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AUTHOR’S NOTE:

This is the fifth book in my Dark Days post-apocalyptic series. This book introduces new characters, beginning with Kate Crawford, who will have a lot of relevance as you get deeper into the series. I know many of you may want to pick up right where Book 4 left off at Doug’s cabin, and I promise we will get back to them in Book 6 (which will be available very soon). But I felt that Kate (and the others who she will meet in this book) is critical to the overall story of this series.
Even though I have jumped from character to character in the first few books, I have meant for them to be read in order. I guess you could read them out of order and still understand what’s going on, but I hope you will read them in order for a more satisfying overall story.
Thank you so much for reading my books!
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PART 1





CHAPTER 1

North Carolina – October 25th  
Kate Crawford had been hiding out in her home for the last four days, ever since Friday morning, since the Collapse began. The internet and landline phones went out first, sometime during the night on Thursday. The banks had closed on Friday morning. Then the cell phone service, which had been spotty at best for the few days before that, finally winked out for good. The cable TV stations and radio stations came next, airing nothing but recorded programs or music, or an emergency signal, or a short recorded address by the President of the United States. And a few hours after that, the electricity went out and never came back on. The water was shut off later that night. All utilities, all internet, all information, most services—all gone.
She had listened to the president’s address on TV a few times before the power went out. In the video, the president stood behind his podium in some bunker somewhere. The presidential seal was on the front of the podium, and the seal of the White House was on the blue fabric hanging behind him, with two American flags on poles flanking him like sentries. But there were no news reporters there, nobody else, just the president urging American citizens to remain calm, to stay in their homes until these dark days were past us. He declared martial law until law and order was restored, and he promised that local governments and agencies would be in contact with everyone; supplies and information were on the way.
Well, it had been four days now and nobody had reached out to Kate or anyone else in her neighborhood that she knew of. Kate was alone in her home, alone in the murky light that filtered in through the plastic she had taped over the windows, alone in the silence, alone in the cold.
Her food supply was beginning to dwindle, but it was nothing dire yet. If she rationed the food, she should have enough for at least a few weeks, maybe even two months. Water and other liquids was another problem. She had filled up the bathtub with water in the guest bathroom down the hall, taking Tarik and Rita’s advice at the university where she taught classes on anthropology. The water in the bathtub had been meant for flushing toilets, washing dishes, and bathing (but not in the tub, only sponge baths in the sink to conserve as much water as possible). But that water was halfway gone now. She never realized how much water she used every day. And now that her drinking supply was getting low, she was going to have to seriously think about drinking the water from the tub.
Would the water be safe to drink after four days? It should be, but she wondered if she should treat it with something. She’d heard from somewhere (maybe even from Tarik and Rita at the school) that you could treat a gallon of water with a little bit of bleach. But how much bleach? Too much and her “treated” water might be more poisonous than unsanitary.
Kate felt vastly unprepared for this. She had waited these last four days for the authorities to come, the ones the president said would be reaching out soon. But they hadn’t come. And now Kate was beginning to believe the authorities weren’t coming at all. No one was coming and she was alone now.
She wasn’t sure what to do. She had no electricity, no internet, no radio stations, no information of any kind. She hadn’t interacted with her neighbors in the last four days ever since sealing up her windows with plastic and taping around the cracks in the doors; Rita or Tarik had suggested that, or maybe both of them had. They’d told her about the Ripper Plague on the morning of the Collapse, and recommended staying away from anyone who might be infected.
And now Kate sat in her sealed-up home. She was curled up at one end of the couch in the family room, under a blanket. She had a bottle of water on the coffee table next to a book and a kitchen knife. An aluminum baseball bat she’d gotten a few days ago from a murderer was on the floor next to the couch.
She thought about Rita and Tarik, her closest friends at the university where she taught. She wondered how they were doing. She wondered if they were hunkered down in their own homes with bathtubs full of water and plastic taped over their windows.
Her mind drifted back to Friday, the morning of the Collapse. Her classes had shrunk to less than half of the students, and there was the buzz of rumors going around. She closed her eyes, thinking back to when the world seemed to be ending.




CHAPTER 2

Friday—October 21st
Kate drove to the university as the sun was coming up—she taught at one of the three prestigious schools in the Research Triangle. She listened to the gloomy news on the radio as she drove: the stock markets around the world had been crashing for weeks, stores and businesses closing, protests in the streets often turning into full-blown riots.
She had gone to see her financial advisor earlier in the week, panicking about the retirement accounts and savings that seemed to be evaporating nearly overnight.
“There’s still plenty of time,” her financial advisor had told her. “You’re only twenty-nine years old. You can bounce back from a hit like this.”
The “hit” he was referring to was more like an annihilation. But of course he told her that crashes had happened many times before and that the markets had always bounced back, usually regaining all of the losses, and then some.
“You’ll see,” he’d said with sweat shining on his upper lip. “The market will bounce right back. You just sit tight.”
What else could she do? Take the money out? Inflation was soaring. Deliveries to stores were less and less frequent or reliable. People were panic-buying. Store owners were price-gouging. It felt like the preparation for a hurricane, but this preparation had been going on now for weeks.
But maybe her financial advisor was right. Maybe she would lose a lot, but if she was patient she could begin to save again. At least her job was safe; she was a university professor with tenure. She was working on a book about the Sixth Extinction, a book she’d been promised a nice advance for. She made a good salary. She owned her own home and two vehicles: the BMW SUV she was driving now and a Honda. She had worked her ass off since she’d left home at eighteen years old, and she’d done pretty damn well for herself, especially with the obstacles she’d had to overcome while growing up in a small mountain town in western North Carolina.
Yes, she’d done pretty well so far. She would survive this somehow.
A news report on the radio caught her attention as she stopped at a red light. The traffic was unusually heavy this morning. It seemed like nobody was at work, like everybody was driving around, either hitting the stores for goods or trying to leave the city. There were a lot of cops out, too. Many of the cops were dressed in riot gear, and many of them looked more like soldiers than police officers. Perhaps they were preparing for more protests. There had been a lot of protests at college campuses across the country, and the three main universities in the Research Triangle—Duke, North Carolina, and North Carolina State—hadn’t been immune from those protests.
“Six dead found in Raleigh,” a news reporter said on the radio. “The victims were found in an apartment building. Police aren’t releasing the identities or much information at the moment . . .”
Kate switched the radio station, but there were more reports of murders and violence. Just in the last few days reports like these seemed to have exploded. People were panicking, going nuts, killing each other over anything. Over nothing.
When she got to the school, there were a few cop cars there, two officers dressed in helmets and body armor. They were stopping vehicles and inspecting badges. Kate slowed down to a stop when the cop directed her to.
“ID,” the cop barked at her. He was wearing some kind of black mask over his face under his helmet, like a respirator or a dust mask.
“Here you go,” Kate said, trying to sound cheerful as she handed her ID badge to the officer, trying to act like being stopped at a checkpoint was the most normal thing in the world. But her hand was shaking just a bit as she held the badge out for his inspection.
The cop looked at her badge closely, then eyeballed Kate through his goggles, really studying her face.
Kate smiled at him. She resisted the urge to hold the badge up next to her face and tell him: “It’s really me.”
Finally the cop gave her a curt nod and thrust her ID badge back to her through the open window. He was already directing her to move it along with his other gloved hand.
Kate drove up to her building and parked right in front of it. There were a lot of empty spaces. She wondered how many other professors, staff, and students had decided to turn around rather than drive through the gauntlet of inspections. She wondered how many hadn’t even bothered to come at all. Class sizes had been dwindling drastically through the week.
She got out of her SUV and locked her door, taking her bag with her. The air was cold, but it wasn’t as cold as it had been, warming up just a little. But the air seemed hazy, like there was smoke around somewhere.
*
Kate’s morning classes were less than half the size they normally were. And right before lunch she taught a class that only had nine students in attendance. She had tried to focus on what she was teaching, but within ten minutes the discussion had turned to the collapsing of society.
“What do you think is going on, Professor Crawford?” Jenny, a student on a partial scholarship for volleyball asked.
Kate was going to try to get Jenny focused back on the lecture, but then she sighed and shook her head. “I don’t know.”
“Something’s happening,” Jonathon said. “Something bad.”
“Yeah,” another student in the back agreed. Kate thought he looked a little stoned, and she suspected he’d been dozing off earlier.
“I’m scared,” Anne said.
Others nodded in agreement.
Kate thought they all looked scared. Most of the students still at school were foreign or out-of-state students who couldn’t get back home easily with most of the flights being grounded recently. Amtrak had also shut down for now.
“I heard there’s some kind of virus going around,” Javier said in his heavy accent.
“There is,” Jonathon said. He moved down toward the front where Javier and Jenny were sitting, taking one of the empty seats nearby. Some of the other students were moving closer to the front of the classroom, like they were huddling together without even being aware of it. “It’s called the Ripper Virus. Or something like that.”
“Ripper Plague,” Alex said as he moved down to the front of the class. Only Byron, the stoned kid, remained near the back now.
“Ripper Plague?” Jenny said. “I haven’t heard anything like that on the news.”
“It’s not on the news,” Alex said, shaking his head at her obvious ignorance. “They’re not going to tell you about it.”
“Be nice,” Kate warned Alex. He was usually a quiet kid, but a social outcast of sorts. A smart kid who usually didn’t hesitate to flaunt his knowledge.
“She puts too much faith in our government,” Alex said.
A few titters from the other students.
Alex was already looking up something on his laptop. He moved over right next to Jenny, and she moved to the side just a little, drawing back from him instinctually. Kate wondered if she even realized that she had done it.
“Look at this,” Alex told Jenny, sliding his laptop in front of her.
Jenny watched the screen in horror. Javier, Jonathan, and Scott crowded in behind her to watch.
“That’s not real,” Jenny whispered.
Kate realized that she hadn’t been invited to watch whatever Alex had drudged up from the dark corners of the internet. She could hear the squawks and noises from the laptop. Some of the noises sounded like screams. And from Jenny’s reaction, Kate wasn’t so sure she wanted to see what she was watching.
Scott was busy searching on his phone. “Where did you find this stuff?” he asked. “I just looked up rippers on my phone. There’s just this message about it being a conspiracy theory, and then some policy about not allowing any kind of footage without a veracity of proof.”
“We’re working hard to research this material and, once verified, it will be posted,” Anne read from her phone.
“They’re not showing it on the internet,” Alex said, rolling his eyes like he was trying to explain something to a group of children. “It’s on the dark web.”
“The dark web?” Jonathon said, wincing. “Oh man, none of that shit’s true.”
“No, the shit on the internet,” Alex said, “that’s what’s not true.”
“Okay, guys,” Kate said. “Language.”
“Sorry,” Jonathan said.
Alex offered no apology.
Jenny pushed the laptop back toward Alex and turned away from him.
“It’s like a rabies virus,” Javier said. “It affects people like rabies does, only this form spreads through the air.”
“What if this is true?” Scott asked Kate, but then he looked at the others in class. “What if there’s really a disease like this out there? Like the bubonic plague.”
“That was spread by fleas,” Anne said. “From infected rats.”
“The Spanish influenza, then,” Scott said. He looked at Kate, like something had just clicked in his mind. “What about the things you’ve been teaching? The Sixth Extinction?”
Kate had been lecturing recently on the Sixth Extinction. She’d been working on a book about it, and some of what she’d been studying had leaked over into her lectures: the mass extinction of animals and plants around the world, whole species wiped out within a few years. Some of the extinctions had been blamed on fungi and pathogens, some blamed on man’s encroachment into nature, but some of the extinctions still had no real explanation.
“What if this is an extinction of some kind?” Scott asked, horrified. “Or part of it. What if we’re part of an extinction right now?”
Kate felt her stomach drop just at the thought of it. Before she could answer, a voice squawked from the intercom high up on the wall. “Attention students and faculty. Classes have been canceled until further notice. Repeat. All classes and practices have been canceled for the rest of the week and next week until further notice. Please leave the premises immediately. Thank you.”




CHAPTER 3

Classes have been canceled? Kate’s heart jumped and her skin grew suddenly clammy.
Her nine students wasted no time getting their books and bags together and then leaving the classroom.
“It’s really happening,” Scott said more to himself than to anyone else as he left.
Kate got her stuff together, shoving a few books and her laptop down into her bag and zipping it up. She looked around, making sure everything was turned off, then she turned out the lights and left the classroom.
She met Rita and Tarik in the break room. Both looked wired, like they’d drunk a pot of coffee each.
“Where are you going to go?” Rita asked Kate.
Kate didn’t have an answer for her—she hadn’t really thought about it. “Home, I guess.” Was there somewhere else they should go? “What about you?”
“I don’t know. A lot of people are trying to leave the city. Leave the coast. I heard rumors about a gigantic asteroid coming that’s going to hit the Atlantic Ocean. I think a lot of people are trying to get away from the coast.”
Kate hadn’t heard anything about an asteroid coming. She was sure Alex would have found something about it on the dark web. But no, the things he’d found—an airborne plague—were much scarier than an asteroid.
“I don’t think we should leave the city just yet,” Tarik said. “We all need to go home and stay there. Don’t interact with anyone unless you can help it.”
“I need to go to the store,” Rita said. “I didn’t stock up on anything.”
“Me either,” Kate said.
Tarik sighed. “You need to go and get what you can, and then go home. Lock all of your windows and doors. Tape plastic over your windows. Tape around your doors. Seal up anywhere that leads outside.”
“All of the plastic and tape in the stores are probably gone now,” Rita said.
“I’ve got some in the storeroom,” Tarik said, nodding at Kate and Rita to follow him. “I hid some.”
The halls were emptier than Kate had ever seen them at this time of day. Most of the students and about half of the faculty hadn’t even shown up today.
“What’s this about the Ripper Plague?” Kate asked as they hurried down the hallway. “My students were talking about it. One of my students looked up some kind of video on the dark web.”
Tarik stopped and nodded, looking at her gravely. “It’s some kind of plague.”
“Like a rabies virus?”
“Oh God,” Rita said, her hands to her mouth.
Tarik nodded. “It acts a lot like rabies. Turns its victims into raging lunatics. They rip other animals and people apart. And eat them. Some reporters are calling them rippers.”
Rita’s eyes were wide; she looked like she was either on the verge of puking or passing out.
“It’s no joke,” Tarik said. “The best thing is not to expose yourself to the air, or to other people, not until the CDC and the government get a handle on this.”
“How long will that take?” Rita asked.
Tarik just shrugged.
They got to the storeroom the science department used. Tarik unlocked the door and entered, Kate and Rita right behind him. He went to work, gathering items from the shelves. He brought back a few large rolls of plastic and three boxes of latex gloves and two boxes of dust masks back to the table, setting them down. “Take a roll of plastic with you. And a box of gloves and some of the masks.” He looked back at the metal shelves. “We need goggles and tape, too.” He was back down the aisles, searching.
Rita’s cell phone rang. She plucked it out of her pocket like she couldn’t believe it was actually working. “Marty?” she said into the phone. “What?” She looked at Kate, pulling her phone away from her ear for a few seconds. “He said his office got shut down today.” She was listening again. “Slow down, Marty. I can’t understand everything you’re saying. There’s a lot of static.”
Tarik was back with a few rolls of duct tape in one hand and three pairs of goggles in his other hand, holding them by the elastic straps.
Kate unzipped her bag and pulled her laptop out, opening it up. She rotated it toward Tarik. “You said there’s a plague. You can find proof of that?”
He nodded as he set the tape and goggles down on the table next to the rolls of plastic. “The information’s been mostly suppressed so far, but the truth is getting out everywhere. There are a lot of articles and videos on the dark web.”
“Can you get me to the dark web?”
Tarik looked hesitant for just a second, and then he went to work on Kate’s computer, clicking keys rapidly. He turned the screen back toward her. A video was playing.
Rita walked away, her phone up to her right ear, a finger in her left ear so she could hear her husband better.
Kate turned the sound down on her computer so Rita could hear her husband on the phone, but then she watched the video that was playing. A young man with shoulder-length blond hair was staring into the camera, speaking. He wore an old T-shirt and baggy shorts. He looked like a surfer.
“You’re not getting the whole story from our government and news agencies,” the kid in the video said. “The government is trying to cover up the truth. But they can’t cover it up much longer. The truth is going to get out, and people are going to find out about it. There’s a disease spreading, a disease that’s turning people into raving lunatics.”
The surfer was replaced by footage of a man attacking an older couple walking down the street. The video was shot in the daytime and it was shaky. It looked like it had been taken from a cell phone. The man, the ripper, came from the right side of the frame, a blur of movement, pouncing on the older man first. The couple tried to fight back, but the ripper clawed at the man, tearing at him, stabbing him with what looked like a snapped-off piece of a chair leg. The woman screamed, beating at the ripper, trying to pull him off of her husband. Then the video went black.
Another video replaced that one. This one had been shot at night and looked like it had been filmed from a balcony two or three stories up. A voice narrated in hushed whispers: “Hold on. Here they come now.”
Kate saw five people roaming the darkness below the balcony, just shadows at first, until they were revealed in a splash of light from a streetlamp. All five of them stopped. They looked like a pack of wild dogs, all of their movements synchronized. They were frozen for just a moment in the light, like they had either spotted or heard prey. Then they were off, all of them running.
“You see that?” the narrator whispered. “Those are rippers. They’re on the hunt.”
Another video showed police battling people at night during a riot, beating down people with batons. Shots were fired in the distance. Above them, a helicopter roared through the night air. The cell phone camera followed the helicopter for just a moment, then it panned back down to the riot.
“They’re rounding people up,” the surfer said as the video of the riot turned into another video of police shoving handcuffed men and women into large military trucks with canvas tops. One cop whacked a man in the back of his legs with his baton because the man wasn’t moving fast enough. “What are they rounding people up for?” the narrator asked. “Detaining them? For what? Where are they taking them?”
Kate looked at Tarik, turning the sound on her laptop down even more. “You think this is true?”
He just stared at her.
“A rabies virus? That’s not even possible, is it? It can’t be transmitted through the air.”
“I talked to Ken,” Tarik said.
Ken was a professor of microbiology in the science department. She nodded at him to go on.
“He said a mutated rabies virus could be possible. There’s little chance of it occurring naturally, but it could be bioengineered.”
Kate felt her blood run cold. “You mean like a bioweapon? You’re serious?” She thought of religious zealots having a bioweapon like that. Kate knew a lot about religious fundamentalists—she’d been raised by them. She often wondered if some of her personality traits (self-reliance and self-discipline, which probably bordered on obsession/compulsion) had formed from those years around her family and their commune. She was sure her atheism had come from being around her parents and siblings.
“I’m not saying that’s what it is,” Tarik said. “I’m just saying it seems to be the most likely answer.”
Rita hung up her cell phone and slipped it back down into her pocket. She looked pale, like she’d just received a cancer diagnosis over the phone.
“What is it?” Kate asked her.
“Marty’s friend is a cop. He said things are starting to get out of control. He said they’re trying to keep things from the public, but there is definitely some kind of plague out there.”
Tarik sighed and shook his head. He looked at Kate. “We should all go home. Take the plastic and the tape. Seal up your doors and windows. Don’t stop and get anything at the stores. Don’t interact with other people. If you do, wear these.” He picked up the box of gloves and the dust masks.
Kate wondered if a dust mask would really keep the virus out, but she didn’t argue with Tarik. The dust masks and gloves were better than nothing.




CHAPTER 4

After Kate left the university, passing easily through the police checkpoint this time, she drove by the supermarket. She knew she didn’t have much food and water at home. It had been a while since she’d been grocery shopping. She had waited until she was off the campus before she pulled over and slipped on a pair of latex gloves and donned a dust mask—she didn’t want to wear the mask and gloves when she had to drive back through the police checkpoint out of the school.
But she wore them now as she drove down the street. Many of the stores were closed, some even boarded up, some of the windows broken. There were lines at the gas stations, cars stretching out to the street. There were lines at one of the grocery stores. Trash and debris littered the streets. There were abandoned cars and trucks on the sides of the roads, and quite a few wrecks clogging traffic up. Many of the intersections had cops in riot gear directing traffic, and there were other cops standing guard in front of side roads they had closed down. Helicopters flew overhead every so often, and once Kate had heard what sounded like fighter jets roaring by.
She had to drive around a blocked-up intersection, a smaller intersection that wasn’t being controlled by a police officer. The traffic lights were blinking and there was a car stopped right in the middle of the intersection. The driver of the parked car was hanging out of the open window, yelling a string of words that didn’t make any sense as Kate drove past. But it wasn’t the gibberish that made Kate’s skin crawl; it was the expression on the man’s face, not only the rage but the blankness in his eyes, like he wasn’t really there anymore.
The next supermarket Kate came to was packed. But she decided to park and give it a try. She locked her BMW up and walked quickly to the store, shoving her gloved hands down in her coat pockets and keeping her head down. She was wearing dress shoes with low block heels, not the best shoes if she needed to run. Her heart was thumping as she got closer to the entrance doors. Her head was feeling light and the world seemed to tilt just a little. It felt like a cold sweat was going to break out at any moment under her clothing. She was actually trembling. She’d never experienced a panic attack before, and she wondered if this was what one felt like.
The inside of the store was a wreck. The shopping carts were crammed together, a few tipped over. She grabbed a cart and entered the store. For just a second she stopped in her tracks. It seemed like over half of the goods on the shelves were gone and people were throwing the last of the items into their carts. There were a lot of people in the aisles, but most of the people were lined up at the few cash registers that were open.
For a moment Kate debated whether she should turn around and leave. She knew she didn’t have a lot of food and drinks at home, but she started to irrationally think that she could make them stretch if she had to.
But then she felt panic rising inside of her as a couple raced passed her with their shopping cart, nearly running into her.
She had to do this. She had to get something in her cart. She felt a little foolish at first wearing her dust mask and latex gloves, but she noticed that quite a few other people were wearing dust masks and gloves. One couple wore cloths tied around their faces, and one older man dressed in fatigues wore an actual gas mask that looked like something from the 1950s.
Kate went up and down the aisles, trying her best to get around the people. She reached in around people, grabbing cans and boxes of food, six-packs of drinks in whatever flavor was left. She didn’t even bother with the freezer or refrigerated section. She went to the household supplies aisle and grabbed some toilet paper and paper towels, a few rolls of plastic wrap in case she didn’t have enough plastic sheeting that Tarik had given her. She added a few rolls of tape to her cart.
Her head was spinning; she wasn’t even sure what she was grabbing. There was no order or thought to the things she was selecting, and her mind felt dizzy. She could see herself passing out right in the middle of an aisle, other shoppers moving around her like river water around a rock. An older woman was coughing and then hacking. She wasn’t wearing any kind of mask. Kate turned her cart around.
It was time to go.
Kate hurried to the checkout with what she had and got in line.
It took almost an hour for her to get to the cash register where a teenaged boy was working the register as best he could. A manager was floating around, helping the cashiers, many of whom didn’t look too experienced at their job.
When she was outside again, Kate felt a little better. She pushed her cart down the aisle to her BMW. She wondered if someone had broken into her SUV and stole her roll of plastic and tape, but the windows weren’t broken. She popped the hatch in the back with the button on her key fob as she got closer.
A black helicopter roared by overhead, only a few hundred feet above her. Kate felt the vibrations thrumming through her bones. The chopper seemed to be going toward downtown. At least Kate had bought a house in a more rural area. She had fallen in love with the neighborhood immediately, with the acres of wooded lots, the houses far apart. She had hated the long commute to the university, but now she was glad she was farther away from the city.
Kate had only gotten half of her bags into the back of her SUV when she heard a man yelling at her. She turned around and saw the man approaching. He was young, maybe early twenties. His head was shaved nearly bald and he had tattoos all over his muscular neck and forearms. He wore a Carolina Panthers jersey and baggy jeans that looked ready to fall off of him.
“Hey,” the man said. “Go back.”
Kate felt her skin crawling. She thought about closing the hatch on her SUV and abandoning the rest of the groceries. She would just jump into her vehicle and drive away. This guy probably just wanted her groceries anyway.
But she didn’t abandon her bags of food and drinks—she had worked too hard to get them. She started shoving the bags in as fast as she could. One of the plastic bags ripped and cans and juice boxes fell out among the other bags, one of the cans rolled out of the back of her SUV and dropped down onto the pavement with a thud, then rolled away.
“Things are . . . bad moon in the sky,” the man yelled as he got closer.
“Oh God,” Kate moaned, not looking at the man, trying to pretend that he wasn’t talking to her. Maybe if she ignored him, he would go away and leave her alone.
“Hey!” the man yelled again.
Kate didn’t even bother with the last two bags. She finally looked at the man. He was right across the aisle now, standing in front of an older Kia, one hand shoved down into the pockets of his baggy jeans.
Did he have a gun?
She didn’t want to wait around to find out. She shut the hatchback on her SUV.
“Bad moon on you!” the man yelled and bolted across the street at her.
The man wasn’t making any sense. In her mind, Kate saw the videos Tarik had shown her in the storeroom, the videos of the rippers attacking people, the ones hunting in the night like a pack of wolves.
Was this man a ripper? Was he infected?
Kate knew she wasn’t going to be able to get to the driver’s door before the man caught her. Why had she taken the time to load more of her groceries? If she had just abandoned them right away, she would be in her vehicle right now, protected behind steel and glass. The spot in front of her was blocked with another vehicle, so she couldn’t drive forward, but she was pretty sure she would have backed up right into this man if he was threatening her; she was pretty sure she could run him over if she had to.
But it was too late now. Too late to run. The only thing she could think of to do was to push the cart at the man. There were still two plastic bags of groceries inside; maybe that’s what the man wanted, maybe he would go for the bags instead of her.
The cart rolled right at the man. He stopped the rolling cart and turned it over right in the middle of the aisle between the parked cars.
Kate screamed and tried to run. She wouldn’t be able to get inside her SUV, but maybe she could get away, get to the store, and then eventually circle back to her truck. These thoughts sped through her mind at lightning speed. She thought about her shoes again, how these were not the best shoes to run in. But she would run. She jogged around her neighborhood five times a week. She wasn’t a sprinter by any means, but if she could just get far enough away from this man, she knew she had the wind to outlast him in a chase.
She felt the man’s hands on her before she even got halfway down the space between her SUV and the pickup truck next to her. The man’s hands were impossibly strong, his fingers digging deep into her flesh; it felt like he was going to pull the muscles right off of her bones, snapping the tendons and ligaments like they were rubber bands.
“Bad moon!” the man yelled. “Bad moon!” It seemed to be the only thing he could say. It seemed like he was trying to say other things, but these were the only two words that would come out.
“Get off of me!” Kate shrieked, pushing back against the man. She kicked him in the leg as hard as she could. She tried to aim for his crotch, but only managed to catch him in the knee. She’d heard that you could break a man’s knee with just one properly placed kick no matter how small you were compared to your attacker, but she was sure now that it wasn’t true. The man didn’t seem to even notice that she had even kicked him.
The man turned with one violent twist and she was flying in the air for just a moment. Her back slammed into the side of the vehicle next to hers, the older pickup truck. Her head slammed back, her hair flying. She heard a cracking in her spine, and for one second she was sure the man had snapped her neck when he had slammed her against the truck. A burst of pain shot through her neck, tingling pain running up into the back of her head, and then down to her lower back as he held her against the side of the truck.
This was it. The man was going to kill her. She didn’t know how to fight back, and even if she did, the man was too strong, fueled by an insane rage. He was slobbering; his breath smelled like he’d feasted on roadkill for breakfast. His eyes were lit up with insanity. He opened his mouth wide, like he was about to bite her.
Oh God, he’s going to bite me!
“Get the fuck off of her,” a man growled.
It was a blur of movement, but Kate saw something out of the corner of her eye, then she heard the thunk of metal against bone a split second before she saw the aluminum baseball bat slam down onto the man’s head.
The man’s hands became lifeless in a nanosecond, his fingers loosening on her arms. He dropped to the ground like invisible strings holding him up had suddenly been snipped.
Kate scrambled away from the collapsed man, moving toward her driver’s door. The movement hurt her neck, but the pain was an afterthought at the moment; right now all her thoughts were on survival and escape.
“You okay?”
She stopped and looked back at a bear of a man. He was at least six foot six and well over three hundred pounds. His face was all bushy beard and wild eyes. He wore flannel and jeans, an aluminum baseball bat in one big hand, the end of the bat spotted with blood.
Kate wanted to keep running, keep going to her driver’s door, dig her keys out of her pocket and unlock her door. But for some reason she stopped. She couldn’t help staring into the man’s eyes. For the bear of a man he was, for the giant monster he seemed to be, his soft brown eyes were so gentle. And she swore she saw tears in his eyes.
Finally, Kate nodded.
“Your groceries,” the man said, nodding back at the tipped-over cart in the aisle. A car had just sped past the cart, driving at least thirty miles an hour in their escape from the store. “You forgot them.”
She shook her head no. “I don’t want them. I . . . I just want to leave.”
The bear glanced down at the man he had probably just killed with the baseball bat, then he looked at Kate, taking a step toward her. A step for him was like two steps for her. He turned the baseball bat around in his hands so that he was holding it by the business end, stretching his arm out to her, offering her the handle.
For a second she didn’t know what he was doing.
The bear seemed to sense her fear. “Take it,” he said in a soft voice. “Do you have something to protect yourself?”
She shook her head no, fear still strangling her voice.
“Take this, then. I’ve got another one.”
She didn’t want to take the bloodstained bat, but she saw her hand reaching for it. She grabbed the handle and the bear let it go. The bat was heavy in her hand.
The bear turned around and went back to the aisle to right her cart, taking the two bags of groceries out. “You sure you don’t want these?”
“No,” Kate told him as she pushed the button on her key fob to unlock the doors of her SUV. She opened the driver’s door and threw the bat inside onto the passenger seat; it slid down to the floorboard, the handle of the bat resting against the center console. There was probably blood on her floor mat now from the bat.
The man turned to leave.
“Thank you,” Kate finally said, but the man was gone.




CHAPTER 5

Kate backed out of the parking space at the supermarket. She wasn’t sure if she was going to run over the man who had attacked her—he was slumped down somewhere between her vehicle and the bear’s pickup truck. Who cared if she ran him over? He was most likely dead now.
God, she had just watched a man kill another man right in front of her and she had the murder weapon in her truck.
Somehow she missed her shopping cart while backing up, but then she thought that the bear had probably pulled the cart out of the way for her. She couldn’t remember looking for other people or cars when backing up, but she must have, she just couldn’t remember it. A moment later she was driving toward the exit from the supermarket parking lot with both hands on the wheel, her fingers gripping the steering wheel as tightly as the man had grabbed her. She looked down at her hands. The latex gloves hadn’t ripped. Her dust mask was still on, and she adjusted it a little, making sure it was still tight against her face. Maybe she was still protected. Maybe she was safe. Maybe she hadn’t been infected.
The man who had attacked her was infected—she was sure of that. He was a ripper. He had touched her sleeves. Breathed on her. The bear had killed the man with a baseball bat and that blood was on her and inside her SUV now. She wasn’t going to drive this truck again. She had her Honda at home in her garage. She would use that vehicle if she went anywhere.
Her mind was racing. All she could think about was that she was infected now. She shouldn’t have stopped at the store. Tarik had warned her; he had told her to just go home. She should have listened to him. She might even be at home right at this moment if she hadn’t stopped at the store.
She needed to get her breathing under control. She felt like she was going to pass out. She was a scientist, and she needed to think about things rationally. Yes, there was a probability that she was infected with whatever ripper virus was roaming around out there. She couldn’t be sure of how it was transmitted, but the reality was that she might be infected. What could she do? Go to the hospital? She was sure the hospitals were overrun now with people who were either infected or scared they were infected. There was no chance she would be able to see a doctor there.
Her thoughts returned to the videos that Tarik had shown her on her own laptop. She remembered the police rounding people up and shoving them into military vehicles. Were those people infected? Or were they suspected of being infected? Obviously whatever this plague was, intentional or not, there was no cure. If there was, people would have been notified about it by now. Wouldn’t they?
The traffic was still heavy, and there seemed to be even more stalled or abandoned cars and trucks in the road that other vehicles had to go around. She turned down a side street that wasn’t blocked off, hoping to skirt around the major roads.
Adrenaline still coursed through her veins. She was still shaky and nauseous. She stopped at a stop sign and glanced at the rearview mirror as she grabbed her cell phone out of her purse. She dialed 911 and waited, listening to the ringing of the phone. She would call the hospital. Tell them that she thought she might be infected. Find out what the proper procedure was.
After three rings a message played: “This service is temporarily disconnected. We’re sorry for any inconvenience.”
911 disconnected?
She drove forward, looking all around. She turned on the radio, pressing the scan button so it would scan through the stations. She listened to snippets of news reports, music, emergency signals, a man preaching about the End Times. The man’s voice brought her back to her childhood and the countless fire-and-brimstone services she had endured.
When she came to another stop sign, she dialed her mother’s phone number. She hadn’t talked to her parents in months, and she hadn’t been out to western North Carolina in over two years to see her family. They had asked to come to her house, but she had always come up with excuses why they couldn’t come—she was always too busy. But now that the end of the world seemed to be happening, now that she thought she might be dying, she wanted more than anything to talk to her mother and her father, her sister and her brother. She’d tried her whole life not to be like them, tried her best to distance herself from them, and now at this moment, she just wanted to hear her mother’s voice. Her mother would tell her everything was going to be okay. She would tell her to come back home and they would all take care of her, all look out for each other in town, like they had done for generations.
She put the phone on speaker so she could talk and drive.
The phone rang three times and then a robotic female voice apologized about the temporary lack of service.
“Damn,” Kate muttered.
She only looked down at her phone for a second to turn it off. When she looked back up a man stood right in the middle of the road.
Kate hit the brakes and cut the steering wheel to the right at the same time to avoid hitting the man. She felt her vehicle slide to the right on screeching tires, and then she was up and onto the sidewalk. Her truck came to a stop. Miraculously she hadn’t hit any other vehicles. She realized that she still had her foot jammed down on the brake pedal, her gloved fingers still gripping the wheel. She was breathing heavily into her dust mask.
The man was pounding on her driver’s window. He had a big kitchen knife in one hand, the blade already stained with shockingly bright red blood. The man was saying something, but it was beyond gibberish; they didn’t even sound like words, more like growls and barks. He raised the knife up, ready to stab it down onto her window.
Kate’s BMW was still in drive, her foot still on the brake pedal. She moved her foot and stomped down on the gas, still gripping the steering wheel. Her SUV shot forward. She heard the knife strike the truck somewhere near the back window, but she didn’t hear any glass shattering.
She was back out on the road, speeding past houses with small yards and vehicles crowding the driveways.
That man had been another one of the infected ones, one of the rippers. If the infection was in the air then she had been breathing it in this whole time, even through the paper mask she wore. If this was an airborne virus, then she already had it. Everyone did.
Her vision was blurry. She realized that she was crying, but she was afraid to wipe her eyes with her hands.
I’m already infected. It’s too late.
All she wanted to do now was go home. If she was going to die, then she wanted to do it there. She would rather die at home than be murdered in the street.
Two cop cars were parked at the corner of the next intersection, where the smaller road Kate was on ran through a more congested street. She pulled right up next to one of the cop cars and parked in the street. She rolled down her window.
“Hey!” she yelled at the cop standing in the street next to his car. “A man down the street just tried to stab me.”
The cop standing by his car didn’t move a muscle; he just stared at her through the respirator strapped to his face. “Go home.”
For just a second Kate was at a loss for words. “There’s a guy back there,” she said again, pointing out her window, yelling through her paper mask in case the cop hadn’t heard her correctly. She thought about pulling the mask down so he could hear her better. “He has a knife. It has blood on it. He was in the street.”
“I said go home!” the cop shouted.
Kate stared at the cop. The eyes behind his mask looked vacant, like he was detached; he was looking at her like she was some kind of insect.
“Why are you wearing those masks?” she asked, her eyes darting to the other cop sitting in the car. She looked back at the other cop.
“Martial law has been declared,” the cop said. “You need to get off the streets or you’ll be detained.”
Detained? He’d said the word detained. Not arrested. Not read your rights, but detained.
“What’s going on?” she asked, shouting through her mask over the sound of the cars and trucks going by on the busy road just beyond the cop. “Is there some kind of disease?”
Two more helicopters flew by. The world seemed to be in motion all around her and the cops at the edge of this intersection, like they were in the center of a whirlpool.
“Go home!”
“I have the right to know if I’m breathing in a disease. I’m . . . I’m a professor at—”
“Lady,” the cop said, walking toward her. “I don’t give a flying fuck who you are. If you do not go home right now, you will be detained.” He dropped his gloved hand down to his service pistol on his hip.
Was he going for his gun?
Kate wanted to shout back that she had rights, but she clamped her mouth shut underneath her paper mask. She rolled up her window and pulled out into the traffic. Her body seemed to be moving on its own while her mind still struggled to understand why a cop was threatening to detain her, cussing at her, laying his hand on the butt of his gun. She wasn’t a person to that cop anymore, not even a human being.
A car behind her laid on the horn, but Kate ignored it. She kept low in her driver’s seat as she joined the flow of traffic, afraid the angry driver behind her might have a gun, afraid he might shoot her.
She tried her mother’s number two more times as she sat in the traffic jam, but she got the same robotic voice telling her the number she had tried to reach wasn’t in service at the moment. She tried her sister’s number, and then her brother’s number, but she got the same message. She gave up and turned the radio back up. It was still scanning radio stations, the computer blindly following programming until she selected a radio station. But she didn’t select one, she let the dial keep scanning, the radio stopping every so often on a minute of music or an emergency signal or dreary newscasts.
Go home, the cop had told her. And that’s what she was going to do. What else could she do?




CHAPTER 6

When Kate got home, she parked her SUV in the garage next to her car. She took the baseball bat to the sink in the garage next to the washer and dryer and washed the bat, then she sprayed bleach cleaner on the bat, soaking the entire thing. And then she washed it again. Was it disinfected? Had the bleach killed the virus? She couldn’t be sure, but at least she had some kind of weapon with her. She didn’t have anything else in the house except a set of kitchen knives.
After the bat was relatively clean, she took the bat, the roll of plastic, and the tape into the house. She unloaded her bags of groceries onto the kitchen counter, but she didn’t put any of them away—none of them needed to go into the refrigerator. Right now she wanted to take her gloves and mask off and take a shower.
She went back out into the garage and threw the gloves and mask away in the garbage can. She stripped off her clothes and threw them into the garbage can with the gloves and mask. She spent fifteen minutes under a hot shower, scrubbing her body over and over again, crying as she saw the crazy man attacking her every time she closed her eyes. She wanted to stay in the shower longer, but she was getting the creeps being in there even though she had made sure the doors were locked before taking her shower.
After her shower, she got dressed and slipped on a new pair of gloves and a new dust mask. She went back out to her garage and sprayed the inside of her SUV with the bleach cleaner. She didn’t bother scrubbing anything. She just closed the doors, trapping the fog of bleach inside.
Next, she used the plastic sheeting she’d gotten from Tarik and taped up all of her windows after checking to make sure they were locked. Then she taped the edges of her front and back door, then along the bottom of it. It felt a little claustrophobic to be sealed into her own house like this. She had sealed the garage door, too. But she would eventually have to go back out there to get to her vehicle if she needed to leave.
Leave? And go where?
She thought of her mom and dad again. She couldn’t believe she was suddenly so homesick for them. She tried a few more times to call them, but her landline was already dead and the cell phone kept spitting out the same robotic message to her. Maybe it wasn’t her family’s phones that were having the trouble, maybe it was her phone.
It was already getting darker outside, already late afternoon. She wasn’t hungry, but she made herself eat a bowl of soup and some crackers. The electricity had flickered a few times, but it hadn’t gone out. The internet was spotty, and she couldn’t get back onto the dark web like Tarik had done. She tried looking up information about the rippers online, but she was running into the same messages on different search engines and social media pages that her student Scott had mentioned earlier in the day.
An hour later the internet connection went out.
She drank a few glasses of wine to calm herself down. She got some flashlights and candles ready in case the electricity went out, and she filled the tub up in the guest bathroom like Tarik had told her to. She felt that sense of déjà vu again, like she was preparing for a hurricane.
She turned on the TV, but cable channels weren’t working properly, fading in and out. But she kept flipping through the channels anyway. She saw a lot of pre-recorded shows, audiences laughing at sit coms, detectives chasing criminals on cop shows, reality shows, dance and singing contests. She checked all of the news channels. CNN was covering riots in several cities including: New York, Los Angeles, Chicago, and Washington D. C. But there were riots in almost every major city. FOX News was focusing more on the military and National Guard being deployed to some of these cities. There were some breaking news reports on the major networks, but it was more about the riots than a plague. There were some interviews with security experts who said that martial law would be declared soon in several cities.
Kate curled up on the couch and watched the TV. She was sure these kinds of riots were going on in cities near her, in Raleigh, Greensboro, and Charlotte. Even in smaller towns.
One of the twenty-four hour news stations (she couldn’t remember which one it was) reported that Congress had left Washington to be closer to their families and their constituents.
Yeah, right, Kate thought. They’re running for the hills. Maybe the government knew all about this plague, like Alex had said in her classroom earlier. Maybe they had already run for the hills a while ago, all of them protected while the peons breathed in the infected air.
A sudden anger washed over her and for just a second she felt like throwing her wine glass at the TV.
But she didn’t.
She shivered in her home. She’d always been alone, and she had always liked being alone. This was the first time she had ever been scared while being alone. The world seemed to be falling apart outside, and here she was huddled around some candles and a glass of wine, scared the electricity was going to go out, worrying about crazed lunatics breaking their way into her house. All she had was the kitchen knives and the baseball bat the bear of a man had given her in the supermarket parking lot.
The news channel she’d been watching was interrupted by a speech from the President of the United States. There hadn’t been the words Breaking News flashing across the screen; there hadn’t been a news anchor letting the viewers know that the president would be addressing the nation in mere moments. The news show had just become a still shot of the president’s podium with the White House logo on a blue curtain in the background with two American flags drooping on poles. The podium had the presidential seal on it. A few seconds later the president walked to the podium with a sheet of paper in his hand. He laid the paper on the podium, glancing down at it for a moment before speaking.
Kate noticed that there didn’t seem to be any reporters there, no flashbulbs from cameras, no shouted questions, no one else even in the shot besides the president.
“My fellow Americans,” the president began.
Kate listened to the president’s speech, glued to the couch for the few minutes that it took. Terrorists? Was he saying that we’d been attacked by terrorists? He hadn’t said anything about the plague, so maybe the plague was just some kind of rumor.
But something had happened. We’d been attacked in some way. Cyber-attacks? Bombs somewhere?
After the president was finished, the video started over. It was a recording, and it was playing again.
The president had advised staying in your home, waiting until the authorities reached out. Kate felt a sense of dread, but also a sense of relief. Maybe the government was doing something about this, working on solutions. It might just take a few days.
She switched the channels. The president was on every channel, the same message on every channel. She listened to his speech a few more times. There was nothing else on TV. It was like all of the channels had been shut down.
Tiring of listening to the same speech again, Kate muted the sound with the remote control and tried to call her mother’s number again. Nothing. She tried her sister and her brother’s numbers again. Nothing.
Maybe it was her phone.
She called Tarik, but that phone call didn’t go through, either. She called Rita next. And Rita answered on the second ring.
“Kate.”
“Rita. Are you okay?”
“I’m fine. What about you?”
“I’m okay. I got home.” She thought about telling Rita about her harrowing trip to the supermarket, but decided against it.
“Did you see the president’s speech?” Rita asked.
“Yes, I saw it.”
“Martial law. Terrorist attacks.”
“But he didn’t say anything about an airborne disease,” Kate said.
“Marty’s friend said it’s true.”
“It could just be rumors,” Kate said, and she hoped it was true. She hoped with every fiber of her being that there really wasn’t a disease out there turning people into raging lunatics, into murderous rippers. She rationalized that the rumors had been fueled by stories on the dark web, and that the people she’d seen in the supermarket parking lot and on the side road with the knife had just been crazy people, men who had snapped or were drugged out of their minds. It wasn’t impossible to believe that.
“It’s not,” Rita said with a matter-of-factness that scared Kate. “We’re leaving the city.”
“Where are you going?”
“West. Into the mountains. Away from here. Marty thinks there are more terrorist attacks coming and he wants to be away from any populated areas.”
“What about martial law? A curfew?”
“Fuck their martial law,” Rita said.
Rita’s strong language shocked Kate—Rita didn’t normally talk like this.
“Sorry,” Rita muttered, breathing heavily into the phone. “Doesn’t your family live in the mountains?”
“Yes.”
“You . . . go . . . there.”
“Rita, you’re breaking up.”
“. . . try to . . .” And then there was just a hiss of static on the phone.
“Rita? Rita, are you still there?”
The phone went silent.
Kate looked at her phone. It was still working, but there was no service. She tried Rita’s number again. It didn’t go through. Nothing. She tried some other numbers, but nothing on the phone was working now.
She plugged her phone into the charger on the kitchen counter, not even sure why she was bothering. It seemed like the cell phone service had gone out just like the internet, just like the cable.
Rita and Marty were leaving. Kate wondered if she should do the same.
She stood in the kitchen, listening to the silence, the only sound was the heat blowing out softly through the vents in the ceiling. Now that she concentrated on the silence, she heard faint noises from outside: a distant booming noise, like an explosion, the faintest sound of sirens. But nothing close, nothing near her house.
She needed to do something. She put on some water for a cup of tea and then went to her bedroom. Before she even realized what she was doing, she had her suitcase open on her bed. She went into her bathroom and collected a few things on the counter: travel-size shampoo bottles, toothpaste, her extra toothbrush still unopened in its packaging.
Then she stopped.
“What am I doing?” she whispered to herself.
She left her bedroom, the empty suitcase still on the bed. She went back to the kitchen and made the cup of tea. Maybe tea would help. She thought the wine would calm her down, but it hadn’t done the trick. Maybe tea would work, or maybe another glass of wine.
Tea first. She sipped the cup of tea as she walked back into the living room. The nervous energy was buzzing inside of her again and she felt like she needed to burn it off somehow. Usually she’d go for a run, either around the neighborhood or on the treadmill in the garage.
As soon as she set the cup of tea down on the coffee table, the electricity went out.




CHAPTER 7

Kate stifled a scream when the house went dark. She hadn’t realized how dark it had gotten outside and how many lights she’d had on. She made herself calm down, made herself exhale a slow breath, then inhale another deep breath.
She needed to think rationally. She needed to stay calm.
She’d known this was going to happen. The other utilities and services had gone out already: the internet, the cell phone, the cable. It only made sense that the electricity and water would be next. She was glad she had followed Tarik’s advice and filled up the tub in her guest bathroom.
Feeling her way in the dark back to her kitchen, she found the candles and the lighter she’d left on the countertop. Her eyes were already beginning to adjust a little to the darkness, enough to make out darker shapes in her house, but she still wanted to light a candle.
The light from the candle pushed back the darkness a little, but kept the rest of the living room beyond the kitchen hidden in shadows.
How long was the power going to be out? All night? For a few days? Until the authorities reached out to people, like the president had promised?
She couldn’t let herself panic. She needed to stay calm. She was a scientist and scientists thought about things rationally.
Another candle. That’s what she needed. She lit another candle and brought it into the living room, setting it down next to her cup of tea and the useless remote control for the TV. The two candles put out a surprising amount of light, but the corners of the large rooms were still hidden in flickering shadows, and the entrance to the hallway that led to the bedrooms was a black hole of darkness.
She wanted to see if the other houses in her neighborhood had lost power. She was sure they had, but the urge to check was overwhelming, something to be crossed off the list. But the door to the garage was taped up, lengths of duct tape all around the edges of it.
The conversation with Rita came back to her. Rita and Marty were leaving, heading for the hills.
Should she leave, too?
She thought about the empty suitcase waiting on her bed and her collection of bathroom stuff on the counter next to the sink.
Should she pack up tonight and go to her mom and dad’s house?
She could imagine her family gathered in her mom’s living room with dozens of candles burning. Her dad and brother and sister would be there. A few of her cousins, her Uncle Don and her Aunt Jane. They would be in good spirits even with all the bad news, their faith comforting them. They would probably try to even make light of things, telling jokes, making each other laugh. But eventually things would turn serious; jokes would give way to portents of doom, the End of Days that they’d been warning about finally at hand. Perhaps they would read from scripture and sing hymns.
Those were the kinds of things she had run away from, and now she was considering returning to them.
An alarming thought (yet also a somewhat comforting thought if she was being honest with herself) came to her. What if her father was coming to get her? She could see that happening. She could see her father getting into his old pickup truck parked in front of their home, the engine already running, the parking lights on, a few bags of supplies Mom had packed for him, food and water for the road. Dad’s shotgun would be there too, on the gun rack in the back window, right above his hunting rifle.
Mom would grab her father’s arm just before he got into his truck, her hand clenching the sleeve of his jean jacket. His face would be stern, still lean after all these years but beginning to get slightly jowly. But his eyes are still sharp, like dark gem stones reflecting from under water.
“Be careful, Jay,” Mom would say. “But you go get our daughter. You bring her back to us.”
Her dad would nod, his mouth a determined line, his brow furrowed as his thoughts were already on his mission to drive across the state.
Kate snapped awake, realizing that she had dozed off for just a minute on the couch, seeing her father preparing to leave in the dream. It had seemed so real, like some kind of prophetic vision.
She sat up straighter on the couch, staring down at the flickering candle. Her throat was dry. She took a sip of her tea, surprised to find that it was cold.
Yes, she was sure her father would come for her. He was probably already on his way. Even though she and her parents had had their differences over the years, they still loved each other in a fundamental way, and her dad would drive through the darkness to get his Katie.
She felt a little better, and she finished off the rest of her tea. She got up and grabbed the flashlight from the counter. She used the flashlight to guide her way back to her bedroom. She didn’t want to sleep in her bedroom for some reason. She took the empty suitcase off of her bed and set it down on the floor. She took her blanket and brought it back to the couch in the living room. She got a bottle of water and blew out the candle in the kitchen. She brought the water and the flashlight back to the couch. And the last thing she brought to the couch was the aluminum baseball bat and a kitchen knife—some form of protection. Even if rippers weren’t real, there were still some crazy people out there right now, looters and criminals who would take advantage of the blackout.
It was so quiet now. She wished the TV still worked so she could have some background noise. She probably had a battery-powered radio somewhere, but she didn’t feel like searching for it.
She stretched out on the couch under the blanket. It was still somewhat warm in her house, but she figured it would be cold by morning. She lay there, imagining the police and military rounding up the looters and restoring order to the land. She imagined scientists and doctors working around the clock on medications and treatments, if there really was a disease. She believed in science. She believed in law and order. Humans weren’t animals, they were above that, and science and technology would find a way. All she needed to do was follow the instructions the president had given, stay inside and wait for the local authorities to contact her. They would tell her what to do.
Yes, that’s what she would do. She wouldn’t panic; she would be a good citizen and wait until order was eventually restored.
And if her dad came to get her . . . well, then she would figure out what to do about it when he got there. She snuggled under the blanket a little more, suddenly tired, her eyes closing.




CHAPTER 8

Kate woke up in pitch-black darkness. She sat bolt-upright on the couch, the blanket slipping off of her. The house was cold and dark, the candle on the coffee table out. She wore only a T-shirt, a pair of pajama bottoms, and thick socks. She rubbed her bare arms for a moment, still a little groggy.
She’d been dreaming. Only bits and pieces of the dream were coming back. A man stood in the shadows of the dream, watching her. He was an evil man. A scary man.
She didn’t want to remember the dream and focused instead on the darkness and silence all around her. She was cold. She needed to get a sweatshirt or long-sleeved shirt from her bedroom, something to cover the goose pimples on her arms. She shivered as she sat there, suddenly creeped out. She’d never been afraid of the dark; she had always been able to sleep alone in her dark bedroom, rationalizing any fears away.
But right now she was scared.
It’s just the nightmare, that’s all.
But she couldn’t help feeling like someone was inside her house, watching her.
No. You’re just scaring yourself. If someone was in the house, you would have heard them.
But something had woken her up. She was a pretty light sleeper, and she was sure that something had roused her from sleep. Maybe a noise.
She thought back to earlier in the day, and the things she had seen. She thought of the man she’d seen in the car parked in the middle of the intersection. She’d had to drive around him, watching him as he leaned out of his open window, yelling out a string of gibberish, words that didn’t go together. His eyes had been both vacant and murderous at the same time, a savage insanity lighting them up. It was the same look the man in the supermarket had, the one who had attacked her, grabbing her arms. And the same look the man wielding the knife had had—the one who had tried to stab at her window before she drove away.
Had all three of those men really been infected? She’d been able to trick herself into believing they weren’t rippers earlier, that they were just drugged up or insane, but here in the darkness, her worst fears didn’t just seem possible, they seemed certain. There didn’t seem to be any denying their existence right now here in the dark. Thinking rationally meant exploring possibilities and probabilities; it was a scientist’s job. This wasn’t the bogeyman she was talking about or some other mythical creature; these rippers were real, and there was always a possibility that one or more of them could be right outside her home. She had no security system now that the electricity was out. If one of them had torn the screen and broken a window in one of the bedrooms, tore the plastic and tape away, would she have heard them while she was sleeping? It was a big house.
What if one of those rippers had gotten inside? Or more than one? She could see them hiding in the darkness of her home, like jungle cats eyeing their prey, ready to pounce, creeping closer.
Stop it, she told herself. There’s no one inside the house!
It was getting to her too much. She needed some light right now. She thought about relighting the candle on the coffee table, but she was pretty sure she’d left the lighter on the kitchen counter next to the other candle. But she had the flashlight somewhere on the coffee table—she would use it to go get the lighter.
Feeling along the coffee table, her hand bumped into the candle, then her empty tea cup. The flashlight couldn’t be too far away. But she hadn’t found it yet. She felt along the edges of the long coffee table, her fingers moving slowly along the grooves in the decorative wood, the edges of the glass panels in the top of the table. She’d felt all along the top of the table now and the flashlight wasn’t there.
A moment of panic surged in her. For just a moment she was sure someone had moved the flashlight. Someone had taken it.
Calm down. It’s probably on the floor.
She couldn’t believe how dark everything was. She could barely see a few inches in front of her face. She knew it was going to be dark; she had taped plastic over all of the windows and then drawn all drapes and curtains. But she hadn’t expected it to be this dark.
Kate checked the floor beneath the coffee table, her fingers brushing by the table legs.
And then she froze.
She’d heard a noise close to her. It had sounded like breathing, like someone trying to be quiet, but she heard the breaths.
Panic squeezed her lungs as she felt along the top of the coffee table again. The flashlight had to be there.
Her hand bumped into the candle again and then someone’s hand brushed against hers. There was no mistaking the feel of fingers against her skin, flesh against her flesh.
She screamed and jumped to her feet. She dove down to the end of the couch, onto the floor, searching for the baseball bat she’d left there.
“Kate,” a man’s voice whispered from the darkness. “Are you looking for the bat?”
For a split second Kate thought the person in the house was her father. Yes, her father had come to save her. He’d gotten inside of her house, being quiet so he wouldn’t wake her up. But she knew this wasn’t her father. Her father would have had a flashlight with him. His voice would have been soothing. He would be comforting her, not teasing her.
“Kate,” the man whispered again. He was closer now . . . so close.
Kate was up and over the back of the couch, trying to flee. She tripped over the back of it and landed hard onto the floor.
Footsteps in her house—the man was around the couch in a flash. His hand grabbed her arm as she tried to get up, his fingers like a metal clamp, like the ripper’s hands had been in the supermarket parking lot.
Kate looked up at the man. She could make him out in the darkness now, but he was like a shadow that had come to life, none of the features showing, just an outline. Except for his eyes. They were shining, and the light from his eyes showed the suggestion of a face: long nose, high cheekbones, sharp chin, mustache and goatee, an evil smile full of strong white teeth.
Kate screamed and then . . .
. . . she sat up on the couch, inhaling a breath like a drowning woman breaking for the surface of the water.




CHAPTER 9

For just a second it felt like Kate couldn’t draw another breath in, like her throat was frozen. A terror gripped her, holding her there on the couch, squeezing her.
Like the man with the shining eyes had squeezed her arm.
The thought of the man with the shining eyes came to her. She was on her feet in an instant, ready to bolt in a blind panic. But then she stopped, noticing that she could see the living room and the kitchen beyond. Everything was gloomy, like early-morning light before the sun was fully up. But at least she could see now.
She exhaled a breath, blowing it out slowly as she stood beside the couch. She looked down at the coffee table. The flashlight was right next to the extinguished candle and empty teacup. The aluminum baseball bat was on the floor next to the end of the couch. Everything was just as she had left it—no one had gotten into her house and moved things. There was no shadowy man with shining eyes.
A wave of relief flooded her as she realized that she had slept through the night. It was cold and she shivered, grabbing her blanket and wrapping it around her shoulders like a giant shawl. That was a little better. She sat back down and looked at the coffee table. She picked up her bottle of water and drank a few sips, her lips and throat dry.
Even though she could see well enough now, she went to the kitchen and lit the candle there. The light felt good, and it actually made her feel a little warmer, even though she was sure that was psychological.
She checked her phone. It hadn’t been on the charger long before the electricity went out, but she still had over fifty percent battery life left. It was almost seven o’clock. There was no service on the phone. She tried the internet, tried a few phone calls. Nothing.
Setting the phone back down on the counter, she went back to her bedroom, checking all of the windows along the way, making sure the plastic taped over them hadn’t been disturbed. She got a sweatshirt from her closet and changed into a pair of jeans. She slipped her feet into her sneakers. She felt better now that she was dressed.
The food in the refrigerator was still surprisingly a little cold. She ate a cup of yogurt and cottage cheese. She had planned to ration out her food, using up the food in her fridge before touching anything in her pantry. She had a few frozen meals in her freezer, but she wasn’t sure how she could cook them. She had a grill outside she’d hardly ever used, but she worried about the smell of cooking food bringing any unwanted guests.
Like rippers.
But she had to think about other dangers too. There could be looters, gangs of criminals. Even the police and military rounding people up had to be considered.
*
Hours later, she sat on the couch. She’d tried reading for a little while, but it only made her tired. She wondered if she should try to take a nap while it was daytime, maybe stay awake through the night. She dreaded the thought of the coming night, the thought of waking up in the darkness.
“It was just a dream,” she whispered.
Her voice sounded hoarse, but she kept talking to herself. “They’ll get this straightened out. I just need to wait here a few days. Ration the food, make sure the house is locked up tight. That’s all. Just survive for a few days.”
Yes, survive. And she needed to start working on that right now. She needed to collect any items that would help with her survival and comfort.
A list. She’d make a list. That would make her feel better. She loved writing lists and checking the items off.
*
Fifteen minutes later, she looked down at her list as she stood next to the island in her kitchen that separated the kitchen from the living room. She had batteries on the list first, then all the candles she had in the house, all lighters, all matches. Obviously light was her first priority right now after that terrible dream she’d had. Next she needed to inventory all the food, using the perishable items first. Catalogue all water and liquids. Collect all medicines into some kind of first-aid kit. Gather any other weapons she could find besides the baseball bat and the kitchen knives.
The list was a good start. She was sure she would add more to it later as she began to collect and organize the items.
She wished she had some coffee, but settled for a bottle of water instead, sipping it throughout the day as she set about collecting the things she needed.




CHAPTER 10

October 25th
And now, three days later she was still waiting in her house, still waiting for the authorities to reach out to her after society had collapsed. The electricity and water were still shut off. The internet and phone services still weren’t working. She had listed the food she had, and according to her calculations, she probably still had at least two weeks’ worth of food left, maybe three if she rationed it out carefully. The drinks were getting low, but she still had the water in the bathtub if she really needed it. She could definitely stay in her home for at least two weeks comfortably, maybe even three or four weeks.
But she was pretty sure she wasn’t going to stay in her house much longer. She had plans on leaving sometime today. And there was a reason for it. She wasn’t safe here in her home anymore. Early this morning, just after dawn, someone had been outside her home. She’d heard the person messing with one of the windows in the living room, and then jiggling the doorhandle on the front door, testing to see if it was locked.
She had jumped up from the couch and grabbed her baseball bat, creeping toward the front door. She’d waited there in the dark, listening to the person outside. She felt silly standing there with a baseball bat in her hands. What good was a baseball bat going to do if someone broke in with a gun?
There was a sound from outside, a hissing sound that was familiar to her, but she couldn’t place it for a moment.
Then silence.
She waited in the foyer another ten minutes before moving, making sure the man was gone. It might have been a ripper, but she didn’t think so. The person out there had been sneaky, testing the doorhandle lightly and checking a window or two.
The authorities she’d been waiting for?
For a moment she had almost bolted to the door in hope and opened it. But then she had stopped herself.
Last night, around ten o’clock, she’d heard the sound of a truck outside in the street. It was rumbling, like it had a powerful motor. She’d been tempted to peek out the windows, hoping it might be a military vehicle, but she didn’t want to take the chance of the people out there spotting her if they weren’t military. And if it was the authorities, wouldn’t they knock on her door?
Wouldn’t they have knocked on her door just now rather than checking the doorhandle?
Of course anyone could knock on the door and say they were the police or the National Guard, waiting for you to open the door and then pounce. And they could even dress like them. And even if it was the police or National Guard, she couldn’t get the thought out of her mind of the video she’d seen when Tarik had pulled the dark web up onto her laptop last Friday—the cops and military shoving handcuffed men and women into the backs of vans and trucks, beating them like they were animals, the military personnel wearing gas masks and other protective gear. She still had to be cautious if they were rounding people up.
There was a chance she could still be infected, but she was pretty sure if she was she would have begun exhibiting symptoms by now; the disease seemed to have moved quickly through the population, so that made her believe the incubation period was short.
She hadn’t peeked out the window last night at the truck rumbling by, but she felt the urge to peek out the window now. It was light enough to see out there.
But she didn’t want to peek through the living room window.
Kate hurried into the kitchen and leaned her baseball bat against the lower cabinets. She had already removed the tape from around the door that led out to the garage two days ago. She opened the door and went into the garage. There were two windows on the far wall and she crept over to them. From one of the windows, she could see her closest neighbor.
She peeled up the tape and plastic from the lower corner and pulled it away just far enough for her to steal a glance out onto the side yard. From this vantage point she could see part of the street in front of her neighbor’s home, and part of the home across the street, before the road curved around the stand of trees and disappeared.
A man was walking toward her neighbor’s home. A big pickup truck with large knobby tires waited near the bend, maybe waiting for the man. There were two men in the back of the truck, both of them dressed in camouflage clothing, both of them armed with rifles. The man walking down the street had a rifle with a strap slung over his shoulder. He wore camouflage pants, a dark jacket, and a baseball cap. He had what looked like a can of spray-paint in his hand.
That’s what the hissing sound had been at her front door—spray-paint. The man had painted something on her door. Marking it. But marking it for what?
She watched as the man strolled up the walkway to her neighbor’s home with the can of spray-paint in his hand, but then he was out of view.
Those men didn’t look like the authorities. There were no state or county markings on the truck, no military signs. They looked more like a gang of redneck thugs. And they were marking doors with paint and checking doorhandles. Why? Were they going to come back and loot? If they were marking houses to break into, why not just break into them now? She couldn’t help thinking that the men were searching for something.
Or someone.
Kate felt a sinking sensation in her stomach. Those men were going to be back. In an hour? In a few hours? She wasn’t sure, but she knew they’d be back. She needed to get a bag packed and get out of here.
*
As she packed her small suitcase with a few changes of clothes and her impromptu first-aid kit, her thoughts turned to the dreams she’d been having the last two nights.
She had dreamed of the shadowy man with the shining eyes again. A few times. She hadn’t been getting a lot of sleep because the nightmares kept waking her up. She’d never really had many nightmares in her life before, but these were terrible; they seemed so real.
But she’d been having other dreams too. Dreams of other people: a muscular black man and his son; a skinny man with long hair and tattoos; and a man with a buzz cut and a mean stare. She didn’t know who these people were—she’d never seen any of them before—but she felt like she knew them.
There was another person she’d seen in her dreams, a young blond woman with pale skin and dark glasses. The woman was blind; Kate was sure of it. She looked almost like an angel with the glow of light around her. The woman spoke to Kate in the dream, the vision as real as anything she’d ever experienced. In her dreams she felt like she’d been transported to another place, teleported somehow.
“Come west and find us,” the blind woman told her in the dream last night.
Or really this morning. Kate was pretty sure she’d been dreaming about the blind woman when she heard the man prowling around outside.
“There are others with us,” the blind woman had also said, reaching a hand out like she wanted Kate to take it. “Come be with us.”
At that moment Kate wanted to take the woman’s hand. She’d felt an overwhelming sense of hope and peace for the first time in what seemed like such a long time. It was like a religious moment. She wondered if this was the euphoric feeling her family experienced at church. If so, then she could finally understand the lure of faith; she could understand the addiction to that feeling, chasing it like a junkie chased a high.
But before Kate could touch the woman’s hand, she pulled her hand away, the light dimming suddenly around her. The woman’s face turned into a frown. “You need to wake up now,” she said.
And that’s when Kate had popped awake and heard the man outside.
“It wasn’t real,” Kate told herself as she closed her suitcase. She’d heard the man out there, and it had affected her dreams. She’d gone through some serious shock and trauma in the last few days; no wonder her dreams had been so dark and strange.
She took her suitcase to the kitchen. She had a cardboard box with some food and drinks in it. She’d filled three plastic jugs up with water from the bathtub. She had her baseball bat and a few kitchen knives. She found a map of North Carolina, and she had marked out a route to her parents’ town, Astorville, using as many back roads as possible.
Her father hadn’t shown up; he hadn’t come to rescue her. It didn’t mean that he hadn’t tried—it probably meant that he hadn’t made it for some reason or another. She couldn’t keep waiting here for a father who was never going to show; she couldn’t keep waiting here for authorities that were never going to save her. She had to face it now, she was on her own.
Go west. That’s what the blind woman had said in the dream this morning. Of course Kate was sure that she had projected that into the dream; she had already made up her mind to go west, up into the mountains, to her mom and dad’s home, so that’s what she’d heard in her dream.
She was ready to leave now . . . as ready as she could be.




CHAPTER 11

The car was packed with Kate’s small suitcase and the two cardboard boxes of food, water, and supplies—and of course, the baseball bat. Her car was backed into the garage, so when she opened the garage door she could just drive right out to her driveway. She would have to open the garage door manually because the electricity was still out, but there was a handle that she could pull down so she could push the door up.
First, she needed to peek out through the garage window one more time. She pulled the tape and plastic back just a little and stared at her neighbor’s home and the home that she could see across the street. The men were gone now, maybe marking other homes with the spray-paint. The coast was clear for now, but she had to assume that they were still somewhere in the neighborhood.
A few minutes ago she had peeked out through some of the other windows in her house, but she hadn’t seen anyone else around. She was able to get a better look at the house across the street from hers. She could see the mark left on the front door—a symbol painted in red on the white door. From her window, the symbol looked like a circle with another symbol inside of it, but she couldn’t tell what it was. She had good eyesight, but the home was too far away and the front door was hidden in shadows.
The men were marking all the front doors. Why? She still couldn’t help thinking that the men were searching the neighborhood for something . . . or someone. It was an irrational thought, but it felt right.
It was time to go. She needed to leave now before any of the men came back around.
Kate took a deep breath; she slid the locks back from her garage door and then lifted it up. She’d never lifted up her garage door by hand before, always using the electric motor. She thought it was going to be heavy, but it slid up easily. And it wasn’t as loud as when the motor lifted it up, but the rumbling noise of the door going up was loud enough in the eerie silence.
Kate jumped into her already-running car and shut the door, pressing the button to lock all the doors. She wore a dust mask and latex gloves, still concerned about an airborne virus, if there was one. She shifted into drive and pulled out onto her driveway.
She felt exposed as soon as she was out of the garage, the sunlight bright in her eyes even though the day was overcast, the early-morning sun muted with haze. She drove to the end of her driveway and made a right out onto the road. This route would take her through the twisting and turning roads of her large neighborhood, and eventually to the entrance of the housing development.
This was her first real look at her neighborhood. She didn’t see anyone around: no neighbors, no rippers, and no men dressed in camouflage marking the front doors of homes. The entire neighborhood seemed abandoned, like most of the people had either left their homes, fleeing for more rural areas, or they had become infected, or they were hiding inside their homes. She slowed down a little as she drove past the house across the street from hers, the home set back far from the street, the alcove hiding the front door in shadows. But she could see the mark better from the street, and now she could tell that the mark was two giant letters, one painted over the other: a capital D and a capital A. AD? DA? She couldn’t even guess what the letters might stand for, and she didn’t have the time to try to figure it out. Right now, she needed to get out of her neighborhood.
She drove quickly down the street, and as she rounded the next bend, she saw a group of people coming from the side lawn of a two-story home nestled among oak trees. There were men and women in the group, and even one child. Their clothes looked torn and stained, their hair messy, their eyes wild. One of them made some kind of screaming noise, and he led the pack toward her car.
Kate punched the gas, the car speeding up. She glanced at her rearview mirror, watching the rippers chase her car.
She was going too fast around the turns.
A teenage boy waving a stick ran out in front of her car from the other side of the street—she hadn’t even seen him coming because she’d been so focused on the larger group running from the other direction. She hit her brakes and turned the wheel, barely missing the kid, but getting around him without running into him. She had to drive all the way to the side of the road to avoid hitting him, her tires cutting through the edge of the lawn. She missed the mailbox by inches. As she sped away, the young man threw his stick at the back of her car. She heard it bounce off the trunk.
Keeping her speed up to forty miles an hour, she followed the curves of the road that meandered through her neighborhood, lazy bends around multi-acre lots of old oaks, manicured lawns, and large homes nestled among the thick foliage. She only saw two more rippers, but neither one of them chased her. In fact, it looked like they were sticking close to the bushes and shrubs, almost like they were hiding, like they were wary of her.
No, not of her. They were wary of the men in the pickup trucks, the men marking the front doors of houses with the D and the A, the men searching for something.
Or maybe the rippers knew there was no rush to get her because the gate to the entrance of her neighborhood would be closed.
Her heart jumped in panic. She had forgotten all about the metal gates at the entrance and exit to her sub-division. Would they be open or closed? The electricity was out, so the gates weren’t going to open automatically. But she knew they could be opened manually. But how was she going to get out of her car and figure out how to push the gates open? Would she have time for that?
They had to be open. So many people had left the neighborhood; one of them had to have opened the gates so they could get out. Who would close them again?
The men in the pickup truck? What if they were at the gates, guarding them, waiting for her?
As she followed the last bend, still going too fast, her car tires screeching just a bit as she hugged the curve, the entrance came into view. There was no pickup truck parked there, no men with guns guarding it, no gauntlet of rippers to run through. And the gates were wide open.
Her heart soared for just a moment. She was going to get out of her sub-division—she was going to escape. She didn’t slow down as she sped through the opening, her tires thumping over the metal track of the gate buried down into the asphalt.
Slow down!
She was going too fast and the road was coming up quickly. She slammed on the brakes, her tires screeching in the silence as she realized that she was speeding right toward the other side of the road that ended in a ditch, with a thick stand of woods just beyond that. She tried to turn the steering wheel as she hit the brakes, causing her car to slide out into the street. For a moment she was sure that her car was going to slide right into the metal guard rail in front of the ditch, either crashing right through it or flipping over it.
But then her car came to a stop. She hadn’t closed her eyes (she didn’t think so, at least), but everything had been a blur and she couldn’t tell where she was going. Now that all motion had stopped, she realized that she was right in the middle of the street, the front of her car already pointed in the direction she wanted to go. Her foot was still jammed down on the brake pedal, her gloved hands still gripping the steering wheel. She was breathing heavily into her dust mask, and she felt like she was hyperventilating.
The rippers would be coming. So would the DA men. Everyone within a mile radius had to have heard her car tires screeching on the pavement. She looked out her passenger window at the entrance to her neighborhood; no one was coming, and there were no cars coming from either direction on the road.
But they would be coming soon.
She pressed down on the gas, speeding up quickly. She had no real plans except heading west, but to head west she was going to have to go through the south end of the city, through the suburbs, and then she could catch Foster Road, which would lead into more rural areas, and eventually to other back roads that would lead to the mountains, and home.




CHAPTER 12

Kate realized that she had made a mistake coming into the city. She had planned on skirting the downtown areas, but she hadn’t dreamed there would be this many abandoned and wrecked vehicles clogging the roads, forcing her to take alternate roads, deviating from the route she’d marked on the map. And she hadn’t expected this many rippers. There were more and more rippers as she got closer to Foster Road, and these next few miles were going to be the worst.
Groups of rippers ran at her car, some of them throwing objects: rocks, sticks, chunks of concrete, pieces of metal. She had avoided most of them, keeping her speed up enough so that they couldn’t grab on to her car; some tried, but they fell off as she took a turn too quickly. She even ran over one of them, the sickening crunch of bone sounding from underneath her car.
Had everyone turned into these monsters? It seemed like the entire city was nothing but rippers now. No, not everyone—she hadn’t turned into a ripper. And neither had the DA men searching her neighborhood. But maybe those men were smart enough to stay in the less populated areas. Now she saw huge mobs of rippers as she sped down the streets. The houses were crowded close together in this area, the city skyline off to her left in the distance. There were no police, no military, no sounds of gunshots or sirens, no helicopters or airplanes roaring by overhead. She saw a few military and police vehicles left on the sides of roads, some with their doors wide open. One tank-like thing was rammed into the front of a home, part of the house collapsed down onto it.
Yes, this was a huge mistake, but she couldn’t turn back now—all she could do was keep driving forward as fast as she could.
Another horde of rippers rushed out into the street, flooding from front and side yards of the homes, and from behind wrecked cars. She plowed into the edge of the group, just getting between them and a line of parked cars. She couldn’t avoid hitting a few of the rippers, knocking them out of the way. But she couldn’t keep doing this; her car was going to get stuck in this mob of people soon, bogged down. And then she would be trapped as thousands of rippers converged on her car, breaking the windows to drag her out.
Her car limped along past the next horde of rippers, the motor making a loud ticking sound. She didn’t waste time glancing down at the instrument panel and gauges; she gripped the steering wheel, her eyes darting back and forth between the windshield and the rearview mirror, watching the crowd of rippers chasing her car, throwing things at it.
The rippers behind her eventually slowed down, giving up the chase. She noticed that they hunted in relatively organized groups, like a pack of wolves. A piece of the video she’d seen on her laptop flashed through her mind, the footage taken from the balcony where the small group of rippers revealed themselves in the splash of light from the streetlamp—hunting in a pack.
There would be more rippers. She’d outrun the last group, but more would be coming.
And there they were, around the next turn, rippers pouring into the street. Kate felt like she was being herded now, forced to drive down certain roads, getting farther and farther away from Foster Road. Maybe they were trying to box her in somewhere.
Kate jammed her sneakered foot down onto the brake pedal, the car skidding to a stop, the tires screeching. She shifted into reverse as the horde of rippers came rushing at her, hundreds of them, screaming and yelling, waving sticks and knives, some of them throwing things.
She’d seen a side road, and she shifted back into drive, turning onto the smaller road to get away from the rippers. But they were already cutting through the yards, crawling over wooden and chain-link fences like a river of humans, like a wave of flesh coming her way, a wave that would never stop.
The line of houses whipped by in a blur as she drove. There were taller industrial buildings on the other side of the street. She was being herded toward downtown, and eventually she was going to get to an area where she couldn’t turn around, an area where she couldn’t run away.
If her car could make it. Steam was pouring out of the front of it now, the ticking of the engine much louder. She looked down at the temperature gauge and saw that it had shot up into the red. The car was overheating—it wasn’t going to last much longer.
She was far enough away from the last horde of rippers now, and she had no other choice but to get out and run. She skidded to a stop, driving her car right up onto a lawn in between the houses. She was out of her car in a flash.
Maybe she could find a house that was unlocked.
No, that would be a deathtrap. The rippers would be here in seconds, she could hear them coming. They knew where she was, and they would check each house as surely as the DA men in her neighborhood had marked the doors of the homes.
Her only chance was across the street, in the bigger brick and block industrial buildings. Maybe she could find an unlocked door there somewhere, or an open window. It wouldn’t be a permanent solution, but it could be somewhere to hide for a little while, somewhere to catch her breath. She was breathing hard into her dust mask, her gloved hands clenched into fists as she ran.
She was a fast runner, and today she was wearing her running shoes. She’d been jogging for years, and she let her instincts kick in as she bolted across the street. The rippers were still at least a block way, but then she saw three rippers running toward her from across the street. She hadn’t even seen them until now. All three of them were men, two younger and leaner men, one older and overweight man. The younger men were running right at her; they were going to cut her off before she could even get across the street to the building.
It was over—the two men were too close, too fast. But she kept running toward the large six-story brick building, praying that she could get inside. When was the last time she had prayed? When she’d been a little girl?
The young men ran toward her, their hair and eyes wild. One of the men had a beard that was stained a reddish-brown from feeding on flesh and blood. Their eyes were wide with rage, but there was also a savage delight in them, the thrill of the chase, the anticipation of catching her and feasting on her.
Oh God . . .
Two gunshots rang out, one right after the other, loud and powerful rifle shots that echoed back from the buildings. The rippers’ heads exploded from the gunshots, both of their suddenly lifeless bodies pitching forward from the momentum of their running, tumbling down onto the street.
“Over here!” a man’s voice called out to Kate.




CHAPTER 13

Kate hadn’t even come to a complete stop yet, still running toward the building. And then she saw the man with a rifle in a doorway, farther down to her right. The building looked old, constructed of bricks, the windows blacked out—it looked like the building had been abandoned years ago.
The man fired his rifle again.
For one second Kate thought the man was firing at her, but then she looked behind her and saw the older ripper falling to the street, a mist of blood in the air from where the back of his head had just exploded. He fell down hard, his knees and head thudding down onto the pavement.
The horde was still coming. They were a block away, but she could hear their screams and shouts. She could imagine a sea of men, women, and children pouring into the street from the yards between the houses at any moment.
“In here!” the man yelled at her. His voice wasn’t too loud, a harsh whisper, but she’d heard him well enough.
Kate was across the street in seconds, darting past two abandoned cars, one T-boned into the other. Blood was all over the inside of one of the vehicles—it looked like flesh had been shoved into a blender and then poured inside the car.
A moment later Kate was inside the building, darting right past the man in the doorway. The man entered and closed the door, plunging them into darkness. Kate heard heavy metal slamming into place, like a bar being secured over the door.
A sudden light. The man lit a flashlight, but he kept a hand cupped over the front of it. He was close to her. She could smell faint odors coming from him: body odor, leather, bad breath, oil, old food.
“Follow me,” the man whispered to her.
Kate obeyed his orders, following the weak sphere of light in front of the man. The light looked like a ghost orb. Every so often the light grew a little brighter as the man lifted his hand away from the front of the flashlight, turning it into a beam of light again instead of the faint reddish glow.
They walked past some dusty machinery hulking in the dark. She smelled the old oil and metal in the air. Even though there were large pieces of machinery, she had the feeling that this building was mostly empty, judging from the echo of their hurried footsteps on the concrete.
The man opened a metal door at the far end of the vast room, the hinges creaking a little. She followed him up a set of wide concrete steps. He took his hand away from the flashlight once they were in the stairwell and she could easily see the stairs, the man silhouetted in front of her from the light with his rifle slung over one shoulder. He had picked up a duffel bag somewhere along the way.
They walked up flight after flight of steps, turning at landings where metal doors led back into the building. But they kept going up. Kate didn’t say anything, and the man didn’t either. Obviously he had a definite destination in mind. Their footsteps sounded so loud, echoing in the wide stairwell even though Kate was trying to be as quiet as she could. Her breathing was still a little heavy, the muffled sound trapped inside of her dust mask.
At the next landing, which was larger than any of the others, the man walked toward a metal door, focusing his flashlight beam on a thick chain and padlock on the handle of the door. He unlocked the lock and the chain dangled down from the door, making a loud, clattering sound. He never looked back at her or said anything as he pulled the chain and lock out of the doorhandle and opened the door.
A blinding light assaulted Kate’s eyes for a second, the man silhouetted in the light of the doorway, the outline of his shadowy figure blurry. In that instant the man reminded her of the dream she’d had, the blind woman in the glow of light telling her to head west.
As her eyes quickly grew used to the light, she realized it was sunlight that had dazed her for a second after her trip through the darkness of the stairwell. The man stepped out into the sunlight, taking the chain and padlock with him. He held the door open for her.
“It’s safe,” he said.
“The roof?” she asked.
“Just keep low. There’s a place that’s safe up here. Nobody can get up here.”
She stepped through the doorway and turned, watching the man as he closed the door and locked it with the chain and padlock. She got a better look at him now and realized that he was older than she’d thought he was, but of course she’d been running for her life, so she hadn’t gotten that good of a look at him at first. He was tall, well over six foot, and lean with muscles hardened and strengthened by a lifetime of manual labor. Her dad had always told her that work muscles were stronger than gym muscles. The man was dressed in a beige button-down shirt, the sleeves rolled up to his elbows, the tail of the shirt tucked into his army-green dungarees. He wore a pair of broken-in work boots, a belt with all kinds of pouches hanging from it, and a pistol holstered on his hip. He had a bandana tied over his head, holding his gray hair out of the way. His face was long and his cheeks sunken in, his ears a little too large for his face. But he had kind eyes, the color carnation-blue.
She trusted him immediately. Maybe he reminded her a little of her father, who was probably a little younger than this man. But there was a look in his eyes that made her feel safe, a look of compassion, but also a look of competence and confidence.
They hurried to the other end of the roof where there were large air-conditioners and other mechanical units stacked up next to each other. But there was also a small wooden lean-to building against one of the units.
“Home for me,” the man said, gesturing at the lean-to with a smile.
“You built that?”
He nodded. “It keeps the rain and sun off my head. Gets me out of the wind.”
The lean-to was really a big box with an open doorway. It looked almost like some kid’s treehouse had fallen totally undamaged out of a tree. The roof of the structure was a mishmash of metals, and there was more corrugated siding on parts of the outer walls. Blankets covered the floor on the inside, and a blue duffel bag sat in the corner along with a stack of canned food and a few gallons of water in plastic jugs.
“I used supplies I found in the building, but the pickings were pretty slim.”
“How long have you been up here on the roof?” Kate asked.
He shrugged as he unslung his rifle and leaned it against the wood and metal building. He dropped the tan duffel bag he’d been carrying down on the floor next to his rifle. “Since it started. Since everything collapsed.”
Kate finally had a chance to catch her breath and look around at the rooftop. The skyscrapers in the city were less than a mile away, and the sky was hazy even though the air was cool. She wondered if there were people in those office buildings, people hiding out on some of those floors like this man was hiding up on the roof, like she had hid in her house. She imagined those people blocking the doors to the stairwells and conserving what little food they’d found in vending machines and break rooms, watching the carnage in the streets below out of the plate-glass windows.
“You can take your dust mask off,” the man told her.
She turned her attention back to him.
“If the plague was going to get you, it would’ve gotten you by now.” There was sadness in his eyes—he was speaking from experience.
Kate pulled the dust mask down and took in a full breath of air. She could smell the smoke in the air now—something was on fire nearby. Maybe a lot of things were on fire. She stripped off her latex gloves and balled them up, shoving them into her jacket pocket.
“What’s your name?” he asked. “My name’s Ted.”
“I’m Kate.”
“Pleased to meet you, Kate.” He smiled, and he suddenly looked harmless even with the pistol on his hip. “You’re welcome to stay up here as long as you want to. I know it’s not the Ritz, but . . .”
“Thank you.” She glanced over at the edge of the roof in the distance. “My car.”
Ted frowned. “Did you have food in it?”
She nodded.
“Yeah, the rippers’ll probably get to it.”
“I put the boxes in the trunk.”
Ted seemed to be rethinking his assessment. “Well, maybe we could get to it eventually, but not anytime soon. We’ll have to wait until the parade is over.”
“Parade?”
“That’s what I call it. Every so often those rippers collect into a big group. Like a school of fish or a herd of cattle. Here, I’ll show you.”
Kate could already hear the commotion from the street six stories below as she and Ted got closer to the edge of the roof, the edge a brick wall about waist-high. The noises were louder now as she crouched down next to the wall, following Ted’s motions. He pulled out a pair of small binoculars from a pouch on his belt and unfolded them, handing them to her as he situated himself against the wall, peeking up over it.
“Won’t they see us up here?” she whispered.
“They don’t look up a lot, I noticed. They seem to focus more on what’s going on right around them.”
Kate looked through the binoculars at the street below, watching the rippers flooding the street from the direction she had run. And there were more coming from another direction, both groups forming into one gigantic mass of people. There were hundreds and hundreds of them, maybe thousands.
“Some will scrounge around in the houses,” Ted said. “But sometimes they’ll just move along in one big group. Like I said before, they’re like a cattle train or something.”
Kate kept staring at the rippers below, watching through the binoculars. There were a few skirmishes among the large group, but most seemed to be moving forward alongside the others. She saw four rippers taking down another one of their own near the edge of the group, killing him with knives and then clawing at the fallen ripper with their hands, pulling out pieces from his insides as he screamed.
“They eat their own?” she asked.
“Yeah. All the time. It’s like if they don’t find enough food, then they just single out one of their own. But it seems to me like they pick an older one, or a weaker one. Maybe a sick one. Weeding out the weak.”
Kate panned a little to the left with the binoculars, focusing on the older homes across the street. Some of the rippers were smashing the doors and windows in, pouring into the homes. The yards she had just run past moments ago were now filled with rippers. A chill gripped her as she thought about being down there only moments ago. She had thought about hiding in one of those houses. If Ted hadn’t shot those rippers, even if she would have gotten away from those two, she would have run into one of these groups eventually.
She’d seen enough. She handed the binoculars back to Ted; she didn’t really need them to see down to the street below.
They walked back to Ted’s living quarters.
Kate looked at the rifle leaning against the wall next to the tan duffel bag. “You’re a good shot.”
He smiled and shrugged, looking a little bashful. “I haven’t used a rifle in over twenty years. I shot expert in the Marines, but that was back in the late 70s. I had enlisted, but I’d been too young for Vietnam. Missed it by about five years.”
“Well, thank you for saving my life,” she said. “Did you see me from up here?”
“No. I’d been out scrounging around. But I heard them coming so I got back here. But then I heard a car. It’s been a few days since I’ve heard a car running around here. I was in the doorway with the door cracked. I saw you crash your car. Saw you get out and start running. I saw those three ripper things chasing you.”
Ted got down on one knee next to the tan duffel bag and unzipped the pack. “Here’s what I found today.” He pulled out cans and a few boxes of food, a few single bottles of water, two cans of soda, three cans of beer, a box of matches, a bar of soap, a half-squeezed tube of toothpaste.
“How did you stay away from the rippers out there?” Kate asked him.
“I’ve been pretty lucky so far. I usually go out early in the morning. That seems to be when they’re the least active. I watch from up here for a bit, then go downstairs. The pickings are pretty slim, but the rippers don’t know how to open the canned goods. And a lot of this other stuff doesn’t mean anything to them.”
He moved his collection into the lean-to, stacking them up with the other items against the wall. He came back to the doorway. “You can sleep in here if you want to.”
Kate just stared at him.
Ted’s face turned red and he smiled sheepishly. “I didn’t mean with me. I meant you could sleep in here while I’m on watch.”
“Thank you.”
“I know it probably doesn’t smell so great in there right now.” He picked up the can of air freshener he’d just scored that morning and sprayed a little of it around. “That should help a little.”
Kate couldn’t help smiling. She would accept his offer to sleep in his structure. It might not smell the best, but it had been over three days since she’d taken a shower (all she had done was wash up in the sink with the water she’d filled up in the bathtub), so she probably wasn’t smelling her best either.
“We’ll take turns keeping watch,” Ted said.
“I thought you said they couldn’t get up here.”
“They shouldn’t be able to. I’ve locked the doors to the stairwells and the door to the roof up here. But if they find a way to get to a second-floor window, or find a way to break one of the doors down . . .” He shrugged his shoulders and let his words die away.
“But they wouldn’t,” she said quickly. “They wouldn’t try a window. Why would they bother? They’ve got too many other houses to pick over. Easier targets.”
“Yeah,” he agreed.
But she could see that Ted was thinking more long-term, like maybe days or weeks from now when the rippers got hungrier and more desperate. She wondered how long Ted was planning on staying up here.




CHAPTER 14

Kate and Ted shared a meal of canned ravioli, Vienna sausages, and some green beans. Ted found a collection of Sterno cans in a looted restaurant on one of his scavenger missions, something the rippers hadn’t been concerned with. He’d lit the Sterno cans so their food could be somewhat warm. He told Kate that he had hopes of finding a Hibachi grill and some charcoal, but for now the Sterno cans would have to do. Kate sipped from a bottle of warm water and Ted drank a can of Pepsi. They shared a bowl of dry Frosted Flakes for dessert.
“There isn’t too much boxed or fresh food left,” Ted said when they were done eating. “At least not around here. The rippers have torn everything apart that they can find. It’s only the metal cans they have trouble with. They don’t bother with them too much. I try to snatch up anything I can in a bag, box, or a plastic bottle, sometimes even letting the cans go for now. I know I can go back and get them later.”
Kate didn’t say anything. She was miserable, but she felt good for the first time in a few days. She actually felt safe, even though she was stuck up on a roof near the edge of the city.
“I used to work here,” Ted said as if Kate had asked him why he had chosen this particular building. “This used to be a manufacturing plant on the bottom two floors, and some offices above it. But it all closed down two years ago when the economy started going bad.”
Kate nodded. She’d been lucky to be tenured by then at the university, and with the economy getting worse every day, the government was handing out grants to students left and right, like having more kids with college degrees in the workforce would help the job market somehow.
“I lived about two miles that way,” Ted said, pointing off in the distance.
Kate looked but she couldn’t really tell where he was pointing to.
“You can’t see it from here,” he told her. “It was just a cracker-box apartment house. Four apartments in it. My wife and I lived there.”
Kate didn’t want to ask what had happened to his wife—she could already guess. “Did you have any kids?” she asked instead.
“Yes. Two sons.” He smiled wistfully, looking down at his lap for a moment, at the empty plastic bowl where the Frosted Flakes had been moments ago. “They were some wild boys, though. No matter what me and Nellie did, those boys wouldn’t follow the rules. One died in a motorcycle crash when he was nineteen. The other one went to prison a few years after. He’s still there.”
A chill ran through Kate as she thought of being stuck in prison when the Collapse began.
Ted was quiet for a moment, staring at the horizon where the haze in the air was creating a spectacular sunset, a splash of muted yellows, oranges, reds, and purples. Then he spoke without looking at her: “It’s probably my fault. I wasn’t hard enough on them.” He finally looked at Kate and his light blue eyes were moist with tears. “My daddy was hard on me, awful hard, and I didn’t want to be like him, you see.”
Kate just nodded.
“We just had a string of bad luck after my boy died,” Ted continued. “Brent went to jail. My wife got sick, and her back kept getting worse and worse. Then two years ago I lost this job. We had to leave our house. Just gave it up to the bank, and then we moved into that crummy little apartment.” Ted chuckled humorlessly. “And then this happened.”
They were silent for a long moment. “What about you?” Ted finally asked. “You married? Have any kids?”
Kate felt that his real question was: What did you lose when the Collapse came?
“No,” she said. “No husband. No kids. I’m a professor at a university.”
His face brightened up, his dazzlingly blue eyes lighting up. “Oh yeah? What did you teach?”
“Anthropology.”
“Oh,” he said, his face dropping into a frown. He didn’t ask further about it. Most people didn’t. Even at the end of the world, her career was boring.
“I wanted my boys to go to college,” Ted said, changing the subject. “I didn’t want them slaving away in some factory or on some construction site like I did all my life. I wanted better things for them. I hope they knew that.”
Kate just nodded again. She didn’t know what to say. It seemed like Ted had some things he needed to get out of his system. You could only talk to yourself for so long—God, Kate knew that was true.
“I watched my wife turn into one of those . . . those ripper things. At first it was like she was sick with the flu or something. Only she didn’t have a fever. But she was confused. She started saying things that didn’t make a lick of sense. She called the stove a car.” He chuckled for a moment. “Told me to put a pot of tea on the car for her. I knew what she meant. And a few hours later it got worse. She started getting mean. And hungry. She ate the raw ground beef right out of the fridge. I called 911, but all I got was a message saying they couldn’t take any calls right now and to call back later.”
Kate remembered hearing the same message a few days ago when she had called 911.
“I tried to get her downstairs to the truck. I wanted to take her to the hospital. But she was fighting me every step of the way. She had this look in her eyes like she didn’t even know me anymore. I let her stay in the apartment and went next door to Billy’s apartment. I banged on his door, but he and his wife were turning too. They bolted out past me and down the stairs.”
Ted was quiet again for a moment. “I was going to drive to the hospital for help for Nellie. I left her in the apartment. Locked the door. On the way, I stopped a cop. Asked him to help me. He told me to go home or I was gonna be arrested.”
Again, his story brought back the memories of a few days ago when she had driven home from the supermarket. She had asked a cop for help and he’d told her to go home, resting a hand on his service pistol as a final warning.
“And even the cop was starting to mess his words up a little,” Ted said. “I could tell he was beginning to turn. It seemed like everybody around me was turning. I figured the hospital wouldn’t be any help. I didn’t know what else to do, so I went back home. Nellie was gone by then. The apartment door was open and she was gone. I locked myself in the apartment for the night. I had my rifle and my handgun with me for protection. I gathered up all the ammo I had. And then I just sat there in the dark. I could hear the commotion out on the street. I heard the helicopters and the airplanes. I heard the military vehicles patrolling. I heard gunshots and explosions. By then the electric was out.”
Again, Ted was quiet for a moment. “I packed a small duffel bag in the morning and left. One of the rippers had been at my door in the middle of the night, jiggling the handle. I thought they were gonna rip it off. I sat there in the dark with my rifle aimed at the door.” He mimed having the rifle in his hands. “I was waiting for the door to crash open. And I had this strange feeling that it was Nellie out there. I thought she’d somehow found her way home. But I knew she wouldn’t be the same. And I wasn’t sure I’d be able to shoot her. I prayed she wouldn’t get that door open.”
“I’m sorry,” Kate said. Her words were a whisper in the cool, hazy evening air. It was all she could think of to say. She was the worst when it came to sympathy for others, so awkward when someone told her about a tragedy in their lives. Other women Kate knew seemed to know what to say, how to act, empathy oozing from them, their faces crumbling in sadness. It seemed to come so naturally for them, but not for her.
“Well, like I said, I grabbed my two duffel bags of food and supplies and got into the truck. It was bad the next day, rippers everywhere, military patrolling, martial law. Chaos, that’s what it was. But it was still better than it is now. I didn’t know where else to go. I remembered this place, and it seemed like the safest place I could think of. So I came here.”
Ted was quiet again as the sky darkened slowly with the coming night.
“I haven’t been able to get a hold of my parents,” Kate said. “I haven’t been able to get a hold of my sister or my brother. I called and called, but the cell phones weren’t working. I don’t know why I waited so long to try to call them. But everything happened so fast. Before I knew it, the school had canceled classes and the banks had closed. The supermarkets were a madhouse. And by then it was too late to get a hold of them.”
“They live around here?”
“No. They live in a small town called Astorville. It’s on the other side of the state. Up in the mountains. I was on my way there this morning when the rippers showed up. When my car died.”
Ted was quiet, just watching her with his watery blue eyes.
“I waited these last three days in my house,” Kate said. “The president was on TV right before the cable and electric went out. He said local authorities would be in touch with everyone. Help was on the way. Well, I waited for the cavalry to come. But I can see now that the cavalry isn’t ever coming.”
Ted nodded in agreement. He seemed suddenly stoic, a placid man who had always accepted what fate dished out for him.
And what a bad hand fate had dealt to Ted over the years, and now. Fate had dealt everyone the worst of hands now. Kate’s parents had always said things were God’s will. No matter what happened, it was God’s will. Even if the circumstances were horrible, it was still God’s will, and God worked in mysterious ways. Kate remembered many arguments she’d had with her family, trying to show them that things weren’t God’s will, but just dumb luck. Sometimes it was good luck, and sometimes it was shitty luck, but it always came down to the roll of the cosmic dice.
She wished now that she wouldn’t have had so many arguments with her family. She wondered why it had been so important for her to change their beliefs. She had always felt that they’d been trying to indoctrinate her, but in her way, she’d been trying to indoctrinate them. Why couldn’t she just let them live with their fantasy, or even play along with it? She wondered how many people just played along to keep the peace in their families.
Well, not her. Not Kate Crawford. No, sir. She had to prove to everyone that she was right. She had to prove to everyone that she was smart—smarter than they were. She had to prove to everyone that she was independent, and that she was strong. But she didn’t feel strong right now, not strong at all.
“You look exhausted,” Ted said. “Why don’t you get some shut-eye? I’ll keep watch for a little while.”
The streets six stories below were pretty quiet now, the horde of rippers having moved on a while ago. And there were no other sounds: no cops on megaphones trying to keep order, no gunshots, no vehicles driving around, no aircraft in the sky. For just a moment it felt like she and Ted were the last two people on Earth.
“I might just do that,” Kate said.
She crawled into Ted’s lean-to a moment later, thanking him again for the use of his shelter. It smelled a little musty inside, but either the air freshener had helped a lot or she was just getting used to it. She worried that Ted might try to climb into the blankets with her later on, but she didn’t think that was going to happen. He seemed like a decent and kind older man. Of course dire circumstances could change anyone, and she would keep her guard up.
A few minutes later Kate was nearly drifting off to sleep. She found it strangely comforting having Ted out there watching over her as she slept. It had been a long time since she’d slept in the same place with someone else. John was the last one, John who told her she was too cold for him, John who told her she had no sense of humor, John who said she wasn’t any fun.
Well, maybe she wasn’t fun. So what? She’d been fine with John leaving. She’d felt better on her own. And she had liked being alone. But not now. Now she had to admit that she liked having Ted outside the wooden shed he’d built, patrolling the top of the roof with his rifle slung over his shoulder.
Moments later Kate fell asleep and she began to dream.




CHAPTER 15

The dream began where it usually did these last few nights, in Kate’s house. The house was pitch-black and she was trapped in that darkness. She knew the shadowy man, the Evil One with his shining eyes, was somewhere in the darkness with her.
But this time the darkness faded away and she was in some kind of a small town, a barren town, an abandoned town. The sky was a ceiling of thunderstorm clouds rolling by, the wind whistling down through the streets, trash and papers blowing around.
And there were dead bodies everywhere.
Some of the dead hung from streetlight poles. Others had been staked to the sides of wood buildings. Others were tied spread-eagle on their backs on top of the roofs of abandoned cars. Some of the dead were naked; others were partially clothed in soiled rags. Some of the dead might have been rippers, but Kate didn’t think so; for some reason, a reason that made sense in the dream, she thought some of these people were the uninfected, like her and Ted.
And the Evil One was here. He was watching her from some dark corner as she walked down the main street of the town, the cold wind toying with her hair, her breath forming a mist in front of her face. She knew he was watching her and she knew he wanted to torture her, hang her body up from one of the light poles, degrade her, let her die while she twisted in the freezing wind.
A light flickered at the edge of her vision. She turned to it. The blond woman was back again, dressed in a white gown with the warm glow around her that drove back the grayness of the town, driving back the shadows where dark and terrible things lived.
“Come find us,” the woman said. She was rushing her words like she didn’t have a lot of time.
“Who are you?” Kate asked.
The woman wore the same dark glasses as before, but even with her dark glasses, Kate could tell the woman was afraid. She could also tell the woman wasn’t going to be there long before fading away.
“You have to go west,” the woman said. “Go west and you will find us.”
“How do I find you? I don’t even know who you are. Or where you are.”
A howl echoed through the town, a scream of rage. The Evil One was coming. He was rushing toward them from the gloom somewhere.
Kate looked back at the blind woman, but she wasn’t there anymore.
“No,” Kate yelled. “Come back! Don’t leave me alone with him!”
The Evil One was rushing toward her, running at her—a living shadow with shining yellow eyes.
Kate’s eyes popped open and she sat up on the blankets. It was so dark. She couldn’t see anything.
A light appeared a few feet in front of her, a hand covering the end of the flashlight, the fingers turning into a bloody glow from the light. “You okay?”
Ted was in the doorway of his handmade shed, watching her.
She sighed, relieved to see Ted there. She swallowed hard. Her throat was so dry, she wasn’t sure she could answer him. “Yeah,” she croaked.
“Sorry to wake you up,” Ted said. “But you were talking in your sleep. Moaning. Getting louder and louder. I was afraid you were going to start screaming.”
She nodded. She understood. “Just a bad dream.”
The flashlight flicked off and Ted moved out of the doorway. As soon as he was gone Kate noticed that she could see the night beyond the doorway of the shed; it was a lighter shade of black with the faint pinpoints of stars through the haze.
Kate crawled out of the shed. It was cold. She still had her coat on. She stood up and looked around, spotting Ted sitting a few feet away, his back against one of the air-conditioning units. She smelled the cigarette smoke before she even saw the burning ember light up when he inhaled.
“Smoke?” he asked.
“No, thanks.” She’d never smoked in her life, never even considered it. “Where did you find those?”
“Cigarettes aren’t too hard to find. Rippers leave them alone.”
“Was I sleeping long?”
“About ten hours.”
“Wow. That long?” That would make it around two or three o’clock in the morning. “What about you? Did you sleep?”
“A little.”
They sat there for a long time in silence while Ted smoked his cigarette.
“How long do you plan on staying up here?” Kate asked him.
Ted didn’t answer right away. He stubbed out his cigarette, seeming to consider her question, really thinking about it. “I don’t know,” he finally said.
“I need to leave,” Kate said. There, it was out. If Ted had some warped ideas about keeping her here on this roof, then she wanted to know about it right now. “I need to go west. I need to try to find my family.”
And find the others, she thought, the words sounding like the blind woman’s voice. But she dismissed that voice in her mind. The blind woman wasn’t real. The other people she’d seen: the man and his son; the long-haired, tattooed guy; the muscular guy with the crew cut—none of them were real; they were just figments of her imagination created by her stressed-out mind.
She looked at Ted, making out his shape in the darkness. “You understand, don’t you? I need to leave.”
Again, Ted was quiet. He was scaring her a little with his silence. And then he spoke: “I want to say something to you, but I don’t want to upset you.”
Oh God, here it comes. From the sound of his voice, she could tell he was staring straight ahead and not looking at her. He had his rifle right beside him, and he probably had his handgun on his hip.
Even though he was an older man, Kate knew she couldn’t outfight him. But maybe she could outrun him. If she got enough of a head start, she knew she could outlast him. But then she remembered that he had locked the door to the stairs with a chain and a padlock, and he would have the key on him somewhere.
“You need to prepare yourself for the possibility that your family might not have made it through this,” Ted said.
Kate relaxed, blowing out a held breath. Ted wasn’t about to tell her he was going to keep her here against her will, his “roof woman” in the End Times. No, he was worried about her going all the way to Astorville to find out that her family was gone, or worse, that they had become rippers.
“I’m not saying that it’s true,” Ted continued quickly, maybe thinking he had offended her. “But it’s just a numbers thing. Look how many around here turned into rippers. Everyone I know. It seems like only the smallest percentage were immune to whatever kind of disease this is.”
Kate felt a little bad assuming the worst about Ted. “I thought that maybe the cities were the only places that were infected. I thought maybe smaller towns, rural places . . . maybe the plague hadn’t reached them.” But as soon as she said it, she knew it wasn’t true. Just like when she’d tried to convince herself that the rippers she’d seen on her way home from the supermarket had just been drugged-out men or that their minds had snapped. But Ted was right, she needed to be realistic; the chances of anyone else in her family—or anyone in the entire town of Astorville—being immune to the plague were miniscule.
“Yes,” Ted said. “Maybe it’s possible the plague didn’t reach the smaller towns.”
“But you don’t believe it.”
“I don’t know what to believe,” he said. “I just look around at this city, how bad it’s gotten in the last few days.” He left it at that.
No helicopters. No military. No police. No help coming. And they weren’t the only city that had been affected by this plague, Kate was sure of that. This thing was all over the country. Maybe all over the world by now. But maybe the battle had been lost here—maybe there were other places where the military had gained some kind of control. Maybe camps and bunkers had been set up, sanctuaries.
She had to go west. She had to try. What else was she supposed to do? Live on this roof with Ted until they both starved to death? “I still have to try,” she told him. “If there’s the smallest chance that anyone there survived, then I have to try.”
Ted was quiet again, and she swore she saw him nod in the darkness.
“Why don’t you go with me?” she told him.
She thought Ted might be considering it, but then he said, “I’m sorry. I can’t go with you.”
“Why not? We could watch each other’s back.”
“I hope you understand,” Ted said. “I’m sorry. I just can’t go.”
But she didn’t understand. Not at all. Would he rather live on top of this roof for the rest of the days he had left?
“But I’ll help you get to a truck,” he said. “I know where there are some keys in a house across the street. I hid them in case I ever needed the vehicle.”




CHAPTER 16

Ted wanted to wait until just before dawn to leave the building. He lay down for a few hours, sleeping heavily inside his shed. Kate waited outside by the AC units, watching the sky until she saw the first signs of dawn, faint blue streaks beyond the tall buildings in the distance. She watched one of the skyscrapers, the dark tower silhouetted against the lightening morning sky.
She needed to wake Ted up. It was time to go. She was afraid he was sleeping too soundly and that he wouldn’t want to get up, but he sat up before she even got to the doorway of the shed.
“It’s almost dawn?” he asked with no grogginess in his voice.
“Yes.”
“Okay.”
Moments later Ted had his rifle over one shoulder and his duffel bag in his other hand. He told her he planned on making another run while he led her to the truck. This was the best time to do it. As long as they didn’t hear the sound of a horde coming, they should be okay. It was a tough situation, because he wanted to go out while the rippers were least active, but he wanted to wait until it was light enough to see.
They ate a quick breakfast of protein bars and drank a bottle of water each. Then they headed to the door that led to the stairwell. Kate followed Ted down the stairs, his flashlight beam lighting the way. He didn’t cup the front of it with his hand until they were on the ground floor, walking through the gigantic room with the machinery in it, dinosaur skeletons in the darkness, relics from an already distant age that would never live again.
They left the building through the same door that she had entered yesterday. Ted went out first, looking around with his rifle ready in his hands. He told Kate that he hoped to find a machine gun in one of the military vehicles as soon as he made his way deeper down the blocks. Maybe today would be that day.
The coast was clear so far. A car alarm was still blaring somewhere far off in the distance. Kate hadn’t heard it from the roof, but she could hear it down here now. Maybe someone had just set it off. The smell of smoke was still heavy in the air, an acrid smoke, almost like a chemical smell. It was cold and Kate shivered, but she was sure some of the shivering was from fear.
They darted across the street in the early-morning gloom, the sky to the east beyond the tall buildings beginning to lighten up by the minute. Kate followed Ted down the street and into the yard where her car was run up onto the lawn, looking like so many other abandoned and useless vehicles.
Kate and Ted crouched down beside her car. He held his rifle as he looked around, then he nodded at her.
She kept low as she went to the driver’s door. It wasn’t closed all the way and she eased it open to reach inside for her car keys dangling in the ignition. She could have used the button to pop the trunk, but she thought the slight thumping sound might be too loud out here in the silence. She pulled the keys out and gripped them in her hand so they wouldn’t jingle.
Then she was out of the car again. She stared at the front yard of the home she had nearly crashed into. Papers, food wrappers, and debris littered the yards and street, the cold wind blowing the trash along the street, papers scuffing the asphalt. Broken glass littered the grass from the shattered windows, jagged pieces of glass sticking up around the wood frames. The front door of the home had been kicked in, and it was halfway open right now, only darkness beyond it. She kept her eyes on that doorway, sure that someone was watching her from the darkness as she crept to the trunk of her car.
Why was she doing this? Were the clothes in her suitcase this important to her? The food in the boxes? She couldn’t carry it all. She would leave the food for Ted, give him her car keys.
He was beside her a moment later, looking over her shoulder. She was sure he was studying the goods she had in her trunk, possibly deciding if the rest of the journey to this truck was worth what she had. He nodded at her and she took her small, cloth suitcase out and closed the trunk lid as gently as she could, the latch catching and sounding amazingly loud.
They were hurrying up through the yard after that, trying to stay close to the house but away from the windows, away from the broken glass.
Ted stopped at the rear of the house, his duffel bag slung over one shoulder, his rifle in his hands. He peeked around the corner, looking around for a few seconds. Kate was right behind him, listening for any sounds. She felt exposed right here, sure that rippers in the street would spot them soon. She hoped Ted wouldn’t see any rippers, hoped he wouldn’t have to shoot. If he had to shoot, the sound of the gunshot would wake any rippers up nearby and bring them running.
A moment later, Ted hurried across the open backyard to the next lawn. The fence was torn down in some places and Ted waited by a fallen section, surveying the next lawn and the back porch of the home. More trash and debris littered the backyard in front of them, trees and shrubs providing cover for them, but also providing cover for any rippers that might be hiding.
They were across the lawn in a few minutes, trying to be quick, but also silent. The dead leaves were a little soggy from a recent drizzling of rain, so that helped a little.
Soon, they were on the next street, crossing it, and then crouching down near some bushes at the front corner of the house. Both of them were breathing heavily from their run, both of them looking around. There were some cries and screeches from the rippers, but they were pretty far off, nothing close by.
She looked at Ted, hoping that her eyes were saying: Where’s the truck?
Ted just nodded at her, his light blue eyes answering: Be patient.
And she knew she needed to be patient. She knew Ted was taking his time, moving from one hiding place to the next. This was probably how he’d spent every morning so far, slinking along in the early-morning shadows, pacing himself, not making any noise or doing anything to attract attention. He couldn’t panic; he had to go about it slowly. She wanted to calm down and trust Ted, she was really trying to, but she could feel the panic boiling up inside of her, like a soldier under fire who should stay down, but bolts out into the firefight in panic.
Ted was moving again. They crept down the side of the home, through two more backyards until they came to a driveway where a car was parked. An SUV was parked right behind the car. The SUV was an older model Ford with maroon paint that was fading in some areas. But it was a large vehicle with tinted windows and big, meaty tires.
They crouched down together in the small space between the front of the SUV and the rear of the car, and Kate felt oddly safe in this little cubbyhole of space even though they were still outside.
“This is it,” Ted whispered, nodding at the grill of the SUV right beside him. “It’s got nearly a full tank of gas. Battery was still good last time I checked, which was two mornings ago, so it should still be good. All the windows are intact. All the tires are inflated.”
Kate nodded. She felt that panic worming through her again, not wanting to let Ted go, not wanting to be alone and driving through this nightmare world again. “Go with me,” she whispered to him, touching his arm gently. “It will be so much better away from the city.”
Ted smiled at her, and he almost looked like he felt sorry for her, pitying her naïveté.
“You could stay,” he said.
His words froze her.
“Maybe just for a while,” he said. “For a few more days, maybe.”
She shook her head no. “I have to go.”
“It’s going to be dangerous out there.”
She knew that. It was the reason she wanted him to go with her. But he had his mind set on staying, like she had her mind set on leaving, neither willing to bend to the other.
They were quiet for a few seconds. There were no more words now, nothing left to say. He pulled the keys out of his jacket pocket, trying not to jingle them.
She pulled the keys to her car out of her jacket pocket. She saw the key fob, the metal plate with her university engraved on it. She thought about pulling that piece off so she could save it, hold on to it, have some kind of memory of her old life. But her old life was gone now, nothing left from it but what she had in her suitcase. But there was still a part of her old life she could get back, a part she never thought she’d ever want again, her family.
They exchanged keys.
“Thank you for everything,” Kate said and kissed Ted on the cheek.
For just a moment she thought he was going to reconsider his idea about staying in the city and living on his roof. For just a moment she was sure he would decide to go with her. But he didn’t offer to go. He just nodded at her, indicating that she was welcome.
Kate rose up a little, still half-crouched, looking around at the street. Ted had told her that he would cover her as she got into the truck, cover her as she drove away. But she wasn’t so sure of that; not so sure that he would give his position away with a gunshot. She was sure that once she was in the SUV, she would be on her own.
It took a few moments for her to work her way to the driver’s door, to unlock it and get inside, to shut the door softly, to slide the key into the ignition.
But she was ready now. The day was getting brighter, the morning almost here. This was her chance to get away. She had her map from her car in her jacket pocket, the route still drawn on it, her way to Foster Road, and then out of the city. She wasn’t too far away from Foster Road right now.
Maybe she could make it.
She twisted the key, wondering if the SUV would start. It started right up, the truck loud in the driveway. She shifted into reverse and backed out of the driveway, then she shifted into drive without a look back at Ted, gaining speed quickly as she drove down the road through the tree-lined sidewalks, the one and two-story homes beyond those trees.
No rippers so far, but they would be coming any minute now.
If she could just make it out of the city, she was sure things would be better, just like she’d told Ted.




PART 2





CHAPTER 17

Oct. 29th
Three days later Kate was running for her life in a small town that she didn’t know the name of, and in that moment she was really regretting her decision to leave Ted’s rooftop. Maybe she should have stayed for a few more days. Maybe she could have worn Ted down and convinced him to leave with her.
But she hadn’t done that. Instead, she’d left on her own to travel across the state to find a family she hadn’t spoken to in months; she’d left, chasing a phantom from her dreams, a blind woman who pleaded with her to go west and find her and her companions.
She had lost her SUV moments ago, the vehicle sputtering, out of gas. She’d had to abandon the truck and look for something else. She left her suitcase of clothes and supplies behind, carrying nothing else with her. She had no weapons, nobody else with her, no help of any kind.
And now a group of rippers was chasing her down the street toward a line of brick buildings at the edge of this now-forgotten town in the foothills of the Appalachian Mountains. She thought there would be fewer rippers once she got outside of the city, but there were still plenty of them.
The five rippers chased her, beginning to catch up to her. But Kate was sure she could outrun them. As long as she stayed in front of them, she could keep on running for miles nonstop. She was so thankful she had jogged four times a week for the last ten years—if there was one thing she’d done to unknowingly prepare for the apocalypse, this was it.
Kate got to the buildings and turned a corner.
Just keep running. Just keep running until you find somewhere to hide.
She’d run halfway down the alley between the buildings before she realized that it ended in a dead-end, just a wall of bricks. She stopped in her tracks. She couldn’t climb the wall. There was no way out.
And the rippers were coming.
There were two metal doors, one on each side of the narrow alley, garbage bags ripped open, trash all over the alley floor. She banged on the door to her right, the metal sounding hollow yet strong.
No answer from inside.
She tried the other door, pounding on it, screaming for help. “Please! Open the door!”
The rippers were at the mouth of the alley, all five of them standing there. They weren’t running after her now, but approaching slowly, like they knew she was trapped and they could take their time.
Had they herded her into this alley? Were they smart enough to do that?
Kate was still breathing hard from her run, nearly hyperventilating as she looked around for some kind of escape, or some kind of weapon to fight back with.
There were no weapons. There was no escape. It was all over now.
She looked at the five rippers coming toward her, the three men in front, shoulder to shoulder, the two women in back. They weren’t screeching or screaming now—they were all breathing heavy from the run, but silent, like they didn’t want to alert any other rippers about the food they’d found. Their mouths were open in what could possibly be called a smile, their eyes narrowed and focused on her. Their hair hung down, matted to their foreheads and necks from the freezing rain that was drizzling down, their breaths clouding up in front of their faces, their wet, soiled, and torn clothing sticking to their skin.
Kate had heard that when a person was confronted by a grizzly bear that they were supposed to play dead, but that wasn’t going to work with rippers. She’d heard that if a black bear attacked, you should scream and yell at it, try to act bigger and braver than you were. That probably wasn’t going to work on these rippers, either. But she couldn’t think of anything else.
“Get out of here!” she yelled at them.
Her shouts didn’t slow them down at all; they kept moving forward, getting closer and closer to her. One of them sounded like he was actually growling at her, the sound rumbling from his throat. One of the women let out a low howl that reminded Kate of a cat getting ready to fight another cat. One of the men tried to speak, trying to form some kind of words, but nothing but gibberish came out.
“Stay away from me!” Kate screamed. She looked around at the garbage all around her, at the metal dumpsters and plastic trash cans, searching for something to defend herself with, a stick or a piece of metal, something.
She could feel her mind buzzing, her muscles both tense yet also loosening a little as the reality of the situation hit her: she was going to die. Many others had already died since the Collapse, so many had been ripped apart and eaten. She would only be one more casualty in the grand scheme of things, like an ant being run over by a car tire, the driver unaware he was snuffing out a life as he drove by. This was just that cosmic roll of the dice, a bad hand dealt with no meaning behind it.
The rippers were getting closer, the growls getting louder; one of the women behind the men still making that strange howling sound.
Kate knew she was going to die, but she swore that she wouldn’t make it easy for them. She wasn’t going to collapse to the ground and cry—she would fight to the death.
“Come on, you motherfuckers,” she yelled.
And they came. Running now, covering the last twenty yards quickly.
Kate heard a screeching sound from right behind her, from the metal door in the brick wall. Someone had just opened it a little. It had been locked before, but someone had unlocked it and opened it for her.
The rippers were only steps away.
Kate ducked inside the door and pushed it closed. She was inside the pitch-black darkness, holding the door shut, her fingers scrambling to find some kind of way to lock the door. It had been locked before; there had to be a way to lock it.
The rippers were at the door, pounding on it, pushing against it.
Her fumbling fingers found a deadbolt. She twisted it, the deadbolt thumping into place in the door frame.
The rippers pounded at the door even harder, pushing at the door; it was rattling in the frame.
Kate took a step back from the door, afraid that it was going to be slammed open any second even though the deadbolt was in place. She froze when she realized that somebody was in the darkness with her.




CHAPTER 18

Kate stood there for a long moment in the dark, feeling vulnerable, feeling like someone was about to grab her any second now. Her skin crawled with dread as she waited. She tried listening for sounds in the dark: footsteps, breathing, someone whispering. But the banging of the rippers beating and clawing at the metal door was drowning out any other sounds in the room.
Calm down, Kate. Think of things rationally. You’re a scientist. Obviously someone opened the door because they wanted to save you. They must have heard you yelling out there in the alley.
Kate took another careful step into the darkness, her arms out, her hands ready to feel her way through the dark. Her breathing and heartrate were beginning to slow down a little. She turned around, her back to the door now. She felt a little better, sure now that the rippers weren’t going to get through the door.
Her eyes were beginning to adjust to the dark a little. Objects, big and bulky, were beginning to take form. Whoever had opened the door could probably see her.
“Hello?” Kate called out.
No one answered.
She took another step forward and then froze. She heard a sound, the shifting of cloth, the slight scuff of a shoe on the wood flooring, the exhale of a breath.
“Hello?”
The person in the room still wouldn’t answer.
“Hello?” Kate said again. “I know you’re in here with me. Thank you for opening the door. You saved my life.” She smiled. “I guess you heard me yelling out there in the alley. I didn’t know what else to do. I tried to yell at them. Tried to scare them off.”
Kate heard footsteps, quick and light. She swore she saw movement in the darkness, a shifting of the dark. For just a moment she thought of the dreams she’d been having about the shadowy man, the Evil One, as she called him. She thought of the Evil One in her house, hiding in the dark, watching her. And then she thought of the small town she’d seen in her dreams, the place where the Evil One ruled, and maybe even lived; the town with all the dead people in it. She could imagine the Evil One in this room with her now, getting closer and closer to her in the dark, taking his time and relishing her fear, drinking it in, because she really had nowhere to go now, did she? What if his eyes were closed right now and he was waiting to open them so she wouldn’t see his yellow eyes appear in the darkness, shining like two pinpoints of light, until he was right in front of her? And then he would grab her.
Stop it, she told herself. It’s not him. He’s not here in this room. I would know it.
She didn’t know where that thought had come from, but she sensed that it was true; she sensed that she would know if he was near her.
He isn’t even real, she scolded herself.
There were more sounds deeper in the room, those light footsteps again.
Kate moved forward in the darkness, taking a few small, hesitant steps, bracing herself if she bumped into something. “Is there another way out of this building?” she asked. She was sure there had to be another entrance, but she was just trying to get the other person to talk, to say something. “I don’t want to bother you. I just want to leave.”
She made her way through the dark, feeling her way around a corner and into another room.
A light flickered at the other end of the room. The light was small, but because the room was so dark, the light was like a beacon, illuminating the vast room she was in, which was some kind of storeroom with stacks of boxes, rows of metal shelves that held more boxes. A few pieces of large machinery stood in a far corner off to her right. The place reminded her of (and smelled a little like) the building that Ted lived in.
This storeroom led to another smaller room, where the light was coming from through an open doorway.
Kate hurried forward, walking a little more quickly now that she could see better. She got to the doorway and waited there for a moment, looking around at the inside of the room. It was some kind of office with filing cabinets lining the walls, a desk with a table to one side of it with a coffee machine and a dead plant. There were books and papers stacked everywhere, posters on the walls.
She stared down at the light on the floor, a flashlight laid down on its side, the light beam pointing at an open trapdoor in the floor, the rectangle of darkness waiting for her.
Kate entered the office, walking the few steps toward the open trapdoor; it was made of wood with newer-looking hinges. There was a brass handle on the inside of the door so she could pull it closed once she descended the wooden ladder.
She stood right next to the open trapdoor, staring down into the darkness, the flashlight pointing the way.
“You want me to go down there?” Kate asked.
No answer from the darkness below.
Kate looked around at the office again, wondering if the person who had opened the door for her was hiding in here somewhere, or even out in the storeroom, waiting for her to go down the ladder so he or she could shut the trapdoor on her and lock her down there.
A slamming noise sounded from somewhere else in the building, from somewhere beyond the storeroom. Then a screeching noise and a howl. The rippers might have gotten in through the metal door. But no, she thought these noises were coming from deeper in the building. There were rippers in the building and they were coming this way.




CHAPTER 19

Kate froze for a moment as she listened to the screeches and howls of the rippers echoing through the darkness. She wasn’t sure what to do. The rippers were coming and she needed to hide. The trapdoor looked like the best place, she looked down at the rectangle of darkness, about to pick up the flashlight, but then she froze again.
A little girl’s face stared up at her, materializing from the darkness below into the light created by the flashlight beam. The girl stood a few feet down the ladder, waiting. She looked to be about eight years old, her face smeared with dirt, her blond hair tangled and wild, her eyes wide with fear and so blue in the light beam of the flashlight. Her pale arm shot up out of the hole and she grabbed the flashlight. Obviously the little girl wasn’t going to wait a second longer for Kate to make up her mind.
“I’m coming,” Kate whispered.
The girl disappeared down into the darkness, taking the flashlight down the ladder with her. Kate was suddenly swallowed up in darkness, but she felt her way down the ladder a few rungs, and then she grabbed the trapdoor by the handle, closing it as she went down the ladder.
A light shined up on the underside of the trapdoor like a spotlight, shining right on a large brass bolt and clasp. Kate realized that the girl wanted her to sink the lock into place. She did, and then continued down the ladder.
At the bottom of the ladder the light went out—the little girl had turned the flashlight off. Before the light had gone out, Kate had seen that she was in some kind of large brick walkway, the ceiling rounded overhead, almost like it was some kind of tunnel.
Scurrying sounds came from the darkness, the sound of the girl moving away, and then maybe sitting down against the wall.
Kate reached her hands out, finding the wall on the other side of the tunnel, her fingers running over rough brick, guiding her as she sat down on the floor.
Seconds later Kate heard the rippers right above them, moving around in the office, pulling at drawers in the filing cabinet, flipping the desk and chair over, grunting with the effort. The desk sounded like it had landed right on top of the trapdoor, and Kate felt a moment of panic. But what could she do about it now? Nothing.
The rippers kept moving around, screeching and yelling, two of them fighting, their howls so loud it sounded like they were down in the tunnel with them. But the skirmish was over in thirty seconds. Kate knew those rippers up there were humans once, humans who went to school, who went to work, who owned homes, who created art and had dreams. But the way they sounded now, it was almost easy to believe that some new alien race of bloodthirsty beings had invaded Earth.
But at least she felt somewhat safe down here in the darkness, hiding with the little girl who had saved her life. Kate was exhausted from escaping her SUV, running through the town, running from the rippers. Now she was out of the rain and cold. She found herself closing her eyes, the darkness all around her blending with the darkness behind her eyelids. And she prayed again—she had prayed more in the last few days than she probably had in her entire life. She prayed that she wouldn’t dream.
*
A light shined in Kate’s eyes, waking her up. She opened her eyes and sat up a little straighter, squinting and bringing a hand up to shield her eyes.
The girl moved the flashlight’s beam of light out of her eyes, scurrying away.
Kate blinked and rubbed at her eyes. She’d been asleep for a while, but she couldn’t tell how long. She had slept a dead sleep without any dreams.
Thank God for that.
At least she couldn’t remember the dreams at this moment—maybe she had dreamed something.
The little girl was back on the other side of the tunnel, the flashlight beam off now. But Kate found that she could see. The girl had two push-button lights on, the kind from a dollar store that were supposed to stick inside of closets or underneath cabinets for extra light. The two little lights gave off a surprising amount of light.
Kate looked around and saw that the room they were in was much larger than she had thought at first. The walls were constructed from brick and looked old. The floor was made up of flat stones that almost looked like patio pavers. The ceiling above them was low, but high enough so that Kate could stand all the way up. Wires crisscrossed the ceiling with bare lightbulbs hanging down every twenty or thirty feet.
On the opposite wall, where the girl sat now, was a line of wooden crates and boxes, along with some plastic tubs and cardboard boxes stacked on top of them. The girl had made herself a little shelter in between the stacks of boxes, with a crate lid that she could pull in front of her little alcove if she needed to. She had a blanket shoved into her cubbyhole and a small collection of supplies on top of one of the crates. The little area reminded Kate of Ted’s wooden shed he’d built on top of the roof.
“Hi,” Kate said.
The girl didn’t answer; she just stared at Kate.
“I guess it’s safe now?” Kate asked, pointing up at the ceiling. There was no noise coming from up there and the girl had the lights on, so it was just a question to get her talking.
The girl still stared at her.
“My name’s Kate. What’s yours?”
The girl wouldn’t answer.
“How long have you been down here?”
Again, the answer seemed kind of obvious—since the Collapse began, most likely. But the girl wasn’t taking the bait and answering any questions.
Kate looked at the girl again, at her grimy skin and wild hair, her big blue eyes. She was obviously in some state of shock, and there was no sense in asking where her parents were. They were gone and this girl had been alone for almost a week now with rippers running amok in the town above her.
Kate recalled the conversation she’d had with Ted before she left the city. He had urged her not to leave, not to search for her family. She felt that Ted partly wanted some company up on his roof, but she also thought he was trying to save her from the misery of finding out that everyone in her family was gone. But she couldn’t stay. Even though she hadn’t been close to her family in years, she felt an overwhelming urge to find them. She’d always been a realist, a rational, scientific-minded person who looked at cold, hard facts. She wasn’t a gambler, someone who believed she could beat the odds very often. But in this case, she had taken the chance. And the closer she got to her hometown up in the mountains, the more she realized that the cosmic dice were not going to roll her way this time—she wasn’t going to find her family alive.
But then again, if she had stayed, she never would have found this girl. Maybe in some strange karmic way, this was meant to be. She thought of the blind woman she’d seen in her dreams summoning her, pleading with her to go west and find her and the others.
“Can I come closer?” Kate asked. “I won’t hurt you.”
The girl didn’t say anything. She didn’t move, but she didn’t shake her head no.
Kate looked to her left. The room they were in ended forty feet beyond the ladder that led up to the trapdoor. To the right, the room just kept on going, like a tunnel disappearing into darkness. She was pretty sure the desk was on top of the trapdoor now. Maybe she could lift up the trapdoor if the desk was only partly covering it, but probably not. But this room led to that tunnel, perhaps another way outside.
She looked back at the girl, gesturing at the blackness to their right. “Is that a tunnel? Does it lead outside?”
The girl nodded.
Kate smiled, relieved. At least the girl had responded. She hadn’t spoken, but she had responded. That was a big first step. At least she wasn’t so traumatized that she couldn’t communicate.
The girl looked down at her stash of stuff next to her, then rummaged through it. She picked up a little square wrapped in brightly-colored foil paper. She held it out for Kate.
“I can have that?”
The girl nodded.
Kate took that as a good sign. She got to her feet, her muscles stiff from sitting against the cold brick wall for who knew how long. Even her bones ached. Her feet and legs were sore from her sprint away from the rippers. Her clothes still felt a little damp and stiff from the rain, and they already smelled musty.
She walked across the floor and knelt down in front of the girl and took the piece of candy she had offered. She unwrapped the chocolate bar, snapped off a piece and popped it into her mouth. The chocolate was a little piece of heaven, but it also immediately awakened a deep hunger in her, and her stomach growled. “Sorry about that,” Kate said.
The girl smiled.
Kate broke off another square of the chocolate bar and offered it to the girl. She took the piece and ate it, chewing it up quickly, not savoring it as Kate had done.
Now that Kate was closer she had a chance to check out the girl’s living quarters. There were a few clothes stuffed down among the blankets, not clothes that would fit her, probably clothes for warmth while she slept. Stacked up near the front of her cubbyhole, on top of one of the wooden crates, was a line of canned and boxed food, mostly snacks: a few cans of soda, a box of cereal, two cans of fruit cocktail, a few more pieces of hard candy, a few snack cakes, two cans of soup. But what caught Kate’s eye the most was tucked into the cubbyhole, leaning up against the side of it—a drawing tablet.
“Where did you get all of this stuff?” Kate asked.
She didn’t answer.
Maybe it was better to ask her yes and no questions right now. “Did you get all of this stuff yourself?”
The girl nodded.
“It doesn’t look like you have a lot of food left. Or much left to drink.”
The girl didn’t respond.
“We’re going to need to get some more. You know that, don’t you?”
She nodded.
“I could get some for you. I could help you because you helped me.”
The girl waited for Kate to continue.
“Do you think you could show me another way out of here?”
No answer.
“Is that the only way out of here?” Kate asked, pointing up at the trapdoor.
The girl shook her head no.
“That way?” Kate asked, pointing at the tunnel that disappeared into the darkness.
The girl nodded.
“Why don’t you tell me your name?”
“Brooke,” the girl whispered.
“Brooke? That’s a pretty name. I’m Kate. Can you say my name?”
“Kate.”
“Good, Brooke. That’s real good.” Kate was quiet again for a moment. She didn’t know what else to say. She’d never been the best around kids. Even though she had always wanted to teach, she’d never had the desire to teach children. She’d never planned on having kids anytime soon, but now she was stuck with one.
“I was on my way to the mountains. Do you think you would want to go with me?”
For a second Kate thought the girl was going to shake her head no, but she kept her blue eyes right on Kate and shrugged.
“Yeah,” Kate said, brightening up. “You should go with me. It will be safer there than here. I promise. Do you want to go with me?”
Brooke didn’t answer. She retreated a little farther back into her cubbyhole, holding on to her blanket.




CHAPTER 20

Nearly a day later Kate still hadn’t convinced Brooke to leave with her, but at least she had convinced the girl that they needed to look for more food. Brooke had given Kate one of her blankets and an old sweater she could use as a pillow. Kate had stretched out on the floor in front of the wooden boxes to sleep. It was damp down here in the tunnel, but at least it wasn’t freezing.
Kate used to love watching the History and Discovery channels, anything where she could learn more. She remembered watching a show about the Prohibition during the 1920s and how booze was smuggled through tunnels underneath towns and cities to speak-easies. That’s what this tunnel reminded her of, a smuggler’s tunnel.
She had slept a lot over the last eighteen hours or so. She felt rested now, but she hadn’t eaten much, and the only thing she’d eaten so far was full of sugar. They needed to find some real food soon. And Brooke needed some real food, too.
It was time to go looking, whether Brooke wanted to join her or not, Kate still needed to go.
The rippers hadn’t been back in the office above them, but Kate had heard them in the distance, and at least once or twice she’d heard them somewhere else in the building above them. She wasn’t sure if the rippers would be able to find their way into this tunnel, but if they did they would be trapped because the desk was definitely on top of the trapdoor and Kate couldn’t move it. She had tried. It felt like the desk weighed three hundred pounds or like it was wedged against the door somehow. It wasn’t worth hurting herself over since Brooke said there was another way out of the tunnel.
When Kate looked at the other end of the tunnel, the part that disappeared into the darkness, she could imagine the rippers creeping down the tunnel toward them, materializing out of the darkness into their weak sphere of light.
They couldn’t stay here too much longer—eventually the rippers would find their way in.
Another problem was the rats. They scurried around in the dark, squeaking, their claws clicking along the stone floor. She’d seen one hanging from one of the wires on the ceiling just at the edge of the light, its beady little eyes shining red in the dark. Those eyes reminded her of the Evil One.
She’d had the few hours of no dreams when she’d first come down into the tunnel (and she even wondered if she had literally passed out for a few hours), but the dreams had come back. She’d dreamt of the Evil One coming into the tunnel, only now the little touch lights had burnt out and Brooke was gone—Kate had been alone in the dark with him; just her, the Evil One, and a thousand rats swarming all around him.
Claustrophobia was setting in, and a panic that time was somehow running out, that they were pushing their luck with every hour they stayed down here.
“We need to get something to eat and drink,” Kate told Brooke.
Brooke just looked at her.
“We need to go out there and find some food and water. I want you to come with me.”
Brooke didn’t say anything. She just looked down at the drawing tablet in her lap. She’d been doodling in it.
Kate felt a wave of anger inside of her, but she forced it back down. “Look, we need to go. We can’t stay down here in this . . . this tunnel, or whatever it is, forever. I know it’s scary, but we have to go out there sometime. If we don’t, we’ll die in here.”
Brooke looked up at her, staring at her with her big blue eyes.
“Come on, Brooke. We need to go.” She reached a hand down to her, proffering it.
Brooke just sat cross-legged in her little cubbyhole, her drawing tablet on her lap. For a second Kate was sure Brooke was still going to resist.
“You can take your drawing tablet with you,” Kate told her. Brooke hadn’t let her see what she’d been drawing, and Kate had respected the child’s wishes so far, doing anything she could to get on Brooke’s good side so the little girl would leave with her. “You can take anything you want with you.”
Kate thought of her suitcase and the supplies she had rounded up over the last few days in her SUV. Maybe if they couldn’t find a vehicle, she could get some gas and go back to the truck. But the truck was at least two miles away, and there were probably still plenty of rippers roaming around.
First things first: get out of this tunnel, see where it leads to, and see what they could find. Making any long-term plans wasn’t possible in this new world they’d found themselves in.
Brooke got up, her drawing tablet and pencils clenched in her hand.
“Okay,” Kate said. “Good. Do you have any other clothes? Anything else you want to take?”
Brooke shook her head no.
Kate had cleaned Brooke’s face a little yesterday with the last of the water from a bottle, but Brooke had managed to get more dirt on her face between then and now. She stood there, dirty-faced and wild-haired, her only worldly possessions—her drawing tablet and pencils—in her hands.
“Okay. Show me the way out of here.”
Brooke led the way with the flashlight. Kate had stuffed the two touch lights into her jacket pockets and taken the other flashlight. She had a few pieces of hard candy in her pants pockets—the last of their food. They had split the last can of soda a few hours earlier.
The tunnel grew narrower the more they walked, the brick ceiling curving up above them, getting lower and lower, bit by bit. The claustrophobia was creeping up on Kate again, but she pushed it away; Brooke had to know a way out of here. She hoped so, anyway.
They walked for fifteen minutes, the darkness closing in so tightly around them, their flashlight beams only pushing it back so far. There were small puddles of water on the stone floor in some areas, and water dripped from the brick ceiling in some places. Kate hoped this tunnel was safe and that it wasn’t on the verge of collapsing.
She was about to ask Brooke if she was sure the tunnel led to the outside when the girl stopped and shined her flashlight beam ahead at a metal ladder embedded into a brick wall. The tunnel opened up to a room almost as big as the one they had been staying in.
Brooke stuffed her smaller flashlight down into her pants pocket and held her tablet and pencils in one hand while she climbed up the ladder toward a faint light.
“Be careful,” Kate told her. She thought about suggesting she leave the drawing tablet behind, or maybe Kate would carry it for her, but she knew Brooke wouldn’t want to give them up.
Kate was right behind her, stuffing her flashlight down into her pants pocket, the end of it sticking up. Now that the flashlights were out, Kate could see the faint rays of daylight shining down onto the ladder.
The ladder led up to another block platform with an even smaller concrete tunnel that had a metal grate at the far end.
“That’s the way out?” Kate asked Brooke. “That grate opens up?”
Brooke nodded and crawled into the tunnel, crawling quickly to the grate. She pushed at it and the grate opened up. She was out through the end of the tunnel in a flash.
Kate crawled through the tunnel after Brooke, and she was out through the opening a few seconds later.
The day was cloudy and cool, a stiff wind blowing the grass and weeds of the empty lot next to the brick buildings. There were other buildings in the distance to the right and left, a road ahead of them beyond the large unkempt lot, and a dollar store across the street. The store was dark, like everything else around them. Kate had no idea what time of day it was, but she guessed it was sometime in the afternoon. At least it wasn’t raining, but it looked like it might rain at any moment.
“Is that where you got your stuff from?” Kate whispered to Brooke as they crouched down among the tall weeds and grass.
She nodded.
Good. Maybe that meant the store was safe. But even though Kate didn’t see any rippers roaming around, that didn’t mean there weren’t some nearby, maybe some even inside the dollar store.
Kate spotted a car parked at the end of the empty lot, half on the sidewalk and half on the grass, the driver’s door wide open. “Let’s get to that car over there,” she whispered. “We’ll wait there for a moment, make sure there aren’t any rippers around. Then we’ll get across the street. Sound like a plan?”
Brooke nodded.
Kate was trying to sound upbeat, like this was all some kind of game, trying not to frighten Brooke. But inside, Kate was scared to death. One wrong move and they would be cornered by the rippers. And there would be no one to help them now. Ted had saved her once, and then Brooke had saved her. She couldn’t count on that happening again. The cosmic dice weren’t going to keep rolling her way forever.
“Let’s go,” Kate whispered.
They ran through the grass, careful to avoid any trash along the way that they might step on or trip over. They kept low as they ran, trying to stay under the height of the weeds and grass. But winter was coming soon, and the weeds were beginning to die back a little, so the coverage wasn’t so great.
They got to the car, ducking down by the rear of it. Kate had glanced inside, hoping to see a set of keys dangling from the ignition. She’d found a few cars and trucks with the keys still inside, left by people who had turned into rippers. But many had left the cars running, the lights on, and either the vehicles had run out of gas or the battery had died.
There were no keys in this car, and she didn’t feel like searching the car for them. She wanted to get inside the store.
She stared across the street at the dollar store, watching it for a moment. There were a few vehicles parked along the road; two of them were wrecked into each other, blocking the road to the left. Trash lined the street and sidewalks, papers and wrappers blowing across the deserted streets; it reminded her a little of the town where the Evil One lived, where the dead and dying were displayed everywhere.
“Monsters?” Brooke asked.
Kate had been concentrating on the street in front of them and the store on the other side. She looked down at Brooke who stared up at her from the side of the car.
“Monsters?”
It took a second for Kate to realize that Brooke was asking about the rippers. “I don’t see any of them right now,” she whispered to her. “But we need to be careful.”
Kate peeked up above the trunk of the car, looking up and down the street again, listening, and then watching the dollar store and the vehicles parked in front of it. She looked back at Brooke. “You ready?”
Brooke nodded.
“We have to hurry across the street. We’re going to go to that truck over there. See it?”
Brooke moved closer to the end of the car and looked across the street, spotting the pickup truck with a topper on the back. She nodded.
“Let’s go,” Kate whispered.
They darted into the street. Kate ran fast, a few steps ahead of Brooke. The wind hit her as soon as she was in the middle of the street, papers blowing by like they were in a whirlwind. She looked down the street at the lone traffic light swinging back and forth on a sagging wire two blocks away. Something clanged somewhere, metal on metal, but there were no screeches and screams from the rippers.
They were up and over the sidewalk a moment later, and then down by the side of the truck. Kate had a chance to glance inside the truck, making sure no one was in there.
Kate crept to the end of the truck, watching the store. Brooke was right behind her. At least the truck protected them a little from the wind. The store’s interior was dark beyond the busted windows. The double metal doors were closed, but most of the glass had been shattered. A few shopping carts were on their side among a scattering of clothing and empty food containers.
Still no sign of the rippers, still no screeches or cries.
Where had all of the rippers gone to? There had been a lot of rippers a few days ago when Kate’s SUV that Ted had gotten for her had run out of gas. Five rippers had chased her into the alley, but she was sure there were a lot more of them in this town. Were they in that store? Was the store like a den for them? A picture of a mass of bodies sleeping together flashed through her mind, but she pushed the image away.
They couldn’t wait out here forever—at some point they were going to have to try the store.
“Let’s try it,” Kate told Brooke as she stood up at the end of the truck.
They were running again, this time across the parking lot. They got to the shattered front doors. Kate went inside first and then Brooke followed her. Kate darted over to where the rest of the shopping carts would have been stored if they were still in the store, but there was only one left, lying on its side like a dead animal. The cash registers and counter were to the right of the doors. Aisles ran through lines of shelves, most of them empty or filled with trash and broken merchandise.
The front of the store was bathed in a muted gray light that came in through the wall of windows and the shattered doors, but the rest of the store dissolved into darkness within the next thirty feet. It felt like the entrance to a cave, the deeper part of the store hidden in the dark.
The store may have been looted in the first few days of the Collapse, like the supermarket Kate had gone to that Friday afternoon. And she figured that the store had been picked over several more times by survivors of the plague and then the rippers. The chances of finding a lot of food and water in this store didn’t look very good.
But they had to try.
Besides, Kate had something else in mind that she wanted to look for. But to do that, they would need to venture deeper inside the store.




CHAPTER 21

Kate made herself wait at least five minutes in their little hiding place behind the knee-wall where the shopping carts used to be lined up. She listened for any noises coming from the darkness. She wanted to be careful, but they couldn’t wait too much longer—it would only be a matter of time before rippers, or even other survivors, came by.
“We’re going to go over there by the cash registers,” Kate whispered to Brooke, pointing at the counter on the other side of the front doors. “Okay?”
Brooke nodded.
Kate hurried across the floor in front of the shattered doors. She got to the counter, then around it, crouching down behind it. The floor was littered with papers, wrappers, trash, receipt paper, and even money. It was strange to see money lying all over the floor, some of the bills crinkled and stepped on, others looking almost brand new. There were some small boxes on the floor—electronic supplies and cell phone accessories that needed to be locked up behind the counter so people wouldn’t steal them. But they were worthless now, just like all the money.
She thought she might find a purse or a set of keys tucked into a little cubbyhole under the countertop near the cash register, maybe the employees stashed them back here, but there was nothing.
It was time to check the rest of the store. Kate gestured to Brooke that they were going to leave from behind the counter. Brooke just stared at Kate for a moment, then nodded. Kate hurried past Brooke to the end of the counter, walking over DVDs all over the floor. She spotted a plastic shopping basket and picked it up to hold anything they found.
Kate led Brooke to the aisles. They started with the aisle farthest to the right, along the wall. This was where they used to have the freezer and refrigerated food. Most of the glass was broken, and the shelves inside were completely bare. The smell of spoiled food coming from the shelves made Kate want to gag.
No food on the floors; there were some wrappers and packaging, lots of shattered and crushed glass, liquids that had merged together and dried. The farther they walked down the aisle, the darker it got.
“Brooke, can you use your flashlight?” Kate whispered.
Brooke pulled her small flashlight out of her pocket and turned it on. She had been holding on to her drawing tablet and pencil, but Kate had her drop it into the bottom of the plastic basket so she could keep her hands free.
“Hold your hand over the front of it to cut down on the light,” Kate told her. “So no one outside sees the light in here.”
Brooke looked immediately frightened by the prospect of someone seeing them inside the store. She cupped her small hand over the front of the light, extinguishing a lot of it. “Like this?” she whispered.
“That’s good. You’re doing great.”
Brooke smiled.
They made their way down the aisle, working slowly. Brooke shined the flashlight down at the floor as they worked their way down the next aisles. Kate was able to find a few things to add to her basket: a sweatshirt hoodie, a few bottles of multivitamins, a package of Band-Aids, a few cans of food (but she couldn’t find a can opener), and a small stuffed animal for Brooke to replace the one she’d left behind (this one was much cleaner than the one Brooke had been sleeping with in the tunnels). Brooke also wanted a new drawing tablet and a set of colored pencils in a box. Kate couldn’t say no. She also found a pack of plastic spoons to add to the basket, and a hairbrush for Brooke’s hair. In another aisle Kate found a bar of soap and two toothbrushes still in their packaging, and a small tube of toothpaste.
They had spent at least thirty minutes combing through the debris, collecting what they could find. The basket was full and getting a little heavy, but not too bad. Kate wanted to make another pass along some of the other aisles, but she also felt like time was running out. She couldn’t help thinking that the rippers would be here soon. Even though the place had been picked over, maybe the rippers couldn’t help coming back, couldn’t help hoping to find something.
It was time to get going, but Kate wanted to check out the back of the store.
The storerooms were just as looted as the rest of the store, ripped-up cardboard boxes and packing all over the floor, ripped bags and metal bands and strings of plastic wrap. She didn’t think she was going to find any food or drinks in the storeroom, but she had another destination in mind.
They entered the rooms beyond the main storeroom, exploring those. Brooke guided their way with the flashlight. Since there were no windows back here, she didn’t need to keep her hand over the front of the flashlight.
They found a small break room. It had a microwave oven on the counter with a small refrigerator at the end of it. Kate didn’t bother looking in the fridge, but she checked out the row of six lockers across the room; they were tall lockers, the kind they used to have in her junior high school. Four of the doors were unlocked, the doors wide open, the lockers empty. The last two lockers on the end were locked with padlocks.
In the manager’s office, just off of the break room, Kate found a small tool box shoved into one of the drawers. She used a big screwdriver and hammer to pry the locked doors open, peeling the metal back enough to spring the doors free. She was making a lot of noise and Brooke was getting nervous. But if she found what she thought might be inside the lockers, then it would be worth it.
Bingo. She found a jacket in the last locker. On the top shelf there were a few packs of peanut butter crackers and two snack cakes in clear cellophane. Someone had obviously been hiding their snacks from their coworkers. The next locker had a purse and a cloth lunchbox with a long strap and a zippered pocket on the side. Inside the lunchbox Kate found a bottle of water and a can of soda, along with a plastic icepack and a Tupperware dish of something she didn’t want to open.
Kate set the lunchbox down on the floor next to their plastic basket.
Brooke smiled at her.
Kate grabbed the purse and set it on the floor next to the lunchbox. “Can you shine the light right down here?” she asked Brooke.
Brooke did as asked, shining the beam of light down onto the purse, holding it steady.
“Good,” Kate purred. “You’re doing great, Brooke.”
She pulled a cell phone out of the purse, setting it to the side. There was some makeup; a wallet with photos, credit cards, and money inside; a pack of napkins, and then she found what she’d been hoping to find—a set of car keys. She’d hoped for more; she had hoped to find pepper spray, or even a gun, but the car keys were good enough.
The keys had to go to one of the cars parked outside, probably parked in the back or far away from customer parking. It would be a Toyota according to the symbol on the handle of the key.
Kate turned to Brooke with the keys in her hand and a smile on her face. “I think we can leave now.”
But Brooke wasn’t smiling—she was shaking her head no. She didn’t want to leave.




CHAPTER 22

“We have to leave,” Kate told Brooke.
“I want to go back,” Brooke said.
“It isn’t safe here. It’s not going to be safe in those tunnels much longer. Eventually the rippers—the monsters—will find their way in. You can see that, can’t you?”
Brooke didn’t seem to want to budge on this. She shook her head no again, her wild blond hair flying back and forth.
For a moment Kate wasn’t sure what to do. She’d never been around kids very much in her life, so she had no experience with this. She had assumed that Brooke was on the same page, ready to escape the dungeon under the ground where she’d been hiding for the last week. But now she realized that to Brooke those tunnels were the only safe place.
She couldn’t drag Brooke outside with her, drag her to the car and force her inside.
Maybe she could keep trying to reason with her. “Those monsters, they’ll be back. If you go down into those tunnels again, they will find you. You’ll have to keep coming out of there and look for food. You’ll have to go farther and farther to find food and water. Eventually they’ll see you and follow you back.”
Her reasoning didn’t seem to be working on Brooke. Kate had assumed that Brooke understood that they were leaving, that they weren’t going back to the tunnels. But maybe Brooke had assumed they were just looking for food and water and then going back.
Brooke looked stubborn, but she also looked terrified.
Kate grabbed the lunchbox and pulled out the icepack and Tupperware dish, sliding them away along the floor into the darkness. She added the packs of crackers, the two snack cakes, the package of Band-Aids, the two bottles of multivitamins, the two toothbrushes and tube of toothpaste, and then she zipped it up. She took her jacket off, put the hoodie sweatshirt on, and then put her jacket back on. All they had in the plastic basket now was the stuffed animal, the hairbrush, the few cans of food, another small sweatshirt for Brooke, the drawing tablets—Brooke’s old one and the new one—and the packs of pencils. Kate slung the lunchbox strap over her shoulder and stood up. She picked up the plastic basket with mostly Brooke’s stuff inside and walked into the storeroom.
Brooke followed her with the flashlight, right behind her. Kate walked to the back door, a metal door with a push bar and a warning that an alarm would sound if it was opened.
Not anymore, Kate thought.
Brooke grunted from behind Kate; it was nearly a scream.
Kate turned around and stared at the girl. She stood in the dark with her flashlight pointed down at the floor, but there was enough light to illuminate the look of anger on her face.
“I’m leaving,” Kate said. “You can come with me or you can stay here.”
Brooke marched toward her and grabbed at the plastic basket, but Kate wouldn’t let it go.
“You want this stuff?” Kate asked. “Then you need to come with me.”
Brooke stopped. She looked stunned, like she’d been slapped.
Kate felt instantly guilty. She felt like a big, stingy bully. But she needed to be tough with Brooke right now—it seemed to be the only thing that was getting through to her. “There’s no food or water left in this store, Brooke. There’s probably nothing left in this town. I know you want to stay. I know you feel safe in the tunnels, but you’re not going to survive much longer if you stay here.”
Brooke stood still, her flashlight still aimed down at the floor. She stared up at Kate with her big blue eyes.
Kate thought she might be getting through to Brooke. This reminded her of talking to Ted right before she got into the SUV to leave the city, begging him to go with her. In a way Ted had been like Brooke, clinging to what he felt was safe, clinging to the place he knew best. But they both had to realize that they couldn’t stay in one place too long; the food would run out or the rippers would eventually catch them. Maybe Kate’s idea of going up into the mountains seemed dangerous to them, maybe even silly, but in the long run it was much more dangerous to stay in one place too long. She should have made Ted understand that, and now she needed to make Brooke understand.
“I don’t want to leave you here,” Kate said, staring into the Brooke’s wide eyes. There were no tears in the girl’s eyes, but Kate could feel her own eyes tearing up. “I want you to go with me. I’m going to the mountains. To my home. To where my family lives. I know a place where we’ll be safe, where the monsters can’t get to us, a place where there will be plenty of food and water.”
Kate knew she was lying to Brooke, and the guilt was already weighing on her. But she was lying for a good reason—sometimes you had to lie for a good reason.
“You promise?” Brooke asked.
Kate felt the tears brimming. She wanted to swipe at her eyes with the shoulders of her coat, but she didn’t. She smiled at Brooke, lying right to her. “Yes. I promise.”
“I don’t want you to leave me,” Brooke said and hugged her. “I don’t want to be alone anymore.”
Kate couldn’t help it now. The tears came, blurring her vision. She hugged Brooke back, squeezing her. Brooke buried her face into Kate’s coat and began sobbing. Kate just held her for a few moments, stroking her hair and trying not to catch her fingers in the tangles. “I know,” Kate whispered to her. “I know. I won’t leave you. I don’t want you to leave me, either.”
Brooke cried even harder, her body shaking with her sobs; it was almost like she was having a seizure. She wailed into Kate’s shoulder, all of the terror and sadness coming out of her all at once, everything she had bottled up since the Collapse coming out in a torrent of tears.
“Get it out,” Kate whispered. “Get it all out.”
A few minutes later, Brooke pulled away from Kate and wiped her eyes.
Kate wiped her own eyes. “I’m so glad you found me, Brooke. You saved my life. You know that?”
Brooke nodded, still wiping at her eyes.
“You saved my life, and I’m going to save yours. Okay?”
Brooke smiled and nodded again.
“Let’s go find that car,” Kate said and pushed the back door open.




CHAPTER 23

From the doorway of the back door, Kate spotted the Toyota the keys probably belonged to; it was a small white car that looked to be at least fifteen years old. She would have rather found an SUV or even a pickup truck, something larger and more powerful, something that could go off-road. But beggars couldn’t be choosers. Maybe between this town and her family’s town they would find another vehicle, a better one. But for now this Toyota would have to do.
She glanced around at the back parking lot. Beyond it was a field of grass with trees hundreds of yards away in the distance. To the right and left, things looked clear. But she’d heard some of the rippers calling out. They sounded far away, but there could be some coming this way.
Brooke had heard them too.
“It’s okay,” Kate said. “We just need to make it to that car over there. Do you want to wait here, and I’ll drive the car over and pick you up?”
Brooke shook her head no, grabbing on to Kate’s arm like she would hold on if Kate tried to leave.
“Okay. We have to run and be quiet. You go around the car to the passenger side and I’ll let you in.”
Brooke still looked nervous.
“I’m not going to leave you. I said that earlier because I wanted you to come with me. Okay?”
She still didn’t look sure.
“We need to hurry.”
After a few more glances around, Kate took off across the parking lot with Brooke right behind her. She wanted to use the button on the key fob to unlock the doors, but she was afraid the lights might flicker or the horn might beep—she couldn’t risk the noise and the lights.
The air had gotten a little colder and it was beginning to drizzle. Puffs of breath misted up in front of Kate’s face as she reached the driver’s door with the key poking out of her fist. Brooke was around the car and waiting at the other door. Kate still had the lunchbox slung over one shoulder and the plastic shopping basket in her other hand as she stuck the key into the lock on the door, her hand trembling. The key almost slipped out of her wet fingers, but she poked it in and turned, praying that the door would unlock and that this was the right car for this key.
The door lock popped up. Kate opened the door and pushed the button down to unlock all of the other doors. Brooke got inside while Kate opened the back door and threw the lunchbox and plastic basket into the back seat. She closed the door, not bothering to be quiet anymore—any rippers nearby were going to hear the sound of the car starting up in the next few seconds.
If it starts . . .
She couldn’t think about that. She got into the driver’s seat and eased the door closed, then jabbed the key into the ignition. She twisted and the car started right up, the motor purring. The needle on the gas gauge jumped up to a little over halfway—plenty of gas for this little car. She shifted into drive and drove around the building, speeding toward the exit at the front of the parking lot. She was out on the street when she saw the rippers running across the grass of the vacant lots toward them.
“Hold on,” Kate told Brooke. She punched the gas. The car had some pep to it, leaving the dozens of rippers behind.
Kate drove to the edge of town and turned down a side road leading out of town. Kate still had her map folded up in her jacket pocket, and she would look at it when they had a chance to pull over somewhere. Right now, she just wanted to get away from this town, a town she didn’t even know the name of. Maybe Brooke would tell her the name eventually.
But Kate wasn’t so sure she really wanted to know. She just wanted to get up into the mountains, to the smaller towns, to her family’s town.
They saw a few rippers once they were beyond the town limits, but not too many. Kate found a home off of the side of the road and she backed up into the driveway with the motor still running. The car’s engine was so quiet she had to really listen to make sure the car was still running.
“You keep watch for any rippers,” Kate told Brooke. “I need to look at the map for a minute and see where we are.”
Brooke nodded, looking around with wide eyes, watching for the monsters.
Kate looked down at the map in the gray light, using Brooke’s small flashlight to light up the page a little better. She saw where she’d been, the town she’d been in, and she traced the small road they’d driven out of the town. They weren’t as far out of the way of her route as she’d thought—a small stroke of luck. It looked like they could drive a mile or two down the road they’d been traveling, turn left onto another road, and then double back, catching the county road she’d been on when her SUV had run out of gas.
Gas. That was going to be a problem. She could check the trunk to see if there was a gas can in there, but she highly doubted it. And even if she found a gas can, she still needed some kind of hose to suck the gas out of another car or truck, some kind of siphoning hose. There might have been something she could have used at the dollar store, but she hadn’t been thinking about that. She hadn’t planned that far ahead. She felt like she should be jotting things down, little survival reminders.
They couldn’t worry about it now. This place seemed remote enough, but no place was truly safe. It was late, and it had to be close to sunset. She didn’t want to be driving around at night. She studied the map, finding an area that looked remote enough for them to look for a place to stop.
“We need to find somewhere to stay the night,” Kate told Brooke as she studied the map.
“The car?”
“It’s too dangerous to stay in the car.”
Brooke turned around and looked at the house at the end of the driveway.
“This is still too close to town,” Kate said. She pointed at the map. “I think we need to find something somewhere in this area. But we need to hurry. It’s going to be dark in an hour or two.” And the overcast, rainy day wasn’t helping with the light.
Kate refolded the map and stuffed it into her jacket pocket. She didn’t want to leave it in the car in case she and Brooke needed to make a run for it—she didn’t want to waste precious seconds looking for her map. The map was the most important item she owned right now.
They drove down the narrow road, and eventually got to the county road, just like she’d routed on the map. The road climbed higher into the foothills, the woods becoming denser, the afternoon becoming darker, the rain getting a little heavier. But that was good. The more remote the area was, the less rippers they might encounter.
Fifteen minutes later Brooke pointed out the windshield.
Kate saw what she was pointing at—a small strip motel off the side of the road where it bent around the woods. The L-shaped building housed ten motel rooms, and there were only two vehicles parked at the far end of the motel. Both of them seemed abandoned. Some of the doors to the rooms were open. At the other end of the building was an office with a high, steep roof with the word MOTEL fixed to its side. The letters were made of metal and Kate guessed that they used to light up when the electricity was still on.
A motel didn’t seem like the safest place, but it was nearly dark and Kate wasn’t sure how much farther she could drive in the dark. The motel was out in the middle of the woods, maybe there used to be some trails through the woods or a park nearby. They didn’t have much of a choice; they could at least pull into the parking area for a moment, see if any rippers came running out of the rooms.
Kate kept the headlights off as she drove down along the strip motel, driving by slowly, watching the doors and windows of the rooms. Everything was dark beyond the doors and windows, no movement of any kind. She turned around and headed back to the office, which was at least fifty yards away from the strip of rooms.
The back of the motel was a wall of woods climbing up a steep mountainside, a dark mass silhouetted against the gray sky, and the office was a little closer to the road. Kate drove behind the office and pulled the car out on the other side of it, so she could still see a little bit of the road. She left the car running, but rolled down the driver’s window so she could listen. She didn’t see any lights anywhere and she didn’t hear any sounds. She would have thought she’d see some rippers in the area, but she hadn’t seen any for the last thirty minutes. Maybe this motel had been picked clean and the rippers kept more to the towns and cities.
Kate and Brooke remained in the car for thirty minutes, each of them eating a pack of crackers and then the snack cakes. Kate swallowed a multivitamin and convinced Brooke to swallow one. Kate hadn’t heard a sound or seen anything the whole time they’d been parked. She hated leaving the engine running the entire time, wasting the gas, but she wanted to be able to put the car in drive and pull away if anyone came running at them.
It was almost dark now; it was time to make a decision.
Kate took the lunchbox with them, saving the bottle of water for later, maybe tomorrow morning. Brooke wanted to take her drawing tablet and pencil—it was like she didn’t want to be anywhere without it.
“You sure like to draw,” Kate said.
Brooke didn’t answer.
“What do you like to draw?”
Brooke just shrugged.
“Are you ever going to show me what you draw?”
Brooke didn’t say yes, but she didn’t say no, either.
Kate opened her door and got out of the car. She tried the back door of the office, not expecting it to be unlocked. And it wasn’t. She hadn’t even considered the doors being locked. If they had to, they could stay in one of the motel rooms.
“We have to go in through the front,” Kate whispered to Brooke.
The walk down the side of the building seemed to take a while. The wind was blowing a little harder, but at least the rain had stopped for a few minutes. Kate watched the street as she moved toward the glass door of the motel. It wasn’t locked because it looked like someone had pried it open before.
Maybe this was a bad idea.
But doors were going to be broken, places were going to be looted. Nowhere was going to be safe. At least there was a back door to this place, a way to escape if they needed to.
One more glance at the woods across the street, and then Kate opened the door and slipped inside, holding the door open for Brooke. They waited inside the lobby for a few seconds, still listening for any sounds.
Kate hurried behind the counter, looking around, then she went through a doorway that led down a hall to a few small rooms: one was a bathroom; one was a laundry room with a washer, dryer, and a folding table; and one was an office.
It was almost pitch-black in the rooms in the back, but there was enough light for Kate to pull some folded sheets and blankets off of a shelf and take them out to the lobby. She set up their “beds” on the floor right behind the counter of the front desk where they would be hidden from the windows and front door of the lobby.
The best I can do, she told herself. It’s just for one night.
Thirty minutes later it was dark. Brooke didn’t seem to mind; she seemed used to the dark now. Maybe spending a week down in those tunnels had gotten her used to it. She tried talking to Brooke in a whisper, but the girl wasn’t saying much.
“We’ll get some sleep,” Kate said. “Get up in the morning and keep on driving.”
Moments later Brooke was sleeping.
Kate lay on the floor with the blanket over her, listening to Brooke’s heavy breathing, still trying to pick up any strange sounds from outside. It had started to rain again and the drumming on the steep roof might mask any sly sounds out there. She was still nervous, still tense, and she wasn’t sure she was going to be able to fall asleep.
Brooke’s drawing tablet was right next to her. Kate pulled it gently away and rolled over on her side, getting the small flashlight out. She opened the tablet and kept her hand over the front of the flashlight to get the barest of light from it.
The drawings were amazing. There were only two of them, one of a man and one of a woman. Brooke had incredible skill, especially in the expressions on the faces. Kate wondered for a moment if Brooke had even done these drawings—maybe they’d been done by someone else and Brooke had kept the drawing tablet. But Kate had seen Brooke sketching in the tablet when they’d been in the tunnels. It was just hard to believe that she could draw like this.
Kate closed the tablet and turned off the flashlight. She set the tablet next to Brooke again, and then she lay on her back, staring up into the darkness. She wondered if the man and woman Brooke had drawn were her parents. The man was older—he had gray in his hair and beard, and the woman seemed much younger, with short and spikey hair, a stern look on her face. Maybe not . . . maybe they were just people Brooke had known, or people she’d just made up to draw.
Kate closed her eyes, drifting off to sleep without even being aware of it.
And then the dreams came.




CHAPTER 24

Kate saw the man and his son in her dreams. And like the other dreams, it seemed like she could see and hear them, but they couldn’t see or hear her. She called out to them, but they kept walking down the road, both of them with backpacks on.
A fog rolled in, obscuring everything. But out of that fog she saw the same man she’d seen in her dreams the last few nights, the skinny man with the tattoos, long hair, and beard. And then she saw the muscular man with the buzzed hair and intense eyes. Both men carried weapons; the scrawny man had a shotgun and the other man had a handgun with a long barrel.
But neither one of them could hear her or see her.
Kate looked around for Brooke, but she wasn’t there. Panic surged inside of Kate as she searched through the fog for Brooke. She couldn’t see any other people in the mist now, but she knew someone was there. Someone was coming.
A moment later she saw a man and a woman traveling together, both of them materializing out of the fog. The man was tall with a pot belly. His hair and neatly-trimmed facial hair were completely gray, but his face still looked youthful and kind, his dark blue eyes soft. The woman he traveled with looked much harder. She was shorter than the man, but slim and compact, exuding a sense of power and strength. Her black hair was done in cornrows, her skin an olive complexion. Both of them had on backpacks like the others, and they carried weapons.
And then, what seemed like only a few seconds later, the two of them were gone, disappearing into the fog. Kate stared at the wall of swirling mist in front of her, sure that she’d seen the man and the woman before, but she couldn’t remember from where.
She wondered where the blind woman was.
And where was Brooke?
“Brooke!” Kate called out, turning in a slow circle and searching the mist. “Where are you?”
Brooke didn’t answer, but someone did.
Oh God, no.
“Over here,” the Evil One whispered.
The fog cleared suddenly and Kate saw that she was in the small town with the dead bodies everywhere, some of them hanging from light poles and front porches, others stretched over the roofs of cars, others staked to the ground or to the sides of wood buildings.
“She’s over here,” the Evil One said from somewhere, his whispers seeming to float along the cold wind right to her ears.
Kate looked around, but she couldn’t see where he was. “Brooke! Answer me, Brooke!”
“You have to come find her,” the Evil One said. “You need to hurry.”
Kate ran through the town, then turned down a side street. She didn’t know where she was going, but in the dream it seemed like she did, like she was following his voice through the maze of streets.
And then she stopped.
The Evil One stood at the other side of the street next to a child’s lemonade stand, words painted on the front of the stand in bright red paint: LEMONADE 10 CENTS. Below the words was the DA symbol.
Where had she seen that symbol? She knew it from somewhere, a letter A with a D around it, resembling an anarchy symbol. It was almost coming to her.
The Evil One was tall, dressed entirely in black. He had an executioner’s mask over his head, staring at her through the eyeholes, his eyes shining yellow in the gray light. Next to him on top of the lemonade stand was a metal serving dish, a big metal dome on top, like something from a cartoon. The man gestured at the metal dome over the serving plate with one gloved hand, saying nothing now.
What was under the dome? Kate didn’t want to see what was under there. She had a feeling she already knew.
The Evil One grabbed the handle at the top of the dome, ready to lift it up and reveal the main course.
“Kate!”
Kate turned at the sound of the voice—a female voice, but not Brooke’s. The blind woman stood right behind her, dressed all in white, a contrast to the Evil One. A glow of light surrounded her, pushing back the grayness all around her. But the blind woman didn’t look peaceful or happy right now; no, she looked frightened, her mouth drawn down into a frown.
“You need to wake up now,” the blind woman said.
Kate couldn’t understand for a moment. She needed to find Brooke; it was the only thing she could think about.
The blind woman came closer to Kate, her face inches away from Kate’s face. But it wasn’t the blind woman’s face anymore. Now it was a longer and wider face. It was a man’s face, the nose bulbous and misshapen, cruel little eyes where the dark glasses used to be under a set of bushy eyebrows, a mouth pulled wide in a wicked grin with rotting teeth. On the man’s forehead was the DA symbol carved right into his skin.
“Get up,” the man said, reaching out to touch her. And then he slapped her. “Get up right now!”




CHAPTER 25

Kate woke with a start, the side of her face stinging.
It was no dream. The man was leaning over her, grinning at her, amused by her shock and fear. He stood back up to his full height and looked back over the front desk into the lobby, smiling at somebody Kate couldn’t see from where she lay on the floor. “I figured a little slap would get her up.”
Kate stared at the man who was straddling her, his feet on either side of her body. She was groggy for a moment, and for just a second she thought she might still be dreaming, still trapped in that hell town where the Evil One ruled.
The man turned back to her, his smile gone now. He reached down and grabbed fistfuls of her jacket, lifting her up from the floor like she was a ragdoll. Kate was on her feet before she knew it, wobbling as she stood, afraid her legs would give out and she would collapse.
Where am I? Who is this man?
But then it all came back to her. She and Brooke had left the small town after raiding the dollar store for anything they could find. She had driven the Toyota up into the woods, stopping at this strip motel, parking behind the office. They had slept on the floor behind the front desk.
“Brooke,” Kate whispered. She looked down at the sheets and blankets. Brooke wasn’t there. Maybe she had heard the men coming. Maybe she had gotten away.
Slap.
Kate was rocked to the side by the strike, stumbling, almost tripping over the rumpled blankets and falling.
“I think she’s definitely awake now,” the man in front of her said, smiling again, the wrinkles on his forehead scrunching up the crusty symbol carved into his skin.
Kate looked over at who the man was talking to. There was another man in the lobby. He was younger than the man who had slapped her, but just as dirty and grimy, his eyes just as dead and cold. He wore a baseball cap pulled down low, but Kate could see the symbol carved into his flesh. The man held Brooke’s hand tightly—she was standing right beside him, her eyes wide with terror.
“Brooke!” Kate yelled, ready to rush out around the front desk.
“Hold on a minute,” the man in front of her said, grabbing her arm. His breath and body odor were nauseating.
Kate looked at the man, locking eyes with him for just a second, then looking back at Brooke and the man who held her hand. Behind them, beyond the lobby windows, a big black van was parked. On the side of the van in white paint was the DA symbol.
She looked back at the man who was still gripping her arm hard. “Who are you guys?”
“Shut up,” the man growled.
Kate didn’t say anything. Even though the man claimed she was fully awake, she was still groggy. Two hard slaps probably hadn’t helped her fuzzy mind.
How could she have slept through the men driving up in the van, and coming inside the lobby? Had she been that tired? A sudden guilt racked her as she met Brooke’s eyes. The little girl had trusted her, believing that she would protect her. But Brooke was probably wishing right now that she had stayed back in her town, hidden down in the tunnels.
“Hey,” the man with the screwed-up nose snapped at her, giving her a little shake to make sure she was paying attention to him.
She looked back at him, staring at his nose; it looked like part of it had been eaten away by cancer, or maybe an accident or a dog attack.
“Are you okay, Brooke?” Kate asked without taking her eyes away from Messed-up Nose.
Brooke didn’t answer.
“Is that your name?” Baseball Cap asked in a sickeningly sweet voice. “Brooke? Is that your name, sweetheart?”
Brooke wasn’t answering either of them.
Kate needed to calm down and think things through. They had been ambushed in their sleep this morning by at least two men—there could be more of them outside or in the van parked outside the office. At least they weren’t rippers; if these men had been rippers she and Brooke would be dead by now. So at least they still had some kind of chance of surviving this. And these two men didn’t want to kill them just yet. No, there were other things they wanted to do. As much as it sickened Kate, it might give her a few minutes to think of a way out of this.
“Look at you,” Messed-up Nose purred, staring at Kate with his cold, little eyes. “I can’t believe we found you.”
Found us? What was that supposed to mean?
“You don’t have to do this,” Kate said. She would try reasoning with the men first, even though she was pretty sure that reasoning wasn’t going to work. “We have a car outside. I’ve got the keys in my jacket pocket. We’ve got a little food in there. You can take the car and everything in it. Just let us go.”
“We’ll come back for all of the shit in your car, don’t you worry about that,” Messed-up Nose said. “Right now, you’re going with us.”
Kate began to panic. She stared at the symbol on the man’s forehead. It was the same symbol she’d seen painted on the lemonade stand in her dream, the same symbol that had been spray-painted on the front door of her house before she had left it, the same symbol painted on her neighbors’ front doors by the men in the camo clothing and pickup truck. “What’s that symbol mean?” Kate asked. “What’s AD mean?”
“It’s DA,” Baseball Cap corrected like she had just offended him.
“DA,” Kate said. “What does DA stand for? I’ve seen it before.”
“We’re everywhere,” Baseball Cap said with a sneer.
Kate looked at him. “Who are you guys?”
Messed-up Nose shook Kate again, gaining her attention quickly. “Shut up.” He glanced at Baseball Cap. “Both of you.” He looked back at Kate. “We need to take you to see someone.”
Someone? Kate knew right away who the man was talking about—he was talking about the shadowy man she’d seen in her dreams, the Evil One. She knew it didn’t make any sense, it shouldn’t make any sense, but she knew it was true with every fiber of her being.
“Who?” she asked, still trying to stall, trying to think of a way out of this. But nothing was coming to her mind.
“The Dragon,” Baseball Cap said.
Messed-up Nose looked at the man in the lobby again, and the man shrank back like he knew he’d said too much now. He still had Brooke’s hand squeezed in his. “Take her to the van,” he growled at the man.
Baseball Cap pulled Brooke to the glass door of the lobby, leading her outside toward the van parked thirty feet away. Brooke let out a soft mewling sound, but she didn’t resist too much. The shock was back in her big blue eyes again, the same shock Kate had seen when she’d first gone down into the tunnel. It had taken Brooke a long time to come out of the protective shell she’d built around herself, and now she’d climbed right back into it.
Kate wanted to tell Brooke that she was sorry. She wished that Brooke had woken up before the men got in; she wished Brooke had escaped. But then what? How far would Brooke have gotten before these men found her? Or other men like them. Or rippers.
“Come on, baby,” Messed-up Nose said. He backed up from Kate, moving around the counter. He pulled a handgun out of his inside jacket pocket and aimed it at her. “I can see those wheels turning in your mind. Don’t do anything stupid.”
Kate thought of the doorway to the back rooms. It was only a few feet away. If she could get to the back rooms, to the back door, she could get away. But she couldn’t leave Brooke. She had promised to help Brooke, to protect her. She had to find a way to do that.
“No games now,” the man said. “You do what we say and we won’t hurt the little girl.”
“Who is the Dragon?” Kate asked.
“You’ll find out soon enough,” the man said. But he wasn’t smiling, and there was a flash of fear in his narrowed eyes.
Kate still hesitated.
“Move,” the man barked, backing up into the lobby, keeping his gun aimed at her.
Kate didn’t know what else to do. She walked toward the man. He backed up to the lobby door and opened it, waiting for her. She found herself praying again as she walked to the door. And as she prayed, she heard her mother’s voice: Leave things in God’s hands. Kate couldn’t count the times in her childhood she’d heard her mother say not to worry and to leave things in God’s hands.
What else could she do now but leave things in God’s hands? Or the cosmic roll of the dice, because it felt like God had turned His back on the whole world.
But she prayed anyway. She prayed to God, to the universe, to those pair of cosmic dice. She prayed that Brooke made it out of this alive and whole. For Brooke . . . at least spare her what was coming.
“We ain’t got all day,” the man snapped.
Kate got to the door and brushed past him. The smell of the man was sickening. He followed her outside into the cold, wet morning air. It had rained off and on throughout the night, but a wall of gray clouds was coming like an ocean above the dull green woods.
Brooke waited by the black van, the side door wide open. Kate didn’t see anyone else inside the van or in the front of it. She didn’t see anyone else in the parking lot. She didn’t hear any other noises except the scuffing of her sneakers on the wet pavement and Messed-up Nose’s heavy breathing. He seemed like he was excited, like something he’d been waiting a long time for was about to happen, a wish finally fulfilled.
When Baseball Cap saw Kate and his partner coming toward the van, he grabbed Brooke’s arm and tried to shove her in through the sliding door. Kate had expected Brooke to just go along with everything, retreating somewhere into her mind, into the cocoon of safety she had mentally built up over the last week.
But Brooke didn’t do that—she fought back.




CHAPTER 26

It was like Brooke had been acting lethargic and traumatized; it was like she had been waiting for the perfect moment to attack. It was like she had finally snapped awake and realized what was about to happen, what these men had planned.
Baseball Cap tried to grab Brooke again, but she became a whirlwind of slaps and kicks, her high-pitched screams echoing across the parking lot, into the woods, and down the road.
“Make her shut up!” Messed-up Nose yelled as he pushed Kate—a hard shove right in the middle of her back that almost pitched her too far forward.
“I’m trying,” Baseball Cap said as he attempted to grab Brooke again. But she squealed and bit his hand, sinking her small teeth down into his flesh.
He yelled and pushed her back into the side of the van, the back of her head thumping against the metal. But she had taken a piece of his skin with her when he had pushed her back, her chin spotted with blood now. She spit out the chunk of flesh and kept on screaming as loud as she could.
Kate knew why the men were concerned about Brooke’s screams—they were going to alert any rippers nearby.
And then Kate heard the distinct screeches and yells of the rippers. At least a dozen of them had cried out from the woods. How many were there? How close were they? Kate realized that if these men hadn’t have come when they had, the rippers might have gotten to them anyway.
God works in mysterious ways, that’s what Kate’s mom would have said.
Baseball Cap pushed Brooke back against the side of the van again, harder this time, the back of her head slamming into the metal. Kate was sure that Brooke was going to pass out, slide down to the pavement.
“Don’t hurt her,” Messed-up Nose said, and Kate could hear the fear in his voice. He had stepped in front of Kate, his gun pointed down at the ground by his side, his full attention on his partner and what he was doing to Brooke.
For just a second Kate thought the man was worried about his prize getting damaged, and the thought of it turned her stomach. But then she realized that the man was really afraid; there was something else to this. The man was afraid she and Brooke would be hurt too badly before they brought them to the Dragon.
Was that what they called the Evil One? Did they work for him? It didn’t matter. What mattered was that these two men were going to take them to the Dragon, probably to the town Kate had seen in her dreams, the decimated town with the dead bodies everywhere, the hell town.
She couldn’t go there. Maybe these two men weren’t allowed to seriously hurt her or Brooke, but when they got to the town things would be very different.
In God’s hands, her mom’s voice echoed in her mind as she looked around at the ground all around them. The motel parking lot, like so many other places now, was littered with trash and debris. She spotted a heavy piece of wood that had been broken off a piece of furniture. Another one of her mom’s favorite sayings popped into her mind: God helps those who help themselves.
The wood didn’t look heavy enough to knock Messed-up Nose out, but the piece of wood ended in a sharp point where it had been broken away from the rest of the furniture.
Brooke was still conscious and still screaming. And now Baseball Cap was yelling, defending his actions and holding onto his injured hand. “Look what she did to me.”
Messed-up Nose’s attention was still on his partner and Brooke, and for just a moment he seemed frozen, not sure what to do. He seemed a little slow, like his mind took a few seconds to run through his options.
Kate used that time to grab the piece of wood from the ground.
Messed-up Nose was beside his partner now, trying to calm him down, willing to team up to get the little hellion into their van.
This was her chance. Kate ran at the men with the pointed piece of wood in her hand like it was a lance. Her mind went white with rage. Kate had been angry before in her life—everyone had—but nothing like this. Maybe she had been repressing her own rage and sadness this last week, her own rage at the unfairness of it all, and now, like Brooke, she was blowing a valve. It felt scary to lose control like this; she had always prided herself on being in control of her emotions, her body, her life. But that was all gone in these seconds, and she just let it all go.
It felt like someone else was controlling her body for a moment when she stabbed the sharp end of the piece of wood into the side of Messed-up Nose’s neck. It felt like she was looking at someone else’s hands as they committed this act, like she had slipped into someone else’s body and was watching through their eyes as they murdered someone.
Kate screamed as she drove the piece of sharp wood deeper into the man’s flesh. The wood sank in much easier than she had expected, so deep until it hit something hard like bone. Messed-up Nose screamed right along with Kate, right along with Brooke, who was still screaming. The man dropped his gun as he grabbed at the stick buried into his neck, the gun skittering along the pavement and then under the van somewhere.
Kate had jumped onto the man’s back at some point, still holding onto the stick in the man’s neck, riding him like he was a bucking bull, spinning around, trying to grab at her. But it seemed like his arms weren’t working quite right.
Baseball Cap still had a hold of Brooke, but his attention was now on his partner and Kate, his hand slipping away from Brooke.
Brooke bolted away from the man, dropping to her hands and knees, crawling underneath the van to get away from him.
“What do you want me to do?” Baseball Cap asked as he drew a hunting knife out from his belt.
Messed-up Nose didn’t answer. He spun around, punching at Kate as she tried to hold on to her weapon protruding from the side of his neck, but the wood was slick from the man’s blood and she lost her grip, falling off of him and back down onto her feet.
The man whirled around and pushed Kate back. She tried to keep her balance, but the shove was so forceful, that she stumbled and fell down hard onto her butt, looking up at the two men as they stared at her. Baseball Cap’s attention was on his partner, staring in shock at the piece of wood sticking out of the side of his neck, at the rivers of blood pouring down the front of his clothes, at the blood bubbling up where the sharpened stick had pierced his flesh.
“Get the girl,” Messed-up Nose said as he took a step toward Kate. His eyes were still cold and narrowed. Maybe he was in shock, maybe not fully aware of how bad his injury was. Maybe he was even high on something, or running on adrenaline. But that adrenaline was pouring out of his body along with his blood.
Kate, too, was in shock as the man stumbled toward her. How could he still be alive? He’d lost so much blood already. How could he even be conscious and walking?
Baseball Cap followed orders, turning back to the van with his hunting knife in his hand. He had spotted Brooke underneath the van. He crouched down beside the van, ready to crawl under it after the girl.
Kate’s eyes were on Messed-up Nose as he took another step toward her, his hands clenched in fists, but then she looked at the other man at the side of the van. Brooke was under there. And so was Messed-up Nose’s gun.
Bam!
Baseball Cap’s body was pitched back from the impact of the bullet. It was like he had been jerked back into a sitting position for just one second, and then his body went limp. No scream, no cries of rage, no curses. He just fell over onto his side, already dead.
Kate’s own adrenaline took over. She scrambled back away from Messed-up Nose like a crab, backing away from him.
So much blood . . . he couldn’t last much longer, could he?
A ripper screeched from somewhere nearby, and others answered his call. It sounded like there were a lot of them. They had heard Brooke’s screams and the gunshot, the sounds of violence drawing them out of the woods.
“Get to the car!” Kate yelled at Brooke. She didn’t know if Brooke was listening to her because she didn’t take her eyes off of the man stumbling toward her.
Kate was up and on her feet when the man was only a few feet away from her. Kate was quicker than the man, out of his reach within seconds. The man turned and kept coming for Kate, like a zombie from a horror film, reaching for her with blood dripping down the front of his clothes, leaving big splotches on the pavement. He stumbled forward, oblivious to the rippers that were coming, oblivious to his dead partner, oblivious to Brooke, to his orders. His only concern now seemed to be killing Kate, killing the person who had hurt him.
Kate ran, picking up speed as she darted around the man and to the back of the van. She saw Brooke at the back of the van, waiting. Brooke still had the gun clenched in her hand; it was like she didn’t even realize she was still holding it.
“Go!” Kate screamed at Brooke, but then she realized that she had the car keys. She dug them out of her pocket and tossed them at Brooke—they landed on the wet pavement with a clink. “Get in the car!”
Brooke picked up the keys. She never dropped the gun. She ran to the Toyota that was just visible from where they stood, the rear of it sticking out from the back of the motel office.
A thud sounded from behind Kate. She turned and saw that the man had finally collapsed. He lay on his side, the piece of wood jutting out from the side of his neck. He was trembling, his hands shaking badly. He was dying.
More rippers cried out. They were getting closer.
Kate was about to run to the Toyota, but she stopped. She looked at the back doors of the van. She lifted the handle on the door, expecting it to be locked, but the door opened easily. Inside there were cardboard boxes of food and supplies.
No . . . don’t risk it. The rippers are too close.
Before she had time to rationalize things, Kate grabbed the first box on top of the others. It was sealed shut with a few strips of tape, and she didn’t bother to look inside. It was something, hopefully some kind of food and water for her and Brooke—they had nothing left now.
“He’ll get you,” Messed-up Nose said from the ground.
Kate looked at the man as he lifted his head up, staring at her with a vacant look in his eyes. For just a moment she was afraid he had another gun, but if he had, he would have used it already.
She knew who he was talking about, but she didn’t answer him. She took her cardboard box and ran as more rippers screamed in the morning air.




CHAPTER 27

It had begun to rain. Drizzling now, but Kate knew that a wall of rain was coming soon. The cardboard box she was carrying was getting wet.
Why had she stopped to grab the box? It was weighing her down, slowing her down. Why had she been so greedy?  Why couldn’t she make the right decisions?
Messed-up Nose wasn’t dead yet, but he wasn’t moving either. He was still on the ground, calling out to her, cursing her, letting her know that the Dragon would never stop looking for her.
Looking for me? Why me?
But Kate didn’t have time to think about that right now. There would be time to ponder those mysteries if she lived long enough.
Ditch the box.
But Kate didn’t listen to the voice in her mind. This voice wasn’t her mother’s voice—this voice was her own voice, the stern taskmaster of her consciousness. No, if it had been her mother’s voice she would have told her to leave things in God’s hands, and that God helps those who help themselves.
Well, I’m trying to help myself. And I’m trying to help Brooke.
She was close to the corner of the building, closer to the white Toyota. There was a blur of movement out of the corner of her eye through the rain, which was beginning to fall harder now. Rippers coming from the woods. They would be across the parking lot in seconds.
There wasn’t enough time. Even if she got into the car and started it (hopefully it would start, but she was going to have to leave that in God’s hands right now), the rippers would surround her car.
Kate couldn’t make it to the car in time, and this was her last chance to ditch the box. She didn’t want to look at the rippers coming her way, but she did. She saw three of them, two women and a man. They seemed to be coming for her, but then she realized that they were being drawn to Messed-up Nose’s curses and yells of rage. He hadn’t stopped threatening Kate, he hadn’t stopped promising her that the Dragon would never stop looking for her and the others.
The others?
Again, she couldn’t think about that.
There wasn’t enough time.
When Kate looked back at the car she saw white puffs of exhaust drifting up from the tailpipe. The car was running. Brooke had started the car. And the driver’s door was wide open, and the back door on that side.
It might just be enough.
Kate tossed the box into the back seat and slammed the door shut. She plopped down into the driver’s seat, bumping her leg hard against the steering wheel. She closed the door and didn’t even bother locking it. She jammed her foot down onto the brake pedal and shifted into drive. The front of the car was pointed toward a small side road that led back out to the narrow, two-lane road through the woods.
At least a dozen rippers were coming that way.
Kate didn’t hesitate; she shifted into reverse. The last time she had looked at the three rippers, they had been heading for Messed-up Nose, but when she turned around to look out the rear window, she saw a man and a woman rushing toward the car.
She stomped down on the gas pedal. The tires spun on the wet pavement for a moment, and then the car sped back, gaining speed quickly, making that sound small cars make when they back up, a high-pitched whining sound.
Was this car big enough to knock the two rippers out of the way?
Maybe not, but maybe she had built up enough speed. She hit at least one of them, a blur of motion as the ripper was knocked to the side.
Kate turned back around and jammed on the brake, turning the steering wheel at the same time, the car sliding easily on the wet pavement. The world outside the windshield was a blur, and then everything came to a stop. She shifted into drive and punched the gas again.
They drove past the van, past the woman who was already down on the ground next to Messed-up Nose, lapping at the blood and tearing at the wound in his neck. He was screaming and thrashing, still alive. Kate hated herself for it, but she was glad he had hung on long enough to be eaten, to feel the pain of it.
A few other rippers were by the lobby doors, but there were none coming from across the street. Kate raced toward the road, turning the wheel when she got onto the road, the car sliding again. She felt like a stunt driver in the movies, but she was sure what she was doing didn’t look pretty—but at least it was working so far.
They might be okay as long as the horde of rippers from beyond the motel office didn’t change direction and pour into the street, heading them off before they got down the road.
I’ll turn around. If that happens, I’ll turn around and find another way.
But the rippers hadn’t come yet, and she kept on driving, the car gaining speed quickly. She had to be careful—the road curved to the left right after the motel; she couldn’t lose control now; she couldn’t wreck the car when they were so close to getting away. As much as she didn’t want to, she took her foot off the gas pedal and eased it down onto the brake, slowing the car a little as they approached the curve in the road.
The rippers had stopped. They were so close now, halfway between the edge of the road and the motel office. But they were still too far away. They hadn’t changed direction in enough time, and now they couldn’t catch them.
But there could be others in the woods.
Kate didn’t think about that; she concentrated on the road, her hands gripping the steering wheel. And then they were around the curve of the road as the rain fell harder.
She finally had a chance to look at Brooke. The girl was staring back at her. The gun she had used to kill a man moments ago was on the floorboard like she had dropped it there, like she didn’t want to touch it again.
“You okay?” she asked Brooke.
No answer; she just looked at her.
Kate didn’t say anything either. She looked at the road again. The rain was falling harder, the woods denser, but at least there weren’t any other houses or buildings right now, less of a chance for a horde of rippers to rush out into the street.
Now that they were safe, or as safe as they could be for now, Kate began trembling. She couldn’t stop her body from shaking, and she gripped the steering wheel tighter to control the car as they sped down the winding road through the woods. Her body was suddenly weak and she was lightheaded. She was afraid she might pass out.
Get it together, Kate. Hold on. Be strong. God helps those who help themselves.
Her eyes were suddenly blurry with tears, and that wasn’t helping her see in the pouring rain.
She knew she should probably pull over, but she didn’t dare take the chance. She wiped at her eyes, focusing on the windshield. It was raining harder now and she could barely see out the windshield. She turned the wiper blades up to the highest setting, the wipers thumping back and forth.
She glanced at Brooke again. She was still staring right at her.
Kate slowed the car down to twenty miles an hour, creeping toward the side of the road, the car’s tires splashing through puddles, a wave of water splashing up onto the side of the car, obscuring the windows on that side for a moment. She had the headlights off so her vehicle wouldn’t be noticeable to any rippers or any other people—like the DAs, whoever they were. She didn’t want to be lit up on the road like a carnival ride. She guessed if they did run into any other traffic, they would have their headlights off too, and she wanted to stay as far from the middle of the road as she could until she could see better.
“I’m sorry,” Kate said. She could feel the tears wanting to come again, but the tears weren’t brimming up in her eyes. Maybe she had cried herself out already. Maybe she was too dehydrated to cry. “I’m sorry I fell asleep. I was supposed to stay awake and watch over us. But I was so tired and I fell asleep. I’m so sorry.”
Brooke reached out and touched Kate’s hand, holding it gently.
Kate looked at Brooke. That lost look wasn’t in her eyes anymore. She smiled at Kate, a real smile now.
And that brought the tears.
“We’re going to your home,” Brooke said. “We’ll be safe there.”
Kate felt like confessing right then as she drove. She felt like telling Brooke the truth. Why keep lying to her? What good was that going to do? How was that protecting her? 
But she didn’t. She just nodded. “We’ll be safe soon,” she said.
Brooke’s smile widened, and that was good enough for Kate.




PART 3





CHAPTER 28

When the afternoon came, the pouring rain let up, becoming a drizzle, and then it was gone. The sky was still overcast, but there were a few patches of blue beginning to show through the quickly-moving clouds, a few rays of sunshine beaming down onto the road for a few seconds as they drove.
By two o’clock, Kate and Brooke found a large trailer park on the edge of the next town. The park was spread out down in a wide valley with the mountains rising up in the distance. Her hometown lay somewhere in those mountains. They were close now, maybe a day’s drive away if things went well. Maybe two days.
They needed to stop for the night. They needed to rest, to sleep, to eat. Kate stopped at the clubhouse of the trailer park. Even though the clubhouse was situated near the front of the park, it was still set back far from the road, partially hidden by a stucco wall that ran alongside the road, and overgrown landscaping.
Kate parked the Toyota on the grass behind the back door, out of view from the road. Their little white Toyota had gotten them this far, but now it was nearly out of gas. They were going to have to find some gas soon. Or another vehicle. There were probably plenty of vehicles in the trailer park, but Kate didn’t feel like venturing into the park just yet.
Like at the motel, Kate and Brooke waited in the car for fifteen minutes with the windows rolled down, listening for the call of rippers and watching for any movement. But there was nothing so far. The streets of the trailer park down in the gently descending land below them, were littered with trash and debris, abandoned vehicles, and the remnants of dead bodies, mostly just picked-clean bones and lengths of bloodstained tattered clothing now. What the rippers hadn’t eaten, the birds, rodents, and insects had feasted on. Buzzards were perched on some of the trailer roofs, waiting in the silence, much like Kate and Brooke were doing. The smell of rot and decay hung in the cold, humid air—that smell was always there now.
Kate was hungry, but she didn’t feel like eating with the smell drifting in through the window. Neither did Brooke. They had the stash Kate had taken from the DA gang’s van; and they could wait a few more minutes to search through it and discover what treasures they’d ran off with, what luck had brought them, what God had given those who had helped themselves, what numbers the cosmic dice had turned up.
Finally, when Kate felt reasonably sure things were safe, she and Brooke got out of the car and tried the back door of the clubhouse. It wasn’t locked because the door jamb was broken from the door being smashed in—like so many other doors they came across.
The inside of the clubhouse was bigger than it looked from the outside. There were a lot of rooms. It took them nearly half an hour to inspect all of the rooms, the windows, and the four doors that led outside. There were two bathrooms (a men’s and a women’s) and a kitchen, but no running water or food. Of course the clubhouse had been ransacked, like every other building Kate had come across since leaving her home. Some of the furniture was broken. There was trash everywhere, a few holes in the walls, some broken windows.
But at least the place was empty. Kate did her best to barricade the doors, but she couldn’t make the place a fortress. She did the best she could do.
They made their bed in a corner behind some furniture Kate piled up like a wall in front of them, trying to make the pile of furniture look as natural as possible. They were in the largest room in the clubhouse, a room where parties had been thrown at some point in the past, maybe some Bingo games played, neighborhood meetings held, maybe even church services and a community garage sale. From their corner they had access to two of the four doors that led outside and a few of the windows. It was the best she could do—she was no survival expert and she was learning on the fly.
“Home for the night,” Kate told Brooke.
Brooke just nodded and showed a small smile.
They were better off here than they had been at the motel office. This time they’d had plenty of daylight to barricade the doors and inspect the place, get the layout down. They had the cardboard box she had taken from the van, and they finally inspected the stuff inside: a half-gallon of water, four cans of soda, eight cans of food (two of them had the wrappers torn off, and Kate decided they would save these “surprise” dinners until last), a sleeve of club crackers, two tins of sardines, a can opener, a plastic baggy of various plastic and metal silverware, an old plastic cup, and a pack of gum.
Brooke had been upset about leaving her drawing tablet behind in the motel office, but at least they had left the plastic basket of supplies they’d gotten from the dollar store in their back seat, and the new drawing tablet and pack of pencils were in there. She had brought those inside with her to the clubhouse. It seemed important for Brooke to draw. As soon as they had finished eating, Brooke had settled against the wall, her back to it, her knees drawn up to her, the tablet balanced there as she drew.
Kate wondered if Brooke was drawing the man and woman again; the people that might be her parents.
As Brooke drew, her pencil scratching lightly at the paper, Kate laid their damp coats and jackets out over the stack of furniture to dry. She found some blankets and small throw pillows in a linen closet off of the kitchen.
They still had both of their flashlights, the small one and the larger one. Kate still had the folded map with her route drawn on it—she always kept that in her jacket pocket.
And they had the gun. Kate kept the gun close, but she hated touching it. She’d never used a gun before. This one seemed ready to fire because Brooke had used it to kill the man in the dirty baseball cap. Kate had handled the gun carefully after she’d sat down on the blankets in the corner of the large room, inspecting it. She saw where the magazine went into the handle, but she was too afraid to check it for bullets. There was a button on the side and she pushed it, revealing a red dot. She figured this was the safety, but she wasn’t sure, and it wasn’t like she could test out the weapon right now.
“Are you tired?” Kate asked Brooke.
Brooke didn’t look up from the drawing she was focused on, but she shook her head no.
Kate stared at Brooke for a moment in the late afternoon light. She looked almost like a normal kid drawing in her tablet.
“I think one of us should try to stay awake while the other one sleeps,” Kate suggested.
Brooke glanced at her and nodded.
“You think you can stay awake for a few hours until it gets dark?” Kate hated to ask, but she needed a few hours of sleep. She wanted to protect Brooke, but it wasn’t realistic to think that she could stay awake for the next forty-eight hours. Eventually she would just pass out if she didn’t get a little sleep.
“Yes,” Brooke said and then looked back at her drawing, the pencil in her hand moving quickly across the paper, shading something in.
“You just keep drawing for a while,” Kate told her. “And when it gets dark you wake me up, okay?”
Brooke nodded.
Kate made the blankets and pillows as comfortable as she could, but she could still tell that she was sleeping on a floor. She closed her eyes, not sure if she would be able to go to sleep or not. She was still nervous, not only imagining a pack of rippers sneaking up to the clubhouse now, but also another gang. The man with the baseball cap had said something about taking them to see someone called the Dragon, obviously their leader. Maybe the D in DA stood for dragon.
She wondered how many of them there were. There had to be more because the man with the messed-up nose had promised that the Dragon would never stop looking for her. But how many more were there? Those men she’d seen in her neighborhood spray-painting that DA symbol on her front door and other doors had to be part of this group. How were they this organized right after the Collapse?
Maybe these men had already been a group, some kind of doomsday cult or militia or preppers. Maybe they had been ready for the Collapse. They had trained for it. They had the proper equipment to ride out the plague. They couldn’t all be immune like her, Brooke, and Ted, could they?
Yes, all of that seemed possible. But it still didn’t answer the question of why those two men at the motel had been looking for her and Brooke. They seemed to know who they were right away. How?
Within a few minutes, Kate was drifting off to sleep. And then, in her dreams, she saw the two men in the motel parking lot again.




CHAPTER 29

In her dream Kate was back in the motel parking lot. It was morning, the sky a ceiling of rainclouds, a mist all around them, fog everywhere in the distance.
She was alone. Brooke wasn’t with her. Their little white Toyota wasn’t parked behind the office anymore. But the black van was there, the DA symbol on the side of it in white paint. The man Brooke had shot was still right where he had fallen beside the van. He was just a skeleton now with bits of meat and gristle clinging to his bones, his skull detached from his body, some of his arm and leg bones long gone, carried off by rippers or even animals. His clothes were torn bits of cloth and rags stretched out along the pavement, matted to the ground with blood and rain. Flies hovered over the bones. Maggots crawled among the bits of flesh, crawling in and out of the eye sockets, pouring out through the open mouth. A few rats scurried from under the van up to the man’s skull, sniffing at it, inspecting it. One rat waited under the van next to the man’s sneaker.
The van’s back doors were wide open, cardboard boxes spilled out; shredded and wet pieces of cardboard were now bits of mush in the puddles along the pavement. Anything edible was long gone, only paper and bits of trash left behind for the rodents to pick at.
“He won’t stop looking for you.”
Kate jumped at the sound of the man’s voice, turning around and backing up a step. She knew that voice—it was the man with the messed-up nose, the man who had woken her up by slapping her. He lay on the pavement, the puddle of rain-diluted blood under what was left of his body, bones stripped of meat, clothing in tatters, another cloud of flies buzzing around.
Like his partner, the man’s head was detached from his torso. But unlike his partner, his head was untouched, all the flesh still there. Even the sharp piece of wood Kate had used to kill the man still poked out of the stub of his neck. His head was on its side, his face staring at her, the stick of wood jutting up into the air. He stared at her with his narrowed eyes underneath the carved D and A on his forehead. “He’ll never stop looking.”
“Who?” Kate breathed out.
“You know who.”
“Why does he want us? I don’t know who this person is.”
Kate backed away another step even though there was no chance of him coming after her. In a way, somewhere in the back of her mind, she knew she was dreaming. Yet part of her felt like she was really at the motel parking lot again, seeing this in real time. It was like she’d been teleported to that spot in her sleep.
She looked around, jumpy, expecting rippers, or even the Dragon, to come out of the mist for her. She was upset that Brooke wasn’t there. She felt like Brooke should be there, that Brooke should be beside her at all times.
“Brooke!”
No answer.
Kate turned and looked back at the motel office. She wondered if Brooke was in there hiding. She wondered if Brooke had gone back into the office to find her drawings of the man and the woman, the drawings that seemed so important to her.
She felt something light landing on her shoulders. She turned around and saw the pieces of torn paper fluttering down from the clouds all around her. There seemed to be a million bits of paper, like big flakes of snow. And she knew, like how you knew things in dreams, that these bits of paper were from the drawing tablet. The Dragon had found Brooke’s drawings and he didn’t like them—he didn’t like them at all.
The white papers became a blizzard, blanking everything out.
And then everything was clear. Kate found herself back in the hell town where the Dragon ruled. She was in the same place she’d been in the last dream, deep in the town, across the street from the Evil One. He stood right beside the white lemonade stand with the DA symbol painted on the front of it in bright red paint. The metal serving dish with the dome on top was still there, the dome still hiding something horrible underneath it. The Dragon stood beside the stand, ready to take the dome away and reveal what was underneath. Blood was beginning to drain out from under the dome, running down the front of the lemonade stand in little rivers.
“What do you want?” Kate screamed at the man.
He was dressed exactly like he’d been before, all in black, an executioner’s hood hiding his face, only eyeholes showing, his eyes shining in the afternoon gloom. But she could tell that he was smiling under that hood.
“What do you want from us?”
The Evil One said nothing. He just stared at her, his gloved hand resting lightly on top of the little handle on the top of the silver dome, ready to lift it up.
But Kate didn’t want to see what was under there. She was afraid it was Brooke’s head under there.
“Kate.”
It was Brooke’s voice coming from somewhere close by.
But not from under the dome—she was sure of that. No, Brooke was somewhere close, calling out to her.
“Where are you, Brooke?” Kate turned around, looking at the ruined buildings of the town, searching through the grayness and the mist, searching for her.
“Kate, wake up.”
Kate felt a chill knife through her. Once again, she’d been torn with the feeling that she was both dreaming yet really here in this world. But Brooke’s voice felt like it was coming from another world—the real world.
“Kate . . .”
Kate’s eyes popped open. It was very dark and everything was quiet.
Had she been dreaming that Brooke was whispering her name? Why was it so dark? Why hadn’t Brooke woken her up like she was supposed to?
Kate sat up. She could make out Brooke right beside her, huddled up close to her. She could smell her.
“Brooke,” Kate whispered, her voice heavy with sleep. She reached out and touched Brooke, making sure the girl was really there, making sure this wasn’t another part of the dream. She needed to make sure that she wasn’t dreaming, that the Dragon wasn’t in the darkness with his eyes closed, ready to open them, his shining eyes finding her like search beams.
“Shh,” Brooke said, the barest of a whisper.
And then Kate heard the sounds of careful footsteps, the sound of hushed breathing, the swish of clothing. Someone was in the clubhouse with them.




CHAPTER 30

Kate stayed very still, careful not to move, not to breathe. She heard another soft footstep on the carpeting.
Rippers?
No. Rippers wouldn’t be this sneaky.
Another gang? The DA gang? Other survivors?
Kate reached out along the blankets, searching for the gun. She had stashed it in the corner, farther away from her and Brooke.
Someone whispered to another person in the darkness from across the room. Kate couldn’t make out what the words were. But she knew now that there was more than one person. At least two of them.
The whispers stopped.
Maybe the people were going away.
A few seconds ticked by, and then a bright light flashed in Kate’s eyes, blinding her. She lifted her hand up to shield her eyes.
“Don’t move,” a male voice said. “And keep your hands where I can see them.”
Kate was motionless, her one hand up in front of her face.
“It’s a woman and a girl,” the man said from behind the beam of light to the other one he was with. He used his other hand to cover the front of the flashlight a little, cutting down the light somewhat.
Kate lowered her hand just a little, staring at the muted light. She could make out the shadowy forms of the two people in the darkness. The man who held the light was big, the other person much smaller.
“Who else is with you?” the man asked.
“Nobody,” Kate answered. “It’s just us.”
“Weapons?”
“One gun. It’s in the corner behind me.”
“What kind of gun?” the other person asked—it was a woman.
“I . . . I don’t know. I don’t even know how to use it.”
The man and woman were silent for a few seconds.
Kate gave them a moment to think things through. There seemed to be only two of them so far, and one of them was a woman. Maybe they weren’t part of the Dragon’s gang. Maybe they were like her and Brooke, just two people trying to survive the aftermath of the Collapse.
“My name’s Kate,” she said, trying to connect with them. The man had sounded a little nervous even though he’d been trying to act tough. Maybe they were just as scared as she was. “This is Brooke. We just needed a place to stay the night. If this is your place, we’re sorry. We didn’t know.”
“We were doing the same,” the man said, and he seemed relieved. “Just looking for a place to sleep.”
“I still don’t trust her,” the woman said.
“They’re the only two here,” the man came back with.
“You can hold onto our gun until we leave,” Kate offered. She knew it wasn’t a good idea to give up their only weapon, but maybe it would ease the woman’s suspicion. She waited for an answer. She didn’t want to go for the gun or make any sudden movements.
“I think she’s okay,” the man said.
“You think everyone’s okay, creampuff,” the woman said.
The man had lowered the flashlight, his hand covering it completely now, choking off the light. They weren’t near any windows, but there was always the chance that just the faintest of lights could be seen from outside.
“Have you seen any rippers?” the man asked.
“Not so far,” Kate said.
“No more talk,” the woman snapped. “First, the gun. Toss it over here. Move slowly.”
“Okay,” Kate said. She glanced at Brooke. Their eyes met for a second. Brooke looked nervous, but not terrified. This wasn’t terror just yet—they’d both seen plenty of terror in the last few days.
The man took his fingers away from the front of his flashlight a little, letting the light shine on Kate as she moved slowly across the blankets to the corner. She picked up the gun and brought it back with her. She tossed it to the man, hoping the gun wouldn’t go off on its own. It landed with a thud on the carpeting near the man’s feet.
The woman’s hand darted in like a snake and snatched the gun. Her arm was sleeved with dark cloth. She wore black fingerless gloves and a leather band on her wrist. And then her arm was gone, back into the darkness.
The man covered the flashlight up again with his hand until the beam of light was just a red glow through his fingers.
“We need to get some sleep,” the woman told the man.
“We’ve been up for almost two days,” the man explained, and Kate could tell that he had directed his words toward her.
The woman sighed loudly like she didn’t want any of their information revealed.
“We’ll lay down over here,” the woman said to Kate. “You two are going to stay right where you are the rest of the night. No getting up and moving around. One of us is going to be awake with a gun at all times. You understand?”
“We understand,” Kate said. She looked at Brooke in the dark, but she knew Brooke wasn’t going to say anything to them.
“You had the last watch,” the man said to the woman. “I’ll take this one until morning.”
The woman didn’t answer. Kate thought the woman might protest him taking the watch, but she remained silent and the man seemed to take that as a confirmation.
“There are more blankets in the closet next to the kitchen,” Kate told them. “But there’s no running water and no food anywhere.”
“We have our own food,” the woman said.
Kate saw the ghostly glow of the man’s red fingers over the flashlight as he made his way across the room to the kitchen.
Brooke settled back down onto the blankets, lying still, closer to the corner now where the gun had been.
As she watched Brooke, Kate wondered what time it was. She wondered if Brooke had fallen asleep and forgot to wake her up. If she had, she wasn’t going to say anything about it now. There was no sense making her feel bad if she had fallen asleep. Kate had fallen asleep in the motel lobby; she hadn’t been awake when the men in the van had pulled up and entered the motel office, and she’d almost got them killed.
The man was back a few moments later with some blankets and pillows. There was no glow of light now—apparently the man was comfortable enough in the darkness now to make his way around without his flashlight.
Kate listened as the two of them arranged the blankets and pillows. It was cold in the clubhouse, cold enough for the blankets, but not cold enough to freeze to death. She closed her eyes and drifted off to sleep.




CHAPTER 31

Kate’s eyes popped open. She wasn’t sure how long she’d been asleep, but it was almost morning now. She could just make out the dark shapes of the pile of furniture in front of them and Brooke beside her in the early-morning gloom.
Brooke was sleeping on her side. She wasn’t breathing heavily, but she was definitely out, curled up around her drawing tablet and the pack of pencils. One of the smaller blankets covered her legs.
Kate glanced over at the man and the woman. The woman was farther away, curled up on her side much like Brooke was, only she was breathing louder. The man sat with his back against the wall, his long legs stretched out in front of him, his hands in his lap just under his pot belly.
“You okay?” the man whispered.
Kate realized that he was watching her. He knew she was awake.
“You were mumbling in your sleep,” he said in his low, deep voice. His tone was somewhat soothing. In a way, he sounded a little like Ted had, only without the southern drawl.
“Sorry,” Kate said even though she couldn’t remember dreaming anything. “Bad dream, probably.”
“I’ve had my share of those.”
They were quiet for a moment. Kate figured the man was done talking for now. But she was wrong.
“I’m Max, by the way. She’s Petra. Sorry about earlier, how we treated you two, but you can’t be too careful these days.”
“I know. I understand.”
“We’ll give you your gun back when you leave.”
It was good to know that she and Brooke weren’t being held prisoner.
“Is Brooke your daughter?”
“No. We found each other in a small town. She was hiding in a tunnel. I think her parents and everyone she knew is gone now. She was . . . she is pretty traumatized.”
Max made an uh-huh sound in agreement. “That’s nice of you to take care of her.”
Kate thought about mentioning that Brooke had saved her life, but decided not to.
“Where did you come from?” Max asked. “Are you from around here?”
“No. I came from Raleigh. I met Brooke in some small town. I don’t know what the name of it was.”
“Raleigh,” Max said like he was trying to picture a map in his mind. “So you’re heading west?”
Kate didn’t answer.
“I came down from Virginia,” Max said. “Norfolk. I met Petra on the way down here.” He stopped for just a moment like he was remembering the journey. “Where are you headed? If you don’t mind me asking.”
“I’m going to my family’s home.” She wasn’t so sure she should tell him the name of the town. She wasn’t so sure if she could totally trust him. What if he really was with a gang, or even the gang that carved the symbols into their foreheads? It was still too dark for her to see his face clearly just yet—he was still pretty much a shadow right now.
“It’s in the mountains,” she added.
Minute by minute the gloom was lightening up, and she could see the man a little better. She was beginning to make out his face. He wasn’t wearing a hat and his gray hair was cut short. She could see now that there was no symbol carved into his flesh.
Kate relaxed a little. She’d known he was okay, but the paranoia had crept up anyway. She studied Max a little more closely. He was tall, well over six foot, but he was a little overweight in the middle. He had a neatly-trimmed mustache and goatee.
“We’re heading south,” Max said. “Down to Florida and warmer weather. Maybe even the Keys. The winter’s coming and even in the Carolinas, it could get pretty harsh. You never know when the storm-of-the-century is going to come along. And it’s not like we can get a weather forecast.”
Kate was quiet as Max continued on.
“This doesn’t even feel real. You know what I mean? I mean, I know it’s real, but it feels like a nightmare. I mean, what the hell happened? And it all happened so fast.”
They were quiet for a moment. Kate listened for any noises outside, but there was nothing so far, not even the chirping of the birds yet.
“What did you used to do?” Max asked. “I mean before all of this happened. And hey, if I’m asking too many questions, just tell me to buzz off. It’s just that I haven’t had a lot of people to talk to.” He glanced over at Petra who was still breathing heavily. He leaned toward Kate, whispering and putting one hand next to his mouth like his hand would block his words from reaching Petra. “It’s not like I’m traveling with Social Sally over here.”
Kate almost barked out a laugh. She had to put her hand up to her mouth to keep it closed. She wasn’t sure what was so funny—there wasn’t anything funny anymore. Maybe it was the absurdity of it all, the absurdity of sleeping in a trailer park clubhouse with people she didn’t know. Maybe it was the absurdity of monsters prowling around in the dark, hunting in packs, eating human flesh. Maybe it was the absurdity of the DA gang and their leader, a person they called the Dragon who haunted her dreams and was apparently looking for her and Brooke. Yes, absurd. Maybe her mind was finally cracking. How much could a human mind take?  How much could her mind take?
The day had brightened just enough so that Kate could see the amusement on Max’s face. He seemed happy that he had made her laugh.
“I was a professor at a university.”
“Wow,” Max said, and his astonishment didn’t seem faked. “What did you teach?”
“Anthropology.”
Here comes the pivot to another conversation, Kate thought.
But not Max. “Anthropology,” he said. “The study of ancient civilizations and their cultures. What did you specialize in?”
The question shocked Kate so much that she couldn’t respond for a moment, her mind coming up blank. “Uh . . . evolutionary anthropology. Prehistoric humans.”
“Like Neanderthals?”
“Yes, homo neanderthalensis. And homo erectus and homo denisova, among others.” She had to stop herself before she really started boring Max out of his mind now. “What about you? What did you used to do before the Collapse?”
“Oh, I was a real estate agent and developer. Some people called it flipping houses, and I guess that’s an accurate description. My husband, Glen, he helped me with the flipping part. He knew a lot about construction. Used to be a builder. I was the agent and interior design part of the team. We made a good team. We made a lot of money until the economy started going downhill a few years ago. It got harder and harder to make a profit. Home sales were drying up. But we owned our dream home outright and had a lot of money saved.” Max’s words trailed down to nothing. He lowered his head, his chin sinking down into his chest. “Who did you lose?” he whispered.
“I wasn’t married,” she said. “No kids. I’m going to my mom and dad’s house. See if they’re okay. My sister and brother are there, too. Aunts and uncles.”
Max didn’t say anything. His chin was still resting on his chest, his large hands folded together on his lap.
“You don’t think my family made it, do you?” Kate said. It wasn’t an accusation, more of a statement. “Maybe they had some gas masks. Or maybe they were far enough away from the plague.”
“The plague is everywhere,” Max said. “I saw military and police turning into rippers, even the ones who had their gas masks on.”
Kate thought of the cop who had laid his hand on his gun that first day of the Collapse, telling her to go home. Had he been turning even though he had his gas mask on? She’d thought so at the time.
“So many turned except us,” Max went on. “All of those people turned within a week.”
“I think we’re immune to this plague,” Kate said.
“Yeah, lucky us.” He looked at her. She could see his face a little better, see that he was smiling. “We make a great pair—a college professor and a real estate agent. All the skills one needs to survive the apocalypse.”
Kate almost laughed again, but this time she didn’t have to try as hard to stifle it. What he’d said was more sad than funny. She stared at him, looking at his face. There was something familiar about it, but she couldn’t figure out where she could have seen him before.
“He’ll talk your ear off if you let him,” Petra said from the floor beyond Max. She was still curled up on her side, her eyes still closed. “You were supposed to wake me up when it was morning, Max.”
“Just letting you catch a few extra winks. I’ve just been having a fine conversation with our host.”
“You mean someone to talk to besides Social Sally?” Petra asked.
“Oh. You heard that part?”
Petra didn’t answer. She sat up and stretched her arms.
Kate saw that Petra was pretty short, shorter than she was, but she looked compact and strong. She was young, maybe not even thirty yet. Her skin was light brown and her hair was braided into cornrows. She wore a hoodie with some kind of leather vest underneath. She had a belt with a holster for a pistol, a sheath for a knife, and a few other pouches. She also had a larger bag with a shoulder strap that went across her body. She wore camouflage fatigue pants and combat boots.
“Something wrong?” Petra asked Kate.
Kate realized that she’d been staring at Petra for at least a full minute now. She recognized Petra, too—just like she recognized Max. She’d seen them somewhere before.
But where?
And then it hit her. “I’ve seen both of you before,” she blurted out.




CHAPTER 32

“What do you mean, you’ve seen us before?” Petra asked as she stood up, suddenly tense, wary again.
Kate realized what she had blurted out, realized how it must have sounded to them. She looked at Max when she answered Petra’s question. “You’d never believe me. It’s going to sound crazy.”
“Try me,” Petra said. It sounded like a threat.
Kate looked back at Brooke—she was still asleep. She looked back at the two of them.
“You got something to say,” Petra said, “then say it.”
“Hold on, Petra,” Max said, holding up a big hand like he was trying to calm her down before she got agitated even more. “Let her talk. Give her time to explain.” He looked back at Kate with his soft brown eyes. “Go ahead. Whatever it is, it can’t be as crazy as what’s already happened.”
Kate could tell that Max already believed her. No matter what she was about to tell him, he was already onboard with it. There was something about his expectant expression, like he was hoping that she could validate something for him.
He’s seen something, too. He’s felt something.
Okay. They wanted to know? Here it was: “I’ve seen you because Brooke has drawn your pictures before.”
That stunned them into silence for a moment. Petra still looked tense, ready to fight, yet frozen, like she was waiting for more of an explanation. Max looked confused, but he still had that hopeful expression in his eyes.
“I know it sounds crazy,” Kate continued quickly. “But Brooke likes to draw. She’s a really good artist. She’s got this drawing tablet and she draws people. I saw you two in two of her drawings. I asked her who they were, but she never answered me. She’s been so traumatized. I figured the man and woman she was drawing had been her parents, but now . . . now I see that it’s you.”
“This lady’s crazy,” Petra said. “We need to get going.”
“Wait a minute,” Max said, but he was still looking at Kate. “Do you have these drawings?”
Kate’s heart sank. She knew how this was going to sound. “No. We were at a motel before this place. We stayed the night there and Brooke brought her drawing tablet in with her. She wouldn’t go anywhere without it. But these two men broke in and tried to take us away. We got away when the rippers started coming, but we had to get in the car and go. We couldn’t go back for anything in the motel office where we’d been sleeping.”
“Who were these men that tried to take you?” Petra asked.
“I don’t know. But they both had this symbol carved into their foreheads—”
“The letter D and the letter A,” Max said. “Kind of overlapping each other.”
“Yeah. I don’t know what it means.”
“They call themselves Dark Angels,” Petra said. “I ran into someone who’d had a run-in with them.”
“They said their leader was called the Dragon,” Kate said.
That seemed to be new information to Petra and Max, but just the mention of the Dragon seemed to keep both of them on edge. Kate thought about telling them about how the man with the messed-up nose had told her that they’d been looking for her and Brooke, that the Dragon would never stop looking for them. But they probably already thought she was crazy, and she didn’t need to confirm it even more. Besides, she was sure they knew more than they were telling; she was sure they had some stuff that they didn’t want to say because it would sound just as crazy.
“You don’t have the drawings?” Max said, frowning.
“We had to leave them behind. We had to run.”
“How did you get away from the Dark Angels?” Petra asked, not hiding her suspicion.
Kate glanced back at Brooke. They had all been talking louder since Petra had gotten up, but their voices hadn’t woken Brooke up yet. She looked back at them. “They took us outside of the lobby, to their van. They took Brooke out there first. When the other guy was marching me toward the van, the other man was trying to force Brooke inside the van. But she fought back. She hit him, kicked him, she even bit him.”
Petra nodded like she was suddenly impressed with this little girl.
“And Brooke was screaming. She wouldn’t stop. The rippers were already close, in the woods. They were calling out from the trees. You know those screeching and yelling noises they make.”
They both nodded; they knew those sounds well.
“The men were panicking. It was my chance. There was trash and debris all over the parking lot. I saw a broken-off piece of wood, like from a piece of furniture. It had a sharp point at one end. I picked it up and stabbed it into the man’s neck, the one who had been walking me to the van.”
“How did you stab him if he was walking you to the van?”
“He moved in front of me. He was about to help the other guy get Brooke into the van. I was behind him then. I didn’t even think about it, I just stabbed him with the stick. Deep down into his neck. He dropped the gun that he had. It slid under the van. Brooke was under the van by then. She grabbed the gun.”
“She shot them?” Max asked, amazed.
“She shot the other one. I told her to run to the car. The other guy, the one I had stabbed, he was coming after me. But slow. I wasn’t sure if he was even going to fall down, but there was so much blood.”
“And then the rippers came?” Petra asked.
Kate nodded. “I grabbed one of the boxes from the back of their van and ran to the car. Brooke kept the gun. She’d gotten into the car and started it, had the doors open for me. The rippers were so close by then. If she hadn’t have done that, I don’t know if we would have made it.”
“Those guys,” Max said, “the Dark Angels, they’re going around and scrounging up anything they can. They work in groups in different areas, but they all seem to be a part of the same group.”
“How can they be this organized already?” Kate asked. “I mean, if they’re all immune, they can’t all have known each other.”
“Something is bringing them together,” Max said, nodding knowingly, almost like he was trying to get Kate to say it out loud.
The Dragon, Kate thought. That’s what’s bringing them together. That’s who’s holding them together. Then she thought of the blind woman she kept seeing in her dreams, the blind woman who told her there were others, the woman who told her to go west, to gather together. It was crazy, even crazier when spoken aloud, but there was no denying that something strange was happening.
“We need to get going,” Petra told Max.
Kate looked at Petra, trying to gauge her. She knew the woman was still suspicious of her. And now that she had spouted off about Brooke drawing pictures of them when she had no way of knowing what they looked like, she was sure she looked like a crazy woman.
Max got up to his feet, stretching. It looked like he was stiff from sitting in the same position all night.
“Wait a minute,” Kate said. She looked back at Brooke, who was still sleeping. Kate gently pulled the drawing tablet out from under Brooke. She’d been drawing something yesterday afternoon before Kate had fallen asleep. Maybe she’d drawn another picture of Max and Petra. She opened the tablet, staring in shock as she flipped through the first few pages. Brooke hadn’t drawn any more pictures of Max and Petra, but she had drawn other things.
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“What is it?” Petra said, moving closer. “Let me see.”
The shock still hadn’t worn off of Kate from what she’d seen inside the drawing tablet, but she handed it to Petra.
Petra opened the tablet, flipping through the first five pages slowly—the five drawings Brooke had done so far.
Max hurried over to Petra’s side as she flipped through the pages again.
“Damn, she’s good,” Max said, and then he froze as recognition flooded his face. “Wait a minute. I’ve seen these people before.”
Petra nodded in agreement. “Wait until you see the last two.”
Max’s breath hitched a little as he stared at the tablet over Petra’s shoulder. She handed it to him so he could get a better look.
Kate knew what Max was staring at. She’d only had a few seconds to look at each drawing, but they seemed to be etched into her memory now. All five drawings were sketches, some parts of the body not even filled in fully with detail, just the outline of a leg, the ghostly image of an arm, but all of the faces were detailed enough for Kate to recognize all of them. The first drawing was of the man and his son. The second drawing was of the man with the long hair, scraggly beard, and tattoos. He wore a backpack and held a shotgun in his hands, the weapon not drawn completely. The third drawing was of the muscular man with the buzzed hair and hard eyes. He was dressed in a hoodie and black gloves, holding a pistol with a silencer in one hand.
But Petra was right; it was the last two that might really blow all of their minds. The fourth drawing was of the beautiful blind woman Kate had seen in her dreams, and the last drawing was of the shadowy man with the shining eyes. The drawings were contrasts of light and dark. Brooke seemed to have captured the glow around the blind woman, everything about her light: her clothing, her skin, her hair, everything except her dark glasses. And the shadowy man (who Kate was sure was the Dragon) seemed purposely vague, his face mostly shadows, although hard edges of cheekbones and his jaw were suggested. He was dressed in flowing black clothing, almost like robes, and his eyes burned brightly in his shadowed face. Another contrast: the dark eyes of the blind woman compared to the light eyes of the dark man.
“This is the guy I told you about,” Max whispered to Petra. “The Dark One. The one I’ve seen in my dreams.”
Petra didn’t say anything.
“You’ve seen those people in your dreams?” Kate asked. “I have. I’ve seen all of them. Apparently Brooke has, too.”
Max and Petra couldn’t deny it—the truth was on their faces.
“You thought I was crazy,” Max told Petra.
Petra nodded. “I’ve seen him, too.”
Max looked shocked. “Why didn’t you say anything? You just let me ramble on about it and didn’t say anything?”
She just shrugged, refusing to comment. Instead, she took the drawing tablet and flipped back to the fourth drawing. “This woman. She’s blind. I saw her in a few of my dreams. She talked to me in the dream. Told me to go south. She said there were others.”
“Did you see those men?” Kate asked. “The father and his son?”
Petra nodded.
“And both of you have seen the Dragon,” Kate said.
“That’s his name?” Max asked.
“That’s what those Dark Angels called him when they were trying to take me and Brooke. They said the Dragon wanted us, that they were taking us to him. I don’t know if that person is the Dragon, but I’m pretty sure of it.”
Petra handed the drawing tablet back to Max and walked away.
“Where are you going?” he asked her.
“Patrolling the area,” she said.
“Don’t walk away from this,” Max told her, then he looked at Kate. “She doesn’t want to believe in any of this. I think it freaks her out. It’s too mystical for her. But I believe it’s true. I’ve always believed in this kind of stuff: psychics, telepathy, E.S.P. I believe we’re all linked together in some way, but most of us choose to ignore it. Carl Jung called it the collective unconscious.”
Petra had reached the edge of the kitchen, but then she marched back to Max and Kate. “Yeah, maybe it’s true. Maybe we had dreams about the same people. So what?”
“Because it means something,” Max said.
“We’ve got rippers out there,” she said, pointing at one of the barricaded windows. “Gangs of thugs who would kill us for the box of food Kate has over there. We’ve got much bigger problems than some stupid dreams.”
“That gang, those Dark Angels, they’re being sent to find us,” Max said. “The Dark One, or the Dragon, whatever he’s called, he’s sending them to find us.”
“You don’t know that.”
“You heard what Kate just said. The Dark Angels said they were sent to take her and Brooke to someone called the Dragon.”
Petra eyed Kate suspiciously.
“That man in our dreams is sending people after us,” Max continued. “It’s all connected through our dreams and their dreams, or through the subconscious, or suggestion, or whatever. That’s why they were so organized so quickly, they were all connected to the Dragon whether they even knew it or not.”
“Why come after us?” Kate asked.
“Because we must be connected, too,” Max said. “Maybe we don’t even realize it. Maybe it’s just in our dreams, something we can’t really understand, but something we know on an instinctual level.”
Kate just nodded.
“Why were you traveling west, Kate?” Max asked her.
“I was going to find my family.”
“But there was more, wasn’t there?”
Kate nodded. “I saw the blind woman in my dreams. She told me to go west, to find the others. I’ve seen the others in my dreams, but they couldn’t see me or hear me. But the blind woman could see me. She talked to me, and I talked to her. She knew I was there in the dream. So did the Dragon.”
“I know you want to find your family,” Max said. “The chances that all of them, or any of them, were immune to this plague are pretty small, but obviously worth the chance for you. But maybe you were also meant to travel west. To find Brooke. Maybe even for us to find each other.”
“I’m not listening to this crap anymore,” Petra said. She started to walk away again.
“We were going south,” Max said, “when Petra and I ran into each other. Yeah, we were going for warmer weather, but maybe it was suggested in our dreams and we couldn’t really remember it. Or we didn’t want to remember.” He said the last sentence loudly so Petra could hear him from the other side of the room.
“So what do we do now?” Kate asked.
“I say we travel together.”
“Hold on,” Petra said, walking back to them, looking at Max. “Those two are only going to slow us down. They don’t have any skills. Hell, she just admitted that she doesn’t even know how to use a gun.”
“They’ve managed to survive on their own so far. They’ve traveled over a hundred miles. Kate stabbed a Dark Angel with a stick, and Brooke shot one.”
“This is a bad idea, Max.”
“We’ll be stronger together,” Max said. He looked at Kate as something seemed to just occur to him. “Didn’t you say that Brooke drew some pictures of us before?”
“Yes,” Kate said. “Just like those in the drawing tablet. Just as detailed. That’s why I recognized you as soon as it got light enough to see your faces.”
Max just smiled and shook his head in amazement. “So she’s seen us in her dreams too. This means something.”
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After Brooke woke up, they ate a quick breakfast. They used food from Kate’s cardboard box. Even though Petra had claimed that she and Max had their own food, they didn’t have much left, just a few protein bars, three pieces of beef jerky, and the water Petra had left in the canteen she wore strapped across her torso.
Brooke was picking at the fruit in her can of fruit cocktail. She wasn’t happy that Kate had taken her drawings while she was sleeping and showed them to Max and Petra, but she wasn’t too angry.
“You’re an amazing artist,” Max said to Brooke, smiling at her. “How long have you been drawing like that?”
Brooke shrugged. “I never drew before.”
Max tilted his head and narrowed his eyes a little. “You’re kidding with me, right? Trying to be funny?”
Brooke shook her head, her big blue eyes wide. “I never knew how to draw. Not like that.”
Kate could already see Brooke warming up to Max, but Kate could tell that Max had a way of putting people at ease instantly. It had been part of his job as a real estate agent.
“If you never drew before, what made you want to draw now?” Kate asked Brooke.
Again, Brooke shrugged and looked down at the can of fruit cocktail in her hands. “I don’t know.”
“Because you saw those people in your dreams?”
Brooke looked right at Kate, staring at her.
“You’ve seen the man and his son in your dreams, haven’t you?” Kate said to Brooke. “You saw Max and Petra. That’s why you drew them before when you were in the tunnels. And you’ve seen the blind woman, too.”
Brooke nodded.
“Did the blind woman say anything to you in your dreams?”
Brooke stared at Kate.
For a moment Kate didn’t think Brooke was going to answer her.
“I told her I was scared,” Brooke finally said, her voice so low it was practically a whisper. “I was hiding in the tunnel. She told me someone would come soon to help me. A woman. She told me the woman would knock on the metal door.”
A chill skittered across the Kate’s skin and she couldn’t help shivering. She’d been the one the blind woman in Brooke’s dream was talking about. Only it was Brooke who had helped her.
“That just proves this is all real,” Max said. “I don’t know what’s going on, but it’s something strange, and it’s real.”
“We need to discuss our plans,” Petra said.
“I think we’ve got new plans now,” Max told her.
“I’m still going south,” Petra said. “Winter will be here soon, and I’m not freezing to death up here in the mountains.”
“We need to stick together,” Max said.
“Yeah. That’s fine. We can all stick together while we head to Florida.”
Max gave up arguing with Petra. He looked at Kate. “I think we should go with you and Brooke. To your family’s home.”
Petra sighed and shook her head in disgust, looking away.
“It’s on the way south, right?” Max asked Kate.
“Not technically. It’s west, but not too far from here. Maybe a day’s drive, depending on how the roads and weather are.”
“But your family lives in a small town, right? A remote place?”
Kate nodded.
Max looked at Petra. “Kate knows this town. She could find a safe place for us to get some food together. We could rest for a few days. Get a better vehicle to go to Florida with. It just makes sense.”
“What kind of vehicle do you have?” Kate asked.
“Nothing now,” Max told her. “We had a big pickup truck.”
“But the radiator took a shit,” Petra said. “We ran into too many rippers.”
“Yeah, literally,” Max said.
Petra glanced at Brooke. “Sorry about the language.”
Brooke gave Petra a shy smile.
Petra almost cracked a real smile, Kate thought, but then she clamped her mouth shut into a tight line again.
“When I met this one,” Max said, gesturing at Petra, “she was on a motorcycle. Some Harley Davidson kind of thing. It was crazy.”
Kate looked at Petra. “Where did you come from?”
“Near Baltimore. I waited a few days before heading south. But when they started bombing the city, I was out of there.”
“Bombing it? Why?”
Petra shrugged. “I think they were trying to kill as many rippers as they could. Maybe it was their last-ditch plan. I don’t know. I just knew I needed to get the hell away from there.”
“We’ve got a car,” Kate said. “The white Toyota out back.” For some reason, Kate thought Max and Petra already knew that the Toyota was her car, and that was part of the reason they had come into the clubhouse to begin with. “It runs,” she added. “But it’s almost out of gas now.”
“That’s it,” Max said, looking at Petra with a smile. “We go down to that trailer park, find a gas can and a hose, get some gas for her car and get on the road. Simple as that.”
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Getting the gas turned out not to be so simple.
Petra opened the back door of the clubhouse just a little, peeking out at Kate’s Toyota parked ten feet away. The morning sky was already a deep blue, the first time the sky had been clear in days. Everything outside was sharp and bright in the morning sunshine, the air cold. There was no wind at all, everything silent except for the occasional chirp of a bird in the distance. Petra stood in the doorway, studying the car and the trailer park beyond it.
“You don’t have a gas can or a hose for siphoning?” Petra had asked before looking out the door.
Kate had shaken her head no. She hadn’t found any gas cans inside the dollar store she and Brooke had searched through, but she couldn’t even remember looking for a gas can, and she hadn’t thought about a hose for siphoning until they had left the dollar store. She felt totally unprepared for all of this, like a pop quiz had been sprung onto her, one she hadn’t studied for, one that if she failed she would lose her life, and worse, other people’s lives, a pop quiz from a nightmare.
“I should go alone,” Petra said as she shut the door and locked it.
“No,” Max said, standing up. He already had his small backpack on, his pistol in his hand. “Absolutely not. We’re not splitting up.”
“Maybe we should all go,” Kate suggested.
Petra snorted like that was an insane idea.
Kate didn’t argue the point. She knew Petra regarded her and Brooke as dead weight to carry along. But Kate had suggested they all stay together because she was afraid that once Petra and Max were in the trailer park they might find the keys to another vehicle and take off without them. She didn’t want to think Max would go along with a plan like that, but she couldn’t be sure. If the two of them did leave, then Kate would be back to square one—she would have to search the trailers for sets of keys to another vehicle or find a hose and container for some gasoline.
“Maybe it is better if just the two of us go,” Max told Kate.
Kate bristled, but didn’t say anything.
“We won’t leave you,” Max said quickly. “We all need to stay together.” He glanced at Petra to make sure she was listening to him. “I think we all know that by now.”
Petra didn’t respond, but Kate nodded at Max. She trusted him, even though she didn’t know why. She knew it wasn’t rational to trust someone she’d just met, especially in this post-collapse world, but she felt sure she could trust the man. Max had been a good man in the old world, she could tell. An honorable man.
“Okay,” Max said, breathing out in relief like he had avoided a big argument. “You two get your stuff ready to go. Only stuff you can carry. But don’t pack your car just yet in case we get lucky and find another vehicle down in that trailer park.”
Again, Kate nodded. She looked at Brooke who seemed to be hanging onto every word Max said.
“Here’s your gun,” Petra said. “Look.” She quickly showed Kate how to eject the magazine from the handle, then she snapped it back in place and chambered a round. She flipped the safety off. “Hold it by the handle. Put your finger here.” She showed her where. “Not on the trigger until you’re ready to shoot. Keep your arms locked. The recoil isn’t going to be as bad as you think. Aim for the chest, not the head. You’ll miss if you aim for the head. Got it?”
Kate nodded.
“And don’t shoot unless you’re cornered,” Petra added. “I think you know gunshots will alert any rippers in the area.”
“I know,” Kate said, remembering when Brooke shot the man from underneath the van. She remembered how fast the rippers had come.
“My guess is that the trailer park’s been picked over already,” Petra said. “There’s quite a few dead bodies down there in the streets, the bones picked clean. Won’t be much in the way of food or water, but unless other survivors have come along, maybe we’ll find some supplies the rippers have overlooked.”
Survivors, Kate thought. That’s what we are now. She liked the word survivors. As frightened as she and Brooke had been, they had survived. They were survivors.
“You seem very capable at this,” Kate said. “Were you in the military?”
Petra seemed immediately offended and stared at Kate with suspicion in her eyes. Maybe she thought Kate was trying to butter her up or build up some kind of rapport with her. “No,” she answered simply.
Kate left it at that.
“Look,” Max said, smiling at Kate and Brooke, trying to break the tension. “You two will be fine. We’ll be back before you know it. Just get ready to leave and hopefully we’ll be out there with some kind of truck or SUV, something with a little more power than your Toyota. No offense.”
Kate couldn’t help smiling at his joke. But she knew her Toyota would be the backup in case they couldn’t find another vehicle.
Max and Petra were ready to go, their backpacks on, their weapons in their hands: Max had the pistol and Petra held the shotgun. After another long look out the door, they were outside.
Kate closed the door and locked it. She went to the closest window and peeked through the plastic blinds, watching Max and Petra as they hurried to her Toyota, pausing there for a moment and using it as cover while they scanned the area and the field between the back of the clubhouse and the beginning of the trailer park. They said they had just met each other in the last few days, but they worked well together, like they’d known each other for a long time, like they were feeding off of each other’s instincts.
Like they belonged together.
We need to be together. That’s what Max had just said, and Kate believed him. She just hoped that Petra wasn’t going to talk him out of it.
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Max and Petra ran to the first trailer in the trailer park, a doublewide on a corner lot. Running across the field and then the wide, smooth street had been the most exposed they had been so far. Max felt like he’d had a bead on him the whole time, a red dot from a laser on someone’s rifle. He knew it was just his imagination, but it’s how he felt most days. The rippers weren’t the only threat anymore, maybe not even the biggest threat now. The Dark Angels could shoot from trees or buildings. They could think. They were organized.
And the Dark Angels were on some kind of mission, according to Kate. The two men who Kate said had tried to abduct them at a motel had wanted her and Brooke specifically.
Max followed Petra to the rear corner of the trailer. The grass was still wet from all the rain recently, the soil moist. It masked their footsteps, but it also left tracks from where they had walked. The paper trash all over the street and yards was mostly mush now, smeared on the pavement of the streets. There were a few vehicles stalled in the streets, either people who had tried to flee or who had turned into rippers while driving, suddenly unsure of what they had been doing as the first wave of the disease hit them.
Max remembered how it had affected Glen. It had seemed to come on so quickly. One moment Glen was fine, and then he was confused, unsure of where he was for a moment, or even who Max was. He’d started speaking gibberish, mixing his words up, hunting for the right word in frustration, stuttering and drooling, an anger burning in his eyes.
And then the moments of clarity had come. Glen had returned to normal for a little while. In those moments Glen knew something was wrong with him; he knew he was turning into a monster.
“You’re going to have to do it, Max,” Glen had told him, begging him.
Max squeezed his eyes shut for a moment, gripping the butt of his handgun harder, trying to push those memories away. He needed to concentrate right now; he needed to focus on what he was doing.
Petra was on the move, not even looking back at him to see if he was following her. He caught up to her through the row of backyards between the trailers. The park had been pretty nice once, but it wasn’t a high-end place. This was a park where couples had chosen to retire, sinking the little money they had managed to save into a trailer. Many of the trailers had been well-kept; this hadn’t been some seedy trailer court. The owners here had taken pride in their homes, however modest. The landscaping and potted plants on the concrete porches had been meticulously maintained. But now most of those potted plants were either dying or had been tipped over, dirt spilled out. Other plants looked chewed on, like the rippers had tested them to see if they were edible. They had to have been hungry to resort to potted plants. Maybe many of the rippers were that hungry now—desperate, perhaps even to the point of attacking and eating each other.
Max felt a little better being between the trailers, less exposed now. But there were also more places for rippers to hide, to spring out at them from the shadows. There were a few broken windows, and most of the trailer doors were either halfway open or torn off the hinges, revealing black rectangles that led into the gloomy interiors.
Petra stopped at the corner of a trailer. She glanced around at the driveways, eyeing potential vehicles for them to take. She looked back at Max and gestured with a nod toward the next trailer with the door halfway open.
Max nodded at her and she was off and running. He followed her, trying to be quiet on the soggy ground, but it sounded to him like they were making a lot of noise: clothing rustling, backpacks shifting, footfalls thumping, heavy breathing.
Petra had her small flashlight taped to her shotgun barrel with electrical tape. She flicked it on as she posted beside the trailer door, then she pointed the barrel of her weapon inside, the shaft of light shining into the darkness. She fanned the weapon back and forth just a little, searching the interior.
Max was on the other side of the door, his gun down by his side. Petra crept up the cinderblock steps and entered the trailer. He was right behind her. She aimed her shotgun and light beam toward the rear of the trailer, at the hallway that led to the bedrooms. Max pointed his gun toward the front, at the kitchen. His eyes adjusted quickly to the darkness inside, and it helped that the blinds and curtains over one of the windows had been torn down, allowing some daylight inside.
The trailer was a disaster: overturned furniture; clothing strewn about; broken dishes, plastic containers, and garbage covering the kitchen floor; crushed and decaying food. There was another scent along with the rotting food, the smell of death coming from the back bedrooms.
“Let’s get a plastic container from the kitchen floor,” Petra whispered. “Something that will hold some gas. I’ll cut a section of garden hose off when we get back outside.”
He nodded.
“You take the kitchen. I’ll check the back bedrooms. Look for a set of keys to that SUV in the driveway.”
Max raised his eyebrows at her. “You know what you’re going to find back there, don’t you?”
She knew. They’d seen it numerous times now in many homes and buildings they had searched. There would be at least one dead body back there in those bedrooms or bathrooms, maybe even two bodies. They would be practically skeletons now with bits of tendons and gristle clinging to the bones. Torn clothing would be matted to their bones and on the floor and furniture, matted down with dried blood like it was a paste. Flies would be buzzing around the bones, and maybe even a colony of maggots, perhaps a few rats scurrying around. Max had even seen a raccoon darting away from a body once.
Max covered Petra as she went down the hall, and then he moved back through the living room, doing his best to avoid most of the trash on the floor. The floorboards creaked just a little underneath the carpeting from his weight. He couldn’t see the entire kitchen floor from the living room because a long bar that probably used to have bar stools in front of it was connected to the end of the kitchen countertop and lower cabinets, jutting out and forming an L-shape, dividing the kitchen from the living room. Off to the right was a small seating area.
He moved around the edge of the bar, bracing himself for the sight of a body. He still couldn’t get used to the bones picked clean of flesh, or half-eaten by scavengers. At least their faces were usually chewed way, their eyes almost always gone, so it made them a little less human.
But there were no bodies in the kitchen, just the sea of garbage and kitchenware all over the floor. A few of the drawers were pulled halfway open, and Max thought maybe one of those drawers would be a good spot to start looking for the keys to the SUV parked in the driveway. The SUV wasn’t a big beast, but it would be better than Kate’s Toyota.
A rustling noise sounded from the garbage all over the floor and Max froze. Something was in the kitchen with him.




CHAPTER 37

Kate and Brooke got their stuff together, which didn’t take a long time because they didn’t have much. She packed the cardboard box with their food, and then she folded up the two blankets as small as she could, deciding to take them with her. They smelled slightly musty, but they would keep them warm.
“You get enough to eat?” Kate asked Brooke.
Brooke nodded. She had her drawing tablet and pack of pencils right beside her on the floor, closer to her, like she was afraid Kate would take them from her again.
Kate wanted to apologize for showing Max and Petra her drawings, but she wasn’t sorry. Max and Petra needed to see the drawings, especially Petra. They needed to see that the drawings meant something.
“Wait here,” Kate whispered at Brooke. “I’m going to check the place out. See if there’s anything else we can take with us.”
For a second Kate thought Brooke was going to jump to her feet and follow her, but she didn’t move; she just stared at her.
There probably wasn’t going to be much they would be able to use, but Kate felt like checking. It gave her something to do so she didn’t feel so useless. She’d take a few minutes and look around. Since they’d eaten, they had a little more room in the cardboard box now.
Petra had checked the kitchen this morning, but Kate checked it again. She felt pretty sure Max and Petra wouldn’t ditch them, at least she hoped so, but she had to be ready in case they did. She needed to always have a contingency plan for everything. She’d already been caught off-guard too many times already.
The kitchen was picked clean. It didn’t look like a lot of food had been stored there before. She checked the linen closet. There were a few bedsheets, a stack of table cloths, and decorations for various holidays. Nothing of much use now.
Next, she walked through another large room that might have been a meeting room before. This was the room with the French doors that led outside. Someone at some point had shoved the long table and chairs against the French doors and windows, but that barricade wasn’t going to keep anyone out for very long.
She checked the bathrooms again, propping the door open with a chair. She pulled her little flashlight out and turned it on, shining the beam at the sinks. She tried the faucets again, turning both of them on, hoping that some water might come out. She wanted to wash her face and hands. But no water came out. The faucet didn’t even make a gurgling sound now—nothing. There was a sickly smell coming from the two stalls, one of them for the handicapped. Even as bad as the smell was, she realized that she urgently needed to use the bathroom.
There was still some toilet paper on the spindles in both of the stalls, and she planned on taking both of the rolls with her. She chose to use the handicap stall, layering some toilet paper on the seat before she sat down. She was nervous sitting on the toilet, afraid that as soon as she sat down something would happen. But her stomach was cramping badly. Maybe she was going to be sick. Maybe some of the water she’d drunk hadn’t been totally clean.
Another fear was that she’d be too nervous to go, but that fear was alleviated pretty quickly when she went right away. And no diarrhea—she was happy about that.
After Kate was done, she took the two rolls of toilet paper. She hoped to find more in a utility closet down the hall from the bathrooms, and she did: one more roll. She also found a container of antibacterial liquid soap and three wash rags. Maybe they would eventually find somewhere to wash up.
She found an office and looked through the desk and filing cabinets, but she didn’t find anything worth taking. She went back to the largest room with the rolls of toilet paper, hand soap, and washrags in her hands. Brooke was in the same place on the floor, her back to the wall, sketching in her drawing tablet.
“I found some soap and toilet paper,” Kate announced. “Do you need to use the bathroom before we go?”
Brooke nodded.
Kate led Brooke to the bathroom. Brooke had her own flashlight on as she went to the same stall Kate had used. Kate had her flashlight on, standing guard right outside the stall.
“Are they coming back?” Brooke asked. She seemed nervous, like she wanted to talk and make sure Kate was still there in the bathroom with her.
“I’m sure they are,” Kate said, even though she wasn’t sure if it was true. She felt like she needed to say more, to keep talking so Brooke could stay relaxed. “When they get back, we should be able to get to my mom’s house by this afternoon.” As long as they didn’t run into any trouble along the way.
“We’ll be safe then,” Brooke said. It wasn’t a question, more of a statement.
Kate felt a little guilty about telling the lie. They probably wouldn’t be any safer there than they were here.
But Max was right; she would know the area of her small hometown. But Kate wasn’t really sure how much that would help if most of the town was rippers now.
“Yes, we’ll be safe there,” Kate told Brooke. “You almost done?”
“Yeah,” she answered. “Should I flush it?”
“Don’t bother,” Kate said. “It might not work, or it might clog the toilet up and overflow.”
Brooke hurried out of the stall, rushing up to Kate.
Kate led Brooke to the sinks. She squirted some of the hand soap onto a washrag and gave it to Brooke. “Here. Use this to wash your hands.”
Brooke did as Kate told her, scrubbing her hands. Kate took the half-empty bottle of water out of her hoodie pocket and dribbled just a little onto Brooke’s hands, and then onto her own. Kate scrubbed her face just a bit.
“That’s better, isn’t it?” Kate said.
Brooke smiled and nodded.
And then Brooke froze.
Kate had heard it, too. The screech of a ripper outside. It sounded close. Maybe right outside the clubhouse.




CHAPTER 38

Max stood very still as he listened to the rustling noise coming from the far corner of the kitchen. He raised his gun and aimed it at the corner. He tried to think logically. There were no bodies in the kitchen, only a small pantry with shelves, the door open. There was nowhere someone could be hiding. Whatever was making the noise had to be pretty small.
Max heard a small meow and saw a cat poke his head up from the mound of garbage he had been hiding behind. The cat stared at Max, his body tense. He was gray with faint black stripes.
Max’s heart melted. He lowered his gun. He loved animals, especially cats. He’d always wanted to get a cat, but Glen had been allergic to cats (and countless other things), so they could never have one. He watched the cat for a second, both of them locked in stares. The cat’s fur was a little matted, but not bad, and he was a little underfed, but not starving. Max guessed that the cat used to live in this trailer, or maybe nearby. The cat was traumatized, but maybe not completely feral yet.
“It’s okay,” Max whispered. “Pss, pss,” he called at the cat. “Come here, Tiger. Yeah, that’s what I’m going to call you. Not that cats actually come when they’re called.”
Tiger let out another weak meow.
“You hungry?” Max asked. He looked around at the trash on the floor and spotted a plastic set of pet bowls, most likely for a cat. He also saw a cat toy. He was pretty sure Tiger used to live here. If Tiger used to eat only dry cat food, then he was going to be out of luck because the rippers (and even the survivors) would have gobbled that down. He scanned the floor, not wanting to make any sudden moves and scare Tiger. He spotted a tiny can of food with a pop top, the can miraculously untouched. He reached down slowly and picked the can up. He stood back up, keeping his eyes on Tiger as he popped the top.
The cat watched him, wrinkling his nose, sniffing at the air like he knew what that popping sound meant.
“Yeah, you know what this is,” Max said, discarding the top of the can down onto the floor among the trash.
Tiger meowed louder, but still hadn’t moved, still unsure about Max.
Max set the can of food down on the countertop near him. “Come on, Tiger. You have to trust me if you want to eat.”
Tiger moved like a flash, jumping up onto the countertop. Max could hear him purring before he even got to the can of food, attacking it, gobbling it down. Max touched Tiger gently. The cat flinched, but didn’t pull away, and he was still purring.
“You like that, don’t you?”
The cat ate all of the food, and Max held the can when it was nearly empty so Tiger wouldn’t slide it all over the counter. Max pulled out his small canteen of water and dribbled a little into the empty cat food can. Tiger jumped back when Max had pulled the canteen out, but he didn’t run away.
“It’s okay,” Max whispered at him. “I’m not going to hurt you.”
The cat came back when the can was full of water. He sniffed at it and then hunkered down and began lapping it up.
“What the hell are you doing?” Petra hissed from behind him.
Max turned around and smiled at her. “Look what I found.”
“We can’t take that thing with us,” Petra said.
“Have a heart for once.”
“Max . . .”
“You find anything back there?” Max said, trying to change the subject.
“Two dead people. Mostly bones now. And these.” She held up a set of car keys.
“Good,” Max said. He turned back to Tiger, petting him. Tiger had tensed when Petra came into the room, but he still hadn’t run away yet.
“We need to talk, Max.”
“I didn’t say we were taking the cat,” he mumbled, but he was thinking of giving the cat to Brooke. He could imagine her face lighting up when she saw Tiger. She’d had it so rough, and something like this could really help her.
Besides, he told himself, cats weren’t like dogs. They weren’t going to bark and give their position away. And they didn’t eat as much as a dog did. It wasn’t that impossible to think about taking Tiger with them. Cats were smart, and they were resilient. He imagined that a lot of cats had survived the onslaught of the rippers. Most dogs, especially small ones, probably hadn’t made it. A few of them might have turned feral and traveled in packs. But cats were loners and sneaky. They could hide and get away from any rippers.
Still, he didn’t want to leave the cat here.
“Not about the cat,” Petra said. “About Kate and Brooke. I don’t think we should take them with us.”
Max turned and looked at Petra, but he still kept petting Tiger, trying to keep him calm. “We’ve already talked about this.”
“Yeah. In front of them. But we need to talk about it for real now. It doesn’t make a lot of sense to bring them.”
“They need help. You’d turn your back on a little girl?”
“I don’t want to do that anymore than I want to turn my back on your new little friend there. But we need to be practical about this.”
“Well, if practical means abandoning two people who need help, then I don’t want to be practical.”
Petra sighed and looked away.
Max could see the wheels of her mind turning as she calculated options, weighed pros and cons.
“Petra, you can’t deny how strange it is that Brooke drew those pictures. And Kate said she drew both of us.”
“How do you know that’s true?”
“Because Kate recognized me this morning as soon as it was light. I saw it in her eyes. I believe her.”
“You believe everything.”
“And you don’t believe in anything.”
Petra sighed again. She held her shotgun in one hand, her right hand clenching the car keys.
“There are other vehicles here,” Max said. “You take that one. I’ll find another one. Or I’ll find some gas for the Toyota.”
Petra stared at him, her eyes small and dark. “You’d split us up over this?”
“I don’t want to. I want us to stay together. I think we need to stay together. I think this was meant to be, and I think our survival depends on it. But I can’t make you stay, and I understand if you want to go it alone from here. But I can’t leave them.”
Petra hefted the keys in her hand, looking at them.
Max was waiting for her answer when he heard the unmistakable call of the rippers.
And Petra heard it, too.




CHAPTER 39

As soon as Brooke heard the ripper screeching outside the clubhouse, she clutched onto Kate.
“Turn your flashlight off,” Kate whispered.
Brooke picked up the flashlight from the counter beside the sink where she had laid it down, the light still shining so she could see to wash her hands.
“Come on,” Kate said. She led Brooke out of the bathroom and down the hall. She was right in front of Brooke when she stopped at the end of the hall, peeking around the corner at the room to the right, the one with the long table and chairs pushed against the French doors and windows. Two rippers were outside the doors, both covered in dirt and dried blood, their hair wild and sticky, clothes torn and ragged. One of the rippers was a man, and he was at the windows, trying to pull up on it, getting frustrated when it wouldn’t open.
The female ripper yelled something unintelligible, but the other one seemed to understand her. Then they took off, darting away from the windows and out of Kate’s view.
This was their chance. Kate took Brooke’s wrist and pulled her gently, both of them darting across the small lobby to the doorway of the larger room where they had slept last night. The windows in this room were still covered with blinds, and the door that Max and Petra had exited thirty minutes ago was locked. Kate got to their corner of the room and hunkered down with Brooke near their cardboard box and the two folded blankets.
They hid in the corner for a moment while Kate tried to decide what to do. She wanted to peek out through the blinds and see if any rippers were near the Toyota. But she remained still, listening, trying to tell where the rippers were. She had the gun in her hand now, the safety off. She held her finger on the outside of the trigger guard, just like Petra had shown her. She rubbed her other hand on her jeans and felt the bulge of the keys to the Toyota.
A loud banging sounded from the front doors of the clubhouse, near where the bathrooms and lobby were. The front doors were still solid, but made of wood and glass panels. They would only hold so long.
“They’re getting inside,” Brooke whispered, huddling closer to Kate.
Kate nodded, still listening for other noises from outside. She was hoping to hear the sound of a vehicle pulling up, or maybe even gunshots from Max and Petra. But she still didn’t hear anything.
They ditched you. They saw and heard the rippers, and now they’re really not coming back.
There wasn’t much gas left in the Toyota—the low-fuel light had come on as soon as they had parked behind the trailer park clubhouse yesterday afternoon, but there was probably enough gas to get a few miles down the road, maybe even five or six miles. After running out of gas before and having to run from the rippers on foot in the town where she’d met Brooke, Kate swore to herself that she wouldn’t put herself in that kind of situation again. But the rippers weren’t leaving her much of choice right now.
“We need to get to the car,” Kate whispered to Brooke.
Brooke just stared at her like she was crazy.
“I’m not sure if Max and Petra are coming back for us.” Kate needed to tell Brooke the truth right now. “And even if they are, maybe they can catch up to us. But we need to go. Those rippers are going to get through those front doors any second now.”
Brooke nodded. She understood.
Kate dug the keys to the Toyota out of her pocket and crept over to the window, parting the blinds just a bit. She didn’t see any rippers near her car. She pushed the button on the key fob twice, unlocking all four of the doors, then she went back to Brooke. She shoved the car keys into her jacket pocket and picked up the cardboard box, cradling it under one arm, her gun in her other hand.
It was time to go.
“Okay,” Kate whispered at Brooke. “Just follow me to the car. Get in as fast as you can and close the door. Okay?”
Brooke nodded.
Kate hurried to the back door and unlocked it. She heard the front doors at the other end of the building crash in. Maybe all of the rippers were at the front now, but she had no idea how many of them there were in this group.
The morning daylight invaded the doorway as Kate pulled the door open. She didn’t even hesitate, she ran toward her Toyota with Brooke right behind her. She glanced to the right, but she didn’t see any rippers coming.
“Kate!” Brooke yelled.
Kate glanced to the left and saw one male ripper running right toward her—the same ripper she’d seen by the French doors only moments ago. He seemed to be growling instead of yelling, and he kept on coming.
No way were they going to make it to the Toyota in time.
Kate dropped the box of food and supplies onto the ground; it plopped down, landing upright. She used both of her hands to hold the gun, aiming it straight at the ripper. For some insane reason, maybe leftover reasoning from the old world, she thought the ripper might stop in his tracks when he saw the gun. But the ripper never even slowed down. Kate’s hands and arms were trembling so badly, she wasn’t sure if she could even hit him at all.
Don’t aim for the head. You’ll miss. Petra’s words echoed in her mind. Aim for the chest.
“Shoot him,” Brooke cried out in a breathless whisper, like fear had dried up her voice.
Brooke had done this before; she had killed a man with this very same gun. She had saved both of them. It was Kate’s turn now. If Brooke could do it, then she could do it too.
The recoil won’t be as bad as you think.
Kate pulled the trigger, and Petra had been right, the recoil wasn’t that bad. Or maybe the sudden adrenaline coursing through her body had made her stronger than she thought she was. The sound of the gun was loud, and the bullet pelted the ripper instantly. There was a look of shock on the ripper’s face as he was rocked back, a look that almost made him look human again for a moment.
Kate’s body seemed to be moving on its own as she watched the ripper collapse to the ground.
More rippers would be coming. They would have heard the gunshot, and they’ll be coming now.
Kate had the cardboard box in her hands—she couldn’t remember picking it up from the ground. She opened the back door and threw the box inside. It tipped over, the rolls of toilet paper rolling out. Brooke got in the passenger side as Kate sat down in the driver’s seat. They both shut the doors at the same time and Kate pushed the button to lock the doors. She jabbed the key into the ignition, twisting it, starting the car. She glanced at the rearview mirror and saw two rippers racing around the corner toward the back of the car.
Kate shifted into drive. Two more rippers were coming from the front, running right at them. She needed to get past the rippers before they crawled onto the hood of her car and bashed the windows in.




CHAPTER 40

Max grabbed the cat. Tiger never tried to fight as he held him; he seemed content to be held. He was actually purring.
“You’re not bringing that cat,” Petra yelled at him.
Max didn’t say anything as he bolted to the door of the trailer with the cat cradled in one arm.
“Damn it,” Petra muttered as she followed him out the door.
They were down the driveway in a flash. Petra pushed the button on the key fob to unlock the doors of the SUV. They slipped their small backpacks off and threw them in the back seats. Max threw Tiger in after the packs. The cat landed gracefully, sniffing at the pack he was on top of, not even panicking, seeming to sense that he was being rescued, or maybe catching the scent of his former owners inside the vehicle.
Petra got behind the wheel of the Honda SUV, sliding the key into the ignition. The truck started right up, purring just like Tiger was.
Max shut the back door and then got in the passenger seat, shutting that door.
“Half a tank of gas,” Petra called out as she shifted into reverse and backed out into the street.
Max had his pistol in his hand. He rolled down the window as Petra shifted into drive and punched the gas.
A gunshot sounded from the clubhouse.
“Oh shit,” Max said, aiming his gun out the window, ready to shoot.
Petra sped up the slight hill toward the clubhouse.
Max saw Kate’s white Toyota still parked behind the clubhouse. There were two rippers on the back of it, clinging to it, slamming their fists at the back window. Two more rippers were almost at the front of the car. The Toyota lurched forward, speeding up quickly, hitting the rippers, knocking them out of the way.
“I thought she said her car was out of gas,” Petra said, not bothering to hide her suspicion.
“I’m sure it wasn’t bone-dry,” Max said. “Over there.” He pointed. “We’ll follow them out.”
“Holy shit, look at that,” Petra said.
Max saw it. Across the street from the clubhouse, a horde of rippers was coming their way. It looked like dozens of them, maybe even a hundred of them.
Kate’s Toyota was in the street now, skidding into a turn, the front of the car now pointed to the exit that led past the clubhouse and out of the trailer park. Petra was right behind the Toyota now.
Max propped himself up higher in the seat, leaning out of the window, his gun aimed. He shot three times at rippers trying to get to Kate’s Toyota from the passenger side. He hit two of them, but one was just a graze.
“Way to go,” Petra said.
“You want to shoot?” Max asked as he crawled back inside the window.
“I can shoot better than you,” Petra said.
Max didn’t bother arguing with her.
“And I can drive better,” Petra added.
“I bet you can’t replace an interior door,” Max said.
“Ooh. You got me there, cupcake.”
Kate’s Toyota slid out onto the street, the tires squealing, but she hadn’t lost complete control yet. If she could speed up enough, Max thought, they could get past this horde.
“Where’d they all come from?” Petra asked.
Max didn’t respond, knowing Petra wasn’t seeking an answer. It seemed to Max like this trailer park had already been picked over, so this must be a new horde of rippers, moving like a wave of army ants, devouring everything edible in their path. He could imagine so many other large groups of rippers, so desperate and hungry now that even the gunshots weren’t scaring them away or backing them up.
Kate’s Toyota sped toward the entrance onto the street. The brake lights flashed for just a moment, and then the car slid sideways into the street.
“Not bad,” Petra mumbled and then followed Kate’s car, right on her rear, the tires of the SUV screeching.
Max held on. He didn’t even have his seatbelt on. He poked his arm out through the open window, shooting twice at the rippers that were running toward their truck. He hit one ripper in the chest, dropping him, and winged another in the shoulder.
“Getting a little better,” Petra teased.
“So happy you approve,” Max said. “Just keep your eyes on the road, please.” He turned and glanced into the back seat. Tiger was holding on for dear life, crouched low, his claws dug into one of the packs, his ears flat and eyes wide.
“Seriously? You’re checking on the cat?”
Max turned back around.
“Get those two!” she shouted.
At least a dozen rippers were rushing the street from the woods, but two men led the charge, three strides ahead of the others. Both of them carried metal pipes. Max aimed at them and fired. He hit the first one, spinning him around and knocking him down. He got the next one in the side of the neck, a spray of blood misting out from the wound.
“Are you trying for a headshot?” Petra barked at him. “What did I tell you about that?”
“I meant that shot,” Max said. It took some getting used to, but he knew Petra dealt with high-pressure and frightening situations with her morbid jokes.
Rocks and chunks of cinderblocks pelted the side of their SUV from the other side of the street. But they were past most of the horde now, and Petra was still right on the rear of the Toyota.
“Slow down,” Max told her.
“I’m following her.”
“I was talking to Kate.”
“Talking to Kate?” Petra said, wincing. “What is that, some kind of Jedi mind trick?”
Max waved his hand in front of him. “These aren’t the droids you’re looking for.”
Petra gave him a blank look.
“You know. From Star Wars. When the Stormtroopers stopped them.”
Petra just shook her head and concentrated on the road again. “You’re such a nerd.”




CHAPTER 41

Kate drove for another mile before coming to a stop. She wanted to wait until the woods thinned out. There was a strip of businesses on one side of the street and a used car dealership on the other side. All of the buildings looked empty, but it could still be dangerous here. But at least the woods weren’t crowding the road and they could see what was coming.
And at least the Toyota had made it another few miles, Kate thought. At least Max and Petra hadn’t ditched them. At least they’d found another vehicle. At least they’d all gotten away.
She put the car in park and watched the dark SUV pull up right behind them. A few seconds later Max got out of the passenger side and hurried around the rear of the Toyota and up to Kate’s window. She rolled it down.
“You two ready?” he asked.
“Yeah,” Kate said, finally unclenching her fingers from the steering wheel. She’d been holding on so tight her fingers ached now.
“I saw you get those rippers back there with your car,” Max said, still beaming. “Good job.” He looked around at the abandoned buildings all around them. “I think we should hurry.”
“Do you hear any of them out there?” Kate asked him.
“No.” He shook his head, looking at her again. He had his pistol in one hand, but it was down by his side. “I guess I’ve just got the creeps.”
I always have the creeps nowadays, Kate wanted to say, but didn’t.
“Let’s go,” Max said. “Get any stuff you want to take with you.” He leaned down a little lower so he could see Brooke in the passenger seat. “I’ve got a surprise for you.”
Brooke just stared at him.
“You’ll like it,” Max promised.
“I’ve got the box of food in the back,” Kate said as she got out of the Toyota. She turned the car off but left the keys dangling from the ignition. She opened the back door and got the box out, handing it to Max who accepted it gladly. “I found some toilet paper and soap,” she told him.
Max nodded and took the box back to the SUV while Kate helped Brooke.
Petra popped the hatchback on the SUV so Max could shove the cardboard box into the back. He slammed the door shut and hurried around to the passenger side to open the back door for Kate and Brooke. He waited there as Brooke got to the door; she clutched her drawing tablet closer to her protectively and she had her pack of pencils poking up from her jacket pocket.
She froze when she got to the SUV.
“What is it?” Kate asked, looking past Brooke inside the vehicle, thinking for a second that something horrible waited for them in the back seat.
Then she saw the gray cat staring at them.
“I call him Tiger,” Max said.
Tiger gave them a meek meow, still perched on top of one of the packs.
Brooke climbed in and Kate was right behind her. Kate moved the packs into the back behind the seats so they had more room.
Tiger jumped right into Brooke’s lap as soon as she sat down, already purring and trying to get comfortable. Brooke’s face broke into a smile. Kate almost lost it, fighting back tears. She’d never seen Brooke smile like this before; Brooke looked like a normal little girl for the first time.
Kate closed the door and Max got into the passenger seat and closed the door.
Petra pulled away from the side of the road. She drove past the white Toyota, the SUV gaining speed quickly.
Kate watched Brooke for a moment as she petted Tiger in her lap. Then she scooted up toward the passenger seat and touched Max’s arm. He turned around. His eyes were misting up a little as he locked eyes with Kate. Brooke wasn’t even paying attention to them, lost in her own world with the cat, petting him, Tiger’s eyes closing in content.
“Thank you,” Kate whispered to Max.
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CHAPTER 42

Three hours later they ate lunch in the SUV while still driving. Kate split a can of sardines with Tiger because apparently only she (and the cat) liked sardines.
They’d passed through the edges of two towns on their way higher into the mountains. They tried to skirt around the towns as much as possible, marking out the route on the folded map that Kate always kept with her. Max gave directions to Petra as she drove, and she gave back snarky retorts.
They’d seen a few rippers here and there along the way, a few small groups, some of whom threw pieces of concrete and sticks at their vehicle, but most of the rippers didn’t even bother chasing them. They even saw one massive group of rippers a few blocks down from the edge of the next town, but the rippers were too far away to chase them. They hadn’t seen any other survivors, and no sign of the Dark Angels.
And now they were higher in the mountains, the towns farther apart, the areas much less populated. But the woods and mountains seemed to go on forever up here; there seemed to be a million places for threats to hide.
The abandoned cars had thinned out along with the towns. A few of the roads in the towns had been blocked with the abandoned and wrecked cars and trucks, but they’d gotten around most of them. Only once did Petra have to turn around and take a different street before getting back on their route.
After they’d eaten their lunch, Petra pulled over so Max could take the wheel. Brooke was nearly asleep with Tiger curled up right beside her, and Petra needed some sleep. Kate took the passenger seat as Petra got in the back beside Brooke, wadding up her jacket to use as a pillow and leaning against the door.
Max pulled back onto the road.
Kate laid her pistol on the dashboard near where Max had his, the gun she’d used to kill another human being only a few hours ago. She knew it wasn’t real, but she swore she could still feel the thrumming in her hand from shooting the gun, and she swore she could still smell the acrid gunpowder on her hands and in the air around her, like it was her aura now.
But her stomach was somewhat full, her thirst sated, her skin warm from the Honda’s heater. She found herself getting a little drowsy, especially with all three of them sleeping in the back seat. You had to sleep when you could get it because you never knew when you’d get that chance again. She’d heard that somewhere, maybe in a movie, but she couldn’t remember where. Even though she was tired, she forced herself to stay awake so she could keep Max company and to help keep watch along the sides of the roads where the woods were so close now in some areas.
Max drove more in the middle of the road most of the time to stay as far away from the edge of the woods as he could, but he veered back over to the right side of the road when they went around turns or up hills in case another vehicle might be coming. But there hadn’t been any other vehicles so far. And if there were vehicles, Kate imagined that they wouldn’t be friendly people; they would probably be a gang of some kind, maybe even more of the Dark Angels—people desperate enough to rob and kill.
“Do you recognize some of this area?” Max asked her as he drove.
Kate nodded. “Yeah. A little.”
“Home,” Max said with a smile.
“I haven’t been back here in quite a while.”
Max glanced at her, surprised. “Why’s that?”
Kate shrugged. She glanced back at Petra, seeing if she was still asleep. She seemed to be. She looked back at the grimy windshield and the woods all around them. They hadn’t come across an abandoned or wrecked car for a while, and no rippers within the last thirty minutes. Kate could almost fool herself into believing that the small town of Astorville had been untouched by the plague that seemed to have swept the world.
“It’s a long story,” she finally said, answering Max’s question.
“We’ve got a long drive.”
She looked at him.
He smiled at her. “Did you focus on your career? Is that why you haven’t been back? Or maybe you had a falling out with your family.” He lowered his voice just a bit. “Was it over a boy?”
“No, not a boy,” Kate said. “I left when I was eighteen. As soon as I got accepted into college. Not the university where I teach now, but a much smaller school. But I got a full academic scholarship and that got me out of the house. Then I got a job. I worked as much as I could at nights, waiting tables, working extra shifts on the weekends. I lived in a small, crummy apartment, but I was saving my pennies.”
Max nodded. “The career. I knew it.”
“It’s more than that,” Kate said. “My family and I did have a falling out. I couldn’t wait to get away from my family. Away from my town. From their ways.”
“Their ways?” He was obviously intrigued.
“Their very fundamental Christian ways.”
Max just nodded, keeping his eyes on the road, his speed at a reasonable forty-five miles per hour. “They weren’t like a cult, were they?”
Kate didn’t answer right away. She thought about it for a moment, considering the definition of a cult. “Maybe. I guess you could say that. There was no give and take with them. It was either their way or no way. I guess it could be hard for someone else to understand it if they weren’t raised like that. My family, and this whole town, they took the Bible literally. They believed God made the world in seven days. They believed there was really a flood and Noah saved all the animals, boarding them on the ark two by two.”
Kate paused for just a moment, and then more came pouring out. “They believed girls should wear dresses and never cut their hair. They believed men should have short hair, even though men in the Bible most likely had long hair and wore robes. It was those contradictions I rebelled against. Even at a young age, I didn’t believe in God or the Bible. Even then I knew there were scientific answers for things. We were homeschooled for years, but I finally convinced my parents to let me go to a real high school.”
“How’d you do that?”
“I kept running away. I refused to do any more school work. I wanted to see people my own age who weren’t in my community. I wanted to go to a real school.”
“And they let you go?”
“Yes. Reluctantly. I went to a public high school from ninth grade to twelfth grade. In ninth grade I was so far ahead of the other students in math and reading comprehension, but so far behind in science and history. I remember the science teacher I had in ninth grade—Mr. Diaz. He took an interest in me. He saw my fascination with science, my wonder, like some of the most basic concepts of science and history were so new to me. And they were. I remember he was the one who told me about scholarships and college. I knew right then that I wanted to be some kind of a scientist or a teacher. He spent a whole class period that day talking with me, giving the other students some kind of assignment to do. He helped me formulate a plan to keep a 4.0 average so I could get a scholarship. I’ll never forget the time Mr. Diaz took with me. He changed my life.”
Max was silent, seemingly content to drive and listen.
“I made some friends in school, but I never got too close to them, I never lost sight of my plan. A lot of the girls made fun of me, mostly behind my back, because of my long hair and the clothes I wore. I was the freak from the commune in the mountains. I didn’t date much when I got in eleventh and twelfth grade, a few here and there, but nothing serious. I worked after school and on the weekends for friends of my family, saving every dollar I could. And then I got a scholarship to a small school on the east coast. My mom begged me not to go. My little sister and brother did, too. But my decision was done. And I left.”
“And they turned their backs on you?” Max asked.
She thought about it for a moment. “In a way, I guess. I always thought they had. But the older I got, I realized that I was the one who had turned my back on them. I hated them for the way they were, for their willful ignorance, for the freak they had turned me into.” She sighed. “I never talk about it with anyone. I don’t think people can understand that kind of suffocation unless they’ve actually lived through it, the dominance of it in your life, the poison they teach, the hatred of others who aren’t like them, the intolerance of others who don’t accept their ways.”
“My mom and dad were Christians,” Max said.
Kate looked at him, wondering if she had offended him somehow.
“I wouldn’t say they lived in a commune or anything like that,” he continued. “But they were pretty strict. I guess you can imagine how they felt when I came out.”
Kate just nodded.
“It was a different time then, even thirty years ago. Society back then wasn’t as accepting of gay people as they are now. But my parents were horrified when they found out. It wasn’t like they didn’t suspect over the years, especially my father. We would get into arguments all the time. He would always pick at me. And then one time we were really arguing. I can’t remember what it was about, but he was yelling at me and he called me a faggot. I think it just slipped out in anger, but I knew that’s how he really felt inside. So I told him he was damn right, I was gay. He slapped me. I stood my ground, and then he punched me in the face.”
“God,” Kate said.
“He hit me again. And again. He called me a faggot and every other vile thing he could think of. He lost it completely. He beat the shit out of me. My mom even tried to stop him. She was sobbing, grabbing onto him. When he was done hitting and kicking me, he and my mother went to my bedroom and packed a duffel bag for me. They threw in a few changes of clothes and shoes, my toothbrush. A few other things. They said I couldn’t take anything else because they had paid for it. My dad set the bag by the front door and threw a crumpled fifty-dollar bill at me. He told me to get out. He never wanted to see me again. I was seventeen years old.”
“Oh God, Max,” Kate said, suddenly feeling a little lame for telling her story. “Did you ever speak to them again?”
“I spoke to my mother a few times, but she died of cancer when I was twenty-four. And my dad died a few years later. Heart attack.”
“What did you do when you left?”
“Kind of what you did. I worked my ass off. I ended up in a beach town in Virginia and I got two jobs. I lived on the beach for two weeks until I had enough money to rent a room in a scuzzy motel three blocks from the beach. I bought a bicycle at a garage sale and used that to pedal to work, to the store, to the bank. A few months later I bought a used car. It had an oil leak and nothing worked inside: no radio, no heat, no A/C. The headliner was falling down; the interior stained and ripped up. But I kept it clean and fixed what I could, and it ran. I saved every penny, like you said you did. I was disciplined because I had no one to fall back on: no parents, no grandparents, no siblings, no family at all. I had a few acquaintances at work, but no true friends.”
Kate nodded. She remembered the times of her struggles. They were hard years, but she looked back on them fondly. They had helped shape who she was. And she understood about having nobody to ask for help. She could only rely on herself and that had forged her discipline.
“I used to drive by these big houses with For Sale signs in the front yards. I used to dream about owning a house like that. I’m not ashamed to say that I wanted to be rich. Maybe going through the poverty I did, struggling like I had, spurred that desire in me. But I also think it was revenge. I wanted to show my mom and dad that they hadn’t hurt me, that they hadn’t crippled me by kicking me out. I don’t know if they expected me to come crawling back eventually, or if the trauma would somehow cure my homosexuality, get me to snap out of it somehow, but I would’ve rather died than returned home and let them win.”
Again, Kate had the same feeling.
“So I went to the library. I checked out books on success. I studied others who had done it. I was a frequenter of garage sales and thrift stores. I found more books, motivational tapes, and DVDs. I fell for a few scams, seminars, even lost a little money. But then I got friendly with an older man, a customer who came into the restaurant a lot. He was obviously wealthy, and one day I got the courage to ask him what he did for a living. He told me he was a real estate developer. Well, I thought that was out of reach for someone like me, but then he told me he had started as a real estate agent. It was like this light went on in my mind, like random puzzle pieces suddenly came together forming a picture I could see.”
Kate smiled. This customer was Max’s Mr. Diaz, the one who had inspired him.
“I poured all of my energy into learning about real estate, studying for my agent’s license. I had been saving every dollar I could, but I hadn’t had a plan up until then. I’d been waiting for something to come along. And when it did, I put all of my energy into it. A year later, I had my real estate license. But I was at the bottom of the agency. Again, I worked my ass off. I hustled. There were months where the market slowed down, and there were times I had to go back to waiting tables at nights just to scrape some money together. But I was also building relationships with clients. And slowly, over the next few years, clients were coming back to me to resell their homes. They were recommending me to other people they knew. I kept a notebook with lists of my former clients, conversations I’d had with them, their kids’ names, their pets, where they went to college. When one of those clients contacted me they were impressed that I remembered little details about their lives. And years later I met the love of my life, Glen. He’d been a contractor for years, and he wanted to get into remodeling houses and reselling them. I was all in.”
“Is he telling his real estate story again?” Petra groaned from the back seat.
Max smiled and seemed a little embarrassed. “Sorry,” he said to Kate. “I might have gotten a little carried away.” He looked back out at the woods again that lined both sides of the road. “And I don’t know how any of those skills I developed will help in this new world.”
“You can say that again,” Petra said.
Kate looked back at Petra. She still had her eyes closed, her head nestled against her wadded-up jacket against the door. Brooke was still asleep and her head was cocked in what looked like an uncomfortable position. Tiger lifted his head up and gazed at Kate for a moment with sleepy eyes, then laid his head back down. Kate had never known a cat who rode in a car this calmly, but it seemed like Tiger would rather be in a moving car than where he’d been.
“Don’t mind Petra,” Max said as Kate turned back around in the passenger seat. “She wakes up bitching.”
“Fuck off,” Petra mumbled.
Kate smiled, knowing this was just some good-natured bantering between the two of them.
“Petra loves this shit,” Max said, gesturing out at the world beyond their windshield. “She probably watched all the Mad Max movies and prayed for something like this.” He thought about it for a moment. “You know, I should be called Mad Max. Let’s give each other nicknames.”
“You’re Sad Max,” Petra said. “That’s who you are.”
Kate smiled again and looked back at the windshield. They weren’t too far from Astorville now.




CHAPTER 43

It was surreal driving down the streets of her hometown. Kate had switched places with Max, who said he’d been impressed with her driving skills when she’d raced away from the clubhouse at the trailer park. With Kate driving, it gave Max and Petra the ability to watch for rippers or other threats. They both had their guns ready, anticipating rippers the closer they got to Astorville. But so far they hadn’t seen any at all.
“I hope we find some more weapons in this town,” Petra said. “Or at least some ammo. Your folks got some weapons, Kate?”
“My dad had a shotgun,” she answered. “That’s all I really remember.”
Petra didn’t respond, maybe disappointed.
Kate drove down the abandoned streets of Astorville as they entered the edge of town. She passed parked cars and pickups, none of them in the streets like she’d seen in the other towns. All the doors were closed on the vehicles. Her fleeting hope that somehow the plague hadn’t reached this far up into the mountains was squashed as soon as they entered the town. She saw the same thing here that she’d seen everywhere else: empty streets, windows busted out of businesses and homes, front doors wide open, trash and debris blowing around. But at least she hadn’t seen any DA symbols spray-painted on the buildings or cars, like the symbols she’d seen painted on her front door and the other doors in her neighborhood before she left. Maybe this little hamlet in the woods was too far out of the way for the Dark Angels, or maybe they just hadn’t made it here yet.
“You see anything yet?” Petra asked from the back seat.
“No,” Max answered. “It’s weird. I haven’t seen a single ripper yet.”
Kate agreed—it was weird. And she felt that small flame of hope trying to brighten inside of her. But she needed to be realistic; she could see the destruction all around her, the evidence that her small hometown hadn’t gone untouched by the plague.
Some of the stores looked like they’d been looted. She wondered if some gangs had done it, or rippers. She found it hard to imagine the townspeople doing that to each other—no matter how panicked they’d gotten, she couldn’t imagine them stealing from each other. They would have banded together as a town, everyone here knowing everyone else. They would have shared food, weapons, and medicine. They would have protected each other and shared any information they had. They would have comforted each other in these dark days.
But maybe when they’d seen their family and friends turning into rippers, things had changed, their faith and morals shaken.
Their SUV, even though the motor purred quietly, sounded so loud in the silence; there were no other sounds except the chilly wind rustling the leaves of bushes and trees.
Kate stayed away from the main street that ran through the line of businesses. She took the road behind those stores, where the town’s church stood. There were more homes with acres of farmland when they got farther away from town. She turned left on Creekbend, driving toward Appleton Road, the corner where her mom and dad’s house stood.
They drove past open fields as the woods gave way, the crops unattended now, many disturbed by rippers or animals: deer and birds. A tractor stood at the edge of one of the fields, the machine painted John Deere green and yellow. It looked so strange to Kate, like an abandoned tractor in her hometown was more evidence of the apocalypse than anything she’d seen so far.
Kate’s heart beat quickly as she rounded the bend, the SUV climbing the steep hill that led up to her family’s home at the corner. And then she saw the house again for the first time in years. Her family’s home was modest, nothing like the Fosters’ farm a few miles down Appleton Road with their acres of crops and the huge barn where they used to hold town events.
Her parents’ home looked dark and neglected. Everything seemed still, like it was trapped in an old photo. Her dad’s pickup truck was parked beyond the side of the house in front of the free-standing garage, sitting on the gravel drive. Her mom’s car was gone. Trash littered their front yard just like it littered so many other front yards. A few of the windows on the front porch were cracked and broken. The front door was ajar beyond the wooden screen door of the front porch that was hanging by only one hinge. Her mom’s potted plants were tipped over, one of them smashed on the concrete walkway. The wood swing at the edge of the large front porch was torn down, two pieces of chain hanging from that end of the porch ceiling.
Kate’s heart sank as she parked right in the front yard. She knew she wasn’t going to find her mom and dad alive inside. She wasn’t going to find her brother or her sister. She wasn’t going to find anyone here.
“I still haven’t seen a single ripper in this town,” Petra said.
Kate kept her hands on the steering wheel, staring at her parents’ front porch.
“Yeah,” Max said. “It’s strange. Maybe they all got what they could from this place and then moved on.”
“Seems like there would be some stragglers,” Petra said, looking out her window with her pistol in her lap. “I mean, we’ve seen lots of big groups of rippers, but there’s always those stragglers wandering around.”
Kate still had the SUV running while they watched the house. Max had the passenger window rolled down, listening as the chilly air invaded their truck.
“Go ahead and turn it off,” Max said, looking out the window, watching for any signs of movement.
Kate turned the SUV off. Everything was quiet, but then Kate heard a few sounds: the cold wind blowing, insects buzzing around, birds chirping.
After a few more minutes, Max looked at Kate. “Okay. I guess it’s time we went in there and checked it out.”
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“Me and Max should go in first by ourselves,” Petra said.
“No,” Kate said. “I’m going in with you.” She looked at Max for help.
Max frowned. “What about Brooke?”
Kate didn’t say anything.
“Someone needs to stay in the truck with her,” Max said.
“And Tiger,” Brooke added.
Kate sighed and nodded. Max and Petra were right—it was the smart thing to do.
“Keep the truck turned off so you can hear any sounds out here,” Max told Kate. “But be ready to turn it right back on. If you see anything, honk the horn. We’ll go in, check everything out. We’ll only be a few minutes.” He turned around and looked at Petra. “Let me see the shotgun. We’ll take the handguns with us.”
“You’re leaving the shotgun with her?” Petra asked, but she handed it to Max.
Max laid the gun down on the floorboard of the passenger seat as he opened the door and got out. “The shotgun’s right here if you need it. It’s easy, just point and shoot.”
Kate nodded.
Max smiled at her again. “I don’t think there are any rippers nearby. Not as quiet as it’s been. If there were some around, I think they would have heard us driving around by now and come running.”
Max and Petra got out of the truck, Petra with her pistol and Max with Kate’s gun. She watched them walk from the SUV to the front walkway, then to the front porch. They climbed the steps and flanked the front door, both hesitating for a moment, looking at each other. Petra nodded and she went inside the house first, Max right behind her, both of them disappearing into the gloom.
Kate watched the doorway for just a moment longer and then she looked into the back at Brooke. She could tell Brooke was nervous. “I grew up here,” she told her.
“You did?” Brooke asked.
“Yeah. I was born in this town. Grew up here my whole life in this house until I was eighteen years old. That’s our last name by the front door on that wooden plaque.”
Brooke didn’t say anything, but she was staring out her window at the front porch.
“My mom planted flowers there in the beds in front of the porch every spring. And we used to have a tire swing hanging from a branch in that tree over there.”
“I don’t see it.”
“It’s not there now,” Kate said. The tire swing was gone, and so many other things had changed. But at the same time so much seemed the same. She hadn’t been sure how she was going to feel seeing her old house again, her dad’s truck, her mom’s flower gardens and potted plants she loved so much.
“We’re probably going to sleep here tonight,” Kate said.
Brooke didn’t say anything—she was still staring out the window.
“We haven’t seen any rippers here so far,” Kate said. “That’s a good thing. I told you we’d be safe here.”
Brooke looked at her, but she didn’t say anything. Kate wasn’t so sure Brooke believed this place was safe.
Kate watched the house again, wondering what was taking them so long.
A moment later Max came out of the house and shuffled down the steps, walking toward Kate’s window in long strides. At least he wasn’t running—that was good.
“How is everything in there?” she asked him.
He looked at her and nodded. “Everything looks clear inside.” He hesitated for just a moment.
“What is it?”
“We didn’t find anyone inside.”
Kate just nodded. That didn’t surprise her. She’d had the faintest of hopes, but she hadn’t really expected to find her mom and dad alive.
Max was still hesitating like he had more to say that he didn’t want to tell her.
“Go ahead,” she said, bracing herself.
“We didn’t find any bodies inside, but there’s some dried blood. Signs of violence.”
Kate nodded. She needed to be practical about this. She knew the odds were high that her family had turned into rippers, or at least been attacked by them. Her brother was in his early twenties and her sister was nineteen years old now, but they hadn’t moved out of mom and dad’s house yet.
Max opened the back door for Brooke. “Come on, pumpkin. We need to get inside the house.”
“What about Tiger?”
“Let’s leave him inside the car for a little while.”
Kate heard Brooke’s sharp inhale of breath like she was horrified by that idea.
“We need to make sure the house is secure,” Max said patiently. “We need to make sure all the doors and windows are shut or closed. You wouldn’t want Tiger getting out and running away, would you?”
Kate turned around in her seat and watched Brooke stare at Max with wide eyes, thinking it over as she petted Tiger right beside her. She shook her head no.
Brooke got out and Max closed the door for her. He opened the passenger door and grabbed the shotgun.
Kate took the keys out of the ignition and got out.
“Could you pop the back?” Max asked Kate.
She searched for the button and then found it, pushing it, hearing the thunk as the hatch popped open. Max was back there a few seconds later, grabbing their cardboard box of food and toilet paper.
“I’ll come back for the packs and for Tiger,” Max said, winking at Brooke.
The three of them walked up the steps to the front porch.
Kate was the last one inside. Max closed the door behind her. It closed but didn’t quite latch because it had been kicked in, but Max was able to force it closed enough to get the deadbolt to snap in place. It was better than nothing.
Petra came into the living room with a long white envelope in her hand. “Someone left this for you, Kate.”
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Kate’s heart felt like it had stopped for just a second as she stared at Petra who stood rigid in the archway to the dining room holding the envelope out for her to take.
“It has your name written on it,” Petra told her.
Kate took the envelope and looked at it. The envelope was sealed shut and her name was scrawled on the front in beautiful cursive handwriting, just her first name. It was her mom’s script, she was sure of it. She could tell by the curve of the letter K and the slash of the line through the letter T.
“Where did you find it?” Kate asked in a whisper.
“Upstairs in the master bedroom. It was hidden on top of the closet, tucked under a box.”
Kate just nodded, not saying anything, a lump in her throat now.
“Go ahead and read it,” Max said. “Take your time. I need to check all the windows and doors. See if I can get them sealed up enough for the night.”
Max walked away and Petra went back into the dining room. She seemed to be picking at the trash and rubble, seeing what she could salvage. Kate wasn’t sure what she was looking for, and her mind was now on the envelope in her hand.
The envelope had been found upstairs in her mother’s closet, not in the kitchen or out in the open where it could have been lost or destroyed.
Everywhere Kate looked in the house a memory came to life—both good and bad memories. She wanted all of her memories to be good, but they weren’t. She remembered arguments in every square inch of this home, standoffs between her family’s religion and her own beliefs, none of them willing to back down, none of them willing to give an inch.
Kate couldn’t remember when her opposition to her family’s faith had begun, or what had triggered it. Her belief that there was no God and that her family’s faith was one big fairy tale seemed to have always been with her.
Why couldn’t she have given in a little? Why couldn’t she have come back home to visit? Why wouldn’t she let them come see her? Why had she been so hateful? Why couldn’t she have forgiven them? She’d won. She had gotten away and become successful. Why wasn’t that enough? She’d shown them how strong she was, how smart she was.
But she didn’t feel like a winner right now. She felt like she’d lost a lot along the way—she’d lost so much that she could never get back.
Kate went upstairs to read the letter. She peeked into her brother’s room, then her sister’s room. Both of the rooms were a mess, trashed clothes everywhere. Her brother’s bed was flipped up against the wall. There was a spray of blood on the underside of the bed and on the wall. More bloodstains on the floor and among the clothes strewn around like rags.
The bathroom was just as trashed. There was more blood. No bodies or half-eaten corpses, but there was the evidence of violence. Kate guessed that at least one of them had turned and then maybe attacked the others. But where were the bodies? The bones? Had they been dragged out of the house?
She went down the hall to her parents’ bedroom. It was just as trashed, but there wasn’t as much blood. The bed was still on the floor, the mattress bare but free of bloodstains. She sat down on the edge of the bed and opened the envelope carefully.
After pulling the one piece of paper out and unfolding it, Kate read the letter. Her mother had written the letter on fancy cream-colored paper. It was thick and the texture was a little rough, almost like the drawing paper in Brooke’s tablet.
Kate,
I don’t know why, but I have a feeling you’re reading this, that you found this letter. I knew you would eventually get here.
I have to write quickly. I’m turning now. I can feel it. Your father turned already and we have already helped him move on. So many in town are turning, their souls leaving, their bodies left behind. So many, but I know you’ll be okay. I don’t know why, I just do.
I’m so sorry we fought all these years. I’m sorry I was so stubborn, but I always loved you. I never stopped loving you one bit. I was secretly proud of you for leaving and living on your own. I wish I would have told you that.
Please find it in your heart to forgive me. Dad wanted to come and visit you in the big city so many times. He wanted to surprise you. But I always resisted. Please don’t blame him, it was my decision. My fault we never came. I always believed a time would come when we would come to see you, or you would come back home to see us. But now it looks like that time has run out.
Don’t you worry about me. God will protect us. He’s taking us now, taking us to Heaven where we belong. And one day I know I’ll see you there. So be strong, my beautiful daughter. Please know that I have always been proud of you and that I have always loved you.
Mom
Kate leaned back on the bed, crying. She rolled over on her side, drawing her legs up onto the bed. She brought the paper up to her nose. She swore she could smell her mother’s hair, the shampoo she used, the perfume she wore, the cooking smells clinging to the kitchen. It probably wasn’t real, but she could smell them. And she could hear her mother’s voice in the words on the paper, her southern twang, a twang that Kate had worked so hard to get rid of.
“I’m sorry,” Kate whispered as she set the paper down beside her on the envelope, closing her eyes and still crying. She was so tired, and she just wanted all of this to be over. She just wanted to rest for a little while.




CHAPTER 46

Max and Petra secured the house as best they could with the daylight they had left. The house had no basement, but it had a large back porch and there was a massive free-standing garage in the back that looked more like a barn.
Kate was still upstairs in her parents’ bedroom, reading her mother’s letter, Max supposed. He felt relatively safe since he still hadn’t heard a single ripper since they’d gotten to this town, not even on the road into this town.
He and Petra went outside to check the garage, leaving Brooke curled up in an armchair with her drawing tablet. Tiger was busy exploring the living room and dining room, tentatively sniffing at everything and rubbing his flank against furniture.
“It’s strange,” Max said when he and Petra were inside the garage. There was a smaller building farther into the backyard near the fields, but it looked like some kind of animal stable with chicken coops beside it. But there were no sounds of animals coming from those buildings. Maybe the chickens were still running around. Maybe they could catch one and kill it. Max’s stomach rumbled just thinking about it.
“What’s strange?” Petra asked.
“What you said before about there being no rippers in this town. We haven’t seen one in the last three hours. I haven’t even heard them calling to each other in the woods.”
“Yeah,” Petra said as she opened up a toolbox on the counter. “Maybe they picked everything clean and moved on. All the animals that were here are gone now, and there’s definitely no food in the house.”
Max thought of the herd of rippers they’d seen coming across the street into the trailer park as they were leaving. If they had waited a few more minutes before looking for another vehicle, they’d have been trapped in the clubhouse, overrun by the rippers. The thought sent an icepick of panic into his chest. He imagined large hordes of rippers roaming from town to town, destroying crops and devouring anything edible like a swarm of locust.
He didn’t want to think about it anymore. He walked to the far corner of the gloomy barn and then stopped. “Look at this.”
Petra rushed over to him. “What did you find?”
Max picked up a cordless screw gun and pulled the trigger, the driver spinning. “There’s another battery here for it. There’s a stack of plywood over there, some scrap wood, two-by-fours. We can screw the wood over the windows; it will make a lot less noise than hammering nails.”
“You’re the expert, Tim the Tool Man.”
“I am,” Max said with a smile. “There’s a good amount of wood here.” He frowned, imagining the pieces cut, moving them around in his mind. He thought he could construct a removable barricade over the front and back doors. It would be a lot of work, but if they were going to stay here for a few days, then it would be worth it.
Petra helped Max carry the wood and tools into the house, and then she went to work shoving furniture into corners and cleaning up as best she could. Brooke got up and helped Petra, holding the garbage bags open for her that she’d found in the garage, the thick industrial kind. Petra found pairs of gloves for them, gardening gloves for her and a pair of dishwashing gloves for Brooke. There probably wasn’t too much danger of being contaminated by the plague that had swept across America since they all seemed to be immune to whatever it was, but there were still other threats to worry about among the trash: bacteria, viruses, rodent droppings, insects.
As they cleaned, Petra collected anything useful, but it wasn’t much. She used one of the cardboard boxes Max had brought in from the garage to hold anything she found, but so far she’d found only a few cooking utensils, some silverware, and not much else.
“There’s nothing here,” Petra said in frustration. “We need to find some food soon. Some water.”
“Water is going to be a big problem soon,” Max said. He had boarded up two of the windows, attaching the pieces of plywood to the bottom of the window, leaving a few inches at the top so they could see out through the windows and shoot from there if they had to. The narrow opening at the top of the windows also let some daylight into the room. “I saw a few plastic buckets in the garage. We could set them outside and collect rainwater.”
Petra nodded.
“There’s a charcoal grill out back. We could boil the rainwater on it.”
“If there’s charcoal,” Petra said.
“We’ll use wood, then. And we’ll filter the water. See if you can find any coffee filters.”
Petra didn’t look hopeful about that.
“We’re going to need to check the other houses around here. Maybe some of them aren’t as cleaned out as this one is.”
“I’m sure every house will be like this one.”
“Maybe not. We have to try. Maybe there’s a locked basement or a room the rippers couldn’t get inside. I’m going to get a few tools together, some pry bars, hammers, and saws. Something we can use to break into houses and buildings.”
Petra didn’t say anything. She stood in the middle of the dining room she and Brooke had just cleaned up. Brooke watched Petra.
Max glanced at the steps that led upstairs. “Kate’s been up there a while.”
“She’s sleeping,” Brooke said.
Max looked at Brooke, surprised to hear her talking.
“I went up there,” Brooke explained. “When you and Petra were outside.”
Max nodded. He knew Kate needed some time alone after reading her mother’s letter. “That’s good,” he told Brooke. “She needs some rest. We all do.”




CHAPTER 47

Kate couldn’t believe she’d fallen asleep on her parents’ bed. She woke with a start, looking around, forgetting for a moment where she was. At least it wasn’t dark yet, but she could tell from the golden light coming in through the windows that it was late in the afternoon. She’d forgotten how the setting sun on the mountaintops blasted this side of the home with a golden light at this time of day.
She shivered and hugged herself. She was fully dressed and still had her hoodie on, but she was still cold. She wished they could start a fire in the fireplace, just to get a little warmth in her bones, but she knew it was out of the question. She couldn’t even imagine how things were going to be in the middle of winter.
Where was her mother’s letter?
She searched the bed for it, worried that she had rolled over on it in her sleep and crushed it. She couldn’t find it, and for a second she wondered if she had dreamed about the letter.
But then she saw it on the floor, the letter tucked back inside the envelope. She picked it up and slipped it into her jacket pocket. She didn’t want to read the letter again, not right now anyway. Maybe she would read it again later. Right now she needed to get up and move around, get her blood circulating through her body.
But she didn’t move. She just sat on the edge of the bed, listening. It was quiet downstairs. She wondered if Max, Petra, and Brooke were down there. She had a sudden fear that they had all left, that Max and Petra had taken Brooke and abandoned her. They’d gotten her home, and now they were on their way south.
She got up from the bed. She wanted to rush down the hall to the stairs, but she made herself move cautiously—it was something she was always going to have to do now, always being cautious, always scared, always listening for threats. This was her new life now: insecurity, fear, the unknown.
When she was in the hallway, she heard the sound of a voice from downstairs, a deep murmur. The sound reminded her of the Dragon’s voice in her dreams, and for just a split second she was lost in the gloomy hallway, unsure if this was a dream, fooled for a moment until the Dragon revealed himself, the dream reshaping and morphing into the desolate and destroyed town where he ruled. She panicked for just a moment in the space of seconds, frozen in mid-step, the top of the stairs in her view at the end of the hall.
Then she heard Max chuckle.
Kate breathed out a long sigh of relief and hurried down the stairs. Max, Petra, and Brooke had set up a camp in the middle of the living room. Most of the furniture had been pushed to the walls of the rooms, allowing wide open spaces in the middle of the floors, which had been swept clean of debris.
“Morning, sleepyhead,” Petra said with something resembling a smile on her face, like it had been so long and things had been so bad that she’d forgotten how to smile.
The three of them sat around a centerpiece of canned goods, the last of the food they had left from the box Kate had taken from the Dark Angels’ van. They had one candle lit. Tiger sat beside Brooke, letting out a small meow in case someone wanted to share some of the canned food with him.
“Come sit down and eat,” Max invited.
Kate looked at the boarded-up windows and the pieces of two-by-fours attached to the front door. They’d done all of this while she’d been sleeping? She hadn’t even heard any of it. She must have been dead-to-the-world, and sleeping that deeply was disturbing to her. Sleeping that deeply could be dangerous now. She remembered how she’d been sleeping so heavily when the Dark Angels had entered the motel office. Somehow she needed to learn how to become a lighter sleeper, another defense mechanism she would need in this new world.
Kate sat down between Brooke and Max.
Max scooted over just a bit to give Kate more room. He gestured at the half-dozen opened cans, a few paper bowls with some of the food spooned out into them. “Take a little of each. We made a smorgasbord.”
Brooke giggled, finding the word funny. “Smorgas . . .” She tried to pronounce the word, but erupted into a fit of giggles again.
“Smorgasbord,” Max said. “It’s a real word.”
“No, it’s not,” Brooke said, still laughing.
“Yes, it is. Isn’t it, Kate?”
Kate just smiled and nodded. She thought of mentioning that this was the last of their food, but why bother? They all knew it. And for just a moment it felt so good to see Brooke laughing.
Max picked up his paper bowl and took the smallest bite of baked beans, like he was doing his best to make the meal last. “If you could have any food right now, what would it be?”
“Ice cream,” Brooke said without hesitation.
Kate’s stomach growled as she took a bite of the green bean and baked beans mixture in her bowl. Yes, ice cream would be tough to come by in this hellhole the world had become. None of them would probably ever taste ice cream again.
“Fried chicken,” Petra said.
“For me, it’s pizza,” Max said. “Supreme, deep-dish pizza. There was this place near us called Angelo’s. A little Italian restaurant that made the best pizza.”
“Ooh, Italian,” Petra said. “Lasagna.”
“Macaroni and cheese,” Brooke said.
Max’s face brightened. “I bet we could make macaroni and cheese. If we found some elbow noodles and some cheese sauce in a can.”
His recipe didn’t sound too appealing to Kate.
“My mom used to make homemade pasta,” Kate said.
Max’s eyebrows jumped up. “Yes, we could probably do that.”
“I don’t remember how she made them,” Kate admitted. “My sister usually helped her with the cooking. Not me.” She glanced into the kitchen. “Her recipes might still be around here somewhere. She kept them in this tin box with index cards inside. And there was this booklet the church had made with old recipes inside, one from each member of the church.”
“We’ll definitely have to look for that,” Max said. “We’ll have to learn how to cook like the old ways. We saw some chicken coops out back. Saw a few chickens darting around. Heard them clucking. Maybe we could catch one.”
“Good luck with that,” Kate said.
“Maybe Tiger could catch one for us,” Max said and nudged Brooke.
She giggled again.
Kate knew there were traps that could be made to catch the chickens and other animals, but Kate couldn’t remember much about them. She’d done her best to shun her parents’ ways even at a young age. But she needed those ways now.
She needed to think about something besides her family before the tears came again. Even though she had slept a few hours, she still felt exhausted. Maybe it was the crying that had made her so tired.
“You haven’t heard any rippers?” Kate asked them.
“Nope,” Max said. “Not a peep so far. We’re going to put this candle out as soon as it gets dark. Maybe try to sleep in watches tonight.”
“You can take the first watch,” Petra told Kate.
She nodded—it was fine with her.
“Max said we could use the candle to heat up our food,” Brooke said, on the verge of giggling again.
Kate smiled at Brooke. She had come out of her shell so much in the last twenty-four hours. Maybe she felt safer with Max and Petra around. Kate felt safer with the two of them around. Max seemed to have a buoyant, unsinkable personality, and like Max had said earlier, Petra seemed to have been waiting her whole life for something like this to happen.
Kate finished the small amount of food in her bowl, choosing to ignore the taste of the cold beans. They each had one bottle of water, and then there would only be two bottles left. They needed to find more water soon.
Max told Kate about his plans to check the homes down the street and to use buckets to collect any rainwater. She told them that the Bennetts were the closest neighbors, about half a mile down the street. And there was a family nearly across the street from the Bennetts, the Millers. And then the Fosters’ farm was a few more miles down the road. Yes, as soon as the sun came up they would check those homes, and hopefully they wouldn’t be as picked clean as her parents’ home was.




CHAPTER 48

It took Max a little while to fall asleep. Petra had fallen asleep within thirty minutes, already breathing heavily, almost snoring. Max had stayed awake a little while, sitting up and talking to Brooke and Kate, trying to get Brooke to fall asleep. He had asked Brooke about her favorite movies and TV shows, but he had avoided any conversation that steered to talk of her friends and family she had lost.
Finally, Brooke had fallen asleep, curling up on her side. Before it had gotten dark, Max and Kate had found six blankets, making sure there were no bloodstains on them. They found a few pillows. Max thought about dragging a mattress downstairs, but he decided they would do that tomorrow morning. Some of the mattresses had splatters of blood on them, and they would need to check them carefully before using them.
Max talked to Kate for a little bit, keeping up the theme of movies and TV shows. He’d done most of the talking, remembering the TV shows he and Glen used to watch together.
And then he drifted off to sleep.
Max’s memories of Glen turned into dreams of him. But these weren’t dreams of the happy years they had spent together—these were dreams of the last few days when everything had begun to collapse, and when Glen had begun to turn.
“Run,” Glen said in a moment of clarity. His face was red; he was sweating. At some point he had pulled at his blue Polo shirt, ripping off a strip from the bottom of it and stretching it out. He’d been speaking gibberish before, words strung together that didn’t make any sense, clawing at the air in frustration. The electricity was out, and the internet and cell phones, which had been spotty at best over the last few days, were down for good. Max had no information, no help from neighbors, many of whom had shut and locked themselves in their homes to keep from being contaminated.
“I’m not leaving you,” Max told Glen, trying to hold onto him.
“You need to get away from me. I’m turning into one of those things, one of those rippers.”
“You don’t know that,” Max said. He’d wanted to take Glen to the hospital, but Glen had refused and wouldn’t budge. He said that the hospitals would be a nightmare and that there would be no help there. Max knew it was true.
Glen already knew what was wrong with him, what was happening to him; he didn’t need a doctor to diagnose it for him. And deep down inside, Max knew it too.
Max and Glen hadn’t had much work in the last few months as the real estate market had tanked. Everyone was trying to sell their homes, but nobody was buying. In the last few weeks most banks had put all lending on hold until further notice. Max and Glen had one home they had managed to flip and unload right before the loans were cut off. They had gotten rid of it as quickly as they could, barely breaking even on it. But at least it was gone. Now they only had their own home and two commercial rental properties (but rental income wouldn’t matter now).
Without any work, they’d had plenty of time to watch the twenty-four hour news shows and scour the internet. Neither of them had been news junkies, but this felt big, catastrophic. They’d weathered the housing market collapse of 2009, but this felt much worse, the mother of all bubbles, as some called it. The Big Collapse as others had coined it.
Glen’s brother sent him some links to viral videos from the web, videos that were being taken down as fast as they were being put up. But there were smaller blogs and internet sites that still showed the videos. The government and police ran ads on the internet and on TV, dismissing the videos as dangerous hoaxes, people trying to cash in during desperate times.
Max had watched the videos Glen had gotten from his brother. If these videos were hoaxes, then they were on par with Hollywood films when it came to special effects. Some of the footage was grainy and blurry, some of it shaky, some of it with nonstop, expletive-filled commentary. But Max could see enough to tell what was going on. He watched a ripper drag a woman out of a car, attacking her before she was all the way out of the vehicle. He watched another video of a group of rippers attacking people in a crowd at a shopping center, an old man shooting two of the rippers with a handgun. Max saw footage of riots filmed from office building windows and other clips filmed from amateur drones. He saw film of panic at grocery stores and gas stations, crowds amassed in front of government buildings and police departments, the people demanding answers.
At least he and Glen had had the time to stock up on some food and water before the stores were either cleaned out or closed down. Max had been through some hurricane scares before in the Virginia beach town he had lived, so he was ready when disaster came. He and Glen liked to cook and often bought food in bulk, but Glen had a feeling that things were going to get much worse. At least it would be prudent to stay away from the riots, from the infected.
They didn’t have any firearms in the house—that was the one thing Max wished they would have had. Maybe it would have made things so much easier in the end.
“Get some rope,” Glen begged. “Tie me down to a chair or something. Hurry before I change again.”
“I can’t,” Max cried.
“I can feel it coming,” Glen said. “I can feel the hunger, a hunger like I’ve never known before. And I want to hurt people. I want to hurt you. Please, Max. If you love me, you’ll do this for me.”
Max had waited too long and it was a struggle to get Glen tied down to a kitchen chair he had taken into their bedroom. He’d tied Glen’s hands down to the arms of the chair. He had tied Glen’s ankles together. But it wasn’t enough. Glen tried to gnaw at the ropes around his wrists, contorting his body to do it. Max tied ropes around Glen’s torso, and even his neck, to keep him pinned back in the chair. He ran out of rope. He used duct tape, wrapping the tape around Glen’s forearms and knees, taping his thighs down to the seat of the chair. Glen had pissed himself, then shit himself. Max gave Glen water, but most of it dribbled out of his mouth and down the front of his ripped Polo shirt. Max fed him food, which he gulped down. Glen’s words didn’t make any sense, the words turning into grunts and yells, screams and screeches. Max knew there were other rippers roaming around. He had secured their windows with the hurricane shutters, locked the door to the garage, deadbolted the doors, bracing them shut with pieces of two-by-fours. He had collected some kitchen knives and a few pieces of lumber that he had hammered nails into, anything he could use as a weapon.
Glen kept on screeching from the chair he was tied to. It sounded like he was howling, like he was calling other rippers. Max had no choice but to gag Glen with a dish cloth, wrapping lengths of tape around his face to keep the rag in place.
The memories were there in Max’s dreams, but it also seemed different. It felt like it was happening all over again, like Max was there in his home again, transported back in time. Max was in the kitchen as night fell. He knew someone was in the kitchen with him. He turned and saw the shadowy man, tall and dressed in black, a hood over his head that hid his face in shadows. But his eyes shined, a yellowish-white light coming from the shadowy blur of his face. He raised his hands from his sides like he was showing that he had no weapons. His hands were sheathed in black leather gloves, his black pants tucked down into a pair of black boots, laced up tight.
“You had to kill him, didn’t you?” the Dragon said, mock sympathy dripping from his voice.
Max looked around his large kitchen in panic. It was dark, but still light enough for him to see that the kitchen he and Glen had so carefully designed was in ruins. The place had been ransacked. He realized now that he was no longer dreaming of the past—he was there right now in his own house, teleported there at this very moment.
“You killed him, didn’t you?” the Dragon asked. There was no anger in his voice, just a patient curiosity.
Max didn’t answer. But he remembered what had happened even though he didn’t want to.
A noise sounded from the other side of the house, a loud thumping noise. Max ran from the kitchen, happy to be away from the Dragon but afraid of what he was going to find in the bedroom. He opened the door and saw the empty chair, the lengths of rope and twisted duct tape hanging from it, the bloodstains underneath it.
And then he was running down a road that knifed through the dense woods. It was night, but he could see by the moon’s light. There was a group of people up ahead. It was Petra, Kate and Brooke. Max was about to catch up to them, call out to them to wait for him.
But then he realized that there was someone right behind him on the road. He could feel the warm glow of light touching him. He turned around and saw the beautiful blind woman. She had her dark glasses on and just the hint of a smile.
“It’s you,” Max whispered.
“You’re all together,” the woman said. “You need to stay together. Whatever you do, you need to stay together.”
“And then what? Where do we go?”
The blind woman didn’t answer. She began to drift backward, like she was floating an inch or two above the pavement, the glow of light around her fading away quickly.
“No,” Max said. “Don’t go. We need your help. We need to know what to do.”




CHAPTER 49

Max snapped awake. It was still somewhat dark, but the early-morning light was coming in through the windows above the plywood he had attached. The sun was rising, but it wasn’t completely above the mountains yet.
He looked around. Kate and Petra were awake. Petra was still lying down, but Kate was sitting in the same spot as last night, her back up against the wall. Tiger had left Brooke at some time in the night and curled up right beside Kate.
“You didn’t wake me up to take a watch,” Max told Kate. “Did you stay awake all night?”
“No. I fell asleep at some point, but I don’t remember when.”
“How long have you two been awake?” Max asked, looking at Petra.
“About an hour,” she answered.
Kate nodded in agreement.
“You haven’t heard anything out there?”
“No,” Petra said. “Just some critters scurrying around and a few birds chirping.”
Max felt like that was a good sign. He felt cold. He didn’t want to get out from under his blanket. Petra was cuddled up in her own blanket with her shotgun and flashlight within easy reach. Kate had her blanket around her body like a giant shawl.
Max sat up and rubbed at his eyes. “I had another one of those strange dreams.” He didn’t want to talk about the parts of the dream Glen had been in. “I saw the Dragon. And then I was on some back country road. You three were walking together and I was trying to catch up to you. I was trying to call out to you to wait up. But then I knew the blind woman was right behind me. I could feel the warm glow coming from her.”
“I had a dream just like that,” Kate said. “Except I was trying to catch up to the three of you on that road. I was afraid you were leaving me.”
“Was the blind woman right behind you on the road?” Max asked.
Kate nodded. “Yeah. I knew it was her. Like you said, I could feel the warmth from her.”
“Did she say anything to you?” Max asked.
“She said we were together now and that we needed to stay together.”
Max felt a shiver run through his body. “That’s the same thing she said to me.” He looked at Petra. She hadn’t moved a muscle, and her eyes were closed again. “What about you?”
“What about me?”
“Did you have the same dream?”
“What kind of shit is that?” she grumbled.
“You did, didn’t you?” Max said. “Admit it.”
Petra admitted nothing.
Max turned away from Petra in frustration and looked at Kate. “I tried to ask the blind woman questions. God, I hate calling her that. I wish I knew her name. But I asked her what we were supposed to do. Where we were supposed to go. But she didn’t answer me. She just faded away. What about you? Did she say anything to you?”
“No,” Kate said. “She just told me that we needed to stay together.”
“Well, that’s something, I guess.”
“It’s nothing,” Petra muttered. She still had her eyes closed, the blanket pulled up to her chin. “It’s just you two imagining what you want to see in your dreams.”
“Yeah, and you don’t want to see it,” Max said. “But you saw it in your dreams. I know you did.”
Petra clammed up again.
Max wasn’t going to waste his time arguing with Petra.
*
After a few sips of water, which was their breakfast, they got ready to leave the house.
Petra had objected to Kate and Brooke joining her and Max on their scouting mission, but Kate stood her ground. Kate said she and Brooke needed to learn how to do these kinds of things, and Max agreed. He also felt, especially after last night’s dream, that they should all stay together and learn to work together as a team. None of them had ever been in the military, but now they needed to work together as a unit, walking in silence, looking out for each other, covering each other’s back.
Max and Petra took their packs along, both really just small backpacks, but it was something they could carry any water or food they found. They also took the cardboard boxes that Max found in the garage and loaded them into the back of the SUV with the two packs. Max had his pistol and Petra had her shotgun. She also had Kate’s pistol in the SUV as a backup—she drew the line at letting Kate walk around with a loaded pistol. “She can carry a knife or something,” Petra had suggested. “I’m not getting shot in the leg because she jumps at a noise and pulls the trigger.”
Kate seemed to take offense at Petra’s caricature of her, but she didn’t challenge Petra on it. To Max, Kate seemed a little relieved about not having to keep the gun on her.
Kate used a sheet of paper from a notebook from her sister’s room to draw a simple map of the area. She drew a long line for the street they were on—Appleton Road—and then another line dissecting through Appleton Road, which she labeled Creekbend Drive. She drew a rectangle at the intersection of the two roads, marking that rectangle as her parents’ home.
“We came into town on Creekbend Drive,” Kate said, running her finger along the road. “I think we should go this way down Appleton Road. The Bennetts are down the street.” She drew a rectangle for their house. “And a little ways down across the street is the Millers’ place. We can work our way down to the Fosters’ farm. It’s a big place.”
“Sounds good,” Max said. “What about after that?”
“We could follow the road back around to where it leads back into town.”
“Are there any streams or rivers around here?” Petra asked.
“Yeah,” Kate said, brightening up like she hadn’t thought of that. “There’s this little bridge off of this road here.” Kate drew a road leading away from where the edge of the town would be. “The stream isn’t too big.”
“Are there fish in there?” Petra asked. “I saw some fishing gear in the garage.”
“I guess. But my dad used to fish at Lake Harney. It’s about ten miles from here.”
“Might be worth checking out eventually,” Max said.
“My only concern is that rippers, and even survivors, may congregate at a water source,” Kate said. “Like animals in the wild do.”
Max envisioned a watering hole in the middle of Africa with crocodiles and hippos.
“We’ll try to find some water in town,” Petra said. “Our last resort would be to scope out the stream and then the lake.”
Kate nodded. “Sure.”
They walked out to the SUV. Max glanced around, listening for the sounds of rippers, but he heard nothing. The sky was overcast, but it didn’t seem like it was going to rain anytime soon. He had left the plastic buckets in the backyard just in case.
“I’ll drive,” Max said. “If that’s okay.”
“Fine with me,” Kate said. “I’ll navigate.”
“Me and Brooke will take the back seat,” Petra said, nudging the girl. “I’m going to teach her how to shoot.”
“Really?” Brooke asked, her face lighting up.
“No,” Petra said, all humor leaving her face as quickly as it had come.




CHAPTER 50

Kate knew Petra wasn’t happy about her and Brooke coming along, but at least she had given in to reason. Kate knew this town; she knew the people who used to live here, the roads, the buildings, the streams and lakes. She hadn’t been here in years, but it was all coming back to her now, memories popping up at every turn.
They stopped at the Bennetts’ home first. It was roughly the same size house as her parents’ home, maybe a little bigger and newer. Like most people around here, they had barns and garages in the back, and a small field of crops and tobacco.
Petra had gone over some hand signs as they drove to the Bennetts’ home, the signs that she and Max had been using over the last few days: stop, look, wait, listen, you-go-this-way-and-I’ll-go-that-way. The sign language was pretty obvious stuff, but Kate sat through the lesson and made sure Brooke was paying attention.
They sat in front of the Bennetts’ home for a few minutes, watching for any movement. To the right there was a collection of cars and trucks, some of them parked under a large awning. There were some old car parts collected and a johnboat on a trailer. A cast-iron bathtub sat near the boat and an ancient air compressor. A swing set was off to the left by the huge pecan tree. Kate used to play with the Bennetts’ daughter Ariana, who was a year older than she was. They used to have an aboveground pool in the backyard.
Max and Petra watched the sagging front porch of the home while the SUV idled. Max’s hand was on the gear selector, ready to shift into reverse if he needed to. He looked back at Petra and nodded at her. Both of them seemed satisfied that it was safe enough.
“You stay right with me the whole time,” Kate told Brooke as they got out of the truck. She’d already told Brooke this several times, but she said it again. “Tiger’s going to be fine. We won’t be in the house long.”
Tiger had crawled into the back of the SUV, rummaging around inside the two cardboard boxes. Brooke looked at the cat for a moment through the window and then went with Kate.
Kate and Brooke followed Max and Petra to the front porch. Max had explained that there was always the danger of a survivor holed up in a house or a building, shooting first and asking questions later. He kept his arms raised up a little in a gesture of surrender, but he seemed fairly sure that the house was empty. And their group of four, with the exception of Petra, probably didn’t really look like much of a threat.
Max knocked on the front door and then moved to the side. The door had opened a little as he had knocked, the hinges creaking in the silence.
“Hello?” Max called out. “We’re friendly. Please don’t shoot. We’ve got weapons, so please don’t shoot.”
No one answered.
Kate remembered the Bennetts. They were about her mom and dad’s age. They had two sons and Arianna, all older than her. Kate had had a crush on the oldest boy, Norman, for a year or two, but then she had grown out of it.
The house was trashed, just like her parents’ house. Furniture was broken and overturned. The kitchen had been ransacked. There were a few bloodstains on the floor, a few splatters on the walls, but no bodies anywhere downstairs. There was a wide path of blood leading to the front door where it looked like bodies had been dragged outside.
Max took off his small backpack in the kitchen and Petra motioned that she was going to check upstairs. Kate and Brooke joined Max in the kitchen, sifting through the debris on the floor. They had their gloves on, and Brooke’s dishwashing gloves were way too big for her, slipping down and nearly sliding off of her hands.
There was paper trash among the broken dishes, broken furniture, odds and ends all over the floor, but no food. No batteries. Nothing they really needed.
“Damn,” Max said. “This place has been completely picked over.”
Kate nodded as she stood up, her head growing light for just a second.
Petra came back downstairs, shaking her head. “Some blood up there. But no bodies. Nothing up there we need.”
“We need to find something soon,” Max said. “I can’t believe the rippers took all of this stuff.”
Kate nodded in agreement. “I can see rippers eating any food they could find, opening drinks. But they would have left the canned food.”
“And the batteries and any medicine,” Max added.
“Survivors did this,” Petra said. “And they must have taken the bodies out of the houses.”
“Why would they take the bodies?” Max asked. “I can see the food and supplies, but why bother with the bodies?”
Kate felt her heart jumping with hope. She prayed that there were some survivors in her town. And she hoped that by some miracle one of them was a member of her family. She knew she shouldn’t get her hopes up, but she couldn’t help it.
“If there are other survivors in this town, we need to be cautious,” Max said.
Kate shook her head. “I know just about everyone in this town. They’re good people. If one of them, or a few of them, has survived then they won’t be our enemies. They’ll share what they have.”
“People change in times like these,” Petra said.
Kate didn’t feel like battling with her right now.
“And it might not be people from your town,” Petra added. “Could be survivors passing through.”
“Like us,” Max said. “Someone from the next town, or the next county. And they may not be so friendly.”
“Or it could be the Dark Angels,” Petra said.
“I haven’t seen any of their DA symbols anywhere,” Kate said.
Petra didn’t respond, and Kate felt a small satisfaction about that. “Let’s go check the Millers’ house,” she said.
*
The Millers’ house was just as trashed, and any food and supplies were gone. There were a few bloodstains on the floors and walls, but no bodies. And again, there were signs that the bodies had been dragged out of the house.
“No food,” Petra said. “No water. No batteries. No flashlights. No toilet paper. No weapons of any kind.”
They didn’t spend as much time at the Millers’ home as they had at the Bennetts’. They drove down the hill to the Fosters’ farm, pulling into the driveway and driving down the long gravel drive to the house and gigantic barn near it. They parked in front of the home and sat there for a moment with the SUV turned off and the windows rolled down, listening.
“I don’t hear anything,” Max said, turning the key so he could roll the windows back up.
They got out and stood next to the SUV.
“You smell that?” Kate asked.
Petra nodded with her shotgun in her hands.
Max sniffed at the air. “Smells like something’s burning.”
But it was more than that, Kate thought. It smelled like something had been cooked, and under that odor was the smell of rot and decay.
“It’s coming from over there,” Petra said. “From behind the barn.”
Kate and Brooke followed Max and Petra behind the barn, and then they all froze. There was a large pit dug into the ground, the pit filled with dozens of partially-burnt dead bodies in different stages of decay. Underneath the bodies was a blanket of ash with bits of charred bones and skulls. Many of the bodies had been eaten, pieces torn away by teeth and knives.
“God,” Max said. “Is someone eating them?”
“It’s the rippers,” Kate said, holding her fingers up to her nose to try to block the smell of rot and charred flesh. “Has to be.”
“Now we know where all the rippers went to,” Petra said.
“Don’t you move!” a voice from behind them called out, and then Kate heard the unmistakable sound of a shotgun being pumped.
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“Don’t you move a muscle!” the woman from behind them said again. “I’ve got a shotgun aimed at you.”
Kate thought she recognized the woman’s voice immediately. Maybe she was just logically assuming the owner of that voice lived here at the Fosters’ farm, but she swore the woman was Lisey Foster.
“We don’t mean any harm,” Max said.
“You keep those guns down,” the woman said.
“Mrs. Foster,” Kate called out without turning around or moving. She had her hands raised up a little. “It’s me.” She slowly turned around with her hands still up. “It’s Kate Crawford from down the street.”
“Katie Crawford,” Lisey whispered.
Kate tried not to act shocked when she saw Lisey Foster. She was probably in her fifties by now, a tall and slender woman, but now so much thinner than Kate had ever seen her, nothing but bone and ropey muscle, tendons standing out like cords on her tanned arms as she held the shotgun on them. More cords lined her thin neck. Her eyes bulged bright blue in her suntanned face, her teeth still strong and white, her hair wild, the blond dye wearing away and the gray showing through. She wore a pair of baggy jeans cinched tight at the waist with a belt, and a T-shirt with a puffy vest over it.
“I came to find my mom and dad,” Kate said. “My brother and my sister.”
Lisey’s face crumbled in sympathy. She shook her head slightly. “I’m sorry, Katie. They’re all gone.”
Kate knew what Lisey meant. She knew she meant dead, but for just a second she dared to believe that gone meant that they had escaped or fled. She had to know; the definition needed to be clear. “They’re dead?”
Lisey nodded. “They all turned into rippers.”
“Ma’am?” Max said from behind Kate and Brooke. “Do you mind lowering that shotgun? We’ve got a little girl with us. We don’t want any accidents.”
Lisey’s eyes narrowed, shifting to Max and Petra, noticing the weapons in their hands. “You put your guns down first.”
“We’re not going to hurt you,” Max said.
“What are you doing here?” Lisey snapped. “What were you doing over there by those bodies?”
“We smelled them,” Petra said. “Did you drag all of these bodies here?”
Kate didn’t turn around to look at Max or Petra as they questioned Lisey—she kept her eyes on Lisey the whole time. “Mrs. Foster—”
“Lisey. You call me Lisey, Kate. You know that.”
“Lisey, you know me. These are my friends. This is Brooke. Behind me are Max and Petra. We all found each other on the road. We were heading south to Florida, but I wanted to stop here and check on my family.”
Lisey finally lowered the shotgun, the muscles and tendons in her arms relaxing.
“Why are you burning them?” Kate asked. “Won’t the fire draw more rippers?”
Lisey shrugged. “It used to. But maybe not so much anymore.”
“Why?”
“I don’t know. Maybe the rippers moved on. Or maybe they’re avoiding this area now.”
Kate wanted to ask why the rippers would be avoiding this area, but she didn’t want to spook Lisey with too many questions just yet. The woman was obviously a little crazy.
“Are you hungry?” Lisey asked. “I’ve got some food inside.”
“Water?” Max asked with hope.
“I’ve got plenty of water.”
“Yes,” Kate said. “Thank you.”
Lisey gestured at them to follow her across the field to her house.
Kate had been inside the Fosters’ home and barn many times as a child. The Fosters usually decorated the barn for Easter, Christmas, and Independence Day. And Harvest, which was what most of the folks celebrated around here instead of Halloween. The Christmas celebration was the biggest of the year, with a reenactment of Jesus being born in Bethlehem. A lot of weddings had been held here on their large farm.
The first thing Kate noticed when they went through the back door into the kitchen was the food and drinks everywhere. Every space was utilized, boxes and bags stacked up on top of each other, plastic bins filled with food and supplies.
“I’m going to need to ask you to leave your weapons here on the back porch,” Lisey said. “It will just make me feel a little better.”
Max and Petra complied. Max left his pistol on a table and Petra leaned her shotgun up against the wall. And then they stepped inside, in as much awe as Kate was. Kate met Max’s eyes, and she could read his thoughts: This is where all the food and supplies in town went.
“Come sit down at the dining room table,” Lisey said, walking through the kitchen, acting as if nothing was strange about the boxes of food everywhere. “I’ll make us something to eat.”
Kate and the others followed Lisey into the formal dining room. It was mostly clear of boxes and supplies, but she saw that the living room beyond the archway had boxes and bags everywhere.
“Please,” Lisey said, “sit down.”
They sat down, but Lisey remained standing.
Someone had to say it. “You’ve been going around and collecting all this stuff from people’s homes?” Kate asked.
Lisey shrugged. “Nobody’s left now.” And then she smiled. “Let me get you some water. And then I’ll make us some supper. How’s that?”
“Thank you, ma’am,” Max said.
Lisey darted into the kitchen. She still had her shotgun and she took it with her.
Kate glanced at Max and Petra, then she got up and went into the kitchen.
“What can I do to help?” Kate asked Lisey.
Lisey poured some water into glasses from a plastic jug. She had more plastic jugs of water lined up. “You can take these glasses to your friends.”
After Kate set the glasses of water down on the dining room table, she went back to help Lisey prepare dinner. “You need some help with this?”
“No, no,” Lisey said, smiling. “You’re my guests. Let me tend to it.”
Kate thought that Lisey was smiling like a lunatic. She’d always heard rumors from neighborhood kids that the Fosters were a little strange. They’d never had any children and they both came from families with a lot of money. But, even though they were generous, sometimes kids still gossiped, and kids could be cruel.
But there was something strange in Lisey’s eyes, and in her smile. But Kate figured the woman had snapped a little over the last week and a half. Obviously she had lost her husband at some point in that time, and everyone else in town. And she had lost her mind. What was so strange about that? They’d all been traumatized to some degree or another. If you weren’t traumatized a little by the Collapse, then maybe it meant you were a little crazy to begin with.
“I’ve got some canned raviolis,” Lisey said. “Do you think your girl would like some raviolis?”
Kate wondered if Lisey assumed Brooke was her daughter. She didn’t correct her on it. “We’re all really hungry. Anything would be fine. And we’re so grateful.”
Lisey kept on smiling.
Kate helped Lisey open up cans of beef stew and a can of peas, pouring them into metal pots. Lisey went out the back door to a charcoal grill. She doused the charcoal with lighter fluid and lit a match, then she set the pots down on the fire to warm up.
Ten minutes later Kate had helped Lisey serve the food into bowls and bring them into the dining room. She even brought a pack of cookies in for dessert. After they sat down, Max and Petra were about to dig in.
Kate grabbed Max’s hand and Brooke’s hand. “Let’s say grace.” She looked at Lisey. “Would you say it?”
Lisey beamed, honored to be the one to say grace. She grabbed Petra’s hand and then Max’s hand. She closed her eyes, bowing her head a little. “Lord, we thank You for the bounty You’ve supplied for us today, and we ask that You bless this food and let it nourish our bodies. We know that there aren’t many of us left, and that You’ve called the rest of them home. We hope You will call us home soon so we can all be together in Heaven. Amen.”
“Amen,” they muttered in unison and then dug in to their food.
“What do you mean called the rest of them home?” Petra asked, not afraid to get right to the point.
Kate held her breath, afraid that Petra had offended Lisey in some way.
But Lisey didn’t seem offended. She smiled at Petra. “Those rippers are just animals now. God has taken their souls out and left the bodies behind.”
Kate was reminded of her mother’s letter, how she’d said something like that.
“I don’t understand,” Petra said, staring at Lisey.
“This is the Rapture,” Lisey said. “God has come and taken most of the souls back to Heaven. Those left behind will go through seven years of the Tribulation before Jesus returns to Earth.”
Kate could see that Petra wasn’t buying Lisey’s story. But Kate found herself seeing some of the parallels in the story of the Rapture and what had happened during and after the Collapse.
“What about the antichrist?” Max asked. “Isn’t that supposed to be part of the Rapture? And the Mark of the Beast.”
He knew damn well it was, Kate thought. She thought that Max and Petra were purposely antagonizing Lisey. Maybe they didn’t believe in what she believed, but couldn’t they just go along with it for a little while? But what about her? She hadn’t gone along with her parents’ beliefs while growing up—she had no room to talk.
Lisey stared at Max—she didn’t seem to have an answer for him.
Kate thought of the Dragon and his gang of Dark Angels, who had symbols carved into their foreheads; the mark of the beast. The mark of their leader, the Dragon. A chill crept through her as she thought about it.
“You’ve been taking the rippers out of the houses and buildings?” Petra asked, obviously still suspicious of Lisey.
“Cleaning up our town,” Lisey corrected.
“And then you burn them,” Max said.
“Not at first,” Lisey answered. “First, I leave them out there to attract other rippers. The rippers can smell them. They come to eat them.”
“Why would you want to attract rippers to your property?” Max asked.
“To eat the dead,” she said simply.
Nobody said anything for a moment.
Lisey flashed that insane smile again. “I poisoned the dead. We all did. So when the rippers come, they eat the poisoned meat. They wander off and die. I drag them back and poison them again, and then more of them come to eat the poisoned meat. Over and over again.”
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Kate met Petra’s eyes for just a second, and then she looked at Max. He had his glass of water to his lips, but he hadn’t taken another sip, frozen in the action. Kate swore she could read Max’s thoughts: Was the water poisoned? The food?
No, not the food. Kate had watched Lisey open the cans. But she hadn’t watched every second as Lisey heated the food up in the pots on the charcoal grills. Lisey could have sprinkled something into the stew while heating it up.
Kate knew she needed to calm down. Lisey’s revelations were a shock to all of them. They just needed to remain calm and not jump to conclusions. They needed more information.
Lisey stirred her stew with her spoon, but she didn’t take a bite. Kate watched her, wondering if she had even eaten any of her stew yet, or drank from her glass of water beside the bowl. She couldn’t remember. She hadn’t really been paying attention. And what if Lisey had poisoned the food and water and then eaten it? Maybe Lisey was ready to join her husband and the rest of her community in the afterlife; maybe she was ready for God to take her soul.
“How did you poison the bodies?” Kate asked, trying to sound conversational.
“Rat poison,” Lisey answered. “Bud had a lot of it in the barn. Bags and bags of it. You know, it doesn’t take a lot to kill a human being. You’d be surprised.”
Kate thought of her mother’s letter, how she had helped others along. Now it made sense.
“You poisoned the people who were beginning to turn?” Kate asked, and it felt like she couldn’t breathe for a moment. “Isn’t that . . . isn’t that murder?”
Lisey frowned like she’d just been insulted. “No. Their souls were already leaving. Killing a ripper is as much a sin as killing a rabid raccoon.”
“Where did you poison them?” Kate asked, but as soon as she asked the question, she knew the answer: one of the places in town where they held big events—the Fosters’ farm. It still felt like someone was squeezing the breath out of her, and her stomach was suddenly nauseous.
“Some started turning,” Lisey said. “So we had to take them by force. A few of us were attacked. We found some who were dead. Half-eaten already. But those of us who hadn’t turned, we used tractors and trucks. We gathered the others up. We poisoned them. As more of us turned, we poisoned them. We planned to do that until there were only a few left, and then we’d drink the poison when we showed the signs, when God began to take our souls in the Rapture.”
Kate was sure she was going to throw up now. Was that the rat poison in her food and water already affecting her? She saw front-end loaders carrying dead people down the streets of her town to the Fosters’ farm, half-eaten people, and the rippers they had killed. Then they had burned the bodies, laying the newly poisoned on top of the ashes and charred bones of the previous bodies. The fires brought any nearby rippers, the smoke and smell of cooking meat enticing them. They came and they feasted on the new bodies, ingesting the poison. Maybe they even drank from a poisoned trough of water.
“Isn’t it beautiful?” Lisey asked, clapping her bony hands together, her smile wide, tears dancing in her squinted eyes. “The Rapture is here. For all of those who didn’t believe, the Rapture is finally here to prove to them that Judgement Day is at hand.”
Kate’s mind was racing. What was in rat poison? Arsenic? Normally she could have looked up the information on her cell phone in a few seconds, but that wasn’t a possibility now. She searched her memories, thinking maybe it was arsenic in rat poison, or something like it. And didn’t arsenic taste and smell like almonds? She’d heard that somewhere before, or maybe she had read it in an Agatha Christie mystery. Or maybe it was cyanide that tasted like almonds. And couldn’t cyanide be made from apple seeds and cherry pits?
“What about you?” Kate asked carefully. “Did you poison yourself at the end?”
Lisey looked horrified at the thought of it. “Oh no. No. That would be suicide. That’s a sin. What we were doing wasn’t a sin. You don’t think it was a sin, do you?”
Kate didn’t answer her question. Instead, she asked: “Did you poison my mother?”
“She was turning, Katie. She wasn’t your mother anymore, just like Bud wasn’t my husband anymore. Your momma wanted this. We all did.”
Kate saw her mother in the last stages of turning, being force-fed poisoned food or water, a funnel shoved down her throat, or being injected with a needle. Then another even more horrible picture flashed into Kate’s mind: her mother’s half-naked body piled up with other townspeople, her eyes half open and staring up at the cold, blue sky—their bodies full of poison, bloated with it, their skin doused with it, waiting for the rippers to come.
“They were animals by then,” Lisey said. “Rabid animals by then. Their souls are with God now. Up in Heaven. Your soul will be there one day.”
Kate had to know. She had to ask the question. “Lisey, did you just poison us right now?”
Kate didn’t glance at Brooke, but she could imagine the child’s eyes widening in shock.
Max and Petra stared at Lisey, waiting for her answer.
Lisey looked like she’d been slapped. She put her hands on the edge of the table, pushing her chair back a little. Her wild eyes darted to each of them, and she inhaled a rush of air like she couldn’t catch her breath for a moment. “You think I would do that? Kill you? Murder you?” Her voice was rising in anger.
“Lisey, I had to ask,” Kate said, trying to keep her voice firm but calm. She’d had to deal with students in her office, students angered about their grades, students on the edge of flunking the semester, on the verge of losing it or breaking down. This was the same tone of voice she had used with her students, compassionate but authoritative and reasonable.
“If I wanted to kill you, I could have just shot you outside. Why would I have invited you into my home if I thought you were rippers, if I thought you were animals?”
“It’s okay,” Max said, relief flooding his face now that he was fairly sure he hadn’t been poisoned. “Let’s all just relax.”
“Relax?” Lisey practically screeched. “Little Katie over there just accused me of trying to murder you.” She stared at Max for a second like she was seeing him for the first time.
Max shrank back a little.
“And who are you?” she asked Max. “I don’t even know you.” Her eyes narrowed. “But I can tell that you’ve waged in sin your entire life. I can hear it in your voice.”
“Hold on a minute,” Max said, his voice suddenly low and stern.
“You’re an abomination,” Lisey said to Max and then looked at Kate. “What kind of people did you bring into my home?”
“Lisey . . .” Kate said.
“Are you with him?” Lisey screamed. “Are you with the Dragon?” She jumped up from her chair, knocking it back, the legs scraping across the wood floor. The shotgun was in the corner where she had left it when she’d come into the dining room to sit down. “Oh Katie, don’t tell me you’ve sold your soul to the Dragon.” She started to turn toward the shotgun.
Petra jumped to her feet and pulled Kate’s pistol out from under her jacket where she’d been hiding it. “You just hold it right there, lady.”
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“Let’s all just try to calm down,” Max said. He’d seen Lisey eyeing the shotgun in the corner of the dining room, about to go for it. She had made all of them leave their weapons on the back porch, but she had her shotgun handy. Thankfully Lisey hadn’t searched them and found the gun Petra had been hiding on her. And Max was thankful for Petra’s suspicion.
Lisey was still on her feet at the head of the table, her chair pushed back almost to the wall, her untouched bowl of stew and glass of water in front of her on the table.
Max wasn’t sure if Lisey had eaten any of her food or drunk any of her water. As soon as Lisey had said that she and the other townspeople had poisoned the ones turning into rippers, he’d thought that she had poisoned their food. She said she hadn’t, but could he believe her? Paranoia was taking over.
“You don’t move,” Petra growled at Lisey, aiming her gun at her.
But Lisey’s eyes weren’t on Petra, they were on Kate. “Don’t follow the Dragon,” she told Kate. “Don’t believe his lies.”
“You’ve seen him in your dreams, haven’t you?” Kate said.
“We all have, Katie. He’s the antichrist. Just like the Bible prophesized.”
Max looked at Kate, noting the expression on her face. Max wasn’t a believer in this stuff and he thought Kate had already established herself as a nonbeliever—it was why she had run away from her family and this town in the first place. He’d run from his own family’s strict fundamental ways. After Max had left home, he’d learned that not all Christians were fundamentalists, but there were extremist groups in all religions. And he sensed that Lisey was definitely one of the extremists. He could feel the hate coming from her, a hate he had encountered so many times in his life.
But even though Kate said she was a nonbeliever, Max could tell she was entertaining the idea of the Rapture, of an antichrist rising to power, forcing his followers to accept the Mark of the Beast.
“His followers have to accept the Mark of the Beast,” Lisey said. “The Dragon is gathering up all the resources so no one can buy or sell without his say so, without taking the mark.”
“Hoarding resources,” Petra said. “Kind of like what you’re doing here?”
Lisey’s eyes met Petra’s eyes. “It wasn’t only me. Everyone in town did it. We all agreed on it. We were all waiting to turn, for our souls to be taken. Helping the others along, destroying their bodies after they were gone.”
“Until there was only one left,” Max said. “You.”
Lisey looked at him.
“How come God hasn’t taken your soul to Heaven yet?” Max asked her. Part of him hated that he was being so mean to this woman, who obviously had some mental problems—either she’d cracked after the Collapse or she’d always been a little off her rocker. Kate would know that better than him. But he also felt a sinister pleasure in pointing out this little fact to her in case she hadn’t thought about it.
“God has a special plan for me,” Lisey said. “My business on this earth isn’t quite finished yet.”
“What business is that?” Kate asked. “Us?”
Lisey didn’t have an answer for her.
“If this is the Rapture,” Max asked Lisey, “then why didn’t he take you? Or any of us?”
That wicked smile was back on Lisey’s face, that gleam of insanity in her eyes. “He didn’t take you because you’re a sinner. You’re an abomination.”
“What about Kate?” Max asked. “She’s not an abomination like me. Why is she still here?”
“She turned her back on us. On her family. On God.”
Max heard Kate’s slight inhale of breath, but he didn’t look at her; he kept his eyes on Lisey. “What about Brooke? Why didn’t God take her? She’s just a child. You’re telling me that she’s a sinner?”
Lisey shrugged.
“And all of these others who’ve been turned into rippers. All of their souls have been taken by God? All of them have gone to Heaven? Wouldn’t that leave a bunch of atheists and people of other religions around?”
Lisey was growing frustrated, her mouth a thin line.
“You’re immune to this plague,” Max said. “Whatever the hell this plague is. That’s all.”
“No I’m not.”
“You’re immune just like we are. You’re not going to turn.”
“Yes, I am,” Lisey snapped.
Max could see Lisey’s future now, hiding away in this house with her stores of food and water, waiting and praying for the symptoms to come, for her soul to begin leaving her body. Maybe she had saved a little of the rat poison for herself, and when she went completely crazy, she would believe the first symptoms of the plague had started to happen; she would use those imagined symptoms as justification for killing herself. Or she would eventually be overrun by a horde of rippers or even a gang of survivors, robbing her of her food and killing her.
“Enough,” Petra said. “This is all a waste of time. You’re never going to convince her.”
Max didn’t say anything—he knew Petra was right.
Everyone was quiet for a few seconds.
“Here’s what’s going to happen,” Petra told Lisey. “We’re going to take some of your food and supplies. Then we’re going to leave. We’re not going to hurt you unless you try to attack us.”
“Stealing from me,” Lisey said, nodding. “That’s about what I’d expect from the likes of you.”
“It’s not your stuff,” Kate snapped. “It was my parents’ stuff. The Bennetts’ stuff. The town’s stuff.”
“We’re not taking everything,” Max said. “Just enough to last us a month or so. Probably only put a dent in the supply you have. You’ll still have plenty. When we load up our truck, we’re driving back down to Kate’s house.”
“If you come near us with your shotgun, I’ll shoot you,” Petra told Lisey. “I might wound you, or I might do worse. A wound right now might be a death sentence anyway.”
Lisey locked eyes with Petra.
“You understand everything we just said to you?” Petra asked her.
Lisey nodded, the hate still burning in her eyes.
“Good,” Petra said and looked at Max. “You and Kate start boxing up some stuff. Don’t take anything that she might have tampered with, including those jugs of water. Get Brooke out to the truck, too. I don’t want her in here if this lady wigs out. I’ll cover our host here until you guys are done.”
Max looked at Kate and Brooke. “Come on. She’s right. Let’s hurry.”
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That was the most Kate had heard Petra say at one time. Kate was afraid Lisey might rush Petra, force her to shoot her. It would be a way to Heaven without having to kill herself, but in a way she would be killing herself by making Petra shoot her—and suicide was a mortal sin to her. But who knew how warped Lisey’s mind had gotten by now? Kate just wanted to get Brooke out of the house before bullets started to fly. Brooke had seen enough horrors already; she didn’t need to see a woman shot to death in her own home.
“You’ll pay for this,” Lisey called after Kate as she ushered Brooke out of the dining room and into the kitchen. “You’ll take the Mark of the Beast and then you’ll be damned like the rest of them. The Rapture has happened and the only way into Heaven now is through the Tribulation! You have to suffer first!”
“Come on,” Kate whispered at Brooke. “Let’s hurry.”
Brooke looked spooked, her eyes wide.
“We need to get her to the truck,” Kate whispered to Max.
“Let’s all grab something first,” Max said.
Kate wanted to argue, but Max was right. It would be a waste of time not to carry something out with them.
“Take these,” Max said. He grabbed a box of canned goods and handed it to Kate. Then he handed a twelve-pack of sodas to Brooke. “You think you can carry that?”
Brooke nodded, carrying the twelve-pack by the cardboard handle.
They hurried out to the SUV, carrying their boxes. Kate kept expecting to hear gunshots from inside the house at any second. She also stayed alert for any noises outside. Even though they hadn’t heard any rippers so far, the smell of the smoke and burnt bodies could bring them at any moment.
Max opened the back door of the truck for Brooke, and then he opened the back hatch. After he had unloaded their boxes in the back, he got into the driver’s seat and started the truck. “We’ll pull up closer to the house,” he told Kate.
Kate sat down in the passenger seat.
“We’ll make two or three more trips,” Max said. “That should be good enough.”
“We need to grab some batteries, medical supplies, and bathroom supplies,” Kate said.
“Yeah, good idea.”
“I’ll look through the rest of the house while you grab some more food and drinks.”
Max nodded as he parked as close to the house as he could, backing the truck up to the back porch door.
Kate turned around and looked at Brooke. “You wait here.”
“I can help,” she said.
“Who’s going to guard Tiger?” Max asked.
The cat had already stepped onto Brooke’s lap as soon as she’d sat down, purring loudly. Maybe he was afraid of being left alone again.
Brooke nodded. “Will you find some cat food for Tiger?”
“I’ll try,” Max said.
A moment later, Kate was back inside the house. She entered the dining room. Petra still had her gun aimed at Lisey. They were both sitting down now. Lisey’s eyes darted to the archway like she knew she was being watched. “Your momma and daddy would be so proud of you right now,” she told Kate. “They always hated you for running away like you did.”
Kate knew Lisey was lying, trying to come up with the vilest things should could, but her words still stung. And even though she’d read her mother’s letter, there was that nugget of doubt that Lisey was feeding right now.
“I’m going to look around in the rest of the house,” Kate told Petra, ignoring Lisey.
“Look for boxes of shells for the shotgun,” Petra said without turning around to look at Kate.
“I don’t know what kind of shells it takes.”
“If you find any ammo just put it on the counter near the back door and I’ll take a look at it,” Petra said with some impatience in her voice.
Kate entered the living room, looking around. There were piles of clothes and shoes, boxes of jewelry. It looked like Lisey was in the middle of moving and was getting ready to have a big garage sale. The house was huge and there was plenty of room for the town’s goods.
Kate felt like she was forgetting something as she walked through the aisles of boxes and bags, like she was overlooking something. She didn’t feel good about what they were doing, and she never would have imagined doing something like this, but it was a necessity now. Like she’d told Lisey earlier, all of this stuff in her house wasn’t hers.
Upstairs, Kate looked through the bedrooms, the bathrooms, and the closets. She found a few boxes of buckshot, a small collection of hunting knives. She found a backpack for her and a smaller one for Brooke, both of the packs dark and without any designs on them. She added the boxes of shells and bullets to one of the packs. She also added stuff from boxes she found in the bathroom: three bottles of antibiotics with names that she recognized, cough syrup, elastic bandages, a box of nitrile gloves, antibacterial creams, a small sewing kit, bars of soap, bottles of shampoo, a few washcloths, toothpaste and toothbrushes still in the packages, a pack of disposable razors, a bottle of cologne and perfume.
She needed to make herself slow down. She was grabbing stuff as fast as she could and shoving it down into the backpack. She felt like there was a ticking clock in her mind. It would only be a matter of time before Lisey threw herself at Petra. At least Max had taken Lisey’s shotgun and thrown it out in the yard as far as he could; maybe that would buy them a little time when they left. Unless Lisey had another gun stashed somewhere.
The pack was getting a little heavy, but still easy enough to carry. She looked around the bathroom, still feeling like she was forgetting something. She wondered what Lisey was going to do, wait for more rippers to come so she could poison them? She had burned the last of the bodies, but maybe there were more bodies in town for her to collect, rippers that had been recently poisoned that she hadn’t collected yet.
Kate couldn’t worry about Lisey. She would never accept their help; she’d made that clear enough. Kate wished she could help her, she wished they could all help each other, but Lisey was too far gone now.
She went back downstairs and into the dining room. “I found some boxes of shotgun shells,” she told Petra. “There are still plenty of boxes left up there,” she told Lisey.
“We should take all of them,” Petra said.
“We have to leave her something to defend herself with.”
“You mean something to shoot at us with,” Petra said.
Kate went into the kitchen and met up with Max. He carried more stuff out the back door to the truck. She went out there with him, stuffing the backpacks into the back with the boxes.
“I grabbed a bag of charcoal and a can of lighter fluid,” Max said.
“Do we have room for anything else?” Kate asked, looking at how packed the truck already was, and then looking at the shed next to the chicken coops in the distance.
“Only for a few more things,” Max said. “We should probably get going.”
“Hold on for just a minute,” Kate told him and then bolted away through the backyard to the chicken coops. There were no chickens inside the coops. She opened the shed and found what she was looking for—a bag of chicken feed. She grabbed it and carried it back to the truck.
“We can eat that?” Max asked dubiously.
Kate almost burst out laughing. “We’ll use this to get the chickens back in their coops at my house.”
Max’s face brightened. “Yeah, chickens.”
“Eggs.”
“Oh yeah. I didn’t even think about eggs.” He looked at the house. “I’ll go back in there and get Petra. You go ahead and get the truck started. As soon as we come back we’ll get the hell out of here. I didn’t see any other guns stashed anywhere near Lisey, but you never know.”
Max was off to the house.
Kate got in behind the wheel of the SUV, adjusting the seat and then starting the truck.
“Did you find any cat food?” Brooke asked.
“I’m not sure,” Kate said. “Maybe Max found some. But we found some tuna fish and sardines.”
“I think Tiger would like that.”
“Yeah.” Tears came to Kate’s eyes. She wasn’t sure why she was crying. Maybe it was Brooke sounding so normal now as she cared for the cat. Maybe it was relief from finding some food and drinks so they could survive a little longer. Maybe it was a guilty conscience for robbing Lisey at gunpoint. Maybe it was Lisey’s words about her parents really hating her. Maybe it was her mom’s letter to her. Maybe it was all of those things.
Max and Petra bolted out of the house and got into the SUV. Kate shifted into drive and tore away from the house, the back tires spinning just a bit, kicking up dirt and pelting the back porch stairs with it. She felt like a bank robber driving the getaway car from their latest heist.
She drove down the long gravel drive, and then out onto Appleton Road. She kept checking the rearview mirror, watching the house as she drove. But Lisey never came out with a weapon.
They sped down the road through the rolling hills, squares of neglected farmland and patches of trees stretching away on both sides of the road. They drove up over the next hill and then down into the wide valley where the Millers and the Bennetts once lived, then up another hill into a large patch of woods.
And then they were at her mom’s home again, their home now, at least for the next few days.




CHAPTER 55

Two hours later they had sorted through the food and supplies they’d gotten from Lisey’s house, taking an inventory and reorganizing the cardboard boxes; canned foods in one box, boxed and bagged foods in another box, their cases and packs of drinks lined up on the countertop. They bagged up more garbage from the kitchen and stored it upstairs in what used to be Kate’s brother’s bedroom.
Max and Petra dragged Kate’s parents’ mattress downstairs, making their camp in the middle of the living room a little more comfortable.
They splurged as the afternoon grew late and their work for the day was done. Maybe they ate more food than they should have, munching on the only bag of potato chips and eating a whole box of cookies between them, washing the food down with juice boxes and cans of soda.
Kate knew they should discuss their future plans, but she just didn’t want to right now. She knew Petra still wanted to travel south, but none of them brought it up. For now everybody seemed content to stay in the house for a little while longer. They all felt safe there for the moment. Kate knew that the feeling of safety wouldn’t last forever, so she wanted to enjoy it for now. The rippers and the gangs wouldn’t stay away forever, and eventually winter would come.
But for now they enjoyed their bounty, and they enjoyed their sugar rush. They played games with Brooke, word games like I-Spy and charades. And they laughed.
It felt so good to laugh.
When it was almost dark, Kate got up and went to the back porch. It was colder now. Max suggested they find or even make some kind of wood-burning stove. He said they could pipe the smoke outside. Yes, it would keep them warm and cook their food and boil their water, but how long would it be before the smoke drew rippers? Or worse.
Kate felt helpless and hopeless. When would they ever be safe? Would life always be like this now? Would they always be cold, always hungry, always looking for more food, always scared, always nervous? Yet she also felt a spark of hope inside of her, and strangely enough that spark of hope had come from Lisey and her talk about the Dragon. Lisey had said that they had all seen the Dragon in their dreams, but she hadn’t mentioned the blind woman, or the man and his son, or the other two men. So maybe that meant that Lisey was never meant to be with them. Kate was meant to be with Max, Petra, and Brooke. But not Lisey. The blind woman had come to them, not her. And throughout the last few days Kate had found her way to Brooke, and then they had found Max and Petra. So maybe that meant that they would eventually find the blind woman and the others with her. And when they were together, maybe they would finally find somewhere safe.
Maybe it was a silly thing to believe, a hopeless thing to pin her hopes on, but she couldn’t help feeling better just thinking about the others out there.
She took her mother’s letter out of her jacket pocket and unfolded it, reading the words again in the fading daylight. Her mother’s words made sense now; she saw now why they had been rounding up the townspeople and poisoning them, all of them believing the Rapture story. She imagined Pastor Samuels gathering them all together and convincing them that the Rapture was happening. And her mother had believed all of it up until her death. She just hoped that her mother and the others hadn’t suffered at the end.
“I’m sorry,” Kate whispered as tears slipped out of her eyes. “I forgive you. And thank you for forgiving me.” She didn’t believe Lisey’s story about her mother saying she had always hated her. She had the power of choice now, and she chose not to believe Lisey. And she had the proof of her mother’s forgiveness and love right here in her hands, right here in this letter.
Kate refolded the letter and stuffed it back into her jacket pocket. She wiped her eyes and stared out at the backyard she’d seen her whole life until she’d left at eighteen years old. The backyard looked different, yet it still looked the same. She felt good at this moment, safe for now. And she would try to hold on to this feeling. She would try to live for the moment because she knew it wasn’t always going to be like this. Things would get worse before they could get better.
“But we’re okay right now, Mom,” Kate whispered. “We’re going to be okay for a little while now.”
As the night overtook the backyard completely, hiding everything in blackness with just a star-spotted inky-black sky above them, she turned and went back inside, shutting the back door and putting the wooden bar in place that Max had made. She went back to the others, and they huddled around the lone candle, talking and laughing.
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