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ONE
 
 
 
 
A winter breeze swept across the high Nevada desert and through the openings between the steel, making thirty-three feel ten degrees cooler.  The fence was ten feet high and made of black metal bars set in deep, concrete bollards, the top two feet of each bar curving outward and terminating in a sharp tip pointing downward to foil climbers.  It looked like what one might expect to find around a corporate complex or high-end storage facility, and it ran for seven miles to encircle the complex.  The cost had been staggering, but it had been folded into an ambiguous federal appropriation and was an expense the taxpayers never saw, and now never would.  It was also the kind of fence that nothing was going to knock down, certainly not massed bodies.  It would take nothing less than an armored vehicle to breach.  Although never intended to keep out the dead, it served that purpose quite well.  It was the formidable nature of this fence that would have provided a not-so-subtle clue that the facility within, isolated out here in the desert, was of significant importance to someone.  Not that there were many who ever saw it, or anyone left outside to care about how tax dollars were spent.
Two men stood on the dirt track that wound its way around this side of the fence.  To their backs were winter lawns leading to a sprawling, nondescript complex of buildings known as the Facility.  Outside the fence, referred to as the wire by those inside, was an endless expanse of rock and sand, with dark smudges of mountains in the not-so-far distance.  Reno Base was a windy, lonely place.
A corpse was chewing on one of the steel bars only a few feet away.
Walter – they called him this because of the Walter’s Cycle Shop T-shirt he was wearing – gripped the bars with spidery fingers and gnawed at the metal with his broken front teeth, making a wheezing noise.  The sun and heat of the summer past had weathered and drawn him until his taut flesh resembled dark, lined leather.  Wisps of hair blew around his head in the breeze, and his filmy yellow eyes glared at the two men as he chewed.  Walter was missing an ear and a sizeable portion of scalp, perhaps picked at by birds over the many months since his death.
“He still hasn’t been collected,” the older of the two men said.  Master Sergeant Oscar Cribbs was hunched into his coat to keep his face out of the wind, a stocking cap pulled low over his closely shaved head.  One gloved hand rested on the pistol grip of an assault rifle hanging against his chest.  He was just shy of his fortieth birthday.
“I think the men have sort of adopted him,” the younger man replied.  He was ten years the master sergeant’s junior, lean and muscular and in need of a shave, with a tight shock of brown hair and friendly eyes behind a pair of mirrored blue wrap-around sunglasses.  He wore a ball cap, a gray and green camouflage jacket, and a desert-patterned scarf wound across his face.  He carried an assault rifle of the identical type and in the same manner as the master sergeant.  Captain Lee Sallinger, commander of Hotel Company, 2nd Battalion, 75th Ranger Regiment, swept his eyes across the sand and rock beyond the corpse.  A company of combat engineers was supposed to arrive last summer to dig an encircling trench another twenty yards out, just to supplement fence security.  They never showed up. 
“I guess he’s become a pet of sorts, because they never bring him back during the sweeps,” the captain offered.
“That’s bad for your teeth, Walter,” Cribbs told the zombie.
The creature made a whining noise and groped through the bars.  Sallinger looked at the dead man.  He was glad no one had ever collected or killed Walter.  He supposed pet wasn’t the right word – pets got fed, and unless Walter was going to take down one of the antelope that sprinted around out there, he was going to keep on being hungry.  Mascot was more appropriate. He wandered the entire perimeter, reaching through the bars and groaning, but he was harmless as long as he stayed on that side.
The two soldiers heard the crunch of bicycle tires, and their heads pivoted in unison toward the noise as if on swivels, a behavior picked up overseas.  A soldier in his early twenties was coasting toward them, First Lieutenant Green, Sallinger’s executive officer.  He rolled to a stop, his face red from the cold.  No salutes were exchanged.
“Beeman wants to see you, Cap,” the lieutenant said.  “He said at the double time.”
All three Rangers smiled at that.  The base alarm hadn’t sounded.  This was just Beeman busting balls.
“Copy that,” Sallinger said.  “At the double time, men.”
The captain and his master sergeant shoved their hands in their coat pockets and ambled across the lawn.  The lieutenant got off his bicycle and pushed it slowly behind them.
 
 
Captain Sallinger shoved through the glass double doors of Building A, leaving the dry winter air for the sixty degree, solar-warmed interior.  He took off his billed cap as soon as he entered, even though technically it wasn’t required since he was under arms.  Just habit.  He let his sunglasses hang around his neck on a strap, and scratched at the week-old growth on his face.  Tomorrow everyone would receive their weekly ration of bathing water.  Perhaps he’d shave.  Maybe not.
A young soldier in green camos passed him in the hall.  “Morning, Captain.”
Sallinger returned the greeting, using the soldier’s first name, and continued through the hallways of Building A, eventually reaching a pair of double doors labeled Operations Center.  Two men in black fatigues and berets, each wearing the insignia of the U.S. Air Force and both armed with a sidearm and an MP-5 sub-machinegun, flanked the double doors.  They looked at the Ranger for a moment, then looked away as if he had no consequence and even less purpose.
“Boys,” Sallinger said, grinning at them and pushing into Operations.
There were six men in here; two in civilian clothes and the rest in Air Force uniforms.  Most were hovering near a communications console or pouring over a map.  An officer in a pressed, pale blue shirt and dark trousers, older than Sallinger by a few years and wearing gold oak clusters on his collar, looked up as the soldier entered, then back down at a clipboard.  
Sallinger approached the older man.  “You wanted to see me, Major?”
The senior officer held up a finger and continued staring at his clipboard.  The silence dragged out for some time, and Sallinger waited patiently.  He was used to the game.  Finally the major looked up.  He was shorter than the Ranger, his blond hair buzzed so close to his scalp that it was almost nonexistent, a slight paunch pushing his shirt out at the waistline.  He examined Sallinger with cool, blue eyes, his top lip lifting just the slightest as if he’d just found a smudge on his mirror-polished dress shoes.
“Captain,” he said, straightening a little, trying to match the Ranger’s height.  Sallinger had him by a good six inches.
The Ranger kept his expression neutral, even though Major Beeman had been vocal about his dislike of the younger man’s swagger and attitude that he was somehow above or outside Beeman’s authority because of his standing as a Special Forces operator.  He also didn’t care for the fact that many of the enlisted personnel here at the facility – Army and Air Force alike – were drawn to the captain’s easy-going, “we’re all buddies” demeanor, mooning over the Ranger commander as if he were some kind of rock star.  Beeman had more than once dressed down the younger officer, reminding him that he was the base commander, and sometimes in front of enlisted men.
Lee Sallinger didn’t like the way Beeman lorded his position over others and acted more like royalty than a professional leader and supervisor.  Despite the fact that Sallinger was Army and Beeman Air Force, rank was rank and the older man – one of several assistants to a colonel before the plague – now found himself the senior officer here at the Facility, now also known as Reno Base.  Whether Lee liked it or not, Beeman was the boss.  He just wished the man would stop trying to act like Patton when he appeared to be nothing more than a military bureaucrat.
“You wanted to see me, sir?” Sallinger repeated.
A nod.  “We’ve picked up a radio transmission in the blind.  A small team just outside Beale Air Force Base in California, call sign Tophat.  They claim to have a general with them, an armored cavalry division commander who was sheltering at Beale.”
“Beale was overrun last August,” Sallinger said.
“Yes, I’m aware of that, Captain.”  The major gestured toward the men clustered around a map.  “For whatever reason, the general and a small security team are in the open now, making their way north.  We don’t have details, only coordinates.  None of this is confirmed, and there’s been no contact for twenty-four hours.”
Sallinger waited.
“You’re going to lead a team out there and bring him back,” the major said.
The captain’s face didn’t reveal it, but he was amazed by what the major had said.  If Sallinger brought a real-life Army general back to Reno Base, Beeman’s reign as top dog would come to an immediate end.  Was it possible Sallinger had underestimated the man, that he in fact did feel a strong sense of duty?  Beeman was obsessive about maintaining base security, and sending out a rescue team would strip the Facility of troops.  The why quickly took a back seat as his Ranger’s mind began turning toward the mission.
“You’ll take the Black Hawk,” the major said, then stared at the younger man.  “I doubt you’ll find him, and I don’t expect he’ll still be alive if you do.  I’ll be honest with you, Lee-”
Beeman never used his first name, and Sallinger felt his radar tingle just the slightest.
“-I’m not happy about risking assets – men and our only helicopter – unnecessarily.  If the general isn’t right where he should be, you’re to return to base immediately.  Is that clear?”
Sallinger said it was, but the reality might turn out a little different.  Rangers did not leave men behind if there was a chance of getting them out.  Once in the field, he would do what he had to do.
“You’ll launch in thirty minutes,” Beeman said, turning his back as a way of dismissal.
“It’s not that simple, Major,” Sallinger said, causing the man to stiffen and turn.
“You have your orders, Captain.”
Sallinger nodded.  “Understood, but thirty minutes isn’t possible.  We’ll need to plan, review maps, plot a course and prepare contingencies.  My men will need to draw weapons and ammo, supplies and whatever cold weather gear we can find.”
“It’s California,” Beeman said, “not the Arctic Circle.”
“Yes sir, but the Sierras are between here and there, and that environment is extremely hostile in winter.  If the helicopter should go down…”
Beeman waved a hand.
“We also need to fully brief the air crew,” Sallinger continued, “and they’ll need to plan and prep, load supplies and fuel.  If we push, I can launch in four hours.”
Beeman looked at the young captain.  “Aren’t Rangers supposed to be all-go at any time?  The toughest of the tough?”
Sallinger refused to take the bait.  Maybe the man had a sense of duty, but he was still an asshole.  “Four hours is a tight window, but that’s what I can give you.  Sir,” he added.
The major seemed to consider this for a moment, perhaps thinking over what the younger officer had said, perhaps considering ordering a mission launch in thirty minutes if for no other reason than to demonstrate his authority.  He gave Sallinger a tight smile.  “Very well, Captain.  Four hours.  I want a mission brief before you launch.  That will be all.”
Sallinger left the Operations Center and returned to the brisk Nevada air, where Master Sergeant Cribbs and Lt. Green were waiting for him on the sidewalk.  The two men fell into step with their C.O. as he walked toward the company command post.
“We’ve got a mission,” Sallinger said.
“About damn time,” Lt. Green responded.
Sallinger threw an arm around his shoulder.  “Sorry, Zach, you’ll have to stay here to watch over the company while I’m gone.”
The younger man nodded, obviously disappointed but too much of a professional to complain.
“Top,” Sallinger said, looking at the master sergeant, “put together a rifle squad, load out for a week of cold weather and go heavy on the ammo.  Then tell the fly boys they’re our ride, and bring them back to the CP so we can plan the op.”
“Yes sir,” Cribbs said, trotting ahead to assemble a team.
“Where to, Lee?” Lt. Green asked.
“California, my friend.  Swimming pools…movie stars.”
 
 
A reclining, forties-style pin-up girl was painted on the fuselage near the nose of the Army Black Hawk, the chopper flying high above the white Sierra Nevada, its side doors closed against the frigid temperatures at this altitude.  A pilot and co-pilot sat up front, and a pair of gunners, one of them a woman, sat in swivel seats in the forward part of the troop compartment, positioned beside closed panels that could be rolled back to give them access to their mounted weapons.  Sallinger and seven of his men were crammed together on bench seats, stacked packs and weapons at their feet.  The captain and Master Sergeant Cribbs sat close together looking at a map, both wearing headsets as they discussed their plan over the roar of the rotor blades.
Honey-One, the helicopter’s call sign, was carrying a drop tank of fuel for extended flight, should the need arise.  It cruised at 15,000 feet, roughly six thousand feet above the mountain range’s highest point.  Below was a brutal world of sheer rock faces, endless forests of pine, and deep snow.  Every man on board was grateful for the heavy, camouflage jackets, wool socks and thermal underwear their lieutenant had found in storage at Reno Base.  The stuff smelled vaguely funky from disuse, and the coats bore Air Force markings, but no one cared.  The only items the Rangers possessed that could even pass for winter gear – Nomex gloves and the unusual ski-masks they always carried – wouldn’t have been enough to prevent hypothermia and frostbite even in the closed environment of the chopper, much less if they went down in that frigid landscape.
Their flight to Beale AFB, the place where Sallinger and the master sergeant had decided they would start in order to gain intel before moving to the general’s last reported coordinates, would take about an hour.  If all went well, the mission would be complete and the team back at Reno Base by midnight.
Not one Ranger aboard expected things to go according to plan.
They never did.
 
 
“Look at that!”  The shout came from PFC Seth Rooker, a nineteen-year-old from Culleoka, Tennessee.  He was seated at the far end of a bench in the Black Hawk’s troop compartment, looking out the window of the aircraft’s port side door.  Honey-One was slowing and descending, with Beale Air Force Base below on the left.  The young PFC excitedly tapped a gloved finger against the thick plastic.  “How many do you think are down there?”
Beside him, Specialist Cole Burke leaned over to look outside.  He was the team’s SAW gunner, operating the squad automatic weapon, a light machine gun.  He wore yellow-mirrored shooting glasses under the low bill of his camouflage ball cap, and chewed vigorously on a stick of gum.  “Couple hundred, I ‘spect.”  The man’s drawl was pure Wyoming.
Across from the two soldiers, Captain Sallinger looked out as well.  Beale, located just outside Marysville, California, was home to the 9th Reconnaissance Wing.  The base’s SR-71 Blackbirds and U2 Dragon Lady air-wings continued to play a vital role in global surveillance.  More frequently deployed in recent years was its wing of unmanned drones, flying in every known conflict theater and piloted by men and women at this very base.
Were piloted, Sallinger corrected himself.  Past tense.  Like the world.
Clear of snow at this lower altitude, several square miles of asphalt, roads and runways stretched out below, all encircled by a high fence.  Rows of large, white hangars marched beside the landing strips, not far from clusters of administrative buildings, barracks and an air control tower.  A few intact aircraft could be seen down there, as well as a broken and burned U2 Dragon Lady ringed with scorched pavement.
The dead wandered the base like sluggish ants, trapped for the most part behind the perimeter fence and too mindless to find their way out.  Most appeared to be in uniform, but there were also a number of civilians.
The Black Hawk cruised slowly above a road that ran parallel to the base, both lanes choked with abandoned vehicles, many with luggage strapped to roof racks.  Attached to the fence and facing the road was a white banner, its corners fluttering in a light breeze.  A hand-painted message in tall red letters screamed, STOP DRONE STRIKES!
 Sallinger shook his head.  Well, they got their wish, didn’t they?
Oscar leaned in close to his captain’s ear.  “Looks like the general wasn’t the only one trying to shelter there.”  The master sergeant pointed down at the river of unmoving vehicles.
Sallinger nodded, and gestured toward the base’s main gate.  Intuitively, the Black Hawk’s pilot approached the entrance and settled into a hover above it.  The steel gates were down, and the brick and glass gate house was a crumbled ruin beneath a tipped-over dump truck.  A dozen civilian vehicles nearby were riddled with bullet holes, broken glass sparkling on the pavement around them.  Just inside the entrance, a knot of sand-colored Humvees and white security vehicles were parked at angles, blocking access.  A number of unmoving bodies lay around them.
The dead wandered in and out of the base at will.
PFC Rooker looked at his commanding officer and raised an eyebrow.  Sallinger shook his head.  “We’re not landing.  Nothing for us down there.”
Rooker looked relieved.
Sallinger said to his sergeant, “No wonder the general bugged out.”  Then the captain keyed the mic in his headset, speaking to the chopper pilot.  “I’ve seen enough.  Let’s head for our coordinates.”
The pilot acknowledged, banked right and flew north.  Both door gunners slid back their panels and swung in behind their door-mounted machine guns.
 
 
The coordinates took them to the small community of Oroville, and the pilot set Honey-One down on a little league baseball diamond near the center of town.  Clouds of dirt billowed away as it touched down, shaggy brown grass bending outward in a circle.  The Ranger team leaped from both sides of the helicopter, then spread out to form a kneeling perimeter around the bird, all eyes and weapons facing outward.  One by one, while the others covered, the men rolled up their heavy coats and tucked them away inside their packs.
Captain Sallinger leaned between the seats and stuck his head into the cockpit, shouting, “You going to hold here?”
The pilot looked around at the empty, fenced baseball field.  “Yeah, it doesn’t look bad.  We’ll keep security tight and relocate if we need to.  Keep in touch.”
The Ranger bumped gloved fists and joined his men, who quickly fell into a single-file line following Master Sergeant Cribbs.  Sallinger jogged up beside the older man.
The line slowed as it neared the backstop, where an opening in the fence would allow them to leave the ballpark and cross a tree-lined area to reach the town’s main street.  Close to the first base line, a little-leaguer in a blue and white striped uniform had been pinned to the dirt with a four-foot-long crowbar driven down through the center of his back.  His legs had been gnawed down to the bone, and his wrists ended in ragged stumps.
The little-leaguer squirmed as the men approached, croaking and trying to lever himself up and off the crowbar.
“That,” said PFC Rooker, the kid from Tennessee, “is the sickest shit I have ever seen.”
Their top sergeant slipped a long-handled, carbon and steel tomahawk from his combat harness, a standard-issue piece of equipment with the official Army designation of forcible entry tool.  The Rangers trained with it, though less for door take-downs and more as a forcible cranial entry device, and Cribbs used it as such with a single blow, putting the little-leaguer to rest.
Rooker winced at the wet thump and crunch of bone.  “Nope, I was wrong.”
Burke, their SAW gunner, elbowed him from behind.  “Better toughen up, kid.  Ain’t no big deserts or nice fences between them and us out here.”
Rooker shot him the middle finger.
Master Sergeant Cribbs got their attention, and Sallinger stood before his men.  “Some of us have seen some action over there.”  He didn’t need to tell them where over there was.  “But we’ve been out of action since all this started, and training isn’t the same thing.  Unlike Iraqi and Afghan insurgents, the freaks have no fear of us or our weapons.”  He pointed to the twice-dead little leaguer.  “There’s more where that came from.  We heard it on the radio last summer, we’ve collected them in the desert around the base and you saw it from the air at Beale.  Engage if you have to, but our mission is to keep moving toward the objective.  The coordinates put that at the police station, three blocks that way.”  He gestured toward Main Street.  “Questions?”
There were none.
Then he pointed to one of the two young black men.  “Moore, you’re on point.  Burke is backup with the SAW, Bracco’s our tail, RTO on me.”
The other black soldier, their radio-telephone operator carrying his equipment on his back, unfolded a long whip antenna and fell in beside his captain.  Sallinger nodded to Cribbs, who called, “Move out,” and tucked himself into line behind the SAW gunner, not far from the point.
PFC Moore led them out of the park and headed east through the line of trees alongside Main Street.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
TWO
 
 
 
 
“Contact!” Corporal Bracco shouted, squeezing off single rounds out the window.  He was in a long, narrow office filled with desks and cubicle partition walls.  The street outside was rapidly filling with shuffling, rotting corpses in summer clothes.  His bullets found the mark – most of the time – and the figures dropped to the pavement.  More took their place.
“Contact!”  Another voice echoed through the tiled corridors of the one-story building, this time from PFC Seth Rooker.  His rifle cracked from his position covering the north side of the building.
More rifles fired, their hollow pops reverberating through the halls as the Rangers engaged from each side of Oroville’s police station.  The building had only been a few blocks from the little league field where they’d left the Black Hawk, but the team had been forced to fight their way into town.  Oroville was crawling with the dead, and the wind and sound of the landing helicopter had roused them from their lethargy.  Now they were converging on the place where their prey had taken shelter.
At the station’s entrance – double glass doors set in a glass wall – a young Ranger from Kansas with the unoriginal nickname of “Corn,” standing alongside Master Sergeant Cribbs, was firing into an undead crowd surging toward them through a parking lot.  The only vehicles out there were a police department Ford Explorer burned black, and an olive-green Hummer with U.S.A.F. stenciled on the door, its hood propped open.  Corn dropped to a kneeling position beside Cribbs, keeping one of the glass doors open with a boot as they fired.  Spent brass clattered across the tile.
In the lot, a balding man wearing a golf shirt, his face chewed away and turned black, took two 5.56mm hits to the chest before a third found his forehead.  Beside him, a dead woman in a supermarket smock caught a round in the throat without flinching, then went down as another punched through her skull.  Dozens more flowed in from the street and down the narrow spaces between neighboring houses.  Moans filled the air, accompanied by the scrape of dragging feet, all of it background noise to the cracking rifles.
“Changing mags,” the master sergeant called, letting an empty drop to the floor and inserting a full one.  A moment later, Corn called out the same, then swore.  “Last mag!”
The master sergeant bared his teeth and shot down a teenage boy whose ribs were jutting through a green-edged chest wound.  “Slow your fire,” he ordered the young private beside him.  “Make your rounds count.”
Corn did as instructed, and his aim was better as a result.  The decrease in fire, however, allowed the crowd to gain ground.  Master Sergeant Cribbs handed a full magazine to the private and stepped back from the doorway, keying the radio handset clipped to his combat webbing.  “All positions, give me a sitrep and ammo status.”
The deep, Newark Italian voice of Cpl. Bracco came back at once.  “Two or three dozen skinnies closing from the east.”  A pause.  “Three mags left.”
“Thirty-plus skinnies to the north,” came Rooker’s Tennessee twang.  “They’re almost on the lawn.  One mag left, plus my forty-millimeters.”
From the west side, PFC Dwayne Moore reported only a dozen corpses trudging toward the police station, and that he had four magazines remaining.  Burke the SAW gunner reported that he had cleared out a trio of skinnies at the rear of the building, was no longer in contact, and was still heavy with belted ammunition.
“Cole, get up front with the SAW,” Cribbs ordered over the radio.  He looked at Corn.  “When he gets here, take his position at the rear.”
“Copy that.”
The master sergeant stepped back to the open doorway and began firing at the dead once more.
 
 
Airman Pintero was dying.
As Sallinger crouched beside the mortally wounded S.P., or security policeman, the captain was amazed the kid had lasted this long.  The airman was propped in a sitting position against a wall in the hallway outside the police station’s emptied armory.  Discarded food wrappers, water bottles and empty morphine surettes were scattered around him, and a nine-millimeter pistol rested on the tiles near one of the boy’s hands.  Sallinger had checked the magazine.  It had one bullet in it.
“Pintero,” Sallinger said, snapping his fingers.  The kid was starting to fade.  Behind the captain, the RTO glanced at the damaged boy briefly and then went back to watching the hall.  “Pintero.  Airman!”
The S.P. blinked and looked at the officer crouching beside him.  He smiled weakly.  “Almost fell asleep,” he said.
“You were telling me what happened,” the Ranger leader prompted.
“Right.”  Pintero’s eyelids were heavy.  His Air Force uniform was stained the color of old rust, and his left arm was fractured, held close to his body in a makeshift sling.  The entire left side of his face was a swollen, purple bruise, and he couldn’t open the eye on that side.  “I was running to catch up to the Hummer,” he said slowly.  “A civvie crashed the gate.  He hit me with his car.”  The boy’s head began to droop, but he lifted it with a jerk.  “Cutler pulled me into the Hummer…or it might have been Josh…don’t remember.”  His words were beginning to slur.
Internal bleeding.  Won’t be long now.  Sallinger shook his uninjured shoulder gently, trying to bring him back.  The airman had told him a jumbled tale about the airbase at Beale being compromised, a group of them managing to hide there for several months, and then once the increasing numbers of the dead made the position untenable, a small unit trying to break out with an Army general.  The protective unit had been an S.P. team of four men and women, and they’d made a run upstate to Oroville, trying to bunker here in the police station.  The team made radio calls in the blind, hoping to find help.  Sallinger decided it had been one of these calls that had caught the right atmospheric bounce and made it to Reno Base.
Pintero was slipping backward into his story now, mumbling about ghouls and terrified civilians storming the front gates of Beale.  His injuries were severe, and the Ranger knew that the only thing keeping him from screaming was the morphine with which he’d been self-medicating.  How he hadn’t managed to put himself to sleep forever with the stuff was a wonder.
“What was I saying?” the airman asked.
“You got hit by a car.”
A chuckle.  “Yeah, fucked me up good, didn’t it?  Oh…sorry, sir.”  A thin line of blood ran from the corner of his mouth.
“It sure did, Airman,” Sallinger said tightly.
“The Hummer shit the bed,” Pintero mumbled.  “Skinnies coming, had to go.  Was okay when they could drive me, but the lieutenant said they had to go on foot.  Couldn’t carry me.  Said I’d slow them down too much.  They had to…save the general.”  Pintero tried to shift position on the floor, but stopped and made a hissing sound through clenched teeth.  “Said I understood.”  His chin started to drop.  “Left me a pistol…and some…dope…”
Another gentle shake, and Sallinger got the boy to look up at him.  He wanted to let the boy go to sleep, but he had a few more questions.  “When did they bug out?”  He wasn’t entirely sure the kid still had a concept of time.
Pintero chewed his lip.  “Two…three days ago?  I’m not sure.”  He blinked at the officer.  “Sir, will you call my mom…tell her not to worry…?”
Sallinger gave him a smile.  “Sure thing.  I’ll talk to her myself.”
That made the airman smile.
“Pintero, did your lieutenant say where they were going?”
More blinking, and then a slow nod.  “Chico.  He talked about an airport.  Went to Chico.”
Sallinger rested a hand on the boy’s sagging head.  Part of him was furious that an officer had left a wounded man behind rather than do whatever it took to bring him along.  The more pragmatic side of him – the officer part, and the side of himself that Sallinger often didn’t much care for – said the boy was beyond saving, and put the mission at risk.  Maybe the general had even ordered it.  Hard choices.  He hoped the decision hadn’t been easy for either officer.  Salinger knew he would have brought the boy along regardless of his condition, without a word of protest from the men, and that they all would have gone down fighting to protect him.  It was part of being a Ranger.
“Can I go to sleep now, sir?”  Pintero’s head was resting on his chest, his remaining eye closed and his words a whisper.
Sallinger stroked the boy’s hair.  “As you were, Airman.”
A slight smile crossed the boy’s damaged face and he began breathing deeply at once.
From down the hallway, toward the front lobby of the police station, Sallinger heard shouting as the rate of fire suddenly intensified.  He stood just as there was a scream, followed by a long burst of fire from the squad automatic weapon.  Next came the bellowing of his team’s top sergeant.
“C’mon,” the captain said to his RTO, and the two men took off at a run.
 
 
“I’m out!” Corn shouted.
Cribbs was still firing into the oncoming horde.  “Pull another mag from my pouch,” he yelled, dropping a rotting housewife, then a snarling girl in Victoria’s Secret pajamas.  A dozen others crossed the sidewalk and broke into a sickening, flopping gallop that carried them to the front doors.  The master sergeant’s thumb snapped his rifle to full auto and he ripped off a left-to-right burst that popped heads and drilled slugs into dead flesh.
Then the wave hit them.
Half the ghouls slammed into the glass walls to either side of the doors, starring it with spider web cracks and smearing it with brown and yellow fluid.  The rest poured into the opening, overwhelming Corn and bearing him to the tiled floor as he tried to insert his sergeant’s magazine into his M4.  The kid shrieked as filthy nails and splintered teeth tore at his flesh.  In seconds he was a thrashing shape beneath a dirty, writhing mass of bodies.
The master sergeant’s trigger clicked on an empty magazine, and he let the rifle fall against his chest on its strap, stumbling backward, yanking the tomahawk from where it hung on his pack.  A yellowing corpse in a hospital gown moaned and clutched at his combat webbing, coming in with snapping teeth.  Its thick reek washed over Cribbs, making him choke, and he swung the tomahawk, burying it in the creature’s face.
The head burst like a piece of rotten fruit, and Master Sergeant Oscar Cribbs was hit with a splash of brownish yellow tissue and fluid that blinded him, went up his nose, got into his mouth.  The corpse sagged and Cribbs staggered away, still holding the tomahawk, unable to see as he pawed at his eyes.
“Top, get down!”
Cribbs reacted at once, dropping to the floor as Specialist Burke charged into the lobby, planting the butt of the SAW against a hip and spraying the doorway with automatic fire.  Bodies and heads were shredded as he worked the weapon across the crowd less than ten feet away, blowing out glass and filling the air with a pus-colored mist.  The gunner dipped his weapon and hosed down the creatures feeding on Corn, ensuring that at least one bullet found the dead private’s head.  In seconds the doorway was choked with motionless bodies, and for the moment, nothing new came in from the parking lot.
Captain Sallinger and his RTO arrived moments later, the officer dropping to his knees beside his top sergeant, who was on all fours, retching.  While Burke covered the door with the SAW, Sallinger produced saline solution from a pouch on his webbing and washed out the master sergeant’s eyes.  Cribbs wiped at them furiously, snorting and taking an offered bottle of water, gargling and spitting.  After a few moments he stood, gruffly announced that he was okay, then began checking on the other positions over his radio.  Bracco, Rooker and Moore reported that they were still in contact, that new skinnies were showing up constantly and that they were almost out of ammo.  The sergeant looked at his officer with bloodshot eyes.
“Get me Reno,” Sallinger told his RTO.  Thirty seconds later he took the offered handset.  “Reno base, this is Copperhead-Six.”
“Go, Copperhead-Six.”
“Be advised, we have reached the objective.  Tophat has changed position.  We will pursue and locate.”
There was a pause.  “Copperhead-Six, stand by for the major.”
“Copperhead-Six out,” Sallinger said, clicking off.  He told his RTO to switch channels and get him the helicopter.  “Honey-One,” Sallinger said a moment later on a new frequency, “Copperhead returning to your position.”
There was no response.  He called several more times, but Honey-One was not on the air.
“Pull everyone in, Top,” he said to Cribbs.  “We’re out of here.”
A moan came from the rear of the lobby, and the Rangers turned to see Airman Pintero limping toward them, his mouth hanging open and his good eye a glazed a milky yellow.
Sallinger put him down with a single round.
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The chopper was where they’d left it, but when Sallinger and his men returned to the little league field they found the motionless bodies of two dozen skinnies sprawled on the grass in a ragged circle around the aircraft.  While the Rangers had been preparing to leave the police station, the air crew of Honey-One had been attacked.  Both the co-pilot and the male door gunner were dead, and each man – now lying beside the bird wrapped in ponchos – had a fresh bullet wound to the forehead, administered by the pilot.
While his men reloaded their depleted supply of ammunition from the spare ammo cans they’d brought along in the chopper, the Ranger leader spoke with the pilot.  “What’s left of his security team took the general north on foot,” Sallinger said.  “They’re headed for Chico.”
“And you want to go after them,” the pilot said.
“It’s the mission.”  Sallinger looked at the two covered bodies, then back at the pilot.  “You still in?”
“It’s what we came for,” the aviator said.  “By the way, command has been calling.  The prick is demanding a situation report.”
“What did you tell him?”
“Nothing.  I switched him off.”
Sallinger nodded.  “Let’s get going, then.”
 
 
The fever hit Oscar Cribbs a few hours later.  The Black Hawk had been cruising slowly at five hundred feet, working a grid search pattern back and forth with Route 70 as a center line at first, then Route 99, steadily moving northwest.  Repeated calls to the general’s team, on the frequency they’d picked up in Reno, yielded no results.  When Oscar started to slide into a feverish delirium, the helicopter pilot found a radish field full of dead crops and set the bird down not far from a farm house.  The Rangers cleared the house, then moved the master sergeant inside.  Burke and Rooker stayed near the Black Hawk to provide extra security, and the others took up position around the house.
Inside, the captain tended to his top sergeant, trying to make him comfortable and soothing his brow with a wet rag.  He left the older man’s side only once, finding Corporal Bracco and reminding him to rotate the sentries to make sure everyone ate and got some sleep, including the air crew.  Otherwise, he sat watch beside Cribbs, who moaned and tossed in an upstairs bedroom as the virus took charge.
Sallinger’s pistol rested on the nightstand, within easy reach.
 
 
Cribbs survived the Slow Burn, the biological phenomenon about which they’d heard, but never actually seen.  At almost exactly twenty-four hours from time of exposure, Oscar Cribbs awoke.  He was tired, dehydrated, and unable to speak in anything but a harsh whisper.
Captain Sallinger held them at the farm for another day, until he was certain Oscar was strong enough to move.  The master sergeant growled at his commanding officer over the delay.
“Sir, I’m not okay with you compromising the mission because of me.”
Sallinger gave him a smile and tapped the twin bars on his collar.  “Tough shit, Oscar.”
“It’s not right, sir.  The general-”
“Is a lot less important to me,” Sallinger said, “than my top sergeant.”  Oscar grouched for a day, Sallinger grinned at him, but there was no more discussion.  When they got moving the next day, the men in the squad divided the senior NCO’s gear among them, so all Cribbs had to carry was his M4 and ammunition bandolier.  When he groused at and tried to bully his men, all of them – including Rooker the newbie – smiled and suggested he take it up with their C.O.
“Hoo-ah,” Cribbs muttered, knowing he wouldn’t win.
The Black Hawk returned to its grid search.  There were twenty-three miles between Oroville and Chico, and the general and his team might already be in the small city, or anywhere in between.  Without radio contact it was a slow search, and the Rangers knew they could easily move past their target without knowing it.  For Sallinger, that knowledge was especially stressful.  The general was the sole reason they were here, and if they went back to Nevada without him, the loss of their Ranger and two air crewmen would have been for nothing.  It was something that didn’t sit well with the officer, so he insisted on going slow and being thorough.
Some of the searching was done from the air, over open fields or places where the Black Hawk could easily be seen and heard.  Often, however, Honey-One would set down on a road while the Rangers moved off on foot to investigate clusters of houses and farm buildings.  The captain wanted Oscar to stay with the chopper, and received a polite but firm rejection.  Sallinger briefly toyed with the idea of ordering him to stay, and although that might help the man recover faster, it wouldn’t help his morale, and so he relented.  Cribbs soldiered on without complaint.  He did allow the younger men to carry most of his gear, telling them that this had been his plan all along.
Two days after he was back on his feet and working with the squad, the master sergeant was bitten.
It was wearing rotting coveralls from a potato chip vendor, a decaying, emaciated creature with mottled olive and black skin.  The reeking thing stumbled out of a clump of tall bushes, fell almost on top of the master sergeant, and sank its teeth into a gap between the man’s glove and uniform sleeve, breaking the skin.  Oscar screamed obscenities at the dead thing and pounded its head flat with his helmet.  Then the master sergeant began walking away from the squad, pulling his sidearm from the holster at his hip, bringing the muzzle up under his chin.
“Stand down, Sergeant!” Sallinger screamed, hurling himself at the older man and yanking the pistol out of his hand.  Cribbs looked at him, his eyes wet, and slowly shook his head as he held up the bitten wrist.
Once again, they found an abandoned house and waited for Cribbs to die.
He didn’t, and they learned something about the Slow Burn that they hadn’t heard; survival created immunity.
Master Sergeant Cribbs’ voice did not get better, however, remaining a raspy grumble that caused him discomfort when he spoke.  In addition, his complexion began to turn the color of pale ash as the pigment fled his body.  Otherwise he appeared normal – aside from some headaches he tried to hide – and his strength returned.
The search continued, and regular contact with the dead took a toll on their remaining ammo.  There was no sign of the general.
 
 
Eight days after the Black Hawk departed Nevada on its rescue mission into California, (and after eight days of ignoring Major Beeman’s increasingly nasty demands for a situation report) Captain Sallinger and his men located the general and the remains of his security team.
The Black Hawk landed in the parking lot of an out-of-business car dealer off Route 99 just south of Chico, and the Ranger team moved ahead on foot.  They swept through a stretch of small businesses and houses that led up to the extreme southern end of the city, encountering nothing moving other than a housecat gone feral.
And then a freak wearing the green camouflage uniform of an Air Force security policeman stumbled from behind a garage and down a driveway toward them, growling and breaking into a gallop.  The soldiers held their fire, conserving ammunition, and Sallinger put the thing down with his own tomahawk.  Then they began a cautious search of the area.
They found three rotting skinnies in the backyard of an adjacent house, two adults and a child, all dressed as if for a summer picnic, as well as two more undead security policemen.  All five creatures were quickly dispatched.  Inside the house itself the Rangers found some military packs, weapons and signs that several people had been using the house as a camp.  There was no sign of their radio.
The general was bumping around a back bedroom with glazed eyes and a slack expression, his throat bitten away and exposing a blackened trachea.  Oscar Cribbs, no longer afraid of infection, took the general out himself.
Sallinger was bitter.  What a goat screw this had been.  His maps showed an open cluster of fields just north of their position, right at the southern edge of Chico, and he called Honey-One for a dust-off.  Then he and his Rangers walked a short distance through a wooded area to reach the fields.  The general’s dog tags were tucked in a chest pocket.
When Honey-One reported that it was two minutes out, Sallinger’s RTO moved into the field and popped a colored smoke grenade, pitching it into the landing zone.  The other Rangers crouched at the tree-line, each man lost in his thoughts about the failed mission.
Just as the Black Hawk was about to touch down, the roar of an autocannon came from the far right, and the Rangers watched in horror as the aircraft was chopped out of the sky.  Across the field, Sallinger saw the muzzle flash of a heavy weapon, and the words armored vehicle hit him.  A second later a five foot length of severed rotor blade, moving at high speed, sliced through the air out on the field and cut his RTO completely in half at the chest.  His backpack radio was sheared in two as well.
With their helicopter a fiery, crumpled wreck and enemy armor close on the right, the remaining Rangers turned to the woods and ran.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
FOUR
 
 
 
 
“And then we met you,” Sallinger said.  “You know the rest.”  The captain waited while Oscar removed a large pot from the fireplace before adding another log to the flames.  Behind him, the master sergeant carried the pot to a long, country-style dining room table where lit candles, plates and cutlery waited alongside bowls of canned vegetables.  The great room of the sprawling country house was gloomy except for the dance of shadows and firelight on the walls.
Night had fallen, and outside sentries had been placed at the four corners of the house.  A cold wind was blowing down from the Sierras, sweeping across this last stretch of farm country before the land gave way to forested foothills rising steeply from the valley floor.  A three-quarter moon, darting in and out behind scudding clouds, aided the sentries in their vigil.
Skye Dennison perched on the arm of a leather sofa facing the fireplace, watching the Ranger captain.  She wore black fatigue pants tucked into combat boots, a sweater and insulated black and gray jacket, and a combat harness of magazine pouches over top of it.  Most of the pouches were empty.  An M4 assault rifle hung across her chest on a strap.  Her shaved head itched from several days of stubble, concealed beneath a black knit hat.  Skye had decided to grow her hair out – not too long – to help keep her head warm.
Gray-skinned and blind in her patch-covered left eye – the results of surviving the Slow Burn – her angular, once-pretty face resembled the pallor of the things that now dominated the world, the creatures she hated so very much.  In that gray face, and in the remaining eye, was a hardness that went far beyond her nineteen years.
“So now you’re caught up,” Sallinger said, spreading his hands and dropping into a chair beside the fire.
Skye nodded but thought, not hardly.  She had a hundred questions, and Sallinger’s story hadn’t included how he and his men had come to be at the Facility in Reno, nothing about the place itself or even what was happening everywhere else in the country.  Many questions.  She wouldn’t ask, though, not right now.  The captain’s expression said he was waiting to hear her story.  She said nothing.
Instead, her attention was drawn to the Ranger master sergeant, and more specifically to the secondary weapon always carried slung on his back, a rifle now leaning in a corner.  She’d been looking at it since joining up with these men two days ago.  PFC Rooker, the one with the redneck drawl, carried one like it.  They were different than the M4.  The young soldier had seen her looking at it yesterday and told her it was an MK-17 SCAR, a battle rifle chambered for a heavier round than the M4.  His SCAR had a forty-millimeter grenade launcher attached under the barrel.
Master Sergeant Cribbs carried and used an M4 as his primary weapon, and she hadn’t yet seen him use the SCAR.  His variant was fitted with a large scope and a slender, foot-long flash suppressor.
A sniper’s weapon.
Skye looked from the rifle to the man as he headed for the front door.  The firelight made his ashen face appear ghastly and dead, as her own face must look to others.
But not to Carney.  He hadn’t cared.
“I’m going to start rotating them in for chow,” the sergeant told his officer.  Skye thought the sound of his raspy vocal chords was like sandpaper, and hearing it made her wet her lips and wish for a drink of water.  She had sounded like that once, but her normal voice had eventually returned.  Perhaps she’d let the sergeant know there was an end to it, and to the pain he obviously felt when he talked.  Skye remembered that, too.  It had made her keep her mouth shut more often than not.
“I’ll go, too,” Skye said, rising from the arm of the sofa.  “I’ll take a post so they can eat in pairs.”
“Why don’t you sit,” Sallinger said, gesturing at the table.  “Get some food in you.”
“Later.”  Skye followed the master sergeant out the door.
Outside in the front yard, the older soldier and the college-girl-turned-sniper stood next to each other in the moonlight for a moment, not speaking.  Oscar looked at her and shook his head just the slightest, frowning.  Then he pointed toward a tree about a hundred feet out from the right front corner of the house.  “Relieve Bracco,” he growled, then turned away and walked in the opposite direction.
Skye watched him go.  Since they’d met, the man had barely acknowledged her, and anything he did say was clipped and abrupt, always accompanied by a scowl.  None of that had anything to do with damaged vocal chords, she knew.  She couldn’t say why he didn’t like her, would be damned if she’d ask, and decided it didn’t matter.  She also decided in that moment that she’d keep the knowledge about his painful and gravelly voice returning to normal to herself.
Corporal Vincent Bracco was a large silhouette standing beside a thick, California Black Oak, facing away from the house.  Though she tried to approach quietly, Bracco turned almost at once.
“Miss Dennison,” he said, turning back to watch his sector of responsibility.  Skye stopped and stood beside him, dwarfed by the man’s size.  Even without all the bulky gear – the soldiers called it battle rattle – Bracco was massive, a competitive weightlifter as well as a Ranger.  His cinderblock of a jaw looked as solid as its descriptor, and Skye’s first thought upon seeing him in Chico was, steroids.  She’d decided that the Army probably tested for that though, along with other drugs.  That meant Corporal Bracco had developed his size and mass through fierce determination and punishing effort, and that made him a bit awe-inspiring.  He was bigger than Carney had been, even bigger than her dead lover’s psychotic cellmate, TC.
Thinking of TC brought with it memories of the rape, and her subsequent execution of the son-of-a-bitch out on the deck of the aircraft carrier.  And it made her think of Carney, mostly his handsome eyes, but also his gentle touch.  Gone for only days now, their brief time together was beginning to take on a dreamlike quality.  But it was a dream that brought on tears, and she roughly palmed them away.  Better not to think of him, or her friends on Nimitz.  She had to let them go.  Their memories made her weak.
Bracco was only a couple of years older than Skye, but while listening to the conversations between the men she’d learned that several of them had been in either Afghanistan or Iraq.  But Bracco wasn’t quiet and stern, something she expected from a combat veteran.  Quite the contrary; he was friendly and smiled easily.  She wondered if that meant he hadn’t seen much combat?  Perhaps he was just better at concealing the pain.  It made her think of the things she had seen and done, and the mark they had left on her.
“There’s food inside,” Skye said at last.  “I’ll take over.”
The corporal nodded.  “Hard to believe it’s January,” he said, his voice soft, as if the quiet of the night demanded it.  “Even with the wind, I’ll bet it’s still in the upper forties.”
They both knew it would get a lot colder once they left the California lowlands and entered the mountains.
“We’d be freezing our asses off and up to our necks in snow by now back in Jersey,” he said, smiling.  “Where’s home for you?”
Skye glanced at him and then looked away.  “Your food’s getting cold.”
The big corporal hesitated for a moment, then shrugged and headed back toward the house, leaving Skye alone and staring into the night.  With ample moonlight, her eye adjusted quickly and she took in her surroundings.  The house was behind her, a large barn sat off to her right, and ahead of her was an expanse of field with a large copse of trees just inside a barbed wire fence running east to west.  Beyond that was the road by which they’d arrived, a small group of people strung out on foot in a ragged line with plenty of space between each of them.  The breeze rustled the high grasses in the field and made the black oak’s bare limbs whisper above her.
Skye changed her stance a bit to take weight off her right ankle.  It hadn’t been a bad sprain, though painful during the first day, and now after another full day of walking it was starting to throb.  She couldn’t afford to have an ankle slowing her down.
Chico was almost two days behind them now.  That first afternoon, after leaving the airport, the Rangers made it as far as the outskirts of Oroville, where they’d spent a tense night in a barn.  Captain Sallinger hadn’t wanted to go into the town itself, and now after hearing his story she knew why.  It still crawled with the dead.  They had encountered and shot down a few along the roads and in fields during their march, but the numbers had been manageable.  With their current low levels of ammunition, Oroville would have been a slaughter, with them as the victims.
Sitting in the barn that night, the captain had a lot of questions for her, mostly about the bikers back in Chico.  How many were there?  How were they armed?  What do you know about their armored vehicle?  He’d appeared relieved when Skye explained how she had taken out the Bradley and its crew, and the officer seemed to look at her a little differently after that.
Skye answered his questions carefully, revealing nothing about Angie and Dean, her friends back on the Nimitz, certainly nothing about Carney.  She knew it was obvious that she was leaving out large pieces of information, but she didn’t care, and the captain didn’t press.  The captain was mostly concerned that the bikers might try to follow them.  Skye thought about the bikers that had kidnapped little Leah West, and the kind of wrath Angie and Dean would have visited on them for snatching their little girl.  All she told Sallinger was that she was confident the bikers were dead.
Today there had been more walking, the Ranger captain keeping them off the roads and sticking to the fields, finding concealment in trees when possible and cutting fences as necessary, but always heading southeast.  They’d bypassed the tiny rural communities of Palermo and Honcut, and were now somewhere between Grass Valley and Nevada City.  Sallinger said they’d find vehicles tomorrow and head for Interstate 80 before turning west into the mountains.
 At some point during the day’s walk they’d thought they heard the distant beat of helicopter rotors, but no aircraft came into view and the sound hadn’t repeated.  Out here in farm country, they encountered the dead infrequently, loners or pairs wandering the fields.  When they came close to the team, the men would dispatch them with the tomahawks they all seemed to carry, conserving ammunition and avoiding making unnecessary noise.  Moore, the black PFC, had given such a weapon to Skye during a break.
“I heard you tell the captain you used a machete,” Moore said, handing her the sturdy but lightweight hatchet.  “This is better.  It belonged to Corn.”
She hadn’t understood what he meant at the time, but after hearing Sallinger tell the story about the Oroville police station and the loss of their man, it made sense.  She liked the weight and balance of the tomahawk, and it now rode in a ring on her belt.  She planned to add a pistol as well, just as soon as she could find one.  Maybe two.
As they traveled during the daytime, the Rangers were all business, rarely talking (and then only in soft voices) and communicating primarily with hand signals, a process to which Skye paid close attention.  When they took a break or camped for the night, however, the men never seemed to shut up.  Except for the master sergeant.  The enlisted Rangers hammered her with questions about who she was, where she’d been and what she’d seen.  They wanted to tell her all about themselves and their lives back home, as if it all still existed and was waiting for them once this situation was under control.  Skye didn’t want to hear about their home towns and girlfriends, their funny Army stories or their worries about loved ones.  She needed them, she understood that, and there were things about survival and combat that the Rangers could teach her, but she didn’t want to know them, to like them.
She knew they’d think she was a bitch, cold and unfriendly.  So be it.  She had to protect herself.  And listening to their chatter gave her the impression that none of them, before their little trip from Nevada, had truly seen the horrors out here, been forced to kill the way she had, both the dead and the living.  They were learning, sure, but had already lost two men in a week.  It didn’t look good for them.  Skye was an outsider, and that was the best thing to be.  Yes, they were professionally trained, organized, and had seen some combat.  She wouldn’t even try to compare herself to them.  But she had decided that they lacked the mindset that had kept her alive this long.  This bloody and horrific world had made her a survivor.  Better not to be a part of their team.  She didn’t want to see their faces in her dreams after they were all dead.
Movement across the nighttime field pulled her attention back to the present, and she brought the M4 up instantly, looking through the sights.  She found what she was looking for quickly, settling the luminescent green chevrons of her combat optics on the thing lurching toward her across the field.  It was a girl about her age, dressed in a tank top and shorts, her long hair matted against her face with dried blood.  One shoulder sagged and she walked with a crooked stoop, shuffling through the high grass.  The dead girl was making an eager croaking noise that could be heard in the still night from fifty yards away.
Skye watched her through the rifle optics, thinking about how the common dead were so very different from the red-skinned Hobgoblin in Chico, the one that had pursued and nearly killed her.  It had been fast, a physical creature and - most dangerous of all - able to think and learn.  She shuddered at the memory of its weight on top of her, its madly clawing nails and lunatic screeches, the blindingly painful pressure as it tried to crush her skull with its hands.  Skye squeezed her eyes shut, trying to block out the visual.
The dead girl continued at her slow, relentless gait, and as the thing closed on the young woman near the tree, Skye slung her rifle, waiting for it.  When the corpse finally neared her and let out a moan, breaking into a gallop, Skye pulled her tomahawk and strode to meet it, swinging hard, burying the blade in the girl’s forehead.  The body stiffened and fell, and Skye jerked the blade free, wiping it on the girl’s shirt.  Then she walked back to the tree and resumed her watch.
After minutes of silence, there was a sudden, sharp twinge behind her blind eye.  It made her wince and she slipped her fingertips up under the patch and pressed against the eyeball.  The pressure seemed to help a little, but the pain was still there, and a dull ache had begun at the front of her brain.  This was the second such twinge she’d had today.  The first had passed quickly, but this one hurt more.  Suddenly Skye feared that the mind-splitting headaches she’d experienced right after surviving the Slow Burn might be returning.  The thought made her tremble.
She didn’t think she could go through that again.
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The Hobgoblin crouched at the edge of the trees and watched as the not-dead thing – a Skye she had heard it called – killed the dead thing with a single blow.  The Skye gave off a delicious, nearly irresistible scent, and Red longed to kill it, to feel its hot blood jet across her own scarlet-hued skin.  A mere fifty yards separated the two of them, just a sprint and the prey would be hers.  The Hobgoblin’s muscles twitched, thighs tensing, but she resisted, settling back into a crouch, one fingernail idly clawing a line in the tree bark beside her.  The Skye had a weapon that could kill at a distance.  Better to wait.
Red was how she thought of herself, an association her rapidly developing brain made with both her skin shade and long hair.  Reborn on a clear night not long ago, attached by a collar to a steel-cable dog run outside a church fortress, she knew that she had been like the other dead things once.  Now she realized she was more.  So much more.  The dead things were insignificant compared to her; unthinking, slow, lacking any awareness of self.  They could not and would not harm her.  So very different.  These words and ideas didn’t come to her as actual articulated language, but more as a series of instincts and sensations.  But that was changing, too.
Red was learning more about the dead things.  She thought they might be used.
That one in the field, just now killed by the Skye, had started out here in this small grove.  It had stumbled through the trees and come to an unsteady halt when it saw the female Hobgoblin, staring at her and tilting its head as if curious.  Red glared at it and growled, the sound a menacing rumble in her chest, but the dead thing just stood there.  Red leaped at it and struck, ragged fingernails splitting the tight flesh of its face into four open, bloodless stripes, rocking its head to one side.  The dead girl staggered, but did not strike back and did not retreat.  Then it wandered a few steps, arms limp at its side as if unsure of what to do.
The smell of the Skye brought Red back to the edge of the trees, and her nostrils flared.
The dead girl croaked behind her.
Red went back to it, grabbed it by the neck and pushed it along before her.  The creature went easily enough.  At the edge of the trees she took it by the shoulders, turned it toward where the Skye was standing, and with a push propelled it out into the open.
The dead girl stumbled a few steps, stopped, then lifted its head.  A moment later it was stalking across the field toward the Skye, croaking hungrily.  The Skye killed it, of course, as Red knew she would.  But the Hobgoblin had learned from the encounter.
Now as the hybrid crouched beside the tree, looking at the living female in the darkness (she could scent its gender, different from the male-things she traveled with) she saw the night world in tones of red and gray, the Skye’s heat source a bright crimson beside the tree, which showed up as a grayish pink.  The Skye didn’t know how close Red was, and certainly didn’t know that they had been much closer than this at one point.
Only just last night, Red had been lying on her belly in the shadows beneath a car sitting up on cinderblocks, while the Skye and the male not-dead things stood nearby in a group, communicating with their incomprehensible but vaguely familiar noises.  The urge to strike had almost overwhelmed her, and the Hobgoblin knew she could have killed most of them before they reacted.  But not all, and she herself would have been destroyed.  Along with her new, growing instincts came a measure of self-preservation, and though it was not as powerful as the need to kill, it nonetheless kept her in check.  Instead of attacking, the female Hobgoblin lay there trembling, forcing herself to hold back, to listen.
To learn.
Besides, she wanted to kill the Skye slowly, wanted to enjoy her agony.  Red didn’t understand why this female was so important to her, only knew that this particular kill had to be special.  The desire to torment and inflict pain on this female, to devour her slowly while still alive, was like a fire in her chest, and she would obey the orders coming from her accelerating thoughts and reasoning.
She stiffened suddenly as a sharp odor hit her, carried on the air, close and downwind.  Enraged that the source of this sense could get so close to her, would dare to get so close, she spun and bared her teeth, still crouching, tensed to spring.  A growl started deep in her throat.
There was another out there.  Another like herself.
Scenting.  Listening.  Controlling her growl so she could hear it.  Somewhere in the trees.
An object arced through the night and landed near her feet, and the female Hobgoblin nearly shrieked and charged, but forced herself to be still, to look instead.  It was a rabbit with a snapped neck, fur wet with blood.  She inhaled.  It was a fresh kill.
The little one stepped out from her concealment within the trees then, only twenty feet away.  She was dressed in the blood-soaked tatters of what had been a school uniform; plaid jumper and skirt over a once-white blouse.  Blackened bite wounds had not so much torn her face apart as removed it, and glittering obsidian eyes stared back from the mass of destroyed tissue and white bone.  There was nothing left to reveal whether or not she had been pretty, or even give an indication of her age (though her diminutive size suggested a third-grader or younger.)  Limp black hair framed the horror that had been her face.  The rest of her skin was the same crimson shade as the older Hobgoblin, and powerful muscles flexed beneath.
Red snarled and lowered further into a crouch, ready to spring.  The maimed girl squatted, lowered her head so as not to look at the older Hobgoblin, and held out both hands.  They were bloody with bits of fur caught between the fingers and under the nails.
Red snatched the rabbit off the ground and leaped, knocking the little girl over and grabbing her savaged face with one hand, squeezing as she pinned the intruder to the forest floor.  The girl didn’t struggle, didn’t growl or try to fight back.  She lay still, bloody hands still held upward.
Red sniffed at the little Hobgoblin, then at the rabbit.  Still holding the newcomer down, she tore into the furry, still-warm carcass, devouring two-thirds of it in seconds, crushing the bones between her teeth.  Instinct and images flashed red in her brain.  This lacked the satisfaction of feeding on human flesh, and was far from the bliss that killing the Skye would bring, but it was meat, and it would do for now.  She released the other Hobgoblin and dropped the remains of the rabbit in front of her, sitting back.
The girl rose to her knees and immediately consumed what was left of the small animal.  Red watched her eat, still scenting, still trying to process the rapid-fire images in her brain.  They were the same, she and this girl, but this one wasn’t as strong as Red, and the newcomer knew it.  It felt right.
A shard of moonlight caught something shiny around the smaller hobgoblin’s neck, a tiny image she had seen somewhere before.  Something flared in her brain, and Red made a croaking sound.
The girl finished the rabbit and looked up at the noise.
Red croaked again, synapsis firing off in spectacular flashes.  She raised her hand, examined it for a moment, and then the index finger straightened.  
The little one cocked her head.
Hesitantly, Red’s index finger pointed at the girl.  She croaked, croaked again, and then made a noise that might have sounded like cross.
One of the little one’s bloody hands rose slowly to touch the object hanging around her neck.  She attempted to mimic the sound the older one had made.  Red made the noise again.  Cross.  Again, the little one echoed.
Red knew she could destroy the newcomer if she so desired, though suspected the small female would not go without a fight, regardless of her submissiveness.  She processed this, and with inarticulate thought, weighed between destruction and cooperation.  Red extended a hand, and the girl lowered her head.  Scarlet fingers touched matted black hair.
“Cross,” the Hobgoblin rasped.
And then they were two.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
SIX
 
 
 
 
The low country was almost behind them.  Captain Sallinger and Master Sergeant Cribbs had spent the morning scouting farms until they found vehicles that would suit the team’s needs – and would actually start – and it was just past noon when the Rangers started rolling.  The captain had split them into two squads; in the lead was a silver, four-door Nissan Titan pickup truck with PFC Moore at the wheel, Sallinger riding shotgun and Skye and Cpl. Bracco in the rear seats.  Behind them the master sergeant, PFC Rooker and Cole the SAW gunner rode in an orange California Highway Department utility truck, Rooker doing the driving.  Checking abandoned cars and siphoning enough fuel to fill both trucks had taken the most time, but now the Rangers were able to stow their gear in the truck beds, leaving space in the cabs.  Their feet were thankful for the respite from walking.
“Stay on this road for six miles,” Sallinger told the young black PFC.  “I’ll let you know when to turn.”  The captain was using a folding paper map they’d found in the highway department truck.  He radioed the same information back to his top sergeant.
Skye, seated behind the Ranger officer, leaned forward.  “How far is it to Reno?”
“About a hundred and thirty miles.  In the old world it would have taken us two or three hours.”  He turned and grinned at her.  “It’s going to take us a lot longer than that.”
Skye nodded.  The captain had told her he expected snow to be blocking the pass through the Sierras, and that it was going to be a serious problem.  He’d added that there were other issues that could slow or stop their progress; a collapsed infrastructure and vehicle wreckage from the final days, survivors with their own agenda, and of course the dead.  There was no way to predict what lay ahead, so everyone was on alert, weapons sticking out side windows despite the cold.  Sallinger ordered his driver to proceed slowly so they wouldn’t roll up too fast on an obstacle or ambush.  Skye suspected this was behavior the officer had learned or been taught in either or both wars.
The roads through the low country leading to the Sierra foothills were mostly empty.  On occasion they would pass a car abandoned on the shoulder, often with luggage strapped to the roof and the doors standing open as if the occupants had fled in a hurry.  They slowed once as they came upon a Jeep Cherokee stopped in the right lane, a piece of cardboard in the rear window with the word HELP written on it in black marker.  A quick inspection revealed an empty vehicle, with no one in view in the surrounding area.
A couple of times the two Ranger trucks had to leave the road briefly in order to get around eighteen-wheelers stopped crooked and blocking both lanes.  One had been a livestock hauler, a flyblown, reeking box of deceased sheep.  Skye saw smears of dried gore on the outer walls, as well as what appeared to be hundreds of fingernail scratches down the dirty metal sides.  She imagined the dead encircling the trailer while the sheep were still alive, pawing at it and reaching through the ventilation spaces, moaning in frustration as the animals inside bleated in terror.  As with the previous vehicles they’d encountered, there was no one around.  The dead were the only things moving out here, and they were both scattered and infrequent.
A few corpses shuffled along the road in places, lurching, rotten things in soiled rags.  The drivers were able to avoid hitting them, not wanting to risk damaging the trucks, and as the vehicles rolled past, the dead pawed at the sides, smearing glass with yellow and brown streaks.  A few had to be nudged out of the way with the bumpers.  Out in the winter fields to either side of the road, occasional figures moved slowly through dead crops.
Skye watched the other soldiers with her in the truck cab, observing their expressions and reactions to what they saw.  For her, there was nothing new outside the windows, but these men, although they had been in combat with the dead over the last week, seemed to be trying to come to grips for the first time with just how widespread this deceased world had become.  Skye didn’t suffer from their grim wonder.  She knew what was out there.
“Captain,” she said, not wanting to know these men but unable to quell her curiosity, “what’s your story?  How did you get to this place in Reno?  What have you seen of the world since it all started?”
Sallinger took a moment before answering, and when at last he spoke he remained facing forward, staring out the windshield.  “My company was part of Second Battalion, 75th Ranger Regiment.  The entire battalion was on maneuvers at a base in Nevada, training in preparation for another deployment to Iraq.”  He tapped the patch on his shoulder, one that depicted a coiled copperhead snake.  “We’re desert fighters.  We train for all environments, but my company specialized in sand and rock.”
“Deployed again?” Skye asked.  
“The Top and I have done two tours in Iraq, and he did a previous tour in Afghanistan before I met him.  Bracco and Cole each did a year.”
“And you still had to go back?  I thought it was all over.”
The captain paused, and his voice took on an edge.  “It’s far from over.  We go where we’re told, and we wanted to go.”
Skye glanced at the weightlifter beside her.  He didn’t pull his attention or his weapon away from the open truck window.  She’d been a preschooler when 9/11 happened (so had most of these men she realized, except for the captain and the master sergeant) and hadn’t been part of the national outrage.  None of her family and no one she’d known had fought in the wars that followed, so for her that terrible day in September was little more than an historical event.  According to many of her teachers, the wars were an expensive waste of lives and resources.  She’d never had much of an opinion either way, and had never really taken the time to develop one.  The passion so many felt – especially those in the military – about fighting and winning the wars had been alien to her, but her life and some of the people she’d grown close to since the outbreak had created an understanding in her.  The desire to personally take part in defeating an enemy might begin with ideas about patriotism, adventure and loyalty, but often resolved into the more primal need to avenge the deaths of innocents and friends by wreaking destruction.  These were emotions with which she was familiar.  Skye understood rage. 
“When this all broke out last summer,” the captain continued, “the rest of the battalion deployed to Southern California.  We didn’t go with them.  They detached an understrength platoon from my company and sent us to the Facility outside Reno to harden their security.”
“You saw Reno?”  Skye was thinking of her home town, wondering what it looked like now, but already knowing the answer.
He shook his head.  “From maps only.  We flew into a small private airfield somewhere on the outskirts of Reno, and a couple of trucks were waiting to drive us into the Facility.  I never really saw the city.  The Air Force security police had already cleared out the few skinnies in the immediate area of the campus, so me and my Rangers settled in to defend against a threat that never came.”
“What do you mean?”
The captain shrugged.  “I was told that the Facility was a high-value research asset of some kind, and we had orders to hold it at all costs.  But there was no attack, no swarms of the undead.”
“But Reno has a lot of people in it,” Skye said.
“The Facility is pretty remote,” said Sallinger.  “None of the dead made it out there.  Well, we get stragglers now and then, but either our sentries take them out at a distance, or we go out and collect them.  Whatever they used to do there before the plague, now they’re doing research on the dead.”
Skye was silent for a moment.  “So you haven’t really seen…any of this.”
Now the Ranger turned in his seat and shook his head slowly.  “We heard and saw it all fall apart over the radio and internet, learned what we could about the virus and the skinnies, what was happening, but that’s it.  What we saw from the air, and our combat action in Oroville and Chico, was our real introduction to what it’s all become.”
The young woman thought about this, hoping for something positive.  “But you’ve been in combat.”
Sallinger gave her a thin smile.  “That was different.  Nothing like this.”
Skye leaned back in the seat.  These men were highly trained combat soldiers, Special Forces troops who had been to war.  They had the skills needed to survive, no question about that.  But this was their first real taste of a nightmare world.  Sooner or later they would experience the same, devastating loss she’d gone through, the realization that their homes and families, everyone they’d ever loved or cared about had been consumed by the walking dead.
Part of her ached for their pain.
Another part of her, a colder place deep inside, saw this as weakness, a liability.  Yes, they had training and hard exteriors, but it was the psychological impact that would make them vulnerable.  She’d gone through that loss more times than she wanted to remember, had faced waves of the dead and felt their relentless pursuit.  Would these men crack when that kind of pressure was applied?  She didn’t know, but Skye did know she would have to look out for herself.
They rode in silence until Sallinger gave his driver the order to turn.  The orange work truck followed them down this new road, farm country slowly giving way to rising hills and towering, snowy peaks beyond.  PFC Moore let out a soft curse as the Nissan Titan came upon a cluster of corpses in the road.  As he pushed slowly through them, a figure that looked like it might once have been a migrant worker folded under the front bumper and crunched beneath the tires.  The others stumbled along the pickup’s sides, dead hands slapping at metal.
Beyond this little knot of the dead, the road was clear, and they drove on.
 
 
“Keep your heads down,” the master sergeant rasped.  “Burke, you spot their position?”
Specialist Burke was prone at the left rear tire of the utility truck, looking down the barrel of his M249, the bipod snapped out and supporting the weapon.  “Negative, Top,” he called back to Cribbs, who was kneeling at the front tire, his head down and out of sight below the hood.  The master sergeant looked down at PFC Rooker, who was prone on his left, poking his M4 around the tire just as Burke was at the back.  The sparkle of glass fragments covered his body armor.
“Top, give me a sit-rep,” Sallinger’s voice said over the radio.
“We’re under cover behind the truck,” Cribbs responded.  “Zero casualties, but we don’t have the shooter’s position.”  The orange truck was stopped at an angle in the road, both left doors standing open, the windshield shattered by a high-powered bullet that had come close enough to Rooker’s head for the young soldier to feel the vibration of it passing through the air.  Fifty yards ahead of them, Sallinger’s Nissan Titan was also stopped, the team out and scattered, lying flat and trying to pinpoint the origin of the shot.
Cribbs risked a quick glance over the hood, then ducked back down.  A line of trees was ahead on the left, to their exposed flank.  A hundred yards to the right, on the other side of the truck, was a cluster of buildings that included a house, a barn and a few sheds with farm machinery parked around it.
That’s where he is, the master sergeant thought.  Half-assed ambush attempt, or lone nut with a rifle?
“Burke, Rooker, put eyes on those buildings.  Call out any movement.”
 
 
Skye was in the weeds on the left side of the road, prone behind a slight rise of earth climbing to the pavement.  Her eye was pressed to the M4’s combat sight as she slowly tracked the weapon across the farm; vehicles, barn, house, windows.  Riding in the lead truck, they’d all heard the shot, but couldn’t identify its direction.  Bracco was lying not far from her, facing away from the road and protecting their rear, watching the tree line.  Sallinger and PFC Moore were off to her right, the Ranger captain on his radio with Cribbs and using a pair of field glasses, inspecting the buildings.
Shoot at us again, Skye thought.  Then I’ll have you.
Nothing.
The air was still, the trees around them unmoving.  A V-shape of geese passed above them in a cloudless blue sky, honking distantly.  There weren’t even any corpses wandering the surrounding, fallow fields.
“Hold position,” said Sallinger.  “Keep watching.”
Skye saw him glance over to where she was lying, and the look annoyed her.  Either he didn’t think she would listen to his command, or was worried about the little civilian girl.  She didn’t need a babysitter.  She’d probably wiped more blood off her face than all these men put together.  Her rifle sight swept back across the farm.  Oh, how she longed for a real scope.
There was a long silence, and then Sallinger’s tense voice broke it.  “Farmhouse, movement upper right window.  Light it up!”
At once, Specialist Burke’s light machine gun began to rip out long bursts, joined a second later by three other rifles.  Skye had been scanning the barn, and quickly looked back to the house.  A storm of bullets was obliterating the upper right window and the white-painted siding all around it, wood splinters and glass flying as the air was filed with the roar of automatic gunfire.
“Rooker!  Hammer it!” Sallinger yelled into his radio.
A moment later there was a deep THUMP from over by the highway department truck, and then the right corner of the house exploded with the red flash of a detonating forty-millimeter grenade.  The boom echoed across unplowed fields.
“Cease fire!” Sallinger called, and at once the rifles and machine gun fell silent.  Ahead of them, the bullet-riddled farmhouse was smoking, and flames danced from the destroyed corner, beginning to lick out several adjacent windows.
Skye hadn’t joined the firing, instead continuing to sweep with her rifle sight.  The noise was bound to attract attention, and she didn’t want anything creeping-
There!
Movement to the left of the house caught her attention; a pudgy man wearing overalls and a baseball hat, running out a first-floor side door with a deer rifle in his hands.  Skye rose to a better shooting position, let out a slow breath, led the target a bit, and squeezed.
 
 
Master Sergeant Cribbs saw Skye break cover and rise to one knee, just as he caught distant movement in his peripheral vision.  He heard her fire a single round, and a second later the running figure tumbled to the ground.
A hundred and fifty yards.  Running target.  No shit.
He put his own rifle sight on the man lying face-down near the house.  He wasn’t moving.  Apparently Sallinger had seen the same thing, because a moment later his voice came over the radio.  “Second squad, advance and clear the farm.”
Master Sergeant Cribbs got his men moving.
 
 
Both trucks were now parked in the farm’s dirt driveway.  Bracco was in the cab of the orange pickup, putting his boot through the windshield to kick out the last of the shattered safety glass, while two other men on security watched outward.  The farmhouse was burning merrily behind them, sending a pillar of black smoke into the sky.  They all watched the smoke climb, didn’t like it, but knew it couldn’t be helped.  No friendly local volunteer fire department would be showing up today.
Sallinger, Cribbs, Skye and PFC Rooker stood in a circle around the body.  The dead man was now flat on his back.  He was dirty with a ratty beard, smelled foul, and now had two bullet wounds; one under his arm, where Skye’s 5.56mm had punched through and blown out his heart, the other a small, neat, nine-millimeter circle in the center of his forehead, courtesy of the master sergeant.  By the time he and his team arrived, the fallen sniper had been back up and walking.  Now he was down for good, his deer rifle and pocket full of spare bullets tucked away in a truck bed with the team’s packs and extra gear.
“Redneck,” Cribbs rasped.
“Fucker,” said PFC Rooker, spitting.  The dead man’s bullet had nearly taken the boy’s life.
“Don’t know what he was thinking,” said Sallinger, looking from the body to the burning farmhouse.  “Taking on two truckloads of armed men with a bolt action hunting rifle?  Stupid.”
Skye looked at the body for a moment.  “People go crazy these days,” she said softly, turning away.
“Nice shot, Miss Dennison,” the captain said.  Skye ignored him.  Sallinger had been watching her as she looked at the body, waiting to see signs of remorse or a human tremble.  The Ranger saw neither.  What he did see was a deadness, a shutting-off of emotions he had encountered among troops assigned to the mountains of Afghanistan, men who had both killed and seen friends taken away by sudden violence.  This was a young woman, barely more than a girl, and a civilian as well, but she wasn’t trying to put on a brave show.  She was as hard-hearted as any mountain fighter, on either side.  To her this dead person was simply someone who’d tried to hurt her, a lifeless body and nothing more, soon to be forgotten.  Sallinger wanted to feel pity for her, for what she had become, but he couldn’t.  She was what the world now demanded.
The top sergeant took several steps and caught Skye by the arm as she walked away.  “Hey,” he rasped.
Skye spun and jerked her arm away.  “Don’t you fucking grab me.”
Cribbs wasn’t intimidated.  “You broke cover while we were under fire.”
“I moved to get a better shot at him.”
“And exposed yourself.  What, you can’t shoot lying down?”
The corner of her mouth ticked up.  “He’s dead, isn’t he?”
“The captain told everyone to hold position.  Something wrong with your ears?”  Cribbs towered over her, looking massive in his body armor, helmet, ammo pouches, knee and elbow pads.  He glared down at her from behind his yellow shooting glasses.
Skye stared back.  The girl she had once been probably would have had a smart-assed reply, something like, Sorry, I was busy getting the bad guy while you big strong men were shooting a house.  She wasn’t that girl anymore.  Instead, she looked him in the eyes and quietly said, “No, I hear you just fine, Master Sergeant.”
Cribbs scowled at her for a long moment, then said, “Come with me.  You too, Rooker.”
Skye shrugged and followed him to the highway department truck, PFC Rooker trailing behind with a worried expression on his face.  When they reached the vehicle, the master sergeant retrieved the SCAR battle rifle Skye had seen him carry, the one with the long scope and suppressor.  He also picked out a bandolier of oversized magazines and handed it and the rifle to the young civilian.
“You want to play Ranger, little girl?” Cribbs rasped.  “Use the right toy.”  Then he looked at Rooker.  “Educate her.”
Skye held the battle rifle and watched the top sergeant walk away.  Then she looked at Rooker, who carried the same weapon but with an attached grenade launcher.  “What’s this about?”  Her fingertips ran across the weapon’s unusual design.  She liked the feel and weight of the thing already.
Rooker grinned.  “Top is giving you a try-out.”
Skye snorted.  “He’s an asshole.”
At once the grin fell from Rooker’s face, and Skye realized she’d made a serious mistake.  She touched Rooker on the arm and softened her voice.  “I’m sorry.  That was wrong.”
The young man just looked at her.
“Educate me,” she said, hefting the weapon.  Rooker nodded.
 
 
Miles back, a pair of red-skinned Hobgoblins – one a grown female with red hair, the other smaller, dressed in a school uniform and essentially faceless – loped down the center of a black-topped, rural road.  They were out in the open, but had no care for what or who might see them.  They sensed no threats here.  There was only the pursuit.
Both creatures headed in the direction of a distant pillar of black smoke, as above them the sky began to cloud over, and the first snow flurries fell gently from above.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
SEVEN
 
 
 
 
The sniping incident at the farmhouse had consumed much of their daylight, and it was early evening when they reached Emigrant Gap on Interstate-80.  The drive from farm country to where the back roads met the highway was increasingly steep, climbing to an elevation of more than four thousand feet.  Emigrant Gap was a small community of cabins and ski lodges, gas stations and fast food joints that usually experienced thirty-plus inches of snowfall in January alone, and already there was a foot-deep layer covering the road.  The two trucks full of Rangers slowed as they pushed through it, finally coming to a stop just short of the overpass and ramps for I-80. 
The light was quickly fading, an overcast sky spitting snow.
The captain, Corporal Bracco and Burke the SAW gunner were scouting a spot on the left as a potential overnight camp, a gas station-convenience store combination with a small cabin behind it.  The master sergeant and PFC Moore had moved ahead to investigate the overpass, and Skye was left behind to watch the trucks with Rooker.  She sat in the bed of the Titan, examining the battle rifle Cribbs had given her.
“Try these,” Rooker said in his Tennessee twang, walking to the side of the truck.  He held out a pair of black and green Nomex gloves, as well as a black and white ski mask.  Skye tried on the gloves.  They fit well and were warm.  The fabric was thin and flexible enough to permit detail work like moving rifle selector switches, loading magazines and perhaps even weapon cleaning without exposing her hands and fingers to the cold.
“Nice.”  She looked at the ski mask.  It was mostly black, but as she held it up she saw that a white image on the front, when the mask was pulled over the head, would appear as a skeletal death’s head.  It was slightly luminescent in the last light of day.  “What’s this about?” she asked.
“Cool, ain’t it?” Rooker said, grinning.  “You come at someone wearing this and they’ll piss themselves.”
“Has that ever happened for you?”
“No.  This is my first time in combat.  But our guys overseas say it terrifies the rags…I mean, the insurgents.”
Skye looked at the luminescent skull painted on the black fabric.  She doubted the walking dead would give a shit how she looked, except as a potential meal.  It would probably keep her face warm, though, so she tucked it into a pocket.  She preferred her black knit cap for now.  “Thanks.”
Rooker nodded at the battle rifle she was holding.  “What do you think?”  When they moved out from the farm, Rooker had joined her in the back of the Titan, and Bracco replaced him as driver in the highway department truck.  The young man explained the basics of Skye’s new rifle as they rode.
The SCAR, all in beige as opposed to the black and tan M4s, was heavier than the assault rifle and a little bulky, something to which she would have to adapt.  It had a larger frame, and normally featured a stubby barrel, although this variant was equipped with a foot-long suppressor.  Chambered for 7.62mm instead of the M4’s lighter 5.56mm, the SCAR’s magazine held only twenty rounds, but they hit with more impact and had a longer range.  Instead of the forty-millimeter grenade launcher mounted beneath the barrel on Rooker’s version, the sniper variant had a large scope that could be switched out with night optics.  The weapon felt solid, and Skye liked the weight.  It felt like the butt stock could crush a drifter’s skull if swung in close quarters.
“Different,” she told the PFC.  “I used to have an M24-E.  It was even bigger, heavier.”
Rooker nodded.  “The XM variant of the M24.  That is a no bullshit weapon, but it’s purely for sniping.  The SCAR does double duty; sniping and assault.  I love mine.”  He patted the weapon slung against his chest.
Still seated on the edge of the pickup truck bed, Skye raised the SCAR and sighted through the optics, performing a slow half-circle rotation from left to right, making small, clicking adjustments to the scope.  She was impressed.  Better than the optics of the M4.  Her gloved fingertips brushed across the safety, the fire selector switch (single, three-round-burst and full auto) and finally found the magazine release.
Skye didn’t look away from the rifle as she said, “When the master sergeant said ‘Educate her,’ what did he mean.  I know how to shoot.”
“Yeah…but not like a Ranger.”
Now she did look at him, and raised an eyebrow.  
The kid blushed and held up his hands.  “I’m not saying anything.  We can all see that you’ve had some kind of training, but it seems sort of…I don’t know, half-assed.  Like you picked up a little here and a little there, made some stuff up on your own.  Please don’t take it the wrong way, but it’s just not professional.”
He was right, of course, and much of her shooting proficiency had been developed through on-the-job-training.  She couldn’t help but bristle a bit, though.  “And you guys are better, right?”
“Yes.”  Rooker said it without hesitation or boast.  “Our training is world-class, and we work with our weapons almost every day.  We all shoot expert.”  This last was also delivered without sounding like a brag, as casual as if he’d said, “We all breathe in and out.”
Skye thought about what he’d said.  “You’re all expert marksmen?  Even you?”
“Yes ma’am.  It’s part of being a Ranger.”  That part was delivered with unmistakable pride.
“Okay,” she said, “I’m listening.  Educate me.”
Rooker blushed again.  “I can show you some things, I guess, like the most efficient way to carry your weapon and ammo, how to load more smoothly, and close quarters battle techniques.  It’s different up close.”
Didn’t she know it.
“But when Top said ‘educate,’ I don’t think he meant I was supposed to teach you how to shoot.  More just to familiarize you with the weapon.”  Rooker looked away.  “And maybe to let you know how Rangers act.”
Skye looked at him for a moment, but let the last remark go by.  Teach me the hardware.  Keep the personal stuff to yourself.
She went back to her optics, sweeping right to left now.  This time there was a corpse in the tree line.  It had been male, and wore only swimming trunks and a blue waterskiing vest.  Skye decided it must have been wandering the woods for quite some time, for its gray flesh was covered in lacerations from rocks and tree branches.  That, and no one had been waterskiing around here since the summertime.  Its legs looked especially shredded, with the white of bone peeking out in many places.  Its hair was matted with dried gore and pine needles.
Skye pulled the stock of the heavy SCAR more tightly into the hollow of her shoulder, armed the weapon with its charging handle – a solid-sounding KA-CHAK – and centered the sight reticle on the bridge of the creature’s nose.  The water-skier lurched past a pine, a heavily laden bough dragging across its face and dropping a curtain of snow, obscuring her sight picture for a moment.  Then the limb snapped clear, and the thing stumbled forward, its mouth hanging open in a moan she couldn’t hear at this distance.  
 Trigger squeeze.
A muffled HUFF and a brass shell casing rattled into the truck bed.
The SCAR kicked her shoulder, and the zombie’s head disintegrated in a black and gray mist from the jawline up.  Skye moved on with the scope, searching the trees, but the thing appeared to be alone.
One less, she thought.
“That was sweet,” Rooker said, standing with his arms folded and nodding at the fifty-yard kill.
Short bursts of gunfire came from the direction of the convenience store and cabin, and Skye came to her feet in the truck bed, swinging her weapon toward the sound.  A moment later PFC Rooker’s radio squawked with Sallinger’s voice.  “Two tangos down.”
Ahead of the truck, the silhouettes of Cribbs and Moore were returning from the overpass, their boots crunching in the snow.  Both wore the death’s head ski masks, and upon seeing them – two heavily-armed, dark shapes with grinning skulls for faces – Skye understood what Rooker had meant about the sight paralyzing an enemy.  It was ghastly and unsettling.  As they approached, Rooker raised a hand in greeting and called, “Top, Miss Dennison dropped a skinny in the trees.”
The master sergeant didn’t acknowledge him, but stopped and pointed.  “Dennison, come with me.”  PFC Moore joined Rooker at the truck, and Skye climbed down and caught up with Cribbs, who had already turned away and started walking back toward the overpass.
“What?” she asked, walking beside him, but the master sergeant said nothing, only marched through the snow with his M4 partially raised, looking left and right.  He took them into the deep gloom where the highway crossed over the access road, the snowfall cut off for a moment, then passed back into it and trudged up an on-ramp to the left, a place where two sets of boots had come and gone not long ago.  When he reached the top, the older man knelt in the snow.  Skye took a knee beside him.
Interstate-80 was a white ribbon running out before them into the mountains.  Steep walls of dark pines shrouded in white swept up and away on both sides, snow falling in the last, gray light.  The tiny community of Emigrant Gap rested in the notch between the slopes, buildings with snow-covered roofs clustered on either side of the highway.  It was cold, enough to snow but not too uncomfortable yet, and it was quiet except for the sound of their breathing, the weather dampening any sound there might have been.  Silence in a silent world.
The gray-skinned sergeant pulled his ski mask up, turning it into a cap.  He stared into the falling night, saying nothing.  Skye let it go on for a while, then said, “What are we doing here?”
“I want you to see something,” Cribbs said.  He pointed.  “What’s out there?”
Skye looked at the highway and shadowy little town.  A couple of drifters shuffled through the snow several hundred yards out, moving from one side of the highway to the other.  “Nothing,” she said.
“Nothing?”  The master sergeant shook his head.  “I see death.”
“You mean those things?  We could hit them from here.  They’re nothing.”
The soldier looked at her.  “That’s not what I’m talking about.  I want you to look, Dennison.  Really look.  Tell me you don’t see death.”
Skye sighed and stared at the highway, playing along.  The slow-moving corpses were now lost from view.  “Nothing.  Just snow and road.  An empty town.”
“An empty world,” the sergeant said in his raspy voice.  “A dead world, but not exactly.  It’s still full of plenty of things that will kill you without a moment’s hesitation.  The living and the dead.”
The young woman shifted to her other knee.  “I’m aware.  Am I missing something, Sergeant?”
He nodded.  “The world is missing something.  People.  They’re gone, and now predators rule.  There’s no one left to help you when you fuck up, when you’re outnumbered, or when you just need some human contact.  And you are a dangerous liability for us.”
“Why?” she snapped.  “I can take care of myself.”
“And that’s exactly why you’re a liability.  You take care of yourself.  You’re not a part of this team, and it’s obvious to each one of us that you don’t want to be.”
Skye shook her head.  “I didn’t ask to be part of your team.  I’m fine on my own.”
“That thing in Chico,” Cribbs said, “the Hobgoblin you called it.  That’s what being on your own gets you.”
Skye’s face reddened.  She didn’t want to be reminded that she would have been killed by that monstrosity if not for these men.  She didn’t like the idea of having to be rescued.
“These are Rangers, Dennison,” the man said.  “They spend more time learning how to work together, to look out for one another…to give a shit about each other…than they do training for combat.  It’s not the flags and patches and hot-shit weapons that make them special.  It’s how they feel about each other, what they’re willing to do to make sure the other guy makes it home.”  He swallowed and winced at his damaged vocal cords.  “You’re not one of us, don’t want to be part of what we are, and that makes you a liability.”
She glared at the man with her good eye.  “I can shoot.”
“We can all shoot.  That doesn’t make you an equal.”
Her voice quavered when she spoke, and she cursed at herself, forcing the tremble away.  “I’ve been out here taking these things down longer than any of you.  You’re really only a week into this.  You don’t know me.”
“Oh, I know what you are, Dennison,” the master sergeant said.  “Sniper.  Lone gunman.  Lurk in the shadows and deliver death at a distance.”
“And what’s wrong with that?” she demanded.
They both fell silent as five shapes emerged from the gloom a hundred yards away, a small herd of bighorn sheep led by a three hundred pound ram.  They moved in a silent line across the empty interstate, bellies brushing the snow, and kept close together.  In minutes they were gone, hopping easily over the guard rail and disappearing into the night.
Skye waited for an answer, and when it didn’t come, she said, “How can you decide all this about me in only a couple of days?  You don’t know where I’ve been, what I’ve seen.”
Cribbs nodded.  “And it’s clear you don’t want anyone to know.”
Skye stared straight ahead, saying nothing, as a tear burned her eye.
“Exactly,” the master sergeant said, and then looked at her.  “There’s two kinds of snipers, Dennison.  There’s the lone killer – that’s you – who plays by her own rules.  They’re full of rage and hate, and care only about the kill.  That, and being alone.”
Skye wouldn’t look at him.
“Those snipers are feared,” said Cribbs, “despised by everyone, even their own troops because they’re in it for themselves and can’t be trusted to do the right thing.  They’re cold and efficient and deadly, and when they die, they die alone and no one mourns them.”  He looked back at the interstate.  “A Ranger sniper is different.  They’re a defender, a dedicated shooter who puts their ass on the line to protect the people they care about.  They exist to watch over others, to neutralize threats before they can do greater harm.  It’s a lonely, dangerous and noble profession.  And that’s just not you, is it?”  He brushed snow off his sleeves.  “I don’t need a heartless killer in my unit.”
Skye was trembling, her face hot as she looked at the desolate stretch of white highway.  “Your unit?  Isn’t Captain Sallinger the boss?”
The master sergeant let out a dry chuckle.  “You really haven’t been paying attention.”
She wiped a gloved hand at her eye.  Was this the sergeant’s try-out?  Getting her out here alone so he could tell her how worthless and unwanted she was?  She didn’t need this shit, and certainly didn’t need these people.  As she was about to put those thoughts into words, the headache spike appeared at the left side of her brain, scratching at the surface with its white-hot tip while the vision in her remaining eye went cloudy and gray for an instant, then shifted back to normal.  She clenched her teeth.
“You have a choice, Dennison,” Cribbs said.  “And I don’t care what the captain thinks about you, you’re no damsel in distress.  If you’re going to stay, you’ll learn to listen and do it right.  Otherwise you can gear up and head back out on your own, with the SCAR as a parting gift.  I think you know which one I’d prefer.”
The headache spike began to slowly push into her brain, causing her to cry out and press a hand against the side of her head.
“Headache?” Cribbs asked.
Skye nodded, her eye closed and tearing.
“I get them too,” the man said, standing.  “Suck it up.”  Then he turned and trudged back down the on-ramp.
 
 
The convenience store had been looted so completely that all they’d been able to scavenge was a roll of duct tape and some pliers from the stock room, and half a roll of toilet paper from an employee restroom.  Everyone, including Skye, was happy about this latter find.  The rolls they’d taken from the occasional house during the walk from Chico had run out quickly.  Skye was a little annoyed at how much toilet paper six grown men could use.
The cabin had been ransacked, but not so thoroughly.  The looters appeared to have been interested mostly in food and weapons, and left behind the rest (except the toilet paper, Skye grumbled to herself.)  Everyone was able to restock with clean socks and underwear.  To Skye’s delight, a woman had lived here, and she found a heavier, gray woman’s coat to pull on over her jacket and sweater.  Even more importantly, she was able to resupply herself with feminine products and over-the-counter pain relievers.  It occurred to her that in every end-of-the-world scenario she had seen in movies and on TV, no one seemed to consider the importance of handling the monthly cycle.  And hers could be especially bad.  These Rangers might be tough, she thought, but they didn’t want to meet a demon who was heavily armed and short on girl supplies and pain relievers.
Sallinger announced that the team would stay the night here, ordered a fire built and had the master sergeant set watches.  Cribbs tended to meal preparation while the captain conducted a more thorough search of the cabin.  He asked if Skye wanted to help him, but she elected to stand a watch alone on the cabin’s porch.
When the food was ready, Corporal Bracco took the porch watch while everyone else gathered around a kitchen table.  Sallinger had opened and pinned his folding map to the front of the refrigerator with magnets, and briefed them while they ate.
“We’re about here,” he said, pointing at a red circle he’d drawn on the map.  “Emigrant Gap, on Interstate-80.  This is the only way through the Sierras, and I’m not even sure about that.  We may be blocked.”  He traced his finger across the map.  “It’s about a hundred miles from here to Reno, across the highest point of elevation right here.”  His finger stabbed the paper.  “Donner Pass.  The map shows it as seven thousand feet-plus, and anyone who’s ever read a history book knows how bad the weather can get up there.”
Skye remembered a brief discussion in a history class about the Donner Party, a tale of snowbound pioneers and cannibalism.
“This,” he said, tapping another red circle he’d drawn not far from the pass, “is Truckee, California.  It’s a ski resort town, an Aspen wannabe, and it’s the last point of civilization between here and Reno.”  A few eyebrows went up, and the captain smiled.  “Right.  Not civilization anymore.  But it can offer us shelter and hopefully a solid resupply before we push over the pass.”
Skye glanced at a cabin window, where heavy flakes pattered against the glass.  “Captain, just how much snow do they get up there?”  She’d once been invited to go with girlfriends on a long weekend to Sugar Bowl, one of the resorts around Truckee, but the flu had kept her home.
“Enough to keep ski resorts running,” said Sallinger.  “I think they measure snowfall up there in tens of feet.”
She shook her head.  She wanted to ask why they didn’t just stock and secure a base in Truckee and ride out the winter, instead of stomping out into ridiculous amounts of snow that could be crawling with the walking dead.  She didn’t, not wanting to invite another round of berating from Cribbs so soon after their charming little talk near the interstate.  Besides, one or all of them would simply growl something like, “Duty,” and stare at her like she had two heads.  None of the men gathered here seemed even the least bit concerned about pushing over a snowbound Sierra Nevada pass in the heart of winter.  Man stuff.
Then she thought about her own view on life.  Would she want to bunker in some town and wait around for the thaw?  She’d grown increasingly agitated as the months unrolled aboard Nimitz, despite being able to eat regularly, train and sleep in safety.  When the Chico mission came up, she’d practically run to the Black Hawk.  No, she had to keep moving.  These men were likely the same.  She held her comment and simply folded her arms.
The captain’s finger tapped the map.  “We’ll push the trucks as far up as we can.  When they get bogged down or it gets too risky, we’ll un-ass and advance on foot.  Everyone prep for foul weather, and pack as much water as you can.  We’ll need to stay hydrated.”
Skye wasn’t sure why they just couldn’t eat snow, but again, kept her mouth shut.
“In Truckee,” Sallinger continued, “we’ll do a complete grid search of the town if necessary.  It’s a winter town, so we’re looking for snowmobiles and tow sleds, something bigger if we can find it.  Since the outbreak hit in summertime, we should be able to find them in storage and undisturbed.  That town should be able to give us everything we need, and it’s our last real stop before Reno.  Nothing and no one is going to get in our way.  Good copy?”
“Hoo-ah,” the Rangers responded in unison.
“I expect we’ll be on foot by sometime tomorrow,” Sallinger said, “maybe right away depending on how much snow falls tonight.  It’s going to be a tough, cold walk, all of it uphill.”
Everyone nodded.
The captain leaned on the table.  “Our radio batteries are twenty-four hours away from being dead, so we’ll have to improvise when that happens.  We’re down to a little less than a third of the ammunition we brought with us, with no chance to resupply.  I’m not expecting any military hardware between here and our objective, and civilian weapons and ammo will be scarce.”
The master sergeant leaned forward in his chair, and the men looked at him, including the captain.  “Conserve your rounds.  No rock-and-roll.  Nice, steady, aimed headshots.  You know what we’re up against.”
“And watch the snow,” Sallinger said, “especially as it deepens, and especially on the highway.  There could be a skinny right under your foot, ready to take a bite out of your leg.”
All of them glanced at their boots without realizing it.
“Oscar,” the captain said, “set a watch rotation so that everyone gets fed and a good night’s-”
Wild screeching came from outside, the rising and falling caterwaul of something dying badly.  The team bolted to their feet, grabbing weapons and pouring out through the front door.  Corporal Bracco stood at the end of the porch, facing the woods and panning his rifle left and right through the darkness.
A screeching squeal came from the forest, worse than the first one they’d heard.
“I can’t see it!” Bracco shouted.  “Holy shit, what is it?”
The caterwaul came again, a piercing yowl that could only have come from a big feline.  The shriek that followed, however, was different.  It was unholy, filled with alien madness.
“Hobgoblin,” Skye said quietly.  The men looked at her, then out at the night.
“Oscar,” said the captain, “double the watch.  Keep them on the porch and within view of each other, and someone carries the SAW all night.  Be sure everyone has their NVGs.”  He looked at the young woman beside him.  “You’re sure?”
Skye nodded.  “You heard it in Chico, didn’t you?”  Before the Ranger could answer, she said, almost to herself, “I’ll never forget that sound.”  Then from a padded satchel she removed the night scope for her new SCAR, quickly swapping it with the daytime optics.  “I’ll take first watch.”
The captain looked at his master sergeant, who nodded and said, “Moore, you’re up with Dennison.”  The black PFC took the heavy squad automatic weapon from Specialist Burke.  Everyone stood and listened for a while, and the unholy shriek came again, long and penetrating, deep in the forest.  It did not repeat a third time, and after nearly an hour, the Rangers returned to the warmth of the cabin.  PFC Moore moved to the other end of the porch, switching on his night vision goggles.
Before going inside, Master Sergeant Cribbs said, “I hope you get a shot at your monster, Dennison.”
Skye said nothing and scoped the darkness, the forest appearing in varying shades of green and gray.  She didn’t want a shot at a Hobgoblin.
She didn’t want to ever be that close to one again.
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She moved slowly through the trees, her carefully placed footsteps making almost no sound, the forest silent around her.  The prey was close, less than a hundred yards away, and it knew she was following.  The scent of its fear drew her, and it was unable to mask its noise as it hurried through the snowy, darkening woods, rustling the underbrush and leaving a trail.  It was panicked, and its instinct told it to run and hide.  She was bigger, more physically powerful, designed by nature to kill with strength and speed.  Soon the prey would be dead, and she would feed.
She darted between the trees and followed the scent.
The change in the world hadn’t gone unnoticed by her, but the overall result was one of simplicity.  Man, once so overwhelming – its scent and sounds, its machines and sheer presence – had faded into the background so quickly that it might never have been at all, a population virtually wiped out for reasons incomprehensible to her.  Animals were quick to move into the once man-dominated areas, and were thriving.  Prey was increasingly abundant, and that was changing the hunt, making it easier.
There was something else though, a more dangerous presence nearly as numerous as man; quieter, slower but even more aggressive.  A dead presence, moving carrion that resembled man but was far more foul.  Unlike man, it did not flee when predators such as herself were nearby.  It tried to close, tried to kill, and it was without fear.  This man-carrion was changing the hunt too, for it fed upon anything it could catch, including predators.
Closer to the prey now, less than fifty yards.  She could hear its tiny, fearful whining as it ran, its scent growing more pungent.  The predator lowered her head and moved faster through the nocturnal forest.
Despite the changes, she was adapting, just as nature had intended.  The man-carrion was a threat to be either avoided or overcome, something new and nothing more than that, and game was still plentiful.  That was the most important part, because she was pregnant and needed her strength.  Her cub would arrive in the spring.
Six feet long, a hundred twenty pounds, the female mountain lion’s coat was a rich, dark brown this time of year, thick and silky from hormones and a steady diet.  Her heavy paws padded through the snow as she closed on the terrified porcupine’s scent, ears pricked for sound, head kept low.  A spray of white covered her back from brushing against low, snowy pine boughs.  Beneath her powerful chest muscles, the cougar’s heart rate quickened as she neared the kill.
The big cat’s whiskers and nose twitched at the same instant, and she came to a stop, lifting her head.
Man-carrion.  More than one.  Ahead on the left, and close.
Muscles rippled beneath her coat as she accelerated, keeping to the prey’s scent trail, a warning rumble beginning in her chest.  Her thick tail acted as both a balance and a rudder as she maneuvered through the trees.  The mountain lion shot by a pine heavily laden with white, passing a figure trudging knee-deep through snow, dressed in soiled rags.  It turned slowly toward her as the brown shape blurred by low to the ground.  The female cat left it and its frustrated moans behind as she ran, knowing the thing was too slow to pose a threat.  Her prey was just ahead, and she went into a final sprint, kicking up plumes of snow behind her.
Suddenly the death-squealing of the porcupine came from in front of her, and the mountain lion let out a high-pitched whistle and hiss.  This was her kill.  She bounded through the snow and launched between a pair of pines and into a tiny clearing just as a new scent struck her; man-carrion, but sharper, more acidic.  It was a bad smell, worse than the typical dead smell.
The porcupine’s stubby back legs were jittering as it gave out a long wheeze, a crouched figure above it ripping open its soft belly.  The mountain lion came to an abrupt, sitting slide as it saw its prey and the other killer.  The man-carrion, red instead of their normal white and gray, and wearing a brown shirt with a piece of metal on the chest, squatted with the smaller animal between its knees, one hand cramming red insides into its mouth.  It paid no mind to the dozen long quills embedded in its arms and face.  The left side of the killer’s neck was black and putrid from old bites.
The red man-carrion looked up at the female with black eyes and growled.
The cougar dipped her head and bared her fangs, screeching, her muscles tensing.  Her kill.  Rage at the intrusion into her hunt fought against her instinctive fear of this new predator, and she did not attack at once, but circled slowly left, still hissing and snarling.  Her kill!
The man-carrion rotated in its crouch, continuing to face her but also continuing to feed.
Flee, her instincts screamed.  Danger.  Run.  Live.  This is death, and there are more-
Movement exploded from above and to her left, a pair of red and black blurs dropping from the trees.  Reflexively the cougar pivoted to meet the new threat, then sensed more than saw the porcupine killer lunging at her from behind.  She let out a ferocious cat scream and tried to spin, the muscles in her legs bulging in preparation for the leap that would carry her safely into the forest.
Hands caught her by the flanks, nails digging into her flesh.  More hands and now arms around her neck, then teeth sinking into her coat.  The cougar hurled herself onto her back, spitting and hissing, grappling one attacker with her front claws, kicking and raking at another with her back.
The man-carrion scent changed to one of primitive aggression, and she felt their strength.  Despite the damage she was doing with her claws, her three attackers held on, an arm locking around her throat and squeezing.  She yowled and fought harder, the four figures rolling through the snowy clearing, and now the man-carrion was screeching too, making sounds she had never heard, and abruptly her rage turned to fear.  The big cat sprayed urine, and this new odor seemed to fuel their savagery as they clawed and bit, the arm around her neck tightening further, their combined strength breaking her bones and shutting off her attempts to draw oxygen.
The female fought on, biting and thrashing, feeling her rear claws dig into meat and then rip it away.  She locked her jaws on a snarling red face and bit down with the power of three hundred fifty pounds per square inch, an attack that could crush a bear’s skull.  Bone splintered, the head collapsed and the red body went limp.  Fingers from one of the others clawed at her face, thumbs plunging in, and then in a brilliant explosion of pain she was blind.
The inhuman shrieks shook the clearing, smothering the cat’s dying cries, now coming out as harsh wheezes.  The arm around her neck gave a sharp twist, followed by a dull CRACK, and darkness.
The mountain lion was not alive to hear the two surviving hobgoblins raise their voices in primal screams of victory.
 
 
Cross and Red loped through the trees, following the sounds and smell of the killing, the smaller creature chasing after the larger.  The redhead’s synapses were going off rapid-fire, flashes of light exploding behind her eyes with thought and sensation, her inhuman brain trying to process it all.  She smelled prey, moving dead things in the forest, and the odor of her own kind.  The scent of the human pack had been essentially lost to her for a while now, though she and the little one had caught an occasional fragment of it on the wind, enough to keep them moving in the right direction.  These new smells and sounds, however, were overpowering and demanded her full attention.
Whatever was dying up ahead gave out a final death wheeze, and then the twin shrieks of triumphant Hobgoblins echoed through the trees.  Red and Cross ran faster, and a low growl started in the redhead’s throat.
 
 
In life he’d been Sanchez, and in fact that name was stenciled on a patch over the left breast of his lube shop’s gray coveralls, now turned to little more than dirty rags.  Few had known or ever bothered to learn his first name, and over time he’d simply introduced himself as Sanchez.
Forty and spreading about the middle from the rich foods his wife served him, Sanchez had fathered four children and made a life in Yuba City, proud of his G.E.D., his family and his full-time job with benefits.  He’d been at that job, working beneath a Nissan Sentra up on the lift, when a pair of snarling corpses galloped through the open garage and took him down in the grease pit.  He’d barely had time to scream before it was over.
Sanchez’s pride in his family and his life was gone now, replaced with a simple need to keep moving in search of prey.  It took him fifty-odd miles west, through the low farm country and into the mountain forests, where he’d tried to hunt small animals.  Most of the time the hunger raged in him, for the creatures he wanted to eat were quick; deer simply ran away, squirrels shot up trees, and ground mammals scuttled untouched through the underbrush.  Sanchez hadn’t encountered a single living human since turning, hadn’t even caught such a scent, and so he didn’t know it was on the menu.
Recently, Sanchez had encountered two others like himself, neither of them edible, but both intent upon shuffling after him everywhere he went.  He didn’t know why, didn’t care.  He couldn’t eat them, so they didn’t matter.  Once when he fell and became entangled in a deadfall, the two others had merely stood and stared at him, swaying from side to side with their arms hanging limp.  Eventually they wandered off in separate directions.  When Sanchez was finally able to pull himself free, he wandered too.
He was so very hungry.
And then the porcupine had scampered past him through the snow.  It wasn’t much faster than Sanchez, and he’d let out a moan, following it.  A few moments later, something bigger ran past him in pursuit of the smaller animal.  More meat.  Sanchez moaned and reached, but the larger animal was gone in seconds.
Sanchez shuffled through the snow in the direction the creatures had gone, hoping to catch and eat one or both of them.
 
 
One had been a sheriff’s deputy named Snapier.  His fellow officers quickly picked up on the nickname he’d had since elementary school and called him Snapper.  It had never fit him better than it did now in death, for the deputy’s teeth clicked together constantly, reflexively.
While his colleagues were setting up a roadblock last summer, dispatch had sent him to a domestic call where a hysterical woman with a cell phone was reporting that she and her kids were barricaded in the bathroom while her enraged husband was battering at the door.  Snapper arrived and entered the house with his gun drawn to find the living room full of overturned furniture, and an upstairs bathroom door smashed and standing open.
The family – two adults and two kids – came at him from hallway doors on all sides, and it was over quickly.
Only days ago, trudging through the forest alone, Snapper felt a change coming over him, and curled up in several inches of snow behind a fallen tree.  He’d arisen about a day later, severely altered.  A newborn Hobgoblin.  Ghoul found him shortly after that.
Now Ghoul, the second Hobgoblin that had survived the fight with the mountain lion, tensed and spun as he caught a new scent.
 
 
Red leaped into the small clearing, landing in a crouch and growling.  Cross emerged more slowly, circling to the right, the dead eyes in her savaged face locking on the cooling carcass of the big cat, nostrils flaring.  Red’s eyes registered the Hobgoblin in the tattered sheriff’s uniform, saw the long claw gouges that had shredded and eviscerated him – black gore trickled from his exposed belly and stained a pattern on the snow – but she stared at Ghoul.
Her synapses fired like a string of red and black firecrackers.
Thoughts processed in her rapidly developing, alien brain.
Her instincts screamed for her to act.
Ghoul stood over the mountain lion and bared his teeth.  Shirtless, wearing only black leather pants and black engineer boots, he was tall and thin, hard with muscle – both from his human life and as a result of the change – and his skin was a deep crimson mottled with gray patches.  Lank, black hair hung below his shoulders and framed a severe, blade-like face.  His eyes were the same, soulless black he’d had in life, and just as predatory.
The word GHOUL was tattooed across his chest in gothic script, and the image of a fanged and hooded revenant was inked down his torso.  More tattoos sleeved both arms, all of them images of death, torture and supernatural beings.  Covering his back was a detailed image of Jesus, crucified in an inverted position and screaming as scores of tiny demons rended his flesh.  While alive, Ghoul had been a problem for anyone he encountered, a cruel being with a passion for sadistic violence.
He was much more now.
Red screeched, showing her teeth, standing in a hunched-over position that nearly put her on all fours, her thigh muscles tensing.  Both Cross and Snapper edged away, each wanting to feed on the fresh kill but more interested in the two Hobgoblins facing one another across the clearing.  Their own synapses were firing as well, images and sensations coming at them in bursts, but at a slower pace than the rapid-fire development going on in the redheaded Hobgoblin’s brain.
Ghoul’s brain was firing at a speed equal to Red’s.  In response to her challenge screech, he growled again, then seized the dead cougar just under its jaw, and with a snarl, tore the head from the body. Ghoul straightened, glared at Red with his black eyes, and tossed the head contemptuously into the trees.
The female let out a piercing howl and leaped across the clearing.  Ghoul charged, meeting her half-way, and in an instant they were two crimson figures locked in a deadly embrace, rolling across the ground, clawing and biting, hissing much as the mountain lion had done.  Ghoul pinned Red beneath him and bit off the top of one ear.  Red dug first her fingers and then her entire hand into an open wound on Ghoul’s side, put there by a cougar claw, finding one of the Hobgoblin’s ribs and snapping it.  They rolled again, and this time Red ended up on top, trying to grab Ghoul by the sides of his head, still snarling.
The male heaved and threw her off, scrambling to his feet, sinking broken fingernails into the dead meat of Red’s shoulder, the other hand groping for her face.  The female crouched, spun, and powered up under Ghoul’s ribcage, lifting him for an instant and then slamming him onto his back.  When he rolled to his stomach, she straddled him and gripped his hair in one hand.  The other found his open, snapping mouth, her fingers slipping inside,
Ghoul bit down, severing Red’s pinkie finger.
Her other hand released his hair and pushed down between his shoulder blades.  She held on as he thrashed, keeping him on his belly in the snow and mud as she pressed him down with one hand and hauled back on his head with the grip she held on the roof of his mouth.  There was a CRACK from somewhere in Ghoul’s neck, and at once his noise and motion stopped.  Red held him in that position for a moment, holding his head back at a sharp angle.  Ghoul slowly extended his tattooed arms out to each side and turned his palms up, going limp.
He let out a single, whining cry, his primitive brain understanding that a strong, backward pull would likely tear his head from his neck.
Red, her muscles still bulging beneath her taut, scarlet skin, applied just a bit more backward pressure, enough to force a shudder and another submissive whine from the creature beneath her.  Then she shoved Ghoul’s head back into the muddy snow and leaped off him, crouching once more, teeth bared and her chest rumbling.  She looked at Cross and Snapper.
Both Hobgoblins crouched and lowered their heads.
Ghoul climbed slowly to all fours, his head hanging a little askew on his neck, and stared at her between long strands of oily hair.  Then he lowered his head, too.
Red stood and flung her arms at the winter sky, letting out a long shriek that carried for miles.  The others remained head-down.
Sanchez stumbled out of the trees at that moment, moving stiff-legged toward the remains of the mountain cat, ignoring the other creatures in the clearing.  They were similar to him and thus not prey; he wanted only to tear into the dead flesh on the ground.
Her brain still flaring, flush with the sensations of victory and dominance, Red leaped and seized the intruder by the sides of his head, biting him repeatedly in the face and tearing away strips of skin.  Then she flung him away with a snarl.  Sanchez bounced off a tree, fell, then climbed to his feet and shuffled into the forest.
Red moved to the dead mountain lion, tore open its belly and began to feed.  The other three watched her from a short distance, unmoving.  After ten minutes, the redhead stood, held a hand toward the carcass, and gave out a dry, barking noise she had never made before but one which her brain said was right.  Ghoul, Snapper and Cross fell on the meat at once.
Red sank into a crouch and watched them feed.
 
 
Sanchez lumbered away from the clearing, bumping into trees, staggering more than usual, croaking softly.  He only made it a hundred feet before he collapsed into the snow, his body shuddering.  Thin scarlet lines were racing across his dead flesh, emanating from the fresh bite wounds in his face and spreading out in a spider web pattern.  His vision went crimson, and as he began convulsing, Sanchez curled into a fetal position.
He arose twenty-four hours later as a newborn Hobgoblin.
No longer clumsy and mindless, Sanchez spent an hour marveling at himself, at his red flesh and layered muscle, at his flexibility and the wonders of the new thoughts and sensations darting through his crackling brain.  He scented a raccoon and took off after it in a run, growling.  When the terrified animal went up a tree in an attempt to escape, Sanchez scrambled up after it, catching the hissing and yowling thing among the pine boughs and snapping its neck, feeding on its tender insides.
Back on the ground again, Sanchez sniffed at the air.  The fragments of scent told him that his own kind had vacated the clearing some time ago, but even those traces left a powerful trail easily followed.
Sanchez loped through the forest, following the Hobgoblin pack.
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Pepper felt like an ape.
Her long, once-luxuriant blond hair was greasy and pulled back in a hair tie, the scalp beneath sour and itchy.  Skin that had been cosmetics-ad perfect was sallow and blotchy from poor nutrition and an absence of hygiene, and she’d lost twenty-five pounds from an already slender figure.  At thirty, it was hard to believe that this wretched, filthy creature had once been named People Magazine’s World’s Most Beautiful Woman.
Dressed like a bag lady in layers of mismatched clothes and wearing a stocking cap, Pepper tried to remain still under her mound of blankets, watching her breath gather white in front of her.  The morning sun threw white bars through the bedroom window blinds and onto the wall.  She didn’t want to get up, wanted to stay where it was relatively warm, but she had to pee and couldn’t hold it any longer.  With a sigh she slithered out from under the pile and off the not-quite king sized bed, pulling on a pair of scuffed Timberland boots three sizes too big for her.  Extra pairs of socks helped them fit a little better.
She moved slowly down the hallway, joints popping, rubbing at her arms to get the blood flowing.  A plastic bucket served as her toilet, standing just outside the actual bathroom.  The door was closed.  It reeked in there from the backed up septic tank and brimming bowl, and she hadn’t been inside in months.  A dirty rag lay on the floor nearby.  She missed toilet paper.
With the most important part of her morning completed, Pepper walked forward through the tour bus.  Her bedroom was at the extreme rear, and she passed other bunk bed-style sleeping compartments as well as a second bathroom (also backed-up and closed-off) before emerging into the kitchen.  Other than a bag of trail mix with a few crumbs in the bottom and a can of Mountain Dew with only a sip left, it was a place completely devoid of food.  The cleaning products were long gone as well.  An inch of water stood in a plastic bowl on a black granite counter, next to a plate with a pool of hardened wax that represented the last candle.  The water was easy enough to replace, but she’d have to make a run today.  She could put it off no longer.
And that meant this could be her last day.  Again.
The living room was carpeted, spacious and appointed with fine leather couches and bolted-down, swiveling recliners.  An expensive guitar rested in one of the chairs, an electric blue-lacquered beauty with silver frets and signed by Garth Brooks.  Pepper moved past it and stopped at a panel set on one wall just in front of the driver’s compartment.  It was covered in small gauges, switches and lights, and she checked the settings to ensure that the rooftop solar panels were still showing as operational (she’d been up there yesterday to clear fresh snow away) and that the bus generator was in its green, standby mode.  She was able to put it on a timer so that it would power the heater for a short time during the coldest part of the night, then shut off so it wouldn’t be overworked.  The creeping cold also got her up in the morning, and for some time had been the only thing preventing her from simply lying in bed all day.  Not that there was anything pressing demanding her daily attention.  
The light for the solar panels was flickering, indicating that the stored power was low.  There’d probably been more snow during the night, so she’d have to clear them off again or it would mean the end of her heat.
In many respects, Pepper’s tour bug was “green,” and that fact, more than any other, was what had kept her alive as winter came on and the combination of deep cold and snow settled on the Sierras.  She had never been a person to really care about going green – she had a very busy life and other things always seemed more important – but her manager had said it would endear her to her fans, and so she’d purchased a new bus with supplemental solar power that left a smaller footprint on the environment.  Her manager had been right; the fans responded positively, and she’d even received praise from a few environmental groups for being so responsible.  At first it had been her private joke, and a little shameful.  Now it had saved her life.
I’m still probably going to die from starvation.
Or something worse.
Pepper leaned her forehead against the control panel and closed her eyes.  “Want to do some writing?” she asked.  “I’ve been working on a new song.”
“You’re stalling,” her brother said.
“Yes I am.”  She turned and looked at Scott, who was sitting in the recliner opposite the one with the guitar, feet flat on the floor, palms resting on his knees.  He looked as if he’d just gotten a fresh haircut, and he was wearing his dress uniform, the same one he’d been wearing when she said goodbye to him.  Twenty-five and recruiting-poster-handsome, her brother looked back at her with steady blue eyes.
“You have to go,” he said.
Pepper nodded.  “I know.”  She liked the dress uniform, sharply pressed with all his ribbons in place, the Silver Star he’d been awarded posthumously hanging around his neck.  Much better than the bloodstained desert camos.  Sometimes when he wore those she could see the ragged head wound just above his left ear.  Those days were more than she could bear.
“Let’s see what’s out there,” she said, kneeling on a leather sofa and putting her face to one of the big, frost-rimmed windows on the left side of the bus.  Scott remaining sitting.
The sun was blinding on the January snow, and she squinted until her eyes adjusted.  Above, the cloudless sky was a brilliant, pale sapphire.  As she’d suspected, several fresh inches had fallen during the night, turning many of the snow-covered vehicles out there into slightly larger mounds.  She didn’t need to see what was underneath the covering; she’d been in this same spot since August, and knew the world outside her tour bus by memory.  That lump was a green Volvo wagon with a dog rescue sticker on the bumper; this mound was a gray Camry with Nevada plates, and that little bump was a bright orange Prius with a dead old lady still buckled into the passenger seat, endlessly batting her gnarled hands against a window.
Just off Interstate-80, a little east of Truckee, California, the truck and traveler center had been fairly busy when Pepper Davis’ convoy of two buses and two tractor-trailers pulled in for fuel.  Touring for her new album, Shy Girls Don’t Dance, Pepper and her band had just finished a two night gig in Reno, and with one day of travel in between were next scheduled for three nights in Sacramento.  Only at mid-tour, they would have headed south to play L.A., then back across the Southwest (Phoenix, Dallas, Austin and other cities) before hitting dates in the South and finally ending in her home state of Tennessee for the tour finale.
That all ended in mid-August.
If only her driver hadn’t taken the keys with him when he got out and walked to his death, she’d have tried to drive the vehicle to safety.  Wherever that might be.  But he had, and she didn’t.
Pepper looked at other bumps in the snow she knew well; a Mercedes SUV, a Mini Cooper with a British flag painted on its hood, mini vans and rental cars.  A collection of eighteen-wheelers parked side-by-side in a row sat beyond the gas pumps for the big rigs.  She could see these easily enough, the snow wasn’t that deep yet, and down at the left edge of the parking lot, furthest from the center itself, was a pair of CHP Ford Explorers parked next to each other, nose to tail the way cops did when they wanted to talk to each other and stay in their cars.  She’d wanted to get to those two vehicles, to take what she’d hoped was inside, but it was too far.  They would never allow her to make it.  In the summer and fall, slow as they were, they would have closed in and cut her off from the bus.  Now, the snow was simply too deep.
On the right, about a hundred yards away, was her second tour bus and the two tractor-trailers filled with the stage setup, sound systems and instruments for her concert.  Both trucks had PEPPER DAVIS scrawled in giant, pink letters down the side, surrounded by stardust.  Next to her name, a huge, smiling headshot of the beautiful country music star herself looked back at the world.
Pepper scratched an armpit and looked at the parking lot.
She hadn’t been outside the bus – other than to take trips to the roof – in more than a week.  The recent and almost constant accumulation had obliterated the narrow paths she’d made through the snow.
“Maybe this isn’t a good day,” she told her brother.  A painful twist in her gut and a long rumble argued that it didn’t matter what she thought.
“You’re still stalling,” Scott said from behind her.
Pepper pressed her forehead against the cold glass and closed her eyes again.  She knew he was right.  She’d have to go out today.
“I miss you,” Pepper said.
Scott didn’t reply.
Pepper squinted out at the truck and traveler center again, examining every bump and mound in the fifty yards of white between her bus and the main building.
Winter wonderland.
Fifteen feet beyond her window, the snow shifted and a gray head with strands of white hair broke the surface.  Two gray arms followed, and the dead thing flailed at the white field that held it in place.  Its face was so drawn, the skin so tight that the thing wore a perpetual grin.  She couldn’t tell if it had been male or female.
Sleeper.  There’s the real problem.
That was what she called the ones that lay dormant under the surface, erupting upward with snapping teeth and clutching hands like a horrific landmine, hidden and waiting for something to trigger them.  What had set this one off?  Maybe nothing.  Sometimes they just did that.  Who knew what was going on in those rotting brains, if anything?
The next question; how many more were out there?
She’d been grabbed by a sleeper a little more than a week ago, felt its fingers lock onto her ankle as it pulled itself toward her.  Two more had burst through the surface nearby, and she’d known she was going to die.  Somehow she’d made it out.  She couldn’t remember how; it was all a blur of fear and adrenaline, and the singular reason why she hadn’t ventured outside again.
Pepper looked at the deep snow.  The absence of trails would slow her down, make it easier for them to trap her.  The thought of being hip-deep in the stuff and feeling a cold hand wrap itself around her calf, knowing the teeth would be coming next, was paralyzing.
“You’re out of food and you’re going to die,” her brother said.  “You don’t have a choice.  Toughen up.”
She closed her eyes again and lightly bumped her head against the glass in a slow beat.  Toughen up.  How many times had their father barked those very words at them, trying in his own way to prepare his children for an often unforgiving world?  She knew that in her case, it hadn’t taken.  She had always been a girly-girl, and although Daddy had insisted she learn to shoot and hunt, frequently taking Pepper and her brother into the Tennessee woods, she preferred clothes and makeup, pretty things and the endless chatter of young women.  And her music, of course.
When she’d complained about this character flaw to her manager, the man had laughed, shaken his head and reminded her that she’d had to develop a thick skin to have survived the music industry, and that was tough.  But that wasn’t the kind of tough her father intended.  That was more like an unstoppable drive to succeed and achieve her dreams.  Grit.
“You don’t think it’s the same thing?” Scott asked.
“Not even close.”  She still wouldn’t look at him.  “You were tough, though.”  And he had been.  Scott Davis, never the biggest boy in his group, had learned early on not to cry when hurt, to get back up after every fall, to never complain and never quit.  He didn’t let anyone push him around, and he hadn’t allowed anyone to push other people around, jumping in with fists flying when he found a smaller kid being bullied.  He’d taken his share of beatings because of it, but he’d always gotten up and stayed in the fight, eventually showing even bigger, older boys that they were simply going to have to kill him to make him go away.  It didn’t take long before they went away, leaving Scott and those he’d chosen to protect alone.  That was tough.  Hero kind of tough.
“Same house,” Scott said.  “Same dad, same lessons.”
“I should have listened better,” Pepper said.  A tear rolled down her cheek.  Her fraternal twin, he would have been thirty now.  Instead, an insurgent’s bullet had stopped him forever at age twenty-five.  His unit had been under fire, with a wounded man out in the open.  Without a moment’s hesitation, Scott Davis shed his heavy equipment and charged into the fire, pulling the injured soldier to safety, saving his life.
At the cost of his own.  A bullet found him just as he reached his team.  It had broken her father.  Mama had Scott’s flag, and Pepper had his Silver Star in a frame on her bedside nightstand.
“I have to go,” she said, and turned to look at her brother.
The recliner was empty.
 
 
Pepper took the small aluminum ladder out of a closet near the back of the tour bus and hooked it to the service hatch in the ceiling between the two sets of stacked bunks.  Then she pulled on a bulky brown Carhartt jacket she’d scrounged from the cab of a tractor-trailer in October, and put a dirty pair of wool socks on her hands.  She didn’t have gloves.  Minutes later she was popping the hatch, heaving it up and back against the weight of the snow, and climbing out onto the bus roof.  On her hands and knees, it took thirty minutes to wipe away the fresh snow covering the solar panels.
Pepper crawled a complete circuit of the bus, mindful not to slip off the edge, and checked to see if anything had moved up against the sides in the night.  It happened sometimes, a dead-head perhaps drawn to some noise she’d made inside the bus, standing just outside the main door.  Late last summer, before she’d learned to check from the roof, she’d popped open the door to make a run, and ended up in the arms of a snapping corpse.  She’d managed to push it away and get back inside before it could bite her, and had spent the rest of the day on a couch, hugging her knees and crying.
“There you are,” she muttered, wiping a snowy sock-glove at her runny nose.  Below her on the left side of the bus, near the luggage compartment doors, a dead-head was standing with its face pressed against the metal, arms limp at its side and swaying.  Pepper could see the trail it had made through the parking lot to get here.  “Determined, are we?”
She disappeared into the bus and returned moments later with Big Sticker.  She’d found it last fall in a camper she’d been raiding not far from the fuel pumps, a slender, eight-foot length of metal with a crank at one end, used to raise and lower canopies on campers and motor homes.  Pepper had wrapped duct tape around one end to make it easier to grip, then taped a butcher knife from the bus’s kitchen to transform the thing into a spear.
She crawled back to the edge and lay flat, leaning out over the side at mid-chest, turning Big Sticker in her hands until it was vertical, knife-end down.  She was no longer afraid of dropping it; she’d had plenty of practice.
Her stomach growled and twisted.
With a fierce stab she drove the blade down into the top of the creature’s head.  It was especially soft, like a rotten pumpkin, and the dead-head stiffened at once and sagged into the snow.  Pepper made one more crawling circuit of the bus roof before going back inside and returning Big Sticker to its place on the floor beside a couch.
“Are you coming with me today?” she asked her brother.
The recliner was still empty.
Guess not.  Now she shrugged into a backpack, stuffed a pair of empty pillow cases into a coat pocket, and took Little Sticker from its place beside her bed.  It was a two-prong barbecue fork people used when grilling.  Pepper slipped the handle thong around her right wrist so she couldn’t drop it or have it pulled away from her.  Then she went to a carpeted floor hatch in the center of the living room and lowered herself into the darkness of the luggage compartment underneath the deck.  Down here was a baseball bat, another empty backpack and a plastic flashlight.
It felt like a steel coffin down here, cold and dark, with only the open square above providing any illumination.  She didn’t turn on the flashlight, finding the handle of a luggage hatch with ease.  Both hatches were fitted with handles on the inside to operate the securing bolts just in case someone ever managed to lock themselves inside, the same way most cars were now equipped with an interior trunk release.  Pepper felt more than saw her breath in a cloud around her head.
“I have to eat.  I have to go.”  Her voice sounded hollow in the dark metal space.  “Toughen up.”
Then she turned the handle on the luggage hatch, pushed it up with a creak, and plunged into a world that wanted to destroy her.
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The snow was up to her hips.  Pepper had been all over the country, in all types of weather, but she’d never seen anything like this.  For the first time in her life she was able to appreciate something as simple as regular plowing.
It could be worse.  And it often was up here, as the driver of her tour bus had told her last summer, just before pulling into the fuel and travel center.  He’d been through this pass many times, he said, and the snow here was measured in feet, not inches.  He’d gone on to say that I-80, at the highest elevations where it crossed the Sierras, was almost certain to close several times during February, when it really piled up and took road crews time to push it back.  February was particularly harsh up here, he’d finished, wheeling the big bus into the parking lot, only minutes away from learning what harsh really meant.
February.  That’s only a couple of weeks away.
Pepper tried to push the implications of that away.  It wasn’t February yet (she was pretty sure) and today the snow was only three feet deep with a beautiful, bright sky above her.  Focus on the now, she told herself.
The sleeper she’d seen rise from the surface while she was watching out the bus window moaned and reached for her.  Pepper gave it a wide berth as she struggled through the snow, leaving at least twenty feet between them.  The thing tried to move its stiff legs forward, but it was uncoordinated and made little progress, though it did move.  The woman realized that given enough time, even at that speed, one of these creatures could walk across the United States without stopping.  She lifted her knees as she pressed on, quickly leaving the corpse behind.
That one didn’t scare her.  She was faster, and knew where it was.  It was the other sleepers that truly scared her, the ones still hidden beneath the heavy white blanket.  Each time she put her foot down, she expected her boot to crunch into the ribcage of a monster that would immediately begin clawing its way up her body.
She gripped Little Sticker in her right, sock-covered hand, wondering if she should have brought the baseball bat from the luggage compartment.  She’d never used the barbecue fork on one of the dead (similarly the ball bat she’d found it in the back of a family station wagon) because she’d always been fast – or lucky enough – not to get that close to them.  Except for the one at the door, of course.  That was the last time she’d gone out unarmed.  The bat would remain in the luggage compartment in the event she lost the fork and was headed back to the bus in a hurry.  She’d want a weapon waiting.  Looking at the dead thing floundering in the snow, the barbecue fork felt flimsy and insignificant.  Maybe the bat would have been better.
Too late now.
She kept her sights on the main building of the travel center.  No car burglaries for her today; she was headed for the honey pot.
The sleeper trying to catch up to her from behind wasn’t the only monster out here.  Pepper’s appearance had attracted attention.  At least four more dead people were moving in her direction from different locations, all of them slowed by the deep snow and their own stilted movement.  Slow, but again, moving steadily.  Eventually they would get where they wanted to go, she knew, so Pepper told herself to do the same thing, only first.  She kept an eye on the opposition as she pushed forward.
One was a trucker, still some distance away, who had driven one of the eighteen-wheelers carrying Pepper’s concert equipment.  She looked at his rotting face, and although she knew he would kill and eat her without a trace of remorse, she couldn’t help but feel a little sad.  She didn’t know his name, never had.  In fact she hadn’t known the names of a lot of her road crew members, the people who worked in the background every day to make her look and sound like a star out on that stage.  She realized she’d never even cared to know them or their names, letting herself become so wrapped up in her little fantasy world of celebrity that it simply hadn’t mattered.  Now it was a source of shame.  She’d heard that Brad Paisley, who was far bigger than she was, knew the name and personal story of every member of his crew, and treated them each like family members.
You weren’t a nice person, and now you’re being punished.
That’s what her mama would have said.
To her immediate right, out near several rows of parked cars, vans and SUVs, was the girl she’d nicknamed Sunny because of the big, smiling yellow sun on her T-shirt.  Maybe nine-years-old, the little girl fought through chest-deep snow, flailing her arms and snarling, eyes locked on Pepper.  The look of hungry rage that twisted the little girl’s face made her nickname a sick joke.  Far to Pepper’s left was a corpse in a short-sleeve flannel shirt with most of his scalp peeled back to reveal the white of skull, but he was limping so badly on rotten limbs that Pepper couldn’t think of him as being a threat any time soon.
The real problem lay ahead, and Pepper would have no choice but to deal with it.
Pepper had about fifty yards to go before she reached the front doors to the travel center.  Some of her view of the building was blocked by a Sysco truck pulled to the curb just right of the entrance, and to the left was a snow-covered sunglasses kiosk.  This left a twenty-foot-wide space between.  Since August, Pepper had passed through this gap and into the center more than a dozen times, carrying back as much food and supplies as she could.  The place had kept her alive.  And she’d been lucky so far, never having to face the dead in hand-to-hand combat, even when burglarizing cars and campers.  Her strategy was simple: a dead-head in a vehicle, even if it was still belted in and seemingly at her mercy, meant she moved on without confrontation, without taking chances.  She’d killed them from the roof of the bus with Big Sticker, but that had been from a position of safety, with distance between them.  She’d never truly been toe-to-toe with the walking dead.
It looked like that was about to change.
Fiddler had just moved into view from behind the Sysco truck, and was coming through the gap.  She was between Pepper and the front doors, and had locked eyes on her prey.
A woman in her late twenties, Fiddler wore a black tank top and designer jeans, knee-high boots and had long, black hair falling midway down her back.  Slender with enviable curves and lean, beautiful features (once) she’d been popular with the band and the crew, speaking in a gentle, Texas drawl, the kind of person who smiled easily, showing genuine interest in others.  It was her playing, however, that had propelled her to fan favorite in only two days.  Pepper’s manager had discovered her in Reno, and signed her as a back-up musician for the country star’s band.  The woman turned out to be a world-class rock and country violinist with a natural flair for showmanship, and both her fiddling and her stage presence had not only complimented Pepper’s music, but also driven the crowds wild.  She’d been booked to finish the tour with Pepper and her band.  The woman’s future was assured.
Mary?  Marie?  May?  Pepper couldn’t recall her name, though she remembered being angry and jealous not only of the woman’s talent and natural sexiness, but more because of all the attention she was receiving.  And that hadn’t been fair to the girl; Pepper was unquestionably the superstar, and there’d been nothing to fear from a young woman whose talent only made the show better.  In the two-and-a-half days they’d been together, the violinist had never been anything but deferential, grateful and kind with Pepper.
This, too, had been a source of regret after the world came apart.
Kind.  Nothing to fear.  Not anymore.  Fiddler was now intent upon ripping her apart.
Pepper shuddered, not from the cold, but from the look on Fiddler’s face as she pushed through the snow with determination, dead white eyes never leaving the meal.  There was no way to get past her and through the gap.
“What are you waiting for?” Scott asked.  Her brother was beside her, standing much higher with his boots hovering six inches above the snow.  He was in his desert camos again, and Pepper looked away before she could see the wound.
“I’m going back to the bus,” she said.
“Where you’ll starve.”
“I can’t get by her.”
“In fact you’re already starving.”
She looked at the dead woman advancing toward her.  “I’ll stand here and wait until she’s closer, until she’s out of the gap.  Then I’ll go around her.”
“By that time the others will be on you.”  Scott pointed first to the trucker, then to the little girl thrashing through the snow.  “That one looks especially mean and hungry.”
Pepper choked on a sob.  “I can’t do this, Scott!  I’m not strong enough to do this.”
“Then just give up and die,” he said.
Now Pepper did look at Scott, flinching when she saw the wound that had taken his life, but glaring at him anyway.  “I love you!  How can you say something like that to me?”
“You can’t take it?  You want death?”  Her brother pointed at Fiddler.  “Here it comes.”
 Pepper gritted her teeth.  “Asshole,” she muttered, then started lifting her knees again and pushing forward, raising the barbecue fork.  The dead woman reacted to her prey’s advance by moaning and moving a little faster.  “I’ve got something for you,” the country star growled.
Right.  You’re about to die.  You’re going to stab at her and miss, and then she’ll bite you.  You’ll end up just like she is, and all this suffering will have been for nothing.  Fear and anger twisted inside her as she thought about how pointless it was to survive this long only to be eaten by one of her own band members.
Pepper got within twenty feet of the dead woman and then poured on the speed, making a hard right turn and lunging through the snow.  Fiddler immediately shifted direction and came at her, and a cry escaped Pepper’s throat as she plunged ahead, her heart pounding.  Cold fingertips brushed at the shoulder of her jacket, and then Pepper was high-stepping past and through the gap between the Sysco truck and the sunglasses kiosk.  Fiddler snarled almost in her ear.
A moment later she was at the sidewalk in front of the doors, tearing one of her sock-gloves off with her teeth, digging into a pants pocket for a key.  A horseshoe-shaped bicycle lock hung between the outside handles, securing the doors.  Fumbling with cold fingers, she tried to work the key into the bottom, not daring to look over her shoulder.  She knew Fiddler had turned around now and would be heading in for the kill.  Pepper began to moan herself, stabbing with the key, missing, stabbing again.
CLICK.
The bike lock came free and she took it with her as she shoved through the glass doors and into the travel center.
 
 
The doors were rattling, the bike lock securing them from the inside now.  Fiddler stood outside with her gray face pressed to the glass, tugging at the handles.
Pepper was already moving, probing the darkness ahead with her flashlight.  The interior of the travel center was a rectangular mini-mall running from right to left, light coming in through the doors and lines of windows out front, quickly fading to gray and then black, unable to illuminate the deeper parts of the large space.  Ahead was a row of fast food restaurants and cashier stands, and to the right was an open area filled with booths and tables, trash cans and condiment stations, as well as a small visitor’s kiosk with a large map and racks of brochures for attractions in Truckee, Reno and California.  To the left was a chain coffee shop, restrooms, a few arcade games and the entrance to a mini-mart.  
She knew every entry point to the facility; another set of glass doors over in the mini-mart, and assorted fire exits throughout.  The mini-mart doors were secured from the inside by the twin of the bike lock behind her (she switched off every run; in one door and out another, then reverse the next time, alternating the locks inside and out) and all the fire doors were still closed and secure.
Except for one.
There was one fire door at the back of the Burger King that stood wide open.  During the chaos of that first day of outbreak, someone must have used it to get out the back of the building.  A pick-up truck – either intentionally or by accident – had crashed into the back of the center, pinning the fire door back against the side of the building.  Pepper hadn’t been able to move the truck (it was too damaged) and the door remained open.  There’d been nothing she could use to block it up.
Not that she had tried too hard.  She never stayed here long, always aware of the minutes ticking by, eager to return to the safety of the bus she both loved and had come to hate.  During the summer Pepper had briefly considered simply moving into the travel center so she wouldn’t have to risk making runs.  She was glad she hadn’t.  Even if she’d been able to figure out how to secure that pinned-open fire door, there were too many windows, and the continued presence of a living thing inside might cause the unliving things outside to try to break their way in.  The tour bus was steel, and the windows – except for the windshield and driver’s side - were bulletproof at the insistence of her manager, who screened her fan mail and wasn’t happy about everything he read.  Besides, the bus had heat, and this place didn’t.
The open fire exit meant something could get inside, making this place a risk every time Pepper made a run.
Her breath raised little white clouds in the tomb-like space, and she listened as she moved slowly left, toward the mini-mart.  Behind her the dead woman’s racket at the glass doors echoed through the dark building, making it difficult to tell if there was anything else inside with her.  Pepper gripped the barbecue fork more tightly and kept moving, passing the coffee bar and video game alcove, putting her flashlight on the entrances to the bathrooms.  The rattling of the doors was softer down here, and for a moment she was certain she heard something wet sliding across the tiles inside those dark places.  Nothing emerged.
Nerves.  Stay focused, time is slipping away.
The mini-mart was a much brighter space as she moved into it through a wide archway.  Tall windows ran the length of the front of this section, bright winter daylight flooding the room of shelving gondolas and glass-faced beverage cases.  She used to wonder why none of that glass had been smashed in, but decided that there had been nothing the dead wanted in here; during that terrible day, their meals had likely fled the building, heading for their vehicles, and run right into the teeth.  Pepper moved quickly from front to back, even peeking over the cash register counter.  She was alone and quickly went to work on the depleted shelves, stuffing both the backpack and the pillow cases.
The last four cans of tuna.
The last two cans of chili.  My insides will pay for these later.
A multi-pack of single serving breakfast cereals, the last one.
Two packages of beef jerky.
A travel-sized peanut butter.  The last box of Ritz crackers.  Six tins of Spam, leaving several more on the shelf.
Pepper sighed at what had become of her diet.  She’d once been so particular, conscious of everything she put in her body; hormone and gluten-free, organics, low carbs, almost nothing with added sugar.  Months of eating convenience store crap had helped ruin her complexion, and had she not rationed herself like a castaway who sees no rescue in sight, she probably would have put on weight as well.
Cheese spread.  Cookies.  The last two cans of baked beans.  A Snapple (only one as a treat, because the pack was getting heavy.)
She moved into a new aisle and shoved feminine pads and Advil into a pillow case.  Last month the cramps had nearly doubled her over, and she wasn’t going to be caught without pain relievers again.  She added a plastic bottle of Tums, thinking about what the food selections were going to do to her.
A pair of I LOVE TRUCKEE T-shirts went into the bag.  She thought for a moment about the complete absence of toilet paper or paper towels, and shoved in three more.  There was no more beef stew or soup, no Ramen Noodles or trail mix.  All the bread had gone green and hard, and the rancid dairy case was off-limits (the cheese and hot dogs were so lively they could walk on their own.)
Combos.  White rice (she wasn’t sure how she’d cook it.)  Sunflower seeds, three small cans of Spaghetti-O’s, pistachios, mints, a can of beets hidden at the back of a shelf (how did I miss that?) a travel-sized toothpaste, new toothbrush and a man’s roll-on deodorant (by God I’ll feel human again!) all went into the sack.  She looked at the aisle, picking up the last box of candles and some wooden matches, and her heart fell.  
Last August, the place had seemed packed with food and merchandise.  How was it possible that she had gone through it all in less than six months?  It would have been easier to let herself believe that some unseen person was also scavenging in here, but she knew she was alone, and had been since last summer.
Except for the dead, of course.
With the pack weighing down her shoulders and two pillowcases in the hand not holding Little Sticker, Pepper moved to the front of the store.  She glanced at the display behind the registers, at the full racks of cigarettes.
Why not?  It’ll pass the time, and it’s not like you’re going to live long enough to die of cancer.  She shook her head.  Because starting now would just be stupid.  And it ruins your singing voice.  An inside laugh.  You won’t be doing much singing, but at least your screaming will be clear and true.
She looked out the front windows at the parking lot with its snow-covered cars, her tour bus beyond at the far edge.  Enough time had passed that by now the trucker, Sunny and Flannel Shirt would have joined Fiddler at the glass doors.  As had become her routine, with the dead occupied down at the other end of the building, she would remove the bike lock from this set of doors, slip out, secure them from outside and scoot back to her bus.  They wouldn’t get close to her.
Pepper produced the key again and put her hand on the bike lock, then froze.  Something wasn’t right.  She held her breath and listened, then realized what it was.  The distant racket of Fiddler shaking the double doors was gone.  A chill crawled up her back and down her arms.
Did she lose interest and go away?  Not likely.
Why weren’t the others shaking the door?
She had a sudden image of the four creatures shuffling around to the back of the building in single file, finding the open door behind Burger King and moving inside.
Inside with her.
Were they already here?  Don’t be stupid, they’re single-minded things, not smart enough to strategize an alternate was in.
“Are you sure?” Scott asked.  He had appeared beside her, still wearing blood-soaked camos.
“No, I’m not,” she said in a small voice.
“Better assume they figured it out,” he said.  Then he was gone.
Pepper bit her lip to hold back a sob.  If they had gotten inside, then this place would no longer be available for scavenging; her food source would be cut off, because there was no way she could ever face four of them here in the dark.  Pepper looked around.  The shelves had seemed so empty a moment ago, but now she saw that there was so much more remaining, even dog food if it came to that, and the fast food places were sure to have canned goods in storage rooms.  She could even eat ketchup packets if she had to.  All of it could keep her alive just a bit longer, but now they were going to take it all away.
A distant crash echoed through the travel center.
Something figured it out.
Within moments she was back out in the snow, slipping the U-shaped arm of the bike lock through the door handles and snapping it shut, turning toward the parking lot.
Fiddler was on the sidewalk too, trudging toward her, halfway between these and the other set of doors.  The dead woman snarled.
The doors were locked behind her.  No going back now.  Pepper set off into the parking lot, swinging her arms with the pillow cases and the barbecue fork, picking up her knees, eyes on the distant bus.  Fiddler angled off the sidewalk and followed.
Keep moving.  Keep moving.
Moaning came from her left now, and she glanced over to see Sunny surging through chest-deep snow, croaking and baring her teeth, closer to her prey than she’d ever been.  The trucker was close behind her, and the limping thing in the flannel shirt was coming in from the right, having shortened the distance between them far quicker than Pepper thought he could.  Left, right and behind, all closing in.
The bus is right there.  I can outrun them.
The sleeper she’d seen earlier had apparently tried to follow her to the travel center, and was now even more out of position that it had been; no threat.  She kept going, the moans of the dead coming faster, desperate and hungry.
Almost there.
Pepper’s right boot came down on something soft, and it moved under the snow.
Oh, God!
The corpse’s head burst from the surface, a rotting woman with gray skin, eyes almost solid white with pricks of blue for pupils.  It hissed and snapped its teeth, locking a frigid hand on Pepper’s knee, pulling itself up until it was on all fours, the taut skin of its naked, gray back lined with vertebrae lumps and breaking through the white crust.  Pepper screamed and tried to pull away, and thrust down with Little Sticker.  The prongs ripped through wet skin, splitting its scalp but not puncturing the skull.  She stabbed again, hitting it in the forehead, but the forks didn’t get through the bone.
The sleeper rose to its knees, grabbing her backpack to pull itself up.  In the parking lot behind her, Fiddler and Sunny let out an enraged mix of moans and snarls.  Pepper screamed again and kept pulling away, dragging the dead thing off its knees, stabbing a third time.  The twin tips of the barbecue fork plunged deep into sagging neck flesh without effect.
The sleeper snapped its teeth.  All color seemed to have leeched from its dead flesh, making it look wet, pale and worm-like.  It used its grip on the backpack to pull itself up, while pulling Pepper into its grasp and teeth.  Behind it, Fiddler was trying to gallop, close enough to throw her shadow on the snow beside Pepper.
Pepper shrieked and stabbed once more, one of the side-by-side prongs ripping out a marble-like eye, the other jamming tightly into the socket, but neither reaching the brain.  The weapon did become wedged, however, and when the sleeper jerked again at the backpack, Little Sticker was torn from her hand.  Pepper realized too late that when she’d been inside the mini-mart bagging up supplies, she’d forgotten to slip the leather strap around her wrist.
The sleeper snapped again, this time ripping one of the socks off her hand.  Brief pressure on her fingers, but the teeth didn’t get through the sock to break the skin.  Pepper cursed and swung the heavy pillowcases together, bashing the creature in the side of the head, knocking it aside and losing her grip at the same time.  Crackers and canned goods and feminine pads spilled out across the snow.
The sleeper didn’t let go of the backpack, despite the blow and Pepper’s desperate twisting.  It tugged hard.  Pepper felt her footing start to slip from beneath her; if she went down she was finished.  With a panicked cry, she moved her shoulders and twisted, letting the pack’s straps slide down her arms.  The creature fell onto its back in the snow, biting at the pack, and Pepper ran for the side of the bus, knees pumping high.
The others moved past the thrashing sleeper and pursued, Fiddler only two arm’s-lengths away.
Pepper reached the open luggage compartment and scrambled inside, not pausing to check if something else might have climbed in while she was gone.  Panting like a dog on a hot day, she pulled the door down fast, shoving until she heard the lock catch.  Then she was climbing up through the floor hatch, slamming it shut and throwing her diminished body weight on top of it.
Fists beat at the metal sides of the bus, a hungry hammering she thought might never let up.
Go up on the roof with Big Sticker and clear them off.
She couldn’t.  Her heart was running so fast she thought she might be in cardiac arrest, hyperventilating and on the verge of passing out, and she was so very cold.
Lost all of it.  The pack, the food, Little Sticker, even the flashlight.
Pepper lay on the carpeting between the leather recliners and curled into a fetal position, hiding her face and sobbing.  Hungry and alone, she cried without even her brother’s ghost for comfort.
Outside, the dead pounded and did not stop.
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“Look at that,” PFC Rooker said.  “You ever seen anything like that in your life?”
Cole Burke spat into the snow, resting his SAW on one knee.  “Nope.  Heard about it.  Used to happen sometimes back home, but never seen it.”
The two soldiers were kneeling in the snow, white powder rising almost to their chests in this position.  Interstate-80 stretched out ahead and behind, flat, twin ribbons of white with pines sweeping up and away on both sides.  They were in the east-bound lane, the rest of the squad stretched out in single-file behind them at twenty foot intervals.  Tracks from where they had been disappeared west to their rear.
Ahead of them, the sound of breaking glass came again, followed by a deep, bellowing sound.
“Think he’ll rip the door open?” asked Rooker.
Burke spat again.  “Don’t need to,” came the Wyoming drawl.  “He’ll go in through the window.”  They watched in fascination as the scene unfolded.  Behind them, the squad had stopped and knelt as soon as Rooker, walking point, held up a closed fist and sank into the snow.  Burke, walking backup with the squad automatic weapon, had immediately moved up to cover the point man, looking for the threat.  He hadn’t expected this.
Another bellowing sounded across the distance, followed by a roar.
“That is one dead freak,” Rooker said.
Burke nodded but added, “You know what you said don’t make a bit of sense, right?”
“Like the way you talk, shit-kicker?”
“What was that, Tennessee?”
Behind the two men, third in line, Skye rose from the snow and moved forward.
“Spacing,” growled Oscar from behind her.  She ignored him and joined the two men, kneeling on Rooker’s other side.  “What’s going on?”
Rooker pointed.  “He came out of the trees on the right.  That’s why I stopped.”
Skye looked up the highway.  Less than a hundred yards away, what had to be a four hundred pound male black bear was standing on its hind legs beside a Subaru station wagon that was buried in the snow up to its doors.  The animal had smashed the driver’s side window, and was now batting its big paws at a moving corpse still belted into the front seat.  Claws tore at decomposing flesh, and the zombie flailed its arms, craning its neck as it tried to bite back at the bear.
“Break in,” said Burke.  “Bears get hungry enough, sometimes they break into cars looking for food.  Especially if no one’s around to chase ‘em off.”
“Food?” said Rooker.  “You mean its gonna eat the zombie?”
Burke bobbed his head.  “Bears will eat anything.  They love chowing down on dead stuff.”
Skye watched as the massive animal bellowed and sank its claws into the corpse’s chest, ripping it open and pulling apart the ribcage.  Only the seatbelt kept the thing from being dragged out of the car.  The zombie raked its fingers harmlessly at the animal’s thick fur.
A raspy voice came over their individual radios.  “You better unfuck yourselves, grenade bait.”
Skye looked over her shoulder to see the master sergeant glaring at them.  “Who’s throwing grenades?” she asked the two men.
“It’s only an expression,” Burke said, rising and moving to the right side of the highway before sinking back into the snow, this time keeping his eyes and his machine gun pointed at the woods.
“We’re too bunched up,” Rooker said, moving left.  “You should get back in line.”
Skye didn’t.  She stayed where she was, watching the bear.  Before long it tired of batting at the corpse and thrust its enormous head into the Subaru.  There was a muffled roar as the animal planted both front paws on the car door, then pulled back.  The zombie’s crushed head was in its jaws, the body still in the driver’s seat.  Skye could swear she heard the wet ripping sound as the head came free, but realized that would have been impossible at this distance and she was only imagining it.  She watched as the great ursine shook its head, sending the rotting ball flying.  Then it shoved itself back into the car up to its shoulders and fed.
Skye and the Ranger remained kneeling and waited, watching the road in front and the trees to either side.  There was nothing else to do but stay here until the bear was finished.  No one acted as if they were going to shoot the big animal, and Skye certainly wasn’t going to do it.  The bear was just being a bear (though she didn’t know they broke into cars, and that surprised her) and it had just destroyed a zombie.  That made the bear A-Okay with her.
She shifted from one knee to the other, her SCAR cradled in her arms.  Maybe it was because she wasn’t moving anymore, but she was certain that it was getting colder.  The gray light of a stormy, afternoon sky suggested that weather might be on the way, and as if to confirm this, the pine trees began to sway slowly in a rising breeze, shedding curtains of white powder.  Flakes and crystals puffed across the flat, white surface before them, and Skye tucked her face down into the neck of her coat.  Perhaps she’d pull on the gruesome death’s head ski mask Rooker had given her.
The bear continued to feed.
Emigrant Gap was behind them to the west, about five miles back as best Skye could guess, though it was difficult to tell given their slow pace.  She wished she had checked a mile marker in town; then she could make periodic checks along the way to track their progress.  She decided it was a bad idea, though.  Seeing how little distance they had actually traveled would probably be demoralizing.
We’ll get there when we get there.
This morning they had loaded up in the Titan and orange highway department truck and driven up onto the highway, through Emigrant Gap and maybe a mile more east of town.  Tires began to bog down, the trucks started to slide and that was that.  Captain Sallinger ordered everyone to gear up and head out on foot.
It was slow work, trudging through knee-deep snow with heavy packs.  Skye was glad she had maintained her fitness level, and although it was hard work, she didn’t complain, wouldn’t complain, especially around Master Sergeant Cribbs.  The other Rangers griped plenty (except for Cribbs and the captain, who also did nothing to stop it) and Skye wondered if that was part of the incomprehensible soldier’s culture; bitching, complaining but doing the job anyway.  All of them carried their loads and kept pace without needing to be barked at by their top sergeant.
On foot and out in the open like this made Skye nervous, and she frequently looked behind her even though there were three Rangers back there.  She’d heard the Hobgoblin howling out in the forest last night, though she hadn’t seen it and neither had anyone else.
But it’s still out there.
She’d been waiting for it all day, expecting to see a blur of red against the snow, darting among the trees.  She’d seen nothing but an owl coasting above the tips of the pines, and then this hungry black bear.  No Hobgoblin.
But it’s still out there.
The bear was still at it, and Skye sighed, wishing it would finish up.  The longer she knelt in the snow, the colder she was getting, her body heat causing her pants legs to grow damp, in turn drawing away more heat.  She longed to be moving again, and not just because it would keep her warm.
Movement is life, a voice said from her past.  Skye didn’t argue.
She thought about that voice, a National Guardsman about her age named Taylor.  He and Sergeant Postman had saved her from the swarming campus of U.C. Berkley, had taught her the basics of shooting, and had given their lives so that Skye could escape death on a Berkley rooftop.  She could hear their voices well enough, but realized she couldn’t remember their faces.
Not so with her family, and thoughts of the carnage at the university brought back images of her little sister Crystal, her mom and dad.  But they were death images, and in the case of Crystal and Mom, undeath images.  She could no longer picture them any other way.  Skye’s breath caught as she tried to force the visions out of her mind.
Another face appeared, the rough visage of Bill “Carney” Carnes, the San Quentin inmate who saved her from the death trap of an Oakland church and later, for a brief time, became her lover.
And I did love him.
Carney had died in Chico, California only days ago, cut down by a wild shot from an AK-47.  Her eyes moistened and she blinked hard, the cold making them sting.  At least he hadn’t turned, and she could still see his face clearly enough.
She wondered how long that would last, and then realized she didn’t want to see his face.  His memory was a hurtful thing, and a distraction.  It pulled at her focus, her only purpose in life; destroying the opposition, living or dead.  Skye had come to the decision that it was a worthy purpose, and the only one that mattered anymore.
At last the bear was sated, and pulled its head out of the Subaru, fur wet and matted with gore.  It sniffed around the car for a bit, then lumbered to the side of the road, climbed over the guardrail and disappeared into the forest.  The master sergeant’s voice crackled over the radio, and the squad got moving again, Rooker still on point with Burke walking second.  Skye’s boots crunched along the path beaten down by the two men and she followed, glancing into the Subaru as she passed only to see there was not much left of the zombie.
They put the scene of the bear break-in behind them, moving slowly east as the light faded behind them.  The wind picked up, and the temperature continued to drop.
 
 
It wasn’t snowing yet, but the wind continued to blow, kicking up clouds of white.  Above, the light was finally running out of a steel-clad sky, passing into evening.  For hours the line of figures had trooped through knee-deep snow on the eastbound lane, encountering not a single stopped car or truck; only the Subaru the bear had broken into.  There hadn’t been an off-ramp or a single structure on the side of the road, either.  Only pines and the white interstate.
Captain Sallinger took a long look at the sky and used the radio to call a halt.  The signal was weak, and he knew the batteries would be dead by tomorrow.  He waited for the Rangers to assemble in a semi-circle, and Skye joined them.
“That’s enough for today,” he told them.  “We’ll bivouac here.”
Half the Rangers immediately began using their entrenching tools to clear a circle in the snow, while the rest began putting together a bright blue, nylon dome tent they’d found in the small house in Emigrant Gap.  Skye stood to the side with her sniper rifle, watching outward and turning in a slow circle.
The wind bit at her skin, and she took a moment to swap her knit cap with the wool, death’s head ski mask, pulling it down over her face.  She felt warmer at once, and the eye holes didn’t impede her vision.  Her cheeks began tingling as blood rushed back into the flesh, and she looked at the men working around her, all of them, including Sallinger, wearing the same masks.  They looked fearsome with these hellish faces, armor, weapon harnesses and rifles, like warriors of the underworld arisen to stalk an icy wasteland.  She supposed she looked equally frightening, especially dressed all in black as she was, and the thought made her smile beneath the mask.
Once the tent was erected, Sallinger ordered, “Everyone get some chow in you.  Oscar, put together a watch roster for the night, two men per shift, two hours long.  We’ll move at first light.”
“If we’re not completely snowed under,” Corporal Bracco grumbled.
Sallinger smiled.  “Oh we’ll still be moving, Bracco.  We’ll just be using you as a sled dog.”
“Hoo-ah,” the big man said, nodding.
Master Sergeant Cribbs pointed at each man and called out the shifts they would stand watch.  He gave himself an extra shift, and included the captain on an overnight watch.  To Skye’s surprise, he included her as well, pairing her up with the captain.
Everyone tore into their MREs, the meal-ready-to-eat they all carried that fit into a brown plastic pouch and didn’t require heating.  Although she had carried them during her weeks of traveling alone through Berkley and Oakland, Skye had always scavenged her meals from houses, and never had the need to eat or even open an MRE.  She was impressed at everything she found inside a package about the size of a large paperback.
 The main course was a pouch of spaghetti and meat sauce, and a pouch of peaches served as the side.  She found crackers and peanut butter (PFC Moore warned her to avoid that, unless she wanted to be plugged up for a few days, although he admitted that the peaches often counteracted the peanut butter), a small package of cookies, a bag of M&Ms, and a pouch of Gatorade-like drink powder to mix in a canteen.  She also found a plastic spoon, salt and sugar, matches and chewing gum, and a small packet of toilet paper.
“Everything you need,” said PFC Moore, his ski mask rolled up into a cap as he shoveled cold beef stew into his mouth.
Skye tasted the spaghetti, and found it to be fairly good.  Then her eyes widened as she realized she was actually able to taste it.  Her sense of taste had fled her months ago, apparently a side effect of the virus exposure and subsequent slow burn.  Being unable to taste food had made her care very little about eating, and it helped to keep her lean.  Probably too much, though in another life her slender, toned build would have attracted men and let her fit into just about any clothes she wanted.  Now the heavily preserved spaghetti was like fine cuisine, and she gobbled up every morsel, scraping the inside of the pouch with her plastic fork, wishing she had a spoon instead.  Moore watched her and laughed.
“What’s that?” Skye asked, pointing her fork at the black PFC’s meal 
“Blueberry cobbler.”
“Really?”  She shook her head.  “Trade you for my cookies.”
Moore laughed again.  “No way!  Throw in your M&Ms and you got a deal.”
“If you give me your toilet paper,” the young woman said, dangling the bag of candy.
This brought a long “Oooohh…” from the other Rangers.
Moore shook his head.  “Never ask a man to give up his butt-wipe…er, TP, Miss Dennison.  That’s no joke.”  He smiled as he said it.
“But if you find any Charms,” Burke said, seated to her left, “you just throw them away.”
She looked at him.  “The candy?  You’re not serious.”
Burke and the other Rangers nodded, their faces telling her that they were quite serious.  “Bad luck,” Burke said, going after a forkful of what looked like meatloaf and gravy.
No one gives up toilet paper.  Throw away your Charms.  Check.
Skye squeezed the spaghetti packet from the bottom like a toothpaste tube and sucked at the plastic, tilting her head back to catch every drop.  Then she looked at the MRE packaging.  “How long do these things last?”
“Supposedly three years,” said the captain.
“Pardon me, sir, but that’s horseshit,” growled Cribbs.  “I’ve eaten MREs with a fifteen-year-old date stamp on them, and aside from some discoloration they were just fine.”
“That was when you was in the Civil War, right, Top?” said Burke.
“Yeah,” said Moore, “did you fight for the North or the South?”
The master sergeant grumbled for his men to go fuck themselves.
Corporal Bracco wiped the sleeve of his coat across his mouth.  “Fifteen years.  Top could eat the ass out of a billy goat and ask for seconds.”  He bumped fists with Burke.  The men laughed, and talk quickly turned to silly, and likely embellished Army stories, each more outrageous than the one before.  Skye smiled at it, though she frequently didn’t get what was so funny, not understanding much of their terminology, or their world for that matter.  But she was starting to understand the bond Cribbs had talked about when he’d had her alone on the interstate on-ramp.  They were like brothers; playful and breaking each other’s balls, trying to out-insult one another, but with a friendship that outsiders would rarely appreciate.  When the laughter died and talk turned to families, however, Skye pulled her ski mask back down and walked a few yards into the deepening gloom, the sniper rifle resting in the crooks of her elbows.  No one called her back to the group.
Before long, the Rangers retreated into the dome tent, leaving Sallinger and Skye to stand the first watch.  It wasn’t long before the bodies inside the tent settled in and were still.  Snoring soon followed, and Skye found herself envying these men for how quickly they could fall asleep.  She was usually restless, jarring herself awake at the slightest sound, even when she’d been surrounded by the safety of Nimitz and wrapped up warm in Carney’s big arms.
Don’t go there, she warned herself.
She and Sallinger stood in the wind and blowing crystals as the sky blackened and full night came on.  The darkness would have been absolute if not for the NVGs each wore, their world transformed into a near-daylight of varying greens.  The highway was empty, any animals in the area wisely bedded-down among the trees.  The quiet was broken only by the kiss of the wind on the snow’s surface and the soft moaning of swaying pines.
Skye and the captain stood close together, facing in opposite directions and constantly scanning with their night vision goggles.  They said nothing for nearly an hour, and then Skye spoke.
“What’s waiting for us in Reno?”
“Civilization,” said Sallinger.  “What’s left of it these days, anyway.  Military, a few civilians.  Hot showers and hot chow.”
After a long pause she said, “Do you think we’ll even survive long enough to get to Reno?”
Sallinger didn’t answer for a long time, then only said, “We’ll have to see, Miss Dennison.”
It wasn’t comforting, but it was an honest answer.  Skye didn’t think they would.  They stood the rest of their watch in silence, shifting occasionally to stay warm.  The familiar white headache began to scrape and probe at the center of Skye’s brain, and she breathed deeply, praying it would pass.
Before long, it started to snow.
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The snowflakes appeared as black motes in the crimson spectrum of her vision.  Red lay on her belly in the snow fifty yards from the dome tent and the figures standing outside.  Covered in a veil of white – the snow did not melt as it gathered and piled up on her dead and yet not dead flesh – she was invisible, barely peering over the crust.
She dared go no closer, though she ached to savage them, to rip and bite and disembowel, to drag them screaming from their shelter.  Her body trembled as she imagined it, but she would approach no further.  Despite the darkness and the things drifting from the sky to collect on the ground in deepening layers, her instincts warned her off.  She intuited that the humans could somehow see in the darkness, though not well, and knew they had weapons that could destroy her from a distance.
Red had witnessed this personally in Chico, when the male that was like her had pursued the Skye through the shattered human city, catching and nearly killing her.  One of the others with the Skye had destroyed her hybrid brother before he could make the kill.  Red watched it all from less than a hundred yards away, concealed in the burnt ruins of a house.
She felt nothing for the slain Hobgoblin, no loss or compassion, no yearning for revenge.  The episode had only served to instruct her on human capabilities.  Her dead brother had been impulsive, surrendering to rage and the primal urge to kill, facing the humans in the open.  Red would be more clever.
And she knew that she already was more clever.
Every day of her existence revealed remarkable new things; knowledge about the world, about the scent and movement of prey, about the humans.  Her muscles still twitched on occasion as they continued to grow and change, and at times she would crouch and simply stare at her hands, slowly moving the fingers, fascinated by the sliding muscles beneath the taut, scarlet skin.  Recently, dark spots had appeared at the tip of each digit, something hard underneath slowly pushing upward each day.  There was no pain.  Running a hand across her head revealed more of the same, seemingly hundreds of bumps beneath the red hair, straining upward against her scalp.  It made no sense to her, but she was still more beast than anything else and did not question what was happening to her body.  It was simply all too wonderful, developing all the time.
Developing fastest of all was her brain, constantly crackling with red and black energy.  That which a day ago had been incomprehensible was now understood, and amidst the chaos of growth were thoughts and sensations that only a predator could understand.
There were others like her, of course, those she had dominated and who now lurked in the tree-line far to her rear, forbidden to approach.  They were similar, yes, and the one with the long black hair and the images imprinted upon his flesh was strong, but not as strong as she.
Red sensed that she was special.  Unique.  And would become even more so.
But she was a Hobgoblin nonetheless, and the primitive part of her longed to maim and kill.  Heat blooms from the two figures standing outside the shelter – the Skye and another human – begged to be extinguished.  More heat blooms glowed inside the structure, slightly muted by the dome that kept the… snow, her brain suddenly revealed…off them.  Those humans slept.  It would be a simple matter to kill the Skye and her companion; Red had no doubt that she could approach silently and cripple both before they could react.  The attack would not be silent, however, and the prey in the shelter might awaken and use their weapons before Red could tear her way in and destroy them.
She could almost feel their hot blood splashing against her skin, hear the screams and the crack of bone.
No.  Following, watching, waiting for the right moment, that was how she would do this.  The humans were all together now, and there was great danger in that.  They would separate eventually, she sensed that, and then she and the pack would take them down one at a time, tearing them apart before the others could reach them to fight back.
Something deep within her crackling mind told her that this method of hunting would not only be effective, but it would strike the greatest terror in her prey.  That thought brought a pleasant feeling with it.  Their terror might even be more satisfying than the actual kill.
Red watched a while longer, then slowly shuffled backward through the snow, eyes locked on the heat shape that was the Skye.
 
 
“P-p-please…d-don’t…”  The woman’s voice was a waver, nearly a whisper.  It was immediately drowned out by the high-speed metallic whine of a circular saw.  At the sound, the whimpers turned to uncontrollable shrieking.
Ghoul grinned and kept the trigger down on the saw, blotting out the woman’s noise.  When he could see that she had stopped, and was now sitting with her eyes tightly shut, gritting her teeth and shrinking into the chair where the duct tape held her, Ghoul let go of the saw’s trigger.  The blurring blade wound down with a quick ping-ping-ping until it stopped.
The woman didn’t move, didn’t open her eyes.
Ghoul was seated on a bar stool three feet away, bare-chested so she could see the ghastly images of his tattoos across the canvas of his pale flesh.  His long black hair hung down over his face, and he peered through it as if it were a curtain.
“Scared?” he said.
The woman nodded, a barely perceptible bob of the head.  Her face was wet with tears, and there was a puddle beneath her chair giving off an ammonia stink.
He grinned.  “That’s the idea.”  One slender finger caressed the hooked teeth of the circular blade, and a line of blood appeared on the pad.  Ghoul watched the woman and slipped the finger into his mouth, sucking at it.
He had picked her up at a truck stop outside Reno.  She couldn’t be more than eighteen, a runaway wearing too much mascara and knee-high boots with broken-down heels.  He’d told her he was the lead singer of a band, on his way to play a gig at a small club in Carson City.  She’d been skittish at first, probably new to life on the road and reluctant to get into a car with this thin, odd-looking man.  Ghoul had been casual.
“Suit yourself.”  He’d leaned over to pull the door shut, but the girl caught the frame before it closed.
“You’re not some kind of nut, right?” she’d asked, shaking her head, biting her bottom lip as she smiled.
Ghoul laughed.  “Right.  Crazy as a shithouse rat.  Those creepy truckers are much better.  You should ride with them.”  He tugged the handle.  “C’mon, I gotta go.”
She laughed too, and got in, hugging her backpack close to her chest.  He stayed on his side of the front seat and didn’t even look at her as the ’71 Camaro pulled away, heading south.  He lit a cigarette and passed it to her.  “I’ll take you as far as Carson City.”
“I can’t give you money for gas.  And I’m not doing anything else.”
He shrugged.  “I gotta go that way, anyway.”  He knew she was probably working her way west from Kansas or Iowa or some other corn-country shithole, giving head to any trucker who would give her a ride.  He could see her out the corner of his eye, hunched up against the passenger door and holding the backpack like some kind of shield, still creeped-out.
Sure, blow some fat, sweaty trucker for a hundred miles of distance, but not the guy with the leather jacket and cool car.  He suppressed a grin, draping one wrist over the steering wheel and driving just a shade above the speed limit.  It didn’t matter.  He wasn’t interested in that.
Not in her present arrangement, anyway.
As the Camaro moved south through the desert, the night sky ablaze with stars and the muscle car’s headlights twin pools of white on the black asphalt, the girl began to relax.  She talked about a shitty home life in some ass-end farm town, about California and Hollywood, about being really talented.  Ghoul had heard it many times before from that seat, and so now he barely heard it at all, saying nothing and only grunting in places to keep her talking.
A little more than an hour later, the lights of the Nevada Highway Patrol came on behind the Camaro.  The muscle car pulled to the gravel shoulder, and after a minute the crunch of boots approached on the driver’s side.  Ghoul cranked down the window, letting in cool desert air.  A Maglite swept first over the empty back seat, then into a front passenger seat that was occupied only by a weathered backpack, and finally settled on the car’s lone occupant, a Goth punk with a cigarette dangling from his lips.
“License and registration.”
Ghoul handed them over, along with his insurance card.  The paperwork was all in order (although the name Ghoul appeared nowhere) and he was unconcerned.  He’d been stopped before, and it was actually kind of a rush when he had a special passenger on board.  The vintage Camaro was a cop magnet, and he knew a ticket was coming.  Cops took one look at him and that was it; no warnings.  He suspected it was jealousy over his fine car, a classic thing of beauty that they would never own themselves, forever stuck with some sensible minivan piece of shit for the fat wife and snotty kids.
“Do you know why I stopped you?”
Is it because of the girl in the trunk?  “Going a little fast, I guess.”
The highway patrolman nodded.  “Stay in your vehicle,” he said, walking back to his car.  Ghoul did, lightly drumming his fingers on the steering wheel.  There was no sound from the trunk; she was still out from the heavy dose of heroin (and hadn’t she been surprised when the needle suddenly appeared in his hand and sank into her neck.)  It didn’t matter.  If she came around and made noise, anything the cop noticed, Ghoul would blow him away, shoot him right in the face where the body armor wouldn’t help him.  The forty-five with its beautiful, custom grips always rode in a little depression under the driver’s seat, but while the cop was walking back to his car, Ghoul transferred it to just under the left side of his leather jacket, easy to reach, easier to use.
The girl stayed quiet.  The cop told him to slow down, handed over a ticket and let him go.  Ghoul was grinning as he threw the cop a wave out the window and pulled carefully back onto the highway, keeping the Camaro right at the posted speed limit.
“He was so close to you,” Ghoul said now to the girl in the chair.  Her eyes were open again, and she’d started crying once more, her shoulders hitching.  “Never even suspected.  Your rescuer, your white knight…”  He snapped his fingers.  “Gone for doughnuts without a second look.”  He smiled and pointed at her.  “Your tax dollars at work.”
She closed her eyes and cried harder.
Ghoul’s house, actually a sagging trailer on the outskirts of Carson City, Nevada, was a place so remote that not a single neighboring house could be seen across the desert in any direction.  An orange extension cord ran from the trailer to a rusting, corrugated metal shed out back, powering both the circular saw and a single work light hanging from a rafter overhead.  He had already told her screaming would do no good, that there was no one around to hear her.
She screamed anyway.
They always did.
Quiet was what the other were now, though, and altered.  Even a world-class forensic investigator would be hard-pressed to put together what he would find if anyone ever excavated the ground beneath the big compost heap behind the shed.  Plenty of bones, sure, but no skulls, and not so much as a single tooth.  Seventeen bodies in there, all road wanderers like this one.  He’d never known their names, or if they’d told him, he didn’t remember.  Law enforcement in four western states wanted him for the disappearances; they just didn’t know who it was they wanted.  That fact never failed to amuse him.
Ghoul yawned.  It was getting late, and there was much to do.  He gunned the circular saw, making the girl jump against the duct tape and cry out.  He looked at her.  No, she was all wrong, her limbs completely out of place.  She needed to be properly arranged.  Only then would he be able to consummate their relationship.
He let the blade ping itself to a stop again and nudged her knee with the tip of his boot.  When she opened her eyes to look at him, he grinned behind his curtain of black hair.  “Now there’s going to be something to scream about,” he said.
He triggered the saw, blotting out most of the sounds that came next.  All but the grinding of metal on bone.
 
 
The black Camaro with Nevada plates wound east through the mountains, its powerful engine pushing it easily up the steady incline as the elevation increased.  The sun was fully up now, with Sacramento – and another nameless rest stop – well behind him.  He cruised at just under seventy, the beginnings of a beautiful, mid-August day brightening around him.
Ghoul wore boots and jeans, oily black hair falling limp across his face.  He’d already cut the sleeves off his new concert T-shirt so he could show off the morbid tattoos running down the length of his pale arms.  On the back of the shirt were two columns of concert date cities, and on the front was the image of a dead alligator lying on its back, a decaying human arm erupting
upward out of the belly, clutching a greenish egg.  Nine Up The Pipe was emblazoned in gothic script around the image.
He’d bought the T-shirt and a CD (he didn’t do downloads) while waiting in line outside the venue, but the show hadn’t opened at nine o’clock as scheduled, or even ten.  Finally a loudspeaker announced that the show had been canceled, and Nine Up The Pipe would honor tickets for tonight’s performance at some future date.  There had been groaning and cursing, the sounds of beer bottles smashing against asphalt, and several fights had broken out.  Ghoul had seen some of the combatants in the parking lot, bloody and dazed as they lurched between cars, obviously drunk or stoned and trying to grab at others headed back to their vehicles.
Ghoul was pissed.  He’d been looking forward to losing himself in the thundering metal, churning with a screaming crowd.  But a fistfight?  No, he had better ways to release his frustration.  The rest area provided him with a seventeen-year-old Mexican girl with silky black
hair, numerous piercings and lots of cleavage.  After she was in the trunk, he’d pulled over at a scenic viewpoint to take a leak, and subsequently must have dozed off in the front seat.  He’d awoken only an hour ago, surprised to be seeing a sunrise, and got moving at once.  He didn’t like driving in daylight with a special passenger.
She was quiet back there, which normally wouldn’t have been a surprise considering the heavy dose of heroin he’d used to put her out.  But that was last night, hours ago, and she should be making some noise by now.  Maybe the dose had been too heavy.
 Ghoul was listening to his new CD, not the radio, and so he missed the increasingly alarming news being broadcast about national chaos, martial law and the dead rising.  Instead he bobbed his head, banging his hands on the steering wheel in time with the music and daydreaming about getting his new prize into the shed behind his trailer.
Brake lights appeared ahead, and both eastbound lanes quickly resolved into twin lines of stopped traffic, with eighteen-wheelers pulled onto the right shoulder in a line farther ahead.  The westbound lanes were empty.  Ghoul brought the Camaro to a stop behind a white Lincoln with Florida plates.  To his left was a minivan with bored kids staring out the window.  A highway sign up ahead on the right alternated flashing messages; BE PREPARED TO STOP and CHECKPOINT.
That second message made his heart accelerate a bit.  That couldn’t be for him, could it?  He was sure no one had seen the girl get in his car, and he’d been certain no one was around when he shifted her limp body to the trunk.  Besides, who put up a checkpoint for some Mexican prostitute?  Still that flashing yellow message gave him a chill.
Ghoul lit a cigarette and tried to relax, took time to evaluate.  It could be a DWI checkpoint.  This early in the morning?  No way.  A registration check?  Maybe, but that usually involved a couple of cops standing in the road, glancing at the sticker in the window and waving people on.  That would be okay, his car was legal, but it also didn’t seem likely.  The line would be creeping forward, and this traffic was just sitting still.  Amber alert?  Escaped inmates?  Either of those would involve a trunk search, and that simply wouldn’t do.  Unfortunately there was no place for him to turn around; nothing but guardrails on either side, and backing down an interstate looked exactly like what it was; an attempt to evade an official checkpoint, something guaranteed to draw unwanted attention.
Be cool.
An hour passed without movement, and the flashing messages hadn’t changed.  A few people had gotten out of their cars, craning their necks to see what was ahead, and a half hour ago a helicopter had flown over, heading into the mountains, but that was it.  Strangest of all was that no more cars had stacked up behind him; the interstate in his rearview remained empty.
Still no noise from the trunk.
The concert disc had cycled through again, and Ghoul was about to eject it to see if he could get some news on the radio.  Maybe it was just a bad accident, and the helicopter seemed to give weight to that argument.  The silence in the trunk was bothering him, though, and his slender, pale finger stopped before touching the eject button.  Better have a quick look, just a peek.  It wasn’t as if anyone was behind him to see what was inside, and the angle was all wrong for the minivan kids to catch a glimpse.
Ghoul stepped out and walked to the trunk, giving an exaggerated stretch and yawn, swinging his arms.  He keyed open the lid, and the stink of feces and vomit came out in a thick wave, making him wince.  It was hard to tell when she’d died; maybe only in the last few minutes?  Maybe longer?  Greenish puke covered her face, chin and neck, clumps of the stuff was matted in her silky black hair, and her eyes were a milky gray.
He’d seen death often enough to know that it was here in his trunk.  Overdose.  Too much H.  Shit, there goes the fun.  And now he would have to back down the interstate, at least far enough to get out of the line of sight from the stopped traffic, so he could dump the body.  He couldn’t very well drop her here on the road.
“You’re a pain in the ass, you know it?” he told the corpse.
The dead girl sat up, grabbed his hair in two fists and jerked him close.  Her teeth sank into the side of his pale neck and Ghoul screamed, pushing her away and stumbling back, feeling the flesh tear.  A jet of hot blood sprayed across the dead girl’s face, and she growled, climbing out of the Camaro’s trunk as Ghoul staggered away, clutching at the wound.  Arterial spray shot a red pattern across the side window of the muscle car, followed by another, pumping out between his fingers.  Ghoul made a gurgling sound and stumbled toward the open driver’s door, collapsing onto the seat.
A moment later he screamed again as the girl found one of his legs sticking out the doorway and bit into his calf.  Blood jetted from his neck up across the Camaro’s upholstered roof, the spray less powerful now.  Ghoul kicked, tried to shake her off, but the girl hung on, gripping his leg in both hands and chewing through the denim.
There was movement and sound behind her now, the faces of screaming children pressed against the minivan’s windows.
Ghoul’s vision was graying at the edges, becoming a steadily constricting tunnel.  He was suddenly cold, having trouble making sense of all the red hitting the leather seats and dashboard.  It hurt so much, and she wouldn’t let go!  His right hand was growing numb as it groped under the driver’s seat, fingers searching until they found the smooth, customized grip of his .45 automatic.  It came up and he fired at point-blank range, blowing a cavern in the Mexican girl’s forehead.  She collapsed at once, sliding off his torn leg, and Ghoul sagged back onto the seat.  There was no more dramatic spray of red, only a warm, slowing wetness at his throat, the only warm place he could still feel.  He shuddered, his sight reduced to a long tunnel the size of a half dollar, like the view he’d had as a little boy playing pirate and looking through an empty paper towel tube.  The .45 slipped from his hand and fell to the floorboards.  A child’s screaming came from a long way off, and then there was only darkness.
When Ghoul opened his eyes a few minutes later, he was an entirely new breed of killer, drawn to the sounds and movement of the frantic shapes in the minivan.  The sliding side door of that vehicle was unlocked, he figured it out, and went in teeth first.  Soon, Ghoul and the family from the minivan were pulling an elderly couple from the white Lincoln with Florida plates, and these two quickly joined in the slaughter.  Ghoul and the others began working their way up the stopped line of cars, their numbers growing with every conquest.  By the time the horde reached the distant checkpoint, it was an unstoppable force.
When the food in the immediate area was gone, Ghoul wandered and became lost in the woods.  He’d been alone when yet another change overtook him only this week, and awoke to a new consciousness, a predator unlike anything he’d been before.  Hobgoblin.
And he was still changing.
 
 
Ghoul sat in the snow with his back against a tree, legs sprawled out before him.  His eyelids were heavy and fluttering, and occasionally he would let out a growl and his head twitched.  He wasn’t asleep – his kind didn’t do that, didn’t need that – but it was similar, his brain bursting with electrical flashes that translated into images, thoughts and sounds, as well as dreams of another existence.
The other Hobgoblins, Cross and Snapper, squatted a short distance away, watching the dreaming creature with a mixture of curiosity and anxiety.  They didn’t like this, didn’t like him, and they wanted to run.  Ghoul was acting strange, behaving as if he might shriek and explode off the ground, clawing and biting in a rage.  And small, hard-looking black bumps had appeared at the tips of his fingers and on the flesh of his scalp where it was visible beneath the long black hair.  They didn’t have anything like that.  It was disturbing.
Run, yes, go far from this creature they had come to fear.  They wouldn’t, though.  Red had gone away and made it clear through snarls and gestures that they were all to remain until she returned (Ghoul hadn’t been like this when she left) and they would not defy her.
Instead they crouched and watched and waited.  Things would be better when Red returned.    
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
THIRTEEN
 
 
 
 
Skye awoke to the warmth and smells of sleeping men packed in close together, her body wedged snugly against Corporal Bracco’s mass.  The man was like a big bear, groaning and shifting as he woke up, and Skye allowed herself to enjoy the last few moments of his heat as the Rangers stirred and then began crawling out of the dome tent.
She was expecting to wince at sunlight as she emerged from the nylon flap, but a sky the color of brushed iron hung low overhead, and it was still snowing.  Another six inches had fallen in the night, creating a white cap on the tent and deepening the surface of the highway.  The temperature had fallen as well, and she shivered as she stood, pulling on her gloves and ski mask, slinging the SCAR over one shoulder.  PFC Moore and Master Sergeant Cribbs were standing a short distance away.  Theirs had been the final watch of the night.
As the soldiers moaned about the cold and complained about how the deep snow was going to impact the day’s march, Skye stomped ten feet away from the tent and squatted, her bare bottom hovering only inches above the cold surface.  She was long past any modesty or embarrassment over peeing in front of others, even men, and as she relieved herself she watched the captain speaking with Cribbs, the two of them looking at a map.  Then everyone gathered around the officer.
“You’ve got ten minutes to eat something and pack up the tent,” Sallinger said.  He looked at the sky.  “There’s no telling how long before it lets up, so we need to make good time today.”
“Sir,” said Specialist Burke, “how far is it to Truckee?”
“According to the last mile marker,” said the captain, “we’ve got about thirty miles ahead of us.”
There were more moans at that.
The officer grinned at his men.  “You got something better to do?”
“Yes they do,” growled Cribbs, “like packing up that tent.  Now you have five minutes, ladies.”
The Rangers gave a half-hearted Hoo-ah and set to work, Skye helping to break down and pack away the nylon tent that only minutes ago had been a cocoon of warmth.  Sallinger and Cribbs moved off in different directions, making a wide circle of the site and looking for signs that they’d had unseen visitors in the night.  There were none, the Hobgoblin’s tracks now concealed beneath half a foot of new snow.
When they set out, PFC Rooker led off on point, followed by Burke with his SAW and PFC Moore.  Sallinger stayed in the center with Skye behind him, followed by Cribbs and Corporal Bracco bringing up the rear.  Drag they called that position.  Within an hour of moving out, Sallinger informed the team that, as predicted, the last of the battery life in the radios was gone.  From now on they would communicate verbally or with hand signals.  To Skye, this announcement carried a feeling of finality, and left no doubt that they were truly isolated and alone here in the mountains.
Except she knew they weren’t alone.  They had the dead for company, and although the empty, windswept highway was clear at the moment, it wouldn’t remain that way.  It wasn’t the drifters, or skinnies as the soldiers called them, that bothered her, not the ones she could see, anyway.  It was those hidden beneath the surface that would only be discovered when one of them sank its teeth into a calf or the back of a knee.  Her immunity would protect her from the fever that came with a bite, but not so for the Rangers.  Skye was reminded yet again that she was walking with dead men.
The snow was up to mid-thigh as the line of figures trudged up the center of the eastbound lanes, the highway forever rising on a gentle incline as it climbed higher into the mountains.  With the snow still falling, the temperature had dropped into the twenties, a stiff wind pushing at their backs and sides, strong enough to blow clouds of white off the nearby pines and cause dervishes of crystals to skirl through the air.
No one spoke as they walked, each of them lost in their thoughts and concentrating on putting one leg in front of the other, the deepening snow resisting every step, and cloaks of white collecting on their shoulders, heads and packs.  Skye hunched into her collar, shivering, as Sallinger dropped back until he was walking beside her.  Like the others, his face was hidden behind a black and white wool skull.
“How are you holding up?” he asked, his breath steaming from the ski mask, immediately carried away by the wind.
“I’m fine.”
“We’ll take a break soon.”
“I said I’m fine.”
The captain crunched through the snow next to her for a while, forced to make his own trail.  Skye knew it would be difficult, just like the man on point, twice the effort required to follow a path made by another, but Sallinger didn’t slow or complain.  She imagined that Ranger training (hadn’t they called it Jump School?  She couldn’t remember) would have to be a brutal, seemingly endless program that pushed both mind and body to the breaking point.  She wished she could have experienced it.  Not only for the physical and emotional punishment and the resulting gains (she was certain she would have passed the program after many men had dropped out), but for the fact that had she gone through the same training as these men, they wouldn’t be treating her like a fragile, China doll.  As Sallinger was now.  Carney had been hard, even harder than these guys, and he had never treated her as anything but an equal.
“I can carry the same load, and walk just as far as the rest of you,” Skye said from behind her mask.
Sallinger’s skull face looked over at her.  “I don’t doubt it.  Especially with that big goddamn chip on your shoulder.”
Skye said nothing, putting one boot after the other.
A laugh came from within the man’s mask, and he shook his head.  “You baffle the shit out of me, Miss Dennison.  Are we all really such assholes that you hold us in so much contempt?”
Skye looked over at him then and started to speak, but quickly cut off the words.  She wanted to tell them they weren’t assholes (except maybe the master sergeant) but that she couldn’t afford to…  The hardness inside her slammed the door on the incomplete thought.  Let them think what they wanted.  It didn’t matter.
“I can see you’re keeping up,” the captain said, “and you don’t bitch like the rest of these guys, though you should.  This is hard work for all of us, and I wasn’t suggesting it was harder for you.  I was asking about your head.  Oscar said you’ve been getting the same headaches he does, and he’s worried about you.”
Yeah, right, Skye thought.
“I’ve seen the pain he goes through,” Sallinger said, “and he’s quiet about it, the same way you are, but I can tell he’s hurting.”
 Skye didn’t respond.  The pain wasn’t too bad at the moment, just a mild ache that had moved to the back of her head, nothing like the white spikes that could drive her to her knees.
Sallinger pulled off a glove and dug into a jacket pocket, coming out with a small bottle of aspirin.  “He asked me to give you these.”
Skye stared at the offering for a moment, then accepted it and tucked the bottle away.  Now it was her turn to be baffled.
“Oscar’s only recently been through the slow burn,” the officer said as they walked.  “We were both hoping the headaches were only short-term residual effects, but if you’re still getting them…”  He trailed off.
“Does he have any other symptoms?” Skye asked.  “I can see that his skin has lost its pigment.  Anything else?  Loss of smell or taste?  Because the taste comes back, apparently.”
Sallinger motioned over his shoulder.  “Why not ask the man yourself?  He won’t bite your head off.”
The hell he won’t.  “Maybe later.”  Skye did want to talk to Cribbs, but she wanted to know why he had been carrying the SCAR.  Was he sniper-trained?  If so, there were things she could learn from him.  More than that though, she wanted to talk about his symptoms, and not just because of what Sallinger had said.  She wanted to know if he’d experienced…anything new.
As she was.
For the last twenty-four hours, any time she lifted the patch from her left eye, she had begun to detect light through the otherwise blind orb, a muted, red-tinted illumination.  And not only was she tasting again, but she’d been sporadically able to smell as well, and that sense seemed to be coming back with a new intensity.  Bombarded by scents, her brain worked furiously to sort and make sense of them.  The pines had a stronger fragrance, and the snow and wind each had their own aroma.  There were undercurrents of scent in the forest as well that she thought might be animals but wasn’t sure, yet she was sure about the smells coming from these men with whom she traveled.  Their scent was powerful, not necessarily bad, but a musky, mammal smell.  Stranger still was that in a short time she had begun to associate the subtle differences in odor with individual men.  This smell was Rooker, that was Sallinger and so on.
These new developments frightened her.
They made the case that not only was the virus still inside her, but that it continued to work on her body in some incomprehensible way.  Could her immunity change as well, make her vulnerable once again?  Was the virus killing her, just more slowly than a bite?
What is happening to me?
That hardened part deep inside her, the voice that suppressed thoughts about Carney and her friends, shoved the fear into a pit and closed a lid on it.  Nothing to be done.  Worry is a waste of energy.  Focus on the road, on the next kill.  Use hate as fuel.
Skye said nothing more, and when Sallinger dropped back to walk beside Cribbs for a while, she quickened her pace and moved closer to the front of the column.  The wind shifted, blowing straight into them and obscuring the air with white flakes.  Skye tucked her chin, leaned into it, and marched on.
 
 
They came upon the first vehicle they had seen since the bear break-in at the Subaru, a small SUV shrouded in snow and crumpled at an angle against the right guardrail.  There were no tracks around it, the doors remained closed and the SUV looked undisturbed.  Captain Sallinger called up for Rooker to check it out for supplies, and to be careful.  The young PFC headed toward it as Burke moved forward with his SAW so he could take up a covering position.  Skye went up too, moving to the passenger side of the vehicle opposite Rooker.
They brushed the snow away from the side windows, but it did little to illuminate the gloomy interior.  They were able to see the shadows of two figures in the front seat, neither of them moving.  Almost immediately, heavy flakes began sticking to the glass where they’d wiped, quickly obscuring what little could be seen.
“Ready?” asked Rooker.
Skye nodded, and they pulled on the door handles together.
Both were locked.
Skye reversed her grip on the battle rifle, and with two sharp blows shattered the glass on her side.  Rooker did the same.  Nothing came snarling out at them.
The SUV was a BMW, identified as such by the iconic logo in the center of the steering wheel.  Although the wind and cold had transformed the vehicle’s interior into a refrigerator, the green smell of death still poured out, making both Rooker and Skye recoil and turn their heads.
“Damn, that is ripe,” the young man said, waving a gloved hand in front of his face.
Skye squinted, breathing through clenched teeth as she tracked the muzzle of the SCAR across the interior, checking the back seat (only luggage, a cooler and a small pet carrier back there) confirming that the two in the front were the only occupants.
The stormy daylight coming through the broken windows revealed the scene in the front seat.  A blue, cardboard handicap tag hung from the rearview mirror, and a placard set against the lower left windshield displayed the image of a Purple Heart and read, Combat Wounded.  Months of decay had obscured features, but the dress and curled hair of the dead woman in the passenger seat put her somewhere in her sixties.  A single bullet hole pierced her forehead, and her rotting face was frozen in an open-mouthed snarl, her stiff fingers hooked into claws.  The woman’s body was hanging against the shoulder belt, leaning toward the driver’s side.
Behind the steering wheel, head tipped back and shriveled eyes open, a man of similar age in a checked shirt and khakis sat stiff and decomposing.  Dried brain matter and flecks of bone clung to the BMW’s upholstered roof above and behind him.  The pistol he had eaten lay in his lap next to a dead hand.
“How hard must that have been,” Rooker said quietly, his youthful face suddenly somber.  He said something about his grandparents that Skye barely heard.
Skye didn’t respond.  She unbuckled the dead woman and dragged the body out into the snow.  Dried and frozen ichor covered the leather seat where the woman had died, and it crackled under Skye’s knee as she leaned into the SUV.  After a moment of staring, Rooker started searching the back.
“Just take your time, ladies,” Master Sergeant Cribbs growled from outside the BMW.  The squad had moved up to join them.  “Really, we’ve got all day for this bullshit.”
Skye ignored him, but Rooker quickened his pace.  The PFC pitched out a frozen six-pack of half-sized bottled water and a few packages of orange, peanut butter crackers, the only things in the cooler that remained edible.
“Got a dead Chihuahua back here,” Rooker said, rapping a knuckle on the pet carrier.
“It’s not time for chow,” Cribbs said, kicking the bottom of one of Rooker’s boots.  “Hurry up.”
Skye took the handgun from the dead man’s lap.  It was a nickel-plated Smith & Wesson .357 revolver with a two-inch barrel and rubberized grips, four hollow-points still in the cylinder along with two empty brass casings.  Under the driver’s seat she found a clip-on holster with the emblem for the U.S. Marine Corps tooled into the leather, and a canvas zipper pouch, much like a cashier’s deposit bag, holding two speed-loaders and a box of hollow-points.  The pistol was heavy, a nice, solid-feeling weapon that would no doubt pack a serious kick and a bigger punch, guaranteed to ruin someone’s day, living or dead.  She backed out of the BMW, holstering the pistol and clipping it to her combat harness, shoving the speed-loaders and box of rounds into a pouch on her vest.
Minutes later the Rangers were back in line and moving east up the center of Interstate-80, the BMW and the tragedy inside fading behind them.  Skye thought briefly about the dead couple, about what Rooker had said and her own grandparents, but that brought on memories and she quickly brushed them aside.  Instead she focused on fully loading and familiarizing herself with the new handgun, staying to the trail being stomped through the snow by Rooker and Burke.
It occurred to her that even sealed in their brass casings, and nestled in her weapons and ammo pouches, she could smell the gunpowder from both the SCAR’s 7.62mm rounds, and the .357’s bullets.
Both smelled unique.
 
 
By two in the afternoon it was clear that the storm was getting worse.  The wind was a constant now, ever-strengthening, and the snow was coming down harder, deepening the surface of the interstate with every passing hour.  Above them, the sky was a turbulent blend of charcoal shades shot with black, and the occasional lightning flash appeared deep within the angry clouds.  As visibility dropped, the Rangers closed the distance between each of them while they walked, only ten feet separating each figure.  They had become shades, slow-moving haunts in a blizzard world.  Their pace was half what it had been, fatigue settling in as they pushed on, still uphill, fighting the resistance of wind and deep snow.
Sallinger ordered his men to ditch their body armor and helmets, deciding that what small warmth they offered did not balance out the additional weight.  He reasoned that they were unlikely to take incoming fire up here in the mountains (though he wondered if he’d regret that thinking once they reached Truckee) and decided it was worth the risk.  The men shed their burdens without discussion, and for a while seemed to move a little faster.  It didn’t last long, however.  The weather, temperature and thinning oxygen at this altitude conspired to rob them of what little energy remained.  
The captain was looking for shelter.  Pitching the nylon dome tent here in the middle of the highway wasn’t practical.  It wasn’t a serious outdoorsman’s tent designed for these conditions, more of a standard family camping tent, and the wind would slice through the thin fabric as if it weren’t there, or carry it away completely.  The last vehicle they had seen that might provide a respite from the storm had been a jackknifed tractor-trailer on the opposite, westbound lanes, the behemoth crushed against a guardrail and quickly turning into a white mound.  That was more than two hours to their rear now.  He briefly thought about ordering the team to climb the right side guardrail and move out into the pines, hoping they would provide some shelter.  The effort would be exhausting, he knew, and would it even be worth doing?  He looked into the darkness of the trees.  It wasn’t inviting, and the closeness of the pines would allow anything to slip up on them unseen.
He did not see the pack of Hobgoblins slipping through that very tree-line, moving parallel to and just behind them, keeping pace with the squad.
Sallinger thought briefly about snow caves (he’d built them as a Boy Scout, and then once during mountain survival training.)  He rejected the idea almost at once.
No, it would have to be the jack-knifed tractor-trailer.  Marching two hours back down the mountain would be demoralizing and sap the last of their strength, energy they would need if things went wrong or if the dead showed up.  Sallinger didn’t want to do it any more than the men would, but they had to get in somewhere out of the elements.  The trailer could be forced open (blasted open with a grenade, if necessary) and although it would feel like a butcher’s freezer inside, it would keep the wind and snow off them, and give the Rangers only one direction to defend.
He was about to call a halt and gather the men, when a shout went up at the head of the column.
“Captain,” Burke called back, “Rooker’s got something.”
Sallinger and Cribbs moved forward as everyone else knelt in the snow.  When they reached the kneeling PFC on point, the two older soldiers dropped down next to him.  “What do you have?” Sallinger asked.
PFC Rooker pointed into the storm.  “Big, dark shape up ahead,” he said, unable to keep his teeth from chattering.
The captain dug out his binoculars and searched for several minutes.  Then he handed them to Cribbs and looked at his men.  “It’s an overpass.”
Heads nodded.  An overpass would be good.
“More than that, sir,” said the master sergeant, looking through the binoculars.  “Something is stopped up on top of the overpass.”  He wiped wet flakes from the lenses.
“I saw something too,” said Sallinger.  “Cars maybe?  A line of trucks?”
Cribbs looked again and shook his head.  “It’s a train.”
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
FOURTEEN
 
 
 
 
The California Zephyr was a ten car, double-engine Amtrak train that made the run between Chicago and Emeryville, California.  Through meticulously choreographed, computerized timing and switches, the passenger carrier shared Union Pacific rail lines with a number of freight trains heading both east and west.  As the rail line crossed the Sierras, it generally followed the Truckee River, frequently running parallel to and occasionally crossing over Interstate-80 and back again.
To the Rangers approaching it, the Zephyr looked like a relic that had been stopped and stretched across the overpass for hundreds of years.  Its silver skin was obscured by frost and deep drifts down its length, and its tinted, panoramic windows – also frosted – stared back like the dark eye sockets of a skull.  The rising wind blew cowls of white around the long, steel monster.
To Skye it looked like an icy crypt, one in which the dead were not at rest.
The men looked at each other behind their fearsome masks.
Sallinger seemed to pick up on his team’s uneasiness, and he gathered them close, shouting so he would be heard above the storm.  “I don’t like it either, but staying out here is a death sentence.  Anyone want to walk back down the hill for a couple of hours in this?  Sleep in a nice, freezing tractor-trailer?”
They did not.
“Then we advance in pairs,” he shouted, “up the right side of the overpass.  The pair behind covers the one climbing.  When two reach the top, they take up covering positions.”  He pointed a gloved hand at each of them.  “No one enters that train until we are all up on the tracks, copy?”
Nods all around.
“Rooker and Burke, you’re up first.  Then Bracco and Miss Dennison, me and Moore.  Top comes up last.”
Now Master Sergeant Cribbs leaned in.  “Maintain your situational awareness.  We’re all expecting skinnies, but there could be armed refugees hiding in there, ready to shoot at anything moving.  If you even perceive aggression, you light it up.”
Sallinger nodded in agreement, and the men understood.
“Move out,” said the captain, and PFC Rooker and Specialist Burke climbed over the guardrail, descending a snowy berm that plunged them into snow almost up to their hips.  The two men fought through the depression, moving toward the steep, snowy hillside that would climb to the tracks.  On the highway, everyone had a rifle to their shoulder, each of them pointing in a different direction as they covered their teammates.  Skye tracked her sniper-variant SCAR up the length of the train and back down, pausing at each blacked-out window and shadowy gap between cars, hunting for movement.  They were too close to the underpass, the angle too steep for her to see what might be under the passenger cars.
Rooker started up the hill, moving well and climbing steadily.  The SAW gunner behind him made it halfway up before losing his footing and tumbling back to the bottom in a cloud of white.  He emerged coated in snow, gave a thumbs-up and immediately started back up again.  At the top now, PFC Rooker knelt and pointed his M4 down the length of the train.
Burke made it, and Moore and Bracco started up.  On the highway, Skye shivered and took her eye from the rifle’s scope, looking out into the storm.  The weather was fast approaching white-out conditions, the wind cutting through her jacket and the face mask no longer very effective.  She stared into the gathering dusk.  Anything could be coming at them and they wouldn’t see it until it was twenty feet away.  Her right hand squeezed the battle rifle’s pistol grip nervously, her index finger tapping at the trigger guard.
Bracco slipped and slid down ten feet, stopped himself, then after a moment began climbing once more.  The deep snow forced the Rangers on the hillside to crawl upward at a forty-five degree angle, boots slipping with every other step.
“Miss Dennison,” Sallinger called when it was their turn.  Skye followed him over the guardrail and down the berm.  Even following the path of the other Rangers, Skye wallowed in the stuff, trying to keep her balance.  A sharp burst of wind hit her from the side and threw her left, hurling her into the deepest of the snow.  She floundered there, unable to see, arms flailing as she cursed.  A hand gripped her pack straps and hauled her back to her feet.
“Come on, Miss Dennison,” Sallinger yelled, “the hillside’s right in front of you.”
Skye wiped at her face mask, then raised an arm to shield her eyes as another gust spun a dervish of crystals and powder around her.  Her teeth were chattering, and she’d gotten snow down her back, up her sleeves and under the waistband of her pants.  The snow dervish cleared, and she started up the hillside, wishing for the California sun, and not for the first time.
With her first step, her leg plunged into snow that came up to mid-thigh.  She leaned forward, thrusting her arms in up to the elbows, gloved hands clutching at the long, dead grass hidden beneath.  First one foot, then the other, rising and pushing off, hands grasping for another hold.  She kept her head down, not wanting to look up, not wanting to see how far she had to go.
The weight of her slung rifle and bulging pack threatened to pull her over backward, and she leaned closer to the steep hillside, feeling as if she were hugging the snow.  She pictured herself falling, tumbling end over end, snapping a bone at the bottom.  Then she would be finished.
They did it.  I can do it.
She gritted her teeth and kept climbing.
Skye didn’t know where Sallinger was, whether he had fallen or was already at the top.  There was only the slope in front of her, and the burn in her thighs as she forced herself upward one foot at a time.
Another gust of wind blasted her from the side, blinding her once more, and she lost her grip on the weeds beneath the snow.  For one second she was standing straight up, arms pin-wheeling, and then the weight of her pack was carrying her back, back…
Two hands locked on her combat harness and pulled her forward, lifting her out of the snow and standing her up on level ground.  The powerful mass of Corporal Bracco was before her, and the man brushed snow off her shoulders before patting them.
“It would suck to make it all the way to the top only to fall back down,” he shouted from behind his ski mask.  “Don’t want to do that.”
Skye shouted her thanks and moved close to the train, putting the SCAR to her shoulder and kneeling, aiming the muzzle into the shadows beneath the cars.
At the edge of the top of the hill, Captain Sallinger stood pointing his M4 into the obscuring white, watching as the faint shadow of Master Sergeant Cribbs started up the hillside.  The officer looked out at the storm for a moment, knowing that if he saw anything coming for his friend he would have only a second to engage.
Come on, Oscar.  Climb faster.
 
 
Thirty feet from the lone human struggling up the hill, Ghoul tensed and prepared to attack.  The others were crouched in the snow around him, hunched low and covered with their own veils of white.  Ghoul had only recently come out of his odd, day-dreaming state, and his body felt stronger, more capable.  The smell of the nearby blood and warm flesh, carried on the frigid wind, had them all agitated.  Ghoul ached to unleash his new-found strength.
Red thrust a hand into Ghoul’s long hair and jerked his head back.  The male Hobgoblin turned and bared his teeth, snarling, and Red responded with her own warning growl, raising a hand with fingers hooked into claws and holding it before his eyes.  Ghoul trembled, muscles still tensed but now preparing for a new attack.  His teeth snapped and his eyes narrowed.  Who was she to deny him this kill?
The Alpha’s eyes narrowed as well, and her lips skinned back from her teeth.  In half a second she would rip out the male’s throat and crack his skull between her palms.
Abruptly, Ghoul seemed to deflate, and he sank back into the snow.  Red stared him down him for a moment, then went back to watching as the prey steadily made its way to the top of the hill and into the safety of its own pack.
 
 
The train had been eastbound, so Sallinger led them down the right side, to the last passenger car in line.  A single door with a window was set in the center of the very back, about five feet off the ground.  A ladder step mounted above the hitch for another car would allow them to reach the door.
Skye watched as Sallinger and Cribbs moved to one side as the men assembled into a tight, single-file line facing the rear of the train, weapons to shoulders, PFC Rooker in front.  The formation was called a stack, she recalled, and she’d seen it on TV and in the news, seen footage of SWAT officers lining up just like this before going into a house or a building.  She’d never realized that this was a fundamental entry tactic for soldiers in urban combat zones around the world.  Organized thus, a team could make a rapid entry and bring massive, concentrated firepower to bear while providing a narrow target profile for aggressors.  The Rangers were silent, motionless, and Skye couldn’t help but be a little awed at their intensity and training.  The wind and snow whipped through the short line, but not one of the men moved.  It was almost as if time held its breath for a moment.
“Breach!” Sallinger called.
It happened in seconds.  Rooker mounted the ladder step, worked the door handle and then slid the pocket-style door to the side, swinging his body the right and out of the way, hanging off the back of the train.  A cylindrical grenade was thrown inside, and the Rangers all tucked their chins down as a moment later a BOOM and a brilliant white flash came from inside.  A second later Burke was at the opening, the bipod of his SAW planted on the floor just inside the door, ready to fill the passenger car with an automatic spray of lead should something still be moving after the flash-bang went off.  Corporal Bracco hauled himself up and through the doorway, followed immediately by Moore.  As the two men disappeared into the charcoal gloom, Burke climbed in after them, and then Rooker swung back to the opening, following the gunner.  Five seconds after breach, the stack had reassembled inside the passenger train.
“CQB!” called Bracco’s voice from within the darkness, barely heard above the wind.
Skye looked at the captain who yelled, “Close quarters battle.  It’s tight in there.”  He let his assault rifle hang on its sling against his chest and unholstered his sidearm.  Master Sergeant Cribbs pulled his tomahawk and mounted the step, following his men.
“You’re on drag,” Sallinger said, pointing at her, then climbed in after the NCO.
Skye looked around at the white-out fast descending upon them, rapidly darkening skies cutting visibility to ten feet and wind lashing the train, stinging her skin through the coat and ski mask.  She let the SCAR hang against her chest as the others had, pulled her tomahawk, and boarded the California Zephyr.
 
 
In January of 1952, the City of San Francisco, a passenger train out of Chicago and headed for Oakland, was stopped and became snowbound on these very rail lines when one hundred mile-per-hour winds bore down on it and encased it in twelve-foot drifts.  For three days, the passengers and crew were trapped against a steep, snowy cliff face, rapidly depleting the stores from the dining car and forced to burn furniture and wood paneling to stay warm.  Eventually, workers and volunteers arrived to plow and dig their way to the train, evacuating passengers and crew.  It would be another three days before the train itself could be extricated.  The event resulted in no fatalities, only cold, hungry people.
The Zephyr was different.
In mid-August of last year, the Amtrak train received a radio transmission from its dispatcher, telling the engineers that the government had ordered them to stop, hold position and await further instructions.  Those instructions never came, and aboard the California Zephyr, things had gone terribly wrong.  Now, five months later, it smelled and felt like what it was; a refrigerator full of dead things.
Corporal Bracco pulled up his ski mask and switched on a small flashlight, a nine-millimeter Beretta in his other hand.  He tried to breathe through his mouth, narrowing his eyes at the cloying odor of spoiled meat that hung in the air.
A passage lined with frosted windows ran the length of the left side of the car, providing a dim light that seemed to drain away by the second, filling the corridor with shadow.  Pocket doors spaced at intervals along the right side showed where sleeper compartments would be, most of the doors closed and only a few pulled open.  The passenger car shuddered as the storm hammered against it.  About ten feet in from their entry point were two pocket doors set close together, one marked LAVATORY and the other ATTENDANT.  Bracco and Moore moved past them while Rooker and Burke cleared each compartment.  The others waited at the back, and Skye closed the rear door, shutting out the fury of a mountain storm.  Despite the tension of opening doors that would inevitably bring them into contact with the dead, being inside out of the wind and snow was a significant relief for all of them.
The attendant’s room was a simple, two-bunk sleeping compartment.  Both it and the single-occupant lavatory were empty.  Bracco and Moore kept moving forward as more small flashlights were switched on.
At the back, Skye saw her breath in the foul air, and as the daylight fled before the storm, she wished she had a flashlight as well.  How had she not stuck one in her pack?  Because she knew she’d be outdoors.  Stupid, as if night would never come.  She didn’t like this close space, how jammed on top of each other they were.  It was even tighter than the passageways of Nimitz where she’d fought to clear the aircraft carrier of zombies.  In here, there would be no room to maneuver when the dead came at them.
And that happened at the very next door PFC Rooker slid open.
It had been inside, silent and possibly dormant, perhaps listening as its prey came up the passage.  The moment the door slid back it was lunging through the opening, a rotten, ten-year-old boy with snapping teeth and white marbles for eyes.  A nauseating stench flowed out of the compartment behind it.
“Kill it!” Rooker screamed as it slammed into Burke even as he straight-armed it and swung his tomahawk.  Swung wasn’t the right word, though.  With the bulky SAW and its box of belted ammo hanging against his chest, combined with the tightness of the corridor and a low ceiling, the best he could make was a half-power chop.  The gloom and the creature’s jerky movement fouled his aim, and the Ranger only succeeded in lopping off a chunk of the boy’s scalp and his left ear.
Burke’s palm slipped off its forehead and it came in biting, grappling for a hold on the Ranger’s combat webbing.
“Action forward!” Corporal Bracco shouted from the hallway, his nine-millimeter pistol going off with three sharp barks, muzzle flashes throwing back the gloom in brief bursts of light.  Snarling shadows filled the corridor ahead of him.
The dead boy clutched at Burke’s arm and tried to pull it to its teeth, letting out a series of hungry croaks.  The Ranger grunted and sank his tomahawk into the thing’s shoulder, then its neck.  The dead boy responded to neither blow and hung onto the arm, biting into the crook of an elbow even as Burke staggered back and dragged it into the hall.
Specialist Burke screamed.
“Little fucker!” Rooker cried, grabbing the dead boy around the waist, tearing him off his friend and hurling the thing back into the compartment.  Bracco’s pistol went off three more times at the head of the line, followed by the deafening rip of Moore’s M4 on full-auto.  In the sleeping compartment, the dead boy scrambled back to his feet, white eyes with pinpoint blue pupils fixed on the men in the doorway.
“Eat this!” Rooker screamed, extending his own nine-millimeter and blowing the boy’s rotting brains out the back of his head.
The firing in the hall had stopped, and now flashlights probed the gloom to reveal four reeking corpses collapsed on the hallway floor.  Specialist Burke was leaning against a wall, the hand holding the tomahawk shaking as he tried to see his arm where the boy had bitten.  Cribbs was beside him in seconds, pointing a flashlight beam at the elbow.
“I’m bit,” the Ranger said, his voice wavering and brittle.
Cribbs gripped his shoulder.  “It doesn’t look like the teeth got through the fabric of your jacket,” he said, pulling off the man’s combat webbing.  “Strip it off.”
Burke did as he was told.  “Ah fuck, Top…”
Cribbs made him roll up the sleeve of his uniform blouse, exposing the arm and putting the light on it.  There was a red mark at the crook of the elbow caused by bite pressure.
“It didn’t break the skin,” Cribbs said.  “Just a pinch.”
Burke looked at the wound.  “You sure, Top?  I’d rather get shot in the face than turn into one of those fucking-”
“You’re fine.  Get back in the game.”
Burke gritted his teeth and nodded, shrugging back into his jacket and gear.
Captain Sallinger pushed past them to stand behind Bracco and Moore.  “What’s our status?”
Bracco toed a corpse with the tip of his boot.  “We’re clear.”
“Then move forward.  I want to finish clearing this car.”
Skye moved up next to them then.  “Let me go first,” she said.  Sallinger immediately began shaking his head, but Skye took the small flashlight out of Bracco’s hand.  “I can take a bite.  I’m smaller than any of you, and can swing the tomahawk easier in here.”  She hefted the long-handled, military hatchet.  “I’ve done this before.”
The captain gave her a long look, then nodded at last.  “Miss Dennison, you have the point.”
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Captain Sallinger and Master Sergeant Cribbs stared at the young woman standing before them, both men more than a little unsettled at what they’d seen unfold over the last twenty minutes.  The entire squad was on an upper level observation deck in the second car from the back of the train, a place lined with comfortable, swivel recliners running down both sides of a center aisle, curved, panoramic windows stretching its full length and arching overhead.  Snow was piling up on the glass above and the windows were frosted, the blizzard battering at the car and making it shudder.  As evening came on, the final remnants of daylight filtered through the snow and ice, casting the observation deck in grays and dark blues.
Skye stood in the center of the car, still holding the gore-slicked tomahawk, muscles taut and chest heaving, her skin and tank top covered in dark blood and ichor.  It was spattered up to her shoulders, across her neck and cheeks, clotted against her bristly scalp.  The girl spat crimson, her teeth red, and wiped a forearm across her face.  It left a smear.  Skye wore a madwoman’s grin, her good eye glaring with an adrenalin fury as she caught her breath.
Someone had found a diaper bag on one of the seats, and handed her a package of baby wipes.  She began cleaning her face as Corporal Bracco moved forward to dress the bite on her left bicep.  It wasn’t deep, had barely broken the skin, the result of a drifter that hadn’t gone down to her first swing and had gotten off a bite before the next swing took it out.  Skye didn’t even react to the sting of antiseptic as Bracco treated the wound.
“That was fucking sick,” muttered Rooker, standing behind the master sergeant.
Bracco looked at the young woman and spoke softly.  “Hardcore, Miss Dennison.”  His face held an expression that was a mixture of both awe and discomfort.  Skye said nothing.
Sallinger and Cribbs couldn’t stop staring at her.  It had been savage.
As soon as the captain had told her to take the point, Skye handed her battle rifle and pack to one of the Rangers, then pulled off her combat harness and handgun, and finally stripped off her jackets, leaving her in just a tank top.  With Bracco’s flashlight in one hand and the tomahawk in the other, she had started forward into the sleeper car.
One by one she threw open the compartment doors, going in swinging at the first sign of movement, grunting as she used the razor-sharp hatchet, splitting flesh and bone and brain, immediately moving to the next door.  She worked her way down the passage in this manner, searching every room.
Skye growled as she hunted.
When she had cleared the car and reached the door at the far end that would access the next car in line, she pulled it open and went through, ignoring Sallinger’s command for her to “Stop!”  The next car had a tight set of carpeted stairs at each end to access the observation deck above, but the main car was filled with rows of comfortable coach-class seats facing forward down both sides.
The dead were waiting, and they moved toward her at once with their awkward gait.
Skye waded into them.
Gore spilled onto the floor as bodies collapsed with a thump, wet stringers of red and black flinging off the tomahawk blade as it rose and fell, painting the windows and ceiling in grisly art deco.  Men and women.  Old and young.  A conductor, a toddler, a teenager in a sports jersey.  All went down to the thud of her axe as she moved forward, always forward.
Chop, chop, chop.
The growling in Skye’s throat turned to rising snarls as she reached the stairs at the far end of the car and started up without pause, boots pounding the risers.  The Rangers followed silently, checking each corpse to see if it needed a killing blow.  None did.
 On the observation deck, more of the dead came at her, letting out a collective moan.  The young woman was hunting back in the opposite direction now, killing them between the swivel chairs, cutting them down in the aisle, covering the walls and ceiling and herself with their gore.  Bodies choked the floor, hung limp over seats or sagged against blood-splattered walls and windows.
And then it was over.
Sallinger cleared his throat.  “I want security downstairs at the front and rear doors.”  Rooker and Moore disappeared down the stairs.  “Corporal,” Sallinger said, “start searching luggage in the overhead racks.  See what food and water you can find.”
Bracco finished binding Skye’s arm with gauze and gave her back her rifle, pack and gear.  Then he headed down to the coach seating area.
“Burke,” the captain said, “take a post back at the far rear door where we made entry.  I don’t want anything else boarding this train.”
“Don’t bother checking luggage,” Skye said.  “I’ll bet this thing has a dining car.”
The captain stared at her and shook his head slowly as Burke went below.  Cribbs gave her a deep scowl.
“Come on,” said Skye, hefting the tomahawk and giving them that bloody, madwoman grin.  “Let’s keep going.  I’m ready.”
Sallinger pointed a finger at her.  “You will stand down, Dennison.”  Then he pointed at a swivel chair, one that didn’t have a nearly decapitated corpse slumped in it.  “Have a seat.”
 
 
Burke stepped over the bodies crumpled in the passage of the sleeper car, his boots slipping on the greasy fluids leaking out of corpses.  His small flashlight showed streaks of blood and gore on the walls and windows in stark black and white, macabre patterns left by Skye’s passage earlier.  Opened up as they were, the dead smelled worse than ever.
He was relieved to be alone back here in the sleeper car, away from his friends.  They wouldn’t be able to see the shaken look on his face, or how his hands were trembling.  By the end of last summer the young soldier had already reconciled himself with the fact that he would never see his beloved Wyoming again, never talk to his mom and dad or younger brother.  He’d accepted that the world he’d known was nothing but a vast graveyard and would never be the same again.  And he’d been around death before, overseas when the Humvee ahead of him in a column had hit an IED and disintegrated in a blast of fire and black smoke, killing five of his friends in an instant.  Burke had seen enough, and was young enough to realize – especially in his profession – that death was an inevitability.  It was something a Ranger acknowledged and moved past so he could do his job.
But the kid, the bite…
The sight of that slavering, hungry child zombie, so eager to feed on him, was a horror he knew he’d never get out of his head.  He could still feel the small hands grabbing at him, pulling on his arm.  And then the bite.  He’d never told his teammates, his brothers, just how terrified he was to turn into one of those things.  Not until he’d babbled something at the Top while the older man was inspecting his arm, and now he wasn’t even sure what he’d said.  Had he been sobbing?  God, he hoped not.  He couldn’t take it if the other guys thought he was some kind of coward.
Burke leaned against a wall, his body shaking.  His first hand-to-hand encounter with the walking dead and he had been bitten.  It didn’t matter that the dead boy’s teeth hadn’t broken the skin.  They almost did, and what would happen next time?  In this world, there would always be a next time.
The beam from his flashlight wavered in his hand, and he gripped it tightly, squeezing his eyes shut.  He didn’t want to be here, wanted to go home, wanted his mom and for this nightmare to just go away so everything could be normal again.
Burke blew out a long breath, opening his eyes and telling himself to man-up.  He wished he could be more like the girl upstairs in the other car.  She didn’t give a shit about anyone or anything, and wore that hardness like armor.  Another long, steadying breath.  He would try that, just try to be dead inside so nothing could scare him.
His breath hung like a pale cloud in the air, and he realized it was a great deal colder in here than it had been.  His flashlight beam probed the hallway, reaching the back of the car where they had entered.
The door was standing open.
 
 
Sanchez squatted in the snow beside the railroad tracks, concealed up to the elbows.  His head and his lube shop coveralls were hidden beneath layers of white that the wind blew away, only to be replaced in the heavy downfall.  His teeth clicked and fingers flexed repetitively, eyes focused on the long object fifty yards away,
The torn and stripped-away flesh of his face, where Red had bitten him repeatedly and brought on the transformation from mindless corpse to Hobgoblin, was ringed by ugly, weeping gray blisters, the fluids freezing against his dead skin..
For Sanchez, the world was a wild cacophony of sights, smells and sound, and his quickly developing brain was filled with the constant, bright red flashes of firing synapses.  The Hobgoblin saw everything around him in reds and grays, the driving snow a curtain of fast-moving black specks.  Despite the storm, he could see the…the…train…yes, that’s what it was.  A collection of blurred, half-remembered images came at him.  The train.  And there was man-meat inside.  He’d watched them go in.  His teeth clicked again and his body shuddered, fingers curling into claws.  The urge to inflict pain and death made it difficult to sit still.
The others were here too, four of them a hundred yards away downhill, nearly invisible as they hid in the snow and watched the train.  They were upwind of Sanchez and couldn’t smell him, didn’t know he was there, but their scent came to him in a way that was almost visible, each giving off their own unique odor.
Sanchez had been following these scents ever since awakening in this amazing, powerful new form, loping through the winter forest in pursuit, wildlife scattering at his approach.  Though his hunger was a maddening thing, the Hobgoblin had no interest in the small animals around him; his only desire was to reach the pack.  Especially the female.  He was drawn to her.
But he was distracted by anxiety.  Would they have him?  The Alpha, the one with red…hair…had attacked him, hurled him away from the others.  But he’d been different then, and was now like them, and at last he’d caught up to the pack.  He’d been about to go down the hill and make his approach, instinctively knowing that he would have to show deference to the Alpha, demonstrate that he accepted her dominance.  Joining the pack was all that mattered.
Then things changed.
A shift in the wind brought him the powerful aroma of man-meat, and he’d spotted them gathered at the back of the train, just down the tracks from where he’d been crouching.  Their smell made his brain fire more rapidly, images of blood and feeding overwhelming all else.  The man-meat went inside, and Sanchez shivered, muscles tensing.  Instincts he didn’t understand commanded him to wait, to watch, but it was so very difficult.
Flashes behind the frosted windows then, accompanied by muffled cracks of…of…gunfire.
Sanchez waited as long as he could, teeth chattering with nervous energy, and then he could stand it no more.  With an explosion of white he burst from cover and raced down the tracks toward the train, bounding through the deep snow, head lowered and eyes fixed on the closed door at the back of the last passenger car in line.
 
 
Red caught the movement, as did the others, and the entire pack tensed, letting out a low growl.  The Alpha was on all fours in an instant, her leg, back and arm muscles bulging, teeth bared as the savage wind whipped long, red hair about her face.
The strange Hobgoblin was nearly to the train, and she caught its scent at last, a new odor but oddly familiar in a way she couldn’t understand.  She let out a piercing screech, the sound immediately lost in the storm.  How dare this creature force its way into her hunt, try to take her kill!  After all her careful stalking, all the control she and the others had exerted, resisting the all-consuming urge to race shrieking into the midst of the humans to maim and destroy, this interloper was going to startle the prey.
The intruder reached the train, tore open the rear door and disappeared inside.
Crouched next to Red, Ghoul was also on all fours, straining forward as if to run, as were the other two.  All of them were darting looks between her and the train, trembling, making high, sharp croaking noises and gnashing their teeth.  The challenge was clear; would she permit them to attack, or would she allow this intruding Hobgoblin to steal their kill?  Red shook with rage.  She wanted to lash out, to savage Ghoul and claw out his eyes, open his skull and shred whatever she found inside.  She wanted to show the others that this was her pack, and she would not be challenged.
Could she destroy Ghoul?  Yes, she decided, but not without sustaining her own, possibly crippling wounds.  And if she did, if she forced them to hold back, killed one of their own and allowed another to hunt their prey, how long would the others remain submissive?
Cross and Snapper made a whining, growling noise.
Ghoul let out a low, guttural snarl and glared at her.
Red leaped, not at her pack but out into the storm, plunging through the deepening snow and racing into the wind, headed for the train.  The pack followed as a single, murderous entity.
 
 
Burke’s flashlight beam was on the open door, the light catching heavy flakes swirling through the air and creating a white drift on the floor.  How had he not seen that it was open?  Because it’s as dark outside as it is in here.  Hadn’t someone closed it after they came in?  He was almost certain of it.  And with the rest of the squad behind him in the next car, that meant he wasn’t alone in here.
The soldier held his breath and panned his light along the corridor.  Open doorways to sleeping compartments down one side, dark, silent rectangles.  He turned and put the light behind him.  More of the same.  Burke was at the center of the passenger car’s length, with no radio.  A shout might alert the squad – if they heard it – but it would surely alert whatever was in here with him.  He gripped the squad automatic weapon tightly and started moving back, taking slow steps on the toes of his boots.
The fluids of slaughtered zombies, now freezing in the open air, crunched underfoot.
Burke approached each sleeping compartment the same way; turning so he could see the corridor peripherally in both directions, aiming the flashlight beam and muzzle of the SAW together at the doorway, making a quick check to ensure the room was empty and then sliding past.  Clear…clear…clear… almost to the door that would take him back to the squad.  Clear…clear…
A red-skinned horror stood in the next doorway, malevolent eyes blazing just inches away.  Burke saw coveralls dark with old bloodstains, and caught a name patch reading SANCHEZ just as the thing grabbed him by the head and squealed.
Burke screamed, triggering an automatic burst of 5.56mm into its midsection as the Hobgoblin squeezed his head, let out a shriek and dragged him into the blackness of the sleeping compartment.
 
 
The Rangers froze at the ungodly sound.  Upstairs on the observation deck, Sallinger, Cribbs and Skye bolted for the stairs.  Below, Rooker and Bracco spun toward the opposite end of the car, down where Moore was positioned.  All lights went to that door.
The young, black PFC pointed his M4 at the door.  “Burke?” he shouted.
Boots pounded down the stairs from above.
“Burke?  Talk to me!”
The door burst open and a nightmare lunged through, covered in fresh blood, hunched over with raised hands.  It let out a deafening screech.
Moore screamed and fired a three-round burst that stitched across its chest, shattering a collarbone.  Then it was on him, a crimson fury of gouging fingers and snapping teeth, throwing him to the floor.  Moore screamed again, fighting to push it off, hearing the others shouting his name and rushing forward, but unable to look away from that once-human face, covered in horrific wounds and gray blisters, now twisted into a visage of hate.  He tried to keep the rifle between them, to keep the teeth away, but it was so strong.
There was a crunch of bone, and Moore howled.
“Fucker!” shouted Sallinger, leaping down from the nearby stairs.  He shoved his nine-millimeter pistol into the Hobgoblin’s ear and blasted brain matter across upholstered seats.  The creature collapsed, and Corporal Bracco dragged the limp creature off his teammate at once.  Master Sergeant Cribbs vaulted through the open door between the cars, shouting Burke’s name.  Rooker followed, rifle raised.
Moore was on the floor, trying to curl into a fetal position, clutching one bloody hand in the other, crying, “I’m bit!  I’m bit!”  His glove had been torn away, revealing ripped flesh.
“Oscar, sitrep!” the captain shouted through the door.  When there was no immediate answer, he pointed at Bracco.  “Back them up!”
The big corporal leaped over his fallen companion and rushed in after the other two soldiers.  Still on the stairs, Skye aimed her battle rifle at the opening, index finger resting on the trigger.  If anything red came through that door, it was going to die.
“Let me see it,” said Sallinger.  Moore shook his head and held onto the wounded hand.  “Let me see it,” the captain ordered again, pulling at the wrist.  Reluctantly, Moore surrendered.
When Lee Sallinger was ten-years-old, his older brother David had been bitten on the hand by a neighbor’s dog, a pit bull and mastiff mixed-breed monster.  The wound had been savage, a mass of torn flesh, several bones broken under the crushing pressure of the animal’s jaws.  This looked like that.  Beneath the shredded remains of a Nomex glove the hand was flattened and red, blood soaking into the sleeve of Moore’s jacket, broken fingers jutting at crooked angles.
“We’ll wrap it, give you something for the pain.  You’ll be fine.”  The captain’s face couldn’t sell the lie, and Moore pulled his hand back, closing his eyes as the tears flowed harder, not only at the pain but at what was to come.
“Coming in!” Cribbs’ raspy voice shouted from the next car.  Skye kept the battle rifle trained at head level.  The master sergeant appeared, his ashy face strained.  In his hands was the gunner’s SAW and spare ammo.
Sallinger stood.  “Status?”  He already knew the answer.
Cribbs looked at the wounded man on the floor, then at his officer.  “Burke is dead.”  He didn’t mention that the soldier’s head had been torn completely from his body and shoved onto a coat hook on the back of the compartment door, or that the face had been so bitten as to be unrecognizable.  “It came in through the rear door.  We searched all the compartments, all empty.  Rooker and Bracco are keeping the car secured.”
Wordlessly, Skye moved past the men and up the aisle toward the door leading to the third car.  She knelt and shouldered the SCAR, aiming the muzzle at the small glass window set in the door, the access point between the squad and the unsearched balance of the train.
Sallinger glanced at Moore, who was no longer crying, only moaning and rocking on the floor.  Then he moved close to his friend.  “Oscar, see what you can do to make him comfortable.  We’re here for the night.”
The master sergeant nodded and knelt beside the wounded PFC, speaking softly and pulling out his medical kit.  Sallinger stepped over to the red-skinned monster on the floor, crouching and rolling it onto its back.  He stared into the dead, ghastly face, at a mouth frozen open in a howl, heavy lids drooping over black eyes.
Sallinger covered his mouth with a gloved hand and whispered, “Hobgoblin.”
 
 
The pack circled the train throughout the night, dark and restless shapes in the storm.  Although it had been her original intention, Red would not permit them to go in after the prey.  The others accepted this, whether from some understanding of the situation (the prey was on alert and more dangerous than ever) or simply out of fear at what disobeying her would bring.  Either reason suited the Alpha.
The intruder had been destroyed, of this she was certain.  The absence of screaming and gunfire, followed by lights and moving shadows behind the frosted windows told her that at least some of the humans had survived, and after the attack they would be ready and impossible to ambush.  She wouldn’t know how many remained until they left their shelter and started moving again, as she knew they eventually would.  This human pack kept on the move, just like her own.
Cross, the child Hobgoblin with the missing face, found a way into the train farther down the line of cars, and Red permitted her - communicated through a series of warning growls - to approach the humans but not be seen, not to attack.  The dead girl with skin the color of brick and ropy muscle beneath, still wearing the tattered remains of a Catholic school uniform, crept through several passenger cars filled with shifting corpses, moving undisturbed among them as they watched this odd creature with blank stares and cocked heads.  A few followed her in their lazy, shuffling gait, but most did not.
The small Hobgoblin reached the space where the third and second cars were linked, a cold, dark place surrounded by an accordion structure of fabric and a steel floor underfoot.  She hunched next to the inner door, pressing the side of her mutilated face against the cold metal.  She scented deeply, catching the faint odor of the human female just on the other side.
So close.
Within arm’s reach.
Close enough to bite.
How simple it would be to open the door, catch the female by the throat.  A swift bite followed by the splash of sweet, hot blood…
Suddenly from behind her, Red grabbed a fistful of Cross’s hair and jerked her away, forcing her to come back outside with the others.  They would wait.  The Alpha was still learning, and had learned a great deal from the interloping Hobgoblin’s clumsy, failed attack.  She and the others would have to be clever, patient.  And she was feeling a change in her body she didn’t understand, not just within the crackling of her brain and the pressures at the tips of her fingers and across her scalp, but something new in her back, her muscles and now her mouth.
She needed to curl up for a while, surrender to the blackness.  To let her body do as it would.
She would be clever.  She would wait.
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The observation car rocked as the storm beat at it, the night sliding past 1:00 AM.  Master Sergeant Cribbs was on watch, alone in the last car, sitting on the cold floor with Burke’s SAW and a flashlight pointed at the single rear door.  In the second car, Rooker and Bracco were stretched out in the reclining seats, snoring.  They would have to stand their own watches soon enough.
At the opposite end, next to the door leading to the third car, Skye and Captain Sallinger sat in seats facing one another across the aisle, a flashlight standing on its end on the floor and throwing a circle of light on the ceiling, plunging the rest of the car into blue shadows.  One of them should have been sleeping while the other watched the door, but despite the day’s exertions and horrors, sleep remained elusive.  Several rows back, PFC Moore was huddled in his own seat, wrapped in a blanket and tossing fitfully in a feverish, morphine sleep.
The wounded soldier’s condition was the primary reason why neither the young woman nor the Ranger leader would allow themselves to drift off.  And while the suppressed muzzle of Skye’s battle rifle was pointed in the general direction of the door separating the cars, the business end of the M4 resting across Sallinger’s knees was quite intentionally aimed at Moore’s sleeping form.
They listened to the storm outside, both of them grateful to be in out of the wind, even though the cold of the passenger car had turned their breath into ghostly halos around their heads.
“It’s going to be waist-deep out there by morning,” Skye said, speaking in a voice just above a whisper.
When Sallinger responded it was in the same, soft tone.  “It’s going to slow us down, that’s for sure.”
“We haven’t gotten to the highest point of the mountains yet.  It’s only going to get worse.”
The Ranger gave her a lazy smile.  “I’d say that’s a fair assessment.”
“Do you still think we’re going to get over these mountains and down to Reno?” she said.
“If we get over these mountains,” Sallinger said, “getting to Reno will be a piece of cake.”
Reno had once been home for Skye, but the prospect of returning meant nothing to her now.  The people she’d loved were no longer there.  Mom, Dad and her kid sister Crystal were now wandering Berkley, California as the walking dead.
“I said it before.  Wouldn’t it be easier to find a warm place full of supplies in Truckee and wait for the thaw?”
“Miss Dennison, you don’t become a Ranger by taking the easy path.”
“Do you know how macho and stupid that sounds?”
Sallinger blushed and the grin broadened.  “Yeah, I guess it did.  It’s something a recruiter would say.”
“You didn’t recruit me.”
“Abducted is probably more like it.”
“Whatever.  I’m on the team.”
He kept smiling.  “Yes, you are.”  Then he glanced over at Moore and the smile went away.  “I’m not sure we’ll be happy with what we find in Truckee.  I’d like to think it’s some kind of sanctuary, that there’s a knot of civilians and military surviving there, but when we flew from Nevada to Chico we followed I-80.  There was nothing moving down there during the entire flight.”  He looked back at her.  “And I’m conflicted on whether I’d like to find people there, or walk into a dead town.”
Skye nodded.  Survivors would be good only for the fact that they represented human life, but they could quickly turn into a burden.  Or a threat.  At least with a dead town there would be no one to interfere with the squad, and they’d know that the only things moving were hostile.  They were quiet for a while as the storm attacked the train with the force and sound of an enraged banshee.  Finally the captain spoke.
“What I said earlier about the easy path isn’t all crap.  I’d call it duty, but that’s not entirely accurate either.  It’s about completing the mission, getting these men back to their unit.  The longer we’re out here, the lower our chances of survival.”  He yawned.  “Of course I’ll probably be court-martialed as soon as we get back.”  His smile returned.
“Why?”
“Because I disobeyed orders.  I was supposed to be gone for one day, and whether we found the general or not I was supposed to come right back.  The major will probably put me in front of a firing squad.”
“I doubt that.”
Sallinger shook his head.  “You don’t know the major.  He doesn’t like me very much.”
After a moment Skye said, “Well I’m glad you disobeyed orders.  If you didn’t, you wouldn’t have found me, wouldn’t have killed that Hobgoblin that was on me.  I…I don’t think I ever thanked you for saving my life.”
“I don’t remember, and it doesn’t matter, but you’re welcome.  And I’m glad too.  Beside the fact that you’re not a complete pain in the ass all the time, and you pitch in with the rest of the men, I have selfish reasons.  You just might end up saving my life.”
“How’s that?”
Sallinger pointed at her.  “The slow burn.  We’ve heard about it, but you and Oscar are the only living people we’ve seen who survived it.  There’s researchers at the campus, massive medical labs and chemical production facilities.  Your immunities might get them closer to understanding all this, maybe even help find a cure.”
“What kind of research went on there?” Skye asked.  “It must have been pretty important for them to call you in to help protect it.”
Sallinger shrugged.  “The Air Force had the place pretty well locked-down.  The Rangers were just supposed to be supplemental security.”
“You didn’t answer my question.”
He looked at her and thought for a moment.  “I’d tell you it’s classified, that I can’t talk about it, but that doesn’t really seem to matter like it did before.  And I don’t know a lot of details.  I was told during my brief that it’s a sister facility for a base in Toole, Utah, a testing, manufacturing and research center mainly designed for chemical and biological weapons and diseases.  And storage for all of the above.”  He smiled wider.  “Don’t tell anyone, or I will be shot.”
“I promise I won’t Tweet about it.”
“So like I said, once they get a chance to examine you and Oscar, we…people…might have a chance to turn this back, or at least slow it down.”
“So you think you’re going to trade me off against a firing squad.”
“No more than I would any other Ranger.  I’d take the bullet first.”
Skye’s gray face curved into a smile at the compliment.
“But I was serious about you being able to help,” Sallinger said.  “The medical types are going to be excited to see you and Oscar.”
“What about bringing that back for them to study?”  She jerked a thumb in the direction of the dead Hobgoblin, now a shadow wrapped in a blood-soaked blanket and stuffed into a vacant seat.
“I thought about it, but it’s going to be hard enough to get ourselves and our gear down the road.  I can’t even bring the bodies of my men.”  The smile went away again, and his voice dropped.  “I’m sure not going to haul that piece of garbage with us while they’re left behind.”
Skye saw the pain on the man’s face.  “Let’s just concentrate on getting over these mountains,” she said softly.
“Copy that.”
After a while she said, “Why haven’t you done it yet?  Moore, I mean.”
The captain stared at her.  “I’m not going to execute one of my men just because he’s wounded.”
“You know he doesn’t have a chance.”
“No, I don’t know that.”
Skye glanced back at Moore, who was sweating and muttering in his sleep.  “You’ve seen this before.  We both have.”
“This creature was different,” Sallinger said.  “A Hobgoblin.  Maybe they don’t infect like regular corpses.”
“And maybe it will turn Moore into a Hobgoblin instead of a regular corpse,” Skye said.  “Is it worth the risk?”
“I’m not killing one of my men.  If he turns, that’ll be different.”  He wasn’t aware that when Cribbs found Burke’s head hanging on a coat hook, the master sergeant hadn’t felt the need to wait, and used his hatchet to ensure the dead man – at least his head - wouldn’t be coming back in any form.  “I don’t expect you to understand,” Sallinger said.
But she did understand.  The captain was attached to his men.  If it were Angie or Father X gripped by that fever back there, could she simply execute them in their sleep?  She decided that yes, she could.  It would be merciful compared to what was waiting at the end of the fever, but more than that it was a survival decision.  She knew the captain hadn’t yet had his emotions scrubbed raw by the sandpaper of this violent new world, and that was why he sat there clinging to hope in the face of hopelessness.
It might have been the expression on her face, or some indefinable empathy, but Sallinger seemed to read her thoughts.  “You’re not nearly as heartless as you pretend to be, Miss Dennison.”
“You’re wrong about that, Captain.”  She raised her eye patch and rubbed, feeling a dull ache there.  Then she stared at him in the flashlight’s glare, keeping both eyes open.  Did he have a reddish halo or aura about him?  She dropped the patch back into place and looked away.  “He’s a dead man.  I know you care about him, but you’re deluding yourself if you think he’s going to pull through.”
“Maybe.  We’ll see.”
“I’ll do it if you don’t think you can.”
The lazy smile on the Ranger’s pleasant face was a sharp contrast to eyes that suddenly went cold.  “Don’t ever suggest something like that again, Miss Dennison.”
A silence hung between them for a long moment, then Skye slowly nodded.
“Get some sleep,” the captain said.  “I’ll cover the door and my Ranger.”
The young woman nodded again and turned away, reclining in the seat.  She knew sleep would never come, not after what she’d seen in the officer’s eyes and the unspoken warning in his voice.  And especially not with PFC Moore only a few feet away and slowly turning into God knew what.  But she did sleep, and oddly enough, there were no nightmares.  Instead she dreamed of Carney, and that was almost as painful.
 
 
PFC Moore’s coffee-colored skin had turned the shade of old stucco, his face drawn and cheeks pulled into dark hollows.  He’d soiled himself at the moment of death as his muscles relaxed, and now he reeked.  When he opened his eyes they were a filmy, muddy brown, and his first sensations as a newly risen corpse were the scent of nearby human prey and the deep, slow breathing of someone asleep.
Moore moaned and rose from the seat where he’d died, his jaw working up and down reflexively.
Captain Sallinger was standing in the aisle, waiting with his rifle.  He shot Moore in the forehead, and the zombie collapsed back into its seat.
Skye awoke with a jerk at the sound of the shot, instantly bracing for an attack and swinging the muzzle of the SCAR to the nearby door.  It was still closed.  She winced at the intensity of the daylight flooding the car, the sun causing frost on the panoramic windows to melt and snake down the glass in rivulets.  Skye realized that the car was no longer being buffeted by the wind; the storm had passed.
With the exception of Rooker, who was still on guard at the rear of the train, the Rangers appeared and began redistributing both Moore’s and Burke’s food, weapons and ammunition.  Skye was handed an M4 and some spare magazines.  The men did it all without words, without expression.  Before Master Sergeant Cribbs covered the fallen soldier with a blanket, Sallinger collected Moore’s dog tags and tucked them into a breast pocket with the rest of his growing collection.
Skye silently shoved MREs, flares, a combat knife and two fragmentation grenades into her pack, along with some of the poles and stakes for the team’s dome tent.  Then she removed her eye patch and put on an expensive pair of Gargoyle sunglasses she’d found in a travel bag on the overhead storage racks.  The dark lenses gave her instant relief from the glare.
The room was full of odors, and this morning she had no difficulty in determining which scent belonged to which soldier.  The dead Hobgoblin and Moore smelled different from each other, but still dead.  Truly dead.  She no longer had any doubts that this strange new ability was a result of the slow burn, some mutation brought on by the virus.  Sallinger’s reddish aura last night had to be related as well.
Maybe it’s a tumor.
No, you’re a freak.
She smelled something else, the nearby presence of drifters, and it seemed to be coming from beyond the door to the third car.  That made sense; the rest of the train had to be infested.  Still, it was disturbing to be able to smell their reek and know it came from live walking dead, not merely decaying corpses.
“We’re oscar-mike in five,” said Sallinger.
Master Sergeant Cribbs told them that they would be exiting the train the same place they’d come in, and after that, Corporal Bracco would take point to force a path through the snow.  He assigned everyone else a place in the column.  It didn’t take long to form up, and column was not such an applicable word anymore.  There were only five of them.
They hadn’t found much of value in either car as far as food and water, and only a few stale snacks, but the lavatory, attendant’s room and travel baggage did let them restock on toilet paper and personal hygiene items.  They all layered on more clothes, as well.  And though a more thorough search of the train – especially the dining car – might yield additional supplies, Sallinger announced that it wasn’t worth the risk.  The remaining dead on the train could stay on the train.  In less than five minutes they were outside, trudging down the east face of the hill and returning to the smooth field of white that was Interstate-80.
The surface was broken only by the occasional animal track crossing from one side to the other.  As expected, last night’s storm had added more layers (and erased any sign of the Hobgoblins that had circled the train until just before the sun came up) bringing it almost to the waists on the men and up past Skye’s hips.  Overhead, the sky was an expansive, cornflower blue with streamers of thin clouds drifting high above, and not a trace of wind.  It was as if the storm had exhausted itself during last night’s blow, and in its place had come a rare, high mountain day with a brilliant sun to shine down on a snow-covered world.
Despite it being January at high altitude, the warmth of the sun was a welcome respite to the travelers making their way up the interstate.  Ski masks were rolled up, collars were loosened and faces turned up to the heat they knew would be gone all too soon.  A side effect of the sunshine was that it was causing the top layer of snow to melt and become heavy, making walking more difficult.  Out front, Bracco the weightlifter plowed ahead with steady strides, swinging his arms as he made a trail for the others.
Sallinger called a halt every hour so the point man could rest, offering to switch him out with another Ranger.  Every time, the Jersey native shook his head, puffed a few quick breaths and was back at it.
The squad encountered none of the walking dead, and no more Hobgoblins.  The clear weather and daylight gave them considerable visibility, and other than the occasional circling hawk and a few deer on the other side of the guardrail and in the tree line, nothing was moving out there.  It was quiet, almost peaceful, and each of them felt the utter isolation like a heavy cloak on their shoulders.  They might as well have been on the surface of the moon.
For most of the day, the only words Sallinger said to Skye were, “He didn’t turn into a Hobgoblin.  It’s a small gift.”  Skye hadn’t responded.
Every so often, the captain made his way to the edge of the road where he would wipe snow from a reflective green mile marker and compare it to the information on his map.  Around noon, after four hours of walking, he called a prolonged halt.  Everyone dropped into the snow, forming a rough circle facing outward, and tore into their MREs.
“We won’t reach Truckee today,” the captain told them.  “It’s too far.  Probably tomorrow.”
The squad nodded and ate.
“And I doubt we’re going to find more shelter like the train,” he continued.  “So it’s probably going to be the dome tent again tonight.”
The Rangers were fine with that.  The Amtrak train held only bad memories for them.  Half an hour later, the captain had them moving again.  Despite the difficulties of walking uphill in deep snow (it was the kind of yarn an old-timer would tell) and a level of seeping cold that not even the brilliant January sun could dispel, the squad made steady progress east with a minimum of complaints.  They were happy to put the train behind them.  More than that, they looked forward to reaching Truckee; the promise of shelter, a fire and hot chow was a powerful motivator, and it kept them on the move.
Plodding in line behind Master Sergeant Cribbs, Skye was not as optimistic as the others.  They seemed to have forgotten – or at least weren’t voicing the understanding – that any population center, regardless of its benefits, meant a higher density of the walking dead.  She hated them (the dead) and craved the opportunity to destroy them in large numbers, but she was also able to admit to herself that she was scared of them.
That fear, however, was nothing compared to what she felt about Hobgoblins.  The first, back in Chico (the one that had intentionally stepped out of her line of fire and subsequently torn an old man’s head off, leaving it as a grisly display) and later pursued her through a ruined city and nearly taken her life, had been terrifying.  Now here had come another, equally violent and destructive.  The idea that there were more than one of the creature…
Are they multiplying?
…was even more frightening.  Would there be more of them waiting in Truckee?  She looked at the snowy pines on either side of the interstate, trying to peer into the deep shadows between the trunks.  She scented the air, hoping to catch their unique, ammonia scent, and praying she wouldn’t.  The squad was so exposed out here.  Skye gripped her battle rifle more tightly and followed the broad shape of Oscar Cribbs, her head on a swivel, eyes rarely leaving the forest.
The beginnings of a headache spike combined with a sudden watering in her no-longer-quite-so-blind left eye reminded her that even though the sun was shining and all was quiet, things were far from being okay.
 
 
“What do you see?” Sallinger asked Corporal Bracco, tromping through the snow to stand next to the giant of a Ranger.  The corporal had held up a clenched fist, bringing the squad to a halt.  It was nearing four o’clock, and the captain had been about to order a halt and start setting up camp for the night.  The sun was well behind the mountains now, throwing the interstate valley into shadow, the sky changing to shades of coral and tangerine.
Bracco cupped his gloved hands and blew into them, then pointed up the highway.  “Shapes in the road.”
The captain pulled out his field glasses and took a look.  About two hundred yards from their position, twin lines of snow-covered bumps filled the highway, stretching into the distance and out of sight behind a curve in the mountain.  He could make out the occasional luggage rack or antenna, and off on the right shoulder another hundred yards beyond was a long line of rectangles, tractor-trailers pulled onto the shoulder.
“It’s lines of cars,” the captain said, “here since last summer.  Something stopped them.”  He checked his map.  They were still ten miles from Truckee.
Oscar Cribbs moved up to the two men and spoke briefly, then turned to Rooker.  “Spread out, we’ll advance on line.  Maintain your spacing and weapons up.”
The four Rangers moved apart until they were line abreast crossing both lanes of the highway, rifle butts locked to shoulders, cheeks to stocks and eyes to combat sights.  Cribbs looked at Skye and growled, “You hang back.  Advance slowly along the right guardrail, thirty to forty yards behind us.”
Skye clenched her teeth.  “I’m not-”
“Don’t fucking argue with me, Dennison!  You want to be a goddamn sniper?  You’re on overwatch.  Cover your team!”
Skye’s cheeks burned red.
“And hit what you shoot at,” the master sergeant said, putting his back to her.  The young woman said something under her breath and angled to the side of the road, putting the heavy battle rifle’s stock to her shoulder and sighting on the distant line of cars.  She shuffled forward as the Rangers moved out slowly.  Slow was the operative word; everyone was now forced to plow their own trail.
Traveling two hundred yards at this pace and state of readiness seemed to take an eternity, but the squad crossed the distance without firing a shot.  Nothing emerged from the snowy vehicles, but they all knew that some of them were certain to hold grisly, hungry surprises.
At the rear of the stopped cars, a white mound in the shape of a minivan sat in the left lane, a lower shape with its trunk and driver’s door standing open in the right.  While the others provided cover, PFC Rooker advanced, leading with the muzzle of his M4.  The open trunk was full of snow.  He cocked his head at the vehicle’s shape, then swiped a hand across the rear fender and taillights, exposing the glossy black paint job of a seventies muscle car.
“Camaro,” he said reverently.  “Sweet.”
He approached the driver’s door, his boots crunching on something concealed beneath the snow.  A few kicks with his combat boot revealed it to be a skeleton, strands of long hair clinging to its scalp, a bullet hole in the skull.  He quickly checked the interior of the car.
“Clear,” he shouted, and the squad started moving forward up the center between the lines of cars.
Rooker noted a set of black rosary beads and a black, inverted crucifix hanging from the rearview mirror, and then his eye caught a familiar shape on the floorboards; the outline of an automatic pistol covered by a light drift of snow.  He picked it up, dusting it off.  It was a black .45 Colt M1911.  Red and gold etchings on both sides of the smooth grips portrayed a cruel image of Christ crucified upside-down and facing the cross, oozing blood from dozens of wounds.  In script along the weapon’s slide was the word, Hell.
Rooker curled his lip and pitched the handgun back onto the Camaro’s seat.  He knew they should be collecting any weapons and ammo they found, but his Tennessee Baptist upbringing would not permit him to even consider carrying such a blasphemous thing.
“Keep up, Rooker,” Cribbs called from up ahead.  The PFC hurried to rejoin the advancing squad.
While the four Rangers pushed up between the line of cars, Skye stayed to the right shoulder, closer to them now than she’d been during the initial advance.  She could see their heads moving in a line on the opposite side of the vehicles in the right lane.  Deep snow resisted her every step as she fought to lift her knees and move forward, and it was hard to focus on walking and watching out for the men at the same time.  She had to track her weapon across the cars, into the woods to the right, behind her to make sure she wasn’t being followed, and she couldn’t do that while she was trying to walk.  With a frustrated sound she crawled up the trunk and onto the roof of the next car she found, kneeling and caving in the thin metal.  The rifle went back to her shoulder.
From up here she could see well past the men.  Her scope tracked over snowy mounds, open car doors and shadows.  Fifty yards beyond the squad, a thin shadow figure rose from a car and started to wade into the snow.
“Tango,” she whispered.  The SCAR made a subtle cough and kick, and the drifter’s head popped.  The body fell with a puff of white.
The Rangers moved past a small sports pickup, and Skye saw a frost-coated figure sit up from beneath its blanket of snow in the bed, turning its head and reaching for the last soldier in line, Master Sergeant Cribbs.  “Tango,” Skye said, firing.  The bullet took the top of the thing’s head off, and it fell back into the truck bed.
The supersonic bullet passed close enough to his head for the master sergeant to hear the hum, and he jerked, first seeing the fallen corpse, then turning to look at the young woman kneeling on top of a car back behind the squad.  He stared at her for a moment, then continued forward.
Skye tried unsuccessfully to suppress a smile.
Twenty yards ahead of Corporal Bracco, a dead thing emerged from between two cars, pushing stiffly through waist-deep snow, drawn by the approach of prey.  “Tango,” Skye said, and dropped it.  Another minute of scanning revealed no new targets, so she slid off the car and went back to her advance along the right shoulder.
After ten minutes of straining forward, Skye came upon a buried Honda Accord with a shattered passenger window.  She approached slowly, stopping when she heard the growl.  Now leading with the barrel of the SCAR, Skye edged up to the window to find a rotting teenage girl still belted into the passenger seat, her throat torn out.  The girl moaned and reached through the window as best she could, staring at Skye with blue pupils so tiny they were barely visible.
Skye saved the bullet and pulled her tomahawk.  “Tango,” she said, swinging horizontally and hitting the girl in the bridge of the nose.  The hatchet blade made a soft crunch, like chopping into a rotten watermelon, and split the girl’s head in two.
The Rangers kept moving.
Half an hour into the traffic jam, Skye reached the point where the tail end of the tractor-trailers that had pulled to the shoulder began.  Here she moved even more cautiously, her lane narrower now with cars to the left and walls of trailers climbing on her right, blocking her view of the forest.  She was careful to check the space beneath each trailer before passing, and watched the snow ahead for signs that something had moved through here, but found nothing.  Almost every vehicle door was open now, with more than a few windows smashed.  She could visualize stranded and terrified summer motorists on foot and streaming forward between the cars, a horde of the walking dead in pursuit.
The Rangers met no resistance either, but remained watchful.  Another hour brought them all to the point where the interstate curved around the mountain, and Sallinger watched as the light raced from the sky, shadows deepening and lengthening all around them as six o’clock came and went.  The temperature was dropping to replace the day’s earlier warmth.  It made him anxious.  It wasn’t the early darkness that disturbed him; Rangers were skilled night operators, and could push on if necessary.  The problem wasn’t being able to see or even the cold, but fatigue.  They were all exhausted from a full day’s march through deep snow, and had gone on an extra two hours after he’d wanted to stop.  The captain hadn’t been comfortable setting up camp so close to the traffic jam, at least not until he knew what waited around the bend ahead.  If it was miles of more stopped cars, he’d have no choice.  They needed to rest.  If he didn’t find a safe spot soon (and this cemetery of snowy vehicles didn’t feel safe by any stretch of the imagination) they would all be too tired to stand an effective watch.  The Hobgoblin at the train had taught a painful lesson about being vigilant.
His men pushed on without complaint, but they were slowing, especially Bracco who had spent the entire day as a human snowplow.  Sallinger had to find a solution.
It presented itself as they made the turn in the highway.  Another hundred yards away, the lines of civilian vehicles and trucks ended at the remains of a chain link fence hastily thrown up across the road with a cluster of military vehicles on the other side blocking further travel.  The fence sagged and looked as if it had collapsed in places.
In the right lane, first in line at the fence, sat a big motor home with the snow-covered bump of an SUV hitched to its tail.
“Army checkpoint,” Sallinger called to his men, lowering his field glasses.  “This is home for the night.”
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
SEVENTEEN
 
 
 
 
She was born in Springfield, Tennessee, country-raised in a world of family and faith, taught to work hard and to love herself and others.  There was always music in the house, everything from Alabama, The Oakridge Boys and Sawyer Brown to the classics of Patsy Cline and Johnny Cash.  Her mother taught her piano, her father gave her an old guitar, and she quickly picked up the banjo on her own.  Vocals came naturally, and church gave her the chance to show off her voice.  At nine-years-old, Pepper was singing regularly with the choir, much to the delight of the congregation.
The realization that she had not just above-average, but remarkable talent came early in the Davis household, and her parents nurtured that talent, sending her to vocal and acting lessons and getting her involved in youth theater.  When Pepper began composing and writing her own lyrics at age twelve, her father arranged for her to work with several experienced song writers.  Soon the girl was playing fairs and local festivals and sporting events, mixing cover music with her own, original songs.
The crowds loved her.
At fourteen it was off to Nashville.  After a number of label rejections and a somber period where the family began reconciling itself to the idea that maybe this just wasn’t the right course for Pepper’s life, lightning struck.  RCA signed her for a single, an original song Pepper had written called Let Your Hair Down.  The not-quite fifteen-year-old’s voice stopped several workers in their tracks during the recording, people coming out of offices and cubicles to watch this country girl with an adult’s professional voice sitting completely at ease in the booth, an old guitar comfortably resting across her knees.
The single went nuclear, and the album followed.  Let Your Hair Down became the cornerstone of the self-titled album Pepper Davis.  After a whirlwind radio tour filled with teasers, it released the day after she turned sixteen, selling more than one million copies during its first week and rocketing to Billboard’s number one slot.  Pepper started a frantic national tour that would set the pace of her career for the next fourteen years.
And what a career it would be.
Seven Grammys, twenty-two Billboard Music Awards, eleven CMAs including Album of the Year and Best Female Video, with countless other nominations.  There were meet-and-greets with shrieking fans, the opportunity to perform and later present at the CMAs, followed by a chance to host Saturday Night Live.  She recorded duets with Tim McGraw, Keith Urban and James Taylor, toured Europe, Australia and New Zealand, performed in Times Square on New Year’s Eve and got to sing for the First Family at Christmas in the White House.
Along the way she fired two managers, sued a publicist and a tabloid, and went through a brief and stormy marriage to a music producer that lasted only nine months and ended in a nasty, public divorce.
Pepper had been sitting in her mother’s kitchen, complaining about the way the media was covering the divorce, when her mama rose from a kitchen stool and slapped the country superstar hard enough across the face to raise a welt.
“Don’t you even think you’re gonna act like one of those Hollywood, Nashville whores, little girl!”  Mama shook a long finger at her daughter, her face darkened by anger as Pepper stared back in shock, eyes tearing.  “Marry and divorce, marry and divorce…  I don’t know who you think you are, Missy, but you were raised better than that.  Listen to you whine about how it all looks, feeling sorry for yourself.  You best stop worrying about the media and start thinking about making amends with your family and with the Lord.”
It had been the wake-up call Pepper needed.  Although she continued to live a high-speed, privileged and public life, she became more serious about her work, and more cautious and introspective when it came to affairs of the heart.  As far as children went, she decided that first she would have to find the right man, and was in no hurry for either.
By the time she was thirty, Pepper Davis was country music royalty.  She had international fame, more wealth than she could spend in two lifetimes, and the gift of not only being celebrated by an adoring fan base but being paid well to create and perform the music that mattered more to her than anything else in life.
And it all came to an end in August of last year.
 
 
Pepper was sitting in one of the recliners in the living room area of her tour bus, eyes closed and waiting for the Pamprin to hit.  This was a bad one.  The cramps had hit her halfway through her performance last night, requiring a fast costume change and sheer determination to finish the rest of the show.  She hadn’t slept well in the hotel, and today the pain was even worse.
Radio chatter from up front was followed by downshifting and a vibration as the bus slowed and took an exit.  Pepper forced herself out of the seat and moved forward, bracing her hands against the frame of the opening to the driver’s compartment.
“Fuel stop, boss,” the driver told her.  Beyond the windshield, her second tour bus and the eighteen-wheelers were exiting and pulling into a large service center beside the interstate.
“Where are we?”
“Donner’s Pass,” the driver said.
“We just left.  Why didn’t we fuel up before leaving Reno?”
“We did.  But that was a long, slow climb, and the monsters are thirsty.  The big rigs will top off again for the run into Sacramento.”  He looked over his shoulder and smiled.  “Gonna put our brakes to the test, boss.  It’s all downhill from here to Sac.”
Pepper patted him on the shoulder.  “Get us there alive.”  Then she winced.  “Although death wouldn’t be so terrible right now.”
The driver gave her hand a squeeze as he slowed.  “I heard.  Bad one, huh?”  There were few secrets on the road.  “Hey, it could be worse.  We could be making this run in February instead of August.”  He told about the severe weather and deep snow that buried this pass every winter.
Pepper tried to be interested, but the cramps forced her back to the recliner.  She watched out the tinted windows as the tractor trailers in her convoy pulled into the pump area.  Pepper’s bus stopped at the outer edge of the parking lot, while the bus carrying her band and crew parked closer in.  Normally the band would have ridden with her, but the sudden and savage arrival of her period left Pepper wanting her privacy.
The driver popped the door with a hiss and looked back.  “You want anything while I’m inside?”
She shook her head, and he nodded and disappeared, the door hissing closed behind him.  Pepper watched as her crew and band members walked across the lot toward the travel center, laughing and shoving playfully at one another.  Her eyes found the new fiddler, walking at the center of the group, tossing her hair as she threw her head back and laughed at something.
“Sexy and popular,” Pepper grumbled.  “Bitch.”  She always felt ugly when the period had her in its grasp, and this one was making her especially nasty.  Maybe she would speak to her manager when they got to Sacramento, get him to consider cutting what’s-her-name from the tour.  Hell, she was the boss, she could order him to do it.  Pepper knew the cramps and her mood were partially to blame for her uncharitable thoughts, but there was another, selfish side of her struggling with the idea of the lovely young fiddler being the center of attention.
She was glad her mama wasn’t around to see her like this.  She could just imagine the disappointed look on the woman’s face.  Pepper closed her eyes and waited for the pain relievers to work their magic.
The first scream was so distant and muffled she wasn’t sure it was a scream at all, and Pepper realized she must have dozed off for a bit.  She opened her eyes, late morning sun slanting through the thick windows of her tour bus, and looked outside.  The lot was crowded with vehicles of all types, a dozen or more people coming and going from the travel center.  They all stopped abruptly, standing on sidewalks or between parked cars, and turned to look toward the big building.  The scream came again, this time unmistakable and somewhere over near the building entrance.  Then things started moving fast.
Pepper saw what looked like several people wrestling on the ground near a sunglasses kiosk.  A few others moved in to try to break it up, only to be pulled down into the scrum.  Others stood by watching, hands to their mouths, and then turned to run when several of the combatants climbed to their feet and staggered toward them with outstretched arms.
A bloody woman stumbled through the travel center’s front doors and collapsed.
Travelers in summer clothing scattered across the lot, running for cars.
Figures staggered out of the building in a large, blood-soaked crowd.
One woman who wasn’t running, only standing and screaming, was pulled down by a trio of lurching men.  Even at this distance Pepper could see that they were tearing her apart.
“Police,” Pepper whispered, staring out the window.  She ran for the bedroom at the back of the bus, her cramps forgotten, and hunted for her cell phone.  Her pulse was climbing and she was breathing harder with each passing second.  At last she found it on the floor beside the bed, seized it and raced back to the living room.
Tires were squealing outside as cars and vans roared out of the parking lot, some sideswiping other vehicles or scraping the concrete bases of light poles.  One pickup truck, racing to get out of the lot, slammed into the staggering figure of a man in a torn Hawaiian shirt, throwing his body twenty feet to slam into the side of a plumber’s van.  The man hit with a boneless jerk and collapsed.  A moment later he was on his feet again, limping away with a fractured leg, his head lolling on what had to be a broken neck.
Pepper felt like screaming, the cell phone forgotten in her hand.
The distant POP-POP-POP of pistol fire came from the left, and Pepper looked that way to see a mob of a dozen bloody people lurching toward a pair of California Highway Patrol
SUVs parked side-by-side.  Two of the approaching figures collapsed, but the rest closed on the vehicle.  Another string of gunfire, POP-POP-POP-POP and another body fell, but then the rest reached the police units and started climbing in through open windows.  After that there were no more shots, only the violent rocking of the CHP trucks.
A scream pulled Pepper’s attention back to the right, a long, wailing sound of a human being – male or female – tipping over the edge of insanity.  Pepper punched 911 into her phone.  After a moment a recorded message told her that due to heavy call traffic she would be placed on hold, and instructed her not to hang up.
She cursed, disconnected and called her tour bus driver.  No answer.  She called her manager.  No answer.  Another curse, and she dialed 911 again.  Please hold the line.  Pepper shook the phone and pounded the back of a leather seat, letting out a cry of her own.
More screaming outside the bus, and the roar of a tractor-trailer firing up.  Pepper saw a big rig hauling a trailer from a grocery store chain wheeling through the lot, bodies disappearing beneath its chrome bumper plate to be crushed under big tires.  Black smoke belched from twin exhaust stacks as the rig roared through the parking lot and out of Pepper’s line of sight.  A moment later there was a sickening crunch of metal on metal, followed instantly by the WHUMP of a gas tank exploding.  Pepper ran to the driver’s compartment to stare out the windshield; the big rig had pinned a small car against the concrete overpass, and now both vehicles were burning, smoke climbing into a clear morning sky.
Pepper tried her phone again.  No one was picking up, and still 911 was directing her to hold.
Back at the panoramic window above the leather sofa now, Pepper knelt on the cushions and saw two figures heading for her tour bus.  In the lead was the fiddler, limping badly in a hopping-run, swinging her arms in an attempt to move faster.  Blood soaked her right pants leg, leaving a red trail on the asphalt, and one of her shoulders was badly bitten.  The young woman kept looking back over her shoulder, and each time she did, she tried to run faster.
Pepper’s tour bus driver was pursuing the young violinist in an intense, terrifying gallop, arms reaching.  The man’s shirt was torn mostly away, and the flesh beneath – as well as the man’s shoulder-length blond hair – was dark red with blood.
“Faster, faster,” Pepper whispered, then started yelling.  “Faster!  Run faster!”
“Pepper!” the fiddler cried.  “Pepperrr…!”
The country music star bolted for the front again, watching the girl limp across in front of the bus even as she put her hand on the lever to open the side door.  Her driver was close behind, one outstretched hand almost touching the fiddler’s hair.
“Come on!” Pepper shouted.
Then Fiddler was at the door, pounding the glass and leaving bloody handprints.  Pepper saw that her shoulder was so badly bitten and torn that the white gleam of bone peeked out of a red mass of meat, and the woman’s shirt was completely soaked with blood.  Terror filled the violinist’s eyes as she pressed against the door, pounding and screaming, “Please!  Please!” over and over.
Pepper was about to pull the lever, and then for reasons she never fully understood, hesitated an extra second.
The driver appeared behind Fiddler, his face twisted by predatory hunger, eyes glazed over and the color of pus.  He hurled himself against the woman, fingernails clawing at her hair and face, sinking his teeth into the back of her neck.
Fiddler went down screaming Pepper’s name.
Minutes later, both she and the driver were back up and glaring through the door’s window with dead eyes, pounding at the door together.  It would be a very long time before they went away, and by then Pepper had returned to the leather couch, sitting dazed and motionless, staring at the phone in her hand.
Much later, as twilight was settling over the mountains, Pepper looked out the panoramic window on the opposite wall of the bus.  This side had a view of nearby Interstate-80, and she supposed it had been the flashing emergency lights that caught her attention.  Up on the highway, a pair of Sheriff’s cars was leading a long procession of yellow school buses headed west.  Each bus appeared to be packed with people and luggage, and the column went on for quite a while.  Pepper realized she had been silently counting, and more than thirty buses passed before she stopped.  Last in line was a sand-colored Humvee with a helmeted soldier standing in an open turret, aiming his machine gun back down the mountain from where they’d come.
No one pulled off to investigate the travel center, and once the convoy was past, the highway remained empty and silent.
Fists were back to banging at the bus door, and now down one of its sides as well.  Pepper – still feeling dazed and disconnected - didn’t go look to see who or what it was, and switched on a TV, hoping to drown out the noise.  She stared into space, mentally replaying the things she’d seen.  She knew she was in some stage of shock, and left the couch only to retrieve a blanket from the back bedroom, wrapping herself in it and sitting back on the sofa, her body shaking.  She barely paid attention to the images playing out on the wall-mounted TV.
Troops firing their weapons into crowded streets.
Fires and helicopters.
Reporters in front of the White House.
Someone’s cell phone footage of carnage at an East Coast amusement park.
After a while the TV reception grew grainy, then turned into a field of static and white noise, the images never to return.
Around seven o’clock, Pepper came out of her daze and noticed that the pounding had stopped.  She looked out the window, finding long shadows but enough late summer light to make out dozens of silhouettes wandering slowly through the parking lot.  None of them moved the way living people did.
Pepper looked away and dialed her mother’s number.  This time of night, she and Daddy were sure to be at home.  She didn’t expect to make this connection either, and she was worried.  Was Tennessee experiencing this too, or were they isolated incidents?
Mama answered the phone.
For the rest of her life, Pepper would regret making the call.
“Pepper?”  Mama was whispering.
“Mama, thank God!”  Pepper began crying at once, and her mother tried to shush her.  “Mama, I…we’re in the mountains…I can’t…”
Silence at the other end of the phone.
Pepper stiffened.  “Mama, are you there?”
Her mother’s whispering voice came back.  “I’m here, honey.  Are you safe?”
“I’m in my bus.  Why are you whispering?  Are you okay?”
Another long pause.  “I have to stay quiet, sweetheart.”
Pepper grew alarmed.  “Where are you?  Where’s Daddy?”
“He’s…he’s in the other room.”
Pepper recognized the tone.  It was the way parents spoke when they were dodging an uncomfortable question, trying to act normal and doing a poor job of selling it.  “Where’s Daddy?” Pepper demanded again.
“I love you, sweetheart,” Mama said, starting to cry.  “Your mama will always love you, baby.”
There was a crash in the background, the splintering of wood, and Pepper heard her mother drop the phone and scream, “Gene, no!”  There was a snarl then, followed by thumping noises, and Pepper began shrieking, “Mama!” over and over into the phone.  Now her mother was screaming Daddy’s name, and it quickly turned to a wet gurgle that was drowned out by hungry growls, followed by a sharp CRACK as someone knelt or stepped on the phone.
“Mama?” Pepper sobbed.  “Mama, answer me.”
Only the dead line.
“Mama!”
And then it was Pepper who was screaming.
 
 
Pepper Davis knelt on the same leather sofa where she’d made that terrible call so many months ago, staring out at a world much transformed over the past twenty-four hours.  The mountain storm had raged all night, dumping unknown numbers of inches on the travel center and its parking lot, creating a smooth white blanket to mask the horrors waiting beneath.  A blue sky and sunlight fed the lie that all was tranquil outside the tour bus window.
Inside, Pepper shivered and wrapped her arms about herself, still bundled up as she had been during the supply run.  Too thin, her scalp and skin itched, her nails were bitten down to the quick, and she had unconsciously chewed her lower lip raw.  The backpack and pillowcases of supplies she’d worked so hard to get were out there under the snow.  So were the hungry dead.  None of them were visible or moving at the moment, but they were there.  They would always be there.
“You won’t last another night,” her dead brother said, sitting stiffly on the edge of one of the recliners, wearing his camouflage uniform and the lethal head wound turned away from her.  “The solar panels are covered.  You’re going to freeze to death.”
“Tonight?  At least it will finally be over,” she said dreamily, not looking at him.  Memories of her mother’s dying screams echoed softly in her head.  “It’ll be peaceful.”
“No,” Scott said, “it won’t.  It will be more painful than you can imagine, and it will feel like it’s never going to end.”
Pepper hung her head and sighed.  “Leave me alone, Scott.”
Her brother didn’t respond.
“Why can’t you just let me go?”  She turned to look at him, and his beautiful blue eyes stared back at her.  “Why should I keep trying?  What’s the point?”  She waved at the window.  “It’s all gone.  The world, everyone in it, Mama and Daddy, my music…  Even you.  Why keep on living?”
Scott said nothing for a long time, then leaned forward.  “Because dead is worse, sis.  Trust me on that one.”
Pepper looked at him, wanting to cry, wanting to hug him and knowing she couldn’t.
“You have to eat,” he said.  “You have to get warm.”
Pepper shook her head.  “It’s over.”
“You have to live, and that means you need to fight.”
“I’m too weak, I told you that.  I can’t.  I just can’t.”
Scott’s eyes hardened.  “Then you better goddamn well learn to be strong.  Right now, Missy.”  It was their mother’s voice that came from Scott’s mouth, and Pepper shook her head slowly.
“I’m not strong.  You’ll see.”
But she got up off the couch.
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The last crumbs of food were long gone, as was her water.  She’d spent some time squatting over the reeking toilet bucket, but what came out was merely a thin stream of discolored liquid.  There was nothing left to pass, and her stomach growled and twisted in uncomfortable knots.  Pepper’s hands wouldn’t stop trembling, though whether from the constant cold creeping through the bus walls or from simple hunger and weakness, she couldn’t say.
Her joints ached, and it was all she could do to muster the strength to move from one part of the bus to the other.  The blanket went with her everywhere now, draped across her shoulders and dragging along the floor like a dirty cape.  Her teeth chattered constantly.
“Let’s get the heat going,” she said to no one in particular, since Scott was no longer in the chair and had gone to wherever it was he went when he wasn’t making cruel remarks to his sister.  Pepper pulled the aluminum ladder from its storage place, set the hooks and climbed painfully up to the roof hatch in the hallway.  Every movement was slow and painful.
This is how old people feel.  I hope I never live to see that.
Not much chance you will.
Now she was making cruel remarks to herself.  The thought made her laugh, but the sound that came out was more of a wheeze, an asylum hallway cackle.
The hatch wouldn’t move.  She climbed up close to it, put a narrow shoulder against the fiberglass and heaved upward, letting out a groan.  Nothing, not even a tremble of movement.  Pepper hung on the ladder and thought about it.  Was it frozen shut?  Probably.  But if the sun was out, how was that possible?
“It’s still freezing cold outside,” Scott’s voice called through the bus.
“Thank you, Mr. Helpful,” she called back.  How much snow had fallen during the storm, she wondered?  Plenty, at least a foot.  Even the sun wouldn’t be able to melt down to the hatch to thaw it out, not in a day.  It would, however, melt the top inch or so, making the rest of it much heavier.  Frozen shut or sealed by great weight, it didn’t matter.  She couldn’t force the hatch.  And if she couldn’t get onto the roof, she couldn’t clear off the solar panels and Scott would end up being right.  Pepper would freeze, and her death would be the protracted torture of a thousand slow, icy knives.
She returned to the living room, dropped into the sofa and pulled the blanket tightly about herself.  Outside, nothing moved among the gentle white bumps that had once been cars.  Her eyes drifted out to the far end of the lot, to two bumps in particular.
Pepper shook her head.  Madness, and it wouldn’t get her any closer to the roof.  Instead, she looked at the approximate spot where the backpack and bags of food were hidden beneath the white surface.
Pepper sat shivering, looking at the empty kitchen area, at the empty bowl she used to turn snow into drinking water.  That required heat.  She thought about building a small fire – there were still a few matches left – but where would she make it in here?  The sink?  What did she have to burn?  There was bedding and clothing, but she’d need both when the fire went out.  She supposed she could rip off cabinet doors, but they all had an acrylic sheen to them; were they even real wood?  Would the smoke be toxic?  Where would the smoke go?
Right.  You’re worried about toxic smoke giving you cancer, when you probably won’t live through the night.
What about breaking up the recliners and sofa?  Surely their frames were made of wood.  Pepper shook her head.  The effort of all that would require an expenditure of energy she just couldn’t afford, for a temporary solution with unsure results.
She looked at the roof hatch again.  No, her only chance was to force it open and clear off the solar panels.  That too would require energy, and that required food.  She knew where to find that.  It was the new priority.
Heat is the priority.
No, I can shiver through another night, but if I get too weak from hunger I won’t be able to do anything.
“Took you long enough to get there,” said Scott, once more sitting on the edge of a recliner.
“Leave me alone.  I’m busy,” Pepper said.
“You’re wasting time.”
She looked at him.  “That’s right.  I’m scared, Scott, I don’t want to go out there.”
He said nothing.
Pepper gave him a dismissive wave.  “You don’t know about scared, because you never were.  Even when you were over there, right?”
Scott looked down at his boots.  “I was always scared.”
Pepper shook her head.  “You?”
“We were all scared.  The only ones who weren’t were too stupid to know any better.  You remember the definition of bravery, right Pepper?  Being afraid of something and doing it anyway?”
“Oh, please!” Pepper yelled.  “Man talk.  I didn’t hear that from Daddy every day growing up?”  She pointed.  “Only you believed that crap.  Let me tell you something, that saying is nothing more than a way to convince ourselves to do something we know we shouldn’t.  Like volunteer for a war.”  There were tears in her eyes.  “Talk about too stupid to know better.”
Scott said nothing and stared out the window.  He frustrated her, just sitting there and being dead.  She gave the roof hatch a dirty look, then turned that same expression on her brother.  “I have things to do.”  Pepper went to the back bedroom and started layering on clothing.  When she was wearing as much as she could without compromising her ability to move, she returned to the kitchen and pulled a roll of aluminum foil out of a drawer.  This she used on both forearms, wrapping it around and around until it was gone.  She didn’t have enough for her legs.  The Carhartt coat, the layers and the foil; maybe it would be enough to stop a bite.
Up in the driver’s compartment, she raised a small floor hatch and lifted out a black, plastic milk crate containing some small tools, duct tape, rags, spare fuses and a couple quarts of motor oil.  She selected a long-handled, flat-head screwdriver and looked at it.  Was it enough to open the hatch?  Again, burning calories she didn’t have.  Priorities.  She shoved it in a coat pocket, then upended the crate to empty it out.  Next she used the long laces from a pair of high, stage boots to fashion a sling so she could carry the milk crate over one shoulder.
“Do I bring the baseball bat from the storage compartment?”
Her voice was hollow in the bus.  Scott was gone.
No, the screwdriver will be better.  Anything you have to attack will be up close, and the bat needs two hands.
Finally Pepper selected a medium-sized plastic bowl from a kitchen cupboard, not quite as large as the one she used to gather and melt snow.  Then she returned to the driver’s compartment, tying on a bandana that covered her face from the eyes down.  The main door could be opened without power – it just took more force – and she would leave it open behind her.  The lower luggage hatches were buried beneath the snow now, and that would make them difficult, if not impossible to open.  Even this door would require some pushing.  She’d leave it open so she could get inside quickly when she returned.
If you make it back.  You probably won’t.
This was a pass/fail exercise.  Either she would succeed and be able to effectively deal with anything that crawled into the bus while she was away, or thing could go wrong –
Will go wrong.
-and it wouldn’t matter what got onto the bus.
“Showtime,” she said behind the bandana, and gave the door lever a furious tug.
 
 
The snow came to her chest, and Pepper floundered in it, unable to move her legs.  She fell over sideways, arms flailing, and grunted as she dropped into the cold, white shroud, snow covering her face and getting packed into one ear.
It took several minutes of thrashing and kicking to get back on her feet, and it winded her.
The cold was deeper out here, more penetrating than it had been inside, and she realized that although the tour bus had turned into a refrigerator, it had protected her from a wind that dropped the outside temperature an additional fifteen degrees.  An ear full of snow didn’t make things better.  No more than ten feet from the bus and already her entire body was shivering.
“You’re stupid,” she muttered behind the bandana, pawing at her ear.  “What a stupid way to kill yourself.”
A minute of stomping gave her a small area to move around in, and she set the plastic milk crate in the snow, stepping up to get her bearings above the white walls all around her.  A man wouldn’t have needed the crate, she knew, but Pepper Davis was less than five and a half feet tall, and although the snow wasn’t quite that deep, she needed more elevation to get perspective on what was waiting beyond her immediate location, and to know in what direction to start moving.
The bus was at her back, the travel center straight out across a snowy, unbroken field.  She wasn’t going there today.  Her ultimate goal was more to the left and much farther away, a distant pair of gentle white bumps rising above the surface.  From here her destination looked as if it were on the other side of the world.
Pepper shook her head.  She’d never make it.  Why bother trying?
Right.  Get back on the bus, hide in bed under the blankets.  Get warm.
“Shut up,” she told the snow.
First things first.  She looked to the right, finding a point about twenty feet from where she stood.  She hoped it was twenty feet (or even the right spot) and worried because she’d never been good at judging distances.  A mistake could easily bring this little adventure to a fatal end.
As if there was ever going to be any other type of outcome.
Pepper slung the milk crate strap over a shoulder and pushed her body forward, stomping heavily.  After a few feet, she began using the plastic bowl to scoop at the snow ahead of her, tossing the contents up and out of the space she was creating, continuing to stomp the snow flat.  It was awkward at first, but she began to develop a rhythm and soon was making a narrow, high-walled lane.  Every couple of feet she stopped to stand on the crate to ensure she was heading in the right direction, not angling off or turning in a slow circle.  Progress was ponderous, but it felt good to be doing something instead of cowering in the bus.
Pepper didn’t think she’d be able to hang onto this positive feeling once she arrived.  The objective for this little mission was the place where she’d been ambushed by the sleeper – and almost caught by Fiddler – during yesterday’s supply run.  She’d lost it all; backpack and pillowcases full of food, her flashlight and then the barbecue fork, barely making it back to the bus with her life.  The supplies were still out here, hidden under the snow.
The dead were probably still out here too.
No, not probably.  They’re here.
Pepper kept digging and stomping.
“Stupid, stupid, stupid,” she said between scoops.  She shouldn’t be making this side trip, shouldn’t be wasting the energy.  Her real objective was out across the parking lot (other side of the world) and she should have been digging the trench in that direction.
“I need energy for that,” she said behind the bandana.  “I’m hungry.”
Dumbass.  The point to crossing the lot is so that you’ll be able to finally protect yourself and get the food safely.  But why do the smart thing?
“Shut up.”  She wasn’t sure if that was Scott’s voice she was hearing or just noise in her own mind.  It didn’t occur to her to be alarmed that she was hearing voices in the first place.
No, you shut up.
Pepper stopped and mounted the milk crate once more, looking around.  Her path stretched about twenty feet behind her in a rough line to the bus.  If she’d judged this correctly, she should be right on top of the place where she’d been attacked and forced to drop her supplies.  A chill suddenly crawled up her back as she thought about the bloodless, blue-eyed thing that had tried to devour her, and her hands shook as she shouldered the milk crate once more.
The snow had been knee to thigh deep when she dropped the bags (she made a mark in the snow wall) and they would have sunk a bit when they hit (she made a lower mark) so they should be right about at this depth.  The plastic container went to work, and she started scooping out deep, horizontal grooves where her lowest mark was, turning in a slow circle.
An hour passed, and she dropped onto the milk crate, breathing hard and sweating.  At least the trench blocked the wind so it wouldn’t instantly freeze the perspiration to her face.
No, it’ll happen slow and painfully.
All that work, and nothing to show for it but wasted time.  It was time she could have been spending digging toward her real objective.  Pepper looked up at the sun in its pale, cold sky.  Still plenty of daylight left.  She groaned and stood, then started scooping again on the right.
The plastic bowl struck something, and Pepper smiled.
Scoop, scoop, scoop.
The soggy corner of a red box poked out of the groove, and Pepper shouted in triumph.  Digging with her hands now, she uncovered the box of Ritz crackers, pulling it free and then clawing the top open with numb fingers.  Three long packages wrapped in brown plastic were inside, unaffected by the snow, and she tore one open with her teeth, greedily cramming crackers into her mouth and chewing so fast she nipped the side of her tongue.  She didn’t care.  Nothing in her life had ever tasted as good as these dry, salty discs.
Pepper choked, spat cracker and a little blood, then chewed some snow to wash it down before shoving another Ritz into her mouth.
Declare victory.  Take them back to the bus right now.
“No,” she said between chewing, “the rest of it’s right here.  I just have to dig a little more.”
Why push it?  Come back tomorrow.
It was weakness talking, she knew, instant gratification trying to turn her back from a decision that had been almost impossible to make in the first place.  If she went back now, she’d be facing a second night without heat, possibly her last night.
A bird in the hand…
The first package was almost gone, the snow around her feet littered with crumbs.  She still had two entire tubes of crackers, and she was so very cold, her fingers numb and her entire body trembling.  She’d just go back inside for a little while, get out of the worst of the cold, force herself to ration the crackers.  Just for a little while.  And if it got too late, there was always tomorrow.
“No!” she shouted, standing up.  She had to go.  If she got what she was looking for then she’d come back and get all the food.  She’d be able to work on the frozen roof hatch and get heat back in the bus.  “No,” she said again, pulling the bandana back over her face and tucking the remaining crackers into a coat pocket, gathering her bowl and milk crate.  It had to be now, while there was still light.
An emaciated, blue-white arm thrust itself out of the snow wall only inches from where the box of Ritz had been.  Long, withered fingers with bulbous knuckles made the hand appear spider-like, and this image was reinforced when those dead fingers began groping blindly at the air.
“Go to hell,” Pepper whispered, tears springing into her eyes.
Then she started digging again.
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Almost everything takes longer than you think it will, Daddy used to say, but almost nothing is as bad as you think it will be.  On the first point, he’d been right, Pepper thought as she dug and plowed her way across the parking lot through chest-deep snow, steadily growing demoralized at her slow progress and the new peril of her situation.  Daddy was wrong on the second point.  Things were worse, and the thing in question was in the trench behind her now, slowly closing the distance between its teeth and her flesh.
She stopped and stood on the milk crate, her digging bowl dangling in a hand that had lost all feeling, breathing hard as she peered over the top of her trench.  Her destination had grown no closer, it seemed, despite more than an hour’s digging since she’d found the crackers.  Pepper turned to look back.  The trench made an L shape, the shorter leg a line from the open bus door, then making a left turn and running in a narrow, ragged line to where she was now.  Her boots had done a fair job of packing the snow flat, so the return trip would be easier, a simple matter of hurrying down the trench on her way back to the bus.
You’re not coming back.  And you’re not going much farther.
The thing in the trench was evidence of that.
It wasn’t the sleeper that had originally torn the backpack from her grip, but a new one, the same one that had thrust its arm out of the snow wall.  It wore tattered brown corduroys and a baggy yellow shirt that read World’s Greatest Grandpa, the only clue to its gender.  Hunched over as if afflicted by severe osteoporosis (as it might have been in life, she realized) the geriatric’s skin was bluish-white, and wisps of gray hair clung to its rotting scalp.  Dead white eyes were locked on Pepper as the thing came after her down the trench, stumbling and awkward, falling with every step and then rising again.  It growled behind crooked teeth that had gone black.
Slow but steady.
Was it fifty yards back?  Was her trench even fifty yards long?  She couldn’t tell, but it looked like the Grandpa-thing was about midway down the length of the path she’d created, and had crossed that distance in about half an hour.  Another half hour and it would be upon her.  Maybe less than that.
Pepper reached into a pocket and took out a handful of Ritz, chewing them quickly, watching the creature.  Then she took her bearings again, slung the milk crate and went back to digging.
Keep your head down.  Dig and push forward.  No stopping.  Don’t look back.
Her voice, Scott’s, her mama’s, it didn’t matter now.
 Pepper’s muscles were tiring, and the sun provided little relief from the cold.  Only the constant exertion kept her warm, but it was draining her energy, and the crackers weren’t helping much.  Besides, they were almost all gone now.
Scoop, scoop, push, scoop, stomp, push…
Another stop with the milk crate.  Still on course.
Scoop, push, stomp, stomp, scoop…
Grandpa growling in the trench behind her.  He would catch her, rip her apart and feed on the remains.  She would end up as a red stain on the snow.
Stop it.  Keep digging, keep moving.
The work became mindless, and she let it be that way, turning herself into a machine whose only purpose was to dig and move.  Pepper let her physical body do the work as her mind wandered to better times.
The look of pride on Mama’s face when Pepper signed her first contract.
The girlish thrill and blush when Luke Bryan kissed her cheek during an awards show.
Her horses back home.
Walking slowly through the fields around her ranch on a warm summer’s evening, breathing in the earthy smell of the land, lightning bugs flitting about her while an indigo sky stretched overhead.
Dig, push, push, stomp, scoop…
Roses waiting back stage after she won her first CMA, and tears in Daddy’s eyes as he handed them to her.
Crowds screaming her name in London, Sydney, Chicago.
Sitting on the porch and having a cold beer with Scott when he was home on leave.
Scoop, scoop, push, scoop…
Time became a meaningless thing.  Even the snarling of the hungry corpse behind her had ceased to matter as her body went through the mechanics of extending the snow trench.  Her energy was flagging, her breath coming in great wheezes, and still she dug and pushed.
A metallic scrape then, and Pepper snapped out of her reverie.  She scooped once more, and the sound of the plastic bowl scraping across metal came again.  She brushed at the snow, seeing the color red, something that didn’t calculate.  More scooping and wiping, using only her hands now, exposed what was in front of her.  A strip of chrome.  The top edge of a tire.
There was a car parked directly across the trench.
“No!”  She pawed at the snow furiously, uncovering enough of the vehicle to see that it was a low-slung convertible with the top down, filled up with snow, its profile not high enough to leave a bump on the surface.
Blocking her trench.
A muffled groan came from within the snow-filled car.  It was still occupied.
“No, no, no!”  Pepper pounded a fist against the exposed metal, agitating the thing trapped inside.  “No!”
She threw down the milk crate and mounted it, then blinked in surprise.  How much time had passed?  The two bumps she was aiming for looked to be less than fifty yards away.  They were more to the left than expected (her trench had drifted right during the mindless digging) but they were close.  She could make it.
The Grandpa-thing grunted close behind her.
You can’t make it.  It’s going to pin you against this car and eat you.
Pepper let out a high-pitched scream and jumped off the crate, rushing clumsily back down the trench toward the creature that was now less than twenty feet away.  It snapped its teeth and hurried to meet her, hands coming up and hooking into claws.
The long-handled screwdriver came out of her jacket pocket in a flash, and country music’s sweetheart unleashed an animal cry as she hurled herself into the thing, grabbing it by the loose skin at its neck and flinging it onto its back, coming down on top of it with the screwdriver held high, shrieking and looking like an Aztec shaman about to sacrifice a life to some dark god.  She plunged the flat-head blade into one of those white marble eyes, the steel shaft sinking up to the handle, rancid, oily fluids erupting from the wound.  The Grandpa-thing stiffened, then went limp beneath her.
Pepper yanked the tool free, then began stabbing repeatedly into a head that gave way as if made out of paper mache.  “No!  No!  No!”  Soon it was unrecognizable as having once been human, and a smear of green and black stained the snow around it.  Tangles of wet gray hair clung to the screwdriver.
The odor hit her, and Pepper crawled away to retch up bile and Ritz crackers.
She stayed that way for a while, then crawled to some clean snow and used it to clean off her face, chewing and spitting to wash away the taste of vomit.  With a moan and a long exhaled breath she climbed to her feet and went back to the buried car, exchanging the screwdriver for her digging bowl.
“I knew you could do it,” Scott said.  He was in his bloody camos, floating several inches above the lip of the snow trench.
Pepper barely looked at him.  She wanted to go back to the tour bus with her remaining Ritz crackers, sit down and cry until she froze to death.  “Either help me dig, or shut the hell up,” she told her brother through clenched teeth.  Taking a deep breath, she started scooping her way around the front of the buried convertible.
The corpse trapped somewhere inside moaned.
Pepper ignored it.
 
 
She’d had to dig a horseshoe-shaped trench; down the side of the convertible, across its grille and half way back up its other side.  When another bluish arm – this one a woman’s wearing lots of gold bangles and rings, a small shamrock tattooed on the wrist – shot out of the snow from the driver’s side, Pepper simply moved around it, turned right and started digging farther into the parking lot.
“You can…take over…the world,” she breathed between scoops, “…but you’re too stupid…to unlock…your seatbelt.”
Pepper used the milk crate more often now, correcting her angle to keep herself on target.  Her fatigue was growing to the point that if she strayed too far off course, she wouldn’t have the strength to angle back to her original path, much less the power to fight off another attack.  The remaining crackers had dwindled just like her energy, and were now gone, used to the last crumb to fuel her digging.
Scoop and stomp.  Press and claw at the snow.  Scoop some more.
The trench was empty behind her, but she wondered just how long that would last.  She imagined them moving beneath the surface, drawn to her heat and smell and noise, especially that nasty little one she called Sunny.  Pepper could picture the dead little girl snarling and snapping, clawing feverishly at the snow, tunneling forward on hands and knees without making so much as a ripple on the surface.
Cut it out.  You’re not doing yourself any good.
She’s coming right for you, angling in like a rabid little torpedo.
Above, the sun was beginning its final slide toward the tips of the mountains, and the shadows were stretching out across the parking lot’s white expanse.  As the sun fled, the temperature dropped.  Pepper calculated that she had a little more than an hour of direct sunlight left, and after that, she’d be alone in a frozen twilight.
When the sun goes down, the monsters come out.
Those weren’t her words, they were Scott’s, but she remembered them well enough.  When she and Scott were eight, one of her brother’s favorite past-times had been terrifying his twin sister, and he’d managed to plant that single thought so deeply in Pepper’s head that she’d actually begun to see their silhouettes slinking among the trees and shadows around the house.  Soon they were flitting past the nightlight in the hallway outside the upstairs bathroom, even shifting in the dark corner of her frilly pink bedroom.  Several times she was convinced she heard them sliding across the hardwood floor beneath her bed.
They know you’re scared, Scott had said.  It makes them hungry.
Finally Pepper had gone to her parents in tears, refusing to sleep without the lights on.  Daddy had spanked Scott’s ass good for that one, and her brother had given her a sniffling apology.  A man-to-man talk between father and son about a boy’s duty to protect his sister ensured that Scott never tormented his sister again (at least not about monsters – they were siblings, and nothing could prevent every conflict), but his words and her childhood images had never left her.  Even as an adult, she slept with the bathroom light on and the door cracked, never sharing her fear with anyone, not even her husband during their short and bitter marriage.
These months spent alone in the tour bus had been the first time since her childhood that she’d slept without a light.  Perhaps, she thought, it was because now she knew the monsters were out there, and in some strange way, she’d reconciled her fear with that knowledge.
Pepper let out a groan as she climbed the milk crate once more, then gasped at what she saw.  The twin bumps of the California Highway Patrol SUVs were right in front of her.  She plunged an arm into the snow wall up to her shoulder.
Her hand struck the hood of an SUV.
“Yes!”  She started digging wildly, making a path between the two vehicle parked alongside each other, nose to tail.  From there she would be able to access both.  Fifteen minutes of scooping, pushing, stomping and wiping brought her between the two Fords and cleared an area in which she could work.  The driver’s doors were facing one another, with about five feet of distance between them.  Her wiping had exposed the doors right down to the CHP emblems painted on the sides, and she quickly saw why things went bad last summer.  The windows were down.
They were talking to each other, and the dead reached in and got them.  You heard shots coming from here.  Are they still in there?  Her heart began to accelerate, and she reached for the screwdriver in her pocket.
A pasty-skinned thing with white eyes and wearing a CHP uniform crashed out of the packed snow in the driver’s seat on the right, thrusting itself out the open window from the chest up, reaching.  Pepper screamed and stumbled back as the dead cop’s shoulder belt jerked it back like a dog on a leash.
But another pair of cold hands burst from the snow-packed window behind her, the second cop locking its fingers on her coat collar, nails scraping her forehead as it caught hold of some hair with the other hand.  Dead eyes stared, and oily snow dripped from both chomping mouths accompanied by a thick groaning.
Pepper screamed again and dropped, landing on her butt.  The cop lost its grip on her coat, and tore out a fistful of her hair, making her shriek.  She tried scrambling back down the trench, away from the groping hands, and realized she’d dropped the screwdriver somewhere.
Fiddler exploded from the trench wall not ten feet away.
She had blue and white eyes like the others, was bloodless and pale, her blackened wounds frozen and horrible.  The violinist, covered in white from top to bottom from wading through the snow, turned toward the prey.  She snarled and snapped her teeth, reaching for the woman on the ground who had reversed direction and was now scuttling back between the vehicles.  Fiddler took two lunging strides and closed the distance.
Pepper scrambled backward like a crab, staying low as dead arms reached down from above, and then suddenly she was as far as she could go; her back was now pressed against the point where she’d stopped digging.  There was no more trench.  She wailed, held her arms up in front of her face and closed her eyes as her former band member lunged in for the kill.
Fiddler gripped the woman by the sides of her head and opened her mouth wide-
-then stopped, only inches away from the bite.
“Yark.”  The sound Fiddler made was half croak, almost an unformed word.  “Yark, yark.”  The zombie’s head twitched, turned to the side, and she released Pepper’s head.  Her body began trembling.
Pepper opened her eyes, seeing the dead violinist’s face only six inches away.  The reek of mold and death coming from the creature made her want to vomit, but she dared not move.  Fiddler made another yark sound and dropped to all fours, turning and crawling away as if her meal wasn’t right there waiting to be killed and devoured.  The zombie shook her head slowly, still making that odd noise, her body quivering even as she crawled.  Then suddenly she was using her hands to dig into the snow, burrowing under one of the SUVs, her body shimmying into the hole she was creating.  Within minutes, Fiddler had completely disappeared beneath one of the CHP vehicles.
Pepper couldn’t put words to what she was seeing, decided it could only be God in some way and resolved that she would pray more.  She also decided that if she remained here paralyzed by fear, she would freeze to death.  If Fiddler didn’t crawl back out and kill her sooner.
You’ve just been saved.  Her Mama’s voice was clear in her head.  Waste this chance and you’ll be a fool, as well as eternally damned.
Pepper Davis hadn’t always been the nicest or most charitable person, but she was no fool.  And right now her single emotion was pissed.  She’d be damned if she’d gone through all this just to roll over and die out here, and got off her ass.  She crawled beneath the still-reaching arms, keeping an eye on the opening where Fiddler had disappeared, hands searching the snow.  A few minutes later she crawled back out from under the arms and stood, the long-handled screwdriver gripped tightly in one fist.
Without a word she stepped right into the reaching arms of the cop on the left, and as it grabbed her and pulled her in, she drove the screwdriver into its eye, again up to the handle.  The corpse was still sagging limply out of the open window as Pepper pulled free of its twice-dead hands, turned and executed the second cop in the same manner.
The sun was running out on her, and Fiddler was close.  No time to screw around.  Pepper pulled open the driver’s doors, unsnapped seatbelts and hauled both corpses out, dumping them in the snow.  Then she cleared away the drifts on the seats and floorboards, and went to work.
 
 
The sun was behind the mountains, the trench filled with purple shadows as Pepper struggled back down the way she had come, her breath pluming in the frigid air, her skin stinging from the cold where it wasn’t covered.  Over the top of the snow wall she could see the silhouette of her tour bus drawing steadily closer.  Even with the trench cleared and open before her, Pepper wasn’t moving much faster than she had when she’d been digging it in the opposite direction.  This time, instead of fighting snow, she was fighting weight.
Slung across her back was a bulging, black nylon duffel bag with CHP stenciled on one side in yellow letters, DOMBROWSKI stenciled on the other.  Beside it hung a pump shotgun, and a second shotgun hung against her chest from a strap slung over her neck.  Both her hands were full – a pair of oversized black gym bags - and she’d tied a length of canvas tow strap around her waist.  Connected to it, dragging through the snow about six feet behind her was another bulging black duffel with CONNER stenciled on it.
The weight was tremendous.
The country star bore it with a grin.
Pepper Davis, human sled dog.
She was almost to the L-shaped turn in the trench when the left side of the snow wall ahead of her abruptly crumbled away.  The snarling form of little Sunny, covered in white, scrambled out and into the trench.  She immediately rose to a crouch and faced Pepper, hair plastered to her face, blackened teeth snapping.
Pepper didn’t scream or run.  She dropped the loads in each hand and gripped the shotgun hanging around her neck.  She worked the pump.  Sunny galloped at her.
The BOOM and concussion of the weapon made snow tumble down the trench walls.  A dazzling instant of muzzle flash illuminated a hateful, contorted face above a yellow Smiley shirt.
Sunny’s head disintegrated in a yellow and maroon cloud.
Pepper picked up her load and crunched over the little girl’s remains, making the turn and climbing into the darkness of the tour bus.  A quick search with a CHP Maglite and a shotgun verified that she was alone.  Pepper shut the door behind her.
One of the items in her bags was a short, flat pry-bar.  She used it to crack open the hatch, then cleared snow off the solar panels.  She’d have to shudder through one more night and wait for the panels to charge the generator, but soon there would be heat.  And tomorrow, while the bus was warming up, she’d use the small, folding shovel she’d found in the back of one of the SUVs to go digging for her stolen backpack and the rest of the scattered food.  The shotguns would be waiting for anything foolish enough to get between her and her next meal.
Morning couldn’t come fast enough.  Pepper drifted off to sleep in one of the recliners, a Remington twelve-gauge cradled in her arms, and a vague smile on her face.
 
 
Back at the CHP vehicles, Fiddler half-slept in darkness, snug in the close, cold womb of her snow burrow.  She was curled into a fetal position, her body spasming and jerking, flesh crawling as mutating genes multiplied through her body at phenomenal speed, and ripples of red and black synapses fired in her brain.
The change had come.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
TWENTY
 
 
 
 
Ghoul was in a rage.
Forced to fall back to the concealment of the trees as the sun came up, fearing the open distance and their prey’s weapons, the pack had watched as the humans slipped away from the train and out of sight.  They might have moved ahead and ambushed the dwindling collection of man-meat, but there had been no pursuit.  Now the sun had come and gone, and the Hobgoblins had still not moved from their position.
The creature whose head hung askew and had a fractured rib poking out through an open wound (both injuries courtesy of the Alpha) shrieked and tore at tree bark with fingernails and teeth, hammering the trunk with fists before running in small, spastic circles, howling.  The others watched the display with discomfort, squatting in the snow and alternating glances between the tattooed Hobgoblin’s tantrum and their pack leader, who lay curled in a shivering fetal position not far away.
She had been that way since daybreak.
Was she dying, they wondered?  Again?
The muscles beneath her taut, crimson skin seemed to ripple, her legs jerking like a dreaming dog, and she made fitful grunting noises, her eyelids fluttering.  The pack caught a new, unpleasant scent coming from her that added to their agitation.
Ghoul stopped circling, threw back his head and screeched at the evening sky.  Half-remembered images of torture, butchery and suffering flashed through his brain, making him gnash his teeth and clench his fists.  He should be up to his neck in blood by now, waiting until the weak band of humans drew close to the tree-line and then pouncing, rushing into their midst before they could employ their weapons, tearing them apart.  Instead the prey was now a day away, and Ghoul was here, impotent and looking at this…this… (bitch, he remembered) lying curled up in the snow.
He glared at Red.  Weak.  Vulnerable.  He was the Alpha, the changes in his muscled, tattooed body proved it.  When he’d been lost in a similar dream state, his mind had become sharper, his physical form growing.  The dark bumps across his scalp, down his back and at the tip of each finger were further demonstration of his differences.  Even his scent had changed, and he knew the others could detect it.  Not as strong as the female’s, and the dark bumps had developed no further after their initial appearance, but that didn’t matter.
He was the Alpha.
She had to be destroyed to remove all question.
Ghoul stalked through the snow toward the quivering figure, his lips skinning back from black teeth.  He reached, but suddenly Cross was there, her small body between them, lowered on flexed knees and arms held wide.  A soft growl came from her savaged throat.  With her face peeled away as it was, she revealed no expression in that mass of meat and muscle, but the eyes that bulged within it all locked on him and burned with primal intensity.
The much larger male reacted to this challenge at once, striking the side of her head with a vicious, open-handed blow.  The child Hobgoblin rocked to the side, but not before quick little hands caught Ghoul’s wrist, her jaws coming in fast.  There was a crunch of bone, a violent head shake, and when Cross hit the ground she had Ghoul’s middle finger clenched in her teeth, ripped from the socket.
Ghoul stared at his hand, at the missing digit.  There was no pain of course, but a rapid series of images and sensations flashed through his brain, wonder and hesitation among them.  Cross let the finger fall from her mouth and scrambled back between Ghoul and her leader’s helpless body, lowering into a crouch once again and growling.
The dead serial killer snapped.  He was the Alpha.  The Alpha!  He would rip her horrid little head right off her neck.  Ghoul tensed to spring, but then stopped as his head came up with a jerk.  Snapper and Cross looked up too, and then as one, the trio turned to face south.
A new scent on the wind.
They drew it in deeply, all thought of confrontation evaporating.  In its place came a rising fury, and teeth began to gnash.  In an instant the Hobgoblins were plunging through the snow, quickly vanishing into the trees, their leader forgotten and alone in the forest.
 
 
Curled up in her half-sleep, Red was deep in a state that would have been considered REM in a human brain, but was something else entirely in this creature that was dead in so many ways, yet not in so many others.  A kaleidoscope of images, sensations and new instincts assaulted her as she shuddered, her body seized in the grip of genetic change run amok.
The speed of her cellular growth and the resulting transformation was something so mathematically improbable that it had been undreamt-of by science, a confluence of conditions and elements that would have been dismissed as impossible by any theorist even capable of such imagination.  Yet the singular truth to existence was that what can be, no matter how unlikely, will be.  Given enough time, planets will line up, lottery numbers hit, and lightning strikes the same place twice.
It was her time now.
The sound of cracking bone, groaning joints and splitting skin filled the air about the prone figure.  Red’s pores began exuding a musk so powerful that it stained the snow around her an oily, reddish-brown.
Not since new species arose from the primordial stew had such a radical example of mutation existed (most were singular oddities that quickly died off) and never something as refined and deadly as the thing now growing in the high elevations of California’s mountains.  On rare occasions, such aberrations showed up in the male gender, but that was the true anomaly, something that would show early symptoms of change and then stutter to a halt, failing to take root.  This mutation, like most in nature, was anchored in the female chromosomes.  The mere existence of a Hobgoblin was almost a statistical impossibility, and what was happening to Red was even rarer still.
For a fleeting moment, memories came to her of a pretty, red-haired young woman once called Anne Marie O’Donnell, accompanied by scenes of children gathered around her in a…a…Sunday school…and emotions like love and compassion that didn’t make any sense to the creature.  Just as quickly, all this vanished like frost on a window when exposed to the sun, blurring and then running in silent rivulets, forever swept away.  They were replaced by a heightened predatory instinct and a strange self-awareness, the undeniable knowledge that she was special, and had a purpose.  With that came the understanding of why she had followed these humans into the mountains, resisting the urge to range off and hunt easier prey.
It was the female, a potential rival.
She must be destroyed.
Red lay in the snow, shaking and growling, still in the early stages of a transformation that would create a being more dangerous than any life form the world had ever seen.
A harbinger of human extinction.
 
 
There was screaming, the sporadic crack of gunfire and a nearby police siren that wouldn’t stop wailing.  People were running in every direction, pursued by the reanimated dead, many of them being cornered and pulled down to thrash beneath ripping hands and teeth.  Blood ran in streams across the pavement, and most of those savaged bodies began slowly climbing to their feet.
A dented yellow, thirty-year-old International Scout with wood paneling along the sides gunned its way through the mayhem, swerving at first to avoid the staggering shapes in the road, and then not bothering, bodies banging off the grille and leaving red streaks across the hood.  Several people ran yelling toward the Scout, and it braked so they could scramble inside; a couple of women and a teenager.  Then it was accelerating as behind it the stutter of automatic gunfire was followed by men screaming.
Grotesque faces pressed at the old SUV’s windows, fists hammering at the metal and smashing spider web fractures in the glass.  The dead churned around the vehicle, threatening to swamp it, and the driver hit the gas, thumping up and over bodies, one getting jammed in a wheel well, forcing the SUV to slow and lose steering.
The rear window exploded in a spray of glass, ghastly shapes with gnawed limbs crawling inside.  One of the new passengers, a young woman in an Army uniform, knelt backward on the rear seat and blasted away with a nine-millimeter handgun, the explosions deafening everyone in the vehicle.  The dead fell away from the broken window, and the driver hauled at the steering wheel, flooring the gas pedal.  The move ground the wedged corpse out of the wheel well, sent the Scout careening into a parked car and then it was bouncing off, straightening, accelerating up the street and clipping more lurching bodies, sending them spinning.
Somehow the fists were still thumping against the metal.
Thump-thump-thump, demanding to be let it.  Thump-thump…
 
 
The man awoke with a start, seeing the teenager standing near the fireplace, knocking snow from a split piece of wood – thump, thump - before dropping it into the iron basket beside the fireplace tools.  Snowy boot prints were tracked across the rug.
The teenager, a boy of about fifteen, glanced over at the man who was sitting in a chair facing the hearth, a deer rifle leaning nearby.  “I’m going to check the snares,” the boy said.  “Sorry I woke you.”  The expression on his face said that he clearly wasn’t.
The man watched the boy leave.  Kid needs a haircut.  He rubbed at his eyes and yawned, then scratched at his beard.  He’d always been clean-shaven, but times had changed.  He still wasn’t used to the itch.
The smell of something cooking came from the kitchen, and he glanced over his shoulder to see one of the women who’d jumped into the Scout – a schoolteacher – stirring something in a large pot.  She rarely spoke, but had screaming nightmares so frequently that she often woke the whole house.
“Smells good,” the man said.
As usual, the schoolteacher said nothing, didn’t even look over.
“I don’t know why you bother,” the other woman said, sitting at a nearby table and dealing out a slow hand of solitaire.  It turned out she was an Army nurse who’d seen her unit overrun.  She refused to be parted from her nine-millimeter, and it rested on the table near the row of cards.
The man didn’t reply, and stared into the low-burning flames, idly scratching at his beard, wanting a cup of coffee, but not enough to leave the comfort of the fire.
They’d been lucky to find this place.  Driving along remote mountain roads (the interstate was not an option), they’d had no destination, no direction, only the need to get out.  Perhaps the living had managed to fight off the dead and hold onto some sort of sanctuary, but the man doubted it.  The horrors and chaos they’d seen as they fled was evidence enough of the final outcome.
The cabin was a gift.  They’d nearly been out of gas when the Army nurse shouted and pointed to the mailbox on the side of the road, hidden by a low tree branch, and the narrow driveway climbing into the woods.  A small, two bedroom summer cabin was located a quarter mile in, a place with an empty one-car garage, a firewood shed filled with cut logs, and a well-stocked cellar.  The owners had apparently been preparing for some sort of disaster, for there was at least a year’s worth of food, kerosene, batteries and fuel for a generator that powered the small house.  Added to this was warm clothing, sleeping bags, a radio, the 30.06 rifle and several boxes of shells.  Prepared for something.  Too bad they never made it to their little cabin.
Good luck for the man and the three others with him.
Since last summer, they hadn’t ventured beyond sight of the cabin, and their only connection to the outside world, the radio, had broadcast only static after the first week.  When it was receiving, the news coming out of the little box was a stream of horror, hopelessness and the assurance that the handful of survivors in this little cabin were utterly on their own.
The man stretched his legs out in front of him, warming his sock feet at the dying fire.  He’d have to add another log or two soon.
Alive.  So many weren’t, his family among them.  The man was a Union Pacific worker, pushing fifty, who never spent much time at home.  In fact he’d been at work when it all came apart.  No doubt his complaining wife had been eaten while out spending money they didn’t have, and his seventeen-year-old (he needed a haircut too, along with an attitude adjustment) was devoured while hanging out in some parking lot and getting high with his lowlife buddies.  Both were snuffling around with the dead somewhere.  He’d quickly realized he didn’t care all that much.
He closed his eyes, sinking deeper into the chair.  They had it good here, there was no denying that, and the cabin was too remote for the dead to bother them.  The deep snow made contact even more unlikely.  All he needed now was for the kid to get lost and one of the women to spread her legs for him.  Maybe both at the same time, he thought, a little smile playing across his face.  Life would be damn near perfect.
For whatever reason, the world had decided to start over, and that was okay with him.  Not one for imagination, he hadn’t put much thought into the how’s or why’s.  The image of some crazed scientist from a black-and-white movie came to him, a guy in a white coat laughing manically in a lab filled with bubbling test tubes and arcs of electricity.
Thoughts of a Doctor Frankenstein character carried him off to sleep.
 
 
The boy shut the cabin door behind him, looking around at a nighttime winter forest as he gripped the wood axe in one hand.  It was quiet and still, the heavy snow dampening all sound, making it feel as if the world was holding its breath.  Nothing moved in the darkness.  Dressed in a puffy down coat, heavy gloves and a purple Minnesota Vikings knit hat, he switched on a flashlight and panned it across the trees, his breath a white cloud in the light.  Still nothing, only silence.  It was always silent, and he had no fear of being out after dark.  Although it was cold enough to make his nose run, he preferred it out here; he was restless, and being cooped up in the cabin with those three was making him crazy.
He stepped off the porch and started into the woods on his left, boots plunging into the knee-deep snow.  The Scout in which they’d arrived was in front of the cabin, buried up to its doors.  It wouldn’t be moving until spring.
Just like him.  Once the thaw came, he was out of here.  He couldn’t take another day with these people (he would, only because he had no other choice) and as soon as he could, he was heading out on his own.  He was going to kill zombies, turn himself into a badass zombie-killing machine.  There would be enough military hardware lying around out there that he’d be able to gear up like some video game action hero, and then it would be game on!  
He had no burning desire for revenge (his parents had been assholes who only cared about work and money), no deep love of humanity or a need to return the world to its rightful owners.  Wiping out zombies would be fun.
He’d never killed one, hadn’t had the chance before jumping into the truck with these new assholes and running away to hide in this shitty cabin for months and months.  In fact once outside of town, the only zombie they’d seen had been a moldy bag of rags bumping through the trees last October that the man (asshole-in-charge) had taken out with the very axe he was now holding.
No, never killed a zombie.  But he was going to be awesome at it.
His breath left a pipe-smoke trail in the air as he moved to where he’d set the snare, his flashlight beam leading the way.  It was a simple device made of twine and baited with a few nuts to lure in small animals, something he’d learned in Boy Scouts; the only thing he’d learned.  His dad had forced him to go, and he’d hated it; the program and all those Dudley-Do-Right assholes that couldn’t wait to learn to tie knots and run food-drives and clean up the shit along highways.  He’d learned how to make a snare, though, and he was eager to see if it had worked.  For the last three days it hadn’t, and the bait had gone untouched.  He was hoping for a squirrel.  He’d skin it himself, cook it and eat it (he was sure it would taste like ass) because a badass zombie killer had to be able to survive on his own.
The boy’s heart raced when he saw it ten feet ahead of him, the twine hanging from a branch with something dangling at the end.  He hurried forward, stopping at the base of the tree, pointing the light at his catch.  The torn remains of a squirrel’s head and one shoulder hung in the tight loop, but the rest of it was gone, little patters of red in the snow beneath it.  Then he saw the footprints, the flattened snow all around his prize.
“Motherfucker,” he breathed.  Some asshole had eaten his squirrel!
He was slow to put together what footprints and a devoured animal meant these days.  A clump of snow fell from above, plopping beside him, and another clump landed on his shoulder.  The boy’s eyes followed his flashlight beam up into the tree.
The monster fell on him from above.
 
 
In the light of a kerosene lantern hung over the sink, the schoolteacher caught a flash of movement just outside the kitchen window.  She looked up just as a decapitated human head in a purple knit cap exploded through the glass.  Screaming and throwing up her hands, she stumbled back as the head hit the floor and rolled across the rug to come to rest against the chair where the man was dozing.  A crimson horror in the tattered remnants of a deputy’s uniform scrambled through the shattered window a second later, snarling and leaping upon the schoolteacher as she stood shrieking in the kitchen.
A window in the main room exploded, and a small red monster without a face and wearing a Catholic school uniform sprang to the sill, hung there a moment and let out an unearthly howl.  Then she launched herself at the Army nurse, who was diving for a pistol among scattering playing cards.
The man came awake with a cry, trying to rise from his chair and reaching for the deer rifle.  The back of his hand struck the barrel, knocking the weapon to the floor, and he cursed, reaching for it again.  He saw a creature in the kitchen destroying the woman on the floor, blood spraying across cabinets and appliances, her screams drowned out by the howls the thing let out between bites.  The pistol went off, CRACK-CRACK-CRACK, bullets slamming into the floor and furniture, one humming past his ear.  Across the room the Army nurse was struggling with a red-skinned child attached to her chest, small legs wrapped around her waist as hands and teeth shredded the skin from the nurse’s face.  Thick, choking noises came from the woman, and the pistol went off again, blowing a chunk out of the child’s hip, a wound which slowed her not in the least.
With a grunt the man snatched the deer rifle off the floor, just as behind him the front door to the cabin crashed open.  He spun and caught a glimpse of a fast-moving, scarlet nightmare; long, lank black hair, bare-chested and strong, covered in tattoos with its head slumped at an angle.  The word GHOUL was prominent among the tats, arching over the belly.  The man sobbed and raised the rifle.
Ghoul was on the man in an instant, ripping the weapon from his hands and flinging it across the room.  The hobgoblin broke the man’s left shoulder and humerus bone with a rapid series of blows that made his victim stagger sideways, then locked strong, red fingers on the same wrist and forearm and gave a powerful tug.
The arm came away at the shoulder with a wet, ripping sound.
Ghoul pitched the limb over by the rifle as the man stumbled backward and went gray-faced, slipping into shock.  Ghoul advanced wearing a sick parody of a grin.
The screaming in the cabin had stopped, replaced by wet gurgling noises and the orgasmic groans and smacking sounds of feeding.
The man staggered against the fireplace, staring dumbly at the creature before him.  He made an unintelligible sound that might have been a question, and then Ghoul was gripping the sides of his head and biting, biting, transforming a human face into bloody ground beef with terrified eyes no longer able to blink, but able to see everything that was happening.  Ghoul let out demonic squeals between each bite, then squeezed the head until bone cracked, the round shape imploding and gray matter exploding across the fireplace stones.
Ghoul let the body drop, licking morsel off his own fingers, then fell on the corpse to feed.
By the time the Hobgoblins left the cabin, there was nothing left of the human corpses capable of turning.  Nothing except for the severed head of a fifteen-year-old at the base of a chair, wearing a purple stocking cap and staring out at the massacre’s aftermath with milky, blinking eyes.
 
 
The pack made its way back through the trees, Ghoul in the lead as they returned along the path they had beaten in their race toward the cabin and its maddening human scent.  Their pace was much slower now, almost languid, their bloodlust sated for the moment.  Each Hobgoblin’s brain still pulsed with the need for violence, but it was less acute at the moment, blunted like a heroin addict’s cravings immediately after a fix.
Except for Ghoul.  His bloodlust was already rising again, his desire to rip and bite and destroy spilling over his senses.  Blood and bits of tissue flecked his bare torso like a mad artist’s canvas work, frozen against skin that gave off no heat, frosting over in the cold.  Decorated with blood and ink, muscled and glaring with maroon eyes behind long strands of hair, Ghoul looked like something that had crawled from an ancient Norseman’s nightmare.
There was more killing to be done.  His victim was close by, quivering and helpless at the base of a tree.  This kill would secure his position as pack leader.  His fists clenched reflexively, and his body trembled
The pack came to an abrupt halt as the Hobgoblins caught a sharp, new odor, a scent both bitter and acidic, utterly alien to them.  Moonlight dripped down through the pines ahead and created a monochrome world of intense white spotted with pools of absolute darkness.  Something moved in the shadows.  Something much larger than it had been earlier.
The creature that emerged into the moonlight before them was nearly seven feet tall and packed with hard muscle, long arms dangling to its knees.  Large hands flexed spider-like fingers, each tipped with a hooked, three-inch talon.  Red had stripped away the last of her clothing, and now stood naked and resplendent in her powerful new form.  Strings of long auburn hair still clung to her scalp in places, but for the most part had been replaced by bristles of porcupine-like red quills tipped in black, each sprouting three inches from her head and running down her neck and back in a thick matte that ended at her tailbone.  Her lower jaw had elongated, become block-like, and her skull had stretched and thickened as well, the bare forehead sweeping up and back.  Taut skin was pulled over sharpened features, giving her a vulpine appearance.
She let out a slow yawn, much like a baboon, displaying long upper and lower, ebony-colored fangs.  A cold black tongue flicked behind them.  Yellow eyes shot with black veins regarded the Hobgoblins in the trees with predatory curiosity.
Cross and Snapper instinctively fell prostrate, pressing their faces to the snow, but then looking up to marvel at the creature before them.  Both let out a noise that was a mixture of croak and whimper.
Ghoul did not.  He attacked at once, snarling.
The female moved with blurring speed, straight-arming Ghoul’s face with an open palm, stopping the lunging Hobgoblin so abruptly it was as if a had run into a wall.  His aquiline nose flattened and broke, and there was a double CRACK as another pair of vertebrae in his neck fractured.  The male fell to his knees in front of her, his head now on a crooked tilt to the left.  He bellowed and tried to rise, but the giant female let out a wildcat scream and tightened her one-handed grip on his head, covering his face and forcing him back to his knees.
Snapper and Cross looked on in awe.
The female’s thumb talon found Ghoul’s right eye and quickly put it out with the slightest push.  Ghoul felt no pain, only pressure and an instant loss of sight.  The force gripping his head made him remain very still now, all thoughts of destruction and dominance replaced by instinctive self-preservation.
For the female, the concept of ever being Red was long gone.  Now she was simply the Alpha, glorious and unchallenged in her supremacy.  This male, this stunted attempt by nature to replicate what she had become, was insignificant other than his position as a pack member, an instrument to be used for her purposes and then easily discarded.
The instincts that drove her now informed the Alpha that sometimes a pack needed a demonstration to remind them of their place in the order of things.  Cross and Snapper were submissive enough, but Ghoul…  She released his head and with the flick of a talon tore off his left ear, tossing it away.  Then she leaned forward, moving her face close to Ghoul’s and stretching open those black baboon jaws, wide enough to close on his entire head.  She growled softly.
Ghoul lowered himself and pressed his face to the snow.
The Alpha lifted her head and scented the air.  All trace of their prey, the human pack, was gone.  However their trail would be easy enough to find and follow through the snow.  Her body had held her back long enough for the transformation (and there would be more, she sensed it) but now it was time to resume the hunt.  Time to destroy.
The Alpha looked at her pack and let out three short screeches, then turned and loped through the forest in a direction that would take her back to the interstate.  Cross and Snapper rose at once and raced after her.  Ghoul followed shortly after.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
TWENTY-ONE
 
 
 
 
Skye sat cross-legged and hunched forward, her ski mask rolled up into a cap and the SCAR battle rifle resting across her knees.  They had cleared the snow off the RV’s roof, and now she perched at the front of the big vehicle, one of many stopped and lined up at a hastily erected Army roadblock that hadn’t held.  It was just past 2:00 AM and the night was clear and cold, moonlight bathing the snow and abandoned vehicles in white.  The air made her skin tingle, and carried the clean smell of pines.
Through the night vision goggles, she watched the surrounding area for signs of movement while her hands were busy in her lap. 
Click, click, thump, snap.
She was practicing with the speed-loader and her recently acquired .357 revolver, repeatedly breaking open the weapon’s cylinder and filling the six chambers with a twist of the loader’s wheel, doing it by touch alone.
Click, click, thump, snap.
Open the cylinder, eject empty casings, line up the six large bullets with the chambers, twist and drop them free of the speed-loader, snap the cylinder closed.  Over and over without looking, trying to develop muscle memory.  She was starting to do it faster, but not fast enough.  She’d have to keep practicing, push herself.
You’re slow and lazy.  Work harder.
Skye didn’t realize she was baring her teeth as her fingers worked the cold steel and plastic.
A headache was throbbing at the base of her skull, and her hands fell still as she closed her good eye for a moment.  The pain had been a constant for hours now, keeping her awake when it was her turn to sleep before taking watch, and although she’d chewed up three Excedrin (it was bitter and disgusting doing that, but it usually made the pills work faster) there had been no relief.  The real pain, however, was in her left eye, a cold needle pushing in from back to front, impaling the orb.
She raised the NVGs and flipped up the patch (after the sun went down she’d removed her Gargoyles and slipped the patch back on) moving her fingers to press against the eye.  Sometimes that helped.  She stopped before reaching it.
There was a dizzying moment of double vision, color bleeding through black and white, a sudden loss of depth perception.  Although she was sitting, Skye’s balance faltered and she had to brace one hand against the RV’s roof to keep from falling over.  She closed her good eye, left the blind one open.
Blind no longer.
The dizziness vanished and her balance returned.  Looking through the left eye, the pain still present and making it water slightly, she saw a world in shades of gray, red and black.  Her vision was perfect, a clarity she’d never experienced with her other eye.  The stark contrasts between light and dark, and the detail – even within shadows that moments ago could be seen only through the NVGs – was overwhelming.  Frightening.
Skye forced herself not to drop the patch back in place, to pretend the left eye was still blind.  She kept looking, and spotted movement, just a twitch.  An owl on a pine branch, utterly still except for the occasional quick rotation of its head.
That has to be more than a hundred yards away.
The owl gave off a faint, reddish glow in the darkness.  Am I smelling it too, at this distance?  She caught a new pungency, an animal scent she was able to isolate and attribute not to the owl – it had its own smell – but to another small animal at the base of the owl’s tree.
It’s a raccoon, and it’s sleeping in a little snow burrow.
How can I possibly know that?
“You fall asleep up there?” the master sergeant asked.  He had his own unique scent.  He was sitting as she was at the other end of the RV’s roof, facing the opposite direction and watching the endless graveyard of snow-covered cars stretching back from the checkpoint.  Oscar had to wear his night vision goggles, despite the moonlight.
“I’m awake,” Skye said, her voice cracking.
The other three members of the squad were sleeping in the RV below the sentries, and it would be another hour before Bracco and Rooker climbed up to relieve them.  Skye didn’t turn, didn’t want the Ranger to see the look on her face.  She also suspected that just as the bizarre new sight had changed her left eye, it would no doubt look different from the outside as well.  She wouldn’t know until she had the courage to look in a mirror, and there was no rush to do that.
“I still have some coffee in the thermos if you need it,” Oscar said.
“I’m good.”
They sat in silence for a while, watching the night, and then Skye said, “Your voice sounds better.  It’s not as rough.”
“Yeah,” he responded, “and it doesn’t hurt to talk anymore.  Did that happen to you?”
Skye looked at the empty, moonlit interstate beyond the roadblock.  “My voice came back pretty fast.  Yours took longer, I think.”
“You still get the headaches, though.”  It wasn’t a question.
“Yes.”
“I guess that might never go away.”
“Who can say?” Skye said.  “None of us will probably live long enough to find out.”
“Little Mary Sunshine,” he grumbled, but Skye thought she caught a little chuckle in there, and she smiled just a bit.  “It stands to reason,” Oscar said.  “The headaches being permanent, I mean.  Your eye never got better, did it?”
Skye stiffened, then dropped the patch back into place to shut out the frightening new vision.  “No,” she lied.  For a moment she thought about asking the man if he had a family, what had happened to them, for the simple reason that it would be hurtful and make him stop talking about her eye.
You’re a cruel bitch.
She shook her head and said nothing.  Oscar didn’t press about her eye.  He was an asshole, she thought, but not all the time.  There was a long silence then, bursts of wind forcing them to tuck their chins into the collars of their jackets.  Eventually it was the master sergeant who broke the silence.
“You’re doing good,” he said quietly.
She felt ashamed.  “Thanks,” she managed, and that was the last either spoke until they were relieved.  Skye pulled off her left glove and spent the rest of her watch looking at and gently probing the painful black lumps that had appeared at the tips of her thumb and first two fingers.  Something as hard as bone was slowly pushing its way up through the skin.  Her gray flesh, the weird sense of smell and inhuman vision in her left eye…now this.
What’s happening to me?
She knew the answer, and the word was monster.  What she didn’t tell Oscar, and wouldn’t tell any of them until the last possible moment, was that she had changed her mind about needing to always keep moving and not wanting to wait out the winter in one place.  Monster.  The word came to her again.  This was the reason she wouldn’t be continuing on to Reno with the Rangers.  For her, no matter what they found there, Truckee would be the end of the line.
 
 
“Looks like they didn’t even finish setting up before they were overrun,” Captain Sallinger said.  He was standing on the hood of a National Guard Humvee.  Around him were the remains of the military roadblock; another Hummer with an M60 machine gun in the turret, and an olive-green deuce-and-a-half, the durable two-and-a-half ton truck that had served the armed forces for close to a century.  Its canvas sides were torn, and fluttered in the breeze.
“Probably combat engineers,” Oscar said, standing in the snow near the bumper of Sallinger’s Humvee.  “Maybe two squads.  Couldn’t have been more than fifteen of them.”
“Not enough,” Sallinger said.  The fence the engineers had tried to erect across both lanes of traffic had been bent aside in places, pushed flat in others.  “About a dozen men…”  Sallinger shook his head.  “No way.”
“Copy that,” the master sergeant said softly.  The Guardsmen would have put up a fight, but the horde would have finished them quickly.  How many had come through that fence, he wondered?  A thousand?  More?  It made him shudder to think of those terrified men and women facing a tsunami of the walking dead, knowing their fates were sealed.
Up on the Hummer, Sallinger looked at the sky.  It was low and gray, the color of bridge steel.  At seven in the morning, with the light only just now coming up, the temperature remained below freezing and there was a smell of snow in the air.
“Let’s move this along, Top.”
“Captain says get it in gear, people,” Oscar shouted.
Bracco and Rooker were searching the two Humvees, Skye investigating the rear of the truck, all of them looking for supplies, and most importantly of all, ammunition.  They were dangerously low.  In the back of the truck, amid overturned crates and scattered packs, Skye came upon the undead remains of a female National Guardsman.  She’d apparently been cornered in here by the dead, and her body had been so savaged and dismembered that little more than shoulders, a trailing spine and a head remained, all of it slumped against one wall.  The cold did little to dampen the wet, moldy smell.  Still wearing her helmet, the dead girl snarled at Skye and tried to crane her neck forward, snapping her teeth.
Skye carefully unbuckled the helmet’s chin strap, keeping her fingers away from the thing’s teeth (she might be immune, but that didn’t mean bites didn’t hurt or do damage) and lifted it off to expose the head.  A single blow from her tomahawk silenced the creature.  Then she went to work inspecting packs and boxes.
Although they found nothing in the way of protective clothing (and hadn’t expected to, since the outbreak happened in the summer) and only a handful of MREs, Skye was able to obtain a small flashlight and several magazines of 5.56mm rifle ammunition from the dead girl’s combat harness.  Up at the Humvee, Sallinger located a pair of laminated, military-spec maps; one of the larger area from here east to the California-Nevada border, and a closer detail map of Truckee itself.  There was no radio, however.
“They were sure to have had one,” Sallinger said to Oscar.  “It probably wandered off still strapped to the back of a dead guy.”  It didn’t matter; the radio would be just as dead by now, and they hadn’t found any spare batteries.  The captain couldn’t help but think of his own radioman back in Chico, cut in half by a whirring fragment of rotor blade from an exploding Black Hawk.
The real find was the ammo, and it was cause for smiles all around.
"Five-point-five-six-millimeter,” yelled Rooker, lifting two green ammo cans from the rear cargo space of one of the Hummers, holding them high.  Each can contained five hundred rounds.
“More over here,” Corporal Bracco said, showing everyone another can identical to those Rooker had, along with a belt of linked ammo in a canvas box that could be hung beneath the team’s squad automatic weapon.
“Skye,” Sallinger called to the young woman as she jumped down from the tail of the truck, “anything in the deuce-and-a-half?”
“A dead soldier, what looks like fencing and hardware, and some spools of barbed wire.  A few MREs and some odds and ends from packs, nothing we don’t already have.”
“There’s no ammo for the SCAR,” Oscar said.  He handed an M4 and full bandolier to Rooker, then ordered the young soldier to give up his remaining 7.62mm magazines to the sniper.  Rooker did as instructed, then left his SCAR and forty-millimeter grenades on the hood of one of the Humvees.  The grenade launcher wasn’t effective against the dead, and so carrying the added weight made little sense.
The master sergeant handed another M4 to the young woman, along with additional ammo for the weapon.  “When the SCAR runs dry, you can switch over.  Can you handle the extra weight?”
Skye slung the rifle.  “Hoo-ah, Top.”
The Rangers laughed, and the master sergeant gave her a nod and a wink.
The squad took the time to load every magazine they had from the newly found ammunition cache, then distributed the weight of the remaining loose ammo among themselves.  Oscar had the SAW and belted ammunition hanging around his neck, Rooker, Bracco and Captain Sallinger carried M4s.  Everyone had a full pack, and no one complained about the added weight.  For soldiers in combat, spare ammo is a blessing too soon exhausted.
The captain nodded at his team, then turned them east up the snowy interstate, Corporal Bracco plowing ahead on point.
 
 
Sallinger glassed the road ahead with his binoculars.  “Well…” he let the word drag on, then finished with, “…shit.”
“You said it,” Skye nodded, standing beside him and looking through the telescopic sight of her battle rifle.  The weapon made a sharp cough, kicking against her shoulder, and two hundred yards downrange a freak’s head popped.  The SCAR coughed twice more, and another pair of corpses was suddenly headless.  None of the bodies fell.  They couldn’t.
“Can’t even tell the difference,” Oscar said, standing to Skye’s left.
She lowered the rifle.  He was right.  Her three pathetic kills hadn’t altered the scene before them one bit.  Sallinger crunched around to stand beside his master sergeant, and the two of them started going over one of the laminated maps, tracing gloved fingers across the surface and talking softly.
“Hey,” said Rooker, “they’re just standing there.  I’ll bet even the corporal could make a head shot or two.”
“Fuck yourself, redneck.”
“Good idea,” the young Ranger said, “your mama did.”
“That’s right, you country boys know all about fucking mothers.  I guess that would make you a…”
“Stallion,” Rooker finished with a smile.  “That’s what she said.  Your mama, I mean…”
Skye tuned it out, and the officer and senior NCO seemed not to notice at all.  She’d been hearing this sort of banter ever since she’d joined the squad, and although in the old world, such insults between men would have led to fistfights or worse, among soldiers it was as natural as breathing in and out.  She wasn’t included in the banter.  As crude as these men could be, they were well-mannered when it came to the lady in their presence.
She looked through her scope once more at the bizarre and chilling sight.  The squad was standing at the top of a gentle rise in the highway before it dipped and then climbed again to curve out of sight.  Both the east and west-bound lanes, and the pine-studded area in between them, were covered by the same, even field of deep white they’d been seeing since entering the mountains.  The difference here was the dead.  They were hip deep in the snow, arms limp at their sides, spread over the entire area from one side to the other, and as far back as she could see.  The three she’d picked off had simply flopped over at the waist, still stuck in the snow.
Skye looked at the awe-inspiring sight and suddenly thought of a bag of poppy seeds that had been scattered across a white bed sheet.
There had to be thousands of them, she thought.  They were severely decomposed, their gender no longer identifiable, and many wore little white caps of snow.  Other than an occasional twitch or gentle swaying, they didn’t move, simply remained in place.
They’ve been standing there for months, and the snow just piled up around them.  Did they eat everyone they could find, start wandering and just lost focus?  She wouldn’t be surprised.  She’d seen the dead do the most incomprehensible things.  Skye didn’t wonder where they’d all come from.  It had to be Truckee.
According to Sallinger, they were only about a mile away from the high mountain town.  It was, he said, just around the next bend.  They were so close now, only to be stopped by a wall of the walking dead.  Walking, hell!  They aren’t even moving.  The corpses appeared to have gone dormant.
“We should just gun ‘em all down while they’re standing there,” Rooker said.  Skye liked the idea of destroying them one after another, craving the rush of exterminating so many of the creatures that had ended her world.  Although Rooker’s idea was seductive, she knew it wasn’t practical.  Corporal Bracco voiced her unspoken thought.
“We don’t have the ammo,” he said.
Rooker snorted.  “We just found the mother-load.  There’s more than enough.”
The big corporal made a disgusted face.  “Good thinking, trailer park.  We burn out all our ammo here so we can roll into town on empty.”
Rooker muttered that the town would be empty since the entire population seemed to be out here.
Don’t count on it, Skye thought.
Rooker panned across the motionless horde with his rifle sight.  “There’s a lot of gaps, plenty of space between ‘em.  We could zig-zag our way through.”
Bracco put a hand on his friend’s shoulder and shook his head.  “That’s death waiting out there, bro.  Do you remember when we were on leave that time in San Diego, and went into that pet shop?”
“Yeah, I wanted to see those huge scorpions.”
Bracco nodded.  “And remember the big fish tank at the back of the store?  It was filled with piranhas.”
Rooker grinned.  “Yeah, but they weren’t for sale.  Just display.”
“And I dared you to poke your finger into the water on top?  Remember what happened?”
Rooker was quiet for a moment, then looked at his big friend.  “The second my finger went in, they all turned to it at the same time, no matter where they were in the tank, and started swimming for it.”
“Right.”
Rooker swallowed and looked back out at the frozen horde.
Skye looked too.  It was a deadly deception.  The dead were scattered and widely spaced now, but that would change.  The hum of a suppressed, subsonic bullet passing among them hadn’t been enough stimulus, but the entry into their midst of warm-blooded prey would certainly arouse them from their dreaming and put them in motion.  Anyone trying to pass through that – plodding through waist-deep snow and growing more fatigued with every step – would quickly find the entire horde moving in from every direction.  They would be slow, easy targets, but they would all be coming, and they would not slow or tire.  The circle would steadily constrict as the dead pushed through the snow and over fallen bodies, closing relentlessly.  It would all end when the ammo ran out and the teeth came in.
The young woman shuddered and tucked her chin into her jacket.
Rooker and Bracco looked over to their leaders.  Top and the captain would know what to do.  None of them were particularly excited with what Sallinger had to say when he gathered them together.
“We’re leaving the highway,” the captain announced.  He turned and pointed to the left, across the westbound lanes, then up a bit.  “The Union Pacific line is right up there on that elevation.”
Everyone looked to see an unnaturally straight line cutting horizontally across the snowy mountainside.
“I make it to be about a hundred yards above the interstate.  From here it slopes downward and cuts right through the center of Truckee.”  He gestured at Skye’s field of poppy seeds.  “That is not an option.  The tracks will keep us away from the horde and take us right into town.”  Sallinger saw their expressions and grinned.  “Yeah, the climb is going to suck.  Time to Ranger-up.”
The hoo-ahs he received were less than enthusiastic.
 
 
By the time Skye stepped over the steel rail and onto the flat bed of the tracks, she was frozen and mind-numb, her muscles like jelly and her body unable to stop shaking.  Every bit of her, including her pack and weapons, was crusted in white, and she knew she would never be warm again.
The single-file journey across the wide area of pines between the east and west-bound lanes (the snow was deeper here, the trees blocking some of the wind and preventing the top layers from blowing away) followed by the trek to the base of the mountain had been exhausting.  It was nothing compared to the climb that followed.
Master Sergeant Cribbs had gone up first, free-climbing a vertical face of rock and ice, weapons and gear across his back.  He stopped at the midway point, hammered in a piton and attached a length of sturdy nylon rope, then sent the rest arcing out to land at the bottom.  Then he started climbing again as the wind lashed at him, the blowing snow sometimes completely obscuring his shape as he crawled up the side of the mountain.
Skye stood at the bottom shaking, watching and praying he wouldn’t fall.  Cribbs had gone up without a single command from his officer, without complaint, to do a job that could easily hurl him onto the rocks below without warning.
Ranger, Skye thought with new respect.
He’d made it to the top and tied off the second rope, anchoring it to a steel track and letting the rest quickly unravel to dangle next to where the first length ended.  Two fifty-yard lengths, almost exactly a hundred yards vertical as Sallinger had estimated.
The men went up one at a time, Sallinger waiting until last.  Skye went up ahead of him, a climb that would quickly turn into a blur of screaming muscles, slipping boots, biting wind and never-ending impacts of knee, elbows, chest and cheeks against frigid, unforgiving rock.  She was certain the face beneath her death’s head ski mask would be swollen and bruised like a prize fighter’s, but of more concern was resisting the urge to simply let go, give her failing muscles the relief they were demanding and just…let…go…
She didn’t.  She bared her teeth and somehow made the switch from one rope to another, pulling herself up as the toes of her boots dug into snow and ice, searching for purchase.  The wind was the worst, trying to kill her, to sweep her off the rope and into a white hell.  Through it all, the master sergeant hurled obscenities and threats down at her, telling her that if she was too tired she should just drop and save everyone the trouble of her worthless existence.
“You’re dead weight anyway!” he screamed against the wind.  “Just drop, little girl!”
Skye made a growling noise behind her mask.  She was going to bury her tomahawk in his ugly face when she got to the top.  “Asshole!  Dead man!” she shrieked up at the figure leaning over the edge.
“Bullshit!” he shouted.  “You don’t have the strength to climb another foot!  Go ahead and fall.  I’ll piss on your bones!”
Skye let out an animal wail to match the wind, and hoisted herself another foot up the rope, shoving off with her boots, gripping the rope higher up with her other hand and pulling.  “Dead…man…” she growled.
In the end it was Oscar Cribbs who reached out and caught her arm, hauled her up and pulled her swiftly into a bear hug, pinning her close to his chest for warmth and to help her stop shaking.  Skye pressed her face against him, breathing in his warm, musky scent, and let him hold her that way until the shaking stopped.
Captain Sallinger allowed them to rest at the top for twenty minutes, but dared wait no longer than that.  They needed to keep their blood and muscles moving, and that meant pressing on.  Exposed to the wind on the side of the mountain like this, the tracks had been scoured of snow right down to the railroad bed.  It meant they didn’t have to plod through the deep stuff, and that was less fatiguing, but the wind sapped their strength just as readily, and they hunched forward as they walked single-file, Sallinger in the lead.  As the maps had shown, the tracks descended a long, gentle grade that soon left the mountainside and flattened out into a small valley.  The shapes of snow-covered buildings, roads and telephone poles appeared ahead and to both sides.
The squad had arrived at Truckee, California.
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Settled in the second half of the 1800’s, Truckee started out as a railroad and lumber town.  Six thousand feet up in the Sierras, it was a place that saw more than two hundred inches of snow annually, making it a natural for its eventual evolution into a winter sports town.  The nearby ski resorts of Sugar Bowl, Soda Springs and Boreal Mountain saw a great deal more than that, and Reno being only forty miles away contributed to a lively economy.
Nestled in the pines of a very Republican county, Truckee enjoyed both a small town and an Old West feel while appealing to the progressiveness of ski, snowmobile and snowboarding enthusiasts from around the country and even the world.  The area was best known, however, for its gruesome footnote to history.  Only a few miles out of town, Interstate-80 ran through Donner Pass, the place where in 1846 more than half of an eighty-seven-member party of settlers perished when they were trapped by blizzards and incredible amounts of snow (the pass averaged four hundred inches per year, but that year it was estimated to have been closer to seven hundred.)  The tales of cannibalism during that long winter, recorded in a survivor’s journal, would turn out to be a grim whisper of things to come, more than a century and a half later.
Truckee’s resident population of sixteen thousand normally swelled in the winter months because of the lure of winter activities.  This winter, in the post-plague world, the town’s occupants counted for many more than that.  Not one of them registered a heartbeat, or drew breath.
But all were hungry.
 
 
Following the rail line was one of their better decisions.  Other than the odd corpse tripping along the railroad ties or floundering in deep snow beside the tracks (all quickly dispatched with a tomahawk) the squad had the rails to itself.  The team members moved silently in single-file, ghosts passing through a world of still houses and pines draped in white.  Here in the valley, with the steep, windswept mountainsides now moving away to the right and left, creating a small valley, the snow on the tracks had returned to its normal state of deep and heavy, and Bracco had resumed his place on point to break trail.  Other than the shuffle and crunch of the corporal’s boots and the sound of their breathing, nothing disturbed the calm.  Rather than give the impression of winter solitude, however, the silence felt more like the inside of a tomb long forgotten.
A break in the trees on the left revealed a shopping center a thousand feet away, and the squad came to a halt as everyone stared.  Almost half the parking lot was filled with ordered rows of school buses.  A few military and Red Cross vehicles were parked near the store fronts, and the rest of the lot was taken over by a collapsed tent city covered in a three-foot-deep white blanket.
One of the buses had EVAC spray-painted on the side in red letters.
“Holy shit,” whispered Rooker.
“They must have tried to use this place as a refugee collection point,” Sallinger said softly.  “Probably evacuated from Reno.”
“We’re fucked,” Bracco breathed.
Skye scanned the tent city and buses with her rifle scope, counting silently.  There were a few corpses stuck in the snow, standing motionless like the horde back on the interstate, but not many.  If the buses and refugee camp were any indication of the increased number of the dead in Truckee (and she was willing to bet this wasn’t the only camp in town) then Bracco was right.  The ratio of walking dead to the five humans who had just arrived in town was mind-numbing.
And there’s no turning back.
Skye looked up, saw the storm coming, smelled it on the frigid air.  They couldn’t push east, not without rest and snow-clearing equipment, and they couldn’t walk back down the mountain into California’s lowlands.  The storm would catch them out in the open, and kill them before nightfall.  Truckee was their only hope, and one look at the refugee camp made it clear that here, the dead ruled.
“Slow and quiet as long as you can,” Sallinger told the squad in a low voice.  “When you do fire, single shot only, except for the SAW.  We’re going to need every bullet.”
They all nodded.  No one was eager to see what gunfire in this ghost town would summon.
The captain looked skyward as his young sniper had.  The clouds were darkening, a wind that whipped at their clothes driving the temperature down through the twenties.  Nearby pines bowed and dropped clouds of powder in drifting veils.  The storm was going to hit them hard.
“Our priority is defensible shelter,” Sallinger said, “and we need to find it fast.  We’ll work out the rest later.”
The tracks curved toward the center of town, and the captain motioned for Bracco to lead off again.  Heads were on swivels as the team followed a path that would take them into the heart of a killing field.
 
 
“That’s it right there,” said Sallinger, pointing a gloved hand.  He, the master sergeant and Skye were lying prone atop another motor home, this one parked in a crowded lot next to Truckee’s small Amtrak station, a place constructed to look as if it had been around since the time of gold prospectors, gunfighters and settlers.  The trio had shimmied on their bellies through the snow to the front end of the vehicle.
Sallinger was pointing to the right.  Ahead of them, running crossways to the parking lot, was Donner Pass Road, Old Truckee’s quaint main street.  The object of the Ranger leader’s interest was a brick-faced, four story structure – apparently the tallest building in town – about seven hundred feet away along the main street and across an intersection.  It was covered in narrow windows, and boasted a covered, board walkway that ran down the front and one side, set with a few iron benches.  Very Old West.  Block letters on the face of the building proclaimed it to be the COBURN HOTEL.
“The squad will be on security while you work,” Sallinger told Skye and the master sergeant.  “Once we’re clear, we’ll move out.”  He looked at Skye.  “You got this?”
“Why doesn’t Cribbs do the shooting?  He’s had the training.”
“Because shooters don’t get better unless they shoot,” the captain said, “and I’m confident you’ll do fine.  Now, you got this?”
The young woman nodded and snapped out the bipod of her SCAR sniper variant.
“Good,” Sallinger said, shimmying backward across the roof.  “Hit your targets and work fast.  This storm isn’t waiting.”  As if to punctuate his statement, the wind blew a cloud of snow crystals through the air, forcing them all to duck their heads.  As the captain descended the ladder at the rear of the motor home, where he would join Bracco and Rooker in maintaining a secure perimeter, Oscar Cribbs snugged up beside Skye and propped his elbows in the snow, looking through a pair of binoculars.
“Remember to breathe,” he said.  “Fix your targets.  Easy squeezing.”
Skye nodded.
“When you need to reload, don’t rush it.  Smooth motions, we’re in no rush.”
“But the captain-”
“Forget what he said, and forget about the storm.  There’s only your sight picture, the rifle, and the sound of my voice.”  Cribbs was speaking in a tone so low and level that it was almost a rumble.  “Take a minute to get a feel for your target area.”  His breath went out in a slow, soothing whoosh, and he growled, “Then we’ll fuck some shit up.”
Skye exhaled a long breath as well, and panned her rifle scope along Truckee’s main street.  A steady wind had carved snowy sculptures along its length; deep drifts in some places (at least ten feet high along the fronts of the stores), scouring down to blacktop in others, rolls and ridges of white, wavelike dunes.  Long-abandoned cars were parked in angled spaces along its length, and she saw that like the hotel, many of the stores were fronted by a raised and covered plank sidewalk.  Gaslight-style streetlights completed the illusion of stepping back in time.  Signs and shingles advertised ski and snowboard retailers, pubs and restaurants, gift shops and clothing stores.  She saw a few galleries and a boutique coffee house, a real estate outfit advertising summer rentals, more saloons and a tiny bank with bars on its windows that looked more decorative than anything else.  Again, the Old West illusion was maintained, except for the modern ATM set in the bank’s front wall and facing the plank sidewalk.  She saw at least a dozen U.S. and California flags hanging frozen from the fronts of buildings, rocking stiffly in the breeze.
The dead were here.
Some could be seen as little more than silhouettes behind windows, and others were buried in drifts with only their heads exposed, jaws working slowly.  There were more in the street, bloodless and blue-skinned, dressed in gray rags and staring with colorless eyes.  They drifted mindlessly up and down the pavement, in and out of open doors, wandered around a garbage truck, an ambulance parked at an angle in the center of the far intersection, and bumped along the side of a white U.S. Mail truck that had run up onto a fire hydrant and become wedged.  Through the scope, Skye saw a single, rust-colored palm print on the side of the truck, and for a moment she could picture the madness and terror that must have overtaken Truckee on that terrible final day.  She quickly pushed the thought away.  It was time to go to work.
The wind gusted and filled the air with swirls of white, and she steadied the rifle, bracing it tightly against one shoulder and judging how much correction would be needed to counter the wind.  “Ready,” she breathed.
“Tango,” said Oscar, “five hundred feet, garbage truck.”
Skye shifted, found the target with her scope.  A bald man in a restaurant apron.  She squeezed and the battle rifle coughed, a sound immediately blotted out by the wind, she noted with satisfaction.  The bullet took off the top of the bald man’s head, and he crumpled.
“Tango, right five feet.”
The SCAR ticked right, crosshairs settling on a middle-aged woman.  Cough.  The woman fell.
“Tango, right five more, tail of the garbage truck.”
Cough.  A teenager in a tank top fell.
“Tango, left ten yards, four hundred feet, sidewalk.”  Cough.  “Tango two hundred fifty, left of the mailbox, dressed like a soldier.”  Cough.  “Tango, six hundred feet far right, fat lady.”  Cough.
Skye hit what she aimed at, but not with every bullet.  Because of the wind, some targets required correction and a second shot, but then they were down.  None needed a third.  Oscar spotted and called out a calm, steady cadence of target location and range, and Skye obeyed, ticking the rifle left and right, elevating and depressing.  When she started to hurry, Oscar’s voice was there, telling her to slow down and breathe, never rising above that comforting grumble.  She found that she was having no trouble hearing him over the wind.
“Reloading,” she murmured, matching his tone, ejecting a spent magazine and inserting another twenty rounds of seven-point-six-two.
“Tango, seven hundred feet, hotel sidewalk.  There’s a cluster of three.”
The SCAR spoke three times, and three skinnies went down to head shots.
“Tango, three hundred feet, kid with a bicycle helmet.”
Cough.
“Snowbank, five hundred feet left, five or six heads poking out.”
Eight bullets left the snowbank stained black and green.
Skye lost herself in the shooting.  She didn’t notice the cold or the wind cutting through her clothing, didn’t feel her muscles and joints stiffening as the dropping temperatures chilled the motor home’s roof.  Neither did she feel the maddening bloodlust she’d so often felt before, the killing rage that overtook her when the dead presented a seemingly endless field of opportunity, as it had in that Oakland church steeple.  This was different, a cold bubble of serenity, a silence broken only by the gentle voice of her spotter, the suppressed bark of the muzzle, and the metallic click of the magazine and chamber cycling.  She was in the Zone, an elusive place known to all professional shooters, a state of being that was eagerly sought-after by those who worked at this deadly trade.  The Zone was their Holy Grail, and when a sniper found it, nothing that crossed their sight picture – moving, partially concealed or trying to shoot back – stood a chance of surviving.
“Tango.”  Cough.  “Tango.”  Cough.
Time slipped away, a meaningless thing.  There was only the voice, the sight picture, the movement of her hands on the rifle.
CLICK.  The magazine was dry.  “Reloading,” she said.
“No, you’re done.”
“There’s more…”
The master sergeant rested a hand on her shoulder.  “Too far away to matter, so conserve your remaining ammo.  We’re done here.”
Skye looked up from her scope, over the top of her rifle.  Truckee’s main street for a thousand feet in both directions, and as far up the intersecting street as the angle would allow, was motionless, littered with the fallen dead.
“Time to go,” Cribbs said, and together they started back toward the ladder through a carpet of spent shell casings.
 
 
The squad raced across the wind-scoured pavement, zig-zagging around snowy berms and drifts, moving quickly up the block toward the hotel.  They knew that despite Skye’s sniping, the area was far from unoccupied, and there was no way to completely avoid being spotted by the dead.  The hope was that by the time corpses that had seen them and started to move from behind their windows or up the street, the team would be under cover.
“I don’t want to waste Skye’s work,” Sallinger had said before leading them away from the train station parking lot.  “No shooting unless absolutely necessary.  Close quarter battle only.”
Tomahawks cleared belts and pack loops.
Now as they ran past the back end of the garbage truck, boots thumping and gear rattling, they passed through a cloud of decay so heavy it felt damp against their skin; the reek of rotting human flesh.  Skye glanced into the rear of the truck as they moved by, seeing that the crushing mechanism was down.  The interior steel walls were clotted with frozen gore and fragments of bone, and a few slender, blue-white arms reached helplessly from underneath the crusher.  Muffled groaning came from within.
A desperate attempt at disposal, she thought, turning away and running after the Ranger in front of her, trying not to retch.  Those arms…it was a sight she’d never forget.
Add it to the list.
They passed the ambulance and the mail truck with its bloody hand print, vaulting over bodies lying where they’d fallen when Skye’s bullets found them, spotting more slow-moving figures farther along the town’s main boulevard and up the intersection, shadows in the blowing snow.  And then they were up on the covered plank sidewalk outside the Coburn Hotel.  Just like the other buildings they had seen, high drifts had formed against the two walls facing the streets, burying the windows of the first floor.
There was a gap, however, a place where the drifts had been trampled flat by many shuffling feet.  The front doors to the hotel stood open like a black mouth, the floor of the doorway marred by sliding, snowy footprints.
“Flashlights,” Sallinger ordered, then started in.
Master Sergeant Cribbs elbowed him aside.  “I got this one, sir.”  He led with his light and his tomahawk, and the squad followed him into the darkness.
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The dead were on them at once.
Shadowy figures galloped at them out of the gloom, filling the air with their moaning; men and women, snarling children, all of them ripe with decay and gnashing blackened teeth.  The squad met them with tomahawks swinging, flashlight beams jumping crazily about the hotel lobby.  The sounds of thumping boots and sliding feet competed with grunts and the cracking of bone.  Stringers of gore and dark fluid were slung back from the hatchets, streaking across furniture and hardwood planking and Native American woven rugs.  Bodies hit the floor and there was more snarling, this time from the men and one woman fighting in the dark.
A rotting eight-year-old came at Skye from the right, and the young woman kicked it flat with a boot to the chest, pouncing forward and burying her tomahawk in its forehead.  Corporal Bracco straight-armed a ghoul and swung sideways, the blade whispering dangerously close to Rooker’s face before cleaving a putrid head on a horizontal angle.  Oscar Cribbs planted his axe in the head of a corpse wearing a T-shirt advertising the Coyote Moon Golf Course, then shouldered the limp thing into two others, knocking them down and going in swinging as they tried to rise.
“Get the door, Rooker!” Sallinger yelled as a set of snapping teeth barely missed his shoulder.  He kicked a boot at a skinnies’ knee and it buckled with a wet snap, making the creature fall.  The captain’s tomahawk split the creature’s head in two, a swing so hard it passed through the bone and brain tissue and sank into the wood floor, forcing him to jerk the blade free.
Rooker tore his hatchet from the head of a girl with long hair and threw himself at the hotel’s double doors.  A few shapes could be seen stumbling over the railroad tracks across the street, but he couldn’t tell if they were coming this way.  The PFC closed one door easily, then had to put his weight behind the other, shoving hard as he fought against the edge of a snow drift just outside.  He managed to close it all the way except for a six-inch seam of gray light, and then it would move no more.
“Bracco!” he shouted, and a moment later the New Jersey weightlifter was beside him, face flecked with dark fluids and eyes wild, hurling his body against the solid wood.  The door slammed shut, almost taking Rooker’s fingers with it, and the PFC shot home a heavy bolt.  The two slabs of wood were thick and heavy, hung on large hinges, and there was only a small, one-foot-square pane of glass set in each at eye level.  They looked as if they could withstand considerable outside pressure, but once they were closed, the stormy gray daylight vanished and the lobby was plunged into darkness.
“Get back in it!” the master sergeant bellowed, fighting his way across the lobby, boots sliding in a greasy black slime.  Bracco and Rooker jumped into the battle, each picking a target and swinging.  Sallinger was on the left, moving around a long couch placed before a massive fireplace, engaging a pair of reaching skinnies.  “Keep pressing forward!”
Skye moved up the right, dead white faces and hands coming at her in the flashlight beam.  She swung, splitting skulls and dropping bodies, moving forward.  A pasty-skinned thing lurched from the dark and gripped her combat harness with both hands, biting at her chest, sinking its teeth into a nylon pouch holding a full magazine.  Skye shoved it to arm’s length and planted the axe in its face, shrugging out of its now-limp grip.
She reached the hotel registration desk the same time as the captain, and the other three Rangers arrived a heartbeat later.  They were all covered in wet gore, the fluids looking like motor oil in the harsh glare of the flashlights.  Other than the moans of a few dismembered corpses trying to drag themselves across the floor – Rooker and Bracco quickly put them down – the lobby was clear.  The squad was now facing a wide set of stairs climbing to a balcony, a narrow first floor hallway beside it running to the back of the hotel, and the door to an office behind the lobby desk.  An old-fashioned steel-cage elevator was tucked into a notch beside the stairs.
“Bracco, Rooker, hallway,” Sallinger ordered.  The two men disappeared, a pair of bobbing lights.  “Top, hold the stairs.  Skye and I will take the office.”
Cribbs nodded and aimed both the flashlight and the SAW up the stairs, while the Ranger leader and their sniper went in fast through the office door.  At once the pair could tell that there were no skinnies in here; the air lacked the cloying stench of rotting flesh, and nothing came at them out of the darkness.  Their flashlights revealed a good-sized room with a high ceiling and plank floors worn smooth.  A pair of desks – one with a flat surface covered in stacks of paper, ledgers and an open laptop, the other a massive, two hundred-year-old roll-top pushed against a wall – shared space with several chairs and some tall, wooden file cabinets.  In a corner stood an enormous, six-foot-tall safe with PINKERTON painted in gold script above a central dial, and 1876 curving beneath it.  There was a closet filled with cardboard boxes of files but little else.  The tall, narrow windows around the room were covered over by the snowdrifts outside.
Sallinger ran a hand across the smooth wood of the roll-top.  “I always wanted to get one of these for my dad,” he said.
Skye thought about her own father paying bills at the kitchen table in their little house in Reno.  Daddy would have liked one of these, too.
“We’re secure,” said the captain, clearing his throat.  “Let’s get back to the others.”
 
 
Down the hallway, Bracco and Rooker first found a pair of single-occupant restrooms, both with old-fashioned wooden seat, box toilets with pull chains.  Black and white photos of Truckee in winter hung on the walls, and both rooms were unoccupied.  At the rear of the hallway was a back door, sturdy and bolted, with a small window set in the center.  Rooker looked outside to see an afternoon where the light was quickly running out behind a curtain of blowing sleet, and a small parking lot filled with snow-covered cars.  A few bluish corpses poked out of the snow from the waist up, gently swaying with their arms limp at their sides.
“That fight didn’t make enough noise to get them started,” Rooker said softly, moving aside so Bracco could see.  The big corporal nodded and they moved on.
Through a door to the left they found a large space with a pair of bolted, barn-style doors set in the outer wall, a receiving area of some kind.  Shelves of canned and boxed food, restaurant and hotel supplies were neatly organized on metal shelving along the walls, and rows of pink-tagged luggage covered the floor.  There was nothing dead in here, and Bracco double-checked the exterior doors to make sure they were secure.
Back in the hallway, flashlights picked out two sets of narrow wooden stairs; one climbing to the second floor, the other descending into an inky basement.  The sounds of dragging feet came from above.
“Wonder what’s making that noise,” Rooker said.
Bracco gave his friend a tight grin and pointed at the basement steps. “Down.  You first.”
Rooker muttered a curse, and started down with his flashlight and tomahawk.  Bracco followed six feet back.
 
 
The master sergeant stood on the bottom two steps of the broad, wooden stairway rising to the second floor.  The rough, blond wood was worn smooth by the oils of countless hands over what had to be more than a century, and a wide carpet runner snaked up the center, held in place by horizontal brass bars.  With his flashlight clamped to the front grip, Cribbs aimed the SAW up at the second floor.  Bumping and moaning came from somewhere beyond the circle of his light, and a putrid odor like long-spoiled deli meat floated down from above.
In another time he would have enjoyed being in a place like this.  He loved the Old West and everything about it, couldn’t watch enough westerns, and often thought that if he’d lived back in that time he might have made one hell of a gunfighter.  He’d grown up out west, surrounded by the trappings – real and imagined – of an era where people had to be hard in order to survive.  Perhaps that was why he’d been drawn to this profession.  He still called Colorado home, though now there was nothing for him there but a vacant, studio apartment, an ex-wife, and a teenage daughter who thought that the American military was the source of all evil in the world, and wouldn’t talk to him.  That hurt the most.  And despite her opinion and cold silence, he’d loved her more than his own life.
She’s gone now.
Stop.  Mind on the mission.
He listened for sounds of his men down the hallway and from his leader and young sniper in the office.  They were the only family that mattered anymore.
Skye and Sallinger joined him a moment later, telling the master sergeant what they had found, and then all three started up the stairs in a staggered formation; the captain on point in the center, Cribbs a few steps back against the left rail, and Skye coming up last on the right.  They moved slowly, listening, lights panning across the balcony above that stretched to either side and overlooked the lobby.
Reaching the top step, the Captain saw a door down to the left with a brass plate attached to it that read, PRIVATE, likely the owner’s apartment.  To the right was a narrow staircase turning in a square around the steel cage elevator shaft, climbing to guest floors.  Ahead was a set of partially open double doors, covered top to bottom in a grid of glass panes, a hand-carved sign over them reading COBURN SALOON.
“Oscar-” Sallinger said, and then the paned double doors exploded in a shower of glass and wood fragments.  A zombie as big as Bracco, wearing cowboy boots, denim and a flannel shirt (and moldy with decay, gray fluid drooling from his mouth and nose) burst through the saloon entrance and right into Sallinger.  Its flailing limbs batted aside both the flashlight and tomahawk before the Ranger could react, and the creature wrapped its arms around him, snapping black teeth in the captain’s face.
Man and zombie went tumbling over backward, rolling and crashing down the stairs.
A scream, and then the muffled, ripping sound of an assault rifle on full-auto echoed through the hotel from down the back hallway, joined a second later by shouts and the three-round bursts of a second M4.
Gray and rotting shapes pressed forward out of the saloon’s shattered doors, moaning with hunger.  “Motherfuckers!” Oscar growled, raking them with the automatic chatter of the SAW, the muzzle a brilliant white strobe in the darkness.
Sallinger and the big flannel zombie hit the bottom of the stairs in a brawling tangle, and the captain let out a short scream.  Skye leaped, tomahawk raised, and hesitated.  The thing was pressed close to Sallinger, and a blow to that rotten orb would unleash a torrent of vile pus and fluids right into the Ranger’s face.
Sallinger was snarling back at it, trying to fight it off as it bit, teeth catching the collar of his jacket, dangerously close to his exposed neck.
Skye dropped her flashlight, grabbed it by its graying hair and pulled.  A clump of scalp peeled off in her hand and she fell back.  Cursing, she came in again, hooking one arm around the big zombie’s neck and hauling up and back with all her strength, as the captain fought to pry the creature off him.  The teeth came away with a scrap of torn camouflage between them.  Above them, Oscar was advancing into the saloon horde, the SAW’s ejection port spitting an arc of hot, spent brass.  At the rear of the hotel, cries of “Changing mags!” and “Get that fucker!” could be heard between the bursts of gunfire.
The flannel zombie came off the Ranger leader, and Skye strained against its weight, elbow locked around its throat, muscles straining as she pulled.  The thing made a thick, strangling noise, and flailed its arms.
And then with a wet, ripping noise, the head tore free in her locked arm.
Fluids bubbled from the severed neck, drenching Skye’s arms and coat, splashing across her face, and the body crumpled before her.  In her arm was a snapping head with rolling eyes, and a wave of putrescence washed over her.  Skye retched and hurled the thing into the lobby.  She staggered back a step, wiping at her face and spitting, gagging and hoping she wouldn’t vomit.  Somehow she held it down, and picked up her flashlight, kneeling beside the Ranger leader.
“Are you bitten?” she demanded, shining the light on him.  His uniform and gear was wet with sticky gray fluids.  “Did it bite you?  Did you get any in your eyes or mouth?”
Upstairs the SAW was firing only in short bursts, punctuated with the master sergeant’s obscenities and the thump of his boots as he advanced through the darkness to clear the saloon and adjacent kitchen.  Another burst from an M4 was followed by running feet, as Rooker and Bracco returned to the lobby.  Both men were flushed and breathing hard.
“Holy shit!” Rooker shouted, temporarily deafened by the firing on the basement stairwell.  “The cellar was fucking infested!”
Bracco nodded vigorously.  “Got every last one of them,” he said, his voice also too loud.
“That was fucking intense!” Rooker yelled, fist bumping his friend.  Then he made a face.  “What the fuck is that stink?”
“Me,” Skye said, “now knock it off.”  Her flashlight moved slowly over the fallen captain.  “Did you get bitten?” she asked again in a softer voice.  The two younger Rangers noticed their downed officer then, and their faces grew serious.
“I don’t think so,” Sallinger said, shaking his head and speaking through gritted teeth.  “My leg…”
Skye’s flashlight had been searching his arms, torso and face, but now it panned down to his legs.  The right one seemed to have grown a new joint at mid-calf, and the lower portion jutted out sideways at an obscene angle.  She’d once seen old TV footage of an NFL quarterback who had taken a bad hit on his blind side, his lower leg folding in a break just as bad as this one.  It had made her queasy to see it, and Sallinger’s leg made her feel the same way.
“Bad?” the captain hissed.
Skye nodded.  “Really bad.”
“Shit,” he said, letting his head fall back against the floor.  “Hurts like a son-of-a-bitch, too.”  He was starting to sweat, despite the hotel’s cold air, and the color was running out of his face.  Bracco knelt beside Skye and started examining the fallen Ranger.
Cribbs returned from upstairs.  “The saloon and kitchen are clear, haven’t checked the apartment.  Rooker, get up there and keep an eye on the balcony, especially the stairs to the next floor.  We made a lot of noise, so expect company.”
“Copy that,” said Rooker, running up the stairs.  Something – several somethings – were now pounding at the hotel’s thick front doors.
Cribbs eyed the captain’s leg, and nudged Bracco.  “Let’s get him comfortable.”  Together, he and the corporal carried their wounded leader to the sofa in front of the fireplace.  Sallinger bit back screams as they moved him and stretched him out on the cushions, then let out a wavering groan as Bracco put pillows under the break and tore open his medical kit.  He immediately shot the captain up with a powerful, opium-based painkiller.  Fifteen seconds later the captain let out a long sigh, and only grunted as Bracco took off his boot and used a pair of scissors to cut open his pant leg.  “It’s not compound, but it’s close and seriously damaged,” he announced, then slowly tried to straighten the leg.  Sallinger screamed into a pillow.  Once the leg was fairly straightened (a large, purple bulge had grown at the center of the shin bone, and the foot below was turned inward) the captain gasped and sagged into the sofa, his face the color of paper.
After a few minutes, he looked up at Cribbs, Skye and Bracco, then pulled the nine-millimeter from his hip holster.  “I’m good here,” he whispered.  “Clear this fucking place.”
The trio nodded, checked their magazines, and moved off to follow his orders.
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The team did as instructed; they cleared the hotel.  It took an additional two hours, moving room to room, checking every closet, under every bed and table, into an attic with pull-down stairs; anywhere a reanimated corpse could be hiding.  They swept the basement again in the event Rooker and Bracco had missed any during their frantic retreat up the stairs.  Two more creatures were found down there, groaning and dragging their bodies across the floor leaving dark trails after automatic rifle fire had cut them in half at the waist.  The squad was less concerned with using firearms now (if the master sergeant’s liberal use of the SAW had drawn only a few individual skinnies beating at the front doors instead of an entire horde, nothing would) but they primarily did the work with tomahawks in order to conserve ammunition.
Killing off the remaining dead in the Coburn didn’t go without incident.  The corpse of a heavyset Hispanic woman dragged ragged fingernails down Bracco’s neck, lacerating the skin, and a decaying, blond sixteen-year-old girl wrestled with Cribbs and managed to bite off part of his left earlobe before Skye split her head down the middle.  The master sergeant’s immunity in the wake of the Slow Burn made the bite non-fatal, but it required treatment to avoid infection, hurt like a bastard and shook up the others who did not share the older man’s resistance to the virus.  Corporal Bracco put Cribbs and himself on a five day Z-pack of antibiotics just to be safe.
The top two floors of the Coburn Hotel were filled with small, comfortable guest rooms featuring quilt-covered beds, wooden furniture and hardwood floors with Native American rugs, all decorated in a western theme.  The saloon had a small bar (the master sergeant permitted the four of them to pause for a quick vodka shot – “To keep us warm,” Cribbs said over his shot-glass at the squad) and a well-stocked pantry in an adjacent kitchen.  Here they found a second, propane-fired stove that could be used during the area’s many power outages.  Half the basement was filled with a century or more of junk, the other half devoted to hotel and cleaning supplies, stacks of dishes, boxes of lightbulbs and stacks of tablecloths.  There was also more food, shelves lined with the big, commercial number-ten cans.  After the hotel’s dead were put down, the squad spent another two hours lugging the bodies to the basement and stacking them up in rows by the junk.  The cooler temperature down here would hopefully keep down the smell.
It was full dark now, and outside the wind of the approaching storm was rushing through the eaves and shaking the windows, snow hissing against the glass.  Outside, fists continued to beat sluggishly at the front doors.
Cribbs spoke to Skye in the lobby.  “Did you see that narrow set of stairs that goes up to the roof?”
She nodded.
“You and I are going up there tomorrow to do some recon.”
She nodded again, and Cribbs gestured at the fireplace.  It was a massive thing constructed of large, smooth river stones, and it climbed the entire height of one wall of the open, two-story lobby.  A stuffed elk head looked out from where it was mounted to the stones.  The hearth itself was almost tall enough for a man to walk straight into it, and the Rangers had taken split wood from the massive stacks flanking it to build a roaring fire.  The blaze chased away the chill in the large lobby, and illuminated the room with a flickering orange glow.  Curtains drawn across the windows, combined with the drifts outside would prevent the light from being seen and attracting the dead.
“We’re heating water,” the man said.  “There’s a tub in the owner’s apartment.”  A smile crossed his gray face.  “You get the first bath.”
Skye smiled back, touching his arm.  “I don’t remember the last time I had a real bath.”
“I found a bunch of soaps and bath oils up there,” he said, “girly stuff.  I put it all next to the tub with some clean towels.  Lit some candles too, so you’re not in the dark.”
“Thank you.”  Skye was sure she saw a hint of blush in the older man’s ashy face.
“I’m getting tired of your smell, is all,” he said, clearing his throat.  He walked over to the couch where the captain was sleeping, sedated from Bracco’s pain killers.  They had pulled the man closer to the fire to make him more comfortable.
Skye watched him go, shaking her head and smiling.  A bath!  Before the world ended, it was an experience she’d always taken for granted.  Now it was like finding a unicorn.
Rooker was up in the kitchen preparing a hot meal, and Bracco sat at a table in the lobby cleaning the squad automatic weapon.  Skye had already cleaned both her M4 and the .357 (even though she hadn’t used it) and the corporal gave her a smile as she walked by.  The young woman put her hands in her pockets and made a slow tour of the hotel lobby as she waited for the water to heat.
The walls were done in knotty pine and covered in skis and snowshoes from the 1800’s, a bear skin, assorted rifles from that time period and antique mining tools.  There was more history here as well, most of it in the form of framed, sepia-toned photos of Truckee in days gone by.  She saw images of men on horseback, automobiles from the early twenties parked on a dirt street, scenes of logging and hunting and photos of the railroad.  An acrylic-covered plaque displayed the image and story of a serious-looking lawman named Teeter, shot down in a violent gunfight, and another told the tale of how all the Chinese who had built the railroad had been subsequently thrown out of the community once their work was done.  Skye stared at the rows of soon-to-be expelled, stone-faced immigrants in their cultural attire lined up before a locomotive that wouldn’t even have been there without their labors.
She made her way around to the fireplace and sat down beside Cribbs on a heavy coffee table in front of Sallinger’s couch.  “How’s he doing?”
The master sergeant tucked a blanket in around the sleeping officer.  “It’s a bad break.  The bone didn’t come through the skin, but he’s not going to be walking any time soon.”
“Is he in pain?”
“Bracco’s drugs hit him pretty fast.  He’s not feeling anything right now.”
Skye tucked in a flap of blanket that had pulled loose.
“He would’ve gotten bitten if you hadn’t jumped in,” Cribbs said.  “Thanks for that.”
“You don’t ever have to thank me for killing them,” Skye said softly, staring past the couch into the shadows of the lobby.  “I hate them.”
“I know you do.”  He looked at her.  “I’m thanking you for saving his life.  He’s pretty important to me.”
“He’s your friend as well as your boss, right?”
A nod.  “For a long time now.”
Behind them, Corporal Bracco began carrying heated pails of water upstairs to the owner’s apartment, and Rooker came down from the kitchen, setting hot food on the table where Bracco had been cleaning weapons.
“What does this do to your plans?” Skye asked.
“It sets us back a bit,” Cribbs said, “but only for a couple days.  I want him to have a chance to rest while we prep for the final push over the mountains.”
“How can you go with him like this?”
“Just because we take casualties doesn’t mean we abort the mission, and the mission is to get back to Reno.  Truckee should have everything we need to make that happen.”  The Ranger shook his head.  “And there’s real medical attention at the base.  I’m afraid if he doesn’t get it soon, he’ll never walk again.”  Then he looked at her.  “I’m going to need your help.”
“Of course.”  Skye looked at the flushed, sleeping man on the couch, at Rooker setting plates on the table and Bracco coming down for more buckets of hot water.  She thought about Cribbs, how he no longer spoke to her as if she were less than a person.  It was going to be hard to let them go on without her.  Against her judgment, she’d allowed herself to like them, to care about them, and that was exactly why this had to end.  That, and because of what was happening to her.
“Bath’s almost ready, Miss Dennison,” said Bracco.
Skye rose and left before she could tell Cribbs what she was planning.
 
 
The owners of the Coburn Hotel might have lived in a rustic building, but they’d enjoyed their personal comforts, and the private bathroom off the bedroom reflected this.  It was spacious and done in warm woods and earth-tone tiles, complete with double pedestal sinks, a free-standing shower and a large claw-foot tub resting beneath a panoramic window that would have provided a spectacular view of the mountains had the curtains not been closed.  As promised, Master Sergeant Cribbs had lit candles and placed them around the room.  The lighting, a stack of fluffy towels and bath soaps waiting beside the tub and steam drifting off the surface gave it all a spa-like quality.
All I need is some soft music or whale noises.
Skye set out clean clothes on a padded stool before stripping off her weapons, combat gear and filthy fatigues, the fabric damp with sweat and the fluids of butchered zombies.  She stuffed them into a wicker hamper, making a face, glad to see them go, and dropped her eyepatch into a sink.  It needed to be washed as well.  Searching luggage and closets in different rooms had provided her with a new wardrobe; clean underwear and a couple of sports bras, thermal long-johns and designer jeans that fit her curves well, some flannel shirts and a heavy white turtleneck.  A new pair of black leather, knee-high, lace-up boots were waiting to replace her combat boots.  They had deep, heavy tread and a bristle of chrome spikes at the toe, something a Goth chick would wear with a short, plaid skirt, she decided.  The high leather would protect her from bites, but she liked the tread and spikes most of all.  The boots looked like just the thing to stomp the living shit out of a drifter, and that was the real reason she was trading in her current footwear.
Naked and encrusted with streaks of dried gore, she took a partially filled pail of hot water into the free-standing shower, sponging and scrubbing away the filth, swirls of red and black disappearing into the drain between her feet.  She rubbed a washcloth at her face until she was sure her gray skin must have turned pink, then shampooed her head and scrubbed her nails vigorously at the bristles of what was starting to look like a crew-cut.
Suddenly she cried out and jerked her hand away from her head.  The pointed black protrusions at the tips of her thumb and first two fingers were more pronounced, making the taut skin tender.  She finished up with only her right hand after that, digging clots of fluid and tiny bits of rotten flesh out of her ears.  Then she stepped to the tub and lowered herself into it, hissing at the temperature.  It was almost too hot, but she forced herself in, her skin tingling as every pore seemed to creak open.  She let out a long sigh and leaned back, resting her head on the porcelain rim and closing her eyes.
So this is what human feels like.
Skye decided to forgo the bath oils and scented body wash Cribbs had left out for her, tempting as it was to just feel female again.  The shampoo had been an extravagance, for she had long avoided fragrances of any kind, concerned that it might make her easier for the dead to detect, and she wanted every advantage.  But God had she needed that scrub, and now being able to simply soak in the near-scalding water, able to let her guard down for a short while, safe in the knowledge that the men downstairs would not let anything get to her, was more than enough.  Heaven, in fact.
She slid down until her chin touched the surface of the water, breathing in the steam.  Heaven.  Her muscles relaxed, and within minutes she was drifting in a comfortable half-sleep.
Skye dreamed of graduating from Berkeley, her parents whole and happy, waving from the front row as she accepted her diploma.  She didn’t know what field she’d majored in, but she was happy, too.  Whatever her degree, she’d put it to good use.  Carney was in the crowd as well, standing to her mom’s left.  He wasn’t smiling – he almost never did – but the familiar glitter in his eyes told Skye he was proud of her.
Had she introduced him to her parents?  How had they reacted to him being so much older than their daughter, and a convicted killer as well?  She couldn’t answer.  They must know, and it appeared that they were fine with it.  If not, she would make them understand that she loved him.  She loved him very much.
Dead people.
She saw Crystal in the crowd, not rising from the dead in a campus office but laughing and blowing kisses.  There were friends from high school, Sergeant Postman, that girl Meagan from the Nimitz.
They’re dead.  You’re dreaming of dead people.
Then she saw TC and that crazy preacher who had tried to blow up the aircraft carrier.  TC smirked and waggled his tongue at her.  He tapped one finger on the exit wound at the bridge of his nose, left there by Skye’s bullet when she’d shot the sick fuck in the back of his head on the flight deck.
Her body went cold and she felt her joy draining away.
No!  I am happy!  They can’t…can’t…
No happy endings for you.
It’s not fair!  I want a life!  I want to marry Carney, have children.  I’m a woman, I just want to be that!
No, you’re a monster.
The water of the bath exploded in red, and as the most devastating pain she’d ever known wracked her body, Skye let out a scream that threatened to split her head down the middle. 
 
 
The scream got Cribbs, Bracco and Rooker moving in an instant, and even made the sleeping captain call out in his sleep.  The Rangers grabbed their weapons and thundered up the stairs and down to the owner’s apartment, Bracco in the lead.  It wasn’t a single scream; it was ongoing, high and wild and piercing as if a living person were having their skin stripped away a layer at a time.
Bracco was first through the bathroom door, and in the candlelight saw Skye thrashing in the tub, arching her back and screeching, eyes wide open.
“She’s convulsing!” he shouted, dropping his rifle and seizing her, heaving her gray, naked body out of the bloody water, pinning her arms to her sides and wrapping her flailing form in a great bear hug.
The girl’s screaming face was looking over the corporal’s shoulder, and Rooker saw her left eye, no longer blind, now a blazing amber with a pinprick pupil.  “Fuck me,” he gasped.
Cribbs moved in to help the corporal, and caught sight of her left hand.  It was swollen, dripping blood onto the hardwood floor and it looked as if three, jet-black, gleaming talons had erupted through the split flesh at the tips of several fingers.
“Hold her, Bracco,” the master sergeant shouted, wincing at the screams still coming from her gaping mouth.  Her eyes were open but unseeing, and the older man palmed her head, pinning it to the corporal’s chest, afraid that her violent thrashing would snap her neck.  His other hand locked firmly around her left wrist, immobilizing the lethal-looking talons.
Just as abruptly as it had started, Skye’s screaming stopped and was replaced by silence.  Her body went limp as if it had no bones, and her breathing dropped to a shallow, barely perceptible movement of her back and shoulders.  Now the two men had to keep her from collapsing to the floor.
The Rangers stared at each other, breathing hard.  Then Cribbs said, “Get her into the bed and dress those wounds.”  He glanced at the bloody talons.  “Rooker, go get Bracco’s medical kit.”
The young man simply stood there, staring at that clawed hand.  “What the fuck, Top?  What is she?”
Cribbs wheeled on him and grabbed his collar, shaking him.  “She’s your fucking teammate, Ranger!  Now move it!”
Rooker vanished, and the two men carried the unconscious girl into the next room.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
TWENTY-FIVE
 
 
 
 
Fat and happy.  That was how her daddy would have described Pepper’s present state of contentment.  Although fat was far from accurate, and the latter adjective was a matter of degrees, the metaphor worked.  Pepper Davis sat in her tour bus, munching on Spam and Wheat Thins, relishing the food as if it were a banquet.
The bus generator gave off a soft hum down below, and the interior was a toasty seventy-five degrees.  She was wearing clean khaki pants with lots of cargo pockets (a belt that was much longer than it had been last summer cinched them tightly around her narrow waist – they were sized for a man) and a forest-green, long-sleeve mock turtle with CHP in gold letters at the collar.  A clean, blue wool blanket was draped about her shoulders like a shawl.
Scott sat in the seat across the table from her, rigid in his dress uniform and staring out the bus window.  Between them was heaped the gear Pepper had salvaged from the California Highway Patrol vehicles, and on the kitchen counter nearby were stacks of food she’d taken from the travel center (yesterday?  The day before?  She couldn’t remember) and had been subsequently torn from her grasp.
“I got it all back,” she told her brother around a mouthful of – she supposed it was meat – and crackers.  She pointed to the empty backpack and pillowcases on the floor.
Scott said nothing.
“We’re going to make it,” she said, touching first the shotgun resting in the seat beside her, then running her hands across all the gear on the table.  “Nothing can touch us now.”
After returning from the CHP vehicles late last evening, Pepper had spent the night alone and shivering, anticipating the dawn.  When it had at last arrived, a muted pink coming up behind gray eastern clouds, she’d used the short, flat pry bar to crack open the roof hatch and climb onto the roof.  The fiberglass had broken a bit, but there was duct tape on the bus and she could repair the worst of the damage.  Two hours on her hands and knees, pushing and scraping snow from the solar panels in the numbing cold, had prepared them to once again soak up whatever daylight they could find.
Then it was back into the deep snow outside the bus, stomping to where she thought the backpack and other scattered supplies would be, her shotgun leading the way.  Two more hours of searching uncovered it all, as well as the trucker zombie, who exploded out of a wall of snow with arms raised.
Pepper didn’t scream or panic.
She put a close-range buckshot blast into the trucker’s chest, knocking him down.  As he floundered snarling in the snow, Pepper racked another shell, put the muzzle to that blue-white forehead and finished him with a second blast.
“Gonna make it,” she repeated, slicing off another piece of Spam and putting it on a wheat thin.  She’d decided that Spam was better than any exotic cuisine she’d sampled during her wide-ranging trips abroad.
“You really believe you’re going to make it,” Scott said, looking at his sister.
“I do.”  Pepper chewed and pointed the little spreading knife toward her brother’s dour expression.  “We’ve got heat, food, and now we’re armed.  I’ll be able to safely move supplies from the center to the bus all winter long.”  She patted the shotgun again.  “When the snow melts, we’ll get away from this place.  If we can’t find a way to drive out, then we’ll damn sure walk out.”  She smiled.
Scott didn’t.  He looked at her and shook his head.
Pepper stopped chewing.  “You’re coming with me, right?”
Another head shake.  “You’re not going anywhere.  You’re going to die here, only now it’s going to take longer.”
Pepper slammed a fist on the table.  “Why?  Why do you have to be like that?”  She was yelling.  “I’m happy for the first time in…in forever.  Why do you have to spoil it?”
And she had been happy.  Ever since her victory at the CHP vehicles, fueled by the triumph of recovering her food from the snow, she’d been on a high.  Her daily grind and depression had given way to…hope.  For months she’d wondered why she bothered to go on each day.  Now, for the first time since the world and everyone she’d ever known had ended, Pepper knew why.  It was the idea of a tomorrow.  A real tomorrow, not simply a repeat of every numbing, gray day that had gone before.  She’d even played her guitar a little, something she hadn’t done in weeks.
She pointed the little knife at her brother again.  “You’re not going to spoil this for me.  I will get out of here.”  Pepper looked at the gear.  Two shotguns with extra shells, a pair of black, automatic pistols with spare magazines, flashlights, first aid kits, flares and blankets, tool kits, Windbreakers and spare clothing identical to what she was wearing.  The firepower would protect her from the dead, ensure that nothing would get between her and food, allow her to scavenge on the move.
“No,” she said again, shaking her head.  “I’m getting out as soon as the snow melts.”
Scott looked out the window again.  After a while he said, “And go where?”
She’d already thought about this.  “Reno,” she said.  “It’s not far, and from here it’s all downhill.  It’s a big city.  Someone will be there.”
“No one will be there,” he said.
“You don’t know.  You can’t know.”
He nodded toward the glass.  The absolute blackness of night in the mountains pressed against the window, snowflakes blowing hard against the bus as a storm descended.  “What you’ve seen out there…the dead and silence…that’s the world now.  Reno will be the same, only it will have more of both.”
Pepper glanced at the window, then back at her brother.  “You can’t talk like this,” she said, her anger draining away and her voice starting to crack.  “You’re the strong one, and I need you.”  Tears welled in her eyes.  “We can do this.”
His eyes were sad.  “You always say we.”  He shook his head slowly.
“I…I need you to be here for me, Scotty.”
Now he looked directly at her, and when he spoke his voice was almost a whisper.  “I’m not here…at all…”
And then he wasn’t.  Pepper blinked and stared at the empty seat across the table, the only sound the rising and falling cry of the wind outside.  She was alone, and she’d always known it.  She began to cry.  “You had to go and get yourself killed.  You had to die and leave me behind.”  Pepper started to sob.  It hadn’t been the end of the world that had left her with this great empty hole inside.  It had been losing her brother, her twin.  She’d been alone ever since the Army told them what happened five years ago.
“Please come back,” she sobbed, and put her head down in her hands.
Pepper wasn’t sure how long she stayed like that, but eventually she rose from the table feeling hollow and wrung out.  She wanted to crawl into her bed and hide beneath the covers as she’d done when she was a little girl, simply wish the world away and lose herself in the merciful oblivion of sleep.  Instead she bundled up in her layers and coat, pulled on an actual pair of leather gloves (both CHP corpses had a pair tucked in their gun belts) and headed back up to the roof.  The coming storm had already dropped a couple of inches on the solar panels.  Wincing at the wind and biting cold, she crawled about on her hands and knees with a flashlight and spent almost an hour wiping them clear.  She knew they’d be covered again by morning, and she’d be back up here repeating the task, but tonight’s work would mean a little less labor tomorrow.
When Pepper returned to the warm interior she was shaking and barely able to make her hands work well enough to take off her coat and boots.  She found her bed and cocooned herself in blankets.
He’s wrong.  There’s life out there.  “I will get out,” she muttered.
Just before sleep claimed her, Pepper thought she heard a howl outside in the night.
Only the wind.
 
 
Fiddler stood in Pepper’s snow trench, thirty yards away from the tour bus.  Her new vision saw the world in reds and grays, and the bus was a long, cherry-colored rectangle as black motes of snow swept down all around her.
She was motionless except for her hands, which clenched and unclenched repeatedly.  Fiddler struggled with the thoughts and imagery assaulting her newborn brain, all of it colored by an undercurrent of seething violence.  It was almost too much to control, and she wanted – craved – to smash her way into that warm place and feast on the meat inside.
She resisted.  Half-formed scenes played out behind her eyes, tempering her rage with the knowledge that the prey had weapons, could destroy her, and that she would have to wait for the right moment, difficult as it was.
Rip.  Rend.  Destroy.  Feed.
Her entire body shuddered, but she remained where she was.
Fiddler had seen the prey up on the…the…bus…crawling around and sweeping with her hands and arms, her little light bobbing and dancing.  Whatever the prey was doing was important to her…the top of the bus was important to her.
The newly risen predator in Fiddler (the cunning part of predation, not the raw savagery) urged her to watch and learn.
Bite.  Scream.  Feed.
Think.
The Hobgoblin trembled in the snow, still opening and closing hands that felt neither cold nor pain nor knew what exactly to do but move.  Whatever they were for, they were wondrous things, well-suited for tearing flesh and breaking bone.  But she was certain they had other uses as well.
The creature stared through the night, up at where the prey had been crawling around, and thought.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
TWENTY-SIX
 
 
 
 
Skye awoke to a dark room lit only by a single candle resting on a nightstand.  It smelled like kiwi and strawberries.  She recognized the bedroom of the owner’s apartment, and the queen-sized bed in which she lay.  There was a chill on her skin where it touched the air, but she was warm and comfortable buried beneath comforters and a heavy quilt.
Both her eyes were open, but she was experiencing none of the double vision or disorientation of previous attempts to use both her normal eye and the strange, regenerated one at the same time, the two seeming to have come into some sort of balance.  It was startling though, because she realized she was seeing and processing in two spectrums at the same time; both standard vision and heat detection, with its intense, accompanying clarity.  She looked around the room a bit, getting used to it.
The thermal bloom of PFC Rooker was standing by the bedroom door, as far from Skye as he could get and still be in the same room.  He was blowing into his cupped hands, watching her, but as soon as he realized she was awake, his hands dropped to the assault rifle hanging around his neck.  Skye saw his central, cherry glow brighten, and she detected a sudden, sharp change in his scent.  Tiny beads of perspiration appeared on his forehead.
Why was he acting like-
Prey
-he wanted to bolt out the door?
Skye noticed an empty chair beside the bed, a blanket draped over the back.  She looked at Rooker again, seeing him shift from foot to foot, noting the way his hand kept flexing around the pistol grip of his rifle.
Weird kid.
She stretched under the blanket, feeling well-rested.  No, it was more than that.  She felt wonderful, strong and full of energy.
“How long have I been sleeping?” she asked Rooker.
The PFC jumped at the sound of her voice.  “Y-you slept all last night, and a-all through today.”
Skye shifted under the covers, realizing she was naked.  What the hell?  How-?
“The Top’s been sitting with you the whole time,” Rooker said.  “He just left to talk to the captain.  I’ll go get him.”  The young Ranger fled the bedroom.
She didn’t remember undressing or even getting into bed.  Had something happened?  Had she been wounded somehow?  Skye started to run her hands over her body beneath the comforter, searching for an injury, and then cried out at a sharp pain in her hip as if she’d just been cut with a knife.  The hand on that side felt wrong too, and she pulled it free of the covers.
It was enlarged; not swollen, but bigger than her right hand by half as much, and there was no pain as there would have been with swelling.  It was thick with new muscle (in fact her entire arm felt more muscled) and it seemed as if the bones themselves had grown.  White gauze encrusted with dried blood bound the fingers together, and protruding from the tips of her first two digits and thumb, replacing the fingernails, were three, gleaming black talons, each two inches long and curving into razor-sharp hooks.  One was tipped with fresh blood from where it had cut her hip.
Skye held the monstrosity before her, and began to cry.
Master Sergeant Cribbs entered then, his complexion bloodless in the candlelight.  He stopped beside the bed, looked at the hand, then at the girl’s face.  She met his eyes, tears streaking cheeks the same color as the Ranger’s.
“What is this?” she whispered, choking on a sob.
Cribbs gently took her wrist and inspected the dressing.  “The bleeding’s stopped.  Does it hurt?  Wiggle your fingers.”
She pulled the hand away.  “I don’t want to wiggle my fingers,” she cried.  “I want you to chop it off!”
Cribbs sat down in the chair and shook his head.  “Skye, I don’t know the first thing about genetics.  And if all this is biological warfare, and that’s my theory, all I know about that is that it’s destructive.”  He frowned.  “But even an old bullet-blocker like me knows it’s the virus, the Slow Burn.  But I can’t explain this,” he gestured to the clawed hand now resting on the quilt, “any more than I can tell you what happened to your eye.”
Skye immediately raised her good hand to cover the strange eye.
“It’s okay,” Cribbs said, pulling the hand away, still gentle.  “Does that hurt at all?”
She shook her head, the tears still flowing, and Cribbs told her about the bath and how they’d found her, how she’d been sleeping ever since.  “We’ve been rotating watches to keep an eye on you.”
“So you can kill me if I turn into a monster.”  She let out a sob and looked away.  “I am a monster.”
“Bullshit.  We wanted to make sure you’re okay.”
“I’m not.  I’m nowhere near okay.  Rooker…”
“Rooker’s a stupid kid, and he’ll get over it.”
Skye lifted her clawed hand and stared at it again.  It was large and hideous.  She tried to bend the fingers, but the gauze allowed only a small amount of movement.
Cribbs turned to the door.  “Bracco,” he called, and a moment later the big corporal entered with his medical kit.  “How’s the patient?” he asked, smiling at Skye.
“Let’s cut away the gauze,” the master sergeant said.  Bracco sat on the edge of the bed, his mass making it creak, then carefully used a pair of surgical scissors to snip away the wrapping.  Uncovered now, it was even uglier than before, and Skye let out a gasp at the large knuckles and knotted muscle.  She wiggled the altered digits as instructed; they moved without pain, though the weight was a new sensation and the movement felt awkward.
Bracco held her hand in his.  “The tissue where they came through is already knitting together.  Maybe the tearing wasn’t as bad as we thought…”  Then he shook his head.  “No, that flesh was ripped at the tips.  This is accelerated healing like…well, like nothing else.”  He pressed his thumbs in different locations across her hand.  “Any discomfort?”
“No.”  And that was the strangest thing of all, she thought.  The hand, wrist and forearm felt strong.  She made a fist, then instantly cried out.  Two pinpricks of blood had appeared in the pad of her hand where the talons had met flesh.
“Going to take some getting used-to,” Bracco said as if talking about a rainy day.  She liked him for that.  The corporal opened an alcohol pad and swabbed at the tiny wounds.  Skye continued flexing and moving the fingers, abruptly realizing that with a single blow she could probably rip the corporal’s face right off his skull.
Where did that fucked up thought come from?
“I don’t think you’ll be able to wear gloves,” Bracco said, as if he saw this every day.  “I’ll find you some kind of mitten.”
“It better be a big mitten,” she said, but the attempt at humor came out as a cracking whisper.
Cribbs looked at her.  “I can’t help but wonder if this is what’s waiting for me.”  He immediately flushed and looked away, angry for making this about himself.  Skye grabbed his forearm with her good hand and squeezed.  “I hope not, Oscar.”  She wiped her tears from her cheeks with the palm of her left hand (very carefully – she didn’t want to accidentally blind herself) but they came right back.  “You don’t want this.  I’m a freak.”
The master sergeant gave her a smile.  “Then there’ll be two of us.”
Now she closed her eyes, not even trying to hold back the sobs.  Bracco quietly left the room as Cribbs shushed her, gently stroking her bristly head.  After a while Skye quieted.
“The captain’s worried about you,” Cribbs said.  “Think you can come down and show him you’re still alive?”
She nodded.
“I’ll give you some privacy so you can get dressed.”  He indicated the clothes and boots she’d stacked in the bathroom near the tub, now waiting on a nearby dresser.  She also noticed that not only was her rifle, bandoliers of ammo and all her combat gear piled neatly at the base of the dresser, but her .357 was in its holster on the nightstand next to the candle, easily within her reach.
Cribbs saw that she’d noticed the weapons, and gave her his best glare.  “If I was worried you posed a threat kid, don’t think for a second I wouldn’t have put you down myself.”
Skye smiled and squeezed his arm again.
“Listen,” the Ranger said, “our situation hasn’t changed.  We’re still in the shit.  If you’re up to it, I’m going to need my sniper.”
Skye gave him a single nod, and the master sergeant left, closing the door behind him.  Careful not to disembowel herself by her own hand, Skye climbed out of bed and got dressed.
 
 
Sallinger didn’t say much.  Stretched out on the couch in front of the fire, his broken leg unseen under a wool blanket, he looked pale and unable to get comfortable, shifting frequently and wincing every time he did, gritting his teeth and hissing.  He was overdue for painkillers.
Skye wasn’t wearing her eyepatch on purpose, and she raised her hand to show it to him.
“Are you in pain?” he asked.
She said she wasn’t.  The Ranger leader didn’t look long at her new talons, but looked closely at her eyes, and not with revulsion or morbid curiosity, she thought.  More like an evaluation.  She found it difficult to meet his stare, and didn’t know why.
“How do you feel?”
She shrugged.  I’m okay.  A little freaked out.”
The Ranger looked at Oscar, who nodded slowly.  He looked back at Skye.  “Are you good to go?”
Skye crossed her arms over her chest.  “I don’t know…I can’t…my hand…”  She made a frustrated noise.  “I don’t know what I am,” she said at last.
“You’re under stress, like any combat soldier,” he said.  “The virus has fucked you up, that’s for sure, and life is hard.  It doesn’t change the fact that your squad needs you, so I’ll ask again.  Are you good to go?”
For a moment Skye almost blurted out that she was definitely not good to go, that she was sick of the virus fucking her over, and that this dwindling squad of soon-to-be dead men was better off without a dangerous and unpredictable monster in their midst.  
“I’ll try.”
Sallinger made a disgusted noise and looked away.  “Never mind.”
Skye bristled.  “What does that mean?”
The captain looked at her again, his eyes hard once more, as they’d been during their conversation on the Amtrak train, when she’d suggested he put PFC Moore down before the infected soldier could turn into a threat.  “You’ll try?  That’s a child’s answer.”
Now her gray cheeks reddened.  “What do you want?”
Sallinger sat up, clenching his teeth against the pain, and jabbed a finger into her chest.  “I don’t want a child, Dennison.  I want a fucking killer!”
She slapped his hand away and bared her teeth, his scent and heat signature triggering something inside her.  The taloned digits of her left hand opened into a claw shape.  “Don’t…you…touch me,” she said softly.
Sallinger stared back at her.  “That’s what I need,” he said.  “Now, are you fucking good to go?”
“Yes!” she shouted.
“Hoo-ah,” Sallinger whispered, sagging back onto the couch.  Bracco moved in with his needle full of oblivion, and Cribbs motioned for Skye to follow him.  The young woman stood and stared at the wounded Ranger for a moment longer, her rage draining away, her emotions torn and conflicted.  Finally she followed the older soldier.
Several minutes later they were standing in a small room at the top of the Coburn Hotel’s uppermost staircase, a door leading out onto the rooftop to their right.  The master sergeant’s flashlight picked out a metal shelving unit against one wall loaded with small tools and painting supplies.  Leaning in a corner were three rolls of heavy black roofing paper, with several sealed buckets of tar resting on the floor nearby.  Filling most of the small space was a snow-blower covered with a blue plastic tarp.  The room smelled of dust and oil, and it was freezing, an icy draft curling around the edges of the door to the roof.  They could see their breath in the flashlight beam.
As cold as it was, Skye was comfortable enough.  In addition to the jeans, sweater and high boots with the heavy tread and spikes, she’d found a woman’s coat in the back of the hotel owner’s closet.  It was all white, a down-filled Columbia insulated by a wool lining, with a similarly insulated hood.  She also wore her death’s head ski mask, now rolled up into a cap.  On her right hand was a Nomex shooting glove, and as promised, Bracco had found her a roomy snowmobile mitten for her other hand.  Already the talons were starting to tear through the fabric at the end.
“That must have been a bitch to get up here,” Cribbs said, gesturing at the snow-blower.  “The stairway’s too narrow.  Must have hauled it up with ropes.”
Skye nodded, wondering what it was doing up here in the first place.  Weren’t snow-blowers for sidewalks and driveways?  A moment later she got her answer when Cribbs opened the outside door.  Wind and stinging snow particles hit them hard, making them tuck their chins into their collars.  Ahead of them, the roof of the Coburn was expansive and buried in hip-deep snow.  Shoveling would have been a monumental task, exhausting and impractical.
“Now the snow-blower makes sense,” she said.  She had to raise her voice to be heard over the wind.
The Ranger nodded.  “See how flat it is?  If no one removes the snow, it’ll collapse.  These aren’t new buildings.”
“Is it going to collapse underneath us?”
“No, I checked it.”
She could see that Cribbs had come up here at some point earlier, for there were narrow paths stomped through the snow from the rooftop door to all four sides of the building.  At the end of one of those trails, the one that led to the front of the hotel where it overlooked the street, Cribbs had overturned a pair of steel mesh baskets to form a platform of sorts.
“Did you bring me up here to help you clear snow?” Skye asked.
Cribbs shook his head.  “The virus did all this shit to you, but it couldn’t burn away the smartass?  No, Miss Dennison, we’re not going to be here long enough to worry about collapsing roofs.”
At least you and the squad won’t be, she thought.
Cribbs led her along the path toward the front of the hotel, both still hunched against the biting wind.  As they moved out onto the roof, Skye could see that at four stories, the Coburn was indeed the tallest building in Truckee.  She also saw that the buildings attached to the left and moving east up Main Street, as well as those across the intersection heading in the other direction, all had lower but similarly flat roofs, and all of them were blanketed in snow.  She wondered why they hadn’t been built with peaks, but remembered what Cribbs had said about them being old.  This part of town had probably been standing since those railroad days she’d seen in the lobby photos.
With no one to blow the snow off these roofs, most – if not all – would collapse long before the spring melt, destroying their contents or at least making them inaccessible.  If she was to stay in Truckee after the squad moved on, she’d have to move fast and scavenge what she could from these stores.  That, or be prepared to do some serious shoveling.  Snow-blowers would make a lot of noise, attracting unwanted attention.  When she finally began her hunt, her one-woman operation to destroy every last drifter in Truckee, she wanted it to be at a time and place of her choosing.
“Step up,” Cribbs ordered, and for a second Skye didn’t move, not realizing he was talking about the little platform he’d created.  The master sergeant looked at her and then said, “Listen, about what the captain said…  It’s the painkillers talking.”
Skye shook her head and mounted the platform.  “No it isn’t.  He knows what I am.”  She was now at waist level with the top of the hotel’s façade.  Cribbs stepped up onto his own platform beside her and let her take it all in.
The top of the Coburn gave a commanding view of the town, at least what could be seen of it through the murky veil of a worsening storm front.  Objects beyond five hundred feet began to blur and lose shape, becoming pale shadows.  The main street was visible below in each direction, and opposite it was parking, a row of smaller shops and the train tracks beyond.  She could see the Amtrak station and the RV where she’d done her sniping down to the right, and out past the tracks the town turned residential, hundreds of snow-covered houses spreading out behind a frozen Truckee River meandering beside the rail line.  Visibility was dropping as late afternoon rolled in behind the curtains of snow.
Cribbs pointed down at the street.  The walking dead shuffled along its length, moving between abandoned vehicles, oblivious to the driving snow that was sticking to their flesh and hair, turning their ragged clothing white.  Down the cross street that ran from the intersection beside the hotel, out past a short concrete bridge that crossed the river, the gray silhouettes of more moving shapes could be seen.  A knot of five or six was headed slowly this way.
“I think they can smell the smoke from our fire,” Cribbs said, leaning in so she could hear him.  “I don’t think they’ll be able to locate the source, but it’s stirring them up and it’s going to draw them into the general area.  Those skinnies still pounding at the front door are going to attract attention, too.”
Skye looked out at the stiff, white figures.  Eventually they would find the living prey in their midst.  They always did.
“This is going to be your shooting platform,” the master sergeant said.  “We just can’t wait on the weather.  I’m planning for tomorrow, no matter what the storm does.”
“What exactly are you planning?”
“I’ve been thinking about what you said a while ago, about why we don’t just stay where we have shelter and supplies, wait out the winter.”
Skye nodded.  “You need to complete the mission.  And you’re worried about the captain.”
“It’s more than that now,” said Cribbs.  “We can’t stay because of where we are.  I was reading some of the material they have in the lobby about conditions and weather up here.  February is the worst.  It’s going to completely seal off the pass and immobilize us here in town.”  He looked at the gray-white sky, squinting against the wind.  “We’d have no room to maneuver, no way out if we had to evacuate.  I want us over the pass and into Nevada before February locks us in.”
“I’ve lost all track of days,” Skye said.  “Do you know when February will be?”
“By my estimates it’s about a week away.”
Now Skye looked up, watching the low ceiling of clouds push in from the west.  Weather didn’t care about estimates.  It could decide that February was coming today.
“What do you need me to do?”
“This is a good spot,” said Cribbs, patting the lip of the façade.  “I want you to provide cover fire for what we’re going to do.”  He told her that in the morning, Corporal Bracco was going to make a run for the abandoned ambulance just beyond the intersection to get something for the captain’s leg.  “I’ll give him cover from the street, and you keep the dead away from him up here.”
She assessed the street, the ambulance location and the shooting angle.  “No problem.”
“That’s going to be the easy part,” the master sergeant said, turning to point farther east.  “I’ve put a lot of thought into how we’re going to get over the pass.  That was my first choice.”
Skye looked to where he was pointing.  As the Union Pacific line moved past town, the railroad tracks split.  The main line continued into the mountains, but it also branched into a fenced area with a couple of long sheds capable of housing an engine.  Standing on a rail siding near one of the sheds was the largest locomotive she’d ever seen; a conventional train engine, but at its nose was an enormous circle of steel with a massive fan nested inside.
“It’s a snow-blower!” she exclaimed.
Cribbs laughed.  “Sure is.  I’ll bet they ran that damn thing up and down this entire area and kept the pass clear.”
“Even in February,” Skye said, marveling at the size of the blower.
“I’ll bet it kicks up one hell of a show,” said the Ranger.
“Do you know how to operate something like that?”
“I’ve had a little experience with heavy equipment, but I couldn’t tell you the first thing about trains.  Plus it’s pointing west, and that’s the wrong way.  Do you know how to turn a train the other direction on its tracks?”
Skye’s shoulders sagged.  “No.”
“Me neither.  We’re not finished yet, though.”  He pointed left of the rail yard.  “They have to keep the roads clear too, and that’s how we’re going to get out of here.”
Skye looked to see a cluster of municipal warehouses and sheds near a dome-like sand barn.  Parked beside one of these sheds was a yellow vehicle twice the size of the average snowplow, something that looked like a giant tractor with chunky tires taller than a man, and a dump truck-style bed mounted behind the cab to hold sand.  Instead of a plow blade however, its entire front was fitted with a wide, rectangular snow-blower filled with curving blades.  Like the fireplace in the hotel, it looked high enough for a grown man to walk straight into it.
The young woman couldn’t help but immediately think of what those blades would do to the dead.
“I’ll bet that thing does the heavy lifting on the highways around here,” Cribbs said, “and the regular plows handle the clean-up.  Now that I can operate, and there’s enough room in the cab and the bed for all of us, plus equipment.”
Skye saw where he was going, and started estimating the distance.  The plow sheds looked to be a thousand feet or more from the hotel.  A long shot, but well within range of the SCAR.  Visibility would be an issue if the weather didn’t break.
The Ranger told her that he and Bracco would advance on the sheds while Skye kept the dead off them from the rooftop.  The two men would prep the plow, then drive it back and park it right in front of the hotel.  “We’ll load up as much food and gear as we can,” he said, “get the captain settled into the cab, and plow our way right over the mountain.  Tomorrow’s the day.”
Skye shook her head.  “The range, the wind and visibility…you should do the shooting.  I’ll go out with Bracco.”
“Do you know how to handle a piece of equipment like that?”
She had to admit that she didn’t.
“Then you’re the shooter.”  He gripped her shoulder.  “Listen, I know you’re worried about the responsibility, us being so exposed and depending on you.  If I wasn’t confident you could do it, I wouldn’t put you up here.”
Skye wished she shared his confidence.  So much would be riding on her ability to put lead on target.  While sniping at a crowd of zombies, a miss just meant you fired again.  But protecting men…a miss meant someone died.
“And just to make it more interesting,” Cribbs said, pointing again, this time to the right of the municipal plow barn, “there’s that.”
She saw what he meant at once.  The plow sheds were across the street from the fenced rail yard.  Inside that fence were several military vehicles and half a dozen white trucks with a red cross on their sides.  At least a hundred frost-covered corpses drifted among the vehicles and a cluster of green tents.  More stood lined up at the fence, pressing their bodies against it and gripping the links with cold fingers.
“Looks like a field hospital,” Cribbs said.  “I’m assuming that since they’re still inside, the fence must be intact.”  He shrugged.  “But who knows.”
“That’s a lot of dead people close to where you’re going,” Skye said.  “Tomorrow, huh?”
Cribbs peered at the storm clouds again.  “Yeah.  I’m afraid if we wait for it to clear, it’ll be too late.  Time has caught up to us.”
They took a last look at their objectives, and at the thickening dead in the streets below, then returned to the warmth of the hotel to talk to the team.
 
 
The storm arrived just at twilight.
So did the Hobgoblin pack with its monstrous queen. 
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TWENTY-SEVEN
 
 
 
 
Pepper was dreaming of lions.
She stood in a forest of stunted trees with slender, twisting trunks and broad dark leaves, dirt paths wandering in and out of them in every direction.  Lions had made those paths, the wide pads of their feet packing the earth down tightly.  Pepper was barefoot, dressed in a full-length, sleeveless and sequined gown she’d worn in one of her videos.  In one hand she gripped her phone, but it wasn’t working.
The lions were hunting her.
She hadn’t actually seen or even heard them, but they were out there.  She stood on one of the dirt paths, afraid to move in any direction, aware that death was waiting.  The forest was silent.
Loud thumping from behind startled her and she spun, knowing she would see one of the big predators racing in for the kill, heavy feet slamming on the path.
Pepper awoke with her heart rapidly pounding as she stared into the absolute blackness of the tour bus bedroom.  There was no big cat leaping to kill her, only the night outside her window and a winter storm making the bus shake.
Except it wasn’t the storm.
Noises came through the ceiling above, thumping and a metallic creak.  Something was on the roof.  Pepper froze, clutching the blankets to her chin, looking upward in the darkness.
More thumping.  Something moving around.
A distant part of her brain screamed, Flashlight!  Shotgun!  But it was overwhelmed by a primal terror that paralyzed her and kept her in the bed like a child afraid of the dark.
The sounds of breaking glass finally broke her paralysis and she scrambled out of bed, finding the Maglite in the dark, switching it on and locating the shotgun.  She noticed that the bus was still warm, and she couldn’t see her breath in its light as she could every morning, waking to the cold because she’d set the generator’s timer to shut the unit down in the night.
It’s still running.  The hum and vibration coming through the floor confirmed it.  Had she forgotten to set the timer?
More breaking glass from above, followed by the squealing of metal under pressure.  Still disoriented from her abrupt awakening, she was slow to put it together.  Breaking glass?  There’s no window on the roof.
The hum and vibration under her feet hiccupped as the generator chugged and caught.  Pepper froze.  Chug-hum… Chug-hum…  
Oh God.
Chug-hum… Chug-chug…chug…  And then it stopped, along with the vibration.
The former country star hurried through the bus, aiming her flashlight and reaching the panel near the driver’s compartment.  It was dark.  No power.  The flashlight beam found the gauge that showed how much juice the solar panels had stored in the batteries.  The needle was resting all the way to the left, flat-lined in the red.
Empty.  I left it on, I left it on and now I’m dead, no power, I left it on.
Above her, a vent that only moments ago had been pushing out heat was now silent, rapidly cooling air now trickling through the grille.  The SCREE of twisting metal and the muffled sound of more breaking glass made her jerk the flashlight back to the hall toward the rear of the bus, and suddenly her heart went cold as she realized what she was hearing.
The solar panels.
Something was destroying them.
“No!” Pepper screamed, running back to the bedroom.  She dropped the flashlight, racked a shell into the shotgun’s chamber and fired up at the noise.  The blast hurt her ears as it punched a fist-sized hole through the fiberglass and sheet metal.  The racket of ripping steel and shattering glass didn’t stop.  Pepper pumped the slide and fired again, this time to the right.
Another painful BOOM, another hole.
The sounds of destruction moved left.
“No, no, no!” she shouted, ejecting a smoking shell and firing left.  A shrieking that was not the wind answered her from outside.
Pepper stood in the shadows thrown by the dropped flashlight, a fresh shell in the chamber and her finger on the trigger, slowly moving the weapon’s muzzle across the ceiling.  The small space burned with the sharp tang of gunpowder, but it was quickly blown away by the rush of frigid air coming in through the new holes in the ceiling.
She listened, heard nothing but the wind now.
The dead couldn’t have gotten up on top of the bus, weren’t smart enough to destroy the solar panels.  This was something else.
What?
She shuddered, and not from the cold, although the heat once held in the bus was quickly being sucked out.
Stupid!  Why did I do that?
As she waited for the sounds to return, she half expected Scott to respond to her question with some gloomy, sarcastic comment.  He wouldn’t, though.  She knew he was gone.  Scott Davis was five years dead, lying in his grave in Arlington.  She’d watched as he was laid to rest with military honors, wept with her mother as Taps was played and flinched when the honor guard fired their rifles in tribute.
Pepper was alone.
Not anymore.  She continued sweeping the muzzle back and forth across the ceiling.  Whatever it was, had she hit it?
A sudden crash from the hallway made her scream and jump, and she accidentally triggered another blast, blowing a hole in the bedroom closet door and almost dropping the shotgun.  She let out a shriek of fear and frustration and pumped another shell as the crash came again.  She picked up the flashlight and put the beam in the hall.
Fragments of white fiberglass were scattered on the carpet, and snow swirled down from above.  She raised the light to see the square roof hatch, a ragged hole broken out of one corner.  Suddenly a piece of metal, one of the steel struts that held the solar panels in place, punched violently through the hatch, splintering away more fiberglass.  She jumped again but didn’t fire this time.  Instead she scooted under the hole and into the main part of the bus, cutting her bare feet on shards of plastic, holding the shotgun one-handed and training it upward as she gripped the Maglite in her other hand.
It used a piece of metal like a tool.  She’d never seen the dead do that.
A pair of slender, red hands curled around the broken lip of the hatch from above and tore the remains free of its frame.
Pepper dropped the light and fired a blast at the opening, the muzzle flash blinding her.  An inhuman scream came from the night outside, followed by more thumping as something retreated toward the rear of the bus.
Once celebrated worldwide, now hunted and alone, Pepper stood in the stark light and shadow of her tour bus, aiming a shotgun she wasn’t sure even contained any more shells, waiting for the thing on the roof.  Twists of snowflakes blew in through the open hatch, as the bus cooled.
You’re going to freeze to death.  This time the voice was Pepper’s own.
She stayed that way until the first glow of daylight began to appear behind the storm.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
TWENTY-EIGHT
 
 
 
 
“You picked a shitty day for this, Top,” Skye said, running a gloved finger around the front optic of the SCAR’s scope, clearing it of wet snow.
“Sure did,” the master sergeant yelled back.  He was all the way to her left at the corner, as far from her as the roof would allow, the next building in line two floors below, the slanted roof of the covered sidewalk in front of the hotel another story below that.  The Ranger had tied off one end of his nylon rope to some pipes on the Coburn’s flat rooftop, and now he was straddling the lip of the façade, the rope gripped in gloved hands and wound halfway around his waist.
“You gonna talk, or are you gonna shoot?”
“I’m gonna shoot.”  Skye stood on her overturned steel mesh basket, elbows resting on the façade, aiming the battle rifle.  Her enlarged, taloned hand in its bulky snowmobile mitten cupped the front grip, the hold feeling awkward, but there was nothing wrong with her right hand.  It curled around the pistol grip, index finger slipping up against the trigger like a familiar lover.
The suppressor at the end of the barrel huffed, recoil kicking her shoulder, and a snow-covered corpse a hundred feet down Main Street toppled over, missing half its head.  She felt the wind pushing the barrel slightly right, and made a small correction.  She’d have to account for that when aiming.
Dressed in her insulated white Columbia coat, Skye was wearing the hood now, drawstrings pulling it into a tight oval against her face.  The skull image of her ski mask peered out from that opening, giving her the appearance of a winter horror.
The rifle kicked and huffed again, and a frosted, sexless thing sagged into the street.
She paused, thought for a moment, then unslung the M4 assault rifle from her back, swapping positions with the heavier sniper weapon.  “Switching out,” she called to the master sergeant.  He simply nodded, understanding that his sniper had decided to conserve the heavier, longer-range ammunition of the SCAR for later, once he and Bracco were farther from the hotel.  It was her call to make.
The M4 made its louder popping sound a moment later, but the bullet whined past the ear of a skinny out near the garbage truck.  Skye blew out a long breath, adjusted and put it down with the next bullet.
 Now that she had a feel for the angle, range and wind, Skye went to work in earnest, methodically shooting at targets closest to her first.  Left to right and back again, she dropped the frozen dead in the street out front, high-velocity rounds shearing off skull-caps and clumps of matted hair, punching through bone and blowing out the backs of heads.  With her first thirty rounds she figured she scored effective hits six out of ten times.
Not good enough.
Pausing only long enough to insert a full magazine and wipe the optics clear, she leaned back into the rifle and fired into the blowing snow.  A corpse dropped.  Two more.  A neck hit; tick upward and squeeze, bullet hitting the bridge of the nose and putting it down.  Now a pair fell, a single, another pair.
Bodies were starting to fill up the street in front of the Coburn, so Skye extended her range, hunting left up Main and then right to the intersection and beyond, not forgetting the cross street that led out toward the railroad tracks and the Truckee river beyond.  The dead collapsed in every direction.
Skye’s accuracy increased to seven out of ten headshots, then eight and finally nine as she emptied her third magazine, automatically wiping the optic clear every third shot without realizing she was doing it.  She no longer felt the wind or even heard its wail.  There was only the POP of the muzzle, the metallic CLACK of the ejection port spitting an empty casing free, and the movement of spring-loaded rounds rising from the magazine into the chamber, something felt more than heard.  And there was her heartbeat, steady, strong and even.
Her field of fire extended again, clearing the dead away from the ambulance, then away from anyplace she could see within two hundred yards.  Time became meaningless.
“Moving!” shouted Cribbs, bringing Skye out of the Zone.  She blinked behind the ski mask, looking over her optics and seeing only the fallen dead.
Cribbs rappelled easily down the face of the hotel, boots thumping onto the sidewalk canopy.  There were corpses under there beating at the front doors, and they would have to be cleared out so Bracco could exit.  Skye couldn’t see them, so they were Cribbs’ problem.
The master sergeant completed his descent over the edge of the wooden canopy, dropping out of view.  Short bursts from the squad automatic weapon immediately followed.  The firing didn’t last long, and then she heard the thumping of Cribbs banging on the hotel’s front doors.  Soon after that, both Cribbs and Bracco were in the street below, hurrying through the snow toward the ambulance in the intersection, jumping over fallen bodies.  She wiped her optics again and tracked them as they closed on their objective.
Cribbs reached the ambulance first, checking down both sides with his rifle and then between the open rear doors.  When he didn’t fire, Bracco shot past him and vaulted into the ambulance while the master sergeant turned to watch their backs.
Skye swept the area looking for movement.  She could see the slow-moving silhouettes of the dead out near the tracks, their details obscured by the storm.  To the left the street was empty, and down to the right the only thing standing was the corpse of a ten-year-old moving in a stilted gait out from behind the distant RV where she’d done her earlier shooting.
With a slow exhale and a correction for wind, Skye sent a single, high-velocity bullet down the street and punched a hole in the dead kid’s forehead.  She was back to scanning before the body hit the ground.
To the sniper, it didn’t seem long before Bracco was coming back out of the ambulance, a long, dark blue object tucked under one arm.  He and the master sergeant started back for the hotel immediately, stopping only once so the older Ranger could fire a burst down the side street, along the side of the hotel Skye couldn’t see.  Then they were moving again.
Something lurched from between the buildings directly across the street, a frozen dead thing swinging its arms as it broke into a gallop toward the two Rangers.
Skye shot it, smashed its collar bone, swore softly and fired again.  This time it fell and didn’t get up.  Below her, the two men were once more out of sight, pounding at the front doors.  They opened and slammed shut a moment later, and the sniper allowed herself to stand down for the moment, cradling the rifle and watching the street, ghostly breath curling from the mouth of her death’s head.
Oscar had been right; this was the easy part.
 
 
Captain Sallinger groaned as Corporal Bracco fitted him with the rigid leg brace he’d taken from the ambulance.  Covered in a soft, dark blue fabric, it ran from the ankle to the upper thigh.  The corporal pulled and then pressed down on four Velcro straps, tightening the device and immobilizing the fractured leg.
Sallinger hissed through his teeth.
“Sorry about that, sir,” Bracco said, then dug into his medical kit and came out with a syringe.
“Negative,” said the master sergeant, melting snow dripping from his camouflage jacket as he stood behind the couch.  Bracco looked up with a silent question.
“Hit me with it, Bracco,” said the captain, closing his eyes.
“Negative, sir,” Cribbs repeated, pointing at the corporal, who reluctantly tucked the painkiller injection back into his kit.
“Oscar, what the hell?”  The captain opened his eyes and looked up at the older man.
“Not until we get you secured in the cab of the plow, Captain,” said the master sergeant.  “Then you can go to wonderland.  I need you clear-headed until then.  Sorry.”  His eyes said that he was not sorry, and would not be argued-with.
The officer stared at him for a moment.  “I’ve got the ugliest mother in the Army,” he said, then sagged back onto the pillows, holding back another groan.
“And my son should have been a doctor or a lawyer instead of a knuckle-dragger.”  He looked at Bracco.  “Square it away.”  The corporal put his kit away, shouldered his pack and checked the magazines in his ammo pouches before pulling on his gloves and ski mask.  Cribbs pulled his own mask down, transforming his face into a leering skull.  “Rooker, as soon as we’re outside, you bolt these doors and haul ass up to the roof to cover Skye’s back.”
“But the captain-” the young Ranger started.
“Will be fine right here in front of the fire.  Make sure those doors are locked tight.”
“Nothing can get to her up on the roof,” Rooker protested.  “Why do I have to-”
Cribbs jabbed the boy in the chest.  “I’m going to throw you off the fucking roof.  Do as you’re told.  She’s not going to bite you.”
“Unless you piss her off,” said Bracco.  Rooker could hear the grin behind his mask.
“She’s going to cover our ass,” said Cribbs.  “You go cover hers.”
After a moment the young Ranger gave his sergeant a half-hearted nod, then went to stand near the doors.  Cribbs and Bracco moved into position.
“Top,” said Sallinger from the couch, making the older man turn.  “You cover your own ass out there.”
“Yes sir,” he replied.  Then Rooker was yanking open one of the double doors, and the two Rangers raced out into the white of a strengthening storm.
 
 
The dead of Truckee were on the move, and their ranks numbered in the thousands.  A couple of blocks away and coming up behind the hotel, blue-white corpses covered in frost filled the streets, shoulder to shoulder as they converged on the Coburn.
They had been moving since last night, many from as far away as the shopping center, the place where the Army had created a refugee collection point.  The wind masked their rising moans and carried the sound away, as relentlessly the mob of walking dead moved closer to their destination.
This mass migration was no random coincidence, and they hadn’t been drawn here by any stimuli or their own instinct.
Truckee’s dead were being herded and driven.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
TWENTY-NINE
 
 
 
 
Master Sergeant Cribbs had never felt so exposed.
Even in Iraq, during the heaviest days of desert fighting or patrolling a narrow street in a city filled with hostiles, where every dark window could be hiding an insurgent with Jihad on his mind and an AK-47 in his hands, he had never felt like this.  He and Bracco were crossing open ground through a curtain of white, where every bump in the snow was a potential ambush.
Fast.  Smart.  Deadly.  These were the calling cards of the U.S. Rangers, but Cribbs was feeling none of them at the moment.  Despite his training, combat experience and the self-confidence that came from a lifetime spent in Special Forces, the master sergeant sensed that Death was not on his side this time.  It was here, but it had come to punch Oscar’s ticket at last.
Bracco was leading, his rifle to his shoulder, muzzle pointing the way.  Cribbs followed fifteen feet back as the corporal moved along a trail through the snow made by the earlier passage of the walking dead.  They had passed several already, fresh kills slumped to the sides, felled by the sniper atop the building to their rear.  Following the trail allowed them to move faster than they would if they’d had to slog through fresh, thigh-deep snow, but it made the veteran Ranger nervous.  Walking on trails was always a bad idea, and these creatures tended to follow one another.  Wasn’t it likely that they would be using the same trail?  That they were right now coming at the Rangers from the opposite direction, possibly in overwhelming numbers?
POP-POP.  Bracco’s rifle barked against the wind, and the corporal called, “Tango down.”  A moment later they moved past the newly fallen corpse of a girl in a tank top and cut-off denim shorts.  From behind them came the distant shots of their sniper, Skye firing her M4 in measured beats, reaching out to targets the two men couldn’t see but assumed represented the dead somewhere in their proximity.  They pressed forward, reaching the railroad crossing on the road, then Bracco led them left, onto the tracks.  The blocky gray shapes of the railyard and municipal sheds could be seen in the distance, occasionally obscured by a gust of swirling white.  There were no zombie trails in the snow here, and the two men were forced to slow as they forged their way through deep powder.
Five hundred feet to go.
POP…POP…POP…  Skye’s rifle was still going, eliminating threats somewhere ahead or to their sides.  He hoped.
They reached the point where the tracks split, continuing their journey over the mountains or breaking left toward the railyard, the deviation concealed under the snow but identified by a track signal jutting up from the surface.  Cribbs saw the mound of snow at the base of the signal shift suddenly as Bracco moved past, saw a pale head and reaching arm rising from the crust.
“Right flank!” Cribbs yelled, and Bracco leaped left, pivoting toward the threat.  The master sergeant triggered the SAW at a distance of only twenty feet, chopping the corpse apart, its head disintegrating.
Bracco scanned the area with his rifle for only a moment before he was moving again, Cribbs shuffling after in his trail, watching the white veil around them.
Four hundred feet.  Three hundred.
Figures coalesced out of the storm around them, clusters appearing on the tracks ahead and rising from the snow where they had lain dormant, waiting for the stimulus of passing prey.  They were bone-white, sexless and dressed in rags, and their moans carried on the wind.  At least a dozen ahead, more than that to the side.
Too many.
Bracco shouted, “Action forward!” and began firing.
“Keep pushing!” the master sergeant yelled, putting the SAW to his shoulder and firing in short bursts.  There was no way he could move, steady the weapon and make head shots all at the same time, especially through the obscuring snow, and the older Ranger had to stop every few feet in order to make his shots count.  In his left peripheral, Bracco’s shape moved farther away into the storm, his M4 cracking.
Where the hell was Skye?
 
 
Through her optics, she’d seen the two men leave the road and start traveling the tracks, steadily closing on their objective.  Hunting through the lens, she picked out slender gray shapes ahead of them.  POP…POP…POP…  She was losing accuracy as the wind and snow intensified, forced to expend three and four bullets to make each target drop.  She cursed herself and the dead, cursed the snow sticking to her sights that now demanded she wipe them clean between every shot, slowing her fire.
“Hey, Miss Dennison,” Rooker called.  He was behind her on the roof at the master sergeant’s insistence, covering her back.  This was stupid.  The dead couldn’t climb, and even with an entire roof between them, Rooker didn’t want to be up here.  “Miss Dennison!” he called again.
Skye didn’t want him here either.  He was an unnecessary distraction.  “Not now, Rooker!” she yelled back, trying to sight the M4 on a pair of skinnies lurching toward the two men.  A miss…another miss…  Bracco and Cribbs were now about a football field’s distance from the plow barn and the railyard, and more unfriendly shapes were closing on them.  A lot more.  Why was that?
She swung the rifle left to the objective.  There was the dome-shaped sand barn, and the giant plow beside the shed.  All clear.  She ticked right to the fenced railyard holding the field hospital filled with penned corpses.
Empty.
There were no more drifters lining the fence as there had been before.
She swung to the right, tracking between the railyard and where the Rangers were, and her skin crawled.  A mob of the dead, moving awkwardly through the snow, was streaming from the yard toward the Rangers.  They had gotten out, but how?  If they’d been able to leave at any time, why now?
Too many questions, and no time to worry about answers.  She leaned the M4 against the wall of the façade and unslung the SCAR, checking that it had a full magazine, running a gloved finger around the scope lens and inwardly raging about the down-time in her shooting.
The battle rifle came up and she put her eye to the scope.  Instantly she had a closer, clearer picture, the details of the dead coming into focus.  She fired, and the heavier caliber bullet left the barrel at a velocity or 2,342 feet per second, hitting at almost the same instant the suppressed muzzle huffed.
A rotten head burst open.
She ticked left, found another corpse moving past the fallen one.  HUFF.  It went down, and then she dropped another beside it.
Die, freak.
“Miss Dennison, the dead,” Rooker shouted.  “They’re coming!”
“Then deal with it!” she screamed, and fired again.
 
 
How the hell am I supposed to do that? Rooker wondered, standing at the edge of the roof overlooking the back of the hotel.  Below him was a rear parking lot and a street running behind the hotel, another intersection to the left.  The parking lot was filling up with the dead, all of them streaming in toward the Coburn.  Beyond, the streets were packed with an endless stream of corpses, all moving relentlessly in his direction like herds of cattle.  Even over the wind he could hear their moaning.
Rooker had nine magazines of thirty rounds each, less than three hundred rounds in total.  If he made a headshot with every single bullet – and there was no chance of that happening – it wouldn’t even put a dent in the horde closing on the hotel.  He expected that in minutes they would flow around the building and encircle it on its three exposed sides, pressing in.  Their mass would shatter the windows, force the doors and then they would be inside.
He threw a glance back at the sniper at the front of the hotel, a girl he’d wanted to like but who now scared the shit out of him.  “Fuck it,” he muttered, pulling a pair of fragmentation grenades from his combat harness, yanking out the pins and letting them sail into the rear parking lot.  “Frag out!” he shouted, then went to work with his M4.
 
 
“Keep up with me, Top!” Bracco yelled, walking forward, firing left and right at close range.  Zombies collapsed in the snow.  Behind him he heard the SAW stop firing, and a moment later the master sergeant was beside him, puffing from a run.  “I’m here,” he said, triggering another burst, shearing off heads.
Before them, silhouettes in the storm began toppling over, targets they hadn’t shot at.
“Skye’s back on the job,” Cribbs said, and the two Rangers pushed forward into the crowd, firing together, concentrating their violence to clear a path.  More silhouettes appeared in the white veil, only to sag to the snow moments later as unheard shots from the hotel roof found their mark.
The plow barn was a hundred feet away, and the men kept moving, Bracco switching magazines and the SAW rattling off the last of its belted ammunition.  “I’m out,” called the master sergeant, dropping the twenty-two pound weapon in the snow and unslinging the spare M4 from his back, bracing the stock against his shoulder and putting down a figure twenty feet away.  Shapes on their right fell, and Cribbs heard the whisper of a 7.62mm round passing just overhead.
The mass of stumbling figures was thinning as they neared the plow barn, but then out in the blowing gray, maybe fifty feet off to their right, a darker shape ran through the corpses, weaving in and out of them at a speed the dead could never achieve.
“Did you see that?” Bracco yelled.
“I saw that,” said Cribbs.
They had no time to shoot at or even identify it, for the running shape was immediately lost in the storm, but Cribbs felt a chill that had nothing to do with the temperature.  He remembered the creature on the Amtrak train, the one that had killed Burke and Moore.
Hobgoblin.
Bracco burned off half a magazine with single shots, Cribbs firing to the right and their sniper still reaching out from her high perch to clear the way.  Suddenly there were no more moving shapes to their front, and the two men made the final dash to the plow barn.  The huge plow they wanted was parked to the left, covered in a heavy blanket of snow, and a pair of high, rolling doors was set in the face of the shed to the right.  Bracco moved forward and climbed a steel ladder on the side of the plow, jerking open the door while Cribbs covered him.
“No keys,” Bracco called.  They’d expected and discussed this.  The keys would most likely be inside the shed somewhere, hanging on a hook.  Hopefully the plow was fully fueled, but they’d have no way of knowing until they turned it on.  Cribbs wasn’t sure what they’d do if it was empty.  Come up with a plan-B in a hurry.
The rolling doors, large enough to permit a standard-sized dump truck plow to roll in or out of the shed, were secured with a length of heavy chain run through the handles, a large padlock joining the links.  Cribbs pulled a frag grenade, set it where the ends of the chain met the padlock and pulled the pin.
“Frag out,” he warned, and dove to the side.
Seconds later a blast sent hot metal fragments flying, and the two men converged on the doors again.  The chain and handles were gone, a basketball-sized hole now blown in the sheet metal where they’d been.  Bracco gripped one side and Cribbs the other, each man hauling back in opposite directions, forcing the heavy doors down their tracks, fighting against the snow drifts that had built up against the sides of the building.
They forced a three-foot-wide gap, revealing a charcoal gloom inside.  Cribbs switched on a flashlight and went in.  Corporal Bracco swept his M4 across the immediate area behind them, saw no zombies – at least not within a hundred feet – and followed him in.
 
 
Through her scope, Skye watched as the two small figures disappeared into the plow shed.  They were on their own now, beyond her protection.  She tracked right, hunting for targets, and found a small knot of corpses angling in toward the barn.  HUFF…HUFF…HUFF…
CLICK.
Three more drifters went down, but she had fired the last of the SCAR’s ammunition.  Behind her came the muffled blasts of Rooker’s third and fourth thrown grenades, followed by more rifle fire.  She dropped the battle rifle on the roof and picked up her M4 leaning nearby.  Time to back up Rooker and whatever he was facing.
 
 
PFC Rooker watched as his grenades created black and white explosions in the deep snow below, flinging a few bodies aside but doing little else.  He fired down at the dead, trying to stay calm as he hunted heads among the mass piling up against the rear wall of the hotel, more streaming in from the side street.  It was extremely close range for the M4, he was elevated, and Rangers – even the youngest ones – were exceptional marksmen.  But he could do the math.  He would run out of ammo long before he ran out of targets.
A nightmare appeared out in the storm, a red monstrosity with an elongated head bristling with quills, massive and powerful.  It moved fast, rushing through the horde on the side street, weaving and knocking them aside.
Rooker fired at it, rapidly triggering the M4, sending rounds into the horde and a few into this new monster, but none into the creature’s head.  Then it was gone, out of sight down the side of the hotel.
Rooker trembled as he loaded a new magazine.  The swagger of immortality fed by his youth and membership in an elite military unit crumbled, and he realized that he was going to die, and that it was going to be today.
 
 
It wore the tattered remains of a sheriff’s deputy uniform, its belly eviscerated by an encounter with a mountain lion and the frozen remains of blackened organs visible within the horrid wound.  Using the additional strength granted by this mutated form, Snapper scaled the bricks, window ledges and drain pipes of the hotel’s back wall, propelling itself upward.  The weight and force of the climb tore dead flesh from its fingertips, and it was bone that dug into the bricks as it climbed.
There was prey above, and after all the stalking and waiting, the Hobgoblin would be allowed to destroy it at last.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
THIRTY
 
 
 
 
Daylight, or at least as bright as it was likely to get.  The storm swept down from Donner Pass, slamming into the travel center and the bus where a lone woman had kept vigil through the pre-dawn hours.  The wind shook the big vehicle, driving snow into drifts against its sides.  Beyond the windows was a wall of blowing white, where visibility had been reduced to twenty or thirty feet.
The interior of the bus was now as cold as a tomb.
No heat.  Not ever again.  Pepper stood in the living area, bundled now in both CHP mock turtles and her Carhartt coat, gloved hands clutching the shotgun.  She was trembling, her breath ghostly.  The solar panels were gone, would never again provide power to the silent generator.
It’s only going to get colder.  
Snow swirled down through the open roof hatch she’d been watching all night.  There had been no sign of whatever was on the roof, if it was even still up there.  Pepper had heard no more sounds of its movement, but she wasn’t ready to assume it was gone.  She was so tired.  The adrenalin and terror of the nighttime attack was gone now, leaving her drained and wanting to sleep.  She didn’t dare; the bus was open now, no longer safe because dead things didn’t need to sleep.
The fact that her sanctuary was vulnerable made her want to cry.  As much as she’d come to hate the tour bus, thinking of it as a prison, she realized it had become her home, an island of safety in a world that wanted her to join the legions of the dead.  And now it was over.  No more safety.  No more heat to keep her alive.
No more hope.
A face appeared at the hatch in the hallway, long black hair hanging about a crimson mask of violence and hate.
Fiddler.
Pepper cried out and brought up the shotgun, triggering a blast.  The face darted away as buckshot blew a new hole through the fiberglass and metal ceiling two feet in front of the opening.  Thumping across the roof followed, then nothing.
The country music star pumped a new shell into the chamber – she’d reloaded in the night and now carried a pocket full of fresh rounds – and quickly fed in a replacement shell for the one she’d just fired.  Aiming.  Watching.  Listening.
Nothing.
She thought about the automatic handgun she’d tucked into her front waistband, one of the pistols taken from the undead highway patrolmen.  She’d toyed with it in the earliest hours, when the first hint of daylight provided some illumination, and was pretty certain she’d figured it out.  There had always been guns in the Davis household, she’d grown up with them but had little experience with pistols.  She’d learned the shotgun only because it was a childhood expectation (she much preferred the microphone or guitar) but handguns hadn’t interested her.
Revolvers were simple – any fool can figure them out, Daddy used to say – but automatics were another matter.  It took a while to understand the mechanics of releasing or inserting a new magazine, how to chamber a round, and the operation of the safety.  She felt like the fool her daddy had referred-to when it came to the tiny lever with only two positions; one showed a red dot, the other covered it.  Pepper couldn’t remember if seeing the red dot meant stop, as in the weapon wouldn’t fire, or if it meant danger, as in the weapon was ready to go.
She’d answered the question an hour ago, accidentally putting a bullet into a kitchen cabinet, making her cry out in surprise and almost drop the pistol.  Red meant ready to fire, and she wouldn’t forget.  The knowledge was worth the price of a bullet, and at this point what was one more hole in the bus?
Should she switch the shotgun for the handgun?  She’d be able to handle it more quickly, be able to put it on target faster than the awkward shotgun.  But pistols required more accuracy than a blast of steel pellets.  Daddy had shown her how to extend her arm, lock the elbow, support her grip with her other hand; she’d blazed away and hit nothing but dirt and air.  Pistols took skill; shotguns were more forgiving…to the shooter, anyway.
Pepper pulled the handgun from her waist and set it on the table where it would be handy.  She’d hang onto the twelve-gauge for now.  Awkward or not, its weight and destructive firepower was reassuring, and she needed all the confidence she could get now.
Thump.  Thump-thump…thump…
Fiddler was moving around up there, and Pepper tensed, aiming her weapon at the opening once more.  She couldn’t even speculate about what had happened to her former band member to create what she’d seen at the roof hatch, but the dead woman was certainly different.  She was thinking, smart enough not to fully expose herself to Pepper’s weapons, clever enough to know that destroying the solar panels put her prey at a disadvantage.  And she’d used a length of steel to smash open the roof hatch.  A tool.  Pepper couldn’t get that out of her head.
Fiddler was indeed different, a new breed of monster.  As if the walking dead weren’t monster enough.
Pepper had never wanted to kill something so badly.
She was thirsty, but the snow she’d melted earlier was frozen in its plastic container on a kitchen counter.  She knew she should eat, but she was afraid to stop watching the hatch now that the monster had revealed it was still up there.
An unearthly scream cut through the storm, and Pepper cringed.  It came again, a savage sound that triggered primal fears, utterly lacking in mercy or the ability to be reasoned-with.  Pepper braced herself to fire as she heard more thumping.
Nothing appeared at the roof hatch, but a moment later, out of the corner of her eye, she saw something bounding through the snow beside the bus, moving rapidly from the rear toward the front.  Pepper spun to see Fiddler quickly move out of sight.  Then there was the sound of shattering glass, fragments scattering across the driver’s compartment as a length of steel smashed through the side window.  Another blow, more broken glass, and Pepper rushed forward.
Wind blew in through a hole about the size of a person’s head.  Then Fiddler raced across the big front windows at the nose of the bus.
If only her driver hadn’t gone and gotten himself killed – and subsequently wandered off with the bus keys in his pocket - she could have driven out months ago.  Now she wished she could simply drive over the creature outside.  Pepper almost fired, but didn’t want to blow a hole in the windshield.  Fiddler disappeared again, out of view down the right side this time.  Fists pounded at the metal along its length, and another animal howl came from outside.
Testing, or tormenting?
“Come on, then!” Pepper screamed, turning slowly in the living area, tracking the noise with the barrel of the shotgun.  Tears sprang into her eyes.  “Get it over with!”
Another hungry shriek was all the reply she got.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
THIRTY-ONE
 
 
 
 
The dead flowed around the hotel, pressing against the walls at the front, side and rear of the building, packed twenty deep with more coming in from the streets and alleys behind them, following the moans of their brethren.  Pale and cold, they stared with unblinking white and blue eyes, heedless to the wind and driving snow, teeth gnashing reflexively.  They were the residents of Truckee, their ranks swelled by travelers and refugees who had come here for sanctuary, as well as the soldiers and emergency personnel who had come to help.  All changed by the virus now, all ravenous.
Mindless was not entirely the correct descriptor, but as alien as they were, the walking dead were simple creatures, and it had been an easy task for the Alpha and the other Hobgoblins to herd them.  Rough pushing and screeches got them moving, and soon individuals turned into groups, a mob and eventually the horde that now filled the snowy streets of Old Truckee.  Forward movement bred followers.
Now the massive, red Alpha moved quickly back and forth behind the horde, forcing them against the building where their natural aggressiveness and the scent of nearby live prey would do the rest.  They existed to serve the Alpha, to soak up the damage caused by the prey’s weapons before she moved in to destroy.
The dead had indeed caught the scent, and they threw themselves against the doors at the front of the hotel, clawing their way through snow drifts to reach the windows.
From all sides of the building came the sounds of breaking glass.
 
 
Skye heard a grunt and a thud, and turned away from the raised façade to see Rooker across the roof by the back edge.  He was face-down in the snow, a disemboweled Hobgoblin in some kind of uniform pinning him, gripping the sides of the young soldier’s head and forcing it up and back.
Rooker shrieked, “Skye, get off the roof!” Then his voice climbed to a high-pitched, inhuman squeal.  There was a SNAP she could hear at this distance, followed by a dull crack and a wet burst as the creature broke the boy’s neck and crushed his head at the same time.
In a moment of paralysis, Skye flashed on another rooftop, another young soldier yelling for her to get off the roof!  Then the spell was broken as the Hobgoblin let out a wildcat scream and leaped off the body, bounding across the rooftop toward her, kicking up snow.
Skye jerked up the M4, the clumsy snowmobile mitten on her enlarged left hand making her fumble for a hold on the front grip.  She shook the mitten free and grabbed again as the Hobgoblin charged.  The M4 came up, she thumbed the selector switch and then tried to bring the combat sight to bear, but the creature was close and started jinking left and right.  A three-round burst puffed in the snow behind it.
Thirty feet.
She snapped the muzzle left, firing again as it dodged.  Hot lead tore into the creature’s chest and shoulder as it leaped away, still closing.
Twenty feet.
Heart racing, Skye switched to full-auto and sprayed a long burst of 5.56mm at the leaping figure until the magazine was empty.  Bullets thudded into its body, hit the roof, grazed its head and sheared off a piece of its jaw.  The Hobgoblin let out a roar, reaching her with arms held wide.
Her altered senses saw it all with a surgical clarity, and an instinct and speed she didn’t know she possessed took over; she was intensely aware of the heatless gray figure, the black specks of snow slashing across an alabaster background, the wild scent of her attacker that imprinted the word threat on her brain.  Time seemed to slow as Skye released her hold on the rifle, ducking as the creature launched.  Her left hand flashed up.
The talon of Skye’s left index finger sank into the Hobgoblin’s eye, puncturing it and hooking through the bone of the orbital socket as her thumb talon plunged deep into its left ear.  Snapper’s forward movement combined with the force of Skye’s grip carried them both to the roof in an explosion of snow, the creature howling its fury.
The muscles of Skye’s bicep and forearm bulged as her alien hand pinned the Hobgoblin’s head to the roof, and she found herself swinging over to straddle its back, just as it had done with Rooker.  It thrashed beneath her, shrieking and flailing its arms, trying to flip her off, but she would not release.
Baring her teeth, Skye Dennison yanked the .357 revolver from the holster clipped to her combat webbing, jammed the barrel against the back of the Hobgoblin’s skull, and pulled the trigger.
A blast of brains and bone fragments exploded across the snow, and the creature went limp.
A drumbeat that turned out to be her heart was pounding in her ears and she was breathing fast, the primal rage and unexpected instinct draining away as quickly as it had come.  She’d never actually killed one of them, she realized.  The creature in Chico and then the one on the Amtrak train had both been brought down by the Rangers.  She pulled her talons free and stared at the wet, black hooks, tools designed by nature just for this sort of work.
The sound of breaking glass from the street below shook her back into the present.
Sallinger.
Skye started running for the rooftop door.
 
 
Captain Lee Sallinger was about to die.
He knew it, and the dead pouring into the lobby proved it.  The full magazine in his nine-millimeter sidearm and the spare in his chest pocket simply wouldn’t be enough to save him.  At least he’d take some with him, saving a bullet for himself.  He’d be damned if he would let himself turn into one of these things and pose an added threat to whatever was left of his squad.
And now, at best, that was down to Cribbs and Bracco, though he suspected he was the last one alive.  Through the quiet of the hotel, just before the dead started smashing their way in, he’d heard the muffled CRUMP of fragmentation grenades detonating out back, and the rising tempo of assault rifle fire.  It had slowed, and then there was a final burst of full-auto before only the single boom of Skye’s .357.
Those sounds meant that the dead had somehow gotten onto the roof, and Skye had been savaged.  That last shot was the sniper’s choice of self-destruction over being devoured alive.  It was a choice Sallinger would soon be making for himself.
He raised the nine-millimeter and fired at a corpse scrambling through a shattered window beside the front doors, clipping the side of its head but not putting it down.  A second shot punched harmlessly through its throat.
Well shit, this won’t take long.
His third shot popped brain matter out the back of its head, and it sagged to the hardwood floor.  Another replaced it in the window at once.  He swung the pistol right, over the back of the sofa where his broken leg had trapped him, aiming at a creature across the lobby that had already gotten inside and was finding its feet.  This time he dropped it with his first shot.
Big deal.
The lobby was no longer dark and gloomy, and was now well-lit by the stormy daylight coming in through all six windows; two flanking the doors and four down the street-side wall.  The dead had clawed their way through the snow drifts and smashed the windows as soon as they uncovered them.  Now every opening was filled by a snarling corpse dragging itself over shards of broken glass and splintered wooden frames.  A few were already inside, angling in toward him.  The Ranger swung the pistol left and right, hitting twice, missing, missing again and then hitting.  He kept firing, dropping several freaks within reaching distance of the couch, making others sag limply over windowsills, only to have their bodies dragged out of the way by more ghouls.  It was only a matter of time before they got around behind him where he couldn’t defend himself.
The gunfire and the scent of prey worked them into a frenzy, and they moved a little faster as their moans climbed in volume.  Their wet stench choked the big room, making the Ranger gag.  He ejected the spent magazine and slapped in his last fifteen rounds, pulling back the slide.
Don’t lose count.  Don’t forget to save one.
He fired at a dead soldier, a grandmother, a man who’d had both hands chewed away down to the wrists, and not every bullet a first-time headshot.  Sitting upright on the couch with his legs extended, all this twisting back and forth had been excruciating only moments ago.  Now the adrenalin had blunted the pain.  Even if it hadn’t, he knew, the agony waiting in all those teeth promised to be far worse than what he was doing to his leg; one more reason to save the last bullet.
A woman in a tattered yellow sundress made it through the front window and crawled toward him, her cold flesh slashed by broken glass.  Sallinger shot her in the forehead.
Twelve.
A rotten, older man in a checked shirt reached the couch and grabbed for his boot.  The Ranger shot him in the ear, knocking him back.
Thirteen.
Across the lobby over the back of the couch, a blond woman in a Red Cross T-shirt, her lips bitten away and her chin torn down to the bone, broke into an awkward, arm-swinging gallop, eyes locked on the Ranger.
Sallinger fired.  Fourteen.  The bullet punched into her cheek, rocking her head, but failed to hit brain matter.  She kept coming, her skeletal-looking teeth parting in a wheeze.
Been a lovely, fucking war.
Sallinger shoved the barrel of the nine-millimeter into his mouth and pulled the trigger.
 
 
Skye holstered the big revolver and leaped down the stairs to the fourth floor, gripping the M4 slung against her chest, working in a fresh magazine as she raced down a hallway lined with guestroom doors.  The sounds of breaking glass had been replaced by the quick, single shots of a pistol.
Stairs.  Third floor.  Another hallway.
How had any of them believed that the dead wouldn’t find them, wouldn’t force their way in?  Everything they knew about the enemy, and still they’d allowed themselves to believe that the hotel was a safe place, even Skye, who’d permitted herself to indulge in the fantasy.  Maybe it was the human desire for a permanent camp, or the need for a place of respite in this hostile world.  The truth, Skye knew, was that there were no safe places, not anymore.  The dead would always find you, would always get in, and they would never stop coming.  Not until one species or the other was completely destroyed.
The thought of her own kind becoming extinct, and the passion she had for extinguishing the other, caused a rage to burn inside her.
Stairs.  Onto the balcony overlooking a lobby lit by gray storm light.  She saw it all; creatures scrambling in through open windows, the man on the couch, and a dead thing in a T-shirt reaching for him.  From the top of the stairs, a burst from her M4 blew the woman’s head apart, and Skye leaped down to the lobby three risers at a time.  She stood and fired, emptying her magazine as she took down ghouls that were already inside, then stopped those climbing through the windows.
She ran to the couch.  Sallinger was sitting upright, staring at the black pistol in his right hand.
“I did lose count,” he said.
Skye saw that he was still wearing one boot.  Good.  She looked around, saw the captain’s camouflage jacket draped over a chair beside the fire and grabbed it.  “Put this on,” she said, helping the man into his coat.  “We’re going outside.”
“I’m empty,” the Ranger said, tossing the handgun onto the couch.  “Outside?  Are you nuts?”  He looked toward the doors, both of them shaking from incessant pounding and pressure, then at the hungry corpses once more clawing over the twice-dead and through the broken windows.
“Not that way,” the young woman said, helping him stand.  He kept his weight on his good leg, throwing an arm around Skye’s neck so she could support him from the broken side.  He hissed at the pain.
“We’re headed to the roof,” the young woman said, getting them moving toward the wide stairs to the second floor balcony.
“This is going to be fun,” Sallinger growled through clenched teeth.
Hopping and stepping, the two of them ascended the carpeted steps.  Behind them, the dead dropped from the windows, struggled to stand, and pursued.  They moved just a bit faster than the two hobbling figures.
Only four levels to go.
 
 
The Alpha moved back and forth behind the mob of moaning corpses, driving them through the wind and snow toward the windows.  The sharp sounds of the prey’s weapons were still going off inside, and the lesser dead were crumpling at the openings, immediately replaced by others.
Just as she had intended.
Those weapons, she sensed, would soon be exhausted.  After that she would be able to inflict pain and horror at her leisure.
Through the storm she caught the scent of one of her Hobgoblins, the one that had been savaged by the big animal, but there was a subtle difference to the odor.  He had been destroyed.  No matter, he had served his purpose.  It was the other scent that drew her attention.
The Skye.
The female still lived, and this gave her a ripple of both pleasure and fury; rage that this human aberration existed at all (a potential rival) and wild anticipation at ripping the Skye apart one bite at a time.
The Alpha could wait no longer.  She pushed through the groaning herd, heading for the front doors. 
 
 
They reached the top of the third staircase and moved down the fourth floor hallway.  One more flight before they reached the roof.  Every riser was difficult, with Skye stepping up and lifting as Sallinger hopped on his good leg.  Although he did nothing more than grunt, the tight look on the Ranger’s face told her he was in agony.  Not once did he beg to stop and rest – not that they could, the sounds of the dead coming after them were far too close – but it was wearing him out, and Skye wondered how much more the Ranger could take.
She hung on tight and encouraged him.  “Another step, almost there, you’re doing great.”  Sallinger’s face was flushed and beaded with sweat.  “Keep going, just a little more.”  By the time they climbed the last set of stairs to the little room with the snow-blower, she was certain he was done, that there would be no way he’d be able to handle what was coming next.
“Good to go,” he whispered, giving her a thumbs-up.
“Tough guy,” she said.  “Stay right there.”  She ripped the plastic tarp off the snow-blower, then grabbed it by the handles and muscled the heavy machine to the top of the stairs.  Then she heaved, tipping it out over the top step and letting go.  The snow-blower tumbled down the narrow staircase in an explosive series of crashes and splintering wood, ending up wedged sideways about two-thirds of the way down.
“Should slow them down a little,” Sallinger breathed, and then Skye was supporting him again, heading out into the cold and wind.  They moved through the snow, forging a new path across the roof at an angle toward the far, front corner.  Sallinger saw the dead Hobgoblin, then the still body of his soldier quickly vanishing under a blanket of white.  The new snow wasn’t quite enough to conceal the spray of red near the boy’s head, however.
“Rooker,” the captain said softly.
She almost told him that the boy hadn’t suffered, but she had seen it happen.  The last seconds of Rooker’s life had been the kind of pain and torment reserved to those consigned to Hell.  Instead she said nothing, and kept them moving.
When they reached the far end of the façade, Sallinger leaned against it and rested as Skye quickly pulled up the anchored rope Cribbs had used earlier to descend to the street.  There were at least a hundred pale corpses visible below, still pressing forward to get into the hotel.
“I’m in no shape to do any rappelling,” the Ranger said.
“I’m going to lower you.”
Sallinger looked down at the dead.  “Into that?  You’re going to feed me to them…what did I do to piss you off?”
“Maybe another time.  No, dumbass, not over the front.”  Skye reached the end of the rope and quickly wound it several times around the captain’s chest under the armpits, tying it off tightly.  “Over the side down to the next roof.  Then we’ll cross over a few and go down through one of the stores.”  When she had been sniping from the roof of the RV the other day, she’d seen a shop not far down from the hotel that interested her.  It was a place that would have proven useful in her plan to stay in Truckee to wage her solo war against the dead.  That plan had now gone sideways, but the store might still have what she needed for Sallinger.  The question was; two roofs over, or three?
A crash came from below, the hotel’s double front doors being smashed open.  The sound was almost immediately followed by the unholy shriek of an enraged Hobgoblin, only louder and with more baritone.
Another one?
Skye helped the wounded Ranger over the low brick wall on the roof’s left side, braced her boots against it and with both hands started to lower the two-hundred pound man as slowly as she could.  If she dropped him, the two-story fall would shatter his other leg, hopelessly cripple the already broken one, and they would be finished.  She wouldn’t leave him to die helpless and alone, so they would go out together.
The rope slid slowly through her hands, and his weight tugged at her, threatening to pull her right over the wall to free-fall to the bottom.
The Hobgoblin shriek came again, this time from inside the hotel.
 
 
The Alpha stood in the lobby, surrounded by the lesser dead clumsily moving toward and up the staircase.  She screeched her frustration.  The scent of her prey was strong here, and nowhere more so that at the couch.  The prey itself had fled, however, up the stairs where the dead were heading.
With the snap of one powerful arm she sent the couch spinning away, knocking down several corpses.  Then she leaped to the fireplace and with both hands clawed the embers and burning wood out of the hearth, screeching as she flung them across the lobby.  Where fire and coals met the damp hair and soggy clothing of the dead, it merely sizzled and steamed, but the hotel’s rugs, furniture and curtains quickly caught, and soon the flames were spreading.
The prey had retreated.  It had gone up, and so would she.  The thrill of the hunt, so near the end now, gave her a shudder of dark pleasure.
Surging forward through the burning lobby, sweeping the lesser dead aside and sending them tumbling like rag dolls, the Alpha bulled her way up the staircase.
 
 
The boot on Sallinger’s good leg touched down and he tipped over, sitting down hard in the snow and biting back a cry as the edges of his broken bones grated together.  It could have been worse, he thought.  He’d been certain the entire way down that she was going to drop him.
Two stories up on the adjacent roof, Skye swung herself over and started climbing down the nylon rope, not at all sure that her muscles, quivering from the effort of lowering a full-grown man, retained enough strength to keep her from falling.  She quickly realized, however, that her mutated left hand was more than strong enough to hold on all by itself, that she could dangle by it if needed, and so she went down the rope quickly, a series of fast, jerking descents.  Before she could worry that her talons would sever the rope or lacerate her palm, she was safely down and helping Sallinger to stand once more.
They hobbled across the roof and climbed over another low brick wall to the next building, ducking their heads and turning their faces away from the worst of the wind and stinging snow.
Second building over or third?
Skye hoped she was right, and once they were over another wall and onto the next roof in line, started moving them toward a small structure set with a door.  It was locked, so she set Sallinger down and threw her shoulder into it three times before it popped open.  Then she lifted the Ranger again and a moment later they were hop-stepping down a narrow stairway.  Skye dug her small flashlight out of a pocket to lead the way.
The stairs emptied into a second floor stockroom, and she realized at once that this was the right building.  Skye guided the Ranger through stacks of boxes and rows of shelving, hunting with her light.  She spotted a red knit ski hat poking out of the top of an open cardboard box and snatched it up, handing it to Sallinger.  “Put this on.”  She didn’t know what had become of the Ranger’s ski mask.  She also found a pair of men’s heavy wool socks, and quickly pulled one on over the captain’s bare foot, snugging it up around the bottom of the leg brace.  His skin from the ankle-down had gone bloodless and looked a little blue.
“Better?” she asked.
“Much.”
More searching until the light eventually picked out a long, wooden object leaning against a wall.  She’d had something else in mind, but this would do.  Telling the captain to hold on, she found a doorway opening onto stairs leading down to the first floor, and let the object slide to the bottom.  There was nothing to be done about the noise.  Then the two of them hop-stepped down after it.
The main floor of High Country Outdoor Sports was still set up for the summer season, the gloomy main sales floor packed with fishing and camping gear, kayaks and hiking boots, shorts and T-shirts.  All the winter merchandise had been stored away upstairs for a season no one would ever enjoy.  The fact that the store was empty, quiet and untouched by looting was testament to just how fast Truckee had fallen.  Skye swept the flashlight around, hoping to see signs that High Country also sold firearms, but there was no indication of that.  Truckee no doubt had several gun shops, but this wasn’t one of them.
They moved to the front of the store, Skye now dragging her prize across the floor by a long loop of colorful, braided rope.  Sallinger had immediately seen her plan once she took hold of the object upstairs.  “Are you up for this?” he asked.  “Do you want to rest first?”
Skye looked at him.  “Is there time for either of us to rest?”
“Negative.”
“Then off we go.”  Skye moved to a window set in the front door and checked the street beyond the plank sidewalk.  “Looks like most of them went into the hotel,” she said.  Only a few frozen corpses were wandering around out there.
“Any sign of the Hobgoblin?”  He also knew their sound, knew what was hunting them.
“I don’t see it.  It must still be inside.  I hope.”
Sallinger nodded, then reached up and took down the small brass bell hung over the door, one that would jingle every time it was opened or closed.
Skye chuckled and looked at him.
“What?”
“We blast away like bullets grow on trees, and you’re worried about a little bell?”
He grinned at her.  “That was before.  We’re being stealthy now.”
She grinned back.  “Yeah, we’re like a couple of ninjas, thumping around and throwing shit down stairways.”
She unlocked the door and they eased outside, moving into the street.  A few corpses saw them and immediately began shuffling in their direction.  Skye knew she’d just have to move faster than they did, even with her burden.  “Climb on,” she told the Ranger.
Sallinger lowered himself onto the six-foot-long toboggan, positioning himself so that he would be sitting upright and facing backward, his legs stretched out before him.  Skye handed him the M4 and bandolier containing the last of their magazines.  “Anything behind us is your problem.”
“Copy that.”  The Ranger checked to ensure he had a full magazine.  Skye moved to the front and looped the pull rope across her chest, casting a quick glance at the half dozen drifters approaching from the left and right.  She replaced the spent round in the .357, gripping it in her right hand as she started pulling.
The heavy toboggan moved slowly across the street on an angle toward the intersection, Sallinger watching the dead and the entrance to the hotel, holding his fire.  He’d hold off as long as he could, until they got really close, he told himself.  Announcing their presence on the street and alerting the Hobgoblin that its prey was slipping away was the last thing he wanted to do.
Leaning forward, Skye brought them to the road that Cribbs and Bracco had used, following the path their boots and the shuffling feet of the dead had made.  Their destination, a cluster of hazy gray rectangles barely glimpsed in the storm, looked like distant mountains, the kind that no matter how long a person traveled never seemed to get any closer.  
Nothing came at them out of the storm, but Skye knew that wouldn’t last.  And if the weather worsened, turned into a true white-out as it appeared it would, the dead would be able to attack without warning.
Sallinger watched the hotel slowly falling behind them.  Even through the curtain of blowing white he could see black smoke pouring from the first floor windows, an orange lick of flames visible within.
And then something dark and massive appeared on the roof, leaping to the top of the façade and crouching there.  It was misshapen and monstrous, and it seemed to be looking right through the storm, directly at them.
A chilling Hobgoblin shriek cut through the violence of the storm.
Skye leaned in and pulled harder.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
THIRTY-TWO
 
 
 
 
Pulling Sallinger and the toboggan had become a singular, focused effort for Skye, and she put everything into it.  Keeping her eyes on the shapes of the sheds ahead, putting one boot after the other, she strained against the weight.  It was an additional effort to watch for drifters to the front and sides.  Behind her, Sallinger fired the rifle at figures appearing out of the storm, a few isolated shots at first, then increasing in frequency.
Skye saw a few of the creatures around her, but they were distant enough to appear as shadows, and none close enough to spend a bullet.  As she’d feared, the storm was gaining strength, cutting visibility and causing temperatures to plunge.  Even behind her ski mask, Skye’s face hurt from the cold and the inside of her nose was crystalizing and burning.  It was painful just drawing air into her lungs.  She and Sallinger were getting close though, and they needed to be.  She didn’t think she could keep this up much longer.
You didn’t think you could climb that rock face to the train tracks, either, but you did.
After what felt like an eternity they reached the plow barn, and remarkably, without Skye having to fire a shot.  They passed plenty of the fallen dead though, either victims of the two Rangers who had come through here earlier or her own sniping.  All that firing had made the passage possible.  Neither pair would have been able to face these numbers on their own.  Now as they arrived, Skye saw the main doors pulled open a few feet (blown open was more like it) and the snow around them was littered with the headshot dead.  The enormous industrial plow parked nearby had its engine running, diesel smoke chugging from a stack.  Someone had started it, but there was no one in sight.
“Cribbs?” Skye shouted.  “Bracco?”
No answer.
“We’re coming in!”  She hauled the toboggan up and over the bodies, pulling Sallinger through the opening and out of the wind.  Empty shells casings ground under the sled and skittered away from her boots; the floor of the entrance was covered in them.
Skye smelled blood the second they entered, picked up the scent of both Cribbs and Bracco.  She could tell the blood was theirs.
And she smelled Hobgoblin.
 
 
Grimy windows coated in diesel oil and dust, lining the tops of two side walls down both lengths of the high shed, lit the cavernous space not with gray storm light but a muted, smoky glow only a few shades above darkness.  Two rows of plows faced one another across a cracked cement floor, a wide central aisle running between them.  The cold air smelled of fuel, metal and damp sand.  Dump trucks with wide blades at the front and sand spreaders mounted at their rear bore a mixture of state, county and town emblems.  The plow barn was apparently a shared facility.  One shadowy end was a service area with lifts, grease pits, tool cabinets and a pair of small offices.
What couldn’t be seen from the wide entrance was the single fire door at the far corner hidden behind the trucks.  It had been forced open from the outside, and now snow was drifting in across the cement.
A pair of striding, bare footprints marred the drift, headed inside.
Up near the front double doors, Corporal Bracco was sitting on the cold floor, his rifle across his thighs and his medical kit beside him.  Opened packaging and bloody gauze littered the floor around him, and he was pressing a thick, adhesive-edged trauma pad against a wound in his neck, the source of the worst bleeding.
The bite had been deep, and had caused major tissue damage.
There wasn’t time to tend to the bites on both hands – his gloves had been ripped away – or the wound on his wrist and the back of his left knee.  The fabric of his uniform was turning crimson at all those locations, but the neck was the worst; the back of his coat was soaked red because of it.  They’d found the keys to the big plow in one of the offices, then Bracco had gone out to get it started.  Right after that, everything had gone to hell.
“Top!” he shouted for the half-dozenth time into the gloom.  As before, there was no response.
Movement and a dragging sound came from beyond the blown double doors, making him grab the rifle, but then Skye’s voice was yelling, “Coming in!”  The young woman entered a moment later, dragging the captain on a long wooden sled.  She spotted Bracco at once, even in the shadows, and pulled her load to him.
Sallinger looked at his wounded man.  “There’s a lot of bodies outside.  You put up a hell of a fight, Corporal.”
“And I’m still in it, sir.”
Sallinger gave the man a tight grin and nodded.  For a little while was the message that passed between them.
“Where’s Cribbs?” Skye asked.
The big Ranger pressed a hand to the square pad and winced.  The gauze was already soaking through.  “Once we got the plow running we could see it had a full tank of diesel, but Top was worried it wouldn’t be enough to get us to Reno.  He ordered me to hold the doors while he went to the back.  We’d found some jerry-cans full of fuel back there.”  Bracco swallowed.  “Then a wave of skinnies came out of the storm and hit me hard.  I took ‘em all down, though.”
The price of that battle was visible at Bracco’s neck and in the blood-soaked places of his uniform.
“I haven’t seen Top, and he doesn’t respond when I yell.”  The corporal started to rise.  “I have to go find him.”
Skye put a hand on his shoulder.  “Watch over Sallinger.  I’ll go get him.”
She moved into the gloom with her .357 in hand.
 
 
Ghoul crouched in the deep shadow between two trucks, listening and scenting the air.  The bloody streak of a body being dragged from the main aisle led back to where he waited, a red pool spreading around the man lying before him.  Ghoul had taken the human by surprise, leaping from atop one of the trucks and hurting him badly in a violent flurry of biting teeth and pounding fists.  The human hadn’t even been able to cry out or use its weapons.
Now the prey was on its back, eyelids fluttering, blood leaking from its nose, ears and the corner of one eye, as well as from the bite wounds.  Its breathing was shallow and ragged, and Ghoul’s slumped head tilted even more to the side as he stared in fascination with his remaining eye at the crimson air bubble rising and falling from the man’s lips.
Ghoul caught the scent of the human female, the one the Alpha wanted so badly.  The Hobgoblin’s lips peeled back in a gruesome smile.  He would butcher the Skye, feast on her flesh and organs, deny the Alpha her prize.  Foggy memory flashes of other females, of pain and torment and screaming caused a stirring in him, and his black tongue darted out reflexively to lick his lips.
In his limited observation of them, the humans in this pack seemed to care for one another, to be protective.  These were concepts he didn’t really connect with, but which the hunter in him understood well enough to make the knowledge useful.
He needed the Skye to come to him.
Ghoul lifted the dying man’s hand and bit it hard enough to break the small bones.  Master Sergeant Cribbs let out a whimpering cry that echoed through the plow barn.
 
 
Skye heard the sound and started running down the aisle between the parked trucks.  Without realizing she was doing it, she scented the air, picking out the master sergeant’s unique signature as well as the fact that it was decidedly different from normal; he was mortally wounded.
And the odor mixing with his was pure Hobgoblin.
The poor light couldn’t prevent her left eye from seeing the bloody smear on the cement leading back between two trucks.  Her nostrils flared, she bared her teeth and sprinted in.
 
 
After biting Cribbs, Ghoul had scrambled up into the bed of a dump truck, and he waited there now, fingers curled over the edge and watching the space below where the dying man lay.  The Skye was coming in fast, just as he’d intended.
They were so easy, such simple creatures.  His teeth clicked in anticipation.
There she was, rounding the front of the truck.  She would drop down beside her fallen pack-mate, Ghoul would drop onto her back and then-
But she didn’t move to the dying man.  Instead, in three great bounds she vaulted to the truck’s bumper, hood, and then roof.  She launched through the air into the truck bed, something in her right hand coming down in a fast, deadly arc.  The Hobgoblin shrieked and reached for her, springing upward.
Too late.
And too slow.
Airborne, Skye came down on the tattooed and bare-chested Hobgoblin, swinging the tomahawk in her enlarged left hand with all its alien strength.  The blade split Ghoul’s head in half from crown to beneath his chin, lodging in the bones of his spine.  There was an explosion of brains and black fluid, and Skye’s momentum carried both their bodies to the steel floor.
Crouched above him, Skye tore the tomahawk free and growled, butchering the corpse with a dozen more swings, rendering the creature from the chest up unrecognizable as the human monster it had been or the genetic nightmare it had become.  Breathing hard, her white coat, face and hands streaked with dark gore, Skye knelt over her victim for a moment, then climbed down into the darkness to kneel beside Cribbs.
The master sergeant was almost finished.  She could see that his facial bones had been broken, giving him a misshapen appearance, and a vertebrae bulged outward against the skin of his neck.  The bites were numerous and horrific, and he was aspirating blood.  One eye was closed, the other heavy-lidded, and she doubted he could even tell she was beside him.
“I’m here, Oscar,” she said anyway, gently taking his broken and bitten hand.
There was no emotional movie moment between them, where he would press his Ranger wings into her hand and say something like, “It’s up to you now, kid.”  Instead, Oscar Cribbs gurgled a spill of blood from his lips, convulsed, and died without speaking.
Skye rested a palm on his chest for a moment, then snapped the dog tags off his neck.  A second later, there was the boom of a single pistol shot that reverberated through the plow barn, and then Skye was running back to the others, her face wearing a mask of stone.
 
 
When Skye reached the two Rangers, both men looked at her with an unspoken question.  She simply shook her head and handed the dog tags to Sallinger.
The captain was about to say something when there was a sudden, explosive squeal of metal, the huge double doors being shoved back in both directions.  The sound was accompanied by an ear-splitting screech that froze the three survivors.
A nightmare stood in the opening.
Seven feet tall.  Rippling muscles and talons.  A quill-covered, elongated head with yawning black baboon fangs.  The only way it was recognizable as female was the scattered strands of long red hair and the deflated, sagging breasts on its broad chest.  A smaller creature appeared beside it, a maroon-skinned, child-monster without a face.
Both screeched at once, then raced into the plow barn.
Their fright broke and Skye and the two Rangers brought up their weapons, opening up with rifle and pistol fire, the three of them pouring lead into the sprinting creatures.  The sudden, frightening appearance of the two Hobgoblins made them slow to react, and although bullets thudded into dead flesh, grazed the big one’s head and tore through the little one’s neck, neither went down.  A second later the two creatures were out of sight within the maze of parked trucks.
“Why didn’t they come at us?” Bracco demanded, his voice too high and loud.
Sallinger began levering himself off the toboggan, an awkward task.  “They’re smart, afraid of the guns.”  He groaned, using Bracco’s big shoulder to lever himself up onto his good leg.  “Fuck ‘em, let’s get to the plow.”
Skye was dumping empty brass from her revolver, feeding in a fresh speed-loader and staring into the darkness of the shed.  Her parents and Crystal.  Postman and Taylor.  Carney.  Oscar Cribbs and the fallen Rangers.  All of them casualties of a world created by the drifters, and now this thing, the most dangerous creature of all.  Her rage was boiling over.  It had to end.
Her mind racing, Skye turned and pointed a finger at Sallinger.  “This facility of yours, you said they study the dead.  That they’re working on a cure, right?”
The captain shook his head.  “Skye, we have to go.”
“Right?” she demanded.
“I don’t know, I guess so.  They had us collecting stray skinnies, and that’s what they told us.”
Skye’s eyes darted around, locking on several items.  She knew what she had to do.  Leaning against a workbench along one wall was a five-foot-long bar of galvanized steel with an eye-hook at one end, the purpose for which she couldn’t guess.  But she flashed on the few times her grandmother had tried teaching her how to sew.  Skye seized the bar, then a length of towing chain that hung like garland along the side of the nearby plow.
“What the hell are you doing?” Sallinger shouted, now standing with one arm around the corporal.
Skye ignored him.  She scanned the workbench, found a heavy bolt and nut, then ran the chain through the eye hook and secured it with the bolt.  Needle and thread.
“We have to go!” the Ranger leader yelled.
Skye draped the chain in four-foot lengths over one shoulder, gripping the bar in both hands and turning to face the men.  She looked at Bracco.  “Get him in the plow.”
“What are you doing?” Sallinger asked again, his voice low and urgent.
“A world full of the dead has almost wiped us out,” said Skye.  “A world with those things in it?  We’ll be extinct in six months.  I’m going to bring a live one to your facility so they can figure out how to stop this.”
“You’re fucking crazy.  We can just leave, don’t throw your life away on this bullshit!”  Even as he said it he could tell by the look on her scarred, gray face that she had made up her mind.
“Get him to the plow,” she ordered again, and the big corporal nodded.
Sallinger looked at her, too exhausted and hurt to argue.  “You’re going to die.”  He shook his head.  “At least go after the little one.”
Skye’s inhuman eye blazed and she showed her teeth.  “Fuck that.  I’m taking out mama.”
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
THIRTY-THREE
 
 
 
 
“Are you ready to go now?” Death asked.
Pepper gave a firm, very deliberate shake of her head, afraid that her shuddering might be interpreted as nodding.  A conventional, mercury thermometer was set in the master electrical system control panel, and it announced that the interior temperature of the tour bus was six degrees below zero.  God knew what it was like outside.
No, she corrected herself, I do know.  It was the wind, sounding like a maimed animal, screaming down through the open roof hatch, the holes she had blown in the bedroom ceiling, and now through a pair of new holes; one in the sheet metal low on the main door up front, another in the right side of the windshield.  She’d caught a glimpse of the creature stalking her, first at the windshield and then hammering at the bus door, and tried to kill it both times with the shotgun.  
The bus was shielding her from the worst of the cold, she knew; outside it would be what, twenty below?  Colder?  But even in here, standing in the living area watching snow blow in through the openings, the storm was turning her once-safe haven into a deep freezer.  Beyond the windows was only a shifting, alabaster wall.
White out.
She’d heard the term, seen examples on TV, but her Tennessee upbringing hadn’t prepared her for the real thing.  Now she saw that the term was absolutely accurate, and visibility beyond the glass was zero.  Except for when a dark shape that wanted to eat her briefly flashed by close to the bus.
“How much longer can you last?” asked Death.  “And why would you want to draw this out?”
Death was sitting in one of the recliners, wearing Scott’s bloody camouflage and Scott’s face, but it wasn’t her brother.  Its short haircut and complexion were the color of bleached bones, and the hands gripping the armrests were skeletal, nothing but bones poking out the uniform cuffs.  Scott’s striking blue eyes no longer looked out from that gaunt face; Death’s eyes were flat and black, like a doll’s.
“Y-you’re n-n-not here,” Pepper stammered.  “Y-you’re an h-h-hallucin-nation.”
“Oh, I’m here,” Death said.  The ragged head wound looked just like the one that had ended her brother’s life, but it didn’t make her sad as it had during earlier conversations.  On Death, it looked more than appropriate, and the sight of it filled her with dread.
“N-not real.”  She shook her head again.  “N-n-not r-ready.”
Death’s voice was different too, a nails-on-chalkboard shriek that made her cringe and sounded an awful lot like the wind.  “Freeze, shoot yourself or let it eat you.”  A shrug.  “It’s all the same.  But make a decision and let’s end this.”
The choices were obvious to her; she didn’t need this figment to list them, but she found it difficult to find a valid argument.  A large part of her longed to simply put down the gun, give up her vigil and crawl into her bed to hide beneath the covers.  Maybe she could find a few moments of warmth, and if she was very lucky, fall asleep.  Then she’d feel nothing when either the cold or the teeth of a monster came to claim her.  Yes, that would be the best way.
“You won’t sleep, and it won’t be the cold,” said Death.
A childhood fear rushed up on her, a half-awake nightmare where she was cowering under her blanket, holding it down tightly over her head while some unseen thing that ate children leaped upon the bed and began clawing it off her, laughing at her screams.  No, the gun would be better.  Just end it.
“Now we’re getting somewhere,” said Brother Death, watching her with his doll eyes.
There was another option, though, one he hadn’t mentioned and which terrified her.  She knew she didn’t have the courage for that.
Death shook his head slowly.  “You’re right, you don’t.  And that choice is nothing but a long agony.  You don’t want that.”  He gestured with his slender bones back toward the bedroom.  “Maybe you could fall asleep.  If you don’t think you can pull the trigger, just go and try to take a nap.  We’ll see how everything shakes out.”
Pepper wanted to cry, but couldn’t.  Maybe her eyes were freezing; they certainly hurt enough.  A metallic, wrenching squeal along the side of the bus – dead fingernails dragging across metal? – made her jump and swing the barrel of the shotgun in that direction.
“No,” Brother Death said, ignoring the sound, “just put the idea out of your head.  You don’t have the guts to make that choice.  That would take character, and you’re nothing but one of those pampered and spoiled little celebrities, treating people like garbage and throwing tantrums over the meaningless.”  The thin white lips curled into a sneer.  “No real worth, no soul, and no backbone.”
Something slammed against the windshield behind her and she spun, catching a glimpse of a pair of scarlet hands hooked around the edges of the shotgun hole, peeling back the safety glass and making the hole larger.  Pepper fired from the hip, heard an enraged scream over the wind, and fired again, this time from the shoulder.  The hands were gone, and in their place was a ragged hole in the glass the size of a whiskey barrel, fragments glittering on the floor and dashboard.  An icy blast carried snow in through the opening.
Had she hit it?
A howl from outside followed by the metal bar slamming against a side window answered the question.
Pepper swayed on her feet, wanting to close her eyes.  She stumbled against the second recliner, and Death reached out a cold, bony hand to steady her.  “Time to go, honey,” he said in his high-pitched voice.
He was right.  There was no more point to any of this.  The dead would win in the end; it was their world now, and she was the unwelcome outsider.  Time to sleep, to chase away the cold.
But death is even colder than this.
“Pay those thoughts no mind,” the pale figment murmured.  “You’re just tired.  Time to stop fighting.”
She stayed on her feet, turning slowly with the shotgun, watching the roof hatch to the rear and the big hole in the windshield up front, the minutes ticking by.  Death sat and watched without speaking, and the wind filled in the silence.
Pepper had been mistaken.  The squealing, metallic wrenching she’d heard a short while ago wasn’t fingernails on metal.  It was one of the hinged doors of the lower luggage compartment being torn open.
In the floor behind her, the carpeted hatch that led down there lifted slowly, a pair of malignant eyes peering out.  Then it was flung back, and a muscled red arm shot out, a hand locking onto Pepper’s right ankle.  With a tremendous yank, Pepper was pulled off her feet.  As she hit the floor, the shotgun went off, disintegrating the Garth Brooks guitar in the second recliner.  She lost her hold on the weapon, the shotgun bouncing across the floor.
Fiddler screamed, hauling her toward the hole, and Pepper wailed.
Her former band member was trying to climb out of the opening, levering itself up with one hand, only able to hang onto the prey with the other.  She’s so strong.  Pepper rolled onto her back and started kicking, slamming the heel of one boot repeatedly into a once-beautiful face.  The nose broke, teeth were knocked out.  Fiddler only growled and tightened her grip.
Pepper screamed again as she felt one of the smaller bones in her ankle crack under the pressure.
Fiddler was almost out of the hole, almost able to use her other hand.  Pepper stopped kicking and used that foot as leverage to force herself into a sitting position.  One hand groped across the edge of the table above her, struck something cold and metallic, and then the CHP automatic she had placed there bounced to the carpet.  Fiddler locked onto her leg with both hands now, using it to pull herself out of the hole.  Her mouth opened to reveal a twitching black tongue.
“Bitch!” she screamed, thrusting the pistol forward and jerking the trigger.  At a range of only two feet, the bullet struck the creature at the outer edge of the left orbital socket, smashing bone and blowing out a chunk of skull and black hair.  The Hobgoblin’s grip released at once and the body fell into the darkness with a thump.
Crying out from the pain, Pepper scrambled to the edge of the opening, gripped the automatic in both hands and fired wildly down into the darkness.  The gunfire was deafening, the strobe of released gasses in the muzzle flash hurting her eyes, and still she squeezed the trigger, six shots, ten, a dozen.
Pepper was sobbing, her nose burning from the gunpowder, and she looked into the hole for the crumpled body of the monster.  Storm light illuminated the luggage compartment through the open side door, snow blowing in like a dervish.  There was no monster there, only a blackish, wet smear on the metal deck and a glimpse of boots and jeans as the creature dragged itself outside, making a growling, whining noise.
“Off you go now,” Brother Death said softly.
Pepper let out a snarl and dropped into the luggage compartment, ignoring the pain spike that ran up her leg when her fractured ankle hit, not feeling the biting cold.  Fiddler was a dark shape outside, staggering in the snow.  Pepper scrambled across the freezing metal and plunged after her, screaming into the wind and stinging white, the deep cold snatching her breath and quickly sucking the remaining heat from her body.
Only a few feet away, Pepper could see that the violinist’s body was riddled with bullet wounds, but that her first shot, although it had sheared off a piece of skull, had not touched the sticky mass of black and maroon within.  She extended the pistol to finish what she’d started.  Fiddler spun and let out a shriek, lunging, one eye destroyed and the other bulging.  She caught Pepper’s head in both hands, her powerful arms compressing it, chest-to-chest with her prey.  Pepper Davis screamed in pain and fury, shoved the barrel of the automatic up under the Hobgoblin’s jaw, pushed hard.
There was an explosive CRACK as Pepper pulled the trigger.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
THIRTY-FOUR
 
 
 
 
Skye hunted the Alpha through the shadowy plow barn, and the Alpha hunted her.
A smaller nightmare darted through the maze, reaching the rear fire exit.
Both woman and Hobgoblin scented the dusty, oil-tainted air, drawn to one another, but both circling, trying to flank, to find an advantage.  They slipped between the shadows of trucks, darting across openings, pausing to listen for the other.  Above them the wind rattled the grime-coated windows as the sky darkened, the storm still growing and devouring the light.
The Alpha could hear Skye’s heartbeat.
Skye followed the Alpha’s musk like a trail.
The ribbon of chain was heavy on Skye’s shoulder as she gripped the galvanized bar in her bare hands, the talons of her left grating softly on the steel.  She was moving into the Zone again, that sniper’s place where everything ceased to exist but the target.  Her senses were magnified, and there was no longer any fear as to whether her plan would succeed, or if she even had the courage to face the monster.  There was only the hunt.
Something scraped against the side of a truck across the open aisle to her left, and the young woman caught the baritone rumble of a soft growl.  They had completely circled the barn now, and were moving back toward the front near the open doors.  The repugnant scent was stronger here.  They were very close.
Skye bolted from between two plows and charged up the main aisle.
Twenty feet away, the Alpha stepped from the shadows and drew herself up to her full height, letting out a primal screech.  The sight of her, of what Skye was truly up against, broke the young woman’s nerve, and she stumbled to a halt, staring at the monster.
I’m dead.
 
 
Sallinger shifted in the passenger seat of the plow cab, reaching over to switch on the windshield wipers.  The blades sluggishly pushed several inches of snow aside, then thumped against the wet flakes that immediately collected on the glass.  The plow was too heavy for the wind to make it rock, but the sound of it howling around the cab was that of a hungry wolf, looking for a way inside.
The Ranger was exhausted, and the warm air rushing from the heater vents was making him drowsy.  The hopping journey from the barn to the plow had been agonizing, one arm thrown across Bracco’s wide shoulders while trying not to let his one boot slip out from under him.  Getting up into the high cab, even with the corporal’s help, had been worse, and now the broken leg was throbbing.  He was still without painkillers, and the rhythmic spikes from the fracture made his vision gray at the edges.  His jaw ached from clenching.
Bracco had taken his M4 and remaining magazines, leaving him with the corporal’s own sidearm and its single, depleted magazine, then slammed the cab door closed.  Sallinger had watched him run back through the snow toward the entrance to the shed.  He had also seen the bites up close, and saw that the younger man was flushed and sweating.  Not long now.
Bracco saw that his leader had noticed.  Neither said anything, and then the corporal had gone.
Now melting snow dripped from Sallinger’s red knit cap and ran in rivulets down his coat.  Beyond the windshield he could see silhouettes moving stiffly through the storm, but it was difficult to determine their distance, and it didn’t really seem to matter that much, anyway.  He’d found that if he stayed very still, his leg hurt less.  The blowing heat was soothing.  The Ranger’s head drooped, and he closed his eyes, just for a second, more like a long blink…
Outside, a small figure scaled the ladder that climbed to the cab, and a slender, red hand worked the handle and eased open the passenger door.
She snarled, grabbed, and sank her teeth into the man inside.
 
 
The Alpha’s nostrils flared as she looked at the Skye, red and black electrical flashes of firing synapses triggering sensations of rage, pleasure and violence.  The prey was holding none of the weaponry that killed from a distance, only a worthless metal bar.
Meat.
Threat.
Rival.
She would destroy this aberration, tear the bones from her body and crush the brain between her teeth like a hot, wet fruit.
The Alpha roared, and leaped.
 
 
As if in slow motion, Skye detected the slightest tightening of the thing’s thigh muscles tensing for a spring, so she struck first.  She lunged with all her strength, driving the tip of the galvanized bar forward as the creature’s weight bore down on her.  The improvised spear slammed into the Alpha’s belly just below the sternum, piercing the scarlet flesh, and Skye threw her own weight behind it.  It punched out the thing’s back just beside the spine, erupting a little over two feet, slick with black ichor.
The impaled Hobgoblin let out another roar and tore at her attacker with its talons.  Skye was still gripping the bar and almost touching the monster, and the shoulders of her coat were shredded in an instant, nylon and down filling immediately turning red as the Alpha’s claws ripped through the material and into the meat of her shoulder blades.
Skye screamed but hung on, still pushing. Another foot of the bar slid through the Alpha’s body, and now the creature was gripping her, black baboon fangs tearing apart her hood, one canine slicing through the top of her ski mask to cut a deep, red groove in her scalp.  The Alpha didn’t react to the bar, only intensified the attack, claws tearing through coat, skin and meat.
Not far enough!  Skye’s panicked brain was shrieking now.  I’m not strong enough!
She had committed, was now in the creature’s grasp only to discover that her plan was not going to work.  She’d hurled herself into this hellish thing only to be torn apart.
Behind the Alpha, a boot planted itself against the spiny back, strong hands gripped the bar and then pulled.  The galvanized harpoon came free, and then the chain was slipping through Skye’s hands, tearing through the body as her rescuer hauled on the big needle and pulled the steel thread through the Hobgoblin’s core.
The Alpha let out an ear-shattering screech and tried to turn to face this new threat, but then Skye was backing away, hanging onto her end of the chain and preventing the creature from twisting around.  On the other side, Corporal Bracco did the same, the monster strung between them.
But the Hobgoblin was strong, and her thrashing threatened to rip the chain from both their hands.  The beast snapped at the air, then gripped the links protruding from its belly and gave a great pull.
Skye was yanked forward, right into the claws and teeth, and at that moment Bracco lost his grip on the slick, galvanized bar.
 
 
Maybe it was the creak of the cab door, or the sudden gust of icy wind, but Sallinger snapped out of his doze just as the little girl without a face came in for the bite.  He tried to jerk away.
And was too late.
Her hands had him by the leg, and she bit deep.
But she bit only into the thick, blue fabric covering the leg brace.
Sallinger yelled, shoved Bracco’s nine-millimeter into Cross’ ear and blew her brains across the dashboard.  The creature stiffened and then slithered lifelessly out of the cab to collapse in the snow.
Breathing hard and heart pounding, the Ranger pulled the door shut and watched out the windows, gripping the pistol with a trembling hand.  He didn’t think he’d doze off again.
 
 
The Alpha locked her hands on the sides of Skye’s head and began to squeeze, her thumb talons poised over the girl’s eyes, quivering.  Skye was powerless in the grip, and felt her boots leave the floor as she was lifted by the head.
Bracco, the New Jersey weightlifter, slammed all his mass into the Alpha’s back in a tackle that would have broken an NFL quarterback’s neck.  The Hobgoblin let out a shrill cry as the three of them went to the concrete floor, releasing Skye and fighting to throw the weight off its back.  Skye scrambled and kicked backward until she was free, and the big Ranger fought to hold the creature face-down.  Talons scratched at the cement as the Alpha tried to lever herself upward with her arms, still squealing.
THUNK.  Skye’s composite steel tomahawk came down in a blur, severing the Alpha’s right hand at the wrist.  “Fight without that!” she yelled, as the creature collapsed to the right.  “Extend her other one!” she shouted, and Bracco shifted his weight onto the monster’s shoulders as he took its left arm and forced it forward, using all his strength to stretch it out against the cement floor.
THUNK.  THUNK.  Two blows from the hatchet took this hand off in the same spot, but not before the monstrous female snapped her head left and bit deeply into Bracco’s right bicep.  Blood shot across her twisted face, and the Ranger howled in pain.  Still he held on, keeping her pinned.
Skye kicked the Alpha in the face as hard as she could with her heavy Goth boot, the chrome spikes punching little holes in crimson flesh, rocking the head to the side with the impact.  Teeth came away from Bracco’s mauled arm and snapped at the boot, one fang carving a furrow in the leather.  Skye retreated and gripped the chain in both hands again.  “Get her to the plow!”
The big man rolled off and seized the metal bar once more, and together the two of them hauled the thrashing creature toward the double doors, keeping it between them, jerking it this way and that to keep it off balance.  It raged and squealed, pawing at the chain with useless stumps that leaked black ooze.  They worked together to drag and push the creature outside, then hauled it up and into the high bed of the industrial plow.  The bed structure was detachable, designed to be lifted on and off with some sort of winch or crane arm, and at the front of the bed Bracco found a pair of lift rings molded into the steel.  He threaded ends of the chain through each, and from below, Skye caught them and pulled, dragging the creature up close against the front of the bed while Bracco returned to the shed for another heavy bolt and nut.  He used these to anchor the ends together, finally stepping away.
The Alpha shrieked, hissed, tried to throw herself against the restraint, but the chain punched through her center held her tightly against the steel, immobilizing her.  Teeth gnashed and wrist stumps beat at metal, but the Alpha could get no leverage.  She was their captive.
“She’ll have to…tear herself in half…before she gets out,” Bracco breathed, bracing himself against the side of the big vehicle with one hand to keep from falling over.  Snow was clinging to his flushed, sweating face.
Skye was breathing hard, too.  “You saved me,” she said, hugging the big man.
Bracco gave her a weak smile.  “Save Sallinger.”  Then he climbed slowly to the cab.  To Skye he looked like a big wind-up toy that had run down to its final ticks, slow and jerking, about to be still.  Bracco opened the cab door and handed his rifle and magazines to the officer inside.
Sallinger gave him the nine-millimeter.  “Do you want me to do it” he asked softly.
Bracco jerked his dog tags off his neck and handed them over.  “Negative, sir.  This one’s on me.”  He gave his leader a tired nod and closed the door.
Standing nearby, Skye made the same, silent offer with her eyes, but Bracco just gave her that tired smile again.  “Time to go,” he said, his voice barely audible above the wind.  Then he walked slowly toward the double shed doors, gave a backward wave, and disappeared inside.
Skye climbed up to the driver’s side of the cab and saw that Bracco had left the pack containing the medical kit on the floorboards beneath the captain’s legs.  The Ranger leader’s face was pale, his teeth clenched.
“Let me give you a shot,” she said.
“Just get us out of here,” he grunted.
Skye quickly oriented herself with the dashboard and controls, thankful to see that the rig had an automatic transmission.  She, like most of her generation, had never learned to use a stick shift.  Finding one now would have been sadly laughable.  The rest of the operation looked straight-forward enough, the dials well-labeled, including the controls to operate the front-mounted snow-blower.  A minute later she had the big blades whirring, the cab vibrating and the sound of the machine blotting out the scream of the wind.
Ahead of her, the orange glow of the Coburn could be seen in the distance through the obscuring white of the storm, the hotel now completely engulfed in flames.  It would spread to the attached buildings, she knew, the snow doing nothing to extinguish the fire and the wind serving only to feed it.  All of Truckee might burn.
Good.  Let it burn.  Instead of a sanctuary, Truckee had proven to be just another place of death and loss.  Burn it all.
“Time to go,” she told the captain, and thought of Bracco as she moved the big rig through the parking lot, aiming it toward the nearby road.
Any sound from a lone pistol shot was swallowed by the noise of the churning snow-plow.
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Interstate-80 was a cold, deep sea of white, the wind carving wave-like ripples in the crust.  Beyond the beat of the wiper blades, the snow was blowing sideways as the massive plow crawled higher into Donner’s Pass.  The whirring blades of the six-foot-high snow-blower chewed into the white wall before them, a tall stack mounted behind the cab throwing a high plume behind and to the right.
Skye gripped the steering wheel and drove the plow at a steady five-miles-per-hour, doing her best to keep the machine in the center of the highway.  She wandered right and left sometimes, and on several occasions she rubbed the right side guardrail, making her body tense.  Once she realized that the tall, slender metal poles spaced at regular intervals along the right side of the road - each sticking up out of the snow with a bright orange square at the top – were there to guide plows and keep them to the road, she did better.
Sallinger slept in the seat beside her, leaning against the door of the vibrating cab.  A short distance out of Truckee, Skye had stopped long enough to administer a shot of painkiller from Bracco’s kit.  The Ranger’s tight expression relaxed almost immediately, and he soon drifted into oblivion.  Now she was alone, fighting the wheel and staring out at the storm.  Her biggest fear was coming upon an abandoned car hidden beneath the snow, something that would destroy the blades and leave them stranded.  So far there had been no derelict vehicles in this direction, or if there had, they’d been off to the side and she’d passed them without notice.  A traffic jam like the one they’d encountered on their approach to Truckee, blocking both lanes and the shoulders, would be the end of them.  She watched the road nervously.
More than getting stuck out here, or accidentally driving the plow off the side of a mountain, Skye thought about the thing chained in the back.  Would the single bolt securing its restraints be enough?  If not, Skye had no doubt she would find out quickly enough; if the bolt failed, the enormous Hobgoblin would tear the cab apart to get at them.
Another hour passed, and as the altitude and incline increased she was forced to slow the plow to a speed just above idle.  The wind was coming in savage gusts now, making even the multi-ton vehicle rock.  She passed a sign on the side of the road, covered in white but with bits of blue showing through, and a short distance after this the plow came upon an exit ramp.  A lull in the gusts cleared visibility for a moment, just long enough for her to catch a glimpse of what was at the bottom of the ramp.
It was a travel center, a large, low building seen through a gray haze across a parking lot, with a tall sign and covered gas pumps, the silhouettes of tractor trailers lined up nearby.  Close to the highway, at the near edge of the parking lot was a snow-covered bus.  A gust of wind obscured the scene again for an instant, then briefly cleared.
Skye could see two figures hip-deep in the snow beside the bus, locked in combat and frozen together in death.  Her left eye’s strange and superior vision brought the details close, and she could see that one of them was a dark-haired Hobgoblin, a female with her hands locked on the flattened skull of her victim.  The human was also a woman, a blonde whose hair had frozen about her pale face.  She was holding a pistol up under her killer’s jaw, and the top of the creature’s head was blown out.
Statues now, slowly being covered in snow.
You took it with you.  Skye thought about the courage it must have taken to go out like that.  A very brave woman.  And then the wind returned and swept the scene away behind a curtain of white.
Skye kept driving.
 
 
They couldn’t go on.  The highway had grown increasingly difficult to see as the storm grew in power here in the highest elevations, but now it had disappeared completely behind a white-out.  Even the plow markers beside the road had vanished, and Skye feared she would tear through a guardrail and send both the sleeping Ranger and herself to their deaths in a ravine.
Can’t stop here.
Can’t go forward.
But she did go forward, following the useless headlight beams, driving blind.  Her jaw ached from clenching her teeth, and her knuckles were white on the steering wheel.  The snow-blower churned, carving a snail’s-pace path.
After another half an hour, rubbing the right guardrail had become a regular occurrence, sometimes accompanied by the squeal of grinding metal.  The storm swallowed most of the light, and the wind now vibrated the glass in the windshield.
An off-ramp appeared on the right, and she almost crawled past it unseen.  Skye braked, made a choice and steered the rig down the slope, chewing deep snow before her and spitting it out in a white column.  She stopped when she reached what she believed might be the bottom.  Beyond would be the on-ramp leading back up to the highway, and she could vaguely see that another road ran across the nose of the plow, passing under the interstate to her left.  The darkness of the underpass looked inviting, a place to shelter from the wind.  She was about to wheel the plow in that direction when a break in the gusts revealed a pair of small buildings to her right; an old gas station that looked as if it had been abandoned long before the plague, and a small log cabin-style house on the lot beside it.
Skye cranked the wheel and drove right at the buildings, blowing a path up onto what might have been the cabin’s yard and stopping in front of the door.  She pulled down her now-torn face mask, cinched the shredded hood of her jacket tight, grabbed an M4 and went outside.
The wind was a knife that cut into her breath.
It looked deserted; there were no cars that she could see, so she mounted the snow-covered steps to the front door, trying the knob and hoping she wasn’t walking into the shotguns of present tenants or the teeth of former.  She encountered neither, and found only a small, silent home evacuated by its family, probably people she had seen or shot as they drifted through Truckee.  There was a fireplace, a supply of cut wood and food in the kitchen cabinets.
Skye went back to the plow to retrieve Sallinger.
 
 
Her plan was to stay until the storm broke.  Skye insisted on Sallinger having the bigger of the two bedrooms, where he could sleep stretched out on an actual bed in order to get the rest he needed.  After two days of this, along with complaints of cold and boredom (she’d found only a few magazines and not a single book – the former residents weren’t readers, apparently) she helped the Ranger move to the small living room where he could sit with his leg extended on a footstool, closer to the fire and not so isolated.
The storm raged outside, bringing on a void-like darkness at night and only a pale charcoal during the day.  The fireplace was their source of survival.  Skye slept in a chair next to a front window…when she slept at all.  She’d moved the plow so that its tail faced the house.  She wanted to know if that snowy lump in the back decided it was tired of being chained up.
They cooked canned food in the fireplace, and went through a case of diet soda she’d found in a kitchen cabinet.  Some meager first aid supplies from a bathroom fed Bracco’s dwindling kit, but nothing could replace the painkillers Sallinger needed.  Concerned they would run out, and equally worried about addiction, she convinced the captain to alternate his shots with handfuls of Ibuprofen.
They played cards (he won) and Scrabble (she kicked his ass), watched and listened to the storm, and talked.  Sallinger told her about his parents and growing up in Albany, New York, about his time in the Army and the places he’d been.  Skye talked about her time alone, hunting in Berkley, the story of taking the Nimitz with her friends and her time in Chico, but nothing about life before the plague, and nothing too personal.  Both were careful to keep the conversation light.  Each had painful memories and deeply felt losses that could be triggered like land mines.  For Skye, the idleness and quiet made her think often about Carney, and sometimes she could feel the hurt in her chest.  A few times she retreated to the second bedroom and cried into a pillow, angry at herself for being weak, but feeling just a little better for having let some of it out.  She knew it would never leave her completely; that was the price of loving and losing someone.
Three or four times a day, Skye pulled her death’s head ski mask in place before going outside.
“You look like a badass in that thing,” Sallinger said.  “Goddamn terrifying.”
Skye smiled behind the fabric.
“You would have made a good Ranger,” he acknowledged, “if they’d let women in.”
“And how screwed up is that?” she’d said, slinging an M4 around her neck to hang against mostly empty ammo pouches and the holstered .357.
“Obviously they never met you.”
She shook her head.  “I would have been a discipline problem.  Trouble with authority.  And I wouldn’t have been properly motivated.”  She waved a hand.  “It took all this…”  Then she’d gone outside before she could step on a landmine.
Her visits to the bed of the massive plow, conducted both in the daytime and at night with a flashlight, served one purpose; to ensure the chains were still securing the Hobgoblin.  She’d decided that if the thing even started to get free, she’d put a round in its head, research be damned.  Each visit the chain was secure, though sometimes the links had shifted through the lift hooks a little, indicating that the creature was still “alive.”
Sometimes Skye would climb into the bed and crouch at the tail end, watching the snowy figure.  Once it tipped its head forward, and snow sifted away from its features, revealing a pair of close-set, yellow and black eyes glaring at her.  The Hobgoblin showed its black baboon fangs and uttered a low, throaty rumble, but it did not thrash against its chains.
Being this close to the thing gave her a chill far beyond the effects of a mountain storm.
“I should just kill you now,” Skye murmured.  “Empty a full magazine into your ugly face.  If I didn’t think we could use you…”
The Alpha’s jaw worked, the black tongue moved, and in a hissing croak it said, “…sssSkyyyee…”
It was all the young sniper could do not to blow it away right then.  But they – whoever they were - would need to study it, if not to come up with a cure then to find a way to eradicate its entire species.
“Stay right there, bitch,” Skye said.  “There’s a scalpel with your name on it.”
It was the last visit where the creature spoke, or did anything more than just stare at her.
Within five days of their arrival, the storm abated, surrendering to a cold, blue sky with a pale sun.  Skye loaded the plow with canned food and blankets, helped Sallinger up into the cab, and soon they were back on the interstate, traveling slowly and leaving a rooster tail of white in their wake.
By mid-morning they crossed from California into Nevada, the depth of the snow lessening with every downhill mile.  It turned out that the diesel in the full tank had been enough, and even at their slow pace, they reached the outskirts of Reno at just past noon.
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“You said you were from here, right?” Sallinger asked.  He’d slept during the trip down from the mountains, and now rubbed his hands at his face, groggy from the effects of the drugs.
“I was,” Skye said quietly, looking out at the city of Reno in the distance, the mirrored glass of its buildings reflecting the afternoon sun, gray clouds scudding across a sky already sliding toward evening.  As brutal as the storm had been in the Sierras, here it seemed to have just brushed past, leaving a dusting of snow, perhaps half an inch that was already almost completely melted away.  The dashboard temperature gauge read that it was thirty-nine degrees outside, positively balmy after Donner Pass.
Another silent city before them, but not uninhabited.
How many people used to live here?  Four hundred thousand?  Skye knew they would still be there, drifting through the streets in their relentless quest to destroy the living.
They were stopped on the interstate near the Keystone Avenue off-ramp, an endless river of abandoned cars and trucks stretching before them; Reno trying unsuccessfully to evacuate.  They had already used the heavy rig to push some vehicles out of the way – she’d turned the snow-blower equipment off quite some time ago, as it was no longer needed – but there would be no bulling their way through this mess.  Skye knew her way around Reno, however, and could use the surface streets, provided they weren’t also jammed.  Switching to a smaller vehicle, assuming they could get one to start, wasn’t an option because of the deadly cargo they had chained in the back.
Staring out at the traffic jam, Skye didn’t notice her side mirror, or the image of the crimson-skinned horror sprinting up the highway behind them.
“Where’s this facility?” Skye asked.
“Far side of the city, just beyond Sparks.  I think the exit off I-80 is near Lockwood?”  Sallinger rubbed his eyes.  “There’s a big industrial park near the road we need.  The base is about ten miles north of there, out in the desert.”
“I know where that industrial park is,” she said.
“I know almost nothing about Reno.  I’m working from memory of a single truck ride in, and from looking at maps,” the Ranger said, “But if you get us to that area I can find the road.”
The sudden rattle of chain running through steel came from behind them, and they stiffened, both knowing exactly what that sound meant.
“No,” Skye breathed, snatching the M4 from where it was propped between them, flinging open the door and dropping to the wet pavement.  The Alpha hit the ground at the back of the plow at the same instant and raced across the highway, chain and a galvanized bar hanging from its front and back, bouncing and scraping the asphalt as it ran.  It vaulted the chest-high concrete barrier dividing the east and west-bound lanes, weaving through stopped cars.
Skye snapped the rifle to her shoulder, sighted and tracked that quilled, elongated head, leading it, finger touching the trigger.  She squeezed-
              -and was hit from the left by a crushing blow to the side of her head.
The shot went wild as the pavement rushed up to meet her.
She dropped the rifle.
And Bracco moved in for the kill.
 
 
Even as Skye had been pulling away in the plow, the fever overtook him, and the pistol had dropped unfired to the cement only seconds before his own mass followed it.  In a delirium, the big corporal had crawled into the shadows beneath one of the big trucks in the plow barn, curled into a ball and lay there shivering.
The dead wandered in and out of the barn, scenting both him and the oncoming change, and left him alone.
He’d lasted a full day before succumbing, and when he opened his eyes again they were milky, the brain behind them something primitive and dead.  Almost at once the newborn zombie shuddered and slipped into a red and black world of flashing sensations as yet another change took over, leaving him on the floor for another twenty-four hours, viral toxins that were more akin to venom coursing through the cells of his dead flesh.  Something new eventually crawled from beneath the truck; physically powerful in a way the human Bracco couldn’t have imagined, exceptionally fast and trembling with a lust for violence.
Days of tracking and struggling through snow and storm had kept him on the trail of his maker, bringing him here.
The scarlet-hued Ranger opened one hand and let the heavy bolt and nut that had secured the Alpha fall to the pavement, looking down at the fallen prey that was now crawling to its hands and knees, trying to stand.  The Hobgoblin had no memory of Vincent Bracco from New Jersey, of what that had meant or the affection it once held for the girl getting to her feet, the one with the unusual and yet oddly familiar smell.  There was only bloodlust and fury.
Bracco shrieked and attacked.
 
 
Skye’s vision swam as she crawled and rose, stumbling back away from the creature.  She saw two of him, then one and two again, and could see that Bracco had apparently torn away his coat and uniform shirt.  He stood there red-skinned and impossibly muscled, far bigger and stronger than he had been in life, a true terror.
She saw the Alpha’s bite in his bicep, blackened and ringed with swollen gray blisters, and she smelled the female Hobgoblin’s acidic saliva not only at the point of infection, but seeping from the dead Ranger’s pores.  She’d seen that blistering and caught that smell only once before, and only with one Hobgoblin, not all of them; the dead creature that had stormed the Amtrak train.  When she had told Sallinger she was going after mama, she’d simply meant the creature’s gender and impressive size, but now she knew she’d been much closer to the truth.  The corporal may have died from the Omega Virus, but it was the female’s bite that had transformed him into this.
She was capable of infecting others with her unique genetics.
The Alpha could make other Hobgoblins.
Skye staggered backward in front of the plow as Bracco shrieked and came at her.  She reached for her .357, jerked it from the holster, but Bracco batted it aside with a blow that nearly broke her hand.  The pistol clattered across the pavement as he lunged.
Stumbling left, she ducked as he tried to grab her; he was so very fast, but even dazed her body reacted with an inhuman speed of its own.  His hands flashed just over her head, barely missing her, and she knew that if he connected, if he caught her in those massive arms, she was dead.  Quick as a snake Bracco spun to face her, but her right hand was already moving in a blur, tearing the tomahawk from her combat harness and striking in a deadly arc.  The blade sank into the side of Bracco’s face, splitting flesh and unhinging the right side of his jaw in a burst of black fluid.  His eye bulged from the pressure of the blow.
Bracco didn’t even flinch.  He jerked his neck, the movement pulling the tomahawk out of her hand.  Then he plucked the weapon from his face and flicked it away like a cigarette butt, out into the silent field of automobiles.
He roared.
Her back to the snow-blower, unable to retreat and knowing she’d never dart past him, Skye braced for the impact.
 
 
Sallinger knew he’d never manage to get the window open, lean out and get off a shot with the second M4.  Not in time, and not with his immobilized leg.  He yelled at the windshield as his former Ranger charged in to destroy the defenseless woman.
The captain did the only thing he could think of; he reached across the cab, flicked on the snow-blower switch and dropped the transmission into drive.
 
 
Skye heard the machinery explode to life behind her, sensed the movement and felt the air of the spinning blades only inches away from her back.  Bracco pounced, hands reaching to grab the sides of her head.  Instinctively she dropped to the pavement, tucked into a ball and rolled forward.
Bracco seized air, tripped over the figure on the ground and stumbled.  He caught his forward movement a second before tumbling face-first into the blades, and spun again.
As he turned, however, one outstretched arm was just a few inches too far from his body, and as the big plow’s transmission rolled it forward, the blurring snow-blower blades caught the arm, instantly sucking it in.
The creature let out a short bellow as the rest of its body was immediately pulled in after the arm, and then there was a sudden WHUMP as meat and bone was obliterated.  The tone of the machinery dropped in pitch, the blades slowing for a few seconds as the Hobgoblin was ground up and spit out the snow stack in a wet cloud of red and black.
Skye rolled to the side, narrowly avoiding having a boot sucked in after her attacker.  Then she was on her feet and waving her arms at the cab.  Sallinger shut down the machinery and yanked the plow back into park.  A dripping sound came from the snow-blower, and Skye could see bits of uniform, boot and red meat clinging to the slowing, scythe-like blades.
She picked up her rifle and used the combat sight to sweep the area, walking toward the point the Alpha had vaulted the concrete divider.  Nothing, only a length of chain and a bar lying on the asphalt on the other side, slick with gore.  The monstrous figure had gone, fleeing into the city.
Knowing the female’s true nature, what she was capable of, Skye wanted to go after her, to track her down and destroy her before the unthinkable could happen.
The power of creation.
But today was not that day.  After a few minutes she slung the rifle, recovered her pistol and tomahawk, and climbed back into the cab for the final leg of their journey.
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The giant plow growled as it trundled out into the desert along the paved, two-lane road that led away from the outskirts of Sparks, the town that began where Reno ended.  Twilight was descending, painting the winter dunes in pale orange and lavender as a washed-out sun dipped behind the snowy crowns of the Sierras to the west.  Outside the cab, the air smelled of sage, and it was almost enough to conceal the ghostly aroma of human decay that the wind carried from a city filled with nearly half a million corpses.
Skye had managed to get them past the worst of the traffic jam using side roads and surface streets, nudging both vehicles and the dead out of the way, only having to use the snow-blower a few times to gobble up shuffling corpses that couldn’t be redirected, spitting them out in a grisly cloud.  Scenes of destruction, horror and a failed evacuation were all around them, too many to count, and by now both Skye and Sallinger had grown numb to it all.
Now as they rumbled the last few miles toward Reno Base, both were silent, the Ranger thinking about the squad he had lost on the mission, Skye anxious about the unknown.  She was quite aware of her appearance; her skin, her strange eye and the taloned, mutated hand, worried about how normal people would receive her.  That she had failed to bring in the big female, and the cost attached to that failure (she would never forget the sight of Bracco as a Hobgoblin, or his swift, brutal end) was a source of bitterness.
They reached warning signs in the road and a series of speed bumps near a turn-around, the road continuing into the desert.  A green sign off to the right read, KENSICO RESEARCH LLC, with the silhouette of a test tube and two green leaves beside it.  Beneath this another sign proclaimed, PRIVATE ROAD – NO TRESPASSING.
Skye looked at Sallinger, who simply nodded.  They drove on.
Five minutes later the plow crested a low rise, and Skye saw the Facility spread out before them, a sprawling campus of modern, one-story brick and glass buildings, silo-like towers near a structure that looked like a small refinery well at the back of the campus.  A high, black metal-barred fence encircled it all.  Winter-brown lawns stretched between the fence and the buildings.
“There’s no lights,” she said.  “Are you sure everyone’s not…”
“We use minimal lights at night so as not to attract anything.”  The Ranger pointed out the windshield.  “See there?”
Even at this distance Skye could make out several vehicles and the small shapes of people moving about on the other side of the fence.  None of them had the awkward gait of the wandering dead, and she was surprised at how unusual it felt to see live people she didn’t know.
Civilization.  It made her uncomfortable in a way she couldn’t explain.
“Make your approach to the gates very slowly,” said Sallinger.  “They don’t know who we are, just a big oncoming vehicle, and we don’t want them to think we’re going to ram our way in.  They’re armed, and we don’t want any accidents.”
Skye slowed the plow.  As they drew near the gate she saw a pair of olive-green Humvees on the other side, and several men in camouflage, all with rifles and wearing berets.
“Who are they?” she asked.
“Air Force.  They handle security.  Stop about twenty feet away.”
She did as instructed, just as one of the men held up a hand.  Another was talking into a radio, and the rest aimed their rifles at the plow.  Skye shut down the engine.
“Now what?”
“Get out and help me down,” said the Ranger.  “Leave all your weapons in the cab.”
“Not happening,” she said.
Sallinger sighed, mostly from the pain.  “Do you really want to have come this far only to get shot by a nervous nineteen-year-old?  Don’t give them any excuses to make a mistake.”
After a long moment, Skye left her rifle, pistol and tomahawk on the seat, climbed down and walked slowly around the front of the plow toward Sallinger’s side.  She kept her enlarged left hand tucked inside her coat, out of sight.  As she walked, she could feel rifle muzzles tracking her.  A few minutes later, with some struggles and hisses of pain, she and Sallinger were hop-stepping up to the gates, his arm thrown across her shoulder.
“Identify yourself,” said an Air Force lieutenant, the one who had held up his hand.
“Lee Sallinger, Captain, U.S. Army Rangers.  Hello, Lieutenant Yates.  This is Skye Dennison.”
Yates now held up his hand in a wait gesture as another airman spoke into a radio.  Several minutes of silence passed, and then the gates electronically hummed open.  The two survivors hobbled inside, rifles still trained on them.
“Welcome back, Captain,” Yates said.  “The major is en-route.  Our orders are to hold you here until he arrives.”  The gate hummed closed behind them.  Lt. Yates stared at the young woman, at her ashen skin and shredded, gore-streaked white coat, and at her unusual, amber eye.  Skye said nothing, but didn’t look away.
“Where’s Lt. Green?” Sallinger asked, wanting to talk to his own second in command.
Yates said nothing.
“Where are my Rangers?” the captain demanded.
The Air Force lieutenant’s face was impassive.  “Sir, I have orders to wait for the major, and that’s it.  I’m sure he can answer your questions.”
Sallinger was unsteady standing on one leg for so long, hopped and started to fall, his arm slipping of Skye’s shoulder.  The young woman grabbed for him with both hands, and when the gathered airmen saw the mutation and the talons, someone cursed and all rifle muzzles snapped to Skye.
The Ranger pointed at Yates.  “Stand down, Lieutenant.”
The Air Force officer ignored him, and spoke to Skye, his voice hard.  “Set the captain on the ground and step away.”  Beside him, the radioman was speaking excitedly into his handset.  Skye did as instructed, lowering Sallinger to the ground and stepping back slowly, keeping her hands in sight.  No one else spoke or moved for several minutes, and no one took their eyes – or weapons – off the girl with the claws.  Another Humvee raced in from a road leading to the campus buildings, sliding to a stop near the gathering of people.  Two more riflemen leaped out and immediately took up positions behind the young woman.  They were followed by an Air Force major and an older black man in a lab coat, the latter of whom had a pinched face and wore thick glasses, making his eyes look magnified and unnaturally enlarged.  He cast a fearful look at the evening sky before following the major.
Skye watched the new arrivals, and then spotted something she hadn’t noticed before, off to the right.  A pair of helicopters was sitting on adjacent pads a couple hundred yards away, one a Black Hawk, the other a smaller but similar gray chopper with Navy markings.  Not far from them she could see a high, chain link fence topped with razor wire, people lined up behind it, watching the gathering at the main gates; men, women and children, most in civilian clothing with a scattering of dark blue Windbreakers.
Her left eye focused in, and she picked out the unmistakable face of Father Xavier Church standing behind that fence, Angie West just to his right and Russian pilot Vladimir Yurish on his left.
How…?
Instead of going to Sallinger and helping the Ranger to his feet, the two newly arrived airmen moved to stand on either side of Skye, leaving the man on the ground.  The major and the man in the lab coat approached the two survivors, stopping a fair distance away.
Skye pointed to her friends out behind the fence.  “Those are my people.  What are they doing here, and why do you have them like that?”
Major Beeman ignored the questions and examined them both.  “We thought you were dead,” he said to Sallinger, “or deserted.”  The Ranger started to respond, but Beeman cut him off, gesturing at the young woman.  “What’s…this?”
“This?” said Sallinger.  “Her name is Skye Dennison, and she’s the only reason I made it back.  She’s here to help, and she didn’t have to come.”
Major Beeman looked at her for a long moment, his gaze lingering on her large, taloned hand.  His lip curled a bit.  The doctor with the thick glasses leaned in to whisper something to the senior Air Force officer, who nodded without taking his eyes off Skye.  Then he jerked his head at the two men standing beside her, and they immediately seized Skye by her wrists and elbows.
Skye cursed and twisted, her left arm breaking free of the grip and slashing up in a blur.  The talons of her middle and index fingers laid an airman’s cheek open to the bone, making him scream and fall back.  She pivoted, ready to do the same to the other man’s throat, when a rifle butt crashed into the back of her head, making her vision go white for a moment and dropping her to her knees.
Her hearing had become a low hum, and she thought she heard Sallinger shouting, “Stand the fuck down!”  It was like hearing him underwater, though.  An arm hooked about her neck, choking her and holding her tight, while more hands grabbed and pinned her left arm.  She could hear her heartbeat in her temples like a bass drum, slow and thunderous.
The doctor hurried forward, slipping a syringe from his lab coat pocket, biting off the plastic cap.  “Hold her steady,” he ordered, and Skye heard a lisp as he uttered the last word.  She tried to struggle, but the pain in the back of her head was making her sleepy.  “Hold still,” the doctor said to her, “or you’ll snap the needle.”
There was a prick as he plunged it into a spot where her neck met her shoulder, then a frigid rush as she shuddered and stiffened.  Her eyelids fluttered and she felt like a dry leaf being blown into a spreading, fathomless darkness.  The last thing she heard was Sallinger shouting and Major Beeman barking orders, and far away voices calling her name.
 
 
…Dennison…Miss Dennison…  “Miss Dennison?”
Skye’s eyes slid open, the lids impossibly heavy.  Her entire body felt weighted, her mouth tasting like copper and her head filled with wet cotton.  She blinked at a bright light overhead.
“Welcome back,” said a voice.  “You’re going to feel a bit disoriented, but it’s normal, I assure you.”  The voice had a lisp.  “The meds in the IV will have you back out in a moment.”
Skye turned her head slowly left and right, her thoughts sluggish at first but gaining momentum, putting together what she was seeing.  The man who had injected her stood next to the slightly inclined table to which she was strapped, and his lab coat had been replaced by blue scrubs and a surgical cap.  His thick eyeglasses now had a pair of small lights fixed to the corners of the frames, switched off at the moment.  He had a severe gray crew-cut, and he was chewing idly at a much-gnawed plastic pen.
He reminded her a bit of Father Xavier – they were close in age, had the same hair and coffee-colored skin – but that was where the similarities ended.  Xavier was broad and powerful, his movements displaying a natural confidence.  This man was narrow and fidgety.  His eyes held none of the priest’s warmth, either.  They were jumpy and cold, and he looked like a bird of prey that had pinned a squirrel to the ground, looking it over as if deciding what part to devour first.
“I’m Doctor Walken,” the man said.  One latex-gloved hand tucked the chewed pen into a breast pocket of the scrubs.  “We’ll be spending a lot of time together.”
Skye blinked, tried to lift her head off the table and found that it was simply too heavy.  Even trying was an effort, and movement simply made the big knot at the back of her skull throb.  She remained still.  Her head was growing heavier, along with her eyelids, and her body felt like it was starting to melt into the table.  Then she noticed the tray of surgical tools near Walken’s elbow, chrome gleaming in the overhead light.  “Who…who are…?”
Doctor Walked pulled on a blue surgical mask.  “I’m the one who did all this,” he said.  “Ended the world, I mean.”
Skye blinked, trying to understand.  She wanted to go to sleep.
The doctor nodded vigorously.  “But I’m going to fix it, and you’re going to help me.”  He switched on the small lights at the corners of his glasses and selected a scalpel from the tray.  “Even if it takes an autopsy.”
Skye tried to shake her head, couldn’t, and whispered, “No…”
Then darkness took her.
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