, the sound so loud that it nearly deafened him. So loud it did what the sight of the monster flying at him had not: it stopped him, just for a moment, from reaching for the bar that would cut the cab unit away from the two trailing engines.

It was loud enough, somehow, that it shifted the flight of the zombie.

The thing slammed backward, rocketing not into Ken but instead colliding with the forward bulkhead of the middle locomotive behind him. It slid down the metal, twitching, and disappeared under the wheels.

It all happened so fast that Ken almost didn’t see the cratered mass of black and pink that the thing’s head had become. 

Two more claps of thunder exploded nearby. Ken looked up. Saw two more of the zombies dancing back. Pushed back.

“Whatever you’re going to do, do it!” screamed a voice from somewhere unseen in the cab. A voice that was grating, harsh. Spoken through a throat badly-cut and just  as badly-sewn in a mockery of medical care. Theresa.

Another explosion. Not thunder. Theresa was shooting. Buying him time.

Ken reached the bar. He prayed it wasn’t bent or mangled the way the one farther back had been. There was no way he had the leverage to pry something like that from this angle.

He grasped the bar.

Pulled.

Nothing happened.

He pulled again.

The bar refused to move.

More of the zombies appeared. Crawling up the sides of the middle engine to look at him. He only had a second. And doubted that Theresa could continue blasting them like skeets out of the air.
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WHAT’S GOING ON?

What am I doing wrong?

Ken looked down. His gaze focused instantly on a pair of lines snaking below the knuckle he stood on. Maybe that was it. Maybe.

He was still holding the replacement coupler. He swung it now. Hit each of the hoses. Both separated, one just falling apart and the other seeming to burst with an explosion of air.

He grabbed the draw bar again. Still nothing. It wouldn’t pull.

Sudden murmuring. Then Aaron screamed, “You can’t separate it without slack! Brace! And get ready to pull!”

Ken’s mind processed the instructions and figured out what was going to happen only a nanosecond before it occurred. He dropped the knuckle that was still in his hand and managed to grab a nearby grill and say a quick prayer that it would hold him.

Then there was a shriek as brakes, both air brakes and mechanical pads, engaged.

He slammed forward against the bulkhead of the engine. Saw two bodies fly forward and down and disappear under the wheels of the train in a spray of red and black. Two zombies gone.

An instant later the back engines slammed forward, pounding him the opposite direction as they rammed the front locomotive. He nearly lost his grip, and his body screamed at him to hug the train.

Ken ignored the impulse. Forced himself to lean out.

He assumed that there were normally controls to insure that all the cars of the train braked at the same time.

He assumed that someone – Elijah – had overridden them to cause precisely this effect.

He assumed that the back engines had been meant to collide with the front one.

Because the knuckles under his feet shifted.

There was slack. For just an instant perhaps.

He grabbed the draw bar again. Braced on the half of the connecter closest to the front engine. Pulled up.

Something shifted under Ken’s feet.

More explosions above. Too many to be from one gun. Elijah must be shooting as well. The guns that had pointed at Ken’s children now covering the family’s escape.

The knuckle under his feet split in two.

The front locomotive pulled away from the two engines behind it.

The growls continued. But they quickly grew fainter. Drowned by the sound of gunfire, then the sound of the engine. Then the rain alone was enough to silence them.

And then the rain was all there was.

Ken shimmied to the right until he could put a hand on the guard rail beside the short row of steps that led up to the cab door on that side. He got himself centered on the steps, taking his time. It would be only too perfect to survive everything that had just happened, only to slip on a wet tread and fall off the train.

Once he was sure of his footing, he walked up.

Only a step, though. That was all he went.

Theresa was waiting in the doorway. Her gun smoking, the rain puffing into steam where it touched the hot barrel.

The bore looked enormous. Big enough to fall into. And he could see all of it, pointed as it was directly between his eyes.

Beyond Theresa, he could make out Elijah. The big man had one hand on the train controls. But he was swiveled in his seat, pointing his gun as well. Ken couldn’t see what he was aiming at, but he suspected it was his family.

“Now,” said Theresa, “we’re going to figure a few things out.”
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“THERESA, NOW’S NOT the time,” said Aaron. He was still perched outside the cab, on the other stairs directly across from Ken.

“Now’s the perfect time.”

“We don’t –“

Theresa looked like she was going to cut Aaron off, but Ken beat her to the punch. “No, Aaron.” He stared evenly at Theresa. “Explain things to me, Theresa. Explain why you would go to the trouble of saving us, only to kill us. Why you would drive right into danger for us, then tie us up.” He paused. Then added, brutally, “Why your brother thought it was worth dying for us, if you were just going to kill us.”

Theresa’s face drained of blood, and for a moment Ken worried he might have gone too far. Her gun stayed on him, and whether he saw her knuckle whiten against the trigger or whether it was just a trick of the light, he couldn’t say.

She stood like that, motionless, a statue of grief just out of the reach of the rain that stitched silver threads through the rapidly-graying day. Then she moved, almost jerking to action. Her gun stayed on Ken, but she reached behind her and pulled something from the back of her belt.

Ken had seen it before. It was a box that she had had with her when she first appeared, blasting onto the scene in a school bus like the weirdest avenging angel who ever existed. She had been holding it when Derek –

(No. Don’t think of him that way. Derek’s dead, it was just something that looked like him. Not your boy. Just a thing.)

– appeared. When he screamed. And when he screamed, so did the box, emitting a high electronic peal.

“What is that?” said Ken.

“This?” she smiled. And gave the only answer Ken couldn’t have foreseen; the only answer that made no sense whatsoever.

“I’m not really sure.”
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THE RAIN SATURATED Ken’s hair. It coursed over his forehead and into his eyes. But he blinked not because of that, but because he couldn’t really understand what Theresa had just said.

“You don’t... you don’t know?” He blinked again, like if he blinked enough he would magically open his eyes one of these times and the world he had known – the world that actually made sense – would magically reappear. “Then what’s the point of –“

Theresa flicked a button on the side of the box. The same grinding, electronic scream he had heard before came again. Quieter – much quieter – but it was there. It created a grating and somehow eerie background to the words Theresa spoke. A reminder that even now, even “safe” for the moment, they couldn’t escape the strangeness that had enveloped the world.

“Me and my brother made it through the first few days. Met up with Elijah. Just us, hunkered down and trying to ride out what was happening.” She shuddered, memories skipping wraithlike across her features. “Then we met a guy. Said he was from the government. Some special forces guy who’d been sent from an army base.” She shook the box in her hand. “He had this. Said all this,” and she nodded, taking in the world, everything around them, “had happened so fast it had to be the result of some kind of broadcast. A signal.”

Ken nodded. This was what Aaron had already told him. And it made sense. But still....

“So what? Why lock me up? Why come after me and my kids?”

Theresa was still holding the box. Her eyes flicked to Aaron. He nodded.

She moved. The gun still pointed at Ken, but the box shifted toward the inside of the cab. There was a small cry – a voice that Ken recognized as Maggie’s.

He barely heard it.

What he heard was the squeal of the box as it increased. The volume rising as it moved toward his family.

Toward the girls.

He shook his head, not liking the implications of what had just happened. Not liking the conclusions his own mind jumped to.

Theresa turned back toward him. “The soldier – Captain Martin, he said his name was – died before he could say much. But he was looking for the broadcast source. He had this thing on him.” She shrugged again. “Two plus two is four.” She swiveled so the box was aimed back into the cab.

The shriek of the box couldn’t drown out the cry of fear that rose up in Ken’s heart.
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“WE WEREN’T THERE FOR you,” said Elijah softly. Even from the cab the big man’s deep voice carried clearly. “We were just following the sounds of the box. Trying to find the source – what we figured was the source. Trying to put things to rights. Or maybe just get humanity’s feet back under it again.” He shook his head. But like Theresa, his motions did not cause his aim to waver. “Just buy our side a little bit of time.” He grinned, a lopsided smile that spoke of dashed hope and life lost more eloquently than a long soliloquy could have done. “Just doin’ our best. But along the way we saw you needed help and went in to help you. Then we realized that your daughters were making the box sing loud and clear.”

“They’re good people, Ken,” said Aaron. The cowboy spoke loud enough for his voice to carry over the thrum of the train’s engine, the clack of the wheels on the tracks. But it still sounded soft, caring. Like he was breaking bad news to a friend.

“Good people?” Ken said. “Good people who were going to... what? Kill my kids?”

Aaron looked down. Not like he was ashamed, but like he was trying to figure out the best way to say what had to be said. “Yeah. Good people. Like you and Maggie and Christopher and Buck are good people. Like Dorcas. Like your boy. Good people, because they’re all willing to do what’s right.”

“Right isn’t killing –“

“It is if the people you kill are the people who are killing everyone else.” Aaron looked up now, his eyes clear and piercing. “Ken, you willing to keep your family at the expense of the entire world?”

“You don’t even know for sure the girls have anything to do with this!” Ken said. Desperation crept into his voice, cracking the edges of the words, raising them too high.

Aaron’s eyes hardened a bit. “They’re in it,” he said. “They haven’t been acting right. Not from the moment we found them. And you want further proof,” he added, and jerked his chin toward the cab. Ken saw Sally there, looking down at them with curious eyes. “How many kids you know got their own personal leopard following them around?”

Ken shook his head. Shook it and shook it like he thought he could dislodge what was happening, like it might all be a bad dream and if he just twisted his body hard enough he would wake up and find all had come back to normal. The family safe, Derek alive.

Especially that.

(Daddy, where are you?)

He almost jerked in place as the voice came into his head. The sound of his firstborn, faint but clear in his mind. He had thought he’d heard it before, when Derek – the thing that Derek had become – had been chasing them. But now there was nothing like that going on. Now he was alone in the rain.

Ken wondered if he was truly going mad. A body bent and broken beyond anything God could have intended, a mind pushed to the edge by loss and desperation.

(Daddy?)

Ken kept shaking his head. Not only to shed the strands of the nightmare that clung to him, but now also to shake loose the sound of a dead son in his mind.

“Ken?” Aaron sounded like he was choking back tears. “We don’t want to do this. None of us do. That’s why I went back to talk to you in the first place.”

“Then why’d you attack me, Aaron?” Ken nearly shouted the words. Bitterness replaced desperation; anger a welcome replacement to fear. “Why’d you tie up my friends and family?”

“Because we didn’t know.” Elijah. “Because we needed to figure out what to do, but the stakes are too damn high to take a chance on you running.”

“I wanted to see if you had any other ideas, Ken,” said Aaron. “Any other way of getting back at these things.” Ken looked at the cowboy. He was sincere. “I don’t want to be killing anyone, Ken. Never liked that, no matter what job I was doing. And I like your family. A lot.”

But....

Ken heard the unspoken word. But....

But I’ll do what has to be done.

But I’ll make myself do the unthinkable.

But I’ll kill your children if it’s the only way to save the world.

And Ken, in that moment, could think of no way to save his family, and no way to convince Aaron – or himself – of the wrongness of that.
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SOMEONE SOBBED.

At first Ken thought it had to be Maggie. His wife, terrified for their children, for what was going to happen, or perhaps for the possibility – if not the actuality – of what Aaron and Theresa were saying.

But it was Elijah.

The big man had tears coursing down his cheeks. He was looking to the side, into the cab. “Don’t you see?” he said. “Don’t you understand?” He wiped his eyes. His gun didn’t move. “We’re all dying. This thing, it’s some kind of attack, some kind of invasion. And we might be able to stop it.”

His gun lowered. Not all the way. Just enough to point at something close to the floor. Something small.

“No!” Ken heard himself scream in tandem with his wife. Buck, too. And Christopher took a step up before stopping as Theresa swung her gun toward him.

“You’re a good momma,” said Elijah. “I know that.” Sobs wracked his huge body. “My momma was a good lady, too. She died when my neighbors pulled her to pieces. Didn’t deserve it.”

“And you think my girls deserve this?” screamed Maggie.

“None of us do,” said Theresa. Ken couldn’t be sure if she was speaking to Maggie, to him, or to herself. “That’s the point. Don’t you see that’s the point?” She looked like she was on the verge of tears as well. That scared him most of all: they really were good people. Not sadists or opportunists. Not people who wanted to take advantage of the end of the world to play out some power fantasy that bathed them in the blood of children.

They honestly believed this could save what was left of humanity.

The box was still whining that grating whine. Grit in his synapses, impeding his thoughts. Confusing him.

“My brother died,” said Theresa. “We’ve all lost people. None of us got to choose who or when.” Her gaze hardened. Focused fully on Ken. “And you don’t, either.”

His heart sank as he heard the implication in her words.
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KEN LEAPED FORWARD. No thought, no planning. Just motion. The primal thing that screamed to protect his offspring, that demanded that his line continue.

Something boomed. A second clap of thunder.

Then he was somehow past Christopher. Pushing under Theresa’s gun. It went off –

(Again? Was she the one who fired, or was it Elijah? Are the girls already dead?)

– and the sounds of the squawking box, the engine, everything all disappeared in a loud ringing that created a halo of sound around his world. He screamed in pain, but didn’t hear that, either. Just the single sustained tone.

No time to care. Theresa was covered in body armor. Body shots would be minimally helpful.

He did something he normally wouldn’t have considered. Something ruthless.

Something awful.

And he did it without hesitation. His family was at risk.

One hand swept her gun up as it fired.

The other hooked out. A hand turned into a claw. Yanked at her throat.

He felt the thick threads that bound the gash in her neck tear. Theresa gagged. Blood gushed. Warm on his skin, red on his hands.

He knew he could kill her. Could rip away in one smooth motion and she would be dead and he could take the gun and that would be that.

“It’s the right thing to do.”

Dorcas’s words – some of the first she had said to him – came back.

He stopped short of killing Theresa. Let her fall to the floor of the cab, grabbing he throat. She might still bleed to death, but he wasn’t going to pull her apart right there. He’d give her a chance.

That was more than she’d been prepared to give his girls.

Past her. Into the cab. He snatched Theresa’s gun from the floor where she’d dropped it. Hoped the safety wasn’t on. Hoped it was loaded. Hoped he could shoot it accurately.

Too many things to hope.

Two massive forms struggled beside the train’s controls. Buck had leaped on Elijah. Elijah was below Buck, driven back by the other man’s mass, by his frantic attack.

But Buck wasn’t a fighter. Not a trained one, anyway. Elijah sent a pair of punches into Buck’s kidneys, and the older man staggered back, gagging in pain.

Elijah pointed his gun.

Ken pointed his. The huge black man hadn’t noticed him. He could save them all.

A weight slammed into him from behind.

“Sorry, bud,” Aaron whispered.
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AARON DROVE KEN FORWARD, and at the same time the cowboy’s hand slammed over his shoulder, driving into a nerve on his right bicep that half-deadened Ken’s arm. His gun drooped. He couldn’t help Buck that way.

If Buck was shot, Elijah and Aaron would take Ken out.

If Ken was gone, the girls would follow.

Ken twisted, but he couldn’t gain traction. Stumbling.... Not able to do anything, but he saw Maggie huddled over two still forms. Protecting her girls. She would die like that.

Another form jumped forward. Shoved itself between Ken and the control board as he plunged forward in a half-fall.

Christopher.

The young man didn’t hesitate. He grabbed a bright red lever and yanked it.

The train screamed as the brakes engaged.

The entire train seemed to dip, and what had nearly been a fall converted to headlong flight as Ken lost his footing. Something cracked in front of him.

Maggie screamed. Sally roared, a sound that managed to sound supremely strange to Ken even as he continued flying forward.

He hit Buck, Aaron still on his back. Both of them pounding into Elijah.

Something else hit them. Probably Theresa.

The train kept shrieking. It tilted.

Ken turned with it. Rotating his body. He felt Aaron fly off his back and shoulders, heard the meaty thud of metal on flesh. The cowboy grunted, then made no sound.

The train continued pitching to one side. Ken wondered if Christopher would accomplish what the zombies failed to do and would actually derail the locomotive.

The train shuddered to a stop.

Ken was on the floor. He picked himself up. Looked around. Aaron was up on the control panel, plastered against the side window of the train. Eyes closed, blood streaming down the side of his head.

Christopher was standing beside Ken. Apparently even though he’d lost his carefree attitude, the young man still had the reflexes and balance of a cat. He helped Ken to his feet.

Buck was groaning his way to his feet as well. So was Elijah. The older man made it up first, and kicked Elijah in the thigh. Elijah went to his knees.

Buck’s next move was a knee to the bigger man’s head. Elijah refused to go down.

The next kick closed Elijah’s eyes. He slumped.

Ken looked for his family.

They were on the other side of the cab. They had slid to the front like everyone else, Sally beside them, Maggie still hunched over the children. Her eyes were open, clear. Staring at him.

She smiled. A sickly smile, one that tried to be encouraging but only succeeded in conveying a sense that she could use a break.

Buck felt around the floor and then the control panel. “I can’t find the gun,” he muttered.

Elijah groaned.

Aaron’s eyes flickered.

Ken rushed to his wife. Helped her up, then looked at the others.

“Time to get off,” he said.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]




60


[image: image]


––––––––
[image: image]


KEN FELT A BIT LIKE he was drunk as he ran down the steps at the back of the locomotive. The world was tilted to one side, and his feet kept sliding out from under him.

No one else seemed to be having that problem. Maybe that was just a misperception. Maybe not. Perhaps he was the only one who had been hit this hard by recent events.

Well, they’ve all just been lounging around, tied to the top of a train, after all. Can’t expect them to be tired.

He almost laughed. The only things that kept the laughter back were the realization that it wasn’t at all funny... and his suspicion that if he started, stopping would be impossible.

He shook his head to clear the fog that seemed to have taken up a semi-permanent residence there, then turned to help Maggie down. She had Liz strapped to her chest again, once more dangling from the slightly-too-small carrier that had made the trip with them through the apocalyptic nightmare.

We get through this, Baby Bjorn is getting a serious five-star Amazon review.

The stairs were slick, and Ken worried that Maggie would slip. The rain had turned from huge but scattered splatters into a near torrent. The drops fell fast and thick around them, each visible as a fat bead that attacked the air on its way down.

Ken was already soaked. By the way Maggie joined him on the sand and dirt below the tracks – sand and dirt that were already beginning to sludge as they shifted to mud – so was she.

Behind her, Buck was holding Hope, half over his shoulder, half against his chest. She could have been a sleeping child, cradled against her favorite relative as he carried her to bed. But her arms were not over his shoulders, not around his neck. They hung loose at her sides. Buck joined Ken and Maggie. Looked around with the air of a bodyguard, or a man transporting the last of his most treasured personal items.

Ken didn’t even think about trying to carry take Hope from the big man. For one, he wasn’t sure he should be carrying anyone right now. For another, Ken suspected Buck was about as likely to turn her over as he was to offer one of his testicles to Aaron.

Sally, as always, wended her way between the two people holding the girls. Staying as close to them as possible. Licking at the girls’ feet every so often. She seemed relaxed, which Ken took for a good sign. The zombies activated – or at least exacerbated – her protective instincts, so if she was this relaxed, they had a moment.

We just have to worry about the monsters who are people.

Ken wondered why the leopard hadn’t protected them in the last minutes; why she hadn’t moved to save the girls. The predator had destroyed anything that threatened them to this point. Why not on the train?

Because he doesn’t attack humans.

The moment his subconscious pushed the thought to the surface it was flatly obvious. Sally had only attacked the zombies. Ferociously, murderously. But nothing against unChanged.

Christopher brought up the rear. He glanced once more into the cab before descending the steps to join the others. “He’s waking up. Fast.”

Ken didn’t have to ask who he was talking about. There were two very dangerous people in there. And one who was beyond deadly.

He looked around. The train, he saw, had indeed derailed. It stood at a slight angle to the tracks, useless. Which meant that not only would Aaron, Elijah and – if she could – Theresa be likely to come after them, that likelihood would increase due to the fact that there was nowhere else to go.

The gullies on either side of the train had flattened out. There was hardly any dip now, just an easy slope that dropped perhaps a foot or so. About twenty feet away to one side was thickly forested area. To the other lay fields and farmland, green and lush. Hardly anywhere to hide unless they managed to reach some wooded hills that looked like they were at least a few miles away.

The logical choice – the sensible choice – would be to take to the forest. That would allow them cover, give them a chance to lose themselves before Aaron and the others could hunt them down.

But the forest... that was where the zombies had come from. What if there were more?

Ken looked back. The others were staring at him. Waiting for his directions. That had made him uncomfortable before. It didn’t anymore. Something had changed in him. Maybe when he made that jump from the boxcar, maybe before.

He nodded toward the fields.

“Come on.”
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THE FIRST OBSTACLE came quickly.

Irrigation canals ran throughout this part of Idaho. They ranged in size, from a few inches across and a few inches deep, to yards wide and yards deep.

Before they hit the first field, Ken and the others reached one of the ubiquitous features. Water coursed through it, a steady stream that had been hidden from their view by the tall grasses that sprouted from its banks like a green curtain. The water flowed flat and fast. A bad sign. A bit of white, even some ripples, would have meant it was shallow. This nearly featureless surface meant the rains had swollen the water volume to capacity.

It was likely at least six feet deep. Maybe more.

And they couldn’t afford to just drop down and experiment to see how far it went. Couldn’t risk one of them getting swept away. Drowning. As a teacher, Ken had had the dangers of the canals drilled into him. Idaho had one of the highest rates of child drownings in the nation due to these irrigation features. Two hundred thousand gallons of water a minute could sweep by when at capacity. Even more when rain poured extra water into the ditches.

A few ring-necked ducks and a single trumpeter swan, oblivious of humanity’s end, swam across the water. They dipped heads and fed. Continued on without care for the group at the edge of their domain.

“Anyone see a gate or something else we can get across?” said Buck.

Everyone looked back and forth.

“Hard to tell,” said Christopher. His voice was still grim. Ken already missed the brightness the younger man had brought. He hoped the happy version of Christopher wasn’t gone, just buried beneath a momentary shock, a present grief.

Ken looked at the water. He turned left.

“You see something, Ken?” said Maggie. She hurried after him.

He shook his head. But within a hundred feet they found a control gate, buried below the surface of the rushing water. Perhaps only three inches under the stream, clear liquid flowing over it in strangely hypnotic ripples that formed, broke, formed again.

“Good eye,” said Buck. He looked at Maggie. “Can you get across without slipping?”

“I’ll have to.”

“I’ll go first,” said Christopher.

Ken nodded. “You stand on the other edge, I’ll be here. We’ll feed the others across.”

“I can make it,” said Buck.

Christopher snorted, “What, afraid you’ll go gay if you hold hands with me, Bucky?”

Buck flushed, “Don’t call me that.”

“What? Gay or Bucky?”

“Guys,” said Ken, “we don’t have time for this.” But he was almost glad to hear them at it. It was a bit of normalcy. What passed for normalcy now. Levity’s poorer cousin in the apocalypse.

Christopher slipped across the gate. White splashes rose around his feet as he fairly danced over the buried concrete, miniature explosions that quieted instantly as he passed.

He reached the opposite bank and reached held out his hand. “Come on, Bucky.”

Buck snorted. “I will punch you one of these days.”

Christopher still didn’t smile, but a trace of his old voice returned. “You gotta get across first. I’ve got fifty you don’t make it without dunking like a donut.”

Buck grabbed Ken’s hand and edged out onto the gate. Unlike Christopher, he slid rather than walking, his feet pushing through the water so it didn’t explode but simply sluiced around him.

He couldn’t reach all the way without letting go of Hope or Ken, so he dropped Ken’s hand and walked the last two steps. A bad moment when it looked like he was going to pitch sideways, but Christopher danced his way back out and grabbed his elbow.

“I just gave up fifty bucks for you, old man.”

Buck muttered something under his breath. But he made it to the other side. He passed Hope to Christopher, then reached out over the gate, his longer arm going nearly halfway over.

Ken passed Maggie to him. She was never without contact. She smiled at him as she went.

Then Ken. No one on this side to help him. But he never worried about falling. Not now.

Maggie was still smiling as he stepped onto dry ground.

Then the smile waned. Her face drew tight.

Ken didn’t have to look behind him to know what she saw.

The others were after them.
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THE FIELD BEYOND THE canal smelled like onion.

Ken had seen scallion fields before, but always from the confines of the family car, passing the fields of foot-tall spires in their neat rows that seemed to flip like pages in a book as they drove by.

Now, standing among them, the smell was almost overwhelming. The rain that pounded down made the mud slippery as they ran.

There was nowhere to hide.

The scallions stood only as high as his shins. Clusters of green that sprouted from the dark earth in leafy spike-clusters that whipped past the group as they ran. The field went on for hundreds of yards. Ken wished he and the others were in a corn field, though it was the wrong season for it. Something they could get lost in, could weave around and lose sight of the person – people? – following them.

He had the impulse to drop to the ground. A futile gesture, but one that was nearly overwhelming nonetheless. Like ostrich DNA was built into some central part of him, the need to bury his head in the sand rearing up at the worst possible time.

He forced himself on. But held back at the same time. He could have outpaced the others, especially Maggie and Buck, but they all ran in a tight group. They had been separated once, and none of them were willing to part again.

He risked a glance back.

A huge form leaped across the irrigation canal. Elijah. Either he hadn’t seen the bridge they used to ford the water, or simply hadn’t deigned to use it.

He landed on the other side of the bank. A prodigious jump that probably would have made Ken start clapping in admiration in any other circumstances. Now, though, it just made him feel leaden with fear.

The rain drowned everything in mud. It dragged at their feet. Leeched their speed away.

And, unfortunately for Elijah, it also wore away the bank of the canal. He barely landed before his feet fell out from beneath him. His arms wheeled a single time, a huge pair of circles that seemed like he was trying to take the air. A giant bird that had suddenly and unexpectedly been stripped of its ability to fly.

He fell backward. Dropped out of sight into the canal. Ken saw a single hand raised – a hand that was quickly swept downstream with the current.

The hand disappeared.

This time Ken came even closer to clapping. But he almost stumbled, and that brought him back to the reality of the fact that they were still running for their lives.

Worse, he realized that another form had made it across the gate. Smaller. So surefooted it seemed like he wasn’t balancing but simply walking across the water.

Ken’s group already had a good lead. The rain obscured things.

But there was only one person who moved like that.

Aaron.
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“GUYS,” PANTED CHRISTOPHER.

“I see it,” said Ken.

“See what?” said Buck. He glanced back. “Oh.” That was all he said, but the single syllable conveyed a wealth of worry.

Maggie said nothing. Nor did she look back. She would not waste the effort. She was totally zeroed in on the only job that mattered to her: putting one foot in front of the other, adding inch after inch, yard after yard to their flight.

The rain slammed down, then lightened a bit, then pummeled them again. Ken was reminded of sparring matches he’d been in with some of the better fighters. People so good they could toy with him. They pounded him, then backed off long enough for him to regain his breath, then went back on the attack.

Toying with him.

So Mother Nature was against them as well, eh? Well, that figured.

Buck slipped. Almost went to one knee. Righted himself. Ken thought it was mostly because he didn’t want to let Hope touch the ground. The big man grimaced as he ran. Ken couldn’t be sure if he’d twisted something or if he was just mad at himself for the near fall.

They were almost halfway through the field. A surprise: Ken hadn’t thought they would make it this far.

Not that it mattered much. He glanced back.

Aaron was still coming. Not impossibly fast, but fast enough. Slow and steady in the downpour – but this wasn’t a story of tortoise and hare, but tortoise and slower tortoise. He was going to catch them. If not in this field, then in the next one. Or the one after that.

Ken looked around for something they could use. A weapon. A way to even the odds. But all he saw was empty land, broken only by crops and farm equipment. There wasn’t even a tractor they could use to escape. Just watering equipment, a few sheds that he knew simply housed pumps or electrical relays. Maybe a few tools, but that wasn’t worth the time it would take to check out.

Aaron had a gun. And in the game of gun, water, tools, gun beat everything.

Ken kept looking around. Just water and tools, water and tools, water –

He almost stumbled. Realizing....

“Buck,” he said, and pointed. “Do you know how to get that thing moving?”

Buck looked. “Yeah.” But he looked confused. “So?”

Ken grinned. “Where do we go to start it?”
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KEN VEERED TO THE SIDE. A slight angle that would hopefully get them there without lengthening the run so much that Aaron caught up to them. He also hoped he was taking them to the right spot.

Apparently he was, because Buck didn’t object. Halfway there, the big man suddenly realized what they were going to do. Not just what his part was, but what the point was. He glanced back and said, “I don’t know if we have time for this.”

“I’m open to better ideas,” said Ken.

Buck was silent. Nothing better, apparently.

“Guys, what are we doing?” said Christopher.

“I’ll tell you if you promise never to call me Bucky again,” said the big man. He was barely panting, Ken realized. Apparently the contractor was in good shape. 

Ken realized he wasn’t panting, either. The workouts at the dojo had kept him in good stead.

Christopher didn’t respond. Either because he’d figured out where they were going or because the deal Buck had offered just wasn’t worth it to him.

Maggie said nothing. Still focused entirely on the run. On saving her children.

Sally, as ever, padded in silence. Wet and likely tired, but uncomplaining. Touching the sleeping/unconscious girls, licking and nipping at their trailing feet. Kisses from a cat that normally would consider preying on something so small.

They made it.

Buck didn’t put Hope down, just started fumbling with the controls. He glanced back. So did Ken.

Aaron was still coming. Near enough now that they could see his bad arm dangling at his side. His good hand holding the gun.

“This is going to be close,” said Buck.
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“IS IT GOING TO START?” said Christopher. Apparently he’d figured out what they were doing.

“Should,” grunted Buck.

He made a last movement.

The sound of rushing water. A sudden increase in the rain-sounds. The squeak and grind of metal and rubber.

A lot of people didn’t know that, before the Change, Idaho was actually a high-tech state. Over seventy percent of its exports were in the science and technology sector, and it had been one of the leading areas in semiconductor technology since the nineteen seventies.

For all that, though, most people thought of it as a primarily agrarian state. And one of its most interesting features was the integration of science and agriculture, of suburban life with rural industry. Subdivisions of upper-class homes sat surrounded by farmland.

The farms were everywhere. Everyone grew accustomed to them. And not just the farms, but the features of the farms. The propane tanks that sat on so many of them. The rusted farm equipment that seemed to be part and parcel of many plots. The tractors chewing their way across fields like solitary locusts.

Even the huge center pivot irrigation systems just became part of the landscape; one more invisibility to be seen but unseen.

Still, they never failed to amaze visitors, to arouse curiosity when seen for the first time.

They were many large farms’ answer to home sprinkler systems. Only instead of a small sprinkler head that popped up at the corners of a lawn and spit out a bit of water once a day, this was a massive object that stretched half the length of a field and resembled nothing so much as the desiccated spine of some strange beast.

The irrigation system was a huge pipe, suspended by wheels soldered to it in an A-frame every eighty to one hundred feet along its length. In between the wheels, sprinkler hoses dangled. The whole thing was connected at the center of the field to a turbine that turned it on a center axis, allowing it to travel around the field, watering the entirety of it in a grand circle over the course of hours or days, depending on the speed of the motor and settings. Most got water from wells that pumped from the underground rivers that flowed beneath the Gem State.

The rushing noise of the huge pipe increased as the water rushed along its length. The wheels turned. The gaunt construction moved, its far length held fast by the pivot as though it were playing the world’s slowest game of crack-the-whip.

The sprinklers spewed water in a white torrent that mixed with the already-falling rain. Ken felt momentarily bad for the farmer that owned this land. His crops were probably going to be ruined by the overwatering.

“That isn’t going to stop Aaron for long,” said Christopher.

“No,” agreed Ken. “But he can’t see us now.” He pointed at the white curtain between them and the cowboy who had become their hunter. “We can move to the side and he can’t see us.”

Maggie finally spoke. Desperation and exhaustion battled for possession of her voice. “But where?” she said. “There’s still nowhere to go.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]




66


[image: image]


––––––––
[image: image]


MAGGIE WAS WRONG. THERE was one place to go. Not a place she was going to like. But one place was better than no place.

Next to the pivot of the sprinkler system there were several buckets, gray plastic containers about two feet long, a foot and a half wide, and a foot deep.

“Everyone grab one of those,” said Ken.

They did without question.

“Come on,” he said. Began running. They followed, again without asking. Even though he was leading them in a direction that probably made no sense to any of them.

Back where they had come.

He looked behind. Aaron hadn’t come through the sprinklers yet. Ken doubted that was because the cowboy couldn’t get through the streams of water. More likely he was just being careful; wary of a trap that would take him out.

Good. They needed the extra time.

“We can’t go back to the train,” said Christopher. “Theresa’s there. And there’s at least one gun still in play.”

“I know,” said Ken.

“Can’t just cross back over the canal, either,” said Buck. “We’re not that far down from the train. She’ll probably see if we do that.”

“I know that, too.”

They ran in silence.

Ken looked back again. He thought he saw a dark form in the water of the irrigation sprinkler.

Aaron stepped through.

He looked to his right, then straight ahead. Both of the logical directions the group might have taken.

Then he looked to his left. Saw them. The one direction that made no sense.

He once more gave chase.
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THEY COULDN’T OUTRUN him. There were two people carrying children, and the other two wouldn’t leave them behind.

Ken wasn’t a math teacher, but that was a simple enough equation even for him to figure out.

So they had to have a vehicle. No tractor sat in view, no sturdy work truck hunkered in the field. Whoever ran this farm must have been offsite the day of the Change. Working another field, perhaps. Dead in a field of turnips somewhere, or one of those who had run madly after the train.

But there was no machine that would carry them away from Aaron. And that meant they would have to rely on the one thing that moved faster than he did.

The irrigation canal.

In dry weather, the canal water could move quickly – a few miles an hour.

Now....

“In,” said Ken.

“WHAT?” shouted Christopher.

Ken looked back. Aaron was closer than he should have been. Ken felt suddenly like he was starring in a Terminator remake. Only this Terminator was someone who had once been a friend.

Still was a friend. That was the worst part. Ken believed that Aaron still cared for all of them. But he was going to capture them. Decide the best course.

And then execute it.

Good people didn’t always agree.

And Ken couldn’t take a chance that Aaron would come down on their side.

He looked back at the others. “Hold the buckets. Use them as flotation.”

“No way.” Christopher was shaking his head. Backing away.

“So you climb skyscrapers, but you’re afraid of a little water, huh?” said Buck. He was already down on his bottom, scooting to the edge of the canal. Hope was slung high on his shoulder. Ken hoped he could hold her high enough to keep her safe.

“Dude, that’s just crazy. This is suicide.”

Ken shrugged. “Fine. Stay and wait for Aaron.”

Christopher sighed. Then forced a smile to his face. A long way from the smile he had worn before, but it still gladdened Ken to see it. “You only live once, right?”

He jumped in. Dove right over Buck’s head, into the canal. His bucket was the only thing that didn’t disappear below the water. In a moment he surfaced, clutched the bucket, and was swept away.

Ken reached out a hand.

Maggie took it.

Buck was halfway into the water. The current grabbed him as well. Dragged him off.

Ken helped Maggie switch the carrier and Liz around to its back-carry configuration, hitching it as high as he could. He tried to take it from her halfway through the process, but she bared her teeth. Half-joking... but half-serious.

Ken pushed his bucket at her.

“No,” she said, pushing it back.

“Take it,” he insisted. And bared his teeth in a mockery of the expression she had just made. It made him wonder what she thought of his new Beverly Hillbillies look, the gap in his front teeth no doubt presenting quite the sight.

She didn’t seem to notice. Just kissed his cheek as she took the extra bucket.

She slid into the water. And slid away.
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SALLY LOOKED AT KEN with an expression that he couldn’t help but think looked exasperated, as though the snow leopard were saying, “Don’t you know cats don’t bathe?” The cat loped off on the side of the canal. Apparently rain was acceptable, but jumping into an irrigation ditch was an unreasonable demand. Still, Ken didn’t worry about the cat’s ability to keep pace.

He moved to the edge of the bank himself.

Gunfire barked. He didn’t know if Aaron was firing at him, or just shooting in the air. He hoped it was a warning shot. But it didn’t change his next move. His family was sweeping down the canal, so he was hardly going to wait where he was, hands up and hoping for mercy.

He jumped the last bit and landed in the canal.

The water swept over him.

As a kid he had always thought it would be fun to do this. To jump in with an inner tube, maybe a snorkel. Or just go with nothing but his arms and legs and skill as a swimmer. Every kid he knew thought it would be cool.

Every kid, as it turned out, was wrong.

The water invaded his mouth and nose, turning him into a sputtering wreck. He thought he would be able to swim, at least in a rudimentary fashion, but his feet resisted his mental direction. Instead of kicking behind him they kept stabbing down, feeling for ground that was too far to reach. Still, they kept trying, and kept dragging Ken below the surface as they did.

His hands swept back and forth. And like his feet they seemed more intent on finding something to hold than they were on swimming.

He was going to drown unless he could get himself under control.

Ken struggled. His clothes, already saturated when he jumped in, dragged him down. His shoes had somehow converted to lead-soled diving boots.

A Bruce Lee quote came to him: “Be formless... shapeless, like water.” The old master had been talking about fighting forms, and Ken wondered how he would have felt being dunked in an Idaho ditch.

He went under. Came up for a moment. Went under again. Felt himself tiring.

And slammed into something. Hard.
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KEN HIT IT WITH HIS right side, a bruising impact that probably would have sent him into a tailspin of agony if it hadn’t been just one more of a thousand pains he’d already suffered.

As it was, he barely felt it. More so because when he hit the obstruction the water surged and pushed him upward. At first he wondered what was happening, then realized: the gate! He had hit the concrete box of the flow control gate that they had earlier crossed. A lateral move that had taken long minutes on land had spanned short seconds in the canal’s torrent.

Ken reached the top of the gate, pulling himself over. He gasped for air. Oxygen mixed with the water in his lungs and the moisture in the air, but it was sweet all the same.

He looked forward. Couldn’t see much, but he thought he spotted a few forms floating down the canal. Maybe something slinking next to it. Seemed like they were a long way away. He couldn’t tell if they were moving under their own locomotion. If Maggie or the others hadn’t been watching, they could have hit the concrete headfirst and been knocked out. Drowned seconds later.

Then he realized if that had happened they likely wouldn’t have gone over the gate. He would have found them here, floating on this side.

He looked behind him. No sign of Aaron. Or none that he could see. But he doubted the cowboy had just given up.

Ken got his palms on the slick top of the gate. He pulled himself up, sliding across on his belly, feeling the concrete bite him through his shirt. He was still wearing the shirt Dorcas had given him days ago, that ridiculous, long-sleeved thing that said, “I went to BOISE and all I got was this STUPID SHIRT (and a raging case of the CLAP)” across the front. The sleeves were in tatters. He couldn’t tell if the words remained. He suddenly hoped the concrete was scratching them off; suddenly hoped that none of his old students would catch him wearing it.

He realized how foolish both hopes were. He switched to hoping that his friends were still alive, and that he himself would survive the next minutes.

He made it halfway over the concrete. Then a bit more than halfway. A tipping point. He slid like a fish over the top, splashed down on the other side.

The current held him once again.
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HE WAS THE WORLD’S slowest, wettest, most unwieldy pinball in a machine designed by a sadist.

Bouncing back and forth from bank to bank, mud getting into his ears each time he collided with land, water ripping past his eyes so fast he was blind, the sound of the current and the splash of the rain so loud hearing was impossible.

Somehow Ken found the presence of mind to realize that he had never specified a point for him and the others to get out of the canal. No rendezvous point to shoot for, to try and meet up.

No plan is perfect, Ken.

Then he was under again. Kicking frantically, hoping he was kicking up instead of down. Knowing it probably didn’t matter. His clothing and his shoes kept pulling him, pulling him.

His hands were cupped. The one swim teacher he’d had – a young woman named Carrie who seemed so old to an eight-year-old boy but who was probably all of nineteen – would have been proud at the way he tried to catch the water. “Pick an apple and put it in your pocket,” she always said.

Only the frigging apples kept falling apart in his hands, kept disintegrating in a frothy flow that was impossible to catch or use to pull himself forward.

At last, in desperation, he let himself go limp.

“Be water, my friend.”

Maybe good ol’ Bruce had gone for a dunk or two in an irrigation canal at high tide. The second Ken loosened up and stopped struggling, the sinking sensation, if not disappeared, then lessened significantly. His body lengthened out, his feet actually felt like they were trying to surface instead of bury themselves in the muck at the bottom of the canal.

He caught his first apple. Carrie would have been proud.

Look, Mom! I did it!

Ken’s parents had been dead for a decade. Mom died of breast cancer, Dad died in a car accident a year later. They died before Derek was born. Why was he thinking of them?

Not ready to meet you yet, Mom and Dad. Hope you understand.

Put an apple in his pocket. Pick another.

The swimming was clumsy. Awkward. But the rain he felt on the occasions he managed to turn up his face and grab a quick breath sounded like the applause of a beautiful older girl in a blue bathing suit. “Great job, Kenny! Pick those apple trees clean, kiddo!”

Another thought intruded into the almost-pleasant dream. It cast away the remembrance of something that might have been a first crush if he’d been old enough to understand the concept. Ripped it in two like old cloth.

Gates. Other gates.

The flow control gates came in all shapes, all configurations. Ken didn’t know if the next one would be anything like the last one.

He switched back to his previous attempts to right himself. The water grabbed him again, trying to push him down like the one big boy in the pool had done every time Carrie’s back turned.

What was his name?

Does it matter?

He saw the gate.

Unlike the first one – the one he slammed into – this one extended well out of the water. Ken couldn’t see past it, didn’t see how any of his friends could have gotten past it.

Then he realized that the water level wasn’t nearly high enough for this to be a closed flow control gate. That would be a dam, with water surging high against its back.

He had time for a quick breath. Then the water dragged him completely under.

Into the concrete box.
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KEN PASSED FROM TWILIGHT to midnight in an instant. One moment he was in the green-gray of the rain and the speeding sluice the canal had become. The next moment he was in blackness as he passed into a concrete tunnel.

He collided with the sides of the box. Piece of skin came away. He screamed. Couldn’t help it. Bubbles rose. Had nowhere to go. Clustered around his nose and face, but gave no light to his eyes.

The dark lasted forever, and Ken knew that sometimes canals shifted sideways. Passed under street intersections or long stretches of empty land. He hoped this wasn’t one of those moments.

No. Can’t be. Saw the others.

But had he seen them before the gate – in which case this could be a sideways, subterranean shift – or after?

He had just enough time to panic.

Be water.

He floated. Began to sink. It was a good thing: his body stopped hitting the concrete.

Twilight came again. Or perhaps the dawn.

A hand grabbed him by the hair. Yanked him up.

A voice.

“Look at this. The big fish that didn’t get away.”

Ken was dragged, sputtering, to the bank. He grabbed a patch of weeds. They were spiny thistles edged with thorns that cut him cruelly. Blood ran with the rain, a pink reminiscent of the color that came when the zombies were hit in the head.

It was the color of a man who had left the pinball machine.

The hand finally let go of his hair. Ken looked over and saw Christopher smiling tightly at him. The younger man’s other hand was buried in the weeds as well, also bloody.

On the bank: Buck, tall. Holding Hope.

Maggie. Liz bound to her.

They were waterlogged as stray dogs in a hurricane. But standing, neither seeming afraid of the girls’ health. Or no more than before at least.

Sally was even there. His tail twitched from time to time. Almost as though he was saying, “I don’t know why you’re all acting so upset about what just happened to you. After all, I was the one who got rained on.”

Ken wrestled his way up the bank. The mud kept peeling away under his hands as though the canal wanted to keep him; had claimed him as its own and was loathe to give him up. Still, he made it up before Christopher and reached down to give the other man a hand.

Christopher came up, huffing and puffing. Again, Ken wasn’t breathing as hard as he thought he would. He pulled Christopher the rest of the way, then said, “You need to hit the gym, man.”

“I’ll sign up at the next Gold’s.”

Ken clapped him on the shoulder. He turned to Maggie. Hugged her harder than he’d ever hugged anyone. Careful not to crush Liz, but still managing to nearly meld his wife’s flesh with his own.

“Still sure I don’t gross you out?” he said.

“You keep saying that,” she answered with a shake of her head. “You’re beautiful.”

He smiled. Had a moment to feel something... odd.

What the –

Then a shot rang out. He felt something punch him in the back.

Turned.

Elijah was running toward them farther down the bank than they had been.

They hadn’t accounted for the big man. For the man who had already fallen into the same canal, had been dragged the same direction they had gone. Hadn’t accounted for his toughness, his persistence.

For his gun.

Another shot.

Another punch. This one hit Ken’s shoulder.

He fell to his knees.

Someone was screaming. A high-pitched scream. Could have been Maggie. Might have been Buck, too. The guy had a surprisingly high voice for such a big man.

No, probably Maggie.

Elijah was within twenty feet. Gun pointed at Ken. At his face.

Maybe he’ll miss.

But he hadn’t missed at longer range. In the rain. While running.

“Sorry,” yelled the big man. “The world. We’re saving the world!”

He stood carefully. But switched his aim. To Lizzy. Strapped again across Maggie’s belly.

A shot that would likely kill them both.
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KEN REACHED UP A HAND. His left.

He stared at it. Just for a moment. An instant. Too long, perhaps, given what was happening around him, but still –

Elijah was set.

“I’m sorry,” he said again. The sound was a whisper.

The shot rang out. Maggie screamed.

And did not fall.

Elijah’s head exploded.

The man’s body flung backward. Rolled down the bank. Into the canal they had all navigated with such cruel care.

Gone.

Ken didn’t understand. And almost didn’t care.

He looked down.

Blood soaked his black shirt. “I went to BOISE and all I got was this STUPID SHIRT (and a raging case of the CLAP.” He snorted and more blood exploded from his nose and mouth. Even that was funny. It was all so terribly funny. So damn funny.

Footsteps sounded in the rain.

“Who the hell are you?” demanded Buck.

A voice answered. Thick and gravelly. A voice Ken knew instinctively belonged to the type of man you did not screw with.

He knew he should be curious about what happened.

He wasn’t.

He grinned. Gritted his teeth. That strange feeling – that wrong feeling – was still there.

He lifted his left hand. It was hard. He did it anyway.

He could hear his pulse. Double pumps in time with the surges of red across his shirt.

Lub-dub.

Lub-dub.

“Not now,” said the other voice. The new voice. Maggie was still screaming. “Any more of them out there?”

“Maybe,” said Christopher.

Lub-dub.

Lub-dub.

Ken couldn’t look away from his hand. Couldn’t stop gritting his teeth.

He suddenly remembered kicking Aaron.

Climbing around on the train.

Running faster than the others, without losing his breath.

Making a deadly swim without benefit of any flotation device, and again emerging without losing his breath.

Lub-dub.

Lub-dub.

Fighting off zombies with a knife and then with the train coupler. And how heavy did those things have to be, to bind freight cars together? But he had swung it like it was nothing more than a baseball bat.

Lub-dub.

Lub-dub.

Most of all, he remembered how the zombies swarmed the train. And how he had grown resistant to their call to give in to their attacks.

How they slowed down at the end. Slowed down when he wished it.

Lub-dub.

Lub... dub.

Heart beating slower.

He looked down. Blood no longer spurting out. Just dripping.

He slumped to his back.

Lub...

... dub...

Looking at his hand. Gritting his teeth.

Feeling the tooth. The tooth he had lost.

The tooth that was now there again.

Lub...

...

... dub...

Looking at his hand.

The hand he had mutilated himself.

The ring and pinky fingers he had cut off.

Nothing but stubs.

Lub...

...

...

... dub...

The stumps glistened. Not from the swim in the canal.

Coated with yellow. A waxy substance he had seen before.

And small nubs in their centers. Nail-like growths.

Lub...

...

...

...

... dub...

Ken’s hand fell to his side.

Did I really hear him? Was Derek’s voice in my head... was it real?

What’s happening to me?

He felt Maggie hold him. His face to the sky.

His mouth fell open. He remembered that was what happened when you Changed.

His heart stopped.

And Ken Strickland died.

END OF BOOK FIVE






THE COLONY: BURIED
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This is what happens when you stare at a dead man:

Water falls on your face.

Blood mixes with the rain, makes it pink and barely-there and somehow both less real and more vivid than it should be.

The boom of nearby gunshots that ended lives fades away, replaced by distant thunder that echoes like the sky itself is screaming in confusion, rage, pain.

And through it all, a woman screaming. A big man gasping, gasping, gasping for breath. Two children who stare at nothing and make not a sound.

What just happened?

Ken's dead, that's what happened.

Ken Strickland's body started to slide down the bank, down the mud-blood beneath his soaked body, toward the rushing canal.

Maggie didn't move. She was rocking, screaming, staring as her husband slid away. Perhaps she couldn't move, perhaps she didn't want to move. Maybe she thought it wasn't real. Maybe she thought if she waited long enough Ken would jump up and never mind the gaping hole in his shoulder or the even bigger one in his chest, he'd just jump up and smile and shout "Just kidding" and they'd all laugh right there in the middle of the storm and the death and the Apocalypse.

Maybe.

Buck didn't move, either. He kept gasping. Maybe having a heart attack? Young for that, but certainly high-strung enough. The dude could give a strung-out cheetah lessons in spaz-osity.

Ken's little girls didn't seem to notice that their father had been killed. Lizzy hung from a carrier on her mother's back, her chubby arms and chubbier legs dangling loose and limp, her head tilted back, her mouth and eyes open and totally oblivious to the rain. Hope, seven years old to her sister's two, hung from Buck's arms. Equally limp, her face also turned skyward. They were breathing in time. In-out, in-out, in-out. Panting.

The snow leopard licked Liz's feet, legs. He took no mind of the dead. He never had. Just the girls. The biggest and least fluffy-lovey teddy bear of all time.

Ken slid toward rushing water, a few inches from being swept away.

Other than to breathe or scream, no one moved. Maybe no one could.

Why is no one moving?

Christopher's thoughts crashed in on themselves, jumbled in his mind like a hundred-car pileup.

His body remembered how to work, though. Seemingly on its own it lurched toward the bank, toward the water.

Toward the body of a friend.

Christopher fell forward, sprawled purposefully in the slick mud, plowing through long grass and reeds as Ken's body twisted its way to the water. He felt for a moment like he was a kid on a Slip'N Slide.

Only no prize for going the farthest or fastest. No prize I want, at least.

He caught Ken's arm. The body was heavy, a loose weight that yanked at Christopher harder than he expected.

Ken's legs fell into the canal. The current – fast, strong, terrible – tore him into a position nearly perpendicular to Christopher.

Christopher didn't let go. He wouldn't. It didn't matter that Ken was dead. It didn't matter that Aaron was still hunting them all, or even that the world had mostly ended. He wouldn't let go of his friend. He couldn't, he refused.

Christopher had left his baby behind. He had left what he believed was his dead child, and then had buried an axe in the child's head when it came back. And it didn't matter that the baby survived both times, that the thing that he had once cradled in his arms kept right on going. It didn't even matter that the second time the baby had been a monster, and the first time had been when the hospital where the baby was staying had turned to rubble in the first moments of the finality of civilization; that he thought his baby surely dead.

The fact remained: he left the child behind. Ran from an innocent.

So no more. Not again.

He wouldn't leave Ken. Not like this.

The current pulled. Pulled. Pulled.

Christopher didn't let go.

So the current pulled him, too. He started moving down the bank. Anchored by his grip on a dead man's hand, by his determination to keep one thing sacred, one thing safe in this world gone haywire.

The current pulled them both toward the canal, into the water.

Into death.
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CHRISTOPHER'S TOES kicked down. Deep divots in the mud that turned into furrows as he was dragged closer to the water.

A part of him screamed to let go. Shrieked that he was going to die; that he had barely made it out of this canal in the first place. He had jumped in to escape from Aaron, the cowboy/rodeo clown/special forces operative/clear-overachiever-with-a-severe-lack-of-self who had decided Ken's girls probably had to die to save the world. And Christopher had survived. But only barely. Plus, that last time in the canal he had had a makeshift flotation device to help, to keep him afloat.

Now? With a dead body pulling him down? No way. He was going down, he'd drown for sure.

But he didn't let go. He screamed at himself to let go, and then screamed back to shut the hell up. There was no turning back. No turning away.

Ken dropped completely into the canal. The only part of him above the water was his hand, still clutched in Christopher's.

Christopher's feet no longer left any furrows. They flew up from the ground as the current took full control of Ken – and of him by extension. He shot forward. Felt his arm spear into the water. His shoulder.

His head went under.

A terrifying instant – an instant that lasted forever. A deep, coughing, choking inhalation. Foamy water that was as much air as liquid. He coughed, inhaled more fluid, almost vomited.

Still wouldn't let go.

Slid further in.

And something stopped him.

He reversed direction. Started moving backward.

His head came out of the water. Shoulder pulled free of the canal's grasp. The water seemed to hiss below him, enraged by the loss of its prey.

The backwards motion continued. Christopher kept a tight grip on Ken's hand.

They both came free of the water. Christopher's fingers cramped, pain shooting up his arm and all the way to his twice-broken nose. He grinned through the pain. Ken had broken his nose, both times. It now seemed almost a happy memory.

Death converts all manner of painful pasts to present pleasures.

Deep stuff, there. I could make millions in the fortune cookie market.

Do zombies eat fortune cookies?

Someone was pulling him. Made sense – even in a world as insane as the one in which he had recently found himself, gravity still seemed to be working. So the fact that he hadn't fallen into the river meant someone was helping. A strong hand encircled his ankle, a grip so tight it was almost painful.

He heard a grunt. Someone exhaling with effort.

Buck?

He couldn't look. He couldn't move a single muscle without unclenching them all, and that would mean losing Ken.

A few long moments and the hand finally pulled him fully onto the bank.

A few longer moments and Ken – Ken's body – joined Christopher on the bank. He tried to let go of his friend. Couldn't. His hand wouldn't open.

He settled for looking back. To thank Buck. It couldn't have been Maggie. He could still hear her sobbing some feet away.

But it wasn't Buck.

"You must have a very great death wish," said the newcomer.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]




3


[image: image]


––––––––
[image: image]


"IT'S NOT A DEATH WISH," said Christopher. His body – specifically, his mouth – seemed to be operating on autopilot. No thought, just stimulus-response.

Thought was something reserved for civilized times. Barbarity demanded only base instinct.

The man standing behind him, one gnarled hand constricting the blood flow to Christopher's right foot, looked like he was likely more at home in the new world than he had been the way things used to be. He wore a ghillie suit: a full-body camo outfit of the type favored by military snipers, the most serious hunters, and survivalist whack-jobs. Camo-print base, with frond-like bits of twine and fabric trailing off it, all colored various shades of green and gray and brown. His head was covered, too, a green mesh hood with the same stringy sheets coming off it like flayed tree-flesh.

Still, even the full-body covering couldn't quite subdue the gray beard that poked out from under the face mask. Christopher wondered if he had just been rescued by a renegade cousin of the Duck Dynasty guys, or maybe some Grateful Dead fan who would turn out to be completely tie-dyed beneath the suit.

A long hunting rifle with a scope was slung over the man's shoulder. Christopher remembered Elijah. Remembered the huge black man pointing a gun at Maggie and her youngest daughter, Lizzy, after shooting Ken. 

Remembered a loud crack and then Elijah's head exploding.

This must have been how. This must have been who.

"Thank you," he said. The words came out with difficulty. He didn't even know what he was thanking this stranger for. For killing Elijah? For stopping Ken from being lost? For saving Christopher?

The hood of the ghillie suit went up and down slowly. "You are welcome," said the voice. It was deep but pleasant; almost sounded as though it was making its way through a smile. Then the head swiveled. "Are there any more of them?"

Again, Christopher's thoughts tangled. It didn't help that Maggie was still screaming. The shrieks were petering out, but still had enough power to dig into the folds of Christopher's brain, to shove aside his ability to think straight.

He kept thinking of his baby. Seeing his little girl, Carina. The bracelet he gave her. The way her head broke in two when he hit her with the axe.

"Are there any more of them?" asked the voice again. More insistently this time.

Buck answered. "Yeah," he said. His voice, always seeming a bit too high in pitch for someone so large, seemed even higher. Pinched with exhaustion and grief.

More than that. What's going on with him now?

"One guy," Buck continued. "Maybe a woman, too. Probably not, though, she got –" He cut off, glancing at Ken for a moment. "She got hurt, probably out of commission. But the guy's coming."

"Are you sure?" asked the man in the suit.

Christopher didn't have to answer. A shot cut through the sky.

A red flower bloomed on the newcomer's suit of greenery and vines.

The man who had saved them pitched backward.

Fell.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]




4


[image: image]


––––––––
[image: image]


BUCK YIPPED. CHRISTOPHER felt a laugh bubble up at the sound. Inappropriate, but wasn't that all laughter was? An inappropriate moment caught in our gut, struggling to get out in fits and starts?

He tamped it down. 

Other things to think about.

The ghillie suit was a tangle of green and brown, a sodden bush in the mud. The man inside groaned and rolled over. Sat up.

"That was not nice," he said. Voice a hoarse whisper.

Christopher tried to tell him to stay down. The shooter was Aaron. Had to be. The cowboy was deadly up close, deadly from afar. He was neutralizing the threat: the man with a weapon, the man who had killed one of Aaron's helpers –

(Or was it the other way around? Was Aaron helping Elijah? Wasn't Aaron our friend? How the hell did this happen? When did we fall apart?)

– with a well-placed shot. The newcomer had been shot in the shoulder. And there was no way Aaron had missed. It was a shot meant to lay a man out without killing him. Aaron didn't kill –

Not unless it's necessary. Not unless it's the monsters, or the two little girls.

And are they the monsters?

No answer to that. Not yet. Certainly they were more – less? – than just a two- and seven-year-old.

Another shot. The man in the portable duck blind grunted. Another hit, but this time he didn't go down.

"Dude, fall," said Christopher. His skin prickled. Somehow he knew that the next shot would be somewhere final. Would kill the man.

"I do not think so."

Christopher was finally struck by something: the hunter's beard said redneck or roadie, but his voice, his choice of words, said something quite different. And was there the slightest trace of an accent there?

Christopher wasn't sure what he was, but the newcomer was more than just a hillbilly in camo.

The man moved. Fast. Faster than anyone Christopher had ever seen other than Aaron. Maybe even faster than the cowboy. In a fluid motion the hunter shrugged his shoulder – the shoulder that had two bullet holes in it, and not the slightest hesitation or cry of pain – and dropped his head. The rifle on his back swung around. He rammed it against his bad shoulder. Aimed it. Pulled the trigger.

All this in less than a second. Much less.

The man grunted again. Not pain, satisfaction.

"Did... did you kill him?"

That was Buck. Finally finding words. Christopher realized that none of them had even seen where Aaron was firing from. Only the hunter. And he had seen enough to place a single shot that somehow Buck believed had found its mark.

Come to think of it, so did Christopher.

The man in the ghillie suit stood. Only the smallest of noises to indicate what had to be agony tearing through his body.

"We should go now," he said, and took off his hood. Christopher's jaw fell open, and he suddenly understood how a man could withstand the pain of two gunshot wounds. And not only that, but find it in himself to aim and shoot a gun with what Christopher sensed was perfect accuracy.

"Holy good mother of holy hell," he said. Not his most original as far as cursing went, but it would have to do.

The newcomer grinned at him. Or kept grinning, because he had been smiling when the hood came off. "Yes," he said. "I do get that a lot."
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THE HUNTER – THAT WAS how Christopher thought of him now – looked into the distance, upstream on the canal. The direction he had fired. "Please follow me quickly," he said.

"So you didn't kill him," said Buck. He sounded crestfallen.

How things change, thought Christopher. Aaron used to be our main protector, Ken used to be our leader. Now Aaron is just one more killer on our trail. And our leader?

He glanced at Ken's body. Couldn't help it.

Still motionless. Eyes open, staring up in an eerie parallel to the strange gaze of his children. Mouth open like theirs.

But he wasn't breathing. Silent, still, and never to move again.

Christopher looked away as the newcomer said, "No. I did not kill him. I did shoot him in the shoulder. I thought it was the fair thing." He grimaced and rolled his own shoulder, twisting his arm in the socket. Blood pulsed through the suit. "I would like to take care of this before I lose too much blood and pass out."

He said it matter-of-factly.

Of course he did. You would, too, if you looked like that.

Christopher couldn't tear his gaze away from the man. The beard was long and gray. Did look just as much like that of a Grateful Dead roadie as he had imagine it would. But any resemblance to a toked-out rocker ended at the bristly line of the man's facial hair.

That was where the tattoos began.

Gray so dark it was almost black, the tattoos swirled in maze-like lines that combined graceful arcs and sharp jags. Covering nose, cheeks, forehead. Even the man's ears bore the marks, which Christopher saw were not smooth like normal tattoos but rather furrowed as though the patterns had been carved into the man's leathery skin.

"You Māori?" said Buck.

The man nodded. "Half. May we hold the rest of the questions until we get to my home?"

Without waiting for a reply, the man went to Maggie. Still kneeling in the mud. No longer screaming, but gasping raggedly, silently. Christopher almost preferred the screams. Ken's wife –

(widow)

– sounded like she was trying desperately to keep breathing. Like her body was forcing itself to cling to life, to remind itself that it hadn't died with her husband.

"Young Miss," said the hunter. Maggie didn't answer. "Young Miss, we must go."

She kept panting, broken breaths tearing through her throat and mouth. Didn't speak, didn't even seem to see anything. She just stared at the spot where her husband had first fallen. Had died. Not at his body, but at the place where she had last seen him alive.

The hunter sighed. He touched her. She didn't respond. He took her arm. She screamed.

"Your friend will get up soon," he said. Christopher couldn't tell for whom the statement was intended, if the hunter was talking to Maggie or to the rest of the company.

"How do you know?" said Buck.

"Because he is very strong."

"How do you know that?" said Buck. A trace of that perma-annoyed sound creeping back into his voice. Christopher was actually glad to hear it. It meant the dude wasn't mind-blown. And as much as he whined he was actually a clear head in a crisis and pretty good in a fight.

"I know because anyone who can hit me twice with a handgun at that range in a storm is skilled. And great skill is usually a traveling companion of great strength."

The Māori pulled gently on Maggie's arm. She continued gasping, but allowed him to drag her upward. Blood gouted from his shoulder. He grunted.

Buck moved to Maggie's side. "Let me," he said.

The hunter nodded. He slung his rifle again. Finally looked at Sally. The snow leopard remained near Liz, staring at the Māori with a sour expression. As though the big cat was aware of the presence of another hunter, and didn't like the competition.

The Māori seemed to take the cat in stride, just asking, "Is the kitty housebroken?"

Christopher shrugged. "Who's gonna complain if he's not?"

The hunter laughed. It was a deep, full belly laugh. For a moment there wasn't a killer somewhere nearby, monsters ever at their heels. Just a laugh that was big and good and cleaner than the rain that still fell. "This is true," he said.

He started walking. Blood running down the front of the ghillie suit, red on green like the world's shaggiest Christmas tree. Had to be agony, but he set a punishing pace across the fields north of the canal.

"Where are we going?" said Buck. The big man hitched Hope a bit higher on his shoulder.

The Māori didn't look back. Just said, "I already told you. We are going to my home."

Christopher looked around. Nothing but fields. Mountains, but they were miles away. The hunter was right: Aaron was sure to get up. And follow.

The group had to get away.

But there was nowhere to go.
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THEY MOVED IN SILENCE. Only Maggie's ragged breathing and the patter of rain and the occasional muffled thud of faraway thunder accompanied them as they slogged through the fields.

The first field held scallions, the smell of onion crisp and piercing in the wet air. Then the company crossed a narrow dirt road – more of a track – and entered another field, this one harder to navigate. Asparagus grew on this one: long lines of green clumped on mounds that rose almost to Christopher's knees.

The hunter continued his punishing pace. Buck followed as close as he could, dragging Maggie with him, Liz still in her carrier, the snow leopard following close behind. 

The hunter did not look back to see if the others were keeping up. Christopher sensed no cruelty in this, though. He thought it was more a combination of necessity and faith. Like the Māori knew they needed to get away before Aaron got up and came for them; knew that the company had survived this long and would continue to both keep together and keep up with him.

Maggie said something. Christopher couldn't hear what at first. He hurried to her, worried she was going to break down.

"We have to go back, we have to go back," she murmured.

The hunter shook his head. "We cannot, Young Miss," he said. "It is not safe."

"He's still back there."

The man's voice was low. Firm, strong, but understanding. "Your husband?"

Maggie sobbed. Answer enough.

Christopher expected the Māori to tell her to move on, to hurry, to focus on survival. The man surprised him. He stopped. Turned and put his hands on Maggie's shoulders. "The dead are already safe," he whispered. "It is the living who need to be protected." He pointed at Lizzy, the toddler still hanging off Maggie's back like some strange parasite. Sally licked the little girl's dangling feet. "You need to take care of your girl." Then he smiled. "And we will come back for your husband."

Maggie's gasps stopped suddenly. "What?" said Buck.

"The living must be protected," said the hunter. "But the dead will be honored."

He turned and resumed walking.

Maggie followed. Not with Buck, but walking on her own.

Christopher looked at Buck. The big man, gray hair hanging over a face that was red and puckered in a perpetual scowl, seemed utterly at a loss for words.

"What the hell did that mean?" said Buck.

"Hell if I know," said Christopher. "And watch your mouth." He nodded at Maggie, rapidly moving away with the hunter. He grinned. "You know damn well how she gets."

"Damn right I do." Buck actually grinned back.

They shrugged at each other then, neither of them sure what was happening. Nothing new there. But every time Christopher thought he was at least getting a handle on how crazy the world had gotten, a new kind of crazy arose.

Zombies? Check. Sure. Why not?

But wait! They also barf acid and scale slick walls with some kind of suction cup hands.

Oh... and shooting them in the head just pisses them off. In fact, cut them in little pieces and the pieces come after you.

Oh... and they seem to be learning. Acting in tandem, like pack animals that get smarter every second.

Oh... and the dead don't all stay dead. They're just sleeper cells for the enemy, cadavers that can also rise up to become zombies. Slower than the ones that are turned because of bites, slightly less strong. But deadly. Capable of killing or Changing their prey.

Oh... and there are the ones that can't see, that have weird growths on their faces that cover their eyes and heads and parts of their bodies, but they can still track you somehow.

Oh... and there are the ones whose faces have become buzz saws that can cut through steel.

Oh... and then there are the ones like Dorcas and Ken's son, Derek, and Christopher's own baby: zombies who targeted the members of the group and tried to drive them to despair.

Oh... and the people you trust – good people, people who really want what's best – they might try to kill you.

Oh... and the world ending wasn't enough. There's always more. Always more to lose.

Just like they had lost Ken. The man who had given them a quest, who had somehow seemed to hold them together.

But death isn't the thing to fear. Damnation is what's around the corner.

Christopher grappled with his thoughts, trying to pull them away from the brink of despair. From the look on his face, Buck was doing the same.

They both looked away from one another. Swung back toward the hunter and Maggie.

Only they weren't there.

Or anywhere else.

They were gone.
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CHRISTOPHER STARTED running.

"Where are they?" shouted Buck. He started moving, too, but Christopher knew the older man would be slower, holding Hope close to him, protecting her with his body.

Christopher vaulted over a mound of asparagus.

And almost fell onto the hunter.

The man laughed as he caught Christopher, then laughed again at the look on Buck's face as the big man clambered over the ridge of crops and saw where Maggie had gone. Where Christopher had fallen.

"Where did that come from?" said Buck.

Christopher was right there with him. Could feel his face knotting up in a mixture of surprise, confusion, and irritation at the obvious delight the Māori was taking in his discomposure.

"It has been here always. Or for some years, at the least." The man gestured for Buck to follow him, then moved away. Still holding Maggie by the arm. She had stopped gasping, but now seemed worse than she had been moments before. Nearly catatonic. Not good.

Christopher looked away from them as they disappeared. Glanced at Buck. The big man shook his head and shrugged at the same time. A gesture that said, "I don't know, what do you think?" Christopher returned the motion. Then spun and followed Maggie and the Māori.

The dirt between this row of asparagus and the next was a bit wider than most. It had to be, to accommodate the opening on the ground. A trapdoor was propped open on what looked like a hydraulic system. The door itself was thick, probably steel, shiny on the underside. The upper surface was mottled and gray, crafted to look like a flat boulder, half-buried in hard earth. Some kind of blast hatch, Christopher figured. And from the look of it, one that was designed to be more or less undetectable from above and impregnable from any side.

The tunnel under the door was circular, made of corrugated steel. A pipe, big enough to stand in, but only just. The pipe angled down, metal stairs making for easy walking, though the angle itself seemed strange: a gentle slope that was less than the typical stairway.

The Māori was walking slowly, either because of Maggie or so he could show the others the way down. Sally moved just ahead of them, his tail flicking up to touch Liz's toes from time to time. And as before the hunter showed no interest in the snow leopard.

"The angle of the tunnel is thirty degrees, so as to deflect gamma radiation," said the Māori. He waited until Buck was well inside the tunnel, then hit a bright yellow button on the wall. Something whirred and the hatch shut. "The blast hatch is rated to withstand fire, direct explosive attack, electromagnetic pulse, and radiation."

"How much does this tour cost?" said Christopher. The quip made it out before he could think of the wisdom of making fun of a man who was a crack shot and who had just effectively buried them beneath a ton of steel.

"A person who mistreats his guest has a dusty Marae," responded the man. He turned and continued down.

"What did that mean?" whispered Buck.

Christopher nodded in what he hoped was a wise way. He had no idea what the hunter was talking about, but he knew that seeming to know would drive Buck bonkers.

It's the little pleasures that matter when you're buried at the edge of the world's end.

He followed their savior, their host. And hoped the man would not also prove to be their captor.
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CHRISTOPHER HAD HEARD of survivalist types, of course. The type of people who secreted themselves in the wilds of Nowhere, U.S.A., along with caches of freeze-dried foods and assault rifles big enough to fight off invading armies and/or zombie hordes. He had always thought the idea a ridiculous one. Had laughed at them.

Who's laughing now?

Still, the idea he had of a survivalist bunker hardly matched what he saw when the hunter took them through the entry tunnel into what must be the main part of the underground shelter.

Christopher expected dark gray walls, fluorescents lights protected by steel cages. Bunk beds with paper-thin mattresses that were covered by burlap bedding designed less for warmth than exfoliation.

Instead he got a living room.

The space was about twenty feet square. Walls that curved gently inward, making it clear that they had gone from one pipe to another, much larger, one. But they were painted a pleasant powder blue. A brown leather couch with forest green throw pillows sat next to a matching love seat, both of them angled so the flatscreen television on the opposite wall could be easily seen. Between them a nice oriental carpet covered a clean tile floor.

At the far end of the room, cabinets stacked against the wall. Again, they were far from the utilitarian metal shelving Christopher would have expected. Well-crafted walnut with brass fittings.

The cabinets created a ring around another blast hatch – closed – and in front of them sat a round table with four chairs. The tabletop was green felt, and looked like the type that could be removed and flipped over to reveal a checkerboard on the inside: a poker and gaming table.

"Holy cow," said Christopher. "You go to Hell in style."

The Māori helped Maggie onto the couch. She sank down, seeing nothing but empty space. At least, Christopher hoped that was what she was seeing. Worse would be if she was trapped in a place where all that existed was an endless loop of her husband, chest exploding, blood spurting then slowing to nothing as he bled out.

Please let her be somewhere else.

"Who are you, Mister?" said Buck. He put Hope down next to her mother. Neither the little girl, the baby, nor the mother moved. A frozen tableau that gave Christopher the creeps. So did Buck's question, an eerie echo of something they had asked of Aaron: "Who are you?" The cowboy was a military man, a soldier, a killer. A friend and enemy at once. And would this new hunter prove to be the same kind of person? This same mix of light and dark?

Sally lay down at Maggie's feet. Stretched out on his belly, licking his forepaws clean of the mud that had dared soil them.

"I am Mohonri Moriankumr Ngata," said the man. He bowed slightly at the waist, then hung his hunting rifle from a pair of hooks on the wall above the poker table and began to strip off his ghillie suit.

"Mohonri Mor... Mor... Moria...." Buck struggled with the second part of the name for a few moments before giving up.

"Moriankumr," said the Māori. "Most people just call me Mo."

Christopher blinked. His father had been governor of Idaho before the Change. Before half the world turned to zombies and killed the other half. His parents had attacked each other right in front of him; had been a bloody mass of twitching tissue when he ran from their house.

Not that they liked each other before it all happened.

But because of who his father was, Christopher recognized the name. It belonged to one of the largest voting blocs in the state, and one his father had taken care to cultivate. Governor Elgin had been a terrible father, but a good politician. He knew how to make friends with his constituents, and Christopher kept his ears open at the dinner table – on those rare occasions when he was allowed to eat with His Greatnessness. One of the Men of Power who had dined at his father's table had this name – one that some would laugh at, had the man not been worth so many millions.

"You a Mormon?" he said.

Mo wagged his head back and forth. "Half. My mother was. It was she who gave me my name."

"So...." Buck struggled to process the information. "A Mormon Māori in Idaho who owns an underground survival shelter? Wasn't New Zealand isolated enough?"

Mo opened his mouth and laughed. He had teeth that were a bit yellow, like he had spent years drinking coffee or smoking. Or just had bad teeth. The discoloration didn't inhibit his mirth, though: the laugh was deep and loud and long.

"You have said it better than most, my friend." He finished peeling off his camouflage. Beneath it he wore only a white t-shirt and a pair of novelty boxer shorts – white with bright red lipstick marks all over them. He showed no embarrassment at his dress, or even seemed to notice what he was wearing.

Unlike the movie stars, the people who frequented gyms in every city, and every other slave to fashion whom Christopher had seen wearing "tribal" tattoos in recent years, the Māori's arms were bare of ornamentation. But gray lines that matched those on his face reached out from under his boxers, making their way almost to Mo's knees. Christopher wondered how high they went. Wondered if the old man's groin was marked up as well.

Mo went to one of the cabinets and opened it. Removed a large box marked with a red cross. He opened it and revealed the most prodigious and well-stocked first aid kit Christopher had ever seen. He removed several gauze pads.

Buck moved forward. "Let me."

"I am able, friend."

"Don't be an idiot."

Mo grinned like Buck had just said something singularly hilarious, then took the first aid kit to the table and sat down. Buck touched Hope's forehead.  The little girl was still sitting motionless, and Buck paused a moment, too. For some reason he looked more like father than friend to the little girl.

And for some reason Christopher felt a chill roll over him.

Then Buck went to Mo. He rifled through the first aid kit, pulling out more gauze and some antibiotic cream before sitting on one of the other chairs.

"That must hurt like a bitch," he said.

"It does not tickle," Mo agreed. "But I believe the bullets went through, and no bones broke. It was a lucky wound."

Buck snorted. He took some scissors out of the kit and cut Mo's shirt away, tossing the bloody mess behind him.

Beneath the shirt was a gorefest. Blood streamed in a continuous river from two dark holes in the man's shoulder. It was enough that it almost distracted from the tattoos that covered Mo's chest, stomach, and back. Almost. The same curls and ridges, etched directly into the skin, made him into a full-body mask. Christopher couldn't imagine going through something like that for anything, let alone for a simple cultural gesture. But then, it was partially thanks to that toughness that they were all here.

Buck hissed at the wounds – or maybe at the sight of the tattoos. Then he stood and looked over the top of Mo's shoulder.

"Looks about the same back here." He shook his head and started to open the gauze and tear long strips of medical tape.

"Shouldn't he have stitches?" said Christopher. He felt like an idiot when he said it, wished he could yank the words back and swallow them.

Buck snorted. "Sure. We'll just take him to St. Al's and ask the zombie doctors to patch him up." He turned his head for a moment. "You know how to stitch people?"

Christopher shook his head. He felt like the village idiot on a bad day.

"Me either," said Buck. "You?" he said to Mo.

The Māori shook his head. "Alas, I do not. But if I may suggest...?"

"I'm open to whatever," said Buck.

"There are feminine hygiene products in the kit," said Mo.

"You just get your period?" said Buck.

Christopher saw where the hunter was going. "Tampons?" he said.

Mo nodded. Christopher felt a bit less like a moron. He darted forward, found them. He grabbed four. "Move, Clucky," he said.

Buck growled. "Don't call me that."

"You're lucky I don't call you something else that rhymes with 'Buck.' Move."

Buck did. Christopher sat opposite Mo. "You ready for this?" Mo nodded. His face was impassive under the tattoos. "You get those in New Zealand?" said Christopher. Talking more to calm himself than his patient. He suspected Mo wouldn't need calming no matter what: permanent serenity, whether at church or facing a tsunami composed of rabid bears that shot lasers out of their faces.

Mo nodded again as Christopher realized he was about to kill Mo with infection. He found some alcohol pads and scrubbed the dirt off his hands as well as he could, then found a pair of latex gloves in the first aid kit and snapped them over the grungy mess he had created. "What brings you to Idaho?"

Idiot question. Might as well ask if he's going to the movies this weekend. Who cares?

Who cares about anything?

A sudden wave of sadness crashed over him. He saw her –

(little girl little bracelet I gave her sawing through thick metal with a face turned into a buzzsaw then a face turned into nothing when I swung the axe)

– and almost stopped moving. Only Mo's voice drew him back to reality.

"My mother died. She was of this place and wished to be buried with her people."

"Sorry." Christopher slathered antibiotic cream over Mo's wounds, front and back. He put so much on that it looked eerily like the yellow junk the zombies barfed up and secreted from their wounds, the waxy goo they seemed to both build with and that somehow healed them of what should be deadly injuries.

"Do not be," said Mo. He didn't even wince as Christopher worked. "It was some time ago. I fell in love with this place. It is different from the land of my birth, but it became my home."

Christopher unwrapped one of the tampons. He looked at it in confusion.

"What?" said Buck.

"I have no idea how to use these things," said Christopher.

"A problem," said Mo. "Especially since I believe I am about to pass out."
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THE WORDS SCARED CHRISTOPHER, which was a surprise considering he'd known the tattooed man for only a few minutes. At first he thought the idea of being stuck down here would be terrifying, but the place suddenly seemed like a rare refuge in a fatal world. Mo was their protector and host, perhaps the only thing that stood between the group and the danger outside the shelter.

And here he was: an idiot male who didn't know how to work a tampon. He knew what he had to do with it, but not how to do it. The workings of the thing were as foreign to him, as suddenly complex-seeming, as the inner mechanisms of a supercomputer.

He was on the verge of panicking. His hand started to shake.

"What's going on?" Buck said.

"I would appreciate it if you hurried," said Mo. He started to weave in his seat. Gripped the table with a hand that was normally walnut brown but now turned ash gray at the fingertips and knuckles.

A hand lay across Christopher's own shaking one. Smaller. Stable.

Maggie.

She didn't speak. Just took the tampon from his hand. Looked at him. Waited.

Christopher felt the fear fall from him, fall out of him. For more than one reason. Ken's wife still looked borderline shell-shocked. Still on the verge of a collapse. But she had moved of her own accord. She had rejoined them and was prepared to do what needed to be done.

"I want to use them on the wounds," Christopher told her.

"Really?" said Buck. "Yuck, are you serious?"

Maggie was already moving as Christopher rounded on his most irritating – and in this underground hospital at the edge of the world, perhaps best – friend. "You know what these things do?" he demanded. "They suck up blood like nobody's business. So unless you know how to perform emergency surgery...." He turned back to look at Maggie. "But I don't really know how to get the stuff out of the... thing...." Maggie put on a pair of gloves, then placed the end of tampon tube against the first bullet hole, one of the ones on the front of the Māori's shoulder. The face under the tattoos grew a bit paler, but the man made not a sound.

Maggie pushed something on the back of the tube, then pulled the tube away. A flattened chunk of cotton was now stuck in the gore, string trailing away from it. "Cool," he said. Then turned to Buck and assumed his best professor impression. "And the string," he continued as he slapped a trio of gauze patches over the string, then secured them with enough medical tape to hold a Sherman tank in place, "makes 'em easy to pull off later."

He could practically hear Buck's jaw bouncing off the floor tiles and couldn't help but grin. When life was grim, the little pleasures ballooned in importance. Buck's raw stupefaction felt like a trip to Disneyland in that moment: a magic kingdom in a doomed world.

"Your friend," said Mo, grimacing as Maggie inserted the next tampon, then moved to his back, a third and fourth gripped in her hand, "is a bit high-strung."

Christopher snorted. "High-strung is an understatement. Buck makes bomb disposal workers look like Tahitian hula dancers."

"Tahiti is lovely this time of year. But no vacation is a likely to happen in these times, I think," said Mo.

Christopher nodded. A sobering thought.

Mo grunted again. Maggie finished. Her hands were covered in blood. She still had Lizzy strapped to her back, Christopher realized. He also saw that the two-year-old was blinking blearily. Looking around like she didn't know where she was, what was happening.

Christopher felt a flutter of fear. Sometimes the toddler was a toddler. Other times she seemed intent on helping the things that had followed the group, the things that had destroyed – replaced – humanity. Like she was a defector or a traitor in their midst.

What would she be this time?

A thud drew his attention away from the little girl.

Mo had finally passed out.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]




10


[image: image]


––––––––
[image: image]


WHAT NOW?

No one responded, and it took Christopher a moment to realize he hadn't actually spoken. Another moment in which he wondered if he was starting the long downhill slide into Crazyland, with a short layover in Coocooville.

He had known quite a few nuts in his life. You didn't grow up as the son of a career politician without seeing a psycho or three. The idea of joining their ranks didn't appeal to him.

Before he could actually give voice to his words, Buck stole the chance from him. "What now?"

Christopher didn't know what bugged him more – that the big man had said it before he could, or that he had said the same words he had wanted to. Was Christopher destined to grow up that way? A high-voiced balding guy with a perma-scowl and mommy issues? Not that he didn't have his own mommy – and daddy – issues. But they were his, dammit. He didn't want to have Buck's, too.

"We have to go back," whispered Maggie. She moved back to the couch.

Buck rolled his eyes. "He'll be waiting for that," he said. "Aaron's bound to be looking for us around here. We go back to Ken and we're going to get killed."

"We have to go back," was all she said. She wasn't looking at anyone, and Christopher wondered if she was even speaking to them. If she had retreated to whatever place it was that offered her some comfort or safety in the dark moments when she found herself without a husband she loved and a man who had rescued her and her children.

And from what? What did Ken do all this for?

A good question. When they'd found Maggie and the little girls, they'd been on one of the top floors of a high rise, surrounded by zombies and cocooned in some sort of webbing. Not dead, but asleep. Drugged somehow.

What had happened to them?

Buck had been there, too. But he had acted normal this whole time.

(other than that touch that strange touch to Hope just now so is something happening to Buck too or is it just my imagination and exhaustion and fear?)

And Maggie had seemed just as normal.

It was only the girls, Lizzy and Hope, who had shown some effect from the ordeal.

Perhaps Derek, their older brother, might have joined his sisters in their trek toward the alien place they were closing in on. No one would ever know, he supposed: Derek had been Changed saving his mother. Had fallen from a tower and come back a zombie. 

And not just a zombie, but some kind of leader, a thing that the others deferred to. Dorcas, another one of their group who had lost herself, lost her humanity when bitten while defending them all, had come back at his side. Changed and willing to kill at his command. Her and the huge, half-white, half-charred and blacked zombie that had Changed Derek.

All bowing to the child. A tiny emperor wielding some strange power over them.

What does it mean? 

"Where are we?"

Lizzy hadn't made a sound yet, though she continued to look around with an utterly befuddled expression. So the high, clear voice wasn't hers.

No, it was Hope. She was finally sitting up from her recumbent position on the couch. Looking around in a panic, then calming down a bit when she saw her mother, then returning to panic when she saw Maggie's blank expression.

She turned wide eyes on Christopher. They were the eyes of a child, no trace of that alien presence that caused so much terror when it appeared. But he found no comfort in them. No comfort because he didn't know how to answer her next words.

"What happened to Mommy? And where's Daddy?"
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SCREAMING.

That was what happened when you told a seven-year-old her daddy was dead.

Not that Christopher told her. Not that Buck told her.

Maggie was the one who said it.

"What happened to Daddy? Where's Daddy? Someone tell me where's Daddy?"

"He's dead."

Just like that. Maggie said it without even looking at her daughter. She sounded like a robot.

Christopher was still standing by Mo, wondering if the guy was going to die, right there on the poker table. Buck stood a few feet away, looking utterly lost when Maggie said that, and Hope just started screaming.

But it was a comforting scream. As bad as it was, as terrible as it was to hear the grief-torn shrieks of a little girl, the sound shattering as it slammed into the pipe-walls of the shelter, it was still a good scream. Because it was the normal scream of a little girl. Not the chittering, gasping scream of a thing calling to other things. Not the laughing shout of something that none of them could understand, but that they all feared.

It was simply a little girl who didn't really understand what Mommy had said. Whose world was not big enough to encompass life without Daddy.

Christopher understood that. He had been sent to his first boarding school when he was barely older than Hope. Brought back for a month or two, then off to another one. Never time to really catch his breath, to get his feet solidly under him.

And, at first, so hard to understand where his parents were. Why they weren't in his life anymore. He was the one who was traveling, but it seemed like they were the ones who had left.

He had gradually come to understand that he had been shipped off because he didn't fit their lifestyle. He was a political necessity – politicians with families were more likely to get elected than those without – but a personal inconvenience.

He didn't know who was better off in the final analysis: a boy who grew up with parents, but rarely saw them and knew they hated him; or a girl who lost a father early, but would have only good memories of him and his love. He thought he would rather have had the latter than the former.

Hope was still screaming.

Maggie didn't look at her. Just stared at nothing. And now the toddler on Maggie's back started to scream as well. Another sign of normalcy, the two-year-old picking up on her sister's fear and grief and mirroring it with her own voice.

Christopher still didn't know what to do.

He knelt down in front of Hope. Put a hand on her arm. "Your father was a very brave man, sweetie," he said. "He –"

Hope shook his hand off, thrashing him away so hard and fast it was an act of violence. "No!" she screamed. "NO NO NO NO!"

A hand wrapped around Christopher's shoulder, then yanked him backward. He went down on his butt before sliding a good four feet on the tile floor.

"That's not how you talk to a kid, idiot," murmured Buck as Christopher slid by. Then the big man knelt where Christopher had been. He held his arms out and engulfed the little girl in a bear hug that buried her cries in his chest.

"I'm here," he whispered. He stroked her hair. "We're all here for you."

"Where's Daddy?" came Hope's muffled voice.

Sally roused himself from his resting spot. He curled his tail around Lizzy's feet. The two-year-old responded to the touch, her own screams lowering in pitch and volume.

"He saved us, baby girl," Buck said to Hope.

"Daddy saved us, Clucky?"

"He's a hero, Chicken."

Hope kept crying.

Lizzy kept crying.

Maggie stared ahead, but one arm reached into Buck's embrace. Pulled out her daughter. The three girls – Maggie, Hope, Lizzy – tightened into a knot.

Buck didn't let go. Now holding all three of them.

And suddenly Christopher was there as well. He didn't remember getting to his feet. Didn't remember putting his arm around them all. But there he was.

He felt something tickle his legs. Sally wrapped himself around their feet. His tail still twined around Lizzy's ankle.

The members of their group who were still alive held onto one another. They always would. Because they were all they had.

Hopefully that was all they would need.
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THEY HELD EACH OTHER for a time that seemed outside the passage of minutes or hours or days. A time that Christopher would never be able to measure, but that he would look back on as long as he lived. All the bad and good mixed into a single inseparable mass.

So much of life consists of little boxes. Presents given under trees, at birthdays, for anniversaries. Discrete moments in time given by gods either kind or cruel, depending on what they held within.

This moment, though... it was all. It was nothing. Christopher could not fully understand it. Words would not do it justice. Feelings go beyond the limits of human vocabulary.

They had lost so many. Dorcas. Derek. Ken. All gone because they had dared the greatest risk: caring for others more than for themselves. Refusing to abandon friends and family when they could have, time after time.

But they were still together, those that remained. They would not flee each other's sides.

Family was gone.

Family remained.

Most things had changed.

Some things would remain the same.

They held each other and cried. And when the tears stopped they still held one another. Silence that started heavy with grief and then became lighter with memory and with relief at the luxury of being able to hold one another; at being able to stand still and simply breathe for the first time since everything fell down.

Mo spoke. "I am glad."

Christopher turned. He could barely see the big Māori, his vision still blurred by tears only half-dried. He blinked and was glad to realize that the hunter was sitting up. Face whiter than it had been, stark behind the dark tattoos, but the man was smiling. He had a hand to his shoulder, the palm so big it easily covered the bandages on both bullet wounds. One swat with that thing would probably fell a bear. 

"Glad of what?" Buck said – ever willing to look a gift horse in the mouth. Even one provided by a dude tough enough to bring down a tank with a bubble pipe and an angry stare.

Mo didn't lose his smile. "I am glad that I have found good people. That I have brought them home."

Christopher smiled back at the man's big grin. But he also felt a twinge of fear. The words seemed nice, but it was also the kind of thing that the serial killer said right before asking hapless hitchhikers "to dinner" and then proceeding to eat their faces.

"Why did you invite us in?" said Buck. Apparently he was thinking along similar lines. And again Christopher had to wonder if he was turning into a younger version of his crotchety, irritable friend.

Christopher had thought that Māori tattoos were designed to make the wearer look ferocious, animalistic. But apparently they served more to highlight a person's facial features, whatever they were, because when Mo smiled the curls seemed to turn his lips up higher than was possible. Now they twisted around in lines that made a near-caricature of confusion. "I don't understand," said Mo. "I brought you here because you needed it."

Christopher was a bit dismayed to hear how suspicious his voice now sounded. "I thought survivalists wanted to survive alone."

Now the tattoos grew rigid, and he worried he had said something – perhaps the truth? – that would kill them all.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]




13


[image: image]


––––––––
[image: image]


THE LOOK ON MO'S FACE only lasted an instant. Barely a flicker. Enough to show that there was another man underneath the good-natured exterior. A man who could shoot a special forces attacker, could wound him and put him down at long range in a torrential downpour, even though wounded himself.

And all without making a sound. Let's not forget that freaky little fact.

Then the ferocious visage disappeared. The smile came back. "Oh, I understand. My eyes were blind, but now I see." He smiled a bit wider, as though at some private joke. "I did not build this to keep people out." He gestured with his left arm, the right hanging at his side, still coated in blood. The motion took in whole room. "I built it to give others a place. A home when the bad times came."

"How did you know they would?" said Buck.

"They always do."

Buck finally nodded, as though in this pessimistic statement he had finally found something he understood.

"You were looking for us?" said Maggie. She wiped her eyes. Her voice, Christopher was relieved to hear, sounded normal. Shaky, but back to the woman he had grown used to over the last days.

"Not you, but people like you. People who would need help."

"Are you a superhero?"

That was Hope. She looked at the huge man behind theblood-spattered poker table, evidently not understanding all that was going on, all that had happened. But knowing that this man had done something for them.

"Supergirl!" said Lizzy. At least, Christopher was pretty sure that was what she said. It could have been "Soupy gills," too.

The two-year-old wiggled in the undersized baby carrier that bound her to her mother. "Off, down, off!" she shouted. Maggie started loosening the straps on the Baby Bjorn.

Christopher couldn't help but smile at that. The toddler sounded like a two-year-old. Bossy, mercurial, a pain.

Normal.

Sally purred and resumed cleaning himself. Whatever had happened to the girls, it seemed to be loosening its hold here.

"Well, are you?" demanded Hope. "You have those magic drawings all over you. So are you?"

Mo's smile disappeared. He stood. His right arm dangled, his face whitened. But he walked over to the girl and knelt in front of her. He held out a huge, callused hand. She took it.

"I am no superhero, te tamahine. If I were such a thing, I would have saved all of you."

They remained like that a long time. Maggie inhaled, that gasping breath. Christopher worried she was going to start crying again. She didn't. She put Hope down and the two-year-old immediately kicked Sally in the side. "Sally play!" Lizzy shouted. Sally looked at the toddler with the longsuffering that only a predator can bestow, then resumed preening himself.

Maggie put a hand on Mo's good shoulder. "Thank you," she said. "You saved my children."

Mo nodded. He squeezed Hope's hand, then switched his gaze to Maggie. "I meant what I said before. I will return for him. Bravery deserves honor, and those who die like the shark will not be abandoned like the octopus."

Christopher didn't understand what the hell that meant, but Maggie nodded like it made perfect sense to her. Whether it actually did or not he had no way of telling. And it didn't really matter, he supposed. What mattered was that they had found a friend.

Mo stood. "Come," he said. "I will show you your home."
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"ISN'T this our home?" said Buck, gesturing at the room.

Christopher nodded, confused. What kind of tour did Mo think he was going to provide?

But Mo laughed like the big man had said something hilarious. He went to the hatch next to the shelving from which he had removed the first aid kit. Then he apparently changed his mind. Turned back to the poker table, packed up the first aid kit, and returned it to its spot.

"We will clean the rest later," he said. His tone of voice was reassuring, as though he worried that the group would fret about the mess. As though to say, "I know that zombies have taken over, that people are dying, but don't fret, cleaning time is still scheduled for six p.m."

This guy likes everything in its place.

It was a reassuring thought. They had stumbled into a pocket of... what? Sanity might be too strong a word, considering they were in an underground tube outfitted like a bachelor pad. But order, yes.

Order. And that was a welcome change.

Their host turned back to the hatch.

"Do you really go by Mo?" said Buck.

"Yes," said the hunter. He was the same size as Buck, probably about the same age, too. Christopher wondered who was stronger. Buck was an ex-contractor, thick around the middle but with arms and legs strong from years of hard labor. But the newcomer was sturdy and tough as a worn saddle.

Christopher decided not to get in the middle if the two ever started swinging at each other.

"So... Mo the Māori?" said Buck. He giggled. The kind of sound you might make if suddenly pulled out of a shark tank full of famished great whites.

Mo nodded. "Just so," he said. He did not sound offended, or even aware of the joke.

Hope giggled as well. Their benefactor turned the wheel in the center of the hatch, then the hunter turned to her, and Christopher saw the broad smile that already rested on his face. "Perhaps with such a name I may one day become a superhero, te tamahine?"

Hope nodded. The wheel clicked and stopped spinning. Mo the Māori pulled the hatch open. He stepped through the hatchway, though he had to duck to do so, and very nearly had to turn sideways because his shoulders were so broad.

Buck followed the hunter through, and Christopher heard his friend say, "This is it?"

"Patience, takatāpui."

"Yeah, patience, poopy," said Christopher as he followed through the hatchway. Though once through the portal he had to admit he understood Buck's reaction.

"Shut up, Christopher."

"Make me, poopy."

"That's not what he said!"

"It's what I heard." A borderline evil grin tugged at Christopher's lips. "Poopy." He was taking his life in his hands, but it felt good. A return to the existence he once enjoyed, when life was full of fast cars, parties, and witty one-liners. Now what was it? Death, running.

And family. For the first time, a group of people that loved him, that he knew would not leave him.

Maybe it was a good trade.

Buck took a looming step toward him. Christopher started to reconsider the wisdom of his zingers.

"Boys, stop it. Or I'll turn the bomb shelter around and we'll go home." Maggie stepped through the hatchway, the girls in tow. Another good sign that she was already resuming her den mother role in the group. She sounded thin, her voice a fraying tissue. Even the joke was delivered in a near-monotone. But she was stepping back into life. She had to. None of them could take the time they needed to grieve, to heal. The world wouldn't allow them that, any of them – but least of all the mother among them.

Baby steps, Maggie. Baby steps are good.

Christopher exhaled a breath he hadn't known he was holding; wondered if he had been holding it since Ken died. Probably.

They had all lost friends. Family. But they had to go on. Because they still had friends and family. Only the already-dead could lie down and just give up.

Though in light of recent events, he supposed that not even the dead were always afforded that luxury.

It's a get-up-and-go world for everyone, living or dead.

Sally apparently did not deign to see whatever lay on the other side of the thick metal door. He remained in the bachelor pad portion of the underground installation.

As for the rest of them... after stepping through the hatchway they found themselves in what amounted to a short tube full of nothing. Just a cylinder that ended in a solid concrete wall covered in metal piping.

"So this is home?" said Hope.

"Yucky," said Lizzy.

"No, Lizzy," said Christopher. "It's pronounced, Poopy."

Buck growled again, and Christopher knew this was it: death would come at the hands of his maybe-best friend in this little tube fifty feet underground.

He laughed. It seemed the right thing to do.
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"PATIENCE," SAID MO with a laugh that very nearly matched Christopher's. He was already at the far wall, a forbidding expanse of gray concrete broken only by lines of piping that ran top to bottom, disappearing through both ceiling and floor. The floor itself had been built up to a flat plane, allowing for easy walking. Christopher wondered if it was hollow below the flooring, or full of some kind of filtration or power equipment.

It wasn't idle curiosity: diving through the floor of a plane had saved the group before. In a previous life, Christopher had just paid attention to exits as a means to getting to his car first so he could escape the parking lot before traffic got crazy after a packed concert. Now he paid attention to them so he could escape before masses of coordinated zombies cornered and killed him or his friends.

"Takatāpui is the word for a close or honored friend," said Mo. He pulled on a small pipe behind the others.

"Ha!" shouted Buck. He pointed at Christopher. "Honored, sucker! You hear that?"

"Though, there are those who also use the word for a man who is...." He looked at the little girls, still holding onto Maggie. Grinned at them, then grinned even wider at Buck. "Well, overly affectionate with his brothers."

It took a moment for that to sink in. Buck got it first. He shook his head, then turned away just as Christopher understood. He crowed and pointed. "Would you prefer Poopy?" he said.

"Shut. UP."

Mo chuckled. "What you are about to see is the place I have hidden my greatest treasures."

He pulled another pipe. Something clicked, and the entire wall – pipes included – swung aside. Not like a door: everything rolled to the side and simply disappeared. One moment a wall blocked the way, the next there was no indication that it had ever existed.

Buck gasped. Mo shrugged in embarrassment. "Because I try to be good, I want to help those in need. But there is still the part of me that does not trust."

"I guess that's why you need all this in the first place," said Buck.

At the same time, Hope gasped and shouted, "It's WinCo!" Lizzy started clapping and shouting "Me candy!" in a never-ending refrain.

WinCo was a Boise-based supermarket chain that specialized in family-size boxes of groceries, famously popular with kids for having barrels of bulk candy they could pick through. Christopher knew this because he'd been briefed on the place once before a photo shoot that took place in front of the oldest WinCo store in Idaho.

He'd never actually been in one. He'd never gone grocery shopping for himself, in fact. But he suspected that it probably did look a lot like what the girls were seeing right now.

There were piles of supplies stacked on top of each other. Pallets that supported huge cans of peanut butter sat atop more pallets of honey, and those atop more pallets that held industrial containers of rice and whole wheat. It was all stacked neatly, creating a new wall built up a good five feet in from the original wall of the pipe.

On the other side of the hallway created by continuation of the underground pipe, there were neat stacks of MREs in a variety of colors and sizes. Each was marked clearly, some saying things like Chicken Noodle Soup or Pot Pie, others reading BBQ Beans and Franks. The variety was astonishing. Christopher doubted any of it tasted anything like it said it would, but he doubted you could starve eating it, either.

"Me candy!" Lizzy shouted again.

"Shhh," said Maggie. "There isn't any candy, here, sweetie."

Lizzy stuck her lower lip out so far that it could have been used as a helipad. She inhaled, a deep, deep breath that left little doubt as to what was going to happen next.

"Oh, geez," said Buck, already covering his ears.

"Lizzy, no candy. No candy, Lizzy," said Hope, patting her little sister's back. Christopher couldn't help but smile in spite of the upcoming screams. Hope sounded crestfallen herself, but she submerged her sadness in concern for her little sister.

"Lizzy, we just don't –"

Maggie went silent so fast Christopher worried something had happened to her. It took a moment to realize that Mo was holding something out. Something round. A hole in the middle.

"It is not candy," he said. "But does the little girl like lemon cookies?"

Lizzy's response – to grab the cookie and gobble it down before shouting, "Me more!" was answer enough.

"Where'd you get that?" demanded Buck.

Mo laughed. "To survive is one thing. But I intend to live, my friend."

He walked between the stacks of food, gesturing for the group to follow. "Come."
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"WE ARE IN ONE OF FOUR spokes, leading out from the center of the installation," said Mo. He had grabbed a plastic tray of lemon cookies from off the stack of supplies and now fed them to the girls in a steady stream. Maggie did not complain. Buck did, but only because he hadn't been offered one. Once provided with his own stack of six cookies he was silent save only the occasional grunt as he wolfed them down. Crumbs spread across his broad chest.

"Manners, Clucky," whispered Hope at one point.

"Shut up and eat, Chicken," he whispered back. Mo handed her another cookie, the plastic wrap crinkling loudly in a way that Christopher remembered from early childhood: a maid sneaking cheap cookies to him between meals. That was before his parents shipped him off the first time. The maid's name was Consuela.

She was probably dead.

"The spokes," continued Mo, "lead to a central chamber where the pump is held."

"Wondered how you dealt with that," said Buck. His voice was muffled by a mouthful of lemon. Mo handed him another cookie as well. And took one for himself. The two men chewed in unison, grinning at one another like fools.

Maggie spoke, "Do you have toothbrushes?"

It was a ridiculous question. Toothbrushes. Stupid. Strange. The kind of thing only a determinedly good mother could possibly ask. Christopher thought of Consuela again. Knew he should be thinking of his own mother, but that would just remind him of how he had last seen her, and he didn't want to think of that.

Not wanting to think of something was impossible on its face: no sooner did Christopher think, I don't want to go there, than his mind catapulted him to just that forbidden place. Teeth and knives. Blood and bone. His parents locked in a battle it seemed they'd been fighting all his life, fighting quietly and politely, now at last given the permission they had always longed for, the permission to do what they had wanted to do since their marriage began. The permission to kill one another.

Mo's voice saved him. Drew him out of the river of memory, just as the man's hand had pulled him free of the canal. Unlike with Ken, Christopher let his remembrances slide away from him. Opened his mental grasp and let them fall into the flow. Disappear.

"I do have toothbrushes," said Mo. "And toothpaste."

"Is the pump safe?" Buck again.

Mo nodded. "The water comes from an underground river, four hundred and twenty-three feet below us, so likely safe from radioactive and biological contaminants for the foreseeable future."

"Meaning?" said Christopher. He had stopped paying attention some time ago. If not to the words, then at least to their meaning.

"Meaning we have running water," said Buck. Which would have been fine if he hadn't said it in such a patronizing tone.

"Thanks, Poopy."

Buck sputtered out his cookie. Mo handed him another one. Either being a good host who kept his guests fed or just staving off arguments.

"The other spokes contain living quarters, entertainment, supplies" continued the hunter.

"How many people live here?" said Hope, awed.

"How many people can live here?" said Maggie. Also awed. More awed when Mo answered.

"Twenty for ten years. Ten for twenty. And so on."

Christopher noticed that he hadn't answered the first question, but he skipped that in favor of the question that had been bugging him most, and for the longest time:

"How much did this cost? And how rich are you?"
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THE CURLS ON MO'S FACE seemed to straighten. He was smiling, but the smile didn't cover his.... Christopher grasped for the concept. His countenance? His spirit?

Whatever it was, the smile was sincere. But it also guarded something beneath it. Just as sincere, just as real, but much less welcoming than that big grin was.

"The sweet potato does not say how sweet he is, young friend," said Mo. The lines stayed straight, and when Mo said it some of the smile disappeared from his eyes and Christopher knew he would get no more answer than this. He had seen that look before. Men and women who were used to power, who wore it like a second coat, who were used to seeking a thing and achieving it. They wore that look. Some were good people, who used that power to help others. Some were bad, and used that power for themselves, and damn anyone who got in their way.

But all were dangerous. All had discovered that true power lay not in money or lackeys or even those willing to live and die at their command, but in the strength of their own will.

Christopher nodded. It was nearly a bow. He hoped Mo was one of the good ones. Suspected he was. But he wasn't about to challenge the man. Because he himself didn't have that kind of power. Never had.

And didn't know if he wanted it.

"What about electricity?" said Buck. He seemed oblivious of the momentary impasse. Pointing at one of the grid-covered LEDs that sat in recesses every five feet along the ceiling. "How long can that last?"

"I have solar panels in the mountains. They are a long way away, and no one will find them. They power rechargeable batteries under the floors and even if the panels are destroyed we will have electricity for many days."

Mo smiled. "Now come. I will show you to the beds. I must sleep, I think."

He turned. Weaved. Christopher remembered suddenly that the man had been shot. It had been easy to forget; he wasn't acting shot. But suddenly he was on his knees. Hope was screaming. Buck rushed forward. Caught the big man under his good shoulder.

"Mo!"

Mo smiled. Slumped forward. Blood flowed onto the floor of the tunnel.
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"HELP ME, DAMMIT," ROARED Buck. "This guy's heavy!"

Christopher moved forward and grabbed Mo's other arm. The Māori groaned but did not open his eyes, did not regain consciousness. Christopher felt sticky warmth on his skin and did not have to look down to know: Mo's blood had saturated his bandages and was now passing through Christopher's own waterlogged shirt.

"What do we do?" he said. He looked around wildly. Lost. Then started pulling Mo down the tunnel the way they had been headed.

Maggie spoke at the same moment. "This way." She scooped up Lizzy with one arm, grabbed Hope with her free hand. She squeezed by the men – a tight fit between the sides of the tunnel itself and the still closer confines of the walls of food on either side – and took point. She nearly ran ahead of them. That irritated Christopher for a moment, until he realized he was keeping up. She was moving them along, faster than they might have gone without her. Whether she was doing that on purpose or just panicking he couldn't say. He thought it was the former.

Either way, she was doing the right thing. Again, someone in their group was stepping up when it was needed.

Maggie reached another hatchway. She put Lizzy down. The little girl didn't make a sound, and for a moment Christopher worried she was returning to that semi-comatose state that signaled a return to whatever creepy place she had found inside her little body.

But no. Hope was holding the toddler's hand now. Patting her shoulder, whispering in her ear. The toddler smiled.

"Why don't you ever whisper sweet nothings to me, Poopy?"

"I will kill you," Buck panted through gritted teeth.

Maggie was spinning the wheel lock. It clicked and she pulled the hatch open. She grabbed Lizzy and returned the two-year-old to her hip, then hauled Hope through the hatchway with them.

Christopher and Buck had a tough time negotiating the hatchway with the Māori. Christopher weighed about a buck-and-a-half, even soaking wet. He and a twin brother could have fit through the hole with room to spare. But Mo was a squeeze, and so was Buck. The first dragging the second, followed by the third? It was like watching a Gold's Gym version of The Three Stooges.

They finally got Mo through. Buck almost tripped on the lower lip of the hatchway.

They entered a room that was more or less circular. Maybe thirty feet in diameter. A few sinks along one wall, a curtained off area that Christopher supposed was for showers along another, and another curtained area that he could see a pair of toilets peeking out from behind, a partition between them. This area was definitely more utilitarian than the bachelor pad in the entrance had been.

A low hum could be heard in the room. Water? Batteries charging? He didn't know.

He was more concerned with the fact that he could no longer hear Mo breathing.
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"WHICH WAY DO WE GO?" said Buck. He was looking at the doors that led out of the central hub. One led back the way they had come. Then there were three more. No way to know what led where.

Maggie looked at Hope. "Honey, can you run down that one?" She gestured at the hatchway closest to her. "Don't touch anything, just look what's there, then come right back."

Hope nodded. Maggie opened the hatch. Hope disappeared. Lights flickered on as she entered; they must be on some sort of motion sensors.

Maggie hefted her other daughter then went to the next hatch. Spun the wheel. "I'll see what's in the other two."

Christopher shook his head. "We don't have time for you to do both." He shouldered his way out from under Mo. Buck grunted at the extra weight.

"What're you –?"

"I'll go down the last one," said Christopher. He ran to the last passageway. Spun the wheel on the door. Opened it.

As with Hope, when he stepped into the tunnel beyond the door the lights turned on. LEDs could be so bright they were sterile and forbidding. These, like everything else in the shelter, had been chosen carefully. They illuminated, but did not glare. Bright enough to see by, but they created comfort, not bleak despair.

The sides of the short tunnel were laden with food. A few quick steps and Christopher found himself in an eating area. A few picnic-style tables that he guessed could seat well more than the twenty guests Mo had mentioned. An large electric range sat in the back, a metal hood over it with ducting that disappeared into the ceiling. Christopher wondered absently where the fumes were piped off to.

Other than that: more stacks of food. A few cupboards and cabinets that, when he opened them, proved to hold flatware, plates, bowls, cups. A large refrigerator, a standalone freezer.

Nothing helpful.

He ran out to where Buck waited with Mo, the place Christopher was calling "the wet room" in his head. Giving it a name like this was his place. His home.

And he wanted that. Oh, how he wanted it. Wanted to stop running, to rest.

But could they? If Mo was dead? Probably.

Still, would it be the same? As good?

No. It never was. Every person lost was a loss for the whole world. How many people could be left at this point? Real people? A hundred? A thousand? When there were so few, each one mattered more than all the gold in the world.

All the riches of before had disappeared. Now there was only survival and family.

Maggie clanged through her door a moment later, Lizzy riding her hip and grinning like she had just found a new playground. The look on Maggie's face was anything but upbeat: she hadn't found anything helpful.

"Sleeping area," she said. "We can lay him down. Make him comforta –" she stopped. Kept herself from finishing a sentence that was the kind of thing you said about a person who was going to die, no doubt about it.

Still, laying Mo down was the best they had, unless Hope came up with better.

Little feet. She pattered her way into the wet room.

"Was there anything back there, honey?" asked Maggie.

Hope looked at Mo with wide eyes, her gaze never leaving his face as she shook her head. "Just a few beds and boxes on the walls and a little refrigerator."

"Okay," said Maggie. She gestured to Christopher and Buck. "Let's lay him down." They started toward the tunnel she had explored. 

Mo was definitely no longer breathing. Christopher glanced at Buck over the top of the Māori's slumped shoulders. His friend was already looking toward him, shaking his head.

And Christopher jerked to a halt.

"What're you doing?" said Buck.

Christopher shifted. Started walking a different direction.

"We can save him."
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"WHAT ARE YOU –?"

"Come on, Clucky."

For once, Buck didn't bitch about the name. He just helped Christopher manhandle their dying host into the spoke that Hope had come from.

"She said there's nothing there," grunted Buck.

"Beds, boxes, a little fridge," said Christopher. He pulled Mo through yet another long pipe-corridor filled with supplies. "Sounds like...."

The corridor widened out into a room. Buck grumbled, "You're going to be a pill about this, aren't you?" as they angled for one of the beds.

Christopher levered Mo's feet onto the white cot. Buck lifted the man's torso and head.

It was a mark of his worry that he didn't bother with a rejoinder. Not even so much as to say, "Nah, Buck, I'm right like this way too often to gloat about it." Just up with the loose body in his hands, then looking around to take stock.

The room was a hospital. No other way to put it. There were four cots that looked straight out of the deluxe rooms at St. Luke's, lines of cabinets with frosted glass windows that shielded half-seen bottles and boxes, more bottles and boxes on top. Medical supplies. In one corner was a squat refrigerator that Christopher guessed would hold temperature-sensitive medications. Beside it was something that looked like an ultrasound machine.

On the wall: a familiar box. One that was on every floor in the Capitol building, in every classroom at the last boarding school he'd escaped from.

Christopher yanked open the door. Inside was a bright red box with "HEARTSTARTER – DEFIB" written across it in bold white letters.

He began tearing Mo's shirt off.

And that's when he felt the arrow jab at his cheek.
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MAYBE IT WAS THE CREAK of the bowstring. Maybe it was something about the edge of the arrow. But he knew without looking that that was what it was: an arrow.

"Where did you come from?" said Buck. He didn't sound demanding. Just surprised and scared.

Christopher put the defibrillator down on Mo's unmoving chest and raised his hands.

"Where did you –?" began Buck, his mouth shoved into "repeat" by the shock of whatever was happening.

"Shut up, Clucky," said Christopher. He turned, hands still reaching as high as he could get them.

The person holding the bow, holding Christopher's life in his steady hands, was a kid. He was also a younger version of Mo. Maybe fifteen years old. Eyes that were dark and capable, skin the color of tanned leather. He didn't have the tribal tattoos, but even without them Christopher felt strength roll off him. Different than Mo's. Less tempered, raw.

More dangerous, because it didn't have the wisdom of years behind it.

Christopher suddenly remembered Mo saying that behind the false wall to this place was where he kept his "greatest treasures," and suspected he hadn't been talking just about the tools and supplies.

The bow the kid held was a simple one. It almost looked homemade. Dark wood, a rough-twined bowstring. And Christopher suspected it could power an arrow right through a deer.

Christopher waited for the kid to say something. He didn't. He just stared.

"He's dying," Christopher finally said. "I have to save him." He pointed at Mo.

The boy still didn't make a sound. Nor did his eyes move. They remained pinned to Christopher's. A long moment.

Then he lowered the bow. Nodded at Mo.

Christopher nodded back, a quick "thank you." He turned to their benefactor. Wondering what would happen if Mo died on the cot.

He doubted it would turn out well.
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NO PULSE AT MO'S NECK. At least, Christopher didn't think there was a pulse. He wasn't a doctor.

Hell, we didn't even think to check his pulse until now. Way to react under stress, Chrissy-poo.

Not important. Get to what's important.

What happened when you shocked someone who was still alive? Could it kill them?

He didn't have time to think too hard about it. Sometimes planning was necessary. Other times it just got in the way of what had to be done. His father had always said "plan" could be just one more four-letter word.

It was one of the few good pieces of advice Christopher had gotten from him.

He flipped open the latches on the case.

"Don't lay it on him, idiot."

Buck's voice penetrated a fog that had dropped over Christopher's thoughts. Panic setting in. Action being replaced by simple motion: the first guided, the second as rudderless and useless as a storm-tossed ship. He shook himself, literally. Looked down and realized Buck was right: the red case had somehow appeared on Mo's motionless chest.

"I thought you told me to do it," Christopher snarled.

Buck didn't answer. Maybe sensing what was happening, how close Christopher was to losing what remained of his wits.

(I buried the axe in her head I didn't save her how can I save this man?)

He pushed the case to the narrow strip of cot that remained unoccupied by Mo's bulk, then flipped open the clamshell case. The heavy plastic halves cracked with the distinctive sound of a waterproof seal letting go.

Inside the case, packed in foam rubber that had been cut to hold the pieces in place, were electrical leads; a few round pads; and a yellow-and-black box marked "AED" with an LED readout, one red button, and one green.

On the opposite side of the clamshell, various pictures showed exactly what to do with the apparatus. Christopher didn't feel reassured.

He realized that Mo's shoulder had stopped bleeding. Not because of any magic healing.

The man was simply dead.

The boy's arrow rose. He pointed it at Christopher. The string drew back. Wordless, silent, deadly. The creak of the string was the only sound, the tension the only thing standing between Christopher and a quick death in this near-tomb.

The boy gestured. Christopher moved.
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CHRISTOPHER LEFT THE machine in its packed position. He looked at the pictures. Skipped past the ones that showed a strangely androgynous figure –

(can't offend anyone, not when someone's dying before you, who knows if it'll be a man or a woman who saves them, so very PC!)

– checking another sexless form – this one recumbent – for clear airway and pulse.

Two of the pads were already attached to the leads, and he slapped the tacky sides down on Mo's tattooed belly and chest – a body that looked younger and stronger than the man's years. Hopefully that strength would serve him here.

Christopher replaced the pads. Waited.

Nothing happened.

The bowstring creaked behind him.
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"YOU DOPE," SAID BUCK. He stabbed a finger forward. Hit the green button on the AED itself. "Helps if you turn it on."

The LED glowed bright green, then a chirping came from the side of the machine. Christopher's finger stabbed toward the button automatically, but again Buck knew what to do. This time he didn't say a word, just took over completely, moving Christopher out of the way and taking his place beside Mo. But he moved without the brusqueness Christopher would have expected. The big man was gentle. Kind. He looked at Christopher and actually winked.

"Thanks, Clucky," said Christopher. His voice quavered.

Buck just nodded. Didn't bitch about the name. Too tense.

The boy swung his arrow over to Buck.

The AED's LED screen was blinking. "WORKING" scrolled across it in gray letters. "WORKING."

WORKING...

WORKING...

WORKING...

Christopher felt like screaming.

How long could a teenage kid hold back a bowstring that strong?

He looked at the boy.

The arrowhead was motionless. Pointed right at Buck's temple.

But the string fingers were shaking.

Buck didn't have much time. And Christopher wondered if the rest of the survivors could take the kid after he killed the big man.

The survivors were tired.

They were hungry.

They were wounded.

No, if the hunter died, so would all of them.
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"PRESS GREEN BUTTON."

Buck's finger stabbed down before the word "BUTTON" had finished scrolling. It only got as far as "BUTT," and Christopher wanted to make a joke, but Buck moved too fast. His finger rammed the button. The AED hummed. The hunter's body grew taught. Then slack.

The AED chirped. A heart rate? Christopher didn't know. He didn't know anything. Hadn't known shit since this whole thing started. Only that he was alone for hours. Alone and – if he were to be honest with himself – terrified.

Then not alone. Still terrified. But somehow the terror was easier. A better kind of fear. Fear for others as well as himself, and that made it easier to bear.

The chirping stopped. Buck goosed the green butt again. Mo's body flexed.

The bowstring quivered. Buck was sweating even though the air was cool.

Mo sat up with a gasp, a low-pitched scream.

He swung a huge fist. Buck ducked.

The fist caught Christopher in the nose.
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PAIN. PAIN THAT WAS so harsh and hot it had color.

It was blue.

"Are you kidding me?"

Blood was already pooling in his cupped hand. His brain flitted spastically, moving from the fact that this would mark the third time – THIRD TIME – that he'd had his nose broken since all this began to the fact that his hundred dollar shirt was forever ruined to the fact that that ship had sailed long ago and besides fashion was a low priority in a world where zombies ruled...

... to the fact that Ken had been the one who broke his nose the other two times.

That sobered him. He would have given a lot for Ken to break his nose again. But Ken was dead on the side of an irrigation canal.

Buck was pushing on Mo's chest. "Lay down."

Mo, incredibly, shook him off and reached for Christopher. "I am so sorry, my friend," he said. "I do not know what came over me."

"You died," said Buck. "So lay down."

Like the presence of a snow leopard – and apparently everything else – the man took his own death in stride. "Ah," he said. The sound conveyed a wealth of understanding. Christopher figured it was probably similar to the sound Jesus made when he strolled out of the tomb after the three days and cracked his back before tooling off to Heaven.

Mo let Buck press him down, and his eyes were fluttering again. But he noticed the teen. "Amulek," he said. "Put that down." His words slid into one another, unconsciousness rising to claim him again. But he still sounded strong. More than that. He sounded....

It took a moment for Christopher to figure it out. Then it was obvious.

He sounded good. He was a good person. Which Christopher had figured was the case, but for some reason this one instant convinced him utterly of that fact. Mo could be believed, trusted, loved.

He was going to be one of them.

A sense of fate suddenly lit through Christopher's brain. A feeling that they were here, like this, because they had to be.

Then it was gone. He wondered if it was real. If it had ever happened.

Maybe I'm going insane.

(the axe through her head my baby's head her head that wasn't a head anymore it was a saw a killing thing)

I am going mad.

Mo was laying down. His eyes shut. Then they snapped open. He stared at Buck. "The boy does not speak. But he is a good boy." He turned to the teen – Amulek, which Christopher was pretty sure was another Mormon name.

So he's family with ol' Mo.

"Amulek, take care of them," said Mo. Then he turned to Maggie. Searched her out particularly, carefully. "And you, whaea, please watch after him."

Mo relaxed. His eyes closed. He seemed to be asleep.

Christopher remembered this moment. One of the schools he'd been shipped off to was a Catholic boarding school. Religious convocations and classes had been required, and in one of them he heard this same story: Jesus hanging on the cross, looking at Mary and saying, "Behold your son," and at his best friend and saying, "Behold your mother."

It wasn't that he was remembering scripture – in spite of the classes five times a day, Christopher mostly thought God was good for Christmas presents and pleading that Jodi Robbins would let him touch her boobs when they were both fourteen (He had granted that wish).

So no, it wasn't that Christopher was a "Capital B" Believer, or even just a believer.

That feeling hit him again.

Something was going on. Something was binding them together. Something more than mere survival, than mere happenstance.

Fate?

Destiny?

Or maybe I'm just going nuts.
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SOMETHING TOUCHED CHRISTOPHER's hip. He didn't move, too busy trying in vain to catch what seemed like every drop of his blood as it waterfalled out of his nose. The touch turned into a nudge, then a prod.

Christopher turned to face the annoyance. It was Hope, holding out a wad of paper towels she'd founds somewhere. He smiled – dumb move, another spear of blue pain jabbed its way through his head –then took the towels.

And before he could put them to his face, something else started jabbing him. In the shoulder this time. He swung to it.

It was Amulek. The boy had his bow slung around his back. His arrow wasn't in a quiver, it was just rammed through his leather belt, hanging there like he was a kid playing swords.

He held something white. Gauze pads. Unsmiling, but he flicked them toward Christopher's nose and the message was clear enough: "Here. For your injury."

Either that or he was deriding Christopher for bleeding all over the nice clean floor.

Christopher took the gauze. Shoved a wad up each nostril and then held some below his nose.

The kid moved to Mo. Moved Buck gently aside. He took something out of one of the wall cabinets. Went to his – what, grandfather? Uncle? Whatever Mo was to him, the kid rolled the big man over and looked at his wounded back. The teen's shoulders started bouncing.

Christopher thought he was having a seizure.

Or maybe Changing.

He fell back a step. So did Buck.

Then a strange sound bounced through the room. Maggie. She was laughing. And in that instant Christopher realized that the kid was doing the same thing. Laughing silently, the only thing coming from his mouth blasts of air as he wheezed out quiet approval of the ridiculousness of the situation.

He pointed at Mo's back. Then at Maggie.

She shook her head. "It wasn't me," she managed. The words were broken, separated by hitching breaths and tears that ran freely down her face. Maggie pointed at Christopher. "It was him."

The teen pointed as well. His shoulders bounced even higher. Christopher finally realized what was so funny: the kid was laughing about the tampons.

Christopher began to laugh, too.

Buck snorted. Then chuckled. He didn't just laugh; huge guffaws rattled their way through and then out of his huge frame.

It was a fine moment, even given the where and the when of it all.

Something's happening.

We're changing. Not into the zombies, maybe. But into something.

And Mo and the kid... they're part of it now.

Christopher saw Hope. She wasn't laughing. She was looking up. Not doing that in-out-in breathing thing that she did sometimes.

But not participating in the moment. Looking up.

Like she was searching for something in the ceiling.

Or beyond.

His laughter died.
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A GRUNT DREW CHRISTOPHER's attention away from Hope's questing expression.

It was Mo. Still asleep, but pain drew his features tight even in his unconscious state. Amulek was drawing needle and thread through the wound in his back one-handed, holding the big man sideways with the other. Buck moved to hold Mo for Amulek, and now the kid's fingers were sewing not just the surface wounds, but reaching inside the hunter, peeling back layers of torn flesh, drawing the needle through what lay beneath.

The bleeding had started again, Christopher realized. Once Mo's heart was jumpstarted, the pump started pushing liquid everywhere – even through the faulty lines. But now the leaks were being mended rapidly, competently. The blood petered out. Didn't stop, but now it seeped where before it had streamed.

"Where'd you learn that, kid?" said Buck.

"He won't talk, Clucky," said Hope. She stood closer, looking at the operation with a mixture of childlike fascination, childlike revulsion, and... something else.

We're going to have to deal with what's going on with them sooner or later.

"Well, I talk," said Buck. He sounded irritable. Not a surprise, given everything that had been going on.

"I know," said Hope. She put an arm around his hip and leaned into him. "I know," she repeated. And this motion didn't seem childlike at all. It was grown-up. Weary, wise in a way no child should ever be. But Christopher couldn't tell if that was because of what was happening to the girl, or just a side effect of the world falling into a deep crevasse in an ugly part of Hell.

Amulek put out a hand, and for some reason Maggie was waiting with gauze and medical tape. She handed it to him, and Christopher wondered how she had found the gauze and tape – and how she knew the kid wanted it now.

The survivors had always moved well together. It was how they had remained survivors. But had they always moved this well?

We're changing, too.

And on the heels of that thought, the screams began.
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SEVERAL THINGS HAPPENED very quickly.

Christopher tried to locate the source of the sound.

He failed.

He clapped his hands over his ears.

He thought that it must be the contours of the pipe, that someone must be screaming from somewhere else. Amulek had been hiding somewhere – were there others? The rounded edges must be bouncing the scream around so much that he couldn't pinpoint the source.

Then he realized that no matter how tightly his hands went over his ears, he still heard the screams.

They're in my head in my head in MY HEAD!

He had been invaded like this before. The zombies had some weird power in their grunts and growls, something that punched through his eardrums and into his brain. It made him want to just give up, just sit down and forget about running, about fighting, about living.

Still, this was different. It was more than a subtle sense, a malaise that infected him as he fled. This was agony and panic and rage all wrapped up in a ball of barbed wire that had been jammed into the space right behind his eyes.

"Hope, stop!"

He dragged his gaze over to the sound. Aware he had heard the words in his mind as well. Not as powerfully – so weak it was possible he had imagined them. But he didn't think so. He thought they had joined his overcrowded mind.

What...?

He saw Maggie, yanking Hope's arm. Hope had that aged look on her face. Nothing new about the skin, about the lines. But something in the eyes... she seemed old. Wise, but in a way that was so wrong. Not wisdom that came with good choices and life lived, but the wisdom of a conqueror that has plundered and destroyed. The wisdom of one who knows ash and char like she knows her own body.

Hope was holding Lizzy's arm. So tightly that even through the baby fat, Christopher could see veins swelling to the surface of Lizzy's hand and forearm.

It was Lizzy who was screaming.

Hope made no sound. Hope was silent.

Hope was, quite suddenly, dangerous.

Maggie yanked the girls apart. Lizzy cried out again, and as she did another sound joined the din. A low rattle that was even more frightening than the sound in Christopher's mind.

Sally.

The snow leopard jumped in front of Lizzy. He moved like liquid, flowing between the girls. At the same time, he slammed into Maggie, shoving her away from her daughters. She screamed wordlessly as she fell back into one of the other cots in the room.

Hope backed away. But she didn't panic. She was slow. Moving carefully. Like Sally wasn't the only predator. Or even the most dangerous one.

And then another form got between the girls, this one inserting himself between Sally and Hope.

Buck.

"Help me, Clucky," said Hope. But her voice still had that... old sound. Devoid of fun, empty of innocence. The shell of childhood being worn by something eldritch, ancient and cool and cunninig.

Her voice sounded in Christopher's brain, too. Help me, Clucky.

Buck started growling. His arms crossed as though he was going to pray, then raised to cover most of his face. He stooped. It looked like a strange position until Christopher realized it would provide the big man the best protection from Sally's teeth and claws. He was offering only his extremities, hiding face and gut from devastation.

Buck was preparing to kill or be killed.
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SOMETHING SHATTERED. A crash of glass that was probably the only sound that could have slashed its way through the rumbling animals – Buck and Sally – that had faced off.

Christopher whipped his head toward the sound. Glass had bounced off the wall. The only one who could have thrown it – the only one not involved in the tableau, or unconscious, or Christopher himself – was Amulek. The silent Māori kid trying to distract away whatever was happening.

It didn't work.

Buck crouched further. So did Sally. In the next moment there would be a pair of animals locked in death-combat.

"Kill him, Clucky," said Hope. Barely a whisper, but it slammed through Christopher's brain.

Buck jumped. Not waiting for the cat to make its first move. Neutralizing a threat by becoming a greater one. His feet left earth and he went nearly horizontal, one arm still covering most of his face, the other one extending, hand clenched into a powerful fist that slammed down.

It met only air. Sally was liquid. Sally was smoke. Sally flowed.

For some reason, Christopher focused on the snow leopard's tail. It dropped between its hind legs, almost wrapped around them as though to provide aerodynamic perfection down to the last nanosecond. But it twitched ever so slightly as Sally darted to the side, avoiding the fist that pounded down into nothing.

Sally's right foreleg swiped at Buck. The big man danced back –

("Kill him, Clucky," said Hope.

Kill him Clucky, the words echoed in Christopher's head.)

– but not fast enough. Three thin furrows appeared in his shirt. A once-white button-up stained gray, and now with streaks of red.

Lizzy laughed. Christopher remembered her voice, so long ago it seemed an eternity, but also just –

(has it been so little time so little time since this all fell apart all fell down and fell apart)

– a few days ago. "You are not family. You are renegades." So old, so at odds with what she should have been. Just like Hope's voice was.

And again, here and now, the toddler's laugh didn't sound right. High-pitched, the breathy whistle of someone who hadn't completely aged into belly laughs. But wrong. New, youthful... but at the same time old and withered. Like it was living two lives in two different places. Two versions of the same thing, but in different presents, different nows.

Buck didn't make a sound when Sally drew first blood. He crouched even lower. His lips drew back. Grew thin and disappeared. He looked just as much an animal as the snow leopard. He leaped again, and this time he didn't bother with fists. He abandoned his defensive crouch, arms open wide, legs cast in opposite directions. He made a net of himself and fell on the cat.

Sally screamed. A growl that, like everything else, was familiar and alien at once.

Buck slammed the cat's head with a huge fist. Sally reeled, but couldn't escape. Held in place by the big man's bulk.

Sally's mouth opened. Snout writhed free. He was going to tear Buck's throat away.

Buck's right hand turned into a huge hook. Slashed through the air toward Sally's throat. Ready to yank the leopard's life blood free.

Who would win? Or would they both die together?

Hope laughed. Clapped tiny hands in too-ancient delight. "Kill hi –"

"NO!"

The blood flow from Christopher's thrice-broken nose had been slowing. Now it burst forth again with such force that the gauze wads he had crammed into his nostrils shot out like soggy bullets. Blood gouted. He felt dizzy.

Who shouted?

It hadn't been him, but the word sounded in his skull just as loud –

(louder louder LOUDER SHUT UP TOO LOUD)

– as if he had been the origin of the scream.

Hope and Liz both fell over at the word. Sally immediately lowered himself to his belly and began preening himself. Buck shook himself and looked around, unsure eyes staring at an unfamiliar world.

Maggie blinked. She had shrieked the word that stopped what seemed an inevitable clash, but she didn't seem to know where she was for a moment, let alone what had just happened. She looked at the girls and fright yanked her eyebrows up, pulled her features taut.

"What's going on?" she whispered. Then whisper became scream: "What's happening?"

Again her words pounded through Christopher's brain. Pounded the blood right out of his head.

He thought he heard something pop inside his skull. Maybe it was his imagination. Maybe not.

He fell over. Not all the way, though. He toppled forward and his hands flung out to save him. The instinctive move to rescue the head, the heart. The parts that matter most.

His outstretched hand touched Liz. And as it did he fell the rest of the way to the floor. Into dark.

But he wasn't alone. Something was there in the blackness with him. Something young, but somehow old as well. It writhed up and down a ladder, trickled on legs that phased in and out of reality, appendages that Christopher couldn't quite see because they existed in so many different places – not just spots in this world, but spots in many worlds – at once. Like the faces of girls that were both young and ancient, this was a thing that was all and nothing, many and few. It was Legion, trapped in a single body.

The ladder the thing crawled on was familiar. Unlike any ladder he had ever used, craggy and bulging and angular in all the wrong ways. But he had seen this structure before. Not in the fine architecture of the Capitol building or in the gilded halls of the many mansions he'd passed through in another life. This was a stairway in a different building.

It was a human spine. Small. Still forming.

The spine of a child. A toddler.

The thing writhed up and down, in and out. Dancing through the Small now. Small, but growing. Growing.

It looked at him. Saw him somehow, there in the darkness where neither of them existed, and Christopher wanted to scream but didn't because if he did he knew the thing would not only see him but own him and he would never escape it, would never leave this Darkplace of the soul. He stifled the breathless scream, and tried to close his eyes, but could not. There were no eyes to close. At least, none he could control.

Like the thing's legs, the insectile creature's eyes were there-not-there, here-not-here. But though they only held part of this reality in their sight, they were still too much. The thing curled through the articulated length of the thing, playing on the spinal cord like a child on a hideous swing. It swayed to an unheard rhythm –

(in-out-in-out-give-up-give-in-give-up-give-in)

– and then turned toward Christopher and for a moment he saw it. Not in its fullness – he thought that would kill him – but more than he had. More and too much.

Far, far too much.

Now Christopher screamed. His body was still silent, insensate, but his mind shrieked. Cried out in a way that would last forever.

And then, finally on the wings of that scream, he completed his fall. Not simply into darkness, but into void. Into a place that had no place, because it was simply nothing. Blessed oblivion.

Thank God.
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HIS MOTHER KEPT SHAKING him.

Only that was ridiculous. She never woke him up. So it must be Cheryl. Dumpy old Cheryl who was so crabby and outright mean sometimes and whom he adored because she was the only one who seemed to care what he did.

"Get up," she whispered.

Then she was gone. Now there was something else. Something in the dark, something he couldn't see. Not just because it was dark – he thought he might not be able to see it even in the brightest light, the sun of a hot summer day.

"Come," it said. It was a young voice. Dim, weak, frightened. "Come see, come serve, come save."

The voice was familiar. He had heard it before, but he couldn't remember the where or the when.

Then the voice was swallowed in a darker one. A voice so loud and large that it was the size of the world. And it wasn't weak or frightened. It was awesome. It was terrible.

It reminded Christopher of the eyes he had seen before oblivion. The eyes that were old and young together, those eyes that guided a thing up and down the twisted architecture of a changing spine, and thirsted for his doom.

"DIE. DIE AND BE REBORN AND LIVE FOREVER IN ME."

The voice tumbled through the black, and suddenly Christopher was aware that he had no shape, no form. He was the darkness. And he was being taken.

"DIE AND BE REBORN AND LIVE FOREVER IN ME."

He almost gave up. Nearly gave in right there. But the small voice forced its way back.

"Come see, come serve, come save," it said. Not Cheryl, not his mother. Something both more and less than either. The voice of a dead child. 

Ken's child.

The boy who had turned not just to a zombie but to something like a king. "Come see, come serve, come save," the dead boy whispered. "Come see, come serve...."

"Come," said another voice, and the shaking continued. And Christopher finally opened his eyes and saw, and seeing he also screamed.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]




30


[image: image]


––––––––
[image: image]


A DEMON LOOMED, A BLACK shape that hung over him in a dark room, and for a moment Christopher was back in his childhood bedroom. Six years old, afraid of the open door to the closet, the strange shapes that coats and toys took when the lights went out. Afraid and already knowing that calling to Mommy and Daddy – no, Mother and Father as they preferred he address them – wasn't a good idea. They had to be fresh for the next day, for a day of photos and hand-shaking and meeting Important People, and waking them always ended badly.

Nothing ever came out of the darkness in the closet. Until now. And this thing was huge. Big, strong. A hand clapped over his mouth.

"Shhh, e kare. Quiet, my friend. It is only me."

Christopher opened his mouth. Felt something strange as he did.

Skin. Just skin. No dirt or blood or tears. Someone washed me.

I'm clean.

And the answer to how it had happened stood over him. Mo and Amulek, looking down and smiling and near-glaring, respectively.

"Where... what?"

He remembered Hope. Remembered her grabbing Lizzy.

What was she going to do?

Was she going to hurt her sister?

Kill her?

He thought...

... he didn't know what he thought. Or perhaps he did. But his mind shied away, because that just wasn't possible. Even in a world as mad as this, it couldn't be.

"You fell asleep, e kare."

"How long?"

"More than a day.

Christopher shook his head. He felt something throbbing in his center. No new injury for once: he had to pee. Badly.

Either Mo had experience being down for a day, or he recognized the look on Christopher's face. "Come," he said. "You can make your toilet and I will explain."
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CHRISTOPHER BARELY made it to the hub of the shelter – and one of the two toilets it held – before letting loose with what felt like the longest pee in history.

Is there any history? When the monsters own us, who will write our lives?

No answer for that.

He didn't bother drawing the curtain behind him. He figured Mo and Amulek probably knew what he was doing, and could hear it, and wouldn't do anything weird while his back was turned. They had cleaned him somehow – probably some kind of a sponge bath – and it felt like they'd been pretty thorough about it, so it wasn't like he had a lot to hide at this point.

Besides, after all that had already happened a family of creepy pervs who got off on people peeing was way down on the list of things to worry about.

Hell, hillbilly cannibals who rape your eyeholes and then eat your junk are way down on that list at this point.

"Where is everyone?" Christopher said. Still peeing. Peeing forever. Maybe he'd pee himself away to nothing, just disappear into whatever septic tank the toilet emptied into.

Maybe that'd be a good thing. Dissolving into piss. Better than dying in a world that had gone to crap.

"My grandson told me what happened," said Mo.

Christopher finally finished and stepped out of the curtained-off area, zipping his fly. "How'd he – I thought he didn't talk."

Amulek made a writing motion, fingers of his right hand scribbling against his open left palm. He also favored Christopher with a withering stare. "You're an idiot," he said with his eyes, which were tremendously expressive – at least for this sentiment.

"He told me," said Mo again. "And he said each of you fell down at once when the mama screamed. Even the kitty cat and she herself fell. He thought it best to separate you all as much as possible." He pointed at the hatch doors. All sealed. "Mama and baby and kitty are in the sleeping room." He swiveled to the hatch directly across from it. "Big sister and your large friend are in the kitchen. Amulek thought it best to keep the little girls far from each other." Another slight turn. "We left you in our hospital."

Christopher thought back. Buck and Sally facing off. Hope whispering death to Lizzy. Maggie screaming. He nodded: the separation had fallen across the correct lines.

Christopher looked back at his hosts. "Do you know what's going on?" he said.

Mo shook his head. "I do not, e kare. And I regret that I cannot accompany you. But now is the time to go."

A chill ran up Christopher's spine –

(like a thing with eyes-not-eyes, a thing that sees-not-sees)

– and he felt terror reaching for him, even though he didn't fully understand Mo's words. All that penetrated was a single word. A word that meant a flight from safety. From this respite that already seemed too short.

"Go?" he said. "Where are we going?"
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"WHERE YOU WISHED," said Mo. "You go to your friend."

For a second the words didn't compute. Whatever hamster that spun the wheel of Christopher's brain had either fallen asleep or just plain had a stroke and keeled over dead. He couldn't blame it.

"What...?" he began. Then he knew. And the hamster that had been asleep now started running again. Fleeing. 

Zombie hamster!

"Now? Now? Shouldn't we –?"

But he was shaking his head, even as Mo and Amulek shook theirs. "If you wish to reclaim him, now is the time. He is going to begin to smell soon. He will attract the animals and," said Mo with a sigh, "perhaps other things much worse."

That was a sobering thought. Would the zombies eat Ken's body? Christopher hadn't seen them eating much. In fact, the only place he had seen them eating – not just biting, but chowing down – was in the web-strewn offices where they found Maggie, the girls, Derek, Buck, and Buck's mother.

Why only there?

He thought the answer to that question might be important. Mostly because he had no idea what it might be, so of course it would be a critical item. The only things that mattered were things he didn't understand. That was life. Life before, life now.

"What do I do when I find him?" he said. "Not like I packed a shov –"

Amulek held something out. Christopher couldn't tell if the teen had been holding it for the entirety of their conversation or if he had simply conjured it from nowhere using some aboriginal magic. Either way, he suddenly had a collapsible spade in his hands. It was green, folded on a hinge just above the blade. Military-looking, probably meant to be bound to some drab backpack and hauled into enemy territory.

Just where I'm going.

"Aaron's going to be out there."

"Is this the name of the man who shot me?" said Mo. Christopher nodded. Mo shook his head in reply. "I doubt it. This Aaron has been outside for more than a day in a strange world. He is either fled or dead. Besides, I myself can barely move. And I am Māori." He said this last quietly but with conviction: no boast, simply an observation that carried with it the weight of fact.

Only one problem: "Aaron isn't what you think," said Christopher. "He's more. He's worse. He's alive. He's still looking for us."

For the girls.

He still couldn't believe that. Couldn't quite wrap his head around the idea that Aaron – the "rodeo clown" who was so much more, the man who had saved the survivors time and again – had so swiftly decided the girls were a threat.

Did he, though? He said he wasn't sure. He tried to stop Elijah and Theresa from killing them. Kept saying we had to be sure.

Christopher didn't know what to think of Aaron. He was a deadly enemy, that was certain. But was he an enemy to Christopher, or just the girls? Was he even an enemy to them?

And if so, did that make him a bad person?

Christopher didn't know. He didn't understand anything. He had thought Aaron was a friend. And he still thought maybe the cowboy was just that. A friend, a good person. But one who was willing to kill for the greater good.

And that was the most terrifying thought of all.

Mo snapped Christopher out of his reverie. "Perhaps he is alive. If so, he would be a toa of much strength, much cunning. He would be a man to be feared."

"Yes," said Christopher.

Mo nodded, seemed to think about this. He looked at Amulek. Neither spoke – Christopher didn't know if the boy could – but something passed between them.

"My grandson will go with you. He is young, but he also is toa. He will keep you safe."

Ken looked at the boy. A good-sized kid, but no match for Aaron.

He almost said the first words that came to mind. Which were both derogatory and an instruction that was technically impossible, given that they involved sexual relations with Mo's ancestors.

Then he thought of Ken.

Thought of him leading them to safety. 

Thought of the man, serving as the linchpin that had held them together. 

Thought of his face as he lost his boy to flame and death and something worse.

Christopher thought of his friend. His first friend in a long time and, save perhaps Buck, his only friend in this new and lonely world.

He took the shovel from Amulek. Small. Short handle. It would break his back to bury his friend.

"Let's go."
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AT FIRST CHRISTOPHER couldn't tell if it was dawn or dusk. Twilight came as a trickster, a thing that played games with his eyes and his mind. He finally had to look at the brightest part of the sky to determine where the sun was, then do a rough calculation. The train he had ridden – no passenger, but hostage – had run roughly east. And then they had traveled north. So the sun...

Setting. It was twilight. Of course it was. He was going to be running into a zombie-infested world to dig a grave in the dark.

He sighed. It was a joke, but one that was entirely unfunny. He looked skyward. "What did I do to piss you off?" he said.

Something poked his back. A finger that might as well have been a rod of stone. Amulek urged him out of the shelter, through the camouflaged hatch that marked the difference between safety and menace, between sanity and madness.

Christopher took a breath, then left the tunnel. He felt naked. Utterly vulnerable. His neck swiveled back and forth as he looked for zombies. For Aaron. For killer caterpillars, deadly attack gnats – everything and anything could have changed. Nothing else made sense, so why should he assume that the world was anything but one huge deathtrap?

Haven't seen any of the bugs recently, actually.

When this had all started the bugs had swarmed – sometimes killing people with millions of stings and bites, other times just coming in numberless swarms to strange places and dying of nothing at all.

Where are they now?

Another mystery. Another dangerous question unanswered.

Amulek stood beside him. A moment later there was a dull thud as the shelter hatch shut. Once more looking like nothing more than a piece of the field, a flat stone that hid all the treasures Christopher could still call his own: safety, friends... family.

He took a few steps, then walked over a row of asparagus. Headed back toward the canal that had almost claimed them all. Toward Ken's body.

A few steps.

And he realized that Amulek was not following.
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FOR A MOMENT HE WAS certain the kid was dead. Three steps into this new world and he had lost his traveling companion, his protector.

Christopher spun on his heel, the shovel raised, ready to slam it into the head of whoever – whatever – had claimed Amulek.

Not that it would help. The zombies just got angrier when you bashed them, shot them, or otherwise messed up their noodles. No, head injuries were bad news.

He swung low. And would have eviscerated his enemy if there had actually been one. Instead, the folded shovel just whistled through empty air while Amulek looked at him with a vaguely amused expression, then unlimbered his bow and nocked an arrow. He had four arrows in the hand that drew the bow. No quiver, but Christopher realized that if the kid could swing up the arrows one at a time and fire, he'd be a very fast shot.

And Amulek looked very fast. Very fast indeed.

I meet the weirdest people at the end of the world.

Amulek knelt behind a row of asparagus. Then gestured for Christopher to keep going.

"What...?" Then understanding dawned. "You're going to cover me?"

Amulek raised his eyebrows. "You got it," he was saying. Then one eyebrow cocked as though to add, "Moron."

Christopher laughed. Quietly. "Are you nuts, Legolas? I've got to get to the canal. You going to cover me all the way there?"

Amulek didn't hesitate. He nodded.

Christopher was taken aback.

He stared at Amulek for a second. The kid stared back.

Christopher turned and began the long, lonely walk toward the body of a friend.
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HE HAD FELT NAKED BEFORE. Now, walking into a twilight that steadily deepened to night, alone but for his own thoughts and the soft tromp of his feet in the dirt, Christopher felt as though the skin had been stripped from his body. Raw, his nerves on fire. He twitched at every distant sound.

He listened with his ears, his nose, his skin.

His mind.

Hoping not to hear the zombies' growl, hoping even more not to hear the call to succumb that came into his mind whenever they were near.

He barely thought of Aaron now. What was mere mortal danger when you might lose your very self, your soul?

He arrived at the canal faster than he thought he would. It wasn't bloated with rain anymore, but it still rushed along, a loud whisper that in other times had been comforting. Normal. The sound of places known and loved.

Christopher turned, looking for his friend. Seeing nothing. He suddenly hoped he wouldn't find Ken's body. It would be easier. Safer. Just go back to the shelter and –

What?

That was a good question. And he didn't know the answer. So he kept moving forward. Because sometimes momentum is the only substitute for confidence.

He found it a moment later. A mound that was his friend and yet wasn't. Face up on the ground, hands and arms half-buried in dried mud. Eyes closed, thank goodness.

Ken's mouth was open. Christopher looked away as soon as he saw that. It was too much like that weird breathing thing the zombies had all done. Like they were tuned in to some master key that had them doing everything – even breathing – in sync. He couldn't handle his friend looking like that.

Besides, he didn't want to look too closely at anything. Didn't want to see if rot had set in. If the appendages were loose or rigid. Didn't want to see any of it, because it was all his friend.

He had seen dead bodies. Too many –

(her head splitting open with the axe and she was dead dead already she had to be dead because nothing could live after that)

– but he had yet to physically handle one he loved. He wasn't looking forward to it.

The ground near the canal was soft. Loose dirt under a thin layer of weeds that had already grown out of control. He unfolded the spade. The edges were sharp, the point a cruel triangle meant to hack through anything softer than stone.

He planted the tool in the ground. Pushed. It went in easily, but he didn't kid himself. This was going to be a hard job.

Assuming the zombies don't show up. Or Aaron. Or something else that will probably try to kill me just to get on the bandwagon.

He levered the blade. Picked up a mound of dirt. Turned to toss it in the canal.

Froze.

"Thought I'd find you here," said Aaron.
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THE WORDS CAME FROM a strange place. Down, toward the whispering canal. Spoken in a near-whisper, but there was no mistaking the rough tone of the cowboy's voice.

Christopher turned a bit further. And even when Aaron moved, it took a few seconds to see him. It looked at first like a piece of the embankment simply detached and glided across the nearby ground. A strangely tiny fault line that ran along an unknown tectonic plate.

Then the shifting ground humped up slightly, revealing Aaron's glittering eyes beneath a thick blanket of mud. Weeds sprouted from the mud, seeming to root in his flesh, and Christopher was suddenly struck by the conviction that this was yet a new kind of zombie. Not the live ones, not the ones that rose from the dead. This one was a thing half-flora, half-fauna.

The plants and mud shifted a bit more, exposing Aaron's outline. He had been mostly buried in the mud for an undeterminable period, but it had been long enough that rain or dew or both had sewn him thoroughly to the ground below his makeshift camouflage.

One appendage of Aaron's getup pulled away, a mixture of sucking and tearing sounds as mud and dirt separated from one another. His left arm. 

It ended in a smooth round darkness. A gun. It pointed at Christopher's face, and he remembered Aaron hitting zombies while hanging upside down in a dark elevator shaft, hitting other targets from impossible distances.

"Don't run, okay?" said Aaron.

"I wouldn't dream of it."

Christopher tried to sound flippant. But his voice cracked. He thought he might piss his pants.

Aaron moved the gun toward Christopher. And he knew he was a dead man. 
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THEN AARON STOPPED. He stood slowly. Put the gun in the waist of his pants.

"You going to bury him?" he said. Christopher nodded. "You bring an extra shovel by any chance?" Christopher shook his head. Aaron sighed. "Well that makes it harder, then."

He looked around, then went to Ken's body. Grabbed the feet.

Christopher didn't move. Didn't think he could move. What was going on now?

"I'm not going to do anything," Aaron said a moment later. "I'll track you later, and don't you worry – I'll find you. But right now let's just bury our friend."
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HAULING A DEAD BODY wasn't what he expected. Ken was loose, limp. Christopher would have thought that lifting something so unresisting would have been easy, but the body seemed to claw at the air itself, as though once at rest it did not wish to be moved anymore.

It was heavy, too. Dense weight that dragged at Christopher both physically and mentally.

He had never buried a friend before.

Aaron seemed to know where to go. He pulled the body a dozen feet up the canal, to a patch of mud that looked tailor-made for burying a body.

Christopher used the shovel. Aaron used his hands.

"We can't bury him deep," said the cowboy.

"I know," said Christopher.

They dug. It took almost no time at all for Christopher's back to start aching. A dull roar that turned into a shriek in minutes. Then a kind of numbness, not just of body but of mind.

Aaron dug his hands wordlessly into the mud. His right hand was a mass of broken bones, fingers crushed by one of the many attacks the group had endured. But he didn't make a sound, moving handful after noiseless handful of thick black soil. The shoulder of his shirt was stained black with old blood, but a moment later it was red, dripping.

"You okay?" Christopher asked. The words came without thinking. Just one friend – one brother – to another. Aaron nodded but didn't stop digging.

Digging.

Digging.

Christopher wondered where Amulek was. If he was just waiting for Aaron to make a move, or if he could even see them.

And on that thought another pair of hands joined them. Brown, callused. Amulek dug into the dirt as well.

"You the one who shot me?" asked Aaron. He didn't stop working.

Amulek didn't respond. Didn't even acknowledge Aaron's existence.

"He doesn't talk much," said Christopher.

"So I see."

"He wasn't the one who shot you."

"Too bad. It was a good shot."

Digging.

Digging.

Digging....

The hole deepened and widened, and at the same time the world seemed to contract around them. Every time a stray sound drifted toward them, Christopher stopped and raised his head. The third time he did it Aaron looked at him and said, "I haven't seen any of the big groups. Just a couple little ones – five, ten."

"What were they doing?"

Digging.

Digging.

Digging.

"Don't know. They seemed... lost. Like they were wandering around with their heads cut off, pardon the expression."

"What about Derek? Or that big sonofabitch that bit him?"

"Nothin'."

Digging.

"You worried about the girls?" said Aaron. "Or you think they're fine and dandy?"

Christopher thought of the two facing off. Of Buck and Sally. He nodded. "I'm worried." He knew what Aaron was doing: trying to turn him, trying to put an enemy in the survivors' circle. But knowing didn't mean it wasn't effective.

What if Aaron had been right? What if Theresa and Elijah had been right? What if the girls had to die to save the world?

"Yeah, I'm worried about them," he said again.

He caught a glimpse of Amulek looking at him. Didn't know if the look was approving or disproving, and figured it was useless to try and figure the human equivalent of a fortune cookie kept in the middle of Fort Knox. 

"Me, too."

Digging.

The hole was deep enough that the edges were at the level of Christopher's thighs. Aaron climbed out. Christopher and Amulek followed. Aaron took Ken's feet again, and once more Christopher took his friend's hands. Cold. So cold. Ken had hit him over and over with those hands – each time unintentional. The others had laughed. Christopher hadn't laughed, and it hadn't seemed at all funny at the times. But he would have given anything for Ken to jerk up, scream "Just kidding!" and sock him again.

His friend didn't move. And that was well enough, Christopher supposed. The dead moved in this world, but it was never funny. It was serious. Deadly.

That was the way of things now.

Amulek stood slightly apart. Didn't help now, just watched. He seemed to know that he wasn't the right one for this part of the task. Christopher had read somewhere that in many primitive cultures only the family was permitted to bury their dead. And doing this he found out why: it was terrible, hard, heart-breaking.

It made him feel better.

He was the one to lower Ken into the ground. To cross his friend's hands over his chest. Ken still wore the tatters of his shirt, the one that had seemed so incongruous in this new order of things. Long sleeves, with “I went to BOISE and all I got was this STUPID SHIRT (and a raging case of the CLAP)” written across it.

Christopher kissed his friend's cheek.

Cold.

It was a goodbye.

Before the dirt even began to rain down, Christopher understood why those old cultures did this. Why new ones lost something when they delegated burials to machines or to professionals who felt nothing for the ones they buried. Ken was gone, but he was at least truly gone. He among so many seemed to have found a final peace.

Wasn't that worth something?

Aaron worked again in silence. No complaint, no sound of pain or even discomfort.

Who is this guy?

The same question – all the same questions. And even though Aaron had tried to give them some answers when they were his captives on a speeding train, still nothing made sense.

The girls – were they really the key to all this? Aaron seemed to think it possible, and Theresa and Elijah believed (had believed, in the case of the now-dead Elijah) it a certainty.

What do I believe?

He didn't know.

Aaron was staring at him. Christopher realized the burial was over. Words had been spoken, but he had no real recollection of what they were or even who said them. Just that they were the last words. The final words that marked the end of a good man, the end of one of the few remaining good things.

"Goodbye," he whispered. Then it was over.

He looked at Aaron.

"I'm not going to do anything," said the cowboy. "Not even if Robin Hood here wasn't waiting to put an arrow in me."

Christopher looked. Amulek had an arrow nocked and ready. It was pointed down, but there was no doubt he could bring it up and fire it in an eyeblink. Faster. And Christopher suspected that in that same eyeblink he could bury the other arrows he held in his draw hand in whatever target he wished, near or far.

He nodded at Amulek. The kid responded by utterly failing to relax or move in the slightest.

So much for me being the head of this expedition.

"Still," said Aaron, "I was wondering if we could talk."
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"IS THERESA ALIVE?"

It seemed a silly thing to ask, but also terribly important. Like everything in this new and horrible world, it wasn't – couldn't be – just plain good. There wasn't anything "plain good" anymore. Just good mixed with bad... and bad-straight-up, on the rocks, 200-proof and ready to lay you flat with a single sip.

Still, he wanted to know. Theresa had struck him with... well, love at first sight seemed a bit of a stretch. Particularly since there was that troublesome incident where she had him and his friends at gunpoint and threatened a pair of little girls with death.

But still....

He had felt something. Not love at first sight, but stupid at first glance? Certainly that, at least. She was utterly not his type. No trim athletic build, not a blond with a fast look in her eye. Not anything he liked. She was a redhead. Chubby. An attitude that made it clear she was used to leading any dance she deigned to accept.

And he had felt like asking her out the instant he saw her. Only the fact that all his usual haunts were either rubble or populated by monsters kept him from doing so. "Hey, would you like to fight your way to Starbucks and have a coffee if there's any left and if we don't die first?" seemed a too-strange date offer.

He remained tongue-tied.

So the question "Is Theresa alive?" meant little. But everything. Because he had wanted to hold her from the first moment. More than that.

And if there were feelings like that, if he could still find interest – even in a tough-talking woman dressed in body armor and with a cruel scar wrapped around her neck – couldn't the world be saved? At least a tiny corner of it?

Aaron nodded. "Alive. Ken gave her a good thrashing, though. She's holed up right now. On some antibiotics." He grimaced. "I do think it a bit odd, truth be told. Something infecting everyone's mind, and we keep worrying about gangrene or blood poisoning or whatnot." A bigger grimace. "Hell, doesn't seem like losing a limb makes much difference these days."

Amulek shifted beside Christopher. Get on with it.

"What do you want to talk about, Aaron?"

Aaron pulled a hand over his forehead. Wiped away sweat. It was dark out. The middle of a farm next to a canal that whispered in the black. Shhhh, shhhh, shhhh. Christopher could barely make out the movement, the stars the only light available. But he saw the motion, saw his friend's shoulders sag.

"I want this over, son."

"Yeah." Christopher had to struggle not to let his shoulders drop, too. "Yeah."

Aaron took a step toward him. Christopher heard the creak of Amulek's bowstring tightening. He held out a calming hand.

"No one's going to make a move, Amulek."

Aaron stopped and looked at the teen. "Amulek, huh?" he said, as if that meant something particular to him. A nod. "You can calm your hands, son," he said. He gestured to the slightly darker patch of dark ground that marked their friend's grave. "There'll be no fighting from me. Not here."

The string creaked again. Lessening tension.

Aaron looked back at Christopher. Starlight glimmered, and for a moment his face was clearly visible. "But wherever you are, there's going to be action. I think I'm going to have to kill those little girls. And if you get in my way I think I'll have to kill you, too."
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CHRISTOPHER TURNED to sarcasm like a friend, something to enjoy good times with, something to hide behind when bad times loomed. It had been that way before the Change, it was that way now. He had one friend in a new grave, but his insulating sarcasm still remained, no matter what. "We locked in on the child-murder option, or is this something you're still spitballing around?"

Aaron didn't laugh. Didn't smile. He stared, and the stare killed the laugh on Christopher's lips. It fell away stillborn. The night swallowed it.

"I'm pretty locked in." Aaron passed his hand over his forehead again, and now Christopher realized it was the bad one. He had seen this before; wondered if Aaron was keeping himself awake through pain, or maybe just using the pain to remind himself that he was alive.

One of the primary conditions of humanity is pain. Our pleasure bordered by darkness, our good defined by the ills around it.

(birth by death, a tiny hand holding mine and a head split in two by an axe)

"I don't want to do this, Christopher," said Aaron. "I don't want any of it. But the world's changed. And the only thing that stands out are the way the zombies act when the girls are around, or when their brother is."

"Maybe it's just him, then," said Christopher.

"You know it ain't. Not just him, anyway. They're all a part of it. You know it, you feel it." Aaron leaned in close. And Christopher knew he was right.

The girls were part of what was happening. Not just the way all the zombies were. They were something special. They were changing in different ways. Buck had been attracted to Hope early, like a best friend become protective uncle. And now that Christopher thought back, the same had happened with Sally and Lizzy. He remembered the toddler asleep on the big cat, curled up on the furry belly of a predator that should have eaten her alive.

And now it was more. The big man and the big cat were... what? Not mere protectors.

Guardians.

Of what?

Royalty.

The thing that had swung up and down a spine, in and out of this reality, pushed its way into its mind.

"DIE AND BE REBORN AND LIVE FOREVER IN ME." That voice didn't belong to the spine-crawler. To the thing.

Then what? What did it belong to? And what did it have to do with the thing that crawled up and down a too-small spinal column?

They went together. Dream, nightmare, reality. It was all coming together. Converging to a point that would not merely change, but completely and finally convert the world to something horrible and alien... something anathema to all things that made this place home.

"What would you want me to do?" said Christopher. He couldn't believe he was asking. Couldn't believe, but also saw no other choice. He didn't know if he would do what Aaron asked, but he had to know.

Aaron opened his mouth to speak. Hesitated. Shook his head. His eyes glimmered like two more stars, fallen to earth from the heaven but still somehow bright and hallowed.

He inhaled.

Then flung himself backward.

Whatever he had been about to say disappeared. Swallowed in the scream that came out instead, by the ground that hitched under his feet.

By the thing.
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THE ZOMBIES WEREN'T static. They had changed, and continued changing. Fast but stupid at first, then slowly growing even faster, and much smarter. Teeth and hands and feet were their weapons in the beginning, but soon they could puke acid. An acid that – near as Christopher could tell – ate through anything and everything. Indeed, it was such a strong solvent that every zombie he had seen vomit up the stuff had practically dissolved under the power of the black liquid.

Then they added another liquid to their arsenal. Bilious, nasty goo. Not used to destroy, but to build and heal. They secreted yellow pus that could harden into mortar that they built into walls – using human body parts as the bricks – or to heal impossible wounds.

And they got still smarter.

They stuck to slick vertical surfaces with some kind of suction that Christopher couldn't pretend to understand.

Then their bones and skin shifted. Some of the monsters – 

(my baby)

– had developed jaws that split into three or four segments, then vibrated so rapidly they could chew through steel.

Still, one of the things that Christopher found strangest and most disconcerting was the plate-like growths that had begun enveloping the heads and bodies of some of the creatures. Thick and tough-looking, the black growths sprung out of their skin at random. Some of the beasts' eyes had been completely covered – which hadn't affected their ability to hunt; they had just used some kind of sonar to find prey. Other zombies' ears were obscured, and a few had their heads utterly enclosed in a cocoon of thick black armor.

Now Christopher wondered if he was finally seeing a reason for the change as the ground where Aaron had been standing broke open. The mottled, misshapen head of a zombie pushed out of the ground. Straight out of Night of the Living Dead or any of a thousand other zombie flicks, only this was real. Terrifying, awesome, real.

The zombie that pushed out of the ground wasn't the simple, rotted creature of a Romero flick. Those disgusting armor plates covered most of its head, and even in the darkness Christopher could see they were moving. Spinning like they were set into tracks, some kind of organic ball bearing mechanisms. The dark crags of the growths rained dirt as the thing pushed through the surface. A moment later it had its hands – also covered with the strange, spinning growths – on the ground and was pulling itself out of its burrow.

It was digging. Built to dig. Every single cheesy zombie movie Christopher had ever seen flashed past the front of his mind in an instant: a thousand hands pushing through fresh grave-earth, a thousand bodies pulling forth from wet mud like maggots spawned in the soil.

Aaron had talked to him on the train. Had told him that the stories they told of zombies were evidence of times the things had tried to come before. That the stories – the dead rising up, the deadly bites, the fast zombies and the slow – they were all evidence of previous invasions. Mental intrusions either aborted or repelled by some unknown mechanism.

What? How did we win then? How can we win now?

And seeing this, the creature with whirring, spinning blades all over its body, a tunneling creature that now yanked itself free from beneath their feet, Christopher believed. Aaron had been right.

How can we win? How can we win against this?

He backpedaled. The thing shot through the earth, moved so fast it was more swimming than digging. Just doing the strangest breaststroke ever through a dirty lake that Christopher, Aaron, and Amulek were holy enough to walk upon.

The thing rose up, half of its form free, then three-quarters. Then it toppled, writhing like a worm. Its arms were partially fused with its trunk, its legs were joined by that yellow muck from hips to knees. It wasn't a thing meant for speed on land, only speed through it.

Thank God.

Christopher didn't feel relieved, though. He felt sick. More so when he realized that the thing hadn't pulled free from some shallow grave. The hole it had pulled itself out of wasn't a single body's length in depth or width. Instead, it fell away to nothing, an oubliette that dropped directly to the earth's core.

Or, worse, a tunnel.

For what? What else is in there?

As if he didn't know. And when he threw away the lie, the foolish hope that there was no tunnel, that these things hadn't found him again, that was when he heard it. Another thing heard with mind rather than with ears. No sound, just feeling. No thought, just despair.

(give up

give in)

The feeling was low, but present. Real.

"Coming," said Aaron. The cowboy's voice was low, and it almost sounded like he was promising to do something. Like he wasn't saying "They're coming," but "I'm coming." Promising to do what they said. To give up, give in.

To join them.

Christopher realized he had stepped toward the digger zombie. That he was nearly within reach of its stunted hands. What would they do if they caught him? What would hands that could crush rock do to flesh?

Give up....

Give in....

He stepped forward again.

The digger flopped around, looking like a three-way cross between a dying trout, the world's biggest turd, and a garbage disposal that had exploded. It would have been funny if it weren't for the fact that Christopher was about to be in range of its grasp.

And he suddenly didn't care.

Give up....

GIVE IN....

Another step. The armored hands moved toward him as he moved toward them.
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THE THING IN FRONT of Christopher moved slowly on land.

The thing behind him moved fast. So fast.

A hand clamped around his neck. Yanked him off-balance. Another hand flew at his face. Christopher tried to twist away, but he was powerless against the assault. Spun like a baby in the hands of a giant. A huge hand swinging toward him...

... and pinching his thrice-broken nose.

He screamed and punched his attacker. Amulek danced out of range, moving with that same effortless grace that characterized Aaron's motions, Sally's motions. The kid was another predator. Someone not to be trifled with.

And he had just saved Christopher's life.

The call of the zombies receded behind a white curtain of pain, a veil of tears that freely overran Christopher's cheeks. He couldn't stop crying, no matter how much he blinked or how many times he ran his filthy sleeve over his face.

The pain throbbed, and with each throb it seemed to amplify, to magnify. It utterly enveloped him.

And damn, it was sweet.

"Thank you," gasped Christopher. He could barely speak, and that was ecstasy, too. Because he could speak, if only a little. Still struggling, which meant he was still alive. "Thank you." Another flurry of blinks. "Let's get a new way of saying 'look out,' okay?"

Still struggling, still speaking, still making jokes.

Hell, yes. Still alive.

The thing on the ground twisted toward him. Found Christopher out of reach, so it dipped its head down and in moments was half-buried again. Moving away this time.

Where? Why?

No answers.

"We might want to get going," said Aaron.

That was a sensible suggestion, but Christopher was at a loss. Trying to ignore the ever-closer feel –

(Give up... GIVE IN....)

– of the zombies was almost the limit of what he could attend to. How could he try to keep Aaron from following him back to the shelter?

And should he even try?

(Give up... GIVE IN....)

They were coming.

No. Not coming. They're not coming at all.

Low whines erupted all around.

The ground near Christopher's feet humped up, broke.

Another one of the zombies.

Another.

Still more.

Not coming. Not coming at all.

They're already here.

And they were everywhere.
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THE GROUND BENEATH his feet surged wildly. He was riding a wave. His mind fell back to Manhattan Beach. Four months in his teens when he had stayed at a very exclusive boarding school.

The first month had been a stunningly uninteresting one. Classes full of uniformed boys all interested in nothing but money – theirs, their parents', the net worth of the boy sitting next to them – and teachers interested less in coursework than in coaxing future favors out of their students.

The second month got exciting. But excitement comes in many shapes, many flavors, many pleasures... and so many pains.

The second month was when Headmaster Albert "Grody" Grossman called him into his office. An imagined slight against one of the boys. Christopher didn't even remember doing it, and soon found out it didn't matter what the slight had been, or whether he had done it or not. It was just an excuse for the headmaster to closet him in the small office.

The secretary was sent to look for Christopher's files. Not just the ones on the computer, but hard copies held in another building, another part of the campus.

He was alone with Headmaster Grossman. Alone, and soon facedown, screaming, crying.

The third month he discovered surfing. The assaults happened regularly, and he already knew that telling his parents would be a waste of time. Mother and Father were busy. Too busy to listen, and much too busy to care.

He went out on the waves. The water felt good on his scratches, his tears. He wept and the sea swallowed him, made him small, too small to catch, too small to touch. Safe in the sea. Safe when he rode the waves.

And now he rode the waves again. Not water but earth, giant mounds hunching up beneath him as minute earthquakes ran up and down the bank of the canal.

His brain found a spare instant to note the one place the earth stood unmarred: the newly turned dirt that marked Ken's grave.

He spun, twisted. Wherever he put his foot down, something was moving. Something chewed up the dirt under his right foot. Something reached out. He whirled back. Fell onto another pile of moving soil.

He surfed. Tried to be small. Tried to be safe.

The fourth month in school he had also surfed. Right up until the last day of spring, the beginning of summer. He left the school early – all the students did. Someone started a fire that ate through most of the campus buildings, including the headmaster's home. Grossman was killed in the flames.

No one ever discovered who did it. Christopher had been sure they would figure out it was him, but police discovered a cache of child pornography in what was left of the headmaster's basement. Pictures that included not only random innocents culled from dark crevices of the 'net, but some who were recognizable as past students.

No one looked too deeply into the "accident" after that.

Sometimes justice could simply be accepted.

Christopher was sent to another school. No more beatings, no more of the far worse things that followed the rulers and canes.

Still no Mother, no Father. Just him.

He burned that school down, too. Almost got caught. Dancing on the edge of flame.

Like now, dancing on the edge of earth, the edge of life.

His right foot came down on a shifting mass. Something bit into his shoe. There was a sound of shearing leather. His foot jerked.

He fell.

One of the things lay in his path. It couldn't reach for him. Couldn't reach with arms pinned to its sides by that mortar-muck the things puked up. But it didn't have to. What need was there of grabbing prey when the merest touch would grind that prey to pieces?

Christopher tried to get his feet under him. Tried to balance. Tried to surf to safety.

Failed.

And no fire to save him this time. Just falling. Falling.

He looked around, hands waving at nothing as he fell from the wave. Fell crashing to doom.

Aaron: twisting away, efficient two-steps and jigs that danced him off mound after mound.

Christopher: Falling.

Falling.

Amulek: the boy silently sliding between the mounds, moving as though he knew where they would appear before they did.

Amulek and Aaron were both were too far to help. Moving away.

The wave was going to kill Christopher. No salvation, only death.

Falling.

Falling.

Fallen.
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THE THING BELOW WAS all spinning masses of armored flesh, plates of some awful material.

Then the spinning plates split. Something dark in the darkness, blacker than the night.

GIVE UP.

It was a mouth.

Christopher reached out. Trying to stop his fall, to reach for something, anything. To halt a descent into that gaping maw.

GIVE IN.

There was nothing to hold. Just air, and it held him not at all as he clawed his way through it. 

His fingers stretched, and suddenly they were inside the thing's mouth. No idea how they got there.

The thing bit down.
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CHRISTOPHER EXPECTED it to hurt. And it did. But he assumed the pain would come through his fingers, through the knuckles that were in line to be ground and bitten by the disfigured thing's dark teeth.

Instead he felt a searing line of pain along the back of his hand. Felt blood dripping down the sides, around his palm.

He looked at his hand, amazed he still had the ability to do so. Every other person who had been bitten had Changed instantly. Except Ken. Ken had been partially bitten, and Aaron thought that had saved him. Thought that the zombies didn't infect with blood or saliva, but with some mental pulse they focused through their mouths. And Ken hadn't gotten a full dose because he'd only been half-bitten.

Maybe that had happened to Christopher.

But... no. He hadn't been bitten at all.

The pain he had felt was the fletching of one of Amulek's arrows. It had passed over his hand so closely that the feathers at the back had sliced his hand like a knife. The arrow had rammed through the roof of the zombie's mouth, slamming the upper jaw back and inserting itself between the thing's teeth and Christopher's hand at the last second.

The zombie went mad. No longer digging, no longer attacking. It simply began thrashing as the pink muck that passed for its brains splashed out the top of its head where the arrowhead poked out.

Christopher yanked his hand back. The thing below shrieked, then spun and disappeared into the ground, spinning plates chewing up the dirt and then closing the ground behind it.

He stared, dumbstruck.

And, as always, the new world reminded him that stopping was not an option.
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AMULEK SPUN CHRISTOPHER around, a look on his face that Christopher didn't recognize.

He's scared.

It made Christopher feel strangely better, to know that the boy had the capacity for normal fear. That he could be moved. Even fear was an important distinction between the humans and the things.

The ground was still welling up around them. Hunching mounds that split obscenely as deformed hands, arms, heads shoved their way through the surface. It was like watching a profane birth, children of the soil who had no parents, no ancestors. They were things of the Now, and existed only for this moment, the moment of the kill.

"Come on," said Aaron. He grabbed Christopher's arm. "We gotta get out of –"

He stopped speaking when Amulek pointed an arrow at his eye. The kid had already shot the arrow he had nocked, but he tossed one of the ones he had in his drawing hand into place, nocked it, and drew the string taut, all in a motion so quick and fast that Christopher could only tell what happened by replaying the motions in his head.

"I don't think he wants you to go with us."

Aaron nodded. He backed away a step.

One of the zombies grabbed the cowboy's boot. Aaron screamed – more surprise than fear or pain – and stamped on it. The thing didn't let go. Something whirred, and now Aaron's scream was tinged by pain. Blood flowed around the zombie's hand, and Christopher realized that the same things that plowed through dirt could also grind through boot leather.

Thwip.

Another arrow. This one pinned the zombie's hand to the ground, passing through it so far that only the fletching showed, the head and shaft buried deep in the earth.

Christopher looked at Aaron's ankle. Bleeding through the boot, but the cowboy was still upright so it couldn't be too bad. "Get back to Theresa," he said. He looked at Amulek. The kid had another arrow nocked, looking at the wriggling worms pushing through the earth all around them. But he glanced up at Aaron when Christopher added, "Don't follow us."

Aaron looked at the arrow beside him. The thing that had grabbed him yanked its hand away and took another swipe at him. Aaron stepped away. "Wouldn't dream of it," he said. He turned and ran down the bank of the canal, leaping and dodging like he was the protagonist of a strangely realistic video game.

Old Cowboys Vs. Digger Zombies – get the newest holiday hit this season! Everyone will want one, so don't miss out on your copy; get it TODAY!

Damn, even after the world ends I still have to deal with commercials.

Something tugged at Christopher. Amulek. Pulling him back toward safety.

Or perhaps just toward the shelter. Because would that place be safe against these things? What was safe, now?

They ran. They jumped and danced.

And when the dance ended, when the music stopped....

Can't dance forever.

Can't live on the edge of flame forever.

Can't surf forever.

Can't live forever.
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ONLY A FEW FIELDS LAY between the canal and the shelter. A couple hundred yards.

It was the equivalent of running from Boise to Chicago. Through a minefield. And the fact that it was dark didn't help anything.

Christopher had never met anyone as surefooted as him. Even Aaron, with skills that bordered on the preternatural, wasn't as good on his feet. Christopher had always felt like his whole body was as easy to deal with as his hand, his fingers. He just told it what to do and it was done. He had done his first backflip when he was twelve – not in school or some gymnastics class, he just felt like doing it and so he did, first try. And no pads or practice mats, he did it on the sidewalk walking to his dorm and it never occurred to him he might fail and fall and hurt or kill himself in the attempt.

Ditto climbing: he had been incarcerated in so many different jails – they called them schools, but most of them were jails, call them what you will – that when he discovered most of them could be escaped if you were willing to dare great enough heights... well, he just did it. No thought, no worries. Just attempt and success.

Even so, running in the dark over ground that swayed and shifted as living things burrowed up from the depths was a near-impossible task. He constantly tripped, constantly slipped. Almost went down a dozen times and only Amulek's firm grip kept him from falling completely.

If that happened there would be no getting up.

Then suddenly they were no longer dancing around mounds but around bodies. Because the things were out. Writhing over the crops –

(GIVE UP GIVE IN)

– like sightless worms searching out food. Only they avoided the greenery in search of fleshier sustenance. Arms reaching for them, flesh spitting and spinning.

Amulek was better than Christopher was. He had to admit it. The teen never seemed to fall, always appeared to know where the next hole would open up in the twisting forms. Christopher felt weirdly jealous of that fact, as though he had staked an inordinate amount of his self-esteem in his ability to outrun and outbalance anyone else still alive.

Not that that's a high bar to set. Not many of us left.

He tripped again. Again Amulek's strong hand kept him from pitching over. Again he hated the kid just a little for that.

Pay attention, Chris.

The only saving grace was that the burrowers all had arms and legs partially fused by the yellow substance, the ooze that both healed and welded objects together. They couldn't move as fast on the land as they did beneath.

Then Christopher saw something that changed the game.

"We're boned," he whispered, and felt his stomach plummet.
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CHRISTOPHER HAD CONSCIOUSLY avoided thinking about what else might lay below the ground. What might be hidden in those deep holes that went to some unknown place.

Now he knew.

It was the zombies. Not the slow-moving slugs that writhed to the surface – dangerous if they caught you from below but avoidable when completely aboveground. Those were just the diggers, he realized. Like the engineers in a war, the ones who created roads into enemy territory and then retreated or were killed. Their jobs done.

Then the soldiers took over.

A hand curled over the side of a vacated hole. Fingers cracked and bleeding black, thick ichor. Some of them ended in gleaming bone, no doubt rubbed raw by crawling through the holes behind the tunnelers.

The zombie lifted itself out. Stood. Oriented on Christopher and Amulek.

Ran.

"GO!" screamed Christopher.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]




47


[image: image]


––––––––
[image: image]


TWO OF THE THINGS ROSE out of the ground. Like Lazarus of old, who had died and been reborn. Only these creatures were not meant to teach any spiritual lesson. They were here to kill, to maim, to Change.

Christopher and Amulek ran. Full speed, straight at them. Still jumping – not over humping mounds of soil, but over writhing tunnelers, over empty holes that were no longer empty but now held half-hidden things and fingers that gripped edges and pulled fast bodies free.

They couldn't stop. To stop would be to die.

Christopher screamed. Sped up.

Thok!

One of the things' heads jerked back, an arrow sprouting like magic from its eye. Then the head snapped forward again. Its mouth screamed silent screams to some dark god.

It turned on its brother.

Both went down. Biting, clawing at one another.

Christopher jumped over them. Amulek followed. Both running faster. Faster.

Faster.

Faster.

Give up. GIVE IN.

Faster.

Faster.

They couldn't stop.

He was vaguely aware of Amulek slinging his bow over his shoulder. No more arrows.

No more arrows.

More things rose up before them.

Three.

Four.

Six.

No stopping. Christopher and Amulek couldn't stop, they couldn't. More behind. More and more in front.

GIVE UP. GIVE IN.

To stop would be to die.

To run would be to die.

I'll go out running, thank you.

Christopher sped up.

He gritted his teeth. Forced his legs to pump faster.

Faster.

Faster.

GIVE UP. GIVE IN.

Faster.

Faster.

And then he was at the line of undead.

They reached for him.

They would have him.
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WHAT I WOULDN'T GIVE for Sally right now.

The thought flitted in and out like a bird in a tree, passing through while looking for somewhere safe to nest. Not finding safety here. Come and gone in an instant.

But fast on the trail of the first flitting thought came another: the realization that Sally had never attacked anything but the undead. Never.

Not until Buck.

What did that mean?

He didn't know.

The second bird flitted away. All thought fled.

He ran at the zombies – now ten strong – that had pulled free of their holes in front of him. They ran, too. Ran to greet him and Amulek like lovers in a movie. Only the kisses they brought would not be those of pleasure, but of greatest pain. Not Heaven, but damnation.

He leaped over a last writhing tunneler.

Faster.

Faster.

Lowered his shoulder. Hoping to hit the closest zombie. To make it through.

Another flitting bird-thought: when he was five, still a child and not the Son of Power. Playing a game with the kids at kindergarten. Two lines of children facing one another. Each line linking hands. Taking turns calling over a kid from the opposing line. That kid had to run at the "enemy" line and try to break through. If he did he brought one of the enemy line over to be a part of his line. If not, he became the enemy.

Just like now. Get through or become the enemy.

"Red Rover, Red Rover, send Christopher over," he said. Lowered shoulder. Hoping to break through. Knowing he couldn't.

But maybe he could clear the way for Amulek.

"Fine, then send Amulek over," he said.

That would be all right.

That would be the right thing, as Dorcas would have said. Clearing the way for a friend.

That would be a good death.
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THE FIRST ZOMBIE TOUCHED him. Its finger was hot, so hot it burned even in that single instant.

Then the heat traveled to his upper arm. Burned and burned with white-hot pain. A sound pounded at his ears.

The zombie spun around.

Then the next one.

The third.

They fell. They all fell.

A sound accompanied each fall. Two sounds.

BOOM-zip.

BOOM-zip.

The sound of gunfire, a high caliber weapon. And then, so close it was almost on top of the noise, the bee-buzz of a bullet passing through the air beside him.

Christopher realized he hadn't been burnt by the zombie's touch. The creature had been shot, and the bullet, after passing through the creature, had skated across his upper arm. The zombie had fallen, gunned down with a shot placed so perfectly it had knocked the thing off its feet and then missed – or near enough – the person behind it.

Christopher knew only one person, other than Aaron, who could make that shot.

He burst through the line of zombies. The three-zombie gap was enough for him and Amulek to break through the line, even though it was close – so close that he felt the fetid breeze of the other ones' hands snapping for him.

Christopher looked back and saw Amulek grinning. He knew. Knew who had saved them.

Mo. The Māori was covering them.

Another shot. Another zombie fell to earth.

But then, of course, it rose up again. That was what they did.

The smile disappeared from Amulek's lips. And Christopher felt a similar expression fall away from his own face.

They weren't safe. Not yet.
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A HUNDRED YARDS. THE length of a football field.

Only there was no football. And the opposing team wanted to kill him. Change him. Destroy him.

Christopher had stood against the things before. Once, in a plane, he had even offered himself so that the others could escape.

And they passed me by, just passed me by. Why then but not now? What's going on?

But this was the most frightening of any of those events. In the dark, with things in front, behind, beside. Things below.

They ran at him and for the first time in his life he found not just one but many things that were faster than him.

And through it all: the noise.

Groans. Give up. Give in.

The sounds of crumbling dirt, of earth giving way to void. Give up. Give in.

Sounds of explosions and bee stings. Give up. Give in.

Of bodies spinning and hitting ground and then rising again.

GIVE UP.

GIVE IN.

The voices in his head were familiar. Not exactly the same, but weak echoes of the voice in his waking dream. The one that had invited him to be one with it forever. These voices sounded like that thing's weaker cousins, or children.

Or perhaps just its fingers, its toes. Body and blood to an unseen god.

One hundred yards to outrun a god.

Bangs and buzzes. Bee stings chipping away at tiny pieces of deity.

Ahead of him, Christopher saw the false rock that marked the shelter. Saw Mo propped up on some kind of stool, the long rifle he used swiveling back and forth as he pulled the trigger. Brass casings glinted in the dirt beside him. Bangs and buzzes.

Amulek ran ahead. Disappeared down the hole.

Mo stopped firing. Something dark fell into the dirt: a magazine. He slapped a new one in.

Two more shots.

Christopher felt something yank the neck of his shirt. It turned him around.

Another bang, another buzz.

The thing stopped pulling. Something still tugged at his shirt, though. He reached back as he ran, pulling off the three dismembered fingers that still clutched the fabric. They writhed in his hand, blind worms that wanted his death. As he watched, the yellow discharge oozed from the stumps. Sealing them off.

He threw the fingers away with a shout. It was wrong. All wrong. Ken, the best of them, the one with a family, gone. The little girls, the innocents, infected with some unseen demons.

Buck and Sally attacking each other.

Maggie, stunning everyone unconscious with a scream.

All wrong.

"Move!" shouted Mo. He punched off three more shots. Then moved aside.

Christopher didn't bother ducking so he could run in the way Amulek had. He went into a full baseball slide, gliding into the entry ramp with a panache that Amulek hadn't managed. That made him ridiculously happy, all things considered.

One more bang. An unheard buzz.

Groans could be heard inside the shelter.

Then darkness as Mo hit the button to seal the shelter and the outer hatch swung shut.

The groans were cut off instantly.

But not the other noises.

"What is that?" said Mo. And Christopher realized what they were, and realized that Mo wouldn't know. Wouldn't understand. Maybe wouldn't believe.

"It's trouble," he said.
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"WHAT'S THIS PLACE MADE of?"

"Made of?" Mo didn't seem to understand Christopher's question. Amulek remained silent as always.

"The outside!" Christopher was shouting now, terror bleeding any semblance of control dry. At any moment, panic was going to conquer him completely. "What are the walls of this place made of?"

"They are steel, one-eighth inch thick, lined with another four inches of lead, and the entire thing is set in a box of concrete and rebar."

Christopher thought. Kept coming up against –

(what if it's her what if it's her what if they send her again

the axe the axe in her head the skull splitting open

did I get her brain is she crazy or is she one of the sane ones

there are no sane ones not them not us nothing sane is left)

– a blank wall.

One-eighth inch of steel. Four inches of lead, which Christopher seemed to remember was good for stopping radiation, but fairly soft. Concrete and steel rebar – hard but brittle.

Would it be enough? Would it hold?

It was the kind of thing designed to resist radiation, direct missile strikes.

But this?

Christopher remembered how fast the things had burrowed through the earth. And then remembered the other things. The ones that had buzzed right through the steel of a moving school bus like it was so much tissue.

The shelter was a bunker. It could resist almost anything.

But not this.

"We have to get out of here," he said.
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MO VISIBLY RESTRAINED laughter. "I do not think they can get in," he said. He looked at his shoulder, which was still bandaged, the once-white gauze wraps now bright red again. "And I do not feel much like traveling, e kare." He smiled. "We are safe." Turned to Amulek, "Is that not right, my –"

And the smile died. Amulek didn't look firm. Didn't look sure. He looked scared.

Christopher seized the chance to change Mo's mind – a task which he suspected might be difficult at the best of times.

"Did you see what was happening out there?"

"Of course, e kare." Mo's smile returned. Though now it seemed strained. The smile itself no less a mask than the tattoos that covered his skin. "I saw you and my grandson in danger. I helped. It is what we do for family, yes?"

Christopher shook his head. "No, not that. Did you see what they were doing?"

"They were trying to catch hold –"

"Not them. The other ones."

"The fallen ones?" Mo's smile dropped away. "I did not understand them. I have not seen this before. Why were they laying down before you?"

"They weren't laying down, Mo," said Christopher. "They were coming up."

"Up?" Mo looked at Amulek again. The teen nodded. "What does this mean?"

"These things don't stay the same, Mo. You may not have seen it because you and Amulek have been down here all this time. But they change. They change to fit their needs. And the things on the ground dug their way to us. Either as an ambush or because they knew somehow that we were underground." Christopher thought of Lizzy and Hope. Knew that the second idea was the right one. "They know we're down here, Mo. They're coming for us."

"But the walls...."

This time Christopher didn't just shake his head; the negative gesture seemed to envelope his entire body. "Didn't you hear what I said? They change. I saw them turn into living buzzsaws, Mo. They –"

(turned my baby into one of them one of them one of them)

He gulped. "They cut their way through a moving bus, Mo. A moving bus. Didn't bother with the windows or the door, they...." He searched for a word that would communicate what he was trying to say. "They evolved. Right there, right then. Cut their way through steel." He looked at the walls to the downward-sloping pipe they stood in. Smacked one of them. It didn't bong, didn't make a hollow sound. Just a wet slap that was swallowed in the near-dark of the tunnel.

It was solid.

It was secure.

It was nothing.

"We have to leave," he said again. "Now."

And a sound rolled through the air. A thing part bass beat, part earthquake. The sound of a heavy drill or a jackhammer – maybe both.

The sound of my girl, coming home.

Coming for daddy.
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"WE HAVE TO LEAVE," he said. Pleading now.

Mo shook his head. "I do not know how that is possible." He closed his eyes as though praying. Maybe he was. Then opened them. "Things have changed while you were gone, e kare." He sighed. "They have gotten worse."

Christopher couldn't understand how that was possible. His brain balked at the proposition, all thought stopping just as completely as a horse confronted with a thirty-foot wall.

Finally he managed, "How worse?" And as he said it the horse apparently found a doorway to squeeze through, because the answer came. He didn't wait for Mo's answer, but said, "The girls. Maggie."

Mo nodded. Another one of those strange, pummeling vibrations roared through the floor. It traveled up Christopher's legs and suddenly he knew what it was like not to be in an earthquake, but to be the earthquake itself. His teeth chattered, vision jittered. Every bone in his body felt like it was trying to vibrate its way to freedom.

The sound/sensation faded. His vision returned and he saw Mo leaning on Amulek. The boy was holding his grandfather up, but even as he did the big man waved him away. "Come," he said.

Back down the pipe. Yet another descent with no apparent escape. Christopher felt terror recede for a moment, replaced by an anger that bordered on the ridiculous.

When are these bastards going to give us a fair fight?

But of course that wasn't going to happen. If Aaron was right, it couldn't. The zombies were soldiers, an occupying force. And soldiers didn't win fair fights – or didn't do so when they had the choice. Overwhelming force, easy wins. Those were best.

The sound/feeling rattled a bit more of Christopher's brain free when he, Mo, and Amulek entered the decoy area, the "man cave." He noted that the game table had been cleaned off. Mo was a tidy soul.

He didn't think Mo was going to do well in the long run. Not in this messy, chaotic world.

Or maybe he will. Maybe he'll bring a bit of order to it.

Fat chance.

The rattle/roar came again. Here, though, it wasn't as strong. So the things were burrowing through the front area. The entry pipe.

Mo opened the hatch at the back of the room, then the false wall that allowed access to the main shelter. He caught Christopher's eye as the sound rolled through again. Closer this time. Harder.

They heard something crack back in the entrance.

"Already?" said Mo. His voice was hushed. Not with terror, but awe. The look on his face was that of a man who has made peace with his death before a coming tidal wave and now can simply revel in its overwhelming power. 

Christopher didn't need him doing that. None of them did. "Snap out of it, dumbass," he said. "Get a move on!"

Mo's face grew stern, the lines of his tattoos straightening into a death mask. Then they curved again. He smiled.

"I nearly forgot myself. Thank you, e kare." He stepped through the false wall hatch and into the corridor beyond.

Christopher felt something touch his arm. Amulek. The teen was gazing at him with something new in his eyes. He dipped his head low. A near-bow. A thank you that was beyond mere thanks. It was a pledge from one warrior to another. A promise to stand together, friend to friend.

Christopher bowed back. He gestured for Amulek to follow his grandfather through.

Something else cracked in the entryway. He couldn't tell if they were noises beyond the metal walls, or if the things had already chewed their way in. Regardless, time was almost up.

He stepped back through the hatch as well.

And heard the screams.
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"HOW LONG HAS THAT BEEN going on?"

"It started –" Mo said, then stopped as the noise hit them again. The screams waxed and waned, bouncing through steel hatches and the space between them and Ken's family.

Not just Ken's family. Buck and Sally, too.

All of them. Lizzy, Hope, Maggie, Buck, Sally. They were all shrieking in their separate spaces. Christopher tried to remember what Mo had said: "Mama and baby and kitty are in the sleeping room. Big sister and your large friend are in the kitchen." Two groups separated from each other and from Christopher by thick steel hatches. But they were all screaming so loudly it sounded as though they stood just down the hall.

That wasn't the weirdest thing, either. Tops on Christopher's list of things that were currently One Fry Short of a Happy Meal was that the screams started and stopped together. A long, writhing shriek began in unison, even Sally yowling at the top of his lungs, then the ululating cries would drop off as one, falling to nothing in the space of a single heartbeat.

Each scream lasted about five seconds. Each pause lasted the same. The silence was almost as bad – a promise of future madness worse than madness itself.

Christopher's feet planted themselves firmly on the floor panels for the first two cycles, then Mo said, "This is why I was outside."

"Good thing you were," said Christopher. The screams had probably saved his and Amulek's lives as Mo took refuge from them and so saw the danger they faced and covered them as they ran to safety.

Not safety. This. Whatever this is. But it's not safety.

Nothing's safe. Not even my friends. My family.

Another scream-chorus shook his body. Made his insides cold, his outsides try to crawl into his stomach. The shrieks were just wrong, they rattled him –

He was already standing still. Even so, he felt himself go even more rigid.

"You feel that?" he said.

"What?" said Mo.

The shrieks rose again. And with them....

Amulek caught Christopher's eye. He nodded. The teen understood. Maybe Mo didn't because he hadn't really comprehended what Christopher was telling him before. Maybe because he didn't want to understand.

The zombies were changing.

They evolved to what was needed.

The shrieks rose. And as they did, so did the drilling, jackhammering sound of the things outside.

Buck, Maggie, Sally, Liz, Hope.

They were calling the tunnelers. Calling the buzzsaws.

Calling doom.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]




55


[image: image]


––––––––
[image: image]


"WE HAVE TO SHUT THEM up." But even as the words came, Christopher knew they were wrong. It was too late for that. The monsters had been summoned. The worst ones: demons called up from the Deep, from Hell itself, to burrow into their last place of peace. To kill Christopher, Amulek, and Mo – or Change them.

And what of the others? What was happening to them? What would happen to them?

Something worse, surely. Worse even than merely shifting from normal to the zombies, to the things. Because the girls, Buck, Sally – they faced something different, and all different things were worse things by definition in this world. There was no good from the new, only evil.

"Shut them up?" said Mo. "Kua whakatīwhetatia te tangata kōhuru e tāna i patu ai."

The words flooded out of the big man in a rush, and though Christopher didn't understand any of them, he recognized the hard mask that the man's face became, the tone. Hell if I'll let you murder some little kids or guests in my home.

"I don't mean kill them or anything," said Christopher. "We don’t –" He stopped as another shriek took over his senses. Another roll of drill-sounds-hammer-sounds rattled his mind a bit looser from moorings already damaged by too many shocks and surprises. "Forget it," he said. "We can't stop this." He was talking as much to walk through his own thoughts as to communicate them. He couldn't be inside himself – everything inside was shaken, unsettled. He had to talk to think. "We just have to stop the things from getting in."

Another shriek/rattle. Pings came from the other side of the hatch beyond the false wall.

"How do you suggest we do that?"

For some reason Christopher thought of Headmaster Grossman. Leering as he pushed Christopher down on his desk. The pain of what followed. The shame of knowing that no one would believe him. The helplessness of day after day.

Then... the power of the first match struck.

Fire had always been his friend. Maybe it was time he gave it a final embrace.

"Where are your weapons?" he said.
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NEITHER MO NOR AMULEK spoke a word. They just moved. Fast and ready as though they had prepared for just this eventuality.

Emergency Number 52 in the Underground Māori Survivalist Manual: Attacking Mutant Tunneler Buzzsaw Zombies.

For a moment, Christopher was seized by the conviction that such a book probably existed. And he wanted desperately to see it. Then his brain gave itself a stern shove.

They're moving. You move, too.

He followed Mo. Amulek had already moved toward the sealed hatch that led to the decoy room, and was now shoving pallets of food in front of it. Christopher didn't know how much good that would do. He doubted Amulek believed it would accomplish anything – the kid had seen what the burrowers were capable of, and if they could get through steel walls and an even thicker steel hatch, piles of Ramen probably wouldn't slow them down much. But it was something.

Sometimes something was the only thing. The only thing between you and hopeless helplessness and the mad damnation that was only a step beyond that last moment of despair.

Maybe that was why Christopher was moving, too. Why Mo was moving. Just wrong-headed hope.

It was enough. Had to be.

Mo was staring at him. "Are you coming, e kare?"

"Hell yeah," said Christopher. He moved. Movement was something.

It would be enough.

It had to be.

You're lying to yourself. It won't be enough.

I know.

Then he stopped moving after Mo. Looked back for a moment. Amulek was still working. Ramen and candy bars and jars of peanut butter everywhere.

Christopher smiled.

It still won't be enough.

Shut up, me. Don't be a dick.

The smile widened.

He ran to Mo.
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MO RAN TO AN UNEXPECTED place: the toilet.

Christopher was about to rebuke the big man for thinking of taking the most inappropriately-timed twosie in the history of dumpkind, but managed to tamp down on his usual sarcasm. Mo didn't have the symptoms: no hands on his crotch, no pee-pee dance.

Something else was going on.

Mo flushed the toilet. Then he jiggled the handle in a weird pattern that Christopher suddenly realized was "Shave and a Haircut": Jig-jig-a-jiggle-jig. When Mo danced the handle up and down twice ("Two bits!") to answer the silent couplet, the toilet fell apart.

The tank separated, moving on some kind of hydraulic system. It shifted to the right. The bowl moved left.

Below were a pair of holes: one was the pipe leading to the septic system. The other was a shallow circle with an iron ring.

Mo caught Christopher's look. Smiled tightly. "I hope those who come here will be family. But I will not trust them all with weapons. Not right away. Perhaps this lack of trust is my failing."

The girls, Buck, and Sally screamed again. Mo stopped for a moment. He swayed. Looked like the scream was calling him somehow. Christopher worried about that.

Then he felt himself, weaving slowly back and forth. He worried even more.

The scream ended. Mo shivered, a full-body shudder. Then he grabbed the iron ring and yanked it. The floor split into two pieces, revealing....

"Awesome," said Christopher.
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CHRISTOPHER WASN'T big into guns. He'd fired one a few times – hard to get along as an Idaho governor's son without having that experience for a photo op or two – but other than that and a basic knowledge that the end with the hole was the dangerous one, he didn't know much about them. He understood fire, things that went boom in a big way – he always had, since Headmaster Grossman, maybe before. But guns were something of a mystery. Like his computer: he understood it on a basic level, could use it when he needed, but he didn't know how to build one, break it down, or even how to tell the best ones from the mid-range models.

Still, even he could tell that what he was looking at now was an awesome arsenal. There were easily a dozen handguns of varying sizes and makes. Another half-dozen long guns – some with scopes, some with ugly bulges sticking out of them that he couldn't pretend to understand. A pair of bright orange flare guns. Five shotguns, all of them black and looking like they had been pilfered from the bodies of angry special forces guys.

Aaron would probably flip his jinkies over this.

That was a sobering thought. Not just because of what Aaron had done, what he had become – an enemy who was still somehow also a friend, and all the more terrifying for that fact – but because Christopher hadn't had a chance to see what became of him.

He hoped Aaron had escaped the attack.

On task, son. Winners focus.

The voice in his head this time was his father's. Which made Christopher want to tell him to suck it, but Father had a point for once.

Another scream rippled through the air. The jackhammers, the ripping metal, sounded closer. Too close.

Inside? Maybe.

Beside the guns sat what Christopher needed. What he understood on a basic level.

He looked at Mo, and an honest-to-God grin shoved its way onto his face. "What I'm about to tell you is gonna sound weird. You'll have to go with it."
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DIRT. REMEMBER DIRT on buzzsaws.

"You are sure of this, e kare?"

"No. Keep shoving."

"I have not stopped."

"Good. More peanut butter, Amulek."

When he told his plan to Mo – all ten sentences of it – the Māori had been skeptical –

(Of course. Because he's not insane.)

– but he had gone with it. Christopher thought he did so mostly because Amulek had nodded when Christopher explained it to him. But that was enough. Any port in a storm.

Amulek tossed him another family-size jar of peanut butter.

Christopher ripped it open. Rammed a handful of bullets and as many shotgun shells as would stick into the brown goop. His hands were greasy and slick with peanut oil, and the mixture of smells – gunpowder, peanuts, soup, MREs – was making him sick to his stomach. Not to mention the screaming that still wracked the air every few seconds, the sound of metal being chewed apart.

And then... sudden silence.

The screams ceased. The digging ended.

He looked at Mo. The Māori's hands, also covered in a slick mass of foods that had never meant to be mixed, had also frozen.

"They are inside," he said.
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"I HOPE THIS WORKS," said Mo. Any tension he felt was belied by his tone: offhand, like he was talking about nothing more important than programming his DVR to record a show he particularly enjoyed. 

He and Aaron should play poker together.

Christopher grinned. "Of course it'll work."

And he knew it would, too. At least, the boomy part would. He was good with boomy things.

They were backed away to the end of the passage that led to the wet room. Mo took up most of the hatchway, but had left enough room for Amulek and Christopher to peek around.

The false wall/hatchway at the opposite end of the passage was closed. But he heard movement. 

Why don't they just come in around us? Through the walls?

And he knew why: the girls had called the things. Lizzy and Hope, maybe Maggie and Buck and Sally, too. But their calls, whatever they were, had somehow funneled through the open doors that Mo had left behind. The sound or radiation or whatever they used had left some kind of breadcrumbs that the monsters were following, like ants following a leader.

He had seen a nature show on ants once. Saw what they did when a cricket got in their way when they were following a trail home.

It wasn't pretty.

He gulped. But didn't move.

He had to see.

The hatch at the opposite end of the tunnel started clicking.

The boomy part would work.

He just didn't know about the rest.

The hatch started screaming.

A moment later, it began to glow red.
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IT TOOK ALMOST NO TIME at all. Or maybe it did. The time it took for the things to burrow through solid steel could have been measured in seconds, minutes, hours. It could have been a lifetime. Christopher didn't know. He didn't feel like he even had time to blink, but when the hatch started peeling outward he realized tears were streaming over his cheeks because he'd kept his eyes open so long.

The things pushed through.

This was something he'd seen, too. They were like roaches, squeezing into spaces far too small for their bodies. But where roaches seemed to bend and shift to make their way in, these things simply pushed until their outer skin peeled off.

That was something he hadn't counted on. And it could be a disaster. If the things' outer skins sheered away, if they left those spinning skin-saws in the decoy room behind them....

Mo shifted. Readying.

"Wait," breathed Christopher.

"Mahi atu," breathed the warrior. The words sounded like warnings – whether to Christopher or to the thing now pressing itself through a six-inch hole, he couldn't say.

The sickening ichor that passed for blood in so many of these things spilled over the edges of the hole. Thick, black, like motor oil congealed by cold.

The thing's head was halfway through. Raw bone visible on its misshapen temples, a skull oddly rounded so as to pass through the earth.

Then it stopped moving. Writhed a bit.

"Stuck," whispered Mo.

The thing pulled back.

The hatch began to glow again. The hole began to widen as the tumorous saws began working on it.

Wider. Wider.

No chances this time. They would open it all the way. Pour in as a stream of monstrous creatures that brought only death.

Mo got ready. Aiming down his weapon's sight.

The hole was wide.

The things didn't just enter. They poured in.

"NOW!"
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A MOMENT.

Just a single moment.

It was long enough for Christopher to question. Not just his plan, but himself.

The only things he'd ever been good at were looking good, moving fast, and blowing things up. The first had been a surprisingly helpful gift. The second had given him freedom. The last had saved his life.

Now, his clothes were torn, his body abraded. He didn't even want to think about what his face looked like, not with a nose that had been broken more times than most prize fighters'. His first skill was history.

His second seemed diminished somehow, lost when compared to the warriors who worked so well together, who danced and seemed to know where each foot fell with perfect precision.

And now, for a long moment, he thought his final skill had failed him as well.

Then... it happened.

Christopher didn't know about the scope of Mo's talents, but apparently the guy could shoot anything with a trigger. The flare gun popped, and the flare brightened so quickly that Christopher's eyes streamed tears and his vision disappeared for a moment in a field of white.

When they cleared, he saw the flare buried on one of the monsters. Stuck to the peanut butter, the soup mix, the sticky foods that they had piled up in front of the hatch in the hopes that, when the monsters tore through, they would also tear through the provisions. Christopher had seen the way the dirt clung to them when they pulled through the ground like dangerous grubs seeking food, and he hoped the food would do the same. It did.

And so did the ammo that he and Mo and Amulek had shoved into the peanut butter, had jammed into the soup packets. The bullets weren't going to go off, not even with a flare gun hanging off them.

But the black powder they had gotten out of the shotgun shells.... The powder they had laced all over the noodle-and-peanut-butter mix, drizzling it like deadly frosting on the world's ugliest cake....

The flare was dying. Christopher had another moment of doubt.

Then the flare brightened. The monster the flare had stuck to screamed. Not in pain, Christopher got the impression it was telling the other half dozen things that had already entered the tunnel to get out get out get OUT!

Mo threw himself backward.

Threw the hatch to the wet room shut as he did.

And... the boomy.
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IT WAS A SMALL SERIES of crackles at first. Like popcorn popping, or even smaller – like someone was pouring an exceptionally large bowl of Rice Krispies.

Then the crackles turned to cracks, the cracks to bangs.

The bangs to a series of booms.

The flare ignited gunpowder. The gunpowder ignited bullets. The bullets ignited the gas cans – emergency cans for an emergency generator that Christopher had known The Underground Māori Survivalist Manual would certainly provide for. He had poured a bit more on the floor – more accelerant for more fire. Plus, it wasn't gas that typically caused an explosion, it was gas fumes, trapped in an enclosed space with more gas. So he didn't want full gas cans, he wanted them partially empty.

But each gallon of gasoline had about the same kick as fifty sticks of dynamite if it went.

Ten gallons in the hall.

Pop... crackle... KABOOM.

The explosion rocked Christopher backward even through the closed hatch as the floor buckled beneath his feet.

He grinned at Mo. The hunter was smiling back. So was Amulek, for that matter – something Christopher had actively started wondering if the kid was capable of.

"It worked?" said Mo. "They are dead?"

"No," said Christopher. "No way. You've been here this whole time so you don't know. They don't die. Even the pieces come for you if you let them."

Mo's smile faded. "Then how do we beat them?"

"Well, the smaller the pieces are, the less mobile. So I'm hoping we can get past what's left in the tunnel. Get somewhere else before more come." He let his grin grow a shade wider. "Easy-peasy."

Mo's smile didn't return. "And the little girls, the mama, the big man? The kitty? How do we convince them to come?"

Now it was Christopher's turn to have his smile fall from his face. "Dammit," he said. He turned his hands palm upward. Shrugged. "I can't think of everything."

The hatch at their backs pinged. Started to shriek as buzzsaw growths ground against it from the other side.

Mo sighed. He picked up a shotgun from where he had put it beside the hatchway. Handed it to Amulek, who took it, then grabbed a second shotgun for himself. "I do not think it matters, e kare."

The hatch started to glow. Mo and Amulek cocked their shotguns as one.

"Your plan was not enough," said the big hunter. "They are coming through."
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CHRISTOPHER THOUGHT of making the most obvious move: saying "No duh" in the most scathing tone possible. Then he decided that pissing off his only allies was unwise. Especially given they were two larger-than-average Māori warrior-types currently holding cocked shotguns.

He fell back to Vocal Option Two: "Crap. Shit. Crap."

Unfortunately, the Thesaurus Method of dealing with trouble didn't seem to bear any results. The hatch kept glowing. And now part of it ground to nothing – a whirring slice of unflesh could be seen through the hole.

"Crap. Shit. Shit. Crap."

The hole widened.

Mo fell back a few steps. "Do we protect the others?" he asked.

"I don't –" Christopher began, then realized the question wasn't aimed at him. Mo was staring at his grandson. A solemn moment, even in the midst of terror. As though Mo was recognizing his ward's manhood in this penultimate instant.

Amulek nodded. "Keep the Marae clean," said Mo. He clapped the teen on the shoulder. Not the same kind of manly pounding given by guys in the United States. Mo's arm went up and down in a straight line, held rigid at the elbow. Again, Christopher got the sense he was seeing something ritualistic. Something important.

Mo stepped forward. He nestled the shotgun in his bad shoulder. Gritted his teeth – not in pain, but irritation – and switched to his good shoulder.

Amulek stepped back. Moving to the center of the room, where he could take over defense after Mo fell.

And Mo would fall. There was no question.

They all would.

The first of the things began to push through.

The girls, Maggie, Sally, and Buck began to scream again.
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CHRISTOPHER RAN TO Amulek. Gestured for the shotgun. The kid only hesitated a moment before handing it over. He unlimbered his bow. Arrows appeared in his draw hand as if by magic – Christopher was going to have to ask him about that one of these days.

Right. Like you have any more days left.

He spun in time to see the last of the hatch peel away. No magic peanut butter, no high-explosive noodles. Just metal that was worth little, air that was worth even less.

This is wrong. I shouldn't be here. Not in the back. I should be where Mo is. I should be protecting everyone.

It doesn't matter.

Then the monsters were in.
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GROANING, MOANING, entreaties –

(GIVE UP GIVE IN GIVE UP GIVE IN)

– that were low in his ears but somehow shrieked in his mind.

The sound of screams: his, Mo's. The girls and woman and man he had thought he knew. Screams of fear and human terror. Screams of longing and alien lust.

Sally's roar, changed from something fearsome and predatory to something full of longing and somehow even worse for the change.

The boom of gunshots. Deafening in the small space. But not enough to dampen the other sounds.

The smack of shot into flesh. The wet thud of flesh falling to the floor.

The crackle of bones resetting, of wounds knitting together under yellow mucus. Impossible. Invulnerable.

Mo was shouting the loudest. Screaming a chant, a cry to battle, a cry to death. "Ka mate, ka mate!" over and over, louder and louder. The strength of his screams carrying over the sound of all the rest. Christopher didn't know what he was saying, but he saw Amulek, ready to fight, ready to protect the guests in his home. The teen was crying freely. Tears streaming over his unmoving face as the first of the things that had fallen and regained their feet reached for Mo.

He shook the thing away. Reached to his hip – for the first time Christopher realized the big man had a machete strapped to his side – and with one chopping slash took the thing's head off.

Of course that only made things worse. The headless zombie started dancing that terrible dance, that mad jitterbug they always did when their heads were injured. Aaron had said that was because they lost contact with whatever made them this way. Maybe so. All Christopher knew was their movements grew less conscious, more dangerous.

The headless creature reached for Mo again. The hunter shot it once, a point blank punch to the chest, but it just kept coming. It was one of the diggers, flesh covered in whirring growths.

The plated saws bit at Mo. Chewed into the arm he thrust protectively in front of him. For the first time, the hunter screamed in pain.

Christopher stepped toward him. Felt a restraining hand. Amulek, holding him back. Either to keep him as one of the last defenses or simply to respect the warrior's sacrifice.

Mo shoved his hands against the whirring blades that had taken over the creature's flesh. He screamed again, but didn't draw back. He picked the thing up. Blood sluiced down his arms.

He threw it into the mass of creatures that had pushed into the wet room behind the first one.

They all went down in a tangle of struggling bodies. In pools of ichor, bits of flesh torn free from bone.

Mo fell as well. Hands worn nearly free of flesh, skin white as parchment from pain and loss of blood. His body was limp as a coat dropped on the floor, just an empty shell from which consciousness had fled.

One of the creatures pulled away from the headless one. It loomed over Mo. Then reeled back as an arrow burst forth from the center of its forehead. Another insane creature born. But this one fixated not on the other demons that had risen, but on the angel who lay before it. On Mo.

It plummeted toward the Māori.
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"NO."

BOOM-KRCHAK.

"No."

BOOM-KRCHAK.

"NO!"

BOOM-KRCHAK.

Christopher walked forward with each step, with each shot, with each re-racking of the shotgun slide. With each scream. 

"NO!"

BOOM-KRCHAK.

He was screaming his will that the monsters leave, that they not cut down his brave new friend. He was screaming his hope that they could somehow escape. Screaming the knowledge that such was impossible, that doom was here for them.

He was screaming a final "screw you" at the universe.

He walked forward: screaming, shooting, screaming. The thing that had crouched over Mo was blasted backward. Black holes appeared all over its body, patchwork patterns of ichor splashed the walls. It pitched back. A step. Two.

Mo rose up on his elbows and knees. Tried to crawl away. Fell again.

The thing moved toward him once more.

Christopher kept screaming. Kept firing.

But he suddenly realized the sounds had changed.

He was out of ammo.
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HE WAS TOO FAR AWAY.

Too far to save Mo.

No chance to save his friends.

Couldn't even save himself.

Torn, didn't know where to go.

The things in the back of the room were no longer struggling with the zombie that Mo had decapitated. They grabbed arms, legs. Pulled. The thing fell in five pieces on the floor. The pieces twitched, writhed, grabbed. Still dangerous, but no longer of concern to the zombies in the room. The whirring jaws, the spinning skin.

They moved toward Mo.

And then...
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... EVERYTHING STOPPED.

It wasn't his imagination, though at first Christopher thought it must be. He must have fallen into some panic-dream where the zombies stopped moving, where the girls and Maggie and Sally and Buck all stopped screaming.

Where all was silent.

Where all was... safe.

The silence lasted only a moment. The cessation of motion even less.

Then the storm began.

Something pounded its way into the room. No bigger than the other monsters, but it bore the same resemblance to them that a class five tornado did to a summer sprinkle.

Christopher couldn't follow what was happening. He kept pulling the trigger, kept racking the slide on an empty chamber. The shotgun dry-shot over and over. Click, click, click.

Amulek shot an arrow. Another. Another. Christopher couldn't tell if they hit their mark. Couldn't even tell what the teen was shooting at.

Something hit the wall. Not ichor this time, the wall smoked as acid struck it. The same acid that Christopher had seen several times before, a weapon and a curse for the things that produced it.

The sound of thumps surrounded him.

Then the chaos ceased.

Confusion began.

A single creature was all that was left. It stood over Mo. Arms long and extending to blade-like ends that were covered in entrails, bits of broken flesh. Mouth dribbling black acid that hissed furrows in its skin – furrows which healed as fast as they came. Teeth gritted and uneven, rage splitting its features into alien pieces like a shattered mirror rendering what was once known into a fearsome mockery of self.

The blades withdrew. Christopher realized they were bony masses, extending out from where the hands should be. But as he watched, the blades retracted, shifting until they were swallowed up in bony forearms, parts of the blades shattering out to form fingers at the ends of knobby hands. 

Vaguely humanoid hands.

Hands that led to armored wrists.

Armored wrists that pivoted strangely on impossible ball-joints before morphing to powerful arms that were both alien and familiar.

Arms that led to a broad, strangely-shaped chest.

A chest that was covered in black tatters, a shirt that was barely itself. But still visible. Still readable.

“I went to BOISE and all I got was this STUPID SHIRT (and a raging case of the CLAP).”

The shotgun fell from Christopher's fingers.

"Ken?" he said.
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Moans: a big man, tattooed and rocking back and forth on the floor, hands that were little more than bone and tatters of flesh tucked under his arms.

Screams: a woman, a man, two little girls, deep inside the bunker and shrieking in strange syncopation.

Roars: a snow leopard, growling in time with the women, the girls, the man.

Scratches: pieces of flesh that were all that was left of an attacking horde, still scraping their disembodied way across the floor, questing for God-only-knew-what, blindly searching for something to rend, to tear, to destroy.

And a single noise that was the strangest, the most terrifying of all: a grunt.

The sound came from a lone form that turned a slow circle in the center of the room. The body was humanoid, but with slightly elongated arms that ended in bony ridges at the wrists, that bulged at a barrel chest which hinted at enormous strength.

It was Ken. And yet, it wasn't. It was something both more and less.

The Ken thing turned to Christopher. Caught his eye, and deep within his (its?) gaze Christopher thought he saw a spark of... something. Recognition? Understanding? Companionship?

He couldn't tell.

Whatever it was, it died as soon as it came. Then there was only something more primal. Animalistic.

It reminded Christopher of the look he saw sometimes in Sally's eyes: the look in the snow leopard's gaze when he was about to attack something.

It made him afraid.

Ken had taken down dozens of zombies. Alone. He had been a one-man killing machine, with strange bladelike growths emerging from his hands, then rejoining the bones in his body when no longer needed. He had cut, broken, torn the things to pieces. They had wounded him in return, Christopher could see. But the wounds didn't seem to have affected him.

And even as he watched, the wounds sealed. Healed.

And were gone.

Only smooth flesh remained under the tatters of Ken's clothing – his pants and black shirt, that ridiculous shirt: "I went to BOISE and all I got was this STUPID SHIRT (and a raging case of the CLAP).”

Sounds.

The remains of monsters.

And something else.

A sense of fate.
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CHRISTOPHER HAD FELT it before. Had felt it before, when the Māori and his grandson had found them, nearly dead in the fields outside the bunker. Had felt it again when buried alive in the bunker itself.

A sense that this had all happened before. That it might, indeed, all happen again.

That they were being led to an inexorable ending. An inevitable finish in a war that had been fought countless times before and would be fought into infinity after them.

This is part of it. Ken is part of it.

Ken looked at him for another fraction of a second. Then suddenly stiffened. Whatever recognition there had been – if there had been any at all, if it hadn't been some bit of imagination on Christopher's part – was suddenly gone.

Some of the noise stopped.

It was the least of the sounds in many ways. The most alien, too, so it didn't really register fully in Christopher's mind. The filters that had kept Christopher sane in a world gone so completely mad had refused to notice what had happened around him for a moment. Until Ken swiveled in a quick circle. Until those bony sawblades sprung from his arms again.

This time Christopher noticed that they weren't just saws. They buzzed like the jaws of some of the zombies, like the ones whose faces had split –

(like her like my baby like my little girl)

– into buzzsaws that could eat through solid metal.

What had Ken become?

And how?

The buzzsaws hummed, and that was when Christopher finally realized: the scratching. The sound of the zombies around him – or the bits and pieces that were all that remained once Ken finished with them – had fallen silent.

They were still.

What's going –?

And then he knew. He put together pieces that had only been hinted at before.

There were two types of zombies. The ones that came from living hosts – that was how he had to think of them, like zombies were the result of some kind of parasitic disease – who were bitten and then instantly Changed to become creatures capable of much more than normal humans... but at the cost of all that made them human.

And then there were the others. The ones who were a bit slower. A bit weaker.

The ones who were dead.

And he realized in that instant, that moment in the bunker below the thin skin of the earth, that he had never seen them together. There was never a "live" zombie when what he thought of as an "undead" was present.

Like Clark Kent and Superman. Bruce Wayne and Batman. That other dude and Green Arrow.

His thoughts spun wildly. A Ferris wheel that had somehow tilted off its supports and was now rolling its way over a cliff.

They're coming. They left, and now they're coming.

The things on the floor were motionless.

And he heard sounds at the front of the bunker.
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THERE WAS NO WAY TO stop them from coming in.

The bunker had had a massive blast door that sealed itself shut. Then another door separating a kind of anteroom from the main part of the bunker. Both had been closed, but the buzzsaw zombies had gone through them like butter. Now they were nothing but gaping holes with torn bits of metal at their sides.

Nothing between this central room and the front of the bunker. Mo – the big Māori with tribal tattoos covering face, chest, and legs – still moaned on the floor. His grandson, Amulek – another Māori, though he was a teen who had spoken not a single word the entire time the survivors had been in the bunker – went to him. He tore off his shirt and started binding his grandfather's wounds, apparently heedless of the new threat.

But the zombies were coming. Unlike their "living" counterparts, these didn't vocalize. But they tripped over the mess of MREs, rations, and the remains of an explosion that Christopher and the others had arranged as a booby trap for the last wave of zombies. Small noises, but they sounded like gunshots in the hollow-pipe construction of the bunker.

He looked at Mo. Incredibly, he managed to stand and hold out what was left of his hands and arms in what he clearly meant to be a fighting stance. He grinned at Christopher. "We shall die as hammerheads, e kare."

Christopher held nothing but an empty shotgun. He turned it in his hands, a makeshift bat. He still didn't understand half of what the Māori said, but he muttered, "Hell, yeah."

Amulek stood beside – almost over – his grandfather. He drew a knife with a ten-inch blade from a sheath at his hip.

There was no question of getting the girls or their mother or Buck or Sally from their rooms in the bunker. They were the ones calling the zombies, so to do so would only make things worse.

Aaron was right.

Should we have killed them?

Would killing them end all this?

No time for that now.

Now there was only survival.

The first zombie came into view.
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CHRISTOPHER HAD NO idea where the dead had come from. There were four of them, hunkered in the pipe, pushing in one after another. Two were so rotted away that they barely bore a resemblance to anything human. The other two had clearly died a few days before – at the onset of the Change. The day when humanity fought and lost a ten-minute war for the world.

One wore the remains of a farmer's outfit: overalls and a t-shirt. His right side was burnt, half-crushed by something. His stomach had started to distend. The other wore a business suit and seemed almost untouched save the spot where something – perhaps a bullet? – had torn his throat away.

Ken's growl deepened. He hunched low.

A gunshot rang out.

Christopher looked at his shotgun. A stupid, foolish, plain ridiculous reaction. But it was the only thing he could think of. He was the only one carrying a firearm. Mo and Amulek held blades –

(Old school, go warrior bad-ass, whoo-ah!)

– so that left him, didn't it? 

Another shot.

Then two more, so fast on top of each other that there was no way one person could have fired them. Two people were shooting.

At the same time, a pair of the zombies stumbled forward. Still silent, but there was a malevolence in their death-shrouded eyes that made Christopher shudder. They turned, as did the others. And a bit farther back in the tunnel Christopher saw something that made him fear almost as much as the monsters.

Aaron. The ex-special forces soldier –

(Or maybe still-special forces soldier... he's never been totally clear on that....)

– who had decided that killing the little girls among the survivors was the answer to the world's problems.

And with him: Theresa. The chubby redhead clad in full body armor who had been the first one to put forth that idea.

Both had saved the survivors. Several times. Both, Christopher believed, were good people at heart.

But they were also convinced that the right thing to do was to destroy two-year-old Lizzy and seven-year-old Hope. And that conviction – that righteous belief – made them all the more frightening.

Add to that the fact that Christopher was coming to believe they might have something to their point of view... it all terrified him. And he wasn't sure if it was just the fact that the little girls had turned into monsters or the idea that he might himself be willing to kill them that scared him more.

Now, though, Aaron and Theresa were pumping round after round into the zombies. Aaron had a six-shooter, and he quickly emptied the cylinder. Theresa had some kind of more modern-looking gun – Christopher had only a basic understanding of guns, so he couldn't even begin to guess what kind she was using, or how many bullets it carried – so she kept firing after Aaron ran dry.

The zombies, of course, didn't fall. Barely seemed to mind the bullets.

Two turned on the newcomers.

Two kept moving toward Christopher and the rest of them.

He took a breath.

And that...
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... WAS WHEN KEN MOVED.

And ended the fight before it began.

He cut the legs out from under the nearest undead, the whirring sawblades on his wrists slashing through flesh and bone like paper. No blood flowed – this was one of the decomposed zombies – only rotten meat and brittle bone.

The zombie fell, still reaching for Ken. Ken tore its limbs loose, the saw blades whirring and cutting the arms to small pieces at the same time.

Theresa's gun clicked. Dry. Empty.

Ken turned to the next zombie. The man in the suit. He tore its head from its body, then drove a bladed fist right through its middle, cutting it from neck to groin. The thing fell in two halves. Ken ripped those halves in small pieces with hands and teeth, then turned to the remaining two.

They flew at him.

They fell.

And Ken turned to Aaron. Dark ichor streaming from arms and face, bits of meat clinging to the blades that still extended from his wrists and hands.

He growled again.

There was no doubt what came next.
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CHRISTOPHER HAD SEEN many things since the world ended. Impossibilities undreamed of by men sane and mad alike. But one thing he had yet to see was Aaron completely at a loss, completely terrified.

The man fell back, not just afraid of his impending death but clearly unhinged by seeing....

"Ken?"

His jaw worked up and down, up and down, like he didn't know what to say, whether to speak or shriek.

Christopher could certainly sympathize.

Not that there was time for sympathy. Or anything else.

Ken sprang toward Aaron. Aaron tried to jump back, but he tripped over a still-twitching piece of zombie arm – another first – and fell to the floor before he took a single step.

Ken loomed over him. Theresa didn't even try to get between them. She shrank back against the side of the tunnel, saying, "What, what, what, what?" over and over again, her brain short-circuited into a panic-loop.

Ken raised a buzzing arm. Christopher didn't doubt it could do exactly the same to Aaron that it had just done to the zombies that had dared attack the survivors.

The last thing Ken had known before –

(dying being killed)

– being shot by Elijah, Aaron was after his family. So was that what he was remembering right now? Or was something else happening? Was he in the thrall of some other force?

There was no way of knowing. The only thing that was not in doubt was that Aaron was going to die.

"You don't know what's out there!" shouted Aaron.

It was an insane thing to say. A nonsense thing. Of course they knew what was out there.

But Ken halted. Just a fraction of a second.

He lifted his gaze to the sky. The zombies had all done that, too. Had looked up and panted, breath moving in-out, in-out, in-out in perfect sync. Aaron thought they were downloading, brains turning to muck as they transformed from human minds to receptors for... what?

That's the question, isn't it, Christopher?

Ken shook his head. A frustrated motion, the rapid thrashing of an animal in a cage too small for it.

He brought down his arm on Aaron.
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CHRISTOPHER WASN'T sure how he felt about seeing Aaron die.

No, that's not true. I don't want him to die. He's one of us. Not with us, maybe, but one of us.

And that was it. He was one of the original survivors. He had been with Ken before anyone else who was still alive – and unChanged. He belonged on a level closed off even to Christopher.

He deserved to live, at least from that viewpoint.

But he also had aligned himself against the group. Against their decision to see the children to safety.

And now he was going to end.

But when Ken's arm fell, somehow Aaron's short scream kept on. And then when it did stop it was with a jerk. Not with the high-pitched edge of terror and pain, but with the clipped sound of a man yanked to the side.

Christopher noticed that the saws on Ken's arm had disappeared as fast as they came to be. That he had grasped Aaron in his bony fist. Was hauling him toward the front of the bunker.

Theresa moved. Whether to attack Ken or just because her body couldn't stand pressing against the side of the bunker anymore. Either way, she twitched toward Ken. Barely an inch.

It was enough.

The hand that wasn't dragging Aaron by the collar flashed out. The bone saw – literally, in this case, a saw not merely for cutting bone but of bone – slashed out.

Theresa gagged. Blood flowed between the fingers she clapped to her throat.

She fell.

Ken continued forward through the large tube that served as the gateway to the outside.

Christopher saw it all. Saw, but didn't believe. He had experienced the past moments in a mix of chaotic panic followed by a haze of mad disbelief.

He followed Ken and Aaron. Stopped at Theresa, sure he would see a body bleeding out on the floor.

But when he stopped, he saw her still looking up at him. It wasn't through the dimming light he had seen far too many times in the past days. Her eyes shined with tears of someone in pain but still living. He pried her fingers away from her throat. She had been cut there once before, a nasty wound that had barely had time to heal, and that wound had now been joined by a twin. But... and he barely believed what he saw... the wound Ken had inflicted was shallow. A perfect cut that bled freely but somehow avoided being fatal.

The slash had sent a message: Don't follow me. Stay. Or die.

Christopher shrugged out of what was left of his shirt. It was dirty, scuffed. Bore no resemblance to the piece of art he had gotten at his last visit to Dolce & Gabana during his last trip to Los Angeles. But it was all he had right now. He pushed it against her throat.

She grimaced, but pressed her hand against it.

He winked at her. "You finally got me to take my shirt off."

She glared at him. He waggled his eyebrows at her. She managed somehow to glare harder.

Then hurried after Ken and Aaron. Pausing only to shout, "Make sure she stays there," at Amulek. The teen nodded.

Then Christopher was in the tunnel. Following the cowboy... and whatever it was Ken had become.
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KEN WAS ALREADY STANDING outside. Aaron kept trying to stand. His cowboy boots gouged twin grooves in the earth beneath him as he struggled to get his feet under him, but Ken held him down as easily as he might a toddler.

Could he hold down Lizzy? Hope?

Would they let him? Or would they command him the way they seem to command the others?

The little girls had become something alien. Something frightening. Not like Ken. Different in a way that was even less understandable.

But in the next moment his ponderings fled.

He saw.

He had seen hordes before. But not like this.

These things spread across the horizon. Spewing over the eastern edge of the night sky in a pair of long lines that had a small, perfect break between them.

Every once in a while a zombie would dash across that no-man's land – 

(no-zombie's land?)

– and throw itself into the mob of creatures on the other side, there to be torn apart.

That was yet another first. Christopher had seen the things attack their brothers and sisters, but only after a head wound rendered them insane. Only after – if Aaron was right – their communication with whatever was in charge of them was cut off. But never had he seen the creatures just attack each other for no apparent reason.

Nor had he seen them like this before. Always before they had run in a single group whenever possible. Always before they had acted as a uniform organism.

Why two?

The beginning of an idea began to form. Not comprehension – nothing so developed, so sophisticated. But... something.

The twin hordes swept like locusts across the fields. Christopher had no doubt that they would leave nothing behind.

And had no doubt they were headed for the bunker. The survivors.

The girls.

They had only minutes. Perhaps ten. Perhaps less.

"They're... coming," Aaron gasped. "We... have to... kill the girls.... Our only chance.... Cut off the... source...."

Christopher understood what he meant. Understood he believed that the girls were somehow ordering this.

And it made sense in a way. Made sense that they would be ordering the twin hordes. Even made sense that the hordes would attack each other at the fringes.

Just like Lizzy and Hope tried to have Sally and Buck kill each other.

What are they becoming?

"We have to... kill them...." Aaron started to turn blue.

Ken growled. Raised the growth on his free hand, which buzzed its deep, deadly sound.

"Ken, stop" said Christopher. The other man – if a man was what he even was – turned to him. Christopher almost cringed away from his gaze. Instead he turned to look at Aaron. "It wouldn't do any good."

He looked at Ken. "Let him go." Ken didn't move. "Please," he added.

Ken's hand opened. Let Aaron fall. He chuffed, an angry sound that clearly said to Aaron, You're mine. I can kill you when I please. And don't cross me, or I will.

Then Ken loped into the night.

And the horde was closer.

(Give up.

Give in.)

The feeling came over Christopher. The feeling he had had so many times. The feeling that he should just give up, just lay down and die, or run with arms wide to the embrace of the horde coming his way.

But that didn't chill him.

No, what scared him was that he felt it coming from a particular direction.

From inside the bunker.

From the girls.
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AARON STOOD, RUBBING his throat. And though Ken seemed to believe he wasn't a threat, Christopher wasn't so sure.

Sure enough: "We... we have to...."

"Don't." Christopher held up a hand.

"But –"

"Don't." He marveled in the back of his mind that he would argue with the cowboy. Such a thing would have been impossible only a few days ago. Aaron was imposing – not just because he could kill just about anything with a bobby pin and a handful of spit. Even without that, the man was had a commanding presence. He was shorter than Christopher, didn't look physically impressive. But there was an aura about him. A vibe that said, "Cross me and I'll punch you so hard yo momma will die. And if she's already dead she'll resurrect and then die."

But here Christopher was standing up to him. And Aaron was actually quieting. Looking at the horde. Softly saying, "They're coming. For them. I think... I think the girls are calling them."

"I think so, too."

Aaron swung on him. Wide-eyed. "Then what are we doing here, son? What chance do we have – do any of us have, but to kill them?"

Christopher shook his head. "Even that won't work."

(Give up.

Give in.)

(HERE. COME HERE.)

(TO ME. COME.)

(KILL.)

(KILL.)

Christopher looked at Aaron. Wondered if the other man had heard. Had noticed.

"Two," he said.

Christopher nodded. The mind-sounds, the calls from below, had split. Somehow they had become two distinct mental cries. Similar, but different. Two waves overlapping, crashing over each other in a race to some unknown shore.

"We have to kill them."

"It won't work." Christopher shouted the words. And as he did, he heard the horde. The sound of them, chirping that strange noise that could be communication, could be them continuing the changes they were still undergoing... could be some weird zombie farts for all he knew.

We have to hurry.

He shook his head. "Killing them won't work," he said again. "Not unless we can burn the bodies to nothing before they –" and he pointed to the twin hordes, still apart from each other but drawing ever closer to the bunker in the night, "– get here."

"What do you mean?"

Christopher looked at the hordes. Dark masses, growling, chirping. Few details visible in the dark night. But enough that he felt loose inside, and at the same time felt his skin tighten, his frame grow rigid.

We're dead. Dead. All we've done, all we've gone through... and it meant nothing.

He heard something from the far side of one of the hordes. A shrieking. A small part of that loping line fell in on itself. Imploded as though a bomb had gone off just inside its line.

Ken.

But it wouldn't be enough. No way even the... thing that Ken now was could stop what looked like tens of thousands of the creatures that all –

(COME. COME.)

(RUNRUNRUNRUN...)

– were headed this direction.

Should we kill them?

But he knew it wouldn't work. Because of what he had felt below. When Maggie screamed in his mind. When the children's mother shrieked, and he fell into Lizzy and his hand touched the toddler's foot, and...

... he saw.

(Give up.)

(Give in.)

(COME TO ME.)

(FASTERFASTERKILLTHEMKILLTHEMALL)

Christopher grabbed Aaron.

Yanked them both back into the bunker.

Into what had been built as a refuge but was now a tomb with an open door that would invite Death to come and make its home. 
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"WHAT ARE WE DOING?"

Nothing. No answer. Just footsteps pounding. Dragging them deeper.

(COME.)

(KILL.)

"Son, are you –"

Christopher looked around the first room of the bunker – a place built as both an entertainment room and something of a diversion. Meant to make anyone who stumbled down here believe that this was the entirety of what was in fact a massive underground complex that could house a dozen people for years. The room had a poker table, some shelving, a couch and love seat.

And a large flat screen TV. Christopher didn't care about the TV, exactly. But he did care about....

His heart felt like it stopped. "Where is it?" he said. "Where is it?" Panic rose within him. He turned in a circle. Mo, the owner of the bunker, was a tidy soul. But zombies had recently overrun this room, and it showed. The poker table was overturned, the TV was a bent and broken mass on the floor. "Where, where?" he said. His voice cracked.

"What are you looking for?" said Aaron. His voice was surprisingly gentle. Christopher didn't know whether that was because he could tell how important this was, or if he had just made peace with his onrushing doom.

Christopher didn't care. He whirled to face the cowboy. "Help me find the remote."

Aaron's mouth dropped open. "The... the remote?" he stammered. Confusion reigned on his face.

"The TV remote!" Christopher roared.

"I don't think now's the time. Besides," said Aaron, nudging the broken television with a boot, "the TV looks busted to me."

"I'm not going to watch television, you corn-fed, inbred, cow-humping moron," Christopher screamed. "I'm going to save our asses. Now find the damn remote!"

For a moment he wondered if the zombies weren't going to have a chance to kill him. If Aaron would take care of it for them.

Then the moment passed.

Aaron muttered something under his breath. Then started looking around for the remote.

(COME. COME AND KILL.)

(KILLKILLKILL.)
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SECONDS FELT LIKE MINUTES, and those minutes of the mind shifted in turn to hours and those to lifetimes which all ended in gruesome deaths.

Or worse than death. In Change.

No. I'll... I'll....

Christopher had no end to that sentence. No way of stopping the Change if it came to him. Even killing himself didn't mean he wouldn't come back. Wouldn't return as something horrible. Something neither dead nor alive.

So just live, dumbass.

Don't curse, Maggie doesn't like it. Not good for the girls.

He knew he was panicking. Turning over the detritus that littered the room, jerky movements he hardly recognized as his own.

Where am I?

The question wasn't one of location. It was one of identity. Where was the wise-cracking, nothing-can-bother-me person he had been when all this had started?

Disappeared when you killed your baby, man. Or at least put an axe in her head.

Then he felt something under a magazine. Rectangular. Hard. Soft plastic buttons.

And suddenly all the terror fell away, if only for a moment. He knew what it was before he pulled it out.

The remote.

"Hells to the yeah," he muttered.

Aaron looked at him. "What now?"

Christopher felt some of his glee disappear.

(COME. CLOSE. CLOSE.)

(ALMOST HERE.)
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CHRISTOPHER RAN BACK through the mangled door to the wet room – the room with the toilets, the shower, a few other necessities of life.

Mo was there, his hands being wrapped by Theresa, of all people. She looked almost apologetic as Christopher stuttered to a stop near her. "I couldn't just let this guy bleed," she rasped. "Besides," she gestured at Amulek, who was standing near with her with a machete at the ready. "He didn't really give me a choice."

"Right. Whatever." Christopher didn't have time to deal with that. He turned to Mo. "I need a cell phone, some electrical tape, and an iPod."

Mo managed a look of surprise through his pain. "You plan to play music into the hereafter?"

"Mo, as much as I love listening to you sound wise and mystical –"

(COME.)

(COME NOW.)

"– I really don't have time for it."

Mo looked at Amulek. Then at Theresa and Aaron. The expression on his face was clear.

Christopher shook his head. "They're not going to try anything."

"How do you know, e kare?"

"Because they know we're dead no matter what, unless whatever I'm planning works."

"And will it work?"

"I sure as hell hope so."

Mo gestured at Amulek. He moved back toward the front of the bunker.

Aaron went to Mo's side, helping Theresa with the man's wounds.

"You're the guy who shot me," said the cowboy. Christopher wondered if a small fight was about to break out.

"Yes," said Mo.

Instead of a fight, Aaron grunted. "Hell of a shot." He touched his shoulder, and Christopher realized the cowboy hadn't favored it in the least in the last minutes. He almost shivered. Sometimes Aaron didn't seem human.

No. Ken doesn't seem human. Aaron just seems creepy.

Mo grunted as well. "You also, cowboy."

Surprisingly, when Aaron tied off the final bandage around Mo's hands, he was smiling. Then the two seemed to be grinning like a pair of fools, apparently bound as brothers by their ability to murder one another at great distance.

The world's gone insane.

Then Amulek was back.

He handed Christopher what he had asked for.

What he hoped would keep them alive.
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HE PUT IT ALL TOGETHER quickly. The slowest parts were cracking open the remote and stripping the wires out of the iPod's earbuds. The other things – wiring the cell phone battery to the remote's circuit board and cross-wiring the circuit board itself – those were the work of only moments.

Which was good, because moments were all they had.

"What is it?" asked Aaron.

Christopher permitted himself a grin. "What, they don't teach this in special forces rodeo clown cowboy school?" Then, before Aaron could growl out a reply or simply murder him, he looked at Amulek. "Go get Hope."

"Do you think that a wise idea, e kare?" said Mo. "I have been... hearing things. In my mind." He hesitated. "I know you will think this mad, but –"

"It's the girls. We know. You're late to the party on that one, Mo." Christopher looked at Aaron. "Go with him. Get her here. Fast. Buck's with her and he's going to put up a fight. I need you to... convince him to let her come here with you."

"I get to take a poke at that sourpuss?" said Aaron. He cracked the knuckles of his good hand. "My pleasure."

"But I need him to come here as well. Conscious. It's important. Critical. Like, it's the best way to know if we're going to die or not."

"So I gotta bring the crazy alien girl and the guy who doesn't want to come along. Gotcha."

"Aaron," said Christopher as Amulek turned toward the kitchen, where Buck and Hope were confined. The cowboy turned back. "If you kill her, we're still going to die." He waved the contraption he had cobbled together. "This is it. This is our only hope. And I can prove it, but I don't have time right now. So if you screw around with this, we're all going to die. And I think... I think so will everyone who's still left in whatever's left of the world."

Aaron nodded.

Left.

Christopher went back to the final touches on what he had put together.

Please let this work.
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CHRISTOPHER HEARD THE hatch to the kitchen open.

(COME TO ME 

COME TO ME

COME TO ME)

The sound increased in his mind, a raw shriek that nearly pushed him off his feet. He saw it hit the others as well, saw it drive Theresa to her knees.

(COME TO ME

COME NOW

COME –)

He hit the "Volume Up" button on the TV remote.

(– now come now....)

He saw Theresa blinking. Saw Mo looking around like he was in a daze.

Short range. I'm not affected, but Mo and Theresa still are. There's just a small bubble around me.

He heard a struggle.

Realized he couldn't wait for Aaron and Amulek to deal with Buck and the seven-year-old the big man was protecting.

Instead, he ran to them.
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HE HEARD TWIN THUDS behind him. Theresa and Mo falling back as he left their presence.

That was fine. He was leaving them at the mercy of the shout/screech/shriek. But he was going to kill the source.

He hoped.

He ran down the small passage. Saw Aaron struggling with Buck as Amulek did his best to hold onto a screaming, flailing ball of arms and legs and hands and feet that moved so fast it could barely be made out as Hope. Saw them struggling as well with the scream that had to be incredibly intense at the positions they had taken – standing right on top of the source: the little girl.

(Help!

Help!

help.

hel....)

Christopher came within five feet of them. And as he did, Hope slumped. Buck weaved on his feet, then fell as well.

Aaron shook his head. Looked at his hands as though he had just witnessed a stunning magic trick: Now you see the big homicidal ex-construction worker, now you don't!

"What just happened?" he said.

Christopher shook his head. "No time to explain. Grab those two," he said, pointing at Hope and Buck with his free hand. His other gripped the jury-rigged remote.

"We've got to hurry."
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HE MOVED QUICKLY, BUT didn't run. Hard not to –

(How close are the things? How close are the hordes?

Are they still even coming our way?)

– but he managed to restrain himself to a fast walk. He had to make sure Aaron and Amulek stayed close. Very close. He didn't know what would happen if Hope went out of range of his little gizmo, but....

Probably not good.

"Stay close."

"How close?" asked Aaron. Amulek didn't speak. The kid hadn't spoken a word since Christopher had known him.

"Make me your new best friend, Aaron."

"Gotcha."

He caught Amulek looking at him. Raised eyebrow. Me, too?

"No. Buck's not as important. Just Hope has to stay close."

I hope.

He didn't add that last. And even managed not to gulp a la Shaggy from the Scooby Doo cartoons.

They entered the wet room. Theresa had managed to lean Mo against a cot. And as they entered Christopher heard something.

(Come. Come. I'm alone.

Easier now.

Maybe the Other gone.

Maybe the Other dead.

Come.)

The voice in his head was that second one. That strange one that was the same one he had been hearing all this time. But also different. Unique.

Lizzy.

"Stay close," he said again to Aaron. Unnecessary, since he could practically feel the cowboy's breath on his cheek.

He turned his attention to Theresa. "How is he?" he asked, gesturing at Mo.

"He'll live." She furrowed her brow. "I think."

Christopher gestured at Amulek. "Help her," he said. "Get everyone in the kitchen and get ready to close the hatch in a hurry.

Amulek nodded.

(Almost here.

Good.

Good.

Goooood.)

Christopher didn't wait to see if his instructions would be carried out. They either would, or people would die.

That was it.

And he couldn't change what was next.

All he could do was hope.
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(Hurry.

Hurry.

Hurr....)

THE SOUND DRIFTED AWAY as he grew closer. Whether that meant it was dying off completely, or simply being muffled around him, he couldn't tell. He suspected the latter.

He needed the former.

He and Aaron – the cowboy with Hope slung over his shoulder, unconscious and limp – got to the closed hatch that led to the sleeping area. It was secured with a belt – the same way Christopher guessed the one to the kitchen must have been held shut.

Aaron looked at him. "Want me to open it?" The cowboy had produced a short but very sharp-looking knife from somewhere.

Christopher nodded. Aaron slashed the belt.

Christopher wondered how close the hordes were.

He spun the wheel.

The door opened.

He saw Lizzy. The two-year-old had been standing against the door.

(Hurry.

Hur –)

She fell down. Crumpled into a ball on the floor. Eyes shut, looking for all the world like a normal toddler who had crashed after the world's most extreme sugar high.

And as she did something leaped out of the room beyond her. Straight at Christopher. A white and black blur. Something that weighed slightly less than he did, but what there was of it was all muscle.

And it was angry.

The snow leopard jumped at him, claws bared, teeth gleaming.

Sally growled, and the growl was one of pure rage. 
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THE SNOW LEOPARD LANDED with both paws against Christopher's chest, so high they were almost on his shoulders. They drove him down, slammed him to the floor of the bunker.

He almost let go of the remote. Almost let it clatter away into the hall.

That would have been doom.

Sally's face was inches from his. Snarling, drool dripping in thick ropes against his face.

Then the snow leopard blinked. Something passed over its eyes. Not recognition, exactly. Nothing so clear or defined. Something deeper. Perhaps an understanding that Christopher was something still unChanged in a world transformed.

The creature, he knew, was no longer what it had been. It was no longer the protector. No longer the friend.

It was simply a snow leopard again.

It looked up. Growled deep in its throat. Aaron took a step toward it, knife flashing in the light of the corridor.

Christopher whispered, "Don't."

He regretted it immediately. Sally looked back at him. Leaned in so close that hot breath washed over him. Whiskers tickled his face. He wanted to sneeze.

Sure. Sudden movements with a hundred-and-fifty-pound attack cat on you. Great.

He bit back the sneeze. Felt like his face was going to implode.

Then, suddenly, the weight was gone from his body.

The cat loped off down the short corridor that led to the wet room. Away.

Gone.

Aaron looked at him, stunned surprise on his face.

"What the hell is going on, son?"

"Not now."

Christopher scooped up Lizzy's tiny form. Tried not to think of the other child it reminded him of.

Little Carina. Beautiful. Small.

Changed.

Axe in her forehead.

Beyond her, he saw the also-unconscious form of Lizzy's mother: Maggie.

He shoved the remote in his pocket. Slung Maggie over his shoulder in a fireman's carry, then managed somehow to get Lizzy under his other arm. It was awkward, and he almost fell over twice in the maneuver. The only thing that kept him from pitching onto his face was pride – he'd be damned if he was going to trip in front of Aaron.

He slogged his way back into the corridor. Toward the wet room. "Stay close."

"Don't have to keep telling me that."

"What can I say? I'm needy."

The kitchen was a straight shot from the sleeping area.

The hatch was open.

There was no one in the kitchen.

The others were gone.
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CHRISTOPHER KEPT MOVING. In large measure it was simply a matter of momentum. He was going in this direction; he would keep going in this direction.

Inertia is a great substitute for thought. Before the Change it kept people in bad relationships, in dead-end jobs, in any number of situations they could have left. Now it just kept Christopher's feet pounding forward.

Even though there was nothing to move forward to.

And that saved his life. Because in another moment he would have left. He would have turned and gone looking for Mo and Amulek and Theresa and Buck. Would have left the TV remote – what he had made it into – with Aaron and the little girls and gone looking for the others.

It's the right thing to do, after all.

For some reason he thought of Dorcas. The farm woman who had sacrificed herself for the group.

He thought of Derek – Ken's son who had thrown himself to a death, and worse, to save his mother.

Of Sally, gone.

Of Ken, strange and alien.

Of all they had lost. An entire world.

And he ran forward. Into the empty kitchen.

And then, suddenly, the not-empty kitchen.
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CHRISTOPHER REMEMBERED rooting around in the bunker for supplies. Remembered bending over to look for something, and feeling an arrow at his cheek. Wondering how Amulek could have hidden from him, snuck up behind him.

Now he knew.

The side wall of the kitchen, near the back, split open silently. Beyond was another room, smaller than the kitchen but still roomy enough to hold Amulek, Mo, Theresa, and the still-unconscious form of Buck.

Amulek beckoned for them to come.

Aaron started forward.

"Wait." Christopher couldn't let him get ahead. And he wasn't ready to hide. Amulek had intuited that hiding was the next step of Christopher's plan – if you could even call it that – but he wasn't ready to go into that small room. Not yet.

He heard a sound.

It bounced in from the direction of the bunker's entrance. Grunting. Trilling.

The sound of footsteps.

The horde had arrived.

"Whatever you're going to do, son, do it fast," said Aaron.

Christopher spun. He dropped Maggie and Lizzy, then slammed the hatch shut.

And heard something slam into it on the other side at the same moment.
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THE ZOMBIES WERE FAST. Far faster than normal humans. They could spew acid that – near as Christopher could tell – burned through anything. And some of them had charming little buzz saws for faces that would turn the steel of the hatch to so much jagged metal in a matter of moments.

"E kare." Mo called quietly, weakly, from the hidden room. "Come. At least be with us. Fight with us at the last."

Christopher didn't move.

Aaron tugged at his sleeve.

Christopher still didn't move. He listened.

"Come on, son. We should go."

Christopher shook his head. "They decide to come in, then they'll come in and we're dead no matter what we do." He kept listening.

Shuffles. Scratches and scrapes.

But they were different than the last time the zombies had come into the bunker. That time, they had streamed in as an unstoppable river of death. Only Ken – in his own way as alien as they, and infinitely more frightening – had saved them.

But now....

The scratching on the other side of the hatch didn't sound determined. Didn't sound focused. It sounded like the demented clawing of a child who has found an obstacle it's not quite sure how to deal with. No, less. An animal, reduced to base instinct. A dog left in a room too long, needing to piss. Knowing it should leave, scratching the door to pieces then leaving a puddle all over the floor in spite of its efforts, then skulking off into the corner, confused and ashamed and not really sure why.

"You hear that?" Christopher said.

Aaron listened. He frowned. "What's going on out there?"

Not my imagination. He hears it, too.

"I think I know."

He looked at the remote in his hand. At Hope. At Lizzy.

"I think I know how to stop this. At least some of it."

"You gonna explain that, son?"

"After."

"After what?"

Christopher pressed his ear to the hatch.

Scratch. Scratch-scratch. Scraaaatch.

Sounded like a lot of them out there. Dozens? A hundred?

"After they leave."

If they leave.

He thought they would.

Hoped they would.

Please, God, let me be right on this. We could use a break, and that would be fair, after all the crap You've put us through.

But he thought of the Bible school he'd attended when he was fourteen. And thought of the one great lesson he'd learned during his time there: God may or may not be real, He may or may not even be loving. But "fair" was not something He seemed to worry overmuch about.
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THE SOUNDS WENT ON a long time.

Christopher didn't know how long. Not really. It seemed like hours, but it could just as well have been minutes or days. There was no way of telling time, not here in the bunker, with the lights ever bright and no sun or moon to give a hint. He put Lizzy down at his feet. Motioned for Aaron to prop Hope beside him.

Aaron did, then went to help tend to Mo.

"How is he?" asked Christopher. Only then did he realize that Mo was no longer being looked after. Instead, Amulek and Theresa had stripped off Aaron's shirt and were working on binding a nasty wound on his shoulder: the spot where Mo had shot him.

Aaron was white-faced as they worked, but he didn't make a sound. Mo was propped up on a wall nearby, and his face was just as impassive. But Christopher sensed an admiration in the Māori, one warrior to another.

Scratch....

Scratch....

Those weren't the only sounds. Things fell in the other room. The sounds of items breaking, of boxes tumbling to the floor, of glass shattering – all these made it through the thick metal of the hatch.

Then, slowly, they ceased.

Christopher realized that Aaron was standing beside him again. The older man's ear pressed against the hatch as well.

"Think they're gone?"

"I think so."

"They could have just come in. Burned in or chewed in."

"I know."

"But they didn't."

"I know."

"And you know why they didn't." It wasn't a question.

Christopher nodded. "I think so. I'm pretty sure."

"You care to enlighten us now?"

Christopher looked at Mo. "When I was in the hospital part of the bunker earlier, I thought I saw an ultrasound machine. That right?"

Mo nodded. He pushed himself painfully to his feet. Torn bits of cloth shrouded his hands completely. He had fought off one of the zombie buzz saws with his bare hands, and Christopher doubted he would ever use those hands again.

He kind of doubted it. And for some reason that hit him harder than many of the deaths he had seen. To die was one thing. To Change another. But for a hunter – a warrior – to lose his hands?

God, what do we have to do to get through this?

"I do have one such machine, e kare," said the Māori. "I thought it might be prudent to have one: they are very useful for finding certain internal injuries."

"Good."

Christopher listened through the hatch again. Silence.

Which didn't mean there were no zombies out there. There could be more, one or two or a hundred, just creeping around on cat-zombie-feet.

He put a hand on the wheel that would open the hatch. Looked at Aaron. "Feeling lucky?"
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HE SPUN THE WHEEL.

Cracked open the hatch.

Even if he was right about what was happening – about what he might have done with the girls – there was no guarantee he wasn't signing his own death warrant right now.

A crazy zombie was a deadly zombie.

Would a confused zombie be any less terrifying?

But when he looked through the crack he opened between hatch and jamb, he saw nothing but an empty room.

He opened it a bit wider.

Still nothing.

Wider.

Then open all the way.

The room was empty.

He stood absolutely still for a long time. His body was rigid, as though every muscle had tensed in aid of his hearing.

He heard only the silence of an empty place. The few breaks in the quiet came from behind him: Aaron's slightly ragged breathing, the near-silent whispers of Theresa's and Amulek's clothes as they shifted ever-so-slightly.

Christopher picked up Lizzy. Aaron, unbidden, picked up the still-unmoving Hope. He looked at Mo. "You up to guiding me through how to use the ultrasound?" he said.

Mo pushed himself to his feet. He went three shades whiter under the permanent gray/black of his tattoos, but made no sound, no complaint. Just nodded. "Of course." The tone of his voice made it clear that Christopher had just asked a foolish question.

Amulek and Theresa took up positions behind the hunter, ready to aid him. He waved them off. "See to the others," he murmured, as though he weren't the man with the greatest wounds – as though he weren't wounded at all. He pointed at Buck, then Maggie. Both still unconscious. "Bring them," he said. He looked at Christopher. "We should keep them with us, should we not, e kare?"

Christopher nodded with a certainty he didn't feel.

Amulek went to Buck. It was almost ludicrous, the disparity in their sizes was so great. But Amulek hoisted the big man onto his shoulders as though Buck weighed nothing at all. Theresa, wounded and barely managing to stay on her feet herself, could only grab Maggie by the arms and pull her along the floor.

A strange caravan, passing in a tight knot through a bunker that had been destroyed by a throng of zombies. But the destruction was haphazard. Tornado destruction: one thing utterly decimated, the next untouched. It wasn't the complete, focused attacks they had shown of late. It was....

They've lost something.

And Christopher thought – hoped – he knew what it was.

The hospital area – he guessed someone more pro-style than he was would call it an "infirmary," like in Star Trek or some other hard-core-geek show – was slightly less of a mess. Like the zombies hadn't cared to delve this deep into the bunker.

Like they'd gotten bored.

Or lost.

Please, let it be lost.

The ultrasound was tipped over, and for a moment Christopher worried it might be broken. If that were the case he'd have a helluva harder time convincing his friends of what was going on.

I'll have a helluva harder time convincing me.

But when he tipped it back onto its wheels and pressed the sequence of buttons Mo directed him to, it turned on. The monitor showed the operating system boot screen, then went to the view seen in countless television shows and movies: a wide, inverted cone on a field of gray, with a series of numbers and letters along the sides, top, bottom.

"What now?" asked Aaron.

Christopher had put Lizzy on the floor next to the machine. Now he hoisted her up and put her on the closest examining table. She was only wearing a diaper, her belly exposed, and he pushed the ultrasound wand against her stomach.

"Now," he said, "we see what's living inside her."
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HE DIDN'T KNOW WHAT he'd expected.

No, that's not true. You know exactly what you expected. It just wasn't this.

All he got was grays. Grimy-looking, slimy. Pockets of black that he figured were organs or voids or something like that.

Dammit, Jim, I'm a post-apocalyptic survivor, not a doctor.

Holy crap, Christopher, what's up with the Star Trek references?

"Um, son, you planning on showin' us something?" Aaron didn't sound exasperated – not exactly. But he did sound a bit hurried. Made sense. If life had taught all of them anything in the past days, it was that death was always coming. Rest and respite were short-lived illusions.

The things had left.

They would be back.

It was only a matter of when. Not if.

"Just... just... give me a sec."

He moved the wand over the girl's stomach. Her chest. Wondered for a moment if doing that might give her cancer or something.

Don't be stupid, Christopher. 

Where is it?

Is it even here?

It has to be.

Aaron's hand closed over his, and he realized he hadn't just been passing the wand over her body, he'd been whipping it back and forth. Moving it so quickly it left friction burns on Lizzy's stomach, her chest. He hadn't even been looking at the monitor. Hadn't looked, because he had known.

Not there.

It's not there.

Oh, shit, what do we do now?

Aaron's hand was firm. Callused. Strong. He took the wand away. "Son, whatever you were looking for isn't there."

Christopher stared dully at his hands. Realized suddenly how much he had hoped for this moment. Not in a "gee-golly-it's-Christmas-I-hope-I-got-a-pony" way, but in the way a cancer patient might hope for a miracle cure. The way a death row inmate might hope for that last-second call from the governor.

And now... nothing.

Aaron put the wand back in its holder. Went to turn off the ultrasound.

Christopher's eyes were downcast.

He saw the remote. Sticking out of his pocket.

At the same time, Aaron said, "We've got to have a talk about your little gizmo, though."

And that was enough. Hope flared, if only for a moment. Hope flared, and that momentary brightness brought memory to light.

(Something was there in the blackness with him. Something young, but somehow old as well. It writhed up and down a ladder.... The ladder the thing crawled on was familiar....)

He slapped Aaron's hand away. Grabbed the wand in the same motion. And in the next he flipped Lizzy roughly onto her stomach. He almost apologized to Maggie for treating her daughter so roughly.

But Maggie's not here. Not really. Asleep. Just like Buck. Just like both the girls.

Aaron started to reach for him.

Christopher planted the wand in the middle of Lizzy's back.

(... a ladder....)

The view on the monitor shifted.

Aaron's hand closed on Christopher's.

And Theresa screamed. Mo said something under his breath – something harsh and biting: a curse, perhaps, or perhaps a bitter prayer asking how such a thing could be.

(... a ladder....)

No, not a ladder... a spine.

"Good God," whispered Aaron. "What is that?"
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"THIS IS WHY KILLING the girls wouldn't have mattered," said Christopher.

He heard Aaron's question in his mind: "What is that?" And wanted to shy away from the answer. Because it was, in a way, madness. It was a look into the darkness that frightens every child. A glance into the nightmares that we grow out of. But the reason we grow out of them is because we live through enough nights where nothing comes for us that we manage to convince ourselves that the monsters aren't real.

I survived a thousand nights. Two thousand. Ten thousand.

The monsters never came.

So they can't be real.

There's nothing in the darkness.

I'm safe.

And what Christopher was looking at now gave lie to all that. Made a mockery of it in a way that not even the zombies – not the living ones, not the undead – could manage.

The spine was easy to spot. It looked like a bridge on the ultrasound. Ridges of white, larger spaces of gray in a suspended series of slats that traversed the child's midsection.

No. Not a bridge.

A ladder.

And on the ladder, climbing sideways from rung to fallen rung....

She.

How Christopher knew it was a she he couldn't say. But he did know. And she meant to bring a new order, a new creation to this world. The end of the world for humanity would be a new Eden for... whatever it was.

She moved along Lizzy's spine. Long, languid. A bit like a centipede, with too many limbs, big enough and hard enough that the ultrasound picked them up easily. But at the same time, she was thin, and twisted along the bones, through the muscle with an ease that should have been impossible.

Not only that....

Christopher rubbed his eyes. "Did you see that?" he said.

"Yeah," said Aaron.

The creature had... moved. But not with that sliding, pulling motion. Suddenly it had seemed to phase out, gliding not through bone and flesh but through existence itself. It had fuzzed out on the ultrasound, and then reappeared a few inches away.

Aaron turned Christopher gently toward him. "I think...." He glanced at the monitor, where the thing still writhed along the architecture of little Lizzy's spine. "I think you have a bit of explaining to do, son."
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CHRISTOPHER ALMOST started talking.

And that, he realized, would have been a mistake.

He was a jumble of thoughts. A ragged tumble of panicked ideas and half-composed plans that had only now been proven to have both reality and validity. And if he had started talking right away, what he said wouldn't have made any sense.

Hell, reality barely makes sense right now.

So instead of talking, he just looked at it. At her.

The thing danced. A strangely hypnotic motion along Lizzy's back. Up, down, in, out. Threading the toddler's spine like a needle. Moving in and out of the vertebrae in such a way that the spinal cord should have severed, the nerves should have been destroyed. But somehow... somehow Lizzy had walked. She hadn't even been impacted in the slightest.

At least, not physically.

After a moment, Christopher moved the infant off the table. He lay her on her stomach on the floor at his feet – careful to keep her near, so careful... because if she strayed too far....

He shivered.

He lifted Hope out of Aaron's arms. Put her on the table. Face-down.

He put the wand on her back.

Maggie screamed.

"What's that? What's that thing, what's going on where am I what's that thing in my baby?"
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CHRISTOPHER JERKED at the sound. So did Aaron and Theresa. Only Amulek and Mo seemed to take Maggie's screams somewhat in stride, though even they clearly hadn't noticed her return to consciousness.

Christopher wasn't surprised that she had awakened. He had expected it. Had hoped for it. Still, he hadn't really been ready for the screaming.

Then again, she had been through a lot. Son dead, then Changed into... something. Something not a zombie, but more.

Then husband gone.

She doesn't know he's back. She didn't see.

And now this.

She screamed again. This time no words, just a long, whistling shriek that cut off with a series of jitters as Aaron took her shoulders and gave her a quick set of shakes.

"Maggie. Maggie!"

She turned to face the cowboy. Screamed again. Clawed at his face. "Get away from us!"

And of course that made sense, too. Because he'd been with Elijah. He'd been one of the ones who wanted to kill her little girls.

Is he still after them?

The answer came as Aaron somehow used his one good hand to wrap Maggie's flailing arms into a pretzel. "Stop," he said. Then, as she continued to scream that high-pitched shriek, he said it again. "Stop!"

"Get away from us. Get away from my babies!"

"Maggie, I'm not going to do anything to them. We're trying...." He glanced at the ultrasound monitor. "We're trying to help them!"

Maggie's thrashing slowed. Petered out. Died. She looked at the monitor. Saw what was there.

Another one of the things. Like the first it was long, gave the sense of being formed of segments like a centipede or millipede. But where the other had swung from bone to bone, had thrust bony legs through muscle and tendon, this one seemed to have flagella that waved in impossible currents as it swam through Hope's back.

Up and down, back and forth in languid turns that reminded Christopher less of the motions of an insect and more of the smooth turns of a fish in a tank that was too small for it.

"Please...." Maggie turned to him. He didn't know whether that was because she sensed he knew what was going on or simply because she didn't trust Aaron. Either way, he suddenly felt the weight of a mother's desperation, hope, love, anguish. It almost crippled him. "Please, tell me what's going on."

He looked at Amulek. "Get her a chair." Then back at Maggie. "You're going to want to sit down."
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MAGGIE SAT DOWN, BUT Christopher still didn't speak. He waited, waited. His thoughts were more or less ordered now, and he was pretty sure what he wanted to say.

He just wanted to wait for Maggie to calm down.

Sure. Because that's going to happen.

But she did. At least enough that she managed to stop screaming, to stop talking, to stop whimpering. She sat in silence. Her hands twisted over and around each other in compulsive motions, but other than that she was still. As composed as could reasonably be hoped for. More so.

Everyone here is strong. So much stronger than we could expect.

Again, that sense of fate. That sense that all this – all that had happened – had brought them together. Brought them to this particular moment. This particular place.

That it was... because it had to be.

Christopher waited another moment. This time to see if Buck would wake. Then he realized it might be nice to have everyone but Mr. Crabbypants know what was going on.

He actually had to keep himself from grinning at the thought. At the look on Buck's face when he found out everyone knew more than he did.

"Okay, here's what we know," he said. "Half the world turned into zombies in ten minutes. The whole world." He looked around. "Which Aaron says speaks to some kind of coordinated movement."

"An attack," said Aaron.

Christopher nodded. "Right. And there's also the fact that they kept looking up and doing their 'World's Creepiest Breathers' thing. Downloading. And whatever they downloaded turned their brains to slime."

"This is very interesting, e kare. How do you know they are downloading? And what are they downloading?" said Mo.

Christopher had to mentally readjust as he realized as the Māoris had been hunkered down here during a lot of the Change. They might well have missed a lot of what the survivors had seen.

"Well," said Christopher, "we don't know. But did you see them breathing?"

"Often."

"Not just breathing," Theresa interjected. She sounded irritated. Like Christopher was doing a supremely bad job explaining things.

I probably am.

"Every so often – at least at the beginning – they'd all look up and breathe this weird gaspy panting. All in time, like they were all linked together. They didn't seem to see or hear anything around them when it happened, either," said Theresa. "Gave me and Elijah and my brother... gave us a chance to escape a few times." She paused in the middle of her sentence, and Christopher remembered that her brother had died protecting the survivors, just as Elijah had died trying to kill them.

Aaron covered the uncomfortable silence. "We think they were downloading instructions. Or maybe whatever caused the Change in the first place was continuing to... evolve them." He spread his hands. "At first they were just zombies. Rabid humans, more like. Then they were could secrete acid. Then they could climb walls, and on and on and change after change. Eventually, even the dead rose up and came after us."

Mo nodded, imperturbable as always.

"Right," said Christopher. "And when you crack them in the head, the pink sludge – the receptor that their brain has turned into – is destroyed. So their communication is severed from... from whatever. And they go nuts."

"What does that have to do with the girls? And that gizmo you made?" asked Aaron.

"And why didn't the zombies attack us the last time?" said Theresa.

"I'm getting to that," said Christopher. He flashed a quick smile at Theresa. She didn't smile back, but her glare seemed to be half-strength this time, which he counted as a win.

Focus, Don Juan.

"Fast-forward a bit. We found the girls all wrapped up in that spiderwebby stuff on top of the Wells Fargo Center. Along with their brother and with Maggie and Buck. Also: surrounded by zombies, who showed no signs of hurting them."

"Wrong," said Aaron. "They tried to hurt them plenty."

"No," said Christopher. "They tried to hurt us, and the others got caught in the crossfire. Or maybe they did try to hurt them, because the queens weren't old enough yet. Or –"

"What the hell do you mean, 'queens'?" said Aaron. "You're not making much sense."

"Sorry. Got ahead of myself." Christopher took a breath. "Let's just assume for a second that the zombies weren't trying to hurt the girls. Just go with me."

"Okay," said Buck.

Christopher looked to the source of the voice. The big man was sitting against one of the medical tables. He looked pale, with twin spots of bright red on his cheeks. But he was awake, and paying close attention.

"How long have you been awake?" said Christopher.

"Since you started on with the zombies being downloaded," said Buck.

"That was the whole thing," said Christopher. "So you know everything I've said. Geez!"

Buck scowled. "Whaddya mean, 'geez'?"

"Just I... ahh, nothing." Christopher threw his hands in the air. "You take all the fun out of things, even when you don't mean to, Clucky."

Buck bristled. "You –"

"Focus," said Maggie. "This isn't the time."

Christopher felt shame burn inside him. His whole life he'd had the tendency to act in wildly inappropriate ways.

Good to know the Change didn't change everything, at least.

He turned back to the monitor, which still showed the thing moving along Hope's spine. That was enough to bring him back on point. He shuddered. "So all that happened fast. But we're forgetting something else that happened. Something that killed a lot of people, but had nothing to do with the zombies. At least, not directly."

It took a moment, then Aaron said, "The cell phones."
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MO SPOKE. "WHAT OF the cell phones?"

"If you tried to make a call, they killed you," said Aaron.

"How?" Mo looked confused.

Buck looked even more confused than the Māori. "You didn't try to make any calls?"

"I have never owned a cellular phone, my friend."

"What, do you just send messages by beating on hollow logs or something?"

Amulek reddened, but Mo didn't take the slightest offense. "Logs are impractical. We use smoke signals. Also, we wrap paper messages around rocks and throw them very far." He rubbed his bad shoulder lightly. "Alas, this was my good hand." Then he grew serious. "I dislike things that masquerade as convenience but are in fact a leash binding you to the convenience of others."

"Whatever." Buck rolled his eyes. "If you tried to call someone, there was this... what? I never did it, so what would you call it?" He looked at the rest of the group.

"A feeling, I think you'd call it," said Aaron. "I tried to call someone, and all I wanted to do was lay down and die. Dorcas – a friend –" He swallowed, and his eyes grew bright for a moment. Then he blinked back the half-formed tears. "She saved me. Knocked the phone away. But we saw people who didn't have someone there to save them. They'd just lay down and died. For no reason. Just had their hearts stop with the cell phones at their ears." He shook his head. "Damn strange."

"Right," said Christopher. He held out the TV remote. "But that brings me – nearly – to this." He looked at Lizzy. At Hope. "I think that whatever downloaded itself into half the world's population tried to download itself into all of us. But it couldn't. Some of us – half of us – had some kind of resistance. But whatever attacked us accounted for that, too. There was a more direct method of receiving the download."

"The bite," said Theresa.

Christopher nodded. "And the pretty lady wins a brand new car!" He looked at the others. "Somehow the bite focuses a direct... blast, for lack of a better term, of the download. A focused beam of the message. Enough to overcome whatever immunity we have. To Change even those of us who resisted the initial attack. That explains what happened to Ken, too: he only got a partial beam."

"You mean, why he didn't change all the way?" said Maggie.

Christopher hesitated.

"She needs to know." Aaron waited.

So why do I have to tell her?

But he did. Told her about burying her husband. About the subsequent zombie attack. About Ken – what had once been Ken – coming back and saving them. Then about his leaving.

"Where is he now?"

"We don't know."

"Was he still... was there anything still him?"

"I think so. He seemed to recognize us. He saved us, after all."

"But he didn't say anything," said Aaron. "We don't understand what happened to him, or what he is, how much of him may or may not be left."

Maggie folded her hands across her lap. "He's still him," she said. Christopher couldn't tell if it was a declaration of faith, some kind of prayer. Or if it was the last grasping hope of someone who has found a lost loved one, only to be told she would lose him again.

"So what comes next?" said Buck. His voice was gentle. That always surprised Christopher. The guy could be a major pain and a prize-winning bitcher, but as often as not he also found a way to be the one who consoled those in the group who were suffering.

Probably one of the reasons why Christopher liked him so much.

To my eternal shame.

"What comes next.... Right." Christopher pulled his gaze away from Maggie. Back to the TV remote. "So whatever is downloading is working – at least partly – on the frequencies of the cell networks. And even though I'm not a super-cool special forces guy or an awesome Māori warrior who can use a bow and arrow to shoot the nuts off a mosquito or even a lame out of work contractor –"

"Hey!" Buck shouted.

"– I still know a thing or two." He grinned. "Like how to bring down a cell network using only my mad skills and a few household items."
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AARON FROWNED. "NOT possible."

Buck nodded. "You can't bring down cell towers or satellites using a TV remote."

"No, but I can stop a particular cell phone – or two – from transmitting or receiving transmissions." Christopher shook the remote in Buck's face. "That's right, sucker. Fear and tremble at my mighty anarchist skills." He pointed to the "volume up" button. "I cross a few wires, hook it all up to a cell battery, and I have a low range cell phone jammer. Highly illegal, and the kind of thing the FCC would normally come down on you like a hammer for. But since they're all wandering around looking for things to mangle – business as usual for the government, I guess – I don't feel bad using it. Also: saving the world."

Aaron looked at the remote. "You'll have to show me how you made that."

"Sure thing. You can come over to my place on Tuesday and we'll do that over beers and some chips."

"What does this matter to my children?" whispered Maggie. "Can this save them?"

"I don't know." Any jubilation melted from him. He looked at the ultrasound monitor again. "Here's what I think. I think...." His voice fell to nothing. His mouth was suddenly dry.

"What?" Buck sounded irritated.

Of course he does. Because he doesn't know.

"This has to do with the voices, doesn't it?" asked Theresa. "The two voices in our heads?"

"Yeah," said Christopher. "Only...." He gulped. Mouth still dry, it felt like he was chewing on sand. "Only I counted three."

The others looked confused. Theresa shook her head. "I heard two." She pointed at Lizzy, at Hope. "I figured – I knew somehow – that it was them."

"That was just now, right? Right before I zapped them with my magic wand?" He waved the remote. She nodded. "Yeah. But you want to know how I knew there'd be something in there?" He pointed at Hope's back. At the ultrasound.

"I was curious about that," said Buck. "You're not usually smart enough to figure stuff out."

Christopher stuck his tongue out at the guy. It made him feel a little better. "Before, when Buck and Sally were about to murder each other... I think the things in the girls were doing that. I think they had chosen protectors – Lizzy had Sally, Hope had Buck. No one else thought it was weird how a two-year-old was using a snow leopard as a pillow? And how a geriatric patch of crab grass had adopted a nice girl like Hope?"

"Christopher," Aaron said warningly.

"Fine," said Christopher. "Anyway, at first, Sally and Buck were protective toward both girls, then... they kind of chose sides. Or had sides chosen. And then suddenly the girls decided to kill each other. But they didn't do it themselves: they had their guardians do the work. Only someone stopped it."

"Momma," said Mo.

"Right," said Christopher. "Maggie. Sorta like Ken, I think when she was all wrapped up in that gunk in the Wells Fargo building she missed getting a full shot of whatever juju the girls had. But she got enough to scream in our minds. Loud enough that it knocked some of us out. But...." He held up a finger. Waggled it in his best imitation of a prep school teacher. "And here's the important thing: When I fell down, I touched Lizzy's foot. And I had... I dunno what you'd call it, exactly. A vision, maybe. I saw what was in her. I knew it was there. I knew something was growing in her. But I also heard something else. The thing that's really pulling all the strings."

("DIE. DIE AND BE REBORN AND LIVE FOREVER IN ME.")

His mouth worked as he tried to swallow. That sand feeling returned. "It wanted us dead. Dead as part of it. It wanted us to join it, to be it. But under it –

("Come see, come serve, come save.")

" – there was another voice, too. And I got the feeling that was something that was, in a weird way, part of the Big Bad, fighting some small battle. But losing fast."

He looked at Maggie. "I think that was Derek."
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MAGGIE GASPED. HER hand went to her mouth. "How?" she whispered.

Buck raised a hand. "Yes, Buck?" said Christopher. "Do you have to go number one, or number two?"

Buck's eyes narrowed. "You know what I think?"

"I'm holding my breath."

"You said you heard three different voices in your head. I counted five in your little story: Maggie, her three kids, and this mastermind thing. So I think you suck at counting." Then, before Christopher could issue a crushing and appropriately sarcastic reply, he sighed and added, "But you're right. You're right about all of it."

Theresa snorted. "Well, I think you've all lost your minds. I think we need to do something about these girls, and I think it needs to be more than just zap them with a remote."

"What do you know?" Buck shouted the words. More than shouted – screamed them. "Where were you when this began? How long have you been with us? How long did you wait before you decided to kill Lizzy and Hope?" His breath came in ragged bursts, almost looking painful. Then he sank into himself. "I think he's right because I've been feeling different. I've been feeling close to Hope. And she's a good kid and I like her, but it's not really in me to go mano a mano with a damn jungle cat for a kid, no matter how much I like her. Grab her and run from the thing, yeah. But try and fight it tooth and nail? That's... that's just crazy. And...." His eyes took on a sharp cast, a haunted look. "I've heard them, too. I've heard the voices. Heard them all."

"What do you think they want?" asked Aaron.

"I think the loudest one... the farthest one... I think he's calling the girls. It – he – wants them, most of all," said Buck.

"And them – the things in them? What's their role in all this?" said Aaron.

"I don't know." Buck looked at his big hands, loose in his lap, as though they might hold answers.

"I do." Everyone looked back at Christopher. "At least, I think I do."

"Well," said Aaron after a moment, "don't be shy, son. Speak up."

Christopher finally shrugged. "They're bees."
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SURPRISINGLY, BUCK wasn't the one to laugh. Theresa beat him to that honor. A quick grunt that had little humor and cut Christopher more than he would have expected.

He had spent most of his life proving that he shouldn't have any responsibility given to him; that he wasn't ready for it – and probably never would be. Now he wished with his whole heart he had a bit of Aaron's gravitas, was more someone that people could just trust.

He needed Ken. They'd believe Ken.

Ken's not here. They'll have to settle for you, Christopher. Quit with the one-man pity party and get this done.

"Hear me out," he said. "You know how bees reproduce?"

Theresa rolled her eyes. "I would assume when a Mommy bee and a Daddy bee fall in love, they get married and –"

Christopher cut her off. "Look, Theresa. I gotta admit, for some reason I am tremendously attracted to you even though you're not my type and you tried to kill me and my friends. But will you cut the sarcasm for a minute and either add something helpful to the mix or just shut up?"

Her mouth snapped shut so hard he thought he heard her teeth clack together. No one else made a sound, but for some reason Christopher thought he saw an approving twinkle in Mo's eyes. Like, "Good, young warrior, you have finally found your balls."

For some reason, Christopher wanted to beat his chest and do a Tarzan yell.

Focus. Not the time for ADD.

"Here's what happens with bees: The eggs are all the same. Every single bee is born to be a drone, basically. But the queen lays certain eggs in a substance called royal jelly. Because they're born in this different environment, the larvae develop into new queens. They're called virgin queens. And guess what the first thing is that they do after achieving maturity?" He looked around the room.

Aaron was looking from Hope to Lizzy. Then to Buck, then back at the girls. "They kill each other."

Christopher nodded. "Until only one is left."

"What happens with that one?" Maggie spoke so quietly that she could barely be heard.

"She mates."
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"WHAT DO YOU MEAN, 'she mates'?" demanded Buck. "What could that –"

"It means all this – all that's happened – it's just the first wave. We're not seeing the final result, we're just seeing the house cleaning before the new owners arrive," said Aaron.

Christopher nodded. "Yeah, I think so. I think Derek – who was also in the webbing, who also got a shot of whatever the girls got – is hosting a, well, a king, I guess you'd say. And the girls have queens. Immature at first, but now they see each other as threats. So they have two jobs: to get to the king, and to kill their rival."

Maggie shuddered. Made a strangled noise. Mo put a hand on her shoulder. "Be strong, mother. Whāia te iti kahurangi ki te tūohu koe me he maunga teitei."

Christopher doubted that Maggie understood what the Māori had just said – he sure as hell didn't – but she nodded and drew a hand across her eyes. Sat a bit straighter.

"We've stopped them, though, right?" she said. "We've stopped the girls?" She nodded at his remote.

Christopher shook his head. "This doesn't shut down the signal. It just jams it. I think instead of laying eggs, these things – whatever they are, wherever they come from – they infect us with waves, with energy. And my super-awesome-genius toy here just keeps the waves from moving past a certain point. So I think the queens are broadcasting, and I know the king still is. Just the waves aren't getting through a little bubble I've managed to create. That's why the zombies got – well, lost, I guess you'd call it – when they came back the second time. The queens were calling them, and suddenly the call disappeared. The zombies were on their own. And they don't do well on their own."

"That would explain why they were attacking each other on their way here, too." said Aaron.

Christopher nodded. "Right. The queens now see each other as a threat. So any zombies nearby are going to break into teams, and are going to try to kill zombies on the wrong side, as well as us. Unless, I guess, they're zombies under the control of the king. Like that big burned bastard that bit Derek. And –" He glanced at Aaron, but saw no way around it. "And Dorcas. I think those two are with Derek in some special way. Like the Imperial Guard in Star Wars."

Oh, dear Lord, I've gone full-metal nerd.

"Then what do we do?" Maggie's eyes were dry, but red-rimmed, glassy. "How do we get my children back?"

"I...." Christopher shook his head. "I don't know."

"So you don't know everything," said Buck. "And suddenly the world makes sense again." He didn't say it as a joke, and Christopher felt the words not as sarcastic jabs, but as black humor that only darkened the situation. Irony in the last, because what would ever make sense in a world that had cast out order and sanity and replaced it with... this?

"I am sorry," said Mo suddenly.

"For what?" said Christopher. The big hunter had done nothing but save them and then show them a hospitality above and beyond any they could have expected – standing with them and shedding blood to protect virtual strangers.

Fate. It's meant to be.

"I fear I brought them." He looked at his hands, mangled and swathed in makeshift bandages. "When you and Amulek went to bury your friend, I opened the door to the bunker. And that is the way the creatures entered. I fear the little girls called with these transmissions, and the creatures followed the calls. Like sharks following bits of octopus in the water. If only I had kept the hatch shut, perhaps they would not have come after us."

Christopher shook his head. "Don't be dumb, Mo. You saved us. And I think that the transmissions probably would have gotten out sooner or later. If anyone has to apologize, it's us. We got you into this."

"No. It was meant to be that you come here. That we be with you."

Amulek nodded. And Christopher felt oddly moved by the words and by the teen's agreement. Looking around, he saw that the others felt the same. Even Aaron and Theresa looked as though the world had brightened, if only a bit.

"Thanks," he said. "But like I said. None of this was your fault. Lizzy and Hope were behind the hatches to the kitchen and sleeping area when the zombies came, so the transmissions probably would have gotten out regardless. None of it was your –"

"Oh, hell," said Theresa.

"What?" Christopher felt panic well up. What now? What was the world throwing at them?

"I think I know what we can do. Maybe a way to stop this." For the first time since he had met her, Theresa smiled – fully and completely grinned. "Maybe a way to stop all of it."
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MAGGIE LOOKED AT THERESA, and now a new shine was in her eyes. Hope and fear in equal parts.

Christopher had never realized before how closely the two were related. Not just two sides of the same coin, but more like colors that bled into one another. Hoping for something's existence meant a necessary terror borne of the knowledge it could die. And fear met its end only in hope – often irrational, but still alive and with roots in the terror that was the only reason for its existence.

"What do you mean?" asked Maggie. "How can... can...." Her voice choked to silence. She tried to continue. Couldn't.

Theresa's smile melted away. She still looked hopeful. The smile that she had worn had changed her face; made it not merely attractive as it had been since Christopher had first laid eyes on her, but flat-out beautiful. Even now, without the smile, the beauty was still there, though more restrained. Hope in the face of nightmare.

None of them had awoken from the night of terror... but Theresa seemed to think there might actually be a dawn.

"You said they infect us with this download?" she said. "And that the girls weren't mature at first, so maybe that's why the zombies just attacked them, and why they didn't attack each other?"

"Yeah." Christopher nodded. A thought hit him. "That might be why Maggie wasn't infected with a queen, and why Buck didn't end up with a king. Maybe they were just too old to be hosts." He laughed, then added, "Especially Buck."

Buck bristled. Theresa hurried on, "So maybe they're still young."

No one spoke. Aaron finally said, "I don't think we follow, Theresa."

"What if...." She struggled for a moment, looking for the right words. "You know how you said the zombies downloaded at first? Until they were completely changed to what they needed to be?" Christopher nodded. So did Buck, in perfect time. Again he wondered how much they were really alike.

Please, God, kill me now.

"Well, what if the girls are still downloading?" she said.

"They aren't," said Buck.

Aaron shook his head. "Nope. They haven't done that breathing thing, not like the others. Not for a while, at least."

"No," Theresa agreed. "But they are still changing. We know that. They're changing in a way that allows them to call the zombies. To call and choose guardians, and put those guardians under their control. They're changing in ways that allow them to make the zombies attack each other. And if we're right that these things evolve with downloads, then maybe the queens are still getting some broadcasts, just like they're broadcasting. Not from whatever changed the zombies in general, maybe from a closer source, like –"

"The king," said Maggie. Her voice hitched, choked.

"Yeah," said Theresa. "Changing for him, so they'll be ready when he finds them."

"So?" said Buck. "What does it matter if they're still changing?"

Christopher looked at the ultrasound monitor. The thing it showed was hard to look at. Not just because it was dancing along a little girl's spine, clinging to bone and swimming through flesh. There was also that disconcerting way it –

He pointed. "There," he said. He didn't speak loudly, but everyone looked immediately. Just in time to see what he had seen.

The thing – the queen – faded. Just as it had done a number of times before. Not as though it was passing out of the range of the ultrasound, but like it was simply disappearing. Leaving the range not merely of sight but of reality itself.

"I bet that has something to do with it," he said.

"What?" said Buck. "What's it doing?"

(It writhed up and down a ladder, trickled on legs that phased in and out of reality, appendages that Christopher couldn't quite see because they existed in so many different places – not just spots in this world, but spots in many worlds – at once.)

"I think it's going someplace else. Getting instructions, getting its... its download instructions, then coming back here."

"Yeah," said Buck. He whispered the word, and for a moment he looked almost hypnotized. "Yeah, that sounds right. That's what she's doing." He shook his head. Rubbed his mouth with the back of his hand. Christopher remembered his father doing that a few times when he'd had one too many drinks on those rare occasions they'd actually been home together. The movement of a man caught in something that he both wanted and despised.

Buck's still under the spell. At least a little.

What will happen when it takes control of him again?

Buck shook his head. "Okay," he said, and his face furrowed in the familiar creases of irritation with the universe. "So they're still getting signals. What does that mean? What does it help us?" His big hands clenched into fists, and for a moment Christopher worried that the big man might be the one to attack the girls. Might try to stop the thing that was trying to take over his will, to subsume his existence in something alien and ugly.

Amulek put a hand on Buck's shoulder. Buck put his own hand atop the teen's. Clenched it so hard his knuckles glowed. "What can we do?" he said.

"It's not enough to stop the signal with your little gizmo," said Theresa.

Christopher looked at the monitor. Watched the queen phasing in and out. And almost jumped as she returned, because... was she larger now?

He shook his head. "No," he said. "No, I don't think my 'little gizmo' is enough – turns out size does matter. And I don't think we have much time before it's academic."

"What if we destroy the body entirely?" asked Aaron.

Maggie sobbed at that. Buck reached his free hand to her. Clutched her arm. She fell into him. Curled up tight like –

(an insect a bug a pupa about to rip its way free and fly)

– a little girl. But she didn't say no. Didn't object.

Christopher did. "I think if we kill these girls, that's the end." He looked at Aaron. At Theresa. "I think if anything happens to them, it's game over."
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"YOU WANT TO EXPLAIN that, son?" said Aaron. "Near as I can tell, you just got done telling us that these girls are hosting queens, and that the king wants them real bad. So it seems to me that our first priority is stopping that from happening. Any way we can."

"I agree," said Christopher. "But think about it. If we do something to Lizzy and Hope –"

(Lizzy and Hope, not just "the girls," they're part of us, part of what's happening, part of... whatever's drawn us together)

"– then what's going to happen to the things inside them?"

"They'd die," said Theresa. "And the king wouldn't have a way to do whatever he wants to do."

Christopher shook his head. "No. Lizzy and Hope would die. But the queens...." He pointed at the ultrasound monitor. At the queen, dancing in and out of flesh and bone, in and out of reality and a place far beyond. "I think they'd just go somewhere else. Wherever they came from. The place all this started from. And then...."

"Then what?" said Buck.

"Then new hosts would be found. Only this time they'd be right there for the king. He'd have them, and he'd be able to do whatever he wanted with them. Remember the top floor of the Wells Fargo building? That weird wall made out of bodies?"

Aaron shuddered. Actually shuddered. "That's going to have a starring role in my nightmares for a long time."

"And remember how the zombies let us in, but wouldn't let us out?"

"Yeah." Aaron looked like he was starting to understand, but he waited for Christopher to say it.

"So maybe they were waiting for us to come in... so they'd have extra options. Extra... hosts. In case something happened to the first ones. The zombies planned for this possibility. I bet right now there are others, already wrapped up in that silk, waiting for the queens to be downloaded into them in case one of their... current hosts is destroyed." He snapped, looked fully at Aaron. "Remember your theory that all the zombie stories we've made up in the past were really misinformation, ideas implanted so that we'd be afraid of them, wouldn't be able to handle this?"

"Yup."

"And in all those stories the one way to not just kill but completely assure yourself the creatures have been destroyed is to incinerate them." He pointed at the girls. "So we remember that. We destroy the bodies completely. We destroy the hosts. And the queens..."

"... zap back to their new hosts, and we're screwed," finished Buck.

Christopher nodded. "And my guess is that would be the end of us. All of us."

"Then how can we stop this?" Maggie lay a hand on Lizzy's still form. The little girl was drooling, looking startlingly normal in her diaper. No evidence at what she held within her, at what she was becoming.

"What was it you were going to tell us before, e hine?" said Mo. "How can we stop all this from happening?"

Theresa looked shaken by everything that Christopher had said. But she drew herself visibly together and said, "That doodad stops some cell waves, right?"

Christopher nodded. "It's not very strong, though. We're going to have to keep the girls close for it to work on them."

"What if we completely stop all waves?"

"What do you mean?"

"What if we went somewhere that no waves, none of any kind, could penetrate?"

"I don't know. It would trap the queens, I guess." Christopher's brow furrowed. "Cut off the king. Make it impossible for him to breed."

Maggie made a choking noise. Kept her face buried in Buck's chest. He stroked her hair.

"And what happens when a queen can't breed?"

Christopher grinned. "The queen and king both die. And so does the rest of the hive." Then his smile died. "But there's no place like that. Even in here, in a survivalist bunker with lead walls, the girls called the zombies. How can you beat that?"

Theresa chuckled. "Oh, believe me, I can definitely beat that."
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"YOU KNOW WHERE MICRON is?"

Christopher guffawed. "You know who I am, right?"

"A man-child with impulse control problems?" said Theresa.

Surprisingly, Buck was the one who came to his rescue. "He used to be the Governor's son." He shook his head, rocking Maggie a bit as he did. "And everyone in the Treasure Valley knows where Micron is, so your question was stupid on its face."

Theresa looked like she was visibly restraining herself from committing battery.

Micron was one of the reasons that Idaho wasn't the hick state a lot of people thought it was, but was in fact a focus of high-technology in the United States. The company headquarters was in Boise, but it had a production/R&D plant in Meridian, just to the west of the capital city. The company, a multinational behemoth worth over thirty billion dollars – at least, before the Change – had primarily specialized in semiconductors used for computer memory, and had employed some of the best and brightest in the state.

Coincidentally, they were very high on (ex-) Governor Elgin's ass-kissing list.

Christopher had been to the Meridian site a few times – photo ops between his Governorosity and the company bigwigs when they rolled out some new gizmo that was the size of a fingernail and apparently would change the universe. But he didn't really know much about the place. Other than that it had pretty good food at the cafeteria, and some of the female employees had been surprisingly hot.

Of course, that was all before the Change. Now it was just a bunch of buildings, and the hot women were probably running around gnawing on things.

"I had an ex who worked there," said Theresa.

"Okay," said Buck. "But I still don't understand what that has to do with anything."

"They have an RF anechoic chamber, don't they," said Aaron.

Theresa looked surprised. Not just that someone had said the words, but that the cowboy had been the one to do so. It was easy to forget, with his rough appearance and Aw, shucks drawl, but Aaron was deadly smart.

Theresa nodded.

"What's that?" asked Buck. Irritation coloring his voice. "What's an anticolic chamber?"

"Anechoic," said Theresa. "An RF anechoic chamber is a room that basically completely cuts off all incoming and outgoing waves – radio, electromagnetic, radioactive, everything."

"What would one need such a thing for?" said Mo. "It sounds very expensive."

Theresa shrugged. "I don't understand the science of it. Something to do with measuring signal interference in circuits. I didn't get more info than that – my ex shouldn't have told me about it at all, considering how hush-hush Micron is with their R&D, and he got all freaked out when he blabbed in the first place."

"So we get there, and... what?" said Buck.

"Well, we hope that the things in the girls get locked into a kind of... I dunno... suspended hibernation? And that locks down on the zombies and what they're trying to do. At least that buys us some time to figure out the next move."

Everyone was silent for a time. Then Christopher spoke. "I like it." He smiled at Theresa. "After the Apocalypse ends, remind me to buy you a drink."

"You just want to get into my pants."

He shrugged. "I'm going to plead the fifth on that one."

Buck was frowning. "Much as I love witnessing overblown hormones at work, there's something we kinda glossed over."

Aaron nodded. "I figure we're somewhere in Oregon." He turned to Mo. "Right?"

Mo nodded. "I have my home in Nyssa, but when the men who work for me started acting strangely, Amulek and I made our way here. We are now just south of Crow City."

"Strange?" Buck snorted. "Helluva way to describe it. And where in God's name is Crow City?"

"It's about thirty miles into Oregon," said Aaron. "Not exactly a bustling metropolis."

"How far to Micron?" asked Christopher.

"About three or four hours, normally," said Aaron. "Now?" He shook his head. "I don't know." He looked at the unconscious children. The wounded hunter. Flexed his own bandaged shoulder. "I just don't know."
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"SO HOW DO WE GET THERE?" asked Buck.

"Well, there are two ways," said Aaron. "We can take the 95 freeway to the 84, or we can take Highway 20-26. The first one's a bit quicker, but –"

"But what?" said Theresa. "I say quicker. We get going now, maybe we can get there by sundown."

Aaron shook his head. Mo did, too. "Me huritau anō, kaua e kōwhiria i runga i te whāwhai, i te pōnānā. Let us not act in haste, e hine. Sometimes it is the slow man who catches the shark."

Theresa gawked at him. "Do you really talk like that?"

"He does. Kinda awesome, huh?" said Christopher. He turned to Aaron. "What's the problem with the fast way, cowboy?"

"Well, what do you think happens to a freeway when half the people on it turn into zombies all at once?"

Christopher thought about it. The image wasn't a pretty one.

"There is little traffic in this part of the land. The highway should be clear of obstacles, for a time." The Māori looked at his hands. "At the least, it should be clear of cars."

Christopher tried not to think about what he meant by the caveat.

"How far is this little town, whatsit, Crow City?" asked Buck.

"Ten miles north," said Mo.

"How the hell are we supposed to get there?" Buck exploded to his feet. "We've got two little kids in comas who have to stay like – what?" He gestured at the makeshift cell jammer.

"I'd say the range is less than ten feet. Maybe five," said Christopher.

"So we've got to keep them five feet away from that doohickey, we're all exhausted, most of us are wounded, and we'll, what, walk ten miles? And then another couple hundred miles across zombie-infested territory – against zombies who might be confused or might be out to eat us because their 'king' tells them to – and that's assuming any of this is right? Which, I might add, is a huge assumption considering that this kid," and he jerked a big thumb in Christopher's direction, "is the one who came up with the whole theory in the first place?"

Mo straightened. Still wounded, but again Christopher was struck by the fact that this was a very rich, very powerful man. Someone who had the wherewithal to build a hidden bunker with nearly infinite resources, who had picked up a living buzz saw with his bare hands and used it against a dozen zombies.

"My friend, calm yourself," said Mo. "I cannot speak for all of what has been said. I have no answers beyond what I feel – though I feel that much of what has been said here is truth. And you yourself said something much the same, did you not?" He held Buck's gaze with his own. The two big men stared at one another for a moment. Not in a challenging way, but in a way that Christopher was hard pressed to define for a moment. Then he realized: it was as though the Māori were a big brother, trying to impress on his younger sibling the importance of what he was saying.

Buck nodded. His lips pursed. He accepted.

Fate. Only Mo could have had this effect on Buck. He had to be here, so he was.

Mo's eyes shifted. He took in the entire group. "I do not know what lays ahead. Not all. But I can speak to how we shall get to Crow City, at least. And I can say this." His eyes twinkled. "We shall travel in the greatest style."
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THE FIRST STEP HAD been the scariest. Leaving the bunker.

They had only been there a matter of hours, and already Christopher had come to rely on it as a place of refuge, of comfort, of safety. Even though it had been all those things for only a short time – that time had been one of unexpected bliss.

Still, when Mo told Amulek to "get the go-bags," and the teen brought out seven backpacks, the fear amplified to near terror. "Good," said Mo approvingly. "I do not think we should bring any for the little girls, either, Amulek. They shall share our stores." He turned to Christopher. "Inside each bag is supplies for seventy-two hours, with only water lacking – though there are water filtration units inside each."

Christopher hardly heard the descriptions of the bags. All he heard were calculations in his mind: Seven bags. Nine people. Minus two bags for the girls.

Which means Mo and Amulek are going with us.

Even more than the loss of the bunker, he had worried about losing the Māoris. The quick-to-smile hunter, his stolid and steadfast grandson. Both of them like rocks in a storm – near-immovable and always able to be counted on as anchor points.

They're coming with us.

Thank you, God. Thank you.

(fate)

Before they could shoulder their packs, Buck pointed out what had to come next: "So... who's gonna check what's up there?"

Aaron took a few steps toward the hall that led out of the infirmary, but before he got far, Amulek slipped past him and was out of the room. Nothing but a machete on his hip and his ever-present bow slung over his shoulder – though Christopher suspected he would grab a fistful of arrows from the weapons cache hidden in the wet room.

Aaron stared at the teen as he went. "He serious?"

"Deadly," said Christopher. "And I mean that in every sense of the word."

Everyone waited. Moments stretched into minutes. Minutes into what seemed an eternity.

A sound made them all jump. It was Lizzy. She shifted slightly on the floor. They stared at her, and Christopher wondered if they were all thinking the same thing he was – waiting for her to wake up or start talking in that weird voice she had spoken in before, or maybe just explode.

She did none of those things. Just turned over and snored. Maggie gathered the child into her arms. Christopher took the opportunity to put the cell remote into one of Hope's pockets. At least that way it would be guaranteed to stay close to one of them.

His fingers cramped after he let go of the remote. He hadn't realized how tightly he had been holding it.

A sound floated in from the wet room. Everyone tensed. Waited.

Amulek returned. Like Christopher and Mo, who had fought off the last onslaught of zombies in the bunker, he was covered in ichor – but some of it seemed a bit... newer.

The teen made a series of quick hand signs. Mo nodded. "He apologizes for taking so long. He wanted to make sure it would be safe to leave."

"Sure," muttered Buck. "Tell him we accept his apology."

"He can hear, moron," said Christopher.

"Who you calling moron, moron?"

Amulek gestured with an arrow – sure enough, he'd picked up some more of them – and Buck and Christopher quieted.

But, surprisingly, the teen was grinning.

They all shouldered their bags. Buck and Maggie each picked up a child.

"Wait," said Christopher. "Don't move."

He pulled off his belt, then threaded it through the right shoulder strap of Maggie's pack and the left shoulder strap of Buck's. "This'll keep you guys close enough that you'll both be in range of the jammer." He clapped Buck on the shoulder. "The four-legged-zombie-frequency-jamming-race. A new game for the whole family, and you get to be the beta tester, Clucky!"

Buck growled. "Stop. Calling. Me. That."

"Sorry. I'll stick with the Māori term." He looked at Mo. "What was it?"

Mo grinned. "Takatāpui."

"Right. Poopy it is."

He jumped out of range of Buck's grasping fingers.

The group moved to the wet room, where Christopher and Amulek quickly rinsed off some of the ichor that splattered their arms, necks, and faces. After that, Amulek carefully cleaned Mo's skin. Mo grimaced occasionally, but was mostly impassive.

Christopher had to respect him. Again. More. How the guy could even be moving was a miracle. Christopher would have been in a coma by now. And crying. And sucking his thumb.

After cleaning off, they restocked their weapons. The weapons cache was hidden under one of the toilets, and though Aaron seemed to take the location itself in stride, his eyes bulged when he saw its contents. Even after using several of the weapons with all the corresponding ammo to repel – or try to repel – the zombie attack – there was still a lot of firepower left.

Aaron tucked two handguns into the waist of his pants, then took a long gun with a scope.

Theresa took two handguns as well, along with a shotgun.

Christopher took a shotgun, a single revolver. Maggie and Buck only had room for a single handgun since they were holding the little girls.

Amulek took a handgun. And held onto his arrows. He had never used a quiver, simply holding the arrows in the same hand that nocked and drew the arrows – firing one and then swinging the next into place in a single, terrifyingly fast motion.

Mo took nothing. He couldn't. He never would again. And Christopher thought he looked sad as the others chose their weapons. Then he turned around, his back to the group. Christopher thought he was hiding grief for a moment, then Amulek attached a smaller pack to the hunter's go-bag and stuffed it full of ammo. Even with no hands, the Māori would make himself useful.

They left the bunker. It was still completely dark outside. The black of a place where night not only ruled, it held sway with a completeness unknown on the earth for a hundred years and more. The only lights came from the stars and moon.

Christopher thought he saw something glow to the north, but it was dim. Could have been his imagination. Probably was. Power was gone. Lights were gone.

All was dark now. Everywhere.

Nearby something twitched in the mounds of asparagus that hid the bunker entrance. And now Christopher understood what Amulek had meant by "making sure it would be safe to leave." A zombie head lay on the ground, pinned to the dirt by an arrow. The rest of the creature lay in more than a dozen pieces, still moving but scattered more or less harmlessly in a circle about twenty feet across. The pieces had all started to secrete the yellow, waxy substance that somehow healed the zombies. But even healed, there was only so much a six-inch piece of forearm could do.

"Nice," said Aaron. He nodded at Amulek. Amulek didn't nod back. Simply accepting the compliment as his due.

They trekked over the mounds, across the field. Not the direction they had come – away from the canal that had brought them here in the first place.

Maggie whispered something.

"Ken."
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CHRISTOPHER STOPPED. He looked around. There was nothing. Just fields to the north, the dark curves of mountains barely visible in the distance. To the south: the canal. More fields, a black strip that he knew was a forested area. No zombies, other than Humpty Dumpty nearby.

"What are we gonna do about Ken?" he said loudly.

The others all lurched to a halt as well. Literally, in the case of Buck, who nearly pitched over as Maggie stopped mid-step, forcing him to either stop or drag her over flat on her face.

"He's still out there," said Christopher. "We can't just –"

"Stop," said Aaron. His face was hard. Nearly ugly. Not the face of a bad man, but the face of a man willing to do whatever was necessary to save the rest of humanity. "This is one conversation we aren't going to have. Not ever, and especially not out in the open." He looked at Maggie. "I'm sorry, but we can't just wait here."

Christopher expected Maggie to protest. Instead, she nodded. "I know." And then she surprised him again, because the reason she gave was none he would have come up with in a million years. "Besides," she said simply, and looked south, toward the forest, "wherever we go, he'll find us."
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A CHILL SWEPT OVER Christopher when she said those words. He wondered how much of that came from Maggie the person... and how much of it came from whatever she had become under the influence of the tiny queens within her children.

Were her words a promise... or a threat?

Either way, the group resumed walking without a word. After a few minutes, Theresa said, "Didn't you say that Crow City was north of us?"

"Indeed, e hine," said Mo.

"Why are we going south then?"

"Because our ride is south." Then he nodded. "Ah, there she is," he said.

And there "she" was indeed. A dumpy, trashed tractor with a flatbed trailer, both of which looked like they were held together primarily by rust and whatever prayers the last mechanic who had worked on it might have uttered.

After Buck settled down from his first round of complaining, he said, "I thought you said we were going to travel in style."

Mo shook his head, then laughed. Loud. The sound seemed out of place in the night. Christopher had to quell an urge to tell him to quiet down. Even without use of his hands, he suspected the old hunter could take him down in a no holds barred match.

Mo's laugh died away, drifted to peace in the night. He squinted at Buck. "What use would it be to have a secret bunker with an obviously expensive vehicle just outside it?" he said. "Would you prefer that I have hidden myself with a Porsche 911 Turbo sitting outside the door?" He laughed again. "That would not have looked out of place at all." The grin drew away from his face, though not far. "The octopus changes her colors, does she not? And so must we, in this time of tempest."

Buck grumbled. Christopher couldn't make out any words, but he got the sense that the Māori's ancestry was being called into question.

"Amulek will drive," said Mo.

"I think it'd be better if I do," said Aaron.

"No," said Mo. "He knows where to go."

"So do I."

"No," said Mo. Even in the dark, his eyes sparkled. "I very much think that you do not, my friend."
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AMULEK, MAGGIE, AND Mo rode in the cab. Buck, predictably, complained about that. But only long enough for Christopher to point out that there wasn't room there for him, Mo, and Amulek – the latter two of whom had to be there, given Mo's injuries and the fact that Amulek obviously knew the way to where they were going.

"So unless you want to go all 'me servant, you queen' again, you might want to keep everyone in a close little family," said Christopher.

More grumbling. Which was strangely comforting: the only time Buck didn't complain was when he was in thrall to what Christopher now thought of exclusively as the queens. So it was worth it to endure a little griping to avoid that.

Buck and Maggie clambered awkwardly onto the trailer, helped there by Christopher and Theresa. He touched the redhead's hand at one point, and smiled at her. She snorted.

"Really?" she said. "Is that what you're thinking about? Now?"

He looked hurt – covering up the pain he actually felt to a surprising degree with a caricature of itself. "But... but... what if it's just us?" She stared at him blankly. "What if we have to repopulate the species?" he clarified.

She punched him. Not hard. But in the nose. It hurt.

A lot.

He smiled anyway. Some girls, he knew, flirted with sideways glances and half-lidded eyes. Some had never grown up beyond the point where they kicked sand at the little boy they liked in kindergarten, then ran away. He suspected Theresa was the latter type.

Regardless, he'd choose to believe that was the case. It was easier on his ego.

The truck rumbled to a start. Surprisingly, it didn't sound like rusty gears gargling broken nails and shattered glass. Rather, it thrummed with power barely contained: a well-maintained motor hidden in the rust-bucket shell.

The truck started moving. Picking its way through the asparagus field, then onto a small path. It moved north.

"Where the hell – I mean, heck," said Buck, looking at Maggie, "are we going?"

"Don't know." Christopher pretended nonchalance, though at this point he was burning with curiosity. Where were they headed? If Crow City was north, and they needed to pass through the town to get to Highway 20-26, why the detour?

They passed out of the asparagus field. Through several others, passing at a steady clip that wasn't particularly fast, but fast enough that everything close by blurred in the night.

Maggie sat silently in the dark. She had one arm wrapped around Lizzy's form, one hand reaching out to touch Hope's arm.

Theresa's cradled her gun in her lap. Constantly scanning the area around for threats. Buck was on edge, too. No one knew where they were headed, no one knew what the future held.

Maybe that's what the Change really did. Not that it stole our security – just that it stripped away the illusion that there ever was such a thing.

Maybe.

The truck bounced to a halt beside a small barn. The truck doors opened and Mo and Amulek got out, followed a moment later by Aaron. Mo and Amulek strode purposefully toward the barn, while Aaron stood still and looked nonplused.

"We stopping to get horses?" said Buck. His voice was low, but it carried in the night.

Mo laughed. "Yes, e kare."

He went to the barn door. Christopher expected him to unlock the huge padlock there, but the hunter ignored it completely. Instead he nodded at Amulek, who went to the side of the door and slipped open a hidden panel. The teen put his hand against something. There was a green glow.

The doors opened. They didn't split in two and swing outward like barn doors were supposed to. Instead, they rolled up, like....

Buck stood up on the trailer. "Well, that's better," he said.

Mo laughed. "Did I not tell you we would travel in style?"
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THE BARN DIDN'T HOLD horses or farm equipment. No bales of hay, no bags of seed. Instead, there was an epoxy-sealed floor so white it was nearly its own light source in the night. The walls held racks of tools – not pitchforks or spades, but ratchet sets, pneumatic screwdrivers, gauges.

It wasn't a barn.

It was a garage.

And like all true garages, it held cars.

Mo waited for Buck and Maggie to climb down off the flatbed, aided once again by Theresa and Christopher. His hand touched hers again, but he was still so stunned by what he saw that he barely even noticed, and didn't say anything at all.

Once, when Christopher was young and simply "Christopher Elgin," instead of "Governor Elgin's son," he actually had what he thought of as A Real Christmas. No photo ops, no dinners that were ostensibly in celebration of the season but whose true purpose was a mix of back-channel deals and fundraising. Just family and fun, tinsel and tree.

And presents.

He got what he wanted – handheld game system – and the feeling he got when he tore open the wrapper, saw the box with the logo he'd hoped to see for the last six months... it was nirvana.

He imagined his face had looked then how Buck's face probably looked now.

"Ford Super Duty," said Buck, pointing at a huge truck hunkered far to the right of the garage – which, Christopher realized, much be hooked up to the same solar cells and generators that kept power running to the bunker.

"Yes," said Mo. "It is slow, but able to haul much. Normally four-hundred-forty horsepower, over eight hundred pound-feet of torque, though I have arranged for adjustments that significantly increase both."

Buck moved to the next two. "Jeep Wrangler Rubicon, Hard Rock Edition," he said. "Land Rover Range Rover Defender."

"Both good, solid all-terrain vehicles. Well-rounded, for a variety of uses."

"Ford Raptor – that's a damn fast truck," said Buck.

"Yes," said Mo. "I put her here in case I needed to carry freight and might go off-road, but still wished to move in a hurry."

Buck looked at the next one – a car, this time. It had curved lines that were vaguely reminiscent of a high-end Corvette, but much larger wheels that indicated an ability to go off road with ease. The big man whistled. "Local Motors?"

Mo nodded. "The Rally Fighter. You know your cars, e kare."

"That thing's around a hundred grand."

"Just so. None of these were inexpensive, but I thought it best to have options in case I needed to travel quickly – or, in the case of the Super Duty – to take many supplies somewhere over difficult terrain. And I also thought it important to have more than one in case I had company on any journeys I might take." He gestured at the group. "It seems I was right, was I not?"

Christopher whistled. "Mo, remind me to put you on my 'Friends Forever' list."

Mo nodded. He looked strangely serious. "I will do that, e kare."

"Which one are we taking?" said Buck. His eyes gleamed. Christopher could already hear him making the case for driving the rally car.

"None of these," said Mo. He nodded to Amulek.

The teen moved around to the far side of the barn – a long stretch of empty wood siding, unbroken by windows or doors. And that was when Christopher realized that there was something wrong about the interior of the garage. A nagging sensation that had tugged at him since Amulek opened the door. It hadn't registered consciously until now, but as Amulek walked to the right of the garage, he realized what it was:

The garage is too small for the barn.

As big as it was, the open space only took up part of the barn. The barn was bigger than the garage – there was wasted space somehow. 

Amulek slid back another hidden panel – the mirror of the one that had granted them entrance to the garage. Placed his hand on an something. There was another glow.

The unbroken side of the barn split. Slid upward.

Lights flickered on.

Buck gasped. "What... what in the name of all that's holy is that?"
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AMULEK DIDN'T WAIT for anything, but went to the main garage and began moving large red canisters – spare ten-gallon gas tanks – into the back of the thing that had been hidden in the secret room beside the garage.

Aaron was the one who answered Buck's question. 

"That's a Marauder, isn't it?"

Mo nodded. His eyes were nearly the match of Buck's, both of the big men all but clapping and jumping around. "I call her Sunshine."

The thing was... Christopher searched for an appropriate word and all he came up with was monstrous. It looked vaguely like a Hummer in shape, but in scope and presence it bore the same relation to a Hummer that an F14 did to a narcoleptic chicken.

The thing in the hidden garage stood easily ten feet tall. The hood – itself about the height of the roof of most cars – had vent slits that made it look powerful, angry. The headlights were covered by steel cages. Windows were small, probably reinforced somehow. A tow cable with a red hook jutted out of the front, and the right side had an extra tire attached. The whole thing was painted black, which made it look even more dark and dangerous.

"I had Sunshine flown in from Cyprus," said Mo. "She holds two in the front, plus eight more in the back. She is mine resistant up to eight-kilo-TNT equivalent under the hood or fourteen-kilo equivalent under the wheels. Double-skinned armor hull throughout the cabin. And she is automatic transmission, which is nice."

He delivered this last with one of his trademark smiles, and now Buck and Aaron joined him. The three grinned like fools. Christopher felt his own face splitting in a grin, as well. Even though he knew little about cars, he felt something primal wanting to join in the glee.

What is it about guys and cars?

Mo gestured to Sunshine. "Our chariot, as they say, awaits."
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BUCK WANTED TO DRIVE. No surprise there.

The big surprise was that Aaron was pushing to drive, too.

"I think not, my friends," said Mo. "You should travel in the back. Sunshine is harder to handle than you would think."

"I can drive just about anything with wheels and quite a few things without 'em," said Aaron. He kept glancing at the car/tank.

"I am quite sure, e kare. But I would like you riding 'shotgun.' I know your prowess with a weapon. Besides," he added. "I promised Amulek he would get to drive Sunshine should the need ever arise."

Aaron laughed at that. "Teens, eh?"

"Just so."

"He have to bring her back with a full tank of gas?"

"Why do you think he is putting the gas cans in back?"

Aaron nodded, then climbed up the side of the vehicle and pulled open the passenger door. He disappeared inside. The thing didn't rock on its springs in the slightest. Christopher suspected the Marauder could haul around most of Fort Knox without its wheel wells settling even the tiniest bit.

Buck and Maggie walked their tethered lock-step to the back of the vehicle. Christopher followed. Amulek had finished loading gas cans – nearly a dozen, taking up a large chunk of space in the rear of the vehicle.

Christopher knew what gas could do under the right circumstances. He didn't like sitting this close to so much of it.

But he supposed he liked the idea of running out of gas in the middle of zombie-infested territory even less.

Sometimes there are no good choices. Just bad and worse.

There was no way into the Marauder through the rear, so Amulek directed them to a side door. He helped Buck and Maggie into the vehicle, then he moved around to the other side – Christopher guessed to help his grandfather in.

It was just him and Theresa. He bowed. "After you," he said.

"Shouldn't you go first?" she said.

"Why, since your penis is bigger than mine?"

She scrunched her face. "You want to think about that insult?"

He did. "Can I try again?"

"You might want to."

"How about... why should I go first? Because so's your mother?"

"Better. Not much, but a little."

He actually thought he saw a little bit of a smile. Not much, but something.

She got in first. He put his hands on her waist to help her up the small ladder that led to the side door. "Watch it," she ground through gritted teeth, half twisting.

That was a mistake. One of his hands slipped to her butt.

Both of them froze.

"You have two seconds to move that hand before it becomes a stump."

He counted. At one and three-quarters he moved his hand. "Your fault," he said.

"How is it my fault?"

"You moved. Musta been the huge penis shifting your center of gravity."

He couldn't see her face, but he suspected she all-the-way smiled this time.

He got into Sunshine. Smiling a bit himself.
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THE ENGINE STARTED. It wasn't a hum, wasn't a roar. It was a sustained burst, a throaty growl that brought to mind Sally in the snow leopard's less charming moments.

Christopher was surprised how much that thought depressed him. He missed the big cat.

He had expected the back to have some kind of bench seating, like you would find in an SUV. Instead, there were seats anchored to the sides of the Marauder, facing inward. They were clearly designed for utility rather than comfort, with canvas fabric held to rigid metal frames. He expected them to feel like bricks wrapped in a concrete sock, but when he settled into his, he found it surprisingly soft. The canvas had just enough give to mold itself to him, just enough firmness to make him feel supported.

Probably one of Mo's aftermarket upgrades.

That was when he realized: Mo hadn't gotten in the car.

Amulek was in the front, flipping switches and turning knobs and generally looking like he belonged in a Marine recruiting video by way of New Zealand. Aaron sat beside him, a handgun cradled in his lap, watching the teen as he went through his pre-flight checklist.

Maggie and Buck were sitting across the cargo space, in seats next to each other. Buck had Hope over his shoulder, looking like a doting grandfather or uncle on the way home from Disneyland with an exhausted child. Maggie had little Lizzy laying on her back across her knees.

Theresa sat on the same side as Christopher. With two empty seats between them. Probably still angry at him for grabbing her butt, no matter how accidental it had been.

But where's Mo?

The answer came as he saw something move. It was the big hunter, walking through the splash of the Marauder's headlights in the secret portion of the garage. He ambled around to Aaron's side. Thumped on the door with his elbow. Christopher guessed the windows on this thing probably didn't roll down.

Christopher popped the door open a few inches. Leaned out.

Low voices.

Aaron made a sound of surprise. Irritation. He looked at Amulek. Then said something that sounded dismayed. Angry?

Mo responded each time in calm, low tones. 

Finally, Aaron leaned back in. The door shut.

Aaron looked at Amulek. The teen didn't look back. Just put the car in gear and reversed out of the garage.

And that was when Christopher finally realized they were leaving Mo behind.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]




46


[image: image]


––––––––
[image: image]


THE OTHERS REALIZED it a moment later. They were already out of the garage, bumping down the small path between the crops that had brought them this far.

"Where's Mo?" asked Maggie.

"What about Mo?" Buck asked at the same moment.

"Not comin'." Aaron didn't look back. Just looked out the side window, then back out the front. Scanning restless eyes across a landscape that seemed quiet after days of relentlessly trying to murder them.

"Not comin'?" Buck's mimicry of the cowboy's drawl was actually pretty astounding, all things considered. Christopher wondered if he could do a good Nicholson impression. "What do you mean, 'not comin'?" He has to come! What's he gonna do, just sit there and wait to die?"

Aaron didn't answer. He looked at Amulek. The teen kept driving, face forward, barely bouncing at all as the Marauder jounced its way over ruts and creases in the dirt.

"We can't," said Maggie in a small voice.

"He said he just wanted to sit there a spell," said Aaron.

"That's a death sentence and you know it," Buck spat.

"Yeah," said Aaron after a moment. "I do. But we all know we're doing something a might more important than one person's comfort, or even one person's life. And he knows it, too."

"That doesn't mean he should commit suicide," said Christopher.

"No, it doesn't," agreed Aaron. He looked at Amulek, as though gauging how much to say. As though wondering how much the teen could handle. Amulek continued with face directly forward. "But it does mean we're going to have our hands full. We've got two little girls who are unconscious, and we don't know if they'll come out of that – or what they'll be like if they do. I'm wounded, Theresa's banged up. Everyone's tired."

"And what? So we abandon the weak?" Buck growled. Christopher wondered if the big man was going to throw himself at the cowboy. That wouldn't end well – mostly for Buck, but probably not for any of the rest of them, either, given that they were in an attack vehicle cruising at a decent speed over an unpaved road in the dead of night.

"We didn't abandon him," said Aaron. He spun around to look at Buck and the others. His face was rigid, emotionless. "Man's a warrior. He decided that what we're doing was more important than us making sure someone was there to wipe his nose whenever he needed it."

"No," said Buck. "We go back. We get –"

The Marauder slammed to a halt. Stopped so hard and fast that everyone in the cargo area slammed forward into each other. Buck and Maggie and the two little girls tumbled together into a heap, while Christopher suddenly found himself holding onto Theresa.

Amulek had his machete out. And the point of it hovered in the air only a few centimeters away from Buck's nose.

"I don't think the kid wants us to go back," said Aaron.

"But...." Buck looked lost. Frightened. Alone. "But he gave me cookies."

It was the kind of nonsense that only someone else who had lived through the Change would understand. That only someone rescued and given safety and comfort – shelter and food (and, in Buck's case, even some lemon cookies, doled out by Mo when they first arrived in the bunker) – during the moments directly after the universe ended would understand.

No one spoke. Finally, Christopher heard himself speaking. It was almost like listening to someone else. "I know he did, Clucky. He gave us all cookies." He looked at Amulek. The teen had tears streaming down his cheeks, though his expression was carved of solid granite. "Maybe we'll go back for him after all this is over, okay?"

"Promise?" Buck's voice was pitiful. Childlike. Years sloughed away in terror.

"Promise."

It was a lie. They all knew it. But lies were the only thing there was to cling to sometimes, and sometimes that was enough.

"Promise."

Amulek put the Marauder back into gear.

They rode into the night.
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NO ONE SPOKE.

No one made a sound.

Just driving, driving, driving. A few times as he glanced out the windows, Christopher thought he saw that glow in the night again, but each time he tried to focus on it, it dissipated and he could never be sure if it was reality or simply his mind reaching out for something – anything – in the otherwise featureless darkness all around them.

The bouncing evened out quickly as they went from the middle of the farm to a level path between fields, then to a paved road. Christopher wondered if there would be any cars to avoid, any vehicles crashed on whatever road this was when the Change occurred. Then he realized it didn't matter: the Marauder could probably just go up and over them as easily as a normal car might go up and over speedbumps.

But there was nothing. Just the sustained drone of the engine. The whine of pavement below the wheels.

The silence was terrible. Because it was so full of the shouts of those they had lost. Not just Mo, but Dorcas, Derek, Ken. Everyone who had been a part of the group, then left behind – to die or to be Changed.

The silence infected Christopher, and he could tell it was working a dark kind of spell on everyone else, as well. Hard to feel chipper under these circumstances, true... but there was a difference between struggling under difficulty and just wallowing in defeat.

He stretched out a foot. Touched Buck's toe with his own.

"Stop touching me," he said.

Buck drew away, just far enough that it was a stretch for Christopher to reach across and prod the big man's foot with his own a second time. "Stop touching me," he repeated. Then turned to Maggie. "Mom, he won't stop touching me."

"What the hell are you doing, Christopher?" growled Buck.

"You keep going on my side of the battle tank," said Christopher. He leaned forward, toward Aaron. "Are we there yet?" He touched Buck's foot with his own again. "Stop touching me." He poked Aaron's arm. "I have to go to the bathroom."

He went to kick Buck again, but this time the big man kicked him. Buck's toe left what would undoubtedly be a large bruise on Christopher's shin. He grimaced. Pointed at Maggie. "Did you see that? Did you see him touch me?"

"You did it first!" roared Buck. Incredibly, he didn't seem to sense the irony of the moment. He turned to Maggie. "He touched me first. All I did was get him back."

"But he hit me harder!"

"I did not!"

"You did, too!"

Theresa laughed. "Stop it, both of you! Or we'll turn this Apocalypse around!"

Christopher laughed at that, too. A moment later, so did Maggie. Aaron.

Even Amulek's shoulders shook, just a bit, as he drove.

Buck didn't laugh. He grumbled. Which was as good as a laugh in Sourpussland.

Then Aaron's laugh died away. He shifted in his seat, and held his handgun at the ready.

"What is it?" said Christopher. But even before Aaron told him he knew. He saw the buildings looming in front of them. Not many, but they were out of the fields. They were in a small city – not much more than a town, really.

What would they find here?

"We're in Crow City," said Aaron. "Look sharp."
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4:15.

As Christopher watched, the numbers on the dashboard clock jumped: 4:16. 

Then he looked away, back out the windows. It was still at least an hour and a half before dawn, and aside from that strange sometime-glow on the horizon, and the splashes of light from the Marauder's headlights, there was no trace of illumination. If it weren't for the looming buildings on either side of them, it would have felt like they stumbled through a time machine into a different era. An epoch that so far predated humanity that its technology was not even a cosmic dream.

But the buildings were there. And they were so dark, so frightening.

Christopher had been born in Idaho. Had spent his early childhood here. But most of his youth and young adulthood had been spent in large cities as his parents sent him from boarding school to boarding school. Even during school holidays, His Emmincence the Governor was quick to ship him off to different big city tourist spots – anything to get a kid out of his hair.

So Christopher was used to bright lights. Movement. Sound.

This... this was wrong. Worse than it had been in the fields. Out there at least he got the sense that silence and dark nights were somewhat normal states. Here, the dark buildings they passed between seemed like unhallowed tombs, the dark windows like eye sockets rotted to nothing in the skulls of the dead.

They passed a general store – he knew that's what it was because it had a big red sign that looked the color of blood in the backwash of the Marauder's lights that said "General Store" in what Christopher guessed was Olde Tyme Font No. 5.

Windows normally stretched across the front of the store, but they had been shattered – by what he couldn't tell.

A red streak that definitely was not a quaintly inviting sign stained much of the white clapboard siding of the store. He looked away.

He saw Maggie. She was looking down. Her body held in a strange position he didn't understand. Then he realized that Buck had a hand on her shoulder. The big man's face – illuminated by a series of red LED lights that spread an arterial glow through the interior of the Marauder – looked drawn. A thin drizzle of blood ran down his chin, and Christopher realized his friend had bitten his lip.

He saw that Buck was looking past him, through the window at his back. Christopher spun in his seat.

Opposite the general store, there was another building – "Post Office" in Olde Tyme Font No. 9 – built circa Pony Express. Maybe before then.

Like the general store, the post office was a simple white clapboard affair. No windows on the front of this structure, though. Just two doors. Both had been blown off their hinges, the explosion that caused it blackening the white paint around the jambs in a curiously beautiful star pattern.

Two children sat beside the door. A boy and a girl. Neither more than ten years old. Holding hands. They could have been resting, waiting for their mother to come get them in the morning, if it weren't for the fact that the girl's head was half missing, and the boy's throat had sprayed its way across the side of the building.

The gun that had done it was in the boy's hand. He had killed the girl – his sister? – then himself.

Christopher didn't know what was worse: the act itself or the fact that it had been done by children forced to age rapidly by a world beyond their understanding. Childhood, maturity, death – all in a matter of days.

He hoped the little girl hadn't known it was coming. Hoped the little boy had told her to close her eyes. And that she'd trusted him enough to do it in the final moment before he destroyed her head – and so also mangled the receptors that would have demanded she serve the creatures' whim, alive or dead.

God, are we even worth saving?

But he knew that the boy had acted to save the girl, to the best of his ability. Had seen a world where the nightmares had come to the waking plane. And if dreams come for us when awake, where can we go but an eternal sleep?

No, he hadn't acted to harm his sister. He had tried to save her.

Christopher looked away from the tableau. Looked at Lizzy and Hope. Still asleep – or what passed for sleep right now, locked partly away from the transmissions that kept them going, kept them growing.

Could I kill them? To give them peace?

He hoped it wouldn't come to that.

The Marauder moved past general store and post office.

The night swallowed the dead children behind them.
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CROW "CITY" COULDN't have been more than ten buildings, total. The general store, the post office. A hardware store. A place that sold feed and tack. A bar, and two liquor stores – and Christopher figured the ratio of booze establishments to total buildings implied a lot about living in Crow City.

They were passing by the city hall/courthouse/sheriff's station when something darted out of the darkness. It burst from the black nothing that seemed to swallow everything only a few feet away from the Maruader, a drop of ink that flowed out of the shadows and then flung itself in front of the vehicle.

Aaron shouted at the same time that Amulek hit the brakes so hard he rose up in his seat. They hadn't been moving fast – probably barely thirty miles per hour – but it still seemed like the Marauder took forever to come to a halt.

Momentum is not our friend.

Before they shuddered to a stop, there was a solid, meaty kuthud from the front right of the vehicle. It sounded like it came from far away – two layers of armor shielding provided a surprising amount of noise insulation – but Christopher flinched like he'd just been punched in the gut.

"Was it... was it...?" Maggie didn't finish. Didn't have to. Christopher could see the question on her face. Could see it in Buck's expression, the flit of Theresa's eyes.

Was that one of them? Or did we just hit a person?

"I don't know," said Aaron. "I didn't see." His voice came out as a harsh whisper. He was hunched low in the seat, and now he peeked over the low edge of the window. "Still can't."

"Had to be one of them," said Buck. "No person would run out at a car like that." Like Aaron, his voice was low. Worried. "No one."

"Unless it was someone who saw the car," said Maggie. "Maybe someone trying to flag us down and they just fell?"

"No way to tell, short of getting out," said Theresa.

"No thank you," said Buck.

Amulek snapped his fingers for attention. Gestured out his window. Aaron leaned over, looking out.

Christopher turned in his seat. He was seated directly behind Amulek, and there was a window set in the armor plating between them. He looked through.

"Damn," he whispered.

It wasn't a person. Not as Christopher understood the word anymore. The zombie had hit the front right of the car, then must have been pulled under by the wheel, hung up on something below the Marauder, torn to bits in a fraction of a second. Now it was just a torso attached to a head and a single arm that was clawing an aimless path through the dirt.

"Go," Aaron said to Amulek.

"Wait," said Christopher. Shouted it, really. He looked at the creature that was pulling itself along the road. It had almost reached the sidewalk, guts spilling from its body cavity in dark, glistening knots.

"Why?" said Aaron. "We gotta get moving. Before more come."

"I know, just...." A froth appeared where the creature had been wounded. Sealing the gashes, the tears. The glistening yellow substance Christopher had seen before. The zombie took no notice, just kept pulling its way up toward the sidewalk on the far side of the street.

It was now about twenty feet from the Marauder.

"What the hell are we doing?" growled Theresa. "Let's get going."

"Christopher," said Aaron. Christopher ignored the cowboy. Just kept watching the zombie as it crawled.

Up the sidewalk.

Twenty-five feet away.

Thirty.

Black ichor trailed behind it.

"Christopher, we should go before more come," said Aaron.

"Why is it doing that?" said Christopher.

"What?" said Buck.

Maggie understood. "It's crawling away." She didn't leave her seat, but craned her neck to see as the zombie pulled itself away, inch after inch. "Why is it crawling away?"

"The doodad," said Buck. He pointed at the remote, still wedged in Hope's pocket. "It must have been like what happened to the others. It got called, then got in range of the remote, got confused, and left."

Christopher shook his head. The creature's wounds were completely sealed. It kept pulling itself away. Silent. Almost lost in the darkness now.

"I don't think that's it, Buck. Aaron, was it even attacking the car in the first place?"

"I don't know." The cowboy shrugged. "Just seemed to run out in front of it, almost like...."

"Like it was confused?"

"Maybe." Aaron squinted. "What are you getting at, son?"

The zombie wore the remains of a white t-shirt with a red collar. The collar stood out as garish and nearly obscene. A mockery of the blood that had been spilled through all this.

He shook his head. "I don't know. I...."

Then something sparkled in the headlights. A light. Two lights. Four. Ten.

Eyes.

Zombies, crowding the narrow road in front of them.
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THE EYES SPARKLED THE way that animals' eyes did – catching the Marauder's headlights and casting them back as a series of diamond sparkles that stole all warmth; left only a sense of sterile emptiness.

The creatures weren't moving.

"What are they waiting for?" murmured Aaron.

Christopher was pretty sure it was a rhetorical question, but it was the same thing going through his own head. The zombies were many things: fast, nearly indestructible, crap-your-pants scary... but subtle wasn't one of them. For the most part, they had two basic modes: Attack, and Attack More.

These were doing neither. They just stood there. Three were on one of the street's narrow lanes, hunched together near a liquor store curb like the world's most grisly delinquents. The other two were in the middle of the street, just... laying there.

But when the Marauder's lights washed over them, all the creatures looked up. The three that were near the liquor store ambled to the point where the twin cones of the headlights converged. A strange, lurching shamble that was totally unlike the smooth lope Christopher had grown accustomed to seeing in the creatures.

The three approached the Marauder. They passed the two who were laying on the street, and those two stood. As they did, the five of them drew into a knot. The instant it happened, a subtle change came over all five of the creatures. Some of the jerkiness fell away from their movements. Instead of lurching they now walked. They drew low to the ground, no longer standing tall as would an unsuspecting person, but rather crouching like....

Soldiers. Behind enemy lines.

Their faces, which Christopher could see clearly in the headlights, changed as well. The ones near the liquor store had seemed... vaguely Buckish, for lack of a better term. Irritated. Pissed off with the world.

The ones on the street had been blank. Faces a total vacuum, like people in comas. Barely more than vegetables.

But when the three stood and came to the two on the street, when the two on the street stood and joined them, when all five turned their collective gaze on the Marauder....

Christopher shivered.

The blankness was gone. The vague irritation had been replaced by rage.

The zombies crouched a few inches lower.

"Go," whispered Aaron.

But before Amulek could move, the zombies leaped forward.

Toward the Marauder.

And the survivors inside.
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THIS TIME, AMULEK LISTENED to Aaron.

Christopher expected him to put the Marauder in reverse, to slam on the accelerator and back them away from the creatures as fast as the huge vehicle would go. But the war-car lurched forward.

Christopher shouted. A half-begun, vaguely-formed sentence that was more idea than real protestation. Not all the way to "Go back," but more than a grunt. And it never got to anything resembling a coherent word, let alone a full command.

Because he looked behind them.

The rear of the Marauder had a rectangular window, barely more than a slit in the armor.

It was enough to see the other creatures, streaming out of the darkness.

Five.

Ten.

Twenty.

More.

Christopher looked away.

The Marauder illuminated the creatures in front of them. Four of them hit and disappeared under the hood. Not even impacted yet, they just disappeared under the thing's great height. Then the minute impact a moment later – whud-whu-wh-whud.

Christopher turned again. Saw things spewing out behind the Marauder. Much more than four bodies. Bits and pieces that twitched and spasmed as they rolled across the dusty road, disappeared in the night.

The creatures running after the vehicle leaped over what was left of their brothers and sisters.

Thud.

Christopher looked to the front of the Marauder again.

The fifth zombie hadn't fallen.

It had jumped.

It was on the hood. Crawling toward them.
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THE MARAUDER DIDN'T sway in the slightest. Amulek might as well have been going to the store for a gallon of milk for all the attention he paid to the thing clawing its way over the hood toward them.

He must kill at Grand Theft Auto.

Christopher glanced back. The things – now perhaps a hundred, maybe even more – were still behind them. Keeping pace with the Marauder.

They're getting faster.

He had to resist the urge to pound the seat and scream, "No fair!"

Something thudded. The zombie on the hood had made it to the front windshield. Judging by its jeans and black t-shirt the thing had once been a man, though its face was nearly bereft of flesh, so for all Christopher knew it could have been a hermaphrodite or a female art history student. Whatever its gender, it slammed its free fist against the windshield. Again, again.

The fist crumpled. Turned into a mix of crushed bone, flesh, and blood held together by a leaking sack of ruptured skin.

It kept pounding. The fist gradually disappeared into the thing's wrist, which pulverized into its forearm.

It was, Christopher suspected, going to beat itself to pieces against the reinforced glass.

Someone was screaming. He thought it was Maggie, but it might have been Buck – the big man had a comically high-pitched voice.

Christopher filed away the fact that he'd have to bust the guy about that. Then he realized that he was the one screaming.

He shut his mouth. Looked behind the Marauder. The things back there still weren't falling behind. Illuminated by the red taillights, so they all looked like they were swimming through blood, clawing their way through pools of fluid in search of death.

"Faster," he said. Meant to shout it, but all that came out was a throaty whisper. Amulek grunted. A sound of pure air that was nevertheless more vocalization than Christopher had heard from him to date. And it was clear: Shut up and let me drive. You just sit there and stay busy wetting your pants.

Christopher wondered why Amulek didn't swerve a bit, try to toss the zombie on the hood off the Marauder. Then he realized that they were going full-speed, with a group of murderous monsters behind them. Amulek probably figured that any such maneuver would lose them critical speed.

And he was probably right.

GTA king, for sure.

The zombie on the hood stopped slamming its nub of a forearm against the windshield – which was smeared with dark fluid and bits of flesh. For a moment Christopher thought he glimpsed a pair of baleful eyes. Not reflecting the headlights this time, they seemed to burn with an inner fire. Hell couched in wrecked meat and dark ichor.

Then the zombie clambered up. On the roof.
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THERE WAS HARDLY ANY noise.

That scared Christopher.

He could tell it scared everyone else, too.

Once he put a bootleg M-80 firecracker in the mailbox of his boarding school. Most M-80s still available in the U.S. – what had once been the U.S. – are red plastic tubes with fifty milligrams or less of low explosive flash powder or black powder. The powder is designed to make noise and light, but to minimize actual explosive power.

The one that Christopher put in the mailbox – an antique-looking thing that sat at the front of the long driveway to the school – was red plastic. It had a fuse. But instead of fifty milligrams of black powder, it had been packed with closer to three thousand milligrams of powder, along with picric acid. Picric acid, he had been told by the student who sold it to him, was related to TNT – a fact that Christopher verified on Wikipedia before buying the M-80.

When it blew, it took out not only the mailbox, but the post it sat on, the ground below, and a sizable chunk of the curb nearby.

Still, the explosion wasn't what Christopher remembered most about the experience. Nor was it the elation of knowing that no one else was going to get mail for a while – a nice feeling, since the other kids had been hassling him about his lack of personal mail from family or friends for the last few months.

No, it was the silence.

He lit the fuse and used a silver strip of duct tape to fix it to the front of the mailbox. Then he ran like hell, all the way across the street to where a small stand of trees afforded some protection from what he figured would be an epic blast.

The fuse burned down.

There was a small puff, barely visible in the night.

Then... nothing.

The entire world seemed to slow down. There was only the silence of a night that should have been torn apart by an explosion and instead stood whole and unblemished.

He remembered the argument he had with himself: Do I go? Do I stay?

If I go I might get blown up.

If I stay, they'll find the M-80. They'll probably dust for prints or something and I'll be boned.

I should go.

Screw that.

But what if –

And over it all, the silence. A moth flew across the face of the mailbox, and he couldn't hear it of course, even though it had to be a huge moth for him to see it at this distance. He should have heard the wings like hammers smashing into the front of the mailbox.

Nothing.

Still.

Expectant.

I should –

BOOM.

Part of the mailbox embedded itself in the tree only six inches from where his fingers curled around the trunk. He barely remembered that, either.

Just that silence. That sense of something huge, something awful about to happen.

Just like now.

Everyone looked up. The only person who didn't was Amulek, staring straight ahead as he guided the Marauder through the night at its top speed.

Still no sound.

And then... the silence was broken.

Christopher expected the creature above to return to its original tactic: the venerable "Beat Myself to Paste Against a Tank" technique.

But there wasn't a thud. No muffled slam.

Instead: a hiss.

Buck understood what was happening first. His high-pitched voice screamed through the cargo space.

"MOVE!" 
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THE ACID THE THINGS spewed was black. Except in the dark. In the absence of light, in yet one more of the impossibilities that had become the only reality since the Change, the stuff glowed with a strange purple/blue/black that reminded Christopher of lights at a rave.

Now, rave lights began gathering on the roof of the Marauder, right above Maggie. The first drop fell just as Buck grabbed her and yanked her away, practically piling all of them – Buck, Maggie, and the two girls they still held – into Christopher's and Theresa's laps.

Hiss.

Hissssss....

The purple fell, shifting the red interior of the vehicle to a new color, vibrant and strange. It dripped at first, then a sudden stream poured through the roof as a hole the size of Christopher's fist opened there. The liquid continued for a moment, hitting the seat and part of the Marauder's flooring.

Thankfully, none of it splashed on anyone. A single drop had streaked down Aaron's arm a few days ago, and the chemical burn had sent the man into a momentary panic of pain, an agony so intense even he couldn't control himself.

Christopher saw a hole open in the floor as the acid chewed right through it. Then he saw something that made his blood stop in his veins.

The acid fell through the floor. Gone. He felt the Marauder lurch and suspected the back right wheel had run over some of the stuff. His blood started up again, but now it was running backward – how far were they going to get on three wheels?

He glanced back at the things behind them. They didn't seem to be gaining. Yet.

Then he looked back at the thing that had terrified him. The hole in the floor. Still growing, wider and wider as the acid ate at the edges, disintegrating them, creating a space that was first the size of a fist, then the size of a plate. 

And if the one on the floor was growing, then what about....

Christopher looked up in time to see the zombie on the roof push through the gaping hole there.

It was inside the Marauder.
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CHRISTOPHER HAD CALLED the things that had turned Hope's and Lizzy's insides into jungle gyms "bees." And now he realized that the zombies bore another resemblance to those insects.

Bees – at least honeybees – could only sting once.

The creature on the hood had been a mess of blood, its face chewed to nearly nothing.

The creature inside was far, far worse.

The acid it had secreted had burned its jaw to a charred mass that crumbled to dust as the thing fell to the floor of the Marauder. Its chest had burned away as well, blackened sternum and scorched ribs clearly visible through the tattered remains of the thing's shirt. The arm that it had pounded against the windshield fell from its shoulder, a spastic length of flesh with a joint in the middle, spewing ichor at both ends until that yellow wax sealed it off.

A clicking noise came from somewhere deep in its throat. The flesh of its face continued to blacken just as with the roof and floor of the Marauder, the dregs of the acid kept eating away at whatever matter they contacted. 

The zombie leaned toward Maggie. Buck.

Christopher struggled to move. Couldn't. Pinned.

"Get off me, Clucky!"

For some reason he was more annoyed than afraid. A defense mechanism, no doubt. Something to keep him from crapping his pants and curling up into a useless ball.

Not that he wasn't useless now.

The sizzling noise of the acid, etching its way through metal, through flesh, continued drawing razor nails across the slate of Christopher's mind. He wanted to scream.

The zombie was going to kill them.

Then the thing stiffened. It had free rein in the cargo space of the Marauder. Aaron was still turning around, trying to get past the huge center console of the vehicle. Amulek couldn't move from his spot as the driver. The rest of them were a hopeless tangle.

The thing could bite them. Turn them. Change them.

But it stopped. Stiffened.

Christopher didn't understand.

Then he did. And wished for a return to ignorance.

The acid must have made its way past its skull. Not just proceeding down into the thing's chest cavity, but up as well.

Into its brain.

The thing twitched. Jerked.

Danced.

The madness that gripped all the zombies when their brains were injured came over it. Christopher could see it happen. He'd never been this close before – or at least, never been this close and not been just running for his life. He saw the thing's eyes, already feral and violent, switch off. The light inside them, whatever semblance of intelligence it had possessed, turned to something more basic. Less focused. Where it had been a beast, now it was simply a hurricane. Something with no sense of self, just a need to destroy anything and everything in reach.

The thing fell on Buck.
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BUCK WAS TURNED SIDEWAYS, twisted up with Maggie, still holding tight to Hope. But he didn't even try to fight the thing off. Instead, he turned his back on the thing. Curled up in a tight ball.

In just about any other situation, just about any other person, Christopher would have suspected this was an act of blind panic. Or simply someone too terrified to face their own doom.

But with Buck – with his friend – it wasn't that. He knew it wasn't.

Buck was curled around Hope. He was protecting the little girl.

Buck's eyes caught hold of his. He exhaled, nearly a cough, that managed to convey, "Why is it always me that gets the short end of the stick?"

Then the zombie fell on him.

There was no biting. Even if the thing's jaw hadn't been cauterized to nothing, Christopher knew it wouldn't have tried to Change Buck. The impulse to Change was something the zombies only had when they acted as... themselves.

When gripped in this madness, there was no such urge. There was only the driving need to rend. To destroy.

That was what the creature wanted to do. It grabbed Buck's hair with its good hand. Pulled. Yanked so hard that Christopher heard a tearing sound and saw the thing fall back with a wad of Buck's gray hair in its hand. It growled and threw itself back on the big man's back.

Buck still didn't move, except to curl a bit tighter around Hope.

Theresa was struggling to get out from under Maggie, but it looked like her body armor had caught on something – one of the seatbelts she was jammed against. She couldn't help. Could barely move.

Christopher managed to free one of his legs from the tangle of people on this side of the Marauder. He shoved it into the zombie's gut, hoping he'd be able to push it back.

Then what, genius?

First thing's first.

He got his foot exactly where he wanted it to be. But it sunk farther than he expected. And then punched right through the zombie's stomach. Whether the thing had rotted somehow, or been weakened by the acid, or some other mechanism, Christopher's foot just went into the creature, and out the other side.

He screamed – disgust and revulsion combining with fear and pushing him back against the inside of the Marauder. He shook his leg, trying to free himself of the thing that had surrounded it.

The zombie didn't seem to notice. It just pulled itself toward Buck. Clawed at the older man with its good hand, slammed the bloody stump of its other arm against him like an unruly club. Buck grunted with each attack, but still didn't move. Kept acting as a protective shell around Hope.

Blood ran in a trickle over his forehead. Down his cheeks. It looked like he was crying blood. Christopher saw his friend begin to lose consciousness.

And there was nothing he could do about it.

He was caught.

Watching his friend beaten to death in front of his eyes.
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THE NEXT TIME THE THING's arm came down across Buck's back, it made a different noise. No longer the solid flesh-on-flesh sound it had been. It made a metallic creaking. Christopher wondered if his friend had a pin in his back. Wondered if he could make fun of Buck about that.

Wondered if Buck was going to survive to be made fun of.

The zombie tore loose another hunk of skin. Raised its stump to hit Buck.

Buck's eyes rolled back. Out.

Then the zombie jerked backward.

Christopher saw it fly through the air, and it took him a moment to realize that the rules of physics and gravity hadn't flipped sideways.

It was Aaron.

The cowboy had grabbed the thing by the neck, then planted his hip against the zombie's spine. Twisted. The zombie flipped through the cargo space.

And right out the side door of the Marauder. That was the sound Christopher had heard: not impact of an arm on his friend's back, but the sound of Aaron yanking the door open. Getting ready to chuck the creature out of the vehicle.

Christopher looked at Buck. The man's eyes fluttered open.

"You protected her," said Christopher.

"What?" Buck said in a drugged-sounding voice.

"Hope. You didn't even think about it. You just protected her. And it can't be the queen thing, because we've still got the jammer." Christopher grinned. "You're actually a pretty nice guy, Clucky."

Buck growled. "Don't tell anyone." Then he grinned back.

And Aaron shouted.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]




58


[image: image]


––––––––
[image: image]


AARON WAS ALREADY SHORT, and it wasn't like there was room for him to stand up straight in the back of the Marauder, but now it seemed like he had shrunk a good foot. He was grunting, too, flailing as his hands grabbed onto what remained of Buck's seat – the parts that hadn't been burned away by acid.

Christopher struggled against Buck's bulk. Managed to achieve something approaching a sitting position.

Saw what had happened.

Five zombies had hit the front of the vehicle.

One grabbed onto the hood. Crawled inside.

The others blew out the back in so many crumpled chunks. Or, at least, that was what Christopher thought had happened.

But one of them had managed to hold on. To grab the undercarriage of the vehicle, dragged along the road, back flaying away but keeping hold, never letting go.

And when the one above had burned a hole through the floor of the Marauder, the one below saw its chance. It reached through. And grabbed Aaron.

The acid on the floor seemed to have lost its strength after eating away at the floor. So Aaron didn't get burned by the caustic fluid – not that that was much of a consolation. The creature below the Marauder had a death grip on Aaron's jeans, just above the cowboy's right boot. The boot itself had disappeared below the level of the armor flooring, along with most of Aaron's lower leg.

Christopher couldn't see the thing's head. That was the most important part. The part that could Change Aaron. One bite was all it would take. Just one nip. The cowboy boots would give the older man some protection, but for how long?

Aaron grunted, and slipped a few inches deeper into the darkness beneath the Marauder.

"Get off me," said Christopher. He shoved at Buck. "Get off!"

It was a measure of how out of it Buck was that he didn't complain about Christopher's words or tone. Just rolled to the side. Maggie groaned as the big man almost toppled onto her. She managed to catch him – more or less – and turn his tumble into something of a controlled fall.

Right onto Theresa, who had been on the verge of freeing herself. Now they all tumbled to the floor.

Christopher got to his feet. Duckwalked to Aaron. The man's muscles were straining, every bit of him rigid as he tried to pull himself up, to yank himself out of the pit below.

The circumference of the hole, Christopher noted, was significantly smaller than the circumference of the cowboy. But the zombies were strong – so, so strong. And he had no doubt that the hand yanking on Aaron would eventually pull him down through that hole. Aaron would just be made to fit.

Christopher reached for the hand pulling on his friend. One of the fingers was missing, which made him think for a moment of Ken –

(We could really use your help right now, buddy.)

– but the remaining ones felt like steel bars. Cold, immovable. Only a slick layer of ichor that streamed over one of them evidenced the fact that this was an organic – if alien – creature.

"It's... pulling...." Aaron went down another inch.

Christopher yanked at the fingers. Batted at the hand. It did precisely nothing. "I can't get it off!"

A bit more of Aaron disappeared.

Christopher heard a moan. Realized it wasn't coming from inside the Marauder. It was the sound of the creatures that still followed them. Carried in through the still-open door that Aaron had thrown open before tossing their unwelcome passenger out on his ass.

Christopher looked at the open door. It banged shut, but didn't catch. It opened again. Shut, opened. Shut. Opened.

He looked at Aaron. Fighting a losing battle against something far too strong to be resisted for long.

The door opened again.

Christopher jumped out.
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ON HIS WORST DAYS, Christopher wasn't suicidal. Or at least, his suicide dreams never involved tossing himself out a tank's little brother so he could be crushed only moments before being trampled and subsequently Changed by a zombie horde.

So he turned in midair.

Grabbed the side of the door as it completed its outward arc.

Used the momentum to swing toward the rear of the Marauder. There was a ladder apparatus attached to the side there, and he grabbed it, his feet finding a small outcropping of metal that allowed him to stand for a moment.

He looked around. Spotted the ladder they had all climbed to get into the beast of a vehicle in the first place.

He dropped. Fell past it. Caught the last rung.

Beat that, Aaron.

As with the door, the catch switched his momentum. Turned downward to a jerking sideways, and he swung his body at the same time. Hitched up his feet so that they wouldn't drag on the ground below. Pushed them out.

Beneath the Marauder.

Where the zombie was.

He was kicking blindly. And knew that was stupid. The thing could be waiting there with its mouth wide open in the dark, just waiting for him to try something like this. This could be his last moment as Christopher Elgin, daredevil extraordinaire, and his first moment as Oogah Boogah, zombie creep.

His right foot connected with something firm. Not metal. Flesh.

There was a grunt. Then the resistance the thing's body had provided disappeared. There was a slight bump as the Marauder ran over something.

Christopher nearly fell. The precarious hold he had on the ladder disappeared as the bit of his weight that the zombie had borne – even if only for a fraction of a second – was suddenly thrown into empty space.

One of his hands slipped.

The other.

He fell.
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HANDS CLAPPED AROUND his right arm. 

"Gotcha."

The voice was gravelly. Torn.

Beautiful.

He looked up and saw Theresa leaning out of the Marauder, her throat trickling blood from where Ken had cut her, but not letting go in spite of the pain she must be feeling.

Maggie had a hold on Theresa's belt. Leaning back as much as she could, adding her weight to the anchor that was keeping Christopher alive.

"I love you!" he shouted at Theresa.

She didn't answer. Just began pulling him up, inch by painful inch.

He looked back. The zombies behind them were still close.

And gaining. Fast.

At first he couldn't figure out why. Were they speeding up?

Not cool. Not fair.

Then he realized that the Marauder wasn't moving as quickly as it had. And on the heels of that realization he saw the reason why: something was wrong with the rear right wheel. It must have run over some of the acid that made its way through the Marauder's flooring and to the ground below. Now it was wobbling enough that it sent a shudder through the entire vehicle. Caused it to yaw to the right, then swerve back to the left as Amulek brought it back under control.

They weren't going to be able to get away.
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CHRISTOPHER THREW HIS other hand around Theresa's wrist. Concentrated on not falling. Concentrated on not thinking about the things that were behind them.

Coming closer. Closer.

He looked.

They were close enough that the ones in the front were reaching broken, wrecked, rotten fingers for the back of the Marauder. And when they pulled themselves onto it, the others would follow. Christopher remembered a video he'd seen on some nature show – ants bringing down an unlucky grasshopper who had ventured too close to their turf. Swarming over it, biting it, rendering it a crippled, crumpled twist of nothing.

That was what the zombies would do to the Marauder. They'd bring it down. Weight, acid... relentless ferocity. The vehicle made for war was totally inadequate for the kind of rage made flesh that followed close behind.

Theresa grunted. Christopher felt himself pulled a few inches higher. Not that going inside the Marauder was going to be much safer. But he supposed at least he'd get to die with friends.

Everything's better with friends, right?

Shut up, man. We're alive. As long as we're alive, there's hope.

Sure. Right.

Theresa – with Maggie at her back – hauled him up another foot. Far enough for him to get a foot on the bottom rung below the door. He levered himself halfway into the vehicle.

And an explosion nearly tossed him right back out the side.
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CHRISTOPHER COULDN't spare a glance around to figure out what had just happened. All he could do was throw himself against the Marauder's cool metal floor, try and think glue-thoughts and hold on tight as the thing swerved madly to the left. Then back to the right, correcting. Another swing to the left.

His legs, still hanging out the door, flipped back and forth – dead weights that threatened to drag him right back out the vehicle.

Again, he felt Theresa's hands on his arm. Yanking him inward. Pulling him to safety.

No. Not safety. No such thing.

He managed to lurch forward a few inches. Just enough to change his center of gravity so that it was over the lip of the Marauder, then a bit farther. He pulled a knee onto the flooring. Felt another hand on his upper arm.

Aaron. The cowboy was still stuck in the hole, but was using it to his advantage – as leverage that allowed him to pull Christopher inside with almost his full body weight.

Christopher was inside.

Another explosion. It tossed him backward, and he grabbed Theresa as she went sailing past him – almost thrown right out the door he had just gone to so much trouble to get in through.

There wasn't time for anything fancy. He just threw his arms around her as she whipped past. One of his hands grabbed something softer than the other and Theresa stiffened in his arms and he was pretty sure that, make it through the current emergency or not, he was going to be killed very soon.

"Leggo of me!" she shouted.

"Fine!" He resisted the urge to keep hanging on – not to be creepy, but just to piss her off. "I'll let you shoot out the side next –"

BOOM!

The third explosion was the biggest, and Theresa fell back into his arms again. Thankfully he managed to put his hands into "safe zones" on her shoulders and stomach – he was pretty sure she'd just murder him outright if he made another mistake.

He looked around. Finally saw the origin of the explosion: Buck. The big man had the tailgate of the Marauder open and was tossing out gas cans. They hit and cracked open. The zombies ran right through them, heedless of what they were doing.

Buck had a handgun. He aimed. Fired.

A fourth explosion.

The flames leaped so high that Christopher could barely see through them. Then they died down and he saw the charred shapes of the zombies, still loping after them. Skin charred, clothes falling off.

Still following. Things were indestruct –

One of the zombies veered into the three or four at its side. Attacked them with undiluted rage. They went down.

The action spread like a plague through the zombies. Every fourth or fifth one turned on its neighbors as the heat from the flames destroyed its head, cooked the receptors that were all that was left of its brain.

The zombies devolved into a mass of flesh and bone, turned on itself by flame.

Buck spun back toward the others. Spotted Christopher. "See?" he crowed. "You're not the only one who can make things blow up!"
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CHRISTOPHER HELPED Aaron free of the hole in the floor while Buck secured the gas cans that remained – only two, Christopher noted – and swung the tailgate closed.

Maggie and Theresa sat down. They gave the hole in the floor a wide berth, but Christopher noted they also stayed as far from each other as the cargo space in the Marauder allowed.

Small wonder.

He couldn't imagine what Maggie was thinking: forced to watch her son and husband die – be Changed – then to do the bidding of some alien creature, and now having to travel with the woman who had most fervently argued for the death of her remaining children.

The Change had stolen so much from them. Friends, loved ones. Would it take their humanity?

Did it matter?

Christopher thought of Maggie, insisting that the others not curse around the girls. He had thought that silly at the time – even annoying. But now he wondered if it had some value. It showed a concern for the children. Not just for their survival, but for their well-being – two things that Christopher intimately knew could be mutually exclusive.

And if they were concerned for the girls' well-being, then that meant... it meant they were still human. Not just as a species, but as a culture. They still meant something beyond their DNA, beyond the meat that carried them around.

Perhaps that was what it meant to have a soul. Not the will to survive, but the will to ensure that the survival meant something beyond mere genetic propagation.

Once Aaron was free, the cowboy retook his place in the front passenger seat of the Marauder. Went back to scanning their environs with the hard look of a professional. Seeing everything, noting everything, missing no threat, no matter how small.

"We should keep going a few miles at least," he said to Amulek. "Put some distance between us and them, then pull over long enough to check the wheel."

Amulek nodded, and Christopher noted the beads of sweat on the teen's face and neck. Not from fear of what had just happened – he suspected you could put hot pokers to the kid's testicles and not elicit more than a shrug and maybe a written statement that he was going to kill you – but from the effort he was putting into holding onto the steering wheel. The muscles of his arms were corded, bunched, the striations standing out in the heightened shadows of the interior lights.

The Marauder was wobbling like mad. Shimmying as though caught in a perpetual hurricane. But Amulek kept it going straight down the middle of the deserted road that Christopher assumed would eventually lead to Highway 20-26.

And from there, to Micron. To an anechoic chamber that might or might not provide some safety.

At least it should give us more answers. Fingers crossed.

Buck moved past him. Heading back to sit with Maggie, who was picking up Lizzy and Hope – they had somehow been dumped in a pile directly behind Amulek's chair during the fracas. Maggie moved Lizzy's arms and legs, obviously checking for injuries. Just as obviously unsure how to even tell if they were present. Christopher felt an ache he couldn't hope to salve. The pain of a parent faced with a child's hopeless situation.

He had seen the hospital his daughter had been in – pulverized. Rubble. He had known the despair that comes from not being able to do anything. Not a damn thing, just standing there, crying, wishing the world would end because at least then you wouldn't have to feel this way.

And then –

(the axe in her face, the split in her head and her rolling away from the bus, my little Carina – only not mine no not anymore)

– and then he had endured worse.

He wouldn't let that happen to Maggie. He would spare her the feeling of having to do what he had done. If it ever came to that, he would take care of the girls himself. No parent should have to do that to their own kids.

He knew that. Maybe it was the only thing he really knew.

He realized with surprise that he was contemplating the death of two little girls. More than that, he was thinking of the possibility that he would be the one to kill them. Would volunteer to do it, if the circumstances were right.

Christopher looked at Theresa. She was staring straight ahead. Looking at no one, seeming to see nothing.

They had all condemned her so quickly. But what had she done wrong? Really, what was it she had tried to do?

He remembered fleeing from the Wells Fargo building. Buck's mother had been with them. They climbed out onto a crane, then slid into the next building over. And in the fall the old woman had been impaled. Wounded, probably fatally – and certainly pinned in place beyond the survivors' ability to move her.

They had been followed by zombies. Had been chased, no time to think, only to act.

Aaron killed the old woman. So she wouldn't be visited by the horror of waiting alone for a fate worse than death. He broke her neck.

And no one judged him to be a monster. They saw it as a mercy offered, a relief received.

So why was he a hero, and Theresa a villain?

It was two things, he knew. One was that she had turned her weapons on the girls without offering to explain. Without understanding, her actions seemed simply murderous. By the time she did get around to explaining, that first impression had solidified in the others' minds – the one possible explanation for a woman's need to kill the smallest, most vulnerable members of their group.

And that was the other reason: it was children she threatened. Not an old lady, dying and threatened with the cruelty of a life that was a kind of damnation on Earth. No, these were babes. Whole, unblemished... the very images of a world's hope. For what could there be if the children were no more? What hope for humanity if it turned to murdering its small ones?

Christopher understood now. He had contemplated the death of the children. Even without the possibility of the rest of the world depending on it, he found in himself the ability to do it. Not for fun, not because it would be easy. But because sometimes death is the only thing standing between agony and peace. And sometimes it is a stepping stone to greater life.

Were two little girls worth a whole world? Would it be worth it to sacrifice his own humanity to murder them, if it meant the human race could continue – or at least have a chance?

He didn't know. But he knew he no longer hated Theresa. He understood her, and it is impossible to hate someone you truly understand. Hate is born of making an alien of someone else – making them creatures whose decisions are irrational, and making of them therefore creatures whose value as humans is lessened.

We can only hate those who are mysteries to us. So we can only murder those we choose to misunderstand.

Christopher slid into the seat beside Theresa. She didn't look at him. Gave no indication she noticed him at all.

"Thanks for saving me," he said after a moment.

"You saved me," she said. Still looking into a nothing somewhere straight in front of her. "We're even."

"Well, I did grab your boob. So maybe we're not quite even."

That got a reaction. She jerked her gaze to him, anger rippling over her face. "You did." She dropped her hand to her hip, where her gun was holstered. "Don't do it again."

He put up his hands. "I didn't mean to. I didn't even know it was possible to do that through body armor."

She snorted. "You must be an expert."

"You have no idea."

She gawked at him. Again he raised his hands. "No, I didn't mean it like that. I meant... you don't know me. Yes, I have impulse control issues. Yes, I probably make fun of too many things, at wildly inappropriate times. But what do you really know about me? Nothing." He snapped his fingers for emphasis at the last word. Then pointed at Buck. Maggie. Aaron. Amulek. "You don't know any of us. You just know what you've been trying to accomplish, without bothering to think that we might be better as allies than as enemies – or frienemies, or whatever we are at this point."

"You think I don't know that?" she snarled. "You think I'm trying to be the odd man out here?" She rubbed her hands on her pants, as though trying to rid them of a stain only she could see. "But what would you have done? If you were in my shoes, what would you have done different?"

"Probably nothing." He could tell the answer surprised her. He smiled. "I just think that things are different now. You were the one who suggested the anechoic chamber, so you're willing to do something other than just run in with guns blazing. But you're still not one of..." he gestured around the Marauder, "us. And you need to be. Because they need to know they can trust you. And you need to trust them."

She grunted. "I think that horse has already left the barn."

"So go talk to them." He nodded at Maggie. "Talk to her. Convince her you're with us. Aaron believes you're a good person, that you were doing what you thought was best. Buck will go with what Maggie says. So you have to convince her."

"What about you?" She stared at him, and for a moment he saw hope and fear warring a battle inside her. "What do you think?"

"I think killing little girls is vile. Horrifying. And –" He took a breath. Rubbed his own hands against his pants as he thought –

(the axe in her head her body tumbling away I saved them but I killed her I saved my friends and destroyed my daughter)

– again of what was at stake. "And I understand."

The fear in her gaze fell away. Not completely, but enough that the hope held sway. At least long enough for her to move to the seat directly across from Maggie.

"Can we talk?"
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WHEN AMULEK PULLED over, maybe ten miles down the road, Maggie and Theresa were still talking. Their voices were low, their heads together, and Christopher couldn't make out much of their conversation over the uneven roar of the Marauder. He did hear "Ken" and "Derek," and at one point Maggie had tears running down her cheeks. Not too much of a surprise, considering all she'd been through. What was a surprise was that Theresa had tears tracking their way down her own cheeks as well.

Theresa put a hand on Maggie's knee. Maggie put her hand on Theresa's.

They kept talking.

Christopher gave them their space. But he smiled.

Fate.

It's meant to be.

Theresa had been with them. Now she was one of them.

The Marauder shuddered to a halt, the rasp-crackle of gravel beneath its tires as it stopped on the side of the road.

Nice, kid. The world's gone, but you make sure to stop on the side of the road. Because RULES!

He wondered if Amulek would put his blinker on when he pulled back out.

If we can pull back out.

That was a sobering thought. Christopher hadn't seen any cars on their drive thus far, and he had no desire to start walking in the middle of the night in Zombietown, U.S.A.

He got out with Aaron, Amulek, and Buck. Amulek went to a compartment set into the side of the vehicle and opened it. He pulled out a heavy-duty flashlight, then lay down on his back and scooted out of sight.

"I'm surprised you're not the one going down there," Buck said to Aaron. "Don't they teach you emergency car repair due to zombie attack in special forces?"

Aaron didn't miss a beat. "They do, but I was sick that day." He pointed to the spot where Amulek had slid under the Marauder. "Besides, based on what I saw of their preparations, I suspect that kid could probably take this thing apart and put it back together again in the dark."

"Which is handy, since that's basically what he's doing now," said Christopher. He looked at Buck. "Good job with the gas back there," he said.

Buck looked like he was contemplating a snarky reply. Then he shrugged. "I had a good role model."

Christopher looked to his left and right, then back at Buck. "Wait, do you mean moi?"

Buck's teeth ground together. "Don't make me regret the compliment."

"I wouldn't dream of it, big guy." His grin faded, and he punched Buck in the shoulder. "Seriously. That was awesome. Couldn't have done better myself."

Buck nodded. He managed to look irritated, happy at the compliment, and pleased with himself all at the same time.

Amulek pulled himself out from under the Marauder, the movement shifting the rocks and sand beneath him with a low rasp.

"What's the problem?" asked Aaron.

Amulek seemed to ignore the question. He went back to the tool compartment. Put the flashlight down on its side and pulled something out: a small whiteboard with a black dry erase pen velcroed to the side.

"Something wrong with springs and shocks," he wrote.

"What?" asked Buck.

Amulek shrugged. Wiped off a corner of the whiteboard and wrote, "My guess is zombie-related."

Christopher laughed. Aaron rolled his eyes and Buck looked at Christopher and said, "Great, just what we need. One more smart-ass." Then he looked back at Amulek. "Can we get to Micron?"

Amulek shrugged again. Rubbed a patch of the whiteboard.

"Hope so."
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AFTER THAT THERE SEEMED to be little else to do. Just get in the Marauder and continue on. Air whistled through the hole in the floor – which everyone was sitting as far away from as possible – and the vehicle continued to wobble its way along. Christopher guessed they were going thirty miles per hour or so. A speed that would lengthen their trip to five or six hours – at best.

Maggie and Theresa kept talking. Buck sat back in a chair and – amazingly – seemed to go to sleep. He closed his eyes and didn't move, and Christopher would have worried that something strange was going on if the big guy hadn't started snoring softly in the red glow of the cargo space.

The girls – Hope and little Lizzy – slept as well, though their sleep was of a much deeper sort. Neither moved, not so much as a sigh. They had been left in the center aisle between the seats at one point, and as Christopher watched them they rolled back and forth ever so slightly. Not under their own volition, simply rocked by the wobble that was now the Marauder's permanent driving style.

As he watched them, something tugged at his subconscious. Something wrong, or at least troubling. He didn't know what it was at first, then the suspicion was born inside. He looked closer to confirm.

"What's going on?" asked Buck.

Christopher jerked, surprised by the voice. Before looking he glanced out the side window. They weren't traveling the small road anymore. They had gotten to what he guessed was Highway 20-26, traveling along the center of two lanes with no sign of any other vehicles.

He looked back at the girls. "Their breathing."

Buck squinted at him. "I would hope so."

"No, not 'they are' breathing. Their breathing." He pointed at the girls. "Look at their breathing."

Buck turned his gaze on the girls. Christopher realized that Maggie and Theresa were watching as well. "What is it?" asked Maggie. A minute quaver made her voice tremble. It was a sound Christopher knew well: the sound of someone waiting for news that could only be bad.

"What's wrong?" she added.

Christopher sighed. "They're breathing in time," he said.

In-out, in-out, in-out. 
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THERESA SPOKE. "WHAT does that mean?" she asked.

"I thought you said they couldn't communicate," said Aaron.

"Yeah, but we gotta remember who we were relying on to make that happen," said Buck.

Christopher glared. "Thanks for the encouragement, Clucky."

"Wasn't trying to be encouraging, dumbass."

"I don't feel any different."

The last voice was quiet. So low it barely registered over the rattling thud of the Marauder's rapidly deteriorating wheels. Still, everyone turned to look at Maggie as quickly and completely as if she had shouted the words into the silence of a church at mass.

"What do you mean?" said Theresa.

"No, she's right," said Buck. He looked down at his hands, feet, body. He felt them as though worried he might have dropped something somewhere down the road. He looked back up at the group. "We were under some kind of spell when they were broadcasting, right? Me and Maggie? So if they were doing that again, wouldn't we feel different somehow?"

"Yeah, I think you're right," said Aaron. He spoke without looking back, still staring ahead, then looking to the side in slow, measured sweeps that would keep him aware of their surroundings at all times. "You definitely acted a bit crazy when I showed up again."

"So what are they doing, then?" asked Theresa. One of her feet inched toward Hope, as though she were contemplating nudging the little girl to check for some reaction.

Maggie beat her to it. She leaned over and shook her oldest daughter's shoulder. Hope's body was loose, jogging back and forth under her mother's light touch.

"Nothing," she said, disappointment clear in her voice. Christopher wondered if the disappointment was that of concerned mother for afflicted child – or if it was something deeper. Darker. More frightening.

He hoped it was the former.

"So what, then?" asked Theresa again.

Christopher remembered something he had seen on the ultrasound. A moment when the creature in Hope's body faded out of this existence, this dimension. Perhaps to go – at least in part – to the dark place from whence it was born.

And when it came back....

"Growing," he said. He looked into Buck's eyes. "I bet the things inside them are growing." Then he looked around the car.

"We don't have much time."
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DAWN PEAKED OVER THE horizon. A sliver of light in the otherwise perfect dark of the night. The sliver became a spear, slicing through the night and leaving it in ribbons of gray interspersed with pink and orange.

At one point Christopher thought he saw something north of the freeway. A bright yellow building whose signs screamed "FIREWORKS" and "YEAR ROUND" and "BIGGEST LEGALLY AVAILABLE."

There was a swatch of darkness at the side of the building. The darkness shifted and shrugged in on itself. One piece of it broke away to roam around the front of the building, then seemed to lurch back to the darkness it had come from – small group of zombies.

The creatures didn't follow. Didn't even seem to notice them.

Christopher felt his eyes grow heavy. Begin to droop. He hadn't understood how Buck could possibly sleep. Not with all that was happening, and all that might happen. Now, though, he realized that sleep was not only coming – it was absolutely going to overtake him. The wobble of the car, the whistle of wind through the hole in the floor ceased to be an assault and somehow shifted to a lullaby.

He slept.

He dreamed.

The dreams were short and sharp – shocks of pain and fear that came as pure feeling more than image. Despair as he saw a tiny child with a face grown strange and alien. Then blood and pink and black as he cut through the face with an axe. The axe shifted to something that wriggled and struggled in his hands. A many-legged creature who wanted to be free be free –

(let me GO!)

– and pushed thoughts of rage and hatred into his mind.

Another flash, another shift. Holding Buck's bloody body in his arms. Buck's head gone, but still somehow speaking. Saying, "Don't let her take me," over and over. And Christopher could do nothing to give him respite, because how do you let something rest that never ceases to live?

More flashes. Growing queens. Dying friends. Blood running down the handle of the axe, staining his hands forever red.

"What now?" asked Buck.

Christopher jerked awake, catching hold of the words and following them to consciousness.

The Marauder had slowed; he had a fuzzy half-sleep memory of feeling it shudder as Amulek let up on the gas and the tempo of asphalt slabs passing below the tires changed slightly.

"What's going on?" he asked.

Then he saw.
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TWO CARS HAD CRASHED into each other in the middle of the highway. Whether because one of the drivers had Changed and veered into the other vehicle as understanding fled, or because both had Changed and slammed into each other, Christopher could not say. He saw the cars, saw the hoods crumpled. A bright flower of red blood had been drawn across the inside of one of the front windows. A vague smear as of a hand clawing at the side window.

No bodies.

And then he realized he was looking at the wrong thing. He had prepared internally for cars, so when he saw them that was the logical thing his mind jumped to as being the cause for the slowdown. But Amulek wove the Marauder around them, and barely seemed even to notice them.

It was then that Christopher – still throwing off the drunken effect of a dream too vivid to be real, too real-seeming to be easily cast aside – saw the snow.

Snow?

Drifts of white floated down around the car. Bits of gray flitting across the front windshield of the Marauder, flowing over the top as the wind took them, then disappearing in the wake of the vehicle's passage.

Snow? It's spring. How could –

The answer came to him as the last bits of dream finally loosed their grip on his mind.

Not snow.

Ash.

And then he saw – finally realized he saw – the light as well. He remembered the glow he had thought he saw in the darkness of the night before. A strange, flickering aura vaguely visible on the horizon to the north, but so dim it might be nothing more than a dream.

Now he saw. Saw a dream made real, one more nightmare close by and waiting to envelope the survivors.

He had no idea what started the forest fire. Perhaps another crash like the one he had just seen on the freeway. Perhaps lightning from the storm they had weathered only a day –

(Is that all it's been? Just one day?)

– ago.

He wondered if it might have been started by the zombies. Perhaps intentionally for some deep purpose he could only guess at?

That made him shiver.

No matter the cause, the fire had grown, had become huge. It flowed over the trees near the north side of the freeway. The flames looked like a cresting wave, falling forward, driven before the wind, but never finding a shore that would stop their momentum. This wave would go until it had been stopped by something greater than itself. Perhaps only time, since first responders and firemen were a thing of the past.

Embers began to float around the Marauder. Flitting through the air like the ash had done, caught in the draft of the vehicle, flung about the windshield like fireflies in a hurricane, then flitting past on their way across the highway.

The flames to the right were enormous. And it might have been his imagination, but it seemed hotter in the Marauder.

Just then Aaron reached forward. He adjusted something on the dash, and the sound of the air conditioning that had been blowing on them all shifted tone just slightly.

"What are you doing?" said Buck. He was staring out the window at the fire, looking almost hypnotized by the dancing flames.

"Turning the outside air off," said Aaron. "We don't want to be sucking ash into the car, breathing the fire."

"Can we even keep going?" asked Theresa. She was looking at the fire, too. But unlike Buck she didn't appear hypnotized. She looked scared. Her hands clenched on her black pants, white fists standing out in stark contrast against the dark fabric.

"We don't have a choice," said Maggie. Her voice slid from her lips. Like Buck, she sounded almost hypnotized. Christopher wondered if the impossible commands of the queens nestled in Lizzy and Hope were starting to bleed into the safety bubble his cell jammer had created.

Were they getting stronger?

Theresa looked at Christopher, an eyebrow raised. Even in her fear, she had noticed the change in Buck and Maggie as well.

After a short silence, Aaron spoke. "We should turn around. Find another way past. We don't want to get caught in this."

Amulek nodded. Before he could turn the wheel, though, Christopher spoke.

"Keep going."

Aaron turned his head to look at him. "What are you talking –"

His voice stopped as he turned to look at what Christopher had seen.

The fire was large here, to the side of the highway. Behind them, it was a firestorm that blew long tongues of flame all the way across the freeway.

And it was coming closer.

"Don't turn, Amulek," said Christopher. Then he added, "Hurry."

"Can we outrun it?" asked Theresa.

Christopher watched the fire pull closer behind them. Not just the flames on the side of the road, but the ones that seemed to close that road behind them. Driving them forward.

"I hope so," he said.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]




69


[image: image]


––––––––
[image: image]


THEY MANAGED TO OUTPACE the fire, but only barely. Cars were growing more frequent as they traveled east along Highway 20-26, and Amulek started swerving back and forth to avoid their crashed and crushed remains. Many of them had spun completely off the highway – into ditches on the north side, into fields of alfalfa that stretched along the south side of the highway. But enough had come to rest on the highway itself that Christopher started to feel carsick with the swaying motion of the Marauder's zigzag pattern.

And every time Amulek turned the wheel, it ate up speed. Every time he slowed to make his way around a stopped car, the flames behind them came a bit closer.

The fields caught fire as the flames to the north spat glowing embers across the freeway.

Something boomed behind them. Theresa jerked and looked at Christopher.

"One of the cars went up," he said. 

"Yuh," said Aaron. He sounded calm.

How does he do that?

Christopher started to sweat. He looked at Theresa, saw droplets beading on her forehead. Saw Buck wipe his arm across his brow, and watched as Maggie blinked away droplets that fell into her eyes.

Getting hotter.

He suddenly wondered if burning alive might be a worse option even than being Changed.

Does it hurt? Would being Changed hurt as bad as burning to death?

But he knew it would. Remembered the ones he had seen after being bitten – screaming, muscles spasming in agony. Blood bursting from the pores of their skin, coating faces and arms in red that came from no wound whatever. Just the body's own vessels rupturing under the pure agony of the Change.

No, the fire had to be easier. And if the flame did catch them, at least they would die as themselves. The fire would destroy their brains. No receptors for the Change to take hold.

That doesn't mean I want to die here, either.

Amulek slapped the dashboard. A quick hit that sounded like boards clapping together. Christopher looked forward.

Saw what the teen was warning about; what was coming.

"Everyone hold on!" shouted Aaron.
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WHAT WAS AHEAD WAS an inevitability. Something that had to happen sooner or later.

But not now. Not now.

A line of four cars stretched across the highway. Head to tail, they completely blocked passage across this stretch of road. The southernmost car hung askew, its rear hanging over empty space. An irrigation canal was below it. The northernmost car was aflame, half immersed in the fires that spanned that side of the road as far ahead as Christopher could see.

Trying to go around to the south – impossible. The Marauder would crash into the canal, stranding them at the worst possible place.

To the north – madness. Driving into the fire would mean a painful death. The Marauder might be good against mines, but even if it could make it through a forest fire unscathed, the people inside it would cook like so many slabs of beef in a smoker.

The sane thing to do would be to stop. To use the Marauder's weight to push one of the cars out of the way. To make a hole, then to proceed forward with ease.

There was no time for sanity.

"Slow down!" screamed Buck.

"Hold on!" Aaron repeated.

The Marauder leaped forward as Amulek somehow coaxed a bit more power out of the beast. 

They hit.

Short of an actual tank, the Marauder was bigger than any other vehicle Christopher had ever seen. Still, even tanks crunched their way over cars at a slow pace. Hitting them at top speed would not, he suspected, be the recommended way to do it.

No choice.

He had time to grab the metal frame of his seat. To jam one hand against the ceiling and press down so hard he thought he might push himself right through the floor below him.

Then he pitched forward. A bright flare of pain raced from his elbow to his wrist as he simultaneously crashed upward hard enough that it felt like the hand and arm he had braced himself with were shortened a good six inches. He bounced off the ceiling, then bounced off something soft in front of him.

His hand flew out, reflex acting in a futile effort to stop himself from bouncing around anymore. He felt something soft. And realized in that strange moment of time that felt like both forever and far too short that he had somehow managed to get his hand on Theresa's chest again.

It flitted through his brain that if he survived this moment, she would probably kill him.

Then the distinctive sounds of metal on metal, of glass shattering, drove thought from his mind. The Marauder jounced again. Leaned to the side far enough that he thought they might tip.

Then the front thudded down, putting the vehicle at a steep angle. A moment later the back wheels slammed down as well, dropping the seat out from under him. His stomach lurched in an instant of no gravity, a strong enough feeling that he worried he would lose whatever food was still in his body.

He slammed back into his seat. Still, he realized, holding onto Theresa.

He heard Buck cursing. For some reason that drove home the fact that they had survived a full-speed crash into a blockade of metal, plastic, and glass.

He almost grinned. Settled for letting go of Theresa – she didn't even glare at him, just looked around with a white face. Her throat was bleeding again where Ken had cut her, red streaming into her collar, staining it an even filthier color than it had already been.

Maggie had tumbled into the center of the cargo space. At first Christopher worried that she'd been injured. But she looked up, caught his eyes. He realized she had thrown herself forward to cover up the girls. To protect them.

Good mama.

He felt a twinge of jealousy. Ridiculous to feel such a thing in this moment, but he couldn't help it. He was seeing more proper parenting in the apocalypse than he had ever witnessed when life was "good."

His eyes flitted behind them. Saw the wreckage of the cars they had just slammed over and through. The two cars on the ends were almost untouched. The two in the middle had been crushed to half their height, the Marauder riding right over them without pause.

"Everyone okay?" shouted Aaron.

Grunts rose from everyone but Maggie. She was trying her best to check on the girls – no small feat considering the bouncing they were all enduring. The wobble that had originated from the damaged right rear wheel seemed to have worsened significantly in the moment of slamming over and through the roadblock. The Marauder was shimmying nonstop now, weaving drunkenly back and forth across the road.

Maggie looked up. Christopher locked eyes with her. Saw anguish in her gaze. He didn't know what to do, what to say. Nothing was right – how did you comfort a mother whose children won't wake up? Whose children may already have lost what made them hers?

She smiled. Not a happy smile – far from it – but a smile that made him feel like she registered his anguish on her behalf... and made him feel that perhaps it had helped, if only a little.

Sometimes pain isn't nearly as bad as the thought that we are suffering alone. Sometimes just knowing someone understands is enough to ease the agony.

He looked at Theresa. "You okay?" he asked.

"Fi-i-i-ine." The Marauder slid sideways as she spoke, half driving, half skidding at an angle perpendicular to the one most people preferred to steer.

He had to stifle a laugh. Now wasn't the time. Still, she glared at him as though he had brayed in her face.

"You grabbed my boob again."

"I'll make it up to you. D-d-d-d-inner at my p-p-p-place?"

Her face was pinched, and the attempt at humor didn't seem to make it through her sweat-drenched expression.

"It's getting real hot in here," said Buck. He looked at Maggie. Opened his mouth to speak. The Marauder took one of its power slides again, Aaron cursing as Amulek struggled to bring the vehicle under control. Buck's mouth slammed closed. He braced against his seat. Managed to keep from flying off and right on top of the girls in the aisle between the seats.

"They o-o-o-kay?" he managed when the power slide ended – at least for the most part.

"How should I know?" Maggie almost snarled the words. Fear turned to anger in the moment. Christopher put a hand on her shoulder.

She sagged. "They're as-s-s-sleep."

Another skid, and this time Theresa held onto Christopher. He looked away from her as she did, afraid that if he caught her gaze he might say something totally out of bounds – make some joke or perhaps propose marriage.

He looked out the back window.

The fire was licking at their back bumper. Flames leaping up on either side of the road, fiery fingers reaching across the road, trying to grab the Marauder – to clasp hands around it and crush it in blazing fists.

"Hurry!" he shouted.

Aaron cursed again. And for some reason Christopher didn't think the cowboy was complaining about the fire. Christopher looked to the front seat. Aaron was looking out his window, to the south.

Christopher followed his gaze.

"No," he whispered.
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A HORDE.

The zombies were loping toward them, coming from the southeast – just ahead and off the right side of the Marauder. It wasn't the size of the horde that had scaled the Wells Fargo Center – easily a hundred thousand of the creatures all gathered together as one writhing, teeming mass. But it was enough that Christopher couldn't tell where they ended. They spread in a broad line across the fields ahead.

Rushing toward the fire.

Toward the Marauder.

Toward the people inside.

"How did they find us?" said Buck. "I thought we were jamming their signal."

"Not important right now!" shouted Christopher. "What are we going to do?"

He looked back again. The fire that had been so close behind had managed to draw so near that flame licked up the back of the Marauder. There was another explosion as one of the cars they had passed – perhaps one of the ones they had plowed right through – lost itself to the fire.

Christopher looked away. No help there, no escape. He turned to the sides. Right, left – it was all the same: fire. Fire covering the fields to the right of them, flames tearing through the forest and igniting the trunks of the trees whipping past on the left.

And the zombies – coming from ahead and to the right – the only place that wasn't covered in fire.

Fire in three directions. Zombies in the fourth. Too many to break through, even if the Marauder had been at top form.

Nowhere to run but straight into the clutches of the creatures streaming toward them.

His question kept echoing in his mind: "What are we going to do?"

And no one answered.

Nothing could be done.
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THE MARAUDER SPUN INTO another skid. This one was worse than any of the others had been – a jouncing, skittering sideways leap across the road. Maggie screamed. Buck tossed himself on top of her and the girls, using his own bulk to help pin them all down, to keep them in place.

Theresa's hand found his. Clutched it.

In that moment, stupid as it was, her holding onto him actually made everything seem worth it.

Then the moment of irrational happiness passed and he settled back into the previous status quo – which basically consisted of alternating between thoughts of What now what now? and We're going to die.

He glanced out the side window. Expected to see flame in the fields south of the road. Instead he saw the road itself. Saw zombies running toward them, thousands of them, operating in that weirdly concerted way. None crashing, none falling into each other. Just a perfectly-coordinated unit.

I shouldn't be seeing this. Shouldn't be seeing this out the side window.

The Marauder had spun completely sideways. Turned perpendicular to its proper course. Still skipping along the road, but if this didn't change they'd end up barreling into the burning trees north of the road.

He looked at Amulek. Expecting to see the teen wrestling with the wheel again, trying valiantly to bring their sideways skid under control.

Amulek was doing no such thing.

Christopher was mostly behind the teen, but even with the small sliver of his face that was visible at this angle, he could tell Amulek wasn't fighting the wheel. At least, not to turn the car back onto the road. He was turning the steering wheel in exactly the wrong direction for that. Guiding the Marauder not back onto the highway, but forcing it off the road.

Spinning the wheel again.

Maggie: screaming. Buck: holding her down. Aaron: bracing for impact. Theresa: hand in his.

Amulek opened his mouth in a wordless scream. Christopher remembered Mo, battling zombies in the bunker, screaming a Māori war cry. Christopher suspected that Amulek was shouting the same words, if only in his mind. Words in a different language, but Christopher had understood the gist of them, all the same: Screw you. My enemies will fall, my friends will stand. I spit in the face of the death that's come.

The Marauder slammed off the road. Hit the soft shoulder with a grind and a lurch that ate up a good chunk of its speed. But it wasn't stopping.

Aaron lurched over. Tried to grab the wheel from the boy, and Christopher could tell from his expression that he thought the kid had lost it.

Aaron's good hand fell on the wheel. And Amulek shot out a hammer fist that caught the cowboy in the temple and knocked him clear across the cockpit with a single powerful blow. Aaron hit the passenger side window hard enough that Christopher thought he might crack the reinforced glass.

The air suddenly heated up – a matter of twenty degrees in the space of a second.

Then the soft shoulder disappeared. It was just dirt.

They had entered the forest.

They were in the fire.
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ONE OF THE TEACHERS at a religious boarding school Christopher had attended was very fond of telling him he was bound for Hell. This had usually come with a vibrant description of the place: worms crawling in and out of the faces of the damned, screaming and wailing of the tormented, and an eternal flame that devoured everything but was never sated.

Two out of three.

Everyone was screaming as they flew into the forest. And the fire all around might not have been eternal, but in that moment it was the sum of Christopher's universe. A flickering light that consumed everything around them, that writhed its way up the trunks of the trees.

All we need's the worms and we're in Hell.

Christopher kept screaming, a shout that seemed ever farther away, as though he were losing track of himself.

A trio of gunshots severed the scream. He went from full-throated roaring to silence in an instant as the explosions rattled around the Marauder's interior. He almost dove to the floor, probably only stopping because that space was more or less occupied by Maggie and Buck and the girls, and even Buck was in danger of slipping headfirst through the hole the acid had burned through the floor.

BOOM.

Another explosion. It finally penetrated that he wasn't actually hearing gunshots – the sounds were too high-pitched, with strange crackles at the beginning and end.

Another explosion, and this time Christopher was looking out the right side window, watching as a tree with a boa of flame curling around its base and writhing its way up the trunk suddenly blew apart. The moisture in the tree had expanded too fast to be contained in its trunk, and the resultant explosion ripped the tree – easily fifty feet tall, and proportionately broad – right in half.

The top half of the tree tore away. Spun in the air like a propeller. Plummeted and slammed into the ground only a few feet behind the Marauder.

And Amulek kept driving. Pushing deeper into the fire. Deeper. The air getting hotter, so hot it hurt to take in breath. Christopher felt some of the hairs of his arm begin to singe.

What's going on? What's Amulek doing?

He's lost it.

We're done.

He glanced behind the Marauder. Saw motion everywhere: branches falling, fire leaping up from every flammable bit of grass or wood or leaf, and...

... and dark things that shimmered in the heat waves. Black lines behind them. Streaming into the woods like their own kind of forest fire. This one not of heat and brightness, but of cold and the black of the damned.

The zombies had followed them. Followed into flame, and now this truly was Hell.

Hotter, hotter.

Christopher realized there were still a few gas tanks in the back of the Marauder. And though he was fairly certain that Amulek had lost it and they were going to die in this place, he didn't want to go up in a ball of flame. 

Maybe that'd be faster. Better.

He rebelled against the idea. They might die. But he was damned if he was going to help the process along.

He tried to get out of his chair. Fell back, tried again. Fell.

The black lines in the forest were coming closer. Still wavering in the heat, but looking less like mirages with every passing moment.

Christopher crawled over Maggie and Buck. He stayed on hands and knees – the only way motion was possible in the cargo area given the pounding it was taking as it crashed through brush, especially if he wanted to avoid being tossed out the hole in the floor.

Shouldn't we have hit something by now?

He looked over his shoulder. Saw Amulek whipping the wheel back and forth. Spinning it expertly as he turned the Marauder from left to right and back again. Trees appeared in front of the vehicle, over and over, and each time Amulek moved the wheel just enough to miss.

Christopher didn't understand. Clearly the kid didn't want to crash them into anything. But why would he care after sending them into this certain death in the first place? Surely one way to kill them all was as good as another?

Christopher crawled to the back of the Marauder. There was a latch on the side of the tailgate, and he yanked it. The back tore loose, and as it did he realized he'd made a terrible mistake.
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A FIRE NEEDS HEAT, fuel, and oxygen. And no matter how much of each it might have, it always hungers for more.

The second Christopher opened the tailgate of the Marauder, he felt heat flash over him. It was almost a physical push, the temperature rising so fast that it nearly staggered him.

At the same time, he was almost yanked right out the back of the Marauder as the air that had been trapped inside found a larger hole to escape through than the hole in the floor. Wind whipped past him and Christopher lurched forward. Grabbed the inside of the tailgate latch. Barely kept from falling out, hardly noticed the flare of pain that blossomed on his palm as he grabbed the hot metal.

He weaved, right there in the threshold between what safety remained and a headlong pitch onto the burning ground passing below.

He blinked. Couldn't see. Everything hot. Too hot.

Something swam in front of him. Black threads in a red tapestry. More blinking. The red continued to swim and waver, but the black threads solidified.

The zombies. Loping through the trees, following the Marauder in its mad dash to death.

Christopher heard their flesh popping. Seething as the moisture inside expanded, just as it had done with the trees.

One of the zombies stumbled. Fell. It didn't get up.

Christopher acted on autopilot. Not thinking. Muscle memory taking over. He let go of the tailgate and grabbed something flat. Heavy. He pushed it out of the Marauder. It hit. Bounced. Disappeared behind them.

Another item. Flat. Heavy.

Push.

Out.

One of the creatures was close enough he could see it reaching forward. Running, its features melting like wax and then turning to charcoal and ash.

A fireball, larger than the ones already blooming among the trees, blazed into being. It engulfed the zombie. The creature disappeared in flame as the gas can Christopher had just tossed out exploded right behind it.

The explosion pulsed out, catching Christopher and shoving him back like a fevered fist to the chest. Which was a good thing, because he had been about to fall out.

He flew back. Tumbled into something –

(Buck he's always in the way why doesn't he sit on a chair like a normal person)

– then flipped sideways into something else –

(don't grab her boob she'll kill you for sure if you do that again)

– and then his head smacked into one of the windows and the world went from red and white and yellow to black.
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THE DARKNESS CAME AND went swiftly, but long enough for things to change radically. The fire was still there, the crackling and explosions of trees bursting within themselves. The heat still washed over Christopher in searing waves.

Everyone was screaming.

"What –"

"Where are –"

"Are you insane?"

That last was Theresa, and he realized dully that her arms were around his chest. She must have pulled him in after the gas can blew. But she wasn't letting go.

Isn't that wrong? Shouldn't she let go? Or at least grab my boob?

He looked around. Blurry. Everything swimming in and out of focus. Thoughts swimming as well.

Why doesn't she grab my boob?

Why isn't she letting go?

Indeed, he realized that she was pulling him tighter, holding him with surprising strength, her arms closing around him to the point it was hard to breathe.

And now he saw that everyone was looking in the same direction. Even Buck and Maggie had sat up, and were peering ahead while still holding onto the children and each other.

Christopher turned his head to look. It felt like it took hours to complete the motion, and he swore he could hear something crackling in his neck. Like bubble wrap exploding inside his head, pop-pop-pop and crinkling crunches.

Then he finished the move.

Saw.

He started screaming, too. "No, no, no, bad idea bad idea bad IDEA!"

Even Aaron was screaming, though his shout of "Whoa whoa whoa!" sounded more like he was trying to get a stubborn horse under control than like anything resembling panic.

Only Amulek was silent. His face a stone as he grimly struggled for control of the Marauder, which was now wobbling so hard Christopher felt like he was a mouse being batted back and forth between a cat's paws.

But Amulek kept it on course.

Kept it moving forward.

Straight at the cliff.
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THE LAND IN FRONT OF them just disappeared. A stretch of nothing – no tree trunks to swerve around, no exploding zombies to avoid –

(they'd be in back though I blew them up, eat that cheese, Buck, don't try to teach a master chef how to make eggs)

– and then... nothing. The land just wasn't there. And even at this odd angle, peering over Amulek's and Aaron's backs through the small front windshield, Christopher could tell that it wasn't some gentle incline they were heading toward. It was a complete absence of anything that could support the Marauder.

He had time to scream, "Bad IDEA!" one more time, then his stomach fell out of his body. Plummeted so hard it left him a hollow shell. He cried out, then his body followed after his stomach.

The fall was shorter than he expected. For some reason he thought he was going to take a Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid-style tumble – fifty or sixty or a hundred feet into nothing. Instead, he barely caught up to his stomach before the Marauder fell on what felt like a pile of bricks.

Only... do bricks splash?

In the next moment he felt water coursing around him. The sudden cold was welcome – it both woke him up and made him forget the aches and pains that were shouldering their way into his consciousness. He was on hands and knees in the back of the Marauder, and the water was up to his chin in an instant. It invaded his mouth. He spluttered. Shook his head.

Something drifted past him. He grabbed it. Yanked it above the rapidly-rising water.

Hope.

The little girl had her eyes closed again. Perhaps unconscious, perhaps something deeper and more devious. Either way, he pulled her back from where she had been drifting: the open tailgate of the Marauder.

The jammer. It's gonna break under water.

No time to worry about that.

They were all moving. The Marauder was drifting under/around them. And with that realization came a bit of understanding.

We're in a river. Kid drove us off a cliff into a river.

"You're kidding me." The words came out without his really thinking about them. They sounded slurred, drunk. He took a deep breath – a wasted effort since he swallowed water again and ended up sputtering. Though that cleared his head a bit more, and that was the result he'd been hoping for, so he counted it as a win.

Something grabbed him. Buck. "You okay, Christopher?" Christopher nodded. Buck pulled something over. Maggie, who had a drenched and unconscious Lizzy clutched to her shoulder. "Idiot drove us into the Pacific Ocean."

"That's ridiculous, Clucky. This is clearly the Atlantic."

Buck growled.

Something surfaced. Aaron. A cut streaming pink down his face, the red of it diluted by the water that surrounded them. The cowboy held an unconscious Amulek, his bad fist curled around the teen's chin in the classic drowning rescue position.

Buck looked at Amulek. "Lucky he's out or I'd deck him."

"He saved us." Aaron looked around. The water was within two feet of the roof. Still streaming in. Frothy, freezing.

Christopher's teeth wanted to chatter. He refused to let them. Not until Buck started showing the cold.

The Marauder was still drifting. No telling exactly how fast, though Christopher got a sense they were moving forward at a good clip.

"Saved us?" Buck sputtered as foam leaped into his mouth. "How is trying to cook us then drown us 'saving'?"

Aaron pulled Amulek toward the tailgate. Toward the water streaming in. Leaving.

"He drove through the fire at a thin point, which kept the zombies away – at least for a while. And he drove us in here where we wouldn't get cooked, in case you didn't notice."

Buck growled. "He had a lucky case of crazy."

Aaron stopped moving outside long enough to stare at Buck. "I barely know this kid, but he doesn't strike me as the type to 'go crazy.'" He shook his head. "He knew the forest was thin, he knew the river bent this way. He saved us." He gripped the roof of the tailgate. "But if you don't get out of here, we're going to die just the same."

Buck slogged toward the tailgate. Holding Hope with one hand, helping Maggie fight the drag of the incoming water with the other.

Christopher tried to stand. Feet touched the floor of the Marauder. Then he slipped. Went under. Theresa grabbed him. Hoisted him above the water. Only a few inches between the water and the roof. "Deep breath," she said.

Then she pulled him under.
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THE "SWIM," SUCH AS it was, was awkward. Christopher had one arm around Theresa, she had one arm around him. Like the world's most extreme three-legged race. Only this one ended not with hand-made blue ribbons and a wide variety of potato salads, but with either death or life as the only rewards.

It was only a few feet from inside to outside. Inches. But it took forever. The water shoved him back, back. Theresa kept them going. Toward the end he finally felt a modicum of strength return to his limbs, but even with that he was by far the weaker person on the strange team.

And to think she was trying to kill me only a few days ago.

I'm growing on her.

His thoughts still weren't moving in the right directions, he knew. Scattered. Confused.

But he was coming to himself, a bit at a time. By the time they surfaced behind the Marauder, he felt like something approaching himself again. A very bruised, painful self – but himself, all the same.

The Marauder was cruising downstream, its hood barely breaching the water's surface. It stayed tilted up for another moment, then it fell. Disappeared.

The current caught Christopher. Swept him away.

He and Theresa clung to one another.

First base!

The levity was dampened by the suspicion that he was going to die here. They were kicking against the current, getting nowhere.

Then something caught him. Jerked at his collar. Dragging him to the side.

He twisted, sure it was a branch or something that was going to turn a bad situation to a worse one. That had been the pattern since the Change, and he saw no reason it was likely to change in the future.

So he was surprised when he saw Buck. Holding to Aaron, who was holding to Amulek. The teen must have been shocked awake by the water, and now he was holding to a huge root that grew into the side of the cliff they had just come rocketing off of. Maggie had herself twined around another root, holding onto her daughters. Keeping their heads above water.

Buck curled his arm in with a grunt, drawing Christopher slowly to him. Christopher felt panicked movements on his other side. "Relax!" he shouted. "They've got us!"

He felt the motions slow, then cease as the words penetrated Theresa's terror. He looked at her, saw her peering at him. Traces of a smile tugged at her lips. "I know, I'm a sexy sight," he said.

"I just didn't want your face to be the last thing I saw," she said. But her smile didn't go away.

Buck pulled them to him. Then Aaron drew the group to him. Then Amulek pulled the entire knot of survivors to the side of the cliff. His muscles stood out in huge relief, turning him from a good-sized teen into something of near-mythic appearance. Christopher could almost hear Mo's voice in his mind: "Of course. He is Māori."

The thought made him sad. He missed the big hunter. Tried not to think of what he must be going through – either a horrible Change to something that would strip him of all that made him so good, or a slow death as he starved without the use of his hands.

He failed.

So many lost. How many more?

Buck reached out a long arm and snagged another tree root. Added his strength to Amulek's. Then Aaron threaded himself into the roots, and then Christopher and Theresa.

Christopher looked around. The river was a good three or four hundred feet across. And fast. There was no way any of them could cross it without some flotation device at the best of times. Let alone crippled, with a few unconscious kids to watch out for.

At his back was the cliff. Twenty feet high. No way up. And even if they could somehow figure out a way to climb, he heard the crack-crackle-pop of the fire above them.

How long until it burns out?

How long can we stay here?

The last was the most important question. His teeth still wanted to click together. And in spite of his best effort, they started chattering. Almost in the same instant, Buck started shivering as well.

Waiting for me to start first, I bet. Real mature, Clucky.

Buck looked at him. Then at Maggie. Her lips were blue. She was shivering. So was Theresa. Amulek seemed unconcerned by the cold water – but then, he'd probably freeze to death with that same impassive look.

"He is Māori."

Shut up, Mo.

Aaron wasn't shivering yet, but Christopher could tell he was going to start soon.

There was a fire above them, separated by a cliff.

The opposite shore was too far to get to – and now that Christopher looked closely, it was scorched and blackened with fire as well. Even if burned over, it was probably too hot to walk across.

The fires of Hell all around.

And in spite of that, they were all going to freeze to death.
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"HOW DO WE GET OUT OF here?" said Buck. His teeth turned every other word into a seven-syllable exercise.

Amulek looked up. Shook his head: No clue.

That made Christopher feel oddly better about the whole situation. He had expected the kid to make some sort of floating yurt using fish skins and algae. The fact that even a Māori was lost in this situation.... 

So me and Buck aren't the only mere mortals in the group, after all.

Of course, that means we're all going to die, so it's kind of a wash.

He turned around. Looking for something that could get them out of this. Not sure what he expected to find – it wasn't like there was a cliff-side Big 5 Sporting Goods along here where he could grab a kayak and a few wet suits.

Behind: a dirt wall. Wet roots and moss wrapping their way up and through the soil.

Everywhere else: rushing water. The only break in the river was a bit of white water with what looked like a gray rock sticking up. When he looked closer he saw it was the back end of the Marauder, just barely peeking above the surface. The valiant thing had given its life to get them this far, and they were all going to freeze to death.

Guess it's better than frying or being Changed.

Only it wasn't. Because if they died, that meant the queens would be reborn – reinserted – in someone else. The king, waiting inside a little boy's body, would have them in his power. Would wait until one killed the other, and then....

Christopher didn't know what would happen next. Maybe there would be some new creature, born inside the bodies of Derek and whatever unlucky host joined in that unholy union. Bursting forth from the children's bodies, shedding them like snakeskins. Beginning a new race – a species so alien that its motivations could never be fully understood.

Perhaps the zombies would remain, roaming the earth. Perhaps they would all die, their purpose fulfilled.

But no matter which it was, the result for humanity would be the same: extinction.

"We're dead," said Theresa. Her gravelly voice sounded lower than usual. Almost ugly in her despair.

Christopher realized he still held her hand in his. He squeezed it. "We're not going to die. You still have to kill me for grabbing your boob again."

She managed a wan smile, though it only turned her upper lip upward. Her lower lip was shivering so hard her jaw looked like it might dislocate. "I think that's a moot point."

"We're not going to die," insisted Christopher.

"Pretty sure of that, aren't you?" said Buck. He was doing what Christopher had done a moment ago: looking around. And Christopher could tell his friend was finding just what he had found: nothing.

"I'm telling you, we're not going to die."

"How can you be so sure?" said Theresa. Her voice was challenging, but at the same time there was something behind the despair, the impotent rage at death come to call.

"Because we can't die." Like the rest of them – other than Amulek – Maggie was shivering. But her voice was firm. Unwavering. No room for doubt in her expression or her voice. She looked at her girls. "If we die, then it's all over."

"Preach it, girl," said Christopher. "We'll make it. Save the world. Be heroes. Free drinks for life. And I'm not the only one who knows it. Right, Aaron?"

He looked around.

Buck, Maggie, Theresa. The girls.

Him. But....

"Where's Aaron?"
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EVERYONE LOOKED AROUND.

No one saw anything.

"Where'd he go?" Buck said. He spun in place, looking everywhere, even turning to the cliff as though Aaron might have dug himself in there somehow.

"I don't know!" The conviction that they would make it – somehow – melted away from Christopher in an instant. Aaron was gone. But he couldn't be gone. There was nowhere to go. Unless –

"He got pulled under." Theresa sounded like she was on the verge of crying.

She's become one of us.

Fate.

But how could that be? What was the end-game, if whatever had brought them together was just doing it so they could be torn apart, one at a time?

Christopher wondered if this was God's way of reminding them He existed, then punishing them in the next moment for forgetting the fact in the first place.

The Lord giveth, the Lord taketh away.

If that's the case, then the Lord sucketh.

"Buck, hold onto my leg," said Christopher. For once, the big man didn't argue. Just grabbed Christopher's foot when he lifted it above the water.

Christopher took a breath. Dove.

It was a short dive. Nothing worthy of a pearl diver – or even a kindergartner just learning how to swim. The water was moving too fast. All he saw was a white blur, the occasional fast-moving bit of brown that he suspected was flotsam dragged along in the current.

He surfaced. Gasped a breath that was equal parts air and water. Dove again. Buck was still holding him, so it wasn't like he could go far or deep. But he managed to get below the surface far enough that the turbulence evened out. It was just a slick, unending current, but he could see – at least a few feet.

Debris bounced through the water. Branches and sticks that had been pushed below for a moment before floating up again. A few flurries that he suspected were fish.

He saw the Marauder. At least the general outline. Dark, far too square to be a natural deposit.

But nothing resembling a man. No Aaron.

He surfaced. Buck pulled him back to cliff face, and Christopher caught hold of a root.

"Anything?" asked Maggie.

Christopher shook his head. He was now so cold he could barely talk. "N-n-n-noth-oth-oth-othing."

Buck's gaze fell. "He's gone."
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NOT POSSIBLE. AARON can't be gone.

And for some reason, even submerged in water so cold that hypothermia was only minutes away, with the water itself surrounded by nothing but fire, Christopher felt like it was possible his friend would make it through this.

We've come too far to be stopped now. Not like this.

Something splashed upriver. Everyone looked, and Christopher knew they were all hoping it would be Aaron. Even though that would have meant he swam a good way upstream, then surfaced and somehow jumped off something that was high enough he would come down with a good sized splash. Nothing but impossibilities – but then, Aaron had shown himself able to do the impossible on more than one occasion.

It wasn't Aaron.

It was a zombie. Flame still dancing along its flesh. Then the fire dousing with a sizzle as it tumbled under the water.

It reared up its head. Looked at them. One side of its face was essentially gone – nothing but burnt meat and blackened bone. The other was a mass of burns as well, but retained enough of its form as to be recognizable as human – or once-human – flesh.

Maggie gasped, sounding like she might scream. Buck clasped a hand over her mouth. "Shh," he whispered.

The thing's eyes were gone. Burnt to nothing by the heat of the fire. But even with the small noise Maggie made, the thing turned slightly. It wasn't swimming – nothing so graceful or learned. But it managed an awkward lurch in their general direction before the current grabbed it.

And began pulling it closer to them.

Everyone did the same thing: shrinking back into the cliff face. Dirt and root and rocks bit into Christopher's back as he tried to wedge himself between one particularly large tree root and the wet soil it grew out of.

The zombie came closer. Sinking out of sight, then flopping its way to the surface again. The motion was ugly. Awkward. It served to highlight just how far from human the thing really was.

But it was also strong. And somehow it managed to fight through the current, to push in their general direction. Christopher tried to gauge whether the thing was going to make it over to them or not. He couldn't be sure. Maybe. Maybe it would make it to the cliff face a few feet downriver.

And then what? Would it continue onward? Just floating along and perhaps eventually submerging like the most gruesome mine in all of history? Waiting to pull down any unsuspecting human that might cross this place?

He shivered. The motion was soundless, but it drew attention to the fact that there was a noise. A sound among them.

Buck's teeth. Chattering. He put a hand over his own mouth, but even then the sound kept coming.

He put his hand in his mouth. Bit down. Blood flowed over his hand. Dripped into the river and disappeared.

The zombie stopped lurching. Christopher knew it was listening. The things were strong, near-invincible – and some of them had hearing that made bats seem not only blind but deaf.

It lurched again. And this time Christopher was sure that it was going to pass them by. It couldn't hear them over the sound of the river, the crackles and explosions of the fire above.

Then something broke through the water right next to them.

Aaron.

The cowboy shook his head, flinging droplets of water in every direction. He gasped, gulping down mouthfuls of air.

Christopher wanted to scream the cowboy's name. Not just in happiness that he was back from... wherever he had gone to in the first place, but to tell him to shut up.

Aaron blinked. Saw the creature coming their way. His jaw clamped shut. Tried to bite back the sounds he had already let loose.

Too late.

The zombie turned. Lurched through the water.

Coming toward them.
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NONE OF THEM HAD ANY weapons. That was the first thing Christopher realized. Everyone had been holding their guns, or had put them on the seats beside them. Even Amulek hadn't worn his ever-present bow while driving the Marauder.

And what were the chances that any of them had thought to grab them when the Marauder hit the water? When it started to sink? Even if they thought of it, Christopher doubted that any of them actually had a chance to do anything about it.

The zombie paddled toward them, that lurching, flopping non-swim that was still more effective than any of them could have managed.

Its head was so burnt – was it coming for them as one of the "normal" zombies, or was it attacking in that frenzy that came over them after the brain was injured? Christopher thought it was the former: its motions, as spastic as they were, were still more thoughtful than the crazies were capable of. This thing was coming for them in particular. With a mission.

Amulek was pulling on roots – though he was probably so he could form a spear or club or some other weapon he would make a stand with. Everyone else, Christopher included, had pressed back against the cliff in the closest thing to flight they could manage here.

Not Aaron. He waited a moment, then just as the zombie was closing he pushed off. Threw himself toward the creature.

He swerved for a moment. Looked back. Caught Christopher's eye. Threw something at him: a silver packet. Christopher caught it, the action reflexive – if he'd tried to do it, he probably would have messed up the catch.

As it was, he ended up with a square piece of folded foil in his hand. No idea what it was, and no real interest right now, because Aaron was paddling toward the zombie.

At first Christopher thought the cowboy was sacrificing himself: creating a living wall that would bounce the zombie far enough away the thing wouldn't be able to reach the rest of the group. But in the last second, Aaron moved. Christopher saw a long, thin, red cylinder wedged between the cowboy's arm and his chest. With his good hand he grabbed the top of the red stick with his other hand. Pulled, twisted, then rubbed what was in his hand against the top of the cylinder.

Red flame sparked to life in the cowboy's hand. It came with a deep, loud hiss. White dripped to the side of what had looked for a moment like a red Roman candle but which Christopher now saw was a road flare.

He went back for a road flare?

He must not want anyone to crash into the Marauder.

Christopher almost giggled.

Aaron wasn't giggling. Deadly serious. Still paddling against the current, pushing himself toward the zombie. The thing reached for him. Opened its burnt, blackened arms. Engulfed Aaron.

The cowboy let it happen. Let the creature drag him toward it. What was left of its mouth opened.

And Aaron jammed the road flare right into its maw. A twisting motion that shoved the lit end through the creature's palate. Into its skull.

The hissing didn't stop. Christopher thought he could actually see hints of light through what remained of the thing's face.

It twitched. Made an odd coughing sound. Then its hands clapped to its face. Its head whipped back and forth so fast it was a blur, splashing down into the water all around it, then up. Madness enveloping it. But the madness was not completely directionless: there was still a will to kill. It reached for Aaron.

And Aaron pulled a knife from somewhere in his clothes. A long black thing, with the back of the blade serrated into a saw. Aaron twisted out of the way of the zombie's twitching fingers, then jammed the saw through the back of its neck, just below the skull.

The flare could still be heard, burning away whatever small sense the creature had once had. But the madness left its limbs as Aaron severed the spine. Christopher knew it would repair itself – in only a moment or two it would regain control of its limbs and would return to its single-minded hunt for destruction.

But for now... for the moment... it just shivered and went still. Its face and head still spasmed above the level of the knife. But no other movement.

Aaron jerked the knife free. Shoved the creature away. The current caught it, dragging it swiftly toward the middle of the river, away from the survivors.

Aaron kicked away from it. Backstroking his way to the group.

"You catch it?" he said.

It took a moment for Christopher to even register the question, let alone what the man was talking about.

Then he said, "Yeah," and held up the square of foil.

"Thanks," said Theresa.

"Good work, Aaron," echoed Buck.

Aaron nodded. He took the packet from Christopher's hands.

"Damn," said Maggie. The word took Christopher by surprise, given her attitude toward cursing – especially around the girls. After the surprise wore off, fear took its place.

He followed her gaze. Looking upstream. He cursed as well.

Aaron started fumbling with the packet. He appeared to have some plan in mind, which was good.

Because they didn't have much time left.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]




82


[image: image]


––––––––
[image: image]


CHRISTOPHER ONCE WENT scuba diving off the coast of Anacapa Island in California. The water was cold, and he hadn't brought a good wetsuit, so he ended up spending a lot of the dive considering whether or not to pee himself just for the sake of a little warmth.

In spite of that, it was a great dive. The place he dove – he and a few friends who had also escaped from the boarding school and who had enough funds available to take an impromptu trip – was a kelp forest. Seaweed was anchored on the ocean floor, but individual stalks extended to the water's surface, held aloft by the gases trapped in bladders along their lengths. It turned the underwater area into a playground – seals swimming among the tall, thick plants, spinning in and out of view and seeming almost to play tag with Christopher and his friends. It was delightful.

It also scared him, just a little. There were parts where the kelp grew so thick it wove into itself, became a moving mattress that hung on its end in the water. The individual stalks couldn't be made out – it was just a single strangely-moving mass of green; no way of knowing what lay inside.

The motion of the kelp – so many strands grown together, so many possible dangers – was what he thought of when he saw what was coming down the river toward them. A strangely writhing mattress that undulated in the river's current.

As it drew closer, he saw what it was made of. And screamed.

The zombie Aaron had fought off hadn't been the only one to make it through the fire. Several dozen more had managed penetrate the flames, had crashed down into the water. But these had tangled into a living kelp-bed. They were locked together, arms and legs holding tight to one another, creating a woven float that drifted downriver. Several of the creatures scuttled over the top of the broad float, finding where they could better hold onto their fellows, then sinking into the mass of flesh and bone where they held fast to the group.

It was a small colony of zombies, making their way down the river in a way more efficient than any human could manage. Insectile, strange, and somehow more frightening now that they were on the water. There was, Christopher realized, nowhere these things could not go. No place remote enough, no environment so hostile that they could not find a way to pierce it and make it their own.

They were headed toward the survivors. Christopher didn't know if he and his friends had been seen by the zombies, or if the things were just moving with the current. He supposed it didn't matter: the zombies were coming straight at them. Whether purposefully or by accident was unimportant. All that was important was that Christopher guessed they had less than a minute before the clot of creatures made it to them.
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AARON GESTURED TO HIM. "Give it to me!" he shouted.

"What?"

For a moment Christopher didn't know what the cowboy was talking about. All his mental processes were dedicated to what he was seeing. To the death that floated closer to them, inch by inch.

"The blankets!"

This failed to compute as well. Aaron actually had to swim to him and grab the package he still held in his hand.

Aaron tore open the silver packet. Flipped out what was inside. It turned out to be an emergency blanket – a thin, foil-like sheet designed to conserve body heat in an emergency. Aaron flicked it, and the blanket separated: not one blanket after all, but two in the package.

Aaron tucked one blanket under his arm. Then, acting quickly, he tied several knots in the corners. Flipped the blanket into the air. Slammed it down against the water fast enough that a pocket of air was trapped between the water and the bulging quasi-sphere he had created of the blanket.

"Take the other flare!" Aaron said. He looked at the zombies, floating closer. "Move!"

"Where is it?" asked Christopher. Screamed it, actually.

"Back pocket!"

Christopher saw the red stick. Grabbed it from Aaron's back pocket. "Light it and stick it under the blanket," said Aaron.

Christopher just stared at the flare. "I don't know how to light this thing," he finally said.

"Oh for goodness sake." He felt himself elbowed aside, the flare plucked from his grip. Buck glared at him, then popped the white cap off the flare. Reversed it. Inside Christopher saw a dark red surface, rough to the point of nearly being pitted. Buck tilted the flare away from him, then slid the top of the flare against that rough patch.

The flare sputtered to life. Buck waited a quick moment for the fire to turn white, a hissing column that ate through the red flare, dripped white globs of chemical into the river. He plunged it under the water.

Christopher watched, expecting the flare to go out. But it didn't, and Buck raised it up quickly. Christopher couldn't see it anymore, but he could hear it, hissing away in the middle of the balloon Aaron had made.

Aaron nodded. "Take it out. Fast – we need it to stay lit for the next one."

Buck jerked the flare back down, back up. Holding it in his hand. The thing didn't seem quite as bright, but it still managed to blaze away.

The zombies were thirty seconds from reaching them.

Aaron took a breath. Went under. The silver balloon bobbed back and forth as he did something to it. Then he surfaced. "Christopher, Maggie, Theresa. Grab the girls and hold onto this. Paddle for the other side."

He glanced at the zombies. Several that sat on top of the living mattress were already reaching out, anticipating the capture of their prey. "Hurry," he added.

Christopher nodded. He wrapped his arm partway around the silver balloon. It turned in his arm, and he worried he might lose it. Then he grabbed something that jutted out of its side. A knot. That must have been what Aaron was doing underwater: tying the blanket's corners tightly together, creating an airtight globe that Christopher found was pleasantly warm to the touch. That must be what the flare did: heating the air in the balloon, rendering it both more buoyant and warm enough to stave off the hypothermia that threatened.

He gestured at Maggie and Theresa. They joined him around the balloon. It was awkward, and the motion took several seconds they didn't have. Aaron had the second blanket balloon tied off in the time it took them to get situated. They held onto each other, settling their arms around Lizzy and Hope, trapping them next to the balloon.

They kicked away from the cliff wall at their backs. It was awkward and ungainly, but soon they were out into the main current. The balloon felt warm against his chest where he leaned against it – blessedly warm. He was so happy about that that he nearly forgot the creatures still floating toward them.

He looked back. The carpet the zombies had created of themselves still floated – better and more stable than the improvised floats/heaters Aaron had made – but they didn't look like they could steer very well. Even as coordinated as the zombies were, their sheer mass outweighed the ability of the ones on the edges to kick them perpendicular to the current.

Christopher kept flailing his legs as fast as he could. Pushing himself and the others deeper into the river.

The zombies reached for them. Closer. Closer.

They missed. Still several feet away when they finally drifted past. So close that Christopher stared right into the enraged eyes of the ones on top. They thirsted for him, but could not touch him.

They came even closer to Aaron, Amulek, and Buck, who followed. Near enough that Buck shouted and kicked madly and Christopher thought he saw a hand reaching up from the water, grabbing at his friend.

Then the three men were past as well. Two small groups paddling for the center of the river.

Christopher finally dared look ahead. Spotted the other side of the river. The land was black, parts of it still smoking, a few embers visible in what remained of the brush and trees.

And he had to ask himself: where were they going to go?
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IT WAS GETTING HARDER to do the stuttering kick that had pushed him a little more than halfway across the river. Not just because pushing across the current was exhausting in itself. Not just because the heat the balloon had carried was rapidly dissipating, allowing the cold of the water that pushed around and against them to once more seep into his flesh and freeze his bones. It wasn't even the dread question of what they were going to do once they actually reached the other side of the river.

It was just... the silence.

The popping of the fire behind them had faded. The river sighed and soughed around them, dampening all sounds and imparting peace to everything.

That peace was a lie, Christopher knew, and that was the thing the silence created. The lie that all this would end, that it would all somehow just stop. Like he could be wakened from a dream – called out of a nightmare by a nanny who would hold him and tell him that everything was fine, everything was fine, it would all be all right and the dreams weren't real.

The silence lied. There was always more to suffer, always more to lose.

(My baby.)

He felt himself falling into a rhythm that interspersed motion with despair.

Kick –

(lost Dorcas)

– kick – 

(lost Ken)

– kick – 

(lost my baby)

– and the cycle continued. Turned in on itself, a snake eating its own tail. Gagging, choking on its own death, but unable to stop. The world shrinking, shrinking, and finally it would end in one horrible moment of pain. A singularity of –

"Quit it."

Christopher blinked. Theresa was staring at him just over the level of the float. Her head bobbed up and down as she kicked, so he lost sight of her every few moments as she dropped out of view. But every time she came into view, she was staring – almost glaring.

"What? What are –" he said.

"Stop moping. It won't do anyone any good, and it'll just get more people killed."

He smiled. The smile, like the silence, was a lie. But sometimes the only truths we can find are in the lies we tell ourselves. "I didn't know you cared."

"I don't. But nothing's going to kill you until I do," she said.

"Pleasant thought."

"It won't be when I do it. I'm going to kill you once, then bring you back and kill you again. One death for each boob-grab."

He almost laughed. Probably would have if she hadn't mentioned "bringing him back." That part of the threat made him grimace. "You'll bring me back, huh? You'll have to get in line for that."

Theresa jerked – a sudden movement that his brain couldn't interpret until it was too late and the water she had splashed over the top of the float hit him right in the face.

"Cut it out, you spoiled little brat."

That reminded him of his parents. And in a strange way, the memory actually helped. It was abuse, and he knew how to deal with that. He grinned. "Didn't know you cared, Mommy."

She grimaced. "Mommy? So you're saying you have a thing for grabbing your mom's boobs? I take it back. You're not spoiled, you're a deeply disturbed perv."

"So's your face."

She laughed. Smiled, a smile that said she'd been caught off guard by the rejoinder. "What is this, kindergarten?"

"Maybe. And so's your face again."

The laugh was louder this time, in spite of the fact that it came between panting breaths as Theresa kept kicking, helping push them along better than he was doing.

"You two should just kiss and stop wasting time avoiding the inevitable," said Maggie. That made Christopher jerk – she had said so little of late, it was almost possible to forget she was even with them.

"Ewww," said Theresa. But she was smiling.

Christopher smiled back.

Kick, kick, kick.

The silence melted back into their midst.

But for some reason, it didn't seem quite so bad this time. The river flowed, taking them somewhere he couldn't imagine, couldn't dare to hope would end well.

But it was all right. For now, they were alive.

He glanced at Theresa. She wasn't looking at him anymore. Focused on getting them across the river.

He looked ahead. Focused as well. At least with his body. His mind dwelt on red hair, a smile, a person that he didn't completely understand – only knew he wanted to understand better.
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SILENCE. RIVER FLOWING. The gentle water-sounds that are a universal call for humanity, as though the water says, "Peace – all has flowed to where it will, and will continue to flow until the deep waters, there to start the cycle anew."

Christopher fell into a kind of sleep. Thinking of friends lost, of friends found. Realizing that all the people he had spent time with before the Change had been false friends. Friends of convenience – spending time with each other because they were there. Either that or friends in the purpose of fun, of the moment.

But fun was gone.

The friends that were here were true.

The moment was sharper than it ever had been. Because the only guarantee was that moment. Nothing more could be counted on, nothing else existed.

There was here, there was now.

These friends... this family.

He realized he missed his parents. Not in the way that he had missed them when sent to his first school, so young and so far away. He didn't miss them with the sharp pain of parting, with the dull ache that spoke of his conviction that they had sent him away because he was worthless and unworthy of their love.

No, he missed the parents they should have been. He missed love, missed companionship. Missed the things that parents were supposed to provide, but that they had never given him – at least not past the age of five.

He glanced at Theresa. She had focused fully on the task ahead. No longer paying him attention, and that made him strangely happy. She would save him if he needed it, but would leave him to deal with the work of kicking across the river when he was able.

She relied on him to do his part. To carry his load.

The water streamed past him, and it was cold as ever. But somehow the numbness that had begun at fingers and toes and slowly made its way up his limbs no longer seemed so frightening. No longer seemed to matter. He had to do his part to get the group through all this.

He realized he had been given two things he had never had before. Purpose, and responsibility. He had hidden from both for his entire adult life. The closest he had come was his desire to have his baby –

(little girl, little Carina, I miss you, baby)

– with him. But even that had been a promise of responsibility. A duty owed, but never shouldered as the burden it would have been.

Now he had things to do. Jobs to accomplish.

People to love.

He looked at Aaron – a new father, of sorts. The kind of man who would demand you learn, you do. Would protect from whatever came.

He looked at Maggie. The mother figure to all of them. Even in her silence, she protected the babies. Even from the depths of grief, she spoke when the group needed to hear a steady voice.

Amulek. A stepbrother, found from another family but who had inserted himself into this one so flawlessly it was as though he had been born to it.

And, of course, Buck. Brother.

Dammit, I think I actually love the guy.

Buck caught him looking. Scowled. "Are you going to kiss me now?"

"If I went that way for anyone, it would be for you, Buck."

The scowl deepened, then cracked as Buck realized that Christopher hadn't said it with his usual sarcastic tone. Hadn't meant it as a jibe.

"Well...." Buck cleared his throat. "You try to touch my boob and I'll cut off your dick."

"Language," said Maggie. Aaron laughed. A gasping, exhausted laugh. But a laugh.

And there she goes. Mother.

He finally glanced at Theresa. She kept looking straight ahead – but he knew she was aware of him watching her.

"Thanks," he murmured. The river whispered around them. Caught his word and he wondered if she had even heard.

Then the corner of her lip twitched. So small a motion it was hard to see. But he had seen it.

A smile.

The river was cold around him.

But he felt warm.

And then he kicked, and felt his foot touch something. Another kick, and this time it planted in silt and mud. He had to pull it free.

He put his other foot down. Touched the bed of the river.

They had made it across.
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THE HEAT WAS OPPRESSIVE, but bearable. About the same as sitting a bit too close to a bonfire on the beach.

More striking than the temperature was the general strangeness of standing here, in a place that had been alive so recently, but was now nothing but ashes underfoot, surrounded on every side by denuded trunks that speared into the sky and somehow seemed like the last rebellious symbols of a place that had lost itself to flame.

Like us. Reminders of life's last fight.

Ash was still thick in the air, drifting down from treetops that still crackled and occasionally burst with gunshot sounds. It looked like the beginning of a snowstorm in places – white flakes that drifted down in whirling, pinwheel falls. Caught by heated updrafts, spun about, then eventually settling as gravity won out over the remnants of the forest fire.

Darkness spread overhead: smoke from the fire that still blazed on the other side of the river, and from the fires that still burned on this side – blown in front of the wind that drove them ever west.

Christopher wondered if the fire would spread to towns, cities. Would Nampa burn? Meridian? Boise itself? There were no firemen to stop the fire before it threatened and then destroyed places where people had once lived.

He looked around. "Where now?" he said.

Aaron kicked a small stone. It scuttled across the black forest floor, came to rest next to the trunk of a dead tree. "Well, I –"

He didn't finish his sentence. A shadow dropped across his face, stopping him in mid-thought. The shadow made Christopher's guts coil.

It hadn't been the smoke. Dark clouds curled up the sky, dampened everything into a mockery of the twilight of a severe storm. But they cast a single, even shadow that coated all evenly. This shadow – it had been something else.

At first Christopher thought, It's a hawk. Maybe an eagle?

His mind rejected both theories. The shadow had been too slow. A languid movement across Aaron, then over the forest floor before disappearing in the trunks to the east.

And, more important, it had been too big to be a hawk. Much too big.

What now?

A thought struck him. Sudden terror on its heels. "Oh, dammit," he said.

"What?" said Theresa.

"The girls," he answered.

"What about them?" That was Maggie, holding Lizzy again while Buck had once more resumed his position as Official Hope Toter.

"They're broadcasting," he said.

"What do you mean?" said Buck. "We've got your doohickey."

"Yes," said Christopher, looking down at himself. His clothes were drying rapidly in the dry heat of the area. But parts of it were still damp, others dripping freely. "But my doohickey probably isn't waterproof."

He looked up. Tried to spot whatever had made the shadow. Saw only smoke. Then he looked at his friends. "The girls are going to call the zombies again. They'll know where we are."

He looked into the smoky forest. "They're coming."
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"THE JAMMER'S GOING to be fine," said Buck. The words were ridiculous, and the way he said them – free arm akimbo, a look on his face that clearly said he thought Christopher was acting like a child – was infuriating.

"You ever drop a cell phone in the toilet, Buck? Spill your sippy cup across your Speak 'n Spell?" demanded Christopher. "Electronics don't do so well in the water."

Buck smirked at him. Drew something out of his pocket. It was dripping, and the sight of the water streaming out from between Buck's fingers made Christopher's stomach lurch.

Then Buck opened his fingers more. Something dropped a few inches, then jerked to a halt.

"I didn't want it to get ruined if we got caught in the rain again," said Buck. Then smirked again. "I told you it'd still work."

The jammer was dangling from Buck's fingers – enclosed in a plastic bag. And now that Christopher looked at it closer he could see that the bag was actually two bags. Buck had doubled up the bags to keep it completely safe from any water intrusion.

"I think I love you, man," said Christopher.

"Your boob-buddy is going to be jealous."

Theresa gritted her teeth. "Call me that again and me and Maggie won't be the only women here."

Christopher tried to think of something witty to say. Nothing came. A sharp crack from somewhere deep in the forest drew his eyes. Not the sound of the trees, still giving up the last bits of life as they fell to ash or their green hearts expanded beyond the bounds of their outer shell and exploded.

This sounded like... something walking. A tree not fallen, but pushed through. Perhaps shoved out of the way by something.

Many somethings.

Christopher looked back at Buck. "I think we should get going," he said. "Jammer or no jammer."

Buck nodded. "Yeah," he said. "You're right." He took a step, then stopped. Looked at Amulek. "You know where to go next?" he asked.

In answer, Amulek simply started walking north.

Then he froze.

Everyone looked in the direction of his gaze.

Christopher saw nothing at first. Just trees, smoke....

And something moving through them both. More than one thing.

He heard the growl.
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THERE WERE A DOZEN of the things. Maybe more. It was hard to make out more than a blob of gray, hidden in the ashfall and the smoke. The smoke itself kept reaching searching fingers toward the group, tendrils drifting toward them, caressing them with its ghostly touch, then withdrawing. Playing with them. Daring them to live, knowing they would die.

The first zombie stepped into view.

No way of telling its real age, or even its gender. There was only black skin, bits of bone showing through at shoulder, at jaw, the ribs fleshless on the right side.

Its shoes had been red. Probably expensive. Now there were only flashes of the original red in the blackened remains. The plastics that had been woven into the cloth portion melted by heat, creating new shoes that had melded to the flesh beneath and would have had any normal person shrieking in pain.

The shoes moved forward. Dragging across the ground. Christopher couldn't tell if this was one of the "live" zombies, or one of the undead. It was moving slower than the "live" zombies tended to, but that could have been because of its injuries. Perhaps fire could slowed the things down the way even head wounds couldn't do.

One of the zombie's eyes was burned out. The other was whitened by death or by heat damage. It reminded Christopher of an egg, cooked too long. It leaked over the thing's cheek.

The zombie was headed toward them. Head cocked to the side, not looking directly at them. But there was no doubt it was headed toward the group.

It was followed by a mass of zombies. Pushing their way through curtains of darkness. Even slower than the leader, but still moving. Still moving. 

Hunting.

There was a crack behind him. He turned and saw Amulek yank a four-foot branch off one of the trees. He was left with an ashy club, pointed at the end. He settled into an attack stance: low center of gravity, branch held in two hands with the point held forward like a spear. He moved sideways until he was standing between Buck and Maggie – and the little girls – and the approaching mass.

Christopher tore a branch loose as well. He couldn't do it in one yank the way Amulek did, but a few twists and it came off in his hand. He felt the loose shift of burnt bark under his fingers and knew that his club would be only a little better than bare hands. It had been burnt, nearly destroyed. It was probably as much ash as wood now – ready to fall apart with the first swing or stab.

Aaron didn't bother with a branch. He still had a knife – though how it had made it through crash and cross-river swim, Christopher had no idea. Regardless, the cowboy brandished it in his good hand. Like Amulek, he positioned himself between the throng and Buck and Maggie.

Christopher moved to join them. A moment later, Theresa took a place beside him. No branch in her hands. Just fists at the ready.

More zombies came. Another five, then another ten.

Now there were almost twenty, total. Against five fighters. Maybe six, if they put down the girls and freed up every single adult.

Six versus twenty. No hope to stand up against them.

"Run," said Christopher. No one moved. Not even him. He said it again – screamed it this time – this time willing his feet to motion.

"Run!"
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HOT. DIRTY. SWEATY. Breathless gasps that seemed to bring no oxygen, just more exhaustion.

Christopher's legs burned. His arms hurt, and the little girl in his arms seemed like she must weigh hundreds of pounds instead of the sixty or so he guessed she weighed in "normal" times. Buck had been holding her, but the third time he stumbled he finally let go of what remained of his pride and passed her to Christopher.

The run through the forest was beyond terror. Every other moment in the ongoing nightmare of the post-Change world had been a constant run, but this was different. Before it had been brief moments of terror, followed by a lull. Even if that lull had been a short one, at least it had been there. Had provided a moment to breathe, to stop. He had been hunted by the zombies – chased through several buildings, followed down an elevator shaft, through the gutted body of an airplane.

But this... the never-ending run through the forest. The endless rush to escape. It was eternity – and it had to be Hell, surrounded on every side by still-smoldering trees, ash crunching underfoot like the sighs of doomed souls.

The zombies that followed were slower than the survivors. Even now, even running lower on energy, the creatures were slower.

But they didn't tire. They didn't stop. Would never stop.

When Christopher shrieked at the group, yelled at them to run, they did. Quickly outdistanced the creatures.

Made the mistake of stopping.

And in less time than he could believe, there was that crack again. That sound of too many things pushing through nonexistent trails in the forest.

Coming for them.

They ran again. Making little headway in their stuttering, stop-and-go race. Never able to run fast enough to make real headway before one or the other of them had to pause, if only for a moment. To gasp in ash and heat and what little bits of oxygen made their way into the forest. To pass Lizzy and Hope from one to the other.

Christopher felt himself wondering what it would be like to run without the girls. Then cast out the thought as fast as he could. It was one step from wishing the girls weren't there. And that wishing would quickly turn to a hope that something would happen. That he would have an excuse to leave them behind.

That couldn't happen. These girls were the only hope for answers, for salvation. Even if they didn't know what they were going to do with Lizzy and Hope, the survivors all knew that to give them up would be suicide. Genocide, for by that action the human race would be doomed.

And beyond that... it would just be wrong.

He remembered talking with Dorcas in tunnels below Boise. Waiting for Ken –

(Ken, where are you buddy, are you still alive because we could really use you now)

– to resume consciousness after a series of injuries left him nearly dead.

"Funny how we all ended up here," he had said.

She shook her head. "Not funny. Just the right thing to do. We saw someone who needed help, we helped." And she added again, "Just the right thing to do."

The right thing to do. A joke, really. What could be right about anything in this world?

But he knew that was a lie. Everything done by the survivors had been impelled not merely by a hope for survival, but by a hope that they could help each other. Could make a difference.

Could do right by people who had nothing more in common than a desire to help each other live.

The right thing to do was to hold these girls. To keep them close, and to pass them back and forth. When one of them tired, the others picked up the slack.

Buck stumbled again. Aaron caught him, pushed him forward and gave him support until the big man could regain his feet.

They ran.

The creatures sounded close in the forest.

They ran.

The forest started to thin, and Christopher wondered what would happen next. Would they end up in a farm? In some field that was scattered with the burnt remains of some dead man or woman's work? Would they stumble into a town?

He guessed wrong on all counts. 
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CHRISTOPHER HAD SEEN these places before. Everyone in the Treasure Valley had seen them. Idaho's nickname was The Gem State; most people thought that referred only to the fact that nearly every precious stone in the United States could be found in Idaho's ground. That was only part of it. In reality, it meant that Idaho had abundant natural resources, many of which could be plucked from the state's earth.

And two of them, oddly enough, were sand and gravel. Again, something few people thought of as important, but they were ubiquitous in their use. They were needed to make concrete, for road construction, and to make things like concrete blocks and pipes. They could be used to make roofing shingles, for recreational grounds – even for water filtration.

Typically, sand and gravel were mined by digging a pit to the gravel deposit. But sometimes they were located so close to the surface – particularly the sand – that all they needed was a clear space for the mining. That was the case here.

Christopher hadn't just seen these places from afar, either. He had actually been to a sand and gravel mine site once. Not during work hours – he and a friend had gotten ragingly drunk and ended up parked in the middle of the mine site for no particular reason. He didn't remember much of the night, but he did remember getting a sense of power from the machinery at the mine. It mostly consisted of long, treadmill-like conveyors still covered with a layer of large rocks from the day's work. To one side of the conveyors was the mine pit itself, with a bulldozer and an earth mover parked beside some kind of huge hopper that could funnel loads of dirt and rock onto the conveyor.

At the other end of the conveyor belts – several of them, placed end to end to create the length to get the materials from the pit to where they would be processed – were a series of machines. He climbed up the last treadmill – an angle steep enough that he barely made it to the top, given his inebriated state – and looked into the mouths of the various machines. They had held sifters and rock crushers inside them: spinning drums with huge teeth on the side that he guessed would take in the large rocks on the conveyor and leave only small pebbles or sand behind.

When looking into the mouth of the crusher, he almost fell in. Which wouldn't have killed him, he guessed – it was only a few feet down to the series of rotating gears and teeth that would eat rocks and chew them into pebbles – but the idea of falling into it was scary enough he backed down and went home.

His father had been waiting to dress him down about drunk driving and "acting in no way like the son of the state's most powerful man."

Like that night that seemed so long ago, the machinery now sat silent. Long conveyors with the crushers and sifters at their mouth.

And at the other side....

"Go right!" screamed Buck.

Everyone angled that way. Because that was where the dump truck was. If they could get it started....

For a moment, hope bloomed.

Please, let the keys be inside.

They ran. The conveyor belt was between them and the vehicle. The belt itself was at the worst possible height for passing: high enough that climbing up would be a pain – especially with Hope and Lizzy – but low enough that crawling through the crossbars that held the thing up would be equally difficult.

Surprisingly, Buck clambered up the bars and onto the belt with the ease of a gymnast.

Contractor. He's been around this stuff before.

He'll never let me hear the end of this: his moment of Superman-ness.

Buck held out his hand. "Give me Hope!" he shouted.

Christopher passed her up. Buck lay her on the belt, after kicking aside a few rocks to make room for her. Then he gestured to Amulek, who had been holding Lizzy. Amulek passed up the toddler, and Buck lay her down at her sister's feet.

He gestured for Christopher to take his hand. Christopher was pulled up to the conveyor belt, then Buck held a hand to Maggie. Christopher pulled up Amulek, and at the same time Aaron climbed – not as well as Buck, but still ridiculously fast – to the top of the belt. Helped Theresa up.

Then they reversed the process, climbing down to the other side, passing the girls down.

Buck was still on top of the machine when they heard the growl.

The first zombies hove into sight. All twenty or so, moving toward the machinery.

Toward them.
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AGAIN, FLIGHT.

I'll never run again if I get out of this.

A ridiculous thought. Of course he would run. That was all life was now. Running, running; the only possible blessing would be if you got a bit of a break between mad sprints for survival.

Christopher was holding Lizzy in his arms this time. Aaron had Hope, and they were being propelled along by Amulek and Theresa. Running full-bore for the dump truck, which seemed to recede two feet for every one he ran.

The growl was louder. He didn't look back. Afraid that if he looked, they'd be even closer than they sounded. Would be at his feet, teeth biting at air and fingers reaching for him.

They reached the dump truck. It wasn't as big as some he had seen, but still large enough to convey the sense that this thing had survived the end of the world with ease, and would likely be around for any further apocalypses that might occur. Six wheels, grayed from years of use and a layer of sand that had faded and pitted the once-yellow metal of the truck itself. The front of the truck bore the word "DEERE" next to a model number, 250D.

Christopher didn't know if that was a good kind of dump truck or a bad one, a cheap model or a top of the line unit – but if it ran, it would have room for three of the group in the cab, with the rest able to pile in the dump bed with ease. That was as close to perfect as they came.

Amulek ran ahead for the last few feet, sprinting to the side of the truck and throwing himself at the door so hard Christopher expected him to bounce off with broken bones. But the teen landed gracefully. Caught hold of the side of the truck. Yanked open the door – the passenger side – and was inside in a moment. He disappeared for long seconds, then poked his head out. Shook his head and shrugged – No keys, the motion said clearly.

"Dammit," whispered Aaron.

Christopher swiveled to look at him. "Whaddya mean, 'dammit'? Can't you just use your super soldier skills to hotwire the thing?"

Aaron grimaced. "It's not like it is in the movies. Best case, it takes a few minutes, and this isn't best ca –"

He turned at the last word, doing what Christopher hadn't had the nerve to do: check on their pursuers. And when he cut off suddenly, Christopher knew it was going to be bad.

Maggie had turned as well. She raised a hand to her lips. Gasped. And suddenly Christopher realized something.

Something's missing. Someone.

"Where's Buck?" he said.

He turned as well.

And screamed.
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BUCK HADN'T FOLLOWED them. Instead, he had jumped down on the other side of the conveyor belt – the side closest to the zombies that were now wending their way toward him. It may have been Christopher's imagination, but the things seemed faster than before, as well.

No. Not my imagination.

The zombies were covered with a slick, waxy substance. The yellow ooze both supported and healed.

They were healing. Moving faster than before.

Buck didn't even seem to notice. He ran to the far end of the conveyor belt, and Christopher could see him doing something there.

The belt rumbled to life. Rocks started cruising down the conveyor, dropping off the end and onto the next belt in the line. A small pile of rocks quickly accumulated there.

Buck moved again, and the second belt rumbled to life.

"What's he doing?" said Maggie.

Christopher knew. Knew, but wished he didn't. Wished he could be done, just done, with all this.

Please, not another friend. Not Buck. Not Buck!

The things were close to Buck now. Maybe twenty feet away. Focused on him, which was a good thing for the rest of the survivors, whom they didn't even seem to see.

But it was very bad for Buck.

At the last second, the big man clambered to the top of the conveyor belt. Began running in the same direction it was moving. The speed it gave him moved him quickly out of the range of the zombies. They milled for a moment, seeming confused by their quarry's sudden disappearance.

Then the first one of them leaped onto the conveyor belt as well. A moment later, the others followed. Picking their way over the rocks and up the length of the belt almost casually as they followed Buck.

"Run, you idiots! Get out of here!" Buck screamed the words without looking back. The conveyor motors almost drowned him out. But Christopher heard. And, hearing, knew that his friend didn't intend to escape.

Not Buck. Not you!

Buck jumped onto the final conveyor, the one tilted at a forty-five-degree angle that led up to the machinery that crushed the rocks and separated them into their various sizes. He had to leap over a pile of rubble that had gathered at the base of the conveyor to do so. He misgauged the jump. Fell to his knees.

Christopher screamed. He knew he should help, should do something. It was his friend, it was Buck, it was the right thing to do.

But he couldn't move. And then he couldn't even scream, because Aaron clapped a hand over his mouth.

"Do you want them to hear you?" Aaron said in a voice that was half whisper, half snarl.

Christopher tore the cowboy's hand from his mouth. "Don't we – we can't just leave him there. What do we do?" He looked at Aaron at the last. The cowboy stared back at him with downcast eyes. Then the older man put Hope in Maggie's arms and climbed into the cab of the dump truck.

Christopher looked back at Buck. His friend was standing on the thin ridge of metal that was the outer frame of the rock crusher. Looking less sure than before. Made sense – Christopher didn't imagine Buck had had much cause to put himself in that position before.

Buck's arms whipped around in great circles as he almost lost his balance. Nearly tumbled into the crusher. Theresa made a noise that was both gasp and yelp.

Buck leaped at the last second. Jumped over the chute and onto a thin metal ledge just beyond. Christopher figured he would jump down. Run.

He didn't.

He turned, and Christopher saw his friend had grabbed a rock the size of two fists somewhere along his run. He raised it toward the zombies who were now making their way up the slanted conveyor.

"Come on, you assholes!" Buck shouted.

The first zombie leaped.
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BUCK SWUNG THE ROCK perfectly.

It hit the zombie's skull when the creature hit the high point of his leap. The moment when up and down hang in perfect balance and the body can most easily be moved. Christopher saw a spray of black blood, then the thing crumpled in midair. Its movement changed from forward and up to straight down.

The machine that chugged below Buck's feet stuttered. A high-pitched tone sounded for a moment, followed by a wet blat as what was left of the zombie – a few shreds of flesh and slivers of bone – poured out of the chute below the rock crusher.

The second zombie came. It jumped as well, heedless of the fate of its brother. This time, Buck's swing wasn't as flawless. The thing actually got a hand on his arm before Buck bashed it. Not on the head this time, but on the shoulder. The left side of the zombie's body dropped several inches, but it held on. Leaned its face toward Buck.

Buck slammed the rock sideways. The zombie's head split apart at the temple. It fell, too.

The next fell. The next.

On the sixth zombie, Christopher actually started to hope.

Come on, Buck. You can do it. Get back to us, pal, just –

The seventh and eighth zombies leaped. They flew through the air at the same time, jumping over the chute and reaching for Buck with four arms that were so close together they seemed to belong to the same creature.

Buck pummeled one of them into the chute. The other got across. Wrapped its arms around Buck. Leaned in for the bite. Buck managed to get his right arm – hand still holding the rock – across the thing's neck. Holding it back. But the zombie pressed in, closer and closer.

Another zombie jumped across.

Another.

Three at once. Too many, dear God, too many!

The third one reared back to bite. Nothing to stop it.

Buck looked toward the other survivors. Nearly buried beneath the mass of flesh that clung to him, but Christopher saw him. Saw his face.

Buck smiled. A lopsided smile that managed to be both a goodbye and a final good-spirited jab: See you, Christopher. And I'm the big hero, so suck it.

Then Buck tipped himself forward. His arms flew wide, and he dragged all three of the zombies down into the crusher.
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MAGGIE: "HURRY!"

Theresa: "You got it?"

Aaron: "Shut up!"

Amulek: silent.

Hope and Lizzy: unconscious in the others' arms.

Christopher: watching. Just watching. He barely heard the others, barely registered the dozen or so zombies that had turned toward the remainder of the group and were now jumping off the conveyor belts.

Buck.

He heard a thin mewling. A sound that morphed into a word: "Nooooooooo...." The sound was coming from him. Not just from his mouth, but from his soul.

Buck.

Dammit, Buck!

He saw the man's look as he fell. Saw the three zombies dragged down, a fourth as well as Buck hooked its leg at the last moment and yanked it forward, toppled it into the chute.

Christopher couldn't look away from the top of the rock crusher. Staring at the spot where his friend had stood. Where his friend had fallen.

He glanced below the machine. Nothing there to show Buck had ever existed. Just a wet mass with a few bits that still twitched even after being pounded to a near-slurry.

There was no way to distinguish between what had been his friend and what had been the things that killed him.

The remaining zombies halved the distance between the crusher and the survivors. The conveyors shuddered along beside them, heedless of what had just happened. Machines unfeeling, unknowing.

Christopher envied them. Envied their lack of understanding, their lack of humanity.

"Anything, Aaron?" screamed Theresa.

Christopher finally turned as he heard the clank of a boot on metal. Aaron climbed out of the truck. His face grim.

He pulled out his knife and moved into the front of the group. "Not gonna happen," he said. Christopher couldn't tell if he was referring to his failure to hotwire the truck, or was voicing a conviction: The zombies won't get past me.

The first was despair. The second a lie.

"Run," said Aaron. "Get away."

No one moved. They all knew what Christopher did: there was no escaping this time. Nowhere to run, and no time to do it.

This was death.

Christopher saw his friend's face again. Saw that defiant last look in Buck's eyes.

Christopher moved to stand beside Aaron.

"Run," repeated the cowboy.

"And let Buck go out braver than I do?" said Christopher. He crouched. Ready to attack. To die. "No way."

The first zombie leaped at him.
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HE ENJOYED A LAST MOMENT of clarity.

Christopher had been willing to die for his friends before. When they all ran down the tilted body of a jet, trying to escape the creatures that followed, he had used his body to barricade the way. Waiting to die – or to become a slave to whatever force Changed so many.

The zombies had pounded their way in – and right past him. It hadn't made sense then, but now he understood that it must have had something to do with the queens growing inside the little girls. A call so strong that in that moment the zombies wanted only them, and nothing else. He wasn't in the way anymore, so he held no importance in that moment.

Still, he had stayed behind knowing he would end. Either his life, or his thinking self – which was just as bad in his book. And he had carried a bit of pride for that.

Now, however, he felt something more. In that instant when the creature leaped at him and he knew that this time there would be no reprieve, he felt something greater than mere pride. He wondered if this was what the men of the Alamo had felt, if this was the sensation the three hundred Spartans had enjoyed in their final battle. The feeling of sacrifice. And not just for family or friends – this was sacrifice for something that could not be touched, but only felt. A sacrifice for good, for hope.

A sacrifice that, in Dorcas' words, was truly the Right Thing.

The zombie's fingernail – ragged and sharp from whatever destruction it had wrought since the Change – raked against Christopher's cheek. Christopher brought up a hand to the spot he knew the creature would be trying to bite him. That was their strategy, their only course: attack, bite, Change.

Failing that, they simply killed.

He rammed his forearm into the zombie's neck. The creature reached forward again, and this time it was like being attacked by pitchforks as the thing's strong hands ripped at his arms, his throat, his face. Everywhere the skin was exposed, the thing raked at him, slashed with those shards of nail that still hung to its fingers.

Christopher balled his free hand into a fist and slammed it into the side of the zombie's head. It barely noticed. He felt someone beside him. Grabbing at the zombie from the side, pulling it away.

It was Theresa. She was nearly hanging off the thing's back, feet and legs kicking it in a panicked attempt to get it away from Christopher.

"Get away!" Christopher screamed. "Get the girls and –" His wind was cut off as one of the zombie's hands went around his throat. It was a machine press covered in a thin layer of gory flesh. Compressing his throat, cutting off air and blood to his brain.

The world started spinning. Darkness gathered at the edges of his sight. Theresa was still trying to pull the zombie off Christopher, and he was aware that Aaron was engaged in a fight with a different zombie. That. Then a different beast, a different zombie, yanked her away. She spun in time to plant her hands on the thing's shoulders as it fell on her. She landed on the ground, flat on her back, doing a horrible parody of a bench press as she shoved against her attacker; tried to keep its mouth away from her flesh.

The darkness fell further over Christopher's eyes. A curtain gradually dropping over a movie screen. The zombie that held his throat drew closer.

Here I come, Buck.
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THE THING OPENED ITS mouth wider. Christopher felt the heat of its body on him, something rank and raw pricked at his nostrils.

He saw every tooth. Most of them were broken, ground down to shards by biting things they were never designed to bite. The front one was whole. White as the perfect teeth of the average spray-tanned TV news anchor. For some reason, that tooth seemed so important. Seemed like everything there was, the only thing left in a world gone dark.

Then, suddenly, the thing's mouth slammed shut. Not the way it would if it were grinding down on something, chewing it to bits. Not even the way someone might close their mouth when falling to the ground, a hard hit that could cause a person to bite off their own tongue.

The zombie's mouth clacked together impossibly hard. Something hit Christopher's cheek – several somethings.

Teeth. Broken teeth.

And then the zombie just... disappeared. Christopher had an impression of feet in front of his eyes. Like the thing had suddenly leaped five feet in the air.

Or like something had yanked it upward, so hard and fast its mouth crashed shut hard enough to shatter everything hard inside it.

Christopher staggered as the pressure came away from his throat. For a moment the darkness disappeared, but he saw even less than he had a moment before as a blinding white enveloped his sight. Then crazed fireworks went off at the periphery of his vision, and where they appeared they burned away the fog until he could see again.

Sounds came to him. Struggles. Aaron, using his entire body as a weapon. Good hand, elbows, knees, feet. Zombies fell away from his onslaught, but only for a moment. Only to rise again.

Christopher heard something beside him. The sky above was a mass of smoke, a rank cloud that lay a gray pall across everything.

Something fell out of the smoke above them. So fast that Christopher barely had time to realize there was something above them before it slammed into the ground about twenty feet in front of the group.

It splashed.

Christopher, still stunned, still reeling from his attack, saw twitching bits swimming in a ten-foot-wide puddle of gore.

Theresa screamed. He looked at her, moving listlessly. She was still pushing on the zombie that had fallen on her. Its mouth inches away from her face. She pushed at it, rammed her hands into its throat, its eyes. Gouged them both, and black ichor sluiced over her hands and arms.

It didn't care. It raised its own hands and pinned hers to the side. Leaned in.

And disappeared.

Theresa was left staring up at nothing. Her hands clenched in space as though fighting the ghost of the thing that had almost killed her. But there was nothing there.

Another few seconds, then the second zombie fell. This one didn't make it to the ground. It hit the blade of the bulldozer. Its head severed cleanly, rolling away as its body exploded across the hood of the machine.

Two more drops. Two more crashes. Two more splashes.

Christopher saw one of them as it flew up, moving so fast he barely glimpsed it before it disappeared in the smoke overhead. A turbine-twist in the dark cloud – something had just gone in. Something bigger than just the zombie.

He caught sight of a shadow in the smoke. It shifted, pulsed. Seemed in one moment to be small as a hawk, and in the next to grow huger than any bird Christopher had heard of.

It fell into the remaining zombies. Nothing more than a gray blur of ash and smoke.

It slammed into the mass. Then reversed direction in an impossibly fast motion. Flying back upward again. It seemed bigger as it ascended – grown to twice its previous size.

What now?

A long moment. He realized the zombies had frozen. No longer moving, but standing so still it was as though they had been replaced by perfect statues fashioned to look like the creatures.

Christopher blinked, his mind trying to cope with what it had just seen. Trying to put together all the pieces.

He was so focused on trying to figure out what it was he was seeing that he only peripherally noticed the shadow dropping again. Rising once more, seeming twice as large.

Two more drops. Two more crashes. Two more splashes.

The zombies still didn't move. Just... waited.

Grab, crash, splash. Grab, crash, splash.

Two zombies left. One in the back, in the smoke. Crash, splash.

Then the shadow fell on the last zombie. Christopher caught the impression of a giant creature, of wings buzzing from its back.

The last zombie splashed across the ground in a gory circle that was so close Christopher felt chunks knock against his already-drenched shoes.

Then the shadow fell again. And stood before them.

Huge, iridescent wings buzzed. Then they folded. Disappeared into two huge, fleshy flaps at the creature's back. Gone, covered like the wings of a beetle.

Only this was no beetle.

"Hello," said Ken.
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IT ROOTED CHRISTOPHER to the spot. Theresa, Aaron, and Buck froze as well.

Maggie did not.

"Ken!" she shrieked.

The sand beneath their feet had turned to a strange, loose sludge – saturated by the fluid the zombies used as blood. So Maggie slipped twice as she ran toward her husband. One time she went down to one knee, her pants instantly darkening a few shades. But she slid her way back to her feet and kept running.

She didn't seem to notice the differences in her husband. The lengthened arms, the uneven, slightly pointed teeth. The bony hands that seemed to fold slightly at the middle – a joint that no human had ever been born with. Armored wrists that pivoted in ball joints, a rounded chest that was both broad and streamlined.

She didn't see any of it. Just screamed his name again as she ran to him.

"Maggie!"

Christopher hadn't been sure the thing was his friend. He saw the resemblances in the body, but the look in his eyes when he destroyed the zombies in the bunker – there was a rage and ferocity in those eyes that banished all thoughts it might be his friend.

Now, though, he knew: this was Ken. The voice was deeper, odd in tone. But there was no way to mistake the sound of longing, the ache of love nearly lost.

That was the way Christopher would have said Carina's name, if she had somehow returned to him.

Maggie took the last few steps, Hope still in one arm but the other one sweeping wide to take in the husband she had lost. To hold him, perhaps to never again let him go.

When she came within a few feet of him, Christopher saw something change in his friend's eyes. For a split second the thing that had made him Ken disappeared. The wrath, the savagery, came back into his eyes. He danced back, his movements marked by the grace of legs that bent at the knees – and also at the shins and thighs. His right hand shot out, fingers splayed and extending suddenly into bony blades that shot out of them.

"Don't touch me!" he shouted. The last word drifted into an animal growl.

Maggie slid again, this time because her feet shuddered and skipped across the ground as she tried to stop her forward rush. "Ken?" she said. Christopher couldn't see her face, but the sound of the word conveyed her sudden confusion, the terror that had sliced through her momentary euphoria. "Ken?" she said again.

Ken kept moving back.  No longer leaping, but still inching away from his wife until he was about ten feet away. His bladed hands remained up, points directed at her. He trembled.

"I'm... sorry," he managed. The voice still had a growl hiding within it.

"Ken, what's – what's going on?" Maggie asked.

The blades shifted, now pointed at Maggie's stomach.

Then Christopher realized that Ken wasn't pointing at Maggie after all. He was gesturing at Hope. At the little girl who was still unconscious after all they had been through.

"Hope?" said Maggie. Confusion still reigned in her voice.

"Not Hope," said Ken. "The thing she is. The thing...." He frowned, his jaw working, struggling for words. "The thing she will be."

Christopher spoke. "The queen?"

Ken looked at him. Surprise in his eyes, like he had forgotten anyone else was present. "Queen?" he said. The word rolled around in his mouth. Then he nodded, a brusque up-and-down that somehow managed in itself to convey that this was no longer completely Ken – it was a thing that was perhaps both more and less. "Yes. Queen."

"It's your daughter," Maggie whispered.

After a moment, Ken nodded. That same motion. "Yes. But also, inside her..." Ken's face still looked more or less human – maybe a bit higher in the cheekbones than it had been, skin that was perhaps a shade darker. But when he said "inside her," something shifted in his expression.

Not his expression. His skull.

The bones flexed under his skin. The eye sockets narrowed, the forehead suddenly seemed thicker. Jaw tapering to an alien point that thrust the teeth into sharp relief against thinned lips.

Ken shook himself. Took a few more steps back. His face returned to – not normal, but closer to what Ken had once been.

"She... she calls me," he managed. He forced his hands to his sides, and as he did the blades at the ends of his hand retracted and turned back to fingers, clenched into fists. "The queen. She calls us all. I can't... I can't be too close."

Maggie turned back. She didn't slide this time. She placed each foot carefully.

Christopher was closest to her. She headed right for him. Without a word she thrust Hope into his arms.

The queen. She calls me.

The words made his skin crawl. He had an image of the little girl just exploding like the monster in that movie The Thing right before biting his face off.

She didn't. Just hung, loose and insensate, in his arms.

Maggie waited until he had a firm grip on Hope.

Then she turned back. And ran.

This time Ken didn't dance away from her.

This time, he caught her in his arms.
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THERE ARE MOMENTS IN time, moments that are wonderful and strange and miraculous. Moments that remind us that we are not truly alone. That there are others who suffer with us, who cry with us. Who smile and laugh with us.

Moments that give us hope, for we are loved. And love cannot exist with fear. It pushes it out like the sun pushes away the night. Only brightness, only light.

This was one of those moments.

Christopher watched Ken and Maggie hold each other. Wondered how it must be, to lose someone forever, then find them again – not in eternity, but in the finitude of the now. He wasn't jealous. For once watching others' love didn't remind him of the feelings he had never experienced himself. He was with them, he felt what they did.

He was happy.

He realized this was the first time he had been completely, unconditionally happy in a long time. Since long before the Change, in fact. He had felt like this when he found out he was going to be a father. Had felt like this sometimes after he made love to Heather, in the good days before he went away and then returned to find her a hopeless junkie.

And it had only taken the end of the world to make him feel this way again.

Maggie and Ken drew apart. She looked at him, and said, "What happened to you?" The words could have been angry, or disgusted. But as she said them she touched his cheek with her fingers. A tender gesture that spoke only of concern, of care and love.

Ken's eyes darkened. Not the inhuman shifting of his features that Christopher had seen a moment ago; this was the too-human look of someone who would not answer a question that led too deep into darkness.

Ken shook his head. His neck swiveled too far to each side, a motion impossible for Christopher – or anyone else – to replicate. Maggie saw it, and pulled herself away from Ken for a moment. "What happened to you?" she repeated. But it was a whisper. It was the echo of the first time she said it.

Ken waited a moment. No longer shaking his head, but not answering either.

He looked at the others. "Buck?" he said.

Christopher shook his head. Tears pushed at his eyes, then spilled suddenly over his cheeks.

All the people we've lost, and I finally cry over that cranky s.o.b.

Out loud, he said, "He saved us. Just a minute before you got here."

He didn't have to say what price Buck paid. Ken nodded somberly. He pushed Maggie away a bit. The motion was tender, but again Christopher got the sense there was more than just a human need for a bit of space.

Ken was two things. And one of them... one of them was not human.

Could it be trusted?

"I am sorry I didn't come sooner," he said. "I... I lost myself for a time, then had to find you again."

"What do you mean, 'lost yourself'?" said Maggie.

Another question answered only with a look. A narrowing of the eyes that managed to be both apologetic and slightly hostile. Maggie took a step back. She looked at Ken, then at the bulges on his back where the wings had disappeared.

"Are you still... are you still you?" she managed.

No one spoke. The smoke roiled above them as though it, too, worried what the answer might be.

Ken looked at each of them in turn. His eyes rested longest on Lizzy and Hope. "I am more." His voice deepened. "I am all." He shivered.

Ken looked away from the unconscious girls. He smelled the air, nostrils flaring like those of an animal scenting prey.

"We should leave," he said. "More will come." The blades extended from his hands. "I can protect you, but not if there are too many." The blades shot the rest of the way forward. His hands were gone, and he was more weapon than man. "I cannot try if there are too many. If I lose myself again...."

He didn't finish his sentence.

No one asked him to.

If I lose myself again....

Christopher looked at Aaron. And saw an unusual look in the old cowboy's eyes.

Fear.
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"CAN WE HOTWIRE THIS thing at all?" said Theresa. She pointed at the dump truck.

"Don't know," said Aaron.

"I bet I can get it to run," said Christopher. His voice sounded ragged. It trembled at the edges.

Dammit, Buck.

"You?" said Theresa. She had her hands on her hips and was eyeing him as though trying to decide whether he was joking or just a liar. "How's that?"

"It's not like in television, son," said Aaron.

Christopher ignored them. He looked at Ken. "How much time do we have? Before more of them get here?"

Ken shook his head. "Minutes."

"Long enough."

Christopher gestured for Amulek, then handed Hope to the teen, who looked startled and slightly uneasy. 

So the kid does have emotions. Good to know.

Then Christopher started running.

Running again.

"Where are you – wait for me!" shouted Theresa. She took off after him.

The sand was thick underfoot, and slowed Christopher down considerably. Still, he managed to set a decent pace. 

"Wait up!" rasped Theresa. "What are you doing?"

There were sand dunes all around. They obscured any view of more than a couple hundred feet, but he could see they weren't placed randomly. They had enough space between them for purchasers to come in trucks and pick up their orders. And there was a large path between them that headed more or less consistently in one direction.

Christopher followed the path. Came around one last, huge dune.

"There," he said.

"What?" Theresa caught up to him as he slowed.

"Come on," he answered.

There was a small building to the right. A mobile office trailer that sat on concrete blocks, a set of dust-covered wooden stairs that led up to a white door set into the side. Above the door hung a simple sign: "OFFICE" in faded red letters. To the left and right of the door were small windows, one of them over a window air conditioner that jutted out of the side of the building like a strange tumor.

Christopher ran up the stairs.

"What are you doing? How do you know it's even unlocked?" asked Theresa.

"The Change happened during business hours," said Christopher. "I doubt the zombies bothered to lock up." He turned the doorknob. It rattled, then something clicked inside it and it turned in his hand.

He pulled open the door – there was barely enough room to stand on the steps and pull the thing open at the same time.

He wondered if it would be better to pull the door open slowly, or yank it open with a quick jerk. What if there were more of the things in there?

Screw it.

He yanked the door open.

The room beyond was empty. He waited a moment, listening for movement in any part of the trailer.

Nothing.

"Come on," he said. "The keys are in here."

"How do you know that?" Theresa demanded. But she came in the room with him.

It was a typical construction office: a few battered desks at the front where the secretaries probably sat. A table to one side with rolls of architectural plans, order sheets and invoices piled six inches high. A pair of doors in the back that would lead to the supervisor's or owner's offices.

"What if the driver got Changed and wandered off with the key?"

Christopher shook his head, then jerked open the drawers on the first desk. "No, the truck had the logo of the mine on the door. And there was nothing in the bed, which means they weren't using it for anything right now. So they wouldn't have the keys with anyone, since no one needed them."

Theresa didn't voice an opinion as to his logic, but she pulled open the other desk's drawers. Pawed through pens and pads of paper and hanging files. "Nothing," she said.

"Me, either."

He saw something useful, though, and grabbed it off one of the tables: a balled-up t-shirt that, when unrolled, revealed a beer logo on the back. He put it on, sighing in mock sadness as he did so. "Sorry, darling," he said. "I know you were hoping I'd go shirtless until the stars turned cold, but every good thing must come to an end."

Theresa rolled her eyes. "I'll try to find another reason to live."

Christopher went to the office on the right. Inside was a bare-bones desk, a computer on top that looked like it probably still used floppy discs and a screen that ran only monochrome green.

There were no drawers in the desk. Just a file cabinet on one side. He tried the top drawer, but it was locked. So were the others.

He looked at the desk again. There was a large paperweight that looked like it was made of granite. In the dim of the office, he could make out "Miners Are Dumb As A Rock" written on it in gold lettering. He picked it up and hammered it against the top drawer.

Two hits, and Theresa tore into the room.

"Chris!" she shouted, then stopped short when she saw him attacking the file cabinet. "I heard... I thought...." She cleared her throat, then glared at him. "You scared the hell out of me."

"Sorry." He slammed the rock into the file cabinet a few more times. By the fifth hit the front panel of the drawer was so bent he could reach around it. He felt the inside. A moment later, the lock pinged open.

He pulled the drawer open. Nothing but papers. The next held more of the same. He glanced at the door. Theresa was still there. "No one's called me Chris in a long time."

There was hardly any light, but he thought she was blushing. "I thought something was killing you or something," she said.

"You do care," he murmured. The last drawer was empty. "Damn." He looked at her. "You find anything?"

"It looks like a break room. Just a little table and some chairs with a few coffee cups on it." She swallowed. "A lot of blood on the walls."

Christopher grimaced. "Sorry about that," he said.

She shrugged. "At least it wasn't mine."

Christopher stood. Looked around at the bare office.

"We should get back," said Theresa.

"The keys have to be here."

"They're not. And more of those things are coming."

Christopher pushed past her. Into the main office. He was about to ransack the secretary's desk again when he stopped. Turned.

There was a bathroom to one side. The door was closed.

Silent.

He moved to the closed door. Held the knob as though waiting for it to move under his hand.

Nothing.

He twisted the knob. Knowing that the keys might be in there. But if they were, it was highly unlikely they had just wandered in on their own. Which meant....

The lock mechanism clicked under his palm. He shivered, the noise seeming almost painfully loud in the dark office.

The door swung open.

Eyes stared out at him.

Theresa gasped, and he heard a slap. He thought it might be her grabbing for the gun she had lost in the river.

The zombie just stood there. Waiting. Eyes looking straight ahead, mouth sagging open with the slack look of someone in a coma.

Only people in a coma didn't stand up. Didn't weave ever so slightly, as though caught in a breeze that no one could feel, no one could see.

Christopher fell back, hands going up to ward off the inevitable attack, the bite that had to come.

Nothing happened. The zombie didn't move. Its eyes remained fixed in the same position they had been, its mouth didn't clamp shut. There was none of that chittering noise, the growl didn't come.

The creature's pants were around its ankles, and the smell that came off it left no doubt about what this once-man had been doing when the Change took it.

Christopher took a step toward it.

"Don't," said Theresa.

He ignored her. Bent over and grabbed the waist of the thing's pants. "It's not doing anything," he mumbled. The words were as much to reassure himself as they were to put Theresa's concern to rest.

The pockets were hard to find. Bunched up and stiff, and he hated to think what might be all over them.

He felt in the first pocket, the one on the zombie's left. Came up with some kind of credit or swipe card – he couldn't make it out in the dark.

The other pocket jingled slightly when he moved to that side.

Yes.

He felt inside it.

And came up with change.

He froze there. He had been so sure. And now....

"Dammit," he muttered.

He let the pants drop back to the floor.

They clinked.

He looked at them. Back up at the zombie. Still unmoving, unseeing. Dead to the world.

Bad choice of words.

He pushed his hand back into the pocket. Felt nothing. Then realized he could barely fit half his hand inside.

The other pocket was bigger.

He pushed his hand farther in. This pocket wasn't smaller after all. It was just twisted up at the bottom. He wriggled his fingers, parting the folds in the fabric.

The zombie moved.

The motion was barely more than a twitch, but Christopher felt it as a shockwave that rode up his hand, his arm, nearly stopped his heart.

He looked up. The thing hadn't moved.

Or had it?

"Hurry," breathed Theresa. He looked back at her. She was staring the thing in the face. Christopher looked up... and saw the thing had turned its head. Just slightly. Now it was looking down.

The thing's eyes found his.

It didn't move, other than that, but Christopher knew time was short. He pushed his fingers deeper into the pocket. He felt something hard and cool. Curled his fingers around a ring.

Something touched him. He looked behind him automatically.

Theresa was gone.

The hand on his shoulder was its hand.

He shouted. A sound of disgust, horror, hope quashed yet again. Expecting to be grasped in the too-strong hold of things that should be dead and unmoving but were instead stronger than anything Christopher had experienced.

The hand lay firmly on his shoulder. But the thing's fingers didn't curl with that bone-crushing force. Its eyes stared at him, but there was no fire behind them. None of that viciousness.

Christopher yanked the keyring out of its pocket. The pants fell again.

The thing made a sound. A moan, followed by the chirping noise he had heard before. A sound that could be nothing – or could be some kind of communication.

The thing shook itself. Its eyes were still clouded, but –

(the fire in its eyes)

– its fingers began, slowly, to turn inward. Christopher felt his flesh compress.

And something flashed out. Smashed the thing in the throat. Black ichor splashed across Christopher's face. The thing let go of him, fell back.

Theresa – one hand still holding the rock from the office – reached in and yanked the bathroom door shut.

A half-second later, the thing started to moan. Something slammed into the bathroom door from the other side.

Theresa dropped the rock. It thudded to the floor with a loud, hollow thock.

"What was that?" she breathed. "What just happened?"

Christopher looked at the keyring he still held. Just one silver key, teeth slightly blunt-looking in the way old keys had. There was a fob on the ring as well, a black leather circle with "DUMP" written across it in what looked like Wite-Out.

He straightened and headed to the door. "Come on," he said.

She was close at his heels as they exited the office.

As soon as the door opened, he heard something. He went still.

Heard it again.

The growl.
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THEY RAN. CHRISTOPHER felt the sand reach up to pull at every footstep, dragging him back so the zombies that were coming would be able to find and kill him.

He heard slamming behind them. The sound of the thing still captive in the bathroom. Heard it growl, the sound mixing with the dimmer noise nearby.

Wood splintered.

They ran faster. Arrived at the dump truck. Aaron was already in the cab, Amulek and Maggie next to him, each of them holding one of the little girls on their laps.

Ken stood in the back of the truck, his head barely visible above the level of the truck bed's shell. Christopher noticed that he was gripping the side with a hand that had grown some kind of claws that dug deep into the metal itself. The lip of the metal was actually curled slightly in his grip.

What happened to him?

Is this even Ken anymore?

Ken was rigid, looking behind the truck. Staring into the darkness and the drifting curls of smoke that reached down from the sky from time to time, trying to find them in the black of night.

The growl came again. Louder. And Christopher realized that the sound wasn't just in his ears, it was in his mind. Just like when Maggie had screamed in the bunker, the deep, rasping sound rattled around his skull, blasting holes in his brain.

How is this happening?

But he knew. Knew that, just as the queens were growing up and growing stronger, so must the king. The thing that had taken little Derek was calling for....

What?

For us.

For the queens.

For the end.

He threw the keys into the truck. It struck him that Aaron and the others had waited ready. As though they knew he would find the keys. That he would find what they needed.

It warmed him.

It scared him.

What happens when I let them down?

And he would. He knew that. It was what he did. What he had done in his parents' eyes, what he had done in letting Heather transform into the junkie she became.

What he did when he left Carina to die in a blasted hospital that he should have checked, should have looked at better and harder.

I should have found her.

I'll let them down.

Then Theresa was clinging to the side of the dump truck, pulling herself to the top. He pushed her hips, helping her and expecting to hear her berating him for daring to touch her.

She didn't.

She pulled herself over the top. He followed, clambering up, over, and into the truck bed.

Ken was still looking behind them.

"Go," he rasped.

The voice came from Ken, but it wasn't Ken's. It was deeper, more animal.

And, like the growl, it sounded in his mind.

The truck thrummed beneath them. A rumble that rattled his feet and shook its way up his spine as the engine of a truck built solely to move heavy loads as efficiently as possible pushed the huge tires forward.

The smoke swirled above them.

It all made Christopher feel alone. Never mind being the last man on earth, he suddenly felt that this was the only "earth" left. Like there was nothing beyond the dunes that surrounded them, nothing above the smoke that cloaked the sky.

The truck rounded the first dune.

Found a road that led into the night.
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THE GROWL FOLLOWED them. Christopher wondered if they were going to make it.

He looked at Ken. His friend –

(friend? once-friend? thing?)

– still stood as straight and unbending as a girder.

Then he moved. So fast that Christopher almost couldn't see it. Just a glimpse of green iridescence, wings flashing in the backsplash of the truck's headlights. A blur that streaked upward.

And gone.

Christopher looked at Theresa. She had seen it, too; was staring at the place Ken had been standing before exploding into sudden flight. Her mouth hung slightly open, as though she still couldn't believe this was happening.

Christopher knew how she felt.

The growl continued in his mind. In everyone's mind. Not just a threat, but a call.

He had spoken to the others. Had talked about the feeling that pulsed through them whenever a large group of the things came close –

(give up. give in.)

– but this was different. That had been an urge, a sensation that his mind attributed words to so it could make sense of what was calling it. So that it wouldn't go mad in the gray void of the things.

This, though.... It wasn't a feeling. It wasn't a rage-filled something that filled his mind.

It was....

Thought.

That was it. It was coherent. Comprehending.

(the king calls. the king will not be denied.)

He looked at Theresa. She was looking at him, and now her mouth was open all the way.

"Did you –" she began.

"Yeah," he said. "I heard it."

"The king...."

"Yeah."

(the king will not be –)

The sound broke off in his mind. Stopped so suddenly it was almost violent. One moment there was a presence, the next moment it left. Like Ken's flight through the smoke, leaving turbulence behind, then the swirls settling and no trace at all that anything had ever been there.

The thoughts did not come back.

Something thudded. The sound of something striking the metal of the truck. At first Christopher thought Aaron must have crashed into something, but the truck kept its lumbering course forward, unstopping and seemingly unstoppable.

He looked around. The thud hadn't come from the front of the truck, but from the back.

Ken had landed in the bed behind them. His wings folding behind him, hidden in his back as they had been before. Slight bulges showed over the level of his shoulders, but that was all that remained.

He was covered in gore. And Christopher knew why the sound had cut off in his mind.

"You okay, Ken?" He stepped toward his friend.

Ken growled. The blades shot out of his hand, and he thrust it in Christopher's direction. Christopher jerked to a halt.

The points hung inches from his eyes.

Ken didn't seem to recognize him. There was no friendship in his face, no knowledge in his eyes. Just a rabid rage that changed him from something once human into something all beast.

Christopher thought he was going to die.

Then Ken blinked. The feral light went out of his eyes.

He slumped.

"I... sorry," he said. His voice was still rough – halting and tense, like he hadn't spoken for days and needed a big glass of water to get rid of the frog in his throat.

"No problem, pal," said Christopher. He gulped, having trouble focusing on anything beyond the points that hung in front of him. "But would you mind...."

Ken shook his head. "Sorry," he muttered again. The blades retracted and he lowered his hand. Then he moved as far to the back of the truck bed as he could. "You should move to the front," he said.

Christopher did what he was told. Quickly and without question. He paused only long enough to take Theresa's hand and pull her to the front of the bed with him.

She resisted for a moment. He couldn't decipher the expression on her face, but thought it might be care. Concern. It almost seemed alien to her.

Theresa had lost her brother. He wondered if she had shut down part of herself when that happened. Not destroyed it, not cut it off. More like it was part of the house of her mind, a wing she had cordoned off and in which she had turned off all the lights because it would no longer be needed – could no longer be used.

What's happening to us?

What if we forget what we are?

The idea frightened him. The idea that the zombies might not be all that threatened; it could be the fact that the survivors – all of them, wherever in the world they were – were shutting off all that made them human.

What was the fight about, if not to save humanity?

What was the fight for, if humans had shut down that humanity of their own accord?

Ken hunched deep in the shadows that pooled at the back of the truck bed. Only a vague outline and the occasional animal glint of his eyes could be seen.

Christopher didn't let go of Theresa's hand.

She didn't let go of his, either.
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DAWN DIDN'T ARRIVE. It came as a sleep, or a slow-moving disease. It bled through the smoke, pushed veins of red and orange into the sky. 

They bumped along a back road, finally found pavement, then thrummed through that part of the country until Aaron turned them onto a main road. Christopher didn't know what road it was, or even where they were. He thought that they were still in Oregon, though close to the border with Idaho. But he couldn't be sure. He knew New York City, Los Angeles, Chicago. He was familiar with a dozen European cities.

He barely knew his own backyard. And even in this place, at a time where all those cities were barely images seen through a dark mirror, he was for some reason ashamed of that fact.

The truck chewed up the asphalt, and Aaron turned off the lights as the sun finally pushed through the thinning smoke. They were leaving the fire behind.

And more than one friend.

Christopher thought of Buck. He looked at Ken, still hunched in the corner of the truck, and wondered why it was that some people lived while others died. There was no rhyme, no fairness.

It just was.

Theresa squeezed his hand. "Hey." He looked at her. "Don't mope. You're alive."

The words came in her raspy voice, and carried an edge that implied she would kick his ass if he didn't listen. But her lips hinted at a smile.

He blew out a rush of air. Inhaled. He could still smell the smoke from the fires they were outpacing a bit with every passing mile. But there was the promise of clean air beneath it. The promise of a future where flame did not rule.

"Thanks," he said. She squeezed his hand again. "I'm growing on you, huh?"

She rolled her eyes. "Like a fungus. Or genital warts."

"See? You do care."

She let go of his hand. Still with that hint of a smile. He felt her hand letting go as a surprising loss. A bit more alone, a bit more afraid. He wanted to hold her hand again, but knew it wouldn't go over well. Instead he moved toward Ken.

"Should you –" began Theresa.

Christopher held up a hand. "It's okay." He turned to Ken. "Isn't it, Ken?"

He suddenly remembered saying something like this before. Walking along a street in Vegas, and a dog came rushing out of an alley. Snarling and slavering, its ribs stark against its skin. There was no question that it was a stray, and it was equally certain that it was very, very hungry.

Christopher had spoken like this to that dog. "It's okay. Easy, boy. It's okay, isn't it?"

The dog bit him on the leg. Left him with a scar he still had to this day. Luckily it wasn't interested in making a meal of him, and it ran off after that first bite.

But the bite had hurt. Christopher hoped his words to Ken would end differently. Because Ken, he suspected, would never attack and run. He would just attack and keep coming until the fight was over. Until either he or his foe was dead.

Ken looked at him. Recognition in his eyes, and that made Christopher relax a little.

"You okay?" he asked again.

Ken looked like he was thinking about it. Then nodded. "Okay," he answered. His voice still sounded scratchy; unused. Something in it had changed, had made it less the voice of a devoted family man and more a low growl.

Like the growl of the things. Of them.

"What happened to you?" asked Christopher. Wondering if he should wait until the others could hear this, too. He looked at Theresa. She nodded, encouraging him to keep going. "We thought you died."

Ken looked at his hands. Curled them into fists, and examined the too-large bones of his knuckles, his forearms. "I think.... I think I did."
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"WHAT DO YOU MEAN, you died?" Christopher stared at his friend –

(is it your friend?)

– and tried to understand. Tried to make sense of madness.

Failed.

"You're talking crazy," said Theresa.

"No," said Ken. "Not crazy. It just is."

"Not sure how you can think that, bud." Christopher grinned, a smile wider than he felt like giving. "You're here, Ken. Still with us."

Ken looked at Christopher, then at Theresa. "Your friend did this to me," he said.

Christopher knew what he was talking about: Theresa's companion, Elijah, had been the one who shot Ken in the chest. And then Ken bled out and – they thought – died.

"Yes," said Theresa. There was no fear in her voice, nor any trace of apology. Partly because she hadn't pulled the trigger and partly because, Christopher knew, she was still convinced it had been the right call at the time.

"No use getting mad," said Christopher. Worried what Ken might do if he got it in his head that Theresa was still a threat. "And she's changed her mind about us. About you. And you're here. You're safe."

"Safe?" Ken chuckled. "No one is safe." He looked back at his hands. "You said I was alive. But first I had to die. And now...."

"You're here," said Christopher. "You're with us."

"I am with you, yes. But not Ken." He looked up. "Ken died, and I lived. But Ken... Ken is still dead, I think."

Christopher realized something. Something that had hung in the peripheries of his mind for some time now, but that had finally pushed its way to the fore.

Ken had been, above all, kind. Tough, yes, but he hadn't become their leader because of that – they were all tough.

(All but me.)

No, the thing that had made them their leader was that he cared about them all. That he always said the right thing.

But now... now he said next to nothing.

And in that moment, he knew that Ken was right. Maybe not in the particulars, but something about Ken was gone. Maybe the most important things.

"How can you be dead?" said Theresa.

"I felt...." Ken put a bony hand to the bare chest that looked subtly wrong – too thick in the center, too rounded. "I felt the bullets go in. I felt myself leave." He fell silent.

"Then what?" asked Christopher. His voice was so low he barely heard it above the rattle-hum of the truck.

"Then... nothing." Ken's eyes were faraway. "Then everything. I felt the earth, the insects, the grass and weeds. I felt it, was it."

"So you didn't die," said Christopher. "Just blacked out from blood loss, then –"

"What?" Ken said. "People do not black out from blood loss and then just improve."

"You did. You did."

"No. I did not. I am back, but I am not Ken. I wear him, like a coat. A hand in a glove."

Christopher shook his head. "That's impossible."

"Nothing impossible is impossible. Not anymore." Ken looked into the sky. "The world burns. New things rise from ash."

"If you're not Ken," said Theresa, "then what are you?"

"I am different. Less. More. I think that the zombies come from the dead, but all they are is shells. I came back and my shell was corrupt. My mind only took in part of what was offered. What was forced." He held out a hand. Bone became blade. "I am me. I am them. So because I am both, I am almost none." He turned his hand, looking at what it had become. "I hear them." He looked at Christopher. "They call me. And I think... I think that sooner or later I will answer. Sooner or later I will join them."
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THEY DROVE SILENTLY. The sky lightened further. The smoke fell away in individual threads, strands pulled from a blanket one after another until it was no longer threadbare but simply gone. 

The truck swerved from time to time, moving around cars that had stopped on the sides of the highway – sometimes right in the middle.

Christopher looked at each as they passed. Some had bloodstains on the seats, the steering wheels, the windshields.

All were empty.

He sat down. The metal of the truck bed was cold. It bled through the ripped and stained remains of his clothing. He shivered.

Theresa sat beside him. Not touching, but close enough to be in easy reach. He didn't think that was accidental, given that she had the entire truck bed to choose from. He wanted to hold her hand again. Not because of the interest bordering on infatuation that he had felt from the first time he saw her –

(just like I felt for Heather)

– but simply because a touch would have reminded him there were others with him. It would have reminded him of what he was fighting for. Not just to hold on, not just to endure. To live.

But he didn't touch her. Every time he felt ready to, he saw Ken, hunched in the back of the truck in a pool of shadow that seemed to emanate from him.

Ken looked at nothing. He crouched – not sat, crouched, looking ever at the ready – in the back of the truck, staring into space. Every once in a while his body would shift, would ripple. Not with the motion of the truck, but in subtle waves like something below the skin was trying to get out.

The truck slowed. Christopher felt it before he recognized it consciously. As soon as he did, the truck gave a shudder and there was a squeal of heavy duty brakes. He kept moving, that last few inches that everyone experiences when driving in a car that has suddenly stopped. Forward motion even when the world has stopped around them.

Christopher stood. "What's going...?"

His voice drifted away as he saw why Aaron had stopped the car.

It wasn't one or two cars here. It was a dozen, crumpled into one another, spanning the entirety of the highway. The one on the far right was tilted, leaning into a deep ditch that led down to railroad tracks below.

"Can we get around?" asked Theresa.

"I don't know," he said.

The driver side door of the truck squealed on aged hinges. Christopher shifted to the side and saw Aaron climbing down.

"Aaron, you think it's a good idea to get out?"

"No," said the cowboy. "But I got to see if we can make it through."

"Just slam through. We're in a big truck."

"Not big enough. Too many cars."

"Go around."

Aaron looked up at him. Squinted. "What do you think I'm trying to figure out how to do?"

Christopher was up and over the side of the truck bed before he had time to think about what he was doing.

Thinking was a luxury. There was only what had to be done.

He landed with a subtle crunch on the asphalt, hands going down to steady him from the high jump. Aaron was still squinting, looking at him like he wasn't sure what to do with a sudden intruder. "You think it's a good idea to get out?"

Another crunch as Theresa landed. Softer than he had – she had actually bothered to crawl most of the way down the side of the truck bed before dropping to the pavement. She straightened. "Why aren't we just going around?"

Aaron nodded at the car in the ditch. "Can't go there. Too steep, and we'll get hung up on the rails." He pointed at the other side, where there was another depression. "I wanna see what's over there."

"Okay." Theresa stepped toward that side of the road.

"It don't take three people to look at a roadside."

"No," she answered. Still walking. "But it might take three to beat off anything we find there."

And then, as if whatever celestial entity who was in charge of the world they now lived in – didn't seem likely to Christopher that it was God, if He'd ever existed – they heard something.

Aaron and Christopher were already standing still. Now they went rigid.

The sound came again. Smaller than usual, but still familiar. Still recognizable, and still enough to curdle Christopher's guts.

The growl.
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THEY ALL TURNED – SLOWLY – in the direction of the sound. For a long time no one moved. Christopher sensed motion beside them, and almost screamed before he realized it was Amulek climbing out of the truck. He landed in an absolute silence that somehow made the low growling seem louder, stronger, more terrifying.

Ken did not appear over the top of the dump truck. Christopher didn't know if that was a good thing or a bad one.

Amulek raised his hand. Pointed.

The cars were three deep in the area he pointed. And in the middle one, there was movement. Slow. Jerky.

A zombie.

At first Christopher wondered why it was still there. There hadn't been any other people – alive, dead, or Changed – in any of the other cars.

Then he saw the other two cars had slammed into the middle car sideways. Like all three had skidded to a ninety-degree-angle on the highway, then locked together in a death embrace.

The creature was trapped in the car.

It opened its mouth. The growl came out. But Christopher realized he was hearing the growl for the first time. Not the sound of fingers scraping across the inside of his skull, not that invitation to –

(give up, give in)

– lay down and die.

It was just... sound. The noise of a dog dying slowly. Not in pain, just fading.

It didn't seem to notice them.

Just like the dude in the bathroom.

The thing's hands were on the steering wheel. Christopher wondered if they had been like that since the Change. If it had frozen in undeath, had stayed like that because there was no reason to move.

But there was reason now. They were the zombies' prey, and Christopher didn't think the creatures cared much about whether the odds were in their favor in a fight. They just attacked, and attacked, and attacked until their prey was dead or Changed.

This one simply sat. Eyes wide, staring at the car's ceiling. Mouth open, a gaping maw that Christopher could see right into. Three of its teeth were shattered, nubs that he focused on for some reason and that seemed incredibly important in the timeless forever between spotting the zombie and drawing his first, panicked breath.

Don't scream. Don't scream. Don't scream.

Why isn't it attacking?

Why didn't the other one attack?

The creature's mouth was agape, air rasping in and out of its body in long, measured gasps that Christopher could hear through the cracks in the side window.

Another thing that made no sense: the things went on forever, no matter how badly they were hurt. So why did they respire? What could that possibly do for them, unless it was simply some strange motor memory – a last gasp, literally, of the life the Changed had once enjoyed?

Not important right now. Stay on track.

His first impulse was to throw himself back to the ground, roll, and come up running. But....

But there was no confrontation. The thing just kept sitting there. Staring at nothing. Dead to the world.

Aaron thought for a moment. Then turned back to the side of the road. Back to what he had been walking toward before the sound came. "Come on," he said.

"You know what's going on?" asked Christopher.

Aaron looked grim. "I have an idea."
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THEY LOOKED AT THE side of the road. It was steep there, but Aaron said he thought the truck would make it down fine. Christopher didn't question the assessment.

They went back to the truck. Maggie leaned out of the cab and asked, "Are we going to get through? Can we still get to Micron?" and looked at her children. Lizzy was asleep – or whatever it was that wrapped silence around her and shut her eyes – on her lap. Hope had been laid across the bench seat, her head in her mother's lap.

Aaron didn't answer the question. Instead, he said, "Here's what I think: this is an outer defense." Everyone looked at him. "I been in some pretty nasty places. No hiding that, and I guess any Top Secret classifications are probably moot at this point." He glanced at the pile of cars. "Let's say you have a base," he said. "You're trying to build a military installation in a place where you're worried about possible attacks."

"Like the ones in Afghanistan?" said Theresa.

"That's a pretty good analogy," said Aaron. "Say you've cleaned out an area, a green zone, but you're still worried about attacks – suicide bombers, or straight-up military strikes. So what do you do?"

"You build a wall," said Theresa.

Aaron nodded. 

"But this isn't a defensive wall," said Christopher. "This is just some cars that crashed along with the rest of the world."

"I know. But the way it works is this: you build serious defenses close to your base. Walls, mines, guards with firepower. Farther out, though," he spread his hands apart, "you can't do all that. But still, you don't want your first notice of an attack to be the attack itself. So what do you do?"

"Spotters," said Theresa.

"Right. People scoping out the area surrounding your base. And farther than that? Maybe you bribe locals. Maybe you just put up security cameras." Aaron looked at Christopher. "And then there's the other thing."

Christopher tilted his head. "What?"

"Any of you notice how these things move?" asked Aaron.

"Fast," said Theresa. "Vicious."

Maggie spoke, a quiet voice from the cab. She usually spoke quietly, Christopher noted. But whenever she spoke, the others listened. Her soft voice commanded more respect than most men's shouts and screams. "They don't do well alone," she said.

Aaron nodded. "So you noticed too." He looked around the group. Then focused on Christopher. "You remember the things, the way they were when they climbed up the Wells Fargo Center? Coming for all of us?"

"I think we already established 'fast' and 'vicious.' I would also add, 'really really scary.'"

"Right," said Aaron with a tight grin. "But how did they move together?"

Theresa blinked, understanding suddenly shining in her eyes. "They move like one person. Like a single big body." She focused on Aaron. "They don't bump into each other. They don't fall over each other. None of them ever gets in the way of the other."

Christopher thought of the hordes he had seen. Some only a few hundred, others over a hundred thousand. And thinking back, the only time he could remember the things bumping or jostling unnecessarily at one another was when one of them was injured in the head.

"Now that's weird," he said.

"Yeah. They attack as a perfect unit. The most perfectly coordinated soldiers who ever existed," said Aaron.

"But that's not true," said Theresa. "What about those two in Crow City? The ones just lying in the middle of the road? They didn't look very coordinated with the others."

"No, they didn't. Until the others bungled along and joined them. And then –"

"Then they all ran perfectly." Theresa shook her head. "What does it mean? What does it have to do with this?" She gestured at the cars.

"The one we found didn't move fast," said Christopher. He quickly recounted what they had seen in the mine office.

"Makes sense," said Aaron.

"You have a different version of 'sense' than I do, cowboy," said Christopher.

"No, it does. I think...." Aaron's lips pursed as though he were trying to figure out the best way to say what he was thinking. "I think this is some kind of distributed intelligence."

"What's that?" asked Theresa.

"You know what an octopus does when you cut off its arm?" said Aaron.

Christopher shrugged, "Throws out one of its roller skates?"

Theresa glared at him, but Aaron took the answer in stride. "It pretty much keeps on doing what it was doing. You know what happens to the arm?"

"What?" said Theresa.

"It pretty much keeps on doing what it was doing. It'll grab stuff, even pull bits of food toward the octopus's mouth – even though the mouth isn't there anymore."

"That's creepy," said Christopher.

"How can it do that?" asked Theresa, and Amulek nodded as though adding his seal of approval to the question.

"It does that because its brain isn't in its head. Or at least, not just in its head. It has millions of neurons, and they're gathered in a series of nodes – sort of mini-brains throughout the thing's body and arms. There's a big node in the head that controls vision and respiration and whatnot, but it ain't the only part of its intelligence."

"So when you cut off the arm, the brains in that arm are still functioning," said Christopher.

"Then why do they try to bring food to a mouth that's not there?" asked Maggie. "Don't the... the arm brains sense the rest of the body is gone?"

"Ah," said Aaron with a satisfied look. "That's the question. And the answer is that the brains all work together to form a very intelligent whole. But when you cut off a part of the octopus's body, you're literally making both the body and the remaining limb a bit stupider. Cut into small enough pieces, the bits won't function anymore – they just aren't smart enough to get along on their own."

"And that means...?" said Theresa.

"I've been operating under the assumption that this was an attacking army," said Aaron. "I think I might have been wrong about that. This ain't no attacking army. It's just a few beings, whose intelligence is distributed among the millions – billions – of people who have been Changed."

He looked at Hope. Lizzy. "I think we've got two of the primary nodes right here."
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"WE ALREADY KNEW THEY were important," said Theresa. Christopher heard unvoiced: So should we kill them now? Maybe it was his imagination and Theresa meant no such thing, but he sensed Maggie tense at the statement. "What does that mean about Silent Bob over there?" she said.

"It means that when they're separated from each other, the nodes don't function properly. Put them in a group, they're smart. By themselves... it's like they're toenail clippings. No good at all."

"Toenail clippings don't come try to murder you when another toenail clipping comes along," said Theresa.

"That's true," said Aaron. "The ones we saw last night seem to show that if individuals bumble into one another, they can be reactivated. Can rejoin the group. But the fact is the more isolated they are the less useful they are. That's why the ones in Crow City could muster up the gumption to follow us – there were enough of them to create the intelligence necessary to connect to whatever beam it is that tells them to kill everyone they come across. But as a solitary creature...." He shook his head. "They're nothing to worry about."

"Except for the fact that the ones we've seen are almost always in groups," said Theresa, "so –"

"So they're going to be very smart, and possibly getting smarter as the queens or the king or whoever's running things finishes growing and establishes final control over them. Then there won't be any hope for us at all. Faster than us, stronger than us. Smarter than us. The human race will end."

"So the one in the car got stuck in a place where he would be all alone, and that put him to sleep," said Christopher. "Until some of its buddies come along."

"Yeah, but I wonder if he's acting like a broadcast station. Separated from the rest, too stupid to do anything but lay there. But he's maybe picking things up, maybe sending information like a dumb security camera. First line of defense. Passive information being conveyed."

"So we should get moving," said Theresa. "Why are we sitting here if you think it's broadcasting?"

"Because I don't know for sure. I'm just conjecturing about that last, and I didn't see any point in rushing in. Besides, what if us trying to get through the cars – actually past them, as opposed to just taking a look at them – is what will trigger the thing?"

"Damned if you do, damned if you don't," said Maggie.

"Yup," said Aaron. "I figured we probably have a little time, and that's good. Because we need to make a decision."

"What's that?"

"Let's assume that they get dumber the farther from others they are," said Aaron.

"Seems to make sense," said Theresa.

"I'm sold," said Christopher. He flashed a smile. She scratched her nose and pointed. He felt his own nose and realized he had a huge clot of blood sticking to his right nostril.

Nice. Very sexy.

He kept grinning at her as he pulled it off. It made his eyes water. He held it out to her. "I picked it just for you."

"Oh, my God, are you always –"

Maggie's voice cut Theresa short. "What you say makes sense," she said to Aaron. "They stick together. But I've never seen one of them left behind, either."

"Right," said Aaron. "Which is why we gotta make a decision. They don't leave their friends alone – they always travel together. But this one's out here alone. Separated? No, he was left there. So I definitely think that he's some kind of broadcaster. Just like when the one you two," he said, indicating Christopher and Theresa, "bumped into started making noise, the others came that much faster. So," he said, and looked at each person in turn, holding their gazes with his own before moving on. "How bad do we want to get to this anechoic chamber? Because this is the only way through for a long way around, and my guess is that when we try to go through the wall, all hell is going to break loose."
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THEY GOT IN THE TRUCK. Amulek looked at Christopher and Theresa, and gestured at the cab.

"I'm good in back," said Christopher.

"Me, too."

Amulek shrugged and tilted his head: Suit yourself. Then he climbed back into the truck. He took Hope and held her in his arms, her head lolling over his shoulder.

Aaron climbed back in as well, while Christopher and Theresa clambered into the back of the truck.

The truck shifted into gear. Began reversing.

Christopher looked at Ken. He was still hunched in the back of the truck bed. "You hear what Aaron said?" he asked.

Ken nodded. "He was right."

"About the way these things think?"

Ken nodded.

"What about after we get past these cars?" asked Theresa. "Is everything going to fall to pieces around us?"

The truck shifted gears again and began moving forward. Aaron cranked it to the left, toward the depression on that side of the road.

Ken finally drew his gaze away from the empty air. He stared at Theresa. "Is everything going to fall to pieces?" He smiled a thin, rictus-like smile. "It already has."

The truck tilted suddenly. Christopher and Theresa both reached out to hold the side of the truck bed so as to keep from falling. Ken just shifted his balance and remained perfectly in place.

The truck evened out. Went forward for a few seconds, then tilted back up.

Christopher's body ached. Not just with the pains and injuries of the past days. His muscles were so rigid they trembled. He didn't know what would happen after they passed the cars, but he knew he was terrified.

He looked at Theresa. At Ken. Neither of them looked back at him. Theresa looked as scared as he felt. Ken just looked... like he had since he came back.

They bounced over the lip of the asphalt. Back onto the road.

Nothing happened.

Christopher almost relaxed. Then he stood up. Looked over the back lip of the truck.

The zombie was still in the car. But it had moved. Turned its head.

It was looking at them.
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DRIVING.

Silence, other than the hum of big tires, the pound of a motor designed for hard work and conscripted for flight.

The sun crept higher on the horizon, now completely visible though the tang of smoke still touched Christopher's mouth and nose.

He wondered how much longer they could go before running out of gas.

The truck swerved more and more as they continued on, occasionally slowing to a crawl as it nudged cars out of the way. But there were no more instances of cars spanning the road, of roadblocks all but impassable.

"What were you?" Theresa said suddenly. "Before."

The words took Christopher by surprise. For a while – he didn't know how long – he had been hypnotized. Nearly lulled to sleep by the thrum of the engine, the crackle-hum of the tires. 

Been up for too long. Running for too long.

Theresa was looking at him with something approaching concern. Probably worried he was going to break into some freaked out coo-coo dance right there in the truck bed.

He shrugged. "I was a screw-up, mostly. Kicked out of enough schools it started to cost my dad serious money to find new ones that would accept me. Which I guess was worth it for him since it kept bad-ol' me out of his hair. You were a cop, right?"

She shook her head. "I was a checker at Fred Meyer."

Christopher laughed. "What about...?" He gestured at her body armor.

"My brother. He's the cop. Was the cop." She went silent again. Christopher was content to let that silence reign. Not because he didn't have anything to say about her loss – a world of things occurred – but because the silence just seemed right in this moment. Unusual for him – he typically talked as much as possible. Covering quiet times with a restless prattle that in his more introspective moments he admitted was the side effect of a fear of being alone.

So much time alone. More or less abandoned by his parents, then finding Heather. Then she left, too.

And the baby.

So much time alone.

And now... not alone. Not alone for the end of the world, and that was a comfort.

"He got us out in time," she said. "Got us to the police station, got us outfitted – me and Elijah."

"He work at Fred Meyer, too?"

"No. He was a friend of mine and my brother's. He was a firearms instructor."

Christopher thought of the big black man who had hunted them – had shot Ken. "I can believe that." He looked at her. "Sorry about what happened to them."

Silence again. And again, surprisingly comfortable.

Theresa opened her mouth to speak. Then whatever she was going to say died in her throat. Christopher saw it happen, even as he saw her raise a hand. Point.

Christopher followed the direction of her gesture. Saw what she was pointing at.

Ken.

Ken was still crouching, but something about his stance had changed. He was no longer at rest, and his head tilted up to the sky. Not like the zombies, not "downloading" whatever had turned them into whatever they were, but like a man questing to hear, to see, to smell.

As Christopher watched, the bony growths sprung from Ken's hands. A thin, sharp ridge of bone erupted from his forearms and made him into a creature of razor edges, of daggers that were part of flesh.

No other movement, but a chill swept through Christopher's body.

Ken turned. Stood. "Stop!" he shouted. "Stop the –"

And everything fell away. Everything disappeared.

Everything went black.
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"CHRISTOPHER."

Still dark. Still black.

"Christopher, get up! Wake up!"

He was in Heather's arms. Asleep on her legs, both of them under a tree at Quarry View Park after visiting the Old Penitentiary. Green grass around. Sky –

Why's the sky so dark?

Then a light roved its way across the sky. A light brighter than the moon, but not enough to allay the darkness that spanned the space above.

"Christopher. Come on, kid."

The second voice wasn't Heather's.

But the first voice wasn't Heather's, either. Who was it? Who's talking now?

The light stopped flitting across the sky and settled on his face. He could see it even through closed eyes.

Closed? How am I here?

The park faded. The light brightened. He blinked.

"He's coming to." That was the second voice again. The deeper one, the one that belonged to –

"Aaron?" Christopher held a hand over his face to shield it from the light. The hand felt heavy, pulled down by bones that suddenly weighed more than lead bars.

Too heavy. His hand fell back across his eyes. He tried to lift it, but his body wasn't listening to him.

"Christopher. Chris, wake up. Get up." The first voice. Raspy, but still recognizable as the voice of a woman.

Not Heather, though. Heather's –

(dead)

– not here.

He blinked again. And this time the fog dissipated a bit. The light was still burning its way into his skull. It hurt.

"The hell's going on?" he mumbled. His voice didn't sound like his own.

"Good question." Aaron. 

That was Aaron. And the other voice was Theresa.

With the memory of the names, a bit of strength came back into his body. He sat up. Aware now that he had been laying partly on Theresa's lap, partly on the cold metal of the dump truck's bed.

Laying on something else, too. Something gritty that bit into his legs and back until he sat up. His hands pushed against the metal, and the grit was under them, too.

Dirt. Thick, dark dirt. And larger particles. Rough like stone, but too angular, too sharp to be naturally occurring.

Asphalt?

What happened?

The light finally swung off his face. "I think he's okay," said Aaron.

"Thank goodness," said Maggie. Christopher couldn't see her. Couldn't see much at all.

Just dark, sheared by the lance of brightness that he finally realized was a small but powerful flashlight in Aaron's good hand.

The cowboy pointed it at another person. Amulek. Then Ken. "You two all right?" he asked. The others nodded.

They were in the truck bed with him, he realized. They all were. Even Maggie, holding Lizzy. Amulek had Hope over his shoulder.

Christopher looked around. "Where are we?" he asked. "What happened?"

"Road collapsed," said Aaron.

"Collapsed? What do you mean?"

Aaron shined the light upward. Christopher followed it.

Saw.

And feared.
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THE ROAD had collapsed, but there was more to it than that.

Christopher hadn't really understood what Aaron said at first: "Road collapse"? How was that possible? They hadn't been traveling a freeway overpass, hadn't gone over a tunnel. It had been solid road, resting on what Christopher assumed was solid rock beneath.

But the road had collapsed. And underneath... a cavern.

That was the only word for it. Looking up, Christopher pieced together what must have happened. The road crumbled because it was just a shell. A brittle skin covering a huge void. Something had hollowed out the stone and soil for fifty feet below the ground. When the truck passed over what was left of the road, the asphalt had cracked, fallen away.

The truck must have tumbled forward, crashed into the far edge of the cavern, tumbled back, hit the rear of it. Fallen. A zig-zag descent that had saved all their lives.

"What did this?" Theresa was looking up. She was focused on something, and when Christopher followed her gaze he saw a collection of pipes, spewing water in a thin rain that fell beside the truck. The flashlight swung across them from time to time as Aaron looked at their surroundings, and when the light struck them they turned to thin jewels in the darkness.

"A sinkhole or something?" asked Maggie.

Amulek shook his head. He was looking up, too, but not at the water. He pointed.

Everyone looked.

Maggie put a hand to her mouth. Tried to cover the gasp that wanted to come, and failed.

Christopher remembered being under the streets of Boise. Thinking they were safe, waiting for Ken to heal – one of the many times he had pulled through when he shouldn't have, which Christopher now understood was a product of the half-bite he had endured.

In that darkness, they had waited. And the creatures had found them. Children, babies, Changed and coming through cracks too small to admit a kitten. Pressing themselves through until their skin flayed away, until there was nothing but shining muscle and mucus and bone.

They hadn't made their own tunnels. They had used what there was. Christopher had thought that was all they could do.

But he had seen the diggers come. Had seen them burrow through lead and concrete. Had suspected.

Now he knew.

The side of the crevasse was pocked. Dotted with irregular holes that could have been natural if there had been only one. But there wasn't just one.

There were dozens.

They were tunnels.

"They made this place," said Maggie in a whisper. "This is a trap."

"Yeah," said Aaron.

There was movement at the periphery of the light. Theresa yelped, and Aaron swung his beam at it.

Ken. He was crouched at the wall of the void. Fingers and arms still shifted to sharp bone, eyes glittering.

"Ken!" Maggie shouted. "Ken, are you all right?"

He looked at her. Hesitant – the thing within fighting the man he had been – and finally nodded.

"Come on over here," said Aaron. "Help us figure out a way to get out."

Ken shook his head. He pointed at Lizzy and Hope. "I can't get closer. Too much. Too hard."

Maggie looked crestfallen. Covered burgeoning tears by looking around. "How do we get out?"

"I can climb out," said Christopher. One thing he'd always been good at: climbing. Escaping places where he was supposed to stay.

Aaron shook his head. "No." He shined the light straight up. "It's collapsed straight across. We're sealed in tight."

Christopher looked up. Squinted. Saw that Aaron was right: the collapse had allowed the truck to fall, then sealed behind it. The area above was a solid plane of darkness. "How is that even possible?"

Aaron shrugged. "How is any of this possible?" He looked at Ken. "Can you get us out?"

Ken exploded upward. Flitting so fast that Aaron couldn't even follow him with the light, the world's biggest dragonfly in the world's darkest night.

In no time at all he landed in the exact spot he had left, dust puffing up at his feet as his wings folded into the back that had turned broad and angular. "It's solid," he said. "Too thick for me to move."

"We have to get out," said Maggie. She looked at Liz. "We have to get them to Micron."

"Let's focus on getting out first," said Theresa. She looked at Christopher. "Your dad should do something about street repair."

"I'll let him know when I see him again. If he doesn't eat me first."

"Very funny," said Aaron. "But it don't exactly get us out of here." He turned the light downward, so that it pointed at the truck bed and illuminated them all equally. "Any bright ideas?"

No one said anything. Amulek pointed, and Christopher didn't look. Not because he didn't want to see what the teen was gesturing at, but because he already knew what was there. And didn't want to admit what it meant.

Aaron turned the light in that direction. "Yeah," he said. He sounded resigned. "I think that's it, too."

Christopher finally looked. Saw the darkness in the darkness.

A tunnel.

They would have to follow it.

Hope it led out.

And pray it didn't lead to its makers.
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KEN TOOK THE LEAD. Amulek followed, holding his knife and walking in a low stance that made him seem like a huge cat.

Christopher wondered where Sally was. The leopard had freed itself from the bonds that had tied it to the children. But where was the leopard now?

He hoped the cat was all right. A ridiculous thought at the moment, but he kept circling back to it. To the hope that a wild creature was surviving in a wilder world.

Aaron followed Amulek, a few steps behind. Moving in a similar crouch but seeming less cat, more machine. Something crafted to attack, to kill.

Behind Aaron: Maggie. Holding Hope now. Christopher had taken Lizzy, and walked as close to her as he could – he didn't know for sure if the signal jammer he had made would work down here, or even if it had survived the crash. But better not to take chances.

Theresa walked behind Christopher. Taking the rear and looking behind, staring into the darkness that closed in as they proceeded.

The darkness was a living thing. It stretched and shrank, waxed and waned as the flashlight Aaron held danced with his stride.

Dirt crunched below their feet, and from time to time silt would rain down on them. Christopher wondered how the tunnels could hold their shapes. He looked up, and something glimmered in the light. Not quite a shine, but well brighter than the light-dampening dirt.

He touched it. Fingers came away sticky. It was the mucus, that yellow ooze. The zombies used it to build walls, and they had used it here to strengthen the tunnels they dug.

The mucus was a reminder of how the tunnels had come to be. Of what the survivors had to find eventually.

The only question was when.
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THEY CAME TO A TUNNEL that crossed through the one they were traveling, making a four-way intersection. Aaron halted.

"Ken!" he called.

Christopher sensed a shift in motion above as Ken – always traveling at the periphery of the light – stopped walking. Christopher wondered if his friend could see in the dark. If he would do just as well without the flashlight.

He thought it probable.

Aaron flashed the light into both sides of the new tunnel. The side on Christopher's right looked like it went straight about thirty feet, then turned left and continued in roughly the same direction they'd been walking.

The side on the left went on and on until the light drifted to nothing and all was dark again.

"Which way we go?" asked Aaron. "Keep on keepin' on, or take one of these?"

"I vote straight," said Maggie. Amulek nodded.

"Straight's good for me," said Christopher. "At least we're still walking in the right direction that way."

"Do any of them lead up?" asked Theresa.

Aaron shined his light down each side tunnel. "No. Looks like they're level."

"What if they never do go up?" Maggie whispered the words, and held tighter to Hope. Almost clinging to the silent girl.

Christopher felt the despair in the words. Felt it, and didn't want it to spread. "There's a way out," he said.

"How do you know? Maybe these things sealed it behind them."

Christopher shook his head. "No," he said. "The air's too fresh. If we were sealed in completely, it would be stale, like the inside of a box. There's some current coming from somewhere."

He caught sight of Aaron's face and could tell the cowboy wasn't sure about any of that. And truth to tell, neither was Christopher. But Maggie was suffering enough, and he wanted her to have faith they would get out of here.

Theresa seemed to notice the other woman's burgeoning fear as well. She touched Maggie's upper arm and said to Aaron, "If they don't go up, we might as well stick to this tunnel. It's got to lead us out eventually."

Aaron nodded. "Ken?" he asked.

Ken was a dark shadow ahead. But the glint of his eyes could be seen as bright stars in the night. They moved slightly as he tilted his head to one side: a shrug.

"Okay, so pretty much everyone thinks straight." Aaron pursed his lips. "It seems like this is probably the best way forward."

"Then what's the problem?" asked Theresa. "Why do you look nervous?"

Maggie knew. She was fighting fear, and fear always provides the worst case scenarios. "This tunnel has gone straight for a long time. That one curves."

"So?" said Theresa.

"So if this is the straightest one, it seems probable that anything down here would be more likely to use it. Like a highway with backroad offshoots." Maggie looked around. "This is the fastest way forward, maybe even the best way out. But it's also the likeliest one to run us straight into the tunnelers."

They stood silently. Then Aaron turned without a word. Began walking.

They went forward.

There was little else to do.
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CHRISTOPHER DIDN'T know how long they had been walking. It felt like forever. Theresa finally stepped forward and took Hope from his arms.

"I've got her."

He nodded his thanks. Licked his lips with a tongue that felt like sandpaper in a mouth packed with dirt. "You wouldn't happen to have anything tasty packed in there," he said, gesturing at Theresa's body armor. Her face darkened for a moment. He raised his hands and said, "I was thinking about water. Or maybe a six-pack of beer." He shook his head sadly. "Where is your mind, Theresa? I'm more than just a beautiful hunk of meat, you know. I have needs. For cuddling and flowers and a large bottles of ice-cold beer."

Theresa shifted Lizzy to a more comfortable position. Then punched Christopher in the shoulder.

"Dead arm," he said, grinning as he rotated his shoulder in a large circle. "Nice. Very third grade of you. Very mature."

"You should talk," said Theresa.

"Kids," said Maggie. "Stop acting your age."

"Christopher," said Aaron from ahead. "You really want to be acting like a five-year-old and talking loud enough to call down whatever's in here?"

That sobered Christopher. Still, before falling back to take a position behind Theresa, he whispered to Maggie, "I have to go to the bathroom. Can we stop the car so I can make pee-pee?"

Maggie kept walking. But he thought he heard her chuckle.

He winked at Theresa. She didn't wink back, but traces of a smile pushed at the corners of her lips. She had a dimple, he realized.

He liked it.

The rear was an uncomfortable place to be. He was acutely aware of the darkness that bit at his heels, that threatened to swallow him if he fell behind.

He started closing in a bit on the group. Then stopped himself.

This is my job now. This is what the person in the rear does. Stays back to protect the ones in the middle, to warn them if something comes from behind.

He fell back a bit more. Forced himself to the knife edge that separated the light from the dark.

He listened as he walked. The scrape of the survivors' footsteps rasped like boulders shifting in the dark. He felt like calling forward to tell them to walk quieter, but didn't want to break the rest of the silence that held sway in the tunnels.

Can't believe I joked about anything down here.

Humor fell away. Emotion fell away. He focused everything on the sounds, the sights, the smells. Dust swirled in the backsplash of Aaron's light, filling his mouth and making him ever more aware of his thirst. But it was a welcome taste. It was natural and, in a strange way, clean. There was none of the fetid smell of the zombies' breath, their unwashed and in some case rotten bodies.

He looked forward, then looked back. Watched the tunnel far enough ahead that he was confident of being able to proceed without falling, then turning and walking backward, focusing on the blackness behind him. Forward, back. Forward, back.

The sound of the survivors' footfalls drifted away. Filtered by some part of his brain that was operating at peak levels. He only heard the silence that surrounded them like a soft blanket.

And then something touched him. A tickle in his mind that was so light he couldn't be sure if it was sight, sound, smell... or some other sense as yet undefined but still strong in this darkly mystical place.

It came again. Neither smell nor sight nor sound after all.

"Stop!"

The light ceased its motion as Aaron jerked to a halt almost before the word came from Christopher's mouth.

"What is it?" said the cowboy.

"Shut up. Everyone quiet."

Everyone stopped moving. Christopher stood motionless as well, listening, looking, feeling.

He moved to the side of the tunnel. Tilted his head toward it, listening.

Then he touched the tunnel wall. As he did so, dirt cascaded from the ceiling above him. But he hadn't been the one to cause the grit and pebbles to dislodge.

His hand tingled where it touched the wall. And a moment later he could hear what it was he had felt: the motion of the wall. Something beyond. Something in.

Something coming closer.

He screamed. "Move!"
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THE BEAM OF THE FLASHLIGHT no longer waved in easy back-and-forth arcs. Now it wounded the darkness in long, thin gashes that closed the instant after they opened. Aaron tried to keep the beam steady for a few steps, then he abandoned the attempt and just ran.

Maggie and Theresa ran the slowest, encumbered by their silent burdens. But no one ran ahead. Christopher knew that Aaron, Ken, and Amulek could have outdistanced the entire group if they wanted, but they held fast. Amulek was within arm's reach of Aaron, who kept reaching back to make sure he wasn't leaving Maggie behind. Theresa was almost abreast of Maggie, and Christopher kept pushing them both. Not exactly shoving, but urging them to move faster.

Move. Move. Faster. FASTER.

Ken was still ahead of the group. Not impossibly far, and he was pacing himself to match them. But he was staying far enough away that he wouldn't be caught by whatever effect Hope and Lizzy exerted on him. He kept looking back, and Christopher could see his eyes flash with concern, with fear, with rage.

The sound that had been hinted at was now an actual presence. It rolled through the tunnel, a grinding noise that spoke of rocks crumbling, of boulders being chewed to pieces by alien teeth.

Christopher looked back. The trickle of rocks and sand had become a flood. Piles accumulated on the floor.

The side of the wall collapsed.

Christopher saw them.
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ONE TIME – AND ONLY once – Christopher experimented with drugs.

It was with Heather, after she started using but before he understood the depth and breadth of her addiction.

She gave him something to smoke. He thought at first it was weed, but there was none of the laid-back feeling he had expected. Weed, from what he understood, was a mellow drug that mostly imparted a general sense that everything would be all right, with the occasional ravenous need for Cheetos.

This thing, whatever it was she gave him, came with a sudden euphoria that crashed over him and had him giggling by the third puff. A few hits later the euphoria shifted into something else. More intense, harder to describe. The colors in Heather's small apartment – dingier than he had remembered it, which should have been his first clue that something critical had changed inside her – suddenly seemed brighter. Things shifted in the corners of his vision, but when he turned to look at them straight on, there was nothing. Nothing but the shimmering lights that overtook his sight.

Then he could feel the colors. He could smell the red, could hear the call of the silver shades that flashed off her refrigerator. Sight, sound, touch, taste... it all blended together in a whole that was both bright and dark, all things captured in the oneness of that room.

He kissed Heather. They had sex – he remembered it as an animal thing. Little of the tenderness that had always marked the times he and Heather made love. It was both hot in its frantic need and cold for the distance he felt between them.

That was when Carina was conceived.

When they finished, he looked at her. And though she was unmoving – she had taken much more of the drug than he had, and after sex had retreated into a stupor – her features seemed to ripple.

Suddenly, he wasn't looking at Heather. He was looking at a thing. Dark tentacles seemed to sprout from the shadows below her chin, from the black hollows of her eyes.

He screamed. Screamed more when the tentacles joined and became writhing snakes, reaching toward him, biting at him.

She turned her head, and her eyes were insane. Coal pits that heated the depths of Hell.

The snakes bit him. Slashed at his face and he couldn't even lift his hands to protect his flesh from their venom.

With every bite, Heather changed a bit more. Grew more alien. Eyes fell away, replaced by scales. Then the scales dropped off and there was only a distant nothingness. Her skin shifted and became rubbery, like she was a thing that wore a Heather mask. A costume unwelcome on even the darkest of Halloweens.

His screams continued. The tentacles bit. He fell into darkness, and still he saw her, saw the thing she had become. He was surrounded by nothing, a lone body floating in a void with only a damned creature for company.

They fought when he came back to himself. He demanded to know what she had given him. She told him it didn't matter. Asked him to "ride the merry-go-round again" with her. He said no. Shouted it. Asked how long she had been doing it and begged her to stop and told her he loved her in words that were false in that moment, because every time she opened her mouth he saw what had sprung from it in his vision; every time she shook her head he remembered the shadows gathering and sprouting long tentacles that shifted to biting vipers.

He left. And it took a long time to remember that he had loved her. Hours before he could see anything in his mind other than the vision of what he understood was the face she now preferred.

It was the ugliest thing he had ever seen. Not even the zombies, with the terror he felt whenever they were near, could match the sheer repulsiveness of that day.

Now, though, in the dark of the tunnel, he finally saw something the match of what he had seen in Heather's apartment, in the face he glimpsed after doing the drugs with her.

The diggers. Lumpy lengths of dark flesh covered by whirring drill bits and spinning saws. They had always been fearful, but now, in the dark of their preferred environment, with splashes of Aaron's flashlight catching their bodies and creating shifting shadows that obscured and allowed imagination to run rampant, they were even more revolting. Even uglier and more ferocious.

They glistened, and Christopher realized that they were covered with a film of mucus – probably the zombies' yellow all-purpose ooze – that would allow them to slide more easily through the earth's bowels.

They fell into the tunnel. Some pushing in from the sides, others dropping in from the ceiling in long, viscous ovoids that seemed to pool in boneless masses before they straightened and reached for the survivors.
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THE SCRABBLE OF SHOES and boots on rock sounded loudly as the survivors ran. And for a moment Christopher felt a thread of hope. The diggers were slow when moving across the earth, rather than through it. They reached for the group, but all of them ran faster than the creatures could.

We're going to make it.

Then the growl came.

Give up. Give in.

More dirt rained down.

The first zombie – not a digger, but one of the ones that owned the world above – pushed through the tunnel a digger had just left.

It oriented on the survivors. Opened its mouth. Chirped. Growled.

Give up.

More zombies pushed into the tunnel.

Give in.

Christopher screamed. "Faster! Go, go faster!"

The survivors picked up the pace as the creatures began to follow.

Fast. They're so fast.

We're not going to make it.

The run was an insane fog. Aaron's light bobbled back and forth, first scanning the tunnel ahead, then whipping back as he looked over his shoulder to see what followed, how close the predators had drawn.

Every time he did, Christopher looked back as well. And every time, he wished he hadn't. The zombies were closer each time. Their growl –

(give UP give IN)

– sounded like a chorus of snarls, the creatures a choir of demons. The voice a shriek in his mind as well as in his ears. More so.

He saw Ken ahead. He was pointing up, at an angle.

"Go there!" screamed Ken.

Christopher didn't understand what Ken was pointing at. Then he drew nearer, and saw it: a dark hole in the ceiling above. Not nearly as large as the tunnel they were in: it was only about five feet in circumference.

Amulek got there first, and turned immediately around, making a stirrup with his hands. Aaron leaped into it, dropping the flashlight as Amulek launched him upward, over the lip of the hole that Christopher now saw didn't go straight up – it was angled. Steep, heading the direction they had already been going, but moving upward as well. Held together by masses of yellow, hardened to a shell that kept the tunnel impossibly open instead of collapsing as it should have done.

Aaron's hands appeared at the lip of the tunnel. He reached down as Maggie got to Amulek. She passed Lizzy up to him. He disappeared, then moved back into view.

Christopher saw Ken moving farther down the tunnel. Not very far, he clearly just wanted to stay away from Lizzy and Hope.

What happens if he does get too close?

(GIVE UP. GIVE IN.)

(the king calls....)

Theresa pushed Hope upward. Then helped Maggie into the tunnel. The redhead followed, disappearing above. Christopher drew even with Amulek. The teen was still waiting, hands together.

Christopher shook his head. "You go."

The teen's eyes narrowed. He shook his own head.

"This isn't the time to argue! Get the hell out of here!" Christopher jerked him close. "Protect them."

Amulek paused a half-second more, then nodded. He put a foot into the cradle of Christopher's hands. Leaped. Caught the tunnel's edge. Disappeared from sight.

Aaron looked down at Christopher from above. Reached out his hand. Christopher scooped up the flashlight from where it lay on the floor. Shoved it in his pants pocket.

He jumped.

And couldn't reach.
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HIS HEART FELT LIKE it had dropped into his stomach. At first that was despair. Fear. The terror of being trapped, yet again. He knew he could run forward – but that would just prolong the inevitable, and would leave him alone in this forbidden place.

He couldn't do that.

He couldn't leave his family. Not again.

In the next moment the sensation was less psychic and more physical as something shoved him upward.

Ken.

Apparently his daughters – if they still were his daughters, and if he was still their father – had moved far enough away that he could resist their call. He had rushed forward and put one hand into Christopher's armpit, grabbed the seat of his pants with the other.

And then Ken launched him upward with the same unnerving strength the zombies possessed. Maybe more.

Aaron caught Christopher's hands, but it was a sloppy catch. Christopher found himself turning as he hung, like a living mobile over the strangest crib ever crafted.

Aaron grunted above him, and Christopher began rising toward the tunnel, one painful inch at a time.

He kept spinning.

Saw Ken.

His friend roared as he threw himself into the first zombies that had made it this far down the tunnel. They evaporated under his attack. One moment there were the two creatures, the next instant they were a spray of ichor and a misshapen pile of twitching pieces.

Ken moved to the next zombies.

Christopher started to think this was a fight they might actually win.

The dirt below Ken crumbled. The sawblades of the diggers thrashed their way through the earth below him. Teeth and blades drilled their way into his feet. Blood spewed from Ken's legs. He screamed. The scream had pain in it, but it was mostly rage. The shriek of something great and powerful dragged down by motes in a sunbeam.

The drills bit into his shins. His legs. Chewing them up so fully and completely that nothing was left. Just wet strings of flesh hanging from the diggers' limbs and bodies and faces.

Ken turned in place. He saw Christopher still hanging there. "Move," he snarled. Then spun back to face the two zombies that reached for him.

The diggers' bodies spun and spat.

The zombies reached Ken.

Ken screamed. He lashed out with hands that had grown blades, with arms that had sprouted sharpened ridges.

He slashed down. One of the diggers split in half.

Then Ken fell.

Another one of them... lost.

And Christopher was finally pulled up into the tunnel above.

"Come on," Aaron said.

"Ken –"

"I know. Shut up. Move."

Aaron rolled his eyes as he said it, a gesture that made Christopher look past the cowboy. He could see Maggie down the tunnel. Her eyes seemed to reflect the gleam of the flashlight that shone from Christopher's pocket.

She looked terrified. Not just for life and limb but for love lost and found again.

Christopher looked at Aaron again. Saw the unspoken request in the other man's eyes.

He nodded minutely. Knowing that Maggie would never move from here. Not without Ken.

And that meant he had only one choice.

"He's right behind me," said Christopher, "but he can't come up until we're farther away." He looked at Maggie as he said it, trying to keep his expression from cracking as he lied to a friend. "He's coming."

She remained frozen for a moment. Then turned and picked up Lizzy from the floor of the tunnel. She couldn't stand up, but there was room for her to hunch over and hold the girl in her arms.

She began moving forward. Theresa picked up Hope. Amulek followed – there was no room to change positions in this place.

Aaron held Christopher's upper arm for a moment: You did the right thing.

Christopher nodded. And knew he was lying again. The first lie to Maggie, the second one to himself.

I had to do it.

No. You left him. You left your family again. You let them down.

Yes. I guess I did.

He moved forward. Still hearing the echoes of Ken's last screams below.
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THEY WALKED, A HUNCHED-over walk that had Christopher's back aching inside of seconds. He heard grunts from ahead and knew the others felt the same way. Pain, then more pain as the tunnel narrowed and they were forced lower.

All he could really see ahead of him was Aaron, carrying the light that he presumed illuminated the tunnel ahead. But it was only a presumption – he could barely see his own feet below, could barely guess at where they were headed.

Nowhere good. Fate or God or whoever was in charge now hadn't let them off easy before, so he doubted things would change now.

Christopher shuddered, walking in the near-dark in a tunnel that could lead anywhere or nowhere.

He was panting. At first with the effort of the walk, his strained posture. Then he realized that his legs were burning. His calves, tingled and then burned with the effort of traveling uphill in a hunched-over position.

And then he heard a noise. The slough of dirt, the scrape of feet over a strange mix of dirt and waxy yellow.

Give UP. Give IN.

He heard it in his mind, then heard it with his ears.

He looked behind him.

Saw nothing.

But knew they had found their way into the tunnel. They were on the trail again.

They were coming.

"We gotta get going!" he shouted. And knew they couldn't move faster. Not hunched over like this, not with two of them carrying limp burdens with nascent queens.

(I call.)

The king's voice sounded in his mind.

"Move," he said again. But it was a whisper this time. A voice without hope.

The zombies came, and he heard their call and trembled.
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ONCE THE INITIAL PANIC left him, Christopher experienced a strange calm. Then the calm shifted again and terror reclaimed him. Closed around him until it was tighter than the tunnel.

It was hard to breathe. Getting even harder with every step. His back hurt. He could hear little over the rasping gasps that came from him and that floated back from those ahead.

The light seemed dimmer. Not weaker, not like it was running out of batteries. More like the entire world was darkening.

I've let them down.

On one level he was aware of the ridiculous nature of the thought. Aware that he wasn't responsible for the survival of the others.

But he remembered Derek. Remembered a little boy rocketing down the side of a tilted crane. Attacking a six-foot-tall-plus zombie, a blackened beast with flesh burned away on one side, the other whole and unburnt and somehow all the more horrible for that fact.

He remembered the boy, screaming as he took the bite intended for Maggie. Falling away. Turning to one of the creatures, toppling to what he must have thought in his final moments was his doom.

The boy never faltered. Never hesitated. He just did, and so saved lives.

Christopher suddenly stopped. A moment later the dancing light in Aaron's hand swung around to find him.

"What's wrong?" he said.

Christopher didn't speak. He turned his head. Looked behind.

GIVE UP.

GIVE IN.

He could see their eyes glittering behind him. One set in the lead, the others close behind in a tight pack, a centipede whose body segments were held together not by a chitinous exoskeleton but by a combined hatred of all that was not them.

He turned back to Aaron.

Derek.

Dorcas.

Ken.

Mo.

Buck.

Fate.

He felt a grin spread across his face. Something he had lost for a short time sparked to life inside him.

"Go on," he said.

"We won't –" Aaron began.

"The girls are all that matter!" Christopher almost roared it in the darkness.

Aaron looked at him. Christopher couldn't see much in the darkness behind the light that illuminated him. But he thought he glimpsed a quick motion of the head. A nod.

The light swung away.

Christopher turned to the zombies.

The dark took him.

He was glad.

"Come on, you shits."

He heard Maggie's voice in his head. Language.

"Sorry," he whispered. "I meant, 'come on, you futhermuckers.'"

He grinned wider.

He reached for those that reached for him.
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THE THINGS CAME CLOSER.

Christopher waited.

Waited.

He held his hands at the ready, but did not move.

GIVE UP. GIVE IN. GIVE UP. GIVE IN.

The growl rolled over him, but something was different. Something –

(fate)

– kept him from faltering before the creatures. Kept him motionless save for the grin that cracked wider and wider until he felt his cheeks ache.

They reached out. Fifteen feet away. Ten.

He moved.

He slammed himself sideways as hard as he could. Hit the side of the tunnel. Something crackled above him and a shard of yellow wax-ooze bounced off his head.

The creatures came forward. Eight feet.

He used his momentum to ricochet off the one wall and into the opposite side of the tunnel. It was awkward – a ping pong ball in a Yahtzee cup. Barely room to move; he hoped it would be enough room.

He hit the side again. More wax rained down. A few trickles of dirt.

The things were six feet away. GIVE UP GIVE IN GIVE UP GIVE IN.

He bounced again. The first side again. More dirt.

Four feet.

A last, desperate smash into the wall of the small tunnel. This time he reached up and punched into the ceiling with all the force he could muster. The angle was wrong and he felt like the hit probably had about the strength of an invalid geriatric.

It worked.

The first zombie was reaching. Fingers slamming together in anticipation of the kill, the Change.

The ceiling collapsed.

Christopher threw himself backward. Crabwalked as fast as he could. Sheets of dirt and rock sluiced through cracks in the wax-coated ceiling. The zombie fingers still reached. Pierced the curtain of rubble.

Then, with a roar, the tunnel disappeared. There was only dirt and rock, a solid wall that ended only an inch from Christopher's feet.

He was still grinning.

Who's the big hero now, Buck?

For some reason the thought of his lost friend didn't make him sad in that moment. He heard Buck's voice in his mind: You just had to go and be a hero again, didn't you?

Yeah. It's like a billion to one, my favor.

You wish, Christopher.

He stared at the dirt and rock at his feet for a few moments. Waited for it to move.

It didn't.

"Futhermuckers," he said again. And he heard Maggie sigh in his mind, like an exasperated mother who couldn't decide whether to scold her child or just give in and laugh. He wasn't sure if it was his imagination or that strange ability she had shown to appear in his thoughts from time to time.

He decided he didn't care.

He turned over so he was on his hands and knees. Then rose up as high as he could. Still grinning.

Fate.

He ran – a hobbled, lurching run – toward the other survivors.
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IT WAS PITCH BLACK in the tunnel. Aaron's light had disappeared in the distance at some point after the tunnel cave-in. Christopher was alone.

He still felt good. Better than he had in a while. As though when the tunnel collapsed, something else was built. A new feeling inside, a determination to find a way out of this. Not just out of the tunnel, but out of the world that had swallowed them all up.

Fate.

He had a moment of fear a few minutes later, making his way blindly through the tunnel. His left hand was on the wall, while his right glided over the ceiling just ahead of his head, making sure there were no outcroppings or obstructions that would crack him in the head or – worse – bang up his already well-banged-up nose.

Left hand on the wall. Right on the ceiling.

What's wrong with that?

I need a third hand.

That was it. That was what sent a momentary chill through his body, that made his hands tremble against the cold mix of soil and wax. He was only touching one side of the tunnel, and the ceiling. Which meant that he wasn't touching the other side.

What if there had been a side tunnel? What if the others had taken it – either because they figured it would keep them safer, or because they just bumbled into it in the dark?

The moment he thought that, he saw a glimmer ahead. The dance of a firefly in the darkness, which became a ghostlight, which in turn shifted to the broad beam of Aaron's light, shining directly into his eyes.

"Christopher?" The cowboy's drawl was tinged with an equal mix of disbelief and happiness.

"Present and accounted for, Sarge."

Aaron snorted. "You are a cat with fifty lives, kid."

"Fifty-one, sir."

"If you don't cut out the military act, I'm going to shove a boot up your butt."

"Will your foot be in it? Because I have a thing for feet."

Another snort. The light moved off his face.

"What is it?" Theresa's voice scraped its way back to him. There was fear in it.

"Just me, beautiful."

This time it was Theresa who snorted. "Never been called that before."

"Better late than never."

She snorted again.

Maggie shouted, "Christopher! You all right?"

"Present and accounted for."

"How'd you get away?" said Aaron. "Thought you were a goner."

"Not this cat, Sarge." Then, before Aaron could make good on his boot-to-butt threat, he added. "I collapsed the tunnel on them. Don't think they're close right now, but I think we should keep moving as fast as possible."

"Then stop jawing and start moving."

Christopher fell into step behind them.

"What about Ken?" Maggie. Still moving along, he guessed – Aaron hadn't lurched to a halt or anything. But he could hear the concern in her voice.

He saw Ken, his body being slashed by the things below, the things in front of him.

"I think he's fine," he said. "I think he's just waiting for us to get far enough ahead that he won't freak out around the queens." A lie, but he didn't think twice about it. Maggie could find out the truth, but not now. Not here.

She sighed, an audible noise that sounded through even the natural muffling of the dirt and stone all around them. He felt a twinge of guilt at that moment.

What will she do when she finds out?

She'll survive. The way we all will.

He pressed forward. Upward.

Hoping. And trying to ignore the sounds he heard all around. Trying to convince himself they were just imagination, and the monsters weren't still trying to find them.
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THE SCRATCHING SOUNDS grew as they continued forward, continued up. Sometimes they sounded so close that Christopher was sure they were about to push through, to collapse one wall of the tunnel or another and shove themselves back into the space the survivors had found. Other times the noises were distant – barely more than slight vibrations in the tunnel walls he reached out to touch every so often. He tried to convince himself they were just the natural shifting of a part of the world that probably resembled Swiss cheese more than anything.

He failed.

He could tell the others heard the sounds as well. The proof was in the silence as they picked their way forward. Oddly, Amulek was the loudest of them – he snapped his fingers periodically if he came up against any outcroppings that might gash or concuss those who followed him.

The silent walk continued for so long Christopher felt certain that when – if – they finally emerged, they would find that all had changed. That evolution would have shifted the world above to something new and alien.

Didn't that already happen?

He slammed into Theresa.

"Whoa, what –"

She gestured with her free hand. Amulek was ahead, absolutely motionless.

"What is it?" Christopher asked, trying to make his voice loud enough to be heard but quiet enough that no one outside the survivors would hear it.

Amulek pointed. Aaron moved forward to join him. The tunnel had widened out slightly, though the ceiling was still claustrophobically low. Still, it was barely enough for the cowboy to nudge his way in and look at the spot in the ceiling Amulek was pointing at. "I don't see anything," said the Aaron.

Amulek kept pointing. Christopher squeezed past Theresa and Maggie. Looked where Amulek was pointing. "What is it?" he said.

Amulek looked at him. Made a gesture he didn't understand. Christopher looked up again. Saw nothing but dirt and the waxy ooze.

"I don't –" He stopped. Craned his neck for a better look.

"What am I missin' here?" asked Aaron.

Christopher didn't answer. Not with words.

He reached out and turned off Aaron's flashlight.
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"WHAT IS THAT?" ASKED Maggie.

"It's the outside," said Aaron. "But how far away?"

Christopher didn't know. He didn't know how Amulek had seen it, either.

Must've been far enough ahead he was in the dark. Far enough to see the light.

The tunnel was still mostly dark. The flashlight was off, and the black pressed in on all sides. But there was a thin shaft of light coming down on the clustered heads of Christopher, Amulek, and Aaron.

Sunlight.

There was a hole in the ceiling of the tunnel, and it was through that hole that the light was streaming. Christopher looked at the hole directly, and his eyes watered. Bright. A direct line to the sky outside, maybe even pointed directly at the sun.

Aaron's question hung in the air. They could see the sun or the sky above, but how far away was it? Six inches? Twenty feet?

And how did they get from the tunnel to that place aboveground, that place that was dangerous and cruel but still less terrifying than this underground passage?

Aaron looked at Amulek. "Can you tell how deep we are?" Amulek shook his head. Aaron turned to Christopher. "You?"

Christopher shook his head as well. Aaron switched on his flashlight and looked down the tunnel in the direction they had been heading. The light illuminated the sides, ceiling, and roof of the tunnel for a while, then tapered off to a dim fog and then to nothing.

"I say we keep going," said Aaron. "We dig our way out and the whole tunnel could collapse."

Maggie's lip trembled. "And we have to wait for Ken."

Christopher looked sharply at Aaron. He couldn't help it. It was an automatic reaction. And though Aaron stared ahead and didn't acknowledge the glance, Christopher knew the cowboy had seen it.

And so did Maggie. She looked back and forth from one of them to the other. "We're waiting for Ken, right? We should go on and let him catch up to us."

Christopher tried to meet her gaze – scared, but even and firm. He couldn't; his eyes dropped.

"What happened?" said Maggie. Her voice shivered. She knew – not the details, but Christopher could tell she understood.

"He –" he hesitated. Took in a deep breath. "He helped us escape. Again."

She peered at him. He was still looking down, but he could feel her gaze on him, burning him more painfully than any flame. "You saw him?" He nodded. "Did he... is he...?"

Christopher nodded again. Felt/heard Maggie shift. "You lied," she said.

"He had to, Maggie," said Aaron. His voice was low, comforting. Christopher wondered if that was some part of whatever specops training the man had received: Lesson 502 – Comforting Members of the Team Who Are About to Freak Out. "We all had to."

Maggie shifted again. Christopher heard the sharp smack of flesh on flesh, wondered what he had heard, and raised his head in time to get Maggie's second slap across the face. Aaron was standing there, silent and motionless, the first one Maggie had hit. And when it was Christopher's turn the pain went through his cheek, his jaw, and of course his mangled nose.

He groaned. Shook his head. Maggie raised her hand again, rage and grief twisting her features into something terrifying and altogether apart from the way she usually looked.

For a moment, just an instant, he saw something hard and horrifying in her visage. The image of something alien that had been put inside her.

Maybe the queens aren't there. But something else is. Something that didn't take. But it's not her in there. Not completely.

Maggie's hand slammed toward him again. Christopher flinched away, not wanting a repeat of the slap –

(so hard how did she hit me so hard?)

– that had sent white spikes of pain through him.

Aaron caught Maggie's hand. Held her back. "We did what we did because it was what had to be done. And it was what Ken wanted us to do." Rage flared even brighter in Maggie's face and she tried to pull out of his grasp. Aaron held her tighter, so tight that his knuckles whitened and the skin of her wrist turned the shade of parchment. "You hear me, Maggie? It was what he wanted." He leaned in close. "He was only worried about you and the girls. Nothing else." He held her another moment, then whispered, "Just like Christopher and me."

He let go of her.

Maggie stood motionless, hand still upraised. Christopher had to consciously will himself not to shrink away from her.

How would that look to Theresa?

The thought was ridiculous. What did it matter if he impressed her with his oh-so-manly courage in the face of getting slapped to death? Even so, it was all that kept repeating in his mind: Don't flinch. She'll think you're a chicken. She's just barely starting to think you're cool, don't flinch.

Dammit, I'm back in high school.

Maggie's hand fell to her side. Her face was still red with wrath, but she didn't hit him again.

"Sorry," he said.

She turned away from him. He was surprised how much that bothered him. For most of his life he spent every effort to prove he didn't belong, he didn't need anyone.

Now he only wanted Maggie to look at him. To smile and say she forgave him, maybe give him a hug.

I've turned into a momma's boy – and it's not even my momma.

"Sorry," he repeated.

"I know," she said. Her voice was muffled, and he couldn't see her face so he couldn't tell if her voice grated out of her throat the way it did because of tears or simple rage. "I know."

She turned back to him. It was tears.

"We have to get the girls out of here," she said. "Now."

And as though in answer to her statement, the noises that had dogged them every step of the way grew louder. Christopher heard the hint of a growl. Then another.

One from ahead.

One from behind.

"Up we go," he whispered.
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AMULEK PULLED OUT HIS knife. Aaron produced a knife, which shouldn't have surprised Christopher given that had shown himself to be a cross between the ultimate Boy Scout and the Terminator, but he still managed a small whistle. Given all they'd been through, holding onto anything more than their skin seemed a small miracle.

Aaron stabbed upward with his knife. Amulek mirrored him, angling his own blade so that it punctured the wax overhead nearby to Aaron's knife. Nothing happened. Nothing happened when they stabbed a second time. On the third, there was a brittle crack and a sheet of yellow about a foot across fell away from the ceiling. It hit Amulek on the head and bounced to the floor. Dirt rolled in after it. Not a stream, but definitely more than a trickle.

Christopher looked at Theresa. She was still holding Lizzy, still bent over, but even with the odd combination of postures he could tell that she was holding her breath.

So was he, for that matter. Tales of miners being trapped underground for days and slowly going insane before dying of malnutrition flooded his mind.

Don't be stupid. We'll either be crushed outright or murdered by tunneling zombies.

The thought didn't comfort.

Aaron and Amulek kept grunting as they stabbed at the ceiling, widening the original hole then beginning to work on the earth above the wax. Dirt and rock fell on their heads, coated their sweat-slicked skin. In only a few moments the two of them looked like monsters themselves.

At least they're on our side.

The scraping rasp of the diggers was louder now. They were close, though Christopher couldn't tell if the things were going to explode in on them from the sides, from above, or pulverize them from below the way they had done with Ken.

He wondered if they would lose coherence the closer they got to the jammer.

He wondered if the jammer still worked at all.

So many questions, no answers.

The growl came louder. The call to surrender sounding in his mind, crashing in waves against the inside of his skull.

Theresa moaned suddenly. There was a wet spatter, and Christopher turned to see blood pouring over her upper lip, down her chin.

A moment later he felt wetness on his own upper lip. He thought it was his nose bleeding again because of his injuries – heaven knew his nose had been through more than the rest of him lately – but then the growl came again.

Give UP. Give IN.

The thoughts hammered at his brain, perfectly in sync with the pulse of blood from his nose. He realized this wasn't an injury – at least, not an external one. This was the effect of his mind being attacked.

The zombies' brains had been jellified, turned into a liquid receptor that could be controlled and changed by –

(the king)

– a common impulse. So far that hadn't happened to the survivors, but how long could they withstand repeated intrusions into their minds? What would the effects of such psychic invasions be?

Theresa looked at him with glassy eyes.

Give UP.

Her nose jetted again. Christopher remembered reading somewhere that nosebleeds were a sign of brain trauma.

Maybe it's not that. Maybe –

The growl came again. The psychic pulse. Christopher felt more wetness, this time at the corners of his eyes. He wiped away the tears...

... and his hands came away bloody. He was crying blood.

"We gotta get out of here," he rasped.

"Tryin'," was all Aaron said. Christopher looked at the cowboy and saw the other man's chin and cheeks were bloody as well. He wasn't crying blood, though – it looked like the capillaries under the skin had burst, like he was bleeding out of the pores themselves.

Christopher remembered Derek. The bite, followed by howls of pain and blood springing from the boy's unblemished skin as the Change took him.

Is that going to happen to us?

He didn't think so. He thought that anyone who had survived the initial Change – that first pulse that had transformed fifty percent of the world in an instant – would need to be bitten to turn into zombies themselves.

But it can kill us. If it doesn't Change us, it can just beat our brains to pieces.

He realized that the jammers probably weren't working anymore. The sounds in his mind were clear, unhindered by any outside force.

That meant the zombies that were coming for them would either be fighting between themselves – the queens' servants trying to murder each other – or would be under the king's thrall. Trying to kill the survivors and take the little girls for a prize.

Not a good outcome, either way.

Aaron and Amulek were standing upright now, the hole in the ceiling reaching a full foot above their heads. They were going quickly.

But would it be enough?

And what happened if the tunnel caved in?

"Hurry," whispered Christopher. The word was for no one but him. Or perhaps it was a prayer.

"Hurry."
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AARON AND AMULEK KEPT digging. Not just up but around as the hole widened each time they stabbed upward with their knives. They were standing upright, then reaching above their heads. Then Aaron was on Amulek's shoulders, digging above them both.

What if they can't reach any higher?

(You give up. You give in.)

Christopher tried to purge the despair from his thoughts. Failed. Tried again.

The growl grew louder. He felt a darkness thicker than the black of the tunnel gathering in his mind. Pulling at him, sucking him into a hole of loss, despair, madness.

He felt blood pouring from his nose, but it was a distant feeling. A sensation out of a half-remembered dream, a thing from beyond conscious thought.

He heard the growl. Knew they had seconds.

Looked at Amulek. Aaron.

Aaron shoved up with his knife. Dirt falling in a constant storm around him and Amulek.

Aaron punched through.

The light that had been laser-thin widened to a full-bodied beam. A shaft bright enough to blind Christopher for a moment. Then it grew brighter, and brighter still until he had to put a hand in front of his eyes. When everything finally dimmed as his eyes re-acclimated to sunlight, he pulled his hands away.

Aaron was already scrambling upward, grabbing handfuls of loose dirt that pulled down in his hands. No purchase, no upward movement.

Christopher joined hands with Amulek. He felt as though something were pushing him, moving him, helping him to know what to do. He looked into Amulek's eyes and saw a similar light there, a knowledge of what had to be done because it was all that remained to be done.

He and Amulek made a four-handed stirrup. Aaron stepped into it with his right foot, moving so quickly and surely that Christopher knew the cowboy was feeling the same thing he and Amulek felt: this was the way. This was the only way.

What's happening to me? What's happening to us?

The instant Aaron's heel was firmly atop their clasped hands, Christopher and Amulek heaved upward. Aaron shot into the light. He went up so hard and fast that his boot actually flew off their hands... and never came down again. Christopher looked up. Saw his friend's lower half. The upper half was bent over the lip of the ground above. Aaron's cowboy boots pedaled up and down against the wall of their makeshift shaft. Finally dug in. Found purchase. Pushed.

Aaron disappeared from the shaft.

GIVE UP GIVE IN –

– GIVE UP GIVE IN

The sound/sensation bludgeoned Christopher from two directions. Pounded at him from one end of the tunnel, then from the other.

GIVE UP GIVE IN –

– GIVE UP GIVE IN

He looked at Maggie. At Theresa. Gestured them forward.

Maggie came first. Holding Hope with one hand. Looking back and forth, up the tunnel then into the darkness behind.

GIVE UP GIVE IN –

– GIVE UP GIVE IN

She bled freely from her nose, her eyes watered crimson. She was sobbing, nearly bent double.

Christopher wanted to hold her, if only for a moment. To give her strength and take strength for himself in turn. He ignored the desire. Just shook his hands – still clasped in Amulek's – in a movement meant to catch her eye, to hurry her forward and upward with Hope.

Maggie raised her foot. Put it in the stirrup. It was awkward and ungainly, her center of gravity shifted to an artificial location by the child she held to her chest. But the second Christopher and Amulek felt her body weight against their hands and wrists, they launched her.

She didn't go up as smoothly or as quickly as Aaron had. She came crashing down again, dirt flinging itself downward with a sound –

(GIVE UP GIVE IN –

– GIVE UP GIVE IN)

– that reminded Christopher of the gravel pit. Of Buck.

The thought didn't sadden him. It made him mad.

These things aren't going to take another of us. Not. One. MORE.

The last word still ringing in his mind, he shoved upward with all his strength again. Maggie flew. Did not return. More dirt rained down, and he heard her cry out with pain or fear or just the simple effort of a climb that should never have happened. But she was up. Over. Out.

He gestured at Theresa. The redhead moved forward. Faster than Maggie had done, though her face was red with flowing blood, black with blood that was already starting to congeal and cake into a death mask across her face.

Up. Dirt raining down. Gone.

Christopher let go of Amulek's hands. Made a stirrup with his own.

Amulek was already there. Hands cupped. Waiting.

"Go," said Christopher. "Get –"

GIVE UP –

– GIVE IN

He nearly fell over, the force of the psychic blast rolling over him, punching him in some mental center he hadn't even known existed. Amulek took a step back, too. Leaned into the wall of the tunnel. Then the teen shoved himself upright, hands still together. He gestured for Christopher to get in.

"You go!" Christopher shouted. Panic drove his voice higher.

Amulek jerked his hands, a tremor that spoke eloquently: I went first last time. Your turn.

Christopher didn't argue. He saw the set of Amulek's face and knew that the teen wasn't going to give in. That he'd prefer to waste time arguing over the question until the zombies came and took them both, rather than go first himself.

Christopher sighed. Put his foot in the teen's hands.

Amulek hurled Christopher up.

The throw didn't go as well as the others. Christopher bounced off the walls of the shaft, the reverse motion of what the Marauder must have done when it fell into this misplaced neighborhood of Hell. His face banged into a wall. He fell back. Hit his head behind him.

He flung his hands up. Not thinking, again just acting on some strange instinct that had risen to the fore of his mind.

He felt hands grab his right hand and wrist. Another pair of hands encircling his left wrist. A moment of stasis, hanging there in the middle of a terrible nothing. Then he jerked up as the hands drew him skyward.

He made it. Pulled himself over the crumbling edge of the shaft, onto dirt and grass. Barely rested an instant before he flipped himself downward.

GIVE UP –

– GIVE IN

GIVE UP –

– GIVE IN

He reached out a hand. Saw Amulek leap up from below.

The teen missed him by a good foot.

"He's too far!" screamed Christopher. "Grab my belt!"

Without waiting for acknowledgement, knowing as before that this was the only way, he scooted over the edge of the shaft. Pushed out into nothing, then pushed out still more.

He tipped.

Fell.

The fall was arrested at the last moment, Christopher jerking to a halt as he felt something yank at his belt, something pull at his feet and legs.

Amulek leaped. Grabbed. Caught hold of Christopher's right hand.

GIVE UP –

– GIVE IN

Then the teen jerked back. Almost fell away from Christopher's grasp.

Amulek opened his mouth and made the first sound Christopher had heard from him. A thin, whistling exhale. A mute scream.

The zombies were in the tunnel.

And they had Amulek.
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AMULEK KEPT MAKING that horrible noise, that keening that sounded like the last whimper of a dying dog. The zombies' growl was so loud – both in mind and ear – that Christopher shouldn't have heard anything else. Just them. Just the creatures.

But he heard the mute panic, the silent wail of terror. He could see Amulek's eyes, glitter in anguish as he struggled to keep hold of Christopher's hand while something pulled, pulled, pulled him from below.

Christopher's wrist and arm were slick with sweat. Amulek started sliding down, lower and lower.

Whining. Whimpering silently.

GIVE UP –

– GIVE IN

Something about the call wriggled its way into Christopher's mind, even as the blood spouted anew from his nostrils, even as Amulek slid down a millimeter at a time.

GIVE UP –

– GIVE IN

What is it? What do I need to know?

What are they telling me?

For once, the creatures' call didn't make him want to just lay down and die. That aspect of the call was overwhelmed by panic. Not for himself, but for Amulek. For his new friend, for the newest member of the family.

GIVE UP –

– GIVE IN

And then, as Amulek slid to Christopher's fingertips – a hold that couldn't last – he knew.

"Jammer." He meant to scream the word, but all that came out was a croak. He said it again. "Jammer!"

"What?" Maggie grunted the word.

Amulek curled his fingers in Christopher's: the last second. Maybe two.

"Get the jammer!"

He felt the hands on his legs let go. Christopher slid another inch into the tunnel as they did. Worried that Amulek was going to fall for sure, was going to lose his grip.

Has he been bitten?

No. He'd have Changed.

But it was only a matter of time – and very little at that.

"Got it!" Maggie yelled.

"Pull out the battery!" shouted Christopher.

"But –"

"DO IT!"

GIVE UP –

– GIVE IN

And suddenly the tension was gone from his fingers.

Amulek had fallen.
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CHRISTOPHER LOOKED down. Not wanting to see Amulek torn to pieces, Changed. But incapable of looking away.

He expected to see Amulek tumble down. Expected him to disappear in the teeming mass that he could barely make out in the tunnel below.

But Amulek wasn't falling.

At first Christopher thought – madly, wildly – that the teen had learned how to fly.

Been taking lessons from Ken, have we?

Then he saw Amulek's sweat- and blood-stained face. Saw the strain in his eyes. Understood. The teen's left leg was still being held, thrashing around as the things below him tried to yank him downward. But he'd managed to get the other leg up into the vertical shaft. He had pressed it against one side of the shaft, his back against the other side. He'd pushed hard enough that his body jammed in the shaft. Both arms were splayed wide, too. Pressing hard against the walls, keeping him securely trapped where he was.

But as Christopher watched, the teen began to lose purchase. The things –

(GIVE UP –

– GIVE IN)

– were pulling him down.

"Farther!" screamed Christopher. "Down farther!" And as the anchors that still held him – Aaron and Theresa – began lowering him further still, he screamed, "And take out the damn battery!"

He didn't hear it happen. How would he hear the sound of a battery being disconnected, over the growl-screams of the zombies, over Amulek's keening wail?

But he knew when it happened. Knew when Maggie yanked the battery free.

Because he felt a tickle in his mind. A subtle change as one more – then two – things shoved their way into his brain.

Kill

Kill.

KILL.

KILL.

The queens. Freed from the silence that had bound them.

And the things below, the zombies, stopped pulling on Amulek. The teen stopped sliding as they shifted their attention from human prey to enemies in their midst.

It was what Christopher had hoped would happen. When he heard the two voices in his head – so much the same, but ever-so-slightly distinct – he hoped that the zombies coming from ahead in the tunnel would be different from the ones following from behind. He hoped that, though the queens had been silenced, the zombies would have chosen sides. That some would be coming for Hope, some searching out Lizzy.

And when the gag was removed, the queens sang out. And the creatures attacked one another.

It wouldn't last – it couldn't. One group or the other would be victorious, probably in a matter of mere minutes, if not seconds.

But for now, they weren't trying to kill Amulek.

Christopher moved down a bit more, and he managed to get a hand on the teen's arm. It was covered in sweat, just as his was, but he still held on. Amulek let go with the other hand, and there was a sickening lurch as he slid downward in the instant between letting go and managing to grab Christopher's forearm.

Then they were both holding each other's hands. Clasped tightly.

"Up!" shouted Christopher. "Pull us up!"

The things below shrieked. The sound of flesh tearing was clearly audible, the noise of the things' growls – now changed to battle shrieks of rage – clung to Christopher like ropes, dragging at him, pulling him down.

He gritted his teeth. Maggie's hands returned to his legs. The pressure on his belt – probably Aaron – pulled him up. Theresa yanked his ankles back in fits and starts.

He was out.

A moment later, Amulek was, too.

Christopher looked into the tunnel below.

He saw eyes staring at him. Dead, lost to the call of a victorious queen. But still malevolent, the thing's very existence a tear in Christopher's sanity.

It began moving up. Pushed from below. Christopher remembered the things, crawling up the sides of buildings, massing together to overcome any obstacle.

The thing growled.

"We've gotta get moving," he panted.

Aaron helped Amulek to stand. Theresa grabbed Christopher's hands and jerked him to his feet as well.

Then she reached down. Picked up Hope. The girl was still silent, unmoving.

Christopher glanced at Maggie. At the baby she picked up from the grass that surrounded them all.

Lizzy was not moving, either. But unlike Hope, her eyes were open. Looking at him clearly.

She was smiling.

Christopher knew now what queen's soldiers had been victorious below.

Lizzy's grin widened – a malevolent mockery of a smile that was all the more terrifying on the face of a toddler. "Run," she said. But it wasn't an instruction for escape. He knew the word was a taunt. A smile as the hunter finally brought down its prey.

"Run," she said again.

And laughed.
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CHRISTOPHER STARTED moving automatically. Took three quick steps before he felt a hand jerking him back.

"Your turn to lower me," said Aaron. Then, without waiting for an answer, he lay on his back and started wriggling toward the hole. His head was over the void before Christopher managed to move.

Something inside him screamed. Shrieked why why what are you doing?

Another part of his brain recognized that Aaron had lain down on his back. And that meant he intended to bend not at the waist, but the knees. That he intended to go down as deep into the hole as possible.

The last part of his brain finally moved Christopher to action. He leaped toward Aaron, crashing to earth just as the cowboy started to bend backward into the tunnel. Christopher grabbed for Aaron's belt, found the thick leather with his fingers, clenched.

Aaron fell backward.

Christopher almost plummeted after him. A short fall, but it would have been a deadly one had Theresa not thrown her arms around his waist, pulling back with her whole body weight.

Christopher kept nudging toward the hole as Aaron pushed himself in and down, in and down. Christopher loosened his grasp slightly, his hands no longer holding onto Aaron's belt – it was out of reach – but to his thighs, then his shins.

He was sprawled out, lying flat with Theresa practically on top of him. And he could see.

The zombie that had started climbing out met Aaron halfway down the tunnel. Christopher wanted to scream, to cry out and ask why his friend had decided on this strange way to commit suicide.

Aaron moved.

The motion was so fast that Christopher almost couldn't see it. Just a blur of quick motion, the flash of something catching the light for the barest fraction of an instant.

The zombie jerked. Christopher thought for an instant that the thing was one of those that had strange, black growths all over their bodies. Then he saw that what he had taken for a dark outcropping of bone covering the thing's eye wasn't another evolution in the things' fearsome appearance.

It was the hilt of Aaron's knife.

"Pull me up!" shouted the cowboy. Christopher gritted his teeth and started wiggling backward. But not fast. And not before he saw the zombie that Aaron had stabbed throw its head back and howl. It began to jitter, the motion spastic and strange, and in doing so it lost its grip on the tunnel. It fell.

It crashed into the darkness below. Christopher couldn't make out any details, but the growl –

(GIVE UP. GIVE –)

– suddenly disappeared, replaced by screams of rage, by movement that hinted at confined mayhem.

He pulled Aaron the rest of the way up. The cowboy exhaled when he finally came back into the daylight, a powerful release of breath held too long.

No time to rest, though. Aaron rolled right over to his stomach. Pushed himself up. So did Christopher.

Theresa stood nearby, Lizzy in her hands, looking frightened as she wheeled around to take in their surroundings.

Christopher was glad to see the toddler had her eyes closed again. Though he thought he detected rage in the set of her small face. He didn't know if that meant they had won this particular battle, or if she was just angry that they had tried to thwart her plans. He supposed it didn't matter.

It's not like they can try any harder to kill us.

Christopher spun in a quick circle. Looking around. Looking for somewhere to run, for somewhere to hide.

Finding neither.
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THEY HAD COME UP IN the middle of a field.

It didn't appear to have anything in it, just a never-ending field of brown dirt that extended into a grove of trees that bordered it on three sides. The fourth side ended at a field of some kind of grain – wheat, perhaps barley.

"Where now?" asked Theresa. She wheeled around, taking a few steps in one direction, then backpedaling and spinning to face the opposite way.

"Damned if I know." Aaron squinted into the sky, and Christopher figured he was probably getting his bearings by calculating his average shadow length divided by his stride length and taking into account the average size of his balls of steel.

Maggie just held to Hope. Cradled the child as close to her breast as she could, her mouth moving silently in a way that disquieted Christopher.

The sounds kept coming from the hole they had come out of. Grunts, groans, chitters. Something very bad was going on down there, and it was only a matter of time before it came for them.

Amulek was the only one who didn't seem lost. He walked toward the grove of trees with the sure step of someone who expects to be followed.

Christopher did just that. Fell into step behind the teen. Within five feet, Aaron was following as well. Both of them knowing that the others would come, too. Both of them understanding that when someone like Amulek began walking, he knew – always knew – that where he was going was a better place to be.

Christopher looked back. Theresa was still wheeling around. Maggie was still hunched over her child. Christopher opened his mouth to call them over.

The words died before they fully formed in his mind.

Hope's eyes were open. Staring. Looking old and cunning and out of place on a little girl's face – just like Lizzy's had looked just moments before.

The little girl smiled.

And Christopher knew what was going to happen. Knew the mistake he had made.

"No," he whispered.
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HE SPUN AROUND MID-stride. Inertia kept his body shifting forward, moving away from what he had seen for a few critical milliseconds. Long enough for the smile on Hope's face to shift from malicious glee to pure rage.

Maggie shrieked. She dropped Hope unceremoniously on the ground. Clapped her hands to the sides of her head as Hope fell to earth. Screamed again.

"Get out, get out!" she shrieked. And Christopher knew who – what – she was screaming at. Because he felt it, too.

Mine. Mine now. All MINE.

The voice in his mind was one of the queens. The thing inside Hope.

Hope fell from Maggie's arms, landing in a catlike stance on the thick soil. The little girl didn't hesitate. Just bared her teeth and ran straight for Theresa. The redhead barely had time to shout before Hope flew into her legs.

But the attack wasn't against her.

Hope scampered up Theresa's right leg, climbing it with the jerky, agile movements of a spider. Then she was level with what she wanted. Not Theresa – the woman was just something in the way, something between Hope and her intended target.

Christopher saw Lizzy's eyes open. They weren't glassy, weren't confused. They gleamed with malevolence. Wrath.

Fear.

Christopher ran at Maggie. At Hope. At Lizzy. Only a few steps.

Just a few steps. I can make it.

(MINE. DIE.)

Hope made a thin, mewling noise – a keen that reminded Christopher of the call of a wolf, a cry to mate or hunt or feed. That was when Lizzy screamed: a sound far too powerful to have come from such a small body.

Christopher was still running.

Just a few steps.

Theresa didn't know what was going on. Her body curved away from Hope, not like she was afraid of the girl but more as though she couldn't understand what was happening and simply wanted to take a step back so she could get a better view of events.

Hope was holding to Theresa's body armor with her right hand. Her left now curled, the fingers angled like talons. She raked down with them, and a trio of bright red lines appeared on Lizzy's chest.

Lizzy screamed.

(You DARE. KILL YOU.)

And Hope answered with a scream of her own.

(Mine. Die. MINE, ALL MINE.)

The screams were loud, louder than any child or toddler had a right to produce. But it wasn't the screams that staggered Christopher in place. It was the rage, the twisted knowledge, the cunning and guile that were packed into the shrieks that bored into his mind.

Maggie was still shrieking, too. Still had hands to her head. Christopher remembered that the first time the two queens had attacked each other, it had been through Sally and Buck. The snow leopard had faced off against the big contractor as champions for the queens. Willing to kill or die on their command.

But Maggie hadn't joined in the fight. Maybe it was because whatever happened to the others in the top of the Wells Fargo building hadn't had time to take. Maybe she was too old for it to work.

Maybe she resisted simply because she was a mother, and wouldn't take sides against either daughter – or both of them.

No matter what, she had resisted, and Christopher could see she was resisting now. Digging in her heels against the call of the queens. He thought maybe he and the rest of them were only getting an echo of their screams. Thought maybe Maggie was getting it all. Because they were still her children – what remained of them after Derek had –

(Changed)

– gone.

Maggie's body went rigid. Fighting against the queens, against her children, against herself.

That fight was going to decide the outcome. Not directly – Christopher didn't think Maggie was going to give in to any urge Hope might be sending her way – but she was too busy struggling against whatever pulled her to intervene.

And that meant Hope was going to kill her sister.

Lizzy's eyes widened. Terror finally winning over wrath. Hope's jaws drew farther apart. She leaned toward the toddler's face.

Toward Lizzy's throat.

Christopher pushed himself to move faster. To get to the girls in time.

He was going to fail.

Lizzy raised her arms. Small arms, hands that should playing with blocks, with cars and dolls and the childish things that had died in the Change, just like so much else. The hands pressed out, pressed against Hope.

Hope laughed.

Then clamped her teeth down on Lizzy's throat.
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A FLURRY OF IMAGES pummeled Christopher.

The first time he saw Carina. He noticed her toes right off the bat. Perfect little toes that had never touched the earth. The feet of an angel that hadn't quite finished her descent from Heaven.

Lizzy. Sleeping against Sally's stomach – the predator now a protector, the child smiling an innocent smile that somehow made the stilled savagery of the beast make sense.

The first time he saw Heather. Smiling. Laughing. Beautiful.

All gone.

Carina had become a thing with blades for a mouth, a saw-toothed monster that could chew through steel. Heather had become an addict, a shade of what she had once been. Lizzy – no longer even remotely related to the child she should have remained.

The images superimposed themselves over what he now saw. The then of yesterdays falling across the now of a today he never could have conceived.

Christopher ran toward the girls, but he knew he was too far to do anything about it. Too far to stop Hope from biting down. Too far to reach her before she tore out her sister's throat.

But close enough to see. Incapable of changing anything, only there to watch.

He had gone through life watching. Watching his family fall apart, watching everything he held dear disappear.

A line of blood appeared around Hope's mouth as her teeth broke Lizzy's skin.

Lizzy screamed – a terrible, final scream.

And then...
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... THE WORLD...

... just...

... stopped.

Christopher was still running, still reaching out. Aaron and Amulek, he realized, were beside him, their own hands reaching for the gruesome murder happening right before their eyes.

But still. But still....

For all that motion, for all that sound and fury, the world seemed to have ground to a sudden halt. The earth might as well have spun right off its axis when the Change came... but it was still spinning. Now, though, there was a change. Christopher sensed it before he understood it. Knew it before he could explain it. 

Something drew near, and everything else stopped in awe.

He stopped running. Whatever was happening, it slowed his steps, brought him to a halt.

She's not dead.

The thought bounced through his mind, ricocheted around a brain already nearly undone by the events of past days. He didn't understand it. Not even when he heard it again.

She's not dead.

The third time, though, he did understand.

She's not dead.

He was staring at Lizzy. Staring at a little girl whose life had been counted in milliseconds.

She was staring back. Not dead. Blood still ran in a thin stream down her neck, then spread in a lopsided triangle across her bare chest. But she was breathing. Her eyes open.

Why isn't she dead?

Lizzy wasn't moving. Neither was Hope, who still had her teeth clamped around her once-sister's throat. A quick yank and the battle between them could be over. Just a few more centimeters of motion.

But Hope was frozen. Then, slowly, her jaw loosened and she straightened. She still clung to Lizzy, to Theresa –

(No one's screaming anymore, what's going on?)

– but whatever had pushed her to murder was gone.

No. Not gone. Just... stopped.

Christopher could still see the rage in the little girl's eyes. Lizzy's.

What's going on?

The world's stopped.

Christopher felt a hand on his shoulder. Aaron. He didn't seem to know he was doing it – just an automatic action, an instinctive move in the face of....

Christopher saw what the other man saw.

The world's stopped.

"Dear God," he said. It was a prayer.

Or perhaps a goodbye.
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CHRISTOPHER HAD SEEN the creatures move in mobs before. Small ones at first, then they gathered in greater and greater numbers until it was impossible to look at any one of them. All that could be seen was a teeming, swarming mass – a single thing, a creature with a hundred thousand angry eyes, bent on the destruction of the last dregs of humanity.

He had seen the things – the thing, that single thing they had become – climbing up walls. Coating the sides of buildings, making high rises tremble under its sheer weight. It had been a terror, an atrocity: to see what people had made as monuments to their own achievement, all unmade in moments.

But as bad as that had been, as horrifying and just wrong... what Christopher now saw was worse. Less violent – almost peaceful. But the peace was a lie, and the lie perverted the very air around him; made it thick and foul.

The field the survivors stood in was ringed by trees on three sides. And it seemed for a moment as though the trees themselves were moving. Shadows danced and writhed in the depth of the forested area. Tree limbs seemed to tear away from trunks, then shift toward the light that demarked the end of the forest and the beginning of the field.

The trees danced. Then the dancing could be seen for what it truly was. No longer the trees, but the things in their midst.

The first zombie stepped into the field. Its movements were marked by the fluidity and grace the things achieved whenever they were close to large numbers of other zombies.

It did not growl. It was silent.

The silence was part of what Christopher had felt earlier. A quiet that had fallen over Lizzy and Hope, then Maggie, and now the whole world. No birds, no sighing of water or soughing of wind. Christopher couldn't even hear his own breath.

Just... nothing.

The zombie was joined by another, and a third. Sliding, gliding steps into the field. Then there were ten, and fifty.

A hundred.

Christopher shifted slightly. Saw the creatures emerging from the trees on all three sides.

Five hundred.

A thousand.

He spun, and saw more of them behind, rising into view as they crested a small hill behind the barley field that was the fourth boundary behind the survivors.

So many.

So quiet.

"What's happening?" said a voice. Christopher couldn't tell if it was Aaron or Theresa or maybe even him. The voice was a whisper, a sigh of near-awe.

The creatures walked forward. Still silent, which was not just strange but terrifying on some primal level. The zombies had always vocalized. Chittering, rasping, and of course there was always that growl. That call.

Christopher had seen zombies that were silent like this before – the ones that had risen in the bodies of men and women already dead. Those undead creatures had been silent, too.

But these things that surrounded them... these were the living creatures. The people who had Changed while their hearts still beat. Always angry, always screaming in his mind

They came in silence, more and more of them entering the field.

"What's happening?"

This time Christopher placed the voice. Theresa. 

"I don't –" he started.

The voice cut him off. A voice that sounded in his mind, a voice he had heard before.

DIE. DIE AND BE REBORN AND LIVE FOREVER IN ME.

The king.

Christopher looked around, expecting to see Derek's small body somewhere near, at the front of the zombies that walked toward the survivors.

He wasn't there.

But someone else was.

"Ken," he said.

"Where?" Aaron said.

Christopher pointed. Someone sobbed.

This time he was pretty sure it had been him.
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THE MASS OF ZOMBIES stretched around them, an unbroken circle that stretched into the darkness of the forest and over the hill beyond the barley field. A swaying, synchronized mass of creatures that had been melded into one single organism by the overriding will of the king.

DIE. DIE AND BE REBORN AND LIVE FOREVER IN ME.

The sound was louder by far than any Christopher had yet heard in his mind. But at the same time, it was subtle, careful – a screaming caress, if such a thing were even possible.

No. Not possible.

None of this is possible. We've fallen off a tilted planet, fallen into the deep dark of madness.

Totes cray-cray.

The thoughts swirled in his mind, and he recognized in a small part of himself that they were trying to cover up panic, a fear so great it would completely consume him.

He tried to hold onto hope. But it was Ken who undid that. Ken, who had survived so much, and even after death had come back to protect them all, to save them all.

And now... now Ken was gone.

Oh, his body was still there, but whatever had made him a friend, a person who wasn't just loyal or kind, but actually good, was gone. The fluidity, the grace, the way he walked in perfect lockstep with the rest of –

(the organism, the one thing, the king)

– the rest of the creatures: these marked what had happened more clearly than if he had appeared with "I am one of THEM" branded across his broadened chest.

"Ken." Maggie must have come to the same conclusion – there was none of the hope he had heard in her voice before, none of the desire to run to her husband and hold him. Just despair, sharp and raw. "Ken."

Ken, the unKen, marched forward. His hands held at his sides shifted to sharpened blades of bone.

The zombies closed. Coming for them all. And this time there was truly no way to escape. No hole to hide in – Christopher somehow sensed that the zombies fighting below them had ceased their struggles. Unified with the ones aboveground, all in thrall of the boy-king.

No hole to hide in.

No building to climb.

Nowhere to run to.

The zombies closed. A mass that went on forever.

"Ken," Maggie sobbed again. Aaron cursed quietly. Amulek held his knife – the only weapon that remained to the group – and waited with a face so impassive Christopher knew it had to mask sudden, violent terror.

Theresa didn't move. Just held tightly to Lizzy, and by extension to Hope.

Hope and Lizzy no longer tore at one another. They simply watched the creatures as they closed in. A small, secret smile played across Hope's lips. Lizzy grinned outright.

(My king.)

(My lord.)

The zombies were within fifty feet. Ken was closest. His hands rose.

DIE. DIE AND BE REBORN AND LIVE FOREVER IN ME.

The scream-whisper nearly broke what remained of Christopher's resolve. Nearly sent him screaming to join the creatures.

But something else picked its way into his mind. Inserted itself into the holes between the words spoken by the king. It wasn't a sentence, wasn't even a single word.

Just a feeling.

Fate.

Ken was close enough for Christopher to see the nothing in his friend's eyes. He remembered Ken telling him that he had died. That what remained wasn't Ken at all.

Maybe he's right.

(no)

Ken pulled back his arm. Ready to strike Amulek, who was closest. Amulek's lips pulled back, exposing the teeth that marked a man determined to die a warrior's death.

It wouldn't matter. Ken would bring him down. Perhaps kill him, perhaps just wound him so the others could Change him.

DIE. DIE AND BE REBORN AND LIVE FOREVER IN ME.

(fate)

Christopher knew what to do. Not all of it, maybe not enough.

But something. For now, a single something. After... after would have to take care of itself.

And that would have to be enough.

(fate)
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"KNIFE!" HE SHOUTED.

Amulek didn't hesitate. He moved so smoothly it seemed as though he had been waiting for this particular moment.

Maybe he had been.

Christopher felt it again: that something that had pressed itself upon him before. Smaller than the voice of the king, but somehow still powerful in its own right.

Amulek turned. Swung his arm in a short arc that had the knife flipping Christopher's way. Christopher snatched it out of the air. He caught it by the handle – an impossible thing to do, but he did it, it was –

(fate)

– as though he had been waiting, too. As though his body knew this was coming. And it wasn't just ready, it hungered for this moment.

He swept the blade, a quick turn that had him pointed at Maggie.

And then he was yanking at Hope, peeling her still-motionless body away from Lizzy, away from Maggie. He jammed the blade against her throat. Realized someone else was moving with him.

Theresa pulled Lizzy away from Maggie. Yanked her from fingers so stiff and white that Christopher expected to hear the young mother's fingers crack and break.

Theresa held the toddler in her hands. And there was no doubt what she intended.

Christopher looked at Ken. Stared the thing he had become in the eye.

"We'll kill them," he said. "Right now."
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MAGGIE STILL DIDN'T move, but a thin moan made its way through lips pressed tightly together.

Christopher ignored it. He kept his eyes on Ken.

DIE.

The voice of the king had changed. It was abbreviated. Angry.

(afraid?)

Ken took a step in Amulek's direction.

Christopher pressed the knife against Hope's throat, and now her throat matched Lizzy's: a thin line of blood sluiced around the blade, dripped to her dirty shirt.

"I'll do it. And so will she," Christopher said, motioning at Theresa. "You're not fast enough to stop it."

Ken waited. A long moment – a time that abided in Christopher's mind, that rested there for the eternity between instants – then his arm dropped. The blades didn't disappear from his hands and arms. He held himself ready.

But didn't move.

Nothing moved. That same silence that had accompanied the zombies' first appearance held sway again. The world waited.

Finally, there was motion. Not physical, but mental.

WHAT?

The word that came to Christopher's mind nearly sent him to his knees. It was part rage, part shock – the feeling of a creature that has never known defeat, never experienced the slightest disobedience. Christopher was struck by a sense of agelessness, the impression that everything that had led to this moment had happened in other, distant times and in other, even more distant, places.

Again and again, and never a change. Breed, consume, and leave to breed and feed again.

But this time – for the first time – there was a change. Something had dared to thwart its will.

WHAT?

This time the voice asked something different. Not "how dare you" or "how is this possible?" – it was something simpler, but colored with subtle tones of threat, of violence-to-come. This time it was, "What do you want?"

But below it... "I will destroy you."

And under that, even deeper, almost silent now in the full power of the king...

(hope)

That was it. It wasn't fate that he had felt for all this time. It was something stronger, greater. The thing that had kept Ken going on so long, that had kept the survivors together, that now moved him to take this action.

Hope.

WHAT?

More insistent this time. Ken took a small step, drawing a bit closer to Amulek, and the threat was clear: Speak, or die.

Christopher spoke without knowing what he was going to say. One word opened to his mind at a time, the whole sentence a mystery until it was already spoken in full. And when he had finished, he couldn't believe he had said it.

And yet, at the same time, he knew it was the only thing to say.

"Don't kill us, and I'll bring the queens to you."
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THE ONLY SOUND IN THE still was Aaron. He cursed quietly. It sounded less like the voice of a man than that of a ghost, something that struggled to return to a life long lost.

"Let us come to you," Christopher said again. His hands – one holding tight to Hope, the other pressing the knife against her throat – trembled. Fear gripped him, terror for the future and for a plan he was following without understanding.

Ken slid forward a bit more.

"Stop. We'll come to you, but our way. Touch a single one of us, and I will kill Hope and Theresa will kill Lizzy. Your queens will die. I think that matters to you."

Silence. Aaron didn't curse again.

A wind swayed the trees. The rustle of leaves was all that stood between them and a long fall into void. The only reality left in the barest shade of the world as it once was.

Ken stepped back. As he did, the voice sounded in Christopher's mind.

COME.

Ken stepped back still more. Melted into the mass of creatures at his back and then was gone.

The zombies in front of Amulek – the ones in the direction he had been walking when this last threat materialized – drifted apart, creating a thin corridor between them.

Amulek glanced back at Christopher. The teen's eyes were so wide they appeared nearly white, a look disconcertingly like that of the creatures all around.

Christopher nodded, wondering how he had come to be in charge of this moment, if not the group in general.

Aaron should be in charge. Maybe Theresa.

(hope)

This time the minute feeling wasn't a general impression. It was directed at him, the same way the king's voice had been only a moment before. Not a statement that such a thing as hope existed – it was a directive. Beyond mere encouragement, the voice instructed Christopher.

(hope. have hope.)

The king had brought with him an impression of great age, if not the agelessness of a creature born so long ago it could said to be eternal. This new voice was different. Young, barely understanding itself any more than Christopher did.

But powerful for all that.

Amulek was still looking at Christopher. "Go on," said Christopher. "Lead us out of here."

Amulek turned. Began walking. Christopher – still holding tightly to his knife and holding that knife close to Hope – followed. He heard the sigh of grass being ground underfoot and knew Theresa was at his back. Then she was at his side. Grim-faced, looking straight ahead, holding Lizzy in a strong arm, her other around the toddler's neck. It would take nothing at all to snap the child's spine.

And this is as it has to be. This is what has to happen.

Christopher didn't know if that thought came from him, or from the thing that was touching him, that other thing that whispered –

(hope)

– so softly in his mind. And wasn't sure it really mattered in that moment. Both kept him going. Both moved his feet forward and steadied his hands.

Christopher followed Amulek into the trees. Theresa walked with him. Aaron fell back for a moment, and Christopher knew the cowboy would be drawing Maggie along with them. Holding her, supporting her, urging her to keep on, keep going. The exact opposite of the call of the creatures. No call to give up, give in, he would be whispering encouragement. Support. Even though they were marching into something so far beyond the shadow of death it wasn't even in the same zip code.

Christopher walked forward, leading the group from his place in the middle.

The creatures still surrounded them, opening bare feet in front of Amulek, permitting him to move one step at a time toward a place Christopher could not see.

The woods closed overhead.

He kept walking. They all did.
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THEY WALKED THROUGH the forest forever.

Christopher didn't know exactly what time it was when they entered, or how long their trek continued, but he knew it was a long time. The sun moved across the sky in a slow march that would lead to its eventual death behind the horizon.

It would be reborn, but would any of them be around to see that?

The survivors stopped occasionally, sitting down on a fallen trunk or on the soft blanket of rotting leaves beneath the trees. Each time they did, the zombies stopped as well. Silence, until the king called, as he did every time.

COME.

The voice was insistent. A call filled with a need so deep that Christopher's soul ached with it.

COME.

But the voice never called until they had rested just enough. They were shaky, dehydrated, exhausted. But they kept moving.

During one of their rest breaks, the shadows moved strangely. The sun was low, casting long, slanted rays through the trees that curved overhead. It was more dark than light down here, but the sun still had enough power to drive down and create shafts of weak light, mingled with shadows that grew stronger with every step.

When the shadows shifted across Christopher's lap, he looked up. He thought at first that what he glimpsed must be Ken, flitting somewhere above the trees, following them as they went. But then the shadows were too many, too fast.

Bugs.

He had almost forgotten how the insects had been affected in the time after the Change. Some went mad and attacked anything that wasn't a zombie. Some simply swirled in massive tornadoes, millions of creatures that swarmed in on themselves and then died as one and lay ankle-deep on the ground below. But he hadn't seen any of the swarms – or any insects at all, now he thought of it – in days.

Now he did. They darkened the skies. Not just a swarm, but a swarm of swarms. They drew into a cloud so massive that the sun disappeared completely behind them. Darkness fell through the power of an unnatural eclipse.

Then they died.

COME.

The king's thought impelled them as the insects fell from the sky, raining down on them with tic-tic-tics on leaf, wood, ground, and flesh. Christopher wanted to scream, wanted to shout in disgust. But it was just that: disgust. Loathing. There was no terror. In the middle of all that was happening, dead bugs hardly seemed fearful. Just revolting.

No one else screamed, either. They just slapped the tiny carcasses away, brushed them from their hair.

Christopher looked at Hope. She was staring into the sky, a huge grin on her frozen face. Bugs fell into her eyes and she did not blink; fell into her gaping mouth and she didn't react.

Christopher looked away. He couldn't watch that. Too much. Too grotesque – almost profane.

Another thought from childhood, another scripture memorized in a religious boarding school: Know ye not that ye are the temple of God, and that the Spirit of God dwelleth in you?

Not anymore, he thought. No spirit of God, just something that's stolen the beautiful, made the world a hateful place. 

COME.

They kept walking. They grew tired, but every time Christopher felt his steps turn to shambles, that voice came –

(hope)

– and he found just enough strength to keep on, keep on, keep on. One foot in front of the other, one step at a time, and all the while moving blindly, unsure what would happen next.

COME.

(hope) 

The trees opened up at last.
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THE FOREST THINNED around him, created gaps wide enough for him to see more than a few feet ahead, and the first thing Christopher saw was the sheer mass of the creatures that had been hidden by rises in the land, by trees that clustered close.

There must have been a million of them. Maybe more – twice or even three times that many. Every once-human for hundreds of miles, brought here by the king to find his queens. Christopher couldn't see anything of the land, only the vast mob of zombies.

He wondered if the jammer he'd made had ever worked at all. Maybe the fighting of the zombies with each other had been the last moments of the queen's violent ascension before the king simply took matters into his own hands, found them, and now....

What? What will he do to us?

What would any angry king do?

His stomach curled inside his body, wrenched so tightly it hurt. Theresa took a shuddering breath – the first real sound she had made since they entered the forest. He looked at her and smiled with what he hoped was a semblance of security and conviction.

She smiled back. He had no hands free – he hadn't stopped holding either Hope or the knife in all their long walk – but he leaned toward her in what he hoped she would understand as the closest he could come to a hug right now.

He hoped he could hug her, at least once more before –

Don't finish that sentence, Christopher. Don't you dare.

"What now?" asked Maggie. Aaron was no longer supporting her, but she sagged where she stood. Physical, emotional, and psychic stresses – some of which Christopher knew he couldn't understand – had taken their toll. She had been a young woman when he first met her. And she still might be just that, physically, but her mind and soul had aged. She was no longer bright and beautiful as she had been only a few days before. The Change had made her a sad parody of the living dead: a husk, waiting only for death or worse to claim her.

No. Not true. If that were all, she would have laid down and died, would have just given up the way the people who talked on their phones did.

We haven't given up. That's something.

But probably not enough.

Suck it, me.

You suck it.

Great, now I'm actively arguing with myself.

Amulek had stopped when he left the relative seclusion of the trees. Now, as though to answer Maggie's question of what to do next, he began walking again.

The zombies opened up before him. Revealed a line of asphalt that Christopher figured must be Highway 20-26.

When they had pulled a bit farther apart, Christopher saw that the creatures had hidden not just the road, but something on it.

A truck. Nothing like the Marauder, just a simple and slightly beat-up looking Toyota Tundra. The truck was a coppery red – a color that made it look disturbingly as though it had been washed in blood. But Amulek kept walking toward it without hesitation. He opened the cab, leaned in. Searched for, and apparently found, something.

The truck rumbled to life.

Christopher wondered if the things had brought them here, to this particular stretch of highway, because they knew the truck was here. Knew it had keys, knew it had gas, knew it could take the group to the king.

And he knew that was just what had happened. The creatures wanted them, the king called and would not be denied.

Something flitted overhead. Christopher looked up, and this time it was Ken. His wings vibrated so fast they were just a dark green blur against the pink and blue sky. He stared down at them, and Christopher knew that if the zombies were an extension of the king's body, then Ken had become its far-distant eyes.

COME.

The call, insistent and powerful, urged them all to motion. They walked toward the truck. Amulek was already around back, dropping the tailgate. Then he helped Christopher and Theresa in with their burdens. Aaron helped Maggie into the truck on the passenger side, moving slowly and carefully as he would if assisting an arthritic octogenarian. Then he climbed into the truck bed as well.

The cowboy stared at Christopher, and the look was hard. An accusation. You're going to kill us all.

Christopher's father had looked at him like that, too many times.

No, not like this.

His father's look had rested on a lake of cool indifference. A disappointment that was only for himself, only for the inconvenience of an errant son. Aaron's look was that of a man let down by a friend.

Christopher looked away from the silent censure. Found Amulek staring at him, one hand on the driver's side door. His expression questioned: Where to?

Christopher spoke words that continued to surprise him even as they emerged.

"Take us to Boise."

Amulek cocked an eyebrow. Anyplace in particular?

Christopher remembered webbing, feeding, a wall of dismembered body parts.

He shivered, but still spoke the words that had to be said.

"We're going to the Wells Fargo building."
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AARON DIDN'T SAY ANYTHING right away, and Christopher was grateful of that fact.

Small blessings, man. Count them one at a time, because you don't know when another one will come.

When the truck hove into motion, Christopher watched the zombies behind the truck. They fell away, allowing a small space between them and the vehicle. Then they were running, following the vehicle in that strange silence that had fallen over them. Moving faster than humanly possible – but these weren't humans. Not anymore.

COME.

The truck accelerated for a few seconds. Then Amulek leveled off at well below the truck's top speed. Christopher looked around the side of the cab and saw that the zombies ahead of the truck were running as well, but they were so close that the truck verged on nudging them physically forward.

Corralling us.

They were keeping the truck from making any kind of escape attempt. Keeping it within running speed.

And where would we go?

Christopher looked around again, surprised anew at how many zombies there were. They were at the center of the largest march in history.

Only it wasn't a march, it was a run. Coordinated, though. Like a parade, or –

A wedding procession.

The king was waiting. The queens were flying to his side. And Christopher was the one bringing them.

Aaron finally spoke. His voice was low, as though he feared being overheard. "What the hell are you doing, son?"

Christopher had to make an effort not to laugh. "I'm keeping us alive, I hope."

Aaron's eyes flashed, a look that was almost threatening. Christopher didn't like the look. He wasn't worried that Aaron would hurt him – not exactly – but the stare reminded him how dangerous the cowboy was.

Aaron's eyes shifted, gratefully, to Hope. She hadn't moved in the miles of walking through the forest, and didn't move now. Both she and Lizzy still wore those awful grins, those too-wide smiles. But their eyes were blank and distant, looking upon something far away and greatly desired.

Aaron pointed at the knife Christopher had tucked under the little girl's chin. "Thought we agreed killing them would just send them home."

Christopher shook his head. "We were wrong."

"How do you know?"

"Why would they try to kill each other if killing their rival would just mean sending her home?"

Aaron muttered something under his breath. "How did we not catch that?" he said. "Stupid."

Christopher nodded. He opened his mouth to speak, but the Toyota hit a pothole – or maybe just ran over one of the creatures pressed so tightly around it – and his mouth bounced shut. His arm tightened around Hope as though she might leap away from him, using the bounce as a diversion.

She just smiled.

"I don't think it was a mistake," said Christopher. "Thinking that killing them wouldn't matter, I mean."

"You just said it was," said Theresa.

"No, I said we were wrong. But it wasn't a mistake; nothing our fault. I think we were...." He paused, searching for the right word. "Nudged. Like what you said," he gestured to Aaron, "about them planting misinformation in our minds."

"Then shouldn't we just kill them?" whispered Aaron.

The creatures to the sides of the truck suddenly seemed closer. Christopher wondered if they had heard what Aaron said. Or maybe just picked it up directly from his thoughts.

"No," said Christopher. "I think the king would just start over. But it would take time. And he wouldn't like that." Again he searched for the right words. "It would be inconvenient for him."

"So, what, he's letting us live so we can bring his queens?" asked Theresa.

"Something like that."

"And we're doing this why?"

Christopher stared at her. Unsure how to verbalize the half-formed thoughts in his mind.

Finally: "We have to bring them together."

Theresa stared at him like he was an alien. Another look that hurt. Another look of disappointment. He almost relented. Almost gave Hope over to the creatures, or to Aaron, or to... just anybody.

Then he heard it.

(hope)

And he knew Theresa heard it, too. Her shoulders, which had been hunched around her neck, relaxed. She lost the look of near-disgust she had aimed at him.

(hope)

Christopher still didn't know exactly what he was doing. Only that it must be done.

COME.

(yes, come)

They drove on.
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IT WAS DARK BY THE time they reached Boise, and the sight of the city – dark buildings lit only by scant starlight and the occasional fire that burned somewhere in its center – was a strange one. The skyline – visible as a black shape against the near-black of the sky – was jagged, torn. Some of the buildings canted at strange angles, leaning against their neighbors. Others were ragged shells of what they had been.

Still others: simply gone.

Boise had never really been Christopher's home – he'd been away too often and too long for it to resonate as a place the way it might for others who lived and worked and, eventually, died here. But it was the place he had come from. It was the place of his birth, and to see it so devastated, so dark... it shocked him.

Amulek drove the truck forward. The zombies thinned a bit as the buildings pressed around them, then Christopher caught movement out of the corner of his eye. Not from the side of the truck, where a cohort of zombies kept pace with them, but from above. He turned his face to follow the motion and saw masses of the creatures swarming over the side of the building beside them. The building on the other side of the street was similarly alive with motion, with crawling bodies that should have fallen but somehow did not.

It all passed in perfect silence. A body did not have to speak to itself to keep itself ordered, synchronized.

The wedding procession continues.

Something thudded, and the truck shivered. Christopher jerked his gaze away from the teeming anthills the buildings had become, and came face to face with Ken.

The once-man's wings were still unfurled, seeming to glow in the night. They reached a good seven or eight feet to either side of him, and Christopher wondered what would happen if the wings clapped shut on one of them.

Ken's eyes caught the stars above and reflected their light, made it stronger than it been. It was a gaze utterly without love or companionship or even the basic connection of one human to another.

He wasn't Ken. Hadn't been fully Ken in a long time, and now he was only one more piece of the king.

The creature looked at them each in turn. His eyes settled on Hope and Lizzy, laying across Christopher's and Theresa's laps. His face grew more rigid. Then the truck lurched again as he pushed off, into the sky. His wings buzzed and he was gone.

They kept moving toward the center of the city. Whether Amulek knew the way or whether Maggie was directing him, Christopher didn't know. But the truck only slowed when debris made forward motion difficult. At those times the zombies on either side climbed or just leaped over the obstructions, giving the truck the room it needed to keep moving.

They came to something too big to pass. A bus lay on its side, half-buried by rubble from the collapsed building on the north side of the road.

Amulek started to slow.

And the bus moved.

Christopher – who was again craning his neck to see around the side of the cab – was startled to see the tumbled vehicle start to slide along, apparently of its own accord. Then he made out the dark shapes along its side, saw things clambering around it. The zombies that ran ahead of the truck had seen the barricade and were pulling it out of the way.

COME.

Amulek didn't even have to come to a complete stop. Just slowed for a few feet as the bus and then a few large pieces of rubble were pulled out of the way. Then he was able to accelerate again.

COME.

The voice in Christopher's mind was louder now. Not a scream, but the deep rumble of a growling lion. Something that spoke of power and hunger and need.

They kept picking their way through the city. Twice more the zombies ahead yanked obstacles and obstructions out of the way.

COME.

Then they were there. Returned to the place from which they had all begun their mad flight.

The Wells Fargo building loomed.

And from somewhere inside it, the king called.
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(Hope.)

The voice was louder. More insistent. Almost... familiar.

But it was barely enough to keep Christopher from wetting himself as he got out of the truck. His thoughts kept going to the ninth floor of the building that hulked in front of them. To the corridor with the wall made of the dead – a thing he now suspected was the zombies' version of a refrigerator. Something to store food for the king who would rise.

And who would be hungry. A king who would not eat of the zombies – that would be eating his own flesh – but would consume all the remaining living, like a chick eating its yolk in the days before fully hatching.

Sustenance before the final, greatest Change.

His blood congealed at the thought, the idea of climbing by feel up nine floors of a pitch black stairwell, walking into the waiting arms of the king. And at what would come after.

One thing at a time. Just get out of the truck.

Getting out was awkward since he still held Hope tightly in his grasp. He had to scoot across the truck bed on the seat of his pants, then wait there until Aaron reached around the tailgate and pulled the latch. The tailgate fell open with a metallic thud that sounded loud in the night, but was consumed instantly by the silence all around them.

He probably could have gotten out by standing up and clambering over the side, still holding Hope.

But what if I dropped her?

This way was safer.

Safer. That's a laugh.

Then they were all standing beside the truck. The little girls' gazes were fixed on the building. Even when Christopher turned to make sure everyone was standing with him, Hope craned her neck around him to see the building.

Not the building. What's inside.

The look on Hope's face was a parody of the look a little girl – a real little girl – would lavish upon a Christmas tree as it was decorated. A look of anxious waiting. A look that told of presents that would come soon soon soon and yet never quite fast enough.

Maggie looked torn. Exhausted. Spent. But under all that, under the grime and fear and exhaustion... she looked a bit like she was looking forward to this. Maybe it was just the knowledge that this was the end. That the running would stop. But Christopher didn't think so. He thought that the feelings she had endured since being bound in her own web were winning.

She wanted to go to the king, too. To kneel at his feet and die or be Changed at his whim.

Please, God, help us out here.

God didn't say anything. Maybe he had already given up on this particular planet. Maybe that's all this was: a second flood, not of water but of corrupted flesh.

(Hope. I am almost awake.)

Again, the thought/feeling gave Christopher the strength to move forward. A first step, which he thought would be all he had left. But as he took that first step, he felt Theresa join him. Then Aaron stood on his other side, supporting Maggie. Amulek took an extra step so he walked ahead, a ready protector.

"Come back, Amulek."

Amulek looked back at Christopher, a look of surprise on his face. Then he nodded and fell into step on the other side of Theresa.

They all stood in that line for a moment. Five abreast, with two once-girls held between them.

Christopher felt –

(Hope.)

– sudden strength and knew it came only partly from the voice in his head. The rest of the sensation was born here, in the midst of the survivors. The ones who had lost so much, yet carried on.

Aaron: he had lost Dorcas. A loss that came only hours after meeting her, yet one that Christopher could tell had wounded him as deeply as if the cowboy had known the tough farm woman for his whole life.

Theresa: she had lost Elijah, had left her brother behind, never to see him again.

Amulek: he had lost Mohonri Moriankumr. Lost a grandfather that had clearly given him everything, from worldly sustenance to a fighting spirit and a culture that would have guided him through life.

Christopher: he had lost his daughter twice – once in the rubble of a destroyed hospital, once more when she was Changed and tried to kill him.

And Maggie... she had lost more than any of them. Lost her son when he sacrificed himself to save her. Lost her husband to a flurry of bullets and then to a stranger, uglier kind of Change. Lost her daughters to the call of the king.

And as he looked at her, he saw she was losing herself to that call as well.

They stepped forward.

The door of the building opened.
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A SLICE OF BRIGHTNESS caught the gleam of moon and stars and bounced it toward the survivors. It looked strange to Christopher, too thin to be human yet definitely moving.

Then it stepped the rest of the way out of the door that led to the Wells Fargo building's lobby. Christopher saw what it was.

The thing was even more frightening in the dark shadow of a dead city than it had been when clambering after them on a crane lit by flame. More than six feet tall, one side of its body had been scorched to a black char at the time, while the other side had remained horribly unmarked – perfection that made the death on its other half stand out and seem all the more evil.

Now, the monster that had bitten Derek – that had accelerated what happened to the little boy in the webbing – stood before them. The half of its body that had been burnt now had a coat of yellow over it. Something to support it, perhaps heal it, perhaps to aid in the metamorphosis that so many of the creatures had undergone. Christopher had seen so many types of the creatures at this point that he wouldn't be surprised if the one before them was turning slowly into Santa Claus beneath that dull yellow coat.

The thing walked toward them, and Christopher figured it was going to be their guide, going to lead them to the king. The creatures were all part of the king, but it seemed like there was still some kind of hierarchy. Some, like Ken, seemed to be favored, to have more singular faculties.

It's going to take us up.

But he was wrong. The thing didn't gesture for them to follow, didn't turn to lead them to the ninth floor. It kept stepping forward. Kept moving, to allow what was behind it room to exit the building as well.

Christopher had to stifle a scream when he saw what came next. And after that, and after that.

Aaron coughed. It sounded like he was trying not to sob. Amulek went so rigid that Christopher could feel the tension rolling off him from four feet away.

Theresa did scream.

This is too much. I can't. I can't.

The first thing that came out was Carina. Christopher hadn't really known if he had destroyed her mind when he buried an axe in her head, but apparently he hadn't penetrated bone to the mind beneath, because here was his little baby, crawling on hands and feet in a stride that was half insectile, half lupine. The slow, nearly sideways crawl of a beast approaching wounded prey. Her face was still mostly gone. The beautiful features had been replaced by a pair of slits that crossed her small face in a blood-red "x." Then the slits widened to gashes, and then opened completely to reveal an eight-sided mouth of buzzing teeth, of saws that could shred anything.

He had wondered, in the back of his mind, if when he split her head with the axe he had sent her into the madness that took the creatures. Now he knew – knew that his cut must not have cut through the skull to the receptor-mind below. And he didn't know if that was a blessing or a curse.

Christopher looked away from her. He had to. To keep looking would be to fall into madness.

Behind Carina, another form: Dorcas. The farm woman had lost herself, Changed to a zombie when she lagged behind to protect the group. She walked forward with the same grace that Carina –

(not Carina, not anymore)

– had demonstrated. Aaron made that strange, gagging cough again. Muttered something under his breath – a prayer or a curse or a mix of both. Dorcas wore a wide grin, the mirror of the girls'. When Aaron made that strangled sound, the grin grew wider.

Behind Dorcas walked another creature. This one was bent in strange ways, its body nearly split in half by a gash that went from right hip to the middle of its chest. Yellow wax coated the mortal wound. More on its throat, which looked like it had been torn out. Even the face was a mess. Only one eye stared out from behind chewed flesh and patches of yellow.

But Christopher could see that it wore body armor with BPD written across it. And knew from Theresa's scream that this was her brother. Left behind, thought dead.

But they had found him – perhaps only an instant before death. But soon enough for the Change to spare his life and at the same time steal what humanity had remained.

Out stepped one more. One more nightmare, one more surprise.

Mo.

The Māori warrior must have been bitten soon after the group left him. And suddenly Christopher wondered if the zombies hadn't been keeping the truck moving slowly to prevent escape. He thought perhaps it was to allow the old man that had been so wonderful and was now just a skin worn by evil to run ahead. To be here, to show them all... this.

Aaron had posited that some of what the zombies did was psychological as well as physical torture. This was proof he had been right. Christopher suddenly feared not only for his body, for the loss of his mind, but for the entirety of his soul. He was peering at damnation: an infinity of being forced to do what should never be done; not a loss of self, but a loss of all free will.

This was what the king wanted them to know, wanted them to see –

YOU HAVE LOST ALL. ALL IS MINE. ALL IS FOR ME TO POSSES. DEVOUR.

DEVOUR.

DEVOUR.

DEVOUR.

I COME.
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THE DOOR THE OTHER creatures had come out of was still open. Even so, Christopher got the impression of it opening again. A curtain drawing aside to reveal the newest player on this stage.

The king.

It was still Derek. Still the frame and form of a boy. But anyone who had an IQ over six would have been able to see that this wasn't a mere child. A single look in his eyes was enough to scare any impression of youth screaming away.

The king wore a smile. But it was as unnatural and unnerving as the look in his eyes. It was open so wide it extended past the limits of a human jaw. The lips were drawn so tight they were nothing but bloodless lines on a face stretched parchment-thin. They curved up so high they nearly touched the once-boy's – the new-king's – earlobes. The teeth gleamed in the light, small and perfect the way only the teeth of a child can be.

The smile, that rictus of death and madness, never waned as the king turned his small head, looking at each person in the group in turn. Amulek took a half step back when the king focused his gaze on him, like the look was a physical assault. Theresa shuddered when it came her turn, her body shaking so hard Christopher could feel the vibration against his arm. Christopher himself felt like vomiting, and he heard Aaron issue that coughing gag, the sound of a man trying to hold his faculties, physical and mental, in check.

When the king looked at Maggie, she just moaned and sobbed a single, hitching retch of a cry.

The king's smile grew wider when he heard the sound.

His eyes turned back to the center of the group. Christopher steeled himself to receive the brunt of the stare. But the king's eyes didn't fall on him. They moved instead to what he held, sliding over Hope's shape and then looking at Lizzy.

The girls wore smiles that mirrored that of the king. Too wide, too many teeth. Crescent moons that slashed through the dark sky of their expressions.

Hope started shifting in Christopher's arms. Writhing. And he realized that what he felt wasn't just the movement of a child struggling to be set down. It was a rippling. Skin changing in his hands. Bone and muscle shifting, flesh turning to gel and then hardening in all the wrong places.

He didn't look.

COME.

The call was no longer directed at the survivors. Christopher felt it surge around him like a hot stream, but the center was not his to feel. It was directed at Lizzy and Hope. At the queens.

Hope fell away from Christopher's arms. One moment he had her, the next she had slid from his grasp the way a slug might slide from his fingers. Feet and hands touched down on the pavement, but even that sound was wrong. Firm hands turned to fleshy pads, then to something else, more primal and alien to any universe in which Christopher cared to exist.

He wanted to look away. Away from the king, away from the children. Couldn't. He was frozen. The terror of the moment and the sheer force of the king overpowered him.

He had been close to the king before. But that had been earlier. A king still growing, still coming into his own.

Now... this was the King, and the King would not be denied.

(hope)

The voice that had sounded in his mind was fading. And suddenly Christopher wondered if he had misinterpreted the word all this time. Wondered if whatever was behind it wasn't counseling hope, but was instead trying to convince itself there was any reason for that hope at all.

Great. We've followed a pep talk. And it wasn't even for us.

(hope)

The word/feeling was almost gone.

The King smiled wider. Bones shifted and crackled.

COME.

COME.

The two things that had once been children stepped forward. As they did, there was the humming buzz of great wings, and Ken dropped to earth. He gathered the things up in his arms. Walked toward the King with a stride that grew steadily more fluid as his body flowed around that of the girls.

A moment later, the line of the survivors broke. Maggie stepped forward.

She, too, followed the call of the King.
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CHRISTOPHER WANTED to stop Maggie from moving forward. Wanted to scream at her and beg her to stay with them, stay with the survivors, stay with what was left of her sanity. But he was still held fast by a combination of fear and the simple presence of the King. Not an earthly monarch, nothing so mean or so simple as that. This was a thing that had conquered worlds. That had eaten universes, and would continue to consume still more until all were undone and all were him.

The one moment Christopher tried to move, to will his limbs forward, the King looked at him. Any thought of movement faded. There was only trembling, shivering in terror before darkness incarnate.

YOU RESISTED ME. YOU KILLED MY FAMILY. YOU WILL SUFFER.

Christopher didn't understand what the King's thoughts meant. As far as he knew, the queens were here – and as though in a monarchical retinue, Maggie and Ken added the presence of a royal father, a royal mother.

The King's thoughts brushed his mind. Brought images of Buck and of Buck's mother. Buck's mother had been killed by Aaron – an act of mercy when she was mortally injured. Buck had been ground to nothing by the rock crusher at the quarry.

THEY WERE MINE.

And Christopher understood: like Maggie and the children, Buck and his mother had been claimed by the King. They had worn swaddling clothes of alien silk, encircled and changed into something different that would have taken them to the King in his own due time.

MINE. BUT LOST TO ME AND MINE NO MORE.

YOU. WILL. SUFFER.

Christopher fell to his knees, bent under the wrath and hatred of the King. Theresa tumbled forward at the same time. A moment later so did Amulek and Aaron – the proud warriors the last to bow down before what stood before them.

But they did bow.

YOU ALL WILL SUFFER.

The King turned its gaze from them. Looked upon Ken, who was almost to the base of the building, still holding bundles that shifted in his grasp.

The King's arms opened wide.

MINE.
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THE KING TOUCHED THE things – no longer children – in Ken's arms.

And became one with them.

THIS IS MY BODY. MY SELF. AND MY SELF IS ALL.

The King's small arms flowed. They became rubbery, the distorted echo of human limbs. The hands melded with the little girls, who were themselves barely more than gelatinous lumps in Ken's arms.

They still had faces, though. Christopher could see them, features blasphemed by the enormous grins. The grins kept widening. Widening.

The King leaned forward. The entirety of his flesh flowed toward the queens.

Ken bowed over. He, too, started to melt into the mass. And a moment later Maggie touched them. Hands on her once-husband's shoulders. Flesh dripping as she turned from One into Many, and a Many that would once again be One.

Christopher tried to scream. Nothing came. He could barely breathe. He heard Theresa crying beside him, a strange sound that seemed to be a never-ending series of exhalations without any inhalations to even it out. Like she was gasping out her last breath in a series of wretched sobs.

The warriors – Aaron and Amulek – sighed as though struggling to lift some great weight.

I. AM. ALL.

Christopher tried not to watch. But he felt his chin tilt up, felt his eyes focus on the sight of a family he had loved disappearing into the King. He was being controlled, made to watch. This was the King's doing, forcing him to look at the moment when all ended, when the battle was lost forever.

Then the real suffering would begin. Not merely friends and family lost, but something much more horrible found in an intimacy that would last for all time.

The features of Ken, Maggie, Derek, Lizzy, and Hope began their final dissolution. There was almost nothing human left of them. Less and less and less and then almost gone.

And the voice – that other voice – spoke again.
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(hope)

(Hope.)

(HOPE.)

The feeling grew in Christopher's mind, the voice sounded louder and stronger until it was nearly the match of the King.

The many-bodied mass that writhed in the street pulsed. Not the same fluid writhing that had marked its movements before, this was less coordinated. This was a jerky wave that ran through its form.

MINE. MINE. EVERYTHING AND ALL AND ONE IN ME.

(NO.)

The voice was nearly as loud as the King's. So loud in Christopher's mind it now had tone, timbre. He recognized it.

It was Derek.

Not the voice of the creature Derek had become, the King... this was the voice of the child who had given himself to save his mother, to save the survivors.

Christopher suddenly thought of Ken. Of a man who had never given up, and who had found a way even to come back from a strange kind of death. He wondered if Ken had heard this voice. If it had kept him going; given him hope.

He thought so. Then knew so. Knew it in the way that we know the sun will be in the sky each morning; that the world will wake after sleeping.

That life will go on.

NO. MINE. MINE. MINE.

(NO.)

The mass pulsed before Christopher again. But the wave that ran through it was smaller this time. As though whatever fought the King for control was losing.

MINE. MINE. MINE.

(No.)

The King sounded louder, his voice pressing Christopher's mind so hard he felt parts of it fold into oblivion. Blood flowed from his nose, trickled from his ears.

Derek's voice faded under the King's onslaught. Faded as his features continued to disappear.

ALL IS MINE.

(no)

(no)

The King turned what was left of its features toward Christopher. The smile widened.

MINE.
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(hope)

Christopher heard Derek's voice. A last gasp, a last resistance to whatever had him. And knew it wouldn't be enough. The boy would be buried forever, would disappear into the King.

(hope)

The ripple rolled across the King's surface again. This time Christopher found the strength to gasp, surprise wrenching the sound from him, defying the silence that surrounded them.

(hope)

He felt the word in his mind. But it was different this time. It wasn't Derek's voice, it was the declaration of another. A second rebel in the small resistance.

It was Ken. Lost but not gone – not entirely. And now speaking as he joined his voice with that of his son.

(Hope, said Ken in Christopher's mind. 

And then another voice: Hope, it said. It was Maggie.

And still another: Hope, said the third voice, and this time the word was spoken by the child who bore it as her namesake.

A final voice, speaking even in his mind with the subtle susurration of a newly speaking toddler: Hope.)

The King screamed. A shriek that punched new holes in Christopher's mind, and also sounded too loud in his ears as the wail came from all five mouths the King now possessed: the physical forms that remained of Ken's family.

MINE.

(No.

No.

No.

No.

No.

Each of the family spoke defiance. Each resisted. Then all spoke as one.

NO.)

I WILL HAVE YOU.

(WE WILL NOT HAVE YOU.)

And everything changed.
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NO SILENCE, NOTHING Christopher had ever experienced, could compare to the funereal pause of that moment. Not even the earlier silence that signaled the approach of millions of zombies in a field.

Here, life itself seemed to halt, and he wouldn't have been surprised to see a bird hanging, its wings mid-flap, motionless in the air.

The King broke the still. He moved. The pulse that had shaken his mass before ran through him again. Again. Over and over until it was an overlapping series of waves, then even faster until the great surface of the King's misshapen body became a blur.

The zombies that surrounded them – that surrounded the survivors, that stood in masses on every street and clung to every vertical surface – began to shake. None of them moved from the places they occupied, but Christopher could feel them under his feet as their shaking transmitted to the ground beneath him. There were creaks and sounds of shattering stone all around as the buildings began to fail under the tremors of the hundreds of thousands of things that coated each.

No.

Now it was the King's voice that sounded weaker.

(YES.)

no.

(YES.)

no

(YES, said Ken.

YES, said Maggie.

YES, said Hope.

YES, said Lizzy.

And, last of all, and strongest, Derek: YES.)

The King screamed, a final scream that had faded to a whisper of its once-self.

His will was not as great as theirs.

i am one. 

The whisper of defiance, rage, fear, and the pique of a spoiled child.

i. am. one...

And that, Christopher knew, was his undoing. He was one, standing against a family he had willingly taken into himself. A family that was willing to die for each other, to do anything for any who needed it.

He was one. They were many.

He took a family, and now the King bent under their will.

As the King failed, Christopher found strength. One moment he was on bended knee, and the next he was standing in the face of the creature.

A King no longer, but instead a deposed monarch, a monster running for its life.

i will hate you

It was a final thought, small and weak. Another thought followed it, coming from the same physical center but as different as sun and moon.

(YOUR HATE DOESN’T MATTER, said Ken.)

The king left.

Ken's face, still joined to a body that had become one with the bodies of his family, turned to Christopher. It smiled. The smile was as lopsided and misshapen as the rest of him, drooping far beyond what the bones should have allowed. But the ugliness went only as far as the physical shape. There was no more malice in his friend's eyes. They had returned to their proper selves.

(Thank you. For all you've done for my family.)

Christopher heard it clearly. Knew the others did, too. Knew this was more than a thanks, it was –

(Goodbye.)

Ken toppled forward, into his family. They crumpled with him. As they did, they completed their transformation to a single mass. Then the dissolution continued, and soon there was nothing of the body/bodies, just a large wet patch on the sidewalk. Then even that seemed to dry, to evaporate.

And gone.
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IT WASN'T OVER.

The huge creature – the thing of darkness and light, the one that had changed Derek – roared. Not a growl this time, just the animal roar of a rabid beast.

Christopher remembered what Aaron had said about distributed intelligence. How an octopus arm, cut off from the primary nodes, would still try to feed a mouth that wasn't there.

Oh, no.

The hulking zombie noticed them. Cried out.

Charged.

And was stopped by a smaller form.

Amulek moved so fast he was less than a blur. One moment kneeling on the asphalt, the next moment planting himself in front of a giant who had suddenly stilled.

Amulek's knife had appeared, and was jammed up through the base of the chin, through the mouth, into its brain.

The zombie twitched.

"Die, you sonofabitch." And it was Amulek who said it as he stared at the thing that he had chosen as the focus of his terrible wrath.

The zombie stared at the teen for an instant. Christopher thought he saw something in the thing's eyes. A spark of warmth, humanity peering out from behind the dark veil that had been drawn over it.

Always before the things had gone mad. But this time was different. After the King, everything would be different.

The zombie did not go mad. It simply fell.

Then all of them did. 
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THERE WAS NO LOUD THUDDING of meat on pavement as the things folded around them. Nor was there much sound when the zombies that had held to the buildings let go and dropped. The lowest ones were mere feet above the ground, and when they fell they provided quiet cushions for those above them, who in turn provided a soft surface for those above them.

The ones already on the ground, the ones who had been standing all around the survivors, were packed so tightly that they simply folded into themselves. Many remained standing, captured in the tangle of limbs and bodies. Some looked almost like they were embracing, like friends or lovers saying a final, melancholy goodbye.

Dorcas, Mo, Theresa's brother, and Carina slumped. They fell curled into each other, with Mo's arm across them all as though in a final embrace.

They were smiling.

The other zombies had created a space between them, the King, and the survivors. Now that space saved the survivors from being crushed. It closed in, tighter and tighter, and for a moment Christopher worried that it might explode over them, a wave of flesh.

It came to their very feet.

And then the great fall of the creatures – the one – was over.

Nothing moved.

The silence reigned.

The darkness still held the sky, but Christopher looked up and noticed for the first time how much brighter the stars seemed to twinkle when there was no other light.
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CHRISTOPHER STOPPED for a moment. He'd been chopping wood so long his hands felt like they were denuded bone grinding against unprotected nerves. The cabin they had gone to, a lone structure just west of Boise, had a huge propane tank that Aaron had said would take them through the winter, but he had also pointed out that he didn't want to go without backup heat. Christopher didn't argue, especially with the hint that if anyone had to go out into sub-freezing temperatures to fiddle with it, the cowboy would make sure it was "the young bucks."

Still, he figured he'd chopped enough this morning to last a few days at least.

He planted the axe in the log he'd been working on. The thok of metal into wood was satisfying. He hated it, given that he had somehow found himself turned into the Official Chopper of the group, but it was a natural sound. Clean. The sound of things moving forward, of life making way for itself.

It was September, and the flies were thick. They'd be around until the end of fall, when the first cold snap would kill them all off, but for now they buzzed and whined near his ears. He didn't bother slapping at them anymore, though he did wear a shirt when working outside, no matter how hot it got. He didn't like the sensation of the bugs crawling over him. For some reason it reminded him of the touch of the things. So no matter how much he sweated, he kept his shirt on, kept chopping wood, kept working.

People depended on him.

It felt good.

Besides, he liked being out here. One time he saw something in the woods, a flash of black and white, and thought it was Sally. Hoped with a ferocity that the snow leopard would come to him, would be with them again. Even though he knew that the urges that had made her a part of the group would be gone, the hope was still there.

Whenever, he chopped wood now, he always spent a minute looking at the forest. Not because he believed he'd ever see the big cat again, but because it pleased him to imagine the cat happy in the newly-wild world.

A voice startled him. "You trying to break the wood with telekinesis?"

Christopher grinned as he turned to see Amulek. The teen had a bow in his hands. It was much nicer than the one he'd started out with – easy to pick the best when the Cabela's store was wide open and the hunting section unguarded. Still, he complained endlessly about the loss of his first bow.

Christopher shook his head. "No. Just thinking I liked you way better before you started talking."

Amulek grinned back. "Never had anything to talk about before." A hint of darkness flickered across his face. "At least, not since Mom and Dad died."

Christopher nodded. Somber for a second, then he chuckled. "Well, you've got us now."

"Huge step down."

This time the chuckle was a full-throated laugh. "I can't disagree." He nodded at the bow. "Going hunting?"

"Yeah. Gonna drive up past McCall and see what I can find. I'm pretty sick of canned food."

"Hey, don't knock the canned food. It's gonna keep us going until we can get ourselves to self-sustaining."

"I still want something fresh." Amulek nodded at the small plot of corn growing nearby. "Some venison with fresh vegetables sounds good."

"It does. And I'm hungry enough to eat an entire deer, so you better bag two."

"You could come with me."

"I suck at hunting."

"True."

With a final smile, Amulek went around the side of the cabin. A moment later Christopher heard the roar of the Ford F-350 Superduty the teen had claimed as his own. The rest of the group had tried to convince him for weeks not to leave without taking someone with him, but after he'd disappeared ten or fifteen times they finally just gave up and let him go. Theresa called it "A Māori thing," and Aaron just shrugged and stopped talking to the kid about safety protocols and the buddy system.

Christopher picked up his bottle of water. It wasn't the Aquafina the label proclaimed, but came instead from a well the cabin had. It had taken some getting used to the natural stuff – he'd had diarrhea for a few days – but now he liked it much better than the bottled water Theresa periodically brought in with her supply runs.

"You thinking about me?" Christopher looked up slightly, raising his gaze to the level of the window that looked in on the cabin's kitchen. Theresa was looking out through the screen.

"Actually, yes."

"Dirty thoughts?"

"Actually, yes."

"Good." She peered at him, and her expression changed from playfulness to concern. Her face disappeared from the window and a moment later the back door clacked open and she stepped out. "You okay?" she said.

Christopher nodded. No hesitation, because he didn't have to think about it for the slightest instant. "Yeah. I'm good." Theresa nodded and turned back to the cabin. "Hey," he called after her. "You thinking of me?"

She started to nod, but gesture was a half-hearted one.

"What is it?" he asked.

"Just...." She paused, searching for something. "I wonder sometimes if we're going to make it."

"Sure we will. We've got unlimited food, water from a ready supply, and," he made a wide, sweeping gesture, "enough firewood to last us forever because I am made of Awesome." Then he grew serious, because he saw she was serious. "Hey, we'll be fine. We made it through all that, we'll make it through this."

He didn't have to ask if she knew what he meant by "that." The word was the only way any of them ever referred to all that had happened. He knew they thought of Ken, Maggie, Hope, Lizzy, Dorcas, Buck, Mo... even Sally. But no one spoke much beyond saying "that" occasionally. Like all that had happened was a dark magic that could only last as long as you spoke its name.

"Did we?" she asked. "Did we really 'make it through'?"

Christopher's brows drew together. "What do you mean? We're still here, aren't we?"

"Yeah, but what did we do? I mean, what did we do? We just ran. We didn't even kill a single Z that I can think of – even when Buck dumped them through the rock crusher, the bits were still moving. We just ran, but even that didn't matter. We were caught." She chewed her lip thoughtfully. "I think the only people who actually accomplished anything were Ken and his family, and I can't help thinking that was just luck. Thinking that if any other family had been picked, we'd all have been wiped out." She turned her face up, looking at the cloudless sky. "And I can't help wondering if it – or something like it – is still out there. If it didn't die, but just left, and will come back."

Christopher sighed. He sat on a pile of wood, then patted a space beside him. Theresa sat down and leaned against him.

"We'll make it."

"We just ran."

"And that's something. I think we ran long enough that Ken and Maggie, Derek and Lizzy and Hope, could find the strength they needed. I think we survived long enough with Ken and with Maggie especially, that we gave them the time they had to have to do what they did."

"Even so, it was all luck. Luck they were chosen, luck that they could resist."

Christopher shook his head. "No. I don't think so."

"Why? Tell me why." She tilted her head toward him, the need for reassurance shining in her eyes.

"I've actually been thinking about this. And I don't think what happened to the king in the end was a coincidence at all."

"It had to be."

"No. It couldn't be." He put his arm around her. Pulled her close. "You know what every survivor we found had in common? Hell, what I bet everyone who survived the initial Change had in common?"

"Not good looks," she said, attempting to jolly herself out of her own funk. Christopher loved that about her. Even though she did tease him continually about his nose, which had never quite healed to a straight line.

"Har, har," he said, then grew serious himself. "No, it was that they were all good. They all were willing to sacrifice themselves for those around them. They found strangers and helped them. I think that's why only half of us were Changed in the first place: because whatever caused the shift wasn't compatible with that kind of thinking, and a lot of us have it as part of our makeup. I think maybe Ken and his family loved each other the most, but if any of us had been chosen – I think the king would have lost. He was a thing that existed only for itself. A selfish thing. He didn't know how to deal with sacrifice. Like matter and anti-matter, when he came into close contact with it, he exploded into nothing."

"But you said Buck's mom wasn't like that."

He shrugged. "Maybe she was chosen by mistake. But I think it wasn't a mistake. She probably would have helped us, but she loved her son more than us, and wanted him to have what life she could give him. So it wasn't that she was a hateful human, just that she was looking after her child, first and foremost. And that's what Ken and Maggie did, too, all the way to the end."

"So you think love conquered all." She said it with a joke in her tone, but her eyes were still serious.

He shrugged. "Sure. Why not?" He squeezed her again. "Love and sacrifice and dirty thoughts thrown in from time to time for good measure."

He kissed her. It was a good kiss. During the kiss he heard the cabin door open behind them, the gentle cough of a cowboy who doesn't want to intrude, and the cabin door swinging shut again.

They broke the kiss. Sat in silence. Theresa looked skyward, but he didn't feel the fear rolling off her anymore. She was just enjoying a cool fall day. Winter was coming, and many things would die. But after that spring would return, and all would be reborn.

"Holy hell in a Happy Meal."

Christopher looked over and saw a man standing at the edge of the plot of corn. The man gazed on Christopher and Theresa with a mixture of disbelief, surprise, and elation.

"We saw your smoke," said the stranger, nodding at the dark curl that emerged from a chimney atop the cabin's roof.

We.

Christopher looked behind the man and saw more people. A pair of children maybe nine and ten years old, both with the same dark eyes, clearly brother and sister. A couple in their twenties, holding hands and leaning on each other in that comfortable way that only those deeply in love can have. An old woman, her slight form held upright by a thin black cane.

The strangers stared at Christopher and Theresa. None of them knew what to say.

"What...." The man's jaw rose and fell several times, as though he kept chewing up whatever words he wanted to say before they emerged. Then he finally managed, "What happened?"

Christopher cocked an eyebrow, unsure what the man meant.

He noted, though, that he felt no fear. In all the apocalypse movies he had ever seen, they all posited that most who survived would become roving bands of selfish, often cannibalistic, murderers.

Not here.

Anyone who survived wouldn't be that way. They'd be different.

They'd be good.

"What do you mean?" asked Theresa.

The man looked surprised at his own question. Then he shrugged, an in for a penny, in for a pound gesture. "They all died. Everywhere. Just died and dried up and blew away." He looked suddenly embarrassed. "Sorry. I don't guess anyone knows." He walked toward Christopher and Theresa with an outstretched hand. "I'm Michael."

Christopher shook the hand. Then Theresa. She looked at Christopher. Nodded.

"Well, Michael," said Christopher, "I think we do know."

He started speaking. Halfway through the long tale – of survivors, of Maggie and Ken and their children, of Dorcas and Mo and special emphasis on a cantankerous, sorely missed friend named Buck, of the ones they lost and the ones who were saved – a dry mouth stopped him. He drank from his bottle. Then stood without thinking and kept talking while chopping wood, because chores still needed doing.

A few moments later, Michael began gathering the wood and piling it. The others joined in.

By the end of the day all were working together.

Amulek returned and they all ate together.

And more came, and more were found, and the world continued.
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