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Izzy
 
Presto, Pennsylvania
168 days after
 
Izzy peeked over the back of the couch, watching Erin stoop to pull on a boot. Not one of the big snow boots, but one of the black stompy ones. The combat boots.
Izzy bounced a few times on the couch cushion, the excitement getting the better of her. Then she stopped, remembering she was supposed to be playing it cool.
“I don’t see why I can’t come with you,” Izzy said, pressing her nose into the upholstery.
Erin continued lacing her boot, pulling the ties into a knot and looping them into a bow in one fluid movement. Izzy didn’t understand how grownups could tie their shoes so fast like that.
“How many times do I have to explain it? Every trip out burns extra calories. The more calories we burn, the more food we need to eat. If only one of us goes, then only one of us needs extra food.”
Erin didn’t come right out and say it, but by “one of us,” Izzy knew she meant herself. Sometimes Erin was fun. When she played with Izzy, she did it for real. Most adults only half-played. She wasn’t sure why. Did you lose the ability to pretend when you got old? Did your imagination go from pliable to hard, like a dried-up wad of Playdoh? Or were they too embarrassed, afraid they’d look or sound silly? Whatever it was, Erin actually got into it, so it felt like playing with another kid.
But other times, like now, she was just like all the other grownups. Assuming Izzy was a dumb baby that couldn’t do things. It wasn’t that hard to go out and find food. Izzy knew that. She buried her face in a couch cushion to smother the sneaky smile spreading across her lips.
When Erin opened the door, Izzy followed her out onto the back porch. The floor boards were cool under her socked feet. It was an unseasonable 40 degrees. Most of the snow had melted with only a few patches in the shadier areas remaining.
“You said that once winter was over, I could come out with you again.”
Erin zipped up her coat, pulling her hair out of the way of the zipper.
“It’s January.”
“Yeah, but look at it,” Izzy gestured at the lack of snow. “It’s Spring.”
Erin shook her head.
“This happens every year. There’s an early thaw, and everyone says, ‘Oh look, Spring came early! Hallelujah!’”
She threw her arms out and spun around like the hills were alive with the sound of music.
“It lasts for a week, maybe two. And then- BAM!” Erin stopped spinning and hammered a fist into the palm of her hand. “We get douched with snow. And usually it’s the biggest snow of the year, too. A full-on blizzard of bullshit.”
Izzy stomped her foot.
“Language.”
“Yeah, well. Mark my words. Winter ain’t over.”
Erin pulled on a pair of gloves.
“I’ll try to make it a quick trip. A few hours.”
Izzy crossed her arms and heaved a sigh, making a show of pouting.
“When I get back, we can play a game.”
Izzy straightened, eyes bulging a little.
“Can we play Mall Mania?”
“Maybe,” Erin said.
Izzy clapped her hands. Maybe meant yes. If she begged enough it did, anyway.
Her toes were starting to feel like ice cubes, so she hopped back inside. She pressed her face against the screen on the door so the weave would leave a criss-cross pattern over her nose.
“Remember to lock the storm door.”
“I know,” Izzy said through the screen.
“And remember that the gun isn’t a toy.”
“I know.”
“But also, if you have to use it, don’t forget about the safety.”
“I know!” Izzy’s voice got a little louder. There was a beat of silence, and Izzy thought Erin was finally done lecturing her.
“And if you go to the bathroom, remember to wash your hands after.”
“I know that, Erin!” Izzy slapped the door with her palm for emphasis. Really, wash her hands? She wasn’t some dumb baby.
Erin turned back toward her then, and Izzy saw the smirk on her face. She’d been teasing. Well, at least with the stuff about washing her hands.
“Just be safe, dorkus. I’ll be back soon.”
“You’re the dorkus!”
She watched Erin mount the bike, standing as she pedaled to get some momentum going. And then she was gliding down the driveway, out of sight in seconds.
The drawer squealed as Izzy slid it open, revealing the pistol. She wrapped her fingers around it, the metal chilling her skin. She pulled it from the drawer. It was always heavier than she remembered. Heavier than it looked.
She wanted to shoot it again and to feel the buck and jerk of it as she pulled the trigger. Maybe later, though. She had something better in mind to pass the time.
The gun clanked as she set it on the counter and waited.



 
 
 
Erin
 
Bridgeville, Pennsylvania
168 days after
 
Erin coasted through town, past the cars and storefronts, all still. Sometimes it felt like she was in a Norman Rockwell painting, this little slice of small town, Middle America, preserved as if it were a recreation in oils.
Then she’d come upon a crow picking at a corpse, and the illusion died. Those moments were more Heironymous Bosch than Rockwell.
She turned left into a cul-de-sac, guiding her bike around an overturned garbage bin and the trail of trash that had been pulled out by animals. There were several blue bins lined up on the curb, some upright, some not.
A memory came to her then. Her mother, insisting Erin drag their garbage can down to the road before they left for the camp. Erin had argued.
“They haven’t come the last two weeks. It’s just going to sit down there until the Keller’s dog knocks it over and drags shit up and down the street just like last week.”
Her mom stopped stuffing toiletries into the overnight bag and closed her eyes.
“Why does everything have to be a battle with you lately? Take the garbage down to the road like I asked you to. And watch your mouth.”
Erin had rolled her eyes and slammed the door behind her.
Her mother died thinking someone would still come to pick up their trash.
Erin shook the memory from her head as she rolled up a driveway. She needed to focus now. She left the bike propped up by the kickstand and approached the front of the house.
They hadn’t come across another zombie. Not since the first one in the tie-dyed shirt that almost ate her for lunch. But she knew it was only a matter of time.
Was her mother out there somewhere, stumbling around like an extra in a horror movie, snacking on flesh?
Stop thinking shit like that. Focus.
She crept around a juniper bush to peek into a bay window on the front of the house. Everything was still inside.
Erin crouched, picked up a fist-sized rock from the landscaped border, and lobbed it through the glass. She didn’t usually bother trying the doors anymore. It was a waste of time.
After the explosion of the window shattering, the silence felt tense. She waited for something to happen. Another zombie to come running toward the sound. The crack of a gunshot. But there was nothing.
She stood and began to clear the rest of the glass from the window.
Every time she left, she considered that it could be her last. Too many things could go wrong when she was out here by herself. She didn’t like leaving Izzy, but it was more efficient. And one really had to be efficient in the post-apocalypse.
Then there was the fact that she always left the other gun with Izzy when she left. Erin still wasn’t sure if that was incredibly stupid or incredibly smart. She also wasn’t sure which worse-case-scenario scared her more: walking into one of these houses someday and getting chomped to death by the living dead, or returning home to find Izzy had accidentally blown her own face off.
After sweeping away chunks of glass from the window seat with a gloved hand, she lifted herself over the windowsill and crawled inside.
The decor was typical suburbia. A big L-shaped sectional wrapped around one corner, facing the big flat screen TV. Flouncy curtain things in three different fabrics bordered the windows. The mantle over the gas fireplace featured family photos. Group shots where everyone was wearing coordinating blue sweaters.
She crossed through a formal dining room, stopping when she saw the centerpiece on the table. It was a large glass apothecary jar, filled with moss, willow branches, and granny smith apples. The apples had all gone brown and wrinkly. Shriveled. She overturned the jar anyway, hoping for at least one that wasn’t all the way rotten. Two of the least dried-out apples splatted onto the table, already half-turned to mush. Probably from freezing and thawing in the unheated house.
What a waste.
“Who wants applesauce?” Erin asked the empty room.
In the oversized kitchen, she poked through the cabinets and drawers. It smelled like must and mouse shit.
On top of the pile of empty cans, boxes, and bottles in a recycling bin, she noted an empty box of Duncan Hines. She stared at the spongey brown dessert printed on the box, salivary glands working double time. Holy shitballs, what she wouldn’t give for a big fat slice of chocolate cake right now.
Her stomach growled at the thought of food, and a sharp pain shot through her gut. She doubled over, squeezing the edge of the countertop until the cramp passed. She closed her eyes as waves of nausea ran through her. She didn’t worry too much about throwing up. There was nothing to throw up.
She hadn’t told Izzy yet. About the rationing. So far she was only rationing her own food intake. She worried it would stunt Izzy’s growth or something.
She slid a drawer open, revealing a sleeve of Saltine crackers. It took every ounce of her willpower to not rip the plastic open and eat the whole thing.
She pressed her eyelids closed and inhaled. No, she would not be repeating the granola bar incident.
Two. She could have two crackers. The tactile feeling of the plastic crinkling in her hands set her mouth to watering all over again. But her fingers were weak and clumsy, or maybe this was intended to be a childproof package of crackers, because she couldn’t get the wrapper open.
She stabbed the plastic with the point of a steak knife and pulled out two crackers. She bit off a corner and let it melt in her mouth, savoring it. It was stale, but she didn’t care. It was delicious. She ate both saltines slowly, nibbling at them like a squirrel, trying to make them last.
When she was finished, her brain and stomach tried to tag team her.
“Come on, Erin,” her stomach said. “Just one more cracker.”
“We’re still hungry,” said her brain. “Besides, what’s one more cracker? You’ve earned it.”
She sighed and wiped the crumbs from her fingers.
“I said two crackers,” she said to herself out loud.
As she passed a mirror in the foyer, she couldn’t help but catch a glimpse of her reflection: gaunt cheekbones, dark circles under her eyes, brittle hair. She remembered reading an article about the popularity of rail thin super models in the 90s. The article kept referring to it as Heroin Chic. That made her new look Apocalypse Chic then, right?
That reminded her — she hitched her pants up over her hip bones — she also needed a new belt. She’d punched a few new holes in the one she was wearing with a screwdriver so she could cinch it smaller, but now it was starting to fall apart.
She didn’t bother searching bedrooms very thoroughly anymore, unless she needed something specific. Sometimes she tossed the closet for weapons or ammo, but so far had come up empty-handed. How was that possible? She supposed when everything went to shit, one of the things people made sure to take with them were their guns.
She found no belts in the rooms upstairs, so she headed back down to the ground floor, and then into the basement. Basements sometimes had pantries.
Her feet thudded on the wooden steps, the sound echoing in the narrow stairwell.
And there was something of interest in the basement after all. A padlocked door.
That meant one thing. There had to be something good inside. Her money was on guns or food. Maybe both. She had yet to come upon a good Prepper stash that hadn’t already been ransacked. But today? Today was her lucky day, she decided. She was going to bust this lock off and be rewarded with rows and rows of food lining the walls.
She found a hammer in a toolbox at the other end of the basement. She swung it through the air, getting a feel for the weight in her hand. In front of the door, she lined up the head of the hammer with the lock a few times before she went for it. The hammer crashed into the lock, and it fell away on the first try.
“Boom, motherfucker!” she said, raising a fist over her head. She heard Izzy chastising her about the language in her head, but it was no matter now.
The hammer rattled against the concrete floor as she tossed it aside. Pulling the remainder of the padlock from the latch, she grasped the door handle and pulled.
There was a click when she turned her flashlight on.
Her light shone on two lengths of wood, fashioned into a giant upright X. It had pegs at the top and bottom. And straps. It almost reminded her of something you’d see in a medieval torture scene in a movie.
There were rows of something on the walls, but it wasn’t food. She took two steps inside, squinting and trying to hold her light steady so she could figure out what she was looking at. She blinked a few times. Was that a riding crop? Like for horses?
Next to that was a length of chain with a leather harness at each end. More equestrian gear? Weird. There definitely weren’t horses here. The yard wasn’t big enough. But maybe they kept all their gear here, she supposed.
But then, why the lock?
She recognized one of the items on the wall and plucked it from its peg. She wrapped the belt around her waist, checking the size. It fit. At least this room of horse stuff wasn’t a complete bust, she thought.
She was still puzzling it out when the beam of her flashlight illuminated a collection of colorful bottles. There was some food, after all.
Her fingers encircled a pink bottle, and she brought it closer to her face so she could see the label. She read the words out loud.
“Juicy Lube.”
The flesh between her eyebrows scrunched together, and as the realization dawned on her, her eyes flicked up to a printout taped to the wall. In bold letters, the top line read, “Dungeon Rules.”
“For fuck’s sake,” Erin said, dropping the bottle to the floor. She was in a goddamn sex dungeon.
She hurried out of the house, snapping up the meager supplies she’d pushed into a pile on the kitchen counter — the sleeve of saltines, half a package of chocolate chips, and two shrink-wrapped bags of microwave popcorn. Outside, she passed the mailbox, which had red tulips painted on the side.
That was when she realized she was still wearing the belt. She stopped and looked down at the leather looped around her waist. She didn’t want to think about where it had been, but it was too late.
She took one last look at the strip of leather lashed around her waist and gave an involuntary shudder before moving on to the next house.
She’d keep it for now.
Beggars can’t be choosers.



 
 
 
Deirdre
 
The Hole
9 years, 22 days after
 
Her boots pattered on the soggy earth at the lip of the hole. She stopped. Squinted. Eyes trying to pierce the blackness and failing. She listened instead, hearing only the rain slapping against the mud, pelting the hood pulled up over her head.
There it was. Finally. The telltale sound of the shovel stabbing dirt, that gritty scrape of steel against soil followed by the load being flung away, landing with a duller noise as the dirt scattered somewhere off to her left.
She closed her eyes, a sigh puffing from her nostrils. A little tension let up in her neck and shoulders, and she adjusted her grip on the rifle. God, she hated guarding the hole, especially at night. So far, no one had ever run on her watch, but she’d heard the stories, knew it was a matter of time. The thought made her acutely aware of her esophagus, of the notion of bile spraying out of it in a projectile fashion.
All she wanted was to keep her head down. To complete this shift, and every other shift, without fanfare. To coast through the days as unnoticed as possible. Maybe it was as her mother always said, that these meek actions revealed a lack of character, a certain spinelessness. So be it. She cared not.
For now, she just wanted to get out of the woods, get under a roof. Kids told stories about things in the woods. Sometimes it was soldiers. Others it was an unusually tall man. She didn’t really believe them, but this place scared her anyhow, especially at night.
She walked back, the squish of the mud underfoot giving way to grass as she moved. Soon it would be the concrete slab of the guard booth. She had always thought that was an awfully fancy name for the shitty little shed they sat in, but she didn’t care so much about that just now. It was dry. Dry was good.
Soggy. Everything outside of her rain poncho was soggy like a sponge saturated to the point that it could soak up no more. Of her actual person, her hands were getting the worst of it. She balled them into fists and released them. They squished, almost giving a sense of being waterlogged, as though she’d be able to wring them out like a wet rag when she got back to the shed.
Father had talked plenty about plumbing, about running water and flushing toilets in every cabin, about the glut of waterworks they’d all soon delight in. But the promised plumbing had yet to come, just like all the other promises. For now, they only had the holes. Some poor sap that stepped out of line got hole duty as punishment. They dug all day and all night. No food. No sleep. Limited water and bathroom breaks.
And these holes out in the woods became their plumbing. All of the waste from the porta-pots got sucked up into a tanker that got driven out here and emptied into a pit once a month or so.
After each load of raw sewage was dumped, a new hole was started a little further on. The holes themselves varied in size depending on who had done the bulk of the digging, but all were gaping chasms sometimes as deep as 10 or 12 feet and 20 to 30 feet across. The morbid thought had occurred to her more than a few times – these were something like the size of a mass grave.
It was always a drag to guard the hole, especially when the weather sucked, and even more especially during the graveyard shift. Maybe tonight was worse still because she knew the girl down there. Shelly Taylor. A pretty girl just a couple of years younger than her. They’d sat together in class at times through the years, though they weren’t close. She always seemed a quiet girl, soft-spoken.
The main thing she remembered about her was actually her teeth. Something about Shelly’s teeth reminded Deirdre of her mom. Every time Shelly smiled, it was like her mom was there in the room with her, back from the dead, somehow younger with lighter hair.
Lightning flickered above, the flash lighting up the shed just a few feet before her. Good. She exhaled, the tense muscles uncoiling in her upper back, letting her shoulders sag just a little. She stepped through the doorway, the sound of raindrops hitting her poncho disappearing and the spatter assaulting the shed roof above taking its place. She inched forward until her hip found the table, and she laid the rifle upon it, taking another deep breath and releasing it all slowly as she did so.
Free of the gun, she peeled the plastic sheet off of herself, fingers hooking under the hood and sliding the whole thing up and over. She turned back and shook it once, flinging a spray in the general direction of the shed door, and tossed the poncho toward where she imagined the bench to her right must be. She was cold still, but it felt good to get that plastic off of her skin.
Now her hands groped around in the dark, fingers finding the edge of the table first, tracing along it until they reached the corner. From there she found the back of her chair and managed to sit in it.
She squirmed a little, settling into her seat. The rest of her back let go, all of those aching clusters of muscle releasing together, an embarrassment of relaxation. She leaned forward and let herself go limp on the tabletop, laying her head on her arms there. It felt incredible.
In time, she sat up, shoulders nestling against the back of the chair. It’d be too tempting to sleep if she stayed in that semi-horizontal position. Thinking back, the sound of the rain on the roof had seemed to fade out as she tilted toward slumber. Now that she sat up once more and opened her eyes, the drops detonated above as loud and plentiful as ever.
Her hands patted along the tabletop, feeling beyond the rifle to locate the lantern. She didn’t light it, though. She almost never did. She just liked to know where it was.
Lighting the lantern made her feel more like a target than anything, made her feel exposed. Others could wait out there in the dark, staring into the light without her knowing that she was being watched. It kicked up all kinds of paranoia. She’d rather sit in the dark.
Still, if something came up, she might need it. Always good to know its location.
The rain picked up, and the sizzle of it draining off of the roof and drizzling into the soil sounded like someone pissing on the ground. Someone with a mighty large bladder, she supposed.
Lightning flashed, lighting up all of the branches and leaves out there for a split second, and thunder rumbled almost right after. Damn. The storm was right on top of them now.
She stood and walked to the doorway to watch the world in flashes. The spray of the water beating on the ground kicked up and misted her face. She thought about Shelly Taylor down in that hole, shoveling dirt for no good reason. Poor girl.
Another bolt of lightning split the sky in half, and everything looked like a washed out version of itself for half a second before the black returned. The thunder shook everything a little, made her heart beat faster, and she backed out of the doorway, feeling for her chair and sitting in it.
Poor Shelly. What a nightmare to be down in a ditch during a storm like that. The notion of going and getting the girl out of there crossed her mind, but she didn’t know if that might be against the rules. Better to err on the side of avoiding anyone’s notice, as always.
She rested her head on the table again, this time putting her forehead directly to the timber. The raindrops made for soothing white noise, even if the violence of the thunder and lightning undid the effect every few seconds. Still, her eyes drifted closed, and her thoughts slowed down. Her brain wormed its way toward sleep again.
Something rustled outside, the scrape of twigs and leaves, and her spine bolted to an upright position. The volume of all sounds turned back up, the sizzle and the patter and the wind noises fading back in. One hand fumbled along the table, finding the assault rifle, not lifting it but wrapping her fingers around the grip and leaving them there.
She swiveled her shoulders to face the doorway, seeing only darkness there. Had she been asleep? If so, for how long? The sky offered no real clues, as black as ever.
She waited. Held her breath. Listened.
Nothing else stirred outside, however. Nothing but the raindrops bursting everywhere. Whatever had been out there seemed to be gone. Probably just an animal passing by, trying to get out of the rain.
She closed her eyes, a deep breath inflating her all at once and seeping out in slow motion. Her fingers untangled from the gun’s stock and released it, and she brushed her hair out of her face. The muscles in her back relaxed once again, her posture sagging.
The lightning flashed then, revealing the silhouette, the black figure standing in the doorway.



 
 
 
Izzy
 
Presto, Pennsylvania
168 days after
 
Izzy slid her backpack from her shoulders and hung the straps over the handlebars of her bike. The two cans of creamed corn she picked up from the brick house rattled against one another.
What was creamed corn anyway? It didn’t sound very good. Made her think of cream of wheat, which was disgusting. She was glad they hadn’t found any of that so far. They’d found some oatmeal, but Erin was always stingy with the sugar. Izzy knew it took a couple heaping spoonfuls to make oatmeal edible.
It was too bad she couldn’t carry more food. But then it was probably for the best. She had to sneak it into their stash bit by bit, or Erin would figure it out. Still, it always felt strange leaving the brick house knowing there was still food left inside. Every time she came back, she worried that it would be gone.
Her task for the day was done, though. Now it was time for the reward. She left her bike in the bushes at the side of the road and proceeded the rest of the way on foot. When the roof of the little cabin came into view, she instinctively hunched over. She scooted to her favorite vantage point and stretched out on her belly to wait.
Smoke coiled out of the chimney of the cabin below, so she knew he was still there. But knowing and seeing were two different things. Sometimes she came and nothing happened.
“Come on, Squirrelman,” Izzy said under her breath. “Come out, come out wherever you are.”
She fidgeted, shifting her weight in her sprawled out position. She couldn’t wait long. She never knew when Erin would return, and she had to beat her back to the house. And besides that, she had to piss. Or pee, rather. Stupid Erin and her potty mouth. It was starting to rub off on her.
The door opened. It popped a little in the frame, probably the wood warping with the weather change. Izzy held her breath. It wasn’t a conscious thing. It was automatic.
Hinges squealed as the door swung into the cabin. And then Squirrelman stepped forth.
 
He was tall and thin with dark skin. Black skin. Izzy guessed he was probably about Erin’s age. Maybe a little older because he had some scruff around his jawline. He had a big puff of hair, curly and crazy like hers.
Squirrelman clutched a pile of empty cans to his chest, heading for the garbage pile across the driveway. Izzy and Erin had a similar pile going back at their place. Erin called it Mount Trashington.
Izzy wriggled again with impatience. Sometimes she came and didn’t see him at all. Sometimes she came and caught a glimpse but nothing cool happened. That’s what it was like last time.
Squirrelman took three steps into the yard and stopped. He turned back to the house and made a clicking sound with his mouth. A tiny reddish brown creature bounded out, scampering across the withered grass and up Squirrelman’s pant leg. It came to rest on his shoulder.
“I told you it was nice outside today,” Squirrelman said. The squirrel on his shoulder shook its tail and chittered, before crawling around his chest, under his arm, and across his back, circumnavigating Squirrelman’s body as if he were a tree and not a man.
Izzy had to bite her lip to keep from squealing with delight. How? How had Squirrelman tamed the tiny beast? He must have magical powers or something. As far as magic powers went, Izzy ranked being able to talk to animals pretty high on the list.
Squirrelman closed the gap between himself and the trash pile and tossed the cans on top. The aluminum rattled and clanked, which seemed to agitate the squirrel, who ran from shoulder to shoulder, tail quaking.
Just before he reached the door, Squirrelman paused and looked around. Izzy realized she’d propped herself up on her elbows and was likely visible from his position. She pressed herself flat against the ground and stopped breathing. Had he sensed her watching?
Then Squirrelman raised his arms over his head and stretched, gazing at the sky. He let his arms flop down to his sides and yawned, scratched himself, and went inside.
Izzy let herself breathe again. That was a close one.
She counted to one hundred before she scrambled back up the hill on all fours and disentangled her bike from the brush. She couldn’t stop grinning the whole ride home, and the cool air blowing against her teeth made them hurt like when she used to eat ice cream.
There wasn’t ice cream anymore, which used to make her sad. But there were people that had animals as friends, and maybe that meant things weren’t so bad.



 
 
 
Deirdre
 
The Hole
9 years, 22 days after
 
She was on her feet without realizing it. Her arms twitched, hands lunging for the rifle again. She banged the stock of the weapon with the heel of her palm, however, and sent it careening off of the table. It clattered to the floor, skidding away. Her fingers still scrabbled like spider legs, crawling over the vacant tabletop for a moment even after it was clear the gun was gone.
Shit.
The lightning blazed again, its glow revealing once more the shadow in the shape of a human standing in the doorway. Deirdre backpedaled a few paces, almost tripping over the leg of the chair. It was a girl, she realized. Her wet hair flattened to her head in a way that made her look decayed, but it was just a girl.
“Who’s there?” she said, though the thunder swallowed the end of her question.
No answer came. Only silence. She bit her lip before asking again.
“I saw you in the doorway. Who is it?”
The answer came in a quiet, controlled tone just above a whisper.
“I need your help.”
She knew the voice.
“Shelly?”
“It’s me, and I need your help. No one else will help me, but I know you, and you’re not like them, at least I don’t think you are.”
Deirdre felt her way back to the chair and sat. She fumbled along the tabletop again, finding the lantern and then the matches and lighting it.
The flame started small, growing into a full-on glow, casting yellow light that reflected off all four walls as she twisted the knob. The bright overwhelmed her pupils, her eyelids cinching shut of their own accord.
“Come sit down.”
She peeled her eyes opened to slits to look upon Shelly. The girl couldn’t be more wet, her hair matted flat and dripping, beads of water collecting on her nose and along the top of her brow, clothes hanging funny like they were just about to slide off. A soggy sound squished out when she sat, like a wet towel slapping the bathroom floor.
“What’d you do?”
Shelly’s eyebrow crinkled as she considered the question. She’d always had sad eyes, but now they looked sadder than ever. That familiar smile seemed about 1,000 miles away.
“What did I do?”
“To get stuck digging a hole to nowhere.”
“I ran.”
“Ran?”
“I ran from my fiancé.”
Dierdre sat back in her chair, her hands pivoting on her wrists to rise and fall on her lap. Her tone changed as she asked her next question, like she might already know what the answer was.
“And why’d you do that?”
“Because he… Because I hate him.”
“An arranged engagement?”
Shelly nodded, and Deirdre’s wrists flopped again like a pair of flounders beached on her lap.
She could relate with Shelly, of course. An arranged marriage was her worst nightmare, maybe the primary motivator in her lifestyle choice of keeping her head down in all things. Better to live a life covered up than have someone else thrust into your space, your time, your person in ways beyond your control.
“He hurts me.”
Deirdre closed her eyes.
“How does he- Actually, don’t answer that. It’s… unnecessary.”
“I need to go. Need to leave this place, but I can’t do it myself. You’d know how to do it, though. You know all the guard posts and what time the shift changes fall. You know all the weak points.”
“If you leave now, on my shift, it’ll be me down in the hole flinging dirt come this time tomorrow.”
“I know that. You think I don’t know that? I’m not leaving tonight. We’ll work out a time. Together. Patience is not a problem for me. For now, anyway.”
“I…”
A branch snapped outside, a loud crack that rang out through the night, somehow violent. Someone had stepped on it, she was certain. Her voice fell to a whisper.
“Get under the rain poncho and stay out of the light.”
As Shelly scrambled past her, she scooped the lantern from the table and lowered the light to a tiny speck of orange glow that barely produced enough illumination to light the whole tabletop.
A man cleared his throat in the doorway, which made her jump. Even three feet away she couldn’t see him at all.
“I guess technically you’ve got the lantern going, eh?” he said. “Better than last time I checked on you out here.”
“There’s no rule specifying the required brightness of the lantern, Curtis. Just so long as it’s on.”
A man appeared at the edge of the table, stepping into the light. Stubble shrouded his jaw, and he slid a hood back to reveal his downturned eyes. He flung water off of his hand and propped his rifle against his shoulder.
“Hey, I said it was better than last time, didn’t I? Sheesh. Always comes down to the rules with you, doesn’t it?”
“Not always.”
“Sure as hell seems like it.”
Deirdre shrugged.
“Is the little missy out there moving dirt in this storm?”
“Yes, sir. I just checked on her three or four minutes ago.”
He grimaced, sucked air between his teeth.
“It’s too bad. Wonder what she did to wind up down there on a night like this. Musta rubbed somebody important the wrong way, you know?”
“I wouldn’t know.”
“Didn’t ask you to weigh in on it. It was a damned rhetorical observation. You’re always busting my balls, you know that?”
“I didn’t know that my not knowing would somehow offend your apparently delicate rhetorical pride. You’re the one that takes everything personally, way I see it.”
He smiled, one puff of laughter whistling out of his nostrils.
“Damn. You’re in quite a mood tonight. Quite a mood. Here. Brought you this.”
He lifted his poncho and unclipped a thermos from his belt, held it out to her. She took the cylinder from him, tilting it upright, but not opening it, just looking at it, feeling it. The warmth radiated into her hands, sinking deeper and deeper into the flesh of her fingers.
“Coffee,” he said, as she stared at the gift. “Black coffee. Thought you could use the help staying awake, especially since you sit in here in the dark. Or close enough to it, anyhow. Still think that’s pretty weird, by the way.”
She looked up at him, seeking out his downturned eyes in the half-light and finding them.
“Thank you.”
He broke eye contact, foot kicking at the floor that neither of them could really see.
“It ain’t no thang. I better be getting back to it, though. You stay out of trouble out here.”
“Oh, I will. Believe me.”



 
 
 
Ray
 
Rural West Virginia
151 days after
 
The car’s engine vibrated Ray’s foot through the gas pedal. He swore he could feel the vehicle working harder when they wound their way up these mountain roads, taking sharp turn after sharp turn that seemed, for just that moment, to go straight up. There was a throb in the engine’s growl at those points like a grunting beast losing its breath.
Apart from that tingle in the ball of his foot, however, Ray’s mind was elsewhere. He let some autopilot part of his brain drive the car while the rest considered all they’d built so far. With the woman in the backseat joining their ranks, this trip would bring their total population up to 50, and they had piled up enough food to feed everyone for six months. Maybe more if the garden they’d planned took off in the spring.
“Looks like we made it out just in time,” the woman in the backseat said. He instinctively caught her eyes for a beat in the rearview mirror, that manic energy radiating in them, that red hair framing her face.
Fiona, he reminded himself. That was her name.
“That’s what I was thinking,” Lorraine said. “Snowing now. Not too bad yet, but…”
He let his eyes drift up from the road and spied the swirling bits of white in the air just faintly visible. He didn’t think it was anything to worry about. Not yet.
“You’re from Texas – Houston – aren’t you, Father Dalton?” Fiona said. “Do you get much snow down that way?”
The question threw him for a second. Not the snow query itself so much as this woman calling him Father Dalton. He shot a sideways glance at Lorraine who was laughing silently. She spoke up.
“He’s not a priest, sweetheart.”
“What? Oh, I’m sorry. I guess I didn’t… I mean it just seemed like……”
“No need to apologize. You can call me Ray. And no, we didn’t get a lot of snow down my way. I mean, I’d seen it before. I’ve met people from parts of Florida and California that have never even seen the stuff. We got a little.”
“We get our share of the stuff up here in the hills. Sometimes more than our share, I think.”
“I’d agree with that. There was a little novelty to watching the white pile up on the grass that first night. But that was enough for me, I expect.”
“Especially now with nobody to plow the roads,” Lorraine said. “It only takes a few inches to get snowed in these days.”
Now the snow began hitting the windshield, each flake melting at once into a minuscule droplet of water. He didn’t turn on the wipers, instead gazing through the wet to the road beyond.
Quiet fell over them again, and Ray’s mind went back to his flock, to the community he’d built. He pictured what might be happening in camp now and saw Louis and his men hammering shingles to the roofs of the cabins, Phyllis and Roger toting clipboards around the storage barn, logging the most recent hauls in black ink. He saw Lumpy, Marco, and Higgins lifting green bottles to their mouths and grimacing faintly after each sip, enjoying the skunky beer they’d managed to salvage from the back room of a convenience store. He saw Kate shading in the garden plan she’d drawn up with colored pencils, each patch of a color representing a different crop.
He saw his people. He saw his family.
Snow swirled down upon them, falling heavier now, but home wasn’t so far off.



 
 
 
Decker
 
Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania
165 days after
 
He lay in bed, shivering, the blanket all rumpled into a tight wad under his chin. He looked across the room, eyes tracing up and down the yellow rectangle of wood there, the barrier between him and everything he wanted. The bedroom door looked about 100 miles off. A rug and a section of bare oak floor sprawled in the area from his person to the doorway. Nothing more. No real obstacles. But it may as well be swamp and jungle and mountain and ocean.
He propped himself up on his elbows a moment, sitting up halfway into the gray daylight streaming in through the windows. For a moment, the walk seemed possible, the doorknob seemed within reach, but a spin began twisting the walls around him, and an ache cracked and spread behind his forehead like broken glass. His head felt like an anchor that wanted only to do its job – sink until it hit the bottom. He let it drop, pillow encasing the back of his skull once more. He needed to get up, to walk down the steps to the kitchen, to force something down, maybe the last sleeve of the Club Crackers he’d found on his final scavenging trip. Whatever it was, he needed to keep some food in his belly, needed to at least try.
Or he was going to die.
But it was hard to even keep his eyes open, hard to stop the tremors in his legs and arms and torso, hard to concentrate with the headache trying to crush the front half of his skull with this insane throb of cranial pressure.
It’d been nearly a week since he got out of bed. After hauling a couple of buckets of water up from the well on Christmas, he did not rise again. The water had run out a day and a half ago, and he’d pissed in all of the glasses and jars within arm’s reach, eventually reaching for one of the water buckets when it became necessary. That was when the idea of death started to seem real. Like he was giving up on more water at that point, giving up on surviving. Sacrificing it for a little comfort in his final resting place, a little peace on his way out.
Now he stared at the ceiling and blinked a few times, eyes going blurry and flicking to refocus on the door so far away. Pretty hard to even imagine getting there, actually feeling the handle in the palm of his hand. Let alone all of the ensuing steps.
Breath huffed in and out of his nostrils, and sweat greased the length of his person now. How did sitting up for a few seconds elicit this strong of a response? Sweat, headaches, exhaustion. He struggled to believe it, to process how sick he must be.
His eyes drifted shut, fluttering against each other when the eyelashes met, spastic somehow like a bird shaking its wings dry. He fought it, forced his eyes open, stared into that brightest swirl of gray light in the window out of spite. He held them there for as long as he could, the shiver in his body intensifying until his eyelids won out once more for a moment. His eyes cinched themselves shut. He bucked against them again, commanded them to part, to open, to remain ajar, but it didn’t quite take right away.
When they opened again, the shadows in the room had taken on the viscosity of motor oil. The darkness encroached, the black of night, thick and greasy, a night which he suspected he wouldn’t survive.
It occurred to him then that it’d been days since he’d seen either of his cats. He was sure they’d survive the winter — there was no shortage of mouse and rat out here — but perhaps they’d moved on while he was down. He could picture them milling around for a while and then departing, figuring him for dead.
It was New Year’s Eve. For whatever reason, he didn’t think this seemed like much of a party.



 
 
 
Erin
 
Presto, Pennsylvania
168 days after
 
After stowing her bike in the barn, Erin trudged across the drive to the house, gravel crunching under her boots. Izzy was back at the door, pressing her face to the screen. Maybe she’d never left that spot. Maybe she stayed there the whole time, like a dog waiting for its master to return home from work. Erin felt a twinge of guilt.
But the kid looked happy, flashing her a crooked smile through the door. She’d lost more teeth since the summer, and the varying heights of the new adult teeth growing in left Izzy with a jagged jack-o’-lantern grin.
“Find anything good?”
Erin shrugged the bag from her shoulders.
“A few things,” Erin said, unzipping her pack. She didn’t say the rest of what she was thinking. What she’d been thinking now for a while. Izzy didn’t need to know.
“So?” Izzy did a little dance, kind of like she had to pee. “Can we play?”
Erin exhaled. She hated this game, and Izzy knew it. But she also felt shitty for leaving Izzy alone every time she went out to scavenge. Izzy knew that, too.
“I need to inventory this food first. And then I need coffee.” Erin rubbed her temples. “But then we can play.”
“Yes!” Izzy pumped her fist and scampered off to set up the game.
In the spare bedroom they used as a makeshift pantry, Erin lowered herself to her knees and picked up a spiral notebook. She flipped past several pages of her handwriting, a long list of supplies they’d already exhausted, crossed out with a line of pencil.
The area of town she’d been to the last few times was pretty picked over. Someone else was cleaning the houses out. That was the thought she couldn’t get out of her head. What she hadn’t said to Izzy earlier.
Of course, maybe someone cleaned them out early on. A neighbor that stayed behind when most of the other people evacuated. She wanted that to be the case. That would mean she wasn’t running the risk of crossing paths with this person or persons. It would also mean that if they hadn’t made it, she might come across their stockpile of food one of these days.
When she got to a blank line in the notebook, she entered the new arrivals.
Red enchilada sauce, mild. 90 calories.
Approximately half a bag of chocolate chips. 850 calories.
Jellied cranberry sauce. 690 calories.
Two bags of microwave popcorn. 420 calories each.
One sleeve of saltines. She didn’t have the nutritional information for the crackers, but she’d become somewhat of an expert at guessing. She estimated that each cracker was about 15 calories, counted 28 crackers in the sleeve. That was 420 calories. She wrote this down in the notebook, then flipped to the page where she kept track of their daily calorie intake. Under her name, she wrote 2 crackers — 30 calories.
Thirty lousy extra calories. She’d probably already burned that off with a fart.
She rested the pencil between the pages and looked over their supply. She’d done the math. Dozens of times. Rationed and re-rationed. They were one mean storm away from running out of food. If the warmer weather held up for a little while, she might be able to pull together enough to get them through.
If she could just find someone’s sweet stash… That was the most frustrating thing about it. She knew there were caches of food out there. She just had no way of knowing where they were.
Erin shuffled through the cans, trying to decide what they’d have for dinner. She grabbed the can of enchilada sauce and a can of black beans. From toward the back, she pulled a can into the light so she could read the label. Creamed corn. She ran the numbers in her head and nodded. She could make that work.
Her pencil scratched a line through the enchilada sauce and then the beans. She turned the page, searching for where she’d marked down the can of creamed corn. The paper crinkled as she flipped back, double checking the inventory she’d already looked through.
That was weird. There was no creamed corn on her list. Not uneaten, anyway. She found an entry for corn with a line through it from weeks ago.
Her fingers tightened around the can. Maybe she was asleep. The hungrier she got, the more her dreams revolved around food. Usually she was at some kind of elaborate feast with roast turkey and mashed potatoes and cake. There was always a big cake in the dreams. Finding a single can of serendipitous creamed corn was a little lackluster by comparison. But maybe her mind was too tired to come up with colorful details, even in sleep.
She pushed the pointed end of the pencil into the fleshy part of her palm, just below the thumb. She pressed until it hurt, just a little. Did that actually work to wake yourself up or was it just a TV thing? She didn’t wake up, which didn’t necessarily prove anything, she thought. A divot remained in her skin when she pulled the pencil away.
Erin didn’t think she was really asleep. Just tired and hungry. Hungrier than she’d ever been in her whole life. And the lack of food made her stupid and slow. Forgetful. A few days ago, she’d let the fire in the stove go out because she forgot to put more wood in. Just plain forgot. She couldn’t make sense of how she’d forget something like that. It was in the top three Most Important Things she had to do every day. Heat, food, water. Four things if you counted not getting eaten by a zombie.
She must have forgotten to log the corn in the notebook somehow. She tried to think back on when she would have picked it up, but again, she could barely remember yesterday.
She added the corn to the log and set it back in the pile. If they ate the corn and the beans, Erin would get her full calorie allotment for the day. Tempting. But she needed to keep cutting back until they found more food.
Erin yawned, stretching her shoulders and upper back. The yawn reminded her of coffee, and coffee pushed all other thoughts from her mind for the moment. She closed the notebook around the pencil. Fuck the mystery corn. She had a date with a guy named Joe.
Back in the kitchen, she squeezed the bag of coffee. The ground up beans squished under her fingers, and the bag crinkled. Erin measured two scoops of coffee into the French press, followed by hot water from the kettle on the wood stove. Coffee was the only thing she didn’t have to ration. Izzy wouldn’t drink it — not that Erin would have been wild about the idea of loading the kid up with caffeine — so whatever they found was hers and hers alone.
An electronic voice blared out from behind her in the living room.
“Attention mall shoppers, there is a clearance at the,” the voice paused, then continued, in true robotic fashion, “fashion boutique.”
Erin ground her molars together. That fucking game.
It was even worse than Monopoly - ten times more boring and infinitely more infuriating in how pointless it seemed. It boiled life down to a trip to the shopping mall, waiting for the robot voice to tell you where the sales were, where to go to spend, spend, spend. First person to buy six items wins.
She didn’t know why Izzy even liked the game. It was outdated even for Erin. She suspected it was all in the gimmicks. There was the three dimensional board with the mall layout, the fake money, the little plastic credit cards. It looked like it had more going on than it actually did.
Then there was the voice. It was one of very few electronic devices they’d found that still worked. She guessed the novelty of that had something to do with Izzy’s inexplicable fascination. Hearing the recorded voice felt a little like reconnecting with an old friend now that there was no more TV. No more recorded music. No more iPhones loaded with Siri.
The game beeped and a second voice spoke. “Hi Jessica. Hi Lynn. Hi Tamara.”
But holy crap, was the game annoying.
Droplets of condensation formed on the glass inside the French press. She watched a bead at the top loosen and fall, rolling down the side, growing as it combined with other bubbles of water.
She’d never liked coffee before. Thought it was too bitter, unless you got one of those crazy flavored lattes from Starbucks. Her mom hated those.
“Six bucks?” she’d say. “For what? A bunch of artificial sweeteners and flavors, a dollop of fake whipped cream, and a few ounces of shitty coffee? That’s the rip-off of the century.”
Erin poured the coffee, black, into a mug. She was used to drinking it straight now. For the first few weeks, she had a stash of sweetener packets she found at the diner in town. Sweet n Low, Splenda, turbinado sugar. That had helped ease her into it, she thought. She didn’t know if she’d have been able to get into drinking it black right off the bat.
The ceramic mug warmed under her fingers. She sniffed at the steam that coiled above the liquid, the smell making her salivate. She licked her lips and swallowed. All she wanted was a taste, but she knew it was too hot.
She remembered hearing adults talk about coffee like it was a drug. She’d always thought it was mostly a joke. But now that she was hooked, she knew the truth. Starbucks was a gateway drug.
She didn’t notice it at first. It was a few days after she started drinking a cup every morning that she realized how great she felt after. Awake and full of energy, and best of all, less hungry.
Her stomach gurgled and that was it. She couldn’t wait any longer. She lifted the cup to her lips and blew over the top before taking a sip.
It was hot as hell, enough to make her whole mouth tingle when she drank, but not quite hot enough that it burned. Just how she liked it.
The moment she really understood how powerful caffeine could be was the day she drank a cup of decaf. Everything about it seemed the same. It looked like regular coffee, smelled like regular coffee. But as soon as it touched her lips, she knew something was off. It didn’t feel right in her mouth. There was an almost electric buzz that was missing with the decaf. Something she’d thought was just part of drinking super hot liquid before.
“Hey Erin.”
“What?”
“What’s creamed corn?”
Erin paused, mug pressed to her bottom lip. It took her a moment to remember that she hadn’t brought the corn out for dinner. She’d grabbed it but put it back. She lowered the coffee.
“What?”
“Creamed corn. I don’t think I’ve ever had it. Is it like cream of wheat?”
“No, it’s like… chopped bits of corn in a goopy sauce.”
Izzy wrinkled her nose.
“Sounds gross.”
“It’s not so bad,” Erin muttered, distracted. “Why did you ask that?”
Izzy shrugged. “Just wondering.”
“It’s just weird because I found a can of creamed corn in the pantry, but I don’t remember where it came from.”
Izzy stopped. Just for a moment. But there was a pause, a slight hesitation.
“That must have been where I saw it, then. In the pantry.”
Was the kid being weird? She couldn’t put her finger on it, but something seemed off.
“You found it a while ago, I think.”
She slurped at the coffee. Or maybe she was just tired.
 
The sun sank beyond the horizon and the light began to drain from the sky. It was time for their nightly ritual. Izzy got ready for bed, and Erin split wood, carrying in a few extra armloads for overnight.
She found a flat area of ground where the log didn’t wobble, swung the maul over her head, and let the sharpened metal edge fall, striking the wood, splintering it with a cracking sound.
Swing.
Crack.
Swing.
Crack.
She did this over and over again, the rhythm sometimes interrupted when the axe head got stuck in the wood. Then she’d have to stop and put her foot on the log to hold it while she wiggled the maul free.
While she chopped, she worried at the creamed corn enigma like a sore tooth.
She couldn’t get past the idea that the can of corn had been way in the back of the pantry. Maybe Izzy went through the food when she was gone. Maybe she even ate some. That could be why she was being weird about it. Erin couldn’t blame her. Not after the granola bar incident. She’d eaten three bars before she even realized what she was doing. No, she wouldn’t even be angry if Izzy had snuck some food while she was gone.
Erin gathered the wood into a neat stack and carried it into the house. Inside, she locked the door behind her and kicked her boots off. She left half of the wood on the pile inside the door. The rest she dropped next to the fireplace.
She used an oven mitt to open the stove door. The hinges squealed, high-pitched and metallic sounding. Izzy appeared next to her, making grabby hands while Erin loaded in more wood.
“Hold on.”
She closed the little metal door but left the oven mitt on. Pulling a large stone from the top of the stove, she finagled it into an old stretched-out wool sock. She repeated this with a second stone, then handed the bulging socks to Izzy.
“Your bedwarmers, milady.”
Izzy scampered off, leaving Erin to brush her teeth and wash her hands and face in water warmed on the stove.
She thought about the food again. She couldn’t actually imagine Izzy sneaking food when she was gone. Izzy complained now and again about the lack of variety in their diet. Fantasized about the things she missed: pizza, ice cream, French fries. But she didn’t usually complain about being hungry, because Erin made sure she was getting the right amount of calories. And they ate anything interesting they came across almost right away. She really couldn’t picture Izzy diving into a can of pinto beans on her own.
Her eyes slid over to the lump in the bed before she turned out the lantern. The rise and fall of Izzy’s breath shifted the blankets ever so slightly. The kid was already out. She usually was by the time Erin turned out the light.
There hadn’t actually been anything missing from the log, either.
Erin climbed under the covers. Her side of the bed was cold, and it leeched warmth from her. She wriggled around, feeling around for the warm spots left by the stones. There was one down by her feet, still radiating heat. She wiggled her toes as they thawed.
Erin let her eyes fall closed, ready to put the thinking aside until morning. Her mind had just started to quiet when it popped into her head.
Nothing was missing from the log, but there had been something gained.
What if?
No.
That was ridiculous.
She glanced over at Izzy’s form again, still asleep.
Izzy wouldn’t do that. Not after everything that had happened. She knew better. Knew how dangerous that would be. Knew how furious Erin would be.
Didn’t she?



 
 
 
Fiona
 
Rural West Virginia
151 days after
 
As soon as the conversation in the car died, the urge to confess gathered in the back of her throat like vomit poised to spray out every which way. She pictured it, the puke cascading out in an arc that reached into the front seat to splatter over Father Dalton and Lorraine. Pink muck the consistency of runny oatmeal draped over their shoulders and pooled in their laps.
Even if the puke was imaginary for the moment, the nausea was very real; a cramp in her middle that demanded satisfaction. It flexed and writhed and bucked along her waist, fishing a hand around inside of her abdomen, trying to wrench the words from deep in her guts.
She gave in just a little, letting it bend her at the waist, the top of her head scraping against the back of the passenger seat on the way down.
Her eyes landed on a crusted spot in the carpet where a piece of gum had gotten mashed into the fibers. Without thinking, she reached for it, pinching the pink wad among the blue, finding it as hard as a bone. It felt like pinching a tooth, a molar that had sprouted from the floor. She retracted her hand right away and dry-heaved, coughing a little to try to disguise the sound from the others.
Her eyes closed, and Doyle flashed in her head, his wet dog eyes, his tuft of hair on top. She saw him as he was during his life, as the man who trudged through the snow to bring her loads of wood in a child’s wagon. Not what he’d become, what he was now in the weeds along the edge of the woods. She saw him in life, not in death. That seemed to help, she thought. Remembering who he was.
She listened to the car tires thudding over the craggy road, the hum of rubber on asphalt broken up by the cracks and grooves and jagged potholes that pocked its surface. Gravity pulled her with each bend in this mountain road. Maybe that was where the nausea came from. Motion sickness. She hadn’t had it in years, but it wasn’t an uncommon occurrence when she was young. It’d been a while since she’d even been in a car. Maybe she was reverting to the old ways, her body obeying some ancient spell, no longer hers to control.
Doyle flashed in her head again, disrupting that thought. Still he looked peaceful, serene, wet eyes blinking in slow motion. She kept waiting for the twisted face to show, the death mask, but it didn’t.
She opened her eyes again, expecting to see a yellow tooth sticking up from the floor, but it wasn’t so. It was just a wad of chewed gum. A pilled up spot from some child’s mistake, probably. The flaw implied a story but left the details to one’s imagination, almost like a scar. These thoughts calmed her as well.
Maybe it wasn’t so bad. She had gotten out. She’d survived.
And maybe Father Dalton could understand what happened if she told him. Maybe he could even help her understand it. He was a kind man, a good man. A smart one, too. You could see in his expression, in his eyes, that he understood people, that he knew them better than they knew themselves. What they wanted, what they feared. He could see it just looking at them, looking through them. Maybe all of this, all of these bad feelings, would go away if she could tell him what happened.
But no. She knew she couldn’t do that. Maybe if it were just the two of them she could tell him, but it wasn’t. It wouldn’t be right, she thought, confessing in front of another, bringing an innocent lady into this mess. She had to carry it herself, perhaps carry it to the grave. That was her burden.
She blinked a few times and sat up. Her head felt light, airy, tingles running back and forth over the surface of her scalp. The world seemed so bright all of a sudden, light flooding the car so much she had to squint her eyes.
Lorraine turned and smiled at her then, a little washed out in the light but still visible, and Fiona smiled back. The light swelled to surround her, and she closed her eyes, only realizing a moment later that she was smiling so hard that her cheeks quivered.
It was a new beginning. It was. She was still here, wasn’t she? That had to mean something.
If God had sent Father Dalton to rescue her, it meant he hadn’t given up on her. Not yet.
Her smile stretched wider, and she could feel all the old cracks in her chapped lips opening to weep red tears of joy.



 
 
 
Decker
 
Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania
166 days after
 
It was daylight again. A New Year, apparently, but his head felt no better. He was still here, though, still breathing. That was something.
Waking up in this house still felt strange most of the time. He’d lived here for a few months now, but he still woke up alarmed to find himself away from his apartment, still spent those first few moments of most every day feeling unsafe in this house, in this room, in this bed. He thought being sick probably heightened the effect.
He tried to swallow, but the flaps of his throat caught against each other, dry pieces of flesh sticking together like a starfish clinging to the side of a boat, his epiglottis unable to obey his command. The few drops of saliva he’d mustered trickled down his wind pipe, warm and burning and strange to the touch in that place where wet didn’t belong. He gagged and coughed, dry wretches tearing at his throat, heat rushing up to flush his face red. The coughing should have brought tears to his eyes, but none came, so they just stung instead, gritty and scratchy as though sand had been flung into them.
When the coughing fit faded, he worked his tongue around his mouth. The insides of his cheeks felt gunked up with dried saliva the consistency of thick snot. His teeth were all rough with built up plaque. Bacteria. Maybe a layer of fungus. They almost felt furry.
All of the signs and symptoms of dehydration thrust themselves at him, made themselves plain. He needed to get up right now, to get water or die trying.
This was it.
He took a few deep breaths, the covers rising and falling with his chest, fluttering a bit at the height of the swell. He realized he wasn’t shaking so much anymore. At least the shivering had stopped, though he knew that could happen for good or bad reasons. You stopped shivering if your body temperature stabilized. Or if you were dying, when those kinds of mechanisms were shutting down.
He tried to steel himself for the struggle he was about to endure, but he didn’t really know how. What did you tell yourself when you were too sick to move? What words could make a difference in the face of that?
His hand snaked under the covers, finding its way to the lip of the blanket at his neck, hesitating there for a beat, and then flinging the blankets and sheet away from his body in two quick strokes. The blankets turned over and flopped straight down, folded back over his ankles. The air caught the sheet, though. It ballooned out like a parachute and hung up above him for a long moment, drifting down in slow motion, the bunched edge of the fabric settling over his thighs.
For one second, the breeze of the falling sheet exhilarated him, the cool rush of the air pushing past his chest, over his face. It felt like being on the beach as a kid, a gust of wind rolling off of the water with great force, air and bits of sand blasting his face and torso, trying to push him down. He remembered walking into it, pointy knees slicing into the gale, feet wobbling forward in choppy steps.
The memories washed over him for a moment. And then the cold hit.
The air in the room assailed him, smearing icy fingers over his neck and down into his armpits. Goose bumps prickled over the rest of him, waves of them crawling the length of his torso, firing down each of his legs. His cotton t-shirt offered no protection.
His body looked scrawny, atrophied and unfamiliar, fat and muscle melting away as he lay here for days on end without eating. All that was left was sinew and bone, ropey looking fibers of muscle strung between knobby joints.
He kicked his feet, trying to pull them free of the sheets, the core of his body strangely taut and awkward in every movement. The sheet twisted around his right ankle, holding him. A pang of vertigo overtook him, and for a second he felt like he was hanging upside down by the ankle. He brought his hands up above his head, bracing himself as though the sheet could give and gravity might actually spill him into the wall, but the feeling passed.
The immediate fear seemed to wake him, though, to energize him. He sat up, hands working to free the sheet from his foot. It came loose without much effort, and he turned his gaze to the floor. Walking seemed like too much to ask. He wouldn’t bother trying.
He lowered one hand and then the other to the floor, the rug cool to the touch, the texture of an old towel. He walked his hands out a few steps and took a breath. His arms shook as the weight of the rest of his body shifted off the mattress. He lowered himself, elbows bending in slow motion until he lay belly down on the rug.
The quiver in his arms seemed to spread through the rest of him, all of the muscles in his torso clenching and letting go again, his chest shimmying against the floor.
He lifted his head to look at the door. The yellow rectangle towered over him. It was 10 feet off, but it looked like 10 miles from this vantage point. His eyes ran down the seam where the door met the jamb, that crack of black that would open and let him through if he made it there.
He took a breath and pushed himself up onto his hands and knees. Again, his arms shook with the strain, a strange counterpoint to the shiver rattling his torso. An involuntarily burst of air and spit spurted between his teeth, pushing his lips out of the way with a popping sound.
And sweat slicked his body again. Even in the cold of the unheated room, even in his dehydrated state, the grease seeped from his pores, drenching the collar of his shirt so it clung to him. Being wet made the chill sting that much worse, made the shaking somehow more violent, more miserable, the way the moving air seemed to touch all of the moist places.
He stared at the floor, the dizziness whirling its way into his head. He didn’t focus on it, though. He focused on the rug, looking at the weave of the fabrics in the spaces between his fingers. Beige and brown and black intertwined. His knees tucked under him, and he leaned back to put more of his weight over them, relieving the strain on his arms a bit.
Slow, even breaths entered and exited, and that lightheaded feeling receded. He blinked a few times before daring another peek at the door. It was no closer, physically, but he felt some sense of progress now.
He moved forward.
He crawled three paces before one of his arms wobbled out from under him. He managed to catch himself, but he was tired, cold, exhausted. He lay down on the floor again, ribcage spasming against the line where the rug ended and the bare wood floor began.
Sweat drained across his forehead, beads of moisture taking winding paths at gravity’s whim. He closed his eyes. He knew there was some risk of losing consciousness in doing so, but he needed to do it, he thought. If he was going to gather himself, he needed to do it.
His cheek rested on the oak planks, cold and hard, and his consciousness focused on that feeling. He let all other thoughts drift further and further back in his mind, let the volume turn all the way down, all else going still but that cold feeling between his jaw and cheek bone.
And out of nowhere a thought percolated up, a nonsensical notion. What if the girl was on the other side of this door? The one from the apartment three doors down across the hall. What if she was here? Dead or alive, he didn’t know, didn’t want to guess. It made no sense, of course, and part of him knew that, but something about the force of the realization was too big to ignore, the force of the picture of her sitting over there, flickering from alive to dead and back again. Like a dream where every conversation is gibberish and yet makes total sense at the same time. You go with it, he thought, because you have no choice.
He opened his eyes, tilting his vision up and away from the floor to look at the wall, and then craning his neck to look at the door.
Beveled panels of wood stared back at him. The doorknob. The keyhole. The yellow paint. He couldn’t help but wonder who looked at all of the colors and chose to paint a door yellow. This was a pale, almost sickly yellow like a sun bleached butternut squash. The décor in the house looked to be last updated in about 1942, especially here in the upstairs. The light fixtures and hallway carpets were almost creepy in their antiquity. For all he knew, maybe yellow doors were big back then.
Air puffed from his nostrils as he lifted himself again, and dust whooshed away from him, little clusters of gray twirling in all directions around him. He looked at door and moved toward it, picturing her on the other side again.
He wondered what was even left of her now, in real life, after most of a summer and all of a fall shut up inside a studio apartment. All of the windows closed. When he tried to picture it, he saw her as a puddle around spinal remains. He knew it didn’t make sense for her other bones to be gone, but that’s the way his mind saw it.



 
 
 
Erin
 
Presto, Pennsylvania
171 days after
 
The air was different today. It smelled like snow. A cold, clean smell Erin used to like. But not as much anymore. The cold scared her now. Winter was unkind. It didn’t care if you had enough food to make it. Either you survived, or you didn’t.
There was something else different about today. An excitement that buzzed through her nerves like an electric current. She still wasn’t sure if she was wasting her time. But she had to do it.
Today she wasn’t a scavenger. Today she was a hunter.
She rode a few hundred yards from the house before she hopped off her bike and dragged it into the dried husks of the overgrown weeds at the side of the road.
Hopping over fallen trees and avoiding thorny brambles, she made her way back toward the house through the woods. Was she stupid for doing this? Only time would tell.
Hunkered down in the bushes, the cold slithered its way inside her clothes wherever it could. It was easy to stay warm on the bike. Not so much standing still like this.
Erin pulled the sleeve of her coat back, exposing her wrist. The winter air took advantage, poking its icy fingers in to prickle over her naked flesh.
Her eyes followed the spastic movements of the second hand as it rounded the final stretch, sweeping past the 11 mark and then the 12 before starting the whole rotation over again. She rubbed at the glass face with a gloved finger, clearing away a smudge. It was an old clunky men’s watch, but it worked.
With every second that ticked by, Erin grew more and more impatient. And more convinced that this was a fool’s errand. A fool’s errand by a fool named Erin.
Maybe she was wrong about the whole thing. Maybe she really was just losing it from the lack of food. She wasn’t even sure which possibility bothered her more.
She yanked her sleeve back down and let her eyes wander over the winter landscape.
It had snowed a bit the day before, only an inch or two, but more was on the way. It had melted in some places — the road and some of the open grassy areas that got direct sunlight during the day.
The exposed patches of grass still glittered with a layer of frost. Her mom used to make these cupcakes every Easter. They looked like little baskets with jelly beans representing the dyed eggs. The frozen grass reminded her of the green dyed coconut shreds her mom put on top of the cupcakes.
Before she saw her prey, she felt its presence. Or was it that she could hear movement, at first so quiet that she couldn’t exactly hear it, but she could sense it in some intuitive, animal way somehow? She didn’t know.
The adrenaline flooded her with another wave of anticipation.
She sunk a little lower behind a clump of spruce saplings, and before long, she heard it. Really heard it. And saw it.
It reached the edge of the road and paused. Erin had the urge to giggle, though she didn’t find any of it funny.
Almost equally strong was the urge to scream. Because this was wrong. She fought both compulsions, squeezing her hands into fists and holding still.
Her prey gave a cursory glance around, as if looking for danger. Almost like someone looking both ways before crossing the road. And then it scurried off in the other direction, away from Erin’s hiding spot.
Erin gave it a head start, counting silently in her head. She would tail it from a distance. Watching and waiting for the right moment.
The hunt had begun.



 
 
 
Deirdre
 
The Hole
9 years, 22 days after
 
“Way I figure it, I’ll be out of the ditch sometime tomorrow. Maybe the next day at the latest.”
The lantern glowed no more, extinguished after Curtis wandered off, so the disembodied voice called to her through the dark. It echoed off of the shed walls in a way that made it hard to place in terms of distance or location in the room. All of that added up into something eerie. More eerie than it should have been, she thought. It’d been a weird night.
Deidre nodded and then remembered that Shelly wouldn’t be able to see it, so she repeated her affirmation verbally:
“That sounds about right.”
She sipped some coffee, taking the big thermos straight to her lips. She heard Shelly do the same, slurping at the lid full of coffee she had and gulping it down. Mouth noises sounded strange and loud in the dark, hard to figure out.
“Need a refill?”
“Not yet. So what I’m saying is, I’ve heard the stories. I know what to say to get out of the hole. I tell them that I don’t know what I was thinking, and I see things clearly now, and Father knows all and he knows best, and I forgot about that for a little while, but I remember now. Shit like that.”
“Right.”
“So once I’m out, we’ll need to meet up, need to make a real plan.”
Deirdre didn’t know what to say, so she said nothing. The silence hung in the air between them.
“I guess you never really agreed… I mean, I never really asked you, exactly, did I? So, like… Will you help me?”
Deidre sipped her coffee and found swallowing difficult due to the large lump now present in her throat.
“Yeah. Yeah, I’ll help you.”
They were quiet for a time, the dark stretching out around them. The rain had died down, and the thunder petered out before that. Now the chirp of crickets swelled to replace those sounds.
“Thank you.”
Deirdre shrugged and then remembered that Shelly wouldn’t be able to see it.
“It’s nothing. I suspect you would do the same for me.”
She took a long drink of coffee.



 
 
 
Izzy
 
Presto, Pennsylvania
171 days after
 
She waited. This time he’d come. He had to.
Izzy was further back from the house than usual. There was a dusting of snow on the ground, and flakes were starting to fall again now. Erin said this was it, her last chance to scrape together a little more food before the next big snow.
Izzy struggled to look disappointed when Erin left, because the reality was that she couldn’t wait for her to leave. Not in a mean way. But the last two times she’d come to get a glimpse of Squirrelman and his friend, she’d been disappointed.
Today was the day. It had to be.
Her eyes scanned the still life below. With the perfect veil of snow surrounding it and peppering the roof, the cabin looked like a gingerbread house with a dusting of powdered sugar.
But something about the little hut seemed different today, and it wasn’t just the snow. Lonelier. What was it? She stared at it, face scrunching in concentration.
It was the snow. But not just its presence; its perfection. There were no footprints. That meant that from the time it first settled until now, Squirrelman hadn’t stepped a foot outside. When had the snow first started sticking? Sometime yesterday afternoon. She’d helped Erin haul water from the well, and she remembered hopping from footprint to footprint while Erin manned the pump.
So he hadn’t been outside since then? That seemed like a long time. He certainly would have had trash from at least one meal. And shouldn’t he have gone to the bathroom once or twice in there? Izzy was sure there was a toilet inside, but Squirrelman seemed to prefer wizzing into the bushes, like her brother used to do when they went camping. She guessed it saved him having to haul extra water to flush.
And then another detail caught her eye. The chimney. There was no smoke flowing from it.
A feeling of dread came over her.
Had he left? And if so, why?
She chewed at a chapped piece of skin on her lip.
How many days had it been since she’d seen him? Four? Maybe five?
Izzy shifted her weight. Her thighs burned from squatting, but she couldn’t sit unless she wanted a real bad case of snowbutt.
She waited an almost unbearable minute in the winter stillness, fidgeting and shuffling her feet. She couldn’t stall any longer. Izzy followed her prints back up the hill, but when she reached the place where she’d hidden her bicycle, she veered right, following the path of the driveway down towards the cabin.
Of everything she’d done so far, the sneaking out and even the spying, she knew this was the most dangerous. When she reached the edge of the yard, she paused, giving it one last thought. If she crossed the grass, she’d leave footprints. This was one of Erin’s deepest fears, and why she tried not to go out in the snow. She was obsessed with someone finding her trail. Izzy thought it was silly until now. Paranoid. But there might be no turning back after this.
She couldn’t stop herself. She had to know for sure.
She skirted around the side of the house, to a low window toward the back. Bubbleguts roiled furiously in her belly.
Izzy reached the window and cupped her hands around her eyes to cut the glare from the glass. Peering inside, she saw a cluster of empty water bottles on the counter, an open can of tuna, and a tangle of dirty silverware. She squinted, looking beyond that, further inside the cabin.
She caught a glimpse of a sleeping bag, the army green fabric bunched and disheveled. And there was something else. Something was wrong here.
But before her eyes could take in any more, she was seized roughly from behind.



 
 
 
Decker
 
Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania
166 days after
 
He stood up on his knees to reach the doorknob and wobbled a little before he got his balance. His arm unfolded and extended in slow motion, fingers splaying and wrapping around the handle. It squeaked when he turned it, and he heard the click of the latch pulling free from its holster. He held still like that for a beat, and then he pulled.
Nothing happened. The door resisted his attempt, held motionless. It was stuck. His breath caught in his throat, a little scratchy click emitting from deep within his neck.
He panicked, yanking on it three more times in rapid succession and bashing the corner of his hip when the jamb let go all at once on the third tug. The impact sounded like the head of a hammer as it finished striking a nail into a two by four. The pain flamed up and out quickly, though, and he found himself laughing, his eyes looking down at the pointed spot that had taken the beating and come out unscathed.
He kneel-walked out of the way of the door and flung it wide. Green carpet striped the floor out there, little gaps of wood running along the wall, another old-timey detail he hadn’t thought much of until just now.
He listened. Everything was still. Normal. Empty. Nothing jumped out at him from the other side of the doorway, nor did any dead girls take shape in that narrow space between rooms he looked upon.
He hunched down in the doorway to rest his hands on his thighs a moment. Everything made him shallow of breath now. Even something as simple as opening a door. It was hard to not feel pathetic, but he reminded himself that it wasn’t long ago that he couldn’t imagine opening this door. Yet here he was. He just had to keep it going like that, divide the whole into tiny pieces in his head and keep accomplishing one task at a time.
Finally he lowered his hands to the floor and shuffled to his left. The pea green carpet felt rough and fibrous and just a little bit fuzzy, almost like ancient felt that had dried out and gone stiff over the years. Felt or not, it surely was ancient.
When his fingers reached the lip of the top step, he stopped and looked down. The green carpet led down twelve steps to a landing and two more to the floor. That dizziness flashed in his head again as he contemplated the open space between him and the living room floor below, but it was gone just as quickly.
No hesitation this time.
He looped a hand down, skipping a step to the second one down, the other hand following suit a second later. His knees edged in behind that, everything working together now, but slowly, carefully. It was too easy to picture himself reconfigured into a heap of limbs on the landing below.
All of his weight shifted like that from the heel of a hand to a kneecap and back, everything balanced right on the edge of every step. But he didn’t think about it anymore. He just did it, finding himself at the bottom much quicker than he had anticipated.
Good. The hardest part was over, so he lay down on the landing, curling up on his side in the fetal position. His heart thumped in his chest, his ribcage quaking against the floor, and the sweat poured out of him for some time after that burst of exertion. It was an odd feeling, to lay still and perspire, to feel it ooze out of him. It smelled terrible, like that funky smell when coconut starts to go bad accented with a hint of piss. He was sweating out crazy toxins now, he figured. More waste in him than water at this point.
With that sense of relief, the notion that the worst was behind him, his adrenalin waned a little, and all of the aches and pains seemed to grow stronger. Muscles in his lower back knotted, and his arms and legs felt dead again, powerless and limp like they had before. A vomitous feeling spiraled in his gut. He hadn’t eaten or drank anything in such a long while that he knew he’d only vomit that yellow bile, if it came to that. At least it would match the doors in here.
Nothing would stop him, though. Not anymore. He knew that now.
He rose again, fighting through another dizzy spell to crawl down the last two steps to the floor. This room smelled different. Stale. Like before all of this, old people hadn’t lived here so much as been stored in mothballs for years, wrapped in sheets of plastic.
His fingernails scraped at shag carpet now, a sky blue that didn’t at all match the color palette upstairs, another detail he’d paid no mind until now. He got the sense that whoever lived here before didn’t venture upstairs often and never updated it. He preferred to spend his time up there, though. Not for the company of the creepy old furniture and carpeting, of course, but because of the superior vantage point of the windows. He could look down the hill both ways, seeing a long stretch of road on either side. Of course, he’d never seen anyone go by. No cars. No pedestrians. Just a few flocks of turkeys and a handful of deer once.
He passed under the arched doorway into the kitchen, and the floor changed again. Linoleum, dulled and scraped from years of wear. It felt colder than the carpet or wood, or at least Decker thought so.
The dizziness throbbed in his head now, his limbs jerking in time with it like he was dancing along with the beat, flinging his extremities like a ragdoll’s every time that kick drum hit in his head. But he was almost there. It was almost over.
He lurched up to grab his coat where it hung on the hook, gripping it with clawed fingers until he could right himself, and then pulling it free. He sat back, bending at the knee so his calves folded under him. He pulled the coat on, already feeling better mentally even if the fabric itself was cold as hell. Strapping the coat around him almost felt like a hug.
Goose bumps rippled over his flesh again. He rode it out and zipped up the coat. Next, he peeled his legs out from beneath him and slid his boots on, not bothering with the laces, one of which was untied. He spotted where his hat had fallen out of the coat pocket, so he scooped that up and slid it on as well.
Good. He was ready to venture outdoors.
He glanced to his left. Another door. This one wasn’t as intimidating somehow. His eyes fastened to the shiny silver of the handle. He imagined how cold the metal would feel since the other end was outside.
He inched toward the door, and then it hit him. He hadn’t brought the bucket with him. He could see it in his head, the clean bucket nestled between his bed and the dresser, right next to the piss bucket, both of them equally worthless to him unless he wanted to crawl all the way back up there.
Nope. He took a breath and cut back to his right, digging around in the cupboards under the counter. The first two contained glass bowls, cookie sheets, cake and pie pans. The third one held a suitable substitution. A red plastic pitcher, probably a lifelong courier for Kool-Aid, perhaps the occasional lemonade or orange juice from concentrate. It held maybe a half gallon. Not ideal, but it would do.
He gripped the handle of the pitcher in his teeth and crawled for the door again, undoing the latch and moving out into the cold.



 
 
 
Erin
 
Presto, Pennsylvania
171 days after
 
Her hand latched onto the kid’s bicep and spun her around. It was rougher than she’d intended, but Erin just couldn’t believe it. Couldn’t believe she’d actually caught Izzy poking around houses by herself.
“Izzy! What the- crap?!” She stopped herself from throwing an F-bomb at the kid. Swearing around her was one thing. Swearing at her was another.
Izzy’s eyes went wide, exposing the bright white sclera around her irises, the way a dog did when it was scared or threatened or maybe thinking of biting you. Erin didn’t think Izzy would bite her, but she did think she might burst into tears. Or beg for mercy. Try to get out of the deep shit she was in. Instead she started screeching and jumping up and down.
“Help! Help!”
Erin just stared at the kid, not sure of what to make of this display. Help? Did she think Erin was going to beat on her or something? And not that she was going to, but who did she think was going to come to her rescue?
More sounds tumbled from Izzy’s mouth, a jumble of panicked syllables it took Erin a moment to parse. It wasn’t until Izzy clutched at Erin’s sleeve and dragged her closer to the cabin that she picked out the words.
“We have to help!”
Erin struggled against her, but Izzy’s grip was strong.
“Izzy-”
But the kid kept yanking and screaming, completely hysterical.
Erin wrenched away from her, grabbed the sides of her head, and forced Izzy to hold still.
“Izzy, calm down!” The kid wriggled like a caught fish pulled from the water, grunting with the effort of trying to break free. “You’re not making sense.”
She seemed to steady herself then. Not all the way, but she took a few breaths without speaking. Her face was splotchy from all the yelling, and Erin saw the beginning of tears in her eyes.
She didn’t want Izzy to cry, but it was at least a reaction she could understand. She hadn’t realized it in all the commotion, but Izzy’s outburst scared her. Made her worry that the kid had maybe started going a little cuckoo after everything they’d been through.
“Look,” she said. “Look inside.”
Erin glanced over her shoulder at the cabin. What could she possibly need to see in there? She had a few ideas. None of them good. But she moved closer to the window anyway, to appease Izzy.
She ducked her head and squinted past her reflection in the glass. It was dim inside and took her pupils a few seconds to adjust. The first thing to catch her attention were the supplies — a bottle of lantern oil and a roll of paper towel. Those would be worth taking.
“Do you see?” Izzy asked, and Erin was reminded she was supposed to be looking for something else.
Her eyes scanned the interior until she found it. There, poking out of the crumpled sleeping bag. As she suspected. A body. Really, all she could see was a socked foot, but it was enough. A puddle of crusted vomit lay nearby. She’d already seen this scene a hundred times.
Erin sighed. “I see.”
Izzy pulled at her jacket again, a little of the frenzy back in her voice.
“We have to help him! We have to help Squirrelman!”
Erin’s mouth dropped open. So not only had the kid gone nuts, but she was naming the dead bodies now. Great.
Erin closed her mouth and got down on one knee, like a football coach trying to rally the team on the sideline.
“Izzy, that person is dead.” She kept her voice low and steady. “This is just like all the others. There’s nothing we can do.”
“No!” Izzy flailed away from her. Erin tried to grab at her coat, but the kid dodged out of reach. Erin’s hands grasped at empty space and the lurching motion sent her sprawling into the grass. The snow stung her cheek and the slivers of exposed skin at her wrists.
“Goddammit, Izzy!”
Erin scrambled to her feet, but by the time she caught up to the kid it was too late. She was already through the cabin door and inside.



 
 
 
Deirdre
 
The Compound
9 years, 23 days after
 
Mud squished below, and the beaten path of the trail protested with loud suction noises every time she lifted a foot. The ground gripped her toes and heels, holding on like a plunger, trying its best to rip her shoes off. The sloppy sound reminded her of the rain from the night before, reminded her of the hole, of Shelly.
Her hand swiped at her eyes. What had she gotten herself into?
She lifted her gaze from the ground to look out ahead. Wind pushed the branches around, and the leaves waved at the tips of every limb. People scurried off to her right, the sound of them growing as she drew near the crowd.
She walked through the market district now, the shady end where the booths were all cluttered with scavenged junk, most of it from the dead cities. Human chatter filled the air in all directions, bartering, begging, elaborate sales pitches that bordered on stealing. Clusters of people talked to each other, arms crossed over their chests.
Kids sat under the booth to her right, two boys and a girl, malnourished-looking things with swollen bellies. They looked lethargic. Almost motionless. Crappy toys lay alongside them, untouched. Flies fluttered about their heads, spiraling down to land on the smallest kid’s moist looking eyelids over and over. He blinked and waved them away.
She moved on, looking away. If you stared too long at these things, you’d have to think about them, which seemed to go against the customs around here. Everyone else seemed to see these brutal reminders of poverty as part of the scenery, another obstacle to step over on their way to work, but she couldn’t get used to it that way.
“Killer deals over here. You wanna buy somethin’?” a voice called to her.
She looked at the ground again, kept right on walking. Nothing good ever came from making eye contact down here. Nothing at all.
 
Shelly walked by around dusk, mud still caked to her face from her time below ground. She didn’t look at Deirdre’s house, didn’t seem to look anywhere, just stared straight ahead, eyes still and dead like a zombie’s.
Deirdre watched her through the window, tucked back where she knew she wouldn’t quite be visible to the people outside. She sipped her metal cup of water and waited, eyes glued to the walkway.
Nothing moved out there, so her eyes traced up and down the cinder block stilts holding up the house across the walk. All of the houses out here sat up on blocks like that in case the river flooded, which it usually did about twice a year. These buildings were more shacks than houses, really, Deidre always thought. Barely bigger than the shed she sat in when she pulled the hole shift.
Many of the others hadn’t been away from the compound in years, and the youngest ones never had. Crazy to think that these crappy stilt sheds had become the norm to them, had become routine. Anyway, at least she had hers to herself since she’d landed a job with the City Guard. Most of the others had roommates. Two to four cots shoved into each little room. The homes with families could be crammed eight or ten deep.
Shelly walked by again, the skin of her face now cleared of the dirt. With her complexion restored to its former state of creaminess, she looked more like herself, her old self, even if her eyelids sagged in a way that made her look half-awake. It appeared that she’d changed clothes as well. Deidre didn’t remember her outfit in particular, but the lack of mud smears pointed in that direction.
Once Shelly passed, Deirdre chugged down the rest of her water and set the cup on the nightstand that stood between her chair and her cot. She slid her boots back on her feet, taking one last look out the window.
When Shelly completely disappeared from view, she counted to 30 and slipped out the front door, padding down the concrete steps. She looked both ways. Nobody was around outside, and no faces lurked behind any windows.
Good. Everything was going according to plan, at least so far.



 
 
 
Erin
 
Presto, Pennsylvania
171 days after
 
She fumbled with the gun at her belt as she staggered after Izzy. Her shadow passed over the threshold of the cabin and was swallowed by the gloom inside.
She paused just past the door, blinking hard against the dimness and listening for any sounds of danger. It was quiet inside. And still. Dead still.
Izzy was kneeling next to the sleeping bag at the far end of the room, and Erin let herself relax a little. Aside from a small bathroom tucked into one corner and a loft accessible by a wooden ladder, the cabin was one room. Easy to clear.
Her boots thudded over the floorboards as she crossed the small space. She nudged the bathroom door all the way open with a toe and glanced inside. Empty. She snatched the half roll of toilet paper from the vanity and tucked it in the crook of her elbow. A little something for her efforts.
Back at the ladder, she climbed up the first few rungs. Just enough to peek into the loft and make sure it was empty.
But it wasn’t empty.
There was food bunking up there. Lots of it. This was the stash she’d been looking for. She grinned a big open-mouthed smile. Her chapped lips stung at the effort, but she couldn’t help it.
In her giddiness, she hopped backwards off the ladder, almost losing her balance when she hit the floor. She righted herself and brushed some dust from the hand that wasn’t clutching a pistol.
Erin tucked the gun back in its place and fixed her sights on Izzy. The kid was leaning over the sleeping bag, one hand pressed into the downy folds. She was whispering to it. Whispering to a dead man. Christ.
She should be gentle with the kid. Yelling at her obviously wasn’t going to work, not when she was in this state. Plus, finding the cache of food was making her feel more forgiving.
Erin crouched down next to Izzy, put a hand on her back.
“Iz, it’s time to go.”
“We can’t just leave! We have to help him.”
“He’s dead, Izzy.”
As the words left her mouth, she sensed movement from the corner of her eye. Something wriggled inside the sleeping bag. A matching feeling of horror squirmed in her chest. Another fucking zombie.
“Get away from it!” She shoved Izzy aside and pulled out the Glock, aiming roughly for where she thought the head was tucked inside.
What happened in the next few seconds went by in a blur.
The thing in the sleeping bag moved again. Her finger tightened around the trigger. Izzy screamed, a high pitched wail that got cut off by the gunshot. The gun popped and jerked in her hand and Izzy slammed into her, knocking her to the ground.
When Erin picked herself back up, her ears were ringing. She raised the gun again, bracing herself for the zombie’s attack. Nothing happened.
Maybe she hadn’t missed after all. Maybe Izzy knocked her off target after the gun went off.
She rolled herself to a seated position and took stock of her surroundings. Izzy was yelling at her, cursing her out from the looks of it, but she couldn’t really hear her over the buzzing.
Upon further inspection, the sleeping bag appeared unharmed. No fluff protruding from a bullet hole. No blood.
And then a small, brown thing scampered from underneath the folds of fabric and darted into the darkness at the far end of the room.
Good God almighty. It wasn’t a zombie. It was rats. The corpse was being eaten by rats.
Saliva filled her mouth, a sure sign that she was about the throw up.
Go ahead, stomach, she thought. Give it your best shot. You’re empty. No cookies to toss. No chunks to blow.
She closed her eyes and took a few breaths, willing the nausea to pass.
She noticed that her hearing was starting to come back when Izzy latched onto her, screeching in her ear.
“Why did you do that?”
She gripped Erin’s coat and shook her, like Erin was the crazy one.
“You almost killed him!”
Erin pried Izzy’s hand from her collar.
“He’s already dead!”
Izzy seized her arm and dragged her closer. Erin resisted, but the kid had super-strength or something. Or maybe it was that Erin was weak from lack of food. Before Erin could stop her, Izzy whisked the top flap of the sleeping bag aside, revealing the prone form that lay beneath.
Rotted, dessicated flesh with tiny rat nibbles taken out of it. That’s what she expected. Instead, Izzy revealed a corpse that was either very fresh or very well preserved, somehow. Maybe the cold weather? It occurred to her that the only bad smell in the cabin was that of old vomit. He hadn’t really started to decompose yet.
He was young. Erin figured him to be around her own age. That alone made her want to look away, but for some reason she couldn’t.
She looked upon him, unblinking, her brain recording the details.
The halo of black hair surrounding his face like a dark cloud. The impossibly long lashes that followed the gentle curves of his eyelids. A little cluster of acne scars on one cheek, the remnants of adolescence. And a larger scar over his right temple that ran into his hairline, the small patch of hair there gone white from the injury.
Usually it was the gore that upset her. The broken flesh and blood and mess. The insides spilled out. But this was different. No blood. No guts. Her breath caught in her throat, and she felt the prickle of oncoming tears in her nose.
She wondered what had happened to him. From the looks of the cabin, he’d had things set up pretty good for himself. How had he failed, then? What fatal mistake had he made? Would it be the same one she eventually made?
And then he moved, his chest seeming to shudder involuntarily, producing a weak, wheezing cough.
Erin skittered backward, raising the gun again, but after a few rapid beats of her heart, she lowered it.
Izzy was right. He wasn’t a zombie.
It was worse than that.
He was still alive.



 
 
 
Ray
 
The Compound
200 days after
 
The hammers working at the cabins pounded out a drumbeat which seemed to mark the passage of time for the next few weeks. They started slow in the morning, sparse, just one or two pounding away, the sound growing deeper, more solid as each nail disappeared into the wood and then starting over with the next nail. Then more and more workers got to it, and it turned into an endless drum fill, some staccato beat that flirted with chaos, falling in and out of making sense rhythmically. The beat died out in the evening, cutting off entirely out of respect for the night.
Ray figured the wisps of snow they’d seen on the ride home with Fiona foretold another round of accumulation that would soon put a stop to the hammers and everything else. It didn’t happen that way.
Instead, wherever Ray went in the camp, he could hear them. Up in the house on the hill, with the windows closed, he could hear the pounding, though it was small. Somehow the violence of the noise was what ventured that far, a percussive, metallic sound like a bunch of small explosions, he thought, like a bunch of cannons firing in the distance.
Christmas had come and gone. New Year’s, too. Simple gifts were exchanged and a small amount of champagne was spread around to the point that everyone who wanted some got a little more than a thimbleful. Tasted good, though. Funny how alcohol could be counted among the resources so scavenged that it was now quite rare to come upon, gas being the other big one. Who would have guessed that guns and ammo would be a little less scarce than liquor? In any case, apart from those short breaks, the work continued.
Ray didn’t lift a hammer himself. He went to do so once, but Louis and the others wouldn’t have it. They said he needed to save his strength for the road, for the recruiting missions that grew the flock slowly and steadily, scaling up their entire operation, from the laborers to the scavengers and so on.
“Us knuckle draggers can handle this stuff,” Louis said. “What you do out there, none of us could do.”
Ray thought about explaining that selling hope and salvation and community to people with none of the above wasn’t such a difficult job, that if these guys popped on a suit and trimmed their facial hair, it would go a long way toward doing the job, but he decided against it. Maybe Lorraine was right. Better to have them believe in him and his abilities as though they were magic, better to let him be the camp’s supernatural aide, its rallying point, and its talisman all at once. Taking these ideas away from them felt cruel, like spoiling the myth of Santa Claus for a child. So he just nodded and smiled, setting the hammer down.
And so it went. The hammers beat on like the heart of the camp, that constant ticking sound that meant they were still alive. Ray still went out on the road, sometimes taking Lorraine with, sometimes not, and he brought back new recruits most every trip now. Their numbers swelled throughout that mild winter, a time he had written off for dead showed incredible growth.
The weather didn’t interfere much. The ground stayed clear, almost entirely. It didn’t snow again for the rest of the winter. Not enough to stick, anyway. Bouts of freezing rain slowed their work for a few hours here and there, but it melted as quickly as it arrived.
The grass got crunchy and the last of the green patches turned beige. The laborers braved some bitterly cold days, steam puffing from their nostrils and disappearing within seconds. But so long as the sun lit the sky, the beat of the hammers never ceased.
New structures rose to fill empty patches of land. Crazy how that worked, Ray thought. Hammers swung and empty places became shelters, became homes. The cabins were built from kits. They’d managed to scavenge a large number of them, though they were mismatched. Some looked like miniature barns. Some were little cedar garden sheds that would be better than no shelter at all, though perhaps not by much. A few had windows which didn’t come with the kits. They had to board up the openings, which gave the whole community a more ramshackle feel, Ray thought.
None of the new cabins were as nice as the ones that had stood in this campground before they arrived, and even those were tiny and in various states of disrepair.
Still, roofs angled above many heads now in what was once a barren slab of weeds, guards watched over the gated drive onto the property as they slept, and there were hot meals every day, enough for everyone. It was the start of something, something bigger, and Ray thought they could all feel that.
When spring came, the whole operation would scale up. They’d look to produce food instead of relying solely on scavenged canned and dry stuff. Work on the garden Kate had planned would begin. They’d find chickens to put in the coops Louis had built, and then they’d have fresh eggs every morning.
When he crunched through the frizzy grass where the garden and chickens would go, he somehow saw the future as a transparent layer laid atop the present. He saw rows of crops rising from the fertile field, stalks ands stems that swayed in the breeze.
Every morning just before dawn he stood on the deck behind the house on the hill and smoked a single cigar as he looked down upon the cabins, upon the land that was becoming their community. He’d looked upon many real estate developments through the years, but this didn’t feel like that. It was something greater, something that transcended all of those things in the old world, a fact he could only fully grasp first thing in the morning.
The cigar didn’t taste the best. They’d found a case in a gas station outside of Washington D.C. A little stale, all of them, but better than nothing. The smell of the smoke mingled with that of the burning wood curling out of the chimneys.
With Lorraine still in bed, he felt alone on these dark mornings. In a good way. Like he was the only person up, the only mind tumbling thoughts in the half-light. But it wasn’t so.
The community never slept. The community was bigger than him, bigger than any of them, greater than the sum of its parts. Good people were embracing the idea that they needed each other to survive, that a hundred people are smarter than one, and a thousand (when they built to that point) would be smarter still. What they were building here, rebuilding from the ashes of a material society, might well last a thousand years or more. Anything was possible.
Even in this gray light a touch too early for the Sun itself, the hammers started their beat down in the valley, busy making something from nothing.



 
 
 
Erin
 
Presto, Pennsylvania
171 days after
 
Erin paced from one end of the cabin to the other.
Why couldn’t he just be dead?
“We have to help him,” Izzy said. She kept repeating it.
The scrape of Erin’s feet on the floorboards stopped. She thought of all the supplies tucked away above her head right now.
“We don’t have to do anything. There’s food in the loft. We could take it and go.”
Izzy’s mouth hung open through a brief pause. “And just leave him here?”
“Yes.”
“Erin!”
She blew a sigh out through one side of her mouth.
She hadn’t really meant it anyway. For starters, if they left him, he’d probably die. And there was no guarantee he wouldn’t come back.
The only way to prevent that would be to kill him first. And she didn’t think she could do that. Shooting a zombie was one thing. Shooting some kid, though… that was different.
“So what do we do?” Erin asked. She wasn’t necessarily addressing Izzy. More like the world.
“We take him with us.”
Erin gazed at Izzy, still squatting next to the half-dead lump in the sleeping bag.
“And how do you propose we do that? Are you going to carry him? Because I’m not.”
Izzy chewed at her lip.
“What about a sled?”
The soles of her boots beat out a steady rhythm as she started pacing again. A sled could work, she supposed. It would still be a lot of effort. A lot of expended energy.
Her feet stopped.
“Where’s your bike?”
“I hid it in the woods. Next to the driveway.”
“Come with me.”
“We’re not leaving him, are we?”
“No.”
“Do you promise?”
“Yes!”
Izzy sat on the handlebars, while Erin steered them back to where she’d left her bike. It was a wobbly ride, especially because Izzy wouldn’t hold still. Every few seconds she craned her neck around to face Erin.
“We have to go back.”
“We’re going back! But if you want to help him, I need my bike.”
Erin felt the sting of something cold on her nose. She blinked and looked out over the road. It was snowing again, in earnest now. Big fluffy flakes that floated slowly to the ground and landed without so much as a whisper. She had a feeling they were in for at least a few inches of accumulation.
“So this is where the food’s been coming from?” she asked.
Izzy didn’t answer at first. She seemed to be in some kind of daze, and Erin had to jerk the handlebars to get her attention.
“Huh? No,” Izzy said. “I never stole from Squirrelman.”
“But the corn. The creamed corn. That was you, right? You put it in the pantry.”
“Yeah. But it was from the brick house further up the hill. There’s more. I could only carry a little at a time.”
“More? There’s a house with more food?” Erin almost wasn’t sure she was hearing right.
“I’ll show you.”
Erin shook her head. First the half-dead guy’s supplies and now this. This was turning out to be her lucky day.
Well, except for the whole thing where Izzy’d been sneaking out to scavenge on her own. She’d kind of forgotten about that in all the excitement.
“How long?”
“What?”
“How long have you been sneaking out like this?”
Izzy gave a half-hearted shrug.
“A few weeks.”
“Jesus, Iz. What were you thinking?”
They reached the place where her footprints and tire tracks veered off the road and into the bush. She slowed the bike to a stop, putting her foot out for balance.
Izzy didn’t answer, didn’t even turn her head. Erin continued.
“Did you even consider how dangerous it was? What if something happened? What if you went into a house and one of those things was in there?”
Izzy hopped down from the handlebars then.
“What about you? You do the same thing. Go out by yourself. Why is that different?”
Erin dragged her bike and the attached carrier out from under a pile of leaves and deadfall.
“Because. The whole point is that if one of us goes, we’re not both in danger. If something happened to me-”
“Then I’d be left by myself.” They pedaled on, neither of them speaking. “Besides, something was already happening to you.”
Erin frowned at her, not knowing what she was talking about.
“You’re not eating.”
“Yes, I am.”
“Not enough. I can tell. You’re too skinny. And sometimes you forget things.”
Erin hadn’t thought she would notice. Not yet. She couldn’t really deny it, so she said nothing.
They coasted down the driveway, leaving a series of intertwining lines in the snow. Erin dragged the bike and trailer as close to the door as she could. If the carrier were a little narrower, she could have ridden the bike right into the cabin.
“Zip the bag up all the way and then grab a corner,” Erin said when they were back inside. She made sure the Glock was tucked securely into her belt before she stooped over. “We’re going to drag him to the bike.”
As she took a handful of the fabric into her hands, a red-brown smudge ran by in a blur. The fucking rat was back. There was no conscious decision to pull the gun free, it was just instinct. When she raised the barrel at the furry creature perched on the counter, it tittered at her. What the hell kind of rat tittered like that?
Her eyes scrunched down to slits in the dim light, taking in the pointed ears, the bushy tail that bobbed every time it chirped at her. The rodent wasn’t a rat at all. It was a squirrel.
“Erin!” Izzy pushed her arm down, forcing her to lower the pistol. “Don’t hurt it.”
“Well what the hell is that thing doing in here?”
“It’s his friend,” Izzy said, as if this were the most sensible thing in the world.
It was a beat before she realized that Izzy meant that the squirrel and the man in the sleeping bag were friends.
“Squirrelman?” Erin repeated the name, remembering suddenly that Izzy had called him that before.
Izzy nodded.
“Fuck me,” Erin said.



 
 
 
Decker
 
Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania
166 days after
 
Steam coiled from his mouth and nostrils. The bright of the snow sprawled everywhere around him, and the cold abraded the skin of his face, making the flesh under his eyes go tight and dry like when he got a little too vigorous with some exfoliating beads in the shower. He could imagine those tiny tears and cuts showing up if he had to be out here too long, his skin ripping and tattering and falling to pieces like paper.
It was a shocking cold, and it made his ribcage go taut and seize up for a moment as it cut through his coat to hug around him. A little gasp blurted from his lips. With no fire for the past several days, it was chilly inside. Out here, it was frigid. Painful.
He couldn’t help but breathe through his mouth. The frigid air twirled past his teeth, twisting into his lungs to chill him from the inside out. His body sucked in big, greedy breaths, almost panicking in response to the cold, which, of course, only made it worse. Despite the air temperature, the dryness burned in his throat, and that cold and burning combo made him queasy.
His eyes narrowed to little slivers of openings with black eyelashes thatched across them. That made everything a little blurry, a little soft. It wasn’t a sunny day, but the snow cast harsh light anyway, sending back everything the sky sent its way, and he was about to crawl right down in it.
The concrete step pressed its dimpled texture into his hands, the cold smarting, making him want to recoil, to retreat, but he powered through it. He lowered his legs from the kitchen floor to the back steps and crawled into the backyard, the pitcher still dangling from his mouth like he was a dog carrying his bowl around at dinner time. Part of him wanted to stop, to rest for a beat. But no. No use hesitating, prolonging anything in this cold, he thought. Just go.
His hands sunk halfway between wrist and elbow deep in the bank of snow along the porch, each fist punching a hole in the white and disappearing inside of it. The sleeves of his jacket caught on the edges of the openings and unsheathed much of his arms. The crusted snow scratched at his skin, and he regretted not bothering to scavenge a pair of gloves more than ever. He had never been forced to spend much time in the cold, always finding himself a couple of minutes at most away from furnace-heated comfort in a building or a car. He certainly never expected to be making his way through it on hands and knees. He’d taken much for granted from birth on, and even with everyone dead, that hadn’t changed much.
Everything went black as he pushed past the drift, his eyes snapping shut, unable to stay open in this endless white glare. He slowed his crawl and forced them open, fighting them a second as they fluttered, trying to close and seal themselves like windows painted shut.
His hands stung, his eyes stung, the cold air burned in his throat, but he kept going. He kept moving, hands and knees churning forward.
The pump rose up from the endless white in front of him, the pipe curving into the open mouth with a handle jutting out on the opposite side. Green paint adorned the steel, like this was the one plant that could survive the winter, hold onto its green while all of the other leaves and shoots died. It did represent life, he thought, at least for him. Drink water and live or don’t and die. Pretty straightforward. Life itself poured out of that gaping mouth.
His hands had gone numb now entirely, the wet of melted snow clinging to them with a sheen, the layer of moisture helping the cold sink to the bone. The corners of his mouth stung now, too, a sharp pain like paper cuts, probably the first part of his skin to chap and tear open, though he doubted they’d be the last.
But he moved on, only vaguely aware of these things, his eyes locked on that curved green thing up there. Nothing else was quite real. Not all the way. Just nagging little dreams that tried to draw him away from the only thing that mattered.
The pipe seemed to grow and grow as he got closer, filling more of his field of vision until he was right under it looking straight up the length of the thing. He rocked back on his knees, pulling angry red hands out of the white. Clumps of icy snow fell away from his fingers, sliding and dripping. He wiped his hands on the chest of his coat and drew them up into his sleeves. He found no warmth inside, though, so he pulled them back out.
He grabbed the steel tube with one hand and then the other, and he knew right away that this was the coldest object he’d touched yet. Cold blue fire savaged the nerves in his fingertips and shot a shock of frigid electricity down his arms to the elbow. All he could imagine were his hands stuck to this pipe, adhered there like that movie where the kid’s tongue gets stuck to the flagpole, layers of flesh peeling away if he forced it. He wanted to rip them away from the metal, but he didn’t. He bit down harder on the handle of the pitcher and kept working.
His legs fidgeted underneath him, moving from a kneeling position to a squat, getting his legs back under him. He closed his eyes and took a breath, bracing for whatever dizziness might assail him now.
When he reached a fully upright position, he felt the soggy ovals where melted snow soaked his pants. The cold seemed all too happy to touch the moist places, and his torso jerked and flailed, his jaw rattling like crazy. He wobbled a moment, quads twitching, hands still cinched around the pump like a throat.
The faint spell came on as expected then, a sizzle in his head like TV static, like that buzz and zap of mosquitoes flying into the blue light over and over. He held on as it grew more intense, focusing only on his grip on that metal, teeth gritting into that plastic pitcher so hard that he was sure it must have canine marks embedded in it by now.
The swirl in his skull faded a touch, and he pounced into action. With one hand remaining on the pipe for balance, the other moved toward the handle. He balled the fingers into a fist and released them a couple of times, trying to work out a little stiffness before he got down to business.
The handle stuck a second, and then the pump squawked like a dying bird as he cranked it up and then down for the first time. The movement felt awkward, a hitch seeming to inhibit the swing of his shoulder. He lacked the usual articulation in his motor skills, and the shivering fouled things up all the more, but he could make this work, he thought.
The squawk evened out some as he pumped. He thought maybe he’d get a little warmth out of this manual labor, but no. Instead violent chills wormed up and down the trunk of his body, vibrating up one side of him and then the other. He couldn’t help but picture the flesh around his ribcage going blue, though he knew it was ridiculous.
The pump’s mouth showed no signs of life. The idea wriggled up his spine: Was it possible for these things to freeze? He knew the ground water wouldn’t, but it was at least plausible that ice could clog things somewhere between here and there.
Still, he had no choice. He pumped. The handle squeaked and clanked. Steam vented from his mouth and wreathed around the green metal. Pain swelled in his shoulder and elbow and wrist, escalating from a dull ache into stabs as sharp as skewers.
God, he wanted to give up. He wanted to quit. More than he’d ever wanted to quit anything, he wanted to stop doing this, stop trying, stop pumping this stupid thing, let his hand fall away from this hunk of metal, let it dangle at his side, let his body fall to a heap in the snow and sleep. Just drift off into the cold and never return to consciousness.
But he kept going. He kept fighting. Not fighting the cold or the pump or the sickness. Fighting himself. Pushing himself. Thrashing against that weakness inside. Pain or no, frozen or no, he would pump this fucker until water came out or his arm fell off. And if the latter happened first, he’d have a go with his other arm.
The pump handle rose and fell. He focused on the clank at the bottom of its journey, metal striking metal, the collision loud and regular like someone ringing a dinner bell in an old movie. When he focused on the sound and rhythm, the pain in his arm seemed to fade to the background. One more swing always seemed easy, seemed necessary to keep the beat alive.
Little puffs of breath fluttered in and out of him now, whistling between his teeth and gasping in his throat, strange, involuntary noises like when an old man does that wheezing laugh that’s almost silent. His lip curled into a grimace, and the cold air touched his front teeth and the gums above them.
And the pump gurgled and belched, and water erupted from its mouth. Choppy spurts of fluid spewed out, pocked with air bubbles and hissing bursts of air. It slapped into the snow, wearing divots into it. He kept pumping until more water than air came out, loosening the grip on his opposite hand as he prepared to make the pitcher exchange.
His arm pivoted to move the pitcher into the stream of water, overshooting it a little and getting the wrist of his coat sleeve doused before he found the sweet spot. The sound of the water changed from the slap of landing in the snow to the burble of water-hitting-water in the pitcher, the pitch raising as the container filled.
This was it. He did it.
When the pitcher was full, he drank, chugging a bunch down even though the cold sapped his thirst quite a bit. The water replenished everything in his mouth, wiping away much of the grime and sludge, making his tongue and cheeks and the roof of his mouth feel like themselves again. Even his eyes felt better within a few seconds, that stinging, glassy feeling fading.
He drank close to half the pitcher and refilled it, throat clicking as he swallowed, a rivulet dribbling down the side of his chin. His mind cleared as his system processed the water, the fog lifting from his brain. He could think enough to map out the immediate future now. He’d go in, rest, and drink the rest of the water. Then he’d get the bucket and fill that. There was still a lot to worry about it, but he’d survive the day.
It was a start.



 
 
 
Deirdre
 
The Compound
9 years, 23 days after
 
She entered the cemetery, passing through the rusted wrought iron gates that someone must have scavenged at great cost and effort some years before. She couldn’t help but think about that every time she laid eyes on the rusty thing. Someone lugged this worn hunk of metal many miles for no practical reason. The gate leaned forward just a little, as though it weren’t installed deeply enough.
Her heart thumped in her chest. It seemed to have picked up speed throughout her walk. Her eyes scanned the edge of the woods up ahead and found no sign of Shelly. Her left eyelid twitched along with her pulse. God, she just wanted this to be over.
She adjusted her grip on the duffel bag at her side, feeling that tingle of sweat and adrenaline in the places where her fingers touched the strap. She pictured its contents and then pushed them out of her mind right away as though someone might be able to pluck the image from her brain if she left it there.
Her eyes danced over a few fresh mounds of dirt and the crappy wooden grave markers made out of sticks rising above them. In the distance she saw the bigger monuments, stone sculptures of angels and chiseled granite blocks over a handful of graves. More objects scavenged and brought here by order of the wealthy families or those high up in Father’s ranks.
It crossed her mind, periodically, that these were objects stolen from other cemeteries. One step above actual grave-robbing. But she guessed it didn’t feel quite that way anymore. With most everyone outside the compound dead, it felt like there was no real stealing out there, just salvaging all of the things no longer being used. Funny how “salvage” and “salvation” sound kind of the same. She was surprised Father had never used that one. He liked that kind of wordplay.
As she moved through those final rows of graves, the grass got softer and softer underfoot. It grew squishier still as she moved past them all, stepping into that perimeter of grass between the cemetery and the woods. The ground was still soggy from the rain last night.
She slowed a moment, let her eyes scan the edge of the woods in slow motion. No sign of Shelly. Had Deirdre somehow beat her to the rendezvous? It wouldn’t make much sense.
Again, the duffel bag tugged at the end of her arm. The handle felt moist from the sweat of her palm, clammy, and it bobbed up and down with each step so that it was almost like a never-ending handshake with a dead fish.
She slowed further. The edge of the woods stood before her, and she found her body reluctant to cross that line where the grass gave way to shrubs, and the trees rose up from the ground.
She didn’t quite stop, though, so the brush closed on her, and she strode into it. The thicket cleared after just a few paces, and she was surprised to find it much drier under the trees. Papery layers of dried leaves made crispy sounds below as she walked. Tiny branches bent against her, flinging about as she passed.
It smelled cleaner out here than it did in the city. Fresh. Funny how pushing through that barrier seemed to change her environment so completely.
Shelly appeared in the clearing ahead of her, emerging from a cluster of pines. The girl ran forward and hugged Deirdre. Her little stick arms cinched around Deirdre’s ribcage and compressed it, pinning the arm holding the duffel bag against her body.
Deirdre hugged back a little with her free arm, a little freaked out by this open display of affection. It was nice and all, Shelly was a kind person, but it worried Deirdre more than anything else involved in taking this risk. Someone was depending on her. It made her skin crawl, that disgusting tingle as though her flesh were attempting to squirm off of her body. She wanted to blurt out that she couldn’t do it. That’s what she should do, right? Her tongue flicked, the tip pressing against the roof of her mouth, her teeth and lips twitching into place to vomit out the words, but she stopped herself. She couldn’t do that to Shelly, couldn’t give up.
Still, someone placing all of their hopes, their very mortality, in her hands? It made her shudder.
“You all right?” Shelly said, disentangling her arms from her friend and taking a step back.
“I’m fine. Just a little chill, I guess.”
Deirdre reached into the pocket of her hoodie and pulled out a handkerchief. She set the duffel bag down, so she could use both hands to unwrap it.
The fabric peeled away slowly, with care. The final pull revealed a pile of dried fruit clustered atop the handkerchief – cherries, mostly, with a few dried apple chunks and banana chips nestled among them.
Shelly gasped a little. Her fingers covered her lips.
“Thought we’d eat a little before we go over everything.”
She held the pile toward Shelly. The girl retracted her hand from her mouth and plucked a cherry from the pile with pinchy fingers.
“Go ahead and take a few. I figured we’d finish ‘em off here and now.”
Again her fingers went into tweezer mode and pulled more fruit from the handkerchief. She hesitated as she pulled a banana chip free.
“Where’d you get this?” Shelly said. “I haven’t had any since I was a kid.”
“There’s a guy in the market who dries the stuff. I’m not sure where he gets the bananas, actually. Probably a market in one of the bigger towns.”
Shelly nodded. The girl smiled the whole time they ate the fruit. Deirdre couldn’t help but notice that the banana chips were the last pieces left in Shelly’s palm.
The girl finally picked one up and ate it, her teeth crunching down on the dried disk of fruit.
“Reminds me of Runts,” she said after a beat.
“Runts?”
“Yeah. You remember them? I don’t know why. I don’t think they probably tasted much like this, but it reminds me of banana Runts.”
Deirdre tried to remember the flavor, but she couldn’t. She thought maybe there was a chalky quality, or that maybe the inside of the candy looked somewhat like chalk.
They crunched down the last of the banana bits and finished with the two shriveled apple slices among the lot. There was something flesh-like about the dried apple, Deirdre thought, like some gristle or cartilage that had dried out. An ear. It was like eating an ear. She didn’t tell Shelly this.
Deirdre wadded up the handkerchief and shoved it in her pocket. Then she picked up the duffel bag and unzipped it. An article of black clothing was the only item visible through the parted places between those zippered lips – the arms of a black sweater. She fished a hand along the edge of the garment, and pulled a folder free.
This was it. The forged documents.
“This is everything you’ll need to get past the checkpoints,” she said, handing over the papers. “According to the papers, you’re on a scavenging mission with a specialty in wine and spirits for Father’s household.”
Shelly’s eyes went wide, her face aglow as she leafed through the documents. She looked like a child on Christmas, and she even giggled a little as she flipped through the papers, stopping here and there to read snippets of text.
“That’s what you used to do, right? Got luxury items for Father. Personal errands and the like.”
“Yeah. Well, I mostly did general errand runs, but I did a few specialty jobs for Father’s household since I know a little about wine and art.”
“So you’ve been inside? In the house on the hill?”
“A few times.”
“What’s it like? Does he really have big screen TVs in every room? A Jacuzzi full of apple juice? A gold-plated toilet?”
“He has a TV. And electricity and all that. Air conditioning. I don’t know. It’s just like how the houses were before. I didn’t see any apple juice hot tubs or golden toilets.”
“What’s he like in person? Did you meet him?”
“I didn’t really meet him, but he was around sometimes. He was just a man, I guess. I don’t know what else to say. He didn’t say much when I was around.”
“That must have been a fun job. Going out and scavenging. Seeing the world.”
“In some ways. There’s a feeling of adventure to it, but there’s not much world left to see. More like visiting a museum, or taking a field trip to check out some ancient ruins. Anyhow, I guess I must not have liked the job so much, right? I jumped at the chance to be a guard instead.”
“Why was that?”
Deirdre narrowed her eyes as she thought about how to word it. Was it because it was easy? Was it because it was the best way to hide in plain sight?
“It felt safe, I guess. It felt stable. But that’s neither here nor there. There are three checkpoints between you and the free world. One at the guard post at the edge of the camp, one at the fenced gate, and one at the wall. You’ll need to clear all three before anyone knows you’re missing, all right? So do what you have to do. Tell your people you’re going out to pick berries or look for mushrooms. Whatever excuse you can think of to be MIA for a few hours before anyone thinks to report it. And then be quick about getting gone.”
Shelly nodded and flipped through a few more pages in the folder, and then her smile faded.
“All of these papers… You forged all of these yourself?”
“Yeah. I saved some blank forms. In case I ever needed them. Turns out I did, eh?”
“But this would be treason. They’d execute you for it.”
“If they found out, yeah. That’s where you come in. You’ve got to make sure they don’t. I guess I’m counting on you just as much as you’re counting on me.”
Shelly didn’t look up. She just stared down at the page. Deirdre wanted to say something – anything – to break up this silent moment. Her lips parted, but no words came out, no breath came out. They both froze for what seemed like a long time.
And then Shelly burst into tears.
Now Deirdre was the one instigating a too tight hug. Her arms cinched around Shelly’s bony torso and squeezed, and she thought about those studies with autistic people that showed how just that sensation of being squeezed, of being held, was a huge relief to people, even without any sense of human connection.
Shelly blubbered into Deirdre’s shoulder. She was so frail and small, more child than adult by a long shot, Deirdre thought. But something else, too. Something more fragile still. Like a child with hollowed out bird bones, she felt dainty, wispy, easily broken. Like some fleeting, miniature being you only got a glimpse of once in a lifetime if you were especially lucky, some rare flying squirrel who soared from tree to tree in the dead of night where no one could see.
Deirdre rubbed her hand up and down the girl’s back.
“It will be OK, Shelly. You’re going to be OK now. We’re taking care of it.”
Shelly’s cries went silent, but her abdominals still squirmed and jerked, her shoulders still bobbed. Water drained down from her eyes, the trail of tears widening out to wet a wide swath of each cheek.
It was weird, Deirdre thought, how weeping and laughing were the most honest things a human could experience. They were totally involuntary reactions, an elaborate grouping of bodily functions that fired one after another like that contraption in the board game Mouse Trap. You didn’t choose to laugh or cry, and in many cases stopping them was impossible. They were these weird things that happened in your body, weird processes that shook you and quivered you and effected you from head to toe. Things that happened inside of you.
Whenever Deirdre cried, her hands curled up into claws, fingers fluttering and twitching periodically. She thought it was the part of her trying to fight it, trying to stop it. Like she could grab hold of it, grip it in her palms and make it stop.
“You’re OK now. I promise you’ll be OK. This will all be over so soon. You’ll be some place away from here within 24 hours. Some place safe.”
Shelly seemed to calm down some after that. Her chest still fluttered strange breaths in and out of her every so often, eliciting gasps.
She stepped back finally, the long hug ending. Deirdre felt almost naked in the cool of the open air after so long pressed against the girl.
Pink splotches flushed Shelly’s cheeks, and her eyelashes glittered a little from the wet. The girl blinked in slow motion, avoiding eye contact. She looked embarrassed, Deirdre thought, wishing she could change that and knowing she couldn’t.
“We should probably head back,” the girl said after a moment. Her voice sounded far away.
They walked back toward the edge of the woods, those papery leaves crackling below.
“I guess I’ll never see it now,” Shelly said.
“What’s that?”
“The house up on the hill. I thought I’d see the inside someday for myself. Even if it’s nothing fancy, even if Father is just a man, I thought I’d see it all for myself.”
They were quiet for a moment.
“But that’s OK. This means more than that. These papers.”
“Do you know where you’ll go out there?”
The girl smiled again.
“I have family in Ohio. Near Cleveland. Got a letter from my Aunt a couple weeks back, even. I figure I can steal enough from Isaac to pay the fare for a car out of D.C. It shouldn’t be too bad. Only a few hundred miles, you know?”
“Yeah. Yeah, that sounds good.”
“Do you think you’ll ever leave here?”
“I’m not sure. I guess I try not to look very far ahead, you know? Just let one day go at a time until…”
“Until what?”
Deirdre didn’t know what she was thinking. She wasn’t supposed to say these things out loud. Of course, it was too late now. May as well finish the thought, she figured.
“Until they’re all done, I guess.”
Shelly’s head jerked. Her mouth moved, a single syllable stuttering out before she caught herself. She hesitated, tried it again.
“Well, that’s no way to look at things. Is it?”
“I don’t know. I wasn’t thinking when I said it.”
“That kind of thing doesn’t just come out of nowhere, though.”
“Maybe not.”
“It’s an open road, the world. Anything is possible. Just look at what I’m doing.”
Their footsteps seemed to grow louder in the ensuing quiet.
It was during this lull in the conversation that it occurred to Deirdre how much this felt like saying goodbye to a good friend. Even if she and Shelly hadn’t been close, had barely even spoken in a long while, this moment, this exchange was something deeper.
The edge of the woods made itself plain before them, the cemetery now visible through the thick green wall of plant life. The world looked brighter beyond the trees, but she could see that the night was beginning to fall, those first wisps of gray visible along the edge of things.
“I feel like I should say something,” Shelly said. “But I don’t know what it is. Thank you, of course, but that doesn’t seem big enough just now.”
“It’s big enough. And you’re welcome.”
“We might never see each other again, I guess, but I kind of hope we do. Maybe someday you’ll want to get out of this place, too. If so, I hear good things about Ohio.”
Deirdre laughed.
“Ohio. Yeah, maybe. One of these days.”
They hugged again, and she couldn’t help but feel a little giddy. This wasn’t over yet, of course, but it felt right. She’d helped this girl, this little frail thing pressed against her now. She’d saved her. Maybe she could do more things like this. Maybe there were things to fight for, things beyond staying safe and alone and invisible.
Shelly peeled away from her, and she kicked through the tangle of undergrowth. She turned back one last time just before she left the shade of the woods. Saying nothing, she gave a little wave of the hand. Deirdre returned it, and then the girl turned and walked on.
Deirdre stayed still a long while, watching the girl shrink as she crossed the graveyard and moved into the distance. Soon Shelly was gone completely. Deirdre counted to thirty after her friend disappeared, then made her way into the clearing as well.
It was almost all the way dark by the time she passed through the leaning iron gates.



 
 
 
Decker
 
Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania
166 days after
 
With the pitcher of water drained into his belly and half a sleeve of crackers wolfed down as well, he fell into a deep sleep on the couch. His coat and hat still adorned his body, the wet sleeve rolled up to the elbow to keep his arm dry, and a green and yellow afghan draped over all of that. Something about the texture and the bulk of the afghan made him feel like he was lounging around in a bathrobe, something he’d never actually done.
He’d wanted to gather himself and go upstairs, to sleep in his bed, the familiar smooth of his sheets and weight of his blankets enveloping him again, but then he remembered all of the jars of piss up there and opted against it. He’d take his chances with the afghan, thanks.
The light shone in the windows, and he liked the way it felt on his eyelids. The way he could sense the light with his eyes closed, that little red tint to the dark inside. He didn’t know why it pleased him. Maybe it was just a reminder that the day was still there, that life itself was still there. For now, at least.
He grasped around in the feelings part of his brain, looking for something firm to hold onto among the exhausted mush of his thoughts. He didn’t quite know how to feel about what had transpired today. He was relieved in an immediate way, of course. He knew that much, but the pieces didn’t quite fit together beyond that. He’d done it. He was happy. A little proud. But there was more to it. A confusion in it somehow. Maybe a disappointment in realizing that these struggles would only continue on. He pushed himself as hard as he could, found real strength in himself, and through these things he had earned his survival for today, but it never really ended, did it? Maybe that was the trick to understanding life. You were never done. You would never earn a victory that you could rest on forever. The work just stretched out a while, and no matter how many victories you piled up, your head would one day fall off like everyone else’s.
So yeah. Mixed feelings.
Eating seemed to warm him. He remembered reading that somewhere, that breaking down food warms your body, and it’s smart to eat before bed in survival situations if possible, because the heat from the digestion process will help you sleep in less-than-ideal conditions.
He drifted to sleep to the sound of the water and food gurgling in his stomach, liquid squishing around inside of him.
These sounds and feelings weakened in time, at least in his perception. The world grew still little by little, the quiet and the dark fading everything out into nothing.
He dreamed of the soldiers, the ones in the FEMA camp. The bodies lay strewn about his feet, women and children and elderly people with their chests torn apart, their middles opened up, their limbs gone rigid, but these images didn’t alarm him. Not here. Not anymore. They’d become part of the scenery by now. Old hat. Objects to step over and around in this dream location his imagination kept bringing him back to.
The dream always played out the same way. He picked his way between the tents, closed on the soldiers, stalked them with their backs turned, the assault rifle poised in his hands. And the closer he got, the slower time moved, the further into slow motion everything slipped. His heart beat faster as he raised the weapon, as it blazed and popped and the heads disintegrated before his eyes, blood spraying every which way.
But no other feelings came upon him when he walked in this place. Not really. Just that increased heartbeat, the vague stimulation that he could never quite figure out, never quite find anywhere else in life that he looked.



 
 
 
Izzy
 
Presto, Pennsylvania
171 days after
 
A crosshatched square of Chex cereal lay in the palm of Izzy’s hand. She held absolutely still, even holding her breath just in case.
The squirrel’s tale bobbed once, twice, nose twitching all the while.
Come on, she thought. Don’t be afraid.
It scampered a few inches closer, and it was a good thing she was holding her breath or she would have screeched in excitement. This was the closest it had come so far.
The crash of the front door slamming against the wall shattered the silence, and the squirrel took off in a blur, abandoning the morsel of food. Erin stomped through the door with another load of supplies.
Izzy exhaled and tossed the cereal square into her mouth.
“You scared it away.”
Erin stopped knocking snow from her boots.
“What?”
“The squirrel. I was this close to getting him to eat from my hand.”
Erin’s eyes traveled the distance from Izzy’s chomping mouth to the open cereal box on the table.
“Stop feeding all of the food to vermin.”
“It’s not a vermind,” Izzy said. “What’s a vermind?”
“You’re supposed to be guarding the sleeping bag.”
One thing Izzy noticed was that Erin never called him Squirrelman. Or even just man. Or boy. Or he or him. He was “the sleeping bag.” And the sleeping bag was an It. Same with the squirrel.
Erin shrugged out of her coat and hung it next to the door. She pushed the curtain aside and moved closer to the glass, her nose almost touching.
“That was the last load. At least for now. It’s almost dark.”
She muttered something else about the effing snow. Except she didn’t use the word “effing.”
“I heard that,” Izzy said. “Language.”
“Looks like this is going to be a full-on blizzard. I guess there’s one silver lining to all this.”
“That we saved Squirrelman? And the squirrel?”
Erin raised an eyebrow.
“No. We got all that extra food.”
“That’s not nice,” Izzy said.
Erin’s eyes swept over the sleeping bag, skipping over the face quickly, and focusing on Izzy’s empty hands.
“Where’s the gun anyway? I told you, you can’t just leave it around.”
Izzy rolled her eyes and lifted the Beretta from where it rested in her lap.
For a little while, she thought finding the food changed things. It was proof that she wasn’t just a dumb kid. Erin had to see that.
But now Izzy wasn’t sure she saw it at all.



 
 
 
Decker
 
Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania
167 days after
 
He woke in the dark, confused, sitting half-upright. He tried to feel around on the nightstand for some matches to light the lantern, but he not only found no matches, he found no nightstand. Just a solid object with some plush to it. He traced it all the way back, discovering that it was under him as well, like the mattress kept going well beyond where it should go, except it had a rough texture.
His fingernails scratched at the upholstery, and the answer to the riddle popped into his head: this was the couch in the living room. It all came back then in a flash. The crawl from the bed down the stairs. The successful trip to the well. The yellow-and-green-afghan-nap apparently stretching out into something longer.
His tongue made the rounds in his mouth again, finding that a little of that sludgy, gritty feeling had returned. He should get more water soon. He knew he hadn’t come close to catching up to where he should be in terms of either hydration or hunger.
He rose, the afghan spilling from his lap to the floor, and he stretched his arms and shoulders, rolling his neck one way and then the other. It popped when he went left with it, the sound crunchy and gigantic in the quiet of the house.
He looked down at himself, just able to make out the densest columns of black that he knew to be his legs. They felt sturdy under him for the first time in a while. Strong. He realized that his shiver was gone, and the core of his body seemed to have some warmth to it, even if his hands and feet were still chilly.
Looking out the window, it looked to be just before dawn, a little gray on the horizon hinting at the daylight to come. Not enough light to see anything beyond the vague shape of a doorway in here, but it wouldn’t be long.
He lifted the flap of his coat off of his hip and fished his hand into his pocket. When his fingers retracted, they gripped the hard rectangle of steel they’d been looking for. The Zippo opened with that familiar click. His thumb found the flint and spun the wheel. Sparks flashed and caught, the flame flickering and bobbing before it settled.
Let there be light.
He lifted the lighter above his head like a torch and watched the light spill out into the kitchen, the silhouette of the snack bar and the stools before it coming clear. And then he wheeled the light to his right to illuminate the landing and the steps running up from it. If he was going out in the cold again, he should do it right this time.
He went upstairs for the bucket, the stench of stale piss assaulting his nostrils about two thirds of the way up the steps. Acrid. Astringent. The intensity of it made his face pucker. It reminded him of walking into the laundry room as a kid when the kitty litter needed changing.
He cupped the sleeve of his jacket over his mouth and nose and held his breath as he crossed back through the doorway into the bedroom. The floor creaked as he made his way to the nightstand, then moaned a little as he stooped to light the lantern.
The lamp flickered like a strobe for a second, and then the light swelled to fill the room. He slid the lighter back into his pocket, the heated piece of metal like a hot coal resting against his thigh.
Now he scooped the bucket in one hand and the lantern in the other and made his way back downstairs. The shadows of the rungs supporting the banister all shifted angles with every step he took, which somehow made his descent more dramatic. He felt like some higher being, carrying light down to the mortals and heathens and beasts.
Again the silence struck him against the sound of his footsteps as he pattered over the linoleum to the back door. Strange how huge every noise became in the quiet and the dark.
He left the lantern on the back porch and crunched through the snow to the well, repeating the yanks on the handle he’d performed earlier. The dying bird squawks came back, accompanied by that beat of metal on metal, but these things barely caught his notice.
He shifted his weight from foot to foot while he worked the pump, reveling in the strength he felt there, the articulation of movement that the tiniest amount of food and water seemed to have restored to this group of muscles. His calves bulged, and just along the meeting place between each calf and ankle, he felt the tiniest soreness, a little reminder of how stiff he’d been before. Something about that faint pain illustrated how good he felt now, pressed some pleasure button in his brain that made him giddy to be alive, to be mobile, to be thinking clearly.
Crazy how fleeting these moments were, he thought. The times when one caught glimpses of what an insane miracle life truly was, to feel how incredible it felt to be here, to be conscious. Whenever it happened, he tried to hold onto that sensation for as long as he could, but even now in the heart of one such moment, he knew that it would eventually slide away like some great weight that his arms and fingers couldn’t support for very long. The feeling was too heavy to hold.
Still, he had it for now. He smiled in the dark. He knew he would be OK now. He would survive. And he knew people would come around before long, and he would know how to handle them when that happened.
The well hissed and spat, and he filled his bucket to the brim.



 
 
 
Erin
 
Presto, Pennsylvania
171 days after
 
She couldn’t sleep, so she lay in bed, staring at the darkened window. She couldn’t see much, just the occasional swirl of snow beyond the glass. The ebb and flow of it reminded her of a freshly shaken snow globe.
It was pointless. She knew that.
At best, they were keeping him alive for a little longer. A few more days before he died. A few more days before he turned.
Would he turn if he hadn't been bit before he died, though? She still wasn't sure about that. She’d checked him over for bites and wounds, found nothing. But she also couldn’t stop picturing him going zombie. That was probably for the best. She had to assume he could. And would.
A soft scratching sound came from the other side of the bedroom door, and Erin jerked into a sitting position, grabbing the gun from under her pillow. She aimed the pistol at the door, waiting.
She’d locked it of course.
The noise was gone. Erin let herself fall back into her pillow. She rested the pistol on her chest. Had the noise even been real or was she just imagining things?
Another thought flitted about in her head as she lay there. What if he was faking it? That it was all a ruse so they’d let their guard down, and he could pop out of there and steal all their stuff?
She’d made sure to lock the other bedroom where they kept the food, of course. But it wasn’t like a flimsy indoor lock was going to keep anyone out for long.
She was being silly though. No one could fake sick that well. She didn’t think so anyway.
Her breath caught in her throat.
There. The scratching again. The wind kicked up, howling through the fields and rattling the windows in their frames. She strained to listen over the sound of the blizzard.
Fuck it. She wasn’t going to wait around in here for something to happen.
She glanced at Izzy, curled up on the other side of the bed. Out like a light.
Outside of the warm protection of the blankets, Erin instantly started to shiver. Even through two pairs of socks, the floor felt like ice on her feet.
She pulled on a sweater and crept to the door.
Now that she was closer, she could hear it more clearly. It wasn’t quite a scratching sound either. It was something familiar that she couldn’t place.
She stood next to the door for a long time, trying to work up the courage to unlock it. Should she unlock it slowly and just try to peek out? No, the band-aid method was better. Rip the fucker off, all at once.
She counted to three in her head, twisted the lock, and flung the door aside, catching it with her foot so it wouldn’t slam into the wall and wake Izzy. She raised the Glock in front of her and held her breath.
Nothing. Just the kitchen and living room, shrouded in darkness. And silence.
Again she started to doubt that she’d heard anything.
She fumbled around in the dark, fingers searching for the familiar shape of the flashlight on the dresser. When she found it, she clicked it on and swept the room with the beam of light. The tension in her muscles relaxed a little when her light illuminated the sleeping bag, confirming that Squirrelman was still in it. He was just as still as before. Not a zombie. Yet.
She got closer, aiming the light at his face. The grey undertone to his skin made him look already dead. But if she held her breath, she could hear his, rasping over a dry throat.
His lips looked better. That was about the only thing that had improved. They'd been all dried out, cracked and papery. But the liquid they'd been giving him had rehydrated them a bit.
He didn't have the whorls of black the zombies had. But did that come later? After they were dead?
Sometimes she thought she should just kill him now. Put him out of his misery. They were putting off the inevitable. But she couldn't do it. Even if Izzy hadn't been there. She couldn't do it.
She'd have to if he turned, though. She’d probably have to shoot him if he just died, to make sure he stayed dead.
Squirrelman. What a ridiculous name. But she didn’t have anything else to call him, so she went with it.
The noise came again, off to her left, and she went rigid. Slowly, quietly, she turned, angling the flashlight toward the source.
The squirrel froze when the spotlight hit him, not unlike a deer in headlights. His nose twitched twice, and then he raced into the darkness and out of sight.
Could squirrels turn into zombies? She didn’t know. But if this was a zombie squirrel, instead of brains, it apparently hungered for cereal. A jagged hole gaped on the side of the box, cardboard chewed and ripped away. Great. They were going to have to squirrel-proof all the food now.
She checked the fire, stoked the coals, and added more wood. When she swung the stove door closed, the squirrel was back on the counter, admiring the hole it had excavated into the side of the cereal box.
She shooed him away with a flap of her hand. In the dark it was hard to see it scurry away. It was more like the squirrel just vanished.
Inspecting the box, it didn’t seem that the squirrel had actually gotten into the food. He’d just bored a hole in the cardboard. Erin opened the cupboard and slid the box onto the shelf, then stopped, looking into the darkness around her.
The plastic bag crinkled in her hands as she unrolled the top. Her fingers found the opening at the top and wormed their way in. After removing a fistful of cereal, she rolled the bag back up and tucked it in the cupboard.
The box made a hollow sound as she tossed it onto the kitchen table. She sprinkled the loose bits of cereal into it.
A yawn overtook her, inflating her chest. She sat down at the table, crossing her arms and resting her chin on top to wait.
She couldn’t hear or see him until he was on the table top. The squirrel’s tail bobbed and twitched as it navigated the polished wood. It hesitated, trying to decide if it was safe to get close enough to this unknown human, she supposed. She could appreciate the concern.
Finally it hopped close enough to the box to reach inside. He reached in and took a square of cereal in both hands, then held it to his mouth. He took dainty bites and rotated the square around so that it chewed all the corners off first.
Despite herself, she smiled. She had to admit it was pretty cute for vermin.



 
 
 
Deirdre
 
The Compound
9 years, 25 days after
 
Shelly’s body rested on the bank of the river. She was waterlogged. Bloated and immense.
Deirdre couldn’t breathe. She couldn’t move. Her eyelids fluttered, but she couldn’t look away.
The girl lay face down, head tilted just a little to her left, pale cheeks and purple lips that looked to be stuck in the process of melting into a dark puddle. The heat was getting to the dead girl already, breaking everything down. Softening her. Pulling her apart. Her flesh made so soggy that it was no longer quite solid, crumbling away like boiled ham. Most of her head hair had washed away in the river. Her bottom teeth were gone.
Deirdre had been assigned to guard the crime scene until the detectives arrived, the messenger banging on the door of her cabin, shaking her awake from a nap. She gathered her things, and her feet stumbled her down the steps and out into the world, though her mind still seemed half-tethered to the dream world. Even after the hour and fifteen minute walk to this location, she hadn’t quite woken up. Not really. She still held that fog of sleep in her skull.
The river smelled awful, something she’d thought about at length on the walk here. Even after more than nine years without pollution, it smelled like a mix of ass and rotten eggs. She guessed that’s how bad you can fuck a river – even a decade can’t undo it. Someone said the smell was so bad that it peeled the paint off of the buildings closest to the water. It was tough, Deirdre thought, to pin down the cause and effect there, but it was true that the sheds closest to the river had been stripped down to bare wood.
As bad as it may smell, however, she’d always liked the sound of the river. The rush of the water flowing around bends and jostling over rocks. It was like music. Not a full song so much as a single chord held to give a sense of ambiance, like a minimalist score in a movie. The chord seemed to change as she walked alongside the waterway, the pitch shifting along with the dips in the land.
She had been hungry on the way here, too. She wanted to get this over with so she could get back and fix something to eat. Spicy noodle, maybe. That had been her favorite of late. Kind of a bastardized pad Thai based on whatever ingredients they had handy.
Now she didn’t feel hungry at all. In fact, she couldn’t feel her hands or feet or face. Everything went cold and numb the minute she laid eyes on the swollen corpse.
All she could think about was hugging Shelly and telling her everything would be OK, wrapping that tiny creature in her arms. That feeling swelled in her again. Not for long. Just a flash. The sense that she held something special, something rare and strange like a weird bird. She felt it for just a beat, and then it disappeared.
The numb spread into her torso and took her breath away like a wedge of ice piercing her lung, stabbing her in the heart.
Shelly’s body smelled worse than the river of shit.
 
The detectives arrived and milled around the corpse. They talked now, she knew, but she didn’t hear them. She heard only the sound of the water rushing past.
The cold of the shock gripped her brain now, seeming to pluck her from this scene, at least partially, to pull her up into her head to shield her from this harsh reality. The river, the body, the detectives – all of it seemed farther away. She could see each of them if she concentrated, though things seemed to blur along the edges like looking at the world through a glass dish smeared with butter.
She let her eyes drift closed, concentrating on only the sound of the water. It gurgled along the muddy banks, tinkled where it sluiced over a downed tree branch, and slapped against the flat surface of a large stone.
It was weird, she thought, how a river kept going, how there was enough water for it to just run continually. It didn’t stop for a break. It didn’t pause to mourn the dead girl that it had carried here. It flowed on and on for perhaps hundreds or thousands of years, babbling to itself all the while.
A new sound joined the river’s gush. The buzz of the flies faded in, a bunch of them from the sound of it. She knew the noise must have been there the whole time, hovering just beyond her notice. Surely the insects had found the body within minutes and laid their eggs in the open places. Even with her eyes closed, she could see their tiny feet on the corpse, pressing into the flesh and then lifting to rub against each other. When she was little, she thought the flies were praying when they rubbed their feet together, maybe saying grace before they ate whatever they landed upon.
Sweat clung to her forehead and cheeks. It was hot out here, but she felt only cold. She felt only numb. Dead on the inside.
The shock settled over her like a sopping blanket, heavy and wet and cold enough to sap all feeling from her extremities. But she knew now that she had to fight it, she had to listen to the detectives for Shelly’s sake. She didn’t know why, but it seemed important.
She concentrated, half-focusing on the voices, half-letting the sounds come to her.
“Oh, it’s definitely the Taylor girl,” one detective said. “The trouble is what to do about it.”
“What do you mean?”
“Investigating the fiancé would be a delicate thing is all. He has family connections. On the council, I mean.”
“Oh, right. I follow you.”
“Rumor is he’s done this kind of thing before.”
“Gone this far?”
“Not every time, but yeah. The Peters girl a few years back.”
They nodded at each other.
“I remember.”
“Anyhow, probably best not to stir up that kind of trouble if we can help it. We’ll canvas the girl’s neighbors, I figure, and go from there.”
“So no search warrant for their place?”
“I don’t want to be the one to write up the paperwork asking Father for that. Do you?”
“No, not really.”
“We’ll canvas, and go from there.”
“Right.”
She wanted to walk away, to put one foot in front of the other until she was gone from this place forever. But she found herself rooted to the ground, unable to muster any movement.
The sound of the flies swelled to a roar, to violent bursts of insectile sound, the buzz drowning all the talk out. She knew this must be happening in her head, must be a hallucination, but knowing that didn’t change anything.
And the flies seemed hateful creatures to her just then. Disgusting little death eaters with veined wings like demons. They came from squirming maggots and lived only to make more of the same. To plant little segmented worms the size of grains of rice in every creature, to devour all of us, all the dead meat, with a layer of writhing fleshy grubs. Pale things that will wriggle over us until we’re skeletal.
And the detectives didn’t give a fuck. Nobody did. Maybe this kind of thing happened all the time. Girls got used up. Spent. Left to bloat on the side of the river if they didn’t obey, if they tried to make their own choices. No punishment for that crime. Not even so much as a real investigation. Nobody cares, and nobody pays the price for committing the act. It’s like it didn’t really matter, this person’s life didn’t really matter, didn’t really count.
The numb was long gone now, those cold feelings of shock giving way to the heat of anger, of hatred, of the violence pulsating in her heart. Wet hot red feelings washed over her in waves, made her grit her teeth.
She opened her eyes, looked upon the body, upon the discarded girl. The detectives would go through the motions. They would pretend to care for a little while, pretend to seek justice. And in time the whole thing would disappear, would be forgotten.
It wasn’t going to work that way this time, Deirdre thought. This time someone would pay. She would see to that.



 
 
 
Erin
 
Presto, Pennsylvania
173 days after
 
The spoon clinked against the glass jar as Erin stirred the makeshift rehydration formula. She watched the swirls of golden honey dance and undulate in the water, dissolving into the tornado spinning at the center of the jar.
It was supposed to be sugar, three tablespoons per liter of water, plus a teaspoon of salt. But they were out of sugar. There’d been a ceramic chicken-shaped sugar bowl in Squirrelman’s stash, but they’d finished that off quickly. So it was honey or nothing. Beggars can’t be choosers.
Really, he was lucky they had the honey at all, and luckier that Erin had grabbed that survival book from the library. It had a whole section on first aid, including a large quoted passage from an early 20th century medical book regarding feeding an unconscious person.
She scooted her chair closer to the form in the sleeping bag, leaned down, and propped him a little further upright against the cushions so there’d be less potential for him to choke. The spoon clicked against his teeth as she poured in the first spoonful.
After the section about feeding a teaspoon of liquid at a time with a spoon or dropper, the survival book mentioned “rectal feeding.” Not a fucking chance.
Erin hated being near sick people. Ever since her dad died, she’d had a phobia of hospitals. Filled with sick and dying people. The germs. The smell. She was already much closer than she’d ever wanted to be to a dying person again. No need to bring the rectum into it.
The only reason she was playing nurse in the first place was because she’d taken pity on Izzy. The deal they’d made was that Erin would help her mix up the juice, but Izzy had to do the feeding.
That was before they’d realized how painfully slow it was to dribble a liter of water into someone’s mouth one teaspoon at a time. Erin hadn’t realized that when the book said, “around the clock,” it was being quite literal.
A fat blob of the formula dripped off the spoon on the way to his mouth. It hit the surface of the sleeping bag with a splat. She tipped the formula into his mouth. Yeah, he was lucky.
“One lucky son of a bitch,” she said out loud.
Izzy’s head snapped up from across the room.
“Be nice!”
Erin scoffed.
“He can’t hear me.”
“You don’t know that.”
Erin turned to address the inanimate form in the sleeping bag.
“Excuse me, sir. Could you tell me what time it is? I seem to have forgotten my watch.”
A few light colored spots stood out against the darker color of the sleeping bag. Erin squinted at them a moment before she recognized what they were.
Erin’s head whipped up.
“Did you try to feed him Chex again?”
Izzy’s forehead wrinkled in an attempt to look innocent.
“No.”
“Don’t lie. You left evidence behind.”
“What evidence?”
“Crumbs! All over the sleeping bag.”
“It was only like two Chex! Or maybe three. He’s gotta be hungry!”
“You can’t give an unconscious person solid food, Izzy. He could choke on it.”
“I crushed them up into little bits.”
“It’s doesn’t matter! If he-”
“Nina.”
Erin froze. The voice was dry, papery, barely even there. If she hadn’t been sitting right next to him, she probably wouldn’t have heard it.
The spoon slipped from Erin’s fingers and clattered to the floor, and it was a moment before she gathered herself enough to retrieve it.
“What was that?” Izzy asked.
Erin kept her gaze glued to the man’s mouth, waiting for it to move again.
“He talked.”
Izzy’s eyes bulged, and she crawled closer on her hands and knees. She hovered over the man’s face, angling one ear over his mouth.
Erin nudged her. She was wearing a mask and gloves they’d found in one of the first aid kits, but Izzy wasn’t.
“He’s not doing it now. And don’t get so close. We still don’t know if he’s contagious. Or what he even has.”
“Well it’s not what everyone else had.”
“How do you know?”
“He would have died by now.”
Izzy was right of course. But it didn’t make Erin feel that much better. What if the disease mutated? What if this guy was a carrier, someone that could keep it for longer than most just to spread to the max number of new hosts? These were not the kind of thoughts she shared with her nine-year-old companion, though.
Erin went to rub at her eyes but stopped. She needed to take off the gloves and wash her hands before she touched her face after being this close. She set the jar down and stood, bending this way and that to loosen up her lower back muscles.
“Nina!”
This time the voice was more than a whisper, and the man moved. Izzy and Erin both jumped back a step, startled by the sudden liveliness of their patient. Their eyes met. Izzy leaned closer.
“Squirrelman?” she whispered.
Erin pulled her back.
“I’m serious. Don’t get so close.”
Izzy barely acknowledged her.
“Squirrelman,” she said, louder.
“He doesn’t know that’s his name.”
Izzy scowled at her.
“We have to call him something. You try.”
Erin scrunched down next to him. She rested a hand on his chest and gave him a gentle shake.
“Hey… dude?”
His eyelids fluttered then, and faster than she thought possible for a man on the cusp of death, he had one arm out of the sleeping bag. His hand clamped down on her wrist.
He pulled her close, and Erin got a good whiff of him. Squirrelman was ripe. The smell reminded her of the palliative care ward her dad had been on before he went into hospice. And then later at the camp, where her mother died. It was the smell of piss and shit and sickness. And death.
Erin tried to slip free from his grasp, but he held tight. His lips parted, teeth bared, and Erin realized too late that he must have turned. Her free hand stopped clawing at the fingers clamped around her wrist and fumbled at her belt, searching for her gun, but it wasn’t there.
She’d left it on the counter.



 
 
 
Baghead
 
Rural Arkansas
9 years, 128 days after
 
He smelled the smoke before he could see it. The odor came and went at first. Whiffs of a faint char flitted in the air around him like fragments of smoke from a neighbor’s barbecue creeping across the street.
The Delta 88’s headlights pierced the gloom around them, trying to reveal the source of the smell. It was no use. Instead, the brights shone only upon the crags of the blacktop stretched out in front of them, the blistered streaks of black where cracks had been patched years before, the strips of dirt and clusters of trees running along the side of the asphalt.
No flare or flame or orange glow peeked out from the black out there. No light at all but the headlights and the stars above. Even the moon shrouded itself in clouds.
A little disquieting, ominous, Baghead thought, to smell smoke in the dead of night, but the odor itself wasn’t unpleasant. It really was more like charcoals burning under the grill grate a few porches down than it was like Delfino’s cigarettes or the acrid smell of burnt plastics and such that he’d encountered often in his travels. At least not for now. Being intermittent and as small as it was, he didn’t mind it.
He turned to the backseat, knowing the girl sat there, but he saw only blackness. Hopefully she was asleep anyway, he thought. Better for at least one of them to stay rested.
He couldn’t see sleeping anytime soon, himself. No, he still felt a muted version of that electrical flicker in his eyes, the one he’d felt upon encountering the man in the woods. Back then he’d felt it everywhere, lurching and roiling just under the surface of his skin. It had receded some, but it was enough to keep him awake a long while yet, the way he figured it.
A suction sound erupted to his left to interrupt the thought, something that reminded him of sitting in the dentist’s chair, and then a tiny flicker of flame lit up Delfino’s face from below a second later. Shadows twitched around his nose, and then the flame darkened as it entered the tip of the cigarette. The end of the paper tube turned orange in front of the driver’s lips, and then the lighter’s glow extinguished with a click.
“Oh, shit,” Delfino said, keeping his voice low. “Mickey D’s at the next exit. What do you think?”
Baghead wheeled his head around to the window just in time to see the glare where headlights reflected the golden arches and a couple of gas station logos off of the blue road sign. A lot of the signs had been knocked down or defaced with spray paint. This one was intact.
“For real, though. What are you getting?”
“Well, nothing.”
“What? Come on, man. We had a shit day. We’re hitting the drive-thru for a hot meal. We deserve that much.”
Baghead hesitated, fingernails scratching his beard through the canvas.
Delfino ashed his cigarette out the window and spoke.
“Jesus. Nevermind, Bags. You ruined it.”
“I ruined it?”
“Moment’s passed, man. No food for you. No food for anybody. Me? I was going to get a Big Mac meal, supersized, with a Coke. No ice. Plus a 4 piece McNug with barbecue on the side. Not anymore. I guess we’ll all have to go without.”
“I guess so.”
“No Quarter Pounder. No Big ‘n Tasty. Not even so much as a single fry.”
They were quiet for a long moment, the hiss of the air rushing through the cracked window producing white noise like radio static to fill the void in their conversation.
“I guess I’d get a McRib,” Baghead said, finally.
Delfino scoffed.
“Well, now you’re taking liberties.”
“How so?”
“You’re assuming the McRib is available. That’s no given, my friend. Never was.”
“I don’t even think I like them.”
“Like what?”
“McRibs.”
“Then why the hell would you go for that?”
“Because I can’t actually remember what they taste like. I remember Big Macs and double cheeseburgers and all the others. The McRib? No. Not sure. I kind of remember what it looked like, the shape of the rib patty or whatever, but that’s it.”
Delfino flicked his cigarette out the window, and the cherry burst into a shower of orange sparks when it hit the asphalt. He put his window up, and the suction noise cut out.
“Yeah. I get that. Well, I happen to remember the McRib well enough, and my decision stands. Big Mac all the way, man.”
Baghead turned back again, staring into the black behind them. He saw nothing, but he still waited a moment, listening until he could hear the long, slow breaths of the sleeping girl before he swiveled back to face the road.
“She asleep?” Delfino said.
“I think so, yeah. Can’t see anything, but it sounded like it.”
“Weird, ain’t it?”
“What’s that?”
“The girl. She’ll never fantasize about Big Macs or nothing. She would’ve been too young to remember.”
They fell quiet again, the rub of the tires on the road seeming to grow louder around them like someone slowly turned up the volume knob.
 
The night stretched on like the darkness would never let up, and the conversation wound around itself. Delfino told old stories. One about vomiting into someone’s shoe. Accidentally, of course. Or at least he thought it was accidentally. He was quite drunk. Yeah. Yeah, pretty sure it was accidentally. Probably.
Then the driver launched into another lament about the loss of his precious pornography stash. It wasn’t word for word the same speech that he’d given before, but it was close. Baghead kept checking to make sure that Ruth was asleep as Delfino ranted about smut. Thankfully she was.
“You know that’s the second time you’ve bemoaned the loss of pornography,” Baghead said. “Kind of interesting, I think.”
“How’s that?”
“Just says a lot about where we were at before, I guess. You aren’t expressing the loss of human contact. From what you said, you still have some of that in your life. No, you’re talking about this fantasy version of human contact, this fantasy version of sex. Images created to be as stimulating as possible, more stimulating than real life in some ways. We connected to this fantasy version of the world, this dream version of the world all the time. Movies. Music. Fancy restaurants even found ways to make food more fantasy than necessity, right? And I think that became the primary thing driving us, our deepest desires occupied not by realities but by fantasies. We lusted after and obsessed over connecting to images, not people.”
Delfino scratched the corner of his mouth with his thumbnail before he responded.
“I guess. I mean, the whole thing kind of sounds like mumbo jumbo to me.”
“You don’t think about that kind of stuff? Sometimes I think it’s all I think about. Like why did we gather together in theaters to stare up into the screen, full of wonder? Wasn’t that the same impulse that made cavemen draw on cave walls and then gather to look upon the images they’d made by flickering firelight? Where does that come from? Mustn’t there always be something deep down driving us to these behaviors? Like some core part of humanity that we don’t really understand?”
Delfino shrugged. Baghead waited for the driver to respond, but after a moment he realized the shrug was the extent of his reply.
“OK,” Bags said. “Let me reframe all of this. What do you think drives us, or what do you think drives you?”
Delfino grunted a little, fingers clambering along the rim of the wheel like spiders, both gestures that Baghead took to signify a gathering of thoughts. The grunt morphed into a sigh and trailed off into silence. Finally, the driver spoke.
“Work. Not necessarily the act of physical labor. Not even the concept of employment. Not exactly. But work as in an ongoing effort, a journey you choose for yourself, something you put some care into, some promise you strive to fulfill. Not a task to accomplish and be done with. An ongoing process. That’s what life is always about. The process, not the result. The journey, not the destination. The result, the final result, is the same for all of us, you know. The destination lies six feet down. Maybe shallower than that these days. That’s where we all wind up. In the meantime, we got this time to kill, you know? Seventy years if you’re lucky. Whatever it winds up being, might as well do something and do it well enough to make it worth your while. That’s all there ever really was, I think, and I don’t think it changed much, even when the world up and went to hell. That’s my take, anyway.”
Baghead turned to the window and watched indiscernible objects flit by in the dark, the whole world obscured and distant and shrouded in black for the moment.
“I see what you mean,” he said. “I suppose I even agree with you. But even if there are universal aspects to the human experience, constants that transcend time and technology, much of our dreams are occupied by things specific to the world around us. Money. Cars. Movies. McDonalds. Coca-Cola. With all of those things wiped out all at once, it left a void, you know? It revealed much is all I’m saying.”
Delfino licked his lips, nodded.
“I guess I can agree to that.”
They fell quiet for a while, both staring out into the dark places where the headlights couldn’t go. Eventually, the sky spit little droplets of rain down to pelt the windshield. Not a full on rain. Not even a legit sprinkle. More like a half-hearted threat, tiny explosions of water that tapped out a sparse drumbeat.
Delfino gestured toward the backseat, a little flick of his head in Ruthie’s direction, before he spoke again.
“What do you think they’ll dream about? The kids, I mean. Having never known smart phones or the internet or fast food or video games or movies, what things will they obsess about? And once those of us old enough to remember these things are gone, what will the world be like? Do you think it’ll be different, or do you think that loss seems like a bigger deal than it really is?”
“I’m not too sure.”
“About which question?”
“All of ‘em, I guess.”
Delfino clucked out a weird laugh.
“You’re all question and no answer, you know that? You analyze my point of view, quiz me about it, but when I ask you something, you’re suddenly not much of a talker. Seems funny. A guy who spends his whole life publishing words, and he has nothing to say. They’re mostly other people’s words, I suppose. The things you gather up.”
Baghead shrugged, the hood wrinkling at the back of his head, and then he replied.
“Forget fast food. Most of the kids around here have probably never had citrus fruits. Hardly any fruit at all, probably. Not a lot of orchards ‘round here, right? And no trucks are bringing in shipments of groceries.”
“Berries.”
“What?”
“I bet they’ve had berries, at least. Raspberries. Strawberries. Maybe blueberries. Stuff like that.”
“Yeah, maybe. I mean, hopefully. But that’s the thing, I guess. That’s what I was trying to say before. We share these experiences, and we share these desires, these dreams. I guess it shifts over time, you know? I mean, it always has. From caveman times to the era of feudal farms to what you’re talking about, the shared dream always morphs. I guess that will just happen again. We’re in a unique position, those of us who survived the plague and the bombs. We got to watch our version of the dream die a rapid, violent death. Most people don’t get that kind of perspective, you know? They live with the dream, almost like they’re inside of it as much as it’s inside of them. They can’t see it, but right now we can. Of course, it makes it hard, maybe impossible, for us to try to imagine what it might be like for the next generation, but…”
Silence swelled in the place where Baghead’s thought trailed off. His mind stirred now, tumbling over the way dreams change over time, flipping through the figments in his head, a collection of images wrapped up in nostalgic feelings toward products and people and pets all gathered in his head like a book of photos. Memories and imagined bits to page through.
He wondered. Nostalgia for what? For Coca-Cola? For Skittles and Frosties and those shitty convenience store apple pies that come in a little plastic sleeve? It was ridiculous. But it was also real. He did feel a pang of warmth and regret and desire all at once for each of those products, like lost and forgotten family members. Cousins long dead that he’d never find again.
Delfino twirled another cigarette between his fingers and thumb, rested it between his lips, lit it. Smoke coiled off of the tip of it, making his right eye squint.
“I was sure wrong, wasn’t I?” he said.
“What?” Bags said.
“I said I was wrong.”
“About what?”
“I said you don’t talk, at least not about yourself. You do, I think. Not all the time, maybe, but I guess you have something to say after all.”
 
That electric sting receded some in Bag’s eyes. Not enough that he could sleep, but enough that closing them to rest felt pleasant for the first time in a while.
His mind drifted back to that encounter in the woods again. These events didn’t replay like a movie in his mind so much as the feelings all reoccurred to him in sequence. The butt of the gun pressed against his palm. The sweat gathering and dripping along the back of his neck. That waver in his arm as he raised the weapon before him, and that brief jolt of recoil popping his wrist and shifting his elbow a few inches. He felt them all over and over. In his heart. On his skin.
A bump in the road bobbed his head up and down which shook him from the trance, from the place between waking and sleeping he’d slid into. He blinked a few times before his eyes fluttered open to stay.
Bright surrounded them now. Gray light everywhere. The glare of it squinted his eyes back to slits right away, kept everything smeared in a blur, shrouded in translucent blobs. It surprised him, the light, made him wonder how long he’d drifted off in thought. It had to have been more than an hour, he thought, for the dawn to creep up on him like this.
And then the smoke smell returned. Much stronger now. Much more unpleasant. Like a burning bag of trash, he thought. The odor put that picture in his head. The plastic shriveling, garbage juice sluicing down over crushed cereal boxes and milk cartons.
After quite a struggle, his pupils managed to clear the fog away. He blinked a few more times out of habit.
The dashboard came into focus first. Then the road sharpened ahead of them, the worn texture of the blacktop coming in crisp like a high definition picture being broadcast into his skull. After a beat, movement beyond the road top caught his eye, and he let his eyes drift toward it.
Smoke billowed along the horizon, a thick sheet of a black cloud winding its way into the heavens. It looked like a storm cloud had squatted down directly on the land, but he knew it was smoke, both by the movement and the smell of it. He watched it roil a long moment, tendrils of black twisting around each other within the dark wall, before Delfino spoke.
“City’s burning.”



 
 
 
Deirdre
 
The Hole
9 years, 32 days after
 
The rain poured down again, droplets slapping into leaves and pelting the roof of the shed where she sat. A mist rose from the ground where it ran down off of the shingles.
Deirdre felt small again. Powerless. She fought to hold onto the feelings that had burned so bright on the banks of the river, but they’d faded in the last few days, replaced by doubts. What could she really do about any of this aside from get herself killed?
Another poor sap was stuck down in the hole in a thunderstorm, shoveling dirt out of the way so piss and shit could take its place. But what did that make Deirdre, the one sitting there all night to guard said sap? She didn’t know. Maybe there were two saps out here.
Lantern light spilled over the surface of the table, just enough to cast an oblong reflection and illuminate the silhouette of her gun on the opposite side. It probably emitted less light than a candle when she had it set this low. Hopefully that meant it wasn’t enough for someone outside to see her face, though she doubted the notion.
Lightning blazed outside, lighting up the rectangle of the world she could see through the doorway. Weird to see that stuttering version of things as the brightness throbbed, the strobe effect making it look like the tree branches were some kind of stop motion animation.
But she also saw a lumbering figure in that momentary glow. She recognized the gait right away. Curtis.
She sighed, and her fingers found the lantern’s knob, turned it. The flame swelled inside the glass, and the shadows in the room shrank back into the corners.
Thunder rolled some seconds later. It seemed far away. Muted. Soft.
Curtis tromped through the brush, and she could hear the swish of wet ferns and the snap of twigs. It sounded like a yeti stomping around. She wondered sometimes if he made all of that noise on purpose so as not to sneak up and scare her.
“Beautiful night to dig a poop hole, isn’t it?” he said, his voice ringing out a beat before his frame filled the doorway.
She didn’t laugh. She just shook her head, which for whatever reason made him chuckle. He took a seat at the end of the table and pushed her gun out of the way so he could rest his forearms there.
“Who has the honors of digging in the rain tonight?” he said.
“Roy something. I forget his last name.”
He sat back, eyebrows wrinkling.
“Really, now? I never thought I’d see the day. You know, you’re usually pretty meticulous about the details of whoever you’re watching. You’ve always got a name and occupation locked and loaded for me when I come out this way, sometimes even a few anecdotes to share with me.”
“Yeah, I don’t know.”
The perplexed look stayed fixed on his face for another beat, and then he nodded once and the wrinkles on his forehead smoothed.
“I suppose you’ve got other things on your mind. After what happened with the girl and all, I mean. I was real sad to hear it.”
They were quiet for a long moment. The wind blew and the sizzling sound of the water rushing off the roof seemed to grow more intense for a moment.
“Do you ever wonder about why things work the way they do?” she said.
“How do you mean?”
She looked at the glint of the lantern light on the tabletop as she talked.
“Why everyone obeys Father, worships him, lets him have whatever he wants in his house up on the hill while children starve in the shacks down in the valley.”
When she glanced up at Curtis, she found his mouth agape, his eyebrows arching up to try to touch his hairline. He didn’t move. She was pretty sure he was holding his breath, even.
“You can’t say that stuff out loud,” he said. “Any of it.”
She stared at him, blinked a few times.
“I’m just sayin’,” he said. “That’s treason. You won’t be digging any poop holes for that. You’ll be digging a shallow grave where they’ll bury you and your severed head.”
“Maybe.”
Curtis leaned forward in his seat.
“If you want to fight anything in this system, just make sure it’s the hill you’re willing to die on. That’s all I’m saying.”
“We all die somewhere. On some level, surviving merely means you get to die later.”
Now he was the one just staring at her, his lips pursed a little like a grumpy toddler.
“I may as well pick my own hill is all. You know?”
He leaned back, narrowed his eyes a little.
“You don’t sound like yourself, you know that? Not even a little.”
She looked up at the wood that ran to the peak of the shed’s roof. The lantern painted a yellow circle of light there that flickered just a little.
“Maybe people change. You ever think of that? Maybe I sound exactly like myself today. Not yesterday or the day before or last week. Today.”
That soft thunder clattered again like bowling balls rolling in the distance. He licked his lips.
“There are moments in life when two paths lay before you,” he said. “Moments where you pick your path and you can never go back. So take a good look at what you’ve got, on the inside and on the outside, before you make the choice, because everything you’ve got, all of it — that’s what you stand to lose if you pick wrong.”
He started to stand up and stopped himself, his hands slumping back onto the table.
“Look, just don’t do anything crazy, all right? You’re kind of scaring me with all of this talk. You’re a good girl, OK? I don’t want anything bad to happen to you.”
He gathered his things and made ready to head back out into the rain.
Deirdre smiled. It wasn’t until he said those words that she knew, for certain, that she was going to do something crazy. Even if she didn’t know what it was just yet, it was going to happen.
And soon.



 
 
 
Erin
 
Presto, Pennsylvania
173 days after
 
Breath rattled in Squirrelman’s throat, a dry wheeze. Erin struggled to loosen his grip, but he only held tighter. His eyes opened, lids going wide to reveal too much of the whites.
She changed tactics, placing a hand on his forehead and using that as leverage to keep his gnashing teeth away from her arm. Instead of biting her, he spoke.
“Nina,” he said again. “I’m sorry.”
And then his eyes rolled back in his head, and his fingers slid from her wrist. He slumped down into the pillow.
Erin scooted away, though she was now mostly convinced he wasn’t a zombie. Zombies didn’t talk, as far as she knew. She rubbed at the spot on her arm where he’d grabbed her.
“What the hell was that?”
“He’s delirious from the fever.”
The way Izzy said it was so serious and matter-of-fact, Erin almost wanted to laugh.
“Is that your official diagnosis, Doctor Izzy?”
Izzy nodded gravely.
“One time my brother had the flu really bad. He got out of bed and wandered into the living room, saying weird stuff that didn’t make any sense. Then he stood in front of the window and started yelling for my dad to get out of the road, but my dad was in the kitchen, making dinner. There wasn’t even anyone in the road.”
“How long did it last?”
“I don’t remember,” Izzy said. Then she sat up a little straighter, eyes lighting up.
“Oh!”
“What?”
“I just remembered!”
Izzy smiled to herself then, looking kind of wistful. Erin had to nudge her to bring her back to the present.
“Well?”
“Huh?”
“How long before your brother snapped out of his flu-induced acid trip?”
“I told you, I don’t remember.”
“Then you said you did remember.”
Izzy looked confused, and Erin started to wonder if one or both of them were losing it. Maybe whatever Squirrelman had was contagious and one of the first symptoms was having nonsensical, circular conversations.
“Oh, I get it. But that wasn’t what I remembered.”
“OK,” Erin said. She rubbed the back of her neck and waited for further explanation.
“I remembered what we had for dessert. When my brother was sick.”
Erin sighed and squeezed her eyes shut.
“It was the first time I ever had Green Lime Pie. You know, with the fluffy white stuff on top that’s kinda like a marshmallow?”
“Wait, wait, wait,” Erin said, biting back a grin. “Say that again.”
“Marshmallow?”
“Before that. What kind of pie?”
“Green Lime.”
Erin buckled over, giggling.
“What?”
Tears dribbled from her eyes, rolling down her cheeks and splatting onto the floor below.
“Green Lime Pie!”
Izzy’s brow furrowed. “It’s a thing!”
Erin shook her head, not quite able to get the words out.
“It is! We had it!”
Erin kept laughing.
“You’re a big jerkface.”
When Erin finally got herself under control, she wiped the moisture from her face and took a deep breath.
“It’s Key Lime Pie.”
“That’s stupid.”
“That’s where the limes are from. The Florida Keys.”
“Oh,” Izzy said. She pressed her lips together. “Well, how was I supposed to know that?”
“You weren’t.”
Erin reached out and tugged at one of Izzy’s ringlets.
“I just thought it was funny. That’s all. And the marshmallow topping is called a meringue.”
“Do you think we could make it?”
“Meringue?”
“Key Lime Pie. When we go south. You think they’ll have limes there?”
Erin’s gaze fell on the window, and the flakes of snow falling past it. Sometimes she wondered if they’d still even make it through the winter. It was hard to imagine being somewhere warm, with the sun warming her back and fruit ripening on the trees.
“Sure,” Erin said. “If we find limes, I’ll make you a Green Lime Pie.”



 
 
 
Baghead
 
Rural Arkansas
9 years, 128 days after
 
“Is this… I mean, have you seen this kind of thing before?” Baghead said.
Delfino shook his head.
“Nothing like this. Not even close. I’ve seen fires, of course. House fires. Car fires. One time I watched a high rise apartment building in Columbus, Ohio burn. The brick facade crumbled and fractured into these blackened shards that rained down everywhere. But something like this? Never.”
The smoke seemed to grow as they drove toward it, the dark cloud occupying more and more of the horizon. Delfino sucked on his teeth, and the air whistled between them. Then he shook his head and spoke again.
“Hard to even say how big we’re talking, but this much smoke? It’s got to be most of the city, I’m afraid.”
He unscrewed the cap of his water bottle and took a swig, a rivulet running down his chin which he smeared away with the heel of his hand. Funny to see a man drinking out of a dented up Aquafina bottle that was at least nine years old, Baghead thought. That was real recycling.
“People staying there?” Baghead said. “I mean, as far as you know, the place wasn’t vacant, right? Not like the dead cities.”
“There was a little market on the edge of town. Nothing fancy. A couple tables of stuff, some veggies from backyard gardens, junk and knick knacks mostly, but I geared up there a few times. People were staying in the outskirts mostly, I think. Nobody right downtown. But yeah, it’s not vacant or anything. People’s shit is getting burned right now, for sure, if that’s what you’re getting at.”
He took another long slug of water, screwed the lid back on and dropped the bottle back into the cup holder. The liquid sloshed within, making it rock back and forth a few times before it settled.
“You staying hydrated, man? It’s important out here in this heat.”
Baghead shrugged and unzipped the bottom of his hood to drink a bit of his own water. He angled himself away from the driver a little and brought the army canteen to his lips. Lukewarm water flooded his mouth, the temperature making it a touch unpleasant at first, but the wet felt good sliding down into his belly, warm or not.
He wiped his lip with the back of his hand, screwed the cap back onto the canteen, and zipped the canvas flaps back together. It always felt a little weird to re-shut his face within this fabric enclosure. A sensation of relief came with being covered up once more, but the relaxation was countered with a throb of claustrophobic frustration at being resealed in the tomb he’d made for himself, at the open air being shut away from him as always.
It was like zipping his head up in its own tent.
Delfino picked at his bottom front teeth with his index finger and thumb, and then he retracted his hand from his maw and spoke.
“Interstate will pass right through the suburbs. We could be looking down on the fire from the overpass at a spot or two. Might be smart to look for a way around it. Avoid the whole mess if we can.”
He tilted his head to look at Baghead for a beat, and then he went on.
“’Course leaving the interstate comes with its own problems. The other roads aren’t maintained, and we’re more likely to drive into a trap if we venture off course. Even if all went well, it’d almost surely slow us down by a lot.”
His hand returned his mouth, thumbnail scraping at the gap between a canine tooth and an incisor this time. He didn’t remove his hand to speak this time, talking through it instead.
“I could go either way on this thing. I figure this is your deal. It’s your call.”
Baghead looked out at the road, at the blacktop pocked with brown spots where potholes and creases were filled with sand.
“We’ll stay on the interstate.”
Delfino smiled and nodded.
“Truth is,” the driver said, lowering his voice. “I kind of want to see it. The fire, I mean. Never seen a whole city go up in flames like that. Just WHOOSH. Kind of want to see it up close, you know? Be honest with me now. Don’t you kind of want to see it?”
Baghead stared out at the smoke in the distance again. The black cloud almost looked angry now, tufts of smoke twisting around each other in a jerky way that seemed to convey agitation, he thought, like they were fighting each other for territory.
“I don’t know,” he said, eyes still locked on the black. “I’d say we’ve been watching the world burn for a long time already. Long enough for me, anyhow.”



 
 
 
Izzy
 
Presto, Pennsylvania
176 days after
 
Izzy was half-sprawled on the couch, one hand outstretched. She was making progress with the squirrel. That morning, she got it to eat out of her hand. It didn’t climb on her, but reached out carefully to remove the food from her palm. It stayed next to her hand while it ate, until Erin bustled into the room and scared it back into its hiding place.
The trick was lying flat to appear smaller and less imposing. That was when it would come the closest. Also, no moving. Movement seemed to startle it more than most noises. She had to be totally still, and that meant hiding her blinking. She had her face tucked mostly into the crook of her elbow, with just the corner of one eye peeking out.
One second the arm of the couch was empty and the next moment, poof. There was the squirrel. It was so quiet. Like a tiny, fuzzy ninja. It’s tale quirked twice, and then it hopped toward Izzy’s hand.
“This is still pretty hot, so you should let it cool for a few minutes before you start to feed Squirrelman.”
Izzy willed herself not to flinch at Erin’s voice. The squirrel paused but didn’t run away. That was good.
“OK,” Izzy said, her voice low and steady. She didn’t move her mouth when she answered. She spoke through her teeth like a ventriloquist.
“Hey!” Erin clapped her hands, and Izzy twitched involuntarily. The combination of the sharp noise and the sudden movement startled the squirrel, and poof. It scurried away and was gone in half a second.
“Why did you do that?”
With a hand clad in an oven mitt, Erin lowered a glass jar to the table. Steam rose from the liquid inside, forming beads of condensation around the lip of the jar.
“Because you need to pay attention.”
“I have to feed Squirrelman. I know!”
Erin peeled the glove from her hand and let it flop onto the table.
“That, too. But I’m leaving.”
“Duh.”
“Since when were you so sassy?”
“Since always.”
“Oh, right. Thanks for reminding me,” Erin said and rolled her eyes. “I’m leaving. And you need to be alert.”
“I am alert! Look,” Izzy said. She used her fingers to stretch her eyelids extra wide, then turned her head from side to side. “Super alert.”
“No, you’re focused on feeding that stupid squirrel. You need to be thinking about what happens if he wakes up.”
Erin gestured toward the sleeping bag with her thumb.
“You already told me what to do.”
“And?”
“And I run to the bedroom and lock the door and wait until you get back.”
“What about the gun?”
Izzy let out an exaggerated sigh.
“I take it with me.”
“That’s kind of the most important part.”
Erin chewed at a chapped spot on her lip, her eyes watching the slight rise and fall of the sleeping bag.
“Stop worrying and just go.”
Erin stared at her for a few moments, looking torn.
“Go!”
“Alright, I’m going.”
Fabric rustled and zippers zipped, and Erin was half out the door when she stopped.
“You have to come lock this, dingus.”
Izzy hopped over the back of the couch and tossed the cereal bits onto the counter. She dusted the crumbs from her hands before shoving Erin the rest of the way through the door.
“No funny business,” Erin said. “I mean it. Be careful.”
“Okaaay,” she said, dragging out the second syllable.
Izzy pushed the door closed and twisted the deadbolt, then stuck her tongue out at Erin through the glass. Erin shook her head and finally turned to go.
Izzy watched her through the window, boots crunching over the snow, leaving a trail of prints that ran from the house to the barn. She let the curtain fall closed after she saw Erin zoom down the driveway and out of sight on her bike. Such a worry wart.
When she went to retrieve the cereal from the counter, it was too late. The squirrel had retrieved it first.
“You little thief,” Izzy said, darting toward the animal. It stuffed the last piece of food into its cheek and leapt out of sight, obviously spooked.
Crap. She shouldn’t have lunged at it like that.
“Sorry, dude. But stealing food is not cool.”
She went still and waited, but the squirrel didn’t come back out. She’d need to lure it back with more food.
She eyed the jar of cooling sugar water on the table. Probably still too hot. She could do one last training session with the squirrel before she started on that. If she was lucky, Squirrelman would have one of his bouts of semi-conscious loopiness. He had no idea what was going on, but he was just awake enough that they could usually coerce him into drink through a straw. Way easier than feeding him spoonful by spoonful.
The cereal crunched as she thrust her hand in for another fistful. She made it a generous amount, too, without Erin here to monitor the squirrel’s intake.
She glanced behind her. The squirrel knew the sound of the cereal bag and usually couldn’t resist hopping closer in hopes of getting some of what was inside. But it was still out of sight. She must have scared it bad.
She was rolling up the bag and securing it when she felt it. An electric prickle that ran over her scalp. It took her a moment to even realize what was happening. She had the distinct feeling that she was being watched.
Holding her breath, she rotated around slowly.
There, sitting straight up in the sleeping bag and staring straight at her. It was Squirrelman. His eyes were wide, probably as wide as hers, and for a while they just looked at each other in silence. This was no half-conscious stupor. He looked awake. And alert. And maybe a little scared.
“Hi,” she finally managed.
Without blinking, he answered.
“Hello.”



 
 
 
Erin
 
Presto, Pennsylvania
176 days after
 
Erin’s eyes stung and watered from the cold air whipping at her face. At least it wasn’t snowing, which felt like being stabbed by tiny ice daggers.
The snow on the ground was problematic enough. Maybe it went without saying, but it was slippery. For some reason, that had surprised her. The first time she’d ridden in the snow, she was towing Squirrelman. Going slow hadn’t even been a choice. That fucker was heavy.
But the second time, when she’d gone out to collect a load of his supplies, she tried to brake for the turn into the driveway and went skidding past. She was lucky she hadn’t ended up in the muddy stream at the other side of the road.
At Casa de Squirrelman, she started to load the last of his supplies into the trailer attached to her bike. Six trips up the ladder to the loft and then back down, balancing an armload of goods.
She had to be smart about how she stacked things in the trailer. Larger, heavier items on the bottom. Smaller items in bags, tied to the outside.
She got everything attached and bungee-corded in place when she turned around and noticed a stack of goods she’d forgotten to add to the pile.
“Damn it,” she said and started pulling everything off the trailer.
She configured and reconfigured the trailer, trying to fit it all in one trip.
“Like the world’s shittiest game of Jenga,” she muttered to herself, adjusting a case of canned tomato soup in the middle of the tower.
A gust of icy air ruffled her hair, and she looked up. It was snowing again. Big clumpy flakes.
She glared at the two boxes and three bags she still hadn’t been able to fit on the trailer and forced herself to admit defeat.
Walking the bike back up the sloped drive, she tried to put a positive spin on it.
Only one more trip, Erin thought. One more trip, and then they’d hunker down for the rest of this crappy weather and wait for Spring.
She climbed onto the bike and let her hands off the brakes. She didn’t even have to pedal on the return trip. She could coast the whole way.
When she got back to the house, she was going to have a big ass cup of coffee.
She tried not to smile. Smiling made her chapped lips crack and bleed.
The brakes squealed as she slowed to take the turn onto her driveway. In her dream world, Izzy had telepathically sensed her impending return and had a steaming mug of coffee waiting for her. Erin eased the bike around the curved path through the spruce trees. Dream on, she thought.
The house came into view, looking cozy with the soft layer of snow blanketing the roof and the puffs of smoke coiling from the chimney.
And then she saw something that made her jam on the brakes so hard she almost went over the handlebars.
It was almost enough to make her want to stop and rub her eyes, to make sure she was really seeing it. But it was him, alright. Squirrelman moseying up the back porch and through the door, cool as could be. Like he owned the place.
And Izzy was nowhere in sight.
Oh God.
What had he done to Izzy?
Without giving it much thought or planning, she dragged the bike behind one of the little outbuildings in the yard and parked behind the potting shed, out of view from the house. Her hands were already shaking from the adrenaline.
Stay calm, she thought. Panicking won’t do anyone any good.
But she couldn’t stop the images from flashing in her head. All the death she’d seen. All the violent ends. She pictured Izzy lying face down in a pool of her own blood, body limp and limbs askew. Gunshot wound, blunt force trauma, or maybe something less bloody. A purple ring around her throat, each fingerprint clearly visible.
Erin tasted something hot and bitter in the back of her throat, and she swallowed, pushing the vomit back down.
Calm, damn it. No puking. No hyperventilating. No fainting.
She leaned against the shed to catch her breath and slow her thoughts.
OK. She didn’t think Squirrelman had seen her. So now she needed a plan.
For Izzy’s sake — if she was still alive — she needed a plan.
 
Using anything she could squat behind or lean against for cover, Erin skirted around the house. When she got to the pile of cans and refuse she’d dubbed Mt. Trashington, she counted to three and made a run for the back porch.
She wrapped her fingers a little tighter around the pistol in her hand before tiptoeing up the back steps. This was going to be the scary part. Just bursting through the door seemed so ballsy. But she didn’t think she’d be able to sneak her way in.
Erin crouch-walked to one side of the door and then she stood, pressing herself flat against the vinyl siding. There was no room to hesitate once she went through that door, she just had to do it.
Her heart pounded so fiercely, she felt like her whole body pulsed with the beat.
She pivoted, trying to get one quick glance inside before she went all Kool-Aid Man through the door. A metallic sound came from inside, like two metal buckets clanging against one another. With a gasp, she threw herself backward against the exterior of the house. Squirrelman was coming out.
Her thoughts churned in a jumbled mess for a moment before she realized this was better than she’d planned. He was like a stupid fly, wandering right into a spider’s web. A spider holding a loaded gun.
She had just enough time to get her finger poised in front of the trigger and to inhale one last cool breath of air before she heard the rattle and squeak of the door opening.
He didn’t even have a chance to close the door behind him, and Erin was on him, pressing the gun to his spine.
“Don’t move. Hands up.”
She wasn’t sure if the hands-up thing was necessary, but she’d seen it on TV so many times, she just went with it.
He froze and Erin jabbed the Glock a little further into his flesh.
“What did you do to her, you piece of shit?”



 
 
 
Decker
 
Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania
205 days after
 
The tabby cat left while he was sick, never to return. He didn’t blame it. He would have left, too, if he could. He hoped it found a warm place to stay. A barn or shed somewhere where the field mice flowed like wine.
The gray cat stayed, though. He’d thought they were both gone for sure, but he woke one morning to the sound of the little gray beast purring at his feet. Its coat had grown thicker for the winter, so it looked like a little gray puff ball laying on the couch, its legs tucked up underneath the body. It didn’t occur to him how much he’d missed the cats until the tears welled in his eyes upon seeing his gray friend returned. He didn’t cry, but it was a close thing.
 
The winter stretched on into February, though it was thankfully mild. The nights were long, black things, but the days were tolerable.
At first, he passed most of the time sleeping. He ate what little food was on hand — a few cans of soup and boxes of spaghetti without any sauce to go with — but he didn’t plan to scavenge for more until the snow was gone. Luckily for him, that was only a few days off. It melted, and though it threatened to snow a few times after that, spitting white flecks at him, it never came back enough to stick.
He didn’t have the energy to chop firewood, but he gathered enough branches from the woods to keep a small fire going. When he got too lazy to collect more, he burned books and broken down furniture. It didn’t warm the house, but the living room stayed lukewarm or better. He slept on the couch mostly. On the coldest nights he lay on the floor in front of the fireplace, shivering more than sleeping.
The nights made him want to quit, made him wish to die in his sleep. The black surrounded him, and it seemed to go on and on. The twelve hours without sunlight seemed like an eternity. The hopelessness that visited him in that darkness was hard to fathom and harder to endure. The dark and the cold attacked him, thrashed him, chapped his skin and pulled it open. He couldn’t imagine carrying on if it had been an especially harsh winter, if the days hadn’t provided him with real relief from the night’s tortures.
On the coldest nights, the wind shrieked past the windows, whistling in the gaps between the siding and the house. The sounds shook him awake, and he couldn’t help but feel like it was intentional. That the night wanted him awake to make him suffer, to twist the cold blade in his heart.
By the end of January, though, he’d hauled enough food from the neighborhood to regain some strength - mentally and physically. He felt like himself again. He was ready to venture further out, to ride his bike to neighboring towns and start stocking up again, to start thriving instead of merely surviving.
Winter, it seemed, was ending. He’d made it. He’d learned from it.
He sat by the fire and stroked the gray cat’s head. He was thankful to have survived, to have held on to what he still had, but it wasn’t good enough. He needed to do better.
He needed to move on.



 
 
 
Erin
 
Presto, Pennsylvania
176 days after
 
The metal bucket swayed in Squirrelman’s hand.
“Put the bucket down. Slowly.”
Squirrelman lowered his arm to his side and bent to release the bucket handle. It banged lightly onto the deck. She heard him swallow.
“I didn’t-” he started to say, but Erin nudged him with the gun again.
“Shut up. Inside.”
She wondered if he could feel her hand shaking where the pistol pressed into his back.
He fumbled with the door handle before finally getting a grip on it. They passed through the doorway, and Erin kicked the door closed behind her with the heel of her boot.
Izzy sprawled face down in front of the fireplace, motionless, one arm stretched out in front of her. Erin’s breath caught in her throat. Was she dead? Or just unconscious?
Erin swiveled back toward the man in front of her, fingers tightening on the gun. She made sure to keep her finger off the trigger, though. She was going to kill him. But she had to be smart about it.
Not in the house. Outside.
In the barn? Behind the barn? Maybe in the woods would be better.
Her murderous thoughts were interrupted by a voice.
“I almost got- Erin! What are you doing?”
Izzy’s formerly lifeless body sprang to action. The squirrel, which Erin hadn’t noticed before, followed closely, lured by the piece of food she was sure Izzy still held in her fist. She hadn’t been knocked out. She’d been trying to get that mangy thing to eat from her hand again.
Erin kept the gun in place and leaned around Squirrelman’s shoulder. He was taller than she’d realized, towering over her by almost a foot. It was harder to tell when you’d only seen someone lying down, she guessed.
“You’re OK?” Erin asked.
“I’m fine,” Izzy said. Silverware rattled in the drawer as Izzy stomped closer. “Put the gun away!”
Erin blinked twice, gritted her teeth together, and then lowered the pistol.
Squirrelman’s head bobbed forward, his muscles going slack once the gun wasn’t pressed to his back. His knees wobbled, and he rested a hand on the counter as if to steady himself.
“Marcus!” Izzy bolted to his side. “Are you OK?”
Erin came around to get a better look at him. Marcus…. It was weird hearing a proper name after calling him Squirrelman for so long.
Then again, he could be lying about his name. They had no way of knowing.
His eyes were closed, and she watched his chest rise and fall gently, taking shallow breaths while he composed himself. His long lashes parted finally, blinking apart with his eyelids. He gave a slight nod.
“I’m alright.”
Izzy put her hands on her hips. “That’s Erin. She’s not usually such a psycho.”
“Hey!” Erin felt her face pucker into a frown. She shoved the Glock into her coat pocket. “I’m the psycho that saved his ass.”
Squirrelman — or Marcus, rather — met her eyes then. But only for a split second before he lowered them. He wouldn’t look at her directly after that. He kept his chin tucked, eyes downcast, only taking sideways glances at her. It reminded her of a dog showing submission to the alpha. Good, she thought. Then again, she felt kind of bad. Had she actually scared him that much or was it just an act?
“I’m Marcus, by the way,” he said.
“Yeah, I picked up on that.”
She crossed her arms over her chest. Now what? What the hell were they going to do with him? No, better question: how were they going to get rid of him?
“Hey, Erin. Do you wanna play Mall Mania with us? Marcus said he’d play.”
Erin bit down on the side of her cheek to keep from grinning.
“I’ll sit this one out,” she said.
Let him play, she thought. One hour with that nauseating game, and he’d be running for the hills.



 
 
 
Baghead
 
Just outside of Little Rock, Arkansas
9 years, 128 days after
 
The first pedestrians took shape on the side of the road when they were two miles outside of Little Rock. Dark shapes in the distance at first, tiny and indistinct, though Baghead could somehow tell by their movements that they were human long before the rest of the details took form.
The first group had been a man with a haggard beard carrying a toddler and a woman lagging a little behind them with two garbage bags dangling from the ends of her arms. The bags looked heavy, creased with wrinkles from the strain. The man’s eyes were wide, spooked.
And in a flash they were gone, vanishing specks trailing away in the rearview mirror. It felt weird to gaze upon this moment in their lives, just after they’d likely lost everything in the fire, and go zooming on by.
They seemed to multiply as they pressed forward. Teeming clusters of limbs and torsos, feet all twitching along the ground in conflicting rhythms, kicking up dust everywhere on both sides of the road. All the heads turned to watch the car pass. Some even raised one or both hands over their heads and gave halfhearted waves. The Delta 88 drifted over to straddle the center line, a pair of tires in each lane, to avoid the walkers.
“Reminds you of watching CNN, don’t it?” Delfino said. “Looks like refugees streaming out of some hellhole country. Looks exactly like that, I think, but… I guess this is the hellhole now.”
Baghead nodded, felt the canvas pull taut against the dome of his skull, its rough texture grating against his forehead as his head pitched forward for a moment.
They fell quiet again and watched the people passing by. Tattered clothes adorned them from head to foot, sporting holes and flaps and frayed edges. Some of them hauled boxes, cardboard cubes hugged against their chests. Others lugged bags over their shoulders heavy enough to bend their spines into a slouch. Children clung to their parents’ arms and legs, perhaps frightened by the passing car.
Baghead’s eyes flitted to the horizon, to the place where it looked like the wall of smoke plumed out of the ground. The black coils showed no signs of slowing, spiraling up and unwinding into the mass of darkness that hung up above the city.
The smoke smell had taken on new notes as they drew closer to its source. What had seemed like a barbecue odor at a great distance had grown more and more unpleasant. First he had associated the acrid elements with burning sacks of garbage. Now there was an aspect to the aroma that Bags could only relate to that of burning hair, a stench that you didn’t smell so much as it attacked your nose. Melted human hair. A stink somehow animal and chemical at the same time. A hint of some rotten tropical fruit to it, too. Coconut, maybe.
It made his lip curl a little, his nose wrinkle.
He turned to face the backseat, finding the girl still subdued in slumber. How anyone could sleep with this stench in the air, he didn’t know.
It surprised him, just a little, to see her hair draped around her face, clean and straight. He’d almost forgotten how they’d washed it, un-matting the wads of hair cemented to her head with coagulated blood. She looked peaceful enough now, eyes moving just a little beneath her eyelids. He let her sleep.
“Getting close now,” Delfino said. “Hope this was the right choice.”
The latter he said just above a whisper, almost to himself, Baghead thought.
An overpass emerged in the distance, seeming to form in front of the black smoke in the shimmer of the heat, almost like a mirage hovering above the desert sand. And then the pedestrians became visible, even more of them flooding over the overpass. From his vantage point, Baghead could really only see heads and shoulders floating above the guard rail. There was something liquid about their movement, people all spilling out of the city, riding some invisible wave.
“Damn,” Delfino said. “Guess there were more people living around here than I would’ve thought.”
Baghead tried to fathom how many it really was. Maybe somewhere between a few hundred and a couple thousand, if he had to guess. It felt like a tremendous amount, an endless stream of them, but he didn’t think it was. Not really. It’d been years since he’d seen a writhing mass of humanity like this, which made it seem dramatic, but he didn’t think it was actually too many at all.
A voice spoke up from behind him.
“Where do you think they’ll all go?”
It was Ruth, awake now and watching the human waterfall cascade down the hill from the overpass to the flat of the land.
“They’ll find a place,” Baghead said. “They made it this far, right? They won’t just give up because of a fire.”
He watched the girl nod in the rearview mirror, though the crease between her eyebrows seemed to suggest that she wasn’t wholly satisfied with his answer.
When they zoomed under the cement bridge that held all of the people, Baghead held his breath. He didn’t know why, but it made his skin crawl, all of those people so close by. He didn’t feel physically threatened by them. At least he didn’t think that was what it was about. It was just overwhelming to be so close to the crowd, almost close enough to rub shoulders with them. Too much energy in one place, maybe. Too much suffering, perhaps.
Too much something. That was certain.
Steel girders ran above them, perpendicular to the roadway, and concrete embankments slanted down toward the car, all smooth and gray.
That swath of ground shaded by the roadway above seemed to stretch out longer than it should, seemed to hold them there for a long beat. It felt like they were inside something, a living thing, though he couldn’t decide if it felt more like they were in its mouth or belly. He felt his heartbeat thrumming in his otherwise motionless torso, his pulse clicking away in his chest, counting down the seconds until he’d need to take a breath or pass out.
And then the car broke free from the shadows, moving back into the light.
The steel and concrete shrank in the rearview mirror, the dark hole within closing up in slow motion. Maybe that made it a mouth after all.
Already he could see that there were less pedestrians this way. A few stragglers walking out of the curved exit to their right, and none, not one, further down the highway from that. That made this, he supposed, the point of no return, meaning everything from this exit on was probably on fire.
But the Oldsmobile rumbled on, zooming past all of them, leaving them, turning each of them, slowly but surely, into dark specks that would disappear into the horizon. They weren’t gone. Not yet. But somehow this felt over already. Something had passed, had ended, the puzzle pieces glued into place for good. He didn’t know what that something was, but…
Ruth turned to watch the last of them out of the back windshield.



 
 
 
Erin
 
Presto, Pennsylvania
176 days after
 
She waited until Izzy was asleep, snoring with the bliss of having played three games of Mall Mania.
Something was definitely up with this Marcus character. That he could withstand three straight games suggested he was either insane or only had half a brain. He seemed to function alright, so she was leaning towards insanity.
Erin unlocked the bedroom door and scooted out to the living room. She paused to light a lantern before proceeding to the pile of blankets on the couch. When Marcus asked what he should do with the original sleeping bag, Erin told him to toss it on Mt. Trashington. No one wants a sleeping bag someone almost died in.
“Psst,” she whispered, looking back over her shoulder to make sure Izzy hadn’t awakened. For some reason, she felt like she was going behind the kid’s back.
He didn’t wake up, so she tried again.
“Hey,” she said and bumped at him with her knee.
He rolled over, one of his hands coming up to rub at his eyes. He yawned.
“Huh?”
Seeing him yawn made her do the same. She shook it off and set the lantern down.
“We need to talk.”
“Did you just knee me awake?”
“No. I nudged you with my knee.”
“So you kneed me.”
“I didn’t-” She sighed. No sense in getting distracted with petty arguments. She needed to get this over with. “You can’t stay here.”
He sat up then, eyes flicking to the window. To the thick blanket of snow that covered everything.
“I mean, you can. For now. Until some of this snow melts. But then… you need to go and find your own place.”
“I had my own place. I didn’t ask you to bring me here.”
Erin crossed her arms. Squirrelman had some big fucking balls.
“Seriously? You were dying. I saved you. Don’t forget that, pal.”
“Oh, I won’t, pal.”
She glared at him.
“You can stay until you get your strength back or whatever. And then you’re out. So don’t get too comfortable,” she said and got to her feet. She didn’t think he was going to say more, but just before she reached the door to her room she heard him mutter.
“Good talk.”
She was half-way to slamming the door behind her when she remembered that Izzy was asleep. She settled for turning the lock as contemptuously as possible.
Where did he get off, giving her attitude? She’d literally fed him, clothed him, and kept a roof over his head.
Whatever. It just made it all the more clear that she’d been right to tell him he needed to go. And go he would. She’d be sure of that.
 
As was the case most mornings, Erin was roused not by the sun filtering through the curtains or the crowing of a rooster, but by Izzy jabbing an extremity into her back.
The kid beat her out of bed, no doubt so she could pilfer more food to feed to the squirrel before Erin was there to put a limit on it. Erin had discovered a bag of birdseed in the barn, so at least she wasn’t using people food anymore. Izzy stopped at the locked door.
“Why do you still lock the door?”
Erin rubbed at the corner of her eye.
“I don’t know.”
“I mean, when you thought Marcus might turn into a zombie it made sense. But he’s obviously not a zombie.”
“I said I don’t know!” It came out snippier than she intended, but really…. The least the kid could do was let her have a cup of coffee before she started in with this crap.
“Do you still think he might be a psycho killer?”
“No.”
“Then why is the door locked?”
“It’s just habit.”
“You don’t trust him.”
Erin didn’t say anything. Hard to deny the truth.
“Is it because he’s black?”
“What? No!” Erin sat up, throwing the covers aside. She shivered when the cold air hit her. “Did he say that?”
Izzy shook her head and turned the door knob.
“Why would you say that?”
The kid shrugged and slipped through the door, leaving Erin to ponder this ridiculous exchange.
When Erin reached the kitchen, Izzy was cupping a handful of sunflower seeds and watching Marcus fold and stack the blankets and sheets from his makeshift bed.
“Izzy, come help me decide what’s for breakfast.”
Izzy left the pile of seeds on the coffee table and joined Erin in the spare bedroom they used as a pantry.
“Peanut butter and jelly on crackers or oatmeal?”
Erin didn’t know why she even asked, really. She already knew the answer.
“Peanut butter and jelly crackers,” Izzy answered.
Erin handed Izzy a jar of strawberry jam. She pressed the top of the metal lid, bouncing the safety button up and down. After a few moments, she stopped popping the lid.
“We should move the food somewhere else so Marcus can have this room.”
Erin slid a sleeve of crackers from the box.
“Marcus doesn’t need his own room.”
“Of course he does.”
A third voice came from behind them, startling Erin.
“She’s right. I have to move on to my own house eventually.”
“Why?”
“I just do.”
“But we won’t be able to play Mall Mania anymore.”
“Yeah, we can. You can bring it over to my cabin anytime.”
Erin’s head whipped around.
“Your cabin?”
He looked through his long eyelashes at her. She thought she detected more than a hint of smugness.
“Yep.”
 
Again, she waited until Izzy was asleep before confronting Marcus.
“That is not what I meant.”
“Sorry?”
“You can’t just go back to your cabin. You have to leave.”
“Leave what? The state?”
“Well you can’t stay here.”
He snorted.
“Who died and made you Queen of Pittsburgh?”
“Everyone.”
A little smile appeared on his face, something between a smirk and a sneer.
“OK, Your Majesty.”
He tilted his head to the side, like he’d just noticed something.
“You were one of those girls in high school, weren’t you?”
“What girls?”
“You know, the pretty girls that sit with all their pretty friends at lunch and pretend they’re better than everyone else.”
She hesitated a moment, letting his words settle over her.
“A mean girl?” She blinked. “You think I was a mean girl?”
Marcus shrugged.
“I was not one of those girls.” She gritted her teeth. “What were you, then? One of the geeks who sat with the other geeks and wallowed in your bitterness that none of those girls even knew your name?”
He leaned his head back a little then, sizing her up. And then he angled his face away.
“Sure.” After a pause, he added, “If I can borrow your bike, the one with the trailer on it, I can probably move my supplies back to the cabin in a few trips.”
“What supplies?”
The left corner of his mouth tugged upward again.
“The food. Most of what’s in the pantry is mine.”
He looked back at her, eyes boring into hers.
“Or were you planning on kicking me out and stealing my food?”
She ground her teeth together.
“No.”
She shoved at her sleeves until they bunched past her elbows, feeling too warm from a combination of anger and the extra wood she’d thrown on the fire. She took a few more breaths and counted to three.
“You can stay until Spring.”
Instead of thanking her for her generosity, he said, “Until my food is gone.”
“Until you have the strength to go out on your own.”
He stroked his chin with his knuckle. He had shaved since he woke from his almost-permanent slumber but dark stubble was already showing again.
Erin thought they were done and rose to her feet, but Marcus spoke again as she took a step toward her room.
“Strength is a funny word to use.”
“What’s funny about it?” she asked, turning back.
“You don’t think we’d be stronger as a group?”
“I don’t know what you mean.”
His eyes moved away from her face, down to one of her exposed arms.
“You’re skinny.”
“Uhh,” she said, forehead wrinkling. “Thanks?”
He pointed a finger at her.
“I think you were running out of food before you found me.”
Erin swallowed the lump in her throat and tugged her sleeves back down to her wrists.
“I have a fast metabolism. I always have. And we were doing just fine before.”
“The extra holes on your belt and the way those pants hang off you say otherwise.”
“I didn’t realize we were being judged on our style choices.”
“I think you found me, and you helped me and kept me alive, but I also think I helped you and kept you alive just as much.”
Erin was whisper-yelling now, trying to keep her voice low enough not to wake Izzy.
“Don’t paint this like some mutually beneficial arrangement. I could have taken your food and left you there. I could have killed you, just to be done with you and to make sure you wouldn’t turn. And what could you have done about it? Nothing. Because you were half-dead already.
“I’m the one who took all the risk bringing you here. The food we took was a tiny fraction of the payment you owe for not being dead as a fucking doornail right now. The first chirp of a spring bird I hear, you’re out of here.”
He brushed off her rant with a single shrug of the shoulders.
“Yes, Your Majesty.”
She pointed a finger at him.
“And stop calling me that!”
Before he could say anything else, she whirled around and closed the bedroom door.
Her heart was still thudding in her chest when she crawled under the covers.
She couldn’t believe he’d actually suggested that they needed him. That he’d helped them.
Other way around, pal. Other way around.



 
 
 
Lorraine
 
Outside of Johnstown, Pennsylvania
225 days after
 
It felt good to sit behind the wheel of a car again, to crack the window and let the breeze riffle through her hair. Ray didn’t know that she and Fiona had been sneaking off on recruiting trips whenever he went out on the occasional solo run. She knew he wouldn’t have approved if he’d known. But she could take care of herself, and she had a Glock in her purse in case anything got out of hand.
Her foot ground the gas pedal to the floor, and the car jerked forward. The speedometer’s hand cranked past the three figure mark and quivered there. A hundred and five seemed about as fast as this Corolla could go. Almost disappointing, she thought, but at least it got up over a hundred. Maybe next time she’d request a car with a little more pick up.
Still, she liked to hold the wheel in her grip, to feel the engine’s vibration in her feet. Whenever the car responded to her touch, to her will, she felt power. She felt control. Control was freedom, and freedom never got old.
She glanced over at her red-haired companion. Fiona stared out the passenger side window, a smile curling her lips. Lorraine had to admit it. As weird as Fiona may be, she made good company. Even if the woman said and did enough strange things to creep Lorraine out half the time, things were more interesting when she was around.
Ray had ventured south into Virginia, so the two of them were headed north into Pennsylvania. Johnstown was the destination, picked out on the map at random. They’d yet to actually come upon anyone to recruit on their three missions so far. Maybe today would be the day. Or maybe not. She wasn’t sure if it mattered to her. Sometimes it was just nice to go for a long drive, to live and move on her own terms again.
“You ever been up this way?” she said.
Fiona shook her head.
“I’ve been to Pittsburgh plenty. Never went through Johnstown that I can recall.”
“Well, that makes it more of an adventure, I guess.”
“Yep. Into the unknown.”
The highway was mostly clear, though they had to slow down to get around a few cars here and there. Someone had worked to clear many of the vehicles off to the sides, angling them down into the ditch. The cars almost looked like a herd of animals lowering their snouts into a watering hole.
“Today is going to be our day,” Fiona said. “I can feel it.”
“You think we’ll find someone?”
“I do. For better or worse, I think we’ll encounter somebody. Hope it’s for the better, but…”
Something about the comment gave Lorraine goose bumps. She grabbed at her purse, reassuring herself that the weapon was there by feeling inside for the metal and finding it. Wrapping her fingers around the gun calmed her, made her feel in control again.
What was the worst that could happen?
 



 
 
 
Decker
 
The Compound
225 days after
 
He lay in bed, motionless but conscious. His heartbeat wasn’t elevated, his breathing sounded even and normal, but he was wide awake. He felt it in the whir of his thoughts, the tension of his jaw muscle that kept delving into a quiver and retreating back to a clenching just shy of a gritting of the teeth.
He opened his eyes, looked up into the blackness of night, up toward the cabin ceiling he knew must be there, though he couldn’t see it for the moment. He moved, the rough texture of the sheets grating at his skin. These were old. Worn. Not like the ones he was used to in his house up on the hill.
He felt his bottom eyelids slide up to cover the bottom half of his eyeballs, an expression he’d known rarely in his life, though he knew exactly what it meant.
An animal rage filled him all at once like a bucket of water finally toppling after long hours teetering on the edge of a crooked step. His fists balled up, fingernails piercing the flesh of his palms. A suction sensation filled his chest, like it was imploding, like his heart was caving in and the force of it threatened to collapse his ribcage inward. He understood this feeling, this anger, but he didn’t quite know why it was there.
Or why he was here.
It’d been just another day of scavenging before things went askew. He’d been picking through the junk pile at a ravaged department store in Johnstown, Pennsylvania. The M4 dangled at his side as always, his trusty sidekick accompanying him, though he hadn’t fired the weapon since before the winter.
Broken glass lay everywhere. He crunched over it, taking long strides and tipping the gun back to rest against his shoulder. He moved from the men’s clothing department to the picked-clean grocery area to the cooking department, poking through knick knacks and an assortment of spatulas and other kitchen utensils. Heaps of George Foreman grills and other such small appliances scattered the floor in the two aisles beyond that. Nothing useful that he could see.
He kept going, creeping away from the windows into the shaded side of the store where the hardware and electronics and pet food all resided. The tools probably held some value, and he may regret not stashing as many away as he could get, but he had enough to last a lifetime it seemed to him. However long that might be.
He didn’t veer from the main aisle, though, taking a left in the back corner to make his way past the shoes and women’s underwear on his way back to the front of the store. He hadn’t expected to find anything, and he wasn’t disappointed. This was how it usually went.
Mannequins sported blouses and slacks to his left and right, a couple wearing dresses or skirts, sweaters slung over their shoulders preppie-style. It seemed weird to see all of them upright here. Back in the men’s department, the mannequins had all been dismembered, stripped bare, limbless stumps lying face down in piles of dress shirts and corduroy pants. A few were even beheaded, someone apparently taking the time to hack and tear the heads away from the bodies, leaving jagged edges along the plastic necks that almost looked like pointy, flesh toned teeth.
Here in the women’s department, the plastic people all looked pretty sharp, almost to an eerie degree. The dead eyes stared out into the distance. The wrists bent at dainty angles, the pinkie fingers arched just a little. Collar bones peeked out from the neck holes in the shirts.
The skin between his shoulder blades crawled as he walked among them. Some part of him demanded that he stop here, plant his feet right there on the white tiles and listen. He kept going. It was nonsense, of course. An irrational urge. What would he even be listening for?
The voices rang out then, indistinct, the syllables all swallowed and washed out by the echoes circling the large empty space. They sounded hollow. He couldn’t make out a single word, nor could he place the noise at all in terms of what direction it came from. He knew the sound, though, knew that rise and fall, almost sing-song melody of a woman’s voice. Two of them, in fact, conversing.
His eyes snapped to the lips of the nearest mannequin. He didn’t know where else to look. The plastic mouth held still, of course.
His feet had halted, a fact he didn’t realize at first. He stood. He listened. That crawling skin on his upper back spread to his neck and shoulders and trailed down the backs of his arms.
When the echo of his last shoe scuff died out, no more voices filled the air. Only silence. Jesus, was he going crazy? Again?
He scanned the mannequins once more, looking for the open mouth, the pursed lips, any tiny mannerism that might hint at having just spoken. Every face wore the same blank expression as always, though.
Were the voices even real? Did his brain conjure them, freaking out upon seeing the mannequins and reaching out for any sign of companionship? Even if it had to make some up?
He brought a hand to his head and scrubbed his fingers at his forehead and down the bridge of his nose. He felt a strange pressure just behind that hard candy shell he called a skull, the force of all of that time alone building up and up until it couldn’t be contained any longer. Is that what this was, the pressure finding release by creating figments of sound?
He closed his eyes and tried to stop himself from listening, from straining his ears to catch the next auditory hallucination, tried to will himself to let it go.
“Just a quick look is all. It could be fun.”
OK, that was a real voice. It had to be, and it sounded like it came from the grocery department. His eyes opened, eyelashes fluttering a few times. The mannequins didn’t even blink.
He moved back the way he came, sliding the assault rifle from his shoulder to his hands and carrying it in front of himself at chest level.
He walked in a diagonal line, crouched just a little, veering around racks of bras and tank tops. He would flank them, try to guess their trajectory and cut them off from the side. He thought that gave him the best chance to get close enough to see them without being noticed. It certainly sounded like two women talking, but they could be armed and hostile, and there could be more among them.
The voices prattled on, though he couldn’t make out the words anymore. He figured the one snippet of dialog he’d heard must have come from some kind of acoustical sweet spot that allowed the sound to cut through right to him. Now the syllables were back to being a muffled, hollow mess. Like when someone talking into a PA got too close to the microphone, everything distorted and fuzzy-sounding and indecipherable, all of the syllables bleeding together into muddy mush.
He moved through the pet department now. All of the areas that had housed cans of cat and dog food had been stripped down to the metal shelves. Too bad for his kitty, he thought. The racks of dog toys remained intact almost entirely, though. Little squirrel and skunk and raccoon shaped rag dolls with squeakers in the tails, tennis-ball-looking creations shaped like bones. He imagined dogs had less need for such things these days. Big groups of them had probably banded together in half-feral packs by now, roaming the city and countryside to pillage and play with anything they wanted.
The voices grew louder. Each step brought a touch more clarity, though most of the words were still lost in the echoes. Still two women. He could tell that. And they seemed upbeat. Secure. They sure weren’t trying to hide. Talking this loudly either meant that they were armed or a little dim, he thought. He didn’t know which was better. Unarmed people were less likely to kill him, of course, but if they were truly dim, that made them unlikely to be much use to him.
He looped back into the kitchen wares, squatting over a package of cracked glassware, the lines of shattered glass partially obscuring Rachael Ray’s face on the paper insert, little shattered explosions bursting out of her eyes in a way that struck him as demonic in the half-light.
They were close and getting closer. He could hear their footsteps now, scuffs and clacks and echoes. It was hard to be sure, but he was feeling more and more confident that it was just the two of them. That was good.
The electricity climbed up his spine now, the heat flushing his neck and face and head, that boiled water feeling like he’d experienced back at the military camp. His hand twitched, index finger stroking and settling on the trigger, a feeling like a cold spark coming off of the gun when he touched it there.
He could hear them full on now, but his brain couldn’t quite process the words. Not with that heat seething in his cranium like that. It reduced the world to images and feelings, blocking words out for later use.
He lifted the gun and pinched one eye closed, staring down the barrel. He sighted the weapon on the white stuff in the middle of a huge Oreo on a poster at the end of one aisle. It seemed that’s where their path would cross his line of sight — the cookie aisle — and he would be ready.
Vibrations thrummed in his chest, and the familiarity of the moment made pictures open in his imagination. Memories. The soldier’s heads coming apart in slow motion, bone shattering, brain liquefying, blood spraying in a fine mist, and then the movie reversed, and all of the pieces reformed, the soldiers were made whole, the backs of their heads facing him, motionless.
He licked his lips, and the salty taste of his sweat brought him back to the immediate moment. The soldiers vanished, and the giant Oreo retook its place at the forefront of his thoughts.
It occurred to him that he was smiling, that silent puffs of laughter were exiting his nostrils in a steady rhythm as he fingered the trigger of the gun and waited for new people to appear.
Jesus, what was wrong with him? What was wrong with a person stimulated by these kinds of things, he wondered. The thought of other people — other wackos out there — sharing these feelings, being like him, caught him off guard. It wiped the smile off of his face.
His chest quivered, trembling hardest when his ribcage swelled at the apex of the inhale, and as he focused on this tremor, his breathing sped up, and he blinked a few times, and it sped up some more. He grit his teeth and lowered his weapon, let the barrel rest on his knee.
He was hyperventilating, his vision already flickering to black blurs along the edges. Here he was, seconds away from seeing people, seeing women in particular, for the first time since before the winter, and he was going to flop to the floor in an unconscious pile before it even happened.
His breath caught in his throat, gagging him. Instinct pulled his hands to his neck, and the gun clattered to the floor.
The voices cut off in the distance right away. They could hear him, he knew.
He slumped forward, his head leaned against the lip of a shelf, his legs pinned under the limp weight of his upper body. He tried to adjust, to find some balance or at least push his legs out to the side to recline in a way that was comfortable, but his legs only scrabbled beneath him, making no real progress.
His thoughts clouded now. None of this was quite real. It wasn’t really life, and it wasn’t really death. Something in between.
A cold hand touched his arm and brought him a little flash of consciousness.
“Too young for a heart attack, I’d think.”
“It could be a panic attack.”
“His eyes are open now.”
“Are you OK, sir? We’re here to help you.”
He looked up at them, only seeing two tear-blurred silhouettes, but it looked like they had wings in that moment. Different wings, though. The closer had feathery wings, angel wings, but the other had fleshy flaps almost like lizard skin, like a pterodactyl, maybe. He blinked and the mirage disappeared. He’d intended to say something, but whatever the words had been, they fled from his thoughts.
“You’re having a panic attack, but you’re going to be OK.”
The closer of the two hugged his arm to her chest, the soft touch of a woman something he’d nearly forgotten about. She smelled like lotion.
“Do you have a name?”
Alarm flared in him. He was confused, but he knew he had to hide from them, to hide who he really was, what he really was. He pushed his teeth together to speak, not knowing what he would say until after it came out.
“Jones.”
Now the other one spoke, the one standing further back with the demon wings.
“Well, Jones, we’re going to help you. Father Dalton is going to help you just like he helped me.”
His eyes winked shut, and everything went black.
 
When he came to, the ladies had pulled him out onto the sidewalk out front.
“He’s waking up.”
His eyelids fluttered, squinting shut every time he tried to open them, trying to protect his eyes from the sun. He looked up in flashes at the two women standing over him. Seeing them for a fraction of a second at a time made it feel like looking at photographs, but he saw them clearly now. They were older. One with bright red hair, the other looked like she’d had some work done, strangely large boobs and lips. Neither one had wings.
“I’m Lorraine, and this is Fiona.”
Fiona bobbed her red head.
He pulled his head up from the concrete, and his hands bounced along the ground around him, fingers pressing into the sidewalk like he was playing a piano.
“Your gun is just over there, if that’s what you’re looking for.”
Lorraine tilted her head, and he followed the trajectory to find the weapon leaned up against the brick side of the building. Knowing where it was seemed to ease his panic some, so he laid his head back down on the ground.
“We found you for a reason, Jones. We’re out here today to find people and invite them to come and join us. We’re building a community, a safe place with food and shelter and security, 119 strong and growing. That can be 120 if you want it to be.”
She launched into her spiel, which he struggled to pay attention to. His eyes still tensed around the edges, squeezing, making him fight just to see at all. Without thinking, he interrupted her.
“You’re out here recruiting unarmed?”
For a moment his gaze held steady. He focused on Lorraine, who seemed to be more of the leader of the two. She blinked a few times, those big lips agape in a way that reminded him of a fish, a little taken aback that he’d interrupted her from the look on her face. Instead Fiona spoke up.
“Father Dalton protects us when we’re out here. It all happens for a reason.”
“Who is Father Dalton?”
“Well, Fiona calls him that, but he’s not a priest,” Lorraine said. “He’s Ray Dalton, our leader. He’s a good man.”
The name sounded familiar. It took him a moment to place it.
“The televangelist?”
They nodded.
He knew Dalton. He was a con artist. A millionaire many times over from ripping people off. And here he was with people flocking to him even after society had collapsed. Something about it made him nauseous.
The rest of the day after that had been a blur. He’d ridden back to Maryland with the women, to the compound. It was dark by the time they got back. They’d fixed him a plate of food – sloppy joes made with what he believed to be some kind of fake meat — and showed him to a cabin that he could call his own if he liked, a little shack on stilts with a cot inside.
And now here he was, staring up at a ceiling he couldn’t quite see, flecks of spit squirting between his teeth. The rage still compressed his chest, still made bolts of electricity shoot down the length of his arms, his hands and wrists twitching involuntarily. The anger clawed at his insides, looking for any way out.
How could the world be so stupid? To consent to the whims of a false prophet like they always did. To put their lives in the hands of a sociopath, a carnival barker. Maybe all of the worst things he’d thought about people all along had been true. Maybe what hurt most was seeing so much of the same in himself.



 
 
 
Erin
 
Presto, Pennsylvania
190 days after
 
Erin flipped through the pages of the atlas. Was this really the right plan? Her stomach gurgled with nerves just thinking about it. With the fire crackling in the stove and a bowl of warm popcorn in her lap, it seemed stupid to leave this place.
As if in answer, the wind kicked up, sending a flurry of snowflakes swirling past the window. She shook her head. They didn’t have a choice, really. All they needed was one bad winter, and they’d be corpsicles.
She took a handful of popcorn from the bowl and set the rest aside so she could hold the map in her lap.
They needed to move south, to warmer weather. That was all she really knew. Avoiding densely populated areas was next on the list.
She liked the idea of following a river. It would be a =water source if they couldn’t find a well or collect rain. And maybe they could even fish. That meant taking the Monongahela south from town or cutting west first and meeting up with the Ohio river.
She used the red pencil to sketch a line from Presto over to Wheeling, West Virginia. They’d want to skirt around the city, of course.
“Why not take 79 South? It’s a straighter shot.”
Erin startled at the voice behind her.
She slammed the atlas shut and fixed Marcus with a hard stare. Damn him for sneaking up on her like that. Spying on her plans.
“You’re welcome to take any path you like,” she said.
He looked away, nodding to himself. This was how it had been since she told him he had to go. He didn’t argue with her anymore, at least. Or call her “Your Majesty” with that sneer on his face. Just had that blank reaction most of the time.
Erin heard a rustling to her left. She swung her head around to see the squirrel armpit-deep in her bowl of popcorn.
“Hey! Varmint!”
It scurried away but not without taking a few kernels with it.
Izzy’s voice was thick with condescension. “The squirrel has a name, Erin.”
“Oh yeah? What is it?” Erin turned to face her.
“No wait. Let me guess.”
She tapped her lips with her pencil, pretending to really wrack her brain.
“Jessica?”
“No.”
“Richard?”
“No!”
“Cecil?”
Izzy laughed. “It’s Rocky!”
Erin nodded, then stopped. She swiveled around until she could see Marcus.
“Rocky?” she repeated. “As in Rocket J. Squirrel?”
Marcus’ eyebrows lifted, forehead crinkling into a dozen lines.
“How do you know ‘Rocky and Bullwinkle?’”
Erin tossed a handful of popcorn into her mouth.
“My dad liked old cartoons. I used to watch them all the time when I was a kid.”
Marcus smiled at her for the first time in days. Or maybe it was the first time ever.
“How do you know it?”
“My-” Marcus started, then stopped himself. The smile disappeared, replaced by the blank fog. “I used to watch it when I was little, too.”
But Erin noted the way he’d cut himself off. The change in affect. Squirrelman had secrets.



 
 
 
Deirdre
 
The Compound
9 years, 35 days after
 
Confusion coiled in her gut like a tangle of snakes tightening into a knot. She knew, in the vaguest sense, what she wanted: vengeance. At any cost. She didn’t know the particulars yet, though, and her mind struggled with it even now as she lay in bed trying to sleep.
These thoughts tumbled for a long time in the dark, circling back over themselves time and again, finding no place to resolve. She had a pretty good idea of who she wanted to go after, and of course she knew why. Where to strike and when eluded her for the time being. And deciphering the how was the most maddening of all.
The wind picked up periodically and moaned a little in the gaps between the cabins. A front was moving in. She could feel it in her sinuses. Not a headache. Just a strange pressure. When the rain finally hit, the feeling subsided and she finally slept.
She dreamed that dark water surrounded her. It was too murky to see through, though she could make out glints of light here and there where the sun hit the surface at the right angle. Beams shined down into the gloom, flicking on and off like flashlights.
She wasn’t alarmed to be under water. She found herself free to move, and in the realm of dreams, the watery locale seemed to make enough sense to be calming. It didn’t occur to her to try to get out or to feel any sense of danger in the situation. She was happy enough to watch the sunlight paint and erase itself before her over and over.
The cold held her in its grip, seemed to drain all of the warmth from her. It chilled her limbs first and then went to work on her torso, made her ribcage quiver. Touching the back of her arm, she couldn’t help but think of pulling a raw chicken out of the fridge, feeling the way the cold had sunk all the way into the flesh of the breast.
The water cupped her ears, blocked everything out. It sounded like listening to the ocean in a shell, she thought, that warbled white noise that always seems to be moving without going anywhere.
She drifted more than she swam, and she realized at some point that the current was pulling her. Without consciously thinking it, she had assumed that she was in the ocean up until the current took hold. She didn’t know why that was, really. Now, though, she thought that perhaps this was a river. Something about the water’s pull suggested that, the way it rippled over her, and the water didn’t sting her eyes which probably meant it was fresh.
The current grew stronger as these thoughts occurred to her. It surged all around her, bubbles everywhere, and it ripped her along, tugging her deeper and deeper, the cold only intensifying as she descended. The water was a violent, thrashing thing, an enemy that gripped her face and tried to smear it into the muck along the bottom, now just a few inches below.
And now she wasn’t calm.
She fought it. Her legs kicked. Her arms flailed. All of her movements seemed slowed, her motor skills dulled. Her muscles felt weak and shaky. Affected by the cold? She wasn’t certain.
She hit bottom then, face first, then belly. Thick black goop enveloped her, almost sucking her down, like the river bed just swallowed her whole. She felt for something solid to push off from, her hands and feet scrabbling at the Earth and finding only mushy goop the consistency of oatmeal. The slime seeped under her clothes, touched her everywhere in a way that left a residue, a residual smear that clung to her skin, like that of greasy fingers, impossibly cold.
She tried to scream and felt the water and sludge rush into her mouth. The cold gushed around the bend at the back of her throat and poured into her lungs, that feel of grease coating the inside of her like the trail of a slug.
She woke then, gagging on non-existent muck, blinking a few times, feeling the dry of the air sucking into her lungs, the warmth of it. Her heart thudded away in double time, and sweat sopped her hair near each temple. She swallowed in a dry throat.
Another bad dream. She should have known. Maybe some small part of her had known all the while, but that didn’t stop the sweat or slow her heart rate, did it? So what use was it?
That gray light of morning filled the room. It was enough to see objects clearly, though it rendered them in grayscale for the moment. Lighter tones peeked out from the edges of the curtains. It must be just before dawn, she figured.
She sat up, swung her feet off of the cot and onto the floor. She froze in that position for a long moment.
She knew what to do now – who, what, when, where, and how.



 
 
 
Erin
 
Presto, Pennsylvania
210 days after
 
“Attention mall shoppers, there is a clearance at the… record store.”
Erin smirked to herself, then lifted the mug to her lips. The record store. Did those even exist anymore? Well, obviously nothing much existed anymore. But did the mall still have a store that sold CDs in those final days? She couldn’t remember the last time she’d been to the mall. Seventh grade? She was sure when they’d made Mall Mania, they meant actual records.
She watched them through the veil of steam rising from her coffee. Izzy spread her wad of phony Mall Mania cash into a fan and peeked over it, a mischievous glint in her eye.
The money was pink, naturally, which somehow hadn’t stopped Izzy from wanting to keep a few bills in her pockets at all times. Usually she dismissed anything pink as “dumb and froofy.” But every time Erin did laundry, she found another handful of bills tucked in Izzy’s clothes.
The kid leaned over the board, moved her plastic piece, and let out a celebratory whoop. The man formerly known as Squirrelman nodded, eyes squinting almost closed.
“It’s gonna be like that, huh?”
Izzy grinned.
“Yup.”
He tilted his head to one side. “You sure you’re not cheating?”
“Don’t get butthurt just ‘cause you’re losing, Marcus.”
He scoffed and glanced at Erin.
She stopped mid-sip. “What?”
“Nothing,” he said, eyes back on the game board. “Just marveling at her vocabulary.”
“You think that’s my fault?”
Before he could respond, Izzy flailed her arms in the air with impatience.
“It’s your turn, Marcus. Hurry up!”
Erin watched him slide his game piece over the squares marked on the board. Every time she started to think he wasn’t so bad, he had to open his stupid trap. Who was he to judge her for anything?
She set down her coffee and traded it for a can opener. She spun the crank, slicing the lid of the can open inch by inch, and seethed a little more with each turn. She saved his ass. Dragged him all the way back here on that bike. Spoon-fed him. And then he criticizes her.
The can opener clattered to the counter. She wedged her finger between the edge of the can and the newly opened lid, trying to pry it open without-
She gasped as the sharp metal edge bit into her skin. The way the air hissed over her teeth was loud enough that Marcus and Izzy both stopped what they were doing and swung their heads in her direction.
“What happened?”
Erin’s gaze lifted from the tiny pinprick of blood on her fingertip.
“I cut myself.”
Izzy started to get up, eyes wide.
“It’s not a bad one,” Erin said, then looked back down. Blood oozed from her finger now, the cut deeper than she’d thought. Great rivulets of it ran down her hand, dribbling onto the counter.
“Oh,” she said. Her knees wobbled, and her face felt hot, and then she was falling forward, arms splaying out to catch herself on the counter. She blacked out for a moment, except instead of everything going black it was all red, like when you close your eyes and point your face at the sun, and people were calling her name, and then her eyelids fluttered open, and it took her a few panting breaths to figure out where she was.
The stove. But the bottom of it. Not the usual angle. And way up there, above her, on the counter? Her French press, empty but for the wet, used grounds.
She was in the kitchen. But on the floor. Why?
Izzy’s face slid into view, inches from hers.
“Erin!”
“I’m OK,” Erin said, though she didn’t sound that convinced herself.
“Let her up.” Another voice. Marcus.
Izzy scooted out of the way, and then Marcus was pulling her upright so she could slouch against the cabinet behind her.
“What happened?” Izzy asked.
Erin was still trying to figure that out. She blinked, head lolling to the side.
“She fainted,” Marcus said.
“Why?” Izzy sounded scared. “Is she sick?”
Erin tried to protest, but her voice seemed small compared to theirs.
“I didn’t faint.”
Marcus ignored her, continuing his explanation to Izzy while he wrapped something around Erin’s hand.
“Some people are scared of blood, and it makes them faint.”
She took in a big gulp of air and raised her voice a little higher.
“I didn’t faint.”
“You didn’t?”
“I got a little woozy. That’s all.”
“Mmhmm.”
“I. Did. Not. Faint!”
“I said OK.” Under his breath, he added, “Your Majesty.”
Her eyes squinted into a glare.
Through gritted teeth she said, “I heard that.”
“Do you have a first aid kit?” He’d wrapped a dish towel around her finger while she bickered, and he held it tight with his hand, squeezing gently.
“In the bathroom,” she said. “Under the sink.”
Marcus looked at Izzy and gave a flick of the head.
“Go grab it. And some alcohol or peroxide.”
“I’ll get it,” Erin said, and tried to gather her feet underneath her to stand. She got as far as a squat before Marcus put a firm hand on her shoulder and pushed her back down.
“No, you won’t.”
Before she could argue further, Izzy was back with the kit and a bottle of rubbing alcohol. She hopscotched over to the other side of the kitchen and snagged a roll of paper towel as well.
“Thank you, Nurse Izzy,” Marcus said.
“You’re welcome, Doctor Marcus.”
She watched him unwind the towel. He paused when he got to the first sign of blood. Dark splotches stained the blue fibers black where it had soaked into the towel.
“You shouldn’t look if the blood bothers you.”
“It doesn’t bother me,” she said, but she averted her eyes.
The towel came away and the cold air stung at the wound. Marcus turned her hand in his, studying the laceration.
“It’s not actually that deep. Just nicked a spot that bleeds a lot,” he said. “You don’t need stitches or anything.”
Her eyes slid toward him, just enough for a sliver of his face to come into view.
“You know how to do stitches?”
Balancing her hand on his thigh, he dribbled a little alcohol across her finger. It burned the raw flesh, and she couldn’t help but flinch.
“I’ve seen it done a few times.”
“Were your parents doctors or something?”
He didn’t look up as he wrapped gauze around her finger.
“Something like that.”
When he was finished, he and Izzy pulled her up and guided her to the couch, despite her reiteration that she hadn’t fainted and didn’t need their help.
“So this makes us even, right?” he asked, as she settled into the cushions.
She knew it was a joke, and she knew she should thank him, but she scoffed anyway.
“Not even close.”



 
 
 
Baghead
 
Outskirts of Little Rock, Arkansas
9 years, 128 days after
 
The flames wreathed around the edges of porches and roofs, licking along window sills and door jambs. The orange flickers all seemed to sway in unison when the wind blew, shaking, almost disappearing, and then bobbing back to their prior positions like nothing happened.
Vinyl siding melted and wept down onto the bushes below. He couldn’t hear it, not from inside the car on the highway, but Bags imagined the liquefied vinyl sizzled when it hit the branches like droplets of water dancing on top of a hot griddle.
Seeing it somehow made the smell worse. Watching buildings shrivel and peel and disintegrate at the fire’s touch gave the odor a context. It was, he thought, a little like seeing where the sausage was made. No remnant remained of a barbecue smell now. It stank of ruin, of rot and loss and death.
Total destruction. Those were the words that occurred to Baghead as he took these images in. Total fucking destruction.
Whole neighborhoods burned. Subdivisons blackened. Cul-de-sacs turned into rings of fire. Heat shimmered everywhere, bending and wiggling every form and line, smearing reality, like some censor was trying to blur every house’s face to conceal their identities.
“I imagine the wind helped it along quite a bit,” Delfino said.
Baghead nodded.
“Still… Have to wonder how it started,” the driver said. “Isn’t that funny? Even if we’re just passing through, not even slowing down if we can help it, and there’s literally no way the origin will be explained to us, we still have to wonder how it all started.”
Baghead watched smoke spiral out of a broken spot in a circular attic window, a black liquid swirl flowing into the sky, congealing with all the other smoke headed that way.
“We just blow through here, and we can gas up about twenty minutes down the road,” Delfino said. “Would’ve got fuel here, but… Anyway, I’ve got a couple of reserve tanks stocked away that we can tap into. It’s not far.”
Delfino pulled another cigarette out of the tin and lit it.
“Can you even taste that?” Baghead said.
“What?” Delfino said, exhaling smoke. “Of course I can taste it.”
“We’re surrounded by smoke is all. The stench is everywhere. Just seems like a weird time for a cigarette, I guess.”
“That’s true, I suppose. I don’t know, man. I’m addicted.”
He cracked his window, that suction sound filling the car again, and he flicked the ashes away.
A glimmer in the road caught Baghead’s eye as Delfino tended his smoke, an object of some kind shining up from the blacktop. It almost looked like a piece of a fence, but his eyes didn’t have time to focus before they were right on top of it.
The tires thudded over it with a loud pop, a sharp, ominous sound intertwined with the deeper noise that would typically accompany running over an object. The car rocked twice, pitching all of the passengers forward in their seats as the front tires and then the back stab-thumped.
Immediately the Oldsmobile fishtailed.
“What the fuck?” Delfino said, his voice going falsetto.
The cigarette tumbled out of his lip as he said it, falling into his lap.
The Delta 88 skidded then, careening. The brakes screeched. The tires squealed. Delfino wrestled with the wheel.
The car spun twice before settling into a steadier skid.
Centrifugal force bashed Baghead’s shoulder into the door and snapped his head into the window a beat later. The impact knocked him hard enough to slide the eyeholes of his bag out of whack.
Black everywhere. Gravity still rattling his head against the glass. His hands fumbled at the top of the bag, righted the holes, the textured canvas tickling where it slid against the sweat-slicked skin of his forehead.
The ditch ahead looked to be closing on them, a scooped out trench of grass and muck that formed an inevitable landing spot, perhaps a final resting place as well.
Baghead’s hands gripped the dash, fingers splayed and curled like claws, knuckles as white as one of those albino looking fish that never creep out of the darkest depths of the ocean.
Then gravity seemed to drop out for a second, he floated up from his seat, hood lifting from the top of his head, legs just barely touching the upholstery, arms drifting up, his whole body hovering for a long moment, levitating.
And as the weightlessness floated his stomach up toward his neck, made his cheeks go slack and ripple up toward his cheekbones, it occurred to him what the fence looking object in the road must have been. Spikes. They’d driven over a police-style spike strip, popping all four tires most likely.
And then the world jerked the other way. The pitch of the squealing tires changed as well, reaching for some higher note that almost felt impossible like the dramatic peak of some warbling opera song.
An invisible force hit him like a battering ram and flung him down, and with another bang, he was horizontal. The opposite shoulder drove into the center panel of the bench seat first, and then his arm and legs hit a second later, everything limp and loose and powerless and heavy. Half-folded, the weight of his limbs seemed to pile on top of him, their heft intensified for the moment.
Dead weight. That’s what he was. An object that had been at rest and was now thrown down at the whim of outside forces.
And then he remembered the girl in the backseat. Jesus. Hopefully she’d been wearing her seatbelt.
He writhed, propping himself up on an elbow and turning to look back.
Her hand clutched her head near the temple, but her expression didn’t look pained. Blank, mostly, he thought. The seatbelt still holstered her in place, fastened around her waist. She’d be OK, he thought. Maybe a knot on the head or something.
He felt light again and a bit strange to be balancing on hands and knees in the front seat. The car was slowing at last. Somehow still upright, still on the roadway instead of smashed flat in the ditch.
Delfino clung to the wheel even so, knuckles shaking, ropey strands and veins bulging on both forearms. A little blood trickled from the driver’s nose.
With a final squeak and rumble the car stopped, giving all of them one last firm shake like someone trying to get the remnants of the ketchup out of a glass bottle. With a flick of the wrist, the driver killed the engine.
Everything was still for a long moment. Silent. Nobody moved. Nobody even breathed, he thought. Chests all constricted in unison. Everyone waiting. Watching.
Finally Delfino sighed.
“Not cool,” he said.



 
 
 
Deirdre
 
The Compound
9 years, 56 days after
 
People streamed everywhere in the market district, a writhing mass of elbows and scowls, all of them fighting for position at the produce booths. The mob was bigger and even more confrontational around the booths with scavenged items.
It was Saturday morning. The day the fresh stock hit the booths from that week’s scavenging, and the busiest day of all. People went apeshit trying to grip pieces of the past, almost none of them of great use. Novelties such as board games, sports equipment, books, magazines, and comics dominated the action. The most useful stuff – cars, guns, the all too rare functioning machines or devices – went directly into the council’s possession. Everything else got sold.
Clenched fists hoisted money toward the workers behind the booths, and an auctioneer’s voice rose above the crowd somewhere in the distance. The biggest items would go via auction in the next field, where, she was certain, the crowd was ever larger and more hostile. Word had spread through the crowd, their voices hushed with reverence, that two mini-bikes and a four wheeler would be up for auction today, a rare event.
But none of these things concerned her. She saw and dismissed them, eyes flicking right past it all, paying attention to just one thing, one face, one man among so many.
His name was Isaac.
She stalked from booth to booth, trailing her prey. Watching. Waiting. Staying just outside of the fray so she could watch him without losing freedom of mobility.
She was invisible – the only thing she’d ever tried to be, the only thing she’d ever gotten good at. Blending. Hiding in plain sight. Disappearing into the crowd. This was her superpower, maybe.
It occurred to her how easily she could probably get into close quarters with him in this mass of humanity, jab her blade into his guts a couple times, and be gone. She knew just how to do it, to stab and slash in one motion, slitting him wide from just below the belly button up to the sternum, opening his soft belly up in a ragged slash that took just a second, and drifting away just as quickly. It’d all happen below anyone’s gaze, below anyone’s notice. If they could even bring themselves to look away from the blood and whatever guts slid out, the most they’d see would be the back of her hood vanishing into the crowd.
But no. It wasn’t right. Even if it might feel good, it wasn’t right.
She had a plan, and she would stick to it. She had promised herself that.
You could learn a lot about person if you watched them a while with real focus. All of their mannerisms, all of the quirks and ticks of their body language, told a story. She had never realized how much so until now.
He was high-strung, irritable, stressed out. He revealed these facts in his habit of stretching his jaw muscles by opening his mouth as wide as he could in a quick burst, in the restless shift of his weight from foot to foot anytime he stood still for more than fifteen seconds, in the almost perpetual scowl that turned the right corner of his mouth up.
From afar, she thought, some might find him handsome, might mistake his restless posture for confidence and ease with himself, assertiveness. But when she looked into his eyes, she saw only contempt for everything and everyone around him. She saw a shark, those black eyes that glittered with aggression at all times.
Someone in the crowd bumped him just then, a random shoulder jabbing his chest and knocking him back a half-step. He squinted, jaw muscles rippling, nose wrinkling, his eyes looking all the way dead, all the way evil as they locked on the person who’d dared to touch him. He looked subhuman to her in that moment, more beast than man – a snarling, awful thing walking among humanity unnoticed.
Again, she pictured herself wielding the blade. This time the fantasy buried the steel in those eye sockets, and her fist pounded at his skull, worked the knife in and out, savaged his face.
But not just yet. She had to wait. She had to make sure everything was perfect.
It was hard, in some ways, to hold this level of hatred inside, to feel it smoldering in her heart, in her brain, but it also made her feel powerful. This was how she had control, how she could wrestle it away from those who abused it. She didn’t want it, this violent fever that overtook her and put bad thoughts in her head, but it was the only way. She could see that now.
Sometimes a chain of events got going, and there was no stopping it. You either went along with the momentum, finding a way to use it to your advantage, or you got crushed underneath it. She wasn’t going to get crushed.
Before, she thought, when there were Starbucks and McDonald’s on every corner, we could pretend that all of this was better than it really was. We could hide in the comforts all around us, the entertainment bombarding us from every angle. We could stare at screens and look into fantasy worlds where selfless acts were rewarded, where sacrifices could benefit the all.
But that was over. Here only the meanest of the animals survived, and they served only themselves. Any flinch, any hesitation, any moment of softness could be punishable by death. Maybe it was always that way outside of movies and TV shows to some degree. The people in power were never really selfless at all, were they? They took what they wanted and made up their reasons as they went, lying, cheating, and stealing as needed.
The plague and the bombs and all of the deaths had only made this philosophy spread quicker throughout the remaining populace. These things proved, once and for all, that there was no one steering the ship. No guiding light. No hand of fate that swooped down to pluck us from certain destruction. We were all free to choose, free to act and react, free to live or die at the random whims of a universe that did not care. All of the worst things weren’t just possible. They had happened, were still happening.
Her prey moved from the produce area to the booths with scavenged items as these thoughts reverberated in her skull, and she followed. They navigated the path linking the two markets, about as wide as a city street and utterly packed with people on foot.
Dust kicked up in clouds where all of the feet shifted out of time with each other, disturbing the places around the market where the grass had been worn down to sandy gray soil. At least it hadn’t rained in a few days. The worst Saturdays were those when everyone clomped around in the mud, squishing and flinging muck about like pigs in a pen.
Whenever his back was to her, as it was for the moment, she could see it. She could see him hunched over her body, bludgeoning and strangling and holding her under the water. And whenever she saw it, her knife itched to be held, to be brandished and unleashed.
But not yet.
 
Back at home, she sat at her desk, barely able to contain her excitement. Pangs of giddiness rippled through her, made her squirm a little in her chair.
The pen fluttered in her hand, writing down all that she’d observed. All of it flickered again in her mind’s eye as she scribbled it onto the page – the route he’d walked in the market, all of the reiterated mannerisms and gestures, the flash of contempt that lit his face up with hatred. Every detail she could remember throbbed in her skull. None were cast aside. It was enough to fill a page and a half in her journal, even if nothing of great importance transpired on this outing.
Dusk purpled the sky out the window, so she wrote by candlelight. Shadows swathed everything outside of the little circle of light atop her desk. Not pitch black, it was an irregular mesh of darkness that clouded things but didn’t quite make them invisible. It almost looked like dyed black cotton stretched over everything, like those fake spider webs people used to hang on porches and trees around Halloween.
She flipped back through the pages and tallied the entries up. Twenty-six times she’d followed him. The figure was hard to believe. Not every day, she knew, but damn near. Some days had two sessions, a few even had three.
But yeah. That would be enough. More than enough. She no longer needed to spy.
The excitement swelled again as that notion sank in, the tingle along her scalp surpassing the level of intensity it had reached before. It was real. She was ready now. All the way ready. She knew his routine in and out, knew which people might miss him and when.
The truth was that he was a loner most of the time. She didn’t foresee any problems, any people getting in the way. On one hand, that made all of her prep work feel like a waste of time. On the other, it was the best possible news. She could remain hidden rather easily, she believed.
She pursed her lips and a puff of breath snuffed out the candle. The smell of smoke filled her tiny cabin right away, but it wasn’t a bad odor, she thought. It was comforting in its familiarity, in the part it played in the ritual. The light went out, and the smoky smell wafted up, and with those two events, the pressure of the day was officially over, and she could sleep.
Taking careful steps, she walked to the window, and she looked out at the places where the stars glittered against the blackened sky.
She thought about what Curtis had said about picking a path. He probably thought he was dissuading her from doing something irrational, something emotionally driven, but he was dead wrong. Doing nothing was the path where she lost everything. Her plan might lead to death. She might get caught and get beheaded in front of an agitated mob of her peers. But doing nothing ensured a lifetime of suffering, didn’t it? Especially if Isaac did this again, did it to another girl, and she did nothing to stop it. That was the path of damnation.
Death would be a mercy in comparison.



 
 
 
Decker
 
The Compound
265 days after
 
For the first month at the compound, Decker walked around numb with shock. Being around people was so stimulating now. He couldn’t process it. Not yet. He felt so much of everything that it turned into nothing. That’s how he thought of it, anyway.
His body went through a series of responses — sweating and nausea and a heart that beat as fast as humming bird wings. But inside, he felt nothing. Paralysis. Death.
He fell in with the laborers and filled the days chopping wood, hauling water, constructing cabins, and other odd jobs. He liked the work. It made him feel useful, like he was accomplishing something of value and in that way becoming a part of this strange community.
Socially, though, he kept to himself. People came along to talk to him now and then — mostly the two women who’d found him and Louis, the unofficial leader of the manual laborers. Everyone else said hello and things of that nature. They were all polite. Even kind. He’d overheard Louis talking about him — telling the other men what a hard worker he was — but it only embarrassed him. Made him feel even further outside of things.
The days blurred by, strange things happening everywhere, inside and out. People flitting in all directions. His mind trying to get a grip on it.
And in a way, he became one of them. They all called him Jones and tipped their caps and clapped him on the shoulder, and he waved, and he nodded, and he smiled.
But he was dead on the inside.
 
Whenever he saw her, he could still imagine the blurred wings sprouting from her back, the way she looked when he first laid eyes on her among the George Foreman grills at the department store. Like an angel. She was much older than him, and the plastic surgery made her seem a little strange, her forehead and eyes lacking expression at all times, but she was attractive to him still. He couldn’t decide if it was from not being around women in so long or if he might have been attracted to her before all of this.
They sat in what used to be the mess hall of a campground but was now called the compound cafeteria. A smattering of others filled seats at the other tables. They had this one to themselves, and she sat across from him.
Canned and boxed food filled the compartments on his plastic tray. Macaroni and cheese. Green beans. Instant mashed potatoes smothered with gravy from a packet that was salty to an almost inedible degree. His fork speared noodle elbows while she talked.
“Well, you’ve been here a month or so. How are you settling in?”
He brought a cup of fruit punch to his lips and drank. So sweet it was like drinking candy, he thought.
“I’m doing well enough. It’s weird to be around people again, you know?”
She reached out, her hand clasping his. Her skin was so soft it was hard to comprehend. He felt like he had lizard flesh by comparison, scaly and dry.
“I’m glad we found you.”
He tried to stave off any excitement that would erupt from this woman being pleased to have him around, tried to stow it behind the door with the dead girl, but it was impossible. Electricity entered his flesh where she touched his hand and shot down his arm like a power line until tingles swirled in his chest.
“Ray and I have been talking about you, actually.”
He thought of the two of them together and shuddered a little. It was an open secret around the compound that they were in a relationship. She was the only person who ever called him Ray. Everyone else called him Dalton or the preacher. Fiona called him Father Dalton, of course, no matter how many times she was corrected.
“For real? I wonder what he could really have to say about me. We’ve never talked or anything.”
She unclasped his hand to tuck a strand of hair behind her ear.
“He’s quite busy as you can imagine, but he keeps up on everything and everyone in some way. The council keeps him posted on all the happenings, all of the new recruits, and he helps figure out who gets what assignment.”
He always smirked at any mention of the council, the group of women who helped Ray Dalton run things around here. All of them white and older and educated. He was like a pimp getting a bunch of soccer moms to do his bidding, Decker thought.
Another sip of fruit punch pooled in his mouth a moment before he swallowed it. It reminded him of drinking all of that Tang not so long ago.
“I see.”
“We think you’d be the perfect scavenger. I mean, I guess that’s how we met you, right? But you have experience with firearms and know how to handle yourself. Clearly.”
“Yeah, that makes sense to me.”
“Good. That’s great. It takes time to get things around, but we’ll get everything set up for you soon. I think you’re going to do great things for us. And always remember that that’s who you’re working for. All of us. That’s what Ray always says we were missing before. And that we can have it back if we believe it and hold it in our hearts.”
He nodded, and looking across the room, he spotted Ray Dalton sitting at the corner table, surrounded by women. Dalton’s lips moved and all of the ladies seated around him laughed, smiling and shaking their heads and leaning toward him.
He knew the same thing had just happened in his conversation with Lorraine. Her lips moved and the preacher’s words came out. He’d been assigned a job, a good one. Most of the men and quite a few of the women working in the garden or on cabin repair openly dreamed about scavenger duty. But he couldn’t help but feel a little bitter about it, about the way things worked in this place.
Decker tipped his head back and finished off his drink.



 
 
 
Erin
 
Presto, Pennsylvania
220 days after
 
The short days and long nights of winter passed slowly. They were snowbound for the most part, though Erin still had to trudge outside to split wood several times a day. A few times Izzy, Marcus, and Rocky went outside for fun, in an attempt to break the monotony. They made snow men and snow angels, and when they got a few drifts that were big enough, snow tunnels.
On one occasion, Izzy burst back into the house.
“You have to come see this!”
Erin jumped a little, feeling like she’d been caught. In a way, she had been caught. Just not by Marcus.
She crawled out of the pantry, moving the cans and boxes back into position, hiding the pile of lighter-weight goods she’d been setting aside all the way in the back.
She felt a little guilty as she followed Izzy to the door. She shouldn’t feel guilty. She would divide it evenly when the time came. She just wanted dibs on the best stuff for traveling.
At the door, Erin stooped to pull on her boots.
“Come on, come on!” Izzy said, clapping her hands.
She barely had time to slip her arms into her coat before Izzy was dragging her outside.
Marcus and Rocky stood in front of the army of miniature snow men they’d been amassing.
“OK,” Izzy said. “Go!”
Marcus scratched at the back of his head, screwing up his face.
“I don’t know…”
“Marcus!” Izzy whined.
He shrugged. “I never said I’d do it.”
Erin hadn’t put gloves on, and her fingers were starting to stiffen in the cold. She shoved her hands in her pockets.
“Did you just haul me out here to freeze my ass off, or was there something else?”
“See?” Marcus said, looking at Izzy but pointing at Erin. “She’s not interested.”
“Erin! Be interested!”
Erin opened her eyes a little wider and angled her face toward Izzy.
“Is this interested enough?”
Marcus crossed his arms.
“Just forget it.”
The cold air was making her nose run, and she sniffled. Forget it, indeed. She turned to leave.
“Alright, jerks. If you need me, I’ll be back inside where my snot doesn’t threaten to form into icicles.”
Izzy snatched at her coat.
“But you have to see Marcus’ sweet moves!”
Erin stopped.
“Oh yeah?” Erin said, trying not to laugh. “What kind of ‘sweet moves’ are we talking about?”
“Show her, Marcus!”
He shook his head.
“I can’t do it under this kind of pressure.”
“Aw, come on,” Erin said. “I wanna see.”
“So you can laugh?”
“I won’t laugh.”
Izzy tugged at her sleeve and whispered in her ear. “Say ‘please.’”
Erin sighed.
“Please can I see your sweet moves?”
He crossed his arms.
“I need music.”
“How am I supposed to-” she stopped, frowning. “Oh.”
“I can’t do it without music.”
She rolled her eyes. “What kind?”
“Something you can dance to.”
Erin wondered for a moment if this was all a trick to make her look like an idiot. And then she started to sing the first thing that popped into her head: “Another One Bites the Dust” by Queen.
Erin wasn’t sure the kid knew the song, but the bass line was simple enough that Izzy joined in.
Marcus lifted his arms, and they started to undulate. It was a move Erin associated with a breakdancing movie she saw when she was a kid. He made it look like a wave started at one outstretched hand, traveled up his arm, across his shoulders, down the other arm to his opposite hand, and then back again. The whole time he did this, Rocky stayed just ahead of the wave, scurrying from one end to the other.
By the end, there was a grin on her face, and she and Izzy stopped singing to applaud.
“Those were some pretty sweet moves,” Erin said.
Marcus looked a touch embarrassed.
“Thanks.”
Things seemed easier for a few days. There was less tension in the house. Marcus even finally succeeded in convincing Rocky that Izzy was trustworthy. The squirrel readily took food from her hand without running away now, but the biggest landmark was when she scurried up Izzy’s arm to sit on the kid’s shoulder.
She was beside herself with glee, squealing when the squirrel thrust a quaking nose into her hair.
“Her whiskers! They tickle!”
Erin was at the door, layering up. Marcus asked if she needed help, but she brushed him off.
“I got it,” she said and pulled the door closed behind her.
Back inside half an hour later, she added her load of fresh wood to the stove and went to get ready for bed. She was returning the basin she used to wash her face to its place next to the stove when she noticed Marcus was gone.
She heard a rhythmic thump from outside and recognized it as the sound of an axe striking wood.
She slid her boots on over her pajamas and marched outside.
The maul rose and fell in his hands, swinging in an arc from his hip up to shoulder and back down again. She shivered, waiting for him to acknowledge her. He kept chopping, the rise and fall of the axe almost as hypnotizing as a metronome. Her teeth started to chatter. She should have worn a coat.
Finally, without stopping or turning to look at her, he spoke.
“Need something?”
“Plenty. But not more firewood.”
“Pardon?”
“I already cut enough for tonight.”
There was a thunk as the sharpened metal edge of the axe head bit into the wood.
“No harm in cutting a little extra, is there?” There was a slight pause as he took his eyes from the wood to glance up at her. “Or is this Your Majesty’s Royal Axe?”
“Funny,” she said without smiling. “And technically it’s a splitting maul, not an axe.”
Her arms were crossed over her chest, and she hugged them a little tighter against the chill. “I just don’t know what you’re trying to prove.”
He chuckled a little and swung the splitter again.
“What?”
“You should try taking your own advice some time.”
“What advice?”
“You think I’m trying to prove something?” Marcus rolled a log from the pile and placed it in front of him for splitting. “I think all you do is try to prove how much you don’t need my help.”
Erin raised one eyebrow.
“I don’t need your help.”
He shook his head.
“Well, I’m not trying to prove anything either. Sometimes a guy splitting wood is just a guy splitting wood.”
“Fine. Whatever,” she said, waving her hands in front of her like she could shoo away her irritation. “You wanna freeze your dick off out here chopping more wood when we already have enough? Be my guest.”
He stopped working for the first time to execute a bow.
“I bid you a good evening-”
She held up a hand to cut him off.
“Don’t fucking say it, or I will lock you out of the house, and you can spend the night in the barn.”
“-Your Majesty.”
She spun around to the door, clenching her fists. She wouldn’t actually lock him out, of course. But she wanted to. As she pushed the door open, she wondered if he was always this obnoxious or if the end of the world had brought it out in him. And that jarred loose a memory. She stopped, hand on the door, and turned back to him.
“Who’s Nina?”
The swing of the maul stopped mid-air, falling back to his waist. His face hardened, and he met her eyes with an icy stare. She’d never seen that coldness in him before. “How do you know that name?”
Now Erin was the one that looked away, breaking eye contact. Submitting. She was sorry she’d brought it up now, but it was too late.
“You kept calling out for her when your fever got really bad.”
His eyebrows furrowed.
“It’s nobody. Forget about it.”
He angled away from her then, ending the conversation by turning his back.
Erin went inside, and when she passed the door on the way to her room a few minutes later, he was still there, staring out at the barren, snow-covered fields that looked blue in the twilight.



 
 
 
Lorraine
 
Rural Maryland
279 days after
 
She needed to tell him. But when? Now?
The car banked around a sharp curve, and the centrifugal force pulled her a little toward the passenger door. She cupped a hand to her belly and looped the other through the door handle.
“Wasn’t there something you wanted to talk to me about?” he said.
Should she just blurt it out? The tip of her tongue flicked along the edge of her incisors, but the words that came out next weren’t the ones she wanted. Not yet.
“Do you think we’ll have electricity any time soon? People keep asking.”
He shook his head.
“I told you, the generators were all surely fried,” Ray said. “Even the small ones had too big of a coil to survive the EMP. The pulse would’ve built up massive voltage in those and cooked ‘em pretty good, just like the damn power lines. Truth is, we could probably build our own at this point, though it’d take a tremendous amount of time and effort to figure that out and execute it. It’s a moot point, though. The bottleneck in that plan is fuel. We don’t have enough gasoline to consider it. Not enough to power everyone for long, anyway.”
He chuckled to himself.
“Seems like the kind of thing someone should come along and fix, doesn’t it? Like there should be people we don’t think twice about who make the whole world go, make all of our conveniences so routine that we take them for granted right up until they’re gone for good.”
“Yeah, it’s weird that things used to work that way.”
“When people ask, tell them we’re working on it. Electricity remains a luxury for now. We need the gas for the vehicles, to make runs for food and medicine. There’s not a feasible way to get everyone in camp power, and there might not be for a while. And that’s OK. We’ve got access to water. We’ve stockpiled enough to feed ourselves for a few months, at least. And we’re gathering more. Louis managed to salvage an operational chainsaw, so we’re much further ahead of the game in terms of fire wood.”
She looked at his hands perched on the steering wheel. Memories of blisters took shape on his fingers. Felling the trees with handsaws had been doable, though a lot of work. It was chopping hundred-foot trees into manageable lengths and then quartering those chunks so they could be split with an axe that was the back-breaking part. The chainsaw would make that process quick, perhaps requiring 10% as much time and effort. Maybe less. Well worth the cost of the fuel.
“Louis is a good man,” Lorraine said. “The crew doing maintenance and chopping wood? They work hard as hell for him. Even Lumpy listens when Louis gives an order.”
Saying his name made the image of the man jump into her head. Lumpy. Weird guy. He could be difficult, but there was a slow warmth to him. A dim charm. Everyone seemed to like him, though none of them knew exactly why. The nickname, she assumed, had to do with the man’s build. Stick arms and legs poked out of an abdomen swaddled in fat. His limbs looked extra spindly coming out of that lumpy middle. He was spider-bodied. The fact that he exclusively wore sleeveless t-shirts only highlighted this fact.
“What’s up with Lumpy?” Ray said.
“What do you mean?”
“I don’t know. What’s his story?”
“He’s from Kentucky, I think. Lived up in the mountains or something. He’s a funny guy. Kind of like a big kid. Well, maybe he’s not funny, exactly, but he laughs a lot. This hissing laugh through his clenched teeth. It’s infectious, I think. Everyone ends up laughing when Lumpy’s around. He can be a pain. Sometimes he doesn’t want to listen, but no one really holds it against him. I don’t know. Feels like he doesn’t know any better more than he’s trying to be difficult.”
Ray nodded once, and they fell silent. The car banged and juddered over a pothole.
“What’s Lumpy’s real name? Do you know?” he said.
“No idea. He’s just Lumpy.”
They were almost home now. She needed to tell him. If not now, when? It needed to be soon.
Once again her words disobeyed her wishes.
“Jones,” she said. “That’s the one.”
“What about him?”
“He’s the only one I don’t trust. Out of all the people we’ve welcomed here, he’s the one who makes my skin crawl.”
“Really? I thought you two were friendly. I saw you speaking to him in the mess hall.”
“I wanted to be the one to tell him that we’ll be moving him to scavenger duty soon. Almost like keeping tabs on him, I guess. If there was a wolf among us, you’d keep a close eye on it, wouldn’t you?”
“Well, I’d probably shoot the son-bitch in the face, but I take your meaning.”
Lorraine laughed. She always did when he spat out his two syllable version of “son of a bitch.” Son-bitch. It happened to be one of his least used swear words, she realized. Maybe that was why it stayed funny.
Her laughter seemed to lull them out of the conversation. Would now be a good time to say it? Maybe. Maybe not. It still didn’t feel quite right, so she waited.
They fell quiet for a long time. The car thumped over a speed bump, and they began winding their way down the final bends toward camp, toward home. And now her lips moved, finally ready to spill everything without her even telling them to.
“I’ve put this off a while now. I hope you won’t be mad at me.”
Something rattled outside, something like a particularly violent woodpecker interrupting her big moment.
Power through, she thought. Just go.
“Like I was saying,” she said.
“Lorraine.”
“I have something to tell you. Something important.”
“Lorraine.”
His voice sounded more urgent, and the car sped up then, the change in force pulling her back into her seat.
Power through. Power through. Power through.
“No, just let me get this off my chest.”
“Lorraine.”
The woodpecker noise was louder now, the rattle spraying in bursts. Except it wasn’t a woodpecker, she knew now that it was closer. It was an assault rifle. More than one, even. The windows muffled the miniature explosions, muted them, but the sounds were still percussive beyond what was believable. It wasn’t like it always sounded on TV. It was much more violent, with a high-pitched ping almost like something striking metal incredibly hard.
A grenade exploded just next to the driver’s side door, an orange ball of fire blossoming next to them, the force of it shaking everything, the boom felt and heard all at once, like a deep-throated nightmare rattling her ribcage.
So yeah, maybe now wasn’t the best time to tell him that she was pregnant.



 
 
 
Baghead
 
Outside of Little Rock, Arkansas
9 years, 128 days after
 
Delfino pointed, his finger aimed at the road in front of them, though for a long moment Baghead simply watched the tip of the finger itself the way a cat or a particularly dim dog would.
His eyes shifted to the dash, then to the windshield and finally gazed through the glass to the road beyond. The highway stretched out into the distance, a weathered gray color, like maybe once it was blacktop but it had been drained, exsanguinated, to this pale state.
Then he saw it. Another one. Bigger. More heavy duty than the last. Another spike strip.
Delfino’s finger retracted, his hand balling into a fist in front of him that he slowly brought to his lips.
“It’s one of them. You know it is,” the driver said, dabbing at the blood seeping from his snout. It looked fake somehow, a little too thick. Like someone had squeezed a couple of ketchup packets onto his nose and smeared it around.
“What?” Baghead said.
“One of the five, man. We need to move. Like now.”
One of the five. Right. That made sense, Bags thought. It occurred to him that his thoughts were a little cloudy, a little distant, like he just woke up. Maybe he had a concussion, a mild one. It was hard to say.
Everyone disentangled themselves from their seat belts and climbed out. Delfino grabbed his shotgun, which had been half-wedged under the seat. Seeing that reminded Baghead to do the same. The gun dangled at his side. He thought about trying to tuck it into his pants, feeling a little weird about having it out in the open somehow, but he was worried, on some irrational level, about the prospect of it leaving his hand. Like if he couldn’t feel it against his fingers, it’d find a way to vanish.
It felt wrong to be out here in the open. The skin on Bags’ neck crawled, a feeling he often got when he felt he was being watched. They took a few steps toward the side of the road, and Delfino stopped.
“Shit,” he said, opening the door and leaning into the backseat. “Everyone grab a water, and let’s get off the highway.”
He peeled the blanket and upholstery away, popped open the large metal cooler and doled out some water. Two more beat up Aquafina bottles for Bags and himself, and a slightly fancier looking boxy blue bottle with a pink flower on it that said “Fiji” on it for the girl. Then the driver fished around under the passenger seat, eventually pulling a tire iron free and tucking it into the back of his pants.
Baghead stared at the water bottle in his hand, felt the lukewarm temp of the fluid radiate through the plastic and into the palm of his hand.
“Off the road,” Delfino hissed. “Go. Go. Go.”
They all hopped over the mud and water at the bottom of the ditch and clambered up to the flat land on the opposite side. Baghead reached out and touched the sloped land for balance as he climbed, and the soggy sod there felt like touching a sopping wet carpet right in the midst of being shampooed.
Ruth and Baghead lingered at the top of the ditch.
“Into the brush,” Delfino said, still sounding agitated. “Let’s go.”
They pushed through the bushiest layer of green at the edge of the woods and stepped under the canopy of the little forested area on the side of the road. It wasn’t a huge swath of woods, but it was enough that the shade welled up around them. This felt a little less vulnerable than the open air, Baghead thought, but not by much. Now the prospect of something jumping out at them lurked behind every tree and bush.
Delfino clapped a hand into Baghead’s shoulder hard enough to knock him back half a step.
“What part of assassins trying to murder us are you not clear on? You’re walking around in slow motion out here.”
“I don’t know.”
Delfino squinted, looked into Baghead’s eyes for a long moment. His lips pursed a little as he examined his client, and then the driver’s expression softened a little.
“You got your bell rung pretty good back there, huh?” he said.
“What? Er… Yeah, I guess so.”
All Baghead could picture was his canvas bag stretched over a big bell, the metal walls of the thing reverberating, shaking like an alcoholic’s hands, a single clear tone ringing out forever with no beginning and no end. The sound was quiet and small perhaps, but it never quite tailed away into silence.
“Damn,” Delfino said, letting his eyes drift up to the layers of leaves above them. “Guess I’m lucky to have gotten out of it with a bloody nose after all.”
As if saying it reminded him of the blood, Delfino pulled a handkerchief out of his pocket and wiped at this nose. The first two wipes seemed to smear the red around more than clear it, but the third swipe was more effective. He looked at the girl as he continued working at it.
“What about you?”
She raised her eyebrows.
“What about me?”
“You get whacked on the head, too, or what?”
She smirked. Baghead thought her eyes looked clear, alert, but he wasn’t an expert.
“I hit my head on the window, yeah, but I’m fine.”
The driver squinted at her now before throwing a hand up.
“Alright. Well, there’s probably some series of concussion tests I should perform on the two of you, but I don’t know what those are, so let’s keep moving. Follow my lead.”
Dead leaves rasped and crinkled underfoot. Every step made a papery sound like a toy snare drum.
It wasn’t long before they could see the sunlight streaming through the other side of this little strip of woods. Strands of sunlight lit up individual leaves from behind. It almost looked like they were glowing.
Delfino spoke again, just above a whisper, as they veered right.
“Probably for the best that these woods are narrow and run along the road. Can’t get lost, you know? It’s not a lot of cover, I guess, but it should do. I hope.”
“So what are we going to do?” Baghead asked.
“What do you mean? We’re going to get new tires for the car.”



 
 
 
Ray
 
The Compound
279 days after
 
Ray’s hearing was a little blown out as soon as he got out of the car. He could hear, but everything was muted, muffled by a ringing high-pitched tone. There was something almost anticipatory about the sound, like a slide whistle reaching the very top of its range and just sticking there forever.
Machine gun fire clattered from the woods, and Louis and the other construction workers had taken cover in the cabins to fire back while everyone else took shelter in the cafeteria. Ray made his way to them, stopping once after another grenade blast drowned everything out for a moment.
He crouch-walked among the men, and many of them poked their heads out of the front doors of their cabins to nod at him as he passed, a gesture of such reverence in this heated moment that it made him feel like a civil war general stalking along the front lines. As he stepped into Louis’s cabin, automatic rifles rattled on both sides of him, barrels jutted out of cabin windows. Shoulders jerked next to him with the recoil. It was Louis and another younger guy manning this post. He recognized the other but couldn’t remember his name at first. Jones. It was Jones. The one Lorraine had concerns about.
“How many?”
“We don’t know,” Louis said. “Perhaps fifteen or twenty.”
“Less,” Jones said, rolling his eyes. “Listen to the gunfire. It can’t be more than five or seven men.”
Louis and Ray stared at him a moment, Louis’s eyebrows wrinkled up, his bottom eyelids quivering in a way that reminded Ray of an irritated bird.
“Just my opinion,” Jones said.
The next grenade looked like a black rock tumbling in the sky, the texture not coming clear until it got close. It was terribly underthrown, landing over ten feet shy of the first row of cabins. Someone yelled, and everything got quiet for a beat, all gunfire ceasing, all breath held. The explosion made the guns sound puny, even more than before.
And his hearing suffered again. Sounds were made hollow somehow. Empty. Husks of what they should be. Like the auditory version of being able to look through something solid, the opaque turned translucent. The slide whistle went up another piercing octave.
“Grenades!” Louis cried out next to him.
Like that’s not fucking obvious, Ray thought. Still, it was important. They could handle five raiders with ease, though they were using the terrain to their advantage. Five raiders with grenades could be a different story, especially with the woods shading them from view.
Another grenade lobbed out of the shadows of the woods, arcing through the air in almost lazy fashion like a floated pass. This time the aim was true. It glided into the window of the cabin two doors down.
This time the beat of silence was longer. It stretched out. No gunfire. No chatter. A lump climbed in Ray’s throat as he braced himself for the boom. His mind flitted from question to question. Who was in that cabin? Two men, he was almost certain, but he couldn’t recall which two in particular. Had it been too long? Could that one have been a dud? It almost had to be, right? It had been far too long.
A voice said, “Shit.”
Someone in the grenade cabin, Ray thought. The delivery sounded like someone muttering to himself after spilling a glass of milk, though he doubted he’d be able to hear such a soft spoken murmur even in this moment of silence.
Even over the deafening roar of the explosion, even over the wood splintering and the glass of the window blowing out, even over the rumble juddering the air all around, he could hear the screams of the dying men.
Loud. Shrill. Terrified. Cut off quickly.
And the silence welled around them once more.



 
 
 
Erin
 
Presto, Pennsylvania
260 days after
 
She’d been making the preparations for several days, waiting until Izzy and Marcus were distracted or asleep while she packed the supplies they’d need.
She actually picked a day — April 1st — and then a storm rolled in, and it rained for two days straight. An April Fool’s Day joke from Mother Nature.
There was no weather forecast to consult now. She had to rely on instinct.
There were plenty of worries in the back of her mind, of course. It was still early Spring. The trees only had their baby leaves yet, small and still that tender yellow-green color. What if they left now, got a few days out, and it snowed again? It wouldn’t be unheard of, snow in April.
In some ways, she was almost glad for Marcus then. If it had still been just her and Izzy, she might have resisted moving on. But having a third wheel present, an interloper, made it clear. It was time to go their own way.
She woke Izzy before dawn. It was still full dark, but by the time she got Izzy up and dressed and awake enough to steer her bike, there was enough twilight to navigate without veering off the road into a ditch.
There was a chill in the air, so they shrugged into jackets before mounting up.
The bike tires bumped over stones and potholes that marred the driveway. Before they turned into the cover of the trees, Erin looked back at the house. That was the only farewell she made.
“Why is it so early?” Izzy mumbled through a yawn. As Erin had hoped, the disorientation of being up at dawn meant that Izzy had yet to inquire about Marcus. In fact they were a good three miles up the road before it occurred to her.
“Hey wait,” she said, stopping and putting a foot out to balance on. “What about Marcus and Rocky?”
“They’ll be fine.”
“What does that mean?”
“It means Marcus is a big boy that can take care of himself.”
“You mean they’re not coming?”
Izzy turned, like maybe he and the squirrel would be rounding the curve at the bottom of the hill they were climbing. When Erin didn’t answer, Izzy swung her head around to face Erin.
“We can’t just leave them behind! I’m going back.”
She scooted her bike around in a circle, pointing the nose back down the hill.
Fuck.
“Izzy, stop! They’re coming, too. I just… wanted to get an early start, and Marcus needs the extra rest still.” She didn’t like lying to Izzy, but she also didn’t see an alternative. She couldn’t drag a willful nine-year-old along. Not on a bike. Not even on foot.
“For real?”
“Yes. For real.”
“But how will they find us?”
“We looked at the map together. Me and Marcus.” She stopped short of actually saying that this was a plan she and Marcus had discussed. No need to take it that far. But technically they had looked at a map at the same time.
“Shouldn’t we leave some kind of sign?”
“Dude. Trust me. It’ll all work out.”
Because they’d stopped on a hill it was easier to get going again by walking the bikes the rest of the way up. It was slow. Erin figured they’d make it 25 miles the first day. According to the bicycle tour book from the library, that was a conservative estimate. She was hoping they might get up to a 40-60 mile average once they were in the swing of it.
Sweat adhered the fabric of her shirt to her skin by the time they reached the top of the hill. The loaded trailer on the back of her bike made the climb that much harder. She slid her jacket off and tied it around her waist. A robin hopped along a row of mailboxes, still stuffed with junk mail, soggy now from spending all winter exposed to the elements. The way the bird jerked its head to the side reminded her of the squirrel. Her eyes flicked over to Izzy.
Man, she felt like a huge dick, lying to the kid. Well, not lying, technically. Stretching the truth was more like it. But what the hell? Why did Izzy care so much about Marcus and that dumb squirrel?



 
 
 
Ray
 
The Compound
279 days after
 
The machine guns clattered again. Bullets sprayed one way and then the other, volleying back and forth with a steady rhythm. The hunks of metal thudded into the wood panels around them, pattering out little drum beats.
Ray, Louis, and Jones took cover, squatting in the cabin. Periodically the men leaned out to squeeze off a few rounds, firing into the darkening woods.
Ray’s finger twitched on the handgun resting against his knee. If he wound up needing to use it, they’d be in big trouble, he knew.
No one in their cabin had spoken a word since the grenade flew into the window a couple of buildings over. Those fragmented screams still played over and over in Ray’s head.
The last of the sunlight bled out of the sky. The growing cover of night brought Ray no sense of security, however. It only pressed the attackers’ advantage, he thought. Soon it would allow them to come out of the woods, to stalk right up on them unseen. What option did they have? Lighting lanterns? With a beacon like that, they might as well shoot themselves. No. They were the prey, the hunted. There was no getting around it. Not any that he could see, anyway.
Watching the men work for a minute or two, Ray noted that Jones seemed to aim for where the muzzle flashes blazed orange flames in the dusk, though those constantly seem to move. Louis just seemed to fire at random.
“We’ve got to light ‘em up,” Jones said, his voice sounding hollow and distant though he appeared to be yelling.
Louis looked at him like a confused dog.
“Way I figure it, we’ve got them outnumbered five to one, but we can’t shoot what we can’t see, right?” Jones said. “We’ve got to hit ‘em with fire. Otherwise we’re just waiting around for the grenades to come our way, waiting in line to get fragged.”
“Fire?” Louis said. “But how?”
“Gasoline, bottles, and rags,” Ray said.
Jones nodded, something like relief flashing on his face in the way he blinked.
“Molotov cocktails,” Louis said. “That’ll set the woods on fire, won’t it?”
“All the better,” Jones said. “Torch ‘em or light these woods up so we can see ‘em and kill ‘em. Either way works for me.”
Louis blinked twice and then nodded in slow motion.
“There’s a couple of cans of gas in my cabin,” he said. “For the chainsaw. And Lumpy has old glass bottles decorating his cabin.”
Lumpy. Jesus, was that who got fragged in the cabin two doors over? Ray hoped not. He grit his teeth a second to avoid letting this thought show on his face, locking eyes with Louis instead.
“Get them. Gas and as many bottles as you can carry. Rags, too,” he said, clapping Louis on the shoulder. He took the assault rifle from the man.
Another grenade roared outside. It sounded like it’d been an overthrow, exploding somewhere behind them, but he couldn’t be sure.
“Send word down the line that we need to save ammo for the time being. We’ll fire just enough to suppress their advance. Might as well wait for the light show before we open up all the way.”
Louis nodded.
“Be quick.”



 
 
 
Deirdre
 
The Compound
9 years, 66 days after
 
The last heat wave of the summer had given way to the chill of early autumn. The leaves hadn’t turned, not yet, but they would soon. She could feel it in the air, in that damp chill that enveloped the dirt path tonight. The air was so heavy, so dense with moisture, that it was a wonder she couldn’t see it, a mist hanging everywhere around her.
She walked alone among the cabins, though she could hear the crowd chattering somewhere up ahead. Even if she couldn’t make out any words, their voices seemed to convey hushed anticipation, a nervous excitement, tension waiting to be resolved. That’s what rituals brought out in people, she thought. Some simple fascination with an expectation being met, a familiar process being executed to completion. Repetition lent a magical quality to routine things if you dressed it up with talismans and costumes and such.
The harvest bonfire was their biggest ritual here in the compound. Bigger than Christmas. Bigger than New Year’s and Thanksgiving and Halloween. Bigger than all of the other holidays combined. Toward the end of every summer, the process began. They piled wood up in the vacant field toward the south end of the grounds – now known primarily as the bonfire field. It started out looking like a regular pile of firewood and grew and grew until most of the field was filled with crisscrossing branches and boards and even some rotting furniture and such. And when the proper night came, they torched it and drank strange alcoholic punch, each cup ladled out of large bowls. People writhed and danced around the fire all night, the air growing cold enough that they could see their breath in the humidity, but the fire and booze kept them warm nonetheless.
The mask made her breathing seem louder, and the way it partially reflected every exhale against her cheeks was unpleasant, warm and wet and claustrophobic. The hood, too, made her paranoid. She didn’t like the way it cut off her peripheral vision.
This was the traditional garb, though. They all wore the porcelain masks and robes to the bonfire – like some Hollywood fantasy of a cult mass. She didn’t know why. She didn’t think anyone knew why.
She smelled smoke before she could see the flame. The bonfire field was up a little ridge from where she walked, and she climbed the last straightaway alongside some of the other stragglers arriving a bit late. For all she knew, one of them was Isaac. It was unlikely but not impossible. The thought made her skin crawl, just for a moment.
The crowd took shape as she crested the hill, the hooded heads all facing the ring of fire working its way into the middle of the field in slow motion. Punch cups hovered alongside all of them, dipping under the hoods and retracting.
There were rumors about the punch itself. Some said it was absinthe, which didn’t make much sense to Deirdre since it was reddish rather than green. Some said it was laced with a mild hallucinogen of some type. She wasn’t sure about that, either, though there was always something a little off about the drunken state she achieved upon downing a few cups. It made her feel distant from real life, like the world outside of her body was dimmed and muted, and reality seemed more firmly rooted in her skull for a time, almost like a waking dream. Not an unpleasant sensation, she thought, more relaxing than anything.
But tonight she wouldn’t imbibe the fluid, even if she was being handed a cup now. She would pretend to sip it a few times and dump it when she got the chance. She wanted to keep her head clear.
An energy seemed to vibrate off of the crowd, an electric tingling in her chest that she only felt now that she stood among them, shoulder to shoulder. Was it excitement or anxiety? She wasn’t sure. Maybe they were pretty much the same thing.
She scanned the crowd on the opposite side of the fire, feeling emboldened somehow by the mask. She could let her gaze fall over all of them without any chance of them knowing who was looking or why. Of course, all she saw were masked people staring back at her, the same blank expression on every face. She had devised a way to recognize the one she wanted to see, however, though she didn’t see him for the moment. There was no real hurry.
The crowd moved idly like cows roaming for new grass to graze, and she left her place along the fire’s edge to fall in with the herd. The punch sloshed in the cup as she walked out among them, bits of ice rattling against the plastic. She brought the rim to her lips, pretended to take a swig, dumped a little out as she lowered it to her side.
The beat started all at once, the deep throb of conga drums being pounded with hands somewhere in the distance. She realized that she’d never really thought about the drums in years prior. By the time they started, she’d already been a little tipsy. Being sober this time around, they seemed a bit ridiculous, but they had a clear effect on the crowd. All movements fell in time with the trance-like beat.
She watched the fire for a while and let the beat lull her thoughts. Even with no booze, something about the atmosphere was contagious. This was the long moment of tranquility, some inward reflection time before things devolved into dancing and drunken shouts.
She thought about Shelly, the perpetually smiling girl she had been all those years ago and then the scared girl she became more recently. She thought of her body in its final bloated pose, the nearly hairless head, the flesh weeping away from her face into a dark puddle, the flies circling over the soggy carcass. It was once a person, but in that moment it was no different than a dead fish. Meat for the insects.
Nothing could undo what was done. Nothing could put the melt back together into a solid human being, into a girl who smiled all the time. Nothing could put whatever energy or soul or spirit back into the shell.
She knew this desire to make someone pay was borne out of animal hatred, animal fury – a rage that could never be satisfied. It was pointless on some level, a base instinct, a mammalian desire for control.
It would bring her soul no satisfaction. She knew that. She felt that. She knew it in her mind and in her heart. But she would carry on regardless.
There was nothing better to do.
She blinked, let her eyes focus, and saw the cracked mask way out in front of her, facing the fire, a big chip missing from the porcelain chin. That was him.
Time to do this.



 
 
 
Ray
 
The Compound
279 days after
 
The fragrance of gasoline filled the cabin. Ray had always liked the smell.
Fuel glugged out of the can into an old Dr. Pepper bottle. When it was about half-full, Ray put it next to the others: two smaller coke bottles and a big curved green bottle that once held Tosti Asti sparkling wine.
Assault rifles still banged away on the other side of the room, snare roll bursts firing out the window one after another. He could still make out Louis and Jones eight feet in front of him, but just faintly. They were the darkest shapes among the dark gray.
“Where’d Lumpy get these bottles?” he said, grabbing the last, a Mountain Dew bottle from the 80’s he’d guess.
“Digging around in the woods,” Louis said, turning his head but not actually looking back at the preacher. “He said it was one of his hobbies back home. Digging for old bottles, I mean. Milk bottles and stuff. Scavenging antiques and the like.”
Ray nodded. He thought about asking whether or not Lumpy had been one of the ones in the cabin that took on the grenade, but he knew better. It wasn’t the time for it.
Another grenade exploded somewhere off to their left. He didn’t see it, but it sounded like it was out in the open, falling short of the cabins again. His heart fluttered in the wake of the latest boom, but his hands remained steady, prepping the rags, getting them just damp enough with gas to hold a flame and tucking one in the open mouth of each bottle.
“We’ll need to get closer,” he said. “Someone will, at least. Throwing a half-filled burning bottle isn’t the same as throwing a grenade. You won’t be able to get the same kind of distance.”
Louis blinked a few times, again turning his head in Ray’s general direction without making eye contact.
“I’ll do it,” Jones said. “Just set up the bottles, and I’ll do it.”
“Bottles are all set.”
“Fair enough.”
Jones lowered his gun and stepped away from the window. Ray couldn’t see his face very well at this angle, but he searched his body language for signs of fear and found none. No hunched shoulders. No nervous twitches.
Ray crossed the room, clapped him on the shoulder, and his eyes got a little moist. Lorraine must have been wrong about the kid. She wasn’t often, but he was about to risk everything for them. That was commitment above and beyond.
“Have you got a-”
Jones interrupted Ray’s question by plucking a Zippo from his hip pocket. He held it up a moment, angling it toward the window to let the moonlight glint on the chrome, and then he put it back in his pocket.
“They won’t be able to see me coming at them now, at least,” he said, staring out the window into the black. Muzzle flashes blinked on and off out there like a sparse string of orange Christmas lights.
“We’ll fire over your head en masse to try to suppress them for a while here, but Christ on a pony, don’t dally out there.”
“I won’t.”
Ray handed over the handgun he’d brought along.
“I hope you don’t need this, but…”
Jones tucked the gun into his belt, and then he hugged the bottles to his chest, glass clinking against glass, gas sloshing around in each of them. They moved to the half-light spilling into the open doorway, and the lines on the boy’s face seemed to change as he prepared to mount his attack. He looked so calm, so expressionless, so utterly cold that it sent a shiver up Ray’s spine. He’d never felt that way looking into a man’s face before.
“You’ve got five shots, kid. Make them count.”
Jones moved out. Ray watched him become a touch more visible, the black shades faltering to gray as he stepped through the doorway and moved into the open. He stooped low, zig-zagging across the grass, a tactic they’d discussed between bursts of gunfire as they waited for Louis to return with the supplies.
All of the assault rifles on their side of the firefight opened fire in unison, a riot of sound. The men ducked out of their respective windows, their outstretched guns shooting blindly, aimed high, now hoping not to maim but to distract the opposition long enough for Jones to reach his destination.
Ray felt a sting in his lip, and it dawned on him that he was biting it. He stopped.
Jones was a walking shadow now, a hunched black thing snaking across the field, shoulders writhing in a strut that seemed almost reptilian. When the silhouette disappeared into the darkness along the shed, Ray felt his chest convulse. Air sucked into his lungs, and he realized he’d held his breath as Jones scampered for cover. He’d made it, though. He’d taken shelter behind the little tool shed, and now he’d set up shop to light and toss his bottles of fire.
He watched that shadowed spot along the shed, afraid to blink. His heart pounded in his torso, his ribcage quaking. Nothing stirred there. God, what was taking so long? Jones hadn’t gotten hit at the last minute had he?
Flame flickered then, appearing in the blackness like a light flipped on. The orange glow lit Jones’ face from underneath, the lines along his brow and chin looking sinister, almost demonic before the lighter moved away, gliding to the first wick.
The glow disappeared for a moment, and then a new flame bobbed atop the bottle. He couldn’t tell which one it was. The Dr. Pepper, maybe.
The tiny fire swelled, lighting up most of the rear of the shed to the degree that the rough texture of the siding became visible, like the thing was wrapped in one giant asphalt shingle. It was a lot of light. Much more than he’d anticipated. Hopefully Jones chucked it soon or this whole plan could be over quickly, even if the shed gave him cover for now.
But Jones didn’t throw it. He set it down, the light wavering, the shadows stretching and lurching over the wall with the flame’s movement.
“What the hell is he doing?” Ray hissed.
The lighter’s light vanished again, and then a second flame appeared above another bottle. One of the Coke bottles, Ray thought, based on the size.
“He’s lighting another one,” Louis said. Stating the obvious seemed to be the extent of the man’s battle skills.
Now both wicks seemed to catch fully in unison. The fire crackled and undulated upon each bottle, burning brighter than before.
Ray held his breath again, and everything went into slow motion.
The first flame moved quickly, lighting up the back of Jones’ head as he pulled it back behind his ear. His wind up was more like a quarterback’s than a pitcher’s, which Ray thought made sense given the shape and weight of the object to be hurled.
It quivered there a moment, and then it flung forward. The glow arced over everything like a rainbow. The projectile didn’t tumble end over end, but its flaming tail spiraled, the limp part of the rag whipping with each rotation.
The glass shattered against a tree trunk about eight feet off of the ground, and liquid fire whooshed out of it. A sheet of orange spread from the point of impact and descended to the ground. It was so bright it made Ray’s eyes water after so long staring into the dark, but he didn’t look away, didn’t even blink.
The throw had been a good one, lighting up the right patch of woods to reveal five armed men, all of them sporting shaggy hair and haggard beards. The closest two were together, perhaps only 30 feet from Jones, and the rest were spread out. A tall one stood off to the left, and two short, stocky figures occupied places off to the right. In the initial blaze, Ray could see all of their faces, read the fear and surprise and awe in their expressions.
Good, he thought. Now the raiders were the hunted.
The flash quickly built to a peak and receded, the illumination dulling, though not all the way. The blanket of fire remained, spread over a swath of ferns and dead leaves, but the sharp details blurred back into wispy gray things, and the color leached out of most everything but a ring of green just around the yellow and orange of the fire itself. The men reverted to silhouettes, their faces swallowed up by the shadows.
Movement caught his eye, something off to his right, and his head swiveled that way.
Jones pulled the second bottle back behind his ear, and he didn’t hesitate this time. He let it fly. Once more the flaming tail wagged behind the bottle so it almost looked like a crappy comet crashing to the Earth.
The bottle exploded, the tinkle of the glass seeming to exhale a cloud of fire all at once, and the two closest raiders screamed as the flame whooshed upon them, the cloud of fire hovering there for a long moment and closing around them like a fist. It was a direct hit. The shaggy hair was gone in a flash, the beards a beat later, and then the hands covering the faces began to blacken.
The blaze made Ray shield his eyes, somehow brighter than the first. He saw the heat shimmer over them as they both instinctively brought their hands to their faces, and tried to escape.
That wasn’t going to happen, Ray knew. Not even if they stopped, dropped and rolled. They were doused in burning gasoline, a blanket of flaming fuel dropped over them that soaked into their clothes and hair like fiery water. This was as far as they went.
Their screams were pathetic, ragged and shrill, like alley cats fighting in the wee hours of the night.
They stumbled away from the burning patch of earth, but not fast enough. The fire grabbed hold of one of the grenades, and that one invited the rest to the party as well. The doubled-up boom chopped the men down on the spot, the bulk of their legs disintegrating into a bloody spray, toppling them to the ground in heaps.
The screams didn’t cut out, however. They only intensified.
And finally the gunfire resumed, somehow speeding time back up. Not all the way but some.
Of the three left, Louis cut down the tallest one, splitting the middle of him open red and watching him go limp and disappear into the brush. Crazy to think that being gut shot was a mercy in this scenario, but it was, Ray thought. The damage was severe enough that he’d bleed out quickly without being set on fire or having his legs blown apart.
Men in one of the other cabins dropped one of the stocky guys, and Ray heard a woman’s celebratory scream.
“I got ‘eem! I got ‘eem!”
He knew the voice. Fiona. Apparently Fiona was manning one of the assault rifles.
The lone survivor, the other stocky figure, broke for the darkness, hurdling brush and deadfall in a dead sprint. A cacophony of yells and cries burst in the cabins around him, and Ray realized that all gunfire had cut off. Why weren’t they firing on the escaping figure?
“The fuck’s going on?” he muttered.
Louis pointed toward the woods.
“That is.”



 
 
 
Izzy
 
Cecil Township, Pennsylvania
260 days after
 
They’d been pedaling forever. That’s what it seemed like to Izzy anyway. Her legs weren’t tired, though. She stood on the pedals, rearranging her backside on the seat in an attempt to find a more comfortable position. Her butt, on the other hand… well, that was a different story.
“My butt hurts,” she said.
Erin squeezed the hand brakes on her bike and drifted back in line with Izzy.
“What?”
“My tush! It’s sore as heck.”
Erin laughed, shaking her head.
“We’ll take a break in a minute. Mine kinda hurts, too.”
Erin gestured ahead at the shell of a busted up convenience store. Bike tires crunched gravel into asphalt as they rolled into the parking lot. It was pocked with water-filled potholes large enough to qualify as small ponds. They steered around them, taking a serpentine path through the lot.
“Might as well check and see if there’s anything good left. You wait here until it’s clear.”
Izzy hopped off the bike.
“Just like old times,” she said.
Erin stopped and smiled, nodding.
“Just like old times.”
Izzy watched her disappear into the shadows of the store, gun drawn. Erin had a tendency to hunch forward when she entered a new building. The way her back arched always reminded Izzy of a turtle’s shell.
Izzy walked along the edge of the curb, arms extended for better balance like a tightrope walker in the circus. She didn’t like that they’d left Marcus and Rocky. It didn’t make sense to split up. What if they got lost? What if they never saw each other again? She was wishing for a way to communicate over long distances when Erin poked her head through the glass-less door.
“It’s all clear, Captain Underpants.”
Izzy teetered to one side and dismounted from the curb.
“Why am I Captain Underpants?”
Erin crooked at a finger at her, and Izzy had to swivel around to get a look at her back’s reflection in the lone intact window on the whole building. Her shirt and jacket were tucked into the back of her pants, with a half-inch sliver of underwear elastic visible.
“Hey!”
Izzy twisted and yanked, righting her wardrobe like a chicken smoothing it’s ruffled feathers.
“You’re the one walking around with a Do-It-Yourself Wedgie.”
“You could have told me.”
“I just did.”
Inside, the store looked like someone had taken a baseball bat to its remains. The shelves that had contained anything worthwhile were empty, some overturned. Wads of paper and packaging material littered the floor. A box of Twinkies lay flattened like roadkill on the gray tile.
Izzy’s toe collided with a piece of Styrofoam, and it swooshed across the floor with an eerie screech. She kicked it again, and the noise sent goose bumps crawling over her arms.
“Izzy, quit. It’s like nails on a chalkboard.”
Izzy stopped, pivoted, changed direction. She came to a clump of plastic shrink wrap. She lifted it with her foot and it fluttered back to the ground like a jellyfish. With her next step, Izzy nudged an empty beer can, and it skittered over the floor with a metallic tinkle.
She wondered if Marcus and Rocky had started out yet. Would the squirrel ride on his shoulder? Or would Marcus tuck the animal in the pocket of his hoodie? Sometimes Rocky liked to sleep there. Marcus said that was where he carried her around when she was still a baby and had a hurt leg.
Izzy pictured them zooming right past the store, missing their bikes outside. She turned and looked out the window, but the road was empty. What if they got lost or made a wrong turn somewhere?
She wished there was some way she could leave markers for them.
She shoved her hands in her pockets, feeling a wad of Mall Mania money she’d tucked there for safe keeping.
Izzy froze.
“We have to go back.”
Erin’s head popped up from behind a shelf of wiper fluid.
“What?”
“We have to go back to the house. We left something important.”
“I told you, Marcus and-”
“No! It’s not that. We left the game! Mall Mania! I can’t just leave it behind.”
Erin shoved her hands in her pockets, looking annoyed.
“I brought it.”
“You did not.”
“I did! It was going to be a surprise. When we found somewhere to camp out tonight.”
“Oh,” Izzy said, then grinned. “I’ll still act surprised.”
Erin rolled her eyes.
“Right.”
Izzy hopped this way and that, kicking pieces of garbage as she went, enjoying the varying sounds and movements of the different materials. There was a chest freezer next to the cashier’s counter, and Izzy rested her arms on the glass top and gazed inside. Past her reflection, she surveyed the formerly frozen novelties.
She couldn’t reach the bottom of the case without anchoring her hip on the edge and leaning her upper body into the freezer. Her feet kicked in the air, maintaining her balance, and keeping her from tipping all the way in. She scooped one of the packages and extricated herself from the freezer. She held it in her hand, tipping it this way and that, a plastic pouch filled with red sugar water. The popsicle stick floated in the middle like a broken ship’s mast.
Izzy tossed the melted popsicle back into the freezer. It crinkled and splatted when it hit the bottom.
Four paces from where she stood, a cardboard box squatted on the floor. She took the four steps, then wound up for a good kick. She expected the box to swish across the linoleum like a hovercraft. Instead, her foot collided with the side with a thud and the box barely moved an inch.
This box wasn’t empty.



 
 
 
Ray
 
The Compound
279 days after
 
Jones bounded through the woods like a lion closing on some injured antelope. He burst past the pocked place where the pile of grenades had performed open leg surgery, accelerating and closing the gap between him and the shorter raider.
Watching them run almost felt like watching two different species racing, Ray thought. The raider’s stubby little legs twittered over the ground, thick quadriceps all twitchy like a squirrel’s movements. His torso leaned forward so his head was actually ahead of his knees. Jones leaned back, his spine straight and rigid. Each of his movements seemed effortless, graceful. His strides spanned incredible distances. It looked like he was jogging and catching up to a man working three or four times as hard.
A deadfall tree tripped the raider. Not enough to knock him over, but enough to slow him enough for the predator to catch him.
Jones lowered his shoulder and drove full force into the smaller man’s back. The raider’s neck whipped back like a test dummy’s on the way to the ground. They struggled for a moment, and then the shots rang out. Two of them.
Jones still pinned the body to the ground, sitting on it, his back to the cabins. The raiders legs remained motionless below.
Ray realized his mouth was agape, so he closed it. The sound around him seemed to turn back on all at once. The men whooped and chattered, excitement in their voices, in the air around them. He could hear Fiona’s voice above the rest.
“Atta boy, Jonesy! That’s how it’s done.”
Ray didn’t join the celebration, though. He watched the figure out there still straddling the ribcage of the raider’s corpse, waiting to see his next move. Who the hell was this guy? He’d just saved the camp, potentially saved all of their lives, but something about it was off.
He felt the cold numb of shock in both of his hands, a tingle of frigidity that roiled in his palms, and the ice climbed up into the muscles of his forearms, making them tremble.
The dark figure rose then, and the posture seemed to change. All of that animal confidence drained from its body language, and its shoulders sloped, head hanging down. This seemed to break whatever spell Ray had been under.
It was nothing. Nothing at all. Maybe he’d let Lorraine’s warnings get into his head. That was probably all it was. The kid was a damn hero for Christ’s sake.
Still, he watched Jones mosey back to the camp, his eyes trained on the ground.
Everyone clambered down from their windowed perches to cluster around the kid once he got within fifteen feet of the cabins. Fiona tousled his hair while most of the rest patted him on the back. The words of encouragement tangled over each other to create a wordless harmony. That was the sound of victory, Ray thought, men babbling together in just the right tone.
Apart from smiles and blinks, the kid responded to none of the chatter. He just shuffled forward. It didn’t look like he had any particular destination in mind to Ray. Just looked like his legs were in the mood to keep moving, and so they did.
Ray hopped down when the crowd got close, and Jones locked eyes with him as he approached, blinking a little faster, or so Ray thought.
“It was crazy to run out there when you knew we were gunning for those guys,” the preacher said. “How’d you know we’d see you in time to lay off?”
Jones’ eyes went a little wide as though he hadn’t considered this reality until just now.
“I guess I didn’t. I wasn’t thinking much, I guess.”
The two men looked at each other for a long moment.
“Hell of a throw,” the preacher said. “Did you know you were going to nail them like that or was it dumb luck?”
“I don’t know. It felt good off my fingertips.”
The whole group seemed to slow outside of the cabin where the grenade had gone off. They fell into a semi-circle facing it, and everyone fell quiet. The smoke smell hung in the air here. The odor reminded Ray a little of setting off fireworks as a kid, a concentrated version of that particular black smoke stench.
Black streaked away from the perimeter of the window frame like soot around a chimney, and more black stared back from the pieces of the ceiling and walls Ray could see, a matte black like charcoal.
“Who?” he said, wheeling to search the faces around him. Most wouldn’t meet his eyes, though Jones stared right at him.
“Higgins, I think,” a voice said somewhere to his left. “Lumpy, too.”
“Yeah,” another voice said. “Lumpy, too.”
Some of the others nodded, and hushed voices murmured condolences to those considered closest to the fallen.
Ray climbed the two steps to take a peek into the cabin. He didn’t know why. He just had to see them for himself, to be absolutely certain that there was nothing to be done. None of the others moved, which surprised him. He thought a couple more would come take a look, for better or worse.
One body occupied each back corner of the cabin. The bigger one — Lumpy, he thought — was draped over a cot, his head slumped into the corner and out of view. That was probably for the best. The rest of him was pretty tattered, patches of red opened up everywhere along his legs and torso.
Higgins looked worse. He slouched in the corner, belly up. One arm was gone from the elbow down, and it looked like he had just about been decapitated as well, the blackened remnant of a face and head bent too far back, strung to his body by sinewy threads of connective tissue.
He must have picked it up, Ray thought, tried to throw it out the window and didn’t quite get it off in time.
He only looked on them for a few seconds, but it felt like much longer.
His eyes stayed on the semi-circle of open grass in front of the crowd as he walked back down the steps. Many watched him, but none of them got any closer. Maybe that was for the best. He had to see it, had to, had to look the worst in the face, to hold the worst things in his head and understand them so he could protect the people he cared about from them. That was his nature, but what good would it do any of them? What good comes from gazing into that abyss?
There was something visceral about moving directly from celebrating with Jones to mourning in front of this blown out cabin, Ray thought, something that didn’t just stab him in the heart but twisted the blade for good measure. Based on the body language around him, he suspected the others felt the same way. The victory felt hollow now, felt pointless and small in the face of the loss incurred.
And he knew he should say something, something that would put this pain into some perspective.
He put up a hand and the whispers cut out right away.
“We lost good men today,” Ray said, lifting his voice to speak to all of them at once. “Good men. But Lumpy and Higgins did not die in vain. We’re still here. We lost two brothers, but the family persists, the family carries on. Never forget that as you mourn them. We’re still here.”
He banged a fist against his chest as he said those last words, and he hesitated a moment before he went on. In that pause, he couldn’t help but relate this to his prior speaking engagements. This was nothing like them. Before he told people what they wanted to hear, smiling forever and always. Now he looked into their faces, and he told them that he felt their pain, and he meant it.
“There will be more battles to come. Some of them violent like tonight’s, some of them battles of the mind and battles of the spirit. We will be tested over and over, pushed to our limits by these harsh times, and more of our brothers and sisters will fall along the way. But as a group, we will survive so long as we fight for each other, so long as the bravest few are willing to risk everything for each other. Believe that. Hold it in your heart every day.”



 
 
 
Erin
 
Avella, Pennsylvania
260 days after
 
As they set back out onto the road, all Erin could think was: of course. In their first scavenging foray of the trip, of course they’d find an entire case of bubble gum. Devoid of nutrition, with just enough sugar to increase your cavity count.
Izzy was happy. Erin caught a glimpse of her chomping away out of the corner of her eye. The kid pursed her lips and exhaled, inflating a sugary pink orb that shuddered in the wind for a few moments before it popped. The deflated gum wrinkled and flattened against Izzy’s cheek. A strand of her hair just missed the sticky mess.
Erin could already see where this was headed.
“No bubbles while you’re riding!”
“What? That’s no fun!”
“If you get gum in your hair, then it’s coming out with scissors. We don’t have time for an emergency of the gum-in-hair variety.”
Izzy made a face, wrinkling her nose in something like a snarl.
They pedaled on, passing a few wrecked cars at a turn-off, but mostly seeing only the road and the trees and the marbled sky. To their left the road cut through the side of a hill, exposing the layers of rock beneath, each stripe marking a different era in time.
Erin heard the telltale shriek of Izzy’s brakes. She didn’t need to turn her head to know the metallic clang that followed was the kid slapping her hand against the green and white road sign notifying them that the next town was 14 miles ahead. It was about the tenth time she’d done it since they’d left the convenience store. A new boredom-busting travel game? Like when you try to collect license plates from all fifty states on the cars you pass on a road trip. Or a superstitious compulsion? Like holding your breath when you pass a graveyard? Erin wasn’t sure. Knowing nine-year-olds, it was probably a little of both.
Erin resisted the urge to turn and look behind her again, at the point on the horizon where the two parallel lines of the road seemed to meet. She tried to tell herself the tightness in her chest was homesickness. And maybe that was part of it. Even though they’d only actually lived there for half a year, it had been their safe haven. It really had felt like home.
But if she were being honest with herself, there was something else making her feel this way. Guilt. Guilt for leaving Marcus and that damned rodent. And every time she looked back the way they’d come, she half-expected to see them there. An angry dot in the distance, gaining ground.
There was nothing there now, just as there had been nothing the last dozen times she found herself looking. Just more road and trees and mottled sky.
They arrived in Avella in the late afternoon, when the sun began to sink toward the horizon. It was a tiny old rail stop, with bumpy brick streets in the oldest parts of town.
Erin slowed her bike and came to a halt next to a spray-painted sign advertising “Wing Nite” next to the fire station.
“I think we’ll stay here for the night,” Erin said.
“At the fire station? Is there a pole? Can I slide down it?”
Erin point to a bungalow on the corner.
“I meant the house across the street.”
“Boo,” Izzy said, but Erin wasn’t listening. Something caught her eye at the fire station. Orange and metallic, glinting in the low sun. She slid off her bike and hobbled toward a Coke machine out front. Man, she was sore from riding all day.
She had to crouch down and extend one arm behind the machine to reach. Someone had pried the vending machine open, probably with a crowbar, taking the money and the soda. But they’d missed one.
The can scraped against the ground as she pulled it free. She spun the aluminum cylinder in her hand. Orange Fanta.
“Holy heck! I want some,” Izzy said, making grabby hands at the can.
Erin cracked the top and let the kid have the first swig.
“How is it?”
“Warm,” Izzy said between gulps. “But good.”
 
Even after all that riding, and a mind-numbing game of Mall Mania, Erin had trouble falling asleep. Even with her eyes shut, she knew it wasn’t home. It smelled wrong, musty and uninhabited. Their house smelled like food and fire.
And then there were the noises. She knew the sounds of their house. The crackle of the fire. The drips melting off the icicles on the gutter outside their bedroom window.
A scurry of feet in the attic above them caused her eyes to snap open. Rats, most likely. But it made her think of the squirrel and Marcus.
The guilt crept in again, and she fought it. She’d made the right choice. Izzy was her responsibility, but that’s because she was a kid. Marcus could take care of himself. She didn’t owe him anything. She’d been more than generous, really. First in saving him, and second in letting him stay, and finally in leaving him a supply of food that should last him at least a month. And he wasn’t alone. He had Rocky.
She closed her eyes again. She had nothing to feel guilty about. She’d been fair with Marcus.
But when her mind finally drifted into a dream, Marcus was there, and he was angry. Izzy, too. They refused to talk to her, turning away when she spoke. Even the squirrel wouldn’t acknowledge her.
 



 
 
 
Lorraine
 
The Compound
279 days after
 
She rolled from her side to her back, and the bed creaked under her. Her cranium nestled into the pillow, but she couldn’t quite convince her eyelids to close. Not yet.
In the corner of her field of vision she saw Ray move to his bedside lantern. He placed his hands upon the glass dome, and shadows overtook the room where he blocked out the light. He hesitated there a moment.
“Should I put it out?” he said, his voice just above a whisper.
“Maybe not. I don’t think we’ll sleep much tonight.”
He nodded, released his grip on the lamp, and the shade receded. Something about the way the dark seemed to swoop out of the room reminded her of a bat flitting by.
He climbed into bed, and they lay so their arms touched. The mattress pressed its cool into her back. Soothing.
With the gunfire over, the quiet felt stark. Ominous. The night stretched out into a black void around them, a notable emptiness like the gaping socket where the extracted tooth once resided.
“How can you know for sure?” he said.
“Rick brought back a pregnancy test in one of his hauls. Because I asked him to look for one, I guess.”
He tilted his head a little.
“So you peed on the little stick and everything?”
She nodded.
“Wand.”
“What?”
“They call the sticks wands. Not that it matters.”
Ray rubbed at his eyes, the sides of his thumbs and index fingers working at the lids for a long while. Eventually, he pulled his hands away and blinked a few times. Even in the lantern light she could see how bloodshot the whites were.
“I’m sorry. Maybe I should have waited until tomorrow to tell you. I just-”
He turned and put a hand on her shoulder to interrupt her.
“Don’t say that. It’s good news. Exciting news. I’m distracted right now is all. My ears are still singing the high notes, you know?”
Her eyes closed, and she sighed, breath rolling out of her for a long time.
“I’m glad. I’m glad you think it’s good news. I do, too.”
He rolled onto his back, staring up at the ceiling as he answered.
“Under other circumstances, it’d be great news. It really would. We’re a little old for it, but we’re not quite old enough to make the Guinness Book of World Records just yet. It’s scary, too, of course. Look at what happened tonight. Our survival was no sure thing. Tough to bring a kid, a child, into… into this world.”
She looked upon him while he talked, and she couldn’t help but notice that he looked older, more tired and haggard, than he had ever looked before. Purple bags bulged under his eyes, and the nasolabial fold on the side facing her looked like a ravine etched into his tan skin. Almost craggy.
“It is scary,” she said. “But we have to try, don’t we? Tonight was scary, but we fought and we survived. The camp survived.”
He swallowed, and she saw the bulge in his throat bob up and down.
“Well… most of us survived,” he said. “Lumpy and Higgins didn’t make it. I wasn’t going to tell you until morning, didn’t figure that’d help you sleep at all, but then we might not be sleeping much anyway.”
Lumpy and Higgins. That didn’t seem possible. She wasn’t close to either of them, but Lumpy in particular was the kind of person you just felt like you knew well, even if you didn’t talk to him much. A big personality. Almost like the class clown at school, she thought, and that was an apt comparison on multiple levels. In most every respect – from his sense of humor to his undersized sleeveless t-shirts, to his swollen-bellied physique — he was like an overgrown child.
“Lumpy was such a sweetheart of a man,” she said, almost more to herself than to Ray.
They were quiet for a long moment, and then a choked sound came from his side of the bed. She looked over, expecting to find him in tears and instead finding him hacking something into his handkerchief. He still looked haggard, but he wasn’t going to cry after all. Maybe that made sense. A preacher, even a phony one, deals in life and death, funeral services and the like, until death becomes routine.
“Truth is, it could have been worse,” he said. “A lot worse. Two casualties and three or four damaged cabins, mostly cosmetic? We were lucky to get off like that. Real lucky. We’ll need to post guard towers and lock the perimeter down from now on.”
“It was a lesson learned, then.”
“More lessons than one, maybe. You know I love Louis, but he wasn’t much of a field general. He’s a good leader in work situations, maybe, but not so much in battle. That will be good to know going forward. Not everyone is cut out for that kind of thing, I suppose. Anyhow, it was Jones who saved us. He just about single-handedly saved the camp.”
“Jones,” she said.
“Yeah. Jones. You know, the Jones who-”
“I know who he is. Sorry, that wasn’t a question. I was just saying his name, I guess.”
“I see.”
Ray’s lip twitched like he was going to say something else, and she saw what looked like a flash of fear in his eyes just then, but it passed and he stayed silent.
They didn’t talk much after that, but they didn’t sleep, either. They just stared up at the way the lantern shined on the ceiling.



 
 
 
Baghead
 
Outside of Little Rock, Arkansas
9 years, 128 days after
 
“So you’ve dealt with this before?” Baghead said.
He bent a branch out of their way and held it while Ruthie and Delfino passed through the opening.
“It happens,” Delfino said. “I mean, I’ve never driven over a spike strip, but the car didn’t make it from 1974 to present without changing the tires quite a few times, right? Same goes for these last few years. I guess that’s the one good thing about the world being empty. Lotta car parts to salvage.”
They walked on, pushing through tree limbs and wiry undergrowth where it sprouted up here and there, but mostly crunching over a flattened layer of dead leaves. Baghead’s heel landed on a stick which sounded like a bone fracture when it snapped. A wrist, maybe, he thought.
Delfino held up a hand, and everyone stopped. The quiet suddenly stimulated, seeming ominous in place of the beat and scrape of their footsteps grinding dried-out leaves into powder.
The driver turned his head back and forth, listening. His hand wavered a second, and then it lowered back to his side, and they pressed on.
The road seemed to float along to their right like a body of water just visible through the trees. It appeared to rise and fall as they crested small hills and dipped into mini-valleys, like waves of concrete and asphalt lapping at the edge of the woods.
In time, the fog in Baghead’s head lifted, and his thoughts cleared. A little jolt of anxiety flashed through him. If one of the assassins had set this trap, this situation was much worse than he’d grasped to this point. That would mean they knew he was on the road, knew the direction he was headed. That made some sense, he thought, being that one of the five had already encountered him on this road. Maybe just an educated guess on their part. Maybe word had gotten to them somehow, though he couldn’t imagine how. Then again, he had made some inquiries to acquire a driver, and even then Delfino already knew about the Hand of Death. He said people talk about that kind of thing.
More importantly, it meant whoever had done this was close by. They were likely waiting even now. Watching their likely path. For all he knew they’d found the car by now and were on their trail. If not, they would be soon.
“Should we actually go back?” he said, not realizing he was asking aloud until it was out.
“Go back?” Delfino said.
“We’re assuming that we drove into a trap, yes? Aren’t they — whoever did this — likely to wait for us at the car?”
Delfino stopped walking, turned to face him. The driver’s face seemed to redden all at once, his eyes looking steely and scary and dead.
“We ain’t leaving the car. You got that?”
Bags’ stomach fluttered. A deep desire to end the conflict as quickly as possible surged in him then, made him want to nod, to agree with Delfino just to ease the tension. It tingled and throbbed in both sides of his neck and all along his ribcage, but he resisted the urge, fought it, saying nothing instead.
Muscles coiled along Delfino’s jaw, his bottom lip twitching just a little. The driver turned and stomped off.
Baghead locked eyes with Ruth, and the kid shrugged. She followed Delfino’s lead and Baghead followed hers.
 
Wind hissed through the leaves above them, tumbling the green bits over each other to make a sound that reminded Baghead of TV static from when he was a kid. The volume low, that chaotic mess of snow flashing on the screen, somehow looking like burbling liquid and popping popcorn at the same time. That had been a long time gone even before all of this, of course, with digital overtaking analog, flat screens wiping the boxy CRTs off of the face of the planet over the course of just a few years, taking TV snow along with them.
Not that he’d turn down either analog or digital now. Hell, he’d watch an hour of commercials in black and white if only to relive what it felt like to stare into that screen, to watch the images move like dreams broadcast into his home, into his living room.
“Here,” Delfino said, shaking Baghead back to reality. “We’ll take this exit.”
It took Bags a second to even see the ramp through the trees, but there it was, a coiled piece of road that would bend them under an overpass and into the city.
Stepping through the wall of green at the edge of the woods somehow felt more intense when exiting than it did entering. Some kind of vine, thin and leafy like ivy, had attached itself to everything here. It was like trying to walk through a net. Tangles of ropey bits clung to his arms, snared his ankles, wrapped themselves around his bagged head. The stuff seemed to adhere itself to everything it touched, not so much out of stickiness. More like it had little Velcro teeth it used to attach itself to fabric and flesh alike.
Ruthie seemed to be faring no better than Bags, the vines twisted up in her hair and refusing to let go. Lodged like stringy wads of spearmint bubble gum.
“Hold still a second,” he said, untangling and plucking the ivy from her hair.
Even against his finger tips it felt wrong, more insect-like than plant. It was almost like handling giant mantis forelegs, the ones that look folded in prayer right up until they tore another bug’s head off.
With her hair properly weeded, they thrashed through the last few steps together, her following just behind him in the opening his flailing arms cleared.
And then it was over. The sun surrounded him, lit up everything in warm, orange tones. Open air sprawled above. The empty expanse of blue up there made him feel small. The air felt different out here, too. Less damp. Less heavy.
Ruthie walked out from his shadow to stand beside him. They just stood for a moment, watching Delfino climb the slope of grass up to the asphalt. The girl followed the driver then, but Baghead lingered still.
He looked back at the gaping exit wounds they’d torn in the greenery. He could already picture the woods closing those spaces back up, like a time lapse video of the vines re-knitting themselves tighter and tighter until the net was taut once more.
 
“Way I see it, you start something, you better finish it. If it means something to you, anyway. Life is short as shit, and I’m all about doing the things I do with passion. Driving or whatever else.”
He paused a moment, making sure Ruthie was far enough ahead to be out of earshot before carrying on with his voice lower than before. She balanced along the edge of the ditch ahead of them.
“Like when you made the call to help the girl, you signed both of us up for life, man. Or at least until she gets situated somewhere long term, right? There’s no half-assin’ something like ‘at, man. You go full bore. Balls out. Head first. I’m talkin’ ready to walk through fire if that’s what it takes.”
Baghead laughed without sound, a few puffs of air from his nostrils.
“We might have to walk through fire if we keep heading toward Little Rock,” he said.
“Heh. True enough. But I figure we can walk around the perimeter of the city, stay out of the fire zone. Shouldn’t take long to find four decent tires, and then we’ll skedaddle.”
“Maybe,” Baghead said. “Do you run across that many tires in good shape these days? I see a lot of flats, a lot of cars stripped of anything useful.”
“It can’t be that hard. We’re heading into a city for Christ’s sake.”
“Yeah, a city that’s on fire at the moment.”
For a split second Baghead thought he heard something rustling in the wooded area to their right, but it ended just as quickly as it happened. Maybe a squirrel or groundhog or something, he thought. But when he turned to find wrinkles etched deep into Delfino’s forehead, he knew it was something else.
Delfino stopped. His posture went as rigid as a hunting dog pointing at something with his head angled at the ground, eyes staring off at nothing. He raised a fist.
“Stop,” he said. “Stop walking.”
They listened to the silence for a long moment, the wind shimmying branches and leaves. Then a voice called out from somewhere behind them.
“Hey!”
A shaggy looking man gave a wave and hobbled toward them, covered in soot. His bare feet slapped over the asphalt.
“Don’t fucking move!” Delfino said, raising the shotgun and pointing it in the vague direction of the man’s face and head.
His voice came out deep and gravelly, and the tone of it somehow suggested violence. Not just the threat. The real thing. It made the hair on Baghead’s arms stand up right away. Ruth cowered from the driver as well, just a little flinch, a momentary shrinking away like a scared puppy.
The man stopped short, his arms going straight up. He was scrawny, sticks for arms and legs, all of him draped in clothing that looked more like a big greasy rag with holes in the appropriate places than a shirt and pants. He had light hair that shagged down into his eyes.
In contrast to Delfino’s growl, the man’s voice was reedy. Thin. It sounded dry.
“I’m unarmed,” he said. “Please. I lost everything in the fire. Even my shoes. I couldn’t help but overhear. You need tires. I can help with that. Everything in the city has been picked clean, but there’s a place that has what you need. I just require a little help getting out of here in return. A ride. A ride to pretty much anywhere but here.”
Delfino’s teeth gritted, the grinding sound loud enough that Baghead could hear it standing a few feet away from him. His shotgun wavered, lowered part of the way.
The man’s arms stayed up. His expression shifted a bit, eyes going wide. It occurred to Baghead that the man’s eyes appeared extra bright, extra clean, next to his skin and clothes all smudged with black. They looked eerie. The palest blue. Almost fake.
“You know where we can get tires, you said? Close by?” Delfino said.
“I do. It’s not far.”
Delfino turned to Baghead and spoke just above a whisper.
“What do you think?”
“He doesn’t seem like an assassin, but… I don’t know. Getting out of here as fast as possible sounds good to me. I guess you’d know better than I would.”
“You might think so.”
Delfino let a hand drift away from the shotgun long enough to rub the heel of it against his chin, the stubble scraping his palm with a sound like a wire brush working at a metal fixture. Then his arm twitched, and his fingers were right back on the weapon.
“So how far is not far?” Delfino said, raising his voice again.



 
 
 
Teddy
 
Moundsville, West Virginia
261 days after
 
He struggled to sit still. Twitching fingers led to fidgeting feet led to standing and walking from one end of the house to the other. The floorboards groaned in the off beats between his steps, the grain of the wood stretched to the point of whining in protest.
Restless. The word popped into his head as though beamed there from outside of him, some satellite tuned to the frequency of his brain. He didn’t know where it could have come from. He was sure he’d never uttered the word aloud in his life. Still, he knew it now, knew what it meant, knew it was the perfect word to describe him at the moment.
He walked back down the hallway to where he started, the pound of more footsteps thundering below. His teeth grit against each other, jaw muscles clenching and releasing, the flesh along his nose wrinkling like a snarling dog’s and relaxing.
The girls didn’t keep in the heat. The most recent one, still sprawled in his room downstairs, was starting to smell. He’d need to dispose of it, probably today.
That was his problem, he thought. They didn’t last, couldn’t last. It wasn’t fair. He could get what he wanted, but it couldn’t be his for long.
But maybe it was more than that. Maybe the real thing wasn’t as good as he thought it’d be. Maybe the fantasy would always be better.
He paced from the kitchen to the living room and back a few times, tumbling those thoughts around in his head like they were rocks to be polished. Nothing lasted. It just wasn’t fair.
Without thinking, he found himself pushing through the doorway and down the front steps. It was early to check his traps, he knew, and there was nothing more frustrating than finding them empty, but he couldn’t help it.
He bounded down the sidewalk, his arms gesturing frantically as though he were ranting, but he spoke no words. His feet pounded the concrete. His left eyelid twitched.
The restlessness seemed to swell inside his skull, a building pressure just behind his forehead as though his brain itself were inflating, expanding, quivering out of frustration.
The sidewalk bent up toward the sky to climb the final hill between him and the traps. He wiped the back of his hand at the sweat beading on his top lip.
He knew it would all be empty, but he went through the motions anyway.



 
 
 
Erin
 
Avella, Pennsylvania
261 days after
 
Erin squinted into the light streaming through the window, illuminating the unfamiliar room. A bandolier of Mardi Gras beads were strung over the mirror of a dressing table, a scatter of makeup and hair styling products reflected in the glass. Where the hell?
She inhaled, blinking rapidly, trying to get her half-asleep brain working. Her tongue was adhered to the roof of her mouth, and she swallowed against it. The room smelled wrong too. Like when she’d used to let a friend borrow some clothes and get them back stinking of their particular blend of laundry soaps and softeners.
Erin stretched a leg out, felt the soreness there and in her butt cheek. Ah yes. Sore and stiff from hours on the bike. They were on the road. Camping out in the little house off Route 50 for the night.
The sleeping bag rustled as she flipped to her other side to get a look at Izzy.
Except that Izzy’s sleeping bag was empty.
The zipper of Erin’s sleeping bag jammed, caught on a fold of fabric. She fumbled with it, but the combination of sleepiness and panic made her fingers clumsy. Finally she resorted to slithering from the bag, like a seal dragging itself over an ice floe.
At the bedroom door, she paused.
“Iz?”
The house had that eerie quiet, that unmistakable silence of emptiness.
Where would Izzy go? And why?
What if she’d been taken in the night? Erin knew it didn’t really make sense, but she couldn’t stop the thought from creeping into her mind and taking up residence in one of the darker corners.
The bathroom down the hall, the place Erin thought the most likely spot to find her, was empty. The same went for the other two rooms upstairs. She was heading downstairs when movement caught her eye from the window on her left.
She stepped closer to the glass, brushing a lacy curtain to one side.
Her heart sped up when she saw it, knuckles going white from gripping the banister.
Her first thought was that she was still asleep. Still dreaming. But she knew she wasn’t.
Her second thought was: How?



 
 
 
Teddy
 
Moundsville, West Virginia
261 days after
 
His favorite trap was the one in the Dairy Mart. The store was ravaged like all the rest – picked clean, trash everywhere, windows bashed to bits that littered the scene like oversized pieces of glitter. He’d left a six pack of Coca-Cola on the shelf, placed in a spot that would be visible from the street. And on the floor just in front of that six pack, under cover of wadded up papers and tattered cigarette posters, was a steel bear trap – one of the big ones that snapped ankles more often than not.
It was empty now. Untouched.
He trudged past the Apache foot traps he’d set up and down Wheeling Ave, finding them equally undisturbed. One of the camouflaged holes was exposed, so he recovered it with leaves. So far these had barely been worth the effort — first digging the hole and then whittling sticks to sharpened points. He’d caught two deer in them, at least, but no humans. It was good for a few meals, but most of the meat rotted. Next time, he’d be prepared to make jerky out of the bulk of it.
In any case, everything was empty. Even the old zombie traps, which he didn’t care much about these days, came up blank. He turned to head back.
Blood beat through his flesh, vibrated in his eyelids, slugged in his neck. He could faintly hear his pulse, feel the red juice spurting all through him.
Times like this made him feel all the way alone, like maybe the world had finally emptied out entirely. He knew it hadn’t – he had heard a car on the highway earlier – but it felt like it.



 
 
 
Erin
 
Avella, Pennsylvania
261 days after
 
The sun was an orange smear on the horizon. The golden light gave everything a yellowish hue and stretched the shadows into long columns. Erin watched her shadow sway over the driveway as she walked and thought that this was probably what the light was like on Mars.
They heard her approach, the scuff of her feet on the concrete. Izzy turned toward her, curls backlit by the sun.
“They found us!”
“I see that,” Erin said, watching the squirrel circumnavigate the trunk of the tree. “I told you they would.”
She didn’t know how the hell they’d done it, but they had. Marcus and the damn squirrel had found them. Well, probably Marcus did most of the finding, unless squirrels had some kind of bloodhound-type abilities she wasn’t aware of.
There was something stranger than that, though. She was kind of glad to see them. There was a sense of relief after her dream, the one where the three of them turned their back on her, and shut her out.
That gladness died when she looked at Marcus, saw the way his mouth was set in a straight line. Izzy might not know, but Marcus did. He knew she’d tried to abandon them. The same guilty feelings she’d been feeling the previous day returned.
“Hello,” she said.
“Hi.”
His voice was flat, unemotional. Not a trace of anger or annoyance. Cool, as always. Something about that made her mad. Really, who was he to try to make her feel guilty? She didn’t owe him anything. If anyone owed someone something, he owed her. She saved his life, damn it. And then he followed them after it was abundantly clear he wasn’t wanted. No, she had nothing to feel guilty about. Not a damn thing.
She watched the squirrel for a few moments, hopping from one branch to another, pausing to peer through the leaves, taking off again in the other direction, tail bouncing behind. At the base of the tree, a bike rested against the trunk. It was a bike she recognized from the barn.
Erin’s eyes narrowed into slits.
“Nice bike.”
“Thanks?” he said, like it was a question.
“Where’d you get it?”
“From the barn.”
“So you stole it.”
The space between his eyebrows pulled into a wrinkle.
“Was it stealing when you took your bike?”
“No. It’s my house. My house. My barn. My bikes.”
He snorted. “Whatever, Your Majesty.”
“Yeah. Whatever.”
 
They made their breakfast from the meager supplies they found in the house: a box of stale Cheerios and some jars of baby food that were several years past date. The more they scavenged along the way, the better. Erin’s bike, even with the trailer, didn’t allow for much to be brought along.
Marcus had at least chosen the bike with the rack on the back, which he used to tie down a duffel bag. But even if it was filled with food, she knew he’d left some behind. Just another strike against him.
As they rode through the chilled morning air, Erin’s mood went from annoyance to guilt to gladness and then back again.
Around noon they stopped to give their legs a break.
Izzy did a cartwheel in the grass and then let herself fall to the ground, stretching her arms and legs out like a starfish.
The kickstand on Erin’s bike squeaked as she lowered it.
“We’re going to go look for food. You wait here.”
Izzy barely acknowledged her, distracted by Rocky scurrying over her chest.
Erin avoided making eye contact with Marcus.
“We should split up. You take that one,” she pointed to a two-story house wrapped in white siding and black shutters with badly peeling paint.
“I think we should stick together.”
Erin massaged a tight spot on her neck, sore from sleeping in an unfamiliar bed. “We can cover more ground if we split up.”
“But if there’s trouble, two is better than one,” Marcus said.
Erin grit her teeth together. She was too hungry to argue.
“Fine.”
They found an unlocked window on the side of the house, and Marcus boosted her inside. Instead of waiting for her to go around and unlock the door, he hopped onto the ledge and slithered in after her.
Inside, Erin took the lead, being that she was the one with a gun. He didn’t ask for it, and she didn’t offer it. Besides, ladies first.
Their feet scuffed over worn carpet, barely a whisper. And then silence as they paused in front of a closed door.
Erin grasped the handle, turned it, and met resistance.
“Locked?” Marcus whispered.
She shook her head.
“Something’s blocking the door.”
He helped her push through the blockage while she kept the pistol aimed at the opening. When nothing happened, she gave Marcus a nod and slipped through the gap.
It was a bedroom, sparsely decorated with assemble-it-yourself wood veneer furniture and faded floral curtains. Erin skirted around the door to see what had been pushed against it and almost tripped over the corpse hanging from the doorknob by a belt.
She gasped and lurched backward, bumping into Marcus. He was so much taller, the back of her skull collided with his sternum. He steadied her with a hand on either shoulder.
“Sorry,” she muttered.
“All good,” he said.
In the kitchen, they began the hunt through cabinet doors and drawers. Erin pulled out a bag of dry lentil soup mix. It would take too long for now, but she kept it for later.
“How about these?”
Marcus set three cans of tuna on the counter and half a sleeve of club crackers.
Erin knew the crackers were stale without even tasting one.
“That’ll do.”
While Erin opened the cans, Marcus scouted the kitchen for eating utensils.
“How did you find us?”
Marcus smiled a little then.
“I was wondering when you’d get around to asking. I bet that’s just been eating you up, hasn’t it?”
She exhaled loudly.
“Are you gonna tell me or what?”
He reached around her, sliding drawers open in search of silverware. There was a telltale rattle as he pulled the next handle. He scooped three forks from the tray.
“I put Rocky on the scent,” he said, and for a second Erin thought he was serious. “Did I not mention she’s a search-and-rescue squirrel?”
He leaned back against the cabinets, hands resting on the counter top. She saw the smirk he was trying to hide and realized he was joking, of course.
“Don’t tell me, then.”
She slammed the can opener down, a little too loud maybe.
Marcus sighed and jammed a hand into the pocket of his jeans. He pulled his fist free. When he opened his fingers, a cluster of crumpled balls of pink paper rested in his palm. She took one, already knowing.
The paper crinkled as she smoothed it out on the counter, trying to get the creases out. A hundred bucks in Mall Mania money. That fucking game.
“She’s pretty clever you know. I mean, at first I thought maybe it was both of you leaving the trail. Hansel and Gretel style. But then I realized that chewing gum and board game money was more Izzy’s style.”
There was a pause. The silence of the empty house enveloped them.
“Plus there’s the fact that you’ve made it pretty clear that you don’t want me around.”
There it was. He’d actually said it. She admired him a little for it. She didn’t think he had the balls.
“It’s not personal, you know. It’s just…” she couldn’t look at him, so she stared into the can of tuna.
“I know. The world is all full of bad people now. Scary people.”
Finally she found her voice.
“It’s not that exactly. You don’t seem bad. I don’t think a bad person makes friends with squirrels, for starters. That’s some Disney Princess shit.”
One side of his mouth curled up at that, and she smiled a little back.
“It’s just that… I don’t know. It’s easier when it’s just me and Iz.”
“Easier how? Don’t you think there’s safety in numbers?”
“I mean… when it’s just me and Izzy, I know where everything stands. I’m responsible for her, one hundred percent. It’s simple.”
There was a long pause again, and out of the corner of her eye, she could see Marcus staring at the far end of the room, thinking. She could make out of the faint movement of his eyes blinking.
“Are you worried that I’m going to get between the two of you, somehow? That if it came down to it, she’d like me more? Choose me over you or something like that?”
“No,” Erin said, too quickly. Because maybe it was true. Maybe that had been part of it all along. “Maybe.”
He nodded, not laughing or sneering at her like she’d half-expected.
“Being on my own for a while, even with Rocky, it’s… lonely. Lonelier than you can possibly imagine. It makes you a little crazy, I think. So I get why you’d be scared of losing her.”
She could feel his eyes on her, but she couldn’t meet them. She felt too vulnerable. Too exposed.
“How about we make a deal? We’ll try it as a group. See how it goes. And if we ever come to that point, a point where you can’t have me around anymore, I’ll leave. If you tell me to go, I’ll go.”
He put his hand out to shake on it, and Erin took it. His skin was warm and dry, but softer than she expected. She always anticipated boys having rough hands. Calluses and whatnot.
“Deal?” he said.
“Deal,” she said, then added. “But only if you stop calling me ‘Your Majesty.’”



 
 
 
Deirdre
 
The Compound
9 years, 66 days after
 
The drums pumped below everything like a heart thudding along. The beat neither dragged nor seemed in a rush. It pulsed in that sweet spot between the two, the place that lulled people into the rhythm entirely, made them one with it.
She picked her way through the crowd, moving along the perimeter of the fire toward the killer. Staying right along the edge of the wood pile made keeping an eye on him possible as she advanced — for the most part, anyway.
For the first time during this whole ordeal, he didn’t seem like her prey, like her victim-to-be. Not exactly. Approaching felt more like approaching some animal in the wild, an unpredictable thing with teeth. He was an adversary now. She thought she should try to remember that.
Someone bumped her, and her punch got knocked over, a little of the reddish drink draining down the back of her hand while the bulk of it slapped at the grass. She tossed the mostly empty cup into the fire, watching it start to shrivel for just a beat before she moved on. The man who bumped her called out some half-hearted apology, but she didn’t look back. Her eyes stayed locked on the target, the man, in front of her.
She panicked a little every time the crowd ebbed in such a way as to block her vision of Isaac, but after a moment he came back into view like a buoy bobbing up to the surface, and she could breathe again. The fractured chin of his mask was recognizable even at a great distance, something she hadn’t considered upon damaging it – a happy accident, she supposed.
It didn’t quite feel real, closing those last fifty feet to get to him. It felt like a dream, like some fleeting thing that would be forgotten as soon she woke. The crowd shifted around her still, throbbing along with the beat of the congas, but the sound faded, the feel of the air faded, every detail seemed to drain from reality except for the image of the cleaved porcelain chin.
And then she was there, within arm’s reach of the killer. A fist clenched in her gut, and her skin went clammy all over her torso, but she didn’t hesitate. She leaned in close.
“I know what you did,” she whispered in his ear. “Don’t worry. I won’t talk… for a price. Meet me at the guard post near the hole in a couple of hours. I’ll be waiting.”
She backed away quickly, pausing a moment upon exiting his immediate reach to try to read his expression through the mask. His eyes looked a little wet. Otherwise, she couldn’t tell much.
He nodded.



 
 
 
Erin
 
State Game Lands Number 232, Pennsylvania
261 days after
 
The road was narrow, not even wide enough for them to paint lines on it. An unadorned gray serpent winding its way through the green of the hills and trees.
Erin had chosen a route that led them through a section of state land, and it had been almost an hour since they’d seen a house. She liked the remoteness for two reasons: less chance of running into people — or so she hoped — and less chance that someone had come all the way out here to scavenge food.
Twice they came to downed trees blocking the road, trees that would likely stay there until they rotted away. There was no one to clear the roads now. She and Marcus worked together to carry the bikes over the fallen trees.
Erin guided the back end of her bike trailer as Marcus lifted the front. A bug buzzed around her forehead, and she blew an angry puff of air at it, hands too full to brush it away. With all the bikes clear of the roadblock, Erin sat back against the tree, the roughness of the bark digging into her shoulder blades.
Izzy stood on one end of the trunk, peering into the wilderness.
“We’re really in B.F.E. now. Right, Erin?”
Erin nodded.
“Absolutely.”
Marcus took a swig of water and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. He narrowed one eye.
“Did you just say B.F.E.? As in Bum F-”
His eyes darted over to Erin, and he corrected himself mid-sentence.
“As in Bum Fudge Egypt?”
Izzy’s brow was furrowed, she looked from Marcus to Erin, Erin to Marcus. Here it was. She’d have to fess up for lying about it now. Just as she was about to explain, Izzy wrinkled her nose and chuckled.
“No! It means ‘Middle of Nowhere’ in French!”
Marcus gave Erin a look, and they both started laughing. Eventually Izzy joined in, even though she had no sense of what was funny about it. Rocky scurried out of Marcus’ hoodie and squawked angrily from his shoulder, upset at having her nap interrupted. Or maybe she was laughing, too.
“Bum Fudge Egypt!” Izzy repeated. “It doesn’t even make sense! Marcus, you’re weird.”
Erin laughed harder then, the kind of laugh that barely made a sound. Only the wheezing of air being forced in and out of her lungs was audible.
When she could finally catch her breath, she wiped the tears from her eyes and stood, brushing dirt from the seat of her pants.
“Better get back on the road. We need to find somewhere to sleep tonight.”
 
Something sparkled in the distance. As they got closer, Erin saw that it was the elbow of a creek, a jutting curve that didn’t quite touch the road but came close. She didn’t even have to tell Izzy to stop, the kid was already braking as soon as she caught sight of the rippling water. By the time Erin had her kickstand down, Izzy was peeling off her socks and wading in.
“Don’t get too wet,” Erin said, but it was too late.
Izzy stepped on a river rock, slick with algae, and lost her footing. Her hair fluttered in the breeze for a moment that seemed to Erin to be in slow motion. And then she went under.
Without a word, Marcus dropped his bike, vaulted the guardrail at the side of the road, and went in after her, shoes and all.
He splashed through the water, got a hand on one of Izzy’s skinny, flailing arms, and pulled her upright. Together they waded to shore, and Erin took in the sight of them, clothes sodden and dripping.
“Two soggy idiots.”
Marcus slipped into a copse of birch trees to get changed while Erin helped Izzy with her wet clothes. She took the wet ones and draped them over the bikes, looping Izzy’s underwear over her handlebars.
“Hey, you don’t have to put my undies right out front like that.”
“It’s your mark of shame for falling into the water like a turkey.”
Once everyone was dried off and changed, they sat on the bank of the creek, sharing a box of scavenged off-brand Cheez-Its.
Erin watched Marcus out of the corner of her eye and thought maybe he was right. Maybe they were better off as a group.
She pulled an orange cracker from the bag and held it out to the squirrel on his shoulder. Rocky took the cheese square and hugged it to her chest, nibbling and vocalizing happily.



 
 
 
Marcus
 
West Alexander, Pennsylvania
261 days after
 
The sun was setting by the time they found a roof to shelter them for the night, the sky streaked with bands of orange and pink.
It was an old farm house, standing alone on a hill. Judging by the peeling paint, broken windows, and encroaching plant-life, Marcus figured the house must have had a head start on its abandonment. One side was almost completely shrouded in ivy.
Inside, the walls were littered with spray-painted graffiti, the floors with empty beer cans and cigarette butts.
Marcus thought back on the first time he squatted in an abandoned building. That house on Percy Street, over by the Catholic Church. It was where the junkies went when they were too high to get into the mission. Or when the mission was full. Marcus couldn’t go to the mission. Not because he was high. He never touched any of that stuff. But he was only fourteen and looked it. He wasn’t sure they’d call the cops on him, but he wasn’t going to take the chance. There was no way he was going back to the home.
Sometimes he thought about trying to get one of the older guys to lie and say he was his son or brother. But he was too shy. And too afraid one of them might expect something in return.
“Hellooo?”
Marcus’ eye sprang open. Erin and Izzy were both staring at him. Izzy looked amused. Erin’s arms were crossed. There was a wrinkle in her forehead… from concern or irritation, he wasn’t sure. She must have asked him a question.
“What?”
“I was going to ask you to keep an eye out while I check the rest of this place. But if you’re going to space out-”
“No, I’m fine.”
Erin went off to skulk through the house. Marcus, Izzy, and Rocky stayed in the living room. Izzy practiced her “sweet moves,” just like he showed her. Meanwhile, Marcus tried to push the memories he didn’t want out of his head.
Yeah. Right. Might as well waste his time trying to seal this house from a draft. It had no windows and no doors, and time left cracks and gaps in the flooring and the wood siding. Just as the wind would always find ways to creep into the old house, the memories always found their way back into Marcus’ head.
He tracked Erin’s progress on the floor above them by the creaking of the floorboards under her feet. She was quiet enough that he couldn’t hear her actual footfalls, but she couldn’t stop the old wood from groaning under her weight. If he didn’t know she was up there, he might have thought it was a ghost.
The unfamiliar noises reminded him of the first night in the home. Just as he’d start to drift off to sleep, a door would close somewhere down the hall and jar him awake. Footsteps echoing in the hallway. Not Nina’s footsteps. Not Nina’s hallway.
Then there were the other noises. The birds and the leaves and the wind.
It made him think of the time Nina took him to pick tomatoes. They drove out of the city, out to where there were no tall buildings, no buses, no sidewalks. Just trees and dust and the chirping birds. There was another sound, too. Something he couldn’t place.
“What’s that noise?”
“What noise? The birds?”
“No, it’s a little bit like the birds, but more mechanical.”
Nina tilted her head, listening. He imagined the sounds floating in her ears, her mind separating them from one another like it was unraveling strands of yarn. Her eyebrows came together.
“The crickets?”
Marcus shrugged.
“You’ve never heard crickets before?”
Marcus shrugged again.
“Maybe in movies and TV, but they didn’t sound like that.”
At the little stand, a blond girl with freckles on her cheeks handed them each a wooden basket. Marcus wondered if she thought Nina was his mother. He liked when people thought that, even with the twinge of guilt that his real mama maybe wouldn’t like that so much. But she was gone now, so it didn’t matter.
They picked all morning and into the afternoon, filling their baskets. Marcus didn’t know what they needed so many tomatoes for, but he liked being out there. He liked the way the sun warmed the back of his neck. The way the grass tickled against his ankles as he brushed past.
Back at Nina’s house, she got to work. Cutting, chopping, blending, canning.
Marcus peered into the bowl, scooping some of the red pulp into a spoon and dribbling it back in.
“What is it?”
“That,” Nina said, pointing at the bowl with a paring knife, “is the best salsa in the whole dang country.”
“Is it hot?”
Nina laughed.
“Hell yes, it’s hot. It’s not salsa if it ain’t hot!”
“How hot?”
Nina grinned now.
“Why don’t you try it and see?”
He sniffed at the gloop, smelling the onion and cilantro and the lime.
“I’ll tell you what,” Nina said. “You eat a spoonful of that — a big ol’ spoonful — and I’ll take you down to the corner store and give you five bucks to buy whatever you want.”
Marcus’ eyes went wide. Five bucks bought a lot of candy. He eyed the salsa again and lifted the spoon.
She wasn’t joking about it being hot. And it crept up on you, too. He did like she said, ate a big ol’ spoon of it. At first, he just tasted the tomatoes and spices. But a second later his lips were on fire, and then his tongue and his throat, and he was running to the sink and gulping cold water straight from the tap.
Nina clapped her hands, laughing. Marcus laughed too, spraying water from his mouth as he did. Nina had a good laugh. A witchy cackle. But not a mean witch. More like a funny cartoon one.
“You sure you don’t want some more?” She held out another spoonful. Marcus shook his head so fast, he almost got dizzy. Nina laughed again.
“Alrighty, you go get your shoes on. You earned your five dollars.”
His eyes were still watering from the heat and the laughing, but he was smiling. He tied his shoes while Nina got her pocketbook. On the way to the store, Nina chuckled about how she could just about see the steam coming out of Marcus’ ears after that spoon hit his lips.
In the old farm house, Marcus’ eyes were watering but not from salsa or laughter. He swallowed the lump in his throat and wiped the tears away quickly when he heard Erin’s feet on the stairs.
He had learned something over the years, and that was that the good memories hurt worse than the bad ones.



 
 
 
Decker
 
Baltimore, Maryland
295 days after
 
Time slipped past. It seemed to move faster now that he was around people, the constant distractions eating up hour after hour. Some days it felt like he barely woke up before it was time for bed.
Physically, he was quite busy. He’d transitioned from labor to training for scavenging missions and attending meetings about the same. Mentally, though, he could stay half asleep all day without anyone noticing, without anyone caring.
Of course people talked to him about the raiders and the grenades and the Molotov cocktails. They called him a hero and wanted to have a drink with him. All of the attention made him uncomfortable, made his upper back tense up and not let go. He’d never experienced these shallow interactions, these strings of meaningless encounters. They gave him nightmares, anxiety dreams where people clapped him on the back and smiled and called him a hero over and over, and he couldn’t get away from them.
Everyone wanted to talk at him, not with him, and he didn’t have the social skills to do anything about it. He just had to endure it.
By the time he got his first real scavenging assignment, he was glad to go back out on his own.
 
Nothing moved in the city. Nothing but him. He parked at a Krispy Kreme on the edge of Baltimore and walked. He’d taken the car as far as he could, weaving from side to side, even veering up onto the sidewalk a few times to get around all of the obstacles in the road. His supervisors at the compound had told him that the street congestion in Baltimore was worse than most cities, and it seemed they were right about that.
He felt no sense of wonder as he walked into this concrete wasteland, not like he might have before, back when all of this began. He had his list of things he was to look for, and all he wanted to do was find them, grab what he could, and get out. Be done with the whole thing as fast as possible.
And if anything got in his way? Well, he had his M4 with him.
It was easier to pick out a clear path on foot, but he still had to wind around bodies and debris. Garbage and glass and brick drifted like snow piles along much of the sidewalk, getting up over ankle deep in spots. He couldn’t imagine how this much crap could be strewn about here, like everyone emptied their garbage cans directly onto the sidewalk for a few weeks.
Skeletal hands and feet stuck out of the trash heaps here and there, and he couldn’t help but imagine bony fingers closing around his ankle, pulling him down into the garbage like quicksand.
Smashed and burned cars clogged the streets, shattered windshields obscuring the dead within. Many of the cars almost looked chained together, forever stuck in clusters of four or six where front ends smashed into rear ends. The cars sandwiched in the middle looked small, hoods and trunks smashed almost flat. Almost square.
Corpses sprawled here and there along the asphalt and concrete, dried-out things, all bone and sinew and tattered clothes. He had seen one in a residential area he sped past, face down in some front yard with moss growing up onto the neck and the back of the skull.
These dead didn’t smell. Not anymore. They’d laid out here for a fall, a winter, a spring and now they started their second summer. They were weathered. Aged. The bones had been picked clean of all but the gristle by now, he supposed, the connective tissue and meat that grew too dry to consume. It was still weird to think of all of those people whose entire lives led to this end. Roadkill. Sprawled in the sun. Meat to feed the rats and the birds. Each day of their life had taken them one step closer to that surprise ending.
Now even the birds were gone. Food doesn’t grow out of concrete, so the animals wandered elsewhere. People, rodents, carrion, cats, and dogs. Even insects. They feasted on the dead and moved on. All of them. All manner of predators and prey and scavengers went to the green areas, the rural places where life grew out of the ground instead of coming out of cans and boxes and bottles and jars. Cities wound up being the deadest places of all in the aftermath. Stone ruins waiting to erode and crumble, waiting for the ivy and vines and grass and trees to overtake them once more, to cover the whole thing over in green.
As he moved closer to downtown, the buildings on the horizon grew and grew. Skyscrapers that had looked miniature on the drive in now towered over him. The cityscape reminded him of old times. Hard to believe it had been so long now. Almost a year had passed since he’d first walked through Pittsburgh, the wind howling down the empty streets, the flies buzzing everywhere. That old feeling crept over him, of a future unknown, of being alone in an empty world.
In most ways that was still true even now, wasn’t it? He kept to himself at the compound. Stayed in his cabin most of the time. Aside from the couple of times Lorraine sat with him in the cafeteria, he ate alone. He felt outside of things there, maybe more so than ever. That part of the world wasn’t empty, but it may as well have been, at least for him.
But physical loneliness, like what he was feeling in the vacant city now, took it to another level of intensity. Currents pulsed through him in a way that made it almost hurt to be alive. To breathe. To blink. It made him feel smaller, too, a tiny speck traversing a huge, open space. The sky stretched up above him, an endless void, an expanse so vast that it seemed capable of crushing him with little effort if it chose to.
Most everything downtown was burned or blackened. Soot coated brick facades, dark streaks running out of every window where the smoke billowed up and away. Traffic lights lay in the street where the fires had dropped them after burning down the telephone poles and cables, all of the pieces falling on each other like dominoes, toppling to the ground in a crisscrossed broken mess.
Apparently the riots here had ranked among the worst in the country. The city burned and shut down before the plague caused full on panic everywhere else. He vaguely remembered hearing about it on the news. There was so much going on that it barely registered, though. The details didn’t stick in his memory.
Looking at the burned out structures reminded him of the apartment building across the street from his, watching the flames lick out of every opening, watching clusters of brick crack away and fall to the sidewalk below, watching in the dark when the ceiling collapsed and the sparks exploded, red flashes in the black of night. After, the sunlight streamed through the windows, light passing through where the roof used to be, and the wind moaned through the openings as well, a low whistling like an owl or someone blowing across the top of a beer bottle.
But here, all of the buildings were like that. Block after block of wreckage. It looked like a war zone, a bombed-out third world city.
In the briefing, he was told that the east side of the city was the least scavenged as far as they knew. A map riddled with pushpins hung on the wall, and the suburbs east of Baltimore formed a cluster of blue – unchecked regions. The boss guy with the mustache kept tapping a pencil at that blue cluster. There were two men in charge of the group. He couldn’t remember their names. Everyone’s understanding was that because of the nature of the blockages, and one section in red pins that was to be avoided due to some small risk of hostile activity, it may require climbing over and around cars on a bridge to gain access to the zone marked with blue pins. They seemed hopeful that he could find propane tanks and perhaps even a significant number of guns in the residential area over there. They weren’t as optimistic about gasoline, as most of the gas stations had been sucked dry quickly, but they wanted him to check that, too. Anyway, he was to grab what he could, but one guy on foot wasn’t going to haul much. Everyone knew that. It was a recon mission. He was to find a secure route and record a log of the available resources.
Rick, maybe. The mustache guy might have been named Rick. It sounded right. Kind of.
He tilted the assault rifle to better balance it in his right hand while he scratched his chin with his left. He couldn’t quite satisfy the itch, so he switched hands, pinning the muzzle of the gun under his left arm and taking the fingernails of his other hand to that pesky chin flesh. Something about this position, this cradling of an automatic weapon in his armpit, made him laugh when he realized what he was doing.
The quiet was starting to get to him in that weird way it did. Not making him more uptight or more on edge. Just the opposite. Making him feel alone in the way people did when they sang in the shower or talked to themselves. That crazy sensation of your inner self coming all the way out, expressing itself in the open, without inhibition. Almost like walking around in a dream.
Thinking about that only made it worse somehow. He had the giggles, the full on hallucinogenic kind, and he knew it was only going to get worse from there.
The grim atmosphere turned hilarious right away. The burned buildings. The trash pile lining the sidewalk. The total lack of life aside from him. It was depressing to an absurd degree.
The skeletal faces all smiled along with him, bony hands folded over chests to stifle the laughter. They all just lied down for a little cat nap was all. Sprawled out to get comfy. Some of them covered themselves in garbage for warmth.
Minutes of laughter went on as he crossed the city. When he tried to fight it, his belly shook, muscles flinging out laughs beyond his control. So he didn’t fight it, tried not thinking about it at all, and that seemed to help some. He thought he might be calming down, might be on the verge of curbing the laughter, when he came upon a park, a monument of some kind with a column in the middle of it and a statue right up front.
The sculpture depicted a revolutionary war hero on horseback. He raised his musket over his head, and the horse reared its front legs in the air. Someone had taken the time to chisel the soldier’s head off, his neck sheared off in a jagged cement line, turning him into a headless horsemen. And then someone — perhaps the same someone, he couldn’t be sure — had glued or otherwise adhered a giant black dildo to the horse’s groin so that it jutted out at the most pornographic angle possible.
He buckled at the knees in disbelief, and the laughs jerked out of him. Violent, unpleasant laughter with no end in sight. It almost felt like his eyes sizzled now, some high voltage juice cooking them in his head, making them itch and sting. He crouched on the sidewalk for a long time, tears drizzling down into the garbage. It felt like the whole universe had conspired to force him to laugh indefinitely. That somehow this had to be on purpose. It couldn’t just be a coincidence. Some higher being was setting all of this up for some sadistic purpose he couldn’t understand. And who knew what would happen around the next corner, what insane image would pop up the next time his chuckling slowed?
He pinched his eyes shut all of this time, afraid to open them, to look at the headless horse cock again. He tried to focus on breathing, on inhaling through his nose and exhaling through his mouth. It disrupted the laughing, at least a little, which felt like a victory.
And images came to him then. Memories of things he’d seen. Movies that seemed to move in time with his breathing. He saw the politician shove the gun in his mouth and squeeze the trigger. Saw the blood drain out of the hole in the roof of his mouth like water spiraling out of a bathtub faucet. And then he saw the soldier’s heads, the backs of their skulls like always. And he watched them come apart in slow motion the same as all the other times. First the left and then the right. The exploding brains. The spray of blood and bone.
And it was funny this time. All of it was hilarious in that moment like some violent cartoon, cruel without seeming real at all, pictures obscene to the point that they’d almost lost all meaning, but for some reason he wasn’t laughing anymore.
He stayed squatted on the sidewalk for a long time before he wiped his eyes and moved on.
 
Navigating the blocked up bridge was easier than he had anticipated, which didn’t bode well for finding useful items on the other side, in his opinion. The mustache guy – Rick or whatever – had made it sound as dire as possible, like the Francis Scott Key Bridge was some impenetrable line of defense in some way. He had almost imagined himself scaling walls and 20-foot chain link fences topped with barbed wire. But he walked over the bridge with relative ease, climbing over the hood of one car and weaving around several others. Nothing major.
The water from the river gushed out into the bay, babbling beneath him as he walked over the bridge. He liked the white noise it provided. Made it seem less lonely somehow.
He walked the final straightaway, the final 200 feet of bridge offering no significant obstacles, and he was now able to see the other side. A row of toll booths guarded the rest of the peninsula, and a sprawl of brick buildings looked almost connected to that. Houses stood further back nestled in clumps of trees, and looking beyond them, he saw fast food signs and gas station awnings stretching out into the distance. Lots to check.
He thought about Dalton as he walked, thought about how everyone loved the preacher, how Lorraine loved him. Nobody cared that he had been a fraud before all of this, a con artist who had funneled tens of millions away from mostly poor, uneducated people. Nobody cared about any of that. They wanted to believe, and so they did. And he thought that maybe all of this, everything that happened – the plague and the zombies and the riots that had conspired to wipe everyone out – had changed him, had forever altered the person he was. But it hadn’t changed people in any general sense. They were the same as they always had been, still lining up in droves to get duped by cheats and hucksters and coming away happy with the experience much of the time.
And it hadn’t changed his world. He still sat alone like he always did. He still dreamed of connections that forever lay behind doors sealed closed.
His shoes clapped the ground louder as he descended the sloping asphalt that trailed away from the bridge, gravity wrestling his feet out of his control some. His heels and ankles had grown a little sore after all of this walking. Crazy how quickly those muscles got soft again, got weak again. Atrophy undid all the hardening he’d undergone over the past year, wiped most of it out in a month or two.
He followed the highway as he was instructed, six lanes that ran right along the bay and kept him far from any of the buildings he’d seen on this side of the bridge. It was hard to resist the urge to leave the road, cross a little grass and start poking around, but resist it he did. He was to stay on the highway until he could take a sharp left heading north, and there his scavenging would begin in earnest.
The wind blew in and the top of the water rippled. It lapped against the sand and the scraggle of weeds along the shore. No choppy stuff. No waves like the ocean. The water was mostly still. Like a lake, or at least it sure looked that way at the moment.
The left turn came and he took it, walking along a stone divider wall meant to block out traffic noise he supposed. The street ran under an overpass and opened up in a residential area. The asphalt was narrow, almost more like an alley than a real street.
A church took shape in the distance, and dirt driveways gashed brown lines into the grass, running down toward houses. In no way did this look like anything he’d seen in the city. A circular driveway led into a cul-de-sac of tiny brick homes, most of them with bags of garbage sitting out by the curb that would never get picked up. A few of the bags were ripped open, their entrails trailing out of them, but it was almost shocking that raccoons, cats, and dogs hadn’t even bothered with most of them.
He didn’t really know where to begin. So he picked a house at random and went for it.



 
 
 
Erin
 
Valley Grove, West Virginia
262 days after
 
Erin jabbed a finger at the fraying hole in the knee of her jeans. Great. They’d barely been on the road for a week, and her clothes were already falling apart.
It was their first break since crossing the West Virginia state line. Even though it was an invisible boundary and essentially a meaningless one now, it still felt like it meant something. She was leaving her home state behind, and she wondered if she’d ever come back.
The sewing kit was at the bottom of her bag, and it took a minute of digging to find it. She pulled out a needle, holding it in her mouth. Her thread options were red or white, neither of which would blend in with the dark blue denim.
Beggars can’t be choosers, she thought, and picked red.
“Erin.”
Erin could only grunt in reply as she measured out a piece of thread.
“Hey Erin.”
Erin pulled the needle from her mouth.
“What?”
“Would you rather have no bones or no blood?”
Erin wet the end of the thread with her saliva and slid it through the eye of the needle.
“Would I what?”
“Bones or blood. You have to get rid of one. Which is it?”
“What the hell kind of question is that?”
“Language.”
“Hell is not a swear word. Did you know there’s a town in Michigan called Hell? If people can live in a place named Hell, then it can’t be a swear word. You’ll notice there’s no Shitsville, Ohio or Fuckwad, Nebraska.”
Izzy turned to Marcus.
“Erin has a potty mouth problem.”
Erin saw the way the corners of his mouth lifted into a smirk.
“I’ve noticed.”
When Izzy faced Erin again, her face was all business.
“It’s a scientific question.”
“You know, the human race has basically gone extinct, and there are rotting corpses gallivanting around eating what’s left, but I still get my balls busted on a daily basis for using a few four letter words.”
Izzy leaned in Marcus’ direction again.
“She’s not answering the question.”
“I noticed that, too.”
“Fine! I’ll answer your stupid question.”
She waited a beat, knotting the end of the thread. The hole in her pants looked like a gaping mouth. She smooshed the two denim lips shut with one hand and passed the needle through with the other.
“What was it again?”
“Erin!”
“OK, OK. No bones or no blood? Wouldn’t I basically die without either?”
She stitched through the fabric, pulling the thread tight. Her work wasn’t pretty or neat, but hopefully it would hold until she found a new pair of pants that fit.
“You’d just be made different. Like if you had no bones, you’d be like a worm or a slug or something.”
“A worm or a slug? No, thank you. I pick no blood, then.”
Izzy’s hands slapped the tops of her thighs.
“You can’t pick like that!”
“Why not?”
“You’re supposed to think about it and then decide.”
Erin tied off the end of the thread and broke it, returning the needle to the sewing kit.
“I did think about it. I thought about how I don’t want to be a gross slimy thing slithering on the ground like a worm or a slug.”
“You don’t have to be a worm or a slug. You could be a jellyfish. Or a squid.”
“OK, how about this. You name something that has no skeleton and isn’t a slimy blob, and I’ll consider it. But until then, I pick no blood.”
“You’re wrong.”
“How am I wrong? I thought this was one of those questions that has no wrong answer.”
“Nope. There is a right answer, and it’s ‘no bones.’ Ask Marcus.”
Erin blinked at him, and he shrugged.
“She’s right. It’s ‘no bones.’”
“You’re both weird.”



 
 
 
Decker
 
Dundalk, Maryland
295 days after
 
So far, the houses here all smelled like mold and soup inside. A little like goat cheese, maybe. It made it harder to imagine rummaging anything of great value from them, like one part of his brain was convinced that anything he pulled from one of these places would forever have the taint of goat cheese stank on it. So why bother, right?
He unlatched the gate in front of the next house, passing through it on his way up the front walk. It was a red brick home with white shutters, same as the rest of the neighborhood. Cookie cutter perfection. Walking the perimeter of the house, he found a propane tank still attached to the grill on the back patio. That was something. He’d leave it for now. Get it on the way back.
The stock of his rifle plunged through the back window. The glassy explosion rang out, the sound violent against the endless quiet all around, and the shards of glass tumbled away when he pulled the weapon free. He swiped at the opening, running the gun around the edges of it, clearing away the rest of the glass, and then he climbed through.
The shade inside sucked a little color out of the world, tinged all things a little gray. He’d landed in a child’s bedroom. A pink and blue bedspread adorned the twin bed, and toys cluttered the floor. Ripped out pages from coloring books hung on the walls. He stepped over stuffed animals and blocks.
Through the doorway, he found a hall and passed through that into the living room. Junk cluttered the surfaces here. Mail and fast food wrappers and coffee mugs with brown rings running around the rims.
He scanned for signs of prior scavenging, but it was hard to tell for sure. All of the houses so far, this one included, had been messy, but was that due to someone tossing the place or had the prior owners merely been slobs? He couldn’t say.
He glanced into the kitchen and did a quick sweep, poking his head in every room on this floor – another bedroom, a bathroom and a den or office of some type. Nothing grabbed him, at least not on this first pass. No gun closet or rack. No overwhelming stockpile of food or fuel.
He paused at the threshold where the kitchen and living room transitioned into each other. Swiveling his head to one and then the other, he chose the former. He’d dig in a little bit down here before he swept the rooms upstairs.
Sifting through junk in these houses brought back its own set of memories. He remembered handling that gargantuan ring of keys, unlocking each and every apartment in his building. He’d stalked from door to door, unsealing tombs, plundering and pillaging anything of use – food, shoes, a water filter, his machete. Just shy of a year later, he was still creeping into houses to look for loot, still doing the same thing, still spinning in the same place. Wasn’t a man’s life supposed to go somewhere?
There were cans of food in the cupboards – beans, corn, and a bunch of Chef Boyardee ravioli. More than a case worth, it looked like. That would certainly suggest the place hadn’t been picked through just yet. In fact, all of the houses had some food in them. Not as much as this one, but some. Weird.
He stopped, gripped his jaw with his fingers and stroked his beard as he considered what this meant. Something about all of this wasn’t quite adding up. They said it would be hard to get here. It wasn’t. At all. And yet they were right that these houses hadn’t been ransacked as yet. How did that make sense? How could they completely whiff on the cause and yet still make the leap to the right conclusion?
He counted up the cans and marked them on the ledger he had folded up in his pocket just as he had at the houses he’d already checked. Then he pulled the can of paint out of his jacket pocket and sprayed an orange “F” on the front door. For food.
The upstairs held nothing of value. Bedrooms with dirty clothes strewn about. The soup smell was stronger up here, overpowering the goat cheese smell. Something savory. Maybe creamy. Familiar but hard to place. He wanted to say clam chowder, but he knew that wasn’t quite right.
He replayed the briefing in his head as he walked outside and moved to the next house. Mustache Rick jabbed that pencil at the blue pushpins again in his thoughts, and they talked about the bridge and the congested traffic and the propane and the hostiles.
Hostiles? They hadn’t gone into great detail on that subject, and they were covering things so quickly that he didn’t get a chance to ask. Maybe that was why nobody had cleaned this area out. The hostiles.
But then, why wouldn’t the hostiles come get this food? It wasn’t like they could be scared of themselves. He considered the notion that perhaps they weren’t huge fans of Chef Boyardee Ravioli and smirked. And then another question occurred to him: When Mustache Rick told him these things about the bridge and un-scavenged areas, was he misinformed or was he lying for some reason? And if it were the latter, what could the goal have been?
Something stirred in the bushes of the house ahead, leaves rustling, branches shaking. A figure stood, head and shoulders rising up out of the green. It was a man.
Or at least it used to be.



 
 
 
Baghead
 
Little Rock, Arkansas
9 years, 128 days after
 
Smoke hung up above them now, just above the line where the tops of the office buildings cut off. It looked less black up close, Baghead thought. More like intermingled shades of gray that braided around each other endlessly.
The smell of it was everywhere, on everything. The smell of burning garbage, melting tires, plastic weeping into puddles. He could imagine smelling it on his clothes, on the bag that covered his head, weeks from now. But no, it seemed more intrusive than that, he thought. Beyond merely clinging to fabric, the smell was inside his face, it felt like. Like bits of ash had entered his nostrils and nestled down in his sinus cavity to stay a while.
The wince and gasp ahead of him shook him from these thoughts. It was the man, the stranger. He’d stepped on a rock with the arch of his bare foot and flinched, shoulders jerking, a little injured gust of air sucking between his teeth, the hiss wet with saliva.
The man walked in front, Delfino’s shotgun pointed at his back.
Watching the shotgun bob along behind this figure, Baghead couldn’t help but picture fire blasting out of the muzzle, the man’s back torn open, bits of meat and bone and lung flying out of the exit wound where his chest used to be. Jesus, hopefully it didn’t come to that, he thought. He grit his teeth, not realizing he was doing it until that little grinding sound came out of his mouth.
He took a drink of water just to stop his teeth from grating against each other. Lukewarm liquid flooded his mouth. It had a mineral aftertaste to it he couldn’t place, one that lingered on his tongue long after each swig. Not so bad as sulfur but not too far off from that. Sort of like drinking out of an old bathroom faucet, he thought. Still, he’d had worse.
The water sloshed in the bottle as he let it dangle back at his side, and his eyes drifted to the shotgun again. The weapon jerked a little as Delfino scratched his shoulder.
Baghead checked his own gun, nestling his wrist at the bulge of metal tucked into his pants. Still there, of course.
A squeaking noise in the distance reminded him of his surroundings. They were in the city now. Ruined buildings hunched around them sporting busted windows and saggy postures. A few had crumbled to varying degrees, cinder blocks and bricks piled where walls had once stood. Most of the rest had stair-step cracks running from their gaping window-mouths out to the corners – the places that would eventually come apart revealing themselves early, foreshadowing their demise.
Looking past them, he saw the traffic light swaying on the line, the source of the noise. The breeze pushed it like a kid on a swing, and every time it reached the apex of its arc, it squawked in delight and swung back the other way. That would fall, too, he thought. Not today. But one day, it would fall and bust apart on the street.
Decay was inevitable. A matter of time alone.
“How much farther?” Delfino said, that aggressive edge not quite so prominent in his voice as it was before but still there.
“It’s just up here,” the man said, looking back at them for a second.
Baghead searched the stranger’s face for signs of deceit or treachery, but he found none. His expression was blank, perhaps a faint hint of alarm in his eyes being open so wide. Or was it possible his eyes just looked wide, an illusion formed by the dirt surrounding the whites? He wasn’t sure.
Still, there was something about his eyes. They seemed to follow you, he thought. Even when the stranger seemingly wasn’t looking his direction, it felt that way.
“There’s a little building up here, almost like a warehouse. That’s Al’s shop. Loaded with scavenged tires and car parts. I know the guy who runs the place, Al Nolan. Everyone around here knows him, I guess. Nice enough guy. I don’t know if he’ll be happy about us rolling up to his place armed like this, but I’ll explain the situation to him, I guess.”
He trailed off, and the sound of the fire made itself audible. A hiss, a crackle somewhere out there. Probably only a few blocks off now, Baghead thought.
“How do you know the guy will be here?” Delfino said.
The stranger shrugged.
“I don’t. Not for sure. He should be, I expect. He lives in the building, does all of his business there.”
The man stumbled again, jostling to his left and high-stepping to avoid planting a foot into a scattered area of broken glass. It took him a few paces to right himself, to fall back into a steady gait.
Baghead found his left hand on the butt of his gun as he watched the stranger put one foot in front of the other. It occurred to him that he didn’t like this. Didn’t like any of it. The walk into a burning city, the smell of it melting, the stranger and his sudden movements and his eyes that followed a person around. He thought about saying something. He knew he should, but he didn’t. He let the feeling linger a moment on the tip of his tongue and then recede into the endless roar of the fire in the distance.



 
 
 
Decker
 
Dundalk, Maryland
295 days after
 
The dead thing stood, still concealed from the waist down by the bushes. Its face was shriveled up like a prune, mouth hanging wide, teeth all green with mold-like growth. The flesh on its arms looked all opened up and scabbed over, dried-out wounds that looked like beef jerky with tattered hot dog skin stretched over it.
Decker raised his weapon, waiting for the creature to come thrashing at him, but it just stood there, eyes angled toward the ground. It hadn’t seen him, at least not yet. He watched it a while through one eye, staring at the dim looking creature down the barrel of the M4.
He hadn’t seen one since the FEMA camp, though some of the recruits from Virginia said there were hordes wandering around to the south. He found that notion hard to swallow. It wasn’t that he didn’t believe the people so much as that he couldn’t quite picture it. Not in the real world, anyway. Looking at a single one was still hard to process, hard to believe, let alone packs of dead things roving around like rabid animals.
Maybe things like this were exactly why people were still so gung-ho to believe in the divine powers of Ray Dalton. He hadn’t considered that, but it made sense. Reanimated corpses had a way of changing the order of one’s beliefs, of course. Seeing something that looked like pure evil, like some kind of black magic, made one want to grasp after some kind of good magic to balance things out. Was it called white magic? He didn’t know.
Its hands twitched. The movement shook him from his thoughts, refocused him on the living dead thing some fifteen feet from him. Its head snapped up, dead eyes locking onto Decker’s person, its gaze swinging from his chest up to his face. An enraged expression further wrinkled its face, and right on cue, Decker squeezed the trigger, putting a round in its head.
Brains and black blood burst out of the back of its skull, and the force of that pushed the limp thing forward. The broken eggshell head crunched on the ground.
A little breeze drifted past, rolling in off the water, and the moving air brushed the wet places along his back and forehead and chest, lighting up that cold sweat tickle all over his body. He lowered the gun and pinched his thumb and forefinger at his top lip, the perspiration there gathering on his fingertips and dripping to the sidewalk as he pulled his hand away.
He walked up to the thing, gave it a little kick, jamming the toe of his shoe into its ribcage a couple of times. Probably best to make sure this second death would stick, he figured. He waited a beat, and the thing lay motionless, which seemed to affirm that it had graduated to a deader form of death. Less walking and biting this way.
He bashed out another window, not taking two steps into this next house before he found a pistol and two boxes of ammo lying on the dining room table. In his mind, that all but proved that no one had gone through any of the houses in this neighborhood. Nobody would leave a gun. Nobody.
He glanced through the kitchen, finding more food – a menagerie of ramen packets and three boxes of Cinnamon Toast Crunch. A jar of hot salsa that he was almost tempted to keep for himself. Several more cans of vegetables and soups, too, of course.
He wanted to move quickly now, opting to forego marking his sheet and just spray painting the door. F for food and W for weapon. He jogged up the stairs, using the banister for leverage and taking two steps at a time.
The hallway floor groaned underfoot as he peaked into two bedrooms up there. Nothing fancy here. Beds. Clothes. A Nordic Track. A flat screen plasma TV that was worth less than a can of ravioli these days.
One more door. He tried the knob. Locked. Of course.
He turned back, looked at the stairs at the far end of the hall. He could just go, leave this closed door for one of the bigger teams to check when they came this way to haul everything out.
Nah. He better do it right, he thought. If not out of duty, out of a sense of curiosity.
He swiveled back toward the door, and placed his hand on the wood. It was thin. Light. Comprised of veneers rather than solid wood. Good. This wouldn’t be too difficult.
He leaned his gun up against the wall to his right, the barrel tucked against the molding on a diagonal, and then he stretched. He arched his chest, rotating one shoulder and then the other. Something in his back crunched.
OK. Go time.
He drove his shoulder into the door. The wood popped and cracked, though it didn’t quite give. The second thrust buckled it, bits of wood flying as he burst into the bathroom, losing his balance and stumbling a few paces before catching himself, his hands gripping the edge of the vanity.
Red the shade of wine caught the corner of his eye, and he gasped, scrambling back away from it, working himself into the corner before he got ahold of himself.
A body lay propped up in the bathtub, a shotgun nestled between its legs, barrel still pointing at the blown out skull above it, a shattered mess of maroon and brown and white, a congealed splatter where the head should be. The thing had withered in time, its t-shirt and jeans all loose around the limbs and torso. Bone and mummified bits of flesh were all that were left. It’d been here months, he would guess.
He imagined for a moment what this scene might have been like had there been water in the tub. He’d be looking at skeleton soup right now, most likely. His first priority was to bring back large guns such as this. That meant he would have had to reach into the gelatinous broth comprised of the rendered fat of one human body to fish out the shotgun.
He shuddered, shoulders jerking.
That imagined bathtub picture made the idea of reaching into the dry tub seem not as bad, so he did it, holding his breath as he reached for the gun, one skeletal leg shifting when he picked it up. He felt the heft of the weapon in his hands, which was somehow satisfying. Maybe it made his effort here seem worth it. Either way… Good. Done. He moved for the door.
He couldn’t help but hesitate in the doorway, though, to take one last glance at the headless body. The arms lay at a strangely limp angle. He pictured them flopping to the sides after the shotgun blast, falling to the porcelain, perhaps bouncing once before they settled into their final pose.
He grabbed his assault rifle on his way toward the stairs.



 
 
 
Erin
 
Triadelphia, West Virginia
262 days after
 
Overhead, the vultures circled in slow motion. They were patient birds. Always hung up there in the sky, always in motion, gliding without effort, loop after loop. Erin couldn’t help but think of them as the same group of birds all the way from Presto to here, but she knew that couldn’t be true.
Izzy made a throat clearing noise and then spit a big wad of saliva over the concrete barrier. She and Marcus were trying to see who could get the biggest splat on the highway below.
Erin crossed to the other side of the overpass and took in the view. Directly below was a Pizza Hut. Not exactly an image she’d put on a postcard. But beyond that, beyond the intersection with the crumpled cars, and the strip mall past that, beyond the suburban still life, the forested hills surrounded them.
She followed the blue sky up and up until she was leaning her head all the way back, staring straight up into the blue. Spotless accept for a trio of black shapes circling. One of the spots grew bigger, closer, until it swooped past, landing on the road below. The vulture twitched its shoulders as it settled into its feast.
Erin watched as the bird dipped its head and picked at the corpse.
Fairly fresh-looking. Fresher than the half-mummified bags of bones they’d become accustomed to seeing after a winter of exposure, at least.
It bothered her for some reason, this fresh-er corpse. Something buzzed past her right elbow, interrupting her train of thought.
The whizzing sound ended with a little pop as it disappeared into the towering stack of bags in the bed of the pickup truck just behind her.
Kitty litter pooled on the ground. She followed the trickle upward to a bag that seemed to have spontaneously sprung a leak. Her boot knocked into the little mountain of clay pellets at her feet as she stepped closer.
The hole in the bag was about the size of her finger. She poked a thumb into the hole, jabbed around. When she pulled her hand away, the bag ripped open further. Kitty litter avalanched out of the bag, and she hopped back a step to keep it from getting all over her boots.
As she stepped, that sound again. A high pitched ZIP! And then a mini-explosion of kitty litter. A spray of tiny clay bits hit her face. She squinted and put her hand up to shield herself, but the spontaneous cat litter explosion seemed to have subsided for the time being. She blinked her eyes open and saw the hour-glass-like stream of kitty litter coming from a second bag.
“What the shit?” Erin muttered to herself. Spontaneously-combusting kitty litter?
The first bag, the one she’d half-ripped open, had almost emptied its contents by then. Something from the depths of the bag plinked against the side of the truck, hit the ground, and rolled behind the back tire.
She squatted next to the truck. As she did so, another sound like someone aggressively zipping up a jacket. And then another hole spewing kitty litter.
She scooted closer to the vehicle, pressing her shoulder to the side of the truck and patting around being the tire until she felt something small and hard. And oddly warm.
Plucking the object from the concrete, she stood. She held it in the palm of her hand and brought it closer to her face to study it.
It was a piece of metal, misshapen and almost melted-looking. She rolled it around in the palm of her hand.
“Almost looks like a-”
Before she could finish the sentence another ZZZZZZ and a THUNK. Closer this time. Eye-level.
“-bullet.”
She stared at the new hole now leaking kitty litter.
“Bullet!”
She hunched down and scrambled around the front of the truck.
“Get down!”
Marcus and Izzy turned from their position.
“What?” Marcus said.
Erin pulled at them until they obeyed, joining her on hands and knees.
“Someone is shooting at us!”
“Like… with a gun?”
“Yes, with a gun! How else would I mean it?”
“How do you know?”
“Because a fucking bullet just whizzed past my head!”
“Lang-”
Erin stuck a finger out.
“Don’t you dare Language me right now. There are no rules when someone is shooting at you.”
They sat there for a while, staring at each other.
“Maybe they think we’re zombies,” Izzy said.
“What’s your point?”
“We could show them we’re not zombies.”
“How? By not eating each other’s brains?”
There were no more bullet sounds. Just the noise of kitty litter sprinkling down to the pavement. Rocky started to chirp at them from Marcus’ shoulder, and he quieted her with a sunflower seed.
“What should we do?” he asked.
Erin had her gun in hand now, and she looked down at the polished metal.
“I say we grab our bags and go. That way,” she said, pointing at a sparse cluster of trees. “I’m not a hundred percent sure where they were shooting from, but I think that angle would give us the most cover, and then we could hide in the woods.”
“What about the bikes?”
Erin patted the black frame of her trusty steed.
“I think we have to leave them.”
“What?” Izzy’s mouth hung open.
“We can’t ride them off this bridge with someone shooting at us. And now I’m starting to think maybe the road isn’t safe at all. If that jagweed had better aim, he would have blown my head off.”
“But how are we going to carry everything?”
Erin followed Izzy’s gaze and saw that the kid was already trying to figure out how to bring Mall Mania along.
“We can’t.”
Precious seconds ticked by while they muttered and whispered through their plan. Marcus and Izzy each slung a backpack over a shoulder and crawled to one corner of the overpass. They slid beyond the guardrail and waited for Erin to pass them more gear.
Back at the bikes, she struggled to loosen the ties on the duffel bag Marcus had strapped to his bike. She picked at the knot in the twine with her fingernails, before remembering she had a Swiss Army Knife in her pocket.
She flicked the knife out.
Just then, the unmistakable rumble of an engine broke the silence.
Her head snapped up automatically. Like a zebra startled by a rustling in the grass. It sounded like a motorcycle.
“Shit.”
She put metal to twine and snapped the first tie on the bag.
“Erin!”
Marcus was at the guardrail, pressing his face between a gap.
“I know,” she hissed, grasping the second loop of twine. The engine sound was getting closer.
“Hurry!” he said, and then the twine broke, and Erin was dragging the bag to the edge and hurling it over. Marcus caught the bag, dropped it, and then tried to catch Erin as she vaulted over. Dry grass crunched as she landed, and then Marcus dragged her by a jacket sleeve under the bridge.
Every sound echoed in the cement cavern underneath.
“What’d you do with all the extra bags?”
Marcus gestured to where the sloped sides of the underpass met the edge of the bridge. Izzy popped up from behind a cement barrier, Rocky perched on her shoulder.
“It’s all back here,” she said.
Erin nodded then gave an impatient wave of her hand. She could tell now that it wasn’t just one engine she was hearing. It was many.
“Let’s get the fuck out of here before the psycho motorcycle gang shows up.”
The three of them crawled in single file through the overgrown grass up the hill and into the woods.



 
 
 
Deirdre
 
The Hole
9 years, 67 days after
 
She waited. Listened. Tried to let her eyes adjust to the black. She played with the little cylinder in her hand, fingernail scratching at the smooth wall of it.
The mask lay on the table next to her. She’d thought about leaving it on, but what for? It made no difference now what he saw or didn’t see.
Her heart beat faster in her chest, that sick feeling of anticipation, of doubt, roiling in her guts. All of the planning, all of the hours of surveillance, had led to this moment. The final wait was excruciating.
The lantern’s light amounted to an orange fleck the size of a dime. It didn’t provide enough light to even illuminate the curved glass encasing it. It seemed to be floating before her rather than sitting on the table – a disembodied ember that hovered just below eye level.
It was weird, she thought, how this had all started in this little shed in the woods, and it would all end here as well. She never could have seen any of this coming, for her or for anyone else involved. Everything had changed when the lightning flashed to reveal that sopping girl in the doorway.
No storm tonight, at least. That cool fall humidity had rolled in instead. The kind that made her breath feel heavy and cold in her chest, made all of the grass wet enough to drench her robe up to the ankles on the walk here.
Was that…?
She froze, held her breath for a long moment, listening again.
Nothing.
It’d been a long time – three hours, she thought – since she whispered in his ear next to the fire. She’d stayed patient, kept her doubts at bay all this time, but they surged in her now.
She’d thought about whether or not he’d try to bring a posse to get her, to tie up this loose end once and for all, but she doubted that. He seemed more comfortable solving his problems with women in private, placing his hands upon them. In fact, he didn’t seem to consort with other men much at all. She was hoping that both of those observed traits would hold true here.
What if he didn’t come, though? That idea had never even occurred to her at any stage prior to this moment, and now it seemed more likely than not. Maybe picking the guard post had tipped off who she was, and he was happy to settle this later, on his own terms. She doubted that, though. She’d stayed so invisible, he didn’t think he’d have any reason to make that leap in logic to pin his sights on her.
She replayed that moment in her head, when she leaned in to whisper to him, took a step back, and watched him nod.
She’d walked away from the bonfire after that, climbing the wooded hill on the trail that led out toward the hole. For just a moment she’d looked back, looked down upon the burning pile of wood from on high, upon the light flickering over the dancing fools, and she wondered what for. Why did this little society continue to function? Why did all the people wake up and perform their tasks every day, all of them huddled in little cabins every night? Why did they gather at this bonfire to drink spiked punch once a year? What purpose did any of it serve?
Why did they bother?
Something rustled outside, twigs snapping and weeds hissing as something – someone – brushed through their leaves and stalks and stems. She listened to the footsteps moving closer, knowing it was him after all.
She got the chills just then, her torso shaking with great force for just a beat and then relenting. The skin crawled on her arms in the moment after that, goose bumps protruding, all of them seeming to creep toward her shoulders.
She pinched the little cylinder tighter, rolling it back and forth a little between her thumb and fingers just to feel it. Soon. She let the sleeve of her robe fall over that hand, concealing it.
Then she leaned over the table and turned the knob on the lantern. It didn’t seem to take, the minuscule orange flame holding firm, refusing to grow. She gasped, her fingers fumbling. She could feel that he was close now, could feel that the dark left her at his mercy.
She twisted again, and the glow bloomed, the orb of light filling the small shed, spilling over the tabletop in a growing circle.
Something caught her attention, a dark shape in the corner of her eye. She turned her head, flinching in surprise to find him already leaned in the doorway in a nonchalant pose.
“Sorry. Did I scare you?” he said, and then he hissed out a laugh between his teeth.
She couldn’t see his face very well. Just a silhouette – a shadow that was somehow speaking, somehow laughing. His voice was deeper than she’d imagined, and he sounded toothy when he said his “s” sounds. She expected him to lunge, to pounce. He remained motionless in the door frame.
“Well, I don’t know what you think I did, but you’re-”
“But you walked out here for no reason, eh? You didn’t do anything. You just walked several miles out here for nothing. For the exercise, maybe.”
Her voice came out deadpan, totally even. She imagined that would bother him, just like it’d bother him to be interrupted by a woman.
His eyes caught the light and flashed for a split second, white flares shining out of his pupils. It was like seeing a predator in the dark, some mountain lion stalking, waiting for her to turn her back. It was just a glimpse, but it made the hair on the back of her neck prick up.
“Now hold on… We’re just here to talk, ain’t we? Why would I shy away from a chance to straighten things out?”
The earlier sound she’d noted was no fluke. His teeth almost whistled with every s.
“Whatever you say,” she said.
Now he pushed off the door frame to stand upright, hesitated there a moment to brush off the shoulder that had touched the wood, and strode forward. He moved slowly, and the illumination revealed his face in slow motion – from black to gray to an almost blue glow, and finally, he stepped into the orb of light surrounding the lantern.
Instead of a smooth, porcelain face, she found one coated with dark stubble. Pouches of skin seemed to pucker under each eye, as though he hadn’t slept in a week. She realized that he was concentrating to keep his balance. A few too many cups of punch, perhaps.
She was glad the table lay between them, and she had to remind herself to not brandish the cylinder clenched in her fingers, to not reveal it at all until it was time.
He smiled, but his eyes were dead.



 
 
 
Decker
 
Dundalk, Maryland
295 days after
 
As he moved down the hall, motion caught his eye in one of the bedrooms. The hair on his arms pricked and tingled. He did a double-take, freezing in that spot, a gun in each hand. Some part of him knew that he needed to drop one and ready the other, but for some reason his brain short circuited as far as which hand held the M4. He just stood there, a blank look fixed on his face.
But wait. There was nothing moving in the bedroom. It was motion out the window that had caught his eye, movement in the grass field behind the house. Relief swelled over him as he realized that the threat wasn’t an immediate one, at least not yet. His vision zoomed in on the figures in the distance.
Heads bobbed. Knees rose and fell. Arms swayed at their sides.
The tall grass waved around the zombies, lurching and snapping out of the way as they tromped through it. Their movements were slow. Listless. All of their mouths hung wide open. A battalion of mouth-breathers that didn’t bother with the whole breathing thing anymore anyway.
He crossed the bedroom floor, pressing his face to the window to get a better look. There must be twenty of them, at least from what he could see. He suspected there were more he couldn’t see.
He swallowed, a lump shifting in his throat. And when the idea settled over him, when the pieces he’d tumbled around finally fit together in his head, he closed his eyes and exhaled long and slow.
These were the hostiles.
Mustache Rick had sent him in here knowing that a zombie horde ruled this piece of land, knowing that no one else dared to brave it for just that reason. He was sure of it. All of the stuff about the bridge and traffic situation? Pure and utter bullshit. They must have wanted him to die here. Must have. It was the only explanation that made any sense to him. The only question that remained, as far as he was concerned, was whether or not Dalton himself wanted him sent here, wanted him sent into this death trap on his own.
He opened his eyes and watched the dead things limp around out there. They headed his way. Not all of them and not directly, but in the vaguest sense, they all crossed the grass field moving in his direction. He knew that he should turn back now, go out the way he came in while he had a nice lead on them. He knew that, but he couldn’t resist. He had several clips of ammo on him after all.
He unlatched the window, pried until it popped loose from the frame, and flung it open. The glass juddered and rattled from the force of this effort, and he lowered himself into the opening, leaving the shotgun aside and aiming the assault rifle out the window.
A handful of the creatures seemed to perk up at the window noise, though they didn’t seem certain where it’d come from. Their necks jerked, and their shoulders swiveled back and forth, perhaps scanning for further sounds or movement.
He squinted his eye and gazed down the barrel, taking dead aim at a fat zombie head. This one wore a suit with brown blood crusted in a perfect semi-circle under his chin like he’d gone to an all-you-can-eat brain buffet and not bothered with a bib. Its oversized head reminded him of a celebrity — an NFL quarterback. The one with the fat face. He couldn’t think of his name.
His finger hesitated upon the trigger, rubbing back and forth on it, feeling that curved piece of metal in every arch, loop, and whorl of his fingerprint, and then he squeezed. The gun blazed and cracked, rocking back into his shoulder.
And the head burst in the distance, the fat body disappearing out of the frame of his vision all at once, swallowed up by the swaying grass. He focused on that spot of land for a moment, but nothing moved.
The rest of the horde heaved into action, all of them squaring their shoulders toward his window and staggering that way, picking up speed. It looked wrong. Almost funny. All of those human figures jogging toward him with their arms dangling at their sides as limp as spaghetti noodles. Something about that body language cemented how dead they were even more than the rotten flaps of skin decorating their skeletons, he thought.
Adrenaline detonated in his head, that surge of current coursing all through him again. His hands trembled. Yellow static flickered along the edges of his vision. Every breath drew frigid swirls into his lungs, cold feelings that lurched and swayed in his chest.
He wheeled the gun to the left and rattled off a few shots, cutting off an old woman zombie at the knees. He aimed further downfield from there, taking out a couple of zombie kids. The first with a clean headshot, the second sawing him off with several blasts to the neck that looked to decapitate the thing, or damn near it.
He moved with efficiency, swiveling and aiming and firing and killing. The jogging dead toppled into the grass one by one. Most were dead. Some were merely immobilized, which was more than good enough for the moment. It was just like playing a video game. A good one, even, he thought.
Still, that electric throb thrummed in his chest, fear pumping into his bloodstream with every beat of his heart. He could handle the dead in the field, which he knew pretty well going in. If the sound of his gunshots drew more interest, though, he could be in trouble. He needed to wrap this up before that happened.
Two more headshots cleared the field. A lady in a Wal-Mart uniform went first, and a portly postal worker closed things out, toppling backward so hard that his legs kicked up, momentarily visible above the grass. He supposed that made for a decent grand finale.
He scooped the shotgun and hustled down the steps, feet pounding out a staccato rhythm all along the descent. He hit the bottom, and six paces later he was out the front door and running down the front walk. He jumped when he saw the body flopped over the bush out there, the original zombie that he’d killed on the way in. That all felt so long ago that he’d forgotten about it.
And that current flowed up into his skull, prickling and pulsing and making him dizzy. Lightheaded.
He got a little ways down the street and stopped. He listened.
Moans called out over the empty world, numerous throats lifting together like a terrible choir. Everyone off-time and out of key. Hundreds by the sound of it. Maybe thousands. And their footsteps accompanied the howls, a faint beat laying underneath the vocals. The volume seemed to increase, seemed to suggest they were getting closer, but he wasn’t sure.
He scanned the bit of the field he could see between the houses and saw nothing. No movement. They could be a ways off yet, the bulk of them, anyway.
He laughed. Just a little. It felt crazy. This noise that he thought should have made him piss himself only elicited a chuckle. He couldn’t think of what was funny about it. He remembered reading once that all comedy is cruelty. Maybe the answer lay in there somewhere.
He walked on, making one last stop before he fled the impending death horde. He wanted to grab a can of ravioli for the road.
 
He walked down the middle of the empty street, the sun shining down on him and glaring off of the asphalt. The can of ravioli lay wedged in his jacket pocket, and it rocked into his body over and over with the sway of every step he took, the little taps reminding him to eat it again and again.
He’d calmed enough to get his thinking straight upon crossing the bridge, the panic and adrenaline receding just enough for him to feel human again. Still, emotions flared and retreated, shifting and morphing in rapid succession as he remembered different bits and pieces of what had just occurred.
Rage bubbled up to the surface when he thought of Rick’s dumbfuck mustache. He was a little confused by it all still, the idea of them sending him out here to die. They couldn’t be that incompetent. It couldn’t all be some misunderstanding or mistake. He saw real intent to it. But he didn’t know who might really be responsible for these choices, and he didn’t know how to respond. Going back all aggressive would prevent him from gaining more information, he thought. Better to not confront them, maybe. To bide his time and get revenge on his own terms.
And then the rage guttered out and elation came over him as the image of the field took shape in his head, movies playing of zombie head explosions and floppy bodies tumbling into permanent hiding spots among the tall grass. He couldn’t say what was so satisfying about solving a problem in such visceral fashion, but he thought there was something primal in it, something that traced back to the origin of mankind and possibly went further back still. He killed. He triumphed. He survived for a while longer yet.
A crack snaked down the middle of the road here, a jagged opening that stretched out in front of him for as far as he could see. It looked like the asphalt was pulling apart at the seams. And it would only get worse from there, he realized. Nobody would come fix this. The wound would never heal. None of them would. The rain and snow would keep their pressure on it, wear it down, gnaw at it, until the concrete crumbled and the blacktop buckled. Until it all fell apart.
But destruction wasn’t all bad, he thought. There was something stimulating about it. Something that felt right about it. He didn’t know why, really. Some part of him wanted it. That was all.
The strongest emotions had winked out now, and his focus returned to his immediate surroundings.
He’d moved away from the skyscrapers downtown and out into a residential area, houses surrounding him on all sides now for as far as he could see. Upon realizing this, he stopped and stretched, swiveling his head back and forth to eye the homes and pick one out.
He’d get out of the city, get back to the camp where the people may or may not want him dead, but first he thought he’d break into one of these houses and whip up a can of Chef Boyardee ravioli.



 
 
 
Erin
 
Triadelphia, West Virginia
262 days after
 
Waiting in the woods was like the worst game of hide-and-seek ever. She made Marcus and Izzy go deeper into the cover of the trees, but Erin stayed at the edge, watching. A fleet of men rode up to the overpass. Six motorcycles, as she’d thought, but also a truck. For hauling whatever loot they found, she supposed.
Raiders.
Bastards.
She gripped the gun in her hand a little tighter, noticing that her whole body was trembling from the adrenaline
The raiders poked around for a while. Talking. Pointing. Maybe arguing about where all the sweet shit went.
She remembered the vulture, the one she noticed just before the first bullet hit. Something about it had nagged at her. No, it wasn’t the vulture itself, but what it was dining upon. A corpse. A fresh corpse.
Because…
Because these guys watched the bridge and shot at anyone that crossed. And then they came to plunder the supplies.
Her eyes narrowed in disgust.
She gripped the Glock tighter, raised it, aiming at the men. But her finger did not touch the trigger. She made little “Pchew!” noises with her mouth and pantomimed the recoil.
The men filed back to their vehicles, and Erin watched them ride off, probably back to their shooting spot somewhere to the north of the overpass.
When the engines had faded into the distance, she tramped back to where Marcus and Izzy were perched on a fallen tree.
“Once it gets fully dark, I’m going back for the rest of our bags.”
“By yourself?” Izzy stopped scratching Rocky’s head. “You can’t go back out there alone!”
Marcus fidgeted, zipping and unzipping his hoodie. The sound made Erin think of the bullets whizzing past her head.
“Maybe we should just leave,” he said. “Forget the stuff we left under the bridge.”
“No way! There’s shit we need in there. Food. Medicine.”
“Mall Mania,” Izzy offered, and Erin rolled her eyes.
Marcus shook his head.
“We can’t carry it all. Just leave it.”
“I can bring it back here, and we can go through it to decide what to take and what to leave. But I’m not leaving all that gear. Who knows how long we’ll be on the road? We need some of that stuff.”
Marcus looked down at his hands, palms up and folded in his lap.
“Then let me go.”
“Nope.”
He lifted his eyes to meet hers. “Why not? I can carry more than you. I’m bigger.”
Erin tossed her pack down and sat on it, letting out a sigh.
“Because it’s my stupid idea.”
 
When she got to the break in the trees, she crouched down by instinct. Nothing like being sniped at to stir up all those animal safety mechanisms. She scooted forward, covered by a cluster of honeysuckle.
She surveyed the landscape before her. The path down to the road was mostly exposed. A few patches of long grass and some scraggly shrubs. She’d have to crawl if she really wanted to stay hidden.
Izzy and Marcus, but mostly Izzy, had insisted on escorting Erin to the edge of the woods. Before Erin entered the clearing beyond the trees, she considered chickening out. This whole plan had seemed less scary when the sun was up. But as the light crept out of the sky, doubt crept into her mind.
She squeezed her fists. No, she had to do it. Ditching the bikes was a big enough blow. She couldn’t leave all of their supplies, too.
And at least Marcus was there, so she didn’t have to worry about leaving Izzy alone in the woods at night. That made her think of something else. Something she’d been meaning to do. And Izzy wasn’t going to like it. Her voice came out in a whisper.
“Give Marcus the gun.”
Erin’s eyes had adjusted to the darkness now, and she saw Izzy’s mouth pucker like she just bit down on a lemon.
“What? Why?”
Right. Of course the kid was going to argue about it. Like Erin was asking her to share a toy.
“Because. I said so.”
“But it’s my gun!”
Erin considered pulling the age card, but that was always a loser with Izzy.
“No, it’s not. It was that zombie dude’s gun, and I killed him, so now it’s my gun. Give it to him.”
Izzy’s nostrils flared, but she obeyed and unzipped her pack.
“This is stupid. Just because I’m the youngest doesn’t mean I can’t do things.”
“I don’t really need-” Marcus started to say, but Erin shushed him.
“Just take the damn thing.”
He let Izzy set it in his hand. He turned it over, inspecting it.
“It’s heavy.”
“Wait.” Erin squinted at him. “Have you never actually held a gun before?”
He shook his head.
Izzy saw her opening and pounced. “See? This is why I should have the gun. He’s a novelist.”
“It’s novice. And it’s not up for debate.” Erin turned to address Marcus again. “You’ve seriously never held a gun? How is that possible?”
“Had you held a gun before all this?”
She frowned and shook her head.
He raised his eyebrows, as if he’d made his point.
“OK, but that was Before. Now it’s After. Surely you thought it would be prudent to arm yourself with all the wackos and flesh-eating creatures out there.”
His shoulders came up in a shrug.
“I don’t like guns.”
She snorted. “But you’re a boy.”
“So what? Should I assume that because you’re a girl, you like pink, frilly lace things?”
Izzy giggled.
“She has some pink, frilly underwear.”
Erin gave her some evil side-eye, though it probably lost most of its effect in the dark.
“What are you laughing about, Miss Brown Stripe?”
Izzy repeated the words, confused. “Brown stripe?”
“That’s what kind of underwear you have.”
Izzy’s forehead wrinkled.
“What does that— hey!” The creases deepened when it dawned on her. “I don’t have skid marks!”
Erin ignored her and pressed on.
“If it comes down to it,” she said to Marcus, “point and shoot. It’s not that hard. Just don’t forget about the safety.”
Izzy started to plead again, but Erin put up a hand to silence her.
“I don’t have time to argue about it anymore. I’m going.”
She wasn’t sure the kid would even be sad to see her go after having her favorite death-dealing toy taken away, but Izzy threw her arms around Erin's torso, hugging her harder than seemed possible for her scrawny limbs.
"Don't get hurt."
Erin smirked a little.
"I won't."
Marcus took a step closer, and for a moment Erin thought he was going to embrace her, too. Instead, he put a hand on her shoulder and patted it a few times. It reminded her of a football coach move, and she wondered if Marcus had played. Before.
"Be careful."
She nodded.
"Yep."
She turned to go, but stopped and turned back to him.
"Did you play football?"
She couldn't actually see his frown in the dark, but she could hear it when he spoke.
"Me? No." There was a pause. "Why?"
"Nothing. Nevermind. I'll be back soon," she said.
She started out in a crouch, but as she progressed down the hill, she moved into a crawl. Eventually she found herself slithering through the grass on her belly, staying as low as possible, even though she figured it unlikely that anyone was near enough to see her. Would they even be watching the bridge at night? She had to assume they would. After all, she hadn't expected to be shot at in broad daylight. And because of that, she had a new sense of open space. A new paranoia to add to the always-growing list.
It made her mad all over again, thinking about it. She could understand the desire to be wary — even aggressive — to outsiders. But this? Shooting from a distance, at someone who hadn't harmed you, someone that couldn't harm you if you just stayed hunkered down in your hidey-hole... that just seemed cowardly. She cursed the men again, but part of her knew it was irrational. They weren't acting out of fear. Their instincts were predatory in nature. Not based on survival but greed. So she cursed them for that, too.
 
It was a slow crawl down the hill, even slower making her way back up to the woods toting luggage.
“How much more?” Marcus asked after the third trip.
“I think this will be the last trip.”
She trudged back out for the last of it. The journey to the bridge felt routine now — not safe, exactly, but not so dire as before — and her mind wandered as she walked. She mentally ticked off all the things they’d nearly lost, thankful for each and every item she salvaged. Even shitty Mall Mania. They were lucky to be able to keep any of it.
She was halfway down the hill when she got a whiff of something acrid and burning. At first she thought it was wet burning leaves, but after a moment she placed it. Cigar smoke.
Someone cleared their throat and spit. She froze, tucked behind a scraggly shrub. It provided limited cover at best, but it was better than nothing.
There was someone on the bridge. But how? And why?
She thought back to watching the men arrive, some detail squirming in the back of her mind, begging her to take notice.
The motorcycles. She’d heard them first, then the sound of the truck joined in. She’d counted six when they rolled up on the bridge, but she hadn’t counted them when they left. Had one of them stayed behind?
It was the most likely explanation. But that still left the ‘why.’ Did they always guard the bridge at night? Or was it because they were used to shooting fish in a barrel, and they didn’t like it when the fish managed to escape?
Her heart, which had been pounding ceaselessly since she first scooted from the edge of the trees, seemed to double. Was it a trap? Had they been waiting for her to come back this whole time?
Did they know she was down there now?
No, she thought. They could have shot her in the dark or grabbed her by now if that was what they wanted.
A new realization hit her, and again her heart rate soared. She was beating them. First they’d failed to shoot her on the bridge. And now she was sneaking right up to the foot of their lair and stealing back the supplies they’d been too dumb to notice. She was winning.
She felt herself grin in the dark. Her lips parting made a little noise that seemed loud in the silence, but she kept smiling anyway.
She waited there behind the bush for what seemed like an hour but was probably five minutes or less. Though her animal instincts wanted to stay folded up behind her only cover for however long it took the predator to retreat, she forced herself to move.
Every movement led to a swishing of the grass that might as well have been the roaring of thunder in her ears.
Under the eastbound overpass, she crept to the edge, body pressed against one of the support pillars. She was pretty sure he was on the westbound bridge. That was where they’d originally driven up. She was afraid to poke her head out, but she wanted to make sure. She held her breath and slowly leaned out, eyes scanning the dark night.
She would have missed him if not for the glowing cherry at the end of his cigar. Once she noticed that, she could just make out his silhouette against the sky. A darker shade of black.
Her fingers practically itched, wanting the gun in her hand. She could probably shoot him from here. Maybe.
There were a million problems with that idea, starting with “What if she missed?” and ending with “What if he’s not alone?” So instead she held still and waited for him to move away from the edge.
She shifted her foot, knocking into an aluminum soda can. It scraped and rattled all the way down the concrete incline. Fucking litterbugs.
Almost immediately, she heard the man call out.
“Hello?”
Erin froze again, almost amused by his amateur move. If someone really was out there, did he really think it was smart to call out to them?
She smirked to herself, and then there was a click and the beam of his flashlight started sweeping her side of the bridge.
Shit.
She watched the circle of illumination as it moved, coming closer. He was nearing the edge where he could hop down and investigate if he wanted. She needed to hide.
The incline up to where the bags were hidden was too steep for silence. She scrambled to the top, hearing the scuff of her shoes on the concrete echoing under the bridge. It reminded her of the sounds a colony of bats might make flying out of a cave, leathery wings flapping.
When she reached the support beam that concealed their gear, she grabbed the edge and hurled herself over it, landing hard on her knee. She bit down on the sleeve of her jacket to keep from groaning in pain.
Overhead, she watched the shifting shadows caused by the sweeping movement of the flashlight.
She risked a peek over the edge of the girder. He was less than ten yards away, still just a silhouette in the darkness with an orb of light in his hand. She held her breath as he passed by her position.
With his back toward her, she envisioned sneaking up behind and killing him. She imagined the damage different weapons would do. A gun. A hammer. Finally a knife, slitting his throat.
She could do it, she thought. She could be on him before he had a chance to know what was happening.
Better not. What if there were more than one? One she could take, maybe. But two men who probably outweighed her and as she'd pointed out before, had predatory instincts about them? Men who had killed before and would do it again without hesitation? She wasn't sure she could match their lack of scruples. She'd killed that charging zombie, yes, but killing a human, even a piece of garbage like the ones that had shot at her? That would be different.
So she waited, hunkering down, barely breathing. There was a strange noise, something that took her a few moments to identify. A scratch and a whoosh. The first thing that popped into her head was someone lighting a torch in an Indiana Jones movie. But then she placed it: a match. He had stopped to relight his cigar. This irritated her. So ballsy. So brazen. Why did he get to walk around like he owned this empty world, while she was stuck hiding in a spider-infested nook?
Answer: because he was with the guys that shoot on sight.
His footsteps retreated back up to his perch on the neighboring overpass. Finally. Erin was patient, giving him another several minutes to settle in. She wondered what he did up there all night?
His voice cut through the darkness then. Erin held dead still, her heart pounding in her ears.
“Sir Spanksalot, you there?”
There was a scratch of static and then the sound of a garbled voice, she assumed a response, but the volume was too low for her to hear.
“Eh, thought I heard somethin’. Didn’t find nothin’, though. Musta just been the boogeymen in my head.”
More unintelligible noise from the walkie-talkie.
“I fuckin’ hate bein’ out here at night. ‘Specially by myself.”
For a moment, the channel on the walkie talkie cleared, and she heard a snippet of a man’s voice. He was laughing.
Sir Spanksalot, I presume, she thought.
“Yeah, well fuck you, too, Spanky.”
Erin waited, wondering how long this conversation would go on. Would they just sit there chatting all night, the way she and Kelly used to do in middle school?
It was a good thing, now that she thought about it. He was both distracted and making noise. She slung one of the remaining backpacks over her chest and the other over her back. Each swish of the straps made her freeze and hold her breath, listening for an interruption in the conversation. But the man on the bridge kept yammering away.
“Hey, ‘member that one Jimbo hit a few weeks back? The one that burst like a fuckin’ melon? Who was that guy? That fuckin’ guy, man. The one that used to smash shit with a big ass hammer?”
Erin stopped. The walkie talkie crackled.
“Gallagher, yeah! That’s what that fuckin’ guy’s head was like. A watermelon gettin’ hit with a sledgehammer. Hilarious.”
She gripped the pistol a little harder in her fist as her hate for the men soared to new heights. This was how they passed the time? Reliving the people they’d killed like it was a sitcom rerun on TV? The vision came to her again of sneaking up behind the man and turning the tables. She didn’t think he’d be laughing quite the same when it was his head exploding in a spray of skull shards and brain matter, his blood spurting from his neck.
She shook her head, sighed, and was about to take another crouched step forward when something stopped her. A familiar shape in the darkness to her left.
With vengeance in mind, her lips pulled into a smile.



 
 
 
Baghead
 
Little Rock, Arkansas
9 years, 128 days after
 
“This is it,” the stranger said.
A brown brick building squatted before them, the front windows all covered with cardboard duct taped into place. It didn’t really look like a warehouse, Baghead thought, not even a small one. But then it didn’t really look like an office building either.
The stranger approached the entrance, put his hand out to check the door, palm cupped and advancing in slow motion. It was going to be locked, Baghead thought, and this partnership would come to an end. Their passage blocked, they’d turn now and go their separate ways.
“It’s open,” the man said, pushing the door open a touch. His arm strained at the weight of the door, and the blackness inside the building seemed to peek out at them through that cracked opening.
“Let’s be quick,” Bags said. “The fire is close now. Best to get in and out before it gets here.”
The stranger lowered his shoulder and shoved, disappearing into the shaded hole. Delfino took the door next and passed it to Bags. It was heavy. A rectangle of steel. The handle cold to the touch. The building swallowed Ruth, and he stepped in behind her.
All was black for a long moment. Silent and still.
An orange glow flared next to them. Delfino’s butane lighter raised over his head, lighting the way. Baghead didn’t realize that he’d drawn his gun until he saw it hovering in front of him in his left hand, the water bottle still tucked in his right. For a second he thought about putting it away, but then he figured it was probably for the best to have it at the ready in here.
They stood in something like a reception area. A counter stood about waist-high in front of them with a table littered with papers beyond that.
“Doesn’t seem like anyone’s here,” the driver said.
The stranger tilted his head.
“Maybe. Maybe not,” he said. “Al’s a little strange, but I seriously doubt he’d leave the place unlocked and unattended.”
He cupped a hand around the corner of his mouth and called out.
“Hey Al!”
Everyone waited a beat. Breath held. No response.
“Anybody here?”
Still nothing.
“No Al here after all,” Delfino said.
He winced as he looked upon the lighter clutched in his fingers.
“Look around for a lantern or a candle or something before I burn off the tip of my thumb.”
Heads swiveled. Hands brushed over countertops. Ruthie pushed through the swinging batwing door to poke around behind the counter, and Delfino followed.
The lighter’s flame wavered along with the driver’s movements, bending shadows everywhere around them, almost whipping the silhouettes against the walls before they settled again.
“Here,” Ruthie said.
She pulled a lantern out from under the counter where it hung from a hook.
“Good eye, Ruth,” Delfino said before clucking out a little chuckle.
The wire handle transitioned from her fingertips to his, and the lighter’s flame swooped under the glass bowl. Then he pulled the lighter free and snapped it shut, dropping it in his breast pocket and giving his hand a shake, fingers flopping around as though going limp might help remove the heat and pain.
The glow inside the lantern blossomed in slow motion, orange light swelling around them to beat back the shadows in the room, forcing the thickest black into the corners. Delfino lifted the light to get a better look at the counter and table tops, the flame inside spitting once before settling.
“Not much here,” he said. “A few papers. I assume the goods are through there.”
He tilted his head toward the door in the rear corner of the room.
“That’s right,” the stranger said. “Al must be back in the store room. Can’t hear us or something.”
Again Bags read the stranger’s face for signs of deception. The building didn’t seem so big that not hearing would be likely, he thought, but then maybe Al was a little hard of hearing. It wasn’t impossible.
He knew the suspicion was warranted, of course. People really were trying to kill him – four of them, in fact – under the authority of a Holy Order. Still, it was impossible to know when his perceptions were based in reality and when they were rooted in paranoid delusion, which made it tough to know how to act.
In any case, he saw no signs of anything in particular, no flashing micro-expression illustrating nerves, no tongue flicking across the lips, no shifting eyes, no little smile forming at the corners of his lips, a gesture which some people seemed to get when lying in Baghead’s experience. The guy looked cool. Blank. Vaguely confused by, or perhaps even disinterested in, this passing moment.
They pushed through the door finding a darker room beyond it. A chamber more than a room, maybe. An expanse of concrete floor with rows of items stacked on shelves from floor to ceiling. Car parts, mostly, from what Baghead could see in the lantern’s gleam.
“See? Plenty of tires just up there. Now, we just need to find Al.”
Delfino’s head bobbed as the stranger talked and pointed further on.
“Hey, Al!” the stranger shouted.
The silence was the only response once more.
Delfino lifted the lantern, whether he was looking for Al or trying to get a peek at the tires somewhere out there, Baghead couldn’t say. What he could say, however, was that the stranger was sweating profusely. First he saw the glimmer of wet on his forehead and along his brow, positively glowing in the lantern light, and then he saw the dark rings under his arms. That was a detail he hadn’t noticed before.
Could he have missed it? Or was the sweat something new? It was warm in here, but was it hot enough to make one sweat through one’s shirt?
His intestines rippled in his belly. He wanted to say something, to raise this observation in the form of a question, maybe, or to just point out the sweat as an idle comment, even just to raise his hand, to get Delfino’s attention. But no. He did nothing. He walked along with the group as they moved deeper into the room.
“Here we go,” Delfino said.
It took a second for Baghead’s brain to register what he was seeing. No more shelves ahead of them. Just stacks of tires. Loads and loads of tires. Hundreds, at least, he figured.
“They should be sorted pretty well,” the stranger said. “Al is real particular about that kind of thing.”
Something about finding the tires made him feel a little better. Like maybe all these doubts really were simple paranoia. That all that was happening was exactly what it seemed on the surface.
Delfino veered to the right, looking at the tires that way. Baghead kept on the straight course, slowing but not quite stopping.
Just as his shoulders passed the next row of tires, a voice spoke to his left. Raspy. Not quite high-pitched, though particularly thin. Above all else, it was far too close.
“Uh-oh,” it said.
In the fraction of a second Baghead had to process this information, two thoughts occurred to him. He was pretty sure this wasn’t Al, and he could hear a smile in the voice, a smile on the verge of hysterical laughter, though he couldn’t see the face producing it from within the shadows.
The blade seemed to come from nowhere, a disembodied machete forming in the blackness and thrusting itself into the light, set on a course for destruction.
The weapon plunged, a quick downward stroke delivered with great force. It caught Baghead at the wrist and hacked his left hand damn near off.
It felt like time froze just after that violent burst. Like the next hiccup of breath took several minutes or more.
He lifted his arm in slow motion, and the hand dangled from the wrist as though held on by string. The gun clattered to the floor and skittered away into the shadows, and then blood spurted from the stump.
Pain flashed at the end of his arm, tattered meat where a palm used to jut out, a ragged opening where the cylinders of his thumb and fingers used to protrude. The pain flushed his face with electricity and heat and made his whole body jerk once. A scream built in his throat and died. His being, his consciousness, seemed to retract into his head before his throat could follow through. Something pulled him away from the pain, not from the horror, not from the loss, those were still quite real, but the physical pain, at least, was muted by shock, held at bay.
He pointed the wound toward his face, blinking dumbly when the red spattered him. It couldn’t be a hole, a fleshy cavern gaping into his arm. He knew it couldn’t, but that’s exactly what he saw in the half-light. Not a stump but a bloody hole. A cave made of muscle and tendon.
All he could hear was the sound of the blood beating in his ears, and all he could see was his left hand hanging onto his wrist by a thread of connective tissue like a toddler’s mitten strung to the sleeve of a tiny jacket.



 
 
 
Erin
 
Triadelphia, West Virginia
262 days after
 
There was a satisfying thunk as the blade pierced the rubber, followed by the hiss of air rushing out of the tire.
Erin glanced back at the troll on the bridge, but she could still hear him yammering over the walkie to his buddy, He Who Spanks Frequently.
She gave each tire of the motorcycle a good and thorough slashing. No sense doing a job half-assed. Things like this, you had to take your time, do it right. Make sure they’d need all new tires. She was sure they could find them. A band of raiders with guns and bad intentions could probably procure just about anything they wanted. But she took a small amount of satisfaction knowing that the bridge troll would be supremely pissed off when he found his bike in this state come morning.
Just as she turned to leave, something else came to her. She fumbled around at the front of the bike, relying entirely on feel. Her hand brushed a leather strap. There.
She followed the strap to where it connected to the bike, gripped the key, and pulled it free from the ignition.
Erin aimed a one-finger salute at the bridge troll, pocketed the key, and set off on her slow climb back up to where Marcus and Izzy were hiding.
“Geez! What took so long?” Izzy said when she returned.
“Sorry, it was hard to find the last two bags in the dark.”
The story about the man on the bridge tingled on the tip of her tongue, but she couldn’t tell them. Especially not Izzy. She wasn’t sure why. Maybe because she wouldn’t be able to explain why she’d still gone for the last two bags. She’d tell them in the morning, when the sun was up. When it would be easier to laugh about the terrors that happen in the night.
They walked deeper into the woods, to where Marcus had piled their gear against a tree. They crawled halfway into their sleeping bags and huddled together, leaning on their pile of supplies.
Erin was still keyed up on adrenaline. She didn’t think she’d sleep, which was maybe for the better. Knowing people were so close, it wouldn’t be a bad idea to keep watch.
Izzy, on the other hand, zonked almost instantly. She was nestled between them with Rocky curled up on her chest.
For a long while, Erin just stared into the darkness. Under normal circumstances, as if they even existed anymore, she would have been scared to be out here in the woods at night. Every little shiver of leaves would have had her craning her neck around and squinting into the black. But compared to the bridge, this felt safe.
Not that she had any plans to stay the night so exposed like this ever again. Something hard dug into her hip, and she shifted in her sleeping bag. All those empty houses with empty beds and she was sleeping on the ground tonight.
Time passed strangely in the dark. Especially when she would normally be sleeping. She was so tired by the end of the day after all the work that had to be done, whether it was splitting wood or riding the bike, that she was almost always asleep in a matter of minutes. But sitting here in the dark woods with no way to mark the passing of time, each second dragged on.
She thought again of the feel of the knife entering the motorcycle tire. The memory brought a smile to her lips.
“Something funny?”
Erin started. The voice was so close and so unexpected that her first instinct was to go for her gun. After her brain had a moment to analyze the information, to figure out it was Marcus, she settled back against their pile of gear.
“Jesus, you scared me!”
“I scared you? I doze off for a while and wake up already half-shook when I remember we’re out in the damn wilderness, and then I look over and see you staring into the dark with a big evil clown grin on your face.”
Erin couldn’t help but chuckle at that. It was maybe the first time she realized he was kind of funny.
“But I scared you,” he repeated, muttering it mostly to himself, she thought.
Erin pulled her sleeping bag a little tighter around her, trying to keep the chill of the night air from creeping in.
“Well?” Marcus said, as if he’d been expecting something more.
“What?”
“Are you going to tell me what was so funny or what?”
It took Erin a moment to even remember herself. What had she been so amused by? Then she remembered the man on the bridge and the bike and the way the sharp blade punctured the rubber. The smile returned, accompanied by a nervous little laugh. She glanced down at Izzy.
“You’re not gonna like it.”
He shifted in his sleeping bag. “Now I’m really curious.”
“There was a man on the bridge.”
“What kind of man?”
“The kind that shoots at strangers from a distance.”
“Hold up. You’re saying you were crawling around down there with one of those psychos standing directly overhead? Are you crazy?”
“One, he wasn’t directly overhead. He was on the other overpass.”
“Oh, I beg your pardon. He certainly couldn’t have shot you from that great distance of ten feet.”
Erin rolled her eyes, a gesture she was sure was lost with the lack of light.
“Two, I didn’t know he was there until the last trip.”
“I still don’t see what part of any of that is so funny.”
“That’s because you keep interrupting with your commentary.”
Marcus put his hands up. Satisfied, she continued.
“As I was leaving with the last two bags, I noticed his bike.”
Even in the dark, she could tell by the set of Marcus’ mouth that he had something to say. But he kept quiet, letting her finish.
“So I slashed his tires.”
Marcus sighed, air rushing out of his lungs. He hunched forward a little, looking like a deflated balloon.
Erin remembered something then and fumbled in her sleeping bag. When her fingers found the loop of leather, they grasped and pulled, sliding the keys free from her pocket.
Erin jangled the keys in the night.
“I took these, too.”
She spun the key chain around her fingers a few times like a lasso and then let them fly. They crash-landed somewhere in the dry leaves.
Next to her, Marcus shook his head.
“Can I say something now?”
Erin nodded.
“You are completely insane.”



 
 
 
Izzy
 
Rural West Virginia
264 days after
 
Her back ached from the backpack. Her feet were sore from walking. She missed her bike. And her bed. Every day when they woke up and started their trek again, she wondered why they ever left in the first place.
Izzy’s stomach grumbled, and she clapped a hand over her belly button, like that might shut it up. They’d had a feast the morning they abandoned their bikes. Erin said they couldn’t carry it all, so they might as well eat what they could. Since then, they’d had to rely mostly on what they found along the way. That meant that today they’d each had a granola bar in the morning and a package of Raymond noodles for lunch. (Erin always corrected her and said RAH-MIN, but Izzy was pretty sure she was wrong. Marcus was no help. He just stood by looking amused when they argued like that.)
“I’m hungry,” she said and instantly regretted it. Her voice sounded whiny in her own ears. Like a kid. Erin would say she was a kid. Izzy hated that. Like she needed to be reminded of how old she was.
Maybe when she turned ten they’d start to treat her like less of a baby. It was double digits after all.
Erin glanced back at Izzy for a moment, and then she and Marcus exchanged a look. She hated that too. It was like they had some kind of secret grown-up language now.
“A little bit further. Then we’ll take a break,” Erin said.
At least Erin and Marcus were getting along. She didn’t mind that part. It reminded her of a book she read once in Mrs. Smiley’s class. It was about a group of siblings that solved mysteries. The Boxcar Children. She wasn’t sure what happened to their parents. Probably they died, like Izzy’s parents and Erin’s parents and Marcus’ parents and even Rocky’s parents.
They exited the trees into a clearing, and all three of them froze in unison. Izzy was the first to break the silence.
“Whoa.”
Erin squinted at the sight before them.
“Am I dreaming? Or am I actually seeing this?”
“No,” Marcus said. “I’m seeing it, too.”
It shimmered in the late afternoon sun. A palace made of gold. Again they lapsed into silence. Several seconds passed before Izzy spoke again.
“What if it’s like in the fairy tales, and there’s a witch in there, and she tries to trick us into eating candy so she can fatten us up and then eat us?”
Erin started down the sloped clearing.
“I hope there’s a fairy tale witch in there, because I will eat the fuck out of her candy.”
They took a cursory look around the grounds, confirming neither the presence of zombies nor fairy tale witches.
Erin read the name off a sign. “New Vrindiban.”
“Oh man.” Marcus stopped walking and looked around.
“What is it?”
“Isn’t this the Hare Krishna place? I read a book about it,” he said. He did a slow turn, as if seeing it all for the first time.
“What’s a Hairy Krish-whatever?” Izzy asked.
“They were sort of a hippie cult. At least that’s how the book described it. There was some crazy stuff that happened here in the 80’s.”
Erin tipped her water bottle back for a drink and then wiped her mouth.
“What kind of crazy?”
“Crazy like m-” his eyes fell on Izzy, and he made a face like someone goosed him. “-mmmmustache growing competitions.”
Izzy narrowed her eyes.
“What? That’s not a thing!”
“Yeah, it is,” Marcus said.
“Erin, is there such a thing as a mustache growing competition?”
“Absolutely.”
“You’re just saying that!”
“Excuse me, but I happen to be an expert on facial hair contests.”
Izzy watched them share another one of their secret grown-up glances.
“You guys are a bunch of buttmunches.”
They rounded a bend in the path and came upon a large pond.
“I may be a buttmunch, but the last one in the water is a rotten turd,” Erin said.
She yanked a boot from her foot and let it drop to the ground with a thud. Then came the next boot. She peeled off her socks and stuffed them in the boots.
Halfway down the dock, she paused to pull her shirt over her head in one swift movement.
Izzy saw Marcus’ eyes go wide at the sight of Erin with no shirt on. He averted his gaze, first looking out at the surrounding mountains, and then at his feet.
“Umm, should I, uh…”
One of Erin’s eyebrows arched.
“Relax, Marcus. It’s just a bra.”
“I know,” he said, still unable to make eye contact. “It’s just…”
Erin hung her shirt over a sign that warned of the dangers of swimming with no lifeguard present.
“Just what?”
“Nothing,” Marcus said. He shook his head.
But when Erin shrugged and dove off the end of the dock, Izzy saw the way Marcus peeked shyly up through his eyelashes, and she knew it wasn’t nothing.
 
They changed into clean, dry clothes in one of the cabins perched near the pond. A folded piece of glossy paper on a desk in the bedroom caught Izzy’s eye.
“I found a map of this place,” she said, unfolding the page and smoothing it out on the desktop.
Erin leaned over her shoulder for a look.
“Holy shit.”
“Erin!”
“Sorry, but look.” She pointed at one of the buildings drawn on the map. “There’s a flipping restaurant.”
They set off with the map and found the restaurant a short walk from the cabin. Erin let Izzy toss a rock through the glass front door, and then she shimmied in alone to check it out.
She returned a few moments later, crunching on a bag of banana chips. She tossed it to Izzy.
“We hit the motherfudging jackpot. There’s too much to even take with us, but we can stay here a few days, rest a little, eat like kings, and then head out again.”
They passed the bag around, and for a while their chewing was the only sound.
“There was a propane grill back at the cabin. You guys should go grab it and drag it over here.”
Izzy clutched the bag of banana chips to her chest.
“Can I take these with me?”
Erin snorted.
“Go for it. There are like twenty bags inside. By next week, you’ll never want to see another banana chip again.”
Erin disappeared back inside the restaurant, and Izzy and Marcus headed back to the cabin. Izzy held out a banana chip, and Rocky made the leap from Marcus’ shoulder to hers.
“I saw that, you know,” Izzy said. She had a mouth full of dried banana, and when she spoke a few errant crumbs escaped.
“Saw what?”
She wiped the corner of her mouth.
“The way you were looking at Erin.”
“I wasn’t looking at her.”
“Oh yes you were. You were looking at her big bazooms.”
“What?”
“Her bazooms. You know, her boobies.”
Marcus made a choking sound and stopped walking. He started coughing and banging on his chest, and Izzy waited for him to recover.
He finally managed to wheeze, “You shouldn’t talk like that.”
“Why? Because it’s true? You’re in love with her, aren’t you?”
“No.”
“Marcus and Erin, sittin’ in a tree-”
“Quit.”
“K-I-S-S-I-N-G!”
“I’m serious.”
“So am I. I should probably tell her.”
“Don’t.”
“It’s not nice to keep secrets.”
“It’s not a secret. It’s not even true!”
Izzy sensed weakness. She ran her tongue over her lips.
“What’ll you give me?”
“Give you?”
“To keep quiet.”
“Nothing. You can’t blackmail me with a lie.”
She called his bluff, turning on her heel and heading back toward the restaurant. She started singing louder.
“First comes love! Then comes marriage! Then comes-”
Marcus’ hand clamped over her mouth.
“Fine! Just to shut you up. What do you want?”
Izzy stroked her chin, relishing the power.
“I want the gun.”
“No way.”
“I just want to carry it sometimes. Let me hold it until we get to the cabin.”
He crossed his arms, weighing it. His jaw moved from side to side as he thought.
“Just until we get to the cabin,” he repeated.
Izzy nodded. She couldn’t stop grinning with her new-found power. That would teach them to treat her like a kid.



 
 
 
Marcus
 
Rural West Virginia
264 days after
 
He dreamed of a hummingbird caught in a spider’s web. Marcus reached down, clutching the tiny fluttering thing gingerly with one hand. He cleared the sticky silk away with the other. The filaments were matted to the wings, and it took him a while to get all of it free from the tiny feathers.
Before he could finish the job, someone nudged him, and he dropped the bird.
Still half-asleep, he had the sensation of being somewhere unfamiliar. Somewhere that gave him an uneasy feeling. The group home? He felt cold fear coarse through him.
He grabbed whoever it was in the dark. He would fight this time.
“Hey, it’s me.”
A girl’s voice. Whispering. And then a hand on his, gentle. His first thought was Nina, but he was more awake then and remembered that Nina was gone.
There was a click, and then bright white light illuminated Erin’s face.
He was relieved for a moment, but it faded quickly when he wondered why she’d be waking him in the middle of the night. This was it. She was going to tell him to go. And maybe he deserved it for striking that stupid bargain with Izzy. Letting her carry the gun. That was dumb.
Or maybe it was worse than that. What if Izzy had told her about the other thing? Even though it wasn’t true.
“You alright?” she asked.
Or maybe he was just being paranoid. If she was going to make him leave, would she still ask if he was alright?
He was still gripping her arm. He let go.
“Sorry.”
“It’s OK. I probably should have been a little more subtle about waking you up, but I was kind of freaked out.”
Marcus sat up, rubbing his eyes.
“Did something happen?”
She shook her head.
“Well, what scared you?”
“I didn’t say I was scared. I said I was freaked out.”
He rolled his eyes. Whatever Izzy thought she saw, she was wrong. Erin might be kind of cute. But she was also more-than-kind-of a pain in the ass.
“OK, Your Highness.”
“Hey! We had a deal!”
“The deal was that I stop calling you ‘Your Majesty.’”
She squinched her mouth into a tiny knot, and he was glad he couldn’t really see the look in her eyes, because he was pretty sure it would have turned him to stone.
“You’re a dick.”
He wasn’t sure why he kept teasing her really. It was a defense mechanism at first. An attempt at seeming like he cared just as little as she did. And now it was just habit. A dynamic he’d set between them.
“So you weren’t scared. What ‘freaked you out?’”
She rubbed at her arms, as if she felt a chill.
“I don’t know. It’s just a feeling I get here. I thought the woods were creepy, but this place… it feels off. You know?”
“Yeah, actually. I do,” he said, running a hand over his head. “I was starting to tell you earlier. People got murdered here.”
“By that cult?”
He nodded.
“Well fuck. I guess I won’t be sleeping tonight.” She pulled at the bottom of her hoodie, tucking her knees inside. It made her seem child-like and vulnerable.
He laughed quietly. “Sorry.”
“Eh, maybe someone should keep watch against murderous, undead Hare Krishnas,” she said.
“I can stay up, too. If you want.”
He sensed that she started to say no but changed her mind. She shrugged, looking very small all folded up under her sweatshirt.
“If you want,” Erin said.



 
 
 
Baghead
 
Little Rock, Arkansas
9 years, 128 days after
 
That hiccup of breath finally sucked into Baghead’s lungs, time suddenly set in motion again.
The stumped wrist lowered then. He wasn’t choosing this action so much as watching it happen, watching his limb glide downward, arcs of blood still geyser-ing out in steady bursts.
The hand looked shriveled already somehow, fingers curled. It swayed a little with the movement of the arm. Limp. Dead. It reminded him of a pair of Nikes hung on a power line by the laces, lurching just a little in the breeze.
Something popped, and the lantern light twirled over the wall of tires. Baghead swiveled his head in time to see the blaze of Delfino’s shotgun firing straight into the floor. He felt the force of the blast in his chest as much as he heard it, though the echo rang around the room for what seemed like forever.
Delfino tumbled. Baghead could tell by the trajectory of the driver’s fall in relationship to the stranger’s outstretched arm that the barefooted man had just landed a haymaker, a huge right hand, probably a sucker punch from behind that landed on the side of the cranium.
Delfino landed on his ass, his neck whiplashing forward and back, the lantern toppling over and spinning on its side. The light again twirled around them in a way that somehow reminded Baghead of being a toddler on a carousel.
The stranger stooped toward the driver, ripping at the gun. He pulled it away from Delfino, but then the driver’s grip tightened, pulling it right back. A low grunt rumbled out of the struggle, something like a St. Bernard growling, but Baghead couldn’t tell who it came from. The tug of war continued, the gun shaking around between the two men.
Laughter hissed out to Baghead’s left, back in the shadows. Right. The man wielding the machete. The one who said, “Uh-oh,” just before he lopped off Bags’ hand. Damn near off, anyway.
The figure stepped out of the darkness, partially at least, the back of the machete leaned against his shoulder. Baghead could only make out the silhouette of him in those first few moments. Wispy hair rose up from his scalp in a chaotic mess, tangled, a little frizzy and thin. His shoulders seemed especially broad, though he wasn’t very tall.
And then the emaciated face came into focus in the light. Tan skin stretched taut over cheek bones, dirty and stubbled and scabbed up everywhere like it’d blistered in the sun. This was more a creature than a man somehow, or at least that’s what Baghead felt in that moment. Something ancient and savage that had no business walking upright on two legs.
The thing stood before him, the eyes opened far too wide like footage he’d seen in documentaries of paranoid schizophrenics being restrained in psych wards. The smile crooked and creepy and beaming all at once.
Laughter wheezed and hissed between those smiling teeth, his lips moving just a little.
“Gotcha,” the thing said, its tongue flicking out between its teeth for a split second after he spoke, moistening its lips as though about to eat.
The machete blade lifted from the shoulder, its disposition going from slack to tense all at once like it was attached to a coiled spring now, just waiting to go off.
Baghead lifted his good arm in front of himself at an angle, the bottle of water still perched in his grip. For a split second the thought of the gun skittering away crossed his mind, but it didn’t stick. Not that he was likely to get to it even if he tried. He backpedaled a few steps, water sloshing against plastic in his hand. Some part of him knew this made no sense, holding up the water, knew that he’d brought a bottle of water to a machete fight, almost finding the blackest of humor in the notion, but that part of him was overwhelmed by some shrieking animal panic that could only think to shield itself and back away.
The sight of him seemed to make the creature laugh harder. It staggered a couple of steps toward him, the machete quivering over its shoulder like a slugger’s baseball bat waiting on a fastball. As it moved further into the lantern’s light, its attire came clear – a filthy white t-shirt with the sleeves ripped off and equally dirty jeans. It looked like it had been wearing both for months or even years.
Baghead’s heart glugged in his neck, the ball of muscle ascending to just under the hollow of his throat and pounding there. And the faster it beat, the faster the blood surged out of his wrist, leaving a scarlet trail between him and the one set to murder him momentarily, the wet glistening in the lantern’s glow.
His life, some part of him realized, was not flashing before his eyes. Nothing in particular was. Only the blood and the panic and the wavering machete blade poised to deal the death blow and the water bottle serving as the worst shield he’d ever seen, the feel of his breath hot against his lips, his chest quivering with fear, some vague sense of the pain where his hand had been removed. He couldn’t feel it, really, but he knew the hurt was there.
That was it. Nothing more. He was just an animal, an ape with a bag over its head, a frightened mammal trying in vain to back out of the kill chute even though it knew quite well that it was too late.
He tripped then, his heel catching on the edge of a tire and taking him down. His fate was sealed, but he held the water bottle between his body and his attacker anyway, a trembling tube of wet plastic, liquid jiggling around inside.
A lightness came over his head, a tingle roiling over his scalp, and an empty feeling inside his skull. Maybe this was it after all, he thought. The part of his consciousness that could still muster thoughts in words considered for a moment that this was the onset of whatever spiritual experience someone might have in the moments before death. A feeling akin to dizziness, a spacey, spinning, incredible lightness of being, like the essence of him would float out of this body momentarily.
But then he realized that he was probably passing out due to the blood loss. No guiding light. No ghost shuffling away from this damaged piece of meat. Just a brain not getting enough oxygen. A stuck pig, bleeding out on this concrete killing room floor.
The dark silhouette moved closer. It wasn’t laughing now, he didn’t think, but he couldn’t see very well. His eyelids grew heavy, saggy flaps of flesh that wanted only to close for good.
He listened then. Listened to the grunts just behind him where Delfino and the stranger still struggled for the shotgun. Listened to the scuff of this thing’s footsteps sliding over the cement, seemingly in no particular hurry. He listened for something more, some missing piece, though he didn’t know what that would be at first.
The girl. Where was the girl?
Maybe she’d run as soon as everything went to shit here. He hoped so. Let him die so the girl could live. He’d be OK with that.
He could see it when his eyes closed. Ruth crashing through those swinging doors on her way out into the street. Running. Away from this place. Away from the fire. Running forever, if she needed to. He saw her in fast motion, tiny feet pounding over asphalt and dirt and grass alike.
He let the water bottle fall to his side finally, the worst shield ever relieved of its duties. His head flopped back to the cement as well. The relief of the strain of his neck muscles seemed to outweigh the discomfort of the back of his skull cracking the floor. Better for it to be over now, maybe. Better to make that trade if he could. His life for hers.
If you’re there, God, I accept the offer. You drive a hard bargain, I must say, but I’ll take it.
He opened his eyes. The edges of his vision blurred badly now, every line bending and distorting, every object animated a bit like he’d taken some powerful hallucinogen. The silhouette stepped closer. It towered over him, filling much of his field of vision with the blackest of shadows.
Everything seemed to grow silent. Still. That slow motion beat of inertia that seemed to proceed all truly dramatic moments in life, he thought.
He heard the smack of his lips parting, the tiniest percussive sound like something happening very far away, and that seemed to break the spell.
The silhouette sucked air between its teeth as it brought the machete back behind its ear, wiggling the blade gently as it wound up for the killing blow.
He felt no fear in this moment. Not anymore. It all seemed to flow away from him like a stream, like the blades of grass floating in the creek when he was a boy. He’d throw in two at a time and watch them race. The first to cross through the rocky waters under the concrete bridge and come out the other side was declared the winner, and two more contenders were plucked from the ground. Not all of them made it, of course. Just like he wasn’t going to make it now.
He didn’t flinch. Didn’t close his eyes. He blinked a few times, but he held them open. He didn’t know why, but that was important to him then, to keep his eyes open, to see this finale, to live in this moment instead of hiding from it, to look upon death’s face, upon God’s face if anything like that could be real.
The silhouette hesitated in that position, the blade coiled up over his shoulder, shuddering, waiting to be unleashed. He heard the creature’s lips part somewhere in the blackness above him, heard just the start of the soft vocalization come out of that place, a vowel sound, only part of a syllable.
And then the flash lit up everything, and time stood still again. Another crack of gunfire rang out somewhere to his right. Close. The low frequency portion of the sound was somehow too loud, too percussive, for his ears to even hear right. It made it feel like his ear drums were imploding, but it was the high-pitched screams of the gun’s report that came echoing back from the concrete floors and walls, the ringing screech everywhere in the air around them, all of the reflections folding over themselves.
It wasn’t Delfino’s shotgun. He knew that. The sound wasn’t loud enough or deep enough.
And in the orange glow he saw the creature’s face. The muzzle’s blaze flickered over it like a long flash of lightning, illuminating the emaciated cheekbones, the blisters that formed semi-circles under each orbital socket.
And the head jerked, and the face broke up into a cloud of blood. That’s how it looked to him in that moment, at least. Like when you kick up sand under the water, that little billow of discoloration spreading outward, half-mist, half-fog, expanding like a misshapen mushroom cloud, obscuring everything. But this mist was vaguely discernible as red in the half-light, and the creature’s face disappeared within it.
The shadow returned for a beat, and then another flash ensued. Another ear imploding blast. Another round of echoes drowning everything out with their piercing wails.
The glow lit up that cloud, looking almost like some nebula footage from outer space, some shapeless mass hovering over Jupiter.
For a moment he could see the vaguest impression of the broken face behind the cloud, one eye just gone, a bloody hole torn in its place, some sense that the skull around it had cracked like an eggshell. But a second nebula burst out then to re-obscure it all, another bloody cloud a little off center from the first.
The black swelled to overtake the light again, and the lightheadedness blossomed into vibrations in his limbs and in his scalp, those pinpricks one feels when a limb is asleep but all over. His eyelids fluttered and drooped. He was passing out, he knew. The loss of blood.
He mustered what strength he could to turn, to angle his head and shoulders to the right. Without thinking, he pressed his stump into the ground and immediately his body jerked and pulled it away, that clumsy spinal reaction like pressing his fingers to an electric burner for a split second as a kid. But he kept going, kept turning.
He saw the creature’s shadow collapse out of the corner of his eye, its bulk shattered and tumbled to the ground as limp as possible. And the machete blade cried out upon hitting the concrete, the sound made distant and small with the high pitched echoes everywhere still. Hearing itself had turned into a gulf, an absence, Baghead thought, after such violent bursts of noise.
Finally his field of vision had made that quarter rotation like a panning camera, and his eyes climbed over the objects in the lantern light before him, squinting and squirming and trying to make sense of it all.
Delfino still slumped on the floor, but he had the shotgun under his control. It sat across his lap, inert, one hand gripping the stock while the other rubbed at his jaw. He looked confused, perhaps faintly cross-eyed.
The stranger held his hands up, palms lit up bright white. His eyes looked wider than ever and wet, the whites beaming against his dirt smudged skin. His expression was blank no longer. He looked frightened, but he wasn’t looking at Delfino.
And then he saw her. The girl. Ruth. The lantern light lit her up from below so her face and brow were shrouded in strange shadows that made her look a little impish. Her face showed a steely expression, aggressive yet unemotional. It reminded him of some bird of prey waiting to swoop down for the kill.
The gun looked huge in her hand. Her arm extended into the shadows, holding the weapon in blackness, but he could see the shape of it, the curve where her wrist sloped, the barrel of the gun jutting out of her little fist. And he could see enough to know she had it pointed at the stranger. She must have turned it on him after she killed the other.
His vision darkened along the edges, narrowing to a visible circle directly in front of him with a rim of black around it until all he could see was the girl and her gun.
Tunnel vision. The words came to him from nowhere, all slow and dim, and he knew somehow that his ability to think was slipping away, leaking out of him along with his blood. It was like trying to think in a dream, knowing somehow that none of this was quite right.
The pins and needles throbbed in his neck and skull, and his arms buckled at the elbows, no longer able to prop him even partially upright. His head flopped back into something wet and warm, and he realized it was his own blood pooled on the concrete, gone just a little tacky in the air by the feel of it, almost gummy. He took two deep breaths, and the circle of black cinched closed around him.



 
 
 
Teddy
 
Moundsville, West Virginia
262 days after
 
Every death was a gaze into the abyss, into the big nothing. It was unpleasant – an emptiness that clawed at the walls of your soul — even if you were the one administering it.
He always dismembered the girls before he dumped the bodies. He didn’t know why. It was no effort to conceal what he’d done. There was no one left to find that out. It was more like one last interaction, a final caress.
A kiss goodbye from his blade.
But now he found himself hesitant to go through with it. He stood over the broken girl, over the human doll he’d made. She was starting to go, and the maggots would get to her soon. He’d left them too long before, so he knew this too well. The flies would find the smell. They always did.
The knife dangled at his side. He adjusted his grip on it, but he didn’t move to act just yet. He looked at the way the light filtered through the basement window, bars of sunlight angling down onto the dead girl’s feet which dangled off of the end of the mattress.
Bodies were impossibly strange things. Meat and bone that held such power over him, filled him with such crazy feelings. The girls seemed different when deconstructed. The teeth sprouted from the gums like some strange coral in the bottom of the ocean. The skin stretched over the skeleton, the soft and smooth draped over the hard and pointy bits. All of the pieces pulled apart into smaller things that revealed how weird the whole was.
Even now, in this decaying state, she was a strange and beautiful thing – the contours of her skin seemed so intentional, a notion directly at odds with that sense of her being a naturally occurring oddity like coral, but that was what drew him to it so completely. It was chaos and order at the same time, meaninglessness and all meaning, nothing and everything. He felt this more than it occurred to him in words – a repulsion and a sense of wonder that balanced themselves in his brain.
It was just meat, wasn’t it? Once it was a heaving piece of flesh, and now it was still. Was that all it ever was? Sometimes he didn’t think so.
He just didn’t want to let her go, to toss her down into the ditch to never be seen again. He knew he must, but he was all torn up about it this time.
What kind of a way was this for someone to live?
He brought the back of his wrist to his brow and pressed it there, the blade dangling just in front of his right eye. It looked huge this close up. He really had to get ahold of himself.
As he stooped to get to work, he reassured himself that he was fine. He told himself he would be OK. He wasn’t dying. He wasn’t going to be alone forever. Things would come and go like they always did – that was the nature of life – but he would be here for a long time yet. He was fine. Just fine.
The blade’s edge pierced the skin near the shoulder. The tension of the knife against the meat made him feel more normal, brought him back to the sense of carrying out a routine activity.
The way the head came off held the most fascination, so he always saved it for last.



 
 
 
Marcus
 
Rural West Virginia
265 days after
 
They crouched, still hidden by the trees, staring at the wreckage. Below them was the bridge they’d intended to cross, but the end closest to them had been sheared away from the road, leaving a large gap surrounded by jagged, crumbling concrete.
“What happened?”
“Flooding,” Erin said. “I mean, look at it. That whole trailer got washed down here from somewhere upriver.”
She pointed at a dented building that blocked the middle of the bridge. It was the kind of trailer Marcus remembered seeing at construction sites and gravel pits, essentially just a rectangular box with a few windows and a door. Ugly and industrial. How much did something like that weigh? A few tons? He tried to imagine the force of the water required to move something that heavy.
“Is that what broke the bridge?” Izzy asked.
“Maybe. Could have just been the floodwaters, though. The river must have been really high to wash the trailer onto the bridge.” They were silent for a few moments, and then Erin spoke again.
“It’s weird to think about how all this stuff we built out of metal and concrete used to seem so permanent. Way more than the grass and the trees and the rivers. But with no one here to fix things, it’s only a matter of time. The bridges and the buildings and the roads, they’ll start to crumble and rust. And eventually they’ll be gone.”
“But the trees and the rivers will still be here,” Marcus said, eyes on the rippling water below. He felt her eyes on him.
“Exactly.”
She struggled out of the shoulder straps on her bag, and Marcus reached out to help hold some of the weight.
“Thanks,” she said, and she smiled at him. His cheeks got warm, and he looked away.
Stupid Izzy. Ever since she started in on him, he felt self-conscious around Erin. Not because he actually liked her or anything. It just made him feel awkward was all.
Luckily, it seemed like Erin hadn’t noticed his unease. She unzipped the bag and pulled out a pair of binoculars.
“What are those for?” Izzy asked.
Erin spun one of the adjustment dials.
“Uh, do you not remember what happened the last time we crossed a bridge?”
Izzy tossed a handful of peanuts into her mouth, and then extended another handful to Rocky. She responded mid-chew.
“Excuse me for asking.”
Erin spent a few moments scanning the road, head swiveling back and forth.
“You’re still planning on trying to cross it?” Marcus asked.
“Do you have a better plan?”
“Yeah. Find somewhere else to cross.” Marcus rubbed at the stubble along his jawline. “I don’t trust the structural integrity of that bridge. Do you?”
He saw the twitch of her lips as she tried to hold back a smirk. With the big lenses of the binoculars pressed up to her face, she looked like some kind of futuristic bug.
“If it can hold the weight of that trailer, then it can hold us. Actually, the trailer is what I’m worried about more than the bridge itself. It’s blocking the whole thing, and I’m not sure if there’s a way around it.”
She passed Marcus the binoculars.
“I’ll scout ahead, see if I can find a path through,” Erin said and then added, “I can also test the, uh, structural integrity.”
She kept a straight face when she said it, but he knew she was teasing him by the twinkle in her eye.
“If that thing crumbles, and you go into the water, I’m not fishing you out.”
Erin smiled. “Good thing I can swim, then. I’ll give you a thumbs up if it’s OK to follow. Got it?”
He nodded. Erin slung the pack on and slid down the embankment to the road. She waited there, watching, before she crossed to the bridge.
Marcus’ heart thudded in his chest. It made him nervous watching her out there, by herself, in the open. He wondered if her heart rate matched his.
She disappeared behind a van, and it was a few moments before she reappeared again. He watched her scoot closer to the crumbling edge of the road, peering down into the chasm. This was it.
Her feet shuffled two steps back and then propelled her body forward, lifting as she sailed over the rift in the bridge. She landed in a cat-like crouch, hands touching the ground. The bridge held, not even so much as a piece of gravel shifting under her weight. At least not that Marcus could see.
He let out the breath he’d been holding and lifted the binoculars away to pinch the bridge of his nose.
“Where is she? What’s happening?” Izzy asked.
Marcus resumed his place behind the lenses.
“She just hopped over the gap where the bridge is all torn away from the road. Now she’s walking along that office trailer, trying to find a way around it.”
“Let me look. I wanna look.”
“Hold up. I think she found a way under the trailer. She just crawled underneath it.”
“My turn!”
Marcus felt a tug at the binoculars.
“In a minute. I don’t want to miss it if she gives the signal.”
Izzy released the binocular strap and started to sing quietly.
“Marcus and Erin, sittin’ in a tree. K-I-S-S-”
Marcus clenched his teeth and handed the binoculars over. Izzy accepted them with a wicked grin.
She pressed the eyepieces to her face, squeezing them together to suit her smaller skull, adjusting the autofocus.
He didn’t know how to make her stop. With the teasing and all that. So he saw Erin’s brassiere and got embarrassed. Big deal. How was he supposed to know she was going to do that? She didn’t give any warning. Of course he was embarrassed.
But Izzy wouldn’t let it go. She’d latched on and wouldn’t release for nothing. He thought back to sixth grade, when they gave him that test and told him he was dyslexic. Mrs. Lintz and Nina told him it was nothing to be ashamed of. And he believed them. Until Jeremy Dillard found out and started telling everyone that Marcus couldn’t read because he was retarded.
It was funny, because Jeremy was in the special classes, too. Marcus couldn’t ever figure that out. It seemed to him that they should have been allies. Friends.
Marcus never figured out how to make it stop.
He had this friend back then. Grisha. Grisha was from Russia, and because his English skills weren’t 100%, he’d also been placed in the special classes. Jeremy and all his lackeys called him Goulash.
“Focking eediots. Goulash isn’t even from Russia,” Grisha would say, and then he’d mutter something in Russian that Marcus always assumed was some kind of swearing.
“You have to hit him,” Grisha said one day when they were eating lunch in the cafeteria.
“What?”
“If you want Jeremy to respect you, you have to put him in his place. Show dominance. Like the wolves.”
Marcus would look at his Russian friend and wonder where he got this stuff. You only had to take one look at Grisha to know he’d never punched anyone in his life. And of course it was easy for him to say it when he wasn’t the one that had to do the punching.
Marcus was bigger, that was true. But Jeremy had that look in his eye. A cold gleam.
Marcus sighed. He could fight fire with fire. You learned things being in the special classes. And even though Marcus was only in the one, he caught bits and pieces from teachers whispering. From an incident report left out on a desk. From Jeremy himself.
Like the fact that Jeremy’s older sister had gotten pregnant and dropped out of school. Or the time Jeremy came to school with a black eye and a broken arm and a story about tripping over the toilet in the middle of the night. A story no one really bought. Marcus could have used any of that as ammunition. And he thought about it. He had the words poised on the tip of his tongue for the next time Jeremy called him fucktard or whatever particular name he chose that day. But when the time came, Marcus couldn’t do it.
He couldn’t bring himself to inflict pain, even if it was done in self-defense. He didn’t want to hurt Jeremy. He just wanted him to stop.
So he did what the adults always told him to do. Ignore him, son. Pretend you don’t hear. Don’t let it bother you.
“Let’s go.”
Marcus snapped back to the present, blinking a few times like he was awakening from a dream.
“Did she give the signal? Thumbs up?”
“No, she disappeared somewhere over there, and I’m sick of just sitting around waiting all the time.”
“She said not to move until she gave us the sign.”
“Whatever. I’m going.”
Izzy started to rise, but Marcus hooked a finger around the loop at the top of her backpack.
“No. You’re not.”
“Then I’ll just tell Erin about how you want to touch her boobies and all that other boyfriend-girlfriend stuff.”
Marcus sighed. He looked at Izzy, searching for some resemblance to the meanness in Jeremy Dillard and finding none. She was just a kid being a kid.
“OK look. You have to stop with that. That’s our deal. We go now, but you never bring it up again.”
Izzy shrugged.
“It’s a deal. But I still get to carry the gun whenever I want.”
Marcus ran his hands through his hair. This kid.
“Fine. Just let me go first, at least.”
Up close, the gap was wider than Marcus had envisioned. A three-foot fissure, looking like an angry mouth ready to swallow him hole. It was a jump he could make easily. Izzy too. What worried him was landing on the other side. He reminded himself that Erin had done it and survived.
Still, as he soared over the break in the bridge, he imagined his feet hitting the pavement on the other side, the cracked road quaking under his feet, jarring loose and floating the rest of the way down the river. But when his feet struck the ground, it was as solid as any other road he’d ever walked on.
He turned back, putting out a hand to help Izzy with the jump, but she was already on his heels. She hurdled the cleft in the road then bounded ahead, itching to explore the bridge further.
“Stay close.”
She let her head fall between her shoulders and emitted an irritated grunt.
“You sound like Erin.”
The bridge was strewn with debris from the floodwater, both natural and man-made: tires, empty bottles, plastic bags, tree branches and clumps of wet leaves, a single shoe. The whole scene reminded Marcus of something built out of Lego blocks and then smashed by a child’s tantrum.
“Erin’s right a lot of the time.”
Izzy snorted, and then the teasing face returned.
Marcus pointed at her, cutting her off. “You said you’d stop.”
He expected her to renege on her promise, to launch back into her nursery rhyme about kissing and baby carriages. But she kept her end of the bargain, making a farting sound with her mouth instead.
When they reached the trailer, Marcus got down on one knee to peer into the narrow passage Erin had slithered through.
“I don’t think I’m gonna fit,” he said.
The side of the trailer facing them had no door and no windows. Marcus walked along the length of it, eyes fixed on the one opening available to him: a rectangular hole near the roof, formerly occupied by an AC unit. The dented air conditioner lay on the ground below, bolts rusted through.
Marcus shoved the air conditioner closer to the building and stepped up onto it. From there, he climbed over to an electrical box secured to the side of the trailer. He could reach the opening and easily slide in from there.
“OK, I’m gonna climb through. You crawl under, and I’ll meet you on the other side.”
“No way! I’m coming with you.”
Marcus eyeballed it and shook his head. “You won’t be able to reach this high.”
“I don’t want to go by myself. I’m scared.”
Marcus chewed at his lip.
“Come on. Give me a boost,” she said.
He waved her over, stooping so she could climb onto his shoulders. Raising himself to his full height, he put a hand against the trailer for extra balance. The soles of Izzy’s shoes dug into his back as she squirmed into a standing position. Then her weight shifted, and she hoisted her upper body through the opening. She hung there for a moment, half-in and half-out.
“You got it?” he asked.
Her voice came back slightly muffled.
“Yep. I just need a little push.”
He gave her a nudge, and she disappeared through the hole. There was a crash and thunk that sounded like furniture tipping over.
“You OK in there?”
There was no answer.
“Izzy?”
He scrambled up and thrust his head into the opening.
“Boo!” Izzy said, giggling when he recoiled.
“Good one.”
He backed out, passing Rocky and then his backpack through, and re-entered feet first.
It was dank inside and smelled of mildew. The floor creaked under him. It was no longer flat, hammered into small hills and valleys during its trip down the river. Some of the low spots had formed puddles, which he tried his best to avoid. He shouldn’t have let Izzy come in here with him. The whole thing might be structurally unsound.
“I tried the door, but it’s stuck,” Izzy said.
Marcus crossed the trailer, stepping over a jumble of soggy books and office electronics. He turned the handle and pulled, but the door wouldn’t budge. Probably swollen or rusted from the water.
He circled the floor, looking for something he could use to break one of the windows. His foot bumped something heavy. He lifted it. It was a black marble obelisk with a miniature bronze hard hat attached. Etched into the marble were the words, “Thompson Contracting - Award of Excellence 2002.”
“Watch out,” he told Izzy and tossed it through the glass.
Shards tinkled onto the pavement outside, and they both peered through the jagged hole.
“Let me clear those sharp pieces away, and then I’ll help you climb out.”
Izzy started to say something and stopped, her smile disappearing. He was going to ask what the problem was when he heard it too. A scrape and shudder.
Something was moving in the far corner of the trailer. They could hear it, the sounds echoing in the enclosed space.
Swiftly, like a bird, Izzy scampered behind Marcus and clung to his elbow.
“What is it?” she whispered.
Marcus felt a prickle at the back of his neck.
“Let’s not wait around to find out,” he said and lifted the base of a table lamp. He swung it at the window, knocking more of the shards free.
Izzy’s grip tightened on his arm. He barely heard her when she spoke.
“Too late.”



 
 
 
Deirdre
 
The Hole
9 years, 67 days after
 
He leaned forward, bent at the waist, his torso hovering over the table, inching nearer and nearer to her face. The lantern lit his face up from below, making him appear demonic and strange, the shadows all turned upside down. He smiled, but it looked more like a snarl, and the shadows made his brow look heavier, more aggressive.
She stood, though the motion surprised her as much as it did him. He took a step back, and a surge of adrenaline made her legs tingle, so she stumbled for a second.
Something banged behind her, and they both jumped. It took her a second to realize that she’d pushed out of her chair with such force that it had toppled over, the back slamming into the concrete slab underfoot.
They looked at each other for a moment of total silence and then he laughed. A nervous giggle that only lasted a few seconds.
“What the hell are we doing out here?” he said.
He leaned back, and the shadows shifted over his face, returning his brow to something human.
“Seriously, what are we doing? What are you hoping to accomplish with all of this?”
“It’s like you said before. We’re just straightening things out.”
He folded his arms his arms over his chest.
“Just say what you’re going to say, then.”
“I could make a lot of trouble for you, but I don’t think that’s necessary.”
“Uh-huh.”
“Then again, what I know is quite valuable. I’d be a fool to not use it to my advantage.”
“Right. I understand. But let me ask you something. If I did what you think I did, why wouldn’t I twist your neck out here in the dark tonight and be done with it?”
“Because the additional trouble wouldn’t be worth it. $500 a month is all I ask. Not so much, is it?”
He laughed, a mouthful of yellow teeth glittering in the lantern light.
“That’s it?”
She nodded.
“Fine. I’ll pay you. This seems like a lot of running around for that kind of money, but whatever.”
“Then we’ll shake on it.”
She stepped forward, extending her left hand. He was still laughing a little to himself, and his eyebrows flexed a moment in confusion. Perhaps he was thrown by her offering her left to shake rather than her right. His hand rose, locked with hers. Their eyes met a beat later.
Her right arm fluttered out of the robe sleeve like an escaping bird. She stared right into his eyes as she jabbed the needle in his neck and slammed the contents of the syringe into his artery. He barely had time to gasp before his eyelids fluttered and he fell into her on his way to the ground.
 
Dragging the body through the woods had been easier than she’d imagined. Maybe the ground being slicked with dew had helped her cause some, a lubricant to ease the friction. The effort was enough to get her out of breath, but moving the unconscious heap wasn’t the great strain on her strength she thought it might be. She gripped each ankle, and he glided over the ground on his back, a trail of flattened plants marking the way they’d walked.
Now the body rested on the lip of the hole, and as soon as she got her wind back, over the edge he’d tumble. She didn’t think she’d be able to maneuver the lantern fast enough to actually watch him plummet the eight or 12 feet down, which was too bad. She’d just shove him over this cliff etched into the Earth and watch him disappear into blackness. Not as viscerally exciting of an image, but it would have to do.
Her breathing slowed, grew more even. The small fire that had raged in each of her lungs subsided little by little until it was a dull warmth.
The night felt impossibly cold against all of the places her sweat had moistened, and the effect was heightened when she moved, standing now from her resting spot. The air touched the wet places, pressed itself against her.
She lifted the lantern and looked down at the unconscious figure. He laid facedown, mouth and nose pressed right into the dirt. The light danced over him with the lantern’s swing, but otherwise, he was still. He’d look dead if not for the breath inflating his torso over and over, making his ribcage expand and contract.
She took a deep breath, holding it for a long moment and letting it out as slowly as she could. Her breath formed swirls of steam in the air before her. She couldn’t remember if it had been doing that all the while or if it just started in that moment. It sure seemed like the latter.
She placed the lantern on the edge of the hole and moved to the body.
Her fingers squirmed to get under his torso, one hand worming under the collarbone while the other wriggled under his belly. She tested her positioning a couple of times, hefting the body and letting it drop. It seemed like this would work.
She lifted and pushed at the same time, the dead weight rising just enough for the neck to adjust a little, making the head sink below the torso. The body grated over the sand, the legs dragging behind the torso.
All at once, she thrust both hands up, flipping the body like someone flipping over a table or desk in a tantrum. The whole scene went into slow motion. The arms seemed to trail a beat behind the torso as though on some delay, whipping around like those of a ragdoll. The head lolled on the neck, shimmying and reversing its slump from forward to backward.
Some part of her knew even as it was happening that this must only be taking a fraction of a second, but in the moment it felt like the body hovered there for a long time. It remained suspended over empty space, a limp figure waiting to fall.
And then it tipped just a little, the head seeming to pull lower than the rest, and the shadows swallowed it whole. It was just gone.
The impact with the earth sounded incredibly heavy, a slap and a thud and a crunch at the same time.
She lifted the lantern, some panicked part of her expecting to find the hole empty, but he was there. He appeared utterly motionless for a beat, but his chest expanded and contracted again, the air still rushing in and out of him.
Good.
She grabbed the shovel handle which protruded from the pile of excavated sand nearby and pulled it free, the metal scraping all the way out. She worked a while to cover the body, flinging sand from outside the hole and adjusting the lantern to check her coverage.
With this long distance, somewhat scattershot approach, it took about 25 minutes to cover him enough that he wasn’t visible from her vantage point. She didn’t figure she needed to be too thorough about it.
The ketamine she’d injected him with – an animal tranquilizer — would keep a man of his size immobile for at least twelve hours from the time administered, though she thought it likely that he would be conscious for several hours before the paralysis wore off.
By the time she put the shovel back, the sky had gone gray. The sun would be up before long.
She put the lantern back in the shed and went out into the woods to wait. The sewage truck would arrive within an hour or so.
 
Sitting behind the tree, the excitement washed over her in pangs, surges of bliss that made her body shake, an electrical tingle that trembled through her arms and pricked pins and needles into the palms of both hands. It didn’t feel real. That was all she could think over and over again. None of it felt real.
She heard the tanker’s engine first, and the smell hit a couple minutes after that. Sound traveled pretty far out here in the dead quiet world, and it was slow going to get out to the place – two track dirt roads that were pretty rugged and washed out in spots.
She didn’t know why she wanted to see it, why she insisted on hiding here to watch it with her own eyes. It wasn’t out of fear that he’d somehow escape his fate. There was very, very little chance of that. It was catharsis she was after. This murderer would be tucked down into a hole that Shelly helped dig. It felt right.
When the trucks finally arrived, she slumped against the tree to stay out of sight, only braving the occasional glance. She covered her mouth and nose with the sleeve of her robe as the truck dumped its sludge into the hole. It didn’t help much. The smell made her dry heave a few times before she got used to it.
Men’s voices called out to each other, but she couldn’t make out the words over the drone of the engines and the splatter of the sewage slapping the bottom of the hole. The white noise lulled her into a daze, those pulses of excitement the only things keeping her thoughts rooted in the here and now at all.
The sounds shifted in time, the tanker’s engine hit a lower tone as it pulled out, and the other trucks went to work pushing the dirt piles into the hole. Two pickups with blades attached scraped sand over the precipice bit by bit. This she poked her head out to watch, though she wasn’t sure why she felt safer. Maybe the lack of the tanker’s diesel rumble offered a sense that the threat had lessened.
Within about ten minutes, the whole thing was over. The trucks drove over the freshly filled spot on their way out, perhaps to pack things down.
She waited as the sounds of the engines trailed away, waited until they were gone entirely before she rose from her hiding spot.
Her heart beat faster as she picked her way through the plants to get to the discolored slab of ground. It was a sandy shade like the underlayers of earth around here, indented a little. Something about that seemed strange just then, the notion of the inside of the ground pulled out and shoved back together out of order.
The foliage petered out into the clearing, and then she was there. Standing over it. Walking on it. The soil gave a little underfoot, the slightest squish.
Her excitement hit a peak just then, fluttered in her chest a moment, and waned. She didn’t know why. It just seemed to wilt all at once, a gaping empty place left where it had been.
She listened for a moment, not realizing at first what she was doing. He was alive under there, under layers of piss and shit and sand. Possibly awake, too. But he made no sound.
She felt no satisfaction, she realized, as she walked back over the soft ground to go home. Not really. No gratification. Shelly was still gone. Nothing would bring her back. She didn’t regret it exactly, but this empty feeling wasn’t how she expected to feel once it was done. Not at all.
The void opened her up and let the nothing inside. The big nothing. Of all this time left to fill, of all this death and loss waiting around every corner, of all of these savage feelings that came and went and could never quite find relief, could never quite find fulfillment.
Maybe the part of her that wanted these things — the animal part that wanted vengeance and violence and control over the big nothing — maybe it could never truly be satisfied.



 
 
 
Ray
 
The Compound
315 days after
 
He rolled over onto his back, his arm radiating sleep-warmth into the cool spot on the mattress it now rested against. For the moment, he had lost the thread of the conversation. He remembered that she woke him to talk, that he had even responded to her, but the memories of what either of them said eluded him.
Oh. Of course.
He knew this day would come. She had hinted at it so many times.
“We’ll see,” he said, his voice carrying that low rumble of someone who just woke up.
He tilted his head back and looked at the blackness where the ceiling should be. It was still hard to get used to the total dark that night provided now that the electricity was gone. No streetlights glinted through the windows. No digital alarm clock reflected red numbers off of the lacquered top of his nightstand. Nothing. His eyes still looked for these things when he first woke up.
Her voice drifted out of the darkness, reedier than usual.
“We have a chance to do something special here and now. Something that will outlive us by a long shot. Something for our child.”
Though he couldn’t see her, the picture of her pregnant belly took shape in his mind, that oblong swell of flesh in her middle, the skin pulled all taut in such a manner that it sometimes looked fake, like she was smuggling a cantaloupe or something under a layer of flesh-toned latex.
“I’ve seen it firsthand,” he said. “You know that, don’t you?”
“Seen it?”
“Faith healings and the various other parlor tricks you’re talking about. Mediums. Healers. We used to put them on the bill as opening acts whenever we went on the road. In the early days, I mean, before my face was all over TV. The gimmick-hawkers drew big crowds that they didn’t know what to do with, but I guess that’s where I came in.”
He fell quiet for a moment, and the darkness seemed to deepen around them, like maybe there wasn’t a ceiling up there at all, just the abyss.
“It’s show business, right? These guys provided the visual spectacle. The special effects. You watch a guy hop up out of a wheelchair, or a tumor get plucked from someone’s gut, blood smeared everywhere, it’s a striking image. Even when you know it’s fake, it’s a striking image. And the breath just gets sucked out of the room every time. People want to believe, you know? They need something to believe, and here’s something right in front of them that sure looks the part. Flesh and blood that their eyes can see, can believe.”
He scratched his chin, stubble bristling at his touch. The scrape of fingernail against facial hair seemed loud in the still of the night.
“Those guys didn’t know how to form a bond with the audience, though. They didn’t know how to make strangers identify with them, how to make them feel empathy for them. They could never stop selling that spectacle, stop selling themselves as miracle workers. That worked great in the short term. Every big gathering got them a bucketful of cash, but how do you keep it going? How do you form a bond, an ongoing relationship? You can’t pull out that flashy stuff to the same people every day. It loses all meaning.”
She sniffled, and he thought she was about to say something, but she didn’t. After a beat, he went on.
“You have to make yourself vulnerable. Open up and let them see that there’s blood in your veins, too, that you bleed and hurt just the way they do when something wounds you. That’s how you hook ‘em for good. Peel off the bandage to show ‘em your wound. The one that’s red and angry around the edges. The one that never quite heals.
“People think marketing is about getting someone else to do what you want, and I guess that becomes the end result, but marketing is about relationships. Relationships are about trust and communication. If I communicate with you to the degree that you feel like you know me and you trust me, then I don’t have to sell you anything. Not really. You will want to buy before it even comes to that.”
He trailed away there, feeling like he’d diverted from his original point, and she spoke:
“That doesn’t sound so bad to me. We can use this venue to draw a big crowd, and you can form a relationship with them. We’re not tricking anyone ultimately. We’re not taking anything from them. We’re helping them find a community, and they’re helping us grow ours.”
“All based on a lie. Or a series of lies.”
“White lies. Think of it this way. Do you think the world is worth fighting for? Do you think a path to redemption exists for us, both as individuals and as a group? As parents-to-be?”
“I must. I’m still here.”
“Well, you can believe it’s that way, and I can believe it’s that way, but it’s like you said. Everyone else, they need to see it to believe it. They need their eyes to believe it for their heart to believe it. We’re giving them that, and that’s as far as it goes.”
“I just… I thought I was done with it is all. Done duping people, done lying and cheating and selling false hope.”
“That’s just pride, though, isn’t it? What you think is best is sitting right in front of us. Turning away from it is pride.”
He blinked a few times, unable to visually tell the difference in the dark, though he could feel his eyelids sliding over the wet of his eyes, feel the lashes peel apart from each other.
He wanted to tell her that this kind of thing is a corrupting force for everyone with a hand in it, but he couldn’t. Maybe she was right in a way. And maybe he could hold onto the darkness himself, hold the corruption in his skull so she’d never have to know the awful truth of it. Maybe he could keep her safe, keep the baby safe.
“I’ll do it, alright? But let’s talk about the particulars in the morning.”
She fumbled toward him in the dark and kissed him on the bridge of his nose.
He closed his eyes, but he didn’t sleep. He listened to her breathing slow down. She was out within a few minutes, but he kept listening for a long while anyway.
There would be a price, he knew. He couldn’t convey that to her, perhaps, but there would be a price for this choice.



 
 
 
Erin
 
Rural West Virginia
265 days after
 
Erin ducked under a load of lumber tied up in the back of a crumpled truck. She was taking her time with this recon mission. It looked all clear, but she wanted to be sure. Not like the overpass situation. If Marcus and Izzy had been there… Well, she tried not to think about how that might have gone.
So far though, this end of the bridge looked as deserted as the other side. Erin slid under an eighteen-wheeler and crawled to the other side. Bits of gravel stuck to her palms, and she paused to brush the grit from her hands before continuing on. She passed between two cars forever frozen in gridlock, scanning for movement. Nothing. And then she heard the almost-musical tinkle of glass shattering. Her head whipped around. It had definitely come from the other side of the bridge.
A few moments later, a scream pierced the air.
Izzy.
She straightened, no longer concerned about sneaking, and then she was sprinting back over the bridge. The pavement thudded under her boots as she ran down the length of the semi and squeezed past the lumber truck.
A break in the wreckage provided a glimpse of Marcus inside the office trailer. He was at one of the windows, knocking glass away from the frame. What was he doing in there? And where was Izzy?
Her first thought was that the men from the overpass had found them.
They’d tracked them somehow, caught up, waiting for a moment when they were separated so they could pick them off. And part of her wanted to turn and run. To save herself.
Instead she headed straight for the trailer.



 
 
 
Fiona
 
Outskirts of Washington, D.C.
337 days after
 
Her footsteps echoed around her, the heels of her shoes slapping the concrete. Walking the empty street felt like being in a tunnel with the top sheared off. Apartment buildings stretched up along each side of her to form the walls. The blue sky still hung up above, but it seemed farther away than normal, like the tops of the buildings held it at arm’s length.
It smelled like dust. The whole city retained the odor, and a layer of gray dirt crusted everything, which probably explained it. It was like a room no one had gone into for a long while. Someone needed to come along with a rag and a spray bottle of Pine-Sol, she thought, wipe down the streets themselves.
She regretted leaving the group now, venturing off on her own. They’d had a clear game plan. Everyone broke out into groups of three, and each group had a firearm for protection. Made perfect sense in retrospect. She insisted, however, on taking half the materials allotted to her trio and wandering off solo.
She clutched the stack of papers to her chest. Funny, she thought, how precious these sheets of paper had become. They’d had to figure out how to use a hand-operated press to print off copies, and it took a long time to get a handle on how to get what they wanted out of their primitive typeset options. Something as simple as printing off a flyer had become complex again, and pieces of paper which had been as worthless as garbage before were now precious talismans each.
But the task here was important. They all agreed on that, her included.
A tingle shimmied in her chest. The claustrophobia of being in the city shook her from her thoughts, the anxiety stronger than ever before. On the grounds of the compound, she could always see the horizon in all directions. Even as dense as the cabins were laid out, she could always look between them and find the place where the sky met the land.
The cityscape provided just the opposite. Concrete and steel rose up from the ground, buildings too dense for her eyes to navigate, cluttering all lines of sight. Even the sun couldn’t find a way through, at least not where she walked now. Shade dominated this swath of the sidewalk.
But her destination wasn’t far off now. She hugged the papers tighter to her chest, the pointed corner of the pile jabbing into her ribs on the left side.
Movement caught her eye in the distance. A figure bobbed in the heat distortion shimmering up from the asphalt. A man, she thought. A man who looked to be walking in slow motion, though from this distance, she couldn’t tell if he was getting closer or farther away.
And now she wasn’t anxious. She was terrified.
Her heart thumped in her chest, not necessarily speeding up so much as banging harder and louder. Each beat jolted her torso, rattled her neck. Blood squished in her ears.
Something in her throat wiggled, something that felt slimy and misshapen. All she could picture was a little tree frog climbing up from the depths of her digestive tract to sit on the back of her tongue.
It felt like being back in West Virginia, trapped in an empty town with no one but Doyle. Whenever she’d heard a car go past on that highway near her house, it felt just like this. The noise of the oncoming vehicle grew closer and closer, the whir of the motor filling the air. As the noise peaked, half of her ached to run out and flag them down while the other half wanted to run and hide under the bed. She did neither, of course, merely sitting and listening to it rush by.
Now her footsteps slowed. She didn’t stop entirely, but the rhythm of that concrete echo switched gears, going from upbeat into slow jam territory.
The figure sported a hat, or so she thought. It could be a cowboy hat. Hard to tell from this far out, especially with the heat blurring things.
When she realized he was moving toward her, every hair on the back of her neck stood up one by one. The corner of the paper stabbed into her ribs like the tip of a blade now, some quivering sword just on the edge of penetration.
Without thinking, she walked a touch lighter on her feet. The echo quieted itself, the sharp slaps dulling into an indistinct patter. She couldn’t stop moving forward, though. If she stopped walking now, she was afraid she’d never be able to start again.
That vomitous feeling surged from her middle up into her throat, threatening to dislodge whatever froggy thing still clung there with great force. Nausea. That seemed to be her natural state these days. The one place she always returned to.
She could tell now. It was a cowboy hat. A black one. She could also discern the protrusion on his right hip — a gun holster. An occupied one from the looks of it.
Breath rushed into her lungs and held itself there, a gasp followed by a prolonged silence.
Should she run? She thought maybe she should, but her feet just kept moving forward, like it would be embarrassing or something to stop now.
Tempting, but no. No, she couldn’t run. Father Dalton would protect her, anyway. Not literally, of course. She would be OK because what she was doing was for him.
He tipped the cowboy hat at her, and as his facial features came into view, she could see that he was smiling. His skin was sun-charred, that almost orange glow of a man out in direct sunlight all day, every day.
“Good afternoon, ma’am,” he said.
As scared as she was, part of her was disappointed that he didn’t say “howdy.”
“Hello.”
“You out looking for supplies?”
“Yes and no. I’m looking for the general store over this way.”
“Well, you’ve found it.”
He tipped his head toward the building to their right, and she turned to see it. Poster board signs hung in the front window, one on each side of the door with black magic marker scrawled upon them that read “General Store.”
“Enjoy your visit.”
He tipped his hat again.
She nodded and headed into the store, only realizing as she pushed through the door that he must work here, must have been courteous to encourage business, a cowboy version of the greeter who stands just inside the door at Wal-Mart. Or wait. Maybe he was more like one of the guys who used to stand outside of the pizza place shaking a sign to advertise their $5 Large One-Topping.
Two more armed cowboys stood just inside the door, hands on their hips. They nodded silent greetings, which she returned on her way past.
The store had once been a pet shop, that faint hamster smell revealing its history right away. Now a menagerie of scavenged items filled the shelves. There was something haphazard about the way it was all laid out. A few bottles of lighter fluid sat right in the middle of the canned foods. A single can of roach killer intermingled with the soaps and bottles of hand sanitizer.
Blades and a handful of small guns filled the glass case below the front counter where the cash register sat. A smiling man leaned an elbow against it. He was black, a little skinny with big deltoids that pulled the sleeves of his dress shirt taut on each side. His smile was huge and genuine; the kind of smile she hadn’t seen outside of camp since this whole thing started. Her eyes flicked to the holster at his side and back to the smile.
“I see you eying the weapons in my case here. Looking for some home security? I’ve got a Mossberg in the back room that’ll cut any intruder in half,” he said. “All of the guns come with a permit to conceal now, too, you know? No extra charge.”
“Funny, but no thank you. Not today. I’m here on behalf of Father Ray Dalton,” she said.
He tilted his head, eyes squinting for a beat.
“The televangelist?”
She nodded.
“We’re putting on a tent revival outside of town. He’s going to be speaking the word, placing his hands on some people. I wanted to ask you if we could hang a flyer here and spread a few around the neighborhood. We were told you were the guy to check with around here.”
The smile surged again, his eyes going wide for a split second.
“Hell, I wouldn’t mind seeing something like that myself. Does Dalton have a following? I mean, I know he did before on TV and all, but does he have followers these days?”
“We’ve got a camp up in Maryland. More than three hundred strong and growing.”
“That’s interesting. Never heard of it. So he’s the real deal?”
“He’s a special man. You’ve gotta come out and see for yourself.”
She handed over a couple of flyers.
“I might do that. Anyway, I’ll hang up a flyer here. No problem. If you and the people from the camp ever need supplies, we’ve got the best of the best around here. Never hesitate to drop by. Or send ol’ Dalton himself around. We could work out some kind of bulk discount for y’all. I’m Jesse, by the way.”
He extended his hand, and Fiona shifted the papers so she could shake it.
“Fiona.”
“Pleasure to meet you, Fiona. Beautiful name, too. You tell your people about my store. For real, now.”
She agreed and passed between the cowboys again on her way out. It occurred to her that all of that fear she’d felt on the way here had drained from her the moment she walked through the door. Funny, she thought.
Maybe one thing about the world hadn’t changed. People could still be courteous, even charming, when they had something to sell you.



 
 
 
Marcus
 
Rural West Virginia
265 days after
 
The zombie swayed as it advanced, a gurgling sound emanating from its throat when it breathed… or whatever it was zombies did instead of breathing. The sound reminded him of a humidifier Nina used to plug in next to his bed once when he was sick. The thought of Nina warmed him a little, as it always did. He wanted to crawl into the memory like it was a security blanket. Nestle in it. Pretend this wasn’t happening.
He blinked hard. It was a few paces closer, a flurry of shadows in the hallway facing him. No, this was happening whether he liked it or not.
Marcus abandoned the window, sliding the gun from his waistband. He glanced behind him at Izzy and nodded toward a set of metal bookshelves bolted to the wall.
“Climb up there and don’t come back down for anything,” he said.
“What about you?”
“Just do it,” he said.
It had seemed slow before, as it stumbled down the hallway. Perhaps their voices had awakened some animal hunting instinct, but it darted forward now. Marcus stumbled back, tripping over a shattered computer monitor.
He held the gun out, intending to shoot, but as the zombie advanced, he froze. It was like everything went in slow motion, and he could still barely keep track of what was happening. Izzy was screaming, and the zombie was so close he could smell it. And then it lurched at him, grappling at the arm that held the gun. Marcus knew it was now or never, but it was already too late. The thing crashed into him, slamming him against the side of the trailer with more force than he would have thought possible. He went to pull the trigger then, but when his grip tightened, there was only air. That was when he saw the gun, tumbling end over end in open space, arcing away from him. And then it was gone, lost in a dark puddle somewhere near his feet.
All of this numbed him, made him feel like it wasn’t him in the trailer. It was someone else. A character in a movie he was watching. Because if it were really him, he would feel something. Do something.
The thing was clawing at him, teeth snapping, and Marcus kicked and shoved, anything he could do to keep the thing out of reach. But it was strong. So much stronger than something dead should be.
Marcus got a handful of the thing’s hair and pulled, trying to drag it off him. There was a sickening sound and then wetness as a large patch of scalp and skin came sloughing off of its skull.
Izzy was above him somewhere, still screaming for him to shoot it. She must not have seen him drop the gun.
And suddenly Marcus was reminded of what happened with Jeremy. How it all ended.
They were in the hall between classes, and one of Jeremy’s minions shoved Marcus into Jeremy. Jeremy saw him do it, but it didn’t matter. For Jeremy, it was the perfect excuse to escalate things to a physical level. He grabbed Marcus’ collar, swung him around, slamming him against a locker. Jeremy was in his face, taunting, so close that Marcus’ senses were dominated by Jeremy.
The pubescent crack in Jeremy’s voice when he said he was going to skullfuck him. The feel of Jeremy’s spittle hitting his cheek. The glint of a filling in the back of Jeremy’s mouth. The smell of the Dorito’s Jeremy had eaten for lunch.
Marcus could see Grisha over his shoulder, standing off to the side. And he remembered what he had said, about hitting Jeremy back. And he knew Grisha was right, that if he backed down now, it would seal his fate forever. Marcus would be Jeremy’s punching bag until someone handed him his diploma.
He knew he had to do it. He stood up a little taller, and he balled up his fist, and he took a deep breath. He thought about how it should be easy. He probably didn’t even need to hit him that hard. Just enough to show that he wouldn’t go down without a fight.
But he just couldn’t do it.
Jeremy beat the crap out of him, and Marcus never lifted a finger.
It didn’t end up the way he thought it would though. With him being Jeremy’s bitch.
Nina was sick by then. They just didn’t know it yet. He would be gone before the next year of school started.
He heard Izzy whimper his name again, and he snapped back to the present. To the dank and musty trailer and the thing attacking him. And he had one final thought before it got a hand on his throat, before the thing started to squeeze, and Marcus’ vision pulsed and blurred.
His final thought was, I’m sorry.



 
 
 
Ray
 
Outskirts of Washington D.C.
342 days after
 
The murmur of the crowd swelled in the big tent. Voices grated. They chirped. He had a good feel for crowds, and this one was primed for a good night, he thought. He could feel their excitement like a wave in the air. Some nights that wave had a twinge of hostility to it, but not tonight.
The preacher sat in a smaller tent behind the big one, waiting to make his big appearance. One of the most underrated parts of show business, Ray knew, was making the audience wait. You had to let the anticipation build a bit. Like at the movie theater, they made you watch those fifteen minutes of trailers before the movie for reasons beyond advertisement. It was to build up anticipation. By the time the movie started, the audience brimmed with stimulation, shoving popcorn into their maws. Same thing with bands and opening acts. The audience watched two bands they’d never heard of before the headliner came out. Then the audience waited again, going nuts most often, before the encore.
Waiting was part of the deal. Tension had to build up and up and up so that by the time relief came, it delivered a visceral sense of triumph. Before the performance even started, the crowd would be feeling good in that moment that they realized their wait was over.
Who knew why it worked that way? He thought it had something to do with mob mentality. Feelings were infectious in big crowds like this, somehow heightened. If you could get everyone a little antsy and then quell that anxiety all at once, the shared sense of it was profound. It was a controlled version of whatever made people go apeshit during riots.
His tent flap popped open and Lorraine appeared in the wedge of light cut out of the canvas.
“You ready to go on?”
“Soon.”
She blinked a couple of times.
“OK. It’s just that Louis finished with the Bible verses you told him to read about twenty minutes ago.”
“I know.”
“And he said you’d be right out.”
“I know. Just try to relax. I’ll let you know when it’s time.”
“OK. Just… OK.”
She disappeared, and the flap collapsed once more to its draped state. Funny how she was more nervous than him, he thought. But then she did set all of this up. On an emotional level, she probably had more riding on it than him or anyone else. He was the front man, sure, the one risking immediate humiliation if anything went wrong, but she was the one that suffered the long term pain in that scenario. Not that Ray was too worried about something going wrong. This was playing pretend, not exactly rocket science.
The crowd was around 450 people according to Louis’s estimation. This was less impressive, Ray thought, when you considered that over 300 of them were current members of their community. Still, it was enough to get people talking. Word would spread. The next show would be bigger, perhaps by quite a bit.
Someone shouted “let’s go, already,” and the crowd seemed to boil over a little after that, the excitement giving way to agitation. That was the sign he was waiting for, like the shriek of the tea kettle or the slowing of the popcorn’s rattling in the microwave.
He stood, his knees popping as they extended to lift his body from the canvas camping chair. His arms reached out to the sides, and the muscles tightened and released. He rolled his neck from shoulder to shoulder.
Showtime.



 
 
 
Teddy
 
Moundsville, West Virginia
262 days after
 
Never again. He’d done a bad thing. More than one of them. But he would never do it again. He knew that now.
A fever had come over him as he trekked out to the spot and tumbled the body down the wooded slope into the ditch. His forehead and cheeks went all hot and splotchy. A clamminess seemed to exude from his torso. Sweat dampened everything and refused to evaporate, leaving him sloppy and miserable with wet. His chest quivered at the apex of each inward breath.
But more than the physical symptoms, he felt like he was no longer choosing his actions. It felt like some part of him was setting the course and pushing him toward the next goal, some searing hot impulse in his brain that moved him compulsively along as it wished.
His fantasies were taking over his life. Compulsions he didn’t understand drove him to action after action. Like a drooling animal that acted without thinking.
What kind of a life was this?
The fever had subsided a touch, he thought, when he watched the body skipping down the hillside, the severed arms and legs diverging from the torso, veering off on their own paths. He’d felt a little more like himself after that. Not all the way, but a little.
He felt deflated on the walk home, the red wagon squeaking along behind him. Some madness left him, and in a way that was a welcome event, but he felt no relief. No sense of accomplishment. No stilling of the restlessness that kept him stalking from place to place in life. He was merely drained. Exhausted. All of the bad things would come back, he knew.
There was no relief in this life. No satisfaction. Not really. Life just kept going. All of the impulses and aggression deep inside kept right on going until it was all over. Those parts of the brain didn’t know the difference, maybe. They just kept toiling away no matter what happened.
He pressed his fingers into the flesh of his cheeks and found that clammy feeling still clinging to the flesh of his face, even if the associated feelings had begun to wane. It was almost like touching some fleshy worm, he thought. Warm and wet and slicked with grease.
The fever he felt during the cleanup process wasn’t unlike the one that possessed him when he did the bad thing in the first place. It was like each stage of the kill became its own ritual to be completed in a trance-like state of total focus. Electricity in his head took over and away he went.
But what was the use in it? In anything at all?
He could make puppets, yes, but could he only be a puppet as well? Were we all just animals functioning on pheromones and instincts? Puppets made out of meat?



 
 
 
Erin
 
Rural West Virginia
265 days after
 
Erin didn’t think. She just ran, her brain on autopilot. It didn’t judge the obstructions in her way and try to decide the best course of action. It let her legs do what they already knew they could without muddying it up with doubt and fear.
On the way through, she’d carefully stepped over that trailer hitch. Now she vaulted over it in one step. She came to a pair of cars, bumpers almost touching. There’d been barely enough room to get through before. She’d shuffled past, sliding her feet more than walking. But there was no time for that now. The smooth metal of the hood buckled and clunked under her feet as she hopped onto it and scrambled across.
Erin ducked under a ladder attached to the side of a utility van and came upon the trailer, gun drawn, trigger-finger at the ready. They were still inside, she could hear Izzy’s screams over the sounds of things being knocked and thrown around.
She skipped over the three stairs up to the door of the trailer. But the door stuck when she turned the handle. She bumped it once, twice, feeling that there was some give at the bottom. The third time, she really threw her weight at it. It sprung open, and she spilled into the interior, losing her balance and rolling with the momentum.
Marcus and the zombie were a tangle of flailing limbs, too close to one another for Erin to shoot without probably hitting them both. Marcus’ arms looked limp, like a doll, and Erin realized she was too late. For a terrified moment, she also noted that she didn’t see Izzy. Had she gotten away? Already been killed? Her eyes scanned the area, not finding a trace.
No, she’d heard her inside. And then a whimper came from somewhere high up, and she saw the kid huddled in the corner, on top of a metal shelf.
She had enough time to think, thank fucking God, before she continued on her mission.
Her pistol led the way as she advanced, the smooth metal body glinting in the light from the open door. She got close enough to press the barrel to the thing’s head. Its skin was the pale gray color of dead fish eyes and wrinkled from being wet. Clumps of flesh and hair were missing from the skull, revealing bare bone beneath. It didn’t even turn to look at her.
She pressed her lips together and turned her head slightly as she pulled the trigger, knowing from experience that you didn’t want a mouth full of what was in that pinata.
It was the same as the first time she’d killed one, too many things happening at once to put them in their proper order, or to know if they all happened at the same second.
The spatter of bone and rotting tissue and brain matter and black blood.
The ringing in her ears from the close range explosion of the gunshot.
The smell of death and smoke with a little fish mixed in from the river.
And then the thing flopped and crumpled to the ground.



 
 
 
Teddy
 
Moundsville, West Virginia
263 days after
 
He tossed and turned all through the night. That clammy feeling settled over his chest again, and his ribcage shuddered with each breath like it had before.
He could smell her still. Both versions of her. The good smell of who she was, a baby powder deodorant mixed with suede, and the bad smell of who she became, like unidentifiable leftovers from the back of the fridge.
If relief truly was impossible, why should he even go on? Why shouldn’t he spare himself the ongoing misery?
He ripped the blanket away from himself and lay in the open air. The cool surrounded him, and he felt small. Vulnerable. A quivering thing in the dark.
The cool of the night settled over his skin, but it couldn’t touch what was inside of him. The heat still spiraled in his head, wet and electric.
His feet swung off of the mattress, and he found himself standing. He felt around for his lantern and lit it.
Was he actually doing this? He guessed so. He dressed and headed out the door.
The air was wet and heavy outside. Not unpleasant since it was so cool. Still, it did nothing to break his fever.
The lantern cut a circle out of the darkness, and he watched the border between light and dark on the sidewalk in front of him. It bobbed along with his footsteps.
He walked for what felt like a long time, every feature along the way looking strange and foreign this late at night. The panicked feelings didn’t subside as he grew closer to his destination. The fever only intensified.
By the time he stood at the edge of the ditch, he couldn’t think straight at all. Maybe it didn’t matter anymore.
He slid down into the darkness, the dew from the grass immediately soaking all the way through his clothes. His body swished over the plant life, and he watched the lantern tumble away from him, its glow dimming to nothing right away.
He didn’t move for a time once he’d hit the bottom. He was too scared that they might be gone. All of them dragged away by animals or something.
Finally, he climbed onto his hands and knees and began feeling around. He found a leg first, his fingers finding the knobby knee and what felt like chicken skin stretched over it.
As soon as he touched it, the smell hit, like he was mentally blocking it out until his fingers could be sure. He didn’t care about that, though. Smell or no smell, he just needed to be near her again. Near all of them.
More limbs and a couple of torsos lay a few feet on, and he hugged them against himself in the black. This was the closest he’d felt to relief in a while. It wasn’t quite right, but it was something. He lay on his back then, feeling them nearby.
He sprawled there a long time, drifting in and out of sleep as the night stretched out for hour after hour. Crazy how much better he felt to have them near.
Looking up, he could only see the tiniest sliver of the moon through the trees above. No stars.



 
 
 
Ray
 
Outskirts of Washington D.C.
342 days after
 
“Some say these are the end days,” he said, raising his voice so all 400-plus could hear him. “They say that God has taken his flock and left the rest of us for dead. They say this is the age of pestilence, war, famine and death. The age of waste, of the wastelands occupied by the wasted. All of the horrors of the Book of Revelation made real.”
Ray looked over the crowd as he talked, letting his gaze flit around the sunlit place where the tent ended. He liked to save eye contact for closer to the tail end of his speeches, a way of making the whole thing seem more and more intense, to build to a peak.
“They say our lives are forfeit, that we’re already suffering a fate worse than death – damnation. The Bible says, ‘And the smoke of their torment will rise for ever and ever. There will be no rest day or night for those who worship the beast and its image, or for anyone who receives the mark of its name.’”
He paused, his head swiveling from one side of the tent to the other, a dramatic sweep that seemed to heighten the silence all around them.
“They say the final judgment has come to pass, that God has turned and left us here.”
He let his eyes fall over the crowd now, but he didn’t let them linger on any one person.
The shade inside the tent softened every line, smudged every face. It reminded him of that point on a summer evening as a kid when all things became vague, their colors muted to grayscale; when the streetlights would finally come on, and it was time to go home.
“And it’s true that he took many of his children home over these past months. He took our mothers and fathers, brothers and sisters, sons and daughters. But he didn’t leave us. He didn’t abandon us. I promise you that. Tonight we will see that God still holds sway over this Earth. He will reach down and touch this place, and with thine own eyes, you will see. The sick will be made well, the wounded shall be healed, and the crippled shall stand and walk again.”
Now he locked eyes with individuals, holding for a beat on each and moving on. He moved from face to face, not really noticing any of them until he came to Jones. The boy had that blank look about him again, the same one he had back when he was about to charge out with the bottles of gasoline. Not entirely the same, Ray thought, but similar enough to evoke the memory. A little smile seemed to curl the corners of his mouth this time, but his eyes were dead.
The music kicked in behind him, two acoustic guitars and a banjo running through instrumental versions of hymns. The songs arrived just on cue, and he shook himself out of whatever trance had grabbed hold. Peeling his eyes away from Jones seemed to involve some stickiness, some stiffness, like the buttons on a jacket hesitating to come unfastened. Resisting.
The old timey music changed the atmosphere in the room, the upbeat playing seeming to lift it from awed into energized. The crowd clapped along with the beat, some stomping as well.
And the sick lined up to come on stage, almost all of them plants that Lorraine had coached up, some playing along with faked limps, others just going through the motions.
Ray saw a fleshy-torsoed figure out of the corner of his eye, and all he could think was that Lumpy was getting in line. Lumpy. Jesus. He sure didn’t heal Lumpy, did he? Sure didn’t piece together the bloody pulp that was left of Higgins after that grenade got it.
He pushed the images out of his head, focused on the music, on the clapping.
He put his hands on the people as they passed, just a moment for each of them. He mixed it up some, but generally he put his left hand on their shoulder and brought his right down in slow motion as though lowering a suction cup onto the line where the forehead curved back into the scalp. He gave it a forceful grip and pushed their head back with the heel of his hand upon releasing. From afar, this little tick of each head read as some mysterious recoil as though some surge of something passed from his palm into their skulls with enough kick to jerk them a little. He knew this because he’d practiced until it was so.
Some of them played this up, jolting their spines upright a beat after he touched them. Those were the most likely to kick up into a jig, dancing their way back into the crowd. Others just absorbed the contact and shuffled away, sheepish grins curling the corners of their mouths.
Soon people cheered with each rapid-fire healing. A raucous mood was growing out of that earlier reverence.
There was joy to be had in this moment. Real joy, even if the underlying event was a fraud. He hadn’t seen smiles and dancing and laughter like this since before it all went to hell. Shoot, this level of happiness was rare even back then, the way he figured it.
Music did more of the work in that regard than most would give credit. Music stirred things up in people, got their feet moving. He always told his band that: their music kept people coming back to church more than his sermons did. His words might get through to their brains part of the time, but their music got through to people’s souls every time.
He let his eyes drift past those he placed his hands upon to watch the crowd swirl into motion. Clapping turned into swaying and bouncing. The red-haired woman, Fiona, danced in the aisle with a little girl whose skin was the color of coffee with just a touch of cream in it.
Most of the strangers in the crowd — perhaps 65% or more — were black, Ray noticed. That didn’t surprise him being that Washington D.C. had been a largely African-American city before all of this. It had, however, crossed his mind as to whether or not any of their current congregation, which was over 80% white, would be resistant to black newcomers. He hoped not. If ever there were a time to forget old bigotries and unite, it was the damned post-apocalypse. Still, tribalism had always reared its head in every church community he’d ever dealt with, be it on lines of race, class, age, or long-standing familial rivalries. He already had a few sermons locked and loaded about tolerance for the next few Sundays.
The line of people waiting to be healed grew short, and he knew the lightning round was almost over. The big spectacle would be up next.
He swallowed, feeling the lump bob in his throat. This was the hard part.
Though he’d witnessed it plenty, he’d never done anything like this himself. No faith healings. No psychic shows. No chicken gut “tumors” pried out of anyone’s stomach. He’d partaken in none of the evangelical sweat acts, though he shared the bill with plenty who did.
While the other evangelists focused on live shows that worked the crowd into a frenzy, Ray set about harnessing the power of television. It started as a crummy local access thing. His first airing was filmed on a camcorder he’d borrowed from the film department at a community college. He stood in front of a wall draped with a navy blue curtain in one of their pathetic studio rooms, not even bothering to edit out the couple times he tripped over his words or kicked the mic stand. Even that garnered a decent response – 32 phone calls and $377 in vows.
So he hired some students to improve production a bit, and it grew slicker in time, copying more and more elements from local and national talk shows.
He turned the master bedroom of his house into a film set. A big ornate desk filled most of the frame with shelves of leather-bound encyclopedias and legal dictionaries behind it, prop books that he’d bought at an estate sale because they looked the part. A few of the volumes were even glued together, as they kept leaning to the right otherwise. On TV, it looked like a large office in the back of some grand cathedral, but in reality the front half of the room was filled with sets of lights on boom stands, enough so they could get the effect they wanted day or night.
He started buying infomercial time slots, often airing in obscure markets in the middle of the night. The money rolled in. He’d grossed over a million within 16 months, and it grew from there as he scaled it to more and more markets.
But television was gone now, and forehead sweat greased his palm from where he’d touched it. He embraced the freak show. But even as he found himself swept up by the joy in the room, it felt wrong somewhere deep in his gut. He hoped to God that it did more good than harm.
The girl in the wheelchair was the last one left. She wheeled up the ramp toward the plywood rectangle that served as their stage — only about 18 inches tall, but enough for the people in the back of the tent to be able to see everything. She was a young woman, maybe 18 or 20, he thought, but her face was childish enough that he could only think of her as a girl.
It occurred to him that he still had a choice.
He knew he could stop the charade now, awkward as it might be with the girl just offstage. He could launch into a sermon and wave her away discretely.
With a flick of Ray’s hand, the music cut out.
Her wheels got stuck a second on the little lip where the ramp ended and the stage began, but she gave a stern shove on the wheel, both hands gripping, both arms popping, and she hopped it. Her legs shifted with the jerking motion. A layer of black denim obscured the limp cylinders of meat growing out of her waist. Even if he knew it wasn’t so, her lower limbs looked convincingly withered. Lifeless.
The room grew quiet as she pumped her arms to move toward the preacher at center stage. She let up and coasted to a stop just short of him. He folded his arms over his chest, smiled, and shook his head as he looked upon her.
“What’s your name, little girl?” he said.
Now more than ever, Ray wished that they’d been able to find a working power amplifier and a microphone. Nothing fancy. Some thrift store Peavey PA and a Shure SM58 would be good enough.
Lifting his voice to a volume everyone could hear was killing his performance in this moment, he thought. Now would be the time to eat the mic a little, press his lips close so he could give these words that hushed gravity they deserved. Instead he bellowed them like a football coach at a pep rally, or so it felt to him in the moment.
“Alice.”
Her squeaky voice matched the girlish face. Her cheeks swelled up like apples when she smiled at him.
“Lovely name. And how old are you?”
“I’m 18.”
“Uh-huh. Now how long you been in that chair, Alice? How many years have you been stuck in that chair?”
“Fourteen years, sir. I was in accident when I was little. A car accident, I mean. My daddy’s van got sideswiped by a drunk driver. We rolled. Broke both of my daddy’s arms. Paralyzed me from the waist down.”
Her eyes looked far away while she talked, and her voice took on a distance that matched her expression. Like she was half here in the room and half back in that somersaulting van.
He let the quiet linger when she was done talking, and her face stayed in that place. Not all the way here.
She was a good actress. He couldn’t help but be impressed. They hadn’t rehearsed this scene at all, though Lorraine had surely run through the basic setup with her a number of times.
She blinked a few times, seeming to return to the here and now. Her mouth curled into a smile again, but she had the saddest look in her eyes. Crazy how someone could just turn something like that on.
“Have you ever thought about what it might be like to leave that chair behind?”
Her forehead wrinkled.
“I dream of it most nights. The same dream, always. I run through a field, and it’s like the whole world goes into slow motion. My legs flex and pump like springs underneath me, my knees absorbing the bumps like the shocks on a car. And the balls of my feet pound against the grass, mashing it down.”
“Well, I can’t promise you that your dream will come true. I can’t. But I can promise you one thing. We can try. I’ve seen miracles in my time, more than a few. Wouldn’t mind seeing another one. Would you?”
“I wouldn’t mind that at all.”
“Good. That’s good, Alice.”
The preacher turned to the crowd.
“If I could ask for total silence for these next few minutes, I’d appreciate it greatly. This requires a great deal of concentration, as you might imagine. If any of y’all want to pray along, I don’t see how it could hurt anything.”
He turned back to the girl and knelt before her, looking into her eyes for the first time. He just stared at her for a long moment.
Nobody knew the truth but the three of them. Not even those who lived in the cabins down in the valley. Lorraine had concealed the girl from the followers upon recruiting her. She had foreseen all of it playing this way. The girl had slept up at the house over the past few weeks, practiced with the wheelchair. Ray let her be, for the most part. The whole thing made him uncomfortable, but it was set in motion now. They were way too far downstream to stop.
He put his right hand on one knee, letting just the fingertips touch and quiver there as though under some great strain. The girl closed her eyes, her forehead once more wrinkling in concentration.
What did you tell someone to get them to go along with something like this? And was he asking himself that question in regards to the girl or himself? They were both participating, weren’t they? Both culpable.
He pushed the thought aside. He didn’t know. In some ways, he didn’t want to know.
Just be done with it, already, he thought.
His other hand slid to the opposite knee, and now both hands closed around the joints. The kneecaps fit neatly in each palm. He curled his fingers into claws and scrabbled them like spider legs every so often as though somehow losing his grip.
He arched his back in slow motion, going further and further upright, inflating his lungs so that from the other side of the room it almost looked like he was lifting, ascending, perhaps even levitating a few inches off of the floor for all they could see.
When his lungs reached maximum inflation, he froze, his body gone rigid and motionless. He held the pose for a long time, a statue of a televangelist placed center stage. And then he exhaled, all of his bulk diminishing at once. His chest deflated, and his posture changed from one full of tension back to his usual cocksure demeanor. He plucked his hands from the girl’s legs, one after the other, and tilted his head as he regarded her.
Her lips fluttered, little whispered bursts of nonsense escaping them. A nice touch, he thought. He hadn’t pictured this going to a slightly eerie place, but it worked. Based on the breathless atmosphere in the room, he thought the others agreed.
He gathered himself and got to his feet, brushing at the invisible dust now covering his jacket.
“Alice.”
She jerked to attention, hands clutching the armrests of the chair, eyes as wide as possible. Her whispers cut off, and her upper body trembled along with her bottom lip.
“Stand up, Alice.”
She shuddered, but otherwise she didn’t move.
“Rise from that chair. You don’t need it anymore.”
She flinched at the sound of his voice, her hands now the ones doing the scrabbling, fingers scraping over the plastic and metal for purchase. The room was so quiet. Still. Not one of them in that tent was breathing, Ray thought.
He raised his voice a little.
“ALICE.”
Now she ceased trembling. Her hands stopped squirming. She stared at him, and the look in her eyes had changed. She seemed to have been pulled back from wherever she’d gone to the present moment.
He let the silence linger for a long moment, his voice much quieter when he spoke again.
“Stand up.”
Her head tilted down, eyes pointed at her legs. She blinked twice, those slow motion blinks where one’s eyelids seem to adhere to each other and peel apart as though tacky.
The right foot shivered and dropped from the footrest to the floor, thumping on impact. The left followed. Now her hands slid to cup the corners of the armrests, all of her weight leaned forward.
She pushed off, straightening at the waist, and her legs wobbled under her for a second, knees buckling once. She hesitated there for a beat, her top half shimmying over motionless legs like a man balancing on a wire.
With the first shaky step forward, the audience went apeshit. The standing and applauding was so quick, so spontaneous, that it felt more like someone flipped a switch than something that rippled over the crowd.
The faces shined so bright out there in the crowd, feelings beaming out from every crease running under a gaping mouth or cluster of wrinkles formed around smiling eyes. Joy. Awe. Belief.
Ray swallowed and felt that lump bob in his throat again. It was contagious, this kind of response. It gripped him harder than he thought it could.
And the energy in this room, in this place, swelled in his chest, in his heart, and for a split second he almost believed it, too.
Almost.



 
 
 
Erin
 
Rural West Virginia
265 days after
 
The thing started to move again, and she pointed the gun at it, ready to shoot if it got back up. An arm reached up, but it was long and brown instead of pale and waterlogged. Marcus struggled out from underneath the dead thing, and she bent to help him.
“Jesus, I thought you were dead,” she said, grabbing his sleeve and pulling.
He made it half-way upright before his knees buckled and folded up under him. Each breath came in a wheeze and rasp. He sat back against a metal desk looking dazed, his face speckled with zombie pinata bits.
Erin had about six thousand things she wanted to say.
“What the hell happened?” was the best she could muster.
Izzy bulldozed into her, burying her face in Erin’s chest. She was trembling, crying, breath heaving.
Erin squeezed her tight.
“It’s OK. You’re OK.”
Erin stepped closer to Marcus. He had his head down now, pressed into the palms of his hands. She leaned down to touch his shoulder.
“Hey.”
He didn’t look at her, he just kept shaking his head.
“Marcus.” She increased the pressure on his shoulder and jostled him back and forth. This broke the spell. He gazed up at her, tears in his eyes, head still shaking.
“Why didn’t you shoot it?”
After a few more shakes, he finally managed, “I couldn’t. I’m sorry.”
Just now, despite his tall frame and stubble and the fact that he was basically a grown man, he didn’t look like it. He looked like a scared little boy who just woke up from a nightmare and wanted his mother.
Erin sighed.
“It’s OK. We’re all OK.”
Izzy was tugging at her sleeve now. Erin didn’t turn, just tried to brush it off for the moment.
“In a second, Iz. Marcus. Where’s the gun?”
She was talking in that half-pleading, half-soothing tone of an adult trying to reason with a child.
He blinked a few times, a few lines forming between his eyebrows. The blinking stopped when he remembered. He met her eyes.
“I dropped it.”
“Right,” Erin said, trying to maintain patience despite the fact that Marcus was determined to remain in La-La Land and Izzy was still yanking on her arm. “Where? Here?”
He nodded.
Erin took a step back, squinting at the ground. It was littered with office furniture and files and bits of paper. And water. Lots of dark puddles of water.
Izzy’s hold grew more forceful then, pulling her.
Erin heard a thud and a scrape and then Izzy was screaming.
“Look out!”
Before Erin could react, something slammed into her, knocking her off balance. The ground bit into her knees as she fell and something claw-like grasped at her arm. Not Izzy. Erin turned to find another zombie within arm’s reach and more finding their way out from the back of the trailer.
“Oh shit.”
She aimed the gun at the one clinging to her already. Fired. Missed. Fired again. Got it. Took the next one out behind that. Another shot exploded the chest of a third, but it kept moving. When Erin tried to shoot again, the gun emitted an innocuous click. She was scrambling backward now, half-crouched, shaking the gun, fiddling with the trigger, and it was another beat before it occurred to her that she was out of bullets.
Erin shoved Izzy toward the door and started to dart away, but Marcus made no move to follow. She darted back, grasping the shoulder of his jacket and pulling roughly.
“Come on!”
For a panicked beat she thought he wasn’t going to snap out of it, and she knew she’d have no choice but to leave him there. But finally, something registered. His eyes slid up to meet hers, and she knew he understood. He pushed himself upright from the floor as the next zombie lurched at them.
“Go!”



 
 
 
Ray
 
The Compound
343 days after
 
The morning after the wheelchair revival, Ray woke to news that 26 people had arrived at the gates overnight. New recruits. No vehicles among them. They’d all arrived on foot, a few trickling in per hour. They waited, apparently, for admittance, lying around on the grass along the sides of the driveway all night.
He’d walked down in the morning to see it himself, still wearing his bathrobe. He sipped coffee and looked the refugees over. A couple had sleeping bags, but most just lay on the ground which was now wet with dew.
They stirred upon seeing him, several walking out onto the driveway and falling on their knees before him. He scuttled away from the gate.
“Give me a minute head start, and then let them in,” he said to the guard. “We’ll process them in the mess hall.”
The words came out of his mouth, and he could hear his smile in them, but he didn’t know if the grin was a real one. In fact, he had no idea how he felt about all of this.
Lorraine beamed over her victory. She had been right all along, of course. Put on a show, give people something to believe, and they will grab ahold of it. Even if no one else joined as a result of this faith healing, it had done the equivalent of two or three weeks of recruiting in one night.
More did join, though. They streamed in throughout the day.
He couldn’t help but notice the way they all went bug-eyed as they went on the tour. Their eyes flicked over the cabins and guard towers and the house up on the hill. Crazy eyes, all of them. The energy in the camp seemed to ratchet up into something a little manic, which made him uneasy.
The tally hit 79 by the time he went to bed. The next day topped it with 107 more. It continued like that for weeks – high double-digit numbers that crept into the low three figures here and there.
The growth was far too fast for their housing to keep up. A mass of humanity hunkered down in the cafeteria every night, sleeping bags lined up across the floor. Every cabin was crammed full.
The hammers pounded away once more, full time again, their number multiplying as more workers joined their ranks. Some of the new people had engineering and architecture skills, enough know-how for them to start building cabins, both temporary and permanent, from scratch rather than relying solely on kits as they had before. They expanded into an adjacent field from where the original cabins sat. Thankfully there were several empty lots on the grounds, plenty of room to grow.
All of the new bodies meant a lot more production. Not just in terms of construction, either. An additional crew went to work taking down trees and stacking up firewood for the winter. Last year they’d been lucky in that the weather hadn’t really prevented them from gathering what wood they needed as they went. This year, they’d be prepared for the worst with neat stacks of split wood resting alongside every cabin.
Their scavenging efforts grew more organized and robust as well. Pushpins were cleared from the maps faster than ever, with large teams performing recon missions, replacing the scattershot solo efforts they’d mustered up until this point. And it worked. Crates of canned goods came in. Beans. Peas. Chef Boyardee. Campbell’s Chunky Soup. Truck loads of lumber bolstered their cabin production. They even found steel I beams up to 75 feet long that might be used to build a real church instead of relying on the mess hall to pull double duty, though that project was probably down the road a ways.
The armory filled to the brim, the stash growing to the point that they had to build a second shed dedicated to weapon storage. All the guns and ammo anyone could want. One guy even came back with a bazooka of all things. He apparently found it tucked in the drop ceiling of a basement in Newport News, Virginia.
Most of the guns they’d looted were tucked away, but many of the newcomers wore holstered pistols on their hips. The amount of guns around camp was a concern — something Ray and the council would need to address soon — but for right now, everything was moving too fast to keep up. The growth felt organic in such a manner that infiltration by a raider or a cell of raiders seemed unlikely, but he knew that would become a real threat sooner than later.
Memories of Lumpy and Higgins still occurred to him daily. The grenade incident wasn’t an isolated one. They’d be back. If not others from the same group, it’d be another group. They had to be ready for it.
Their fleet of functioning vehicles grew with quickness as well. Mostly nondescript sedans and SUVs joined their ranks, a lot of Buick Skylarks and Pontiac Grand Prix’s from the late 90’s, but one guy came back with a forest green Jaguar that made Ray nostalgic for his own Jag. And his Mercedes. And so on down the line.
The most useful vehicles, however, were arguably the Ryder trucks and U-Hauls. Seven total. The perfect thing to send in once they’d located a major load of goods to haul. Semis that ran on diesel were no good since that fuel had been sucked dry even more than gasoline. They’d dedicate their diesel reserves on the tanker and construction vehicles. The raiders had a monopoly on the big rigs, he figured. So be it. You could pack a lot of crap into a U-Haul, and at this rate of growth, they’d have almost anyone outnumbered and outgunned before long.
People swarmed the grounds like bees flitting about the honeycomb, all of the workers set to their tasks that added up to sweeping changes on all fronts. And through it all, Ray Dalton was the most popular guy in camp, of course.
People shook hands with him everywhere he went, a blur of faces smearing past him. They gripped his fingers and pumped his arm and jabbered about what an honor it was. It made sense, he knew, even if it shouldn’t. First his face was beamed into a box in their living rooms five days a week, and now he’d performed a fake miracle. What an honor, indeed.
What was the common denominator there? Why were people so enthralled by the places where reality stretched into something more, the lines exaggerated like surreal images in a painting? Why did they prefer a cartoon version of things instead of something honest? He rooted around in his mind for an answer to that question, and the best he came up with was:
With great desperation, people wanted to believe the world was better than it really was. This was their way of doing that. Miracles and myths and legendary figures. When they found them, they grabbed hold and didn’t let go.
Somehow he’d always known how to tip that to his advantage without even thinking about it. He knew what to sell them and just what to say. He always had.
And now that his talent was back in use, this realization was something he couldn’t tell anyone. Not even Lorraine. The truth was too painful to share. He had to hold it in his head and find a way to be OK with it, a way to make peace with it. If he could.
Everyone was so happy to see him. Giddy. Cheery. Downright gleeful. They grinned at him endlessly. He smiled back, but his eyes were cold.



 
 
 
Erin
 
Rural West Virginia
265 days after
 
Erin tried not to look back as she ran, but she couldn’t help it. Two zombies spilled out from the trailer after them. When she turned her head forward again, she almost mowed Izzy down.
“What are you doing? Keep moving!”
Izzy pointed, and Erin saw movement ahead. More zombies, a proper horde of them. Drawn to the gunshots, she figured.
It grabbed ahold of her then. The fear. Turning her legs to jelly and tying her guts in knots. She couldn’t move, couldn’t think. She just stared. It was that deer-in-headlights response that was neither fight nor flight.
Her eyelids convulsed into rapid fire blinks and her heart trembled and throbbed and finally a singular thought broke through.
Run.
Erin grasped Izzy’s hand and pulled her into a crouch, darting between a line of cars. She glanced back once to make sure Marcus was still with them.
She tried to think as they ran, but jolts of searing panic only left confusion. Like an ice pick stabbing her in the brain, blocking off all thoughts, all sense of rationality, leaving only terror. 
Erin kept a firm grip on Izzy. She didn’t know where they were headed. She just knew they couldn’t stop now.
They cut through a McDonald’s parking lot but halted when Erin spotted more zombies ahead, milling around in the middle of an intersection. This place was infested.
She backtracked, leading them into a used car lot. They zig-zagged through the rows, using the parked cars as cover.
Her lungs burned, and her legs ached, but she didn’t stop. She saw a pair of smokestacks ahead and ran for them. She didn’t know why, they just drew her like a beacon.
It was an uphill climb to the factory. By the time they reached the smoke-stained brick walls, they were all gasping for breath. She risked a look over her shoulder and saw that they’d lost some — but not all — of the horde.
They scrambled through piles of crumbled brick. Erin spotted a metal ladder leading up to the roof of the factory and told Izzy to start climbing.
Safely at the top, the three of them surveyed the half dozen zombies that were able to keep up.
“Can they climb it, you think?” Izzy asked.
“I would guess not,” Erin said. “But even if they do, a swift kick in the face when they get to the top will send them back where they came from.”



 
 
 
Baghead
 
Little Rock, Arkansas
9 years, 128 days after
 
Blackness embraced him. Held him. A dreamless, painless unconscious state that carried him away from the violent scene and nestled him in the safety of nowhere, of nothingness.
This was not sleep. Not quite.
Some part of him remained aware. Aware that the sights and sounds had been shut off for the moment perhaps, but a harsh reality still waited beyond the ebony walls shielding him now. Aware that his hand was gone, that the string of skin and connective tissue would need to be clipped, the severed hand discarded and forgotten. Aware that pints of blood had exited his body, a scarlet flash flood gushing over the warehouse floor that he was laying in even now, most likely. Aware that pain and suffering had merely been paused, not avoided. The same went for death itself.
Sound bobbed back to the surface of his consciousness first. A scuffing noise pulsed off and on at a steady interval. No, two sets of these sounds, slightly different from each other. Footsteps.
A sense of movement came next. Wind brushed his cheeks as he pressed forward involuntarily.
Then sensation faded in along the sides of his neck. No real motor skills returned to him yet. Something simpler. Just the sensation of the muscles in his neck gone limp. Slack. His chin rested against his chest.
And then he felt that open wound at the end of his arm, and he could picture looking into it again. The fleshy cave, walls of muscle slick with blood. Chipped bone visible at the mouth of the cave. It didn’t hurt. Shock held the pain away still, but it felt wide open. Cold. Almost shriveled. Like a snail withering on a piece of sidewalk too wide to traverse. And somehow he could still feel the sharpness of the blade, that first prick of the metal piercing his flesh, making his teeth grit, making all of his hairs stand on end from head to toe.
Feeling these things let the loss of his hand sink all the way in again. His mind tried to find a way to sort it, a way to retract this reality, like the whole thing should be a bad dream, something he’d wake up to find undone. But no. It was real. If his hand still dangled there, clinging to his wrist by a thread of flesh, he couldn’t feel it at all.
His eyelids were too heavy to budge, and his ability to feel them physically seemed to fade in and out. That more than anything reminded him that he was riding the line between consciousness and unconsciousness. It was a moving thing, this state of semi-consciousness he found himself in, alive and thrashing about like a bucking bronco trying to toss him back under.
With the possibility of the eyelids eliminated, he tried to wiggle his fingers instead. He didn’t know why. Maybe he was trying to tell whoever was moving him that he was awake, though he doubted this information would change anything much.
He hoped it was Delfino pulling him somewhere. If not, this stood little chance of ending well. Maybe that was the case either way.
Still, he concentrated on his fingers, all five of them that were still connected to his body. When he focused hard enough, he could feel them. Maybe they seemed a little cold, a little distant, but he could feel them. Feelings flared on in them, some electrical juice flowing through the nerves, cold and vaguely painful. More of a dull sting than the kind of sharp pain he’d felt in the opposite wrist.
He tried to communicate with the electricity he felt in the good hand, to send signals down those neural pathways, but it was like the power lines were all dead, or at least they only seemed to send one way. He could feel, but he could not move. Not for now.
He relaxed upon realizing this, almost surprised that the sense of paralysis didn’t make him panic. But no. There was no use in worrying about it. He let himself drift for a time, floating back down toward unconsciousness and stopping just short of it.
The voices brought him back. He couldn’t place them. Couldn’t understand what they were saying. Sleep muffled everything down to a flowing murmur of syllables. Indecipherable. They seemed to rush their words, though. He could tell that.
Tightness gripped the wound now. That scared him, the feeling of confinement, of being closed off, wrapped up. He pictured his body wrapped in plastic sheeting, bungee cords cinching it around him. But no. He could still feel the air moving on his cheeks. The tightness only seemed to be at the stumped wrist. Maybe they had wrapped his arm. Cover the wound and apply pressure, that’s what you were supposed to do, right? Still, he felt confined. Trapped.
The jolt of adrenaline that accompanied this fear woke him up a little more, and his eyelids parted finally.
It seemed to take his eyeballs a moment to catch on to what was happening. They retracted from being rolled up in his skull a moment after his eyelashes pulled apart. His vision fluttered, pupils unable to settle and then unwilling to focus for a beat.
He saw the ground first, the cracks in the sidewalk sliding past like the credits at the end of a movie. That meant they were outside. That was good, he thought. Probably.
He managed to swivel his head on the third try, prying his chin from his chest and rotating his skull in slow motion like a gear in need of grease. Again, it reminded him of a shot from a movie, the camera panning to the left with a kind of deliberateness that created suspense.
The person there shifted into the frame little by little, the face still in shadow. They were holding him up, he could tell. His weight leaned that way, resting partially on this person’s side. His bad arm draped over their shoulder, the elbow bent around their neck like a piece of macaroni. He could feel it more once he looked that way, like even a partial glimpse at his arm somehow refined his sense of touch in that body part.
He searched the face, his eyes trying to find what they expected there: Delfino’s features. But it was hard to focus. His eyelids kept twitching, and his eyeballs tried to roll back into them every time they jerked.
The face seemed to lack detail somehow. He could make out the whites of the eyes, but the rest was blackened to the point that he couldn’t quite bring it into focus. Clear eyes set in a blurry face. Something about it made his skin crawl.
And then it clicked. He knew the eyes, the soot-smudged face. It was the stranger carrying him, the one who’d led them into the trap and sucker punched Delfino. The one Ruth had turned the gun on.
Did that mean… were they dead? And either way, what did this person want with him now?
He wanted to fight, to buck and thrash and squirm free of the stranger’s grip, but instead all he could do was start shaking all over. Sweat beaded everywhere, weeping from his pores, each droplet holding still for a beat before gravity tugged. The moisture snaked over and around his goose bumps, crossing paths of perspiration that seemed to grease him up more than cool him at all.
His eyelids fluttered again, not letting up this time, and his neck quivered and collapsed back to his chest, those cords of muscles along his throat giving out all at once.
He could hear his heart thumping, the beats quick and almost hollow like what he imagined a bird’s heart must sound like. Weak. More like a squish than a pound. Like his heart was too anxious to do the job properly, just rushing through the motions.
And then the cold made itself felt, starting in his face and blossoming in his chest and arms before finally he felt it in his legs as well. He was freezing. His flesh frigid to the bone like he’d been left in the refrigerator overnight to chill. It made sense, he knew. He’d lost so much blood.
But if he sensed it now, it meant the shock was fading. That probably wasn’t good. He hoped it was more of a momentary ebb than a true return to a real world level of pain and suffering.
His teeth rattled together. Had they been doing that the whole time, and he was just now noticing? He wasn’t sure. He didn’t think so but maybe.
He could hear the fire, louder than ever. The never-ending hiss wasn’t far off anymore, and a spit and crackle now accompanied it. Even so, the only warmth he felt was on each side. Right along the place where the stranger’s shoulder dug into his ribs, and the same area on the opposite side.
He snapped his head off of his chest and spun it to the right where he found Delfino. So he wasn’t dead. Instead the driver and the stranger were working together to lug him somewhere. What did that mean?
And suddenly warmth was everywhere, blistering heat that stung the chilled skin on his cheeks and nose, that blurred the air itself with heat distortion everywhere just above the asphalt. Even as cold as he was, it was too much on his face. It made him feel like some amphibious creature getting trapped on the beach and cooked in the sun. He arched his neck back all the way to get a look at where they were headed, and he saw the fire’s glow up there. All the details smeared together so all he could really make out was the undulating orange light dancing and licking. They were headed straight for it.
That didn’t make sense. Did it?
It was too bright, though. Too bright to keep his eyes open. He let his chin nestle back against his chest, and almost right away he drifted back down toward sleep. Not all the way, but enough for his senses to fade most of the way out again, enough for the black to overtake him once more.
He drifted like that for a time, on the edge of sleep. On the edge of life and death, maybe. But it was peaceful, anyway.
Images flickered in his head. Silent movies that didn’t make any sense.
“Bags,” a voice said.
Was it part of the dream? As soon as he considered this, the images dissolved to black, and his other senses faded in some. Something swathed his wrist. It felt like a hand towel bound tight by rubber bands. He pictured that, and then he revised the picture, remembering to lop off the hand in his imagination, morphing it into a towel wrapped around a stump instead.
“Bags,” the voice repeated.
It was real. Knowing that didn’t quite shake him all the way out of his semi-conscious state, but it brought him a couple levels closer to the surface.
He knew the voice. Delfino was talking. He heard the syllables. The tone. Sounded serious. But he couldn’t make out the words apart from his name, couldn’t process them.
And then he realized that his eyes were open, that he was looking into Delfino’s face as the driver spoke to him. Before he’d been looking through him somehow. Staring without seeing.
The heat was worse now. The fire close. He tried to focus on the orange blur before him, but it was no use. Too bright. His eyes pinched closed right away.
His arm felt different. Exposed, he thought. His wound in the open air again. Just as that observation crossed his mind, he felt a little release of pressure, like a butcher cutting a string tied around a ham. A lightness. An unburdening. He couldn’t help but feel a little better about whatever was going on.
And then the heat was on him. In him. A ball of fire where his hand used to be. A jolt of pain surged through him like lightning rushing up the length of his arm and branching out from there. A white hot flash that coursed all through him. He felt it in the wet flesh inside his cheeks, in the balls of his feet where his toes curled into something like fists, in that space between his temples. A sharp, focused pain pulsed in his elbow like it was being stabbed over and over, and a more nebulous ache seemed to spiral in his shoulder, branching from there out to the rest of his body.
That spinal jerk made him shudder, tried to move his arm, to take him away, but it couldn’t. He smelled it now. A char. Like that blackened gristle stuck to the grill. He felt wet. Sticky. Like he was sweating on the inside. And his chest quaked. An energy centered there. A screaming thing. Like a tea kettle’s shriek torn from a man’s throat. And then he realized that it was his throat, that he really was screaming. An endless scream that never seemed to come up for air.
The intensity only grew, only swelled. The pain got worse and worse and worse still, as impossible as that seemed.
His eyes opened, just for a moment, to see his wrist submerged in the glowing coals where a window sill used to be. They were holding it there. Both men fighting him to keep it there.
Not even shock could hold this at bay. The pain wasn’t yet close to peaking. When he closed his eyes again, he passed out right away.



 
 
 
Marcus
 
Moundsville, West Virginia
266 days after
 
Their footsteps echoed in the empty factory, feet rasping over broken bits of brick and glass. It wasn’t exactly an inviting location, but given the zombies milling around below them, it was better than the alternative.
They found a room a little less littered with glass and set about clearing an area on the floor where they could camp for the night.
He snuck a glance at Erin as she unrolled her sleeping bag and laid it on the ground. Her lips were pressed closed in a hard line, eyebrows scrunching together. She hadn’t said much since their arrival. No one had, really. He supposed they were still in shock. Still processing the events. And he knew that in time he would grow to hate himself for his failure. But at the moment, he felt numb.
He kept thinking of that phrase, “the calm before the storm.”
Marcus knew they’d have to talk about what happened eventually. He hated confrontation. Hated when people shouted in anger. Hated the cruel things they said when the rage took hold.
As much as he wanted to avoid it, he knew it was better to just get it over with. Apologize and hope for mercy. But when he tried to catch Erin’s eye so they could talk alone for a minute, she seemed to deliberately avoid his gaze.
He felt the fury coming off of her in waves then. Yep. She was angry alright. And why shouldn’t she be? He’d almost gotten them all killed. He had no defense.
Without warning, her voice echoed across the room, breaking the long silence.
“Hey, Iz. Will you grab the candles from my pack?”
Izzy scampered out of the room. This was his chance. He suddenly felt like he might throw up.
“Erin, I’m sorry.”
She just shook her head. He wasn’t sure if it was an expression of irritation or an indication that they weren’t having this discussion. It didn’t matter. He had to press on.
“It… they… came out of nowhere.”
She lurched forward, finger in the air.
“You weren’t even supposed to be on the bridge. I told you to wait.”
“It was my idea.” Izzy reappeared, butting in. “I made him go.”
Erin scoffed, looking from Izzy back to Marcus.
“Oh, that’s even better. Let the nine-year-old call the shots.”
“Hey!” Izzy said.
Erin threw both hands in the air, calling a temporary truce.
“Forget it. It’s been a long day, and we’re going to have to sleep in shifts so someone can keep watch.”
 
Erin took first watch, but that didn’t mean Marcus slept at all. He couldn’t stop playing it over and over in his head. Analyzing it second by second. His complete and total failure to do anything.
Finally, abandoning hope of finding sleep, he crawled out of his sleeping bag. He found Erin next to the ladder they’d climbed earlier in the day, sitting with her legs dangling over the edge of the building.
She didn’t seem startled when he sat down on the other side of the ladder. She must have heard him coming.
“I fucked up today.”
She scoffed quietly.
“You almost got her killed today.”
“I know,” he said.”
“You almost got yourself killed.”
“I know.”
She sighed and rubbed her eyes. “I can’t be responsible for both of you.”
He didn’t know what to say, so he said nothing.
“You said we’d be safer as a group. Do you remember our agreement?”
He swallowed.
“I remember.”
She didn’t say it, but she didn’t need to. The agreement was that if he ever put the group at risk, he would go. And he had put them at risk.
He had the same emptiness in his gut that he felt the day Nina told him about her diagnosis. About how it meant that he couldn’t live with her anymore, that he’d have to go to another foster home. He thought that maybe Nina expected him to fight, to plead, to beg her not to make him go. He wanted to do that. But the empty feeling stopped him. So he did nothing. He just nodded and said OK.
He cleared his throat before speaking.
“You should go get some rest. I’ll take the rest of the watch.”
Erin sighed, and he thought she’d argue. But instead she got up, brushed off her hands, and went inside.



 
 
 
Lorraine
 
The Compound
350 days after
 
They sat in the basement of the house on the hill, drinking Hawaiian Punch. It was a nice room, she thought, as basement living spaces went. It’d been finished with Berber carpet and leather furniture, cream and black respectively, and it stayed cooler than the rest of the house, something of value now that it was getting warmer out. This had become her office to a certain degree –– the place she took those she needed to persuade.
Today’s meeting was with an 8-year-old boy named Sam, an orphan one of the council members had brought into camp under darkness of night. He had dark hair with the faintest red tint, and freckles spotted his nose.
“People need to see the power of God,” Lorraine said. “Sometimes we have to fluff it up a little bit, just a little bit, but the ends always justify the means.”
The boy’s forehead scrunched up. He licked at the punch mustache on his top lip.
“So it’s fake?” he said.
“Not fake. Just the truth needs to be massaged sometimes. Look, this is all such a drain on Pastor Dalton. He doesn’t complain. It’s not in his nature, but all of this requires a level of concentration that knocks him on his a-”
She caught herself but just barely.
“Knocks him on his backside for days at a time. He doesn’t have the energy to perform a miracle every week, and we book so many shows that sometimes we need to help him conserve his energy is all. Does that make sense?”
“Yeah, I guess so.”
“So you’ll help us? Help people see the power of God with their own two eyes?”
“Yeah.”
He took a big drink of punch, tilting his head back to get every last drop out of the plastic cup.
“That’s great,” she said. “I thank you, and the council thanks you.”
The council. This was Lorraine’s greatest creation. She’d handpicked a group – all college-educated, older women – to start helping with the decision-making and execution of these plans. Recruiting them was easy enough. She played up the exclusivity and appealed to their desire to be needed by the community. In her experience, these educated older women were the most loyal, reliable, and hard-working so long as they had some amount of say-so and a sense that the people they worked so hard for really needed them. She was happy to give them both.
The next show was ten days away, and they needed to top the wheelchair display. They brainstormed possibilities at the first council meeting, and casting was a major topic of discussion. The wheelchair gag worked so well in part because Alice was such a great performer on top of the fact that no one in camp knew her. They had no reason to believe she was in on it, and so they believed wholeheartedly. That belief, that awe, was palpable in the tent. The sense of wonder, of the miraculous, was infectious, spreading through all of the onlookers right away. It was that more than anything, she thought, that sparked this raging wildfire of word of mouth that led to people joining in droves.
This notion put the council in a tough spot. Fooling their own was half the battle, but it was a hell of a thing to pull off. Alice worked out just right, but they needed another outsider to make it work.
When Phyllis showed up with Sam, they knew what to do. With the boy being so young, they’d need to scale back the requirements of his role, of course. That wasn’t a bad thing, Lorraine thought. It made it easier to commit to a course of action.
“I don’t know if you were ever in a play at school, but this will be just like that. Just a few minutes, and it’ll all be over. But those few minutes will make a huge difference, make a lot of people really happy. We’ll start practicing that tomorrow, though. For now, can I get you some more punch?”
He nodded almost as fast as he thrust his empty cup at her.



 
 
 
Erin
 
Moundsville, West Virginia
266 days after
 
She was backed into a corner, and they were closing in on her. There were five of them, all shriveled and rotting and stinking of death. Marked with the black veins of the plague. They snarled and shuffled forward, their dessicated hands reaching out like claws. The one closest to her was missing an eye.
As she stared into the gaping black hole of the empty eye socket, it charged and latched onto her arm. She tried to shake herself free and woke to Izzy yanking at her sleeping bag.
“Erin!”
Her eyes snapped open. It was still early in the morning. The sun wasn’t visible yet, but there was a pinkish glow in the east.
“What is it?” Her voice was gravelly with sleep.
“Marcus and Rocky are gone!”
Erin sat up, her eyes taking in the empty space on the floor where his sleeping bag had been.
She crawled out of her makeshift bed and made her way to the ladder. Would he do that? Leave them when he was supposed to be keeping watch? But the zombies were gone. Had he led them away? Or had they gone away on their own? And then what? He just left?
It hit her then.
Fuck. He must have taken her seriously when she brought up their agreement. She hadn’t really meant it. She was just upset. Mad that he’d fucked up and lost the Beretta. Mad that he hadn’t listened when she told them to wait.
She looked at Izzy. She was going to be pissed.
Erin pushed a strand of hair out of her eyes, tucking it behind her ear.
“He’s not gone. He went to… scout ahead.”
Lying again, just like when they’d left Marcus back at the house. This was bad. But she didn’t know what else to do.
“Why?”
Erin gave a little shake of her head.
“So what happened yesterday doesn’t happen again.”
“But when did he leave? Shouldn’t they be back by now?”
Fuck! This kid and her questions.
“No,” Erin said, swallowing, thinking. “If the way is clear, we’ll meet up ahead-”
“Where?”
Erin’s eyes landed on a metal road sign below. Good enough. She pointed at it.
“Grave Creek Mound State Park. And if he runs into trouble, he’ll come back. So the fact that he’s not back now is good.”
Christ, did that even make sense? She didn’t even know where it all came from, but Izzy nodded and seemed to accept it.
“We should get going then, right?” Izzy asked. “They’ll be waiting for us.”
“Right,” Erin said and crouched to roll up her sleeping bag.
Now she just had to figure out how and when she was going to explain what really happened to Izzy.
 
Erin made Izzy wait until she’d reached the bottom of the ladder and had a look around. The factory yard was empty, as was the stretch of road she could see. Whether Marcus had led them away or they’d left of their own undead volition, the zombies were gone.
She waved at Izzy, indicating that it was safe to climb down, but she continued scanning the area, looking for any sign of danger. When Izzy reached the ground, Erin led her along the side of the factory and down to the street.
“This place is crawling with zombies and God-knows-what-else. We need to be quiet and stick to the shadows. Stay close to me and don’t talk unless you absolutely need to.”
“Ninja Mode?”
“Ninja Mode.”
Izzy nodded, her mouth set in a very serious-looking frown. Erin would have laughed if she hadn’t been just as serious herself.
“Ready?”
Izzy started to open her mouth in reply but stopped herself and gave a thumbs up instead.
Silently, she mouthed, “Ninja Mode.”
Erin gave a final glance up and down the street, then took one step off the sidewalk. Almost instantly, there was a pull on her pack.
“Wait!” Izzy hissed.
“What?”
“You’re going the wrong way.”
“What are you talking about?”
Izzy pointed to the metal sign Erin had used as Marcus’ made-up destination before. Shit.
“The park is that way.”
“Right,” Erin said. “I guess I got turned around.”
They followed the signs south, past a lane of narrow, densely packed houses, crouching as they scurried across driveways and through overgrown lawns.
Once, they heard a dog barking in the distance, and they stopped. But everything fell quiet again, and they continued on their way.
Each sign for the park was another step closer to revealing Erin’s lie. What the hell was she going to do when they got there, and Marcus and Rocky were nowhere to be found? Tell Izzy they must have been eaten by zombies? Or tell her the truth? That she’d sent Marcus away, and now he was out there, alone.
They were downtown now, passing by the mom and pop businesses that had probably been in these buildings for hundreds of years, but were now empty and abandoned. Aunt Gussie’s Diner, Sew-It-Seams Quilting and Tailoring, Newmann’s Flowers, Two Bits Barber Shop. Erin ran a hand along the facade, feeling the roughness of the brick on her skin.
She was still working out a plan in her head when a large earthen dome came into view at the end of the block. It was sort of like a hill, but oddly regular, with a slightly flattened top. There were trees growing around it and on it and a path that wound to the top in a spiral.
“Whoa,” Izzy said, in a very un-ninja-like voice. “What is it?”
Erin pointed to another sign for the park.
“I suspect that would be the Grave Creek Mound.”
Izzy turned to her and grinned.
“Race you to the top!”
And then she took off.
“Wait!”
But she didn’t wait, and Erin had no choice but to pursue her. A fence surrounded the edge of the park nearest to them, but someone — or something — had trampled a section of the wrought iron, leaving a large gap. Izzy rushed through the breach, leaving Erin to follow.
“So much for Ninja Mode,” she muttered in between gasps.
They were lucky in that this part of town appeared just as abandoned as the rest. Strange that they’d seen a whole horde the day before and then nothing, she thought. It should have been a good thing, but Erin felt only foreboding. Or maybe just guilt over the whole Marcus thing.
Izzy beat her to the top, raising two celebratory fists in the air. The sloped path up to the pinnacle of the mound had barely winded the kid, but Erin was wheezing.
“I win!”
Erin was about to lace into her about taking off like that when the smile dropped from Izzy’s face.
“Where are they?”
“What?”
Izzy spun around in a circle, surveying the park.
“Marcus and Rocky. They should be here, shouldn’t they?”
Erin put her hands on her knees, still trying to catch her breath.
“Izzy, I need you to listen to me for a minute.”
She took three more breaths, counting with each exhale.
One.
Two.
Three.
She closed her eyes.
“They’re not coming.”
“What do you mean?”
“I mean, Marcus left. He’s gone. It’s just us now.”
“Why?” Izzy’s face pulled into a scowl. “You sent him away, didn’t you?”
“No. Yes. It’s complicated!” Erin wiped a bead of sweat from her upper lip. This was not going well.
“They’re our friends. Why would you make them leave?”
Erin closed her eyes and pressed her fingers to the lids. For some reason, she thought this might offer some relief.
“The three of us almost ended up as zombie snacks yesterday. Because of him. I can’t be responsible for you and him.”
Izzy’s cheeks were flushed now, splotchy and red.
“You always act like I can’t take care of myself.” Her voice raised in pitch and volume. “Stop treating me like a baby!”
“Then stop acting like one,” Erin yelled back.
Izzy bared her teeth.
“I hate you.”
And then she spun around and ran down the other side of the mound.
“Izzy, stop!”
She disappeared over the edge, and Erin had no choice but to follow again. She’d barely caught her breath from the first race, and her chest ached from the exertion. Erin half-ran, half-fell down the steeply pitched side of the mound. By some miracle, she reached the bottom and managed to keep herself upright.
Izzy was already halfway across the grassy field at the base of the mound, headed for a parking lot. Beyond that lay a creepy looking castle-like building. Erin called out again.
“Izzy!”
It was no use. The kid was pissed off and hurt and running like a bat out of hell. And rightly so, she supposed. She had really fucked things up.
Erin lagged behind, not by choice. It occurred to her that they hadn’t even eaten anything for breakfast that morning.
There was a large fence around the creepy castle, and Izzy followed along it instead of trying to find a way through. Erin was glad. Especially after passing a sign that read “West Virginia State Penitentiary — Rumored to be one of the most haunted places in America…” She couldn’t read the rest without falling further behind, but she got the gist. If not for the fence, the kid might have run straight inside. And Erin would have followed her, ghosts or no ghosts. She shivered at the thought.
Izzy was starting to lose steam, and Erin gained on her a few paces. They’d wandered into a residential area with maple trees lining the street. Every few seconds, Izzy would turn back to see that Erin was still in her wake. Izzy wiped at her face, smudging her cheek with dirt and tears.
“Go away!”
“Izzy, just stop for a minute,” Erin rasped.
“You stop!”
Each time Izzy turned away, Erin used what little stamina she had left to gallop forward, closing the gap bit by bit.
Izzy caught her closing in.
“Leave me alone! I’m going to find Marcus and then you can be by yourself! And you’ll be happier because you won’t have to take care of me all the time!”
“That’s not what I meant! If you would-”
Her words were cut off by a scream. Her own scream.
The ground opened and swallowed her up. At least that’s what it felt like for that split second when her foot lifted, traveled forward a step, and then came down expecting to meet solid ground but finding empty air instead.
The hole was knee-deep, and when her foot hit the bottom, it hit hard. Her teeth slammed together, and she felt the jolt of impact from her ankle up through her knee and hip.
The fall threw her off-balance. She tipped to the side, catching herself with her hands.
“Erin!”
Izzy scrambled back to where Erin was sprawled on the ground, still trying to figure out what happened.
Erin brushed the leaves that had concealed the hole away and… fuck, she hoped she hadn’t broken her ankle. It didn’t hurt exactly. There was a strange feeling of pressure and some tingling in her leg. Surely if she’d broken something, she’d be in pain, right?
“Are you OK?”
“Yeah,” Erin said, not sure if she was lying or not. “I just tripped. There was a hole buried under all these leaves.”
She was being extra gentle, trying to extract her foot without moving it too much, but it seemed to be stuck. She wiped away more leaves, and that’s when she saw the tree root protruding from the side of her right calf.
“Shit.”
And then the pain hit. Hot burning pain. Every nerve in her leg from the knee down screamed. It was like the injury wasn’t real until her eyes could see it.
“What?” Izzy said, leaning closer. Erin pushed her away lightly.
“Don’t look. It’s fine. I just… I need a second.”
Izzy’s voice trembled when she spoke again.
“It’s bad isn’t it? You wouldn’t tell me not to look if it wasn’t really bad. I’m sorry, Erin! I didn’t mean all those things I said.”
Erin shushed her. Even through the pain she felt oddly calm. Was she in shock? Or was the fact that Izzy was so upset keeping her cool?
She cleared more leaves away and that’s when she started to notice how strange the hole was. It was oddly symmetrical, with clean, straight edges. Like it had been dug intentionally. And around the edges, there were more broken tree roots. Except the ends of the roots didn’t look broken. They almost looked… sharpened.
Like stakes.
“Ffffffuck,” Erin said under her breath, head swiveling around now, realizing that this wasn’t a random hole she’d stepped in. It was a trap.
“What is it?”
“It’s nothing, it’s-”
And then she heard it. Whistling.
Someone was coming.
“Izzy, run.”
“Maybe it’s Marcus.”
“It’s not Marcus,” Erin whispered, certain of it somehow. “You have to run.”
“You’re coming with me!”
Izzy tugged at Erin’s arm.
“I can’t! I’m stuck.”
“I’ll help you,” Izzy said, clawing at the leaves and at Erin’s leg. She gasped a little when she saw the sharpened stick that seemed to disappear into the denim of Erin’s jeans. Erin saw her take a little breath, steeling herself. She grasped Erin’s leg and pulled, trying to free her from the stake. The pain was so intense, things went black for a moment. Her head swam, and she thought she might throw up. Erin shoved her hand in her mouth to stifle the groan of pain.
“Stop, Izzy! Just go.”
The momentary calm left Izzy, and she started to sob.
“I’m not leaving you!”
“You have to. Now!” Erin pulled her bag off her shoulders. Her hands were shaking. The heat in her leg had vanished. Now it felt cold and wet. “Take this and run. Don’t look back. Just run.”
Izzy gazed down at the bag. The whistling was getting closer.
“If you get caught here with me, we’re both dead. Do you understand?”
Izzy blinked and seemed to make a decision then. She squeezed Erin’s arm once before sprinting around the side of a house.
Just in nick of time, too. He was close now. Erin could hear his feet scuffling along the pavement.
Erin’s eyelids fluttered closed, and she slumped forward in a motionless heap.



 
 
 
Baghead
 
Little Rock, Arkansas
9 years, 128 days after
 
His shoulder blades pressed into something soft. That was the first thing that bobbed to the surface of his consciousness, those sharp bones slicing at a cushion of some type. It wasn’t a mattress, he somehow knew, but it felt pretty good.
A soothing feeling ran the length of his spine. All of those weary muscles finally allowed some rest, some relaxation. All of the tight places given a chance to loosen a little. To let go.
He must be sprawled out somewhere, reclining on his back. He pictured himself on a cot, maybe in some kind of makeshift hospital or doctor’s office, people bustling past, glancing away from their clipboards to check on him before jotting down a few notes. He could hear the sound of the pen scribbling on the paper, little swirls and lines. Dotted I’s and crossed T’s.
But no. That couldn’t be right. All of that was over. No pens. No clipboards. No cots or nurses or doctors. Not anymore.
Something lay against his right side, too. From shoulder to foot, it was there. Solid. Straight. Like a wall closing him in.
And in his mind’s eye, he no longer saw himself on a cot. He saw himself laid out in a coffin. He wore a suit and tie, but he still had the filthy canvas bag over his head, pennies placed inside the eyeholes to cover his eyes. The thought disturbed him. Not enough to wake him up, but it disturbed him, made a nausea creep over him.
The breath rushed in and out of him, and he listened to it. The wind whistled just a little through his nostrils, and there seemed a long gap between exhales and inhales. But it was the sound of life he knew. Respiration. The faintest heartbeat keeping time somewhere below that. The sounds of life, not death.
Other sounds joined those of his breathing eventually. Metal scraped asphalt, and then smaller metal tinkles and taps followed that. There was a hum and a hiss. A machine? It seemed so unlikely. It almost sounded like a coffee machine without the gurgle. All but his breathing sounded far away. He wondered if they were even real.
After a time, he slept again. He did not dream.
 
“Please, I had no choice,” a voice said.
The sound stirred him, the fear it conveyed somehow contagious. He opened his eyes, blinked a few times, but he saw only blackness.
Was the voice real? He thought so. It was hard to be sure, but he thought so.
All was quiet for a long stretch, and the warmth of sleep crawled back into his cheeks, eventually reaching his eyelids and coaxing them back toward slumber.
Just as his eyes drifted closed, a beam of light flickered above him for just a second and was gone. Confusing. He couldn’t make sense of what little he saw.
“You don’t understand. He was going to kill me. I had no options.”
The voice sounded muffled. Congested. On the other side of a window, maybe.
“I helped you. I helped you carry him, helped you carry the tires, helped you get them on the rims. Doesn’t that count for something? Doesn’t that make us even?”
The smell bloomed around him all at once just then like his nose woke up a touch slower than everything else. He placed the odor right away. He was in the Delta 88. Sprawled in the backseat, most likely.
Even though he was certain this was the car by smell alone, he moved his legs a little, trying to determine by feel or by sound if that metal cooler lay beneath them. He couldn’t really muster enough movement to tell for sure.
He clawed at the surface instead, his fingernails catching on that shitty blanket Delfino had draped over the upholstery back here. Yep. This was it.
The chatter outside had continued while he focused on these little tests, though he hadn’t paid it much mind. He knew without really thinking about it that the stranger had been pleading for his life. He also had a pretty good feel for how that request was likely to be met.
“I’m begging you. Please. Show me the slightest mercy.”
Delfino’s voice murmured something. Baghead couldn’t tell for sure, but it sounded like he said, “Look away.”
A single gunshot cracked, and he heard the metallic ring of it echoing off the car, off the windows, a high pitched tone that seemed to hang in the air for a long moment. The body flopped to the ground a beat later with a heavy sound like someone dropping a forty-pound bag of potatoes on a tiled floor.



 
 
 
Teddy
 
Moundsville, West Virginia
266 days after
 
Surveying his traps once more, he’d thought the voices were just the wind, just his imagination. That happened sometimes. He was sure there were people out there, yelling and carrying on, but it was only in his head. He whistled to make them go away. Sometimes it worked. Sometimes it didn’t.
He was still whistling when he saw her – a scrawny thing knee deep in one of the Apache foot traps. She lay motionless, the free leg crumpled underneath her.
He hustled up and then slowed once he was near. He needed to be careful. They fought sometimes. Clawed and gouged and screamed.
He looked down into the muddy hole, saw the way the pointed stake speared her calf all the way through. It had gotten her pretty good. She must have passed out from the pain.
Now he took tiny steps forward, inching closer and closer. He extended a foot and jabbed it under her armpit. She didn’t move.
He fought the urge to kneel right then and brush the hair back from her face to get a look at her, but he liked what he could see. He needed to do this right.
He waited a moment, stuck his toe into her ribs again. Still nothing.
Now he squatted and reached his hands down into the opening to grip her calf. Her muscles were firm. Toned. She seemed different from the others. Special.
The opening in her leg made wet noises like a mouth when he pulled it away from the stake. It seemed to go on for so long, the penetration so deep.
She moaned as it came out, and he recoiled, readying a fist to subdue her again if need be. She stayed out.
He fished a rag out of his jacket pocket to tie around the wound. He’d let one of the girls who stepped in the bear trap bleed out once. He knew the result was the same either way, but that one never sat right with him. It felt like a waste.
With the leg free and the wound wrapped, he cupped her under the armpits and started to lift, the dead weight hanging free from his hands.
Then she bucked, flopping free from his grip. Suddenly the ragdoll wasn’t a ragdoll anymore.
She wheeled around and lurched at him, fingers latching around his wrists, nails piercing his flesh. He jerked back, tripping over his own feet and falling on his ass.
The girl hobbled the other direction, but she was too slow. He fiddled at his belt and caught her within a couple of steps.
The hatchet rose up to head height and plummeted, one little tap on the skull that knocked her out for real this time.



 
 
 
Ray
 
Outskirts of Washington D.C.
360 days after
 
The audience’s chatter cut out as soon as Ray set foot on the stage. He stood there before them now, motionless. Frozen. He went lightheaded, a tingle prickling over his scalp. It wasn’t stage fright. He didn’t think he was capable of that. Blood roared in his ears.
“A man does funny things when his soul is sick,” he said. He’d meant to say something about tolerance, had tumbled around a loose sermon about it all day in his thoughts, but something else blurted out instead. The words didn’t really register until he’d said them aloud. Now he had to make them work.
“A man loses pieces of himself when his soul is sick from bad decisions. Sometimes the pieces are small. Sometimes they’re bigger than what’s left. One bad choice is all it takes sometimes. One bad choice can send a man on a dark path. It’s how a good man becomes a common thief, even a murderer. He doesn’t just go bad one day. It happens in stages. He makes a bad choice, maybe a series of bad choices, and he finds himself on that path without even realizing it, progressing toward things he never thought himself capable of, pulled that way as if by a magnetic force.”
He bit his lip a little bit on purpose, hoping the pain would pull him out of this sleepy lightheadedness a bit. He couldn’t tell whether or not it worked.
They’d set up a bigger tent, but it wasn’t enough. The crowd stretched out into the sunlight beyond the place where the canvas ended. The people out there shielded their eyes with cupped hands, waiting to see what miracle would transpire when the talking ended.
“When the world got sick, and when the mushroom clouds sprouted from the land, and when the dead rose up to walk the Earth, we all made choices, didn’t we? Soul wrenching decisions. Life and death decisions. There were no good choices in many cases, no good options. We tried to make the best of the bad choices available to us, most of us, the lesser of two evils if you prefer, the best we could do at the time, in the moment.”
The dizziness still shimmered in his skull like electrical current, and yellow static flickered in the corners of his eyes when he blinked. It was a strange faint feeling, almost like that itch one gets in their nose before a sneeze but deep in his skull instead.
“Maybe our souls are sick even still. Even now. But we can heal. If we want it, we can heal.”
He didn’t choose these words. They just poured out like the sweat draining down his forehead. It felt like they were beamed to him from somewhere else.
“Damnation is the fate worse than death. That’s where the dark path leads, but we still have choices to make, opportunities to right ourselves, to correct our paths. The healing starts tonight. If you want it.”
He signaled and the music kicked in. A tambourine accompanied the banjo and guitars this time, sizzling out a beat that almost sounded like an angry insect keeping the meter of the music, Ray thought. Still, the sound seemed to wake him up some. The tingle along his scalp subsided if only a little.
The line of fake sick stretched out a little longer than last time, and the clapping and dancing seemed to carry on with greater gusto. He clapped along himself between placing his hands on those people passing him by.
They’d set up in the same spot as last time. Several of the council members had suggested they move to another city or at least another location, but Ray insisted a second show here. Let people come back a second time and bring friends, and they’d really have a platform for word of mouth. Next time they’d set up elsewhere. More than two viewings, and some people might start to get skeptical enough to voice it, but he thought one more show here made the most sense.
Louis estimated the crowd at over 1,000 this time, maybe as many as 1,500, so Ray’s instinct seemed likely to have paid off. If this transition resulted in a coinciding spike in the people showing up at the gates, they’d probably need to use this big tent for temporary housing.
It was a huge circus tent held up by a steel frame, but it was damaged. Patching the canvas was no problem, but about a third of the structural frame had been sheared off or otherwise damaged to the point of uselessness. Louis managed to throw together a fix with a couple wooden support beams in the dodgy places. Not perfect, but it made the tent functional, which seemed to be good enough for the time being.
Ray was always impressed with Louis’s woodwork, too. Very neat.
The people all seemed in motion now when he looked out at them. Even among the areas without dancers, heads bobbed and hands flicked up to rub eyelids and scratch chins. A teeming multitude of humanity thrashed before him, a writhing wild thing. He could almost imagine them crawling over each other like crabs trying to escape a bucket.
When he’d finished healing the line of fakers, Phyllis made her entrance. She was a heavyset woman who wore pastel sweaters and clunky glasses. To Ray, her expression always looked deeply sad, even when she smiled. He thought maybe it was because of her down-turned eyes, but he wasn’t sure.
Just like that moment before the wheelchair gag, Ray felt his Adam’s Apple wobble. It seemed to climb higher in his throat. Again he felt that pang of misgiving, that jolt of desire to call this thing off. He ignored it.
The guitars cut off, then the banjo. The tambourine rang out a few solo jingles before it too went still.
Phyllis was the first to emerge. She helped two men wheel the hospital bed through the canvas slit that led backstage. They struggled a little to navigate the ramp, everyone needing to change positions midstream to coax the wheels over the raised lip. The small figure occupying the bed jostled with each bump and swivel, but he remained motionless.
A hush fell over the crowd as they watched this scene unfold. The voices reduced to whispers and then to silence. All dancing subsided.
The boy lay motionless on the bed, his neck slumped forward all the way so his chin touched his chest. His eyelids looked swollen and dark, the skin beneath them bunched into raised bags as purple as plums. The shade stood in glaring contrast to the pale skin of his cheeks. Ray didn’t know who did the makeup, but he found it convincing and quite striking.
They wheeled out to center stage and turned the bed so the slouched boy faced the audience. His head shimmied along with the bed’s final rotation, revealing how limp the child’s muscles were.
The men who’d helped with the move walked back down the ramp and disappeared once more into that gashed spot in the canvas.
This was it. Just Ray, Phyllis and the unconscious child remained on stage, and any opportunity to back out of this had passed.
“What do we have here?” Ray said.
“This is Sam,” Phyllis said. “He turns nine in September. He’s been in a coma for months – just over seven months.”
She’d stumbled there but caught herself. His only note to her going in was to be specific. “Seven months” has a lot more authenticity than the vaguer “months.”
“I see. And is this your boy?”
She shook her head, smiling that sad smile.
“I’ve been taking of care of him, but his parents are… they’re……”
“His parents didn’t make it.”
“That’s right.”
“Do you know how this happened? Any medical explanation you can give?”
“I’ve consulted multiple doctors, and they couldn’t tell me much in terms of what might have caused his condition.”
“What about brain function? Sometimes in a coma, the body is still alive, but the brain isn’t.”
“Without access to all of the equipment, we just don’t know. But the doctors all told me that he’s very unlikely to ever walk or talk again.”
Ray nodded and let the silence linger again. The atmosphere struck him as graver than last time, which made sense. A coma with no end in sight was a more dire fate than a wheelchair. He knew he needed to play up the hopelessness a bit.
He turned to the audience.
“This kind of things is… I… I don’t know if this will work, but I’d like to try. This will require a great deal of concentration to stand a chance, and I’d ask for silence if you would. Like I said last time, pray along if you’d like. Way I see it, it can only help.”
Phyllis stepped back, standing off to the far side of the stage with the musicians.
Ray kneeled next to the bed, his head bowed in reverence. He remained motionless in that position for a long time, just discerning the rise and fall of the boy’s chest along the edge of his vision.
Finally he lifted his head, and his left hand drifted to the child’s forehead in slow motion. His fingers cupped the temple and the edge of his brow, and the curved front of the skull nestled into his palm. He pushed the head back, lifting the chin from where it rested on the chest and settling the boy back into the pillow.
With his hand still attached to the forehead, Ray leaned back like he did last time. He faced the ceiling, his eyes closed. A deep breath filled his lungs in slow motion, once more inflating his torso, seeming to lift him off the floor.
He froze at the crest, at that moment when it felt like his lungs may be about to burst. He held it, ribcage quivering just a touch, and then he released.
His head sank as the air rushed out of him, and he let his hand slip from the boy’s forehead and tumble to his side as limp as a falling power line. He stayed hunched over, breath puffing in and out of him.
In slow motion, he lifted his eyes to look at the sick child who remained totally still. He grimaced, and then he put his hand on the metal handle on the side of the bed. The people in the audience probably couldn’t hear the sound of his ring tapping that round piece of steel, Ray figured, but the kid did. That was the signal.
The boy’s eyes snapped open. He stared straight ahead for a long moment, and then he blinked a few times.
The crowd gasped all together, that frightened scraping sound of air sucked in too quickly times a thousand. Ray had to fight off a smile. Whispers followed the gasp, hushed, exasperated sounds.
The child’s eyeballs swiveled to take in his surroundings, and he cleared his throat a couple of times. His lips moved. He was about to talk. The whispers in the crowd swelled into shushes and then stopped. The preacher’s shoulders still moved as though breathing heavily, but he pantomimed it soundlessly now, not wanting to interrupt the atmosphere.
Silence rang out for a long moment before the boy spoke.
“Can I get a chocolate milkshake?”
The hush held out for a split second, and then everyone laughed. And laughed. They gurgled out that chaotic laughter only possible just after a reverent moment. It seemed out of control but still had an undertone somehow more relieving than unpleasant.
Ray stood, and he looked upon the faces. Mouths opened. Fingers smeared tears away from eyelids. Another miracle served up just as planned.
He glanced at the boy who now scratched at the back corner of his head. The only direction they’d given the boy was to say his line loud enough for everyone to hear and to pretend the audience wasn’t there. He’d nailed it, of course. They’d debated the joke quite a bit. It was Ray’s idea, and he had to insist on it. The council didn’t get it.
He was still looking at the boy when the gunshot rang out.



 
 
 
Erin
 
Moundsville, West Virginia
266 days after
 
Erin tried to open her eyes, but the best she could manage was a fluttering of the eyelids before a wave of dizziness came over her. She saw enough to register that it was night. Or maybe a dark room. Wherever she was, there wasn’t a lot of light.
The ground beneath her was cold and hard. And smooth. Cement?
She sensed that her thoughts weren’t quite right. They seemed slow. Hazy. She couldn’t remember where she was or how she’d gotten there. Couldn’t get her short term memory in order.
She decided to lay still. Let the floaty, lightheaded feelings pass.
Her consciousness seemed to ebb and flow. There was a steady dripping sound coming from somewhere to her left, and like the beat of a metronome, it lulled her into a trance. How much time passed then, she didn’t know.
The sound of something scraping on the floor near her feet jolted her out of the daze. She came fully awake and the panic hit. She still wasn’t sure what she was panicking over, but she had more of a sense that something bad had happened.
Izzy. Where was Izzy?
Her eyes snapped open, but now it was darker than before. Almost pitch black. Another sound, this time something like breathing near her ear, caused her to jump. Something brushed against her cheek, and she inhaled sharply.
The darkness moved, and she realized that the room wasn’t pitch black like she thought. Something had been between her and the light, blocking it from her view.
No, she thought, as she heard the breathing sound again and felt a rough finger stroke the side of her face.
Not something.
Someone.



 
 
 
Lorraine
 
Outskirts of Washington D.C.
360 days after
 
A few screams followed just after the gunfire, shrill and harsh. And then the rest of the crowd erupted all at once. They thrashed toward the mouth of the tent, over a thousand people trying to funnel out of a gap about ten feet wide.
Lorraine stood motionless amidst them. She looked past the human wreckage to the stage. The boy climbed down from the bed and disappeared. She couldn’t see Ray.
Her heart beat hard enough that it seemed to shake her left eyelid with every thud. She wouldn’t let herself think the worst, even the remote possibility was off limits to the part of her brain that formed pictures. She would just go see. No fear. No anticipation of any result. She would just look and worry about the rest after.
She realized that she could still hear the gunshot, now a high pitched wail, a ringing in her ears as though they insisted on holding onto the sound. The gunshot. Singular. Maybe that was another reason for hope. She needed to move. The thought seemed to dislodge her feet from the floor.
The crowd pushed and pulled itself every direction at once. People pumped their knees and elbows to knife through the swell of humanity. Some were pulled underneath the raging mess and trampled. Hopefully just bruised and not broken, Lorraine thought.
She fought against the stream now, trying to get to the stage rather than away from it. Every step forward pressed her person into the sweaty mass of limbs and torsos. Hips and shoulders bumped her, glancing blows that slowed her, knocked her off balance. The people all seemed to be falling the opposite direction, pulled by the weight of everyone else instead of taking steps and choosing their path. They rolled by like the tide surging up onto the beach, and she pressed against the current, heading out to sea.
A fat man lowered his shoulder to try to bulldoze right through her. She tried to step around him, but there was no room for it. The corner of his collarbone ground into her sternum like the claw of a hammer. The force knocked her legs out from under her right away. In any other situation, she’d have been planted flat on her back, but her shoulder blades collided into the people behind her, which propped her up long enough to get her balance. The crowd itself held her upright, and she got her footing back.
Without thinking she threw an uppercut that clobbered him in the throat, hips unwinding into one big right hand that dropped him on his belly before her. He bounced back up, choking, fingers scrabbling at his Adam’s apple. Before she could wonder whether he was OK or not, he was gone, disappearing into the waves of people crashing the other way.
Something cracked then, the distinct sound of wood splintering, and movement caught her eye. One of Louis’s makeshift support poles got knocked out, and a section of tent collapsed to the left of the stage. The canvas drifted down in slow motion like someone changing the sheets on a bed. People scurried like rodents, clambering out from under it as though it would smother them, metal chairs tumbling along with them.
She shuffled forward, slowly but surely. The contact was still pretty constant, like navigating a mosh pit, but it seemed to be clearing. She stayed low to keep her balance and looked out toward her destination. The stage was a little closer. Still, she scanned the area and couldn’t see Ray. Nothing moved up there.
She felt the heat in her face now, the wet hot warmth that filled her cheeks. That scared her somehow. The panic was like a wave in the air, a flash of fever that slicked them all with sweat, made all of them twitter and jabber and scramble. And now it had gotten to her, too.
She advanced a few more steps, squeezed between two younger guys she recognized from the camp, and the fervor around her let up. Suddenly the people between her and the stage were docile. Nearly motionless. Just standing and staring. These were the quiet ones who stayed back, stayed patient — either too smart or too scared to charge into the melee. Maybe some of both. And yet, they weren’t much easier to deal with. It was like weaving through a herd of cows that didn’t want to move.
An image took shape in her head of her pushing one over — cow-tipping, essentially — and watching it knock a single file line of others over like dominoes, creating a perfect pathway to the stage. Instead she elbowed past them and turned sideways to squeeze between others.
Finally she hit a clearing and ran the last few steps, bouncing up onto the platform. The stage was empty save for the vacant hospital bed. For a second that made her breath hitch in her throat, but no. It was a good thing, probably. If he were shot, Ray would probably still be lying here, wouldn’t he?
She turned, rushed toward the smaller slit in the canvas that led into the backstage area and pushed through it.
Bright light blinded her as she navigated the gap between the big tent and the smaller one. The sunlight attacked her eyeballs, forcing her eyelids down to the narrowest of slits. And then the light changed again as she pushed through another opening into the smaller tent.
Shade surrounded her again. Pink blotches filled the air where the light had burned shapes into her retinas. They floated around her, filling in all of the places she tried to look.
Ray slowly came into focus, the boy next to him.
“Everyone OK?” she said.
“We’re fine,” the preacher said. “Not looking too good on the milkshake, though.”
A choked chuckle gurgled out of her even as she rolled her eyes at the joke, but more than anything, she felt relief.
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Moundsville, West Virginia
266 days after
 
She tried to get up, but she was reclined in an awkward position with her arms stretched over her head for some reason. This had caused her arms and hands to go asleep. They were so numb she couldn’t feel them.
She pushed with both legs, forgetting her injury. White hot pain shot through her leg, and she fell backward against what felt like a large pipe. A wave of nausea hit her so hard she dry-heaved.
Tears blurred her vision, and she tried to blink the moisture away from her lashes while she caught her breath. It was coming back to her now. Running after Izzy and stepping in the trap. And then the man came, and she supposed he must have knocked her out and brought her here. Wherever “here” was.
Her eyes began to adjust to the low light. He was crouched in front of a door, watching her, mouth open.
She tried to move away from him, being more careful of her injured leg this time, and found that the reason she couldn’t feel her arms was because they’d been chained to the large pipe above her. With a bit of awkward wriggling, she was able to scoot backward, dragging the handcuffs along the pipe, until her back rested against the wall.
There was a hitch in the man’s breath, a throaty little click, but she couldn’t tell if it was fear or amusement or just a random mouthbreather noise.
She tried to figure the situation in such a way that she wasn’t completely fucked.
She assumed it was his trap she’d fallen into. His hole filled with sharpened sticks.
OK. So he was trying to trap things. That seemed pretty bad. If they were out in the country where he could catch a deer or something, it might make sense. But in the middle of a city?
Yep. She was fucked.
Unless… maybe they were zombie traps.
And maybe it was just an accident that he’d caught a live girl.
So maybe he brought her back here to help her.
But then why the handcuffs?
She started to panic again and had to work to calm herself down.
Well, maybe he was as scared of her as she was of him. If she’d had a pair of cuffs, would she have restrained Marcus when they’d first found him? Maybe. Probably. Definitely.
But then why the creepy dungeon-like room? However little she trusted Marcus early on, she wouldn’t have brought him here. Into this mildewy cell.
God, what was wrong with her? She was sitting there in some psycho’s torture lair, and she was having this long-ass internal monologue with herself while the creep sat three feet away from her. He must have fucked her up when he hit her in the head.
What were you supposed to do for a concussion? Had she read that in the emergency first aid book? She couldn’t remember just now.
Fuck. She was doing it again. Getting lost in her thoughts.
OK.
She needed to do something. Should she talk to him? Was that what he was waiting for?
She licked her lips, tasting blood where she must have bit into her lip at some point.
“What do you want?”
There it was again. That hitch in the breath. She waited for a response. What she got instead was not what she’d been expecting.
He laughed. A wheezing chuckle.
The hair on the back of her neck stood out, and a little shiver of fear went through her. And that made her angry.
“I asked you a question, you fucking creep! What do you want?”
He stopped laughing and came toward her. Despite herself, she flinched, pressing herself further into the corner, shrinking away from him, unable to hide her terror.
He squatted close, hand outstretched. She got a whiff of him and almost gagged. He smelled like blood and death and rot. Like one of them. But he wasn’t. He breathed and laughed and whistled.
The tips of his fingers brushed against her hair and then grazed her throat. But instead of choking her like she’d anticipated, his hand paused there, pressing gently into the flesh.
It dawned on her that he was feeling her pulse. And something about that frightened her most of all. She used her chin to nudge his hand away and kicked her good leg at him. She only managed a glancing blow, and he wheezed out a laugh again and patted her head.
Then he stood and went to the door, looking back once on the prey he’d chained to the pipe, before he passed over the threshold and closed the door behind him.
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The Compound
1 year, 7 days after
 
Ray was pleased. In a certain way, he was glad for the assassination attempt. It put a scare in him, of course. Looking at the evidence later, however, revealed that the bullet hole in the tent’s canvas was so far off the mark that it probably wasn’t a legitimate assassination attempt at all. An accident? A prank? He didn’t know, but he got over the notion of any real threat to himself quickly.
He was glad for it, though, because it was the push they needed to secure the camp a little more. People could have their guns outside of the perimeter, but they needed to check them into the armory upon re-entry. The so-called assassination attempt made the necessity of that plain for everyone to see.
Of course, there’d still been grumbling. Cataloging the weapons had been a huge endeavor, and then every cabin was searched and cleared as well. Nobody was happy about armed strangers digging through their things, though only a handful left camp over the ordeal.
The shooting did nothing to deter the spike in their recruiting efforts. Ray figured it might have even helped, given some sense of urgency to the word of mouth. More people poured into camp. The number of newcomers hadn’t dipped below three figures in the twelve days since the last healing.
The circus tent filled much of the field to the south now, and many of the refugees slept there for the time being. The ones without blankets huddled against each other in the dead of night when the wet chill filled the air.
The council wanted more.
“We’ve been brainstorming where to take the show next,” Phyllis had said at the last meeting. “We’ve heard about groups in Pennsylvania and New Jersey.”
Ray was already shaking his head. “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves here. Growing too fast will do more harm than good.”
Phyllis squirmed in her chair, eyes blinking rapidly.
“You’re not suggesting we postpone the next show? Obviously we should strike again while we have the momentum going.”
There were murmurs of agreement from the other women.
Ray sighed. “We’re already over capacity. We need to build up the infrastructure and get organized before the next road trip.”
“But-” Phyllis started but he held up a hand to interrupt.
“Let’s put a pin in that for the time being. I can do a couple shows here on the grounds. We’ll get the next round of construction planned and under way. And then, when the time is right, we’ll go back out.”
“Maybe we should take a vote,” Phyllis said.
Another councilwoman seconded that.
“Yes. A vote.”
Ray had folded his hands in his lap and leaned back in his seat.
“That’s fine,” he said. Phyllis beamed and sat up a little straighter, but he wasn’t finished.
“That is, so long as you all can figure out a way to physically drag me there. Force me to put on the show. Somehow compel me to perform fake miracles. If so, you’re welcome to take your little vote, and do as you like. Otherwise, we’ll wait.”
And that was the end of it. For now, anyway.
The council was becoming a problem. He needed to change that.
Ray and Lorraine walked the trail behind the house up on the hill. The dirt path sliced a brown line through the woods and tall grass here. This was one of the few places that they could be outside and have some privacy with four-figures-worth of people living in camp, and so it had become part of their morning ritual.
The air was still thick from the humidity that saturated it in the night. Ray could tell it was going to be hot today, muggy and miserable. It wasn’t yet, though. The humidity actually seemed to make it feel cool for the moment — like a fall evening in the bleachers, waiting for a high school football game to kick off.
Ray looked upon Lorraine, trying to figure the right words to ask her for what he wanted. She was showing now, her belly fuller and rounder than it’d been before. She was self-conscious about it of late, complaining that the way her navel protruded made it look like she was carrying around a roast turkey with a pop-up timer button.
“Seems like heads have finally cooled as far as the gun thing,” Ray said. “It just makes sense, though. We’re all safe inside the perimeter. No reason to have guns around here with all the new faces. Don’t know why I’m telling you. Guess I’ve just got the excuse locked and loaded with so many people nagging me about it lately.”
“Phyllis and the search team found two more concealed today,” Lorraine said.
“Handguns?”
“Yeah. Just small stuff. Nothing too drastic, but yeah. One in the floorboards. Another one nestled in the ashes of a wood burning stove. Seems the most popular hiding spot for whatever reason.”
“And we’re still not punishing anyone for violations, right?”
“Technically, we’re not.”
“Technically?”
“Publicly, their punishment is pending. We want to leave that hanging over their heads, you know? If everyone knows there’s no punishment, then there may as well be no rule. But privately, we’re consenting to your wish for total clemency. For now.”
Ray nodded. He didn’t like the idea of Phyllis and friends going door to door to ravage cabins like the Gestapo, but he also didn’t like the idea of getting shot much, either.
“You think she enjoys it?”
“Who? Phyllis?”
“Seems like she gets a charge out of it to me, banging on the doors and rummaging through people’s things. Seems like she gets off on the authority, the power.”
He scratched his chin before he completed the thought.
“She does it with a grin is all, like a sadistic gym teacher making kids run laps until they puke.”
“I wouldn’t… I mean… It’s not that… What I’m trying to say is that it’s better her than us.”
“How’s that?”
“If we were the ones carrying out the searches, it could hurt us. It could hurt morale around camp, you know? Especially if it were you. Everyone admires you, looks up to you. Maybe that fades if you’re invading their space and confiscating their weapons. You follow me?”
“Yeah, I guess that’s a fair enough point. So we do what leaders have always done, I suppose. We use a layer of bureaucracy to insulate ourselves from our deeds. It’s a brave new world, eh?”
“It just makes sense, Ray. You’ve got enough on your plate as it is. You can’t do it all yourself.”
He grunted a sound that conveyed halfhearted agreement.
The wind picked up for a second, and the ferns rustled against each other. He liked it out here. If it weren’t so hot out by noon every day, he’d spend more time on this trail, away from all the people.
“I know you’re not going to like this,” he said. “And I know you have your reasons for that particular point of view, but understand that I have mine, too.”
“Let’s hear it.”
“I’d like Jones to become part of the council.”
“Jones, as in the creep?”
“The men in camp look up to him. They show him respect. I think he has innate leadership qualities that could be valuable to us, and I think he earned a seat at the table when we got attacked down there. Most of the people in camp weren’t around to witness it, but they’ve all heard the story.”
Lorraine kicked at a rock, and they watched it tumble off the trail and disappear into the grass.
“Well, you were right about one thing,” she said. “I don’t like it.”
“Don’t you think there should be a man or two on the council? Just for appearances, I mean. I’d like Jones to be that man.”
“I see what you mean, and if it were anyone else I’d be with you. But it’s not any other guy. It’s Jones. The one who makes my skin crawl. The one who makes the hair on the back of my neck stand up whenever his eyes meet mine. He’s not right.”
“He’s a damned hero. You weren’t there, alright? He risked his life to save us. If we can’t trust the guy who does something like that, how can we trust anyone?”
“I trust Louis. He may not be as violent as Jones, but the men look up to him some, too, don’t they?”
“It’s not the same. I like Louis, too. I wouldn’t mind him being the second man on the council, but Jones must be the first.”
They stopped walking to clear a few dead branches off the trail and toss them into the brush, one large maple limb and a smattering of smaller bits that splintered off upon impact. Ray did most of the work, but pregnant or not, Lorraine insisted on throwing a few as well.
It felt good to work, to let all those cords in his arms pull taut. It got his heart beating, and sweat glistened on the back of his neck.
Soon, the path was clear again, and they pressed forward.
“If you absolutely insist on Jones, then I will agree to it,” she said. “I don’t like it. Not a bit. But I guess part of the deal is negotiating with personalities that you don’t mesh with, finding a way to make it work. Give me some time, though — maybe a few weeks — to work on Phyllis and the others before we make it official. Everything will go a bit more smoothly if we introduce the idea slowly rather than all at once.”
“That’s fine. I’d still need to talk to Jones about it anyway.”
“You still planning on keeping the next faith healing on the grounds?”
“Yeah. We’ll take a break for a while yet. With the guns all locked up, we can go light on the security and feel pretty safe. We’ll go out on the road before long, but I want to let the assassination talk die down first.”
“And you’re sure that the guards within the perimeter shouldn’t carry?”
“Nah. We’ll just keep it simple. No guns inside the fences. The guys manning the gates and towers will be armed, and that’s it. Less chance for anything crazy to happen, I think.”
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She had to pee. She swung her head around the little room, looking for a bucket. There wasn’t one. It occurred to her that she probably wouldn’t have been able to pull off a bucket maneuver with her hands chained like this anyway. What was she supposed to do? Piss herself?
Maybe this was a nightmare. It had to be, right? It couldn’t be real. That’s the kind of thing that would happen in a dream, too. When she had to go to the bathroom, she often dreamed she couldn’t find one.
The floor was uncomfortable, too. She tried to push with both legs to adjust her position, and nauseating pain clawed its way up from the wound on her leg. Nope. Not a dream.
She thought about calling out to the man. Telling him she had to go. Plus, if he unchained her, it could be a chance for escape. Or maybe he wouldn’t take the risk. Maybe he’d insist on helping her. She imagined him fumbling with the button on her jeans, sliding her pants down.
No. No way. She’d piss herself before she asked him for help. Before she let him touch her.
For now, she’d hold it. Even though her bladder was already starting to ache, she’d hold it.
What did he want? She could think of a few things, none of which she was willing to give.
She started to get pissed off. The world was empty now, plenty of resources for the few left if you were willing to make an effort, and this fucker chose to spend his time preying on people? What kind of sick fuck? And he wasn’t the only one. She knew he wasn’t. They were all over the place. Thieving, killing, raping.
And she was here because she was too stubborn to tell Marcus to stay. If she hadn’t brought up their stupid deal, none of this would have happened. She felt the sting of tears and stomped her good foot into the ground in rage.
What the hell was she going to do? If she didn’t figure something out — now — she was going to die here.
 
People on TV picked handcuffs all the time. She’d never picked a lock before, and suddenly wished she’d taken Izzy more seriously all those times she talked about it, instead of always thinking of her as a brick dragging her down. A lump formed in her throat again.
No. No more fucking crying. Crying wasn’t going to help anything.
Everything else seemed so long ago now. All those days spent biking from house to house, scavenging for food and supplies. She’d thought that was hard. Almost too hard. She’d complained about it. Stayed up at night worrying about it. But the truth was that had been easy.
Avoiding people like the men on the overpass and now this Texas Chainsaw Massacre motherfucker… that was proving to be the hard part about surviving.
She squirmed into a seated position and angled herself toward the pipe in a way that allowed blood to flow into her arms and hands again. She expected pins and needles, maybe even the kind that tickled a little as the feeling came back and made you laugh and cringe at the same time. But no. It was pain. Stabbing aches that ran all the way to her spine. She could barely stand it, but she couldn’t stop it either. She squeezed her eyes shut and kept her arms and hands moving, trying to speed the process along.
When the pain subsided, and the feeling was back in her fingers, she slumped against the pipe, head bowed. She was exhausted. Whatever plan she eventually came up with, she hoped it wouldn’t involve fighting her way out. Because she didn’t think she had the strength.
She took a few more steadying breaths and sat up again. She craned her neck, eyes squinting in the darkness, trying to see. It was a fruitless effort. There wasn’t enough light to see anything other than the crudest shapes in the dark. The pipe. Her feet. What looked like a water heater to her left.
Maneuvering so she could straddle the pipe, she let her bound hands touch the floor. It was dirty and cold. Her fingers crawled along, feeling for anything she might be able to use to pick the handcuffs. Her hands came upon something small and round in the corner of the room. She rolled it between her finger and thumb. A pellet from a BB gun. Or maybe a bead. No use for it that she could think of, but she tucked it back where she found it just in case.
Her hands went back to their search, brushing the filthy ground. While she scoured the area for a tool, she considered her options once she got free from the cuffs. Her eyes scanned the room once again. No window, only the door, which she studied now like there might be a pop quiz after lunch. It didn’t look like a real door, now that she thought about it. More like a gate on a privacy fence. Unfinished wood boards laid side by side. There were even gaps between some of the planks. And a bigger gap of several inches between the bottom of the door and the floor. Not enough to crawl under.
She rewound the events in her head, trying to remember what had happened when he left the room. There’d been a few metallic sounds. Scraping and clicking and rattling. Sounds that reminded her of something familiar. Something from school. Gym class, freshman year. Why? What could her ninth grade gym class possibly have in common with this basement torture chamber?
And then it came to her: padlocks. The regular lockers at her high school came equipped with built-in locks, but the gym lockers had separate removable locks. She felt a little burst of adrenaline from solving that puzzle, but it quickly subsided when she considered what she might do with the information, which was jack shit. Her mood sank lower.
No, she had to stay positive. No giving up. What did a padlock mean? It probably meant there wasn’t a real latch on the door. No knob. No deadbolt. Her eyes went to the door again. Maybe that didn’t matter anyway. A door like that should be easy to bust through. She tipped her head to one side.
OK, maybe “easy” was an overstatement. But compared to a normal door? Or a reinforced steel door? This was not an impenetrable fortress. This was a shitty little basement room with a shitty door with a shitty padlock. A hack job.
Temporary.
The word startled her a little. It meant he wasn’t planning on keeping her here long. That sent a little shudder through her. But it also made the decision for her. No time to waste screwing around. It was now or never.



 
 
 
Baghead
 
Little Rock, Arkansas
9 years, 128 days after
 
His jaw clenched in his sleep, the muscles knotting up, flexing and releasing over and over again. His teeth ground together, sounding like miniature rocks bashing and grating against each other in time with the jaw clenching, shaking bouts of violence in his mouth. His tongue slithered among all of this, the tip pressing into the roof of his mouth periodically like some mollusk poking around for a way out.
His eyes bucked and lurched in his head like they were trying to get away as well, the whites smearing against those thin flaps of skin that shrouded him from reality and held him in a dream.
Images flickered in his head, another silent film that never quite coalesced into a discernible narrative:
A ladder leaned against cracked vinyl siding. A dog’s tongue lolled out of the side of its mouth. A thumb tack penetrated a woman’s palm, jabbed all the way in. She pulled it out slowly and pried at the edge of the wound with her fingernails, thin sheets of skin peeling away like wet paper.
A crease deepened between his eyebrows as the dream imagery turned violent. A fold over the bridge of his nose that looked angry, aggressive, animalistic.
Need to wake up.
The pain came upon him in stages, more like a series of symptoms presenting themselves one after another than a simple physical feeling. This hurt was more elaborate. It was a process. The sweat came next.
The perspiration leeched out of his skin, droplets taking shape on his forehead, rising from the surface of his skin like the first shoots of plants poking up out of the ground. The beads grew in slow motion and drained down past his temples. Some flowed into each ear, winding their way through the curved folds of flesh, but most of the fluid got soaked up by the hair where his beard met the hair on his head.
I need to wake up.
Feeling came alive in his limbs then with a throb, an electric current of sensation that flowed up and down his nerves like they were power lines. All the switches had been flipped back to the “on” position. And it felt like his arm had gone through a meat slicer, that cleaved off place suddenly feeling ragged and raw, the flesh along the wound screaming out in agony. No more shock persisted to mute things, to numb away the aches and pains. Now the hurt was pure and raw and totally uncut. Even in his sleep he felt it.
His forearm felt taut, every muscle tightened and frozen in a permanent flex. The fist that wasn’t there was clenched tight somehow and stuck that way. He couldn’t help but twitch a bit, to squirm the incomplete arm in fits and starts like a newborn next to him. Even in his unconscious state, he couldn’t keep it still, couldn’t resist the urge to wriggle it, to adjust it, to try his damnedest to unclench that invisible fist at the end of it.
Eventually the towel wrapped over the wound caught on his belt buckle, and the fabric shifted over the wound, and the raw places reopened themselves where the towel pulled away, the pain screaming all the louder. It felt like rug burn on the inside, he thought, and that’s all he could picture: his bloody stump smearing over a rough piece of carpet, leaving a red streak behind.
Panicky feelings washed over him in waves as the hurt bloomed in the wounded stump. It had been painful before, but this was something else altogether. His teeth bit down as hard they could, and his chest convulsed a few times. His perspiration intensified, the sweat tingling with electricity on his top lip like it was pure adrenaline soaking his skin now as well as coursing through his veins.
He shuddered again, his torso quivering, his shoulders rattling his arms about. Breath scraped in and out of him now, dry and harsh in his throat, his chest rising and falling with growing speed.
Need to wake up.
Need to wake up.
Need to wake up.
He felt the sharpness again, the cold metal edge parting his flesh and muscle like deli meat, the cheap stuff that’s wet and heavy and pulls apart with ease like boiled ham. It seemed to him that feeling would always be with him, the way it felt when the blade passed through his wrist, a memory with a hair trigger, only needing the slightest touch to reappear, always ready and waiting to be replayed.
The dream reached for images to match the blade’s feeling and created one. A finger tip being flayed by a scalpel, the skin peeling back slowly, red meat visible in the tiny gap, a single droplet of blood swelling there. There was no context. Only that close up image of the metal slicing through the cylinder of flesh, that fingerprinted skin peeling back from the muscle and bone.
Little noises chirruped in his throat now. Sounds like those of a dog having a bad dream. Some were deep, closed-mouth grunts, others more like whimpers. All of them had that raspy, muffled sound to them. The sound of sleep itself, he thought.
Once more the Delta 88’s upholstery seemed to be breathing on him, blowing that stale cigarette scent into his nostrils with considerable force. The smell was everywhere, a cloud hanging in the gloom all around him, like he could feel it stinging along the rims of his eyelids, leaving a film on his lips and teeth where he grimaced in his slumber. A grime.
I can’t.
The dream image morphed to the burning window sill, the pink glow of the coals broken up by black lines, cracked areas that made the rest look like burning scales. His stumped appendage pressed to that place, that open wound kissing one of the cracks between two flakes of pink.
And he felt it again, the scream of the chopped place searing like a piece of pork on the grill. The flesh blistered, little opaque bubbles forming in it like snot. Rapidly blackened snot. It wasn’t just a bolt of pain. It wasn’t singular. There were layers, like a harmony occupying four notes at once rather than just one. This was a symphony of torment. Every kind of ache assailing him all at once.
He understood it now, though. They’d cauterized the wound to stop his bleeding. They’d burned that open place closed, melted that cave shut, cooked his wrist medium well.
He remembered the smell of it. Like burning human hair mixed with a sweet pork dish from a Chinese restaurant, one in particular that he couldn’t place. Not sweet and sour pork. He knew that. Maybe sesame pork? Something like that, anyway.
I can’t wake up.
His heart beat faster and faster, and his breathing went ragged, air catching on his epiglottis to create a throaty sound with each exhale.
His dream morphed to a cartoon monkey face, frightened, mouth hanging wide open, breathing in fast speed, little chest pulsating.
And then something touched him in real life, a hand on his shoulder. At first it merely gripped him, but after a second, it gave him a shake, fingers digging into that meat surrounding the ball and socket.
His confused dreams parted at last, the fevered images dissolving to black. His consciousness floated out of the blackness and into the light, and he was struck by the way his sense of sound changed, the high frequencies suddenly returning with such force it seemed as though there was a high-pitched ringing all around that he’d blocked out until just this moment.
“You all right?” a voice said.
It was Delfino, though he had to think about it a second to be sure.
“Yeah,” he said, his voice thick, still far from awake.
“Just finishing up as far as the tires,” the driver said. “We’re fixin’ to take off in a minute here.”
“Is she OK?”
Baghead didn’t truly consider the question until after it had passed through his lips, and then goose bumps sprouted along his forearms.
“Aw, she’s fine. She saved us, you know? Saved both of us. She’ll be ridin’ shotgun for a while here, if you don’t mind it too much.”
Baghead nodded, and he heard the friction of the driver’s jeans against the upholstery, that agitated noise of opposing textures rubbing at each other, and a click followed as the door closed behind him.
Everything was OK, then. They were all OK, save for his left hand. He knew he wasn’t quite awake. Not really. And real sleep still seemed an option for the moment. He could let the real world drift away again for a while, he thought, so long as he didn’t open his eyes, which he had yet to do. That might complicate things.
Yeah, maybe he didn’t need to wake up after all. He let himself drift a while.
And then the thought came to interrupt his sleep. A t-shirt with a cartoonish font: I went to Little Rock and all I got was this bloody stump.
Puffs of laughter exited his nostrils, and he veered away from sleep once more.
Indeed, opening his eyes seemed to fully deliver him into the waking world. He blinked a few times, looking up at the Delta 88’s ceiling. Gray light shone through the windows, and he knew it must be just after dawn.
A beat after he woke, he wished he hadn’t. The pain hit for real, doubling or tripling what he’d felt in his half-sleep state.
It throbbed through his body, jolts of hurt that seemed to burst in certain areas. Explosions of pain that blocked out his vision with flashes of white light.
That invisible fist clenched harder than ever. Tightening and tightening like all the cords in his arm would snap any second now, and he kind of wished they would just to be done with it.
His breath grew shallower. Creaking in and out. It sent out flecks of spit that came falling back to shower his face in spittle.
Thankfully, he didn’t suffer reality long. He hyperventilated and passed out.



 
 
 
Erin
 
Moundsville, West Virginia
266 days after
 
She scooted along the pipe, trying to get a feel for it. It was thick. Cast iron, she thought, and nearly as thick as one of her thighs. Too sturdy to bend or break, unless she found a weak point.
Erin swung her bad leg over the pipe, losing her balance and landing with a jarring thud on her hip. The side of her tongue caught between her teeth, and she felt her top right canine pierce the flesh.
“Fuck!” It came out a hoarse whisper, and instantly Izzy’s voice popped into her head to nag her about her salty language.
What she wouldn’t give to have Izzy there to set her straight. Well, not there, exactly. Actually, if there was anything to be glad of, it was that Izzy had gotten away. If nothing else came of her current situation, at least there was that.
But goddamn, did she miss that kid.
The tears came without warning, running hot, itchy lines down her face. She let herself cry for a minute, bending forward and sobbing into her knees.
Why was this happening?
She pulled herself back out before she drowned in the self-pity. Feeling sorry for herself wasn’t going to get her out of here. She spit a mouthful of blood out of the side of her mouth, grit her teeth, and inched toward the end of the pipe that ran into the wall.
Leaning back until the cuffs were taut, she kicked at the end of the pipe with her good leg. The contact of her foot with the iron sent a shock reverberating up her leg bones. Over and over again she drove her heel into it. It didn’t budge. Not even a millimeter.
She let herself fall against the wall, head lolling forward while she caught her breath.
 
Erin slid away from the wall, looking for another point of weakness. It ran a few feet out of the wall before it bent 90 degrees and ran toward the ceiling.
Balancing on the pipe was easier than she thought. Once she had the cuffs around the vertical section, she could hold onto it with both hands. The fact that one of her legs was rendered useless didn’t even matter.
She ran her hands up the pipe. Did it run into the ceiling above? No. There was another 90 degree bend just above her head, and then it ran along the ceiling for a ways. She wasn’t sure how far it went.
The pipe was cool and rough against her forehead when she rested her head against it to consider her options.
If she got the cuffs up and over the bend, she might be able to shimmy along the pipe with her hands. Somewhere further along, the pipe might narrow. Or have a corroded spot she could break through. She’d already have all her weight on it. It should be easy.
She gripped the pipe with both hands, took one steadying breath, and let her legs swing down.
Her shoulders took the brunt of it, but her hands held strong. Now came the hard part. Swinging herself like a pendulum, she moved her right hand a few inches further along the pipe. Then she moved the left. Sliding inch by inch. It was slow progress. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d played on monkey bars, but she’d forgotten how much upper body strength it took.
Maybe she could get her good leg up around the pipe and take some of the load off her arms. She kicked her leg up twice, missing both times. The effort left her panting for breath. She was starting to sweat. On her forehead, the back of her neck, and worst of all, the palms of her hands. And there was nothing she could do about it. No way to wipe them off. No way to improve her grip. Unless she got her leg around the pipe.
She heaved again, tightening her abdominal muscles, using her back and arms to lift. Her foot grazed the pipe but found no hold there, and with a gasp, she felt her hands lose their grip on the pipe.
She panicked, scrabbling at the iron, trying to use her nails to stop the slippage.
It was no use. Her hands slipped, and she fell from the pipe, jerking to a stop when the handcuff chain went taut. She felt the bite of metal on skin as her wrists caught in the loops of the cuffs.
She swore again. Judging by the drip of blood trailing down her arm, and the exposed, burning sensation of open flesh, she was pretty sure the left cuff had torn a piece of skin off when it bumped over her wrist bone. She flexed her hand, wiggling her fingers. She didn’t think any bones were broken, though. Hurray.
If she pointed her toes, she could just barely stand on her good leg, with her arms fully extended overhead. Stretched out like that, she couldn’t move, but she could keep the pressure off her wrists and shoulders.
Throughout it all, the pipe held strong. She was starting to doubt her plans of finding a loose or rusty connection to break through.
The urge to urinate returned, stronger this time. The ache of her bladder distracted her from the pain in her leg and wrist. It was deeper and sharper, and somehow made her aware of all of her internal organs. All the pieces inside she couldn’t see. She wondered if it could cause permanent damage to not pee. Because it was starting to feel like it. She tucked her pelvis, a movement she did subconsciously. It relieved some of the pressure, just barely. Enough that her head felt a little less swimmy.
And again, she was tempted to call out. To tell the man she had to go. And again, she thought, “I’d rather piss myself than ask him for help.”
She ground her molars together. And what if she did piss herself? So what? There was no one here to see. Why did it feel like some kind of humiliation? It was an animal thing, something she had little control over. At least past a certain point. She could hold it, sure, but only for so long before nature would take its course. So why should she feel ashamed?
OK, then do it, she thought. Go. Piss yourself.
She waited. Nothing happened. Her bladder, if it were able, would have been shrieking in pain, but she couldn’t let go. Fighting against years of bodily control was not as easy as she’d thought it’d be. This was somehow more frustrating than almost any of it. The leg, the wrist, the captivity.
She closed her eyes and tried to think relaxing thoughts. Tried to picture the liquid in her bladder slowly making its way down whatever tubes must be there, flowing out, soaking her jeans. She imagined a meditation guru saying the words, “Visualize yourself pissing your pants, the golden stream cascading down your thigh,” in that soft, soothing voice they always used. She actually snorted out a laugh at that.
When that didn’t work, she bore down with her abdominal muscles, trying to force it, but that sent a new wave of stabbing pain through her gut, and the smile on her face leftover from her laugh turned into a grimace.
She shivered a little once the sharpest pain passed. The light sweat coating her skin brought on a chill.
She thought back to one of her earliest memories then. She was three-and-a-half. Maybe four. She went to daycare during the week while her parents worked. The kids were outside, and Erin was playing on the jungle gym. She had to go. She knew she did. But she didn’t want to stop playing. She was also too shy to tell one of the helper ladies that she had to go potty. So she didn’t. She just kept playing.
And when the need to relieve herself became too great, when she knew it was too late and she was going to wet her baby blue corduroy overalls, she hopped on the slide. Her thinking at the time was that if she peed her pants as she went down the slide, no one would be able to tell.
Of course as soon as she jumped down from the jungle gym, it was only a matter of time before one of the attendants noticed the wetness staining her pants a shade darker than the rest.
“Did you have an accident?” the woman asked.
This younger version of Erin shook her head, full on denying it. Shame tinged her cheeks pink. The attendant took her hand and ushered her inside to get cleaned up and changed.
Erin sighed when she finally felt her bladder loosen. The urine felt hot on her sweat-cooled skin. It dribbled down her thighs, soaking into her jeans. The relief of emptying her bladder was almost euphoric. And the warmth felt good for the moment, but she knew that would change quickly. She suddenly remembered the itchy, astringent feel of wet pants from childhood.
When the relief ebbed, the shame took its place. The same shame she felt when she was four and the daycare worker asked if she’d had an accident. This wasn’t how you treated a human being. This wasn’t even how you treated an animal.
The shame made her angry. And the anger made her more determined than ever to fight like hell to get out of this.
She swallowed the lump in her throat, blinked past the tears in her eyes. Her breath heaved in and out of her lungs. She’d been trapped like an animal. Chained like an animal. Forced to piss herself like an animal. What would an animal do to get out of this? Would an animal gnaw off a limb to get free? Break bones? She thought some might. Because animals knew it was only flesh. Only meat. Only bones. And sometimes a sacrifice of flesh and meat and bone became necessary for survival.
She peered upward in the dimness. She couldn’t see much, but she could see the darker trails of blood emanating from where the handcuffs had cut into her. She folded the thumb and pinky of her left hand together, trying to make her hand as narrow as possible. She tugged at the cuff, and she felt it slide a little further, tightening around where the flesh of her hand got fuller at the base of her thumb. The blood actually seemed to help a bit. It made things slippery.
She grasped the chain between the cuffs in her right hand and pulled from the left again. Another millimeter of progress.
Her hand ached now from the compression. The cuff dug into her skin and squeezed the bones and ligaments in ways they shouldn’t be squeezed.
The sensation reminded her of trying to get a too-tight ring off a finger, how there was always a point where the ring was in the middle of the fleshiest part of the digit, and she’d start to worry that it was stuck there. No going back or forward. And she’d think, “I should have just left it on.”
She reached that point with the cuff a few times, started to doubt this plan, but after a few semi-calming breaths, she’d get back to work.
The fleshy muscle at the base of her thumb started to cramp from the strain of being held in one position. She inhaled sharply, breath hissing through her teeth.
“Ow, ow, ow,” she whispered to herself, followed by every swear word she could remember hearing. She gave her wrist a violent shake, more out of frustration than thinking it would help anything. Her body flopped back and forth, like a fish trying to free itself from a hook sunk deep in its mouth.
Eventually the cramp passed, replaced by the most intense pins and needles she’d ever felt. The cuff was probably cutting off some of the blood flow. Combined with the fact that her hands had been held over her head for some time now, she was surprised her hand was still bleeding at all. Could that cause permanent damage, she wondered?
Not as permanent as being dead, the darker part of her brain replied.
The pins and needles sensation wasn’t pleasant, and periodically it sent strange little spasms all the way down her arm to the elbow that almost felt like being lightly shocked. As a kid, she’d visited a horse farm once, and she remembered the little girl that lived there showing her how to touch the electric fence with a piece of hay to feel the current. The spasms in her arm felt a lot like that. It was nothing compared to the cramping though, so she soldiered on.
She pulled and scraped and heaved on the cuff until she wasn’t sure she could go on. The metal was lodged against the knuckles at the base of her pinkie and thumb. She tried to squeeze her hand into a smaller shape, but she had almost no feeling in it now. She tried muscling past the joints, but judging by the fresh rivulets of blood on her arm, she’d only succeeded in breaking the skin.
She broke down, again, body shaking with sobs. Two days ago everything had been fine. She wished more than anything she could go back there.
Izzy’s question popped back in her head again. Would you rather have no bones or no blood?
Erin had laughed when Izzy said she’d rather have no bones. Thought the kid was a weirdo. But now Erin was seeing the wisdom in no bones.
Thinking about Izzy this time didn’t bring further tears. Instead, it hardened her. Made her more determined than ever to get free.
She pulled again. The metal bit her hand. It opened her up a little more, peeled her skin away so the air touched inside of her.
God, she just wanted to get that cuff off her hand. If she could get it back down around her wrist at that point, she would have been tempted. But that wasn’t an option anymore. The cuff was only going one way, and that was the rest of the way off. She tugged at it a few more times, but it didn’t budge. She needed more force.
She looked up into the dimness once again, and her right hand grasped at the chain between the cuffs, pulling it tight. Her eyes traced the length of her arm, looking upon it more as something she owned than something that was a part of her in the moment. This body — this shell — would take great damage in a moment, but it was only meat, wasn’t it?
She took three breaths, counting as she exhaled.
One.
Two.
Three.
She planted her foot as much as possible, and then pushed up off her toes, leaping into the air. She brought her knees up so that her left hand would bear the full weight of the fall. She reached the pinnacle of the jump and felt the weight of gravity pulling her back to the ground. There was a disgusting popping sound from her hand, followed by blinding pain, and then everything went black.



 
 
 
Decker
 
The Compound
1 year, 19 days after
 
The sun beat down on the back of his neck, made the skin there feel like a blackening flap of paper in a fireplace. He stabbed the shovel into the ground, slid it so the metal scraped against the rocks and sand. He lifted the scoop of dirt and flung it up onto the lip of the hole. Something about the sound of it landing reminded him of his mom shaking a rug off of the edge of the porch, the deep whomp of it flopping mixed with the sprinkling sound of grit raining down everywhere.
Sweat drained down the sides of his face. He mopped his lips with the back of his hand and went back for another scoop.
He remembered what was said and what was done, the words and images playing over and over again in his mind.
It was another faith healing. The third since he’d been here. This one was the first within the grounds of their camp. Word had gotten around that Dalton wanted to eliminate any assassination possibilities for a while by keeping his shows within the fences.
They gathered near the river. Dalton stood before all of the members of his flock — over three thousand people at this point, seated in metal fold-out chairs. The preacher was decked out in a white robe that was too long and billowed out around his feet in the grass. The robe didn’t move much when he walked, so it almost looked like he was levitating around the banks. Hovering. Decker wondered if the man had practiced keeping his knees tight when he walked to achieve that effect. Dalton had always seemed more like a sleight of hand expert than a man of God to him, a street magician who didn’t know very complex illusions but sold his simple ones well, with passion and charisma.
Now the preacher spoke:
“We are all here for a reason, for a purpose, even if we don’t always understand what that might be. We all play our role in this thing. My role seems to have become one of leadership. You might not believe it, but it’s not a role I prefer. Believe me, I’d rather be riding in the backseat than driving. That’s not how it worked out, though. Something a whole lot bigger and more important than me made the call on that one. These gifts fell to me, this duty fell to me, so I serve you all.”
The crowd cheered this false modesty, and Decker rolled his eyes, glancing around after to make sure no one saw. How much longer could he conceal this contempt?
“And you all must serve as well. You must find the way meant for you and serve.”
The preacher gestured wildly with his hands, bringing them above his head often and letting them rest for long stretches straight out at his sides, which Decker eventually realized was to subtly mimic Christ’s pose on the cross. He talked for a long time in that rhythmic yell that so many Southern preachers seem to fall into, though he spoke not of fire nor brimstone nor vengeance nor fear. He spoke of compassion and community, banding together to help each other. It almost seemed out of character compared to the voice delivering it.
Decker tuned in and out, hearing snippets:
“What matters now is holding on to what makes us human, resisting the animal urges that would turn us to beasts if we let them. I’m talking about helping one another. I’m talking about loving one another. I’m talking about building a place to stay, a place we can all be proud of, a place where human compassion and community and love can live on even after we’re gone. I wake up excited every morning. Wake up with a fire in me. You know why? Because I know in my heart that we are building something special here. Going out and finding new people to pluck from the wreckage, and going out and scavenging supplies that will feed us and clothe us and protect us. And it’s not labor. Not to me. It’s work, but it’s not labor. It’s what I want to do. It’s what I love to do. I do what I love to do all day. That’s what life should be. In the old world, a lot of people, a lot of them, went through their whole lives without doing anything with real passion. They went to work and they watched TV, and they didn’t care much about what happened in between. Well, the old world is gone. And all of us here can find a better way. We can take all of the passion in our hearts and channel it toward helping each other. We can build a paradise here.”
The speech went on like that, but Decker zoned out, watching faces in the crowd instead. The people all nodded and smiled and looked on Dalton with wonder in their eyes. Nobody remembered how it was before. Dalton wasn’t concerned with peace and love in the old world. He was into separating fools from their money, which he did to the tune of tens of millions of dollars. A fraud. A cheat. Disowned by his church and his wife at the height of the scandal, though Decker wouldn’t be surprised if it turned out he had found a new church and a new wife in the years after that. He looked to be well on his way to acquiring both here in the post-apocalypse.
When the appropriate time came, the preacher fell quiet, and people began to make their way up to him, a handful at a time streaming out of the crowd and standing before the man in white. He placed his hands on them, yelling gibberish. His face went red, veins bulging and throbbing from his neck and forehead.
As he touched them, the people tumbled to the ground and writhed around, convulsing like epileptics. They arched their backs and twitched their shoulders. An old woman shook her head back and forth violently. A teenage kid pointed his toes and kicked his feet just like he was trying to do the backstroke on the ground.
While the other onlookers around him gasped and cowered and cooed and squirmed in their seats and brought their hands to their faces to cover their mouths, Decker crossed his arms over his chest and watched, his expression lifeless. Blank. He wondered how many of the people on the ground were in on the act and how many were so desperate to believe that they flung themselves into these hysterics without even fully realizing they were faking it. He knew that was possible. Some mass delusion taking root among these people, some self-fulfilling catastrophe stomping out all rational thought.
He stood on instinct, without any premeditation. He weaved through the crowd and walked to the front, feet kicking through the tall grass where the land sloped down toward the river. He joined the line waiting to be healed by supernaturally-induced seizure.
His jaw flexed as he moved up to second in line, and a strange vibration came over him as he drew within arm’s length of Ray Dalton. He’d shaken the man’s hand once months ago, and they’d fought off the raiders together, but otherwise he’d had no real contact with him. To be so close to this being, this manipulator that controlled everything and everyone within his realm, filled him with some blend of awe and disgust.
He still wasn’t sure if Dalton was the one that made the call to send him out among the zombies a while back. He pressed Mustache Rick for information, but it didn’t go anywhere. He had to stop short of confronting him outright so as to avoid tipping his hand.
And now he squinted to try to read the lines around Dalton’s mouth, the look in his eye as they faced each other. Tried to get some clue one way or the other about how the man felt toward him.
The preacher nodded a greeting to him as he moved to the front of the line, and Decker nodded back out of reflex, sort of regretting it after. He didn’t want to submit, to give any sense of acceptance of Dalton’s authority, but he already had without even thinking about.
The preacher lifted his hands out to the sides again, palms facing forward. His robe whooshed when he gestured, the draped folds flapping like the sides of a dog’s mouth. Dalton locked eyes with Decker through his glasses and yelled a few gibberish words with great gusto. His face twisted up, wrinkles and puckers forming along his chin and forehead and cheeks. At the climax of his nonsense speech, he lifted his hands over his head and brought them down on Decker’s head, the heels of both palms thudding into his forehead and giving a single shove.
Decker just stood there, though he had to admit that something about the pageantry of the whole thing made him feel quite a bit of peer pressure to just play along. He could see himself dropping to his knees and flopping over to the side, kicking his legs a little and writhing a bit. It would be so easy, would relieve that feeling that all eyes were watching him, sizing him up, judging him in this moment.
But no. No thanks, he thought. The whole lot of them could feel free to judge all they liked. He cared not.
Dalton stepped closer, craning his neck so their noses almost touched and rotating his head back and forth as though finding new angles to look deeper into Decker’s eye. He smirked a little after a moment, a knowing curl of the lip, subtle and quick enough that Decker didn’t think anyone at a distance would have been able to read it.
Then his hands shot up above his head again and crashed down, this time the left cradling the back of Decker’s head while the front full on pushed his forehead as hard as he could. Decker’s head tilted back due to the force and Dalton squeezed his skull between his mitts, pressing downward, essentially trying to muscle Decker into losing his balance to go crashing down.
Decker’s knees buckled, but he caught himself, planting a hand on the ground, his legs and spine and neck going taut, resisting the older man’s effort to fold him up and discard him. Dalton shook with the strain, his lips jerking up and down over his clenched teeth. He couldn’t stop Decker from standing back upright.
He didn’t think now, ripping his head out of the preacher’s grasp and swinging a right hook that Dalton managed to duck under. He was somehow unsurprised to find the old man a capable fighter. He stalked right at him like a brawling boxer, hands up to protect his chin. Dalton circled away from him, his knees finally getting high enough that he no longer appeared to be floating around within the robe.
Dalton tripped on the flap of fabric encasing his legs, and Decker caught him with a jab. A straight left shot that snapped the preacher’s head back. He swung his right at the toppling figure in white, but someone tackled him just then.
The crowd swelled around him in a circle, angry faces glaring at him. Dead eyes. Restless feet and arms twitching. Fingers splayed as if to grab. The mob of humanity moved as one organism, closing in to swallow him and eliminate the threat. One foot flicked out of the mess of legs, kicking him in the ribs. The pain stabbed and swelled, growing so big he could only picture his ruptured spleen and squished liver intermingling into a sauce in his gut.
“Get back,” Dalton said, his voice a sharp tone rising above the others. “This boy doesn’t know what he’s doing.”
The chatter died back, and the crowd parted to reveal the preacher as he got to his feet. A little trickle of blood still seeped from his nose, but it wasn’t too bad. He dabbed at it with his fingers. The robe seemed to take the brunt of the fall, coming away with a rip to match its new mud and grass stains.
A man’s voice called out of the mob:
“He can’t get away with something like ‘at. I won’t stand for it! None of us will.”
Dalton grimaced and squinted at Decker. The crowd got quiet, waiting for their leader’s verdict.
“He doesn’t know any better, but he can learn yet,” Dalton said. “Send him to the hole.”
 
Another scoop of dirt arced off the blade of his shovel and landed on the flat land somewhere above him. He chopped at the ground again, downward strokes to break up the tightly compacted soil here some eight feet down. It was the color of sand and compressed so tightly that it was almost as hard as a rock.
He didn’t know who started the hole as a form of punishment. It must have been another of Dalton’s ideas. A way to break people’s wills, especially the rebellious ones, without actually turning them further against the group. The idea was pretty simple. The accused digs under the eye of armed guards with orders to kill if anything other than digging transpires. The shovel flings soil. It does not stop. Day or night. No food. No rest. They did hard labor until exhaustion broke them, made the rebellion seep out of them along with all of that sweat. People walked out of this hole sorry for what they’d done, having let go of their anger entirely. Just happy, relieved to be out from under the strain. And the message sent to everyone was as clear as could be. Questioning authority was a fruitless endeavor, a hole to nowhere.
But Decker knew he wasn’t like the others. They could work him like a dog. They could pummel him. They could punish and torture his body, beat the shell that encased him until it bruised and bled and broke, but they could never touch what was inside. Never. His passion and curiosity would persist no matter what anyone said or did to him.
Oh, he might tell them what they wanted to hear. He might sing and dance and jump on command so they’d trust him once more. But only to get what he wanted. He finally knew what that was. They would come to regret this, he thought. They’d regret not killing him when they had the chance.
The point of the shovel bashed at the ground over and over, and little wisps of sand floated up in clouds like beige smoke concealing his ankles, and the one they called Jones smiled.



 
 
 
Erin
 
Moundsville, West Virginia
266 days after
 
This blackout didn’t last long. At least she didn’t think it did. She came to on her side, cheek mashed into the floor.
Holy shit.
It worked.
She was free.
Her hand looked like some gory special effect from a horror movie — skin peeled away to reveal bone and muscle and connective tissue, all of it shiny and slicked with blood. She flexed it and almost puked at the pain it brought on. Just as she tucked her hand against her chest, she heard footsteps approaching the door.
Her eyes searched wildly for something she could use as a weapon, but she found nothing. She’d have to fight, bare-handed. Tooth and claw. Like an animal.
She heard him fumbling with the padlock and tried to decide the best way to set it up. She scooched closer to the door, flattening herself against the wall.
Something metallic clicked and rattled. She held her breath.
The door swung open and Erin watched his form darken the doorway as he took a step into the room. He stopped in his tracks, noting the empty place next to the pipe where she should have been chained.
This time he had weapons. A hammer dangling from his hand. And something else hanging from his belt. From this angle she could only see the polished wood handle.
His moment of confusion was her window. She kicked out with the flat of her foot as hard as she could, aiming for his knees.
He let out a yelp of pain or maybe confusion as he toppled over. The hammer fell to the ground with a clunk.
Erin threw herself on top of him. She went straight for his eyes, jabbing her good thumb into the flesh, trying to find purchase, trying to squeeze past his eyelids.
He pushed at her face, at her chin, scrabbling like an animal just as much as she was. And then his hands found her neck and started to squeeze.
It was instinct that stopped her from clawing at his face. Her hands went to her throat, trying to pull and scratch him away, but he was so much stronger and wasn’t letting go. The world started to pulse. Red flashes of light. Her chest burned. She heard strange noises: a crash and then a splashing liquid sound followed by a whoosh. She wasn’t sure if it was just in her head. The sound of dying, maybe.
The red took over for a moment, blinding her to everything else. No sight, no sound. Nothing.
And then she was on the floor again, in the dark. Coughing, wheezing, gasping for breath. Her throat was on fire, her neck ached and throbbed.
What happened?
The door was closed again and the man was gone. He must have choked her out and left.
Something was happening outside of the room. There were noises coming from beyond the door. A crackling sound. Something familiar, but hard to place in this context.
And then she smelled smoke.
Fire.
The house was on fire.
She had to move, had to go. Now.
She dragged herself to the door and kicked at it, using her foot like a battering ram. It didn’t come down on the first kick like she’d hoped. She was weak from the fight and everything else. But it bounced a little on its hinges, and she kept at it, driving her foot into the wood with as much force as she could muster.
There were other sounds now. The man was howling. Or she assumed it was him. Was he on fire? She hoped so.
She hoped he burned.
Three more kicks and the bottom hinge of the door came off. Her foot connected with the wood one last time and the padlocked latch fell away, leaving the whole thing hanging askew by the top hinge.
An eerie light filtered into the room. Coiling and writhing with the smoke. With a clumsy crawling motion, she moved forward. Her hand bumped into something on the floor to her right.
The hammer.
Her fingers wrapped around the wooden handle. She tried to ignore the stains that looked like blood. She hefted it in her hand, feeling the weight of it.
The smoke made her eyes water. She needed to move. She considered tucking the hammer into her waistband but wanted it at the ready. Instead, she dragged it along with her as she crawled. She was taking no chances.
She poked her head past the threshold, trying to still her heart by telling herself it was just another house and just another scavenging mission. She wasn’t buying it. A thick haze of smoke filled most of the basement. Combined with the dim lighting, she could only see about ten feet in either direction. But in front of her, she could just make out the foot of a stairwell.
Just as she moved toward it, there was another crash of glass shattering. And then another sound, a strange one she couldn’t place right away. She realized it was the glug-glug-glug of liquid spilling from a container. This was followed by a pause and then a whump. More fire.
Time to go, she thought. Go, go, go.
She scrambled to the stairs, knees bumping the unfinished wood. It was an awkward climb, made more difficult by the fact that a lot of the smoke had concentrated at the top of the stairwell. She pulled her shirt over her nose and tried to hold her breath when she reached the door at the top of the steps.
With her good hand, she floundered at it, feeling along the edge until she found the knob. It was locked. She wrenched at it, tried to force it, but it held. She gave one half-hearted shove with her shoulder. A useless effort. This was not a flimsy door like the one on her cell. Even if she were able to break it down, by the time she managed to do so the fire would have rendered her into beef jerky.
Through the smoke, she gazed back down the stairs. God, she didn’t want to go back down there. She really, really didn’t. But there wasn’t another option.
She scooted down the steps on her butt, like she used to do when she was a kid. At the bottom, she grasped the handrail and pulled herself into a standing position.
Flattening herself against the wall, she leaned around the corner, trying to get a sense of the layout and where the man might be. Beyond the room she’d been held in, there was a corridor that seemed to open into a larger space. It was hard to tell for sure through the smoke and gloom, though.
Over the crackling of flames, she could hear feet scuffling over the concrete. Grunting. A rattling sound.
Feeling like she was headed to her doom, she moved down the hallway, hammer raised and ready to strike.
She limped along, the rattling noise growing louder. She came to another padlocked door. Like hers, it was barely more than a garden gate. The padlock shook with the force of someone pounding and scraping at the wood. Smoke poured through the cracks and from underneath the door. This room was on fire. And there was someone inside.
Erin swung the hammer at the padlock once, twice, and then the entire latch fell away, clattering to the floor. She tried pulling at the handle, then realized this door opened into the room. She pushed then, bumping into whoever was behind the door. She shoved harder, and then the smell hit her.
Death.
She couldn’t believe she could smell it over the smoke, but there it was.
She froze in the doorway, turning this over in her mind. The way her gut clenched, part of her already knew, but her brain was a beat behind.
An arm wrapped around the edge of the door, and the color was wrong. It was the hue of a dead fish that had been in the water for a few days, criss-crossed with black veins.
Before she could move away, bony fingers clothed with rotted flesh latched onto her arm.
The dead shuffled toward her, a room full of them.



 
 
 
Baghead
 
Outside of Little Rock, Arkansas
9 years, 129 days after
 
His wound smelled like burnt meat. He couldn’t decide what kind. Veal, maybe. Veal with cabbage, he thought, though he’d never had the combination. It almost made him hungry at first, reading like some charred Cajun dish for just a moment, but the nausea came out after that to cancel the hunger out.
The car was moving now. The vibrations of the tires on the road traveled up through the frame of the car, quivered the seat he lay upon, and tingled up and down his spine. It reminded him of those motel beds with the coin-operated “magic fingers” massage option. Those had always fascinated him as a child, and some of that wonder stuck with him to this day even if the reality of the magic fingers was a total let down. Turned out there was nothing magic about a vibrating mattress. Like most things back then, it was just a way to separate tourists from their quarters.
He could tell it was light out even through his eyelids. His closed eyes showed him more red than black, and that was the tip off.
His eyes fought his attempts to open them, but he overpowered them. His eyelids peeled apart, the insides opening first, pulling the rest open bit by bit like they were being unzipped. Something about the tackiness he felt there made him think of Venus fly traps, little sticky edges fastening together to kill. They even had eyelashes pretty much, he thought.
He sat up, and a lightness flooded his skull, a weightlessness and a prickling sensation like something was tickling his brain. Like the sunlight itself was entering his head and making him dizzy. He plopped back down. No need to rush this.
“Where are we?” he said.
He saw Ruth peer over the seat to get a look at him, a little smile curling the corners of her mouth. Then she disappeared.
“Good morning to you, too,” Delfino said. “How’s that severed appendage treatin’ ya?”
“Hurts.”
“I figured as much. We’ve got a little pain medication. Probably better to start with some aspirin and Tylenol. When that gets unbearable, we’ve got stronger stuff. Not much. Maybe enough to help you sleep.”
Ruthie reappeared with four pills in one hand and a water bottle in the other. Baghead took them.
He downed the pills all at once, his neck shaking under the strain of holding his head up long enough to do so. His head bounced off of the seat upon landing this time. And things seemed to be spinning just a little. It made him picture bats circling the spire of a building, though he didn’t know why.
“Had to cut the hand loose,” Delfino said. “Had to do it.”
“I understand. There was no saving it. That’s for sure.”
After a beat he added:
“What did you do with it?”
“The hand?”
“Yeah.”
“Thought about making a sweet necklace out of it, but we were pressed for time on account of your bleeding out, so I tossed it in the fire just after we gave it the snip.”
Baghead laughed a little, picturing Delfino attaching a small chain to the hand and sporting it around his neck, the severed end still wet with blood. The laughter made him lightheaded, so he cut it short.
“That was the Butcher, you know?” Delfino said. “This little girl killed the Butcher. Shot him right in the face.”
Baghead had heard the stories about the Butcher like everyone else. He’d been a killer long before Father started sending out his teams of assassins.
“How can you say for sure it was him? You seen him before?”
“Well, no. I just figure machete and crazy eyes. This is our guy. Plus, he has burned a town or two in his day. Or so the stories say. Anyhow, he had the drop on us, but he biffed it. Not that I’m complaining, but what a fool.”
Baghead nodded. After a moment he remembered that Delfino wouldn’t be able to see his nod, but he was too tired to amend it with a verbal response.
His eyelids drooped, and he almost felt himself fall into the dark they lowered upon him. A straight drop. A freefall into nothing. It was scary in a way, that prospect of falling forever, but he wanted it, too. He wanted to take the leap.
“Probably best for you to sleep a while yet,” Delfino said. “You know that, right?”
That woke him back up for the moment, plucked him from the dark descent. He almost nodded again and caught himself.
“Seems weird,” he said.
“What’s that?”
“I don’t know. I just didn’t know that getting my hand chopped off would be so exhausting. I can barely stay awake.”
Deflino chuckled.
“Well, you took a wallop to the head, too. Do you even remember that part?”
Baghead thought about it.
“No, I don’t think I do.”
“You were bleeding awful bad, too, so we jammed your arm into the fire to stop it. I don’t know if you were… I mean, I tried to explain it to you, but it was like you were staring straight through me.”
“I remember. You did the right thing.”
“Yeah, well, you were screaming bloody murder. Scared the hell out of Ruthie. She took off running. Not that I blamed her with the way you were carryin’ on. Unsettling. Made the hair on my arms stand straight up.”
They trailed off for another long moment, and just as Baghead begin that dip into slumber, Delfino spoke again.
“Anyhow, it’s over now, and we’re still here. Look at the bright side. That’s two out of five down, my man. No matter how you want to look at the thing, that’s two out of five down.”
Baghead thought about saying something about how these assassins were costing him an arm and a leg, but he decided not to tempt fate. Better to at least maintain possession of both legs if he could.



 
 
 
Teddy
 
Moundsville, West Virginia
266 days after
 
Just as he was about to finish her, broken glass rang out in the next room. Right away, he knew this wasn’t right, and the memory of the burning basement steps popped into his head, goose bumps creeping over both of his arms.
The girl was out, so he released her neck, his hands all cramped and stiff. He flexed and unflexed his fingers as he stood to investigate.
It almost sounded like it came from the pen holding the dead, but that couldn’t be. Could it?
He unlatched the door, hatchet out of its holster and in his hand. The door was free now, ready for him to fling it wide, but he hesitated just a second, stretching his fingers a few more times.
As soon as he pushed into the room, the smoke and flames and clawing arms assaulted him. He gasped, breathing in a lungful of smoke and hacking like crazy, his abdominals quaking. He beat back the zombies the best he could, clubbing at them with the back of the hatchet, but his eyes locked onto the pool of fire on the floor before him.
How? How could this be happening again? It made no sense. He could smell the fuel. Gasoline. Could his gas and lighter fluid out in the shed have just gone up on its own? He’d heard of that idea, though the words “spontaneous combustion” would never come to him.
He backpedaled from the fire without thinking, but one of the dead grabbed him around the wrist and pulled him further into the room.
He twirled the hatchet and hacked at it, the weapon missing the skull and getting it in the neck. The head lolled down all limp, and the freshly sliced zombie stumbled backward from the force of the blow, bashing into the others.
That knocked a couple into the fire, and they went up right away as though they too had gas on them. The things writhed faster after that, screaming all dry and shrill.
Christ. He really needed to remember to latch this door behind him. Now more than ever. He’d forgotten once before.
After that, water. He needed to get a bucket of water to put the fire out. He could still fix this.
He turned just in time to see one of the zombies stumble out of sight, moving out of its cell and into the house.



 
 
 
Decker
 
The Compound
1 year, 26 days after
 
He sat by himself in the cafeteria, sipping juice, watching people eat. They shoveled potted meat into their faces, cramming the wads of pâté between their teeth and chewing and talking and laughing. It made him nauseous. He wasn’t sure if it was the canned meat product itself or the mouths on these people.
He watched teeth and gums and lips flap around for too long, and they started to look different. Sharp little bones set in pink flesh, lining some hole in a creature’s head. The jaw flexed, moving the bones up and down, grinding up bits of animal to swallow down another tube of skin. The tongue, a wedge of muscle that writhed around during all of this, forming a bridge between the front of the hole and the curved spot where it dropped off into the throat.
And what were they eating? Some indistinct mushed-up meat product they’d found several cases of. He’d tried it once, back in his apartment. Exactly like cat food in taste, texture, and smell in his experience. He didn’t want to eat in the same room as this product, let alone put a morsel of it into his mouth.
It made his stomach hurt, made his head ache, just to look at them, to look at their dim expressions hung above those churning mouths. It was like watching lizards eat crickets in an aquarium when he was a kid. Dead-eyed things. No feelings. No real thoughts or awareness. Cold-blooded creatures eating smaller beings.
And there she was. Lorraine. Still beautiful to him despite the plastic surgery strangeness. Maybe in some way that made her more exotic. More striking. He wasn’t sure. Either way, she was kind to him as well. One of few here who he could say that about. She did not sit with him today. She sat across the room with Dalton, jamming cat food into her mouth like all the rest. She stroked the preacher’s thigh with her hand in between bites. He watched it for a long time. A bite of meat. A hand slipping under the table, inching closer and closer to Dalton’s crotch.
On the way home, he vomited between a couple of shacks a few doors down from his. Fruit punch sprayed out, violent spurts of red flecked with chunks of green beans and corn.
Still hunched over, he caught a whiff of the puke. Though he hadn’t eaten any of the meat, his puke smelled like road kill. Like death itself was inside him, fighting its way out. He took another sniff, but now he smelled only sickly sweet juice. Whatever it was, it had passed.
For now.



 
 
 
Erin
 
Moundsville, West Virginia
266 days after
 
It pulled her close, hissing its foul breath in her face. Erin teetered forward, off balance, but she caught her shoulder on the side of the door and shook free. Before it could grab her again, she remembered the hammer in her hand. She swung once, the claw end taking a chunk of decomposing flesh with it when it struck the zombie’s face.
She tried to get a hand on the door, tried to close it, but it was too late. There were too many, and they were in a frenzy. Burning and screeching and writhing in the flames.
She stumbled backward into the larger room. The smoke blotted almost everything out now. The door for this room stood open, and Erin pushed it closed. It had a latch same as the others but no padlock she could find. Not that she was super eager to lock herself in here with the flames and the smoke. But nor did she want to leave the door wide open so the dead could follow her in.
An old mop stood next to the door, propped against the wall. She picked it up and slid the stick through the door handle, wedging the end behind a pipe on the other side of the door. She doubted it would hold for long.
The sound of metal clanging into cement spun her around, raising the hammer in front of her chest. She could barely see three feet in front of her face.
The noise was coming from her right. She took a stumbling step toward the sound. And then another. Squinting, she saw him through the smoke. He straddled something — or rather someone. Something made of wood and sharpened metal raised over his head. A hatchet, poised to greet flesh and bone with great force. Without thinking, she scuttled forward and swung the hammer into the side of his head.
He toppled over with a groan, hands opening and closing rapidly. She wasn’t sure if he was trying to get the hatchet back in his grasp or if it was some kind of reflexive movement from the blow to the head. She kicked the axe away from his reach, the metal skittering over the basement floor.
She got a look at the person he’d been fighting. Black blood oozed from its battle wounds. Another zombie. It did not stir. At least she didn’t have to feel guilty about not saving its life.
A series of wracking coughs took her then, bending her double. She pulled her t-shirt back over her nose and spun around, searching desperately for any kind of exit.
There. A point of light ahead. Moving toward it, a window wreathed in flame came in sight. Despite the fire, she thought she might be able to get through it. But as she limped closer, the heat grew more intense. She felt it on her face, starting to burn the way her hands used to if she kept them too close while she stoked the fire in the wood burning stove. She turned away and went in search of a different escape route.
Glass shattered and a new point of light emerged in front of her. Another window breaking. She hobbled toward it. She couldn’t actually see outside. The smoke billowing out of the opening blocked the view. Were the windows exploding from the fire or had someone broken it on purpose?
A few more tinkling sounds answered her question as someone cleared remaining glass from the frame. And then the light flickered, and she watched as two feet swung through the window. Following the feet were two skinny legs. She knew that sun-browned skin. Those knobby knees.
It was Izzy. The kid gagged on the smoke immediately, and Erin rushed forward.
Izzy recoiled at first, and Erin wondered at how bad she must look. Recognition came a beat later, and Izzy threw herself on Erin, clinging to her like a tick.
“Erin!”
Erin stumbled, but caught herself on the work bench in front of the window before they both toppled over.
“What are you doing?” Erin said. Her voice came out strange. Wheezy and scratchy. Each word felt like she was trying to swallow a mouthful of glass shards.
Izzy coughed again and grinned.
“Rescuing you, duh.”
Erin nudged her toward the window.
“Go.”
Izzy slithered back through the opening, and then it was Erin’s turn. Just climbing up on the work bench was proving to be difficult with her bum leg and hand. She knelt on top of it, steadying herself against the wall.
Izzy’s upper body poked back into the smoky chamber, one arm snaking in to grasp at Erin.
“Come on!”
Erin’s voice croaked. “I’m trying.”
She released her vice-like grip on the hammer, setting it down on the bench top. She reached up with her good hand, letting Izzy pull her closer to the opening.
The sound of wood cracking came from behind, and it took a moment for Erin to register what it was. The mop handle. The dead had broken through the door.
She felt a new surge of adrenaline. She stood on both legs despite the pain, and Izzy yanked on her arm. Erin’s head cleared the window.
“OK, I got it.”
Izzy released her, and Erin dug her fingers into the grass. She took a deep breath of the clean air, and then there was a vicious tug on her hair. It whipped her backward, cracking her head into the top of the window frame, and then she was tumbling back into the smoke-filled basement.



 
 
 
Decker
 
The Compound
1 year, 26 days after
 
He scooted his cot across the room to watch the world out the window of his shack. Streams of people walked by, several toting buckets of water back to their rooms. A lady balanced a basket of clean laundry on her head, her young son walking behind with his arms out, zigging and zagging, pretending to be an airplane. An old man put a match to the pipe between his teeth as he passed, those first puffs of smoke wreathing around his beard and hair. You had to know people to get ahold of tobacco at this point, and apparently he did.
He wished that he had popcorn to eat as he watched the people walk, wished he could wash it down with a giant Coke, pushing the straw down through the ice cubes and siphoning the sweet nectar up through the tube. He wished he could go back for discounted refills forever, wished he could never stop watching and eating.
This was as close as he got to people, he knew, a sheet of glass between him and them, a closed door between him and them. He could watch them like they were projected up on a screen, images to consume like any other piece of entertainment, but he didn’t know how or what to do from there. He thought he had made some breakthrough after the confrontation with the soldiers. For better or worse, that cemented a change in him, or so he thought. Maybe he was wrong about that, or maybe he had regressed in the months since then, morphed back into his old self in most ways.
Commotion outside shook him back to the moment, chatter and hollers roiling up and down the path. It seemed to be coming from the south, which would make sense since the cafeteria and most of the other buildings were that way. He angled himself to try to get a peek down there, but he couldn’t see much.
But soon the crowd appeared before his window, people backpedaling, some shoulder to shoulder, some walking coiling paths that wound around each other. All of them seemed preoccupied, not looking where they were going, watching something further back in this procession that he couldn’t quite see yet. It looked like a parade, the stream of people, everyone excited, smiling, upright postures, a bounce in their step.
Without realizing it, he held his breath as the crowd swelled, filling the full width of the dirt path now, people brushing right up against the aluminum siding of his house along their way. The anticipation grew tighter inside of him, like the tension clenched his intestines into a ball.
And there he was, the preacher himself just on the other side of the glass. He and Lorraine walked arm in arm. They never came down here, never traversed into the endless rows of cabins where the common folk lived.
The people packed in tight circles around them, everyone stumbling, colliding, almost like a mosh pit, but they gave the preacher his space, everyone spontaneously staying clear of him like he really was a magical being of some kind. They reached their hands out, though, and he shook them all, touched them all. The gasps from the crowd were almost sexual, people falling all over themselves to touch a man’s hand.
A little girl broke the ranks just then, running up and hugging the preacher around the knees. Everything got quiet for a beat, but he just laughed and patted her back. Everyone laughed along with him, an uproar of cackling and backslapping. He scooped the girl up, brushed her bangs out of her eyes.
Lorraine looked on him with such a loving expression on her face.
Decker pulled the curtains closed, blocking it all out. He didn’t want to be sick again.
Shade filled the place where the light from the window had been, and he scooted his cot back into the full dark toward the back of the room. He lay on it and stared once more at the ceiling he couldn’t quite see all the way, his jaw flexing and releasing over and over again.
He knew it would happen soon, that it had to happen soon.



 
 
 
Erin
 
Moundsville, West Virginia
266 days after
 
He stood over her, rough hands on her neck. Pinning her to the work bench. She clawed at him with both hands, bad and good, not caring now, and she saw his face contort in rage. He lifted her by the throat and slammed her head back onto the workbench. He did this three times before he settled back in to choking her.
She squirmed beneath him, but he was bigger and stronger. The sound of her pulse in her head seemed to drown most everything else out, and time itself seemed slower.
She noticed things, things that didn’t matter: his t-shirt, covered in orange smears and blood and black zombie goo. A fleck of spittle dried in the corner of his mouth. A trickle of red at his temple, where she’d struck him with the hammer.
The hammer.
She stopped her fruitless attempts at removing his hands from her neck, and let her hands fall to her sides. They flailed around in search of the hammer. Had she knocked it off the bench when she fell? Why had she set it down in the first place?
Her fingertips brushed something hard and smooth. Her hand floundered at it, but it was just out of reach.
The world was starting to pulse in and out, her vision blurring. And then the grip at her throat loosened a bit.
There was a hissing sound. It reminded her of a leaking bike tire. It was a moment before she realized it was the sound of air sucking through her constricted throat.
Things came back into focus. The man had removed one hand to bat at the tiny fists clubbing him in the head. She could hear Izzy screaming over the roar of the fire and the roar of blood in her ears.
The man swiped at Izzy, but she didn’t stop her furious attack on him. Erin reached for his arm, trying to keep him from touching the kid, but it was too late. He snatched her arm, gave a tug, and Izzy fell forward. She caught herself on the edge of the window before she toppled all the way into the room.
Terror seized Erin, and she stopped her random attempts to slap and claw at the man. No matter what happened to her, she wouldn’t let him have Izzy.
Her hands changed course, moving to his waist. She wasn’t thinking now, some other part of her brain had taken over. The desperate animal part. Her fingers crawled over him like a spider, feeling the belt loops at the waistband, snaking around behind, finding the handle tucked there. They wrapped around the head and pulled the weapon free. She twisted her arm for a better angle and struck, sinking the hatchet into his ribcage.
It was a disgusting feeling, this sensation of metal piercing living flesh. It hit him off to the side, lodging between two ribs, and the sensation of metal scraping on bone reminded her of a dentist's pliers wrenching a tooth out of a socket.
He howled, releasing her and arching backward. She meant to hold tight to the wood, but her hands were slick with blood, and it slipped from her grasp.
His hands floundered at the axe protruding from his side. She brought her good leg up to her chest and kicked at him, knocking him back another few steps.
Oxygen was heaving in and out of her lungs. It was equally painful and wonderful. Her vision was still blurry, and her mind felt half-numb. She didn’t think she had much fight left in her. Just getting to her knees was almost more than she could manage.
She heard Izzy scream again, and when she looked over her shoulder, he had wrenched the weapon free. His arm swung up in an arc, blade flashing and flicking her with tiny droplets of his blood.
This was it. This was the end.
Erin flinched, turning her head and squeezing her eyes closed. Her hands shielded her face by reflex. She knew they would protect her little from the sharpened blade.
Time seemed to slow down. A beat went by and nothing happened. And then another. She forced her eyes open, peeking over her shoulder.
The hatchet was still raised in the air, but there was a hand wrapped around the wrist. For a split second, before she could take in the whole scene, she thought it was Izzy, and her heart shuddered in her chest.
She blinked, and another arm wrapped around the man’s neck. That’s when she saw the way the flesh was wrinkled and torn, oozing with black.
He got his arm free and swung the hatchet, hacking the zombie open in a diagonal line across the neck, ear to collarbone. It did not scream in pain or stop its advance. A second creature materialized out of the smoke, lunging for the man and sinking its teeth into his thigh. A high-pitched wail escaped his throat.
Grasping and biting and pulling, they took him down under their combined weight. More staggering shapes approached through the smoke, falling on the kill, tearing at him like hyenas on a scavenged zebra.
Fingertips brushed the side of her neck. She recoiled, thinking it was another zombie, but when she turned she found Izzy’s tear-streaked face, begging her to hurry.
Erin swayed when she pushed herself upright, but Izzy wasn’t letting her go now. She guided Erin through the window, pulling with more strength than Erin thought her small body possessed.
Erin clawed at the ground, grass and dirt wedging under her fingernails as she dragged her feet through the opening.
Behind them, the man was still alive, she could hear him screaming.
Izzy was pulling her still, urging her on. The first floor of the house was consumed by flames, and heat radiated off it in waves. The hot air stirred the loose wisps of Erin’s hair.
She managed a crooked crawl over the lawn until they were at a safer distance. Izzy tried to help her stand, but the world spun too fast. Erin collapsed in the grass.
The ground felt soft, and the clean air was sweet in her lungs after the smoke.
Izzy tugged at her arms again with new urgency. Erin cracked an eyelid and saw silhouettes approaching, drawn by the smoke from the burning house. More zombies, she suspected, but she couldn’t. She didn’t have anything left. She’d gotten free, and Izzy should go now. Erin tried to tell her to go, but the words were choked off by a cough.
So she laid still, no fight left in her.
The sun was bright and warm on her skin after the dark of the basement and the choking smoke.
She was free now.
She closed her eyes and let go.
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He was the meat now.
Teeth separated his flesh from bone, impossibly hard and sharp. They opened him up and pulled him apart. The mouths attached to him were cold, but the blood made everything wet and warm and red. It spilled out everywhere, a puddle growing in slow motion.
His own pets descended upon him. Dismembered him. Devoured him.
The smoke clouded everything, so he could only see dark shapes writhing atop him, and those he could only make sense of by feel.
Knees and elbows dug into his torso where they leaned on him. They were all over him. He was surrounded by bodies again. Dead ones, too, though not in the way he preferred.
But it couldn’t end any other way. We all become meat sooner or later, he thought.
Some part of him tried to detach, to find a way to think of this as the relief he sought, an end to his torment, but it couldn’t. The pain was too much.
He died screaming.
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The next faith healing took place in the field on the south side of the camp. Decker stood next to the wood pile, close to the front but not so close that Dalton might be likely to notice him. He thought that to be the best approach here.
Once more the preacher wore a white robe. Perhaps a new one this time since the other had been ripped and stained. He had a table with white paper on it next to him. It almost looked like a doctor’s examination table, Decker thought.
Dalton and the table stood at the bottom of a hill, and the throng of followers accumulated before him. Decker figured it must be 4,500 people at least by now, maybe more. The recruiting efforts had grown exponentially of late, and the camp itself had expanded. There was a mass production of shacks under way, going up in a different field from Decker’s neighborhood.
Energy vibrated through the crowd. The people couldn’t keep still. They fidgeted and squirmed and shifted their weight from foot to foot. Decker could hear the level of anticipation rise and fall in the pitch of the chatter around him. Every time the preacher moved, the pitch went higher, almost like an electric whine, but it fell back down as he stood still, waiting for more people to file in.
A group of kids stood on a wood pile in front of him, another with his hands wrapped around the handle of the axe wedged into the stump that served as a chopping block. A handful of others climbed up onto the aluminum roof of the out building off to his right — a large tool shed — but the preacher whistled to get their attention, gave two flicks of his fingers, and they climbed down, embarrassed looks on their faces.
Decker searched the front row for Lorraine, his eyes scanning back and forth four times, but she wasn’t there. Maybe she didn’t want to be on her feet, out in the sun all day now that she was further along in her pregnancy.
The green tang of cut grass filled the air, and it felt strange to walk on a manicured lawn. The grass was maintained with push mowers from here up to the cul-de-sac where the preacher and his council lived, unlike the scraggly area where Decker and the other nobodies lived. In the slums, some of the grass was trampled down like matted hair, but the blades around that grew tall and wagged in the wind.
Looking up the hill, beyond the figure in white, Decker could partially see the preacher’s house through the cluster of pines up there. It was a large, two story home with dark bricks along the bottom half and rustic wood panels stretching up from there.
Decker thought it strange to hold the ceremony here, within sight of this display of opulence when so many of them slept on cots in cramped little shacks. Maybe there was some angle in it that he couldn’t figure. Dalton didn’t seem the type to do things without a reason.
The preacher raised his arms, the drape of his robe shifting, folds of fabric falling over each other, and the pitch of the chatter from the mob ascended like sped up music. Hisses burst out everywhere, people shushing each other, and then it all fell so silent that Decker could hear his pulse beating in his ears.
“In this community, God protects us. He protects me, and he protects you. He smiles upon this little camp we’ve built.
“Will we live forever? Of course not. God will call each of us when it’s our time. We will leave this plane to spend eternity in his kingdom. But it only ever happens when it’s meant to be, right? Trust me, he will make sure we get enough time before all of that. And I will do my best to make sure of the same.”
He paced back and forth as he talked now. No one in the crowd moved.
“The girl I’m about to call forward has cancer. She’s just seventeen years old. The disease started in her pancreas, and the doctors say it’s in her stomach and lungs now, spread to her lymph nodes. They say she has about six weeks to live. Seven if she’s lucky.
“But I don’t think that’s enough time. And neither does God. So he will do something about it. My hands will be the ones laid upon her, they will be the ones healing her, but it is God’s power willing those things to happen. I’m merely the conduit through which he works.
“Melanie? You want to come on down?”
The crowd stirred finally, heads snapping around, looking for any movement, Decker’s skull swiveling along with them.
There. A tall girl with dark hair picked her way forward, weaving around some people and turning sideways to slip between others.
The preacher moved behind the examination table and pulled a towel out from under the table, which he held in his hands. He smiled as Melanie approached and nodded toward the table.
“I need you to lie down, honey, and lift your shirt up to expose your belly.”
She did as he asked, the paper hanging over the edge of the table flapping up for a second from the air moving as she reclined. She blinked a bunch of times. Nervous. And then she peeled up her sweater, stopping at that place where the belly and ribs intersected.
He rolled the towel up and lay it on her skin parallel to her shoulders, making a border between her skin and sweater.
“This towel will keep any of the blood from the incision from getting on your shirt,” he said as he tucked the towel in place. She nodded, and the preacher turned to the crowd.
“For those of you who are squeamish around blood, I suggest you look away here in a minute. It won’t be a great quantity of blood, but the cancer coming out of her is nasty stuff. I promise it won’t be the prettiest thing you’ve ever seen.”
He took a bowl of water out from under the table and placed it to his left, dipping his fingers into it and reaching under the table again, his hands falling out of view of the crowd, his shoulders and elbows jostling up and down as he dried his hands.
“Don’t worry. You won’t feel any pain. Just a little pressure, a little tightness as the disease is worked out. Maybe a little moisture.”
He brought his hands to her stomach, the tips of his fingers prodding at the flesh just underneath the towel. His left hand, the one closer to the audience, seemed to be doing more intricate motions, each finger articulating individual procedures, while the right clustered all four fingers to a point and thrust all of them into the crack under the towel together. Was he left handed? Decker had never paid attention to it.
And lo! Let there be blood. Let there be a rivulet of red blood snaking away from the place where his hands worked, now pressing deeper into her belly.
The crowd gasped.
The preacher looked up a second, all surgical hand activity halting, and his brow crinkled as though annoyed with the distraction. The murmur died down, and he went back to it, the fingers of his left hand moving almost like they were playing some classical piano piece on her stomach.
Decker looked upon the girl then, shifting his focus to her face and noting the terror in her eyes. She blinked non-stop, a little line of moisture trailing away from her eyelashes where a tear had fallen not long ago. There was nothing false in her expression or body language, he thought. She was either a great actress or this was genuine fear.
He scratched his nose. That notion threw him a little. If she wasn’t in on the gag, did that mean… It couldn’t be real.
Could it?
Another tear welled at the corner of her eye, hanging on for three more blinks before it drained down her cheek, tracing down the wet line from before. Nobody was that good of an actress. Nobody.
It dawned on him. They told her she had cancer. They had doctors or people pretending to be doctors examine her and give her the bad news. That way, when Ray “healed” her, she’d believe right along with everyone else. Even more so, probably. She’d become a symbol, an avatar championing his powers everywhere she went.
The preacher’s body straightened then. His back stiffened, almost arching away from his hands which still twisted upon the girl’s abdomen, his fingers seeming to dip under her skin, blood smearing everywhere.
“Here it comes,” the preacher said between gritted teeth.
His hands worked together now, digging in the same small area. And then something was there, a fleshy object just seemed to appear, some hunk of purple meat that appeared to be attached to her, rooted inside of her. He tugged at it, one hand wrestled around the base of it, the other clawing the exposed tip, trying to grip it like the claw in one of those grabber machines full of shitty stuffed animals.
The hunk of meat pulled free slowly, more and more of it stretching out of her, a quivering stringy looking thing. And then it snapped out, flinging upward like a rubber band. Fatty yellow lines ran down the purple piece of flesh.
The preacher pulled a glass bowl out from under the table and plopped the purple meat into it. It stuck to the side and rolled down in slow motion.
“That’s cancer, folks.”
The crowd erupted. Hoots and howls and applause. People clapping each other on the back.
The man in white closed his eyes and raised his hand, bloody fingers facing all of them. Everyone fell quiet at once, a hushed reverence roiling in the air that even Decker found hard to deny.
“I’m afraid there’s quite a bit more where that came from, but we’ll get it all. I promise you that.”
He dipped his hands in the water again and reached under the table to dry them, elbows and shoulders jostling again. A little murmur of chatter followed his announcement, but the silence returned as soon as his hands went back to that bloody oval of flesh along the towel. His fingers scrabbled in the red again, painting and erasing lines on her belly over and over.
And how the illusion worked suddenly occurred to Decker. He closed his eyes for a long moment and listened to that blood thrumming through his ears. When he opened them, he blinked a few times.
And then he strode forward, pushing past the people in front of him, and pulling the axe free of the block on his way to the preacher’s table.
He bobbed the axe in his hand a few times, getting a feel for its weight in his hands, then he hoisted it over his head.
“Everybody get the fuck back.”
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Fingers wrapped around her arms. She let them. She didn’t fight. She couldn’t, even if she’d wanted to.
Arms pulling her, lifting her. The disorienting feeling of not knowing if she was up or down. The warmth of someone else’s skin against her, the hardness of muscle and bone.
Someone was carrying her. It was him. He’d gotten free from the zombies and free from the inferno of the house somehow, and he had come for her. Come to finish the job.
At least Izzy had gotten away. But what if she hadn’t? This thought made Erin try to lift her head, but even that slight movement was enough to cause her to lose consciousness again.
 
Her head bumped against something hard. There was a metallic rattle, and underneath that sound, a noise that reminded her of rollerskating on Kelly’s driveway when they were kids. Wheels on a hard surface, and every so often, the crack of a piece of gravel.
Her eyelids parted, just barely. Enough to let in a crack of sky overhead. Clear blue, not the wisp of a cloud in sight. Tree branches rolled by overhead, leaves rustling in the breeze.
Her eyes swept closer to her person. The smooth red surface that jostled her when it rolled over a bump was familiar. She was in a red Radio Flyer wagon.
She felt the haze returning, knew she was going under again. She fought it, straining her neck to try to get a look at who was pulling the wagon.
Just before her eyes fell closed again, she caught a glimpse of slender fingers, long and brown.
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The preacher flinched back, bloody hands flashing in front of his face as he cowered into a squat, his eyes locked on the axe in Decker’s hands. The girl sat up and scooted to the back of the table, her bloody stomach heaving in and out.
Before anyone in the crowd could react, Decker reached under the table and pulled the plastic container of guts out. He let it plop onto the paper layered over the wood, the innards within the plastic quivering upon impact.
“This is all bullshit. These are chicken guts. Livers and kidneys and lungs,” he said.
No one moved. Dalton’s face looked slack. Blank. He blinked, his eyelids seeming to stick together, peeling apart slowly in a way that made him look like a confused dog. He no longer shielded himself with his hands, but he remained hunched in an odd position. It seemed strange to see him out of control like this, to see him scared.
With no one making a move on him, Decker leaned the axe up against the back of the table, reached into the plastic tub of chicken guts and pinched a liver, easing it out into the open. He held the piece of poultry up for the crowd to see, flapping it back and forth a little.
"No miracles here. No cancer. Just poultry. Ray Dalton is a fraud. He's duping all of you now just like he duped people out of millions before."
He threw the liver at the feet standing in the front row of the crowd. It skipped off a patch of dirt and nestled in the grass among their legs. The people winced, leaping out of the way, shoulders jerking back. He looked into their faces, eyes shifting from person to person. Some scowled but most looked frightened.
“I know it’s not what you want to hear. I know it hurts. But you know what? The truth is ugly. The truth hurts. Sometimes it hurts so bad, it makes you sick, makes you go a little crazy. But without the truth, life loses all meaning, doesn’t it? If you dedicate your life and time to a guy pretending to pull chicken guts out of a girl’s stomach… I mean, what kind of a bullshit life is that?”
The crowd remained silent, eyes shifting back and forth between the preacher and the one they called Jones. He couldn’t tell what they were thinking, couldn’t get a read on how they were taking this. He knew it could be an irrational thought, but he felt like they weren’t listening, weren’t understanding the gravity of what he was saying. Maybe he wasn’t speaking in their terms, wasn’t connecting with them. His mind scrambled, looking for a new angle, a new way to demonstrate his point.
He wiped his hand over the back of his mouth, panicking for a second before confirming that it was not the hand that touched the chicken liver. He stared down at this hand, the clean one, flexing his fingers, and then his eyes fell past his fingers to the butt of the axe leaned up against the table.
“Look, I’ll show you what I’m talking about.”
He gave a nod to the girl still sitting on the table, and she hopped down, the towel spilling from her lap as she scurried into the crowd. Then he turned, grabbed the preacher by the collar and yanked him toward him, the old man’s hip bone banging the edge of the table.
“Hop up there and lie down if you would. We’re going to have a little demonstration here.”
The preacher stood still, staring at the ground, totally docile like a grazing cow until Decker shoved him in the back. The old man struggled to get a leg up onto the flat surface, but once he did, he crawled, the paper crinkling under him. Then he lay face down, head buried between his bloody hands.
Decker hopped up onto the table, standing to tower over the sprawled figure. He stood up above the crowd now, and he liked it. Somehow he felt like they were really listening now, even though he hadn’t said anything in a while. He pulled the axe up, letting the head rest on the table and leaning on the handle as though it were his cane.
“Remember what this man has said to you here today. Remember his words. His lies. He said that he would protect you, that God would protect you until it was your time. He’s set up a situation where he can take credit for all of the good things and never be blamed for the bad. If you live, it’s because he saved you. If you die, it’s because it was time. I mean, think about it. His way of looking at it makes every death predestined, right? It makes every death the way things were supposed to be.”
He looked up into the sky, into the endless blue that stretched out forever, into that vastness that made him feel small whenever he was alone. For this moment he felt like he could hold all of that in the palm of his hand. He could play with it. He could squish it between his fingers if he chose to.
He extended his arms out to the sides and held them there as he went on, letting the handle of the axe rest against his thigh.
“Dalton told you that God wanted him to say and do these things. Wanted him to lie to you. Wanted him to play make believe with chicken gizzards. I say nay. No way. I say God wants me to tell you the truth, as ugly as it might be, as awful as it might seem. God wants you to live life with your eyes open, wants you to experience the paradoxes of existence, of mortals trying to grasp the infinite, of the pain and pleasure our bodies cause in us, of the cycle of creation and destruction perpetually at war in our very nature. God wants you to feel all of that complexity and choose your path. That’s how you become who you are. Not all of the lies.”
He paused for a moment and pointed down at the belly-flopped preacher at his feet.
“And here’s the ugly truth, the awful truth we’ve been presented with today. This man is a blasphemer. A heretic. We all know the punishment for these crimes. God wants justice, and he has chosen me to administer it, can’t you see that? You need me now. Even if it hurts, you need me to do what’s right. If I were mistaken about any of this, God would intervene, wouldn’t he?”
In one motion he wound the axe up behind his head and sent it arcing down into the back of Ray Dalton’s neck.
A wet crack ensued. The preacher managed a few choked mews like an injured cat, followed by throaty suction sounds.
His arms wriggled, and he shook all over, vibrating, crinkling the paper on top of the table. Blood poured out of the throat, pools rushing away from each side like spilled fruit punch, spilling over the lip of the table, gummy red drops that fell differently than water. Thicker.
The crowd screamed and cried and flailed.
The first couple hero types drifted out of the crowd and came at Decker — a guard and a civilian — but he bashed one in the throat with the butt of the axe handle and gave the other a similar shot to the skull, using the superior reach to out-duel the guard’s nightstick.
Then he wound up again and took another chop at Dalton’s neck. This one seemed to still the wriggling arms, though noises still erupted from the open throat. It sounded like a vacuum cleaner sucking on flaps of wet flesh. The third stroke quieted him for good, separating the head from the body.
Everything seemed to hold still. Frozen. The next breath stretching out into one long moment. He blinked a few times, looked at that ragged red line where the tan flesh gave way to the wound, and it didn’t seem real.
And then the whole crowd surged over the two of them all at once, rushing at him like some tidal wave. The swell of humanity displaced him, carried him off of the table, and he tumbled down among them, tangled in the limbs and torsos and all of the moving body parts that seemed to form one mindless beast in this moment — a single, agitated creature that could feel only rage and express only violence.
Fists and elbows clubbed at his head, knocked him a little silly. A foot got him right in the mouth, and he saw a flash of white as the kick connected with his teeth. Thoughts no longer occurred to him in words, all things reduced to images and feelings.
He sank deeper into the writhing crowd until the mass of humanity covered him totally, until human bodies blocked out all of the light.
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She’d come around a little by the time they reached the apartment building, enough that she could hold on to Marcus’ shoulders while he carried her piggyback-style. It was easier than carrying her limp, she was sure, but it was still seven stories to the top. He had to stop on the fourth and sixth floor landings to catch his breath.
She was worried they’d run into more zombies, but so far the building seemed to be empty. The top floor was, at least.
Several of the apartments had been broken into already, so it wasn’t hard to find one with an open door.
Marcus lowered her gingerly onto a bed with a pink floral quilt on top. How long had it been since she laid on a mattress? It could only have been a few days, but it felt like longer. The mattress was soft, and she just wanted to sleep. Instead, she yelped when Marcus gripped her leg to get a look at the wound there.
“Sorry. But I need to see it.”
Izzy took Erin’s fingers in her hand.
“You can squeeze my hand when it hurts.”
Erin gave a trial squeeze.
“Thanks.”
Marcus unzipped the bag Izzy had carried up the stairs for him and rooted around in the supplies until he found the baggie with the first aid kit and medicine in it. He handed her two pills. She recognized one by the bright pink and purple capsule. She’d packed the bag herself, all those days ago. But her eyes wouldn’t focus enough to read the small white pill.
“Amoxicillin and what?”
“Oxycontin,” he said, passing her a water bottle.
“Ahh,” Erin said. “The good shit.”
When Izzy didn’t correct her, Erin gave her a nudge.
“Oh, right.”
Izzy tried to smile but really just looked scared.
“Language.”
Erin threw the pills toward the back of her throat and took a slug of water. They scraped over her esophagus, rough and raw from smoke and repeated strangulation. It was an effort not to gag and cough them back up.
She took another sip of water and lay back down.
Marcus left then, telling Izzy to stay put and keep the door shut. Izzy just nodded, no argument. Erin dozed, not quite sleeping, but also not fully awake. And then Marcus was telling her to wake up.
Things were fuzzy. It was hard to keep her eyes open. She just wanted to close them again and go back to sleep.
Marcus nudged her shoulder again.
“I’m going to move you into the bathroom. I need to clean up your leg.”
He bent close to her, sliding one arm under her neck and another behind the crook of her knees. She looped her hands behind his head, and he lifted her.
She barely noticed the pain in her hand now. Her leg she felt more. It was still there, but further away. This Oxycontin really was the good shit.
“What?”
She didn’t realize she’d been talking out loud.
“This Oxy is good stuff, I said.”
“Yep. Hillbilly Heroin.”
Marcus set her onto the lip of the bathtub. There was a grab bar on the side of the shower, and she gripped it to keep from sliding into the tub.
Izzy lingered in the doorway, clutching the first aid kit. The squirrel hunched on her shoulder, rubbing its hands together, pawing at its face. Erin knew it was just grooming itself, but under the circumstances, it was hard to not interpret it as worry.
“Scissors?” Marcus said, and Izzy handed them over. He began cutting off the leg of Erin’s jeans, just above her wound. The entire portion of fabric from her knee down was dark with blood. That it had ever been blue was hard to believe. She was glad the fabric was dark enough to hide the color of her blood.
Erin’s gaze flicked from the bloodstained cloth to Izzy. The kid didn’t need to see what was underneath.
“Hey, Iz,” Erin said. “See if you can find me some clean clothes.”
Izzy nodded, set the kit on the vanity, and backed out of the room.
Marcus glanced away from the cutting for a moment.
“I don’t want her to see how bad it is.”
He bobbed his head once. He maneuvered the scissors around the back of her leg now, leaning around her knee to see what he was doing.
“You might as well cut them all the way off.”
“I am.”
“Not just the leg, I mean. You need to take my pants all the way off.”
He froze.
“Come on, what’s a girl gotta do to get you to take her pants off? Beg?”
The drugs were making her punchy.
Marcus frowned, gripping the scissors in his fist. She took them from him.
“For Christ’s sake, I’ll do it.”
She managed to slice an inch past her waistband when she made the mistake of glancing down at her foot. Her sock, formerly white, was bright red. Completely sodden with her own blood. A wave of dizziness overtook her. She slumped forward, catching her elbows on her thighs. Marcus caught her shoulders, and her head lolled between them.
“Gimme a minute. Just a little woozy.”
Marcus sighed.
“Give me those.”
He plucked the scissors from her hand and guided her fingers back to the grip on the shower. He took up where she left off, snipping the blades through the denim. The cold metal edge of the scissors tickled against her skin.
She started feeling guilty for embarrassing him on purpose. She blamed the drugs a little, but she suspected she also did it because it made her feel more in control. Gave her some power in a situation where she felt she had very little.
“If it makes you feel better, I pissed myself.”
His brow wrinkled.
“Just now?”
Laughter hissed between Erin’s teeth. God, she really was high as a kite.
“No! When that freak had me chained up.”
The sound of the scissors chewing their way through fabric resumed.
“You did what you had to do.”
“Yeah well, I’m just saying. This whole pants-removal scenario isn’t as sexy as I made it out to be.”
She registered the tiniest flinch at the word “sexy.” She swayed a little, smiling to herself. Beautiful, sweet Marcus. Such a prude.
When he had the first leg free, he helped her swing around and rest it in the tub.
He’d found two buckets and half a dozen gallon jugs which he’d filled with water at the pump in a cemetery across the street. When the first stream hit her leg, it was ice cold and stung in the open wounds. She jumped and shivered, clutching her handhold until her knuckles turned white.
“Sorry,” he said.
“S’okay,” she managed through gritted teeth.
She tried not to think of the blood running down her leg and into the tub. The way the red would lighten in the water, a swirl of pink spiraling around the drain. She focused on Marcus’ face. The long curled eyelashes and the scar on his hairline that turned the spot of hair white.
His eyes were fixed on her leg, concentrating so hard that he barely blinked at all.
“It’s bad, huh?”
His gaze flicked to her then back to the leg.
“It’s not so bad.”
“Just a scratch?”
“Right.”
“Don’t bullshit me, Marcus.”
“OK. It’s pretty bad. Not as bad as I thought when I first saw all the blood on your pants. What kind of trap was it?”
“There was a hole in the ground with a bunch of sharpened sticks arranged around the circumference.”
He nodded.
“That’s good, at least. When Izzy told me it was a trap, the first thing I imagined was one of those steel jaw bear traps. That would have got you all the way around the leg, maybe snapped the bones even.”
Erin shuddered.
“Sorry. Anyway, you have some bad cuts, but only this one deep puncture wound. That’s the one that concerns me.” He started to wrap her leg with a bandage. “Do you remember if you had a tetanus shot when you were about ten?”
“I think so. What about my ankle? And my hand?”
“The ankle looks okay, but the hand is probably broken. Not much we can do other than splint it for a while. Even if it heals bad, it won’t kill you.”
She laughed, because he was only half-joking.
“How do you know all this?”
“My-” He stopped himself. She saw him wrestle with something, then decide. “My foster mom was a nurse.”
“Oh,” Erin said, then remembered a name. “Nina?”
“Yeah.”
With a moistened washcloth, he wiped the grime and soot and blood from her face. He was very gentle. The kind of gentle, she supposed, that could nurse an injured baby squirrel back to health.
Izzy had been right all along. Erin had been wrong not to trust him. There were a lot of bad guys out there, but Marcus wasn’t one of them.
By the time he had her cleaned up and dressed in a fluffy robe Izzy snatched from the apartment next door, she was shaking with more than just cold. The pain had finally broken through the pills.
Marcus gave her another Oxycontin and made her drink a box of warm apple juice they found in the fridge. She sipped at the straw, sprawled on her side in the bed. Izzy perched beside her, keeping watch.
Erin didn’t remember falling asleep. She just started to drift away, and was vaguely aware of someone removing the juice box from her hand and pulling the covers up around her.
 
She was pretty sure only a few hours had passed when she woke. The sun was setting and the light filled the room with an orange glow. It could have been the next day, she supposed, but she still felt groggy from the pills.
Izzy snored beside her, Rocky curled up under her chin. Through her half-closed eyes, she could see Marcus across the room. He was sitting on the couch, watching the sun set. Or maybe just staring at nothing.
Erin rose, and Marcus stirred, too.
“Are you OK? Do you need me to help you to the bathroom?”
“I’m fine,” she said, grabbing his arm to keep her balance. “I just want to sit.”
She hopped over to the couch on one foot and then let go of his arm, dropping back into the upholstery.
He was just standing there, watching her.
She pat the seat next to her.
“Sit.”
Marcus sat back down, a conspicuous space left between them. She scooched a few inches closer and then laid her head on his shoulder.
He held very still. She didn’t even think he breathed.
Maybe she’d misinterpreted the way he’d gotten flustered when she told him to remove her pants. Or maybe he was just nervous. She wondered if he’d ever kissed a girl before. She thought maybe not.
She leaned forward, balancing on the uninjured parts of her body.
“What are you doing?”
“Getting comfortable.”
She wriggled sideways so her legs were draped over his lap.
“I can move.”
“You can stay.”
“I don’t-”
“You can stay.”
When she settled, he had his hands in the air, as if she’d pointed a gun at him and told him to freeze.
“This isn’t a hold up, Marcus. You can put your hands down.”
He lowered them slowly, placing his balled fists on either side of his lap, not touching her.
“You should rest.”
“I am,” she said and placed her head against his chest. She listened to his heart beat, hard and strong and fast. He was nervous.
She tilted her head back a little so she could see his face.
“Have you ever kissed a girl, Marcus?”
His stony face faltered.
“Why are you asking-”
She moved quickly, before he bolted, or she lost her nerve. She snaked a hand up to the back of his neck and pressed her mouth to his.
He grew rigid for a moment, frozen. This is what it must be like to kiss a statue, she thought. But then his mouth softened, and he returned the kiss, and it was good.
“There,” she said, pulling back so she could look at him through her eyelashes.
“There? There, what?”
“Well, if I die now, at least I know I helped you get to first base.”
“You’re not gonna die.”
“You better hope not, or you might never get to second base.”



 
 
 
Lorraine
 
Rural West Virginia
1 year, 38 days after
 
She hadn’t cried when Louis told her. She’d been resting in the house, not feeling up to standing out in the heat now that she was six months pregnant.
She was sprawled on the couch in the basement where it was a little cooler while Ray went to work pulling fake tumors from a girl’s belly. They’d really practiced this one. His technique improved greatly over the course of a couple of weeks. They’d figured it’d be his last for a while. Maybe ever. The miracles had served their purpose. They’d built a community. A society. They’d carved a pattern onto the land — a little order in the post-apocalyptic chaos.
The crowd didn’t sound right. She could hear that, but she hadn’t thought much of it, hadn’t even gotten up to check. She thought maybe the violence she heard in the swell of people was just her imagination, a spat of paranoia.
But no.
She knew Ray was dead just by the look on Louis’s face. He looked flushed, his eyes wet. He told her to grab a few things and get ready to get out. Maybe they’d be able to come back, he said. Maybe not.
She wanted to resist, to disobey his order, but with that look on his face, she couldn’t. This was real.
She’d waddled to the bedroom and packed a bag, shuffled to the car Louis had waiting — an old Buick Skylark — and got in.
They rode in silence for a long while. Louis sucked air between his teeth every so often, a pained noise like a little kid getting peroxide dumped on a scraped knee.
The sky went orange, then gray, then black, and still she didn’t cry. She couldn’t feel it yet. Funny how that worked, she thought. Soon, she’d never be able to stop feeling it, even though it was someone who was no longer there — like a phantom limb. But for now she felt nothing. Louis seemed more upset than her.
The tears would come later, and they’d be hard to stop. She knew that.
Hours drained away like nothing, the car hurtling into the dark. The night only seemed to grow blacker and blacker, the headlights no match for what surrounded them.
It was late. The middle of the night. She realized that she had no idea how long they’d been driving, but she knew they’d crossed a state line in there somewhere.
After hours without a word, she had a question.
“We’re not going back, are we?” she said.
The dash light glowed on the man’s face, a faintly blue tint to it. His forehead scrunched up.
“Probably not.”
She cupped a hand over her round belly and looked out into the darkness.



 
 
 
Father
 
The Compound
1 year and 69 days after
 
He stood on the deck, looking down the hill at the grass field where it had all transpired. Cigar smoke twirled off of the brown cylinder in his hand, coiling into his face, and it made his nose wrinkle. He liked the taste, but he didn’t care for the smell. He took a puff and let the smoke roll around his mouth before he exhaled.
He’d never felt so content in his life. Not even when he was a baby. The whole world answered to his command now, it seemed.
The image flashed in his head, Dalton’s hands scrabbling at the paper atop the table, the blood pooling on each side of him, cascading over the edge to the ground below.
He couldn’t have planned it this way if he’d wanted to. Never dreamed that such a traumatic experience would somehow bond him to this tribe the way it did, but he’d finally done it. Finally said the right combination of words so that people would love him, the world would love him. It felt like he’d won the game he’d been playing his whole life.
He was a man of God — their connection to God. And not a phony one like that preacher. He’d saved them from that charlatan. That blasphemer. They all needed him.
The cigar taste began to overwhelm him, clinging to his tongue long after he’d exhaled, the nicotine making his head light and tingly. He crushed the red cherry to the glass at the bottom of the ash tray, smashing it into something flat and black, listening to the ember sizzle and gutter out, and then he pitched the thing, watching it tumble down the hill and disappear among the pine boughs –– his pine boughs. It was all his now in a sense. All that he wanted from the world was his. The whole camp and everyone in it.
Except for one person, perhaps. The one who got away.
The sliding glass door slid open behind him, and he turned. He spied Fiona’s red hair in the opening before her face came into focus.
“Your lunch is ready, Father… er, I mean, Mr. Jones. Will you be eating at the table or would you like me to bring it out here?”
“I’ll be there in a moment.”
“Coca-cola to drink?”
“Yes. Thank you, Fiona.”
“You’re welcome, Father… er…”
“No, it’s fine. Call me Father.”
 



 
 
 
Erin
 
Moundsville, West Virginia
270 days after
 
“Erin!”
Erin’s eyelids fluttered and opened. Her thoughts were fuzzy. Part of that was being so recently asleep, and part of it was the narcotics.
“Erin!”
There was a note of alarm in Izzy’s voice, and that scared her all the way awake.
Erin propped herself up on one elbow. Izzy stood at the balcony with the binoculars pressed to her face.
“Erin!”
“What is it?”
“You have to come see this!”
Erin inched herself closer to the edge of the bed and swung her legs over the side, being careful not to jostle the left one too much. It still hurt like a motherfucker even with the painkillers.
She kept trying to get Marcus to give her more, but he was stingy as hell. Plus, it had been four days since her encounter, and she hadn’t died yet. She figured that was cause for a little celebration, but Marcus only lectured her about tolerance and addiction.
“Hurry, you’re going to miss it!”
“I’m moving as fast as I can.”
She bent forward, snaking a hand under the bed and patting around on the ground for the crutches. With one crutch firmly in place on either side, she stood, tucking the padded section at the top into her armpits. She tested her wounded leg, just leaning a little weight onto it. It was a mistake. Pain shot up and down her leg, and she sucked in her breath sharply. She held it, gritting her teeth. When she got her breath back, she hobbled forward until she stood beside Izzy in the window.
“What is it?”
Izzy handed her the binoculars.
“Just past the fire truck in the bank parking lot, straight ahead.”
Erin took a moment to adjust and focus the nocs. And then she saw it.
A man, or what used to be a man, naked from the waist down. And even his shirt only barely counted as covering. It was ragged and torn and dirty. The naked zombie was just standing there in the street. Swaying, head lolling like a loose marionette.
“You see it?”
“The half-naked zombie? Yeah. I see it. Zombie wang. Zombie balls. Zombie buttox.”
She tried to hand the binoculars back to Izzy, but the kid just bounced up and down on her toes.
“Keep watching!”
Erin sighed. “Fine, but if he sticks his finger in his butt crack and then smells it, I’m throwing you over the balcony.”
It took her a moment to find him again. She always got lost when she was looking through binoculars. She’d just got him back in her sights again when she gasped.
“Oh my God! He’s pooping!”
A squeal of laughter came out of Izzy.
“I told you, remember? I said they had to, or they’d explode!”
The door opened and Erin instinctively jumped a little, but it was just Marcus of course.
“Found some more food downstairs.”
Erin held out the binoculars to him. “You have to see this.”
“The zombie taking a crap? Thanks, but I already had an eyeful.”
Erin jabbed Izzy with the foot of her crutch.
“You showed him before you showed me?”
“You were asleep!”
Plastic shopping bags rustled behind them as Marcus set the scavenged supplies on the table.
“Are you guys gonna come eat, or are you going to continue watching a dead guy take a dump for the rest of the night?”
“This is science, Marcus,” Erin said, still peering through the lenses.
“Yeah. Science,” Izzy parroted.



 
 
 
Baghead
 
Rural Missouri
9 years, 129 days after
 
He woke to the image of Ruth peering at him again, her chin resting on the back of the seat. She smiled a little, just like before, that faintest upward turn upon each corner of her mouth.
“He’s up,” she said without lifting her head. Her jaw seemed to pick the rest of her skull up, lifting once for each syllable and putting it down again. Her eyes swiveled toward the driver and flipped back toward the backseat. Something about the movement reminded him of watching his cats at their laziest. The gray kitty often did a similar move. Lying still, his whole body motionless except for the two eyeballs rolling around in their sockets to look around.
“Well, get ‘im a water,” Delfino said.
The girl obliged, disappearing into the front seat for a moment and reappearing with a bottle of lukewarm liquid. She thrust the bottom of the bottle at him, and by reflex he twitched his left arm just a little as though to take it. He didn’t know why, other than that it was closer. He recovered quickly, reaching across his body with his good arm to take it, but something about the moment seemed to linger. Had she noticed that little movement in his stump? And why did that idea make him feel more vulnerable?
“Where are you at as far as pain?” Delfino said, raising his voice a touch. “On a scale from one to ten, I mean.”
“I don’t know.”
“You don’t know?”
“Not yet. Give me a second to wake up, I guess.”
The car thudded over a bump, and Baghead’s skull shimmied back and forth in the spot where it lay. Something about the movement made him think of an egg jiggling in its carton. He felt like he was holding his breath, waiting for the pain to resume full force now that he was awake, waiting for the demon at the end of his arm to wake up.
“Give ‘im an aspirin,” Delfino said, lowering his voice. “Actually, give him three.”
Dr. Delfino was on the case. He didn’t know if that was good or bad. Better than nothing, maybe. Better than no one.
He heard the pills rattling in the plastic bottle. Ruthie appeared a moment later, her hand cupped in front of her.
“These are several years past date,” Delfino said. “But they might still work.”
The pills tumbled into his hand as the driver spoke. They smelled like vinegar, the odor strong enough to sting his eyes a little.
“Smells like pickle juice, don’t it?” Delfino said.
“Something like that.”
“They get that when they start decomposing, but I suspect there’s still some medicine in there.”
“I’ll trust you on this one.”
He choked down the pills, washing all three down at once with the room temperature water from the bottle. The bitter taste filled his mouth, seeming to stick in the back of his throat, despite the quickness with which he’d swallowed them. Worst pickles ever.
“On to the next state,” Delfino said.
“Yeah?”
“Yuh. We’re in Missouri now.”
Baghead looked up at the ceiling for a long moment. Missouri. They were more than halfway there, he thought, and in a way, it was almost over.
He closed his eyes.
It was a Tuesday afternoon, 9 years and 129 days after the end of the world.
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