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PROLOGUE
It has been years since I picked up a pen and put it to paper, years since I've sought to escape into the world of writing, and the fantasies that my mind creates for me. Fantasies and worlds that helped me get through times that still cause me to awake in a cold sweat, silently screaming, almost twenty years later. A time that shaped my entire life, and no matter how far or where I run from it, it is always a part of me.
Retreating into my writing, and creating a place of my own, was what I did from the age of eight, on. I would take my notebook and pen into the closet with a flashlight, close the door, and lose myself in there for hours. No one looked for me in the closet, certainly not my mother and none of her boyfriends. Most of the time, if I were discreet enough, they would forget I was even there. Physical hunger never drove me from the dark recesses of my imagination, there was never much food to be found within the broken cabinets and rusted fridge in our house. No, it was always my need to use the bathroom that would finally pull me from my hiding place. I would try to scurry unseen to a bathroom that most people avoided due to its brown sink, broken tiles, and yellow stained toilet. Some nights I even slept in the closet. I would awaken with a stiff neck but a relative sense of peace amongst the darkness and words within my notebooks.
I got my food at school, but not by buying what the cafeteria offered, I never had the money to buy my lunch. I stole it from the other kid's lockers and sometimes even picked the scraps from the trash. I'd smuggle some of the food home with me for dinner so that I wouldn't have to go to sleep starving. I was the only kid in school that hated vacations because of the incessant rumbling of my stomach that the days, weeks, and months away from school brought with it. If I was lucky, I was thrown something to eat when my mother sobered up enough to remember to feed me, but for the most part, I took care of myself. By the age of nine I started shoplifting food from the supermarkets and stores with relative ease and was proud of the fact that I never got caught. It was a talent that would help me later in life too.
The people at school never noticed the bruises and marks that constantly covered my skin. In the beginning, I thought it was because they didn't see them, but as I got older I realized it was because they didn't want to see them. I didn't blame them; I didn't particularly want to see the handprints, fist marks, and cigarette burns covering me either, so I hid them under long sleeve shirts and jeans. Even in the middle of summer, I remained fully covered. I still knew the bruises and burns were there though, mainly because the cloth against my skin was a painful reminder every time the fabric came in contact with a sore or open wound.
As I grew older, my writing turned into short horror and science fiction stories, and by the time I turned twelve I'd written two horror books. I loved those books. One was about aliens and the other about a homicidal murderer. Both had given me hours of escape that I'd relished in. They were the only things in my life that were one hundred percent mine. I had created them, I had breathed life into them, and no one could take that away from me.
At thirteen, I had started another book; this one was actually going to be a murder mystery but before it really got going, my friend Chuck gave me my first sip of whiskey and my first joint. I found a whole new way to escape after that. I continued to write until I was fifteen but I couldn't find the same pleasure in it that I had before. By then I was already spiraling into something that I didn't quite understand; I'm not sure I understand it even now. I was delving into something that had dug its hooks into me and wasn't going to let go. During that time, the last thing I desired was to be free of my newfound means of escape and I relished in its hooks digging into me deeper and deeper.
I attempted to pick up a pen again after I dropped out of high school at seventeen, but I was already too far-gone and rapidly lost interest in it. Cocaine, sex and alcohol were where I found my release. When I was twenty-five, I discovered a whole new way to escape. A whole new drug that made everything that had ever happened, everything I'd ever done, and every other drug I'd ever taken, just fade away into oblivion. At the time heroin was the best thing that had ever happened to me. I loved it more than anything else I'd encountered in life thus far and there wasn't anything I wouldn't do to get my hands on it but there was never enough, and the more I took the more I craved.
Time passed in a blur and as I progressed from snorting heroin to shooting it, I slipped further and further into a world that revolved around a drug induced haze that I never wanted to end. Not even when I went to jail did I consider giving it up. Not just once did I find myself on the wrong side of the bars, but more times than I can remember, and all because of something I had done to get my next fix. Most of the time I was able to get my hands on some heroin in jail but the last time, I'd been unsuccessful. The withdrawals had been so bad that I was begging to die, and not because of how awful my body felt, but because I was forced to become aware of the man that I had now become.
I'd been a lost and frightened little boy, but I'd had hopes and dreams. At one point in time I'd had a life that didn't revolve around manipulation, stealing, and my next hit. I'd been dealt a bad hand in life, I knew that, but when I was young it was a hand I'd planned to rise up against. A hand I was determined to overcome. I didn't care what people said about the house always winning, I was going to beat the house no matter what it took.
All of those dreams had become dust. I had become a broken and unrecognizable man. Every one of my ribs could be counted, my hips dug into the thin mattress I slept on at night. I lived in what most would consider more of a shack than a house with fifteen other people. Of those fifteen, probably only three knew my real name. Track marks and scabs covered my arms from my wrist to my elbow. I had just turned twenty-nine but no one would have guessed that was my age by looking at me.
It was funny, I still wore my ever-present long sleeves and jeans but now it was to hide what I had done to myself and not what someone else had done to me. In between my toes was a mess and the second and third toe on my left foot had been amputated due to an infection that had festered. Two lost toes were nothing compared to the loss of every shred of my dignity, self-respect and pride that I'd lost over the years. I wasn't even sure what those things were anymore or how to go about finding them again.
No one else knew about the missing toes as I never took my socks off in front of others, but then there weren't any others in my life anyway. I'd never met my father, had no idea what had happened to my mother, nor did I care. I'd never been in love, never even had a girlfriend for more than a year. My "friends" were all part of a life that was killing us all, and truth be told they'd most likely stab me in the back if they thought it would get them more drugs. What good friends I'd had in the past had drifted away as my drug habit grew increasingly out of control and their belongings began to vanish. I understood why they distanced themselves from me. In the beginning they'd tried to help me, they loved and cared for me, but few people chose to stand by and watch someone who no longer felt they had anything to live for, slowly kill themselves.
After that last incarceration I set out to get my life back together, but it was only a couple of months before I returned to my old ways, visiting old friends and falling into bad habits once more. I was never quite sure how the downward slide started again or why it had all started to begin with. It had all been so innocent in those early days, just a small little bit to help me escape from the things I didn't want to remember. Just to help me sleep through a night. Over the years it became a treacherous slope that repeatedly swallowed me like quicksand within its dark depths.
Until the day I died.
I don't remember what happened, one minute I was slipping into the blissful haze of oblivion heroin gave to me, and the next I was waking up in the emergency room. I hadn't realized I'd been dead until the doctors told me so, but even then I didn't believe them. How could a person die and not even know it? Then again, I'd been living my life and not really knowing it. So maybe that was the better question, how could a person be dead inside and yet still be considered alive?
I'd actually been dead for years and just hadn't realized it until I was sitting in that bed, hooked up to all those machines, and wondering about the blank spot in my memory that had caused me to travel from that living room to this place.
The doctors gave me the names of drug meetings, clinics, and counselors to talk to in order to get some help. I'd already been through all of these things, but then my heart had never actually stopped beating before. I sat in that hospital bed with those cards and brochures in my hands and wondered if they could do for me now what they hadn't been able to do before. I read through the methadone brochure but I had no interest in taking the medication. If I was going to get through this, if I was going to beat this thing that was killing me, I was going to do it on my own. I simply had to.
The police came and spoke with me but I was able to avoid jail this time, as I'd had no drugs on me. One of the officers already knew me, and I saw by the look in his eyes he already considered me as good as dead, today just hadn't been my day. It was a look I knew well as I'd seen it on countless faces before. I stared at my three toes and wondered why I couldn't have just died. Why was I, a person that had never contributed much to this world, still alive? Why was I still breathing when good men, women, and children were dying every day?
Those questions ran through my mind a thousand times and when I walked out of that hospital, I was determined to find the answers to them. Unfortunately, I don't think there is an answer for those questions. Some of us simply continue to live when others don't; even those of us who have done more harm than good throughout our lives. I don't know why, it is simply the way of a world that I'd spent my entire life trying to escape from.
So I went to the NA meetings, I listened to the stories that the others told, but I didn't share my own. I know it's an important step, but I just couldn't bring myself to stand in front of those people and tell them my sob story. Maybe it was shame; maybe it was the fact that I didn't want pity. Though I knew they wouldn't pity me, why would they? Their stories were no better than mine, and some were even worse. They were there for support, I simply wasn't looking for support, I was looking for the reason I was still alive and none of those people knew why any more than I did.
Over the seven months that followed my death, I would lay awake for hours, staring at the ceiling in the halfway house, and fighting the compulsion to get up and find the one thing that I had truly loved in my life. In those hours it wasn't answers I wished for, it wasn't even escape into the haze heroin had given me; it was simply to have not woken up in that ER. I didn't want to be on this planet anymore, alone and lost, and fighting against the demons relentlessly pursuing me.
Every day I would wake up, go to my job at the grocery store, slice meat and go to a NA meeting after. Every day I would do what had to be done, and I would stay away from the temptation I knew was only three short miles down the road. Every day I would continue to fight but I never understood why, not when I felt as zombie-like as I'd felt every time I pushed that plunger on the needle down.
The only things that kept me going were the facts that the way of life I'd had before my death in the ER hadn't been working for me, and the expectation that I would somehow find answers in this new way of life. So I continued resolutely on until the day of the earthquakes.
Standing behind that counter, running ham through the slicer, I hadn't realized just what those quakes would represent, or how much they would change my life. How much of a life they would give to me even when millions if not billions of others were losing theirs. In the chaos that followed, I had no idea where to go or what would become of me. No idea what was going on in the world. I found others, and we hid together, but like so often in my life there had been no answers to be found and no way to escape.
Then we went back into that grocery store. I was given a chance to meet the others, people who were willing to fight and die for each other. Things began to change for me after that. It was the first time since it had all started that I knew my life would never be the same. I'd been going through the quakes, and the events following them, in the same way I'd gone about everything in my life, in a fog with my head stuck in the sand. I wasn't going to do that anymore. I'm not proud of the man I was, I will never claim to be, but I'm not that man anymore and I never will be again.
I don't want pity; I don't expect it. Nor do I want condemnation, I wasn't a good man but I won't be weighed down by my past sins, not anymore. It took the world as I knew it coming to an end for me to find where I belong, and to realize that there aren't always answers to be found. Sometimes life in itself is simply the answer. I woke up in that ER because I was supposed to be here. For some reason fate, or some greater being, had chosen me to stay upon this earth and that was a knowledge I found myself content to live with now.
The world as we all knew it had come to an end and the strangest thing was that I was finally coming to life. I picked up a notebook and pen again. Not because I wanted to retreat into the world of writing I had hidden in before, but because I was determined to tell a story of survival. Because I was going to show the good and bad of humanity when everything we'd always known was stripped away from us. To show that even at the worst of times, there is good in and among us. There is also bad, and the story of the good cannot be told without the bad. The story of the world that we had known, and this new world we were learning more about every day had to be put on paper before it was all forgotten.
Why am I writing about me now, you'll probably ask. It is simply to give you a brief background of me, and because I finally have something about me I want to tell. Al had said that some of us would fall but that others will rise up to become better people. My name is Donald, and I may have been one of the fallen before, but I will become one of the risen.



CHAPTER 1
John,
John almost kissed the blue "New York, Welcome to the Empire State" sign and not because he was trying to -though he actually did have the impulse to kiss it- but because he tripped over the broken piece of metal post sticking out of the ground as he approached the sign. He caught himself before he fell onto the sign and managed to fall onto the grass surrounding it. The crisp edges of the browning grass were rough against his fingers but he noticed that at the bottom of each blade of grass there was a dark shade of healthy green beginning to appear. He almost felt like crying at the sight of that sign of fresh growth and renewal. He hadn't taken the time to notice the grass over the past couple of days, but he'd never been so happy to be so up close and personal with it.
Carl stuck his hand out to help him up but he waved it away. "I meant to do that."
"Yeah," Carl snorted and walked away shaking his head. John pushed himself back to his feet and walked over to where Carl stood. Carl's gray eyes were attentive as he rubbed the brim of his stained and faded Red Sox hat. His brown hair, longer than John had ever seen it, curled around the edges of his hat and the collar of his shirt. But then, John knew his own hair was the longest it had been since his junior year of high school as it tickled at the corners of his eyes. "I never thought I'd be so happy to be in New York."
"Me either," Xander agreed.
John had been concerned that there wouldn't be any happiness to be found after Bobby's death two days ago, but he actually saw smiles on the tired faces of the people surrounding him. Those smiles had been absent ever since they'd left the graveyard behind. However, he hadn't been doing any smiling either. He still couldn't get over how fast it had all happened. One minute Bobby had been there talking and fighting with them, and the next he was gone. He knew how fragile life was but he'd been living with a false sense of security ever since Lee's death.
He'd wrongly assumed the worst was behind them, that since they hadn't gotten sick they would be able to fight off the sick ones, and they'd be able to make it. The worst wasn't behind them though and he wasn't sure it ever would be. He lifted his head to study the highway winding through the mountains on either side of the road. They had hooked back up with the interstate less than a mile back, just outside of Danbury. He saw no homes around him but vehicles were scattered across the roadway and in the grass median.
"How far is it to the cabin from here?" Carl asked Al.
"Normally about an hour, hour and a half, but there are a couple of bridges between here and there that could be a problem," Al answered.
"I'm sure there will be more than bridges in between that will be a problem," Josh muttered.
John silently agreed with him as he stared at the rocks lining the mountains on each side of them. "We should have known about the bridges," Peter grumbled.
John released a low groan that caused Carl to shoot him a look. Peter hadn't said much since Bobby's death but every time he did open his mouth, John had to fight the impulse to punch him in his face. He didn't know what would happen if they did make it to the cabin and they had to live with the guy for an extended period of time. It wasn't a pleasant proposition.
He didn't understand why Bobby had lost his life, while this guy was still alive and being a dick every chance he got. Life wasn't fair, he knew, but he would have traded Peter in a heartbeat for Bobby. Unfortunately, that wasn't a possibility.
"We're going to run into obstacles everywhere we go," Carl said. "Bridges may be the least of our worries. Let's get back on the road."
John turned and followed him to the rack body truck. Rochelle walked by his side, her head bowed as she stared at the grass that crunched beneath her feet. "We're almost there kid," he assured her.
"Are we?" she asked.
That was an excellent question but he didn't have the answer for her. "Just have to take it one mile at a time."
She gave him a wan smile before focusing on her feet again. John draped his arm around her shoulders. He'd noticed a change in her since Bobby's death. He kept hoping she was just in a funk, or as much as he didn't want to think about it, maybe it was even hormones.
He knew Rochelle was trying to sort through things on her own, but he kept expecting her to snap out of it. Worry that she might not began to fill him. How could she just bounce back to that stubborn and resilient girl they'd encountered on the road after everything she'd endured?
Don't leave me kid, he pleaded silently but he didn't know what to do to keep that from happening.
She leaned against his side as he opened the door and gestured for her to jump in. John went to climb in beside her but he felt a hand wrap around his arm. He turned to find Mary Ellen standing next to him. She nodded to the back of the truck.
"What's wrong?' he asked when they were away from the others.
Mary Ellen glanced at where they'd left Rochelle before turning back to him. She kept her voice pitched low while she spoke. "I know Rochelle really likes you…"
"I think of her like a little sister!" he gushed out.
A small smile curved Mary Ellen's mouth as she shook her head. "I know, I didn't mean anything like that. I'm not saying she has a crush on you or anything, but that she simply likes you. She looks up to you and she sees you and Carl as friends. I think she thinks of you like brothers too. You make her laugh. Besides, if I thought you were looking at her in that way, I'd kill you."
John almost laughed at the matter of fact way she stated that, but the fierce look in Mary Ellen's eyes and her fisted hands made him change his mind. He may be stronger than her, but he had no doubt Mary Ellen would kill him, or anyone else, that tried to hurt her daughter. He had to respect and admire her for that but he knew he would do the same thing.
"She hasn't been doing a lot of laughing or smiling lately," he said.
Mary Ellen rang her hands before her, her brown eyes were pleading as they held his. Her dark brown hair had been pulled into a ponytail that highlighted the planes of her broad face. Even dirty and disheveled, with that strained look upon her face, she was still hot. John shook his head to clear it of that notion, now wasn't exactly the time.
"No, she's not," Mary Ellen agreed. "I've tried talking to her but she won't open up to me."
"Do you want to ride in the truck with her?"
Mary Ellen looked torn as she glanced between him and Rochelle again. He hated the idea of riding in the car with Peter, and a shudder went through him at the idea of taking Bobby's place in the car. He would ride with Riley, Xander, and Al if Mary Ellen said she would prefer to stay with her daughter.
"No," she finally said. "No, she won't talk to me and she needs someone to talk to right now. Bobby's death really hurt her."
"It really hurt all of us." John went to run his fingers through his hair but then he remembered that it had been a couple of days since he'd been able to do anything about cleaning it. The idea of touching it right now made his upper lip curl. Not knowing what to do with his hands, he shoved them into his pockets and hunched his shoulders up. "I'm not so sure I'm the best person for her to talk to."
"You're not the worst either," she said.
"I'm not good with words."
"You can speak them can't you?"
He couldn't help but grin at her. "They're not always the right ones. Are you sure it's not just hormones bothering her?" he mumbled and shifted awkwardly.
Mary Ellen's eyes widened before she released a small chuckle. It was good to hear someone laugh, at least a little, again. "No, not this time at least."
"What makes you think she'll talk to me?"
"She has to open up to someone, you're closer in age to her than I am and she trusts you." John wasn't entirely sure what he was supposed to say or do for Rochelle, but Mary Ellen took hold of his arm and squeezed it. "If you'd prefer not to, I'd understand."
"I'll talk to her, or I'll try at least," he assured her.
"Thank you." Mary Ellen smiled at him before releasing his arm and heading toward where Donald, Josh, and Peter stood by the Caddy.
Taking a deep breath, John turned and headed back to the open passenger side door of the truck. Rochelle's head was bent; her gaze on her hands folded before her. Grabbing hold of the handle, John pulled himself into the cab of the truck and settled in beside her. Carl was standing at the front of the truck, smoking a cigarette while he and Al studied a map. John grabbed the Twizzlers off the dashboard, he held them out to Rochelle but she shook her head no.
John leaned back in his seat. He didn't know what to say to her but when he grabbed one of the licorice sticks from the bag, he recalled something he used to do as a kid. "You know what one of my favorite things to do as a kid was?"
Rochelle glanced at him before turning her attention back to her hands. "What?" she mumbled.
"I would bite the ends off." He bit the head off the Twizzler and turned it around to bite off the other one. "See?" She stared at the Twizzler before frowning at him. "Then I would take it and shove it into a can of soda and use it as a straw. It was an extra sweet sugar bonus that I'm sure my parents loved for me to have."
She looked at him as if he had just hopped onboard the crazy train. "That was your favorite thing to do as a kid?"
"One of my favorite things to do. My favorite was blowing up soda bottles or jumping off the porch roof into a pile of leaves, building forts or riding my bike, or just being free. The Twizzler straw was a good time too. Have you ever tried it?"
She shook her head. "No, I've never even heard of it."
"We'll have to fix that when we get a chance."
"If we get a chance."
"Don't start going all Peter on me kid, we're going to make it."
Tears shimmered in her deep brown eyes. She looked more fragile than he'd ever seen her with the shadows under her eyes and her brown hair pulled into a ponytail. "I'm sure Bobby thought the same thing."
John took a bite of licorice. "I'm sure he did too, but you can't think like that."
"Look at what's going on around us, look at all the people we've lost already. Why can't we think like that?"
John didn't know why, not really, he just knew that it would end up destroying the outgoing young girl he'd come to care for a lot. He wasn't willing to lose more people, especially not her. "Because it's not good for you."
"Easy mom."
John shot her a look. "Easy there yourself."
A small smile actually curved her mouth. "Nice comeback."
"I try my best."
"That you do," she agreed.
John continued to nibble on his Twizzler as he studied the highway before them. "What was your favorite thing to do before all of this?" he asked.
"I loved to ride horses," she said wistfully.
"That was your favorite thing to do as a kid," he teased and leaned playfully against her shoulder. "There's something about being around an animal that can bite me and kick me through a wall that makes me a little nervous. Plus, did you know they can also stomp on your foot? And they weigh a lot."
The sound of her giggle was better than a Twizzler straw he decided as she grinned at him. "I did know that. Had it happen once," she admitted.
"Ouch, bet it broke your foot."
"It actually wasn't as bad as you would think." She stretched around him and pulled a piece of licorice from the bag. John fought to hide his smile as she bit into it. "Only bruised my toe but it's not something I'd want to experience again."
"But riding them was fun?"
"Riding them was the best," she said wistfully. "I don't know how to explain it but when I was on horseback I was free. I didn't have a single problem in the world. There was no school, no homework, no boys. There was no home, no mom and dad, none of the awful silences and even more awful…" her voice trailed off, her eyes became distant as she held the Twizzler before her.
He knew Mary Ellen had tried to keep the worst part of her marriage from Rochelle, but he also knew there was no way to keep it from her entirely. Rochelle was too smart and too observant to miss much. They hadn't fought a lot but he'd always known when his parents were mad at each other, no matter how much they tried to pretend they weren't.
"It was that bad at home?" he asked.
Rochelle shrugged absently and bit into the candy. "My mom tried to hide it but yeah, it was that bad. I loved my dad, he always treated me well, but the things he said and did to my mom…" Her brown eyes came back to his. "No one should be treated like that."
John didn't know what to say to her. All the words that ran through his mind were horribly inadequate as she unflinchingly met his gaze. "I'm sorry." They were the lamest words in the world but they were the best he could come up with.
"I think she stayed with him because of me, which made it even worse."
John pat her shoulder awkwardly. "I'm sure she was only trying to do the best for you."
"I know she was."
"She still is."
Rochelle sat back in the seat. "Look at you being all mature and adult-like."
"I think I preferred it when you weren't speaking to me." A small laugh escaped her before she grabbed another Twizzler. "Or eating my stuff."
John pulled the water bottle from the dashboard of the truck. He grabbed another licorice stick and tore off both ends of it. "I liked tag too," she said.
"Who didn't?"
"And dodgeball."
"You were still allowed to play dodgeball? I thought they were banning that now."
"I got a few years of it in," she replied. "It was fun."
John smiled wistfully as he twisted off the top of the water bottle. There had been many hours of playing dodgeball in his life, some of it hadn't been pleasant, but it had always been a lot of fun. He'd still whip a large rubber ball at someone if given the opportunity.
He shoved the shortened Twizzler into the bottle and handed it to Rochelle. "Water's probably not as good as soda but I can guarantee it's going to make it taste better," he informed her.
Rochelle studied it for a second before taking it from his hand. "Can't make it any worse."
"That's the attitude."
Rochelle grabbed the Twizzler and drank through it. She lifted an eyebrow as she gave an approving nod. "Not bad."
"Not bad? You're not doing it right then."
"It's no horse, but I can see the appeal."
"That's good at least." The door beside her opened, he turned as Carl jumped into the driver's side seat beside Rochelle. "We have our route planned out?"
"For the most part. What are you doing?" Carl asked Rochelle.
She held the bottle out to him. "Twizzler straw, John showed it to me."
"I remember those," he said with a nod. "Best with Ginger Ale."
"Orange soda," John disagreed. "Are we staying on the highway?"
"Until we run into trouble," Carl answered. "Some of the roads branch off toward New York City but we won't be going that way. It doesn't look like we'll be traveling through any heavily populated areas until Newburgh. But we'll have another problem when we get there anyway."
"What's that?" John asked.
"The Hudson River," Carl answered. "We have to cross the Newburgh Beacon Bridge to get over it. Al said it's a good sized bridge."
"That sounds like it could be a pretty big problem," Rochelle said.
Carl stared at her before glancing questioningly at John. Rochelle wasn't back to her old self, John knew that, but she was speaking and smiling again. It was a step in the right direction. She'd never be the same girl who had jumped in front of their truck what seemed like forever ago now, but she appeared to be coming back around to them again.
"It could be," Carl admitted as he started the truck.
"What are we going to do if we can't get over the bridge in Newburgh?" Rochelle asked.
"There's always another way." Carl said with confidence.
John really hoped so but he refrained from saying those words. They'd just gotten Rochelle speaking again; they really didn't need her going catatonic on them like he had before. John munched on his licorice while he took in the scenery around them. The higher they rose into the mountains the more rock walls began to press against the road.
The best thing about the increasing rock walls beside them was that he didn't see any of the sick humans running beside the truck. Most of the towns he spotted were nestled into valleys far below the guardrails that would pop up to replace the walls.
They could do this. The belief hit him out of nowhere but he felt a growing confidence as they wound their way in and out of the vehicles cluttering the road. They could get somewhere remote and they could make a stand. They could survive.
He didn't dare say the words out loud. There was no way he was going to jinx himself and the others, but he was really trying to believe them. The only problem was going to be actually getting them all there alive.



CHAPTER 2
Mary Ellen,
Mary Ellen stared at the jagged rock walls that made up the sides of the highway as they climbed higher into the mountains. These mountains didn't have the craggy peaks like the ones she remembered from her one trip to New Hampshire. She'd been ten then, and on a school fieldtrip that was also her only camping trip. In the beginning , she'd been so excited for the adventure. She'd been so thrilled to have something to do, people to talk with, and maybe even new friends to make.
By the third day she'd had enough of mosquitos, dirt, and peeing in an overheated, foul smelling Port-O-Potty. There were no new friends to be made; in fact, she barely spoke to anyone as she felt completely out of place amongst the girls who were throwing themselves into making tie-dyed t-shirts and candles. Her t-shirts came out almost completely one blurred, icky color, and her candles were nothing but blobs on a string. Her excitement rapidly faded to misery as the week stretched endlessly on and the bug bites on her arms and legs turned into raw welts. She'd never gone camping again.
The mountains in New Hampshire gave the impression of touching the clouds; these mountains rolled out like hills that had grown far more than they were supposed to have. It was a beautiful view as they topped over one crest and the sky and woods stretched out before her. Houses were speckled through the valleys and mountains that dipped and rolled out before her.
She could have stayed and stared out across this view for hours, but she didn't even have minutes to linger upon it. She drove the car around a truck with two flat tires and back onto the roadway. Up ahead she could see a pile of boulders scattered across the road and some pines that had toppled from the top of the rock wall.
Carl was already driving the truck into the median of the highway to avoid the vehicles. She swerved off the road as they crested another hill. Her breath caught in her chest, the green pines and oaks continued to fill the mountains around them. A large patch of charred forest could be seen in the distance but the blaze had burned itself out before it had overtaken the forest.
"It's so much greener here," she whispered.
The pen stopped scratching across the paper as Donald froze. He'd been busily transferring the pages that she, Carl, Al, Xander, Riley, and John had given him this morning into his notebook. She'd never enjoyed writing before. She'd always hated having to do any writing for school, and book reports had been a special form of torture as she'd never been much of a reader either. When Donald had asked if they would be willing to write about what was happening to them, and about some of their life before all of this had started, she'd assumed that she would hate doing it. In fact, she'd never thought she would be able to do it.
Surprisingly, the words had just poured out of her and she'd probably revealed more of herself than she'd intended to a man she barely knew. However, once she'd started writing she couldn't stop. The experience had been almost cathartic, as she'd poured her heart and soul onto those pieces of paper. There had even been things she'd forgotten about, like Rita's dog, Moogie. Writing her experiences down had helped her to recall things that had been buried beneath the continuous demands of their every day survival.
Glancing over at the papers in Donald's hands, she recognized Carl's chicken scratch at the top of the pages. She was curious what the others had disclosed about themselves in the pages on Donald's lap. She'd never look at their words though, just as she expected the others to be curious about what she had written, but to never have that curiosity satisfied.
Donald would be the only one that ever knew what had gone onto those papers. She didn't really know the man, but for some reason she trusted that he wouldn't reveal the secrets and truths she had written. Maybe one day someone else would read it, but she wouldn't still be here when that day came.
Peter mumbled something that pulled her attention away from the rock walls closing in on their sides again. "What did you say?" she asked and then wondered why she'd bothered.
His bloodshot brown eyes met hers in the mirror. She'd assumed all he required was some rest but he hadn't gotten much sleep in the past few days. His hair stood on end as he met her gaze in the mirror. His once neatly trimmed mustache was in desperate need of scissors, or a razor, or whatever it was that men with mustaches used to keep them neat. She'd once considered him handsome, but right now he looked more like an emperor Tamarin monkey that had managed to ingest speed. The Tamarin monkeys had always been her favorite things to see when she'd taken Rochelle to visit the zoo.
Peter shook his head and focused on the road again. A chill slid down her spine, she wasn't scared of him, or at least that was what she kept telling herself. But she'd also kept telling herself that he would get his act together. It felt like he was slipping further and further away from them.
Her gaze traveled to Josh sitting beside the teacher. The teenage, Asian boy had stood stalwartly by his teacher throughout all of this but she could see the unease in his onyx eyes. His black hair had been spiked when they'd first encountered him, now it was flat against his skull. He pushed it back from his eyes as a strand of it fell against his eyelid.
Mary Ellen turned her attention away from them as they crested over top of another mountain. Blue rest stop signs began to appear and she wondered if the others would pull into the rest area. A bathroom break, and some time to grab something to eat, sounded great to her right now as her stomach rumbled. At the same time, she wanted to cover as much ground as possible today. She also wasn't much in the mood for encountering anything that was looking to feast on one of them.
Her heart leapt into her throat when the blinker on the truck clicked on and the vehicle began the descent down the steep road. There were two buildings below, tucked into the side of the mountain. Three tractor-trailers were parked on the side of the road, along with a handful of cars. Peter sighed and shifted in his seat before leaning forward. His breath tickled the back of her neck and she had to fight the urge to grab her gun from the dashboard.
"Haven't we done this before," Peter muttered as they drove by the building with the bathrooms.
"I don't think we've exactly done this before." Donald pointed with his pen to the small building Riley was stopping the car in front of.
Mary Ellen leaned forward and shadowed her eyes to make out the words on the sign in front of the building. "New York State Police," she said aloud. "No, we definitely haven't done this before."
Donald placed the notebook and papers on the dash and grabbed hold of the door handle before Mary Ellen came to a complete stop. She threw the car into park, pulled the keys out of the ignition and stepped out of the car. By the time she joined them the others had already gathered by the front steps of the building.
Carl glanced over at her as he lit a cigarette and stepped away before inhaling it. "There could be weapons in there. I'm not so sure anyone would think to, or want to rob the state police."
"No, I can pretty much guarantee a lot of people would prefer not to rob this building," Mary Ellen agreed.
"What do you think about those trucks and cars?" Xander asked as he nodded toward the vehicles parked on the side of the road.
"Either abandoned due to lack of gas or we might have some company floating around here," Carl said. "We can get back on the road and…"
"No, after everything that has happened, any chance we have to grab more ammo and weapons shouldn't be ignored," Riley interjected.
"For once we agree," Peter said.
Riley's freckled nose wrinkled as she turned away from him. "Lucky me," she murmured. Xander wrapped his arm around Riley's waist and pulled her against his side.
"There's no reason for all of us to go in," Carl said. "We'll keep the vehicles running and someone should stay behind the wheels in case we have to make a quick retreat."
Mary Ellen nodded her agreement and pulled the keys for the Cadillac from her pocket. She went to turn back to the car when Donald took hold of her hand and slipped the keys from her. "I'll sit in the car; you can be with your daughter."
Mary Ellen gave him a grateful smile; she released the keys to him. "Stay with the truck," Carl said to John.
John started to protest but he glanced at Rochelle and closed his mouth. Mary Ellen lifted an eyebrow at the bottle of water in Rochelle's hand with a Twizzler sticking out the top of it. She suspected John had something to do with the candy water bottle, and the fact that Rochelle was actually looking up and around again, instead of staring at her feet. If John had been any closer, she may have kissed the kid, but he had moved toward the stairs of the building with Carl.
Draping her arm around Rochelle's shoulders, she pulled her daughter against her side. "How's the drink?"
"Good," Rochelle said and actually gave her a little smile. Relief filled her, she ruffled Rochelle's hair and kissed the top of her head. Rochelle didn't protest the gesture, but she did straighten her hair before taking another sip from her drink.
John turned away from Carl and hurried over to the truck. Mary Ellen watched as Riley, Xander, and Carl cautiously approached the door of the building. She was well aware of the shaggy brunette head missing from the back of the pack, one that had always been with Xander and Riley. The tears that had been brimming in her eyes spilled free. She brushed them away and was about to move Rochelle toward the truck when Josh trotted past her and jogged up the steps of the police station to join the others. He'd been so hesitant and frightened ever since they'd left Xander's grandmother's house, it was good to see him coming out of his shell now. Good to see him trying to help out more.
Riley and Xander turned to look at Josh but they didn't speak as Carl twisted the handle and shoved the door open. Mary Ellen said a silent prayer for their safety when they cautiously entered the building. It wasn't until they had all gone inside that Mary Ellen realized there were no police cars in front of the station. She glanced around the parking lot, but she hadn't missed the emergency vehicles, they simply weren't there.
Rochelle squeezed her hand before pulling away and walking over to the open passenger side door of the truck. Mary Ellen's attention was taken from Rochelle when the car in front started up again. Al climbed out of the car and walked over to join her.
"Think they'll find anything?" she asked.
Al shrugged and pushed his glasses up on his nose. His blue eyes were even larger behind the frames of the glasses; his gray hair had been brushed to the side, away from his lined face. There were dark shadows under his eyes but he was still alert as he pinned her with his gaze. "Let's hope so," he said. "Rochelle seems to be coming around."
Mary Ellen glanced at Rochelle. Her daughter stepped away from the truck and stretched her back. "She does."
"Kids are much more resilient than we adults give them credit for."
"Yeah," she muttered and glanced toward the building. "She's not the only kid here though."
"True," Al agreed.
"Where are the police cars?"
Al shook his head; he stared at the empty parking spots around them. "They probably took them to answer calls when everything started. Judging by the size of this building, I think it's only an outlet for the state police on the highway. The main barracks is probably located somewhere else. I doubt they even have extra vehicles here."
"Makes sense," Mary Ellen said.
Movement behind one of the windows drew her attention back to the building. She thought she spotted Xander but couldn't be sure, it was almost impossible to see inside the dark building. She glanced around the deserted parking lot again; her eyes lingered on the trucks and cars parked on the hill before she turned toward the bathrooms. Maybe they'd get a chance to use the bathrooms before they left, but then she might prefer to go outside rather then enter a building with plenty of hiding places.
Her gaze traveled over the picnic tables set up next to the bathroom building. On a normal day, she could have pictured families gathered around the tables. It would be a great place to share their lunches as they enjoyed the panoramic view of the mountains spread out before them. She couldn't get over the amount of green within these mountains.
"It's so different here then the shore," she whispered.
"It seems as if the quakes weren't as bad here and they definitely didn't have any tsunamis."
She gave a small laugh at Al's words but she couldn't tear her gaze away from the trees. "No, definitely no tsunamis. I did see a burned patch on the side of one of the mountains."
"I'm sure some areas were still hit hard here, and I'm sure there are also sick people in these mountains, but it's already not as warm and the plants aren't dying as rapidly here."
Mary Ellen took in the reddened sky, but even that didn't appear as vibrant as it had in Connecticut or Massachusetts. It was pinker here, almost like cotton candy instead of fire. Her gaze was torn away from the mountains when Josh stepped back onto the porch and placed a duffel bag down on the ground. Mary Ellen couldn't see what was in the bag as it was zipped shut but it was big enough to hold some shotguns or rifles. At least that was what she hoped it held.
"I'll get the doors on the truck open," she said and hurried to the back of the truck.
She glanced at Peter leaning against the Cadillac, but his attention was focused upon the calm highway. Throwing the doors on the truck open, she refused to look at the bloodstain they had been unable to completely scrub from the truck.
She had just pushed the right door completely open when a muffled crash sounded. Mary Ellen's head shot toward the building as another crash echoed from within. Her heart leapt into her throat, she jumped away from the truck and bolted across the parking lot toward the doors of the police station.
Al was already on the porch and heading inside when another crash sounded and Carl began to shout, "Whoa whoa whoa!"
Mary Ellen had just stepped onto the porch when the window beside her broke out. She jumped back and nearly fell over as glass shattered outward. Her eyes widened at the sight but she darted toward the doorway. "We're not going to harm you!" Xander yelled as she and Al stepped into the shadowed building. Pictures of men and women in uniform, and awards in picture frames, lined the empty hallway before them.
Mary Ellen clasped her gun before her as she poked her head around the corner and into a room with three large desks inside it. Carl and Xander were on the floor. Xander was sitting on someone's back; blood trickled down his right cheek from the three scratch marks that had been raked down his face. Carl was holding down the person's legs as angry, muffled cries escaped the thrashing person. Josh sat in a rolling chair with his hand pressed against his jaw. Mary Ellen could already see a red welt forming upon his chin. Riley was kneeling before whomever they were holding down, but she turned to look at them when they entered the room.
Mary Ellen realized it was a woman lying on the ground beneath Xander. The woman's eyes rolled in her head; she continued to try and kick her legs as infuriated cries escaped her. Mary Ellen didn't know what to make of the scene but her heart went out to the woman pinned to the floor.
The woman lifted her head and her eyes locked on Mary Ellen's. The woman's one clear green eye and one clear blue eye startled Mary Ellen; she'd never seen eyes quite like them before. The woman was petrified, she was irate and half crazed, but there was recognition and intelligence within her astonishing eyes.
"You're safe with us, I promise. Please just calm down," Riley said pleadingly. "We'll let you go. You can even stay here if you want; we just can't have you attacking us again."
The woman's eyes shot back to Riley, her thrashing began to ease. Mary Ellen crept closer as a sob escaped the woman and she collapsed upon the floor. Xander climbed swiftly off of the woman's back but he kept his palm in the center of it. Carl's grasp on the woman's legs eased.
"It's ok," Riley whispered. She soothingly rubbed the woman's tangled blond hair. "I know you're frightened, but you're safe now. I promise."
The woman only cried even more as Mary Ellen knelt beside her and the men stepped away.



CHAPTER 3
Riley,
Riley didn't know what to do as the woman's shoulders continued to heave and heart- wrenching sobs tore from her. Riley had experienced this kind of crying before a couple of times that she could remember. Once when her dog, Jingles, had been hit by a plow when she was eight, and then again when Carol had died. She hadn't sobbed like this over Lee and Bobby, but the awful feeling of needing to cry lingered within her chest, making it difficult for her to breathe.
This kind of crying was an awful form, the kind where no matter what she did she couldn't stop the tears from flowing and the snot from pouring out of her nose. The fact that it often resulted in a struggle to breathe would eventually bring on a bought of hiccups that just added insult to injury. Riley had cried like this a time or two in her life, but she had no idea how to handle a stranger doing it before her. She awkwardly rubbed the woman's shoulder as the woman began to take in heaving gulps of air that would cause the hiccups.
"It's ok," Riley said over and over again but her words didn't seem to be getting through to the woman.
Eventually either a lack of tears, or just plain exhaustion, caused the woman's heaving sobs to subside. She drew her knees up against her chest and hugged them to her as she began to rock back and forth in an attempt to comfort herself. Her sobs lessened even more and eventually even the rocking eased. She finally lifted her head to take them in with bloodshot, swollen eyes.
"Ma'am I don't know what you've been through but I promise that you'll be safe with us," Josh said hesitatingly.
"Oh God kid, don't call me ma'am," the woman moaned. She wiped her nose with the back of her hand. Riley couldn't help but smile; Carl stepped forward and thrust a box of tissues toward the woman. "Thank you," she muttered as she took the box from him.
She pulled out a handful of tissues and began to dab at her eyes before blowing her nose. Those strangely colored, amazingly vivid eyes focused upon her. Riley could almost see the wheels spinning in the woman's head as she tried to figure out if she really was safe with them. Riley put her gun away and held up her hands. She crab walked backward from the woman.
"Are you alone?" Carl inquired.
The woman nodded. "Yes."
Even still, Carl moved toward the door and stood in the doorframe. He stared down the hall toward the rear of the building with his gun before him. "Do you have any more weapons on you?" he asked.
Carl had knocked a small revolver from the woman's hand when she'd first emerged from the trunk she'd been hiding in. The woman shook her head but Riley highly doubted she told the truth, she certainly wouldn't have if the roles were reversed.
She wasn't nervous about the fact that the woman may still have a weapon, she'd put her gun away but Xander, Josh, Mary Ellen, Carl, and Al were still holding theirs. Riley knew they would shoot without hesitation if it came to keeping someone safe.
"You really are safe with us," Riley said.
The woman tossed aside the tissues and turned toward the window. She rose up a little to look at the vehicles parked out front. "How many of you are there?"
"Ten."
"There's ten of you?" she croaked out.
A pang shot through Riley's heart and she had to blink away her own tears at the yearning and disbelief she heard in the woman's voice. "There were more of us, but…" Riley couldn't find the words anymore so she became silent as she looked toward Xander.
He rested his hand on her shoulder and stepped closer to her. His hazel eyes were flecked with beautiful shades of jade green and gold that she found fascinating. His dark, sandy blond hair curled around his ears and forehead. "But it looks like you've been through hell too. You know what it's like now," Xander said.
Fresh tears began to stream down the woman's cheeks. She released her first hiccup. "What is your name?" Riley inquired.
"Nancy, Nancy Wainthrop. It's so odd to say that." Her gaze drifted to them, her brow furrowed. "I haven't said it in… days… weeks?"
"I don't even know what day it is," Riley assured her. "But it has been weeks since the beginning. I'm Riley, that's Mary Ellen, Xander, Josh, Carl, and Al. How long have you been here?"
Nancy's eyes remained distrustful as they slid over each person Riley introduced. Her gaze lingered on Al, and Riley didn't miss the fact that she moved closer to the older man. If Nancy believed Al was the weakest of them because of his age, or the most easily taken advantage of, she was in for a shock.
"Days, I think," Nancy replied.
Riley sat back on her heels as Nancy's eyes took on a glazed look. Her hand dropped down by her side and she edged further away from them. Riley didn't try to stop her. Judging by Nancy's tangled and matted blonde hair, torn clothing, and bruises on the exposed skin of her arms and neck, she'd been through a lot over the past few weeks.
Nancy again dabbed at her eyes with the tissues before focusing on Riley and Mary Ellen. A noise in the hall drew Riley's attention to John stepping into the doorway. "Everything ok in here?" he demanded.
Carl nodded and stepped out of the room with him. "Help me search the rest of the building; we have to get out of here soon."
Riley turned back toward Nancy as she hiccupped again. "What happened to your family or friends?"
Nancy's gaze focused on the wall behind Riley. "I was with my family for awhile, but I was on my own for a couple of days before arriving here. There were five of us left, myself, my brother and his wife, and my mom and dad. My younger sister was away at college when it started. We were trying to get to her in the city but we were jumped by some of those rabid humans." Her lower lip began to tremble as she tugged at her hair. "And now it's just me."
"Where are you from?" Al inquired.
"Plattsburg New York, it's near the Canadian border."
"What was it like by you? Did the quakes cause a lot of damage?"
"It wasn't so bad in the beginning," Nancy whispered. "Some homes were lost in the quakes and fires. Lake Champlain overflowed when parts of it were dammed up and new outlets were formed. Our area held up better than some of the others I've been through but then the sickness started. At first no one knew what was happening, but then people started changing. They stopped speaking or they started speaking gibberish. My best friend…"
She shook her head and took a deep breath before continuing. "Well the gibberish and silence were the best part of it all. When they started turning on us things just became complete chaos. We'd been holding off on trying to get to my sister, certain that someone would come to help us, or that she would somehow get a hold of us. We were scared we would leave and she would be coming to us. When it became obvious things were only going to get worse we decided to try and get to her. We never made it. There are so many of those people out there, and so few of us."
Riley touched Nancy's arm when fresh tears began to fall, but Nancy moved it away from her. Riley dropped her hand back to her side. "I'm sorry for your losses," she murmured.
Nancy's eyes took on a haunted look, she seemed to stare right through Riley. "I can still hear their screams," she said with a shudder.
Riley's skin crawled at those words. "Have you encountered any other, normal humans?" Xander asked.
"Are any of us normal anymore?" Nancy muttered bitterly.
"No, no we most certainly are not," Riley conceded.
"I've encountered no one; it's just been me."
Riley glanced at the small trunk Nancy had been curled inside of. Upon first entering the room, she hadn't considered the trunk big enough to hold a child, but Nancy was almost as tall as she was, a little heavier, and had somehow managed to cram herself inside it. She couldn't imagine the terror, or what Nancy had endured that had driven her to do such a thing.
Riley didn't know what she would do if she was the last one standing, if she lost everyone else within this group. It was a bleak prospect that made her think she might even enjoy Peter's company at that point, though he'd probably feed her to the first hungry human they encountered.
"You look like you could use some food," Al said kindly. Nancy's face became slack at the mention of food and she began to nod enthusiastically. "Josh, run out and grab some food and water. Let the others know everything is ok and to stay with the vehicles."
The boy nodded and hurried from the room. "Thank you," Nancy whispered.
"We don't have much," Al told her.
"I've been soaking and crushing up acorns, I don't need much."
Nancy looked nervously down at the frayed edges of her jean shorts; she absently began to play with one of the strings hanging from the edge. Bruises and scratches marred her legs but they were already beginning to fade and heal. Riley looked toward the others, they had no words either as they watched Nancy closely.
"You know, when you opened that trunk I didn't know if I was relieved or terrified." Another tear slid down Nancy's face as she spoke, but she didn't wipe it away. "I thought, finally it's over, and at the same time I thought, I don't want to die. How insane is that?"
"That's not insane," Riley assured her. "I think we've all experienced that same kind of reaction recently."
Nancy lifted her head, her startling eyes latched onto Riley's as her full mouth parted. With a hairbrush and some soap she would be attractive. Her nose was a little too large and crooked, her mouth a little too wide for her to be considered beautiful, but there was something striking about her.
Josh stepped back into the doorway and hurried over to them with a bottle of water and a bag of trail mix. "Mr. Dade wasn't too happy about this," he whispered to Riley when he knelt to give her the bag of food.
"I don't freaking care what he's happy about," Riley responded in a low hiss.
Josh's black eyes were troubled as they met hers but he released the bag to her and took a step away from Nancy. Fighting to keep her temper under control, Riley forced a smile and handed the bag to Nancy. The woman snagged it from her so fast that Riley barely had time to process that she wasn't holding the food anymore before Nancy was ripping the bag open and diving into it.
"There's nothing else of use in the building," Carl said as he reappeared in the doorway. There hadn't been much they could use in the building to begin with, other than a duffel bag to pack future supplies into. John's eyes were riveted upon Nancy as she shoved another handful of nuts, raisins, and sunflowers into her mouth.
Riley stared at Nancy and then at the others, she was uncertain what to do with her. They didn't know her, she didn't know if they should take the chance of inviting her to join them? Then again, the only person she'd known in this room only a short month ago was Xander. "You can come with us," Riley offered.
No one protested her words and she didn't sense any displeasure in the people surrounding her. Nancy paused in the middle of shoving more food into her mouth. She studied all of them before swallowing. "Where are you going?"
"Further upstate," Al answered. "A cabin in the Catskills, near Monticello."
"I don't know that area," she said softly. "Until my sister went to college, I'd only left Plattsburg to cross the Canadian border." She wiped the tears from her eyes and shook her head. "Twenty-six years old and the only time I was brave enough to leave home was so I could drink at nineteen and buy cheaper booze."
"We've all lost family and friends; we've all lost dreams and homes," Riley told her. "We've all seen things that none of us ever wanted to see and that will probably haunt us for the rest of our lives. You can either get up and come with us, or you can remain here and cry about it until some freakish monster shows up to eat you alive. That's a choice only you can make and we have to get back on the road."
Riley was reluctant to leave her here but she rose to her feet and took a step away. "I'll be safe?" Nancy asked.
"I can't promise you that, there's no way to know for sure. What I can promise you is that no one in this group will harm you." As soon as she uttered the words, she wondered if they were true. Her thoughts turned briefly to Peter.
"We'll keep you as safe as possible," Carl said from the doorway. "But we're leaving, now."
With that he turned on his heel. Riley heard his booted feet hitting the steps of the porch as he left the building. John hesitated in the doorway before turning to follow Carl. "The men won't hurt you, if that's what you're thinking," Mary Ellen said. "My twelve year old daughter is outside."
"She's right," Xander said and slid his hand into Riley's. "You can ride with Al, Riley, and I."
Nancy still looked uncertain as Riley took another step away. "We really have to go. Night comes so fast now," Al said kindly. "If you don't come with us, good luck to you. I think it would be best if you weren't alone." Al nodded toward the doorway and walked out with Mary Ellen and Josh.
"Coming with us is better than being alone," Riley said as Xander tugged her toward the door. She tried not to look back, but she couldn't help but cast a glance over her shoulder at Nancy. She looked so lost sitting there in the middle of the room that it broke Riley's heart. Please come with us, she pleaded silently when they stepped onto the porch.
Xander led her toward the car and opened the back door for her. The cat was curled up on the backseat; she lifted her head, gave an unladylike yawn, and plopped her head back down. "Is she coming?" Riley inquired.
"Not yet," Xander answered. Riley grabbed hold of the roof and turned to look at the building, she willed Nancy to walk outside. She imagined she saw movement from within the building, as the shadows shifted and bunched over each other, but Nancy didn't appear in the doorway. "We have to go Ri."
She heaved a heavy sigh before bowing her head and sliding into the backseat. Xander was about to close the door when Nancy shuffled onto the porch. She lifted her hand against the sky and winced away from the light. Riley climbed back out of the vehicle and took a step forward as the woman made her way cautiously down the stairs. Josh, Donald, and Mary Ellen gave her a little wave from the Caddy but Peter slid behind the wheel and slammed the door. Rochelle glanced at John who rested his hand on her shoulder and squeezed it reassuringly.
Riley waved to Nancy as she stepped off the steps and walked toward them. Carl walked over to join them beside the car. "Do you have any weapons?" Al asked Nancy.
Nancy glanced nervously over them before looking at Rochelle. "A knife," she admitted.
Al nodded. "Don't get any ideas about using it on one of us."
"I won't," she promised.
"I'm going to ride in the back, Riley," Al told her.
She started to protest and then closed her mouth. She really didn't want to be the one that had to shoot Nancy if she did try to attack one of them. Riley didn't think Nancy would do it, but she wasn't going to take any chances either. Riley discreetly kept her gun sitting in her lap when she settled into the passenger seat.
"What's the cat's name?" Nancy asked as she sat beside the dozing feline.
"I don't know," Riley answered. "We found her in a farm house a little while ago, but we haven't named her yet."
"Hmm." Nancy lifted the cat from the backseat and settled it in her lap. The loud purring the cat emanated filled the car as Xander started it. Nancy actually began to smile while she scratched the cat's ears. "What about Spooky? I had a cat named Spooky once who looked just like this."
Xander released a harsh bark of laughter. "I think that suits. She spooked the crap out of us the first time we encountered her."
"I like it," Riley agreed. She couldn't help but smile as she turned to look at the mountains. Bobby may be gone, but maybe they had just saved someone else's life.



CHAPTER 4
Carl,
Carl climbed out of the truck and stretched his back as he surveyed the bridge before them. Al had prepared them for the length of it, but even still he couldn't shake the crushing sense of doom creeping down his spine. The bridge had an end, of that much he was certain, but he couldn't see it. He didn't know if that was from the angle of the bridge or if it was simply too far away to see the end.
His gaze drifted down to the immense river below the bridge, the mighty Hudson. He didn't know much about this area of New York. He didn't know much about New York at all, other than he hated their sports teams and they had good bagels, but he recalled this river from his history classes over the years, and the plane that had recently landed on it near the city.
It looked relatively calm right now but the river was swollen with water. Maybe the torrential downpours they had experienced over the past few weeks had flooded the river, or the quakes had caused a new river or lake to flow into this one. Either way, the water buried the roots of the trees along the banks. A swing set in one of the backyards lining the river was halfway under water and the back stairs of another porch were swamped.
He eyed the multiple, massive concrete posts holding the bridge up with trepidation. All the posts were still standing but there was no way to know what kind of damage they'd sustained from the quakes and flooding. His gaze lifted to the flat bridge before him. Hamilton Fish Newburgh-Beacon Bridge was written on a sign at the foot of the bridge. There were lights hanging over the road from posts, but none of them were on, but then he hadn't expected them to be either.
A sign announcing that the right lane was closed was also nearby. His eyes narrowed on the right lane as another chill slid down his back. Why had it been closed down even before everything had fallen apart? He wondered as he studied the orange barrels, forgotten construction equipment in the right lane, and the roadway that was full of potholes and cracks.
He glanced at the other bridge running parallel, and apparently identical, to the one they were parked in front of. Tollbooths were set up on the other side but Al had said there were no tolls at the other end of this bridge. They could cross over on the other bridge, but looking between the two of them, Carl couldn't see any structural difference in them.
"How long is this thing?" Peter demanded.
"At least a mile," Al answered tiredly.
Donald released a low whistle; he shook his head and moved closer to the bridge. John stepped forward; he stopped at the very edge of where the bridge started. "We've already had one bad experience with a bridge," John said. "Do we really want to try crossing this one too?"
"I'd rather have a colonoscopy without the drugs than do this, but I don't think we have any other choice," Carl answered honestly.
John gave him a double look before releasing a low chuckle. "Well it's a good thing we don't actually have that option."
"Yeah," Carl muttered before walking over to stand beside Al. "Is there any way around this?"
Al shook his head and lifted the map. "This ended in Connecticut; we're running on my memory alone until we find a New York state map. I'm sure there are other bridges, but I don't know how close they are or even where they are."
"Or if they're still standing," Carl said.
"Or that," Al agreed.
"You've been across this before; does it look like it's been damaged to you?"
"It's been years since I've crossed it but it looks almost exactly the same as I remember it. I'm pretty sure the right lane was closed down the last time I went over then too."
Carl didn't know if that was a comforting fact or not, but it definitely wasn't one he wanted to linger on. "Great," John said. "That sounds promising."
"I think they use it as a breakdown lane for the most part," Al explained.
Maybe that was supposed to be of some comfort, but Carl found none in it. "So how are we going to do this?" John asked. "Are we going to walk across it again first? Go one vehicle at a time or all of them at once? Maybe one of the vehicles could go over the other bridge at least then, if one collapses, some of us will still survive."
"That's looking on the bright side," Carl said.
"Someone has too."
Carl released a small snort of laughter as he rubbed at the bridge of his nose and surveyed the two bridges. "They really don't look like they're in bad condition. The water level is high but it wasn't forceful enough to knock the trees over."
"This is an extremely bad idea," Peter muttered.
Carl chose to ignore him as his attention turned back to the water below them. "What would you have us do?" John asked.
Peter's jaw clenched as he folded his arms over his chest. A muscle twitched in the teacher's cheek. Carl waited for Peter to say something more but as the seconds slid into minutes, he realized that wasn't going to happen. Unwilling to even acknowledge the man, Carl turned back to the bridge.
"I don't think it matters about splitting up the vehicles. That's a long walk across and back; it will take too much time for us to do it. I think we'd be exposed here for too much time if something or someone was to show up," Carl said.
"I don't like that idea either," Xander said. "And I highly doubt just our weight on this thing is going to make much of an impact. Not when it still has that crane, barrels, and dump truck sitting on it."
"What about doing separate bridges?" Mary Ellen asked.
"I doubt that would make a difference either," Donald said. "It's not like we're all driving Mac trucks."
Carl rubbed at the scruff lining his jaw and pulled his hat off. He ran a hand through his disheveled hair as he studied the cap. The red B for the Red Sox was officially black now from the rain and dirt, the blue of the cap had faded to a light gray color, and the material on the bill had been worn down to the cardboard in some areas. It had definitely seen better days, but then so had he, and it was still his lucky cap. He placed it back on his head and settled it over his eyes.
He wasn't exactly thrilled about the idea of doing this, but he didn't see any other way around it. They could spend hours driving out of their way to try and find another route across the river. Hours in which they could get stuck somewhere else, or attacked. Hours that would be off of the highway and in areas that they had absolutely no knowledge of.
The idea of driving across the bridge was enough to give him a nic-fit. He fished into his pocket for his cigarettes and pulled them out. The fresh wash of nicotine didn't have the desired effect he'd been looking for as his heart continued to pound and a sweat, based solely on fear, began to coat his body.
Riley walked over to stand near them. Her vivid blue eyes were troubled as she stared between him, Al, and Xander. She tucked a strand of black hair blowing across her face, behind her ear. The freckles on her nose and cheeks stood out as some of the color had faded from her skin.
"I'll drive across first," she offered. "To see if it will support the car. I'm ok with going and coming back."
"Riley…" Xander started.
"It makes sense for someone to do it and I'm willing to go," she interrupted.
"I don't think having more vehicles pass back and forth over it is going to do any good," Peter grumbled.
Riley's eyes flickered toward him but she didn't acknowledge his words before she focused on Carl again. "I'll go."
"I know you will, but I don't think that's necessary and I don't think it's going to make much of a difference," Carl replied. She didn't look convinced but she didn't say anything further as she turned to look at the bridges.
"There's a chance we can find a place around here to hunker down for awhile," Al said. "The towns and cities around here are far more populated than the area we're heading for, but we can backtrack, or try and find some less populated places."
"Shit," Carl muttered as his mind spun. He knew what Al and Donald had said in the truck, but he really wasn't a leader. He didn't want to make these decisions and he definitely did not want to be responsible for other people's lives. It wasn't who he was, but even as he thought it, he could feel the weight of the stares from the others focusing upon him.
"Driving around trying to find something like you suggest could be just as bad as trying to find another bridge. This area wasn't affected anywhere near as badly as the coastline states. I think if the trees have held up than there is a good chance that these bracings have too," he said. "Plus you have a lot of knowledge of the area we're going to Al, that might be the best thing we have going for us right now."
"That I do," Al confirmed.
"That's good enough for me," Xander said.
"We might as well get this over with then," Carl said.
"Hope you can all swim," Peter muttered.
Carl's teeth clenched on the filter of his cigarette, he pulled it from his mouth as he turned to face Peter but before he could speak, John did. "Like a fish. I don't think swimming is our main concern though. I'm pretty sure the fall, and the debris crashing down on top of us, will do the job first."
Peter turned his glare on John but John simply smiled at the man before turning on his heel. John whistled as he made his way back to the truck with a spring in his step. Carl couldn't help but grin at Peter. "I would have to say he's right," Carl said and crushed his cigarette beneath his boot.
He walked over to the truck and opened the driver's side door. Rochelle and John were already inside. "You sure about this?" Rochelle asked.
"No," he admitted as he slid in next to her. "But I do believe we'll finally have a safer place to stay if we make it to Al's cabin."
"I like the sound of that," she said. "But I do not like having to cross this bridge."
"No one does." He started the truck and edged it toward the bridge. The urge to light another cigarette hit him but with Rochelle next to him, he couldn't. His knuckles were white as he gripped the wheel forcefully and hunched over it. The tension in his shoulders and neck made his muscles ache before the front wheels even hit the beginning of the bridge.
He believed he heard a groaning but he hoped it was just his imagination running wild. No matter how much he tried to get his imagination under control, all he could picture was the middle of the bridge buckling beneath them and the heavy metal toppling onto them as they plunged into the overflowing water below. He hoped John was right and the crashing bridge killed them before being swamped by the water. Drowning was not the way he would choose to go.
He shifted in his seat, the discomfort in his jaw made him realize his teeth were clenched. He forced himself to relax his jaw but he couldn't get his hands to ease on the steering wheel as the truck crept further across the bridge. He could feel the bridge swaying beneath them from the water rushing around the poles. The water became an actual evil entity in his mind as it pulled at the posts and tried to eat away at the river bottom that the beams had been planted in. The further they went the more convinced he became that he was going to have a heart attack before they made it to the other side.
Driving the car in front of them, Riley stayed directly in the middle of the bridge, a path that Carl followed closely. For some reason he felt safest away from the sides, as if being in the middle would somehow save them all from death if the bridge completely gave out.
They were more than halfway across the bridge when metal rafters began to arch above them to form an open roof. Carl craned his stiff neck to look up at the metal twisting above them. If the bridge collapsed, it would be now with all of that metal over them, he was certain of it. But they continued onward with the asphalt solidly beneath their feet.
His muscles eased a little when the metal roof above them ended. A small breath escaped him as the car in front made it to the freedom of solid road once more; he followed closely behind them only seconds afterward. He tried to relax but his muscles remained rigid.
Riley pulled the car over to the side of the road after a few hundred feet. Xander rested his hand on her shoulder as her head bowed in relief; Carl knew exactly how she felt as his trembling hand slid the truck into park. His heart continued to pound out a rapid staccato against his ribs as Donald parked the Caddy behind them.
Carl was a little concerned his legs might not support him as he opened the truck door and stood up. A pack of cigarettes might not be enough to get him to calm down right now, but even still, he didn't grab for his pack. He needed to move about for a few minutes and try to shake off the lingering tension in his muscles first. He walked to the middle of the road before turning back to the others. They were grouping together near the truck; their heads bent close together as they slapped each other on the back and exchanged words that he assumed were encouragement.
He stretched his shoulders out before walking over to join them. They had made a lot of headway today, more than they'd made on any other day since this had started, but the sun was now lower in the darkening sky. "How much further?" he asked Al.
"Normally about forty-five minutes to an hour. If we make as good of time tomorrow as we did today than we should be there by sunset."
"No more sleeping on roadsides or in abandoned houses," Rochelle said dreamily.
"If all goes well," Mary Ellen said and squeezed her daughter's shoulder reassuringly.
"We're going to have to figure out a place to stay for tonight," Carl said. "We can get off and try to find somewhere, or we can stay on the side of the highway again."
"I'm good with sleeping roadside," John said as he eyed the sparse woods beside them.
"This area was fairly well populated," Al said. "Getting off the road might not be the best idea, and I think we should try and go a little further away from here."
Carl didn't like the look in Al's eyes and he didn't like the buildings and roadways branching off of the highway they were on. There was too much development in this area for his liking and with more development came more people. "Ok, let's top the tanks off and go," Carl said. "If we get caught up in something the truck doesn't have enough gas to carry us far."
"We'll see if any of these vehicles have any gas left in them." Xander volunteered.
John opened the backdoors of the truck and pulled out two of the full cans. He passed them to Carl before grabbing hold of the empty cans. He gave one to Xander before seizing the tubing. Carl watched them walk over to the nearby vehicles on the road before taking the full cans over to the truck's gas tank.
Lifting the can, he fit the nozzle into the tank and lifted it so that the gas poured inside. He glanced around in order to keep an eye on his surroundings as he watched for some hint of approaching danger. The woods remained still, and so did the roadways around them, but he couldn't shake the feeling of impending doom.
John, Riley, and Xander stood by a blue car, siphoning gas into one of the cans. John smiled as he propped an arm on the roof of the car and spoke with them. The others were gathered by the front of the truck where Mary Ellen handed out bottles of water. He finished with the can and lifted the other one to the truck as the minutes steadily ticked by. They'd only been there for about a half an hour but it felt like hours as the last of the gas from the can dripped into the truck.
He turned toward the bridge, and the back of the truck, but even as his eyes were taking in movement, Riley was stepping away from the car. "What is that?" she demanded.
Carl didn't have to ask what the that she was talking about was. On the bridge, a couple hundred feet from the end, figures had begun to appear. He remained immobile, staring as the figures became an encroaching wave of people moving relentlessly forward. He squinted and frowned as he looked at the figure's hands and tried to process what it was they were holding onto.
Revulsion curdled within him like sour milk when he realized they were holding other people's legs. It took the figures moving closer for him to realize that the garbled sounds he heard coming from them were cries and moans from the people they were dragging across the ground. His eyes focused on the rolling wave of creatures moving in their direction. Even from this distance, he could see their blistered, peeling, and disfigured faces.
"We have to go," Al said in a rigid voice from behind him. John and Xander stepped away from the car and moved closer to Riley.
"Now!" Carl barked at them. "We have to go now!"
He tossed the empty cans into the back of the truck. John and Xander ran awkwardly across the median with their full cans of gas bouncing against their legs. He waited for John and Xander to place the full cans into the back before slamming the doors closed. He didn't want to look back but his eyes were inexorably drawn behind him as the moans of the people being dragged became louder and the horde of at least fifty continued their approach.
"What are they doing?" John inquired breathlessly from beside him.
"Nothing good," Carl answered. "Let's go."
He spun on his heel and ran for the driver's side door. Throwing the door open, he glanced in the side mirror as the first wave of sick people stepped off the bridge with their victims still in tow.



CHAPTER 5
Al,
Al turned in the backseat of the car to stare out the window. At first he couldn't see anything other than the truck behind them, but then Carl moved to the side and he could once again see the crush of people stepping off the bridge. The first wave of them released their prey and bolted forward as the vehicles began to pull away from the side of the road. The fact that the people they released rolled to the side, but didn't climb to their feet, led Al to believe they were Lost Souls and not fully functioning human beings.
He didn't know why, but for some reason that seemed like an even more cannibalistic action to him. The Lost Souls, and the hungrier ones, were both sick. Each with something that was affecting them in different ways, but none of them had control over their bodies anymore. He tried to turn away from the window, but he found his hand pressed against the glass like a child waving goodbye to their best friend before moving out of town forever.
The second surge of the hungrier sick humans stepped over, and sometimes onto, the Lost Souls that had been left upon the ground. No humanity existed anymore within the people rushing at them, at least not within the ones that were volatile and ferocious. He was glad Riley didn't have her sights set on trying to help one of them in some way; there was no helping them, of that much he was certain.
Watching the scene, the feeling that the world was ending swamped him, even more so than when lava had been rushing toward them in that hotel room. It was as if the bowels of Hell itself had opened up and spewed forth a horde of demons upon the earth. Al shook his head at the idea; he knew it wasn't true. He'd seen firsthand the devastating effects of the illness that had spread across the earth when it had taken over Lee's body and turned him into a monster. Even still, he couldn't shake the notion of the devil's minions coming for them as the first wave continued to run for the Cadillac at the back of their line of vehicles.
They would never be able to catch the car but even still, Al held his breath until the sick ones began to falter and the car was well out of their reach. He found himself staring out the window long after the bridge and horde of sick people had faded from view. Reluctantly, he finally turned back around in his seat.
Nancy's bi-colored eyes were troubled; she chewed on her bottom lip as she studied Al. "What's wrong with them?" she whispered.
Al took a deep breath before revealing to her what they all suspected was wrong with them. Nancy kept her eyes fixed raptly upon him as he spoke, but her attention shifted to Riley when she turned in the passenger seat. "We're hoping that maybe we can help the ones that just wander around aimlessly," Riley said.
"The ones that have become the new favorite meal for the others," Xander expanded.
Nancy tugged at her tangled hair hard enough that Al became concerned she might actually pull it out. "Do you really think you could help them?" she inquired.
"I think we have to give it a shot," Riley answered.
Nancy's hand dropped to Spooky in her lap as she turned to look out the window. "Yeah, I guess you do."
Riley glanced at Al but he didn't know what to do to calm Nancy right now. He was tempted to touch her arm, but he didn't think she'd accept the gesture of comfort. His hand slid to his gun as he studied the woman. She'd been a lot calmer since they'd left the police building, but he didn't trust her and there was something a little off about her. Whatever she'd been through had left her more than a little damaged and he'd be damned if she injured anyone in this car. She acted docile, and pleasant enough, as her hand continued to stroke over the purring cat, but people had said the same thing about Ted Bundy before they'd uncovered the truth about him too.
Al reluctantly turned his attention away from Nancy and to the night pressing closer against the windows. Xander hunched over the steering wheel. From behind, Al could see the dim lights of the Cadillac as they automatically turned on. "We have to get off the road," Xander said.
Lifting his glasses, Al rubbed at his strained and tired eyes. "Do you think we're far enough from the bridge?" Riley asked.
"We don't have much of a choice. There's an exit ramp ahead."
"Take it," Al told him. Xander's eyes met his in the rearview mirror. "We've put some distance between us and the bridge, but those things are fast and I'd prefer not to be on this highway if their plan is to keep coming this way. They probably have a home base closer to where we just were, but I'm not willing to take the chance."
"Neither am I," Xander said and switched on the blinker.
He crept down the exit ramp and stopped at the end to study the signs. To the right were a Best Western and a Pop's Pizza; to the left were a handful of gas stations, a motel, and a couple of restaurants. Xander pulled out and went to the right but he only made it a few feet before almost crashing into the telephone pole blocking the road.
Jarred forward when Xander hit the brakes hard, Al barely managed to brace his hand against the back of Riley's chair before crashing into it. Xander cursed loudly, the truck halted so closely on their rear end that Al heard the metal bumpers kiss against each other. The Cadillac remained at the intersection, unable to make the turn with the truck and car blocking the way.
"We better find someplace before we all kill each other," Xander muttered. He shifted into reverse as the truck pulled off of his bumper and turned around.
Al hadn't wanted to go to the left, something Xander seemed to have agreed with, but they were now forced to drive into the area with the heavier number of businesses. A feeling of dread slid through him as he glanced back at the fallen pole. He couldn't see it anymore. There were thousands of downed poles around the world; he'd seen more than a couple dozen of them himself. This one wasn't special, he told himself, but he wasn't sure he believed it.
"I have to turn on the headlights," Xander muttered. "I can't see anything anymore."
Al tensed as the headlights clicked on and spilled across the roadway. He felt as if the clouds themselves had parted and a giant spotlight blazed down upon them painting them with a great big bullseye.
The first motel they passed looked much like the one where they'd spent the night with Lee. Lee had woken up sick in that motel and things had spiraled even further out of control from that point on.
Riley's thoughts must have traveled along the same line as his, she seized Xander's arm when he went to turn into the motel parking lot. "Not that one," she said.
Xander glanced at her before nodding and driving past the motel. A fast food restaurant went by on their right, followed by a country store and a pharmacy. All of them would be good places to search, in the light of day, but now they all appeared as threatening as the darkness enshrouding them.
Every one of the shadows could be hiding something menacing and ominous. He couldn't shake the image of those creatures dragging their helpless victims behind them from his mind. A shudder racked through him, his hand tightened around the gun in his lap.
"Pull in there," Riley said and pointed to the small building ahead of them.
Al frowned as he tried to bring the words on the side of the building into focus. It wasn't until they were next to the building that he realized the words were nothing but a smiley face and some intricate symbols spray-painted onto it. Xander drove around the front of the building and Al spotted the florist sign hanging outside. There were also a few barrels by the front door with brown and wilted flowers drooping over the sides. The windows and doors in the front were intact. Xander parked adjacent to the stairs.
"I doubt it's a store anyone has tried to raid," Riley said. "Circle around to the back, there's probably another door there."
Nancy sat up with Al to peer over Xander's shoulder as they drove around to the back of the building. Xander parked next to a set of two concrete steps that led to a closed, metal blue door. "I'll check it," Riley volunteered.
"Wait!" Xander grabbed hold of Riley's arm before she could jump out of the car. "You're not going alone, just slow down."
Something flickered through Riley's eyes, she glanced at the building before focusing on Xander again and nodding. "Stay with the car, I'll go with her," Al offered and opened the backdoor. Riley climbed out beside him. "Are you doing alright?" he asked her.
She glanced inside at Xander before closing her door and stepping away from the vehicle. "Did you ever get the feeling that your time is running out?" she inquired in a voice so low it barely carried to him.
"I'm seventy-two years old, of course I have."
Riley released a small chuckle. "Yeah, I guess you have."
Al grabbed hold of her arm when she went to turn away from him. Her eyes were troubled; her amusement had vanished when she looked at him again. "It's not running out for you Riley. We've made it this far, we'll make it to the end. You're not Bobby."
"I think Bobby knew," she whispered.
Al released her arm. "Maybe he did. Is that what's bothering you? Do you believe that you know?"
She bit into her bottom lip, her forehead furrowed. "No, I don't," she finally said. "But I'm not going to stand by and watch someone else die, not again. I will not lose another one of my friends. Not if there's something I can do to stop it."
Al felt like he'd been punched in the gut as she uttered those words. He grabbed hold of her arm with a lot more urgency when she went to turn away from him again. "Take it from me; there are plenty of things in this life that you're not going to want to see or do. No one wants to be the one left behind, or to be the one wondering why not them, or why did they survive? Believe me when I tell you that there is no answer to the question. There is only a black hole of despair and a heavy burden that will swallow you whole if you let it. I understand your desire to make sure the others stay safe, but if you die because you rush into something you shouldn't have, you will only shift that burden onto someone else." He glanced pointedly toward Xander.
"I'm not going to be careless or reckless." When he continued to stare at her, she wrapped her hand around his. "I'm really not Al. I'm just going to do everything I can to make sure that everyone stays alive."
He wanted to question her further but she released his hand and stepped away from him. Al watched her as she walked over to join John by Carl's window. He believed her words, but he also wasn't willing to see her get killed because she was bound and determined not to lose any more people. She was too young to understand that life would continue to be a series of losses if she continued to outlive her friends and family.
Al joined them as Xander stepped out of the driver's side of the car and Donald appeared. "John, would you mind staying with the car?" Xander inquired.
John frowned at him before shrugging and walking over to the car. "Everything ok?"
"Fine," Xander replied though Al didn't miss his glance at Riley.
"Let's check this place out," Donald said.
Al walked with the others toward the narrow back stairs. Xander was almost to the backdoor when it swung open and bounced against the wall of the building. Al had a brief glimpse of a man before a shotgun was pointed directly at Xander's chest. "Xander!" Riley cried.
Donald lurched forward and grabbed hold of her arm when she made a move to bolt toward the door. Donald jerked her back as Al swung his arm up to point his gun at the burly man standing in the doorway. When he heard the word flower shop, this man was the farthest thing from his mind. His shoulders took up the entire doorway, his head almost touched the top of the frame, and his gut hung so far over his waistband that the suspenders holding up his pants were stretched to capacity. No, this man most certainly was not some delicate flower, but more like a prickly cactus with one extremely deadly spine.
"What do you want?" the man demanded in a slightly slurred voice. It wasn't until he spit something on the ground that Al realized he was chewing dip.
Xander held his hands up as he took a small step back. "We were just looking for a place to rest for the night," Xander said.
"Stop moving!" the man barked.
Riley had been struggling against Donald's hold but she went completely still at the man's command. "How many people are with you?" he demanded.
"Eleven."
The man's gaze ran over the vehicles before focusing on Xander again. "Do you have food?"
Al stepped forward when Xander glanced questioningly back at him. He understood Xander's hesitancy to answer but they had to say something. Making a split-second decision, Al decided to go with the truth. This man couldn't take them all down and they needed a place to stay. "We do," Al answered. "How many people are inside with you?"
The man glanced behind him. "Two."
Al didn't know if the man was lying or not but he doubted there were many more than two people inside. If there were a lot of people in there, they could have already come out to try and overpower them. Al glanced at both sides of the building to make sure no one had slipped out the front, but he didn't see any movement.
The man was going on trust with them, they were going to have to do the same in order to get out of the open before more sick humans found them, or the ones from the bridge made their way here. This wasn't the ideal situation but he didn't see what other choice they had. They'd only make it so far before their headlights drew a swarm, they got stuck somewhere, or they hit something. He glanced at the woods surrounding them, he saw nothing moving through the trees but those sick people were out there somewhere.
"We can share some food." Al hadn't heard Carl's approach until he spoke the words from just behind him. "If you'll give us a place to stay for the night." The man spit on the ground again as he surveyed them. Carl took a couple of steps closer. "It will only be for tonight and then we'll be on our way."
"Let me see the food," the man said.
"John get a day's worth of food out for three people." Carl kept his gaze leveled on the man but when he said three people, the man didn't argue with him. A sense of relief filled him; someone could still get hurt, but it would be a lot easier to subdue three people rather than four or five. "And water."
From the corner of his eye, Al saw Peter open the door of the Caddy and climb out of the vehicle. A sinking sensation filled his stomach as Peter approached John at the back of the truck. He heard hissed words exchanged before Peter turned toward them. "I'll gag that man if I have to," Carl muttered.
"I'll go talk to him," Al volunteered.
"He could shoot Xander if you move," Riley said in a rushed whisper out of the side of her mouth. "I'll kill Peter myself if he causes something to go wrong."
Al quirked an eyebrow at that, apparently Riley's intention of making sure everyone stayed alive didn't extend to Peter. "What's going on back there?" the man in the doorway inquired.
"I'm sure it's fine," Carl placated. Even as he was speaking the words, Peter was turning toward them.
Josh stepped out of the car and hurried to the back of the truck. "Hey now," the man in the doorway said around his mouthful of dip. He swung the gun toward Carl when he took another step forward. "Stop, stop or I'll shoot."
"No!" Riley cried. She jerked her arm free of Donald's hold and tossed her gun aside. Al winced as the weapon clattered on the pavement but he kept his attention focused on the man in the doorway. Riley put her hands in the air as she stepped closer. "Don't shoot him! Peter probably doesn't like the idea of giving up the supplies but it's not up to him. This is our choice and I'm telling you that my friends and I are not a threat to you. I'll walk in there right now if that will help prove it to you."
"Riley," Xander hissed.
"Please sir," Riley pleaded. "We simply need a place to stay for the night. A place where those things can't find us."
The man studied her before glancing at the others by the truck. "I'll come with her," Xander offered.
"As will I," Donald volunteered.
Al's heart lumbered in his chest as he glanced over at the woods again. Heaving a deep breath, the man spit another wad of chew on the ground before finally lowering his shotgun. "Just bring the food in," he ordered.
"Thank you," Riley breathed as her hands dropped to her sides.
Xander pulled her close and kissed her forehead. "You might want to retrieve your gun," the man told Riley as she approached. "You never know when there might be trouble."
Al bent to retrieve it from the ground. He tried to hand the gun to her but instead of taking the gun back she moved closer to him, wrapped her arms around his waist and hugged him. "It's not a burden to be left behind, to wonder why," she whispered. "That's just the way things are. It's a gift to still be here, no matter how awful it is."
She was his height, and yet she felt small and childlike within his arms as he hugged her back. "Yes, sometimes it is," he agreed.
Riley stepped away from him and took back her gun as John approached with the bag of supplies. "How much of a problem is Peter going to be?" Al inquired.
John shrugged and shifted the bag in his hand. "Not much of one. Josh got him to agree that finding shelter was more important than food right now."
"Well that's a relief," Riley said.
Riley turned and followed Xander and Donald into the floral store. Al waited for Nancy to gather Spooky from the car before following behind them.



CHAPTER 6
Xander,
Xander took hold of Riley's hand as she stepped into the shadowed interior of the store. The heady scent of the flowers caused his nose to wrinkle as he took in the dead and wilted bouquets still gathered on the counter, the walk-in coolers, and hanging in the front windows. Stalks drooped, brown petals littered the floor, and in the other room he could see large plants that had fallen over and were lying on the ground.
Beneath the counter was a single flashlight that was pointing up at the underside of the shelf. Its dim beam barely illuminated the woman, and a boy about Rochelle's age, that were standing behind the counter. A rifle sat on the counter, the woman's hand rested upon the barrel but she made no move to lift it. The woman had a rounded figure with ample breasts. Her graying dark brown hair had been pulled into a loose bun at the nape of her neck. Her hazel eyes were troubled as she watched them filter into the room. She kept her arm locked around the slender boy's chest. The boy's hazel eyes were nearly the same color as the woman's, his brown hair was a shaggy mop that curled at the nape of his neck.
The large man remained in the doorway until Mary Ellen stepped inside with Rochelle. He quietly closed and locked the door behind them. The man's gaze ran over all of them before settling on the bag in John's hand. John held the bag out to him and the man snatched it away. He opened the bag to peer peered inside before giving it to the woman.
"I'm Jim," he introduced. "That's my wife, Claire and our son, Freddie."
Carl extended his hand to the man and shook it before introducing all of them. Xander watched Freddie as the boy tore into a granola bar from the bag. Claire and Jim had to be hungry too, but neither of them touched the food, they simply watched their son eat. "Do you own this store?" Al inquired.
Jim shook his head as he glanced around the florist shop. "No. Our home was about a mile down the road but it went up in flames during the quakes. We came to this area in search of help, or some answers. In the beginning there was rescue personnel that helped to keep everyone organized and under control. We were staying in the motel with a bunch of other survivors, but then the sickness began to spread and all control was lost."
"When the ones with the sickness started to turn on us, we fled, but this was as far as we got. There were so many of them and just the three of us. We hid in the first place we could find. In the beginning we had some supplies, but we ran out yesterday. Jim was going to go out tomorrow to try and find something but…" Claire's words trailed off as her gaze went past them to the backdoor.
"We hear them out there," Jim said. "Moving around at night, hunting."
"Killing," Freddie whispered.
Claire took hold of the bag. She removed a couple more granola bars and two bottles of water before placing the bag under the counter. "We don't know what's going on out there anymore." Jim's voice was hushed as his gaze turned to the glass front windows with the curtains pulled over them. "We haven't seen anyone that wasn't sick in a couple of weeks. I'd begun to think that maybe we were the last ones left."
Riley shuddered beside him; wrapping her hand around his arm, she took a step closer to him. Xander couldn't imagine the loneliness and confusion these three people had to have been going through while hiding in here. "What is it like out there now?" Claire asked.
"Better than the area that we came from," John answered. "But those sick ones, they're getting more aggressive."
"And there seems to be more of them," Josh said.
"The destruction here isn't as bad as it was in Mass and Rhode Island," Al said.
"Is that where you're from?" Jim inquired.
"Most of us."
Nancy remained hovering nervously by the doorway, her head bent, and her hands folded before her. She acted calmer than when they'd first encountered her but an almost feral air still surrounded her. Xander watched her before turning back to the couple and child. Jim pulled a handkerchief from his pocket and wiped at the sweat lining his forehead and upper lip.
"I always wanted to see the ocean," Claire murmured.
"Believe me, you don't want to see it when it's chasing you down the highway," John muttered. Carl shot him a look but John's face remained impassive as he stared at his friend. "Well it's true."
Carl turned back to Claire. "It was beautiful," he told them. "But I'd suggest staying away for awhile."
"I don't think we'll be taking any trips anytime soon," Jim said.
Carl gave a small snort before lifting his hat and pushing his hair back. "We should probably move the vehicles before they're noticed."
"I don't think those things are coherent enough to realize that the vehicles are even out there much less being driven around," Jim said.
"They're a lot smarter than you would think," Xander told him as he fished the keys for the Ford out of his pocket. "Don't ever discredit them; it will only get you killed."
Jim's eyes shot toward his family before going back to the door. "Are we in danger because we let you in here?"
"You've been in danger this whole time," Peter said bluntly. "You didn't have much of a choice about letting us in."
"Peter!" Riley hissed.
Xander grabbed hold of her arm and shook his head when she shifted her gun before her. Peter didn't even look at her. His jaw remained locked; his eyes were focused on the family gathered by the cash register. "It will be fine," Carl assured them but his eyes remained on Peter. "We just have to get the vehicles out of view."
Jim nodded but he didn't look overly convinced. "There's plenty of woods around here but I'm not sure you're going to be able to put a car in them."
Carl glanced around the room. "Xander, Donald, and John, why don't you guys get the vehicles somewhere safe?"
Xander nodded and squeezed Riley's hand. "I'm coming with you," she said.
"No, stay here." He pressed his lips against her ear so that no one else would hear what he said to her. "There's a reason Carl is staying in here. He might need your help with Peter or with Jim later."
She looked torn as she glanced between Jim, Peter, and then him. He thought she might fight him but she gave a brief bow of her head instead. "Be careful," she whispered.
"Always." He kissed her before joining John and Donald by the door.
"Should we bring the supplies in?" John asked Carl.
Carl frowned but he shook his head no. "No, it will take too long. Just get the vehicles out of sight and get back here as soon as possible."
"Ok." Xander turned back to Donald and nodded to him. Donald unlocked the door, pushed it open and stepped into the peaceful night. Nothing moved, not even a breeze stirred the trees, but he knew how much looks could be deceiving.
"Can we hide them in the woods?" John asked.
Xander had no idea where they were going to put the truck as he searched the trees surrounding the back of the store. They could probably maneuver the cars in between some of those trees, but the truck would be a lot more difficult. Xander glanced at the parking lot of the building next door and then at the department store across the street from them.
"We might have to put them across the street," he answered.
"I think we should," Donald said. "I don't know how we're going to get any of them into the trees, and even if we could there's still no guarantee that hiding the cars will throw the sick ones off of our trail. There's enough vehicles across the street that they might not be noticed, and if they are…"
"The sick ones will probably go for the department store first," John finished when Donald's voice trailed off.
"Yeah," Donald said as his gaze continued to search the night. "I just hate being so far away from the truck and cars."
"I don't think we have a choice. Let's go," Xander said.
He hurried to the car and slid inside. He couldn't see the ignition well, and it took him a couple of tries, but he finally slid the key into it. John was already driving out of the parking lot when he turned the ignition over. The sound of the car firing up set his teeth on edge but he shifted it into drive and searched the night as he cautiously drove it forward.
He didn't dare turn the lights on, but the other vehicles headlights had come to life automatically. The automatic headlights were a feature he was beginning to despise as he followed the others onto the road, and into the vast parking lot across the street. There were about thirty other vehicles in the parking lot. He slid the car in between two others and turned it off.
Feeling as if he was leaving a little bit of his salvation and security behind, he reluctantly shoved the keys in his pocket, climbed out from behind the wheel and locked the doors. He jogged over to join Donald and John next to the truck. "I don't feel good about this," Donald whispered.
"We don't have much of a choice," Xander said. "There's nowhere else for us to hide them and we have to get them out of that parking lot. If Jim and his family can hear the sick people outside at night that means they're roaming through the parking lot over there."
He'd said the words but his feet stayed in place as he glanced at the vehicles that had gotten them this far. "We can probably keep an eye on them from the florist shop and no one can take them without the keys," John said. "I'm going to grab some more food first, I'm starving."
Xander almost argued that they should just go back, but the rumbling in his stomach silenced him. He followed Donald and John to the back doors of the truck and held one open for John to climb into the bed. His eyes rapidly scanned over the parking lot as he searched for anything out there that could be a threat. John sat on the edge of the truck and jumped down with a bag clutched in his hand. Xander took the bag from him so John could close and lock the door.
Slinking through the shadows next to the department store, Xander spotted someone moving by the building. He seized hold of John's arm and pushed him against the doors of the truck as the loud grunts of some of the sick people drifted through the night.
The beat of his heart accelerated, his head began to pound with the rapid pulse of his blood. Xander released John; he brought his gun before him and clutched it with both hands. John placed the bag of supplies under the truck and moved toward the side of it. Following behind him, Xander stayed low to the ground with Donald on his heels.
The strange grunts grew closer and the scuffling sounds of those things feet slapping against the asphalt filled the air. Xander knelt down on the asphalt to peer under the truck, but he saw no movement below the surrounding vehicles. Lifting his head, he shook it no in response to the questioning look he saw in John's eyes.
He jumped and spun toward the back of the truck when something behind them shattered. A loud crash filled the air seconds before a woman began to scream in a loud continuous wail that would have pierced his eardrums if he'd been any closer to her. The agony and terror behind those screams made him long to go to the woman, to try and save her, but he knew it was already too late and he didn't even know where to start looking for her.
The scream abruptly cut off and then one more high-pitched wail resonated through the air. This time the silence that followed stretched into seconds that seemed to extend into hours but was probably no more than minutes. His hand trembled as he lifted it up to push his sweat soaked hair away from his forehead. Donald and John had taken on a sick, pasty hue. Neither of them attempted to move.
Xander took a deep breath, rested his hand against the side of the truck and cautiously lifted his head to look through the windows of the mini-van beside them. He peered through the windows to search the night beyond the vehicles, but nothing moved within the darkness. Even still, he felt that moving away from the truck was a bad idea right now.
He sat back against the truck again and poked his head underneath it. He didn't know what he expected to accomplish, or what he assumed he would see, but he was greeted with nothing but darkness and asphalt. He sat back up and leaned against the mini-van. Donald went to move but Xander grabbed hold of his arm to hold him in place.
"Wait," he whispered.
Donald frowned at him. "What's wrong?"
"I don't know, I just don't think it's safe right now. Stay here."
Leaning back down, he slid underneath the truck and crawled on his belly to the other side. The rough asphalt scraped against his chest and stomach, the acrid smell of the oil that had seeped into the parking lot drifted up to fill his nose. He searched the parking lot around him but the moonless night and cars obscured most of his view. Silently slipping out from under the truck, he crawled on his knees to the car beside the truck. He lifted his head to peer through the windows toward the store.
He ducked away when he spotted three figures running through the gloom on the side of the building. The breath hissed out of him, he leaned his back against the car. Across the way, he could barely make out the sign on top of the building that marked the floral shop. His mind spun and adrenaline rushed through his body. He took a few deep breaths in an attempt to calm himself.
Turning back around, he rested his fingertips against the window and lifted his head to barely peek through the window again. He didn't see anyone amongst the shadows but that didn't mean they weren't there. His head tilted back, he searched the tops of the vehicles before scanning the roof of the store. He wouldn't be astounded to see them moving across the roofs of either; the rabidly sick humans enjoyed climbing things.
Like chimpanzees, he thought silently. He wondered if perhaps the virus that had been released from the earth was not only some form of meningoencephalitis but also something that caused people to revert to a more primate-like state. If it was a virus from the early days of human evolution, he assumed it could be a possibility. Those people were definitely driven by something more primitive and far more feral than anything that resided within a fully evolved human.
Nothing moved on top of the roof of the store or the tops of the vehicles. Xander retreated and crawled beneath the truck to rejoin the others. "Did you see anything?" John demanded in a whisper.
"Three of them, disappearing around the side of the building. I didn't see any others though," he answered.
"I'm so tired of these sick freaks," John muttered.
So was he, but he kept silent as he strained to hear anything out there. "What do we do?" Donald asked.
They couldn't stay here; they were sitting ducks if they did, especially if more of those things arrived. But if they got up now and tried to make it back to the florist shop they would be exposed and they could be putting the others at risk. They'd gotten lucky that they hadn't been spotted when they'd moved the vehicles across the street; he knew those things would have already been on them if they had been seen. Or maybe they had been seen and those things were just playing with them.
A chill like the kind he got when someone dropped ice down the back of his shirt slid over his spine. He dropped his forehead into his hand as his mind spun. Somewhere in the far off distance, he heard another cry, but this one had nothing to do with suffering. It was the cry of something on the hunt, and whatever was on the hunt was excited.
He cursed as he dropped his hand back down to his side. He looked to the others but he saw the same bleakness in their eyes as he felt curling within his soul. Sorrow filled him at the thought of Riley. She was probably already worried sick, never mind if he didn't make it back tonight. Never mind if he didn't make it back at all. He couldn't think about the consequences of that, of what it would do to her, it would only make him reckless if he did.
Sitting back on his heels, Xander pressed his back against the truck as another scream resonated through the night.
"We survive, somehow," he finally answered.



CHAPTER 7
John,
Once, when he'd been eight, his grandparents had left him behind at a gas station while he'd been in the bathroom. At first it had been great fun, he'd walked around the building, he'd thrown stones, he'd explored the comics inside the store and tried to peek at the contents of the nudie magazines in the stacks near the counter. The teenage clerk behind the counter flipped through his own sports magazine. He pretended not to notice John when he tilted the adult magazines back and forth.
It wasn't until an hour passed, and his stomach was rumbling from the smell of the microwave burrito a customer was cooking, that he began to realize freedom wasn't such a great thing. The clerk had stopped flipping through his magazine to study him. "Don't you have a home kid?"
"Uh yeah," John had answered absently. He just wasn't entirely sure how to get there from here.
"Where are your parents?"
"Home."
It was a lie; they were in Las Vegas for the week and had left him with his grandparents but he wasn't about to tell this guy that. "I've got to go."
John had walked out of the store, but he didn't even know which direction his grandparents had driven away in. They'd spent the day antique shopping; it had been great fun for his grandmother. He and his grandfather had spent more time sitting on benches and holding his grandmother's purse. When they'd pulled into the gas station, his grandparents had been bickering. His grandfather had had enough shopping. John wisely chose not to voice his agreement, but he'd really hoped his grandpa would win the argument. He was exhausted, antiques were about as exciting as day old mud to him, and he really hated sitting there with a purse in his lap. His grandparents had been much more fun when they'd only stopped by his parent's home for the day, gave him presents, and tossed the football around with him for a little while before leaving.
Standing there, he would have given anything for a purse and a bench if it meant sitting close to someone he knew and that loved him again. He'd been near tears, and completely disgusted with himself, as he'd walked to the edge of the parking lot. He was tough, the toughest of his friends at least. He was always the most daring, the one that could withstand the most pain when they held their fingers over a flame. He was the one who didn't get scared at ghost stories. He prided himself over that fact and held it over all of his friend's heads. They'd all be laughing if they saw him now and he swore that if his grandparents would just come back to get him he would never act superior to his friends again.
Staring helplessly back and forth down both directions of the road, he tried to decide which way his grandparents had gone but it was an overwhelming decision to make. It felt as if the asphalt had melted and reformed around his feet as they refused to take one more step. If he went the wrong way he may never be found again.
Kneeling in the parking lot now with Xander and Donald, his feet felt the exact same way they had back then. He actually had to look to make sure that they weren't stuck to the parking lot. The only difference between now and then was back then his grandparent's black Lincoln had materialized over the horizon before he'd had to make a choice. They had both jumped out to shower him with hugs and kisses as they apologized profusely for having forgotten him. Afterward they had heaped candy and ice cream on him, taken him to the park, the zoo, and allowed him to stay up until midnight to watch horror movies. He'd decided he liked his grandparents even more when they were there for more than one day at a time.
His time at the gas station had been a running joke between the three of them over the following years. His parents had always been puzzled about their quips with each other, but they'd never understood them. His grandfather had died of a heart attack when John was sixteen and his grandmother had followed a year later from breast cancer, but until their deaths they'd been one of his biggest sources of support.
There would be no Lincoln coming for him now, no one to heap ice cream and kisses upon him. There was only the three of them, sitting there, staring at each other as they all tried to breathe shallowly and strained to hear if one of the sick people was approaching them. His hands were beginning to ache from their death grip on the gun he held at the ready before his face.
He had no idea what they were going to do, where they were going to go. Sitting here seemed like a death sentence. Moving seemed even more of one. They couldn't get back into the truck without having the interior light turn on. He tilted his head back to search but he couldn't see anything other than the vehicles around them.
A hundred swears and curses ran through his mind as he fought the impulse to kick something. He couldn't even be sure that the others in the floral store would be safe if something were to happen to the three of them. They could have revealed they'd come from the floral shop when they'd moved the vehicles over here. But there had been no other choice. They would have been screwed if they'd left the vehicles in the parking lot but now they were screwed anyway.
They'd been in trouble from the second that mob of sick people had shown up on the bridge. There hadn't been enough time for them to get somewhere safe before night had descended. Maybe they'd been living on borrowed time ever since the beginning, maybe the sand in their hourglass had finally run out. It was taking everything he had to stay in place and not run screaming into the night.
The shattering of glass on his right caused him to jump. It was followed by something that sounded like hyena laughter or some other maniacal creature. He'd rather deal with ten billion clowns driving around in freaky little clown cars than anymore of these things, he decided.
Xander shifted forward and reached to the makeshift knife holder at his side. He slid his knife free and placed his hands on the asphalt as he crept toward the front of the truck again. John would have preferred to use his gun but he knew it would be a really bad idea right now so he pulled out his own knife. He wasn't sure what to think about himself with a gun and knife. He supposed he should feel like a bad ass but really, he felt more like an eight-year-old boy playing war with his friends.
Unfortunately, this was not a game.
Xander kept his back against the truck as John stopped beside him. Something broke in the distance, the distinct sound of feet hitting a metal roof followed. John leaned back to try and see over the truck again but it was useless. More feet hit metal, John got the distinct impression that the sick people were jumping from roof to roof on the vehicles, hunting them.
The look on Xander and Donald's faces made him realize they were thinking the same thing. Trapped between these two vehicles it was impossible to see any threat coming at them. "We have to move," Donald said so discreetly that John barely heard him.
The last thing he felt like doing was moving out of the shadows of the truck, but staying here was no longer an option. John held his breath as Xander poked his head around the corner. He gave them a brief nod before scurrying out from their hiding place. John stayed close behind him; he kept his hand on the cool metal bumper as he stayed low in front of the car.
He glanced over his shoulder but he still couldn't see whatever it was that was making the noise. Another set of footsteps running across a metal roof sounded in the distance. He'd rather hear fingers on a chalkboard than those damn footprints one more time! His jaw started to ache from the force with which he clenched it. His nostrils flared as he finally slid around the side of the car. He wasn't fooled into thinking it offered them any kind of protection but he did draw an easier breath.
His heart sank when he spotted the three empty spaces before them. A jacked up pickup truck with tires almost as tall as him was on the other side of those three spaces. He was so focused on the empty spaces before him that it took him a couple of seconds to realize the thudding metal footsteps had stopped.
The nights weren't as warm as they had been over the past couple of weeks, not here in the mountains. However sweat still beaded across his brow from the muggy night. Tilting his head back, he fully expected to see someone perched on the roof of the car, leaning over top of them. He was so certain they would be there that he already had his knife raised in order to drive it through the sick person when they launched at him.
Instead, he was greeted with only the stars in the sky. John's head came back down but then his mind registered what he'd just seen. He tilted his head back again to stare at the velvety night above them. There they were, not the thousands upon thousands that he was used to seeing, but there were at least a hundred glowing stars piercing the veil of blackness that had been enshrouding the night during these endless weeks.
He was afraid to blink, but even after he did they were still there. They were sparkling rays of promise for better things, and even better looking than the shiny black Lincoln when it had appeared on the horizon coming back for him. A lump formed in his throat, he didn't want to look away from the sky but he did. He elbowed Xander and Donald and nodded upward when they both looked at him. They glanced up and looked away again. He elbowed them more forcefully this time.
"Look!" he hissed at them. "Really look."
They both scowled at him before turning their attention to the sky. He felt it when they finally spotted what he'd seen. Their bodies went rigid against him, Donald inhaled sharply, and a small tremor went through Xander. John had to look again too, it was one of the most beautiful things he'd ever seen and he couldn't get enough.
That strange chattering laughter sounded again, it pulled his attention away from the stars. Footsteps sounded by the building but they sounded as if they were coming this way. "We have to keep moving," Xander said.
John nodded and braced himself to rush across the open spaces. They moved swiftly, and as one, across the parking lot. John looked back just as the shadows shifted and he spotted one of those people running toward the front doors of the store. He became so focused on watching them that he tripped over his own foot and sprawled on the asphalt surface.
The air rushed out of his lungs but he managed to keep hold of his weapons as he labored to catch his breath. Xander and Donald grabbed hold of his arms and pulled him forward. He scrambled to try and get his feet back under him but they more or less dragged him the last three feet to the pickup.
He collapsed against it, but there was no protection to be found, not on this side. They never said a word, but the three of them crawled under the pickup truck together. Their hands and feet brushed against each other as they dug into the pavement in order to get to the other side. They were almost there when a loud crash sounded from somewhere close by.
They all froze as the sound gave the impression of coming from two or three directions at once. John twisted to try and look behind him but he couldn't see anything beyond his own feet and Xander's. He tried to pull his feet in but there wasn't enough room under the pickup for him to get them more than a few inches closer. His sneakers no longer poked out the other side but they still felt far too exposed for his liking.
A strange new dripping sound reached him. He craned his neck to see the other way but he saw nothing there either and Xander and Donald blocked the other two directions. He felt like an idiot, trapped beneath the truck. "We have to get out of here," he whispered.
Xander nodded and held up his hand with three fingers raised. He put down one, then the other, and finally the last one. They crawled out on the other side together. John had just leaned against the truck when he heard that strange dripping sound again. Drawn by a figure emerging from the shadows, he turned his head to the left. He lifted his gun but the glint of Xander's knife made him realize that any noise would definitely be the death of them.
The sick person continued to come at them. It took John a moment to realize the dripping sound was coming from it. Blood plopped against the pavement from the three missing fingers on its right hand. Bile rose in John's throat as the rotten figure continued to lurch at them. Twisted at an unnatural angle, the sick person's right foot dragged on the ground behind them.
It was becoming increasingly difficult to tell what sex these people had once been as their features became even more rotted and disfigured. They have to die, he thought. No matter what this sickness had done to their bodies and mind, no matter how distant they were now from their original forms, they couldn't continue to go on like this for a lifetime. Unless it was only their outsides that were rotting while their insides somehow remained magically intact.
Before this he would have laughed at such an idea, now it might be highly possible. Even still, they had to bleed to death; he already knew that for a fact. They did die and when they did, they stayed that way. So rotting insides or not, some of them were getting slower and falling apart.
The sick human lurched at them, its mouth hanging open as it mistakenly assumed it would be able to get Donald. In its hurry to reach them, it tripped over its battered foot and sprawled before them. Blood continued to trail from its missing fingers as it clawed its way toward them. Donald leaned forward and rested his hand on the person's head. In one violent motion, he drove the knife through the person's ear into what was left of its brain.
John's hand flew to his mouth; he nearly lost the acidic contents of his stomach. He managed to swallow back his vomit as Donald ripped the knife away from its skull. The person's eyes rolled back in its head before it sprawled face first on the ground.
"We'll put it in the back of the truck." Xander crept forward to grab its legs.
John would have rather rolled through a sewage pipe than grab hold of the dead human's arm. The sewer pipe probably smelled better, he realized as his nose wrinkled at the aroma coming toward them. Even still, he grabbed hold of the arm of the hand missing the three fingers. The mushy flesh felt like chicken skin beneath his fingers but he didn't let go of it as he tugged the body forward. A part of him expected the skin to slide off in his hands but thankfully it stayed in place.
It took some maneuvering and more time touching the person than he wanted to spend, but eventually they were able to lift the person up and push it into the back of the truck. John wiped his hands on his jeans but he couldn't rid himself of the revolting feel of that thing from his skin. As soon as he could, he was going to boil some water and scrub the shit out of himself. He didn't care if he took off a couple of layers of skin in the process.
With the body hidden away, John turned his attention back to the open expanse before them. All that remained was the road. It appeared as vast to him now as the Sahara desert and just as barren. There weren't any scorpions hiding out there like there were in the Sahara but something even more deadly.
"We can get back under the truck," John whispered. He didn't particularly like the idea but right now he didn't see any other options. "We'll be able to see anything coming at us from the front and the tires are high enough that we should be able to see something coming from behind too. I don't think we're going to make it across the road without drawing attention to ourselves, and the others. If they come at us from the road we'll have enough time to get back to the truck and cars and get out of here. If they come at us from the other way…"
His voice trailed off, they all knew what would happen if they came at them from the other way. They'd be forced across the road, further away from the vehicles, and away from their friends.
"I don't think we have much of a choice. The body in the back of the truck should mask our smell too," Xander said.
John certainly hoped so. Moving backward, he crawled under the truck again with Xander and Donald. He settled in so that he was facing the three open spaces to the car. Xander faced forward while Donald faced the back. He didn't like not being able to see the road but he knew that the other two could. John twisted his head to look up at the sky once more. They couldn't have been granted the miracle of the stars again only to have it torn away from them by death.
Keeping hold of his weapons, John pressed his cheek against the pavement. He was trying to hold onto the promise of the stars as another loud crashed echoed through the night. The awful laughter followed it.



CHAPTER 8
Mary Ellen,
"Where are they?" Riley muttered as she paced anxiously by the plate glass window in the front of the building.
Mary Ellen watched the young girl from the corner of her eye, but she kept her gaze focused on their three new acquaintances, and Peter and Nancy. Shifting her stance, she held her gun before her as she nudged Rochelle behind her.
Jim, Claire, and Freddie acted friendly enough but their guns certainly weren't. She knew Peter was a ticking time bomb, one that might not go off on them right now, but he may very well go off on Jim and Claire. She really wasn't in the mood to end up in a fight or to have bullets flying at her.
And the others still weren't back. Her eyes darted to Riley as dread curled through her. The three of them were out there somewhere, but there had been no sign of them since they'd moved the vehicles into the parking lot across the street. They had heard those sick people out there, moving around, laughing as things were broken and screams echoed throughout the night.
Tears burned in Mary Ellen's eyes but she forcefully batted them back. Tears wouldn't do anyone any good right now and they didn't know that something had happened to them. There had been no gunshots, and there was no way that all of them had been taken without at least getting one shot off. They were too strong and smart for that. They'd been through too much to go down without a fight.
They were still out there, she was certain of it. It was just a matter of where.
Riley pulled the corner of the curtain back a little and peeked outside. "They have to come back," she whispered fervently. "They simply have to come back."
Al walked over and rested his hand on her arm. She glanced back at him before looking over at the main group still gathered by the counter. The cat jumped onto the counter and began to lick her back paw before wiping it against her ear. It must be nice to be that unaffected by what was going on, Mary Ellen thought.
Something crashed in the night, causing Mary Ellen to jump. She glanced at the wall behind her, but though things had changed in the world, it was still impossible for her to see through wood.
Carl walked over to the other side of the window. He stood on the opposite end of Riley and Al and pulled back a small piece of the curtain. "There!" Riley said excitedly and thrust her finger at the glass. "By that truck!"
Carl's shoulders slumped; Mary Ellen could feel the relief radiating from him as he leaned closer to the window. Carl had sent them out there, he'd told them to move those vehicles. Mary Ellen couldn't imagine what the weight of that must have been like as they waited for the three of them to come back.
"There's something moving toward them." Riley's hands fisted in the curtain as her nose nearly touched the glass.
Carl lifted his gun and pointed it at the window. "Wait! Don't," Jim said as he stepped away from the counter.
"One of those things is after them!" Riley hissed.
"You can't shoot through that window," Jim growled. "You'll bring them right to us."
"Our friends are in trouble." Riley shot a deadly look over her shoulder.
"My son is in here," Jim said.
Riley's eyes darted to the young boy cowering by the register in his mother's embrace. Sadness tugged at Mary Ellen's heart when Riley's lower lip began to tremble and she closed her mouth. Al kept his hand on Riley's arm as she turned to look at Carl. His face was strained with indecision but he lowered his weapon.
"I won't shoot unless I absolutely have to," Carl promised.
"Unless they come this way," Jim said.
"Unless they come this way," Carl agreed but Mary Ellen wasn't so sure she believed him. She didn't think he would be able to stop himself from helping the others if it became necessary. "Step away from the window Ri."
"No," she responded instantly.
"Riley…"
"I'm not… no," she choked out.
"Leave her be," Al said.
Mary Ellen couldn't take the tension anymore; she had to know what was happening out there. Grabbing hold of Rochelle's arm, she steered her daughter to the window. She nudged Rochelle to the side before moving to stand beside Carl. Her eyes narrowed as she searched the night, it took her a minute to spot the others leaning against a pickup with gigantic tires that were a little extravagant to her. She also spotted the sick person falling on the ground before them.
She turned away, unable to watch, as Donald leaned forward with his knife. Taking a few deep breaths, she steadied herself before looking back at the parking lot again. The three of them were working on getting the body into the back of the truck.
"They're not going to make it across that road," Riley murmured.
As the words left her mouth, the three guys slipped underneath the truck again. Mary Ellen wasn't sure what their intentions were until they remained beneath the vehicle. The tires that had seemed so extravagant before now provided a haven for them, how much of one she didn't know, but at least they had a place to hide.
"What do we do?" Riley asked.
"There's nothing we can do," Al responded. "They're safe right now and they have a decent spot to keep watch from."
"It might be better if you moved away from the window miss," Jim said. Riley glanced questioningly at him over her shoulder. "Like I said, sometimes they come at night. If they see you, you won't have to worry about your friends."
Mary Ellen didn't think Riley was going to listen to him but she took a deep breath and released the curtain. Riley didn't walk away from the window, but moved to lean against the wall beside the glass. Carl glanced at Mary Ellen before turning back to the room. Mary Ellen gave one final glance at the three huddled under the truck, if she hadn't known to look for them there, she never would have seen them. She prayed it stayed that way as she dropped the curtain into place.
"Do you just stay in this room?" Carl inquired of Jim.
"For the most part. There's a bathroom off the office through there." Jim pointed to the door behind the cash register. "We don't flush the toilet at night but they don't come around in the daytime. There's also a storage room around the back. It's mostly dead flowers now, the stench of them is overwhelming but it masks our odor in here, I think."
"I'm sure it helps," Carl agreed.
A small thud at the side of the building drew Mary Ellen's eyes to the wall behind her again as her heartbeat escalated to laborious levels. Jim grabbed his shotgun and stepped away from the counter. Claire pushed Freddie behind her; she lifted the rifle off the counter and held it against her chest. Another thud sounded but this one was a few feet away from the original.
"What is that?" Peter asked in a low hiss.
"It's them," Jim said. "I told you that they come sometimes. Something has them riled up; they're not normally as loud as they have been tonight."
"Is it our friends?" Riley asked nervously.
Jim shook his head. "No, I think your friends would be dead if it were."
Riley blanched but she must have taken some comfort in his words as she stepped away from the wall by the window. She glanced at Mary Ellen before moving closer to her.
"I'm pretty sure they don't know we're here, I think they'd come in if they did. Sometimes I swear they're just playing with us, toying with us until they decide it's their dinner time," Jim continued in a low murmur that made Mary Ellen think of tales told round the campfire.
Riley stayed by her side, they turned to follow the thumps moving across the side of the building. The banging echoed throughout the store as the sick people moved along the wood frame. Mary Ellen held her breath while she tried to ascertain how many of them there were out there. It was impossible to tell as one thump after another sounded from different locations. Stretching behind her, she took hold of Rochelle's hand. The thumping became a metallic clatter as someone banged against the back door and that eerie laugh drifted through the building. Rochelle shuddered behind her, she pressed closer when the knob began to rattle.
Carl nodded to Al before hurrying to stand beside the backdoor. Riley's jaw was set as she stalked forward. Mary Ellen pulled Rochelle away from the large plate glass window. If those things were going to get in, it would be through that window. She really hoped that Jim was right and that the odor of the dead flowers masked the aroma of fear and sweat she knew they were all emitting.
The grunts sounding outside made her think that the sick people were turning on each other. As she listened to them, Mary Ellen became more convinced that Riley's trapped ancient virus theory was true. Those people certainly sounded almost prehistoric as they moved around the building.
"They sound as if they have no reasoning left but they're smart and cunning," Al murmured.
"They know we're here," Nancy breathed.
Mary Ellen feared a pending meltdown as Nancy's gaze flew around the room and she rang her hands before her. The skin on Nancy's hands became so red that for a second Mary Ellen thought she'd already ripped her flesh off. Riley stepped closer to Nancy, took hold of her hands and gently pulled them apart. She bent closer to Nancy and spoke words that Mary Ellen couldn't hear. Nancy's eyes stopped rolling in her head and the flaring of her nostrils eased. Nancy's lower lip continued to tremble, tears slid down her cheeks, but she calmed further as Riley kept speaking with her.
Mary Ellen jumped and spun toward the wooden front door behind her as a loud knock sounded against it. Josh stepped away from the group gathered by the backdoor and moved closer to her as the front door rattled. His black eyes briefly met hers before the both of them focused on the front door again.
Mary Ellen's hands were beginning to sweat on the grip of her gun; she didn't dare adjust her hold to wipe her hands on her shirt in case someone broke in. Rochelle moved out from behind her and stepped closer to Al. Rochelle made a gesture with her hand toward Carl who studied her before pulling out another gun from his waistband.
Mary Ellen almost stepped forward and shook her head no. She didn't want her daughter handling the weapon, but she also didn't want Rochelle to become someone's meal. As much as everything inside of her was against her daughter's hand wrapping around the butt of that gun, she bit her tongue. She would hate herself more if something happened to Rochelle because she didn't have the weapon.
"Aim for their chest," Carl whispered. "And don't you pull the trigger unless you absolutely have to."
"I know," Rochelle whispered back.
Carl studied her for a second longer before glancing at Mary Ellen. She gave him a brief nod of her head before focusing her attention on the front door again. The banging against it had stopped but she couldn't shake the feeling that they were standing out there laughing at them inside. If something came through that door, she and Josh would be in the perfect position to stop the first wave. She would do everything she could to make sure that Rochelle didn't have to pull the trigger.
A sound like glass shattering filtered in from outside. Carl and Al both winced but Mary Ellen couldn't tell if it had come from one of the vehicles across the street, or a nearby building. Please, let the others still be safe, she pleaded silently as she tried not to let her anxiety for them swamp her.
Riley glanced toward the front window, and then at Mary Ellen. Mary Ellen could only shrug her shoulders in response to Riley's unspoken question of where the noise had come from. Riley didn't move for a minute, a muscle in her cheek jumped, but finally she turned her attention back to Nancy and returned to comforting the crying woman.
Mary Ellen froze, a chill slid down her spine as something scratched across the front window. She was gripped with the certainty that Jim was right, that those people out there were just playing with them until they were ready to pounce and devour them. She could almost believe a tree branch was tapping against the glass, but she knew better. That hideous laughter drifted through the building, the scraping of their fingernails continued across the front window.
It took everything she had not to start screaming as her stress level built to nearly epic levels. She waited breathlessly for the window to explode and people to launch themselves into the store. Her eyes shot nervously to Peter when he began to shift from foot to foot. His eyes bounced around the store, the muscles in his forearms and biceps bulged as his hands twisted on his gun.
Not now, she prayed. He can't melt down now. She found herself unable to move as she waited for him to start firing at the front window. Carl shook his head and grabbed hold of Peter's arm when he lifted the gun. "They don't know we're here," Carl hissed.
"You can't know that," Peter snarled.
"They'd be in here if they did. They're like animals now, smart and lethal, but they don't hesitate when it comes to their food. They don't deny themselves. Firing that weapon will only bring them in here. Stay quiet."
Peter looked about to argue with him further but footsteps running across the roof caused all of their heads to tip back. The image of children laughing as they scurried into the woods in search of some kind of mischief filled her mind as those things raced across the roof. There were at least three of them up there. They weren't laughing but the sound of it echoed in her head.
Al moved to stand before the counter, Jim stood beside him as the fingernails moving across the plate glass window bounced over to the front door. Mary Ellen's head snapped back toward the window as the bouncing continued. They tapped out a beat, one she believed she might have heard before, but she couldn't quite place it as their nails continued their relentless melody.
A loud bang rattled off the other side of the building; she assumed it came from the storage area that Jim had pointed out. They were like cockroaches she realized, everywhere at once. Like cockroaches these things didn't like light either, but she didn't think they would scatter if the lights were suddenly turned on. The sun may chase away some of them, but it wouldn't chase away all of them. Even still, they would have a much better chance of escaping this building in the daylight than they had now. They just had to remain hidden and pray that none of the doors or windows gave out.
Another loud bang shook the building, her gaze returned to the ceiling as two new distinct sets of footsteps ran across it. She moved closer to Rochelle, seeking her touch in some way. Rochelle's eyes were troubled as she glanced at her, but her daughter was in control and relatively calm. Nancy had stopped crying, Riley still had her hand on Nancy's arm but her gaze was focused on the scratching at the front window.
The footsteps on the roof stopped, she heard a distant thump of what sounded like feet hitting pavement. The scratching continued for a few more minutes before it suddenly stopped too. The unnerving silence was almost worse than all the movement had been. The burning of her lungs reminded her that she was holding her breath. She inhaled a deep breath as she strained to hear more. The rush of blood in her eardrums and the distinct thud of her heart against her ribs were the only things she detected.
"They've moved on," Jim said. "They normally don't come back twice in the same night."
"They do that often?" Al asked.
"Often enough," Claire answered in an ominous tone.
Mary Ellen couldn't imagine having to endure that every night for weeks on end. How had these people not gone insane?
Mary Ellen shook her head; she had to unclench her hand from the grip of the gun in order to stretch her cramped muscles. She turned back to the others in the room. For a second she had the unsettling impression that they were all dead and she was looking at a room full of ghosts. They all stared at her with nearly identical haunted expressions, from faces as pale as the moon, and eyes made more vivid by their pallor. Peter's body shook; he tugged at his hair and turned away from them.
"Can I look outside now?" Riley asked nervously.
"Don't make too much movement," Jim told her.
Riley nodded and hurried over to the window. Mary Ellen wanted to go with her, to see for herself if the others were still safe, but her feet wouldn't move. Al walked over to join Riley; he rested a hand on her shoulder. "I'll look," he told her.
Riley shook her head. "No, I have to do this."
Al nodded but he kept hold of her shoulder. Riley took a deep breath and reached forward with a trembling hand to pull the curtain back. Rochelle took a step forward and froze. Mary Ellen silently counted the seconds in her head until Riley slid the sliver of curtain she had moved aside back into place. Tears brimmed in her eyes when she turned back to the room.
"They're still there," she breathed.
Mary Ellen's shoulders sagged in relief, she felt so limp and exhausted that she almost slid to the ground. She somehow managed to remain standing. She walked over to join Carl and Jim by the backdoor. Jim pulled out his tin of chew and tapped it between his fingers as he spoke. "You've made it pretty far."
"We have," Carl replied.
"We've lost some of us along the way," Mary Ellen murmured.
"To the sickness?" Jim asked.
"One to the sickness," Carl answered.
Jim leaned his bulky frame against the door. "We lost Claire's sister to the sickness, and her husband. They didn't die, but…"
"What those things become is even worse," Al said when Jim stopped speaking.
"That it is," Jim agreed.
Silence descended over the room. She craved sleep but she doubted she would be getting much of that tonight as she settled onto the floor with Rochelle. Riley and Al stayed close to the front window, while Peter paced restlessly back and forth between the storage room and the main room. Mary Ellen grew tired just watching him but she didn't say anything.
"Is he all there?" Jim asked Carl in a low whisper.
"Not anymore," Carl muttered as he leaned against the wall.
Jim nodded but Mary Ellen noticed that his eyes didn't move away from Peter again.



CHAPTER 9
Riley,
The sun was beginning to peak around the edges of the curtain when her chin hit her chest again. Riley's head shot up, she blinked in confusion as she stared around the small room. She'd been waking up in some pretty strange places lately, but it still took her a minute to figure out where she was. She bolted upright when she recalled the events of the night and grabbed hold of the curtain. Taking a deep breath to brace herself, she pulled the material back a little to peer out at the dawning day.
Her eyes instantly went to the large pickup truck the others had taken shelter under last night. She saw nothing beneath it. Panic clawed at her chest, she gaped at the empty place where Xander, Donald, and John had been less than an hour ago. Her hand clenched around the curtain as she rose to her feet. She scanned the parking lot but saw no sign of them amongst the vehicles in the lot.
"Did you see them?" she demanded, though she was the closest person to the window. She hadn't been able to move away from it throughout the night. A few heads lifted to look at her but the others remained asleep. "Did you see where they went?"
By the backdoor, Carl placed his hand on the floor and pushed himself to his feet. His bones cracked as he strode toward her. Riley focused outside again. Carl stopped on the other side of the window and pulled the curtain back to peer out at the parking lot. "Shit," he hissed. He rose onto his toes to try and search over top of the vehicles.
"I'm sure they just moved," he muttered but the tension in his voice was palpable.
She'd heard Al's approach before he rested his hand on her arm and stepped next to her. Riley's heart hammered in her chest, tears burned her eyes but she refused to shed them as she continued to scan the parking lot. They had to have moved, but where? How could she have fallen asleep? How could she have lost track of them in the night?
Self-hatred and dismay were beginning to swamp her when she spotted the door of the truck inching open. She couldn't see who was opening the door but she leaned forward in search of her friends. John's head popped up for a second and then disappeared again. He reappeared once more when he squirmed onto the bench seat of the truck. She'd never felt so relieved in her life but she saw no sign of the others with him.
She watched as the truck pulled out of the parking spot. Behind it, she spotted the two cars pulling out. The overwhelming urge to cry swamped her but she took a steadying breath and turned away from the window. "They're coming," she told the others. "We have to go."
Mary Ellen shook Rochelle's shoulder to wake her and Jim lifted his head. Carl turned away from the window to survey the family that had given them sanctuary last night. "Do you plan to stay here?" Carl asked them and shot a look to where Peter was sitting against the wall with his chin on his chest. He may be acting like it, but Riley wasn't convinced he was sleeping.
Jim looked toward Peter too and then his family. "Where are you going?" Claire asked.
"To a cabin in the Catskills. We might be able to make a home of it there or at least a stand for a bit," Al informed them. "You don't have to stay there with us, but I don't think staying here is a good idea. Not anymore."
Claire and Jim exchanged a look that Riley couldn't read but they were having some kind of silent conversation. "We have no food here, no supplies, but we might be able to find more, and they haven't found us here." Claire wrapped her arm around Freddie as she spoke. "We don't know what's out there and we've made a stand here for this long."
"It's not safe in here," Jim said.
Riley heard the truck's engine as it pulled around to the back of the building. "They can't wait out there for us," she told them. "Not without drawing the attention of some of those things."
"I want to go," Freddie said. He twisted to look up at his mother. "I don't want to be alone anymore and I think it's only a matter of time before they find us. What happens if we can't find any more supplies? Or what if they get dad? What do we do then mom?"
Claire stared at Freddie before looking toward her husband again. Riley could see the indecision on Claire's face but she also felt the sway that her son's words had over her. Riley looked toward Nancy as she lifted her head to study the family. She'd had a bit of a breakdown last night but she seemed to be back in control of herself now. Nancy rose unsteadily to her feet and leaned against the door.
A soft knock on the backdoor drew all of their attention to it. Nancy's hand shook as she unlocked the door and pulled it open to reveal Donald standing in the doorway. Riley strained to see past him to Xander, but Donald blocked most of the frame.
"We'll come with you," Claire finally said. "I don't want to be alone anymore either."
Jim gave a brief bow of his head. "Someone is going to have to ride in the back of the truck," Carl said.
"I will," Freddie volunteered eagerly.
"I will too," Josh said and knelt down to shake Peter's shoulder.
The man confirmed Riley's suspicions that he hadn't been sleeping when he immediately lifted his head and focused on Josh. Riley waited to hear what he would say but he remained mute as his eyes drifted past Josh and latched onto her. A shudder rippled through her, there was something about his gaze that made her flesh crawl. The certainty that during the night something inside of him had completely unraveled suffused her. A madness, even worse than the sickness outside, now slithered through his mind.
A part of her that was tempted to lift her gun and destroy that madness before it swallowed them all whole. She didn't bring her gun up, instead she found herself frozen by his stare, unable to look away. She may feel like he wasn't there anymore, but he'd done nothing threatening to any of them, yet.
Peter broke the stare first and focused on where the others had gathered by the back door. Riley found herself finally able to draw a breath but she couldn't shake the memory of that stare or the sensation of ants crawling over her skin. She rubbed her arms but it did nothing to ward off the chill creeping through her.
Trying to shake off her lingering dread, she walked over to join the others. She wanted to speak with Carl or Al but the words were lodged in her throat. She didn't even know what words she would use, or have any idea of what she would say to them about Peter.
Before she could decide what to do, Xander stepped up next to Donald on the stairs. Riley forgot all about Peter as she pushed past Nancy and flung herself into his arms. He grunted from the force of her impact but his arms wrapped around her and his hands pressed firmly into her upper back as he hugged her closer.
"Don't do that again," she ordered. She kissed his mouth, then his cheek and finally buried her face in his neck.
"I'll try not to," he promised her.
She leaned back to look at him and grabbed hold of both of his cheeks. The gold and green flecks in his bloodshot, and swollen hazel eyes, were some of the most beautiful things she'd ever seen. "Are you ok?" she demanded.
He nodded and kissed the tip of her nose. "I'm all good, Dumbo."
She glowered at him. "You're an ass."
"I know but I much prefer you angry to worried."
Riley shook her head at him but she kissed him again before releasing him. They had to get on the road and she was itching to get out of this room. "We should go."
He kept hold of her hand as he turned and led her over to the car. "You need some sleep," she told him. She took the keys from him and slid into the driver's seat. Nancy and Al got into the back and she turned to see Josh, Freddie, and Jim climbing into the bed of the truck. Carl closed and locked the doors behind them. Spooky hopped out of Nancy's lap and settled onto the console in the middle of the car. Riley absently scratched behind the cat's ears before starting the car and putting it into drive.
Pulling out of the parking lot, she spotted a group of sick people by the front door of the department store. She could almost feel the hunger radiating from them as they began to move toward the vehicles. Driving down the road, relief filled her when she turned onto the highway again. She didn't see anymore sick people once they got back on the interstate, but she sensed them lurking within the shadows of the woods along the side of the road.
"Please let us get there today."
She hadn't realized she'd spoken the words until Al spoke from the backseat, "It's a good possibility."
A part of her almost shouted with joy but she was scared to get too far ahead of herself. Instead, she focused on the road as they drove around a bend and began to climb higher into the mountains. Xander's head dropped against the window, minutes later he began to snore. Finding comfort in the noise, Riley began to zone out. Without thinking, she leaned over and turned the radio on.
Static squelched through the speakers before she hurriedly turned it back off. The sudden silence was almost more than she could stand but the static had served as a stark reminder that there was little left out there.
Riley slowed the car as they came across a large jumble of vehicles in the road. She drove into the grass of the median and onto the other side of the highway. The car was almost onto the pavement when she spotted the people in the shadows, watching them from the woods. At first she assumed it was the rabid ones, but when they remained unmoving she realized it was The Lost Souls standing within the trees. Her foot eased on the gas pedal so that she could watch, as the people remained unmoving.
She almost pulled over to see if perhaps they could take one of these people for the L-Dopa experiment, but there were too many of them within the shadows. These sick ones had never displayed any hostility before, but she didn't want to take the chance that they might now. There were at least fifty of them gathered within the shadows of the forest, a number that was far higher than she was willing to deal with right now.
Her eyes slid over their bony shoulders and sunken cheeks. Most of them weren't even wearing clothes anymore. The ones that were wearing clothing could almost be considered naked; the scraps still hanging off them barely covered them anymore. They weren't picking at their skin and hair but the absolute stillness of them was even more unnerving as she drove by person after person standing as still as stone. Riley shuddered and tore her eyes away from the tree line.
The going was time-consuming on the highway. A rockslide at one point forced them to double back to the last exit they had passed. Riley's joy over possibly arriving at the cabin today began to dwindle as the sun rose higher into the sky and they were still trying to find their way back to the highway. It was hours later before they finally returned to the interstate after driving through a cluster of small towns and back roads.
"Take this exit," Al told her.
She had no idea what exit it was, she couldn't read the green exit sign lying on the side of the road when she made the turn. She studied the nearly empty parking lot of the large mall on their right as they drove up the ramp, but she had absolutely no interest in getting off of the highway to explore.
"Where are we?" she asked quietly as Xander and Nancy were both soundly sleeping.
"This is Middletown; we're only about thirty miles away now," Al answered.
So close, and yet so far, she realized as the sun steadily dipped lower in the sky. They were about five miles away from Middletown when she pulled to the side of the road to stretch her legs, grab some food, and refill the car. She didn't know if they were going to make it much further before nightfall, but they certainly weren't going to be able to drive any further if they didn't stop for gas soon.
Riley climbed out of the car and tilted her head back to take in the pink sky. The air felt fresher here, less oppressive as she inhaled a deep breath. Mountain air, she thought and closed the car door, but she knew it was more than that. The air had become clearer, the red was bleeding out of the sky, and she couldn't help but think that the blue would be returning for good soon.
The others were gathering near the back of the truck as she eyed the woods. The pressure in her bladder was more than she could stand anymore. "I'll be right back. Nature calls," she said to Xander as he rubbed at his eyes and yawned.
"You shouldn't go alone," he told her.
"We're not that close Xander."
He gave her a lopsided grin that caused her heart to melt. "Believe me, it's not my idea of a good time with you either. That will come later."
Her mouth dropped when he winked at her. She hated the heat that crept into her cheeks as she turned away from him, but she couldn't stop it. "Jackass," she muttered.
His chuckle did nothing to soothe her irritation with him as she walked into the forest. She heard his feet crunching on the leaves and sticks behind her, but he stopped walking when she ducked behind a tree. She did what she had to do and stepped out from behind the tree. She was about to rejoin Xander when some movement in the trees caught her attention. Her hand went to her gun as she scanned the thick foliage surrounding them.
The sight of a deer head popping up over top of a mountain laurel made her smile. The last thing she wanted was to eat Bambi, but the deer was proof that there was food here; that it would be possible to survive and sustain life in these mountains. She was turning away from the deer when something else caught her attention. Through the swaying trees, she could see a distant house on the horizon.
The deer darted away when she walked toward the house. "What are you doing?" Xander hissed from behind her.
She waved her hand at him and continued through the trees. Reaching the edge of the wood line, she stopped to stare at the small blue farmhouse in the distance. "What are you doing?" Xander demanded again as he stepped beside her.
The mound at the far side of the pasture drew her attention. Her stomach twisted as she realized that it was another strange heap of horses. The already bizarre scene seemed even more disturbing with the luscious green grass growing in the pasture around them.
"There's people living in that house," she said.
"What makes you say that?" he inquired.
She pointed to where a deer was hanging from a hook off of the barn. "That deer hasn't been there for long."
"No it hasn't," he agreed.
The snap of a stick behind them brought both of their heads around. Carl and John were fifteen feet away and moving through the woods toward them. "What's up?" Carl inquired.
"There's a home," Riley answered.
Carl stepped up to her other side and looked down. "More mounds," he said.
"More mounds," she confirmed. "The people in the house are alive though."
"So strange," he murmured as he rubbed at the stubble on his chin. She believed that to be the understatement of the year as she turned her attention back to the mound of dead animals. "I think it would be best if we found somewhere to settle in for the night," Carl said but his voice was hushed. "We're not going to make it to the cabin today."
"Should we check out the house?" Riley inquired.
Carl pondered this before shaking his head. "I don't see any reason to risk a confrontation."
"And I've had enough of people pointing guns at me," Xander said.
John nodded as he shifted from foot to foot. "I have to agree with that."
"I don't think staying on the roadside is a good idea either, not after that mob we saw yesterday. We should try and find shelter," Carl said as he lit a cigarette.
Riley agreed with him. "Let's get moving then."
They made their way back through the woods to where they'd left the others. Donald, Jim, Nancy, and Al were moving through the sparse vehicles abandoned beside the roadway searching for supplies and gas. Freddie, Rochelle, and Josh had gathered near the car. They weren't much younger than she was but she suddenly felt ancient as she stared at their bowed heads.
Her gaze drifted to Peter as he moved through another set of vehicles in search of something. He acted completely normal, but the look she'd seen in his eyes earlier still haunted her. With a sigh, she followed Xander down the embankment to the roadside.
Climbing into the car, she waited for the others to join her. Al settled in beside her and pointed down the road. "The towns were all small through here; it shouldn't be difficult to find a remote home or store to stay in. I hope," he added in a mutter.
Riley really hoped so too as she shifted the car into drive. Her gaze scanned the tranquil roadway. She saw nothing out there but she knew the unseen was often more frightening than the seen.



CHAPTER 10
Carl,
Carl stood on the side of the door to the farmhouse and nodded to Xander to push it open. Xander turned the knob and ducked back to press himself against the wall across the way. Carl held his breath as he waited for something to come charging at them from inside. They'd discovered the house after leaving the highway and entering the next town. It was the first one they'd come across that hadn't had its windows broken out or its front door hanging open.
Carl counted to fifty before poking his head around the corner of the doorway. The shadowed interior kept all of its secrets until he flicked his flashlight on and shone the beam around the small hallway. The beam revealed racks of coats and shoes on one side and nothing but a forest green wall on the other. The light bounced off the glass of the closed door across from him. The scent of mildew and age permeated the hall and caused his nose to wrinkle.
"Mudroom," Riley said from beside him.
He realized that she was right as he stepped inside. He crept across to the other door and shone the light through the window to aim it around the inside of the house. He could see the open door of the fridge, and the blue linoleum floor, but the beam didn't go much further than the kitchen. Carl grabbed hold of the knob and pulled the door open.
The stench of rotten food, or at least he hoped it was only rotten food, hit him hard. He recoiled from the potent aroma and threw his hand up in a useless attempt to block the smell but it had already been seared into his nostrils. Carl edged his way into the kitchen, the open fridge door directly to his right blocked most of his view of the room. He pushed the door of the fridge closed so he could get a better look around the interior of the room.
Food and containers littered almost every inch of the floor. Most of it was moldy, and decayed beyond recognition, but it looked as if someone had been eating it. He prayed that it hadn't been recently. There were fingermarks in the sugar and flour that had been dumped on the floor.
"Oh ugh," Riley said from behind him and threw her arm over her nose. Her blue eyes watered as she stared at him over top of her arm.
"Maybe this isn't a good place to stay for the night," John muttered.
A clattering noise from somewhere deeper in the house brought all of their heads around. Carl couldn't tell if it had come from upstairs or down. "I don't think that's a cat," Xander said in a low whisper.
"Maybe we should find somewhere else to stay," John said more forcefully.
"It's too late to be driving around looking for other places," Carl told him. He brought his gun up before him as he stepped from the kitchen and into the dining room. "Plus this is a pretty rural area. There might not be a whole lot of other options around here."
"We'll check upstairs," Jim said and pointed to Josh, Mary Ellen, and Nancy to follow him to the stairs leading upward from the dining room.
"Be careful," Carl said before continuing on to the den and finally the living room. His beam played over the photographs lining the walls and the furniture filling the rooms but he didn't see anyone amongst the belongings of the home. He was turning away from the living room when he detected an odd rubbing sound.
His right arm went straight out before him as he spun back to the room with his gun raised. He held the flashlight up with his other hand to study the shadowed recesses more closely. He didn't see anything within the room and didn't know where someone could possibly be hiding, but he knew there was someone in the room with him.
John placed his hand on Carl's shoulder and slid past him to stand in the corner of the room. Carl pointed to the right, toward the end of the couch. He believed that might be where the noise had come from. John nodded and began to creep forward. The space between the couch and the wall didn't look as if it were big enough for a five year old to hide behind, but then he never would have expected Nancy to fit into the trunk that she had crammed herself into either. Riley and Xander came in behind him. They moved toward the front of the couch while he walked toward the end opposite of John.
The tension in the room was nearly palpable; he didn't even hear a breath from anyone as he kept his flashlight focused on the wall opposite the couch. He didn't want whatever was back there to know that they were approaching the piece of furniture. Something scraped against the wall again as Carl stepped around the arm of the couch. Keeping his gun before him, he spun and shone the light into the dark recesses behind the couch.
At first all he saw was a human back and then a face sluggishly turned toward him. He braced himself for the child to launch at him, but the boy remained crouched behind the couch, his hands clutching something that Carl couldn't see. The dull look in the boy's eyes, and his slack expression, made Carl realize this boy wasn't going to attack them. This child was one of The Lost Souls.
"It's a child," Riley whispered from where she knelt in the middle of the couch to peer over the back.
"It's a sick child," Carl emphasized. He took a crouched step closer to the boy whose cat green eyes remained unwavering and unseeing upon Carl. Those eyes were vivid in the glow of the flashlight, and more than a little unsettling, but Carl knew they couldn't leave the child there.
Carl held his hand out to the boy but he remained unmoving behind the piece of furniture. The child simply raised his hands and took a bite of whatever he was holding. Carl had the unsettling feeling it was some of the remains that had been sprawled and rotting on the kitchen floor. His stomach turned over at the thought, but he continued to hold his hand out to the child. The dirt smearing his face and the sharp angles of his sunken cheeks made it difficult to tell the boy's age, but judging by his size Carl guessed he was no older than six or seven.
"It's ok." Carl coaxed the child like he would coax any other animal he was trying to get out of hiding. He waved his fingers at him and spoke in a low, soothing tone. The boy didn't move and he didn't acknowledge Carl's words as he continued to stare ahead.
"I think we're going to have to move the couch to get him out," Riley said.
Carl nodded his agreement and rose to his feet. Riley and Xander climbed off the couch and he and John each grabbed an end. They lifted it up and moved it away from the wall. The boy didn't run away but his head turned to take in the people that gathered around him.
"Careful," Xander warned when Riley approached the child.
Carl's nose wrinkled as he moved closer to the child's other side. The boy wasn't covered in feces or urine but the aroma emitting from him led Carl to believe he hadn't washed himself in weeks. He was pretty sure there were three day old dead bodies, left out on a hot August day, that smelled better than this kid did. At least these Lost Souls were coherent enough to take care of their waste in a civilized manner, but then most animals were careful not to sleep in their own waste or to have the odor of it on them.
Animal. He was convinced that was what he was looking at right now. A human being who had been stripped of all coherent reasoning and left only with the ability to live in some form or another, no matter how good or bad that form was. At least the boy wasn't trying to eat them, that was a bonus.
"It's ok," Riley said as she knelt at the boy's side and touched his arm.
The boy turned toward her but didn't acknowledge her hand upon his arm. "He needs a bath," John muttered.
"We'll get him one," Riley assured him.
"Just be careful," Xander said again.
"I am," she murmured as she ran her hand over the boy's bruised arm.
Unlike the more malicious ones these Lost Souls didn't have the petechial rash the angrier ones exhibited. It was strange to see the different effects of whatever was raging through the ones that had fallen ill so up close and personal. They were both completely different from each other. One was full of rage and uglier than a hairless cat with boils. The other was calm, and though not the healthiest looking, there was still something human to them. The boy dropped his hands away from his face and remained backed up against the wall as he stared blankly ahead of him.
"Help me get him up Carl," Riley said.
Vicious man-eater or not, Carl wasn't at all thrilled about the idea of touching the child. They still didn't know how this disease spread, he was ninety-nine percent certain it wasn't through touch, but his skin crawled at the idea of coming into such close proximity with one of those people on purpose. Even so, he couldn't just walk away from him. Carl suppressed a groan as his fingers wrapped all the way around the child's bicep with room to spare.
He helped Riley lead the boy out from behind the couch. They moved him into the center of the room and settled him on the ground. "We'll get some water and we can wash him off," Riley said.
"You better get a fire hose," John muttered.
Riley shot him a disapproving look. Carl hadn't liked the way he said it but he found himself secretly agreeing with John. He took a step away from the boy and wiped his hands on his jeans. It wasn't enough; he would find some soap and a scrub brush as soon as possible. None of it appeared to bother Riley as she knelt before the boy to study him more closely.
"He's pulled out some of his hair but he hasn't picked at his skin like some of the others," she murmured.
Carl looked down at the pink bald spots on the boy's skull. "That's because he had food to keep him busy in the kitchen," John said.
Riley finally showed some sign of being repulsed as her upper lip curled and she leaned a little further away from the child. "Can someone get me some water and towels?" she asked. "After we clean him up we can try the L-Dopa on him."
"We'll make sure the rest of the house is empty first, and that the others are safe. Then we'll bring you some," Carl told her and nodded to John to follow him from the room.
"See if you can find him some clothes too," she instructed as he moved toward the door that led into the den.
"We will," Carl promised her.
"I'm going to stay here," Xander said. "I'm not leaving her alone with him."
The child remained unmoving in the middle of the room but Carl understood Xander's concern as Riley settled in beside the boy with her gun in her lap. She was too focused on trying to save someone to realize how much of a risk the boy could represent to all of them. "We'll be back soon," Carl promised.
Xander stepped away from them and walked over to stand protectively beside Riley. John followed him into the den and pulled on the sleeve of his shirt to halt him in the dining room. "Peter is not going to like what she intends to do," John whispered.
Carl nodded and glanced toward the doorway leading outside. Peter was still out with the cars, or at least he had been the last time that Carl had seen him. "I know and I don't care. It has to be done; we have to know if there is something we can do for those people. It may be our biggest help in all of this."
"Or it could be our biggest downfall," John said.
Carl didn't want to acknowledge that, if he did he would have to acknowledge the fact that it may very well be better for them to let people suffer and die. To let that boy suffer and die. He'd never considered himself an overly compassionate man but he simply couldn't walk away from that broken child without trying to do something for him.
"It could," he said thoughtfully.
"But we're going to try it anyway."
"Isn't that what humans have done throughout history, trial and error? Sometimes it worked in our favor and other times it was a giant failure. It's always been a live and learn process for millennia."
"Yeah well, tell that to the people at Chernobyl."
Carl snorted as he glanced at the still empty doorway. "Come on let's go find the others."
They met Jim at the top of the stairs as he came out of a bedroom on the right. "It's all clear up here," Jim informed him.
Carl stared at the shadowed room beyond Jim. "Did you look in every spot, even the really small ones you wouldn't think anyone could fit into?"
Jim frowned at him and folded his arms over his chest. "What happened?"
"We found a boy downstairs. He's one of the ones that just wander about aimlessly, one of The Lost Souls as we've come to call them," Carl told them. "And he had crammed himself behind the couch."
"I made sure to look everywhere," Nancy said.
She would have done so, Carl realized with a sense of relief. Jim stared down the stairs past he and John with a considerate frown on his face. "Are you sure the boy is one of these Lost Souls?" he inquired.
A chill slid down Carl's spine as Jim's words caused a thrill of apprehension to shoot through him. The sick ones are smart, far smarter than they'd given them credit for a few times. The child didn't have a rash, but how did he know for certain that all of the angrier ones would have the rash? Without a word, Carl spun on the stairs and rushed back down. He could hear the footsteps of the others behind him as he raced through the dining room and back through the den. He was breathless by the time he arrived in the living room. Riley jumped to her feet at the sight of him and Xander spun to face him.
"What's wrong?" Riley demanded.
Carl inhaled a shaky breath as he took in the immobile boy still sitting on the floor staring at the wall. The cannibalistic ones may be smarter than he liked but this boy wasn't one of them. He put the gun back in the waistband of his jeans. "Nothing," he assured her. "The house is clear."
Riley didn't look as if she completely believed him but she didn't question him further. "Did you find any clothes for him?"
"No, I forgot to look," Carl told her.
"I'll get some now," Jim offered. "I know which room is his."
"I'll go with you," Nancy said and turned away from the door.
"Don't tell anyone else the boy is here," Carl said before they could leave the room. They exchanged puzzled looks before turning back to him. "I'll explain later, just don't let the others know he's here yet."
"Peter?" Jim asked.
"Yes." Jim nodded before leaving the room.
Mary Ellen brushed past Carl and walked over to where the boy sat. "He's so young," she murmured.
"He is," Riley agreed before going to stand next to the window. She pulled the slats of the blind apart to peer out; Carl spotted a swing set in the growing twilight. One of the swings swayed back and forth in the small breeze outside. "It's going to be a long night," Riley murmured before releasing the slats and stepping away from the window.
"We should probably go get the others," Mary Ellen said.
Carl dreaded speaking with Peter but he wasn't going to avoid the man; that was the last thing he was going to do. "I'll come with you to get the L-Dopa, some towels, and water for him," Riley said. "Will you stay with him?"
Mary Ellen nodded in response to Riley's question. Carl didn't think it was the best idea for Riley to be around Peter, there was a little too much hostility between the two of them, but Riley was already walking out of the room. Carl and Xander followed behind her while John and Mary Ellen stayed in the room with the boy.
Al stood on the porch with Donald when they left the house. Claire and Freddie were standing near the truck with Rochelle. Carl searched for Peter but didn't see him in the growing darkness. "Where did he go?" he asked Al.
Al didn't even ask who. "Peter's behind the shed."
Riley hurried down the stairs to the car. Carl waited until she was searching through the backseat before continuing to talk with Al. "There's a boy inside. A Lost Soul."
His attention had been focused on the shed but Al's head turned toward him. "How bad of condition is he in?"
"Not as bad as some of the others we've seen. He's been eating the food that was in the house."
Al glanced at Riley as she stepped away from the car, and then Peter as he emerged from behind the shed. "We should probably try and keep them separated and Peter should be kept away from the boy."
"I was thinking the same thing," Carl agreed.
Riley climbed the stairs of the porch and slipped inside. "Are we good to go inside?" Rochelle inquired.
"Yes," Carl answered. "It would probably be best if you went straight upstairs. The food rotted downstairs and it smells like crap."
"Thanks for the heads up," she said as she walked by him.
Carl followed them into the house. He tried to appear casual as he stood protectively in the doorway of the den and waited for the others to file upstairs. Even with Peter safely above, he couldn't shake the feeling that this night wasn't going to end well.



CHAPTER 11
Al,
Al stood in the doorway of the living room and watched as Riley tenderly washed the arms and chest of the little boy. She placed a clean t-shirt on him before grabbing a fresh towel and dipping it into a different pot of clean water. It took a few minutes but she finally succeeded in scrubbing the dirt and smeared food from his face. She settled back on her heels to study the child.
Al couldn't tear his eyes away from the little boy. The slender frame, and the slack expression on his face conjured memories of his siblings when they'd been at their sickest. He found himself hoping just as badly as she did that Riley's plan would work. He hadn't been able to save his siblings, but just maybe they would be able to save this lost child.
When she was done, Riley pushed the pots of water and towels aside. She lifted the bottle of L-Dopa and turned it around in her hands before pulling the top off. Her fingers were nimble as she pulled out two pills and used the top of the bottle to crush them on a book. She brushed them into a glass of water that was about a quarter of the way full. She sniffed at the water before taking a small sip. Her nose wrinkled and she quickly pulled the glass away from her face.
"I don't think the taste is going to bother him, Ri." Xander's tone was kind in order to ease the harshness of his words.
"Not after what he was eating," John muttered and Carl elbowed him in the side. Al shook his head as John shot Carl a look and rubbed at his offended ribs.
Riley turned her attention back to the boy. "Can you help me?" she asked Mary Ellen.
Mary Ellen nodded and took hold of the boy's chin before tipping his head back. "I wish we knew his name," Riley murmured as she forced the glass between the boy's lips.
"Victor. His name is Victor," Jim said from behind him. Al hadn't even heard the man approach; it amazed him that someone Jim's size could move so silently and with such ease. Al stepped aside to let Jim further into the room. "I saw it on a basketball trophy upstairs."
"I like it." Riley poured the liquid carefully down the boy's throat. He swallowed it but he showed no sign of the medicine tasting as nasty to him as it had to Riley. Like a robot, or a puppy, Al thought. "I played basketball when I was your age," she said to Victor.
"Peter doesn't want you to do this?" Jim inquired.
"No, he doesn't," Carl said.
"Can I ask why?"
"He thinks they'll be a threat if we can cure them, that they'll be a drain on the food supply," Al answered.
Jim frowned as his gaze went from Al to the boy again. "I can see his point on that, but he's a child."
"They aren't all children though," Al said.
Jim leaned against the wall and folded his arms over his chest. "True, but they are all people. Besides, this might not even work."
"Peter has the same amount of concern for people as he would for a snake," Riley murmured and wiped away a trickle of water that ran down Victor's chin.
Al rubbed at the stubble lining his jaw as he watched Riley with the child. It was going to break her heart if this didn't work; he knew the promise of being able to help someone had been the main thing driving her since Bobby's death. It was a good part of what had been keeping him going too. There had to be something good left in this world, something worth working toward other than just fighting to survive day after day. There had to be something more out there.
Were they making a mistake? Al tried not to think about that question, it was too late now to change anything anyway. There was no turning back and he wasn't about to take the hope of curing this child away from Riley, the others, or even himself. In this room was the possibility of something good. Beyond this there was only the broken roads they'd been traveling and the promise of a cabin that may not even exist anymore.
Victor finished off the rest of the water and Mary Ellen lowered his head back down. The boy's eyes remained distant as he stared blankly at the wall across from him. Riley set the glass down on the floor and stood up. "How much time do you think it will take if it's going to work?" she asked.
"It could be an hour, a day, maybe even a week. There's no way for us to know Riley," Xander said as he rested his hands on her shoulders and began to massage them. "We'll just have to wait and see."
"If we have to put him in the car like this Peter will fight us on it."
"That's something we can figure out tomorrow," Al assured her. "For now let's just watch over him and see what happens."
Riley nodded and knelt before the boy again. She moved the glass aside and leaned against the loveseat at her back. The shadows under her eyes made her appear even younger and for a second she looked more like one of The Lost Souls than she did a healthy human. Al shook his head to clear it of the haunting image and turned to walk out of the room. He wouldn't mind a drink himself; he'd actually prefer something a little bit stronger than water if there was any liquor in this house.
In the dining room, he searched through the bottom of the hutch before uncovering a bottle of whiskey. It wasn't his drink of choice but when he unscrewed the top and savored in the scent, he decided it was perfect.
"You read my mind."
He glanced over his shoulder at Carl and rose with a pop of his knees. "It's needed," Al said.
"You're not going to get any argument out of me," Carl told him.
Al handed the bottle to Carl and pulled some glasses down from the top of the hutch. He glanced at the shadowed stairwell but he didn't hear any movement coming from above. "Let's hope they're sleeping," he said.
"I'm sure they are. Let's drink this outside," Carl suggested. "The smell of that rotten food will have my stomach turning before the whiskey does."
Al nodded his agreement and followed Carl out the door to where they had left the truck and cars. John and Donald followed them outside. Al gave Carl the glasses after Carl had settled himself onto the lawn. He watched as Carl poured the amber liquid into the glasses and passed them out to the others. Donald waved the glass of whiskey away before settling onto the ground beside Carl.
Al's gaze turned to the sky as the stars began to appear. The twinkling lights were such a beautiful display, one that he couldn't tear his eyes away from as he sipped at his drink. No, whiskey wasn't his drink of choice, but he thoroughly enjoyed the warmth working its way through him as the alcohol seeped into his system. The familiar chirrup of crickets began to fill the air. The overwhelming desire to cry seized him as he savored in the familiar sights and sounds that had once filled the night on a regular basis.
Human, he felt almost human again.
"At least they had good taste in liquor," Carl said.
"That they did," Al agreed.
"What if this works on the boy?" John inquired. "Are we going to try to round up more of The Lost Souls if it does?"
"I don't know. That's too far ahead to even think about," Carl answered.
"If this is the way to help them than we should try to save as many of them as possible," Donald said.
"I think Dick, that's what I think of Peter as now, is going to blow his top," John said.
"I think Dick is a much more suitable name." Carl lifted his glass and saluted John with it before downing the rest of the contents. Carl refilled his own glass before topping off Al's and John's.
"Peter might just be all growl and no go," Donald said. "You know, maybe he's all bluff and bluster but no bite."
Al swirled the liquid in his glass before lifting his head to meet Donald's rust colored eyes. "I really hope you're right."
"He's still a dick," John muttered and sipped at his whiskey as he walked over to the edge of the driveway.
Dancing through the woods like fireflies, Al spotted four sets of eyes about three feet off the ground, and watching them, from the trees. He froze, his pulse nearly doubled in the course of a second. Al couldn't tear his gaze away from those vivid, eerily disconnected eyes. At first he assumed they belonged to humans that had crouched to watch them from the shadows. He almost dropped his glass on the ground to grab for his gun, but then one of the sets of eyes swiveled to the side and he was able to see the long neck of the animal.
He still might need a gun, but he slowly felt his blood pressure return to normal as he kept a tight grip on his drink. "Coyotes," Carl said and rose to his feet.
Al nodded as John retreated a few steps from the edge of the driveway. Another head turned away and then the animals were slipping through the shadows so stealthily that Al couldn't hear their passing over the sounds of the crickets. "I don't want to tangle with one of those things but every time I see one, they give me a happy feeling," John said and took a sip of his drink.
"Glad to hear they made your night," Carl said.
John chuckled as he moved closer to them. "Well they don't make me as happy as a girl would, but yeah, they did make it a little better."
"I hear that," Donald said.
Al tilted his head back to look at the stars again; he took a deep breath and felt some of the tension ease from his shoulders and neck. But then, good friends always had a way of making even the worst of circumstances feel better, and he considered these people closer than others he'd known for forty plus years.
"To surviving," he said and raised his glass to cheers with the others.
"To surviving," they said. Their glasses clinked together and Donald raised his finger to flick it against John's glass.
Al was turning away with his drink when Jim stepped into the doorway. "I think you guys had better come back inside," he said in a tone of voice that made Al freeze mid sip.
Donald rose to his feet. "Is it the boy?"
"No, it's Peter."
Those words made Al go cold; there was something in Jim's eyes that brought to mind death. The glass tumbled from Al's fingers, it landed on the grass and broke into a couple of pieces. Fear spurred him onward but Carl made it to the doorway first with John close on his heels. Al followed behind with Donald at his side. Jim swiftly led the group toward the living room where they had left the others.
Even before they made it to the den, Al could hear the raised voices coming from the back. He recognized Peter's deep baritone and Riley's higher pitch as they spoke in a tone that made Al realize the situation was beginning to escalate.
"He's a child, an innocent child. You can't hurt him!" Riley said fervently.
"I'm not going to allow this to happen! I'll kill him before this goes any further!" Peter spat.
Al slid the gun from his waistband and held it before him as he stepped into the living room. Jim, Carl, and John spread out, moving closer to Xander. Donald moved in the other direction, toward Mary Ellen. Al froze when he spotted Peter standing in the middle of the room with one gun pointed at Riley, and the other aimed at the back of Victor's bent head. Riley had her hand on Xander's arm, holding him back as he tried to get in between her and Peter. Mary Ellen stood by the wall next to the loveseat; her empty hands were raised in the air by her head.
"How did he get two guns?" John asked in a low hiss.
"Shh," Carl silenced him.
"Oh look it's the cavalry," Peter snarled. "I bet every single one of you knew about this scheme of hers. I bet every single one of you were plotting on how to keep me out of this." Peter moved the gun away from Riley and trained it around the room at each of them as he spoke.
Al stiffened as Carl lifted his gun and pointed it back at Peter. "Don't Peter, just put the guns down and we can talk about this reasonably," Carl grated through his clenched teeth.
"There is no talking about this. This is something that cannot be allowed to happen. This is an abomination of the worst form. This child shouldn't even exist in his current state and what she is doing shouldn't be allowed to happen!" Peter retorted.
Xander pushed Riley's hand aside and took a step in front of her as Peter swung the gun back toward her. "Don't!" Riley cried and tried to push Xander out of the way but he remained planted where he was.
Al's heart began to pound a little faster as a muscle in Peter's jaw started to twitch. Donald is wrong, he thought. There was far more than just bluff and bluster to this man. There was a madness that had seeped through his mind and rotted his soul. It radiated from his eyes; it showed in the sweat beading across his upper lip, the florid color of his face, and the large vein pulsing in the center of his forehead.
This is what insanity looks like, Al realized.
It had finally happened, whatever thin thread of control Peter had been holding onto had been shredded by the discovery of the child. This world had been eating away at his sanity for a long time now, but the discovery of Victor had caused whatever façade of normalcy Peter had been exhibiting to slip away completely.
Peter swung his gun toward Carl when he took a step forward. "Don't move!" Peter spat. "Or I will kill him." Carl glanced at the gun Peter still had aimed at Victor. "Put your hands up!" Carl's jaw clenched, his eyes hardened, but he raised his hands into the air. "You, you put your gun down!" Peter barked at Al. Al glanced at Carl and the others but when Peter's finger tightened on the trigger of the gun he was aiming at the little boy, Al lowered his gun to his side. "On the floor!"
Resentment and anger boiled within him, but he bent down to lower his gun to the floor before rising again. "Put your guns down, Peter. It will be fine; we'll leave the boy here when we go tomorrow. We won't take him with us," Carl said in the tone of a parent trying to calm a three year old having a temper tantrum.
"There will be other children and other people. You think I'm going to believe that you're just going to walk away from this? I don't. You think I don't know that you've already considered leaving me behind. I'm not stupid. There is no way I'm going to allow you to leave me high and dry with no supplies, and without the added protection of more people to keep watch."
Al glanced at the unmoving boy and then at Riley and Xander. She had stopped trying to push Xander out of the way but the color had completely faded from her face. He spotted the gun at her hip, her hand rested on it, but Peter would be able to shoot Xander before she could pull the gun free. John stood in between Carl and Xander, his hand was on the gun at his waist, but he didn't make any move to pull it free as Peter kept his gun aimed at Carl. Donald had moved closer to Mary Ellen who remained unarmed in the corner behind the boy. Al didn't recall seeing Donald with his gun outside but he couldn't be sure, though he seriously doubted Donald would've gone out of this house unarmed.
"So what it is that you want us to say or do?" Carl inquired. "Are you looking to take people with you, to tie yourself to someone? What is that you want?"
"I want Josh, Freddie, and Rochelle to stay with me, and I will be the one driving the truck from now on. You won't leave me behind if I have them with me." Peter would handcuff the rest of them by keeping the children by his side and by taking control of the supplies. No one would do anything that would risk the children's lives.
"That's not going to happen," Jim said through clenched teeth. "My son isn't going anywhere with you."
Peter swung the gun toward Jim as the large man took a threatening step toward him. Before any of them could react, before Al even knew what was happening, Peter pulled the trigger. Mary Ellen let out a small scream but slammed her hands over her mouth to stifle the rest of it. Al jumped and Carl leapt to the side as the man that had been standing between them stumbled backward. Jim's mouth hung open; he crashed into the wall. His hands were clasped firmly against his chest but a large red stain was already spreading across his shirt.
Already beginning to recover, Carl was lowering his guns back down from above his head. Riley had pulled her gun free and was stepping out from behind Xander. They were both already armed but Al knew neither of them would get a round off in time to stop Peter from shooting more of them. Peter smiled smugly as his guns were already focused on Carl and Xander. Al knew he would never forget the look of supreme satisfaction in Peter's eyes. It would be seared into his mind as clearly as the memory of his dying siblings, and the first time he'd ever met Nellie.
This is what Peter has angling for all along, Al realized with a sinking sensation. He wanted them all dead and he wanted their supplies. Maybe Peter had been planning to drag out their lives until they'd made it to the cabin, but they'd come to an impasse far faster than any of them had expected.
Though everything moved in slow motion, Al knew it had only been a second or two since Peter had discharged the shot that would eventually end Jim's life. He wouldn't be in time to save everyone, but there was no way he was going to do nothing while he watched his friends be murdered in cold blood. Kneeling down, he grabbed for his gun. Multiple gunshots sounded and blood splattered around him.



CHAPTER 12
Xander,
The first distinct memory he had of his life was standing in a park. He'd been three and tottering awkwardly through the grass to get at a dandelion. His chubby fingers had crushed the yellow flower when he pulled it out of the ground but he'd still happily toddled back over to hand it to his mother. She'd oohed and ahhed over the crushed flower while she held a sleeping Carol against her chest. He could still see the radiant smile on her face; still clearly recall the cut grass and almost burnt aroma of the dandelion upon his fingers. The smell of dandelions still brought him back to that moment. His mother had looked so beautiful that day, so radiant in a way that he'd never seen her before.
For years, he'd never understood why that day had been his first memory or why he recalled it so vividly. Then, when he was fifteen he'd found that dandelion pressed into the pages of his mother's scrapbook, and he'd felt that love all over again. It was then he'd realized that he could remember the day so clearly because it was the first time he'd ever truly known what love was, and just how deeply he was loved. That ugly, crushed little weed had made his mother's face light up as if he'd just handed her a hundred roses, and she'd cherished it even more than she would have a hundred roses.
He didn't know where the memory came from now, his life didn't flash before his eyes as he'd heard it would before possible death. Instead, all he saw was that simple time of a little boy with his family. All he felt was the unconditional love of his mother as his ears rang with the resounding echo of gunfire. Maybe it was the burnt smell of gunpowder filling the room that had triggered the memory; maybe it was because he felt almost childlike again as he stood there helplessly amongst the chaos that had unfolded. Or maybe it was because the only woman he'd ever been in love with had shoved herself away from him. He'd been holding Riley, trying to keep her safe, but she'd jerked free of his hold. The motion had drawn Peter's gun away from him just as Peter pulled the trigger.
A simple dandelion from a field in a park had been his first knowledge of unconditional love. That park had played a part in even more of his memories as he'd grown from childhood to adolescence to adult. Riley had been in a good chunk of those memories over the years. Carol, Lee, and Bobby had also often been present during the laughter, and sometimes tears from skinned knees and broken bones, but those three were gone now. They were nothing more than the movies that played through his mind, he was terrified to look and see if Riley had joined the cast of his now gone friends.
It had only been seconds since the gunshots had sounded but he couldn't bring himself to move, couldn't bring himself to face Riley. But he had too; he couldn't stand there lost in his memories forever, it was simply impossible to do so. Gathering his courage, he forced himself to turn his head and look at where Riley had landed beside him on the floor.
He'd handed his mother a simple dandelion and she'd treasured it for as long as she'd been alive. It felt like someone handed him the most precious gift in the world when Riley's dazed eyes met his. The look on her face said she'd just seen into the eyes of the devil, and he supposed, in a way, she had.
Yellow stuffing had exploded from the ruined cushion on the couch behind her; bits of debris clung to her hair and shoulders. There was a still smoldering bullet hole just two inches to the right of where her head was.
So close, she had come so unbelievably close to death today.
Xander knelt beside her and before she could get herself into a full sitting position, he took hold of her cheeks and kissed her. There was no death here; there was only sweetness and love, and simple relief as he tasted her lips and mouth. He couldn't get enough of touching her as his hand slid away from her face to cradle the back of her neck. An out of control feeling tore through him as he held her against him.
Her breath came in rapid pants when she pulled away to look up at him. A small smile curved her mouth before her gaze slid over the others and the smile slipped from her lips. Taking a deep breath, he forced himself to look away from her. Jim sat on the floor against the wall; his hands covered the chest wound still pulsing blood out of it. His chest rose and fell sluggishly but his eyes had closed and a strange rattling noise escaped him on every exhalation.
Al knelt on the floor near Jim, his hand was wrapped around the butt of his gun, but it hadn't moved from the floor. Blood splattered close to Al's hands and there were a few drops on his face. With a trembling hand, Al wiped the blood from his face. His mouth hung open in astonishment as he stared at the man lying just a few inches away from his hand.
A puddle of blood formed beneath Peter. The red liquid seeped from the black bullet hole in the center of his left temple. Blood, and bits of skull and brain had exploded over Mary Ellen, Donald and Victor, who remained on the floor unmoving and oblivious to the chaos around him. Mary Ellen looked torn between screaming, crying, and vomiting as blood dripped off of her cheek to land silently upon the cream colored carpet. Donald was the color of dry wall; even his lips had turned white. The only color on the man was Peter's blood, his hair and eyes, the blue shirt he wore, and his jeans. Donald's hands were still empty as they remained in the air over his head.
Xander had been looking everywhere but the other direction he knew Peter had shot in. Just as he'd known that he had to make sure Riley was still alive, he knew he couldn't deny looking in the direction of Carl and John any longer. Carl turned back toward the group; blood spilled through the fingers of the hand he had pressed against his forehead. Carl froze in mid turn as his gaze landed upon John.
The gun clasped in John's hands was still extended and Xander swore that a tendril of smoke curled out from the barrel. He wouldn't have been more shocked if it had been a dog standing there holding the gun as he was to see John with it. The expression on John's face was resolute; his hands on the gun were steady. Despite his calm exterior, the haunted look in his eyes told Xander that John would never be the same. He considered John one of his friends now, he knew that John would have his back, but he'd never been certain that John would truly have the ability to take a life if the situation presented itself.
John's gaze lingered on Peter's still form and then he turned to Carl. "I told you," he said in a voice that Xander barely recognized. "That I would do what had to be done, when the time came."
Carl continued to stare at him in disbelief before he gave a brief nod. After a protracted silence, Carl gently pushed John's left arm down with his free hand. John's arms remained unmoving at first but he finally relented to Carl's pressure on them. "You did the right thing," Carl said.
John turned to look at him. "I did what needed to be done, that doesn't necessarily mean it was the right thing."
Xander had never expected anything even remotely philosophical to come out of John's mouth, and yet those might have been the truest words he'd ever heard. Carl opened his mouth to say something but the sound of pounding feet coming from the front of the house snapped all of their heads around.
"Check on Jim," Al commanded. "I'll stop them."
There wasn't much to check on with Jim, Xander already knew that, but he moved toward the large man's side and knelt next to him. He pressed his fingers against the vein in Jim's neck. A weak pulse beat there but not for much longer judging by the easing of the blood from the wound. Helplessness swamped him, the only thing they could do for the man was sit here and watch him die.
"Where is Jim?" Claire demanded from what sounded like the den.
"What happened?" Nancy asked shrilly.
"Is everyone ok?" Josh inquired.
He heard Al talking to them in low tones but he couldn't make out the words as Al ushered the others back toward the dining room. "I'll go help him," Donald said in a tremulous voice.
Riley tore her gaze away from him and Jim. Bits of stuffing fell onto the floor around her as she rose to her feet. "Not like that," she whispered. "You're covered in Peter's blood."
Donald's hands limply fell to his sides as his gaze ran up and down his body. "Shit," he muttered. "Just…"
"Shit," John finished when Donald's voice trailed off. "Yeah I'd say that's the best way to describe this situation."
A strange rattle and then complete silence drew Xander's attention back to Jim. Beneath his fingers, he no longer felt a weak pulse. He sat and stared at Jim's massive chest but it no longer rose and fell with his breaths. Xander's hand dropped down, he leaned back on his heels to study the unmoving man. "He's gone."
"This is all my fault," Riley muttered.
"You didn't pull that trigger and what we're doing with Victor is something we all wanted to try. This is not your fault," Carl said. "I wanted this as much as you did."
John grabbed hold of his arm to help him as Carl took an unsteady step forward. "Are you ok?" John demanded. Carl waved John's hand away but he sank onto the intact couch cushion. Beads of sweat dotted his brow and lip; his face had taken on the greenish hue of someone about to be ill. "Did you get hit by some debris or something?"
"Or something, I'm pretty sure I was shot," Carl mumbled.
"What!" Riley cried.
She hurried to Carl's side and dropped to her knees in front of him. Donald and Mary Ellen crept out of the corner but the both of them still looked as if they were about to pass out at any moment. Neither of them had made a move to try and clean themselves up, but there wasn't anything they could use within this room anyway. Victor remained unmoving on the floor, oblivious to the pool of Peter's blood creeping steadily closer to him.
Mary Ellen gathered herself enough to bend down and pick the child up. She carried him over and deposited him on the loveseat. Riley grabbed hold of Carl's arm and tried to pull his hand away from his injury. Xander had an awful image of a bullet hole in the center of Carl's forehead, of brain being exposed, or some other hideous thing. It could be possible, he'd heard of people surviving much worse from a gunshot wound.
Carl was walking and talking, but it could also be shock keeping his body going right now. He could actually be dying. These could be his last few minutes on earth, and the adrenaline coursing through his body was carrying him through like a chicken with its head cut off.
"I have to see," Riley said when Carl continued to hold his hand to the blood seeping down from his skull.
His injury had to be awful for it to be bleeding that much but Xander couldn't tear his eyes away as Carl finally relented to Riley's insistence. A gouge had been torn across Carl's head. It started on the side of his head, and was about an inch above and to the right of his right eye. The bullet had torn off skin and hair, leaving behind a clear trail of its trajectory. Blood oozed from the gash but Xander had a feeling the white bone of the skull would be evident when the bleeding stopped.
Riley placed Carl's hand back against the wound. "It's ugly looking but you're going to live," she assured him. "I need some supplies to stop the bleeding."
"I was never that good looking to begin with," he told her with a wan smile.
The fact that he still had a sense of humor was reassuring but they had to do something about the blood soon if he was going to continue to have one. "I'll get them," Xander told her.
"They're in the trunk of the Cadillac, or they were," Mary Ellen said. She was starting to regain some of her color but her hands were still shaking.
"I'm coming with you," Riley said as she rose to her feet. "We also need fresh clothes and water for Mary Ellen, Donald, and Victor."
Xander nodded and turned to leave the room. He instantly found it easier to breathe as soon as he stepped into the den and away from the massacre. He took hold of Riley's hand and pressed it against his chest when she joined him. For a minute he simply stood there with her and let some of the tension ease from his body.
"I thought you were dead," he said honestly.
Riley frowned as she glanced back at the room. "It probably should have been me…"
"Carl was right, this isn't your fault. If we can help those people with the L-Dopa we are going to do it. Peter has been slipping for awhile now. I think he's been waiting for an excuse to try and kill us."
"I would say you're right." Xander jumped a little at the sound of the voice in the doorway of the living room. "I didn't mean to interrupt you," Al apologized. "But I told Claire I would find out about Jim."
"He didn't make it," Riley whispered.
Al nodded and ran his hand through his disheveled gray hair. "I didn't think he would," he said before focusing on Riley again. "I truly believe Peter has been planning to kill us off for a long time now. I also think he planned to keep the kids with him after he did kill us. He was stronger than them and they would have to rely on him. If he could keep it hidden that he killed the rest of us, or somehow managed to twist the story to his benefit, he could have made it so they depended on him completely. Over time, he could have bent their minds to his will and he was manipulative enough to do so. We were always more competition and more mouths to feed than he liked."
Riley nodded her agreement but Xander could feel the tremor in her hand. "That's why he went for Jim first," Riley said. "Because he was the biggest."
"And the biggest threat. It was his son that Peter planned to take with him after all. You don't come in between a parent and their child," Al said. "I think Peter believed he had us at a disadvantage in that room. You're just lucky he didn't start shooting before we got there, but then I don't think he expected tonight to be the opportunity that he'd been waiting for. It just spiraled out of control, and when he had the strongest of us all together in one room, he decided to take his chance."
Xander released Riley's hand and pulled her against his side. "He's right," he whispered and kissed her temple.
Riley hugged him back before pulling away and taking a deep breath. "Carl's been shot, we need supplies, and Mary Ellen and Donald have to get cleaned up."
"Carl was shot?" Al demanded.
"He'll be fine if we stop the bleeding. I'm not sure we're going to be able to stitch it but he definitely needs some bandages and peroxide. Plus water and clean clothes."
"You two gather those and I'll talk with Claire and Freddie," Al said and stepped back.
The others looked up from the dining room table when they entered the room. Xander looked quickly away from the hopeful look in Claire's tear filled eyes. Freddie sat silently beside her, with Nancy and Josh. Rochelle stood in the doorway of the kitchen with her arms wrapped around her middle.
"Jim?" Claire inquired.
"I'm sorry," Al said.
"Come with me," Xander said to Rochelle, looking to get her away from the grief engulfing the room. He nudged her away from the doorway as Claire began to weep loudly and Freddie wrapped his arms around his mother.
"I'm going to get some pots, I'll be in here or the living room," Riley said and broke away to search the cabinets.
Rochelle continued to hug herself as they walked outside. "What happened in there?" she asked when they stepped outside.
"Nothing good."
Her eyes glimmered in the beam of his flashlight as she followed him over to the car. "Al said my mom is ok."
"She is," he assured her. He popped the trunk of the Caddy and hurried to the back of it. "Peter and Jim are dead."
Rochelle inhaled abruptly, her lower lip quivered but she resolutely held back the tears in her eyes. "Who are the bandages for?"
"Carl was shot, but he's fine," he rushed to get the words out when Rochelle gasped and her hand flew to her mouth.
"Thank God," she breathed.
"Do you think God has anything to do with this?" The sound of John's voice caused them both to jump in surprise. Xander leaned out from around the rear end of the Caddy to look at him. John stood half hidden in shadow by the backdoor of the car.
"Maybe," Rochelle answered. "Maybe not. But Carl is alive and that is something to be thankful for, no matter who saw fit to keep him that way. I'd like to think it might have been God."
John frowned at her before glancing at the sky. "Maybe you have it right, but I think the only one looking out for us now, is us."
"I'm ok with it only being you guys looking out for me too," Rochelle said. "We've gotten each other pretty freaking far through all of this and we'll get each other the rest of the way through. I thank you all for that, and I will thank God just in case he or she is still listening."
Xander lifted an eyebrow as he studied the young girl beside him. There was so much maturity in her for someone so young, so much belief in them. But then maybe she had so much faith in them because she was so young. Whatever it was, she had pierced through John's odd demeanor as a smile tugged at his lips.
"After all of this, I'm leaning toward God being a she. Only a woman could be this temperamental," John said.
"Ha ha," Rochelle retorted.
"And are we really that happy Carl is still alive?" John's voice didn't hold the same note of teasing that it normally did when he unleashed his sarcasm, but Xander found himself immensely relieved by John's words and the fact that he walked around the back of the car to join them.
"We know you're doing cartwheels, even if you don't want to admit it," Rochelle told him.
"I don't do cartwheels kid." John told her as he took a bag of medical supplies from Xander and turned back to the house. "I only do handstands."



CHAPTER 13
John,
It took the rest of the night to remove Jim and Peter's bodies from the house and bury them. John went through the motions with an almost mechanical nature. He spoke with the others; he carried Peter's feet with Carl carrying his shoulders. He helped to dig Jim's grave with one of the two shovels they'd found in the shed, and though the man had been a murderer and most likely a psychopath, he helped to dig Peter's grave too. He couldn't bring himself to help lower Peter's body into the grave, and no one asked him to do so.
He stood silently by and watched the dirt being tossed onto the bodies. He'd just killed a man, he'd assumed there would be a million thoughts running through his mind. Believed he'd feel guilt, or hate himself. Instead, he felt this odd sense of detachment. He had the sensation of being outside of himself and watching while the shallow graves filled with dirt.
The only thing running through his mind was the belief that they would all end up here again. That some day they would be tossing dirt onto someone else's body and it would probably be some day soon. They would do this again and again until only one person remained, and there would be no one left to throw dirt on them when they finally passed too.
The last thing he wanted was to die, no matter how detached he felt right now, he was going to fight to stay alive. He didn't want to be that last person left standing; he found death a far preferable proposition than being the only one left standing.
The last shovelful of dirt fell onto the mound. With an air of finality, Carl tamped it down with the head of his shovel. The sound of the metal shovel tinging off of the rocks in the dirt finally brought John back into his own body. Claire and Freddie began to sob as Al stepped forward to recite a prayer over Jim's grave. They all stared at Peter's grave but it was Josh who finally stepped forward.
"Goodbye Mr. Dade," he murmured. "You were once a good teacher and I thank you for that."
John stared at the young man as he remained by the grave. In the end, none of them had liked Peter anymore, but Josh had been the one with a real connection to the man. Peter had been a link to his old life, a link now severed by Peter's death. John didn't know if the tears in Josh's eyes were because he grieved the loss of the man or if he grieved the loss of that connection. Either way, the tears in Josh's eyes were real, and he was grieving.
Guilt trickled through John; he turned his head away, unable to stand Josh's unhappiness any more. He stepped away from the grave just as the first rays of the sun broke over the horizon. The crystal clear blue of the sky looked like such a promising sign but he felt numb as Rochelle climbed into the middle seat of the truck. John glanced back at the two graves before following her into the truck.
He hadn't seen the bag of Twizzlers in her hand when she'd gotten into the vehicle, but she held one out to him. "I can make you a straw," she offered.
Forcing a smile to his face, John shook his head and pulled one from the bag. "No straws, not today."
She stared sadly at him. "Are you going to be ok?"
"I'll be right as rain soon enough."
She gave him a look that clearly said she believed he'd lost his mind. "Who says that? And what does it even mean?"
John chuckled as he bit into his Twizzler. "My mom used to say it all the time. I think it meant all good, or something like that."
"Next time just say all good."
"Aye aye captain." She shot him a look as Carl climbed into the truck. The bandage wrapped around his head had a red stain on it but the blood was a dark rust color and John didn't see any fresh blood seeping into it. The bleeding had stopped but Carl's color still hadn't completely returned.
"Want me to drive?" John asked.
"No, I'll be fine," Carl answered.
Relief filled him, he would drive if Carl needed him to, but he preferred not to have to concentrate on anything right now. The sun cleared the horizon just as Carl started the truck and pulled out of the driveway. John found his gaze drawn back to the mounds of dirt now fading from view. They drove a couple of miles down the road before returning to the highway. His Twizzler forgotten, John sat back in the seat to watch the trees and rock walls of the mountains pass by.
He really had thought he'd feel worse about killing someone, and he was amazed to realize that what bothered him the most was that he didn't feel worse. Maybe if it had been someone other than Peter, but no, that wasn't the reason either. He didn't feel as if he were the most horrible form of life because he had done what was necessary. It didn't make it right but it also didn't make it wrong. It just made it life.
John inhaled deeply and took a bite of his licorice. Yep, life was a crapshoot and he felt as if he were just skirting the edges of rolling a snake eyes right now.
He was so busy staring out the passenger window that he didn't realize they were getting off the highway until they were in the middle of a winding exit ramp. Sitting up, he dropped his feet from where he had propped them against the dash. A four-lane road spread out before them, he wasn't sure if it was a highway or not as a set of stoplights appeared about fifty feet ahead. Another set of lights were a couple hundred feet past the first.
The poles from the first set of streetlights were lying across the road while the second set remained intact. Another road branched up to their left; two gas stations were across the street from each other at the top of the hill. Having no choice but to go up the hill, Carl took the left. A diner came into view as they cut through the parking lot and filling area of the first gas station. The door and windows of the gas station were still intact but John couldn't see much inside of the store.
"Where are we?" John asked.
"Monticello, or at least that's what the exit sign read," Carl answered. "These gas stations might be some good places to search if they're near the cabin. They don't look as if they've been broken into."
John nodded as they drove down a hill toward the other set of lights. They passed the diner, a pizza place, and a hotel all on their left before driving through the other set of lights and reconnecting with the main road once more.
John frowned as the trees on his right gave way and rows of barns were revealed. There were at least seven barns along the road; each one labeled with a black letter. Another row of barns stretched up the same hill on the other side of the first seven barns. As they drove onward an oval, dirt track came into view.
"What is this place?" Rochelle asked.
"If I have to guess I'd say a racetrack, horses," Carl expounded when they both gave him a questioning look.
But even as Carl answered, John spotted a grouping of the large animals standing on a grassy area close to the metal fence near the road. John closed his eyes and counted to five before opening them again. The horses were still there, their tails twitching in the summer day, and their heads bent to the green grass beneath their hooves.
"They're alive," he breathed.
Carl slowed the vehicle as they approached the gate; he pulled in at the last second and parked the truck in front of the closed and locked gates before the little guard booth. The dirt track on their left and had a few more horses walking around the middle of it, munching on more grass. John opened his door and stepped out of the truck. Afraid they might disappear like a mirage, he cautiously approached the fence and slid his fingers through the cool metal links. He could hear the others approaching but he couldn't tear his gaze away from the animals.
There had been so many dead horses while they'd been traveling that he'd become convinced they would never see one alive again. Even with the locked gates, there was a sense of freedom to the animals that kept his gaze riveted on them.
"Should we open the gates to let them out?" Rochelle asked.
"They've made it this long, maybe these gates are what has kept them alive," Carl said.
"Maybe we could use them to get around. I can ride."
"They're not those kind of horses," Al told her. John turned his head to look at him, he hadn't heard him approach but there was a smile on his lined face and a twinkle in his eyes as he studied the track. "They're Standardbreds, harness horses."
"So they can't be ridden?" Rochelle inquired.
"They probably could if you broke them to a saddle, but right now I wouldn't recommend trying to jump onto their backs. They probably wouldn't appreciate it much."
"Oh," the word was filled with disappointment as Rochelle looped her fingers through the fence beside his.
"Maybe one day kid," John said. "We'll get you a horse, maybe even one of these, but we'll have to make sure you have a helmet."
"That would be nice," she whispered.
"I used to come to this track years ago to make some bets and drink some beers." Al's voice held a touch of nostalgia as he stepped closer to the fence. "There was a driver here; he used to sing to the horses, you could hear him clear across the track even with a grandstand full of people. I always bet on him just because of that singing. It wasn't in tune, it wasn't good, but it always made me smile. I made some good money off of him over the years. Those were some fun times."
"Sounds like it," Mary Ellen murmured.
"Well," Al said as he stepped away from the fence. "We're almost to the cabin. We should get going if we're going to make it by sunset."
Al turned away from the fence but John and Rochelle remained behind, staring at the barns and horses. He was nervous that if he turned away and left here the horses would all vanish or be in some kind of freaky mound if they ever returned here. "I'll get you one," John promised her. "First chance I get."
"You don't have to do that."
"Yes, I do. Come on; let's get to our new home."
He rested his hand on her shoulder and pulled her away from the fence. Climbing back in the truck, he slammed the door and watched as they drove past old buildings, two trailer parks, a few apparently empty businesses and lots of trees. Most of the houses fell away as they climbed up a large hill and then back down before making a turn. John had no idea how they were going to get back out of the winding roads as they continued to make turn after turn. He didn't feel as if they were going overly far from the main road but it was such a convoluted path that he lost track of it.
Trees pressed closer against the road, he spotted small streams and mossy banks next to the drop off beside the truck. More than a few times they had to drive around debris blocking the road. Once they were forced to stop, pick up a small oak and carry it out of the way, but they were also forced to double back and find another way twice. The sun was beginning to set, and John was beginning to think they were never going to make it, when the car pulled into a small alcove on the side of the road that he never would have seen.
Trees and thorny vines hung over what appeared to have been a driveway. It wasn't until he'd gotten out and approached the others that he spotted the gate blocking the road. Standing beside the car, he looked in on Victor. The boy remained motionless in the backseat with his head bent down. John's stomach churned as he stared at the child. That medicine had to work; Victor had to wake up. Something good had to come out of the disaster that had unfolded in Victor's house. There had to be a reason he had killed a man, but then that outcome had probably been inevitable with Peter. If they had made it here with Peter still alive a lot more damage could have been done. It would have been easy enough for Peter to lead some people into the woods and simply never return with them.
John turned away from the child and back to the gate. He assumed the triangle shaped gate had once been the color of metal but now it was covered with rust and sagging at the end. The post it was attached to didn't have as much rust on it, and remained solidly upright.
Al walked up to the gate and grabbed hold of a box attached to the ten-foot long chain wrapped around the gate and pole three times. Al typed in a code that opened the box and pulled out the key hidden within. He slid the key into the lock inside the box and the bulky padlock popped open.
"Is the property fenced in all the way around?" Nancy asked.
"No, this gate was just to discourage people from driving their vehicles or four wheelers down the road. There are seven other cabins around this lake and they're all like this. There's not much to steal from them, and it's enough of a walk to my cabin to deter anyone just looking to party for the night. There was also a security system and cameras."
He pointed to a sign nailed to a tree that John hadn't noticed until now. It read, This property is monitored by video surveillance. Trespassers will be prosecuted. "Never had a problem here," Al continued as he pulled the chain free.
Hinges squeaked as Al walked the gate open. He pulled out another piece of chain attached to a tree and latched the gate open. John stared down the rutted dirt road. Years of neglect had allowed the woods to creep in to reclaim the land that had been taken from them. This was about the time in a horror movie when he would start yelling at the morons on screen not to go down there. Now, he was one of those morons.
Returning to the truck, he slid into the passenger seat. He grabbed hold of the handle above his head and braced his foot on the dash as Carl carefully drove the truck down the road. They were barely doing five miles per hour and yet they were still jostled and bumped in their seats. John's teeth chattered, over their heads, low hanging branches and vines scratched across the roof of the truck. The sound of the scraping made him think of skeletons, hanging down from the trees in order to drag their bony fingers over the metal roof. The clacking of thicker vines and branches on the roof became their maniacal laughter as they drove deeper into the skeleton's lair. He was convinced the skeletons were taunting them, and biding their time, until they emerged from the vehicle.
Shuddering at the thought, he cursed his over active imagination as he tried to shut out the image of the dead above them. Try as he might though, the image lingered and the bouncing of the struts over the ruts became the skeleton's teeth as they chattered in eager anticipation of getting their hands on their prey within.
John had become half convinced he was never going to get out of this truck again when the woods gave way. They drove into a cleared area about a quarter of a mile wide, with a small cabin sitting in the middle. On his right hand side, a lake emerged from around a boulder. The blue water shimmered red, yellow, and orange in the fading rays of the sun. In the fading light, he spotted four other cabins surrounding the lake but the closest one looked to be at least half a mile away.
The car pulled up beside the cabin and Carl parked next to them. He didn't think there really were skeletons hunting them but John still hesitated before opening the truck door. The scent of water, algae, and fish hit him as soon as he stepped out of the vehicle; he inhaled deeply as he savored in the scent. It was so refreshing that he could picture himself throwing out a fishing line and sitting on one of the boulders surrounding the lake like he had so many times over the years. His father would be there with him and maybe they would talk, but he knew most of the day would be spent in companionable silence as they tossed back the fish they caught and drank beers. It was all so clear in his mind that he briefly saw his father there amongst the boulders, grinning at him, and waving for him to come and join him.
Before he could become lost to the image, and the sorrow it brought, he turned away to study the cabin. It was only one story with a large porch that took up the entire front of the building. The wood of the porch sagged a little but the boards were all still in place. Four windows in the front overlooked the lake and two more on the side faced them; all of them had been boarded over with large pieces of plywood. A large, upright propane tank sat on the side of the house. Numerous rust spots had broken through the white paint coating the tank.
"It's empty," Al said when he caught John eyeing the tank. "I made sure to have it emptied out when I knew I wouldn't be coming back for awhile, if ever again. I also had the windows boarded up."
Carl rubbed at his chin as he nodded. "Good idea."
"Well, let's go check out our new home," Riley said as she stepped up beside them. "It doesn't look as if anyone has broken into it but I'd still like to check the outside before trying the door."
"So would I," Carl agreed.
John followed them around the building but all the boards remained intact and the concrete foundation had no windows in it. "There's no basement," Al explained as they walked. "It's just a slab. There was electricity, cable and a working bathroom but I also had the water turned off. I'm not sure we'll be able to get it back on or that the pipes have even survived."
"It still sounds like a little bit of heaven to me," Mary Ellen said.
John slapped at his neck as he felt a stab there. He pulled his hand away to reveal the smooshed mosquito and his blood. "Of course they would survive," he muttered and wiped his hands on his jeans.
They stopped at the front steps and stood staring at the cabin. "Well there's only one place left to check," Carl said. He pulled his gun free before cautiously approaching the front door.
John didn't know if he was ready to see what was inside. He was terrified that they would open that door and find something monstrous waiting to eat them or that the ceiling would have collapsed. They had come so far, lost so much, all he wanted was a chance to stop and relax, even if it was only for a few days.



CHAPTER 14
Mary Ellen,
The musty smell of the cabin was the first thing that hit her as soon as the door opened; the second thing to almost hit her was a raccoon that would have run into her leg if she hadn't jumped out of the way in time. The animal grunted its displeasure all the way down the steps as Nancy and Donald scurried to get out of its way.
"Well if that was still alive inside then I don't think any of our not so friendly neighbors are," Carl said.
He kept his gun in front of him as he pushed the door back with the tip of his boot and entered the dim cabin. Mary Ellen tried to peer over his shoulder but Carl's back blocked her view of the cabin. John, Xander, and Riley filtered in ahead of her; Al stayed by her side as they stepped into the shadowed interior.
Riley and Xander clicked on their flashlights and shone them around the large room they'd all entered. Inside the cabin, the smell of must, wild animal and the potent ammonia scent of urine caused her eyes to water. It would take awhile to get the cabin aired out but it was one of the best places she'd seen in awhile.
The gray linoleum floor beneath her feet was speckled with shades of green and blue throughout it. The corners of the floor had peeled up in some spots but the rest of it was in relatively good condition. Dark wood paneling was revealed by the beams of the flashlights bouncing over the walls. Antlers hung on the walls, along with a deer head, and a bear. Mary Ellen looked hastily away from the unseeing black eyes staring at her from the animal heads. It felt as if those eyes followed her around the room as she walked. She'd had enough of rooms filled with dead animals and planned to take these ones down.
An old table sat in the middle of the large room. A deck of cards sat on it along with an empty glass. Two old brown sofas were pushed against the walls. Judging by the design and material their best days had been in the seventies, but their cushions and backing were still intact. In between the table and chair was a metal wood-burning stove that still had a pile of wood sitting beside it. A layer of dust covered everything within the room but it appeared relatively clean otherwise.
Carl moved to the left and the others followed behind him. He stepped into a kitchen with a small green fridge, a white two-burner stove, and a steel basin sink. There were four cabinets on the wall but only two on the ground, one on either side of the sink.
Carl opened and closed all of the upper cabinets but they were bare and nothing lurked within them. The left bottom cabinet had a trashcan and the right a handful of cleaning supplies, including bleach. She despised the smell of bleach but judging by the smell of this place they were going to need it.
Stepping back, she flicked on her flashlight and pulled out her gun as she shone it into the room just to the right of the kitchen. Two sets of bunk beds were within; she knelt down before she entered the room and shone the light around the small space beneath the beds. Holding her breath, she half expected to see eyes reflecting back at her but dust bunnies were the only things beneath the bed.
"Clear?" Carl inquired.
"Yes," she told him and rose up.
Carl stepped past her and into the narrow room. He stood on his tiptoes to peer into the shadows above the beds. Nodding, he dropped back down and walked to the end of the room. Mary Ellen followed behind and opened up the drawers on the dresser to the right while Carl went through the left one.
"They should be empty," Al said from the doorway.
Mary Ellen closed the last drawer and nodded. "They are."
She left the room and they all moved toward the last two remaining rooms on the other side of the cabin. Riley already stood in the doorway of a tiny bathroom. Mary Ellen spotted the stand-in shower in the corner with a toilet beside it. She frowned as she stared at the toilet paper holder; it took her a minute to realize that it was a deer antler. Shaking her head, she couldn't figure out if she was amused or repulsed by it.
Turning away, she looked into the other bedroom that Xander and John were already searching. Just like the other one, it had two sets of bunk beds and two dressers in it. The mattress on the bottom bunk to her right had been torn apart, springs and cushion were piled up around the hole. It must have been the raccoon's nest, she realized.
She turned her attention back to Xander and John as Xander toed open the closet at the end of the beds to her left. Xander pointed the gun and flashlight into the closet. The light reflected off the back wall of the empty closet but some of the insulation from the ceiling had fallen down. "Is there an attic?" Xander inquired.
"Just a crawl space," Al answered.
"This is where the raccoon got in."
"We'll have to find the hole and patch it," Carl said and left the room.
Mary Ellen turned back to the large main room and stood there staring at it. She didn't know what to say or do. She didn't know what was expected of her anymore.
"Now what?" Riley inquired.
It was a relief to know she wasn't the only one who had no idea what to do now. They'd been running for weeks now, with this one goal in mind. Now they had attained their goal and she felt they should still be running, that moving was safer, but it wasn't. It couldn't be. They'd lost people while on the move, there were constant dangers lurking out there, constant obstacles they had to overcome. Here they would be able to hunt; they would be able to scour the area in search of food and gas. They may even be able to start a garden next year if the weather and sky continued to make their steady return back toward normal.
She felt helpless now. Even more lost than when all of this had started and she'd had no idea what was going on, where to go, or how to escape. At least she had been moving then. When she'd been moving, she hadn't had time to think. There was too much time now and thinking was something she would prefer not to do.
"Now we make it a home," Al said. "We take the boards down, we clean, we search the area; we set traps for animals and for possible enemies. We see if we can make a stand here, make a life."
It all sounded so good but she remained standing with the others, her shoulders pressed against Riley's and Carl's. Outside of the open doorway she could see Nancy, Donald, Claire, Josh, Freddie, and Rochelle gathered on the porch and at the bottom of the stairs. Rochelle held Spooky in her arms as she stared at the lake. Mary Ellen couldn't bring herself to move toward them and let them know it was safe to come inside.
"There is still plenty to do," Al said. "We're not safe here, not yet."
"Should we go back and lock the gate?" John asked.
"That's the only road in or out; barricading it probably isn't the best idea. We can work on cutting another road out over time. There's a shed in the woods with an ax in there and I'm sure we'll find some more axes and chainsaws on the other properties in the area," Al told them.
"Let's hope for the chainsaws," John said.
"Where do we start first?" Mary Ellen asked.
"We'll split the tasks. For now we should start on making this place ready for us to stay in. We should set up a security system around the perimeter so we can know if someone is coming. Are there any hunting stands near this cabin?" Carl inquired. "They might be useful as lookout points."
"There are," Al answered. "I'll show them to you."
"Are you coming with us, John?"
"Yeah."
"I'd like to go," Mary Ellen inserted. She'd assumed cleaning this place would be the thing she'd want to dive into, but a walk through the woods, movement, seemed like a much better option right now.
Carl nodded his agreement. "That's fine. We should go now. Night will be here soon."
"I'm going to give Victor another dose," Riley said. "And bring him inside."
"How many doses have you given him?" Carl asked.
"This will be number four."
"How many do you plan to give him?" John asked.
"Until the bottle runs out. The medicine does nothing for us and it doesn't seem to be harming him. I don't see any reason to stop."
"Neither do I," Carl agreed. "Come on, let's go."
Walking out to the porch gave Mary Ellen a purpose again. The others turned toward them as they descended the steps of the porch. "It's safe to go in," Carl informed them. "We'll get these boards off the windows, the cabin cleaned up, and the supplies inside before the sun sets. We're going to check some things out but we'll be back soon."
"Got it," Donald said and hurried into the cabin.
"Be safe," Rochelle said to her.
"I will," she promised and kissed the top of her daughter's head. "Stay close to the others."
Rochelle nodded and hurried over to join Riley by the car. "Winter up here can be brutal," Al informed them as they moved further into the woods. Mary Ellen searched the large pines and oaks surrounding them as the fading light of the setting sun filtered through the heavy cover over her head. "If we're able to stay here that long we're going to have to figure out a way to stay heated and cook without producing much smoke."
"That shouldn't be too difficult," John muttered.
"The sick people are still human, if winter is bad there's a good chance they won't survive it," Carl said.
"Well at least we won't be alone then," John said. "Those things are too damn smart to freeze to death, they'll go south or they'll burn something. Hopefully it's not our frozen bodies they decide to use for fuel."
Carl scowled at him. "Frozen bodies probably wouldn't burn well and I think they prefer to use us for food."
"That's looking on the bright side."
If John hadn't always been a sarcastic SOB Mary Ellen might have actually been concerned about him after the events of last night. However, she knew this was just the way he normally handled things. Carl didn't seem at all worried about him as he told John to go screw himself in not so nice of words.
"We don't even know if we'll have a winter with this crazy weather and events we've had lately." Al stopped beneath a large maple and pointed up. "Here's one."
Mary Ellen eyed the wooden boards nailed into the tree about a foot apart until they reached a square wooden platform about thirty feet up. Her stomach dropped as she eyed the cracks in most of the boards used as a ladder and a broken board in the base of the stand. She'd prefer to take the polar plunge naked then climb up there.
Carl lit a cigarette before he grabbed hold of the bottom board and tested his weight on it. He cautiously climbed up the steps, pulling on each board a little before putting his weight on it. Mary Ellen held her breath as he made it to the square hole in the bottom of the stand. Placing his hands on each side of the stand, he tested the security of it before gingerly pulling himself onto it.
Her breath exploded from her as he rose to his full height close to the trunk of the tree. "What do you see?" John called quietly up to him.
"Trees," Carl answered. "Lots of them."
"Maybe if you move closer to the edge," John suggested.
"You come up here and get closer to the edge," Carl retorted.
"Can you see the cabin or anything around us?" Al asked.
Carl shook his head, stomped on his cigarette, and climbed back down the tree. "This one won't be of any help to us," he told them when he stepped onto the ground. "Maybe in the fall, when the leaves drop we'll be able to see better, but not now. Where's the next one?"
"This way," Al said and led them through the woods on a perpendicular angle to the cabin. "This one was my friend's stand. I never used it but it might have a better view of the cabin and surrounding area."
The twigs and leaves crunched beneath their feet as they continued through the woods. The scent of rotten leaves and pine needles assailed her, bringing forth memories of fall and Halloweens spent trick-or-treating with Rochelle through the neighborhood. She'd always loved the smell of fall, the leaves as they changed color, the pumpkin themed everything that popped up everywhere, and warm apple cider. What she wouldn't give for some warm apple cider right now, but that wasn't going to happen today. Maybe they'd be able to find an apple tree and make some cider of their own in the future.
Al stopped beneath a large oak and nodded toward the metal ladder that had been nailed to the tree. It didn't look any more stable than the wooden boards on the other tree, but the stand above appeared to be fully intact. John seized hold of Carl's arm when he went to grab the ladder.
"I'll go this time," John offered.
Carl nodded and stepped aside. John grabbed a rung and began to carefully climb up the rickety ladder. Mary Ellen hissed out a breath as the metal bowed and creaked beneath his weight but held firm. John pulled himself onto the stand and like Carl stayed close to trunk of the tree. He shaded his eyes as he searched the forest.
He gave a brief nod before climbing down the ladder again. He'd almost reached the bottom when one of the rungs beneath his feet gave way. Mary Ellen gasped loudly, Al and Carl lurched forward as John's feet fell out from underneath him. John's chin bouncing off of one of the rungs caused her to wince, but he kept his hold on the ladder and eventually got his feet onto another step.
"You ok?" Mary Ellen asked when John jumped off and landed on the ground nearby.
He rubbed his reddened chin as he nodded. "Yeah."
"Will it be useful?" Carl asked.
"I could see the cabin from up there and part of the road."
"Good, are there anymore stands Al?"
"There's one more that could be of help," Al answered. "The others are further into the woods."
They fell into step behind Al as he walked at an angle that took them further away from the cabin, but brought them closer to the lake. The sun had almost completely set by the time they arrived at the final stand and Carl climbed into the tree above. Mary Ellen glanced nervously around the woods as silence descended with the twilight.
She'd been so eager to escape the cabin, now all she wanted was to get back to the shelter. She pulled her flashlight out and held it before her. Carl climbed back down the ladder and landed almost silently on the ground beside her. He grabbed hold of her hand before she could turn on the light and shook his head. "Not unless it becomes necessary."
"Did you see something up there?" she asked nervously.
"No, but that doesn't mean we're alone. This stand will be helpful too."
In the distance the forlorn hoot of an owl drifted through the trees. Even if he hadn't seen anything while he was up there, the hair on Mary Ellen's neck stood on end. The woods took on an ominous aura that made it feel as if they had come alive.
"Let's get back," Carl said.
Mary Ellen tried to be as noiseless as possible while they headed back toward the cabin but every step seemed to echo loudly through the trees. She knew it was only her imagination but she felt like Big Foot stomping through the woods in search of food.
Relief filled her when the cabin finally came into view again. The boards had been taken down from the windows; the dim beam of a flashlight could be seen through the glass. The welcoming glow of the light drew her hurriedly onward. As she approached the right side of the cabin, she could hear the murmur of voices drifting out and for the first time she got the real sense of a home.
"Did you find anything of use?" Mary Ellen almost screamed out loud at the voice that came from the left of her. She jumped and spun as Xander emerged from the boulders by the lake. "Didn't meant to startle you," he apologized. "I was just keeping watch."
"There are a couple of stands that we can use to watch from. They have to be fixed up a little but they'll come in handy," Carl answered.
"Good," Xander said as he fell into step with them.
Mary Ellen climbed the steps to the porch and entered the cabin. The others looked half-asleep as they sat in the chairs around the table and on the couch. Beneath the scent of lemon polish and bleach, she could still detect the faint aroma of musk and urine. The layer of dust had been removed from the furniture. A slight breeze drifted through the open windows, bringing with it the fresh mountain air. There was still more work to be done inside, but it already looked better than when she'd left.
"Dinner?" Riley asked and held up a bag of chips. "I never thought I'd say this but I would give anything for a veggie right now, even if it was cauliflower."
"I still can't say that," John said as he took the bag of chips from her.
Mary Ellen glanced down at Victor, sitting in a small chair in the corner with his head bowed. Halfway through turning away from him, she almost tripped and fell over her feet when he lifted his head. She managed to stop herself from falling, but not her mouth from dropping when his eyes latched onto hers and a single tear slid down his cheek.



CHAPTER 15
Riley,
"Riley." Focused on trying to find something at least somewhat nutritious to put in her stomach, Riley didn't hear Mary Ellen say her name at first. "Riley."
Grabbing a can of beans, she decided she was going to have to make do with them as she sat back from the pile of food sitting on the table. Xander grabbed hold of her arm, drawing her attention to him. When she looked at him, he nodded toward the other side of the room. She held the beans in her hand as she turned toward where Mary Ellen was staring at Victor. Tears streaked down the boy's cheeks as he surveyed the room in wide-eyed terror.
Riley's hand fell limply to her side; she almost dropped the can as joy and disbelief crashed through her. Her legs shook as she took an unsteady step toward the child. This was everything she'd been hoping for, everything she'd been fighting for since she'd read those library books, and yet it felt too good to be true. It took everything she had not to lunge at the child and grab hold of him in order to make sure that he was real. The look in his eyes tore at her heart and held her back from frightening him more by grabbing him.
"Do you know where you are?" Mary Ellen asked in a gentle tone of voice.
The boy shook his head as his watery eyes went back to Mary Ellen. Riley didn't know what to make of all this. She'd believed saving Victor would somehow make everything better, that it would somehow put the world to right again. Though she didn't feel disappointed she realized the heavens weren't going to part, the angels hadn't started to sing, and there wasn't a tidal wave of answers pouring forth. Carol, Lee, and Bobby were still dead, her family was gone, millions if not billions of people and animals no longer lived.
The boy's blue eyes landed upon her, his blond eyebrows furrowed over his nose as he stared at her. He was so young and they had saved him. There may be no angels singing down the answers from heaven but they had the gift of this boy.
"There was a reason," John whispered.
Riley glanced at him and was startled to see the tears that had filled his eyes. She hastily looked away; she knew he wouldn't appreciate her feeling bad for him. She didn't have to ask John what he'd meant by that. Other than trying to save all of them, John finally had another reason why he'd pulled the trigger. The fact that this boy was now staring back at them was well worth having incurred Peter's wrath.
Victor had to be worth it, but she realized that was too much pressure to put on a boy who was staring at a roomful of strangers. He probably had no idea what had happened to lead him to this room in the first place, or why they were all looking at him like he was a savior. Something they were going to have to stop doing if he was going to have any chance of a somewhat normal life from here on out.
Carl rested his hand briefly on John's arm before glancing at Riley. John was right; there was a reason. For the first time the guilt that had been eating at her since Jim and Peter had been killed, began to ease a little. She didn't think the events of last night were something she would ever get over, but she truly believed they'd done the right thing with Victor. They'd saved a boy's life. Unfortunately, they'd lost Jim in the process but she believed Al had been right and Peter had been plotting against them. Peter would have eventually tried to kill most, if not all, of them.
Everything that had happened in that living room had happened for a reason and that reason looked as if he was going to bolt out of the cabin at any second, or burst into tears. "There was a reason," Riley said John. His eyes slid to her and he nodded. "There was."
Riley stepped closer to Victor as his gaze shot to the open doorway and he moved to the edge of the chair. His gaze went to Rochelle when she stepped closer with a bag of Twizzlers extended toward him. "Would you like one?" she asked.
The boy stared at the bag before giving a small nod. Rochelle pulled a piece of licorice free and handed it to him. Riley had never seen anyone eat something so fast in her life as Victor shoved it into his mouth. He looked like a chipmunk as his cheeks puffed out and he chewed eagerly.
"Everyone loves licorice," John said.
Rochelle handed Victor another red candy stick and he shoved it into his mouth too. He chewed it eagerly but Mary Ellen waved Rochelle's hand away when she went to give him another. "Enough candy," Mary Ellen said kindly. "We have to find him something a little healthier to eat, he needs some nourishment. Do you know where you are?" she asked Victor.
Victor glanced over them before shaking his head. His gaze focused on Riley over Mary Ellen's shoulder. Riley offered him a tremulous smile and he gave one in return. She started to approach him carefully again, she was a little anxious that she would scare him away but he remained where he was as he watched her approach.
"Where are my mom and dad?" His voice was so tiny that Riley had to strain to hear it.
"We don't know," she told him. "Most of us don't know where our parents are, not anymore."
Tears continued to streak down his face as he looked around the room again. "The world isn't like you remember it," Mary Ellen said. "What is the last thing that you do remember, before being here?"
Victor's frown deepened as he tried to recall his last memory. "I remember being in the car." His gaze went back to Riley. "I remember you in the car, and something funny tasting. And then I remember being here."
He'd been starting to come out of the dark recesses of his sickness when she'd given him the fourth dose in the car, Riley realized. He may not have even required the last dose she'd just given him, but it didn't matter, he was with them now. "And before that? What do you remember from when you were at home?" Riley prodded.
He shook his head. "Waking up. But not to my alarm or my mom, the house was shaking. My mom was crying and my dad decided to stay home from work. I think I had a fever…" his voice trailed off, his frown deepened but he didn't say anything more.
Riley could sense the frustration and distress radiating from him as he looked at the group of strangers gathered around him again. He pushed back in the chair, drew his knobby knees against his chest and hugged them. "Are my mom and dad dead?" he asked.
"We don't know sweetie," Mary Ellen said.
"Can we find them?"
Helplessness swirled through Riley; she didn't know how to answer that. How did anyone tell a child that he would most likely never see his loved ones again? She longed to try and comfort him but he was staring at all of them as if he were afraid they might try to eat him.
"Not right now," Mary Ellen answered.
"Later?" he squeaked.
"There's no way to know what the future holds," Mary Ellen told him. They were such big words for someone so small but Riley realized they were the only words they could offer to him. They couldn't promise him anything, but to take away all possibility of hope would only traumatize him even more than he already was.
"Here." Riley looked down as Al held out a can opener and a plastic spoon to her. When she frowned at him in confusion, he nodded toward the can still in her hand. "For Victor."
She nodded and took the can opener from him. Adjusting the can, she pressed the opener against it and opened it up. She placed the top on the table and walked over to hand Victor the can of beans. He stared at it before looking up at her again. "It will taste just like beans," she promised him. "There's no medicine in this."
"Why did I need medicine?" he inquired as he took the can from her.
"You were sick."
"Am I better now?"
"Yes." She wondered if he was with them for good now, or would he retreat to his catatonic state and have to be constantly dosed with L-Dopa? The idea of him going back to that semi-comatose state terrified her; he had to stay with them. She didn't know how any of them would handle it if they lost Victor after believing he'd been saved. For him to come back to them, only to one day return to his catatonic state was a possibility so unbelievably cruel that she couldn't think about it.
He watched her as he dug into the can of beans and began to shovel them into his mouth. "Slow down," Mary Ellen urged and rested her hand on his arm. "You'll make yourself sick."
Victor turned his attention to Mary Ellen and nodded before fixating on the can again. Mary Ellen took the empty can away from him when he was done. "Are you still hungry?" Riley inquired.
"A little," he mumbled.
John stepped forward and handed him the bag of chips. "Those aren't healthy," Mary Ellen said.
"I don't want to be sitting next to him if he eats another can of beans," John told her. "Besides, all we have is some peas, soup and corn which aren't that filling, or candy and other assorted junk food. He's been in a semi-coma for weeks; I don't think some chips are going to kill him."
Mary Ellen didn't protest that as she nodded and sat back. "How old are you Victor?" Riley inquired.
"How do you know my name?" he asked.
"It was on one of your basketball trophies, in your room," Carl answered.
"You were in my room?"
"That's how we got your clothes," Riley told him.
Victor frowned down at his clothes. "But you didn't see my parents?"
"I'm sorry, no," Mary Ellen said.
Victor's gaze ran over them again and then the cabin. "Eight." He is really small for his age, Riley realized. She'd believed him to be younger than that. "How do I know you're not all in some kind of weird cult or something and didn't kidnap me to kill me?"
"We'd have better food if we were a cult, or at least some Kool-Aid," John replied.
Carl shot him a look but Riley had to bite on her inner cheek to keep from laughing out loud. From the looks on most of the faces around her, they were doing the same. Victor, Rochelle and Freddie looked completely confused as they stared at the rest of them with questioning expressions. "It was this thing, years ago with a cult," Mary Ellen told them. "We're not a cult, we're just…"
"Survivors," Donald supplied when Mary Ellen struggled for an answer.
"Yeah survivors is a good name for what we are," Freddie agreed.
"Survivors of what?" Victor asked.
"We're not entirely sure yet. We just know that nothing is the same and you won't have to go to school again anytime soon," Riley told him.
"That's good at least," Victor said as he dug into the bag of chips. "Can you tell me what happened?"
"We can tell you what we know." Riley grabbed hold of a chair and pulled it over to sit before him.
They all began to fill him in on the events of the past few weeks and where and how they had found him. They didn't go into detail about everything but by the time they were done, Victor must have decided they weren't a cult as he'd taken hold of Mary Ellen's hand.
"I was one of these sick people?" Victor asked.
"You were but you're doing much better now," Riley said eagerly, refusing to acknowledge the fact that he might backslide.
"Do you think that's what happened to my parents?"
"It's a good possibility," Al answered. "They wouldn't have left you behind if they were thinking clearly."
"I don't think they would," Victor murmured.
"They wouldn't," Riley assured him as she stifled a yawn. She was finding it increasingly difficult to keep her eyes open and Victor looked half-asleep as his eyelids drooped. She placed the bag of cheese puffs she'd been eating on the floor and rose to her feet. "I'm ready for some sleep."
"I think that's a good idea," Al agreed. "We're all tired. There are some bunk beds in the bedroom," he said to Victor.
Victor nodded but he glanced nervously around the room. "Rochelle why don't you take him in and show him," Mary Ellen suggested. "The kids can all sleep in the room by the kitchen, if that's ok?" she asked Claire.
Claire nodded and squeezed Freddie's shoulder. "I think that's a good idea."
Xander held up a sleeping bag in front of him and shook it before her. "I've staked out a place near the lake, for us."
She smiled as she took hold of his hand, there was nowhere else she would rather sleep. She followed him outside with Carl, John, Donald and Josh. "I'll come wake you in a few hours for the watch," Carl told them as he lit a cigarette.
"Sounds good," Xander said.
Carl and John walked behind the cabin to keep watch through the night. Donald had a rifle resting against his shoulder as he and Josh strolled down the dirt drive toward the road. Xander led her around the group of boulders. He spread the sleeping bag out in a small hollow that would keep them sheltered from view. Tilting her head, she couldn't help but smile as she watched Xander. She admired the bunch and flex of the muscles in his shoulders and arms. When he was finished, he turned toward and held his hand out to her.
Her sleepiness was forgotten as she took hold of his hand and settled onto the sleeping bag next to him. She knelt across from him with her hands on her thighs. He was in much the same position as his gaze ran over her. "Riley…"
She rested her hand against his cheek and ran her fingers over the scruff that now lined his square jaw and cheeks. He'd been such an integral part of her life while growing up. A constant presence that she'd sometimes resented and hated but had always relied on. Even when he'd been teasing her and driving her nuts, she'd always known that he would be there for her. He'd become her rock through all of this; she didn't know what she would do if she lost him, but for now she was going to savor in his company and enjoy being with him. To live when so many others were dying.
She kept her hand pressed against his cheek as she leaned forward to kiss him. His hand pressed against hers as his other one settled on her back. He brought her closer to him and held her tenderly. She felt the love he had for her in every tender kiss and touch. When he'd held the sleeping bag out to her, she knew this hadn't been his purpose, but it was what she desired more than anything else right now. She lost herself to the feel of him, to the sensation of his body against hers, and the brief reprieve from reality that he gave to her.
When it was over, she lay staring out at the lake, with her head on her hands as she watched the moonlight shimmering across its serene surface. There was lingering discomfort in her body but this was the first time she'd felt truly at peace in weeks. The night sky was beautiful and clear again, they were some place they could make safe, and possibly make a new life, and she was in the arms of the man she loved.
"Are you ok?" Xander inquired as he ran his fingers up and down her arm.
She smiled as she rolled over to look at him. "Yes. Are you?"
He grinned down at her before kissing her nose. "I'm better than that. I would have had the world end years ago if I'd known it would bring you to me."
Laughter burst from her. "You're an ass."
"So you've told me many, many times."
"And I will tell you many more times I'm sure."
"So am I." He kissed her cheek again when she rolled over to stare at the lake.
"It's beautiful here," Riley said. "I believe we can find happiness here."
"I hope you're right," he said as he pulled her against his chest.
"I usually am."
"Hardly," he snorted and nuzzled her ear. "We should probably get dressed before the others come back. John might enjoy the show a little too much."
Riley giggled but she pulled away from him. She sat up and grabbed her bra and shirt from a nearby rock. "I doubt that."
"I don't," Xander grumbled as he pulled his shirt over his head.
She grinned at him. "But I only have eyes for you."
He poked the end of her nose with his index finger. "You better."
"I love you." She rested her hand against his cheek again and pulled him close for another kiss. "I always will."
"I love you too. I always have."
She finished dressing and curled up next to him again. The heavens hadn't opened and angels hadn't started singing when Victor had come to, but they may just have found their own piece of heaven within these mountains.
The sound of the crickets, the gentle lapping of the water against the shore, and the warmth of the arm wrapped around her lulled her into her first undisturbed sleep in weeks.



CHAPTER 16
Carl,
Over the following couple of weeks, they worked vigorously to get the cabin cleaned and a safe perimeter established. They made traps for small game animals and set up booby traps for the lethal humans in the area surrounding it. He had planned to dig a trench at least six feet deep in a circle around the entire cabin; unfortunately the rocky terrain of the ground had other plans. There were certain areas they'd managed to dig down at least six feet and about three feet across, but for the most part rocks or boulders had blocked their way. Almost all of the ditch around the cabin was at least three feet deep now. It wasn't deep enough to keep someone trapped in it but it was good enough to break an ankle, wrench a knee, or maybe even snap a leg.
They'd also wound some fishing line through the trees and attached bottles, cans, hubcaps, and anything else that would make enough noise to alert them to the fact that someone was approaching the cabin. With that advanced notice, and then the trench to get through, Carl felt confident they would know if someone approached the cabin.
It wasn't the best security system in the world but it was better than nothing, and far better than anything they'd had while they'd been on the move. Sometimes he almost considered the cabin as his home, but he'd lost one home already and he wasn't about to get attached to this one when they would probably have to run again.
Carl rolled his shoulders and wiped the back of his forearm across his forehead. He rested his shovel against the side of the pit he'd been digging with John. His head was beginning to throb; it wasn't a normal headache, but a twinge in the area that the bullet had carved across his skull.
He touched the gouge that had been torn across his scalp from the front to the back. There was no denying that he was lucky to be alive; he was made aware of that fact every time he looked in the mirror and saw the puckered pink skin on the side of his head. He wasn't sure if his hair would ever grow back over the scar, but the hair around it had gotten long enough to almost cover it.
John stood on the other side of the four by four square, tossing dirt over his head as he worked on making the hole even deeper. Carl leaned against the dirt wall and lit a cigarette. He took his shovel and tossed it out of the hole that was now over his head. Even if they couldn't make a trench, they were trying to find some softer areas of ground to create good-sized holes in. He and John had been working on this one since yesterday morning, but it was deep enough now as far as he was concerned. They'd mostly completed it yesterday but they'd wanted to get it a little deeper before covering it up.
"I think this is good," Carl told him.
John glanced at him over his shoulder and nodded before tossing his shovel out of the hole too. Carl grabbed the plastic rungs of the stepladder they had uncovered in Al's shed. Some of the steps were chipped and the worn plastic shook beneath him as he climbed. He'd be amazed if it lasted another week, but it was doing a good job of getting them in and out of the pits for now.
Carl waited for John to climb out of the hole before grabbing the ladder and removing it. Josh looked up from the rock he'd perched on to keep watch. Over the past couple of days, they had each taken turns at having a break and keeping watch in order to make sure that no one approached while the others were inside of the pits. Josh had assumed the watch a half an hour ago from Donald.
Carl stepped around the assorted rocks they'd had to remove from the hole in order to dig. They had scattered the rocks haphazardly around the area. He walked over to another pit about fifteen feet away from his. A shovelful of dirt being flung out of the hole almost hit him in the leg as he stepped up to it. Xander and Donald stopped digging when his shadow fell over them; they shaded their eyes against the sun to look up at him.
"You ready to call it quits?" he asked them.
"Beyond ready," Xander said and tossed his shovel out of the hole. He grabbed hold of the rope they'd tied to a tree and swiftly pulled himself out of the hole with his hands and feet. Donald rapidly followed behind him and wiped his hands on his jeans when he reached the top.
Carl turned away, grabbed a bottle of water from the cluster nestled by some boulders and sat on one of the smaller rocks. Twisting the cap off, he took a swallow of water as the others gathered around him. They still had to cover the holes up, but he needed a break first. He lit another cigarette and accepted the granola bar that John handed to him.
They'd managed to catch half a dozen rabbits, some squirrels, and shoot a few of deer over the weeks but food supplies were running low and they were going to have to go somewhere outside of this area for those supplies. He had hiked over to the cabin next door on the day after they'd arrived here. There hadn't been much to discover there but he'd found two shovels, two ax's, a mattock, and a crowbar. He would have loved a pickaxe too for some of the rocks, but beggars couldn't be choosers.
There hadn't been any food or water in the cabin but there had been some bedding and a kerosene heater that John had almost kissed when he spotted it. It didn't matter that they had no kerosene for it, that heater had been John's prized possession as he'd proudly carried it back to the cabin.
Carl had intended to search the other cabins surrounding the lake but he hadn't had a chance to get to them yet. A part of him thought they might stumble across the mother load when they finally did get a chance to search the other cabins, the more logical part knew they would most likely be almost useless too.
"I think we should try going into town today, when this is done," he said as he took another gulp of water.
"I think you're right," Xander agreed and poured a little of the water over his head before drinking some. "Let's get these covered up so we can get out of here while it's still early."
Carl nodded and rose to his feet. He grabbed some of the branches Riley, Victor, and Freddie had collected and piled together yesterday for this step. The five of them worked to lay the branches over top of the pits in an attempt to make them look as natural as possible. He wasn't sure how strong the sense of smell was on the more ravenous people. They definitely didn't do anything to ease the hideous aroma they emitted, but even if there was a chance the sick ones could somehow smell them on these traps, Carl still would have built them. Maybe the pits were only a false sense of security, but he still liked that sense and he would dig a hundred more if there were any chance it would help to keep them all safe.
Carl grabbed some leaves and pine needles from the ground and sprinkled it over top of the branches. He kicked the debris on the ground around to hide the material that he'd removed from the forest floor. Glancing up at the sky, he judged it to be around ten o'clock but he was probably completely wrong. One thing he was going to put on the list of supplies was a watch; he hated this boy scout shit.
"Let's go," he said and kicked at the ground one more time.
He grabbed hold of the rifle he'd propped against another rock and fell into step with the others as they made their way back to the cabin. Taking hold of the first perimeter fishing line, he ducked under it before stepping over the next one. He was careful to avoid setting off the alarms as he didn't exactly feel like being shot at by one of his own people. If he hadn't known where the trench was, he wouldn't have seen it, but he jumped over it when he got to the edge of it.
He spotted Riley sitting on the boulders by the lake when he came around the corner of the cabin. Victor perched beside her with a fishing pole in hand and Rochelle sat beside him. Riley rested her hand on Victor's shoulder when she saw them, she said something to him, and climbed off of the boulder. The two of them had been spending a lot of time together over the past couple of weeks. Riley and John had become the ones that the younger kids gravitated towards, but Victor followed her around the most. Carl believed they looked at Riley like an older sister, John amused them and was their biggest source of entertainment.
Pushing a damp shirt aside, Carl ducked under the line of clothes that been stretched from the cabin to a large maple across the clearing. Even if the clothes were being washed in the lake, he loved the fact that what he wore now smelled of lake water and summer air instead of BO and blood. Riley walked over to join them and stood on tiptoe to kiss Xander.
"How did it go?" she asked.
"We'll add more of them over time but we've got two done," Xander answered and draped his arm around her shoulders. "We think it's time to search the town for more supplies."
"I'm coming with you," Riley said. A delighted cry from the boulders drew their attention as Victor turned and proudly held up a small fish dangling from his hook. "It's a perch," Riley told them. "That's the fifth one he's caught today."
"Wish we knew if they were safe to eat," Donald said as Victor tossed the fish back. "Small or not, I'd eat them."
"So would I," Carl agreed.
"Well if one of you is willing to be the guinea pig, I will happily see how the results of that turn out," John said. "Until then, I'll stick with Bambi and Thumper."
"Ugh." Riley's nose wrinkled and she shook her head. "I can't think of them like that."
"Think of them this way, they're a little tough but not that bad when they're cooked right," John told her.
Riley rolled her eyes and shook her head. "As long as it's not Flower."
John grinned at her and turned away as Victor let out another small shout. "He's like the fish whisperer," Josh said.
"He's something," Riley said but a proud smile lit her face. "He really is."
Carl nodded his agreement as he watched Victor toss the fish back into the lake. They had managed to save someone, out of this whole mess, something good had happened and Victor was doing well. He hadn't required any more L-Dopa to keep him going and every day he was gaining weight. He also wasn't as shy or hesitant around them as he'd been in the beginning. No one had discussed what they would do if they should find more of The Lost Souls, but he knew he would try to help them too, if he could.
"We should get going," he said.
"I'd like to go with you," Josh volunteered.
Carl nodded his agreement, they had practiced shooting a little since arriving, but he'd been unwilling to take the risk of attracting unwanted attention or wasting too much ammo. Josh had been competent with the gun and hit the target on a regular basis. Even if they weren't firing the weapons daily, they were handling them on a regular enough basis that the others had gained confidence with them too.
"Is it just going to be us?" Riley asked.
"I'm going to stay here," Donald said. "Unless you think you'll need me."
"We'll be fine," Carl assured him. "I don't think it's a good idea to take too many people away from here anyway. Just in case something goes wrong."
"I'll let Rochelle and Victor know we're leaving. Al, Mary Ellen, and Claire are in the shed out back," Riley told them.
"Where are Nancy and Freddie?" Donald asked.
"Inside napping."
"Let's go talk with Al," Carl said when Riley and Xander broke away to join Victor and Rochelle.
Al stood on a chair inside the shed, hanging chains from the beams running across the ceiling, when they found him. Mary Ellen held the stool for him while Claire held another set of chains in her hands. Carl recognized them as the chains they'd found in the back of the shed, they'd used some of them to hang the deer further away from the house. The sight of the metal hanging from the railings brought back images of the barn and caused a shudder to run through him.
"What are you doing?" John inquired.
Al glanced over at them but continued to adjust the chains on the beam. "We can hang the deer in here and keep it locked up if we get a chance to get a surplus of meat. When it starts getting cold enough we can store even more deer, squirrel and rabbit in here and let them freeze. I'd like to build another shed and turn it into a smokehouse when we get some more lumber. How did everything go in the woods?"
"We were able to get two pits dug in the areas that we picked out," Carl answered. "We can do more later but I think it's time for us to go into town to find some supplies. We're not going to be able to live on meat forever."
"Well we could but our arteries will clog and we'll drop from a heart attack at fifty," John said. "To be honest I'm ok with just eating meat."
"Not all of us are, and we have no guarantee we're going to be able to keep catching food," Carl told him. "And we need more medical supplies, ammunition. We can never go wrong with more guns, hunting and fishing supplies, tools, and I don't know if I'm ready to take my chances with boiling that lake water to drink yet."
John glanced at the lake and shook his head. "No, definitely not."
"How long do you think you'll be gone?" Al asked.
"I don't know, with any luck we'll be back before dark," Carl answered.
"Do you think you can find your way back to town or would you like me to go with you?"
"I think it would be better if you stayed. You're good with a gun; you'll be needed here if something happens. I'm pretty sure I can find my way back to the main road. From there I'll be able to figure it out."
Al wiped his hands on his pants and nodded as he approached them. "I'll mark the way out on the map for you."
They walked over to the car that Riley and Xander were already standing by. Al retrieved a map book from the cabin and pulled out a pen. He placed it on the hood of the car and flattened it down. He marked where they were with a big X and then began to trace a convoluted route back to the main road. Carl assumed they were the roads they'd taken to get here but he couldn't remember the names of any of them. Al made a few more marks on the map before pushing it toward Carl.
"In this area," Al said as he pointed to the other marks. "There used to be some department stores, a grocery store, and some other small stores. I'm not sure if they're still there, but you might want to give it a look. Maybe you could even find us some more clothes."
"That's one of our goals," Riley said.
Carl studied the roads before nodding and folding the map up. "We'll get as much as we can."
"If something happens and we're forced to leave here, we'll go to the racetrack. It looked relatively safe and secure, we'll find somewhere around there to hide," Al told him.
"Ok," Carl agreed.
"Good luck then, we'll see you soon," Al said as he clapped Carl on the shoulder.
"See you soon," Carl told him and turned toward the truck as Josh, Riley, and Xander climbed into the car.
"Be careful!" Rochelle called from the rock and waved at them.
Victor turned toward them with a new fish in hand and a proud smile on his face. Freddie had woken from his nap and was sitting on the boulder beside Rochelle, he turned to wave to them too before turning back to her.
Carl took a moment to simply stand and stare at them. If he hadn't known better he would almost think he was looking at a postcard from the fifties, when life had been simpler. Life was anything but simple now but they'd managed to carve out this little place for themselves and he intended to fight like hell to make sure they kept it.
When he walked back over to the truck, he noticed that Freddie had moved closer to Rochelle and was pointing at something across the lake. "I think Freddie has a crush," he said as John shut the driver's side door and started the truck.
John frowned as he looked over at them. "I think they're a little too young for that."
"And how old were you when you had your first crush?"
John scowled at him. "That's not the point. I'll break his fingers if he hurts her."
Carl released a harsh bark of laughter as he unfolded the map and spread it on his lap. "Now you know how your girlfriend's brothers felt about you."
"I hope he's nothing like me."
"So does Mary Ellen," Carl said.
"Bite me," John muttered before shifting the truck into reverse.
They led the way down the dirt drive with the car right behind them. Following Al's marks on the map, Carl navigated John back to the main road. Carl watched the buildings and scenery passed by before they drove by the racetrack again. Relief filled him when he saw the horses standing by the fence; he wondered if perhaps someone was hiding inside the gates feeding them.
He was surprised that some of the hungrier, more insane humans hadn't gone after the horses yet, but perhaps the animals were too big and fast for them to take down. Carl didn't know if he believed that though, those people were too smart not to figure out a way to get some of the horses cornered.
Maybe they were feasting on a better supply of food in the area, one that wasn't people, but it probably was. He knew there was a possibility the rabid ones weren't even in this area. It had been less affected by everything, but he doubted that was true.
"Where to?" John asked.
Carl tore his attention away from the horses and focused on the map again. "We'll try the gas stations first."
He folded up the map and tossed it onto the dashboard as they pulled into the parking lot of the first gas station.



CHAPTER 17
Al,
Al finished hanging the chains; he wiped his hands on his pants as he took a step back to inspect them. They would do for now. He hoped to find some more wood to nail on the outside of the shack, maybe some insulation or something else that would help to keep the smell of blood from drifting out. They had made sure to get the deer they'd killed skinned and gutted as fast as possible and they'd done it away from the cabin. That might not be possible to do if they got a lot of snow this winter, and leaving tracks everywhere definitely wasn't going to help keep them hidden.
"Now what?" Claire asked.
"Now I think we should take a look at the other cabins in the area. There might be some wood and other supplies we could use to try and barricade this better," he answered.
"You want to do that now?" Mary Ellen asked.
"Might as well, unless you have more pressing plans?"
Mary Ellen smiled as she shook her head. "My calendar is pretty clear for awhile. What about the kids?"
"I'll stay with them," Claire offered. Over the past couple of weeks she'd proven to be extremely accurate with a gun. She'd been the one to take down the deer and had helped Al to set up the rabbit traps they'd established in the area. Claire had told them she'd started hunting with her father when she was nine years old. She and Jim started taking Freddie hunting when he was nine also. Al was confident that she could keep the camp protected if something went wrong.
"Donald can stay here too," Mary Ellen said.
"I'd like to take Donald with us," Al told her. "Freddie knows how to use a gun too and Nancy is competent enough to shoot, so is Rochelle, if it becomes necessary. They have the trench and alarm system here to help protect them. It would be good to have someone else with us and I think Nancy will prefer to stay here."
Nancy had calmed down a lot, and her jumpiness had eased, but she was still a little too antsy for Al's liking. Whatever had happened to Nancy before they'd discovered her had left her scarred and as timid as a field mouse. He expected it to get better with time but for now he would prefer to keep her in a calmer and less threatening environment than the woods surrounding them would offer her.
"Yeah probably," Mary Ellen agreed.
Al walked with her and Claire back to the cabin. They ate a quick lunch of rabbit and what was left of the chips before packing some water and a few granola bars to take with them. Al made sure his gun was loaded, and he had both of his knives, as Donald slung the backpack on and checked his gun. Mary Ellen slid a knife into her holster and grabbed her gun.
"We should be back before nightfall," Al told Claire. "We're just going to search the cabin on the other side of the one that Carl already went through."
"We'll be here," Claire said and lifted the rifle off the table. She gave them a grim smile as she rested it against her shoulder.
"If anything should happen here, get out, no matter what it takes," Donald said.
"How will we find you again?" Nancy's bicolored eyes darted nervously around them as she twisted her hands before her.
Donald rested his hand on top of hers, stilling her frantic movements when her skin began to turn red. Her eyes shot up to him, she took hold of his hand and clasped it within hers. Al lifted an eyebrow, this was the first time he'd seen such an interaction between them and he wondered when it had started. At least Donald was able to calm her as the distress on her face eased.
"Go to the racetrack, if you can," Al said. "That's where we told Carl we'd meet them if something went wrong. We'll find you eventually."
Nancy's eyes remained on Donald; he squeezed her hands before pulling his free. Nancy's lower lip trembled; she lifted her hands toward him but then dropped them back to her side. Donald gave her a hug before stepping away and walking out the door.
Al and Mary Ellen followed behind him as they made their way to the perimeter they'd established around the cabin. Maybe one day, if they were lucky, they would be able to add onto the cabin or move some people into one of the surrounding cabins for more space. If their luck continued to hold out, they might actually be able to establish a life here.
Al stepped carefully over the fishing line that had been twisted intricately through the trees. He grabbed hold of the next line, just beyond the first, and lifted it carefully to duck beneath it. Once on the other side, he searched the treetops. Since they'd been out here, they'd seen no sign of the sick, either The Lost Souls or the rabid ones, but searching up high was a habit he'd picked up from Riley. They'd been so isolated here that he could almost believe they were the last people on earth, but there were others out there, he was certain of that much.
The leaves and sticks crunched beneath his feet as they strode through the thick woods. This journey had been easier when he'd been younger, but he still made it over the fallen trees and rocks without slowing the others down. There were more freshly toppled trees in the woods due to the quakes, but the going was still relatively easy despite the added obstacles. Soft moss and bark fell apart beneath his palms as he rested them on an old pine caught up within a large maple.
He peered over top of the pine before ducking down to crouch walk under it to the other side. "So, you and Nancy," Mary Ellen said to Donald as she scrambled under the tree.
"We're just friends," Donald replied. "She's had a rough go of it. I'm not sure how she's going to come out of all of this in the end, but she has to know that I'm there for her and that she has friends in this world."
Mary Ellen leaned against an old oak and took a sip of water. "I'm sure she knows she has friends in all of us. She'll get through the best she can, like the rest of us."
Donald shook his head. "She's not like the rest of us. Some people just aren't equipped to handle certain things. We can all experience the same exact thing, but it will be different to all of us because we process it in different ways. Some people are more capable of picking themselves up and continuing on than others. Some simply can't do it."
"You don't think she's going to do something to hurt herself, do you?" Mary Ellen asked in a disbelieving tone.
Al didn't find the idea that unbelievable, the notion had crossed his mind more than once. He'd already prepared himself for discovering Nancy's body one day, or for her to disappear into the woods. "Some people rise up and some people fall," Donald said. "I don't want her to fall."
Mary Ellen stared at him as if he'd just said he could lay eggs. "We left the children and Claire back there with her."
"She won't hurt them and she won't abandon them. I'm sure of that," Donald assured her.
"How can you be so sure?" Mary Ellen demanded.
"I just am."
"That's not reassuring."
Al took hold of Mary Ellen's arm when she spun toward the camp. "He's right, it's when Nancy's alone that I would be concerned about her most, but she's not a threat to anyone else and I don't believe she'll abandon them."
"You don't look surprised by what he's saying," Mary Ellen said.
"You know you've considered it too, it's just frightening to hear it confirmed," Al told her. "Come on, we have to get a move on if we're going to get back to the cabin before dark."
"Rochelle…"
"Will be fine."
Mary Ellen looked about to protest further. She glanced behind her, but the cabin was no longer in view. With a resigned sigh, she bowed her head. "Are you sure she won't hurt them?"
"I'm positive," Donald said.
"Alright, let's get this over with," Mary Ellen relented and started into the woods behind them again. "How do we stop her from doing something to herself?"
"I'm not sure we can. We don't know what she experienced before meeting us. It could have been ten times worse than anything we've been through," Al said as he stepped over a rotten tree stump. "All we can do is listen if she wants to talk, does she?" he asked Donald.
"No," Donald admitted.
Al nodded as he tilted his head back to examine the tops of the trees again. He saw nothing above him except for a bird and a squirrel's nest. A squirrel dashed across one of the tree limbs and let out a little squeal as it leapt from one branch to another. A single blue jay took flight with a displeased screech.
They'd seen more wildlife since making it into the mountains but there weren't as many birds as there used to be. The quakes had effected them here also, they'd found many of their decomposing skeletons around the cabin, and in the woods. It was a relief to see that not all of the birds had plummeted to their deaths.
The cabin that Carl, John, Xander and Riley had already searched came into view when he stepped around an outcropping of rocks. Al eyed the cabin for a minute but it appeared just as they'd described, untouched with boards over its windows. He nodded toward the others and slipped back into the woods to edge around the cabin and toward the next one.
"Do you think Nancy will kill herself?" Mary Ellen inquired.
"I don't know," Donald admitted. "But I'm going to do my best to make sure she doesn't."
Al tilted his head back to search the treetops again. Within the thick boughs of an oak he spotted a hunting stand nestled amongst the leaves. The boards leading up to the four foot by four foot stand were all intact. He contemplated climbing up there to take a look but he doubted he would see anything through the leaves of the trees. Keeping his gun down by his side, he walked further through the woods.
The woods gave way to reveal a home nestled within the center of a clearing. The cabin that had sat on this property had belonged to the McDonald's the last time he'd been here. He didn't know if they had sold it over the years, but the small cabin he remembered standing here had either been remodeled or completely torn down. A second story and a sunporch had been added to it and the outside was now a cheerful yellow instead of red.
He doubted the property was still owned by Gale McDonald as Gale had used the cabin only as a place to get away, not a place to spend an extended period of time. Gale had also been cheap. He'd stopped by numerous times every year to ask Al if he could borrow ammunition, fishing poles, bait, wood, and numerous other things. At first, Al had assumed that Gale hadn't had the money for those things, but then one year Gale had arrived in a brand new BMW instead of his old pickup. Al had never given him anything again after that.
Now, he stood at the edge of the woods studying a house that he didn't recognize. None of the windows were boarded over and he could see the hint of curtains beyond the glass. This was no longer someone's hunting cabin but someone's summer home, or perhaps even their year round home.
"This might be a better place to stay," Mary Ellen suggested. "It's bigger anyway."
Al continued to study the home before gesturing to the backpack Donald was carrying. "It would probably be better if we dropped that here. At least until we know what we'll find in there."
Donald nodded and shrugged out of the straps. He placed the bag against the trunk of a tree before following Al around the cabin to the other side. There was a backdoor on this home where none had been before, it was closed and the curtains had been pulled over the window.
"Front or back?" Al inquired when they made it to the opposite side of the home. From here, he could just barely make out their cabin across the lake, and it was more the cleared area in front of the cabin he saw than the actual building.
"Front," Donald and Mary Ellen said together.
Al nodded and clasping his gun before him, stepped out of the shelter of the tree line. He crouched low as he hurried to the farmer's porch that now took up the entire front side of the cabin. Stepping cautiously onto the first step of the porch, the creak beneath his feet caused him to wince but the door remained closed and nothing came flying out at them.
Mary Ellen's breath tickled his neck as he climbed the three remaining stairs to the porch. Al peered into one of the windows and searched the shadowed interior of the home. He nodded the ok to Donald when he saw no movement within. Donald took a deep breath and turned the knob, the door swung easily open to reveal the stairs directly across the entryway.
Al followed behind him as Donald entered. His gaze went to the sunken living room on his left, the room that he'd been looking through the window at, and then the kitchen beyond. On his right was another living room and a small hall that Donald was already moving down. Al remained where he was; his gaze on the stairs and living room as Donald disappeared into a room off of the hall. Al listened to the shuffling sounds of Donald's feet and of closet doors opening before Donald reappeared a few minutes later.
"Just a bedroom," Donald whispered and walked into another room. He quickly reemerged. "Bathroom."
"Keep watch down here," Al instructed Mary Ellen.
She nodded and he began to creep up the stairs across from him with Donald on his heels. The hallway above was lined with photos of a family with three daughters. The pictures further confirmed his suspicion that this had become someone's full time home. He opened the first door on his right and peered into a little pink room with two twin beds. Trophies lined the wall above both of the beds and a colorful array of red, orange, green, yellow, and blue ribbons filled another wall. As he moved further into the room, he noted that some of the trophies were for basketball and softball while others were for dance.
He closed the door again and Donald nudged the partially open door across the way open with his toe. It was another girl's room but this one was painted a deep purple color. Famous quotes that he recognized from Robert Frost, Emily Dickinson, and Walt Whitman were painted in white, yellow, orange, and red on the walls. A set of built in bookshelves took up the entire left hand wall and were filled from top to bottom with books.
The introvert, Al realized as he knelt to look under the bed.
He left the room and stepped back into the hall. They moved rapidly through the bathroom and opened the door on the bedroom at the end. The parent's room, he decided as he moved past the dark wood furniture and the California King bed. He and Donald searched the room and the adjoining master bath before retreating to the hallway.
Mary Ellen still stood by the front door when they returned to the entryway. They took the steps to the sunken living room and moved on to the kitchen. All of the cabinets were already open and most of them were empty. Al inspected the supplies that had been left behind but they were only spices, an open bag of flour, and half a bottle of vanilla. Mary Ellen opened the fridge and shook her head.
"Nothing," she muttered and closed it again.
"This place has been raided already," Donald said.
"By the people that lived here or by someone else?" Al walked over to the backdoor and pulled aside the curtain to look out at the empty backyard.
"You don't think we're alone on this lake?" Mary Ellen asked apprehensively.
"It's possible we're not," Al told her as he made his way to the front of the house. He stepped onto the porch to study the cabin next door. It was about a half a mile away and almost directly across the lake from where his cabin was located. From here, he could also see the three other cabins that circled the lake. He saw no movement on their distant shores, but he couldn't see any movement at his cabin either, not from this distance.
"I don't see anyone," Mary Ellen whispered from beside him.
"I'm not sure we would either," he replied. "Come on let's check the shed."
He stepped off the porch and made his way to the backyard and the shed. Donald held his gun at the ready as Al pulled the door open and stepped to the side. He poked his head around when Donald gave a brisk nod to signal it was all clear. Most of the stuff within had been picked over, but Al found some rope hanging from a hook and Donald took hold of a hatchet before closing the doors.
"We can tear the shed apart for the wood, but we'll wait for the others and return for it," Al said.
Al was turning back to where they'd left the backpack when an explosion of birds burst from the trees about forty feet away and to their right. His mouth went dry as the birds screeched and whirled in a circle into the sky. A chill crept over his skin, a feeling of foreboding slid through him.
"Run," he whispered.
"What?" Donald asked and turned to look at him in confusion.
"Run," he said again.
He turned on his heel and fled toward where they had left the backpack in the shelter of the woods. Mary Ellen and Donald were close by his side. Maniacal laughter drifted from the woods behind them before they'd even made it to the backpack.



CHAPTER 18
Xander,
Xander stepped out of the Ford in the Walmart parking lot and surveyed the stores in what he assumed was the downtown area. He turned away from the Walmart and stared down the hill toward the back of a fast food restaurant. Across the road were even more stores that would come in handy if they got a chance to explore them today. He didn't think that would be likely as the sun was already descending from its peak.
He searched for any sign of life along the road, and stores, but since they'd left the camp, he hadn't seen another human, sick or otherwise. They had to be around here somewhere. The gas station hadn't been completely raided but supplies had been taken from it. They'd managed to salvage some more chips from the store, a couple bottles of water, and cigarettes, but for the most part they'd walked away with little. They'd contemplated going to the other gas stations in the area, or the diner and pizza place, but they'd decided to check out what other stores there were in the area that Al had marked first.
"Dunkin Donuts," John moaned. "If we have time we're going in there to get more coffee."
"There will be coffee in Walmart," Carl told him.
"It's not the same," John replied.
Carl lifted an eyebrow at him. "It's not like they have magic beans."
"I'd trade you for them," John informed him with a straight face.
Carl looked as if he was tempted to throttle him but he turned away to look at the building. Xander was trying not to laugh as he shifted his attention from the street to the enormous store. "There's an automotive center in there," Josh said. "We should stock up on tires, oil filters, belts and anything else we can use for the automobiles in the future."
"Are we really going to go in there?" Riley inquired. "That's a lot of ground to cover."
"I'm not sure we can pass it up. They probably have everything we need in there," Carl said and pulled the cigarette from his mouth.
"We don't know what else could be in there," she muttered. "And what if it's just as picked over as the gas station?"
"There are a lot more supplies inside this store than the gas station. The chances that it's been completely raided are slim," Carl asserted.
"What about the grocery store across the street," John suggested. "It's smaller; it would be easier to search."
"And it's not going to have automotive, outdoor supplies, hunting equipment or clothing," Josh said.
Xander remained silent as he studied the tinted windows at the front of the store. He didn't like the idea of going in there either but Carl and Josh had a point, everything they needed could be inside of this one store. "I think it will be safer to search this store than to go through two, three, four, or maybe even five more places," he said.
Riley stared at him before turning her attention to the store again. "There are so many places to hide in there," she murmured.
"For us too at least," Xander said.
Riley cursed, shook her head and turned away from the building. "Well, let's check it out."
They approached the front of the store and peered in the windows but it was impossible to see past the first ten feet of vending machines and shopping carts stacked there. Xander walked over to the glass doors and pushed against them. One of them was locked but he was able to pull the other sliding door open.
"Wait." Carl placed his hand on his arm before he went inside. "We'll check the other doors first."
They walked around to the other front doors, most of them were locked but a side door and a door to the outdoor gardening section were unlocked. "Let's check the back," he suggested.
They moved the vehicles behind the store and parked them near the metal exit door. Xander was the first to approach the door, but the knob didn't twist beneath his hand. "Step back," Carl instructed.
Xander stepped aside. Carl grabbed a rock from beside the dumpster and stepped up to the knob. He lifted the rock and smashed it against the door handle five times before it finally gave way beneath the force of his blows. "Well if there is anyone in there they now know we're coming," John said. "I'm just going to state for the record that I don't like this."
"Noted," Carl said but he pulled open the broken door and gestured for Xander to go.
Xander didn't like it either, but he still poked his head cautiously inside. His gaze ran over the shadowed recesses of the vast store. Light from the front windows spilled into the store, offering dim illumination even all the way back here. It took his eyes a minute to adjust but when it did his gaze traveled up and down the aisles in front of him. Before him were rows of boots, and just beyond, he spotted the jewelry counter. He kept his gun in his hand as he guardedly stepped into the building.
Carl and John moved in behind him, followed by Riley and Josh. Riley's head tilted back as her eyes shot to the rafters and the tops of the shelves. Xander followed her gaze but he didn't see anything amongst the steel beams that ran across the ceiling above them. There was an overwhelming sense of abandonment surrounding the store that he didn't understand but he couldn't shake the feeling. Outside of this store was where the chaos of the sick, and the devastation of the quakes existed, inside this store remained miraculously untouched by the insanity.
It made absolutely no sense to him but trying to figure it out only made his head throb. He adjusted his hold on his gun as he searched the rafters again, was this going to be another ambush like the grocery store had been? But at least in the grocery store there had been a sense of people having been inside of it before; there was none of that now.
"Bizarre," Riley murmured as she stepped forward and ran a finger over the toe of one of the boots. Her finger left a clean spot through the trail of dust gathered on the boot. She lifted her finger before her and inspected it before wiping it on her jeans.
"Do you think this is another trap?" John asked.
Xander shook his head as his gaze ran over the ceiling again. "I don't know what this is," he muttered.
He crept down the aisle with Carl at his side. Arriving at the end of the aisle, he poked his head out to glance up and down the cavernous store. There were numerous hiding places within the shadowed aisles that went in a multitude of different directions. He strained to hear any sound but all he heard were the shallow breaths of those around him.
"Where do we even start?" Riley whispered.
"The food," Carl said. Xander focused on the grocery area to his left. "But I don't smell anything rotting and if this store has been untouched…"
His voice trailed off, there was no reason to finish the sentence, they all knew what he'd been about to say. If this place was as untouched as it appeared, they should be able to smell the rotten food. No matter how big the building was the scent would have been detectable anywhere within it. Xander looked to his right to the electronics, sporting goods, and the tire center beyond but he didn't see anything threatening that way either.
"Josh, maybe you should stay here," Riley suggested.
"By myself? Absolutely not," he retorted.
"Someone should watch the door," John said.
"There are more doors up front, and more entrance ways in through the automotive center that we didn't check, plus I'm sure there are other doors we don't even know about. Watching this one isn't going to accomplish much. We're better off having more eyes on the lookout as we move," Carl said.
"Are we going to search to make sure no one is here first?" John asked.
"I don't see the point of that," Xander said. "If there's something in here they'll be able to stay ahead of us the entire time we're looking for them. They could also set a trap. We're just going to have to stay alert."
Carl nodded. "I agree."
Xander took a deep breath, glanced around the store one more time, and stepped out of the aisle. He crept down one of the five or six main aisles that crisscrossed the store toward where the food was shelved. They moved past the shoe department, the infant's department and women's sleepwear.
He kept waiting for something to rush out at them, to attack them, but the store remained still. They were only twenty feet away from the grocery section but he still didn't smell anything rotten in the building. He couldn't shake the crazy notion that everything within this store had become strangely mummified. That they would get to the groceries only to realize they'd all been preserved by some strange new threat that had been unleashed by the quakes and would turn them into stone like a mortal looking upon Medusa.
They stepped into another large aisle that ran perpendicular to the one they'd been in. Some of the boxes and cans had been pulled from the displays set up in the center of the aisle but there were still a number of them left. Across from him was the cleaning supplies section. It had been just as picked over as the displays but there were still supplies lining the shelves.
"What is going on here?" Riley asked.
"I don't think a lot of people in this town survived." Carl lifted his hat and ran a hand across his forehead before settling it back into place. "I don't know if they've become The Lost Souls, the rabid freaky ones, or if they simply died from the quakes and gas that the quakes released. Either way, I'd guess that the population of this town is nowhere near what it used to be. There would be nothing left in here if it was."
"How could it be in better condition than most of the towns we've passed through and yet have a smaller population?" John inquired.
"I don't know but where the coast was leveled by natural disasters, this area was leveled by the sickness."
"Why wouldn't the survivors take more from here?" Riley asked.
"Maybe they only took what they could fit, maybe they left some for others, or maybe they were killed before they got a chance to come back," Xander answered. "They might just come back once a week to stock up on supplies if they think that no one else is around to raid them."
"Or this could be a trap," she said.
"Or that," Xander agreed. They all turned to stare at the food again. "I don't think there's anyone in here with us now."
"Why?" Josh asked.
"Those things aren't patient. If they were in here with us, they would have come after us already."
Riley frowned thoughtfully before speaking. "That's true."
"I don't care what is going on, we should just get some food and get out of here," John said.
Josh nodded eagerly. "I agree."
Xander walked over and pulled an abandoned cart from the infant section; he picked up the clothes sitting in the seat of the cart and dropped them on a box for a crib. Riley pulled another cart from the sports bra area. Carl and John had walked toward the front and grabbed two more. One of their carts gave an annoying clicking noise every few feet.
"Every time," Carl muttered and lifted the back wheels off the ground to stop the noise. "There's no fruit left in the produce section and all the bread and muffins are gone. They did leave the cakes and cupcakes behind."
"No taste," John said and dropped a box of cereal into his cart.
"Did they take all the perishables?" Riley asked.
"Smells like it," Xander said as he sniffed at the air again. This place should have reeked but all he detected was the scent that all department stores had. It was a scent that he could never place the source of, but that he recognized immediately upon entering one. It was like walking into a high school, they all smelled the same.
"Josh, you should stay up here. Follow us at the top of the aisles and keep watch for anything unusual," Carl said.
Josh looked a little uneasy at the suggestion but he nodded and shifted the gun in his hand. "Want to split up?" Xander asked Carl.
Carl shook his head. "It would go faster but we're better grouped together. Separating is just offering smaller, easier targets if something does attack."
That was about as pleasing an idea as jumping into a bonfire, Xander thought as he nodded his agreement. He pushed his cart toward the frozen food and dairy section. He stared at the completely empty shelves in disbelief; this store was beginning to make him feel as if he'd just entered a time warp. The shelves that were normally filled with eggs, cheeses, yogurts, and other assorted products were completely empty; there wasn't even a single package of cheese left.
On his right, all of the frozen pizzas, meatballs, lasagnas, and other frozen dinners were gone from the darkened freezers. "This place just gets weirder and weirder. What did they do with it all?" Riley asked.
Xander pondered that question as they walked past the empty aisles. "I think they threw it all out," he answered when they turned into the paper aisle.
"Toilet paper," John said with a grin and began to happily toss it into his cart before turning to Xander. "What makes you think they did that?"
"There's no way they were able to eat all that food, not if Carl's smaller population theory is correct. But let's say that he's wrong and there is enough of them that they were able to eat all of the perishable food, there would be no food left in here if that were true. I think they took what they could eat and threw the rest of it away before it could go bad and possibly contaminate other food, or attract animals and other unwanted things."
"I think you're right," Carl said as he tossed some paper towels into his cart. "It makes a lot of sense anyway."
They waited as John grabbed two more packages of toilet paper before moving onto the next aisle. Josh followed along the aisles with them while they moved up and down until their carts were overflowing with supplies. They pushed the carts to the broken door they'd entered through, emptied them into the back of the truck, and returned to the store.
"More food or other supplies first?" Xander asked.
"Let's get some other supplies first. If we have enough time we can grab more food later and we can always return tomorrow," Riley said.
Carl stopped by the jewelry counter on their way to the clothing section and grabbed a handful of watches from the display case. He shoved them into his pockets before following them. They moved rapidly through the clothing section, grabbing as much as they could fit into the carriages and guessing at the sizes of the others at the cabin. Next they went through and gathered supplies from the shampoo, soap and toothpaste aisles before hitting the first-aid section. They stocked up on Band-Aids, peroxide, bandages, alcohol, and any other disinfectants they could find. Carl tried the door to the pharmacy but it was locked and the window had a metal gate over it.
"We'll have to come back and see if we can break it open," Riley whispered.
Carl scowled but nodded his agreement. The theory they'd been lured into the store nagged at Xander, but he shook it off as they left those aisles behind. He told himself they'd been in here for too much time already for this to be a trap. He relaxed further after they dropped the clothes off and returned to grab sneakers and work boots.
"Too bad they didn't have some winter supplies," John said as he dropped two boxes of sneakers into his cart.
"I think we're going to have to go through homes to find those," Carl told him.
John made a face and shook his head. "I hate going through people's houses even more than I hate entering these giant stores."
"I have to agree," Riley said. "I feel like I'm invading their privacy or something."
Xander squeezed her hand as they turned their carts into the sporting goods section. He understood her feeling but if the people were gone, was it even private anymore? Even if the answer was no, it didn't make searching through people's things any easier.
"Whoever has been coming in here must be pretty well supplied already," Josh said as he peered into the long glass case in the center of the sports section.
Xander stepped closer to the case and peered in at the guns inside of it. "They're all hunting rifles," Carl said as he walked around the display. "Three thirty aught six's, four two-seventy Winchesters, four twenty-twos, and five three o' eight Winchesters. There was more here before." He pointed to the empty spots inside the cabinet.
Xander stepped behind the counter but he didn't know which rifle was which. The key to open the display cases dangled from one of the locks. "Why did they leave all these guns?" John asked. "I can understand not being able to take all of the food but why wouldn't they take more of these?"
"This is a large hunting community," Carl said as he continued to study the rifles still in the case. "They know how to take care of themselves, how to hunt, and fish, and trap. The population may not be as small as I'd originally assumed. They may actually be finding their own food supply right now. They didn't take many of these rifles because they didn't need them or maybe they only took what they could carry out of here. Either way I doubt there will be much ammunition left here."
"There's not," Xander said as he pulled out two boxes and placed them on top of the case. "Twenty-two bullets."
"Of course they are," Carl muttered and shook his head. "Better than nothing. We'll still take some of these rifles. We might be able to find more ammunition elsewhere."
Xander nodded and grabbed two of each rifle from the cases. He handed them to the others to load into their carts. They moved through the rest of the section, picking through the lanterns, tents, and knives that had been left behind. Riley proudly hefted a crossbow she'd found beneath a raft that had blown up when it was knocked off a shelf. Xander grabbed a boxed raft off of the shelf and a couple of oars. He put them in his cart and turned to lift the blown up raft so that Riley could climb underneath it. She came back with a few boxes of arrows and another crossbow.
"Those will come in handy," John said as he eyed the weapons in Riley's hands. "Less noise."
"I'm not so sure you should be allowed to touch them, you might shoot yourself," Carl said.
"I'm doing just fine with a gun."
"If you shoot yourself in the leg I'm leaving your ass behind."
John gave him the finger, put the bow back in the cart, and turned away from them to examine the rest of the supplies on the shelf. "Let's unload and hit automotive," Riley suggested.
It was almost three o'clock when they returned to the store and headed for the automotive center. "At least we'll be able to make it back to the cabin before dark," John said.
"Why do you always have to say something when we're still in the middle of everything," Carl muttered from where he searched through the tires. He pulled out two large tires and rolled them over to set them against the wall. "It's like you're trying to get us attacked."
"Yeah yeah," John said dismissively as he dropped some oil filters into his carriage. "Maybe saying it out loud will have the opposite effect this time Mr. Superstitious."
"You really do just want someone to attack us," Riley told him and dropped a couple cans of fix a flat in her carriage.
Searching behind the desk, Xander pulled out his flashlight to read through the manual he discovered behind the counter. He flipped through the cars listed on the pages until he found the truck and belt sizes they would need for it. Turning, he searched through the shelves for the right belts. He'd look for supplies for the other cars afterward but the truck was the most important vehicle they had.
A distant sound barely even nudged at his consciousness as he finally succeeded in locating the belts for the truck. Josh slipped around the corner of the doorway from where he'd been keeping lookout by the sports section.
"Someone just entered the building," he said in a low hiss that drew Xander's attention away from the shelf.
Carl flattened himself against the wall next to the garage-sized door that led to the main store and gestured for Josh to do the same. Riley stood on the opposite side of the door, her back pressed against the wall as she held her gun before her. Xander tried to hear anything else within the store, but the eerie, otherworldly hush that had enveloped it since they'd entered had descended once more. Carefully placing the belts on the counter so as not to make a sound, he hurried over to Riley's side.
John emerged from behind a row of tires with a cart full of antifreeze and wipers. Carl's face was thunderous as he pointed at John and then made a slashing motion across his throat with his hand. 'I'm going to kill you,' he mouthed to John when he stopped walking.
John frowned at Carl in confusion and held his hands up in a questioning gesture. John's head shot up when something clattered to the floor with a loud rattling noise that echoed inside the store.



CHAPTER 19
John,
John was trying to decide if he wanted to go anywhere near Carl as his friend continued to shoot daggers at him with his eyes. Another rattling bang followed by the maniacal laugh of those things made his decision for him. He scurried in a crouch through the shadows to the opposite side of the door that Carl stood beside. He squeezed in next to Xander and a high metal shelf stacked from floor to ceiling with tires.
John kept his back against the wall. He strained to hear anything outside of the beat of his own heart in his ears as silence descended. Beside him, Xander slid his hand into Riley's. She pointed to Carl across the way and then at the floor. Carl frowned at her as she knelt down and made another gesture with her hand to indicate she intended to peek around the doorway. Xander kept hold of her hand while she rested her free palm on the ground and poked her head around the door to look in the store. She ducked back again and rose to her feet.
Lifting her hands, she shook her head in a gesture that John took to mean she had no idea where they were or from where they had entered. She held out her hand, pointed around to all of them, and then made a walking gesture with her index and middle finger across her palm. John knew what the gesture meant, but he broke out in a sweat at the idea of going through that door.
John shook his head as Carl knelt and poked his head around the side of the door too. He stared out there for a few minutes before gesturing to Josh. The teen bent down beside Carl who whispered something to him. Josh shook his head but Carl rose to his feet, took hold of his arm and said something more. John watched as the color faded from Josh's face, he nodded and looked over at them. Before John knew what was happening, Josh rushed across the massive door to join them. Riley and Xander flattened themselves against the wall to make more room for him but he hurried past them to rise beside John.
John held his breath as he waited for a reaction from outside of those doors. Carl knelt again and rested his hand on the floor. He slid his head around the door before hurrying across the opening at a low crawl to their side. Somewhere in the store something rattled and clattered to the floor, John could hear it spinning across the linoleum but the rest of the store remained still.
The hair on his arms stood on end. He began to get the distinct impression they were being hunted, that those things somehow knew they were hiding somewhere within the shadows of this store. All he could imagine were velociraptors steadily creeping toward them, minus the oversize claw clicking across the floor.
He bit on his bottom lip to suppress a curse as he twisted the gun in his hand and leaned his head against the metal shelving housing the tires. His gaze slid over the floor to ceiling glass wall across from them that led into the large garage bay. He hadn't tried the doors but he'd peeked into the area enough to know that the garage doors were closed. There had been another regular door across the way from the bay doors though. He couldn't shake the belief that the door could be opening even now to admit new monsters into the building.
His eyes were riveted on the garage area as Carl stepped in front of them and huddled in like a quarterback. "I think we're going to have to make a move," he whispered.
John glanced at him before focusing on the glass wall across from them again. "If they come into this area we'll be able to take them out," Josh said. "We have the advantage of surprise."
Carl gestured to the doors across from them, the same ones that John couldn't look away from. "The doors in there could be open; they could be coming inside even now. If they pin us in here, we're screwed."
John muttered a curse as he shifted his gun again and wiped the sweat from his brow. "We might be able to make it to the backdoor," Xander said. "Do you have any idea where they came in from?" he asked Josh.
Josh shook his head; he'd taken on the hue of Kermit and looked like he was trying not to vomit. "It sounded like they might have come in from the front but I didn't see."
Xander's face drained of color, his hand briefly went to his head before he moved closer to the rest of them. They were all so close that John could feel Xander's breath as he spoke. "It was them," Xander whispered. "They're the ones that emptied the store of the rotten food, and set it up so that it would be a tempting place to come into. There are a lot of supplies still left in this store because it's their hunting grounds."
John imagined he looked much like Josh now as his stomach threatened to empty its contents onto the ground. Those things were so damn smart and apparently getting smarter with every day that passed. "Why didn't they come in here for us sooner?" Riley hissed.
"I don't know. Maybe they move between all the stores in this area. Maybe they were hoping we would take up residence in here. They might also just check it once a day, but we have to go, now," Carl insisted.
Even as he said the word 'now' John saw a shifting of shadows through the glass windows across from them. "Yes, we do," he breathed.
Carl followed his gaze to the doors and nodded briskly as more shadows began to shift and coalesce within the large garage bay. If they didn't move now they were going to get pinned in between both groups. As of now, he didn't think those things were certain they were in the store. He had a feeling they would be moving with a lot less care and a lot more excitement if they did.
John had to fight the compulsion to move with a lot more speed but he stayed low and followed carefully behind Carl, Riley, and Xander. Glancing back at Josh, he took a step back to allow the younger kid to move past him into the sport's section. He took one last look at the glass wall of the automotive center just as the first sick person crept into view. Sliding around the door, he held his breath as he waited to hear the unearthly howl that usually accompanied those things when they were on the trail of their prey.
He rested his head against the wall and took a steadying breath before following the others at a low crouch. They reached the area where the raft had inflated to cover most of the aisle. Carl crept around it and stayed against the back wall. It was the most direct route to the door they had entered through but John had a feeling they weren't going to make it there that easily.
Something else rattled to the floor. The noise echoed through the building, making it difficult to pinpoint the location of the sound, but he knew it had come from somewhere nearby. At the front of the group Carl froze and Xander crept up to sit beside him. John couldn't hear what they were saying but the two of them changed direction and led the group into an aisle filled with toys. John glanced at the assorted dolls, stuffed bears, and dinosaurs that appeared to watch their every move.
Images of Chucky haunted him; he glanced away from the soulless black eyes of the dolls above him as he paused in the middle of the aisle with the others. He glanced toward where they had entered the aisle but thankfully it remained clear. His head tilted back as he caught Riley searching the tops of the shelves.
Relief filled him when he saw they also remained clear. His palms were sweating on his gun; the forceful beats of his heart could be felt against the inside of his ribcage as it pounded out a frantic rhythm. The others slid around the corner of the shelf and into the electronics section. John adjusted his hold on his gun and rapidly followed behind them.
They had almost made it to the middle of the electronics aisle when John spotted the shadow coming at them from the direction of the home goods section. Carl moved far faster than John had thought possible as he changed directions and sprinted toward the circular counter area in the middle of the electronics. There was only one small opening near where they were and three cash registers set up on top of the counter.
John grabbed hold of Josh and pulled him back, they were never going to make it behind the counter in time. Xander rolled into the shelter of the counter area behind Riley. Riley's head popped back out, her eyes were wide with worry as she gestured frantically to him. John shook his head at her, and pulled Josh toward one of the DVD aisles instead. Josh hesitated for a second, apparently torn about which way to go but he gave way to John's grasp.
John wanted to press his back against the rack in an attempt to hide himself even more but he would only knock the DVDs to the floor. He bit his bottom lip as he struggled to get his breathing under control before he laid down on the floor and wormed his way toward the front of the aisle in order to look out.
Memories of being trapped within the gas station assailed him as he met Riley's gaze across the way. They'd gotten out of that mess, he reminded himself; they'd get out of this one too. His gaze drifted away from hers when the first of the pack stepped into view. John felt like he'd just flipped over the handlebars of his bike and slammed chest first into the ground as all of the air rushed out of him.
His fingers flattened on the cool linoleum, his chin pressed against it as the creature's head swiveled back and forth. And creature was the only word he could think of for this once human being standing fifty feet away from him. Its head moved like a snake on the hunt as it passed within feet of the counter where the others were hidden. A large gash on the side of its head had peeled back to reveal the bone of the skull beneath. Its eyes had sunken into its head, making it seem like a walking skeleton moving through the store in search of the prey it had lured in like a Venus flytrap.
Its head turned toward John but he remained immobile as he watched the creature walk by. Eyes that had once been human, and had color, were jaundiced now and would have been better suited on a corpse. Even the irises had a yellowish hue to them. Its skin had taken on a grayish tint that made him think of a dress a serial killer would have created out of human flesh.
Not zombies, he reminded himself, or at least not zombies in the way that they had always believed them to exist. These things didn't come back to life and they hadn't climbed out of any graves. They didn't do any of those things but they were looking more and more like walking corpses every time he saw them.
Nothing human should look like that and still be alive. He fought the urge to slink into the shadows and look away from the monstrosity creeping through the store, but he didn't dare make any movement. He couldn't even remember the last time he'd breathed as his lungs began to burn. Exhaling through his nose, he barely took another breath through his lips.
Another one stepped out behind the first. He could clearly see its upper and lower teeth on the right side as part of its face had peeled away to reveal them. It moved toward the counter and rested its hand upon it. The tips of its bony fingers could be seen poking out through its jagged and peeled back skin.
Were they becoming walking skeletons? He couldn't shake the idea as those bony fingertips made a clicking noise against the top of the counter. A bead of sweat slid from his hairline, down his temple and across his cheek to his eye. It stung his eye but he didn't dare to blink in order to clear it away. Another annoying trickle began to make its way down his cheek as the incessant clicking continued.
He didn't know why they were making noise now, when they had been so silent before, but he didn't like it. He could feel Josh's leg against the bottom of his foot but the kid was like a statue behind him. John's gaze went to where the others were hiding behind the counter but he couldn't see them within the shadows. All the one clicking its fingers would have to do is lean over the counter in order to see them, but it continued onward.
His forehead furrowed as that clicking continued and another one stepped into view from behind them. The noise…
Something wasn't right. He was trying to figure out exactly what it was when a flash of motion to his right caught his attention. His first instinct was to try and push himself even flatter to the floor but he knew immediately that would be the wrong move as something rushed out of the darkness at them.
Too late he understood that the noise had been meant to keep them focused on those creatures and not on the ones stalking steadily closer to them.
Josh leapt forward in an attempt to get away at the same time that John rolled onto his back and lifted his gun. The index finger wrapped around his trigger froze as Josh's lurching body blocked whatever shot he may have had. Josh let out a startled cry when a hand wrapped around his ankle and jerked him back. His body fell on top of John's, pinning the gun in between them. It pressed against his stomach as Josh kicked desperately at his attacker.
"You have to get off!" John grunted. He tried to rid himself of the weight pressing him into the floor but he was unable to dislodge Josh. If Josh didn't get off of him they were both going to be sitting ducks, there was no way to keep their location a secret anymore.
Josh attempted to roll to the side but the creature that had grabbed his leg leapt forward and pounced upon him. Finding himself at the bottom of the pig pile was a sure way to guarantee his death, but that was exactly where John was. The weight of the bodies on top of him made it increasingly difficult for him to breathe as he grappled to get his gun free.
Yellowed eyes that still faintly held a brownish hue, briefly met John's. Those eyes made the world fade away from him as he was confronted with the most terrifying reality of all.
Within those eyes was Hell.
It wasn't the Hell of spitfire and brimstone, with Satan ruling court that many had always considered it to be, this was the real Hell. This was a person trapped within a body and mind that was no longer theirs. Once a normal human being who was now unable to control themselves or no longer cared about their actions. This was a Hell on earth: the likes of which no one had ever dreamed of before in books, or legends, or paintings, except for maybe the Devil himself.
Those eyes held his for a full minute before the person reared back. John flung his free hand up in an attempt to stop it from attacking Josh. He pushed his palm into the thing's cheek. The skin beneath his hand brought to mind a rotten peach and bugs beneath the surface as he pressed relentlessly against the creature's face. Teeth clacked together as they snapped at him like a rabid dog. John's hold on it was loosened when it suddenly jerked its head to the side and his hand slipped.
Before John could react the thing's teeth sank into the fleshy part of his hand. A startled shout escaped him but it quickly became one of agony as teeth pierced through his skin, clamped down and tore free a chunk of his hand. Disbelief lanced through him as he stared at the bloody mess left behind, then rage tore through him. Fisting his brutalized hand, he pulled it back and drove it savagely into the hideous face above him.
His flesh flew from the thing's mouth; its eyes were full of fury when they came back to his. Above him, Josh continued to squirm as he tried to get away from the thing on top of him. It reeled back again but this time it didn't come for John, it sank its teeth deep into Josh's shoulder. The boy cried out as those teeth dug into his shoulder and the creature jerked back. The crunchy and wet sound of flesh being torn from bone and skin caused John's stomach to turn.
Josh swung back, he tried desperately to beat at the attacker behind him, but he failed to hit anything other than air. The motion allowed John to finally free his hand. The creature swallowed the chunk of flesh he'd torn from Josh. It lurched back at them, pinning Josh down like a crow on carrion as it went back for the hole it had already created in his skin. There was a time when he would have hesitated, but that time had passed. John swung his arm up, pressed the gun against its temple and pulled the trigger.
Blood and brain splattered over the DVDs across from them, John could feel the wetness of it on his face, but he didn't bother to wipe it away. The sound of the shot echoed through the store but it didn't matter, they had been found out long before he'd fired his weapon. The body fell limply over Josh, a dead weight that they both labored to get out from underneath. Another shot sounded in the store, followed rapidly by three more.
He'd never been so happy to see Carl in his life as he appeared over top of them. Carl grabbed hold of the body on top of Josh and hauled it off of him. All color had leeched from Josh's face, his head wobbled like a bobble doll's as he looked around dazedly. Xander jerked off his shirt as he stepped forward, pulled back the sleeve of Josh's t-shirt and pushed his shirt forcefully onto the blood seeping from the hideous wound in his shoulder.
"Hold it there," he commanded and lifted Josh's limp hand to press it against the shirt.
Carl and Xander hauled Josh to his feet as Riley held her hand out to John. "Are you ok?" she demanded.
Blood trickled from his brutalized hand and plopped onto the floor. Despair filled him as he realized the bite might have just signed his death certificate, that something might be invading his body, changing and warping it into something unrecognizable. There was no way he was going to die in this place and at the hands of those things. "Yes."
"We have to go," she said urgently.
A part of him still felt as if he was staring into Hell but he took hold of her hand and climbed to his feet. He spotted the two creatures that had been in the lead at the counter lying dead on the ground, but he didn't know where the third had gone. Josh had his arm draped around Carl's shoulders as they hurried through the back aisle of the electronics section past the large screen TVs.
From somewhere nearby the laughter of the hunters pursuing them rang through the store.



CHAPTER 20
Mary Ellen,
Her breath was loud in her ears as she sprinted across the clearing on Donald's heels. The laughter continued to issue from the woods; the birds above them screeched and flew higher into the sky. She would have given anything to be one of those birds, to be able to take flight and flee the laughter that would haunt her nightmares for the rest of her life. Her heart hammered in her chest, her feet moved so fast she nearly tripped over them as they plunged into the forest.
She'd assumed the shadows of the trees, and the thick trunks that provided them some cover would make her feel better. They did nothing to ease the terror pulsing through her veins. Leaves and pine needles kicked up from underneath him as Donald skidded to a halt and grabbed his backpack from where he'd left it.
"Go!" he panted when she hesitated to wait for him.
She didn't need any more encouragement; she turned and fled into the woods. She tried to be quiet but it was impossible with the leaves and sticks crunching beneath her feet and the tree branches slapping at her hands and face. Al tried his best to keep the branches from hitting her but there were too many for him to keep them all away.
A branch slipped from his grasp, she threw up her hand to try and deflect it but it slapped across her face with a resounding thwack. Her hand flew to her face; she took a staggering step back and tripped over a tree stump. Her arms pin wheeled but they did nothing to help her keep her balance. Sprawling inelegantly to the ground, the breath rushed out of her as she fell on her ass. It wasn't the lack of breath that caused her panic to escalate, but rather the fact that her gun had been knocked from her hand when she'd caught the side of a fallen oak.
Struggling to catch her breath, she rolled to the side to search for her weapon. She'd managed to close her eye in time to keep it mostly protected from the branch but it had caught the corner of her lid and it was already swelling. The hindrance to her vision was making her search even more difficult.
Donald knelt at her side, grabbed hold of her arm and helped to lift her to her feet. "My gun," she panted.
He glanced around before leaning over to grab something from under a pile of pine needles and leaves. She caught a flash of metal before he wrapped her fingers around the cool butt of her gun. Relief filled her but she knew it wouldn't last; it couldn't when those things were in the woods with them.
Donald wrapped his hand around her elbow and propelled her forward. Mary Ellen struggled to see through the increased swelling of her eye and the sweat that ran into her good eye. It didn't matter; she'd run blindly through these woods if it was in the opposite direction of them.
Looking over her shoulder, she realized that they weren't running in the opposite direction of the sick ones. The laughter had trailed off but birds were still rising from the trees behind them, they flew in the same direction that they were running in. She didn't think those things knew where they were but it felt like they were being pursued.
Her lungs burned as her heart lumbered and her fear rose to higher levels. She wiped at her eyes again in a poor attempt to ease the sweat clogging her lashes. "We're leading them back to the cabin," she gasped.
"They're not following us, they're just moving," Donald said breathlessly from beside her. "They'd be on us already if they knew we were here."
Al came to an abrupt halt before a tree; he grabbed hold of Mary Ellen's free arm and pulled her up against the tree. She could barely see the boards in front of her. It took her a minute to understand what she was looking at as he hissed in her ear, "Climb."
"They climb too," she protested.
"Even if they're in the trees the height will give us an advantage and we're not going to outrun them. Climb Mary Ellen," he commanded.
She tucked her gun into her waistband, grabbed hold of a board, and began to pull herself up the tree. She glanced at the stand above her but she could barely see it through the thick leaves and branches of the tree. Blinking back the sweat in her eyes, she focused on the boards in front of her as she climbed steadily higher into the great oak. Reaching above her, she placed her hands on either side of the hole in the stand and lifted herself onto the platform.
Pressing her back against the trunk of the tree, she wiped away the sweat rolling down her face again. She blinked in surprise at the blood that coated the back of her forearm when she pulled it away. The branch hadn't just caused her skin to swell up but had also split it open. Donald climbed through the hole behind her and dropped the backpack onto the wooden platform.
Kneeling at the edge of the platform, he dug into the bag as Al joined them on the stand. It was cramped with the three of them on it, but there was still at least a foot on each side for them to move around a little. Her gaze went to the wood beneath her feet, she didn't see any cracks or rot in it, but that didn't mean it was safe. She doubted the person who had built it had done so with the intention of having three people standing on it.
"Get against the tree," Al commanded.
"Are we going to shoot at them?" she whispered.
Al stared at the two of them before shaking his head. "You've both gotten better with a gun but we don't know how many of them there are. We can't risk being overrun or even worse drawing more of them here."
Mary Ellen shuddered and glanced at the ground below them again. "Only shoot if it becomes necessary," Al whispered.
"Ok," she agreed tremulously.
Donald pulled something from the bag, rose to his feet and approached her. She didn't know what he intended until he wiped the blood away with a cloth. With the blood gone she could see better but her eye was still half swollen shut.
"It's not deep," he whispered as he tied the cloth around her head and knotted it. Her hand went up to it; she tried to figure out what he'd used as her fingers ran over the material and knot. "Bandana."
Mary Ellen nodded but she didn't dare speak as a burst of eerie laughter echoed through the trees around them. A loud cry from above caused her head to tilt back. A squirrel leapt from the tree beside them into the leafy bowers over her head. Its tail curled over its back, it screeched its displeasure again before running from one branch to another. Mary Ellen almost told it to be quiet but that would be like telling the wind not to blow.
She pulled her gun from her jeans and tried to catch her breath. She'd let her guard down these past couple of weeks; she'd mistakenly begun to think that perhaps they could be safe here. Now she knew she'd been wrong and though she was terrified, she was also furious.
They'd started to make a home here and these insane, rotten and inhuman things had intruded upon her illusion and completely destroyed it.
She'd become so focused on her anger that she hadn't realized the laughter had stopped. Her muscles tensed, she straightened away from the tree. She clutched the gun so forcefully before her that she was sure it left an imprint on her palm. Her teeth ground together, she counted the seconds and braced herself for the people she knew would be materializing beneath them any second now.
Al turned in a small circle on the stand; his eyes searched the tops of the trees surrounding them. The hair on her neck stood up as she turned to survey the trees around them too. The leaves were so thick she wasn't sure she'd be able to see something approaching them until their attackers were leaping through the trees and coming straight at them with the objective of shredding their skin and devouring them.
She couldn't think of anything more horrific, all she could picture was a spider reeling back on its hind legs before launching itself at her. She'd never actually seen a spider do that before but she'd seen the videos of the spiders that could do it and they terrified her. A shudder ran down her back, her gaze remained pinned on the tree across from them as she became even more certain those things were going to come from the trees.
Her arms began to shake; it took everything she had not to start firing at the leaves across from them as they blew in the slight breeze tickling her hair. The leaves rustled, her finger tightened on the trigger. She focused on an area where the leaves began to shake more forcefully. Those things were there, she was certain of it. Right there, waiting, watching, and silently laughing as they prepared to launch their attack. Time stopped, her vision became pinpointed upon that area and the shaking leaves.
The leaves finally parted and a chipmunk zipped out. The small creature froze when it spotted her; its blown out cheeks worked as it chomped on whatever it had in its mouth. Alarm registered on its tiny face before it turned and scurried back into the leaves. Mary Ellen didn't know if she wanted to laugh or cry as her trembling arms dropped down. The relief that filled her was short lived as a branch snapped beneath them. Unwilling to turn her back on the tree behind her, she glanced down at the four sick humans that stepped into view.
She became completely rigid, unable to even breathe as she watched them move. They had stopped running and now moved through the woods with their heads swiveling back and forth and their nostrils flaring. A sinking sensation slid through her as she recalled the cut on her head. Could they smell her blood, were they tracking them through her?
Her gaze briefly met Donald's as more of them crept into view. She should have stayed on the ground, she should have run in a different direction, if they were following her blood it was only a matter of time…
Donald's eyes narrowed on her face, he gave an almost imperceptible shake of his head at her. She glanced at the blood still smeared across the back of her forearm. If they were following her scent, wouldn't they have already spotted them huddled on the stand as close to the tree as they could get?
Her attention returned to the tree behind them. She was certain she was going to see a rotting face, surrounded by leaves poking out at her. In her head she could clearly picture the deformed and rotten face leering back at her before it decided to pounce. Not even the chipmunk had reappeared. Another loud crack drew her attention below her again as six more of them emerged.
There were so many of them. She was glad Al had insisted they climb into a more advantageous position; it may be the only way they'd be able to shoot all of them if it became necessary. Her heart rate skyrocketed as the people beneath them swept through the area. The look of them reminded her of a corpse in various stages of decomposition, but they couldn't be decomposing, it was impossible. She knew they were all still alive. A leper was still alive too, she reminded herself. But a leper was also sane, or at least she assumed they were, she wasn't exactly an expert on the disease and she'd certainly never met anyone with it.
There were clumps of hair missing from a few of the people beneath them; the rest had only tufts of hair left. She could see the skull on two of them, and one man was completely naked to reveal the sickly grayish hue that covered him from head to toe. Pieces of skin were missing from some of their faces, dried blood caked a few of them, and one was missing half of its left foot and hobbled awkwardly as it walked.
Watching the hobbled one, she realized that more than its foot was affecting its movement. Its leg wasn't grayish, it was an ugly red color that suffused its entire foot and ran up to the middle of its swollen thigh before disappearing beneath the tattered and stained denim shorts it wore. A massive infection was also working its way through that one, she realized. Its ungainly movement caused it to trip and sprawl face down on the forest floor.
The one on the ground pushed itself into a sitting position but it didn't move any further. Its back heaved with the breaths it took as its head bowed down. Pity filled her for it. It would eat her in a heartbeat but it had once been a human being and she realized now it was dying. The infection from its severe injury and the sickness had taken their toll on its body. This one wouldn't be going any further anymore. Its cohorts seemed to realize the same thing as their heads turned toward their downed companion.
A sick feeling rolled through her stomach as the others began to close in on their sick friend. She knew what was coming and yet she couldn't bring herself to look away as they began to circle the one on the ground. This was what the weaker embryos of the sand tiger shark felt like in the womb, she realized as she helplessly watched the healthier ones close in on their weaker member. The extremely sick one didn't realize what the others were doing as it didn't lift its head to look up at them and it didn't attempt to get up again.
The others moved so fast she didn't have time to close her eyes before they were on top of it. She almost lifted her hand to cover her mouth as vomit surged up her throat but she didn't dare move. She closed her eyes but the crunching sounds of the slaughter filled her ears. There was nothing she could do to drown out the tortured squeals of the one they attacked. Nothing she could do to muffle the sounds of fists against flesh, of a ripping sound that brought forth images of intestines and limbs being torn from the body. Images she knew she would never be able to shake.
Hours stretched by but it was probably only minutes before the cries of the one they'd turned on faded away. She didn't know why but tears began to slide down her face. It wasn't until the sounds of the murder blessedly stopped that she finally opened her eyes again. The sun had sunk lower in the sky. It filtered through the leaves and warmed her face and tears in a soothing way; it was a sensation that was completely out of place after the horror that had just unfolded and it only made her cry more.
Bracing herself, she looked toward the remains sprawled across the forest floor. The other sick ones had retreated away from what remained of the bloody carcass. They were covered in blood but the amount of flesh and bone strewn across the forest floor, and their flat stomachs made her realize they hadn't eaten their fallen.
She frowned over that realization as she tried to ponder why they'd left his flesh behind. They'd eat every healthy person, they'd eat The Lost Souls, but they wouldn't eat the ones who shared the same illness as them. It was good to know even they had their standards, she thought with wry amusement.
She exchanged a look with Al and Donald as the sick humans grouped together. She didn't hear words coming from them but some sort of communication went on as they gestured at the woods. She didn't dare move but now that they'd stopped to regroup beneath them, she was becoming increasingly aware of the fact that she was exhausted. Her legs trembled from exertion, her feet throbbed, but she remained as still as stone as the sun continued its descent in the sky.
She had no idea what they were going to do if those things didn't move away and they were forced to stay up here all night. They would eventually draw attention to themselves. Donald had food and water in his backpack, but she already felt a growing pressure in her bladder. For the first time since she was six, she may actually pee her pants again, but that was a problem for later. Now she was more concerned that one of them would tilt their heads back and focus upon them.
That concern was short lived as they began to move into the trees. Mary Ellen remained completely still while she watched their backs fade away in to the trees. A flock of birds took flight but this one was smaller than before as night had begun to settle in.
Mary Ellen wanted to find relief in the fact that they'd left but her heart started to race as she lifted her eyes to the trees in front of her. She couldn't see the cabin from here, not through the foliage, but she knew where it was.
Directly in the path of the horde.



CHAPTER 21
Riley,
From behind her the sound of metal crashing against the linoleum floor with a rattling ting echoed through the store. It was accompanied by the sound of plastic rubber balls bouncing across the floor. The familiar, hollow sound of those balls caused an odd shift in her reality. Memories of being at school and running around the playground flooded her. The memories were so vivid that she was briefly uncertain as to what was actually real, this store around her, or the vibrant laughter of her childhood friends.
She shook her head in an attempt to clear it of the disconcerting images flooding her mind. Another crash reverberated through the store, causing her fight or flight instinct to kick into hyper drive. She glanced behind her to see the rack that had contained dozens of children's balls in the toy section now on its side and the balls bouncing across the ground. They were such a strange array of bright colors that were oddly out of place in this nightmare store. The spectacle of a pink and yellow ball fading away into the lengthening shadows created the impression that the ball had been sucked into a completely different universe. She couldn't see it anymore but she could hear it as it continued its bouncing path across the floor before hitting something with a small thud.
The ball may have vanished into the shadows but something else emerged from the ones to her right. Reacting on instinct, she lunged forward and shoved John in the back. A loud grunt escaped him but even as he fell forward, she threw herself back. The figure that had rushed at them crashed into the back wall. Containers of electrical wires and other assorted things fell on top of it as it sprawled upon the floor just feet in front of her. The unsettling realization that the only sound it had made was its impact into the back wall hit her as it began to rise to its feet again. Xander grabbed hold of her arm as she swung her gun up.
Lips skimmed back to reveal the black gums and missing teeth of the corrupted human. A hiss escaped it, a mottled pink tongue flicked out from between the missing front teeth. She felt no remorse as she held its empty brown eyes and pulled the trigger. The creature's head snapped back when the bullet slammed into its forehead and it fell to the ground.
Its feet kicked on the floor for a few seconds before they finally went blessedly still. "We have to go," Xander hissed in her ear as something clattered to the floor in one of the aisles just behind them.
Riley nodded, her ears were still ringing from the gunshot but she heard something else crash in an aisle ahead of them. Her hands used to shake after firing a gun, they remained perfectly still before her as she searched the shadows for the impending next attack. There was no way to know how many of the sick were in the store but she had a feeling the sick were only trying to delay them until the ones that had been coming in through the automotive center could join in the fun. Even with the guns they would be overrun by a large number of those sick things.
"Hurry," she whispered as another loud crash sounded from behind them. Josh jumped and swung his gun up, Carl reached out to try and stop him from shooting but it was too late, he'd already pulled trigger. Carl swore and threw his hand over the ear that Josh had fired near. The bullet slammed into the shelves across the way but nothing emerged from the darkness.
"They're playing with us until the others get here, we have to go," Riley said frantically.
"Can you walk on your own?" Carl demanded of Josh. Blood had soaked through Xander's shirt and was seeping down the front of Josh's, he was still abnormally pale but he nodded in response. "Don't shoot that again unless it's at one of those things. We're going to need those bullets," Carl told him before releasing him and stepping forward. "Let's go."
Riley didn't have to be told twice, she stepped over top of the body of the one she'd just killed. Bent over, she stayed low as she searched the tops of the shelves and the beams of the ceiling for more of those things. Something ahead of them fell to the floor with a rattling ting that caused Carl to stop abruptly and throw out his arm to halt Josh. They all stopped behind him as they waited for something else to emerge. Riley strained to figure out what had caused the noise as a spinning sound continued to echo through the store. It was difficult to make out anything over the loud breathing of those around her. Those things were closing in on them, she was positive of it.
"They're playing with us," Riley whispered.
Carl hesitated for a few seconds but then his jaw clenched and a muscle began to twitch in his cheek. It seemed that he'd come to the same conclusion she had. These things had enough reason to know how to unnerve and frighten them, how to keep them afraid of moving forward when that was what they had to do right now.
It took everything she had not to scream and start firing at anything that moved; at any little sound as something else crashed to the floor about twenty feet away from them. Instead, she took a steadying breath and followed the others along the back wall. John stumbled in front of her and nearly went down, Riley moved to help him but he managed to catch himself before he fell.
They arrived at a partition that blocked their way to the door where they had entered. Riley stared at the picture frames full of fake smiling families, and camera accessories that hung from the hooks on the wall before them. A self-developing digital photo booth sat to her left at the end of the aisle. To her right was a photo desk with a scattering of photo paper still spread out across the top next to the cash register.
Frustration filled her as she stared at the wall before them and then at the end of the aisle. The door was so unbelievably close, they were almost out of here but she knew if they went to the end of the aisle they would be pounced upon. Those things were there, she was certain of it. They were waiting for them, playing with them.
She glanced at the photo desk again, she could climb onto the glass counter and try to peer over the wall but that would only confirm that those things were there and it would probably cause the sick ones to spring into action sooner. She turned back to the way they'd come but the aisles remained empty and nothing sat on top of the shelves, watching them. That's because they'd already laid their trap, she realized with a sinking sensation in her stomach.
"We can push it over," John whispered.
"What?" Xander hissed.
John stepped closer to them. "Let's not pretend those things haven't set a trap. We're not making it around this aisle and out that door without being attacked. Those things are smart but they're not going to expect us to push this thing over on them, or at least I don't think they will."
Riley stepped back to examine the large partition blocking their way. "This thing's probably bolted to the floor," she whispered.
"I have no doubt it is but I'd rather take my chances of not being able to get it over than walking to the end of it. It's thinner than the shelves are, we should be able to get it over."
"It could work," Carl muttered as he rubbed at the stubble lining his chin and jaw. "It will also get them to move out of the way. The door opened to the outside, we won't be blocking it."
Xander started to respond but silence descended over the store once more. Were those things trying to listen to them she wondered as she continued to study the shadows around them. She held her breath while she waited for those things to emerge but the store remained eerily silent as the seconds stretched endlessly on.
Something clattered to the floor, it was close but she got the impression that it had been an accident this time. These things were done playing; they were waiting for their food to make a mistake now. Her skin crawled, her heart was in her throat as her eyes continued to search the shadows but nothing moved and no more sound followed.
"Push it over," she breathed.
It was the only way they were going to get out of here, she was almost positive of that. Beside her, Josh began to nod enthusiastically as he stepped back. His heel scraped against the partition, the noise probably didn't travel beyond their cluster but it sounded louder than the gunshots had in her ears.
"Together," Carl said. "Now."
Riley spun, threw her hands out, and placed them against the partition. She knocked some of the hooks aside, picture frames clattered to the floor around her as the others did the same thing. Glass shattered, wood splintered and bounced against her sneakers but she didn't care about any of it. Those things already knew where they were, keeping quiet now wasn't going to do them any good. Adrenaline poured through her body, she planted her feet and shoved against the partition as hard as she could.
A wrenching noise filled the air, for a second the wall didn't move but as the wrenching grew louder, the partition began to inch its way backwards. A cry escaped her, her feet started to slip on the floor but she continued to shove at the wall.
John pulled away from the wall and scrambled a few feet back. With a shout he raced at the partition, leapt off the ground and slammed his shoulder into it. The partition shuddered and then began to go over at a much faster rate. Riley lost her traction on the floor, her feet slid out from under her and her knees crashed down.
Pain lanced through her battered knees but she scrambled back to her feet. Someone on the other side of the partition cried out as it finally tipped over and crashed backward. The partition didn't make it all the way to the floor; she didn't have to see what was beneath it to know that some of those things had gotten trapped under its weight.
Xander held his hand out to her, she grabbed hold of it and he helped to pull her onto the toppled wall. Something beneath them crunched and a low howl erupted. She felt no sympathy for whoever it was; all of her sympathy for these creatures had been left on the side of the road with Bobby's body. These demented sick people were too far gone for them to be saved, and in a fight to the death, she was going to do everything in her power to make sure they all survived, even if it meant literally stepping onto some of the sick ones to do it.
She kept hold of Xander's hand as Carl flung open the broken door they had entered through. Light spilled in to illuminate the store and the half a dozen or so creatures coming at them. Toppling the wall had initially thrown them off but they were recovering rapidly. Carl spun away from the door and started firing his gun. She didn't know if he was aiming at anything or simply trying to deter the monsters she could feel closing in on them.
A thud and squeal indicated that he'd hit someone but she could practically feel them breathing down her neck as Josh fell through the doorway with John close on his heels. Xander tugged on her hand, pulling her before him. She didn't have time to protest before he shoved her out the door.
The debris and bodies pinned beneath it had created a three-foot drop to the outside that she hadn't been expecting. She fell forward, smacking her already bruised knees and right elbow off of the pavement. Putting her hand beneath her, she pushed herself to the side, rolling out of the way in time to avoid Xander and Carl as they jumped out of the doorway behind her.
Riley caught a glimpse of three of those things almost in the doorway before Xander spun and slammed the door shut. Carl pressed his back against the door with him, both of their shoulders heaved from the force of their rapid breaths. Riley pushed herself to her feet, she wasn't as swift to recover this time but she limped rapidly toward the dumpster.
"No," Carl grunted as those things banged loudly against the door behind him. They managed to push the door open almost an inch before Xander and Carl were able to shove it shut again. "Not this time. John, Riley, get against the door."
Riley was confused by the command but she changed direction and added her weight to the door with John. "Just hold on for a few minutes more," Carl told them and scurried out from underneath them.
Xander slid up the door beside her as he rose to his feet. Angry grunts and animalistic sounds came from the other side of the door. The sick humans continued to beat and shove against it. She could almost feel the resentment and frustration emanating from them as their nails raked down the door in a screeching sound that made her teeth clench and her ears ring.
The door pushed open again, fingers curled around the edge of the door just inches from her face. Her eyes crossed as the filthy, bloody tips crept closer to her nose. Blood dripped from where the fingernails had been torn from their beds. "Carl!" she screamed when the weight of the bodies inside began to push the door further open.
Her back strained; her legs and bruised knees screamed in protest as more pressure was placed against them. She had no idea how much longer she would be able to keep this up before her body gave way beneath the weight. A strong whiff of gas filled her nose when Carl appeared by her side again.
Raising his gun, he fired into the hand just centimeters away from her nose. Blood burst from the back of the palm and sprayed her in the face. She blinked it away from her eyes as a howl erupted from inside and the hand hastily jerked away. Carl turned his gun, aimed inside, and released a rapid series of shots into the building. The door crashed shut with a thud but she wasn't fooled into thinking those things weren't going to come back.
"Get the dumpster now," Carl commanded gruffly.
Riley had no idea what he planned to do but she hurried over to the dumpster and got behind it. Josh looked like he was about to drop as he jogged over to help her, but he put his good shoulder against the dumpster and helped her push it toward the door. Another thud sounded against the door from inside the store and loud shouts began to emanate from inside. Carl had managed to get those things to move away for a little bit but they were already back. She had no doubt that some of them were already trying to get out of the store through one of the other doors in an attempt to circle around and come at them.
"We have to go," she panted as they succeeded in pushing the dumpster over near the door.
"We will," Carl assured her. She spotted the source of the gas smell when he brought forth a bottle with a rag hanging out of it. He must have filled it from the gas cans in the back of the truck. "Give me your gun."
She handed him her gun and took hold of his. He stepped away from the door, inched it open, and discharged another round of shots into the building. He dropped the empty gun on the ground, lit the end of the rag and tossed the bottle into the building. "Dumpster!" he barked.
Riley threw her shoulder into the dumpster to push it the last few feet toward the door. John and Xander jumped forward to slam it into the door with her and Josh. Carl snatched her empty gun off the ground and pushed John toward the truck. "What did you do?" John demanded as they ran toward the vehicles.
"No one is walking into that trap again," Carl huffed as he ran.
Riley prayed that was true as she wiped the blood away from her face with the back of her forearm. She glanced over her shoulder, but she couldn't see any smoke or flames coming from the building yet. Opening the door, she slid behind the steering wheel of the car and turned it over. Xander hopped into the passenger side and Josh slumped into the back. Carl slammed the doors on the back of the truck closed and locked them before running to the driver's side.
A tendril of smoke curled out from the backdoor as she shifted the car into drive and slammed on the gas. The tires squealed on the pavement but she didn't ease up on the gas. Smoke curled up behind them, the smell of burning rubber filled the air. The car fishtailed before finally gripping hold of the pavement. She kept her foot on the floor and sped toward the corner of the building. One of the sick ones burst out from the corner of the building and threw themselves at the car. Riley swerved the car at them and clipped them with the left front fender. It was childish of her, but she couldn't stop herself from slamming her middle finger against the window as the person bounced away from the car.
She didn't look away from the rearview mirror as the body fell beneath the tires of the truck. Turning her attention back to the parking lot she sped across the empty spaces and down the back hill toward the fast food restaurant. She didn't know where she was going but she didn't dare ease up on the gas as smoke began to rise into the air behind them.



CHAPTER 22
Carl,
"Are you ok?" Carl demanded of John.
He glanced over at his friend but didn't dare take his eyes off the road for more than a second as they raced down crowded streets that he didn't recognize. They blew past an exit ramp he believed they should have taken to get back toward the racetrack and camp, but an overturned box truck and some cars blocked the ramp. In the car before them, Xander was turned around in his seat, trying to work on Josh as Riley zipped expertly in and out of the abandoned vehicles congesting the road.
"Are you ok?" he demanded again.
John's eyes were almost bugging out of his head as he turned his hand over to stare at the chunk that had been torn from the fleshy part of it. Carl didn't think it would ever be fleshy again as the skin and muscle had been torn off nearly to the bone from his pinky knuckle to his wrist.
"It bit me." John said as he continued to stare at his hand. "That bastard bit me!"
"Yes I know, I saw. Are you ok?"
"What the fuck? I mean what the fuck!" John shouted as he stared at the blood oozing out of the gaping bite mark.
"We have to get that cleaned up, now."
John was pale as he lifted his head to look at him. There were shadows under his sunken and frightened eyes. Then his mouth dropped and his good hand went to his head. "It bit me," he muttered. He rubbed at his forehead as he stared at the blood trickling down his arm. Carl didn't know if it was shock over the bite or over what might happen to him, but John just sat there and stared at the bloody mess.
Riley made an abrupt right at a set of lights. Carl had thought she'd been traveling too fast to make it around the turn but the car didn't even skid. She was forced to ease back on her speed in order to navigate the car over the bricks in the center of the road that was more of a hump dividing the two-lane road from another two-lane road. Carl followed her over the hump in order to avoid a cluster of abandoned cars.
Brick and wooden storefronts, restaurants, and a large town hall came into view. Along with the buildings came the realization that they had to get off of this road. There were too many vehicles blocking the way, light poles had toppled up ahead and a brick store had crumbled into the road. But more than that, as they drove by a pink diner, numerous heads popped up over the top of the brick wall. Multiple eyes peered out at them from the drawn and battered faces behind the broken diner windows.
"Hold on," Carl said and slammed on the gas.
The tires of the truck squealed, John was thrust back against his seat as the truck lurched forward, but he had to get ahead of Riley and off of this road. He had a feeling if they didn't leave this area of town soon they would become trapped between the vehicles and the people now walking down the steps of the diner and coming out from behind the other buildings lining the road.
Down the street, he saw more heads popping up above the vehicles congested through the roadway. A few of the sick people fell as they made their way forward and sprawled on the pavement. Carl found himself riveted on the sight as two of them turned on the fallen ones. Squeals that had nothing to do with the truck tires filled the air but he finally caught up to Riley.
He slammed his hand against his window when Xander glanced at him. He pointed at a road coming up on their left. A set of lights had fallen across the road but the poles had fallen along the sidewalks instead of across the roadway that ran in between a bank and a middle school. On the inside of him, Riley made the turn onto the road first. Carl yanked the wheel sharply, sending John into the dashboard with enough force that the air exploded from his lungs. Riley dropped further back to allow him to take the lead.
More heads could be seen in the windows of the school and some of the heads of the sick people lying on the lawn of the school lifted. Though their heads lifted, little else of them did and their heads fell limply onto the ground again. At first he'd assumed that was simply where the sick had decided to curl up and sleep, but looking at them he began to realize that something more was going on with them.
"I'll be," he whispered. In his mirror he could see some of the sick trying to follow them but they were falling further back as they sped down the road. "I think they're dying."
John pushed himself off the dashboard and slumped into his seat. "What?" he asked.
Carl glanced over at him as he eased the truck to a more reasonable speed on the windy back road. Beads of sweat trickled down John's pallid cheeks, the purse of his mouth told Carl he was doing everything he could not to throw up. They had to get out of this truck and do something about his hand before John passed out.
"They're dying," Carl said again. "Or at least they appear to be. We have to find somewhere to stop."
John shook his head and braced his hand on the dash. "We have to get as far from them, and that store, as we possibly can."
"We've put a fair amount of distance between us. We have to stop. At the very least we have to get that cleaned up and the bleeding stopped. For you and Josh." John glanced at the car in his side mirror and gave a brief nod. "Plus I'd prefer it if you didn't vomit in the truck."
"Me too," John muttered as he bowed his head.
Carl glanced in his mirror again, he didn't see any of the sick back there but he still went a couple of miles before pulling the truck into an empty lot on the right hand side of the road. They climbed a small hill and drove past the remains of some concrete blocks buried beneath the overgrown grass. There were charred marks on the blocks that stood testimony to whatever had once stood on the open lot. He drove to the edge of the woods line, turned the truck around and parked it five feet away from the trees.
Even if someone came up the driveway, there were plenty of ways for them to escape the lot without having to return to the pavement of the drive. To the left of them were nothing but woods and power lines. To the right was a swimming pool and a grouping of at least thirty bungalows. There was one large building in the center of the bungalows, apparently the main meetinghouse or something, around the property stood a six-foot high chain link fence. Carl had no idea what the property was, if it was a camp or something, but he kept a wary eye on it as he shifted the truck into park and turned it off.
There was enough open space between them and the bungalows that they would be able to see anyone approaching them from there, but they wouldn't see someone hiding inside the buildings, possibly with guns. He braced himself for the possibility of getting shot before opening his door and climbing out. The breeze tugged at his hat as he scanned the buildings but the only thing he saw amongst them was a scrap of garbage blowing across the pool area before getting caught up in the fence.
He turned when the backdoors opened on the truck and Riley jumped into the back. Turning away from the bungalows, he walked to the end of the truck. "How's Josh?" he inquired of Xander when he appeared around the other side of the truck.
"He'll be ok if we can get the bleeding stopped. That thing took a chunk out of him."
Carl nodded and turned to look back at the buildings. There were so many places for eyes to be staring out at them from, but if any of the sick people were over there, they would already be coming forward, that much he knew. Xander reached into the truck and grabbed a black t-shirt from the tumbled pile near the back doors. He pulled it over his head and tugged it into place. Riley jumped out of the truck with an armload of bandages, peroxide, rubbing alcohol, some hand towels, and a bottle of aspirin.
"Can you find me some needle and thread?" she asked briskly of Xander before turning to John. She winced as she studied his hand before handing out a couple of bottles and some bandages to Carl. "You take care of him and I'll get Josh."
Carl nodded as he took the supplies from her. John looked at him like he was carrying an armful of scorpions when he approached him with a bottle of peroxide. "Let me see your hand," Carl commanded.
"All of the medicine's at the camp," John said. "You're just wasting supplies on me. We'll never make it back in time to take anything to help us."
Carl couldn't bring himself to look at John as he uttered those words. They'd lost so many already but he didn't know how he would take losing John. The kid grated on his nerves more than anyone he'd ever known before, but he was his best friend. Ignoring John's words, he unscrewed the cap on the peroxide and shoved in the protective cover.
"Carl come on," John said. "You guys will need these things, to waste them on us is…"
"You don't know that it's a waste," Xander interrupted briskly as looked over the sideboards at them from the back of the truck. "I was bit and I'm fine."
John turned to look at him. "But you were able to get some medicine into you. Those pills are at the camp, we're not making it back there before nightfall and we're not going to travel at night. Not for any one. Risking all our lives is complete stupidity."
"That medicine could have just been a coincidence. My leg could have been infected."
"And this won't get infected?" John demanded and thrust his hand at Xander.
"Not if you let me clean it." Carl grabbed hold of his hand and jerked it toward him. Before John could protest he dumped half the bottle over the bloody mess of his hand. "They're not zombies John, they die, they stay dead, and they are dying."
John's eyes burned into his when he lifted his head to look at him. "Aren't we all?"
"Not today," Carl said fiercely. "Not today."
He wiped the blood away with a hand towel to examine the ragged edges of the wound. The imprint of the teeth was clearly visible on John's flesh. Turning John's hand before him, he realized there wasn't enough flesh left for him to sew closed.
Grabbing the bottle of rubbing alcohol he twisted the top off of it. "Wait, hey now, the peroxide should be good enough," John protested.
"Do you want this to get infected?" Carl demanded.
"I think I might prefer it to that." John waved a finger at the bottle in Carl's hand.
"You're such a wimp."
"Hey, hey wait! OW!" John protested when he dumped the alcohol over his hand. "Son of a bitch!"
John jerked his hand away from him. Grabbing his wrist he began to jump up and down, cursing as he shook his hand in the air. Carl was trying not to laugh as John's face became the color of a tomato. "You're acting like a baby."
John cursed vehemently at him; he kept hold of his wrist as he bent over and tucked his elbow between his legs. "You enjoyed that."
"A little," Carl admitted.
John shot him a look before bending back over his hand. "That hurt worse than the freak's bite did."
"Let me finish with it."
"No more alcohol."
"No more," Carl promised. He screwed the top back on and placed it on the ground.
Xander jumped out of the truck and headed toward him with a small sewing kit. "Found it," he said.
"That's not going to be any help here, we won't be able to stitch it," Carl told him.
"I'll bring it to Riley."
Xander turned and walked around the back of the truck to wherever Riley stood with Josh. He didn't like the idea that he couldn't see them, or the car from here, but he couldn't be in a position where the bungalows were blocked either. Less blood came away when he dabbed at John's hand with the towel. He grabbed the peroxide again.
"Ready?" he asked.
John took a deep breath before nodding. Carl kept hold of John's hand as he poured the liquid over it. The bubbles fizzled up and slipped over the side of John's hand in pinkish trails that plopped onto the ground. "Just leave it for a little bit." Carl's knees popped loudly when he bent to dig through the bandages and ointment that Riley had handed him.
"You sound like a Rice Krispie," John muttered.
"Apparently someone else believed you were the treat," Carl retorted.
Rising to his feet again, John gave him the finger before allowing Carl to wipe the peroxide away. He liberally dabbed the antibiotic ointment on the wound and around it. Blood still rose up but it was far slower than it had been.
"Do you really think this is going to keep me from getting sick?" John asked.
Carl stared at the white bandages as he wrapped them carefully around John's hand and tried to think of an answer. He knew what he wanted to have happen but he also wanted his old life back and that wasn't going to happen either. He kept reminding himself that they weren't dealing with zombies here but every horror flick he'd ever seen with zombies in it flashed through his mind. When watching those movies, he would always yell at the stupid people who took one of the infected with them in the anticipation that somehow, miraculously, this person would be the one to make it through. He'd always felt some kind of ridiculous sense of vindication when the bitten person inevitably turned and ate the idiots who had insisted it wouldn't happen to them.
He lifted his head and met John's troubled brown eyes head on. "I do."
If John turned on him and ate him he would deserve it, but he couldn't bring himself to admit there was a chance that he was going to die, and he couldn't say it to John. He couldn't take all hope away from John, or tie him up, and he definitely couldn't leave him on the side of the road. But if he showed any sign of becoming what those people were, what Lee had become, he also wouldn't hesitate to put a bullet in his head.
They may not be dealing with zombies but it could be some kind of encephalitis, some form of rabies that was transmitted by a bite. Or it could be something else entirely, he reminded himself as he taped the bandage down. They had no way of knowing, not yet anyway, but between John and Josh he had a feeling they were about to find out.
Carl handed John a couple of aspirin and a bottle of water. "Should help to keep the swelling down," he said.
He stepped away from John, gathered up the supplies and put them on the front seat of the truck. He closed the door and walked around the hood. Riley knelt before Josh as she worked on taping a bandage to the bite in his shoulder. Xander stood behind her with his gun in one hand and a bottle of peroxide in the other.
"How's it going?" Carl asked. He turned his back on them in order to keep an eye on the road, bungalows, and power lines.
"Ok," Riley muttered as the sound of tape ripping reached him. John walked to the front of the truck and sat on the bumper. His shoulders slumped forward, his head bowed. "I can't sew it shut."
"Neither could I," Carl informed her.
"The bleeding is pretty much stopped. How's John?"
John turned and lifted his left hand in the air. The white bandage had some pink staining on it but it looked to be holding up relatively well. "Looking good."
"That's a first," Riley quipped but her voice sounded strained.
"I heard that," John called back to her.
"You were supposed to," she replied. Carl glanced over his shoulder at her as she rose to her feet and wiped her knees off. Their eyes locked when she looked up at him and he saw the same worry reflected in her gaze that was growing within him. "There was a pharmacy, at that intersection when we turned off the road from Walmart. There might be some medicine still in there."
"No." John rose to his feet and walked over to stand beside Carl in order to face Riley. "We're not going back that way. Did you see how many of those things were back there?"
"Not all of us would go," Riley said. "But two of us could take the car back, park off of one of the side roads and try to walk into the town. Two people would be a lot less noticeable. I'd be willing to go."
"No," John said again.
"There could be medicine there," Riley insisted.
John slapped his good hand on the hood of the truck. "There's no way to know what's left in that pharmacy; it could be a suicide mission and a useless one at that."
"But if there is some of the supplies that helped Xander…"
"If is a pretty big word to risk lives on, and not just yours. These supplies have to get back to the camp. If you don't come back, and whoever stays here with us ends up having to kill us because we become rabid freakoids, or if we end up killing them then what? Even if they do survive, they won't make it back to the camp on their own, and the people at that camp need someone to come back. The children need someone to come back. We'll be fine, right Josh?"
The teen was deathly pale when he lifted his head to take them in. His eyes darted rapidly between all of them before landing on Riley. Don't say it kid, Carl pleaded silently as Riley looked helplessly back at him. John was right, they all knew John was right but if Josh asked her to go, Carl knew she would. Xander would either go with her, or he would tie her down and make her stay. It would turn into a fight but Carl would help him do it.
Josh continued to stare at Riley for a minute before nodding. "John's right, we'll be fine," he finally said.
"Thank God," John muttered and turned away.
Carl silently agreed as Xander heaved a breath of relief and dumped the supplies into the backseat of the car. Carl's attention was drawn to the smoke rising high over the treetops; the store must have been fully engulfed by now. He wondered if the fire would draw those things in or if it would push them further away.
"How are you both feeling?" Xander asked.
"I feel fine," John answered. "A little lighter without part of my hand, a little nauseous from being someone's idea of a chicken wing, but I do feel fine."
"Josh?" Xander asked.
"I'd have to agree with John, on all accounts."
"The infection hit me pretty hard but we weren't able to clean the bite right away. You might avoid that completely considering we got you cleaned up pretty quick."
Carl appreciated the fact that Xander had referred to the infection as the only cause for him getting sick. He turned away from the front of the truck and walked to the passenger side door. He retrieved the map from the dashboard of the truck. "I'm going to try and figure out where we are," he said.
He glanced over at Josh as the boy rose to his feet and wobbled unsteadily. The bandage that Riley had taped to his shoulder could be seen clearly beneath the jagged tear that had been ripped into his bloodstained t-shirt. Josh walked to the front of the truck and sat on the bumper beside John. Carl placed the map on the hood of the truck and unfolded it to take a look but he couldn't tear his eyes away from the two of them sitting on the bumper.
He really didn't want to have to kill either one of them.
"Do you think we should stay here for the night?" Riley asked from beside him. "Maybe we could make it back to the camp."
Carl glanced at the darkening sky. "Let's see where we are first."
"Ok, I have to go to the bathroom. I'll be right back."
"Do you have your gun?"
"Yes."
"Xander…"
She shook her head and glanced at where Xander stood by John and Josh. "Keep him with you. I know if they get sick it will take time to show, but just keep him with you." Carl opened his mouth to argue with her but she swiftly cut him off. "There are some things I'd prefer to do on my own."
He lit a cigarette and nodded his agreement. "Don't go far."
"I never do."
He watched as she retrieved a roll of toilet paper from the back of the truck and vanished into the woods. He turned back to the map and ran his fingers over the roads on it. It wasn't difficult to figure out where they were but it was going to be a convoluted trip back to the camp. He glanced at the sky again, then at John and Josh before returning his attention to the map. Xander appeared at his side and glanced around him.
"Where's Riley?" he inquired.
"Went to the bathroom."
He didn't look at all pleased with that answer but he didn't comment on it as he studied the map. Carl glanced at the bungalow colony and then behind him to the power lines, but everything remained relatively clear. "There's a chance we could make it to the camp tonight. If the roads aren't too blocked we may be able to do it, or at the very least get closer to it. I'm going to have to navigate, can you drive this truck and I'll ride with Riley?"
"I can," Xander said. "Let's get ready to go."
Carl turned away from the map and stepped around to the front of the truck. "We're going to try and get back to the camp."
"Is that possible?" John inquired.
"We'll find out," Carl answered. "At the very least we'll be able to make it to the racetrack tonight. Let's go."
The two of them climbed off the bumper and walked with slumped shoulders in between the vehicles. They had to make it back, Carl thought as he pulled the map from the hood of the truck. He was about to open the passenger side door when two men stepped from the woods. At first Carl assumed they were some of the sick ones, but then he saw the raised rifles gleaming in their hands.



CHAPTER 23
Al,
A sick feeling twisted through Al's stomach as he stared down at the wreckage of the body the others had just savagely killed. His gaze lifted to search the trees but he didn't see anything moving through the thick foliage. He grabbed hold of Mary Ellen's arm when she went to take a step forward on the stand. "Wait," he whispered.
"They're heading for the camp." Her eyes were wild as they met his, her arm rigid in his grasp. "The children."
Al continued to study the woods, he saw nothing moving amongst the trees and underbrush but he couldn't shake the feeling that there were eyes upon them. Those sick people were too smart. He knew he could be letting the group of them approach the camp, knew he could be putting the others at risk, but he still didn't move. All of his years of hunting had taught him one thing, even if you couldn't see the deer, that didn't mean they couldn't see you and it didn't mean they weren't there.
A chill ran up his spine, he had to make a decision. If he was wrong then the children were in danger, but if he was right then they would be stepping into a trap. "Al…" Mary Ellen said in a pleading tone of voice.
"If we get onto that ladder and they're still out there, we'll be vulnerable," he told her.
"Everyone at the camp is vulnerable," she whispered frantically.
He gave a brief nod, she was right. Even if those things were hiding within the trees, they couldn't stay on this stand. Not if there was a chance the sick were heading toward the camp and the children. "Ok but we have to get off of the ladder as fast as we can."
"Yes, yes," she said and went to turn away.
He pulled her back toward him. "Even if they're not waiting for us out there, we can't go directly to the camp behind them. We have to circle around to the other side."
"What? Why?" she demanded.
"If Claire, Nancy and the children start shooting at those things there are going to be a lot of stray bullets," Al explained. "There's a good chance we could be hit by one of them if we come up behind those things."
Mary Ellen chewed nervously on her bottom lip but she nodded in agreement. He could feel her anxiety and the desire to get to her daughter coming off of her in waves. All he could do was hope that she didn't do anything foolish enough to get herself killed. "You have to keep your head," he told her.
There was still no color in her face and her hands shook but her eyes didn't hesitate to meet his. "I will," she vowed.
Taking a deep breath, he nodded and turned away from her. Donald stopped him when he went to grab hold of the ladder. "I'll be able to get off the ladder faster and give you guys some cover."
Al stepped back; Donald grabbed hold of the ladder and swung himself onto it. He didn't take a single breath as he watched Donald rapidly descend. Donald was three quarters of the way down when he leapt off the ladder and landed agilely upon the ground. He remained crouched for a minute, watching the woods intently before rising to his feet. Al grabbed hold of the ladder and climbed down as rapidly as his old legs would allow him but they certainly weren't going to allow him to jump off the ladder like Donald had.
Mary Ellen was already on her way down when he landed on the ground. "Do you see anything?" he asked Donald.
Donald shook his head but Al could feel the tension radiating from him. "Once we go into those trees we'll have no way of knowing if they're coming at us."
"I know," Al said as Mary Ellen climbed off the ladder beside him. "Make sure you keep searching above us too. The last thing I want is one of them landing on my back."
Donald shuddered and nodded his agreement; Mary Ellen stepped closer to the two of them when they approached the decimated remains of the dead one the other sick had torn apart. Al tried not to look but his gaze was repeatedly drawn back to the torn ligaments, bones, and other body parts he could no longer identify.
He kept his gun before him as they cautiously approached the woods in a triangle formation with Donald at the front. He knew it wasn't true but every step sounded louder to him than the screeching birds that had taken flight earlier.
The birds…
His head tilted back but he didn't see any of them taking flight from the trees and then, fifty feet to the right of them a few more birds soared into the sky. The sick ones were on the move but they weren't scaring the birds from the trees like they had before. Had the sick split apart and were now moving in smaller groups? He wondered as he continued to search for any sign of the monsters in the woods with them. Had all the birds already been frightened from their roosts?
His old ticker wasn't going to be able to take this, he realized as they continued through the woods toward the camp. The sick ones are smart and they all moved with such stealth. He suspected that even if they were following behind the group of sick people, tracking their movements, they weren't the hunters. They never had been.
He studied the treetops but he didn't think they would be above them, not anymore. They were luring them back toward the camp. Luring them toward the others so that they could take them all down at once.
"I think we're in trouble here," Donald whispered.
"I think we are too," Al agreed.
A loud crack caused all of them to jump and spin toward Mary Ellen. She stared back at them in dismay before glancing down at the branch beneath her foot. "Sorry," she mouthed.
Al took a deep breath to settle the rapid beat of his heart. "This way." He moved toward the right so they could begin their circle around the camp.
He kept his ears alert for any noise but he found the utter stillness of the woods even more unnerving than the sight of the rabid sick ones turning on their own had been. Donald held up a hand and stopped before them. He pulled his knife free from his holster and pressed it against the handle of his gun.
Al fell into step beside him until they arrived at an area about a quarter mile off the back right hand corner of the cabin. The continuous silence enshrouding the forest troubled him even more than the fact he didn't know where the sick humans had gone.
He grabbed hold of Donald's arm, holding him back when he caught the soft sound of a stick breaking. Donald turned toward him, his brow furrowed in confusion as Al held his finger against his lips. Al strained his ears but he didn't hear anything else. He couldn't shake the feeling there was something out there, watching them. He pointed in the direction he'd heard the noise coming from but as he turned to look that way something inside of him instinctively caused his head to snap back.
He took a step away from the tree above him as someone launched at him from the leafy branches. Throwing himself backward Al avoided the man coming at him but he was unable to keep himself on his feet and landed heavily upon the ground. Shifting his hold on his gun, he grabbed for his knife as the man launched at him.
Donald swung out, catching the man across the cheek with a sharp right that sent him spiraling to the side before the man could get to him. Al rolled as rapidly away as he could and pushed himself back to his feet. Another sick person emerged from the shadows and descended on them with the deadly silence of an owl swooping down on a field mouse.
He held his gun and knife up before him, he couldn't fire off a shot and risk bringing more of those things down upon them, but he might not have a choice as the two sick ones circled them. Where are the other sick? He wondered as he kept his eyes focused on the one who had first leapt out of the tree at him.
"What are they waiting for?" Mary Ellen demanded.
"Backup, maybe," Donald muttered.
"I don't think they were with the other group," Al said as he studied the two now hunting them. He tried to recall what the main group had looked like but he was fairly certain these two hadn't been with them.
Al adjusted his grasp on his knife as Mary Ellen's back pressed against his. The one who had leapt from the tree hadn't taken the landing too well, he now limped off of his right leg. The other one was mostly focused on Mary Ellen but he knew that if one attacked the other would be right behind it.
The one with a limp lunged for him at the same time the other went for Mary Ellen. Al swung out with his knife, catching the man across his chest and slicing him open. Blood spilled forth but it did little to deter his attacker as he kept coming straight for him. Al managed to adjust the knife and point it upwards as he fell back onto the forest floor beneath his crazed attacker.
The man fell on top of him; his weight drove his body forcefully onto Al and the blade of his knife. His gun was knocked free of his hand. Arms and legs kicked above him, flailing as the man tried to get at him. Warm blood trickled from the vicious gash in the man's lower sternum; it ran over Al's hand and dripped down to plaster his clothes to his skin. Revulsion slid through Al but he twisted the knife deeper to try and put an end to the man's suffering as small mewls of agony escaped him.
Even with the stab wound, the man was still determined to try and get at him. He knew these humans were able to die but Al wondered if they processed the implications of death and its permanency like they had before the madness ate their brains. He believed it far more likely that with the rotting of these people's brain, and their turn to cannibalism, these humans had stopped processing the end of their life in the same way. Perhaps pain didn't even register the same way to these people anymore.
Al turned his head to the side in an attempt to avoid the hands and fingers trying to tear into his flesh. A grunt escaped him when a fist connected with the right side of his face and knocked his head to the side. He turned his head further away from the man as his fingers clawed at his skin. Blood spilled down his face from the fingernails raking at the flesh of his cheeks.
The man above him released a small mewl. Al twisted the knife harshly to the side and drove it further upward. He could feel flesh rending as the knife shifted; feel the blade scraping across rib bone. More blood poured forth to coat his hands and clothes. Revulsion slid through his stomach, he fought back vomit as the nearly lipless mouth above him skimmed back to reveal the gaps in the man's rotting teeth. A black tongue slithered out, it didn't actually slither but images of snakes was all that filled his mind as that tongue flickered at him.
Donald appeared behind him; he lifted a large tree branch and swung it forcefully down. The arc of the branch caught the twisted man above him under the chin and flung him off of Al. He inhaled a deep breath as the loss of the bodyweight allowed him to finally drag in a ragged breath. The man who had attacked him had been being quiet, probably so he wouldn't have to share his meal with the others in the woods, but now he began to make a low squealing noise that sounded even worse to Al than nails scratching down a chalkboard.
Al rolled to his side; Donald stalked across the clearing and deftly slid his knife across the man's throat, finally silencing him. Al looked away from the thrashing body and turned toward where he'd last seen Mary Ellen. She leaned against a tree with her hands on her knees, heaving in gulps of air.
"Are you ok?" she demanded of him.
"I'm fine," he assured her. She rose and gestured toward the blood covering him. Al barely glanced at it but he could feel it sticking against his skin. "It's his. What of you?"
She shook her head and glanced down at herself. Her shirt was torn at the neckline and scratches marred her collarbone but she was otherwise unharmed. "All good."
He didn't bother to brush the dirt off of him but he did take the time to pull his ruined shirt off and drop it on the ground. There was still blood on his chest but it wasn't as much. Brushing the blood away from the scratches on his face, he poked at the tender flesh. The gouges weren't deep but blood continued to trickle from them.
He retrieved his gun from the forest floor before walking over to the body slumped against the tree. He didn't want to take his knife back but it would be extremely foolish of him to leave behind a weapon that he would need again. Over the years he'd considered himself many things, foolish had never been one of them.
Resigning himself to what must be done he bent down, grabbed hold of the handle, and wrenched it from where it was buried deep in the man's rotten flesh. He wiped the bloody blade off on the pine needles beneath him and kept it in hand as they hurried through the forest again.
"Why haven't we heard screams?" Mary Ellen inquired. "Or shouts from the camp?"
Al didn't have any answers for her as his gaze ran continuously over the forest surrounding them. His glasses had been scratched in the fight but he could still see well enough to be able to spot it if another one came at them. His gaze searched the tops of the trees; he was propelled more rapidly forward by the driving impulse to get to the camp.
If those two had already been in the woods, then there could be even more than the original group they'd seen. He broke into a jog behind Donald. They made it to a place off the right hand corner of the cabin but the building was still hidden from view.
Caution caused him to slow again as they walked briskly past one of the hunting stands he'd pointed out on the first day they'd arrived here. Though he'd known where they were, Donald still cautioned them about the newly dug traps that he'd completed with the others this morning. Had that really been just this morning? Al contemplated in disbelief. Both traps remained completely covered by the debris and untouched, no one had come through this way before them.
Glancing at the sky and the setting sun he wondered if maybe Carl and the others had arrived back at the camp already. It was getting late in the day, if everything had gone well they should be returning around now. They had just made it to the fishing line and alarms strung around the perimeter when the first line began to vibrate like a plucked guitar string. He heard the distant rattle of a can but the trigger point of the alarm was nowhere near where they were.
He grabbed Mary Ellen when she went to run forward. "Careful," he instructed.
"They just set off the alarms; the others know they're coming," Mary Ellen hissed at him.
"And if we set off the alarms in this area the sick ones will know there's someone else over here, and so will the members of our camp. Except the people at camp won't know we're friendly." Mary Ellen bit on her bottom lip, her face reddened in frustration. "We'll get there but we have to get there as undetected as possible."
She nodded and the three of them carefully made their way past the two lines. As soon as they were free of the lines, they broke into a brisk jog toward the camp. They'd only made it fifteen feet when the first shout pierced the air. It was followed almost instantly by a gunshot that reverberated through the mountains.
Al prayed they weren't too late as he ran toward the lake and front of the cabin. They'd had to be careful on their approach to the cabin but had he been too cautious? If someone died he knew it would be because of his hesitation, but there was always a price to pay in war, he just didn't think he could live with that price being one of the children.



CHAPTER 24
Xander,
One of the men standing across from them could have been the real life version of Yosemite Sam. In fact, he looked so much like the cartoon character that for a minute Xander had the disconcerting notion he had traveled to some kind of cartoon land or that he had stepped into the world of Who Framed Roger Rabbit. He half-expected Roger to come around the back of the truck and whistle as he sauntered past the guys.
Xander couldn't tear his eyes away from the bushy red handlebar mustache that hung down to the shoulders of the man's shirt. His caterpillar eyebrows, that had been a unibrow probably since this guy was born, were the same vibrant red as Yosemite Sam's too. He wasn't wearing a cowboy hat but the beat up trucker cap he wore was shoved low over his forehead. The man was short in stature and his belly rolled over top of the belt fighting to hold up his jeans. Even the red flannel shirt and jeans he had on looked like something the cartoon character would have worn.
The trucker hat and the strands of gray in his hair were the only things about him that weren't like the cartoon. Xander half wondered if his name might even be Sam. No matter what his name was Xander knew if they made it out of this alive, the guy would forever be Yosemite to him. Unfortunately, Yosemite had a rifle leveled dead center at his chest and he most certainly wasn't a cartoon no matter how much Xander wished he was.
The other guy had his rifle aimed at Carl. He was taller than Yosemite and had graying brown hair. His face had more lines etched into it and was deeply tanned from his time spent outdoors. He was a lot thinner than Yosemite too and had the bulbous, slightly purple nose of someone who had spent too much of their time in a bottle over the years. A toothpick hung out of the corner of his mouth, he spun it around with his tongue to reveal the chewed side of the pick. A leering smile curved the corner of his mouth as his gaze ran over all of them.
"Well look at what we have here," Toothpick said. He kept his rifle trained on them as he leaned around to peer into the back of the truck. "Seems like you've got a fair amount of supplies for just the four of you."
Xander forced himself not to look toward the woods where Riley had gone. He would do everything in his power to make sure they never knew she was out there. "You're not from around here," Yosemite said, his eyes on Carl's battered Red Sox hat.
"No," Carl answered.
"Where ya from?" Yosemite inquired.
Xander had to fight the urge to tell him they were from Mars, but he bit his tongue as Carl continued to speak with the man. "Massachusetts."
"You know what they call people from Mass right?" Toothpick asked.
"No, what do they call them?" Carl inquired.
"Massholes. You don't act like Massholes do you?"
Xander shifted nervously. The men were talking with them but there was a malicious gleam in their eyes. One that reminded him of a cat with its paw on the mouse's tail as it joyfully watched the mouse continue to try and run away. He didn't like the idea of being that mouse but he had a feeling they all were.
"We don't," Carl answered.
Toothpick's mouth curved into a smile, he kept the rifle leveled on Carl with one hand as he pulled the toothpick from his mouth and tossed it aside. He lifted out a pack of cigarettes from the front pocket of his shirt and shook a cigarette free. He lit it before putting both hands on the gun again and taking a step closer.
"So you won't mind if we take some of your supplies then," Toothpick said.
Xander's teeth clenched, his hand twitched toward the gun that he'd tucked into his waistband. He didn't dare make a move toward it as Yosemite looked like he might be as trigger happy as his cartoon counterpart. The corners of Yosemite's mouth turned up in a smug smile, he wrapped his finger around the trigger. Xander wanted to look toward the woods, to make sure that Riley wasn't going to stumble across them, but he didn't dare risk tipping them off to her.
"Take what you need," Carl grated from between his clenched teeth.
Fury slid through Xander, beside him John's arm jerked toward his gun but he went still again. Toothpick leaned over and peered into the back of the truck once more. "Lot of stuff in there," he murmured. "We wouldn't be able to carry much with us."
The cat had moved from keeping its paw on their tails to smacking them around in order to tenderize them in preparation of turning them into lunch. He could almost feel the cat's jaws leaning over him; see the gleaming points of its lethal canines. He glanced at Carl, his jaw was locked, and there was fire in his eyes as his nostrils flared.
"The car runs well," Carl grated out.
Xander thought Carl's teeth might actually break as he fought to keep hold of his temper. John's face was turning red but Josh remained oddly pale on Xander's other side. Josh's eyes were beginning to droop and it looked like it was taking everything he had to stay on his feet as he swayed back and forth.
"That little thing, come on, what could we fit in there?" Toothpick pulled his cigarette from his mouth and dropped it on the ground. "That's not very hospitable of you. I mean you are in our town. We're allowing you to stay here after all."
"Kind of a Masshole move in all honesty," Yosemite goaded.
Xander's hand fisted, he was trying to figure out if he could get to his gun before receiving a bullet in the chest, but he doubted it. He had a feeling these guys were a lot more capable of using those weapons than he was.
"I suppose you want the truck," Carl said.
"It looks like a much more stable vehicle than the car," Toothpick said.
"You have no idea what we went through to get those supplies, or to keep this truck through all of this," John said.
"John," Carl said in a cautioning tone.
Xander grabbed hold of Josh's arm as he took an unsteady step forward and almost fell on the ground. "Watch it," Yosemite snarled and swung the rifle toward Josh.
"He's injured," Xander spat back. "He's not a threat to you."
Yosemite's eyes narrowed on him but Xander relentlessly held his gaze. They were most likely going to have to give up everything they'd just fought so hard for, and could end up still losing Josh and John over, but he wasn't going to cower in front of these men. He refused to beg them for anything.
"I'm not sure I like their attitudes," Toothpick said.
"I definitely don't," Yosemite agreed.
"Well you wouldn't be overly friendly either if someone had a gun on you. That's not very hospitable of you," Josh muttered.
Xander squeezed his arm in warning as Josh swayed on his feet again. Yosemite and Toothpick both stared at Josh before Toothpick turned back to Carl. "I think we'll be taking the car and the truck."
Xander's head shot up, John took an abrupt step forward but Carl's arm shot out to slap him across the middle of his chest and hold him back. "We're not looking for any trouble," Carl said. "You can take the truck and the supplies but you can't leave us out here with nothing. You'll be signing our death certificates."
"Not my problem, Boston," Toothpick replied. "Now give us the keys."
"Fuc…" John started.
"Shut up," Carl said in a low hiss.
"I'd listen to your dad, kid," Toothpick said.
Xander glanced toward the car but there was nothing in there that could help them get out of this situation. "Keys!" Yosemite barked.
"Just leave us the car and you can…"
Before Carl could finish his sentence Yosemite pulled the trigger. Xander jumped and took a couple of awkward steps back as the sound of gunfire echoed over the open land. His hands flew up to his chest to search for the bullet that had just been discharged, but even as he was expecting to find himself bloody and torn apart, he recalled the fact that the rifle hadn't been aimed at him anymore. His mind dully registered the fact that blood now covered his left side and Josh no longer stood beside him.
The ringing in his ears seemed abnormally loud considering he hadn't been that close to the gun. He felt as if he was trapped in a swamp and a thousand flies were buzzing around his head as he stood there. Everything seemed to be going in slow motion as he finally turned toward where the teen had been just seconds before.
Bile surged up his throat at the scene that greeted him. Josh was sprawled on his back on the ground, the right side of his head gone from the bullet that had obliterated his skull. The brains and blood splattered across the lush green grass was surreal on a day where the sun was shining and the sky was once again blue. Josh's one remaining eye was focused upon the sky, his hand continued to twitch but Xander knew he didn't see the world around them anymore.
Anger and grief slid through him as he stared at the broken body before him. He'd found Josh, trapped in that school, and they had gotten him this far only to have him gunned down for absolutely no reason. In that moment he'd never wanted to kill anyone more than he wanted to kill the man across from him as he spun back toward Yosemite.
"Why did you do that!" he snarled.
"I did you a favor, he was half dead anyway," Yosemite replied with a shrug.
He'd heard the saying seeing red before but he'd never actually experienced the phenomena until his vision became blurred by a reddish haze. "He was just a kid!"
"And now he's not."
The flippant disregard for Josh's life pushed him even closer to an edge he hadn't even realized he'd been walking. "Grab him John!" Carl commanded gruffly.
John grabbed hold of Xander's arm and tried to tug him back. Xander went to shrug him off but another gunshot rang out, making all of them recoil, but this time it was Yosemite that howled in pain. Yosemite tried to jump forward but he only fell backward. He grabbed at his thigh and continued to scream as blood poured out from between his fingers.
Toothpick still had his gun focused on them but he was staring down at his friend with his mouth hanging open. When his eyes came back toward them, confusion rolled through his gaze as he took in their still unarmed status. A determined look came over his face; he placed his eye against the scope of the rifle.
Before he could pull the trigger, another shot rang out. Toothpick's head snapped forward, blood exploded out of his forehead. His finger convulsed on the trigger as he fell toward them. The shot he fired slammed into the passenger side door of the truck just inches away from Carl. It left a large dent around the bullet that had probably pierced through to the other side. Carl threw his hands instinctively over his head and jumped away from the truck.
Yosemite started screaming in rage, he had gathered his wits enough to lift his rifle again. Xander dove to the side as Yosemite released a shot that slammed into the ground a foot in front of him. Grass and dirt sprayed up and plastered him in the face before he was able to tumble in front of the car.
Another shot sounded from the woods and hit the ground a few feet away from Yosemite. Trapped, Yosemite turned toward the woods and fired back at the trees. Xander tugged his gun free as Riley's next shot hit the back of the car with a rattling ting.
"Xander, don't shoot!" Carl shouted at him from where he and John had managed to find cover in front of the truck.
"Riley…"
"You could end up hitting her! Until we know where she is, don't shoot!"
Frustration filled him, his finger tightened on the trigger. Carl moved around John to take a better position at the front of the truck. Riley's next shot hit Yosemite in the shoulder; he lost his grasp on his rifle as he was knocked onto the ground. Xander finally spotted Riley as she rose up from where she'd taken shelter behind a fallen tree.
Xander stepped away from the front of the car at the same time that Carl stood. Riley emerged from the woods as he, John, and Carl reached where Yosemite was lying on the ground. Yosemite's good hand clutched his shoulder as he rolled on the ground. There were tears in his eyes but Xander felt no sympathy for him as he stared pleadingly up at them.
"How's that for hospitality?" John inquired. Yosemite remained silent as he glowered up at them. "What do we do with him?"
"I don't know," Xander admitted.
"We're not bringing him with us," Riley said.
"Oh hell no," John said. "But to just leave him here… Isn't that even crueler?"
"We should just kill him," Riley said. Yosemite's eyes widened at her words and a blubbering sound began to escape him. "He was going to kill all of you."
"But who…"
Xander lifted his gun and fired one more shot into the center of Yosemite's forehead, effectively cutting off John's question. Yosemite fell lifelessly back on the ground. "We show him the same mercy he showed Josh," Xander said.
They all stood and stared at him until Riley bent to grab Yosemite's rifle off the ground; she tossed it to Carl. "Killing him now was probably far more mercy than he deserved," she said.
John's mouth was about as unhinged as an anaconda's as he gawked at Yosemite's unmoving body. Carl simply pulled out his pack of cigarettes and lit one. Xander stood and stared at the body, surprised to realize he felt nothing. He hadn't killed the man for revenge, he hadn't kill him for mercy, he had simply done it because it had to be done. He didn't feel hollow, didn't feel guilty, he just knew that he was a part of this world now. And there were things in this world he never would have done three months ago but would do again tomorrow if he had to.
"We should get out of here. I'm sure some of those things have heard the gunfire," Carl said as he bent and grabbed Toothpick's rifle.
"Not without Josh's body," Riley said. "He deserves to be buried. He deserves better than this place, with them."
"Not without Josh," Carl agreed.
Riley stepped over Yosemite's body and walked over to where Josh lay. Carl placed the rifles in the back of the truck and walked over to Riley with Xander and John. Tears formed in her eyes as she stared down at Josh's body. Xander rested a hand on her shoulder to comfort her. They'd lost their friend and they'd both just killed a man. All he craved right now was to touch her and know that even with all the awfulness surrounding them there was still so much love.
Riley was tough, he knew that, but there was a difference between being tough and being cold. This was the kind of world that could make a person incredibly cold. As long as they all still cared for one another they would be able to fight off that coldness. Her hand shook as she brushed back a strand of Josh's black hair from the undamaged side of his face.
"I'll take him," Xander offered.
Riley bowed her head and stepped aside to let him lift Josh off the ground. He and Carl loaded the body into the back of the truck and closed the doors. "We're not going to make it back to the camp tonight," Carl said. He rested his arm against the closed doors and glanced up at where the sun hung low in the sky.
"What do you suggest?" Xander inquired.
"We'll see if we can make it to the racetrack. There's got to be somewhere around there where we can hide the vehicles for the night."
"Am I still going to drive the truck?"
"I'll be fine to drive," John said from behind him. "My hand feels better and it's not like I have to shift."
Xander nodded and turned away from him. He was glad he wasn't going to be separated from Riley; he needed some time alone with her. Riley climbed into the passenger seat of the car and pulled open the glove box to dig out more bullets for her gun. "You ok?" Xander asked when he sat behind the wheel.
"It was what had to be done," she replied as she began to reload her gun.
"I know, but I'm asking about you."
She stared at the glove box before turning her head toward him. "I would have let them take the vehicles rather than risk accidentally hitting one of you, or causing one of them to start shooting at you. Not having the vehicles may have been a death sentence for us, especially for John and Josh but we've made it this far, we would have figured something out. So I was waiting until they left, but then they killed Josh and left me no choice. You didn't have a choice either. So yes, I'm ok with what happened. I should have shot sooner."
"It could have been even worse if you had."
"It could have, or it could have been better. Are you ok?" she inquired.
He pondered the question as he started the car. There was a hole in his chest from the loss of Josh, tears burned his eyes but he nodded and squeezed her hand. "It had to be done and the four of us are still here."
"We are."
"I love you."
"I love you too." Her smile was enough to ease some of the tension that continued to thrum through his body. "And because of that I'd do it again."
He smiled at her before pulling out of the open lot and following John down a series of back roads. Night was beginning to descend more rapidly upon them when they drove back by the track. Through the dark, he could see the shadows of the horses still grazing by the fence before John turned onto a road that twisted past a white fence and then a large grandstand. He saw a sign for valet parking near the front entrance as parking lots began to roll out on his left. John drove by the grandstand and past another parking lot on the right before stopping in front of a chain link fence running around another small building.
Carl climbed out of the passenger side of the truck and approached the gate. He tugged at the chain wrapped around the fence before pulling it free and pushing the gates inward. Standing aside, he waved the truck and car forward before closing the gates and sliding the chain back through. They drove further onto the track's grounds and up the first hill on their left. The road went through a grouping of barns. John took a left behind the first barn at the bottom of the hill. He parked outside of the barn doors and in front of a horse trailer.
"The gate wasn't locked?" Xander inquired as he climbed out of the car.
"Just dummy locked," Carl answered. "I think we'll be good here for the night."
"I think so too," Riley said, her gaze was on the back of the barn. "It's a big place to search."
"It is," Carl agreed.
They all broke out their flashlights and searched through the barn as rapidly as possible but it remained clear of everything other than dust, cobwebs, feed, and a bunch of horse equipment that he couldn't even begin to name.
Gathering supplies from the back of the truck, they settled outside of the barn for the night. None of them was willing to be inside where they would be unable to see something coming at them. Xander took first watch with Riley at the corners of the barn. He could see most of the barns, part of the track on his right, and the vehicles. Riley sat at the other corner where she could see anything coming in from the gate they'd entered through, the rest of the oval track, and part of the grandstand.
As darkness settled in around them, Xander couldn't shake the feeling that they weren't alone here, even though the only sound he heard was the chirrup of the crickets and the movement of the horses on the hillside to his left.



CHAPTER 25
John,
"There is still beauty in the world."
John didn't know where the voice came from as he turned to search the woods behind him. The darkness continued to reign supreme and the forest kept whatever secret it was holding. He supposed he should be unnerved that a voice was whispering to him but he was pretty sure he'd met his capacity for fear. Even now something worse than death could be ravaging his body so voices weren't really his biggest concern.
"There are still secrets."
"More secrets than beauty," he said to the voice and then felt like an idiot for talking to himself.
"Maybe that's one of the secrets," the voice whispered.
"Maybe what is?"
"That there is more beauty than secrets."
He'd never liked riddles, and he especially disliked them when he was standing at the edge of a forest staring into the gaping maw of nothing. Ridiculous, he thought, but he didn't say the word out loud.
Was it so ridiculous? He wondered as he ran his fingers through his hair. What did he know about anything; perhaps the voice was right. He really had lost his mind if he believed a voice whispering to him from the woods was actually right, he decided. He glanced around but the others were all sound asleep around him.
From the corner of his eye, he saw a flicker in the woods but when he turned to look the flicker disappeared. "What if we're only able to see the ugly from here on out?" he inquired.
"Then you're not looking close enough."
"Oh for crying out loud," he muttered. There were a dozen swears running through his mind he would have rather said. He just wasn't so sure that cursing at a strange voice, coming from the woods, was the best idea. It might be the most absurd thing he'd ever experienced but he couldn't shake the feeling that the voice had something to say to him and he didn't want to piss it off.
"You just have to know where to look."
There was that flicker again. It danced amongst the trees like a firefly dancing between lily pads. He'd considered the voice odd but that flickering was as strange to him as a man with six heads would have been. "Am I supposed to look in the woods?" he inquired.
"You're supposed to look where you're willing to look."
Oh the wonderful fucking riddles again. If the voice had been corporal, and in front of him, he may have just strangled it even if it did have something to reveal. John frowned as the flickering grew brighter. It no longer resembled a lightning bug dancing within the woods but more like a lantern being led onward through the dark.
"I hate riddles," he muttered.
"Riddles are some of life's greatest mysteries. When one is solved yet another one can unfold."
"Sometimes mysteries are just plain annoying," John retorted before he could think.
The voice didn't take offense though as it released a tinkling laugh that drew his attention away from the lantern swaying in the distance. His mother's laugh had been like that, carefree and girlish both rolled together. A pang of yearning stabbed his chest. The image of his mother swelled so clearly within his mind that for a disconcerting minute he believed she stood before him. He almost reached out to touch her but even as the image burst forth, it was fading away. It had been weeks since he'd recalled her face so vividly, heard the sound of her laugh so clearly, and doing so now caused tears to burn hotly in his eyes.
What was this voice? Was it a savior or was it the devil coming to torment him?
John shook his head and took a step back. "That they are," the voice agreed. "And some of them are just waiting to be solved." The lantern within the woods grew into a bonfire that would have burnt the trees around it, if it had been real. Unlike a normal fire, this bonfire wasn't red. It had an odd yellowish hue to it that wasn't healthy or vibrant. Instead of being a welcoming yellow like the sun, it reminded him more of snot. "Some are so close to being solved that you can almost touch them. You just have to look."
John tore his eyes away from the woods to search for the voice. What was it talking about? Did he look for the voice or did he follow the light moving toward the center of the racetrack?
"Not here, you can't look here," the voice whispered. "There is nothing to see here."
"Then where?" he demanded growing more impatient as the strange fire began to rage higher.
"You have to open your eyes to be able to see."
Oh just wonderful, even more riddles. How on earth was he supposed to open his eyes to see when his eyes were already open and he could see perfectly fine? John continued to stare at the yellowish flames spreading throughout the woods. It was the strangest fire he'd ever seen as its flames never scorched anything around it.
"The answers aren't what you're expecting," the voice whispered.
"They never are," John muttered.
"Do not be afraid of them."
John frowned as he finally tore his attention away from the flames and sought out the voice again. "Who are you?" he demanded.
The voice had decided to choose silence as the light grew and shrank in a pulsating wave that reminded him of a lighthouse beam flashing through the fog. A breeze tickled the hair at the nape of his neck and cooled him in a way that he hadn't been cooled since all of this started.
"I am your friend. Wake up now."
John woke with a start. He almost fell over as he'd fallen asleep propped up against the barn door with his gun in his good hand. It was the last thing he'd planned on doing but sometime during the night, exhaustion had claimed him. He raised his head and blinked against the black night enshrouding him. He lifted his hand to rub at the kink that had formed in his neck from his awkward sleeping position. Awe filled him as he took in the stars twinkling above him while he worked on his neck. There really is beauty in the world too, he realized as he studied the constellations.
Inwardly, he searched himself for any sign of the sickness. His hand throbbed like a son of a bitch but he didn't think he had a fever and he definitely didn't feel like eating anyone so he guessed that was a bonus. He was thirsty though and his clothes stuck to him from the heat and his sweat.
"It's beautiful, isn't it?"
Unlike the other voice, he knew exactly where this one came from. He turned toward where Riley sat at the corner of the barn with her elbows on her knees. "You should have woke me," he said.
"You needed your rest."
"So do you."
She shrugged and dropped her elbows off her knees. "But I'm the one that's still awake."
John glanced around him and realized the others were asleep too. How she had managed to stay awake, sitting in the darkness, was beyond him but her eyes were more alert than when he'd last seen her. "Did you fall asleep?"
"No. There's no sleep for me, not tonight." She said the last two words so low that he barely heard them.
John frowned as he pushed himself further up against the barn. He winced when he jarred his hand and his stiff body protested the movement. It didn't matter how uncomfortable he was, the sight of those stars in the sky was enough to make even the worst aches fade as a smile pulled at the corners of his mouth. He found the Big Dipper before turning his attention back to Riley.
"You did what had to be done back there, with those men, you should try to sleep," he told her.
"I know that but it's more than what happened earlier, it's more than losing Josh even."
He winced at the reminder of Josh. Things had gone bad so fast, and they had lost another friend, one that had been far too young to die. "Then what is it?" he asked her.
Her fingers tapped against her shin as she frowned thoughtfully at the sky. Finally, she tore her attention away from the stars and to him. "It might sound crazy."
"You could tell me the ocean is red and I would go look to make sure. Nothing is crazy anymore," he told her. "There's little you could tell me now that I would find shocking."
"Didn't you know that the ocean really is red?" she asked with a tired smile.
"I didn't but I'll be sure to look. Tell me."
Riley sighed, rose to her feet and stepped away from the barn. "I'm not saying I'm psychic, or anything like that, because I'm definitely not. But sometimes I just get these feelings that something isn't right," she said. "Like I'll be driving down the road and I'll just know to slow down before rounding the next curve, or coming across the next U-turn area on the highway. Ninety-nine percent of the time, the feeling is right and there's a cop there. It saved me a lot on speeding tickets."
John frowned as her words made him recall his dream. "You're seventeen, how many speeding tickets could you have gotten in your lifetime?" He tried to sound light but he couldn't keep the tension from his voice.
Riley gave a little chuckle. She walked across the front of the barn, stretching her back as she moved. "You've seen the way I drive, right?"
John contemplated her response before answering, "Touché."
"I still have nightmares about it," Carl muttered.
John glanced over at where Carl sat around the corner of the barn; his back was against the tire of the truck. His chin rested against his chest but he lifted his head to blink at them. "I didn't mean to wake you," Riley apologized.
Carl yawned and rubbed tiredly at his eyes. "It doesn't matter; an hour of sleep does a body good."
"You're having a bad feeling about tonight?" John pressed Riley.
She glanced around before focusing on him again. "I'm not sure it's a bad feeling, so much as I can't shake the feeling that something is out there."
"There's always something out there lately," Carl said.
He knew Carl's words were right but he remained focused on his haunting dream. He could still recall his mother's laugh as he glanced at the shadows bouncing over the barns surrounding them. He turned to look at the woods beyond the barns, but he didn't see any unearthly fires burning within the trees.
"No, this is something else, something different, and it's coming this way," Riley whispered.
The hair on the back of his neck stood up at Riley's cryptic words. He was becoming increasingly certain that something was beckoning to him from somewhere in the night. He just had to know where to look, or actually he had to start looking. His heart leapt into his throat at the idea, but once it took root in his mind it was impossible to shake. Putting his good hand on the ground, he pushed himself to his feet and brought his gun before him.
"What is it?" Carl asked.
John searched for a firefly in the dark, a lantern, something like what he'd seen in his dream but the night remained as dark as ever. "I just…" Just what? Had a dream with a voice and a bonfire? Carl would get the biggest kick out of that and he wasn't much in the mood for his sarcasm or laughter right now. Not when he was becoming increasingly certain there were answers to be found, if he ended up looking like an idiot so be it, but he had to look. "Thought I heard something."
Carl glanced around before shrugging and facing Riley again. "I hope whatever it is waits until the morning."
"I don't think that's going to happen," Riley said.
John would have thrown her a deck of tarot cards if he'd had one. If the world hadn't fallen apart she could have made a fortune off of people at county fairs. He could picture her waving her fingers over a crystal ball as she revealed someone's future. She really had a way of drawing things out and making them sound ominous.
"I'm going to go check out the track," he said.
"Why?" Carl demanded but he was already rising to his feet.
"I just have to."
"Are you having "feelings" now too?" John was tempted to smack Carl for the finger air quotes that he put around the word feelings, but he would have been just as skeptical if the roles had been reversed.
"You can stay here," he replied.
"No, a stroll around this place, at night, sounds like a great idea right now or the beginning of a really bad horror movie."
John ground his teeth together and glared at him. Carl didn't acknowledge the death stare as he pulled out a cigarette and lit it. "I'm going with you," Riley volunteered.
"We can't leave Xander here by himself," John said.
"I'll wake him," Riley said.
She walked past John and over to where Xander was propped up against the back tire of the truck. She rested her hand on his shoulder. He woke with a start and stared around in confusion as she spoke with him. He wiped at his eyes, glanced around, and rose tiredly to his feet.
Carl opened the door to the truck to retrieve a flashlight. "Will it be ok to leave the truck?" Xander asked.
"It should be fine," Carl said but he still grabbed the keys from the ignition. "Are you sure about this?"
"I can't just sit here right now, that's for sure," John said as he scanned the night again. They'd seen nothing other than some wandering horses since arriving here but he was certain there were answers to be found amongst the shadowed buildings. There were also numerous places to hide but if there was someone out there that was going to try and eat them, they would have already tried to do so.
Their footsteps were nearly silent as they walked down the paved road in between the rows of barns on this hillside. At the bottom of the road was a hill that went down to an oval track encircled by a white fence. The large grandstand building stood to the right of the track; the gleaming moonlight reflected off of its darkened windows. In the center of the track a handful of horses grazed on the grass while others slept in the field.
"Where are we going?" Riley asked from beside him.
"I don't know," John muttered. He just knew that his eyes were open and that a voice had promised him answers. It was absolute insanity, he knew that, and if someone else had said it to him, he might actually have considered tying them up, but he was becoming increasingly certain there were answers to find here.
Going on instinct and the memory of what they'd seen from the road, he was drawn irresistibly to the left and the other track located there. They walked past a cluster of more barns on their right. The flashlight beam bounced disconcertingly over the pavement. The strain the bobbing light placed on his eyes made his head pound but he continued on.
Nearing the other track, he started picking up on a strange noise, one he didn't immediately recognize. "Is that hoof beats?" Carl inquired.
John felt the color leech from his face. Of course there could be hoof beats, there were horses all around them but the mention of hoof beats brought him back to the dream he'd had with his father weeks ago. That dream had also left him rattled and confused upon waking but it hadn't left him with the certainty there were finally answers to be found like this dream had. His step faltered slightly and he froze for a second before hurrying to catch up with the others again.
"I think they are," Xander answered.
The barns and buildings on their right began to fade away. John frowned and tilted his head back to look at the clear night sky again. His sore neck protested the movement; he dropped his head down to take in the area around them. The hoof beats echoed in the air as they continued to pound across the ground. The buildings fell away to reveal another oval track at the bottom of a hill. Like the other track, there were horses in the center field of this one but they were running toward the chain link fence on the far side of it. Before they could crash into the fence, the animals all skidded to a halt and spun around to come back toward them. Some of the animals fled across a grassy hill on their right but more than a dozen of them ran across the grassy center of the track.
He had no idea what had spooked the animals, or what drove them to run from one end of the dirt track to the other but he couldn't shake the hideous belief this strange running was the precursor to the awful mounds they'd seen throughout their travels.
"What are they doing?" Riley whispered.
Carl clicked the flashlight off, but strangely, the night around them didn't dim. With the flashlight off, John could see that the strange light of the night wasn't coming from the moon. The illumination came from the area in between the two tracks where a water truck and an assortment of other vehicles were parked in front of a large building. It took him a minute to realize that the building must have been the maintenance area for the racetrack.
The vehicles and building were oddly lit up but he couldn't see what was causing it. The light encroached upon the track as it moved toward them. The horses had already made it to the other side of the track again and were now fleeing back toward them.
The only sound the animals made was the pounding of their hooves across the dirt. The horses didn't whinny, they didn't cry. John looked down as the horses stopped at the bottom of the hill beneath them again. Their sides heaved, their nostrils flared, and their eyes rolled in their heads as they pressed together against the grassy hillside.
"What the…?" Xander's voice trailed off.
John found his hand inexplicably shaking upon his gun. His dream had promised answers, it had promised beauty, but he couldn't shake the feeling that his subconscious had been lying to him. Perhaps it hadn't been his subconscious talking to him after all; perhaps it really had been something more. Riley had her feelings and maybe he had his voices. His voices might have been coming from demons though.
He was definitely losing his mind, he decided. He wanted to get out of here, but he found himself unable to move even a centimeter as he waited for the source of that light to reveal itself.
And then the light moved into view. It felt like the world did a complete one eighty while he stared down at the spectacle before him. He would have pinched himself, he would have asked the others if they were seeing what he was seeing too, but not one part of his body would respond to anything he told it to. What had revealed itself was so completely unbelievable that it shattered everything he thought he'd ever known about the world. It took every belief he'd ever had and threw it out the window. He was scared it also took a part of his mind and completely shredded it of all the sanity that it may have still possessed.
What revealed itself was so awful that John knew Hell had been unleashed upon earth. Yet, as the voice had promised, there was a strangely captivating beauty about it. He couldn't tear his eyes away as it continued across the field to the horses below them. He was mesmerized by it as the horses began to climb over top of one another in an attempt to escape the creation baring down upon them.
A part of him wanted to cry, another part understood everything that had happened. Understood every awful event and thing that had been unleashed since the quakes had started on that long ago day at seven twenty-two in the morning. He had his answers. They might not have been the ones he'd been seeking, weren't even the ones he'd been expecting but it all made perfect sense to him now.



CHAPTER 26
Mary Ellen,
She could feel the beat of her heart slamming against her ribs; feel the pulse of her blood in her fingertips as more gunshots rang out from the camp. A scream built in her throat but she fought it back. All she could think about was getting to her daughter; Rochelle's name ran repeatedly through her mind as she forced herself to speeds she'd never considered possible.
Her foot got caught up on a tree root; she tripped and nearly fell but managed to keep her balance as adrenaline drove her onward. Screams and shouts echoed from the camp as she arrived at the back of the cabin and ran toward the front of it. Donald grabbed hold of her arm, jerking her back before she could bolt out into the open.
"What are you doing?" she protested loudly when he pushed her against the side of the cabin.
"Wait!" he commanded brusquely.
She didn't want to wait, she jerked on her arm but he didn't release her as he poked his head cautiously around the corner of the building. Al caught up to them and stopped on the other side of her. "He's right," Al huffed. "You could get shot."
More gunshots rang out; a scream pierced the air. "We have to help them!" she cried.
She jerked her arm away from him as Donald pulled his head back. "Let's go, but cautiously," Donald advised before ducking out around the building.
Mary Ellen stayed low behind him and rushed forward. "Coming from behind!" Donald shouted as they ran toward the others.
Claire stood on the other side of the clearing with Freddie at her side. They barely glanced back at them as they were busy firing at the sick people coming at them from the woods. One look at their flaking skin, tattered clothes, and the flesh of the gray naked one was enough for Mary Ellen to confirm it was the same group from earlier. Her eyes shot toward where Nancy stood by the lake but she didn't see Victor or Rochelle anywhere.
Thoughts were barely able to form in her mind as she frantically searched for her daughter. Continuing toward the others, she finally spotted Rochelle around the corner of the cabin and to the left of Claire. She fired at one of the sick ones approaching her but another one was coming at her from the side.
"Rochelle look out!" The words were screamed so forcefully that her throat instantly became raw.
She fired wildly at the creature stalking her daughter while she continued to run. Bullets slammed into the earth around the one hunting Rochelle, they were all off their mark. She swore her heart stopped as the creature launched at Rochelle and brought her down. Everything around her burst into crisp detail, the world dropped out from under her.
There had been many times in her life when she'd been afraid, but all of those paled in comparison to watching that thing pounce upon her daughter. Speed she didn't know she had burst from her as a shout of rage tore from her brutalized throat. She raced across the clearing and flung herself onto the back of the monster on top of her daughter.
The sight of her daughter's blood caused another bellow to escape her. She clawed and beat savagely at the thing under her. The feel of the creature reminded her of a snake laying out to absorb the sun as the heat of its skin burned against her hands. The thing had a temperature high enough to fry its brain, something she was certain had already happened. She'd assumed its skin would feel slimy or even scaly like a snake's. Instead it felt like any other person with dry skin would feel. If that skin was also fiery, festering and infested with maggots in some areas.
How could they still mostly feel like a person but be so demented and wrong? She wondered as she succeeded in wrapping one arm around its neck and the other around its forehead. She jerked back on its head with far more strength than she'd known she could possess. Her teeth grated together as she continued to pull back, nearly bending the creature over backward before finally succeeding in tearing it away from her daughter.
It fell on top of her when she sprawled onto her back but she refused to let it go. Its arms and legs flailed as it thrashed about in an attempt to break free of her hold. Mary Ellen struggled to breathe against the weight crushing her into the earth and the elbows jamming into her ribs, but there was no way she was ever going to let it go with Rochelle still so close.
Donald appeared above her, she tried to focus on him but her vision was going blurry from lack of oxygen and the crushing pressure on her chest. He tried to grab hold of the thing on her but it knocked his hands away and tore into his forearms.
"Turn your head!" Donald shouted at her when blood began to spill down his arms.
Mary Ellen turned her head but she could still see it when Donald placed his gun against the thing's temple and pulled the trigger. Even with her head turned, blood splattered on her face and clogged her lashes. Her ears rang from the shot, her eardrum had to have been blown out but it didn't matter right now. Donald placed his foot against the thing's shoulder and grunted as he shoved it off of her.
She blinked back the blood coating her lashes and wiped her arm across her face to try and clear her vision. It was still a little difficult to see but she pushed herself into a seated position. Air wheezed into her lungs as she searched frantically for Rochelle. Her daughter staggered to her feet near the cabin. Her arms and legs were scratched, she was the color of paste, but she didn't have any other injuries.
Mary Ellen launched to her feet and ran toward her. Wrapping her arms securely around her, she pulled Rochelle against her chest and hugged her. She would have given anything to just sit and hold her daughter right now but there were still more of those things within the woods.
"Get in the cabin," she ordered briskly.
"I can help," Rochelle protested.
"No, you have to get inside." Mary Ellen brushed the hair back from her face and kissed her forehead. "Go!" she commanded and pushed Rochelle toward the cabin as more gunshots erupted.
Rochelle took a couple of stumbling steps away before turning and bolting toward the cabin. Mary Ellen spotted Victor standing on the porch; he looked terrified and small as he watched the violence unfolding before him. Mary Ellen spun away and took aim at one of the things standing within the trees. They were like a horde of locusts, everywhere at once and looking to destroy everything they came across.
One of the sick people in the trees started to come at her, she waited until it was in a more open position before pulling the trigger. She managed to hit it in the arm but it didn't change course as it continued to bear down on her. From beside her, Al planted his feet and pulled the trigger, hitting it in the chest and knocking it back.
"Don't forget to aim for their chests," he told her in a clipped tone.
Mary Ellen nodded but when she went to pull the trigger again nothing happened. She cursed loudly and tossed the empty gun aside. Grabbing hold of a thick stick near her foot, she swung it up and caught another one of the sick humans under the chin as it came at her. Its head shot back, teeth exploded out of its mouth but the fact that it would now have to gum her flesh in order to eat her did nothing to deter it from its course.
A bullet caught it in the head; its head snapped back with so much force that it was knocked onto its ass. Its arms and legs flailed on the ground, strange sounds escaped it before it finally went still. Mary Ellen pulled her knife from its holder at her side when two more emerged from the woods. Even with the weapon in hand, she was becoming increasingly certain they were going to be overrun as Claire tossed aside her rifle and pulled out a handgun. Nancy released a startled cry when one of them knocked her off her feet and pounced.
"I got her!" Donald shouted and raced across the clearing toward her.
Mary Ellen gripped the knife tightly in her hand. Another one began to approach her at a leisurely pace that unnerved her far more than if it had just launched at her. Fried fever brain or not, this one was a hunter and it had targeted her for its prey. Her sweaty palms caused her to adjust her hold on her knife as she backed cautiously away from it.
Al's shoulder pressed against hers, he lifted his gun and shot at another one coming at them from the left, but there was another one directly behind it. Were they multiplying? The insane notion hit her, she knew it wasn't possible but she couldn't shake it. Sweat coated her; her clothes clung to her skin as adrenaline pounded through her. She watched her hunter and waited for it to try to eat her.
Another shot sounded from behind her, causing her to jump as a bullet caught her hunter in the shoulder. She glanced behind her to see Rochelle standing only ten feet away with a gun in her hand and a determined look on her face. Mary Ellen wanted to be mad at her for putting herself in danger, but it was impossible when she was also so unbelievably proud. She may have been a coward when she'd been with Larry, but she certainly hadn't raised one.
Rochelle ran over to her and handed her another gun. "Go back to the cabin," Mary Ellen told her and fired at one that was running toward Freddie. The creature spun around and began to howl when her bullet tore into its side.
"No," Rochelle replied stubbornly.
Mary Ellen gave her a stern look but she didn't argue with her, there was no point in it and now wasn't the time. The sick were dropping around them but there were still four of them left and three of them had retreated to the woods. They moved so swiftly through the shadows of the forest that she had a difficult time tracking them through the trees. Claire stepped forward and blessedly silenced the one still screeching on the ground.
Now there are three, she thought.
Everyone moved closer together as they tried to track their hunters through the woods. Mary Ellen's eyes slid up to the tops of the trees as movement drew her attention to the branches but she didn't see anything through the leaves. "We have to get them," Donald said.
"I think they're going to come for us," Mary Ellen whispered.
She'd barely gotten the words out when the three of them burst out of the woods from numerous directions. Mary Ellen raised the gun and aimed for the chest of the one closest to her. She pulled the trigger but the shot was off and took it in the shoulder. The next one hit it in the thigh. Its movements were hindered but the bullet in its flesh didn't register as it continued forward at a rapid pace. The next shot hit it in the gut; its arms wrapped around its stomach, it doubled over and took a few more steps before its knees hit the ground.
The other two darted into the woods and vanished within the foliage. Mary Ellen's hands shook as the one she'd shot in the stomach continued to writhe on the ground and emit sounds of pure agony. She despised the sounds of suffering coming from it but she found herself riveted upon the barely recognizable human before her.
Donald stepped forward and put a bullet through its forehead, finally putting it out of its misery. Mary Ellen stared at it for a minute more before lifting her head to search the woods for the others. Quiet descended over the clearing, a quite that seemed strangely loud after all of the noise. She became acutely aware of the ringing in her ears and the loud breathing of those around her. Her nose filled with the heightened odor of those around her as their terror came off of them in waves.
Her head fell back, her gaze ran over the treetops again. Her fingers twitched on the trigger as she waited for them to come back at them. The urge to scream built in her chest and a growing pressure caused her bladder to clench. Those things were out there somewhere but they were outnumbered now and she had a feeling they weren't as reckless as their friends had been, that they were plotting something.
She didn't think she could take much more of the tension. Turning, she searched behind her, but she didn't see anything there. A flash of something drew her attention to the trees. She'd just spotted the two edging toward the cabin roof when a gunshot rang out from behind her, followed quickly by three more. She almost pissed herself as she jumped, a startled shriek escaped Nancy, and the bodies tumbled from the trees to land on the roof. The two bodies rolled down the pitch and fell off in front of the porch.
Mary Ellen kept her gun raised as she spun toward the cabin and the direction the gunshots had come from. She'd been expecting to see that the others had returned, that they'd parked the truck somewhere else and walked in when they'd heard the gunshots. Instead, four people she didn't recognize emerged from around the corner of the cabin. Their guns were raised as they approached the dead lying before the porch.
"We come in peace," one of the women said and the younger man in between the two women snickered.
The older man lifted his head away from the scope of his rifle and frowned. The man lowered his rifle as he stepped forward. "Al?"
All of their heads turned toward Al. Confusion marred Al's brow before it cleared and he began to smile. "Rusty?" he asked in astonishment.
Mary Ellen stared at the man that Al had called Rusty. He appeared to be in his mid to late sixties. His eyebrows and short beard had a reddish hue to them but the hair on his head was completely white. His round face and blue eyes lit up when he grinned at Al. "Yeah." He walked across the clearing and stretched out his hand to take hold of Al's. "It's good to see you."
"You also. Where did you come from?" Al inquired.
He gestured toward the drive. "I still have my cabin down the road. We had to leave our house in the city once everything fell apart. We were trying to escape from the damage of the quakes and tsunami when people started to fall ill. They overran the city so fast." The twinkle left his blue eyes as he gestured at the two dead near his feet and gave a sad shake of his head. "We were hunting in the area when we heard your gunshots. I hadn't realized anyone was here but we don't move out much from my cabin. It's safer that way."
"Understandable," Al said. "Glad you were in the area."
Rusty glanced at all of them before focusing on Al again. "Do you remember my children?" He stepped back and waved the other three forward. "This is Rusty Jr. and my daughters Phoebe and Leah."
"R.J.," Rusty Jr. said and extended his hand to Al. R.J. looked to be in his mid-thirties he had shaggy reddish hair that framed his rugged face. Phoebe had light blond hair and appeared to be in her late twenties while Leah was also a redhead and about twenty-five.
"I remember," Al said and shook R.J.'s hand.
They all introduced themselves but Mary Ellen could feel the hesitance in the people around her. She nudged Rochelle away from the strangers. Al knew who these people were but they didn't, and she wasn't in a very trusting mood lately. She wondered how many bullets were left in her gun as she studied the family across from her.
What was she becoming? She wondered but then her gaze drifted briefly to Rochelle and she knew what she'd become. A woman that would do anything to ensure the safety of her child and the people gathered around her.
"Rusty and I used to hunt together," Al explained. Mary Ellen stared at him before focusing on the strangers across from her again. "We've known each other for twenty five…"
"Thirty," Rusty chimed in.
"Thirty years," Al finished.
Mary Ellen nodded, Donald shifted closer to Nancy. Claire kept her rifle pressed against her shoulder and Freddie pushed behind her. Rusty didn't acknowledge their defensive postures as he looked them all over. "You've made a stand here?"
"We're trying to," Al said. "That's the first time the sick have come through here."
"Nutters, that's what we call them," R.J. said.
"Charming," Mary Ellen murmured as Victor stepped out of the cabin and onto the porch. Mary Ellen waved him over; she preferred him by her side just in case. He climbed down the steps and hurried over to her other side but she pushed him behind her.
R.J. shrugged and shoved his hands into his pockets. Claire hesitated but she finally lowered her rifle. "Helps to distance us from them, it's easier that way," Rusty explained.
She supposed that was true but it still seemed like such a cruel term for them. Her gaze drifted to the bodies scattered around them and she shuddered. Yes, they were definitely a little nutty, she decided and Nutter really wasn't any worse than creature, it, or thing like they called them.
"I understand," Nancy chimed in.
"They come through every once in awhile," Rusty said. "We've been here for almost two months and this is the third time we've seen them in the area. This is the largest group of them so far."
"If the food is running low in town, they'll start spreading out," Phoebe said with a shudder.
"That is a good possibility." Rusty rubbed at his beard.
"I think they're starting to die," Mary Ellen said. "There was another one, in the woods with them, it was sicker than the rest. They killed it when it became clear it wasn't going to make it."
"Mom," Leah said and then shuddered. Her gaze drifted toward the trees as tears brimmed in her eyes.
Phoebe rested her hand on her sister's shoulder. Mary Ellen stared at them but they didn't elaborate and no one pushed them on it. They all had their horror stories they didn't want to share. "Maybe that means we'll finally be able to get into town," R.J. said.
Mary Ellen's head shot up at those words. "What do you mean?" she inquired sharply.
"It's overrun with Nutters," Rusty said. "We were living next to another group of ten people. They were determined to try to go into town and find supplies. They asked us to go with them but we'd already traveled around the outskirts of town enough to know it was overrun. Nutters are smart and they've been in charge in there for awhile; I'm sure they've set traps by now. We told them that but they believed there were enough of them to make it." Nausea twisted through Mary Ellen's stomach, her eyes lifted to the darkening sky. "We never saw another member of that group again."
"Oh God," she breathed as she stared at the empty drive. The other group had gone out with ten people and never come back. They'd only sent out five, half that number.
"What is it?" Phoebe inquired.
"There are five more of us. They went into town this morning to search for supplies. They should have been back by now," she answered.
Rochelle took hold of her hand and squeezed it. Mary Ellen pulled her closer and held her against her side; she knew her daughter would be devastated if they didn't return. They all would. All of the losses they'd suffered had been heartbreaking, but she wasn't sure they could recover from the loss of five of them.
"I'm sure they're fine," Leah said but Mary Ellen heard the hollowness in her tone.
"Have you seen anyone? Have you heard anything? Do you know how this all started?" Nancy inquired anxiously. Donald rested his hand on her arm as that frantic look came back into her eyes.
Rusty frowned at all of them. "You haven't seen one of them yet?"
"Seen one of what?" Donald inquired.
Rusty ran a hand through his white hair, causing it to stand up in little spikes around his lined face. "We've only seen one, thankfully. We were holed up at a horse farm in Goshen. It came that night."



CHAPTER 27
Riley,
She'd witnessed a lot of things over the past couple of months. She'd watched three of her friends die, one of whom she'd killed herself when he'd tried to eat her. Planes had crashed from the sky, holes had opened within the earth, lava had flowed forth, humans had turned into cannibals and mindless beings with only basic functions. The whole world had been turned upside down, inside out, rotated on its axis, and kicked in the ass but none of it compared to what emerged from in between the buildings of what she assumed was the maintenance area. None of it could have prepared her for what she was witnessing now.
Everything within her went cold. It felt as if her bladder emptied out, and she would have thought she'd pissed herself if it hadn't been for the fact that she was as cold as a naked man in Antarctica. At least her pee would have been warm, but then maybe her body had caused it to freeze on its way down. She didn't feel it trickling down her leg, but then she didn't feel much beyond her spinning brain.
For all she knew she was a disembodied head and the rest of her had ceased to exist. She didn't find the idea as implausible as she would have five minutes ago. In fact, if she'd been able to move her hands she actually would have checked to see if her body was still there, but her limbs were a part of the body she no longer controlled.
She couldn't even be sure if the others were around her anymore. For all she knew she now stood in a completely different realm. One that was beyond anything she ever could have imagined and had nothing to do with the world she'd always known. Her eyes were still working as they sent rapid images into her brain but maybe they'd been fried out by the light, or perhaps they had completely malfunctioned.
The horses had run to the fence at the other end of the track, they remained oddly silent as they crowded close together. As one, they turned and ran back toward them. Riley wanted to scream at them to go away, to go back to the other side. They were what the thing that had materialized was looking for as it changed direction and started toward them.
But it wasn't a thing. No matter how much her brain was screaming at her, no, no, no! It also registered everything and knew exactly what it was before her. It was also screaming at her, yes! Every thing that had happened over these past couple of months, that there had been no answer for, and no understanding of finally made sense.
Weeks ago, she'd accepted the fact they would never know what had caused it all, but that was ok because the answers wouldn't do anything for them. They couldn't. No matter what the answers revealed, it was impossible for them to help in any way. The answers wouldn't bring back her family; they wouldn't bring Carol, Lee, Bobby, Josh, and countless others back to life. They wouldn't transport her into her home again and they wouldn't make it all better.
She'd been fine with never knowing, she'd actually begun to realize the answer would probably only make her angrier. The answers would only bring more why's with them; she'd accepted the simple, because it was, explanation. There was nothing anyone could tell her that would make her understand, so what was the point of knowing?
She didn't feel angry now though. She was strangely empty inside and yet filled all at once. They were the oddest sensations to have hit her at the same time, but there they were colliding like atoms inside of her.
The horses piled up against the grassy hill beneath them. John, the first to find his feet again, took a step away from the animals that were beginning to crawl over each other like ants now. With John's movement, Riley felt tears well up in her eyes as she stared in dismay at the distressed animals beneath them. The mounds, she finally understood them now as one animal toppled and another climbed on top of it.
Tears slipped down her cheeks but she didn't understand them. She hadn't cried for the man she'd killed today, she hadn't even cried for Josh, and yet she was openly sobbing for the animals beneath her. Openly sobbing for the world, she realized as the light that glowed brighter than any ray of sun continued to approach the hill. Except unlike the sun, this light didn't burn her flesh or heat her iced skin. It wasn't a cold light emanating from it, not like the moon bouncing off of the snowcaps on a January night would have been, it was simply just a light.
It wasn't a very healthy looking light either as it had a greenish/yellowish hue that reminded her of puss and illuminated a circular area of about thirty feet on each side of it. She would have given anything not to be able to see every excruciating detail the light revealed but it was impossible not to, especially when she couldn't tear her eyes away.
They were pressed as close as sardines and climbing over top of one another but the horses still didn't make a sound. Neither did Riley, unless everyone else could hear the forceful thub-dub of her heart knocking against her ribs. From the infield of the track the thing continued to approach at a relentless yet leisurely pace.
There was no rush here, there was nowhere for the animals to go. Nowhere for any of them to go, not with this light filled creature walking the earth.
"Death rode a pale horse," John whispered from beside her.
Though she'd already known it and her brain had been screaming no even as the knowledge was taking root, his words solidified it in her mind. Yes, it was Death come to take them all.
She would have expected a proud thrust to its shoulders but instead it appeared as indifferent to its surroundings as a fly. Or perhaps they were the flies, or the horses were, or the entire world was, and this thing was the swatter.
It wore no clothes and yet Riley didn't get the impression that it was naked, or at least she didn't see any of the goodies. It was more like a Ken doll, all sexless, but minus the hair. A skull and bones didn't ride the horse like she'd seen in some drawings and paintings, it didn't wear fancy clothes or armor. There was simply a sexless, alien like creature approaching them.
She almost laughed out loud as she recalled the middle-aged man from the restaurant when they'd been in the stadium. Aliens, he had insisted and perhaps in some way it actually was an alien. It certainly hadn't been born of this earth. But then she realized that it had. Death had been as born to this earth as she had. It had been created and been doing its job thousands of years before she'd ever been born. It had been placed here by something far more powerful than she was.
Perhaps the idea of aliens had been created by someone that had seen this being on some distant day, a day so long forgotten that the idea of its actual existence had been laughed off by many over time.
As it came closer, she could make out the bones beneath the pus colored flesh. The flesh may have been murky in color but it appeared as smooth and unblemished as marble. No bruises marred it; no wrinkles lined its face or body. She didn't know why but she got the distinct impression the flesh would be as hard as marble to the touch, and as unyielding as the creature sitting straight on the back of the horse.
Death finally drew close enough that she could actually make out its features and see that it did have bones beneath its skin. Flesh covered its skull, but she clearly saw the skull beneath the flesh that had been molded over it. The contrast was the strangest thing to see. Death had a thin-bridged nose, full white mouth, and cheekbones that Michelangelo would have been jealous of. It was a face that would have made both men and women jealous of its beauty and strength. A face that would have made artists weep and musicians sing. It wasn't the face that belonged on something helping to bring about the destruction of their world.
The horse it rode had seen far better days, months ago. Every one of its ribs stood out, its high shoulder bones were clearly visible, and its jagged hips were harsh points. Its head bowed as if it carried the weight of the world upon its back and she supposed in some ways it actually did. The horse was grayish in color but a sickly yellow swirled throughout its mottled coat. Riley wondered if the horse had been that color the entire time or if the color had been leached from it by Death. Or perhaps Death's presence had leeched into the horse. She wondered how it even held the weight of Death upon its back as its knees buckled briefly, before it continued forward once more.
The horses below them stopped moving; she assumed most of them were already dead as the spectral figure approached them. The silence that descended over the night was as complete as a graveyard at midnight. Nothing moved, even the breeze stopped, as the entire world seemed to hold its collective breath.
The figure slid with fluid grace off of the horse. Riley's breath hitched in as the horse it had been riding crumpled to ash as soon as Death was free of it. One white hand so large it made Shaq's look small, grabbed hold of the mane of the horse on top of the pile.
As soon as the hand clasped hold of the hair, the horse stopped its movements. White began to seep through the horse's dark mane, bleeding out to spread through the deep brown coat. The color spread down the neck, through its front shoulders, and into its back. It continued to turn the once brown horse the same yellowish white as the one that had crumpled before it. Every part of the horse changed shade until the only part with any color left was its black muzzle. Then the horse gave a snort, a white plume of air escaped its nostrils, and the contrasting black muzzle faded away to match the rest of it.
Ice, she thought as the creature pulled the horse down from the top of the pile and climbed elegantly onto its back. Though it was completely white and yellow, the horse still appeared as healthy as it had when it won the climb to the top of the pile. Not only did Death bleed the color from its rides but it also drained the life from them over time.
Of course it would, she realized. It was Death after all; it eventually took the life from everything and everyone.
With its new mount secured, Death's head tipped back. She was certain her heart stopped as eyes the purest blue she'd ever seen landed upon them. This is it, she realized. They'd come this far, survived situations that had taken so many other lives, but no one, no one escaped death.
And it knew they were here.
Riley inhaled deeply; she didn't even bother to grab for her gun. What would be the point? She didn't want to go quietly into the night but she also wasn't going to run away screaming or firing like a lunatic at something she'd never be able to avoid anyway. Apparently, the others felt the same way as none of them made a move.
Those eyes burned with arctic ice as they stared up at them. Riley stood and waited for it to ride off the track, come up the hill, and suck the life and color from them just like it had the horse. Instead, it simply sat and stared at them. Without a word, it turned the horse with ease and walked it back across the infield of the track and toward the chain link fence.
Riley half expected a wave of ice to come from its hands and rip the fence apart or maybe it would shoot a wave of ice back at them to kill them all. She wasn't expecting for a small tunnel of yellow light to materialize before Death reached the fence, wasn't prepared for Death to vanish into the night as if it had never been there in the first place.
The normal darkness of the night seemed absolute after the light Death had brought with it. Her eyes strained to see any details within the dark. The moon had provided far more illumination when they'd walked over here, but now she could barely detect any of its light. Blinking, she was finally able to bring the centerfield into focus as sounds began to drift into her ears once more.
The crickets began to chirrup again, in the distance she could hear some of the luckier horses moving about in the night. Finally tearing her gaze away from the fence, she looked down at the pile of animals beneath them. The air stirred, a breeze drifted over her flesh, but instead of chilling her further this breeze breathed life back into her body. Finally free of her strange paralysis, she looked down herself and was relieved to find that she hadn't actually pissed herself.
The blood began to pulse through her veins again, melting the ice that had encapsulated her. As she watched, the ashes of the horse that had crumpled were picked up in the breeze and spun around the track. She tried to follow their progress through the air but she lost them almost immediately in the dark.
Tears continued to burn her eyes as she looked back at where Death had vanished. They'd been in the presence of Death and they were still alive. They hadn't been judged by it, of that much she was certain. If they'd been judged, she knew she would have been found lacking. She'd killed a man today, and not only did she not feel bad about it, but she would do it again even if it meant Death would place its icy hand against her face next. That man had gotten what he deserved, but murder was a sin, where was what she deserved? She'd also killed Lee, she had killed others and yet she still stood here.
How was it possible they'd looked Death in the eye and yet remained?
"I dreamed of this," John murmured. "Weeks ago, before we ever met Donald, I had a dream about my father and me. The horsemen came to us in it. Tonight, I had a dream about a voice, it brought me here." Riley turned to look at him; he was as pale as Death had been. "The voice told me there was still beauty in the world; we just had to look for it. I had to… I had to come here after that dream. I had to look."
"We understand," Carl assured him though she knew that none of them did. Even with all the answers there were still countless questions, but there always had been in the world. Whenever one mystery was solved there was always another to figure out, or some new thing to conquer.
"But what did it mean? Is there beauty in Death, is that what it meant?" John demanded.
She wanted to tell him it was only a dream but she couldn't. She knew better than that. "Some people have feelings, some people have dreams," she whispered. "You're not crazy." John's shoulders slumped in relief. "And as strange and horrifying as seeing that was, it was also beautiful. In its own way."
Xander rested his hand on her shoulder; she grabbed hold of it, desperately needing the connection with him. "It was," he agreed.
John nodded but dread still swirled through his eyes as he turned toward the track. "Debra knew what was out there. Knew that they would come for us."
"They didn't come for us," Carl said.
"One of them did," John said.
"No, it didn't come for us; it came for a new ride."
"But why?" Riley's voice was hoarse; it felt as if she hadn't had anything to drink in weeks as she turned to look at them. "Why didn't it take us? Isn't that what Death is supposed to do? Isn't it supposed to judge us and take us?"
Carl's eyes were troubled when they met hers. "No. Death doesn't pick who it takes or when, that's for fate to decide."
"Well why hasn't fate decided on me then? The things I've done, Lee…" her voice trailed off, she couldn't finish the sentence.
"That's not the way it works," Carl murmured. "If that was the way it worked no child would die from cancer, only the good would survive, and there would be no evil in the world, but that's not the way of the world, it never has been. I don't even think God has a say over what happens, not once we're set free upon this world. Medicine, technology, writing, learning, nuclear bombs, GMO's, pollution, animal extinction, murder, and all the other things that we've created are because we had the free will to do so. There has been plenty of good and plenty of bad that He never foresaw us creating because of free will."
Riley stood and stared at him, uncertain if he was channeling the Dalai Lama or if the chain smoking landscaper had always been so perceptive. Either way, he made her turn away to look out at the field again as she contemplated his answer.
"Why now?" Xander asked. "Why would God chose to end the world now, because that is what we're dealing with, isn't it, the apocalypse?"
"Why not now?" Carl replied and lit a cigarette. "Let's be honest, we've all been taking a giant crap on this planet, and each other, for centuries. I know I was pretty sick and tired of turning on the news every morning. It was never good."
"What do we do now?" John asked. "Is there any point? Are they just going to keep coming until we're all dead?"
"I think they're done, or almost done anyway," Carl said. "The earth has been scourged, the plagues have been unleashed, food is scarce, we're fighting a war for survival every day, and people are dying at a rapid pace. They've accomplished what they were sent here to accomplish. At least that's what I'm going to believe because to believe anything else is to accept death and give up. I haven't made it this freaking far to give up now."
"Neither have I," Riley whispered.
"If we survive what is still out there we'll repopulate the earth, the human race will continue, and the next time this planet and its people need a smack down it will get one," Carl continued. "I think it's time to return to the truck. We're leaving as soon as the sun breaks."
"Yes," Riley said but she had a difficult time tearing her gaze away from the empty racetrack.
Finally, she turned away. Xander kept hold of her hand and John took a staggering step to the side. Carl grabbed hold of his arm to steady him. "You're burning up," Carl muttered.
Riley's heart plummeted when she spotted the sweat beading across John's brow. He managed a wan smile as he shrugged and rubbed at his neck. "I've always been hot," he quipped but there was no humor in the etched lines of his flushed face.



CHAPTER 28
Carl,
Carl rested his arm against the barn as he relieved himself. The cool concrete of the barn felt good against his skin; it was the only cool thing around right now. Finished with what he was doing, he zipped up his jeans. He surveyed the woods on his right, searching for anything out of the ordinary in the coming dawn.
He wasn't above admitting to himself that the real reason he lingered here was because he was in no rush to go back to the others. Because he needed just a few minutes to try and sort through what they'd seen last night, to try and accept the fact that John was kicking out more heat than his cherished kerosene heater right now.
One of the four horsemen of the apocalypse, Death itself, had stood before them. Carl shuddered as he recalled the look on Death's face, the blank expression that had shown no flicker of emotion about what it was doing. He could easily recall those wintry eyes burning into his soul. They hadn't been judged and approved by Death, nor had they been judged and found wanting, Death didn't judge. Death was simply a given from the moment life was created.
They had stood less than a hundred feet away from the one thing all humans feared at one point in time in their lives.
He didn't know how to feel about what had just been revealed. Religion had never been a big thing in his life; he didn't feel any more affinity to God than he had an hour ago. He believed he should though. He'd just been handed proof that everything that had occurred was because the apocalypse was unraveling around them, or had unraveled.
It appeared as if the worst of the apocalypse had ended as the sky was clear again, the sick seemed to be dying, and he hadn't felt a quake in weeks. God had leveled the world in order to allow them to rebuild it? It didn't make any sense to him. Granted humankind hadn't been doing a bang up job of taking care of the planet and each other, but destroying a good chunk of the world and the human population to make a point seemed a bit over dramatic to him.
God was a woman, he decided as he turned away from the woods.
He didn't worry the remaining population would be killed off. God had intended for there to be some survivors or they all would have been struck dead at the beginning, of that much he was certain. God had the ability to do so.
The last thing he wanted to do was die, even if there was a God there to greet him afterward. He much preferred this planet, as uncertain as it was, to some temperamental creature in the sky or earth? Even after what had happened he had no idea where God resided, perhaps it was on a completely different plane of existence altogether.
Even with Death itself walking out of the maintenance shed, he hadn't been overly frightened. The creature had been unnerving with its paranormal quality and what it represented but it hadn't been any more terrifying than earthquakes, bridge collapses, lava, ravenous humans, or standing on the receiving end of a rifle.
He'd been staring death in the face for a couple of months now, to actually look it in the face had been no different than any other day. Except this Death had given them answers as to what had uprooted their lives and destroyed their friends and families. The answers did nothing for him. All that remained was the same as what had always been, survival.
Gathering his courage to do what he'd been scared to face, more so than Death, he stepped away from the corner of the building and looked toward where the others were gathered. His gaze instantly found John in the darkness. His friend's back was propped against the side of the barn, his hands were in his lap and his head was bent forward so that his chin rested on his chest.
Death hadn't frightened him. Standing helplessly by and watching his best friend getting sicker terrified him.
They could do nothing about what they'd witnessed tonight. They could do something for John if they were able to leave this place soon. He just hoped it wasn't too late for him already.
John lifted his head as he approached. His eyes were bloodshot; his lips compressed into a flat line, there were lines around his mouth and eyes that hadn't been there just an hour ago. Sweat beaded across his forehead and plastered his dark hair to his skull. He was whiter than a Canadian in the middle of January.
"Don't look at me like that," John grumbled and bowed his head again.
"I'm not looking at you like anything," Carl told him.
"You're looking at me like you already have me buried. I ain't dead yet."
"I'm definitely not looking at you like that. I would have to be the one to dig your grave and believe me I've done enough digging over the past couple of weeks."
"I'm sure Josh would love to hear that," John said and waved his hand toward the truck.
Carl winced, with everything that had happened tonight he'd forgotten about the young boy's body in the back of the truck. Not knowing what to say, he turned away from his friend and pretended to busy himself looking for something in the truck. He pulled out a bottle of water and walked over to John with it but he waved it away. "Drink some," Carl insisted.
"I'm not thirsty."
"I don't want to hear about wasting supplies on you again, drink the water."
"I'm really not thirsty; I'd tell you if I was."
Carl placed the bottle of water down beside him before moving over to stand by the front of the barn. He stared across the dark track. He could hear the chuffing and hooves of the surviving horses in the night but he didn't see any of them moving amongst the barns.
He had no idea how much time passed but no one spoke and no one moved. He could feel them all awake behind him, even John. "That really did just happen, right?" John asked after awhile. "It wasn't another dream?"
"Yes that really happened," Carl confirmed.
"Would you like some more aspirin?" Riley knelt at John's side and held her hand out to him.
"I would."
Relief filled Carl when John took the aspirin from her and drank them down with some water. At least he hadn't given up completely. It wouldn't matter what time they got out of here, if John wasn't willing to fight than it would be for nothing. He turned his attention back to the night as Xander came to stand beside him.
"That was crazy," Xander said.
"It was," Carl confirmed.
"Are we going to talk about it?" Riley inquired. "Do we just pretend it didn't happen? Do we try and figure it out on our own?"
"What is there to figure out?" Xander inquired. "God got pissed, threw a temper tantrum, or just flat out simply had enough and let us all know about it."
"I've already decided that God is a woman," Carl informed him.
Riley shot him a look but Xander laughed loudly and even John gave a little chuckle. "I'd decided that earlier," John murmured.
"Men," Riley muttered and rolled her eyes. "Should we be religious now or something?"
Carl snorted and pulled his butts from his pocket. He shook a cigarette free and lit it. "I don't know what we're supposed to be now but I'm not going to any church services or praying. I didn't in the past so I'm not about to start now." Riley eyed him as if she was half-afraid the earth was going to open beneath his feet and swallow him whole. "It's gotten me this far."
Riley released a snort of laughter. "Good point."
"Aren't there supposed to be dragons or demons or something pouring forth from the bowels of Hell?" John asked.
"Not everything that is written or rumored is true." Xander's gaze traveled to the sky. "No one could have known what was coming."
"No, they couldn't," Carl agreed.
"What if this is Hell and all the people that have died were the ones that were accepted into Heaven?" John inquired.
"No," Carl told him briskly. "There have been too many children and God fearing folk that started trying to eat us or have just sat in their own filth for that to be true. What sins could Victor, Freddie and Rochelle possibly have committed in their short lives? Besides, I don't think this is Hell."
They were silent for awhile as they pondered his words. "How could you not think this is Hell?" John asked.
"Because I'm still alive and I still have all of you."
He hadn't known what to expect but it certainly wasn't Riley, who didn't hesitate to unload bullets into people anymore, to start crying. He also didn't expect her to fling her arms around his waist and hug him. Carl stood with his hands out by his sides and the cigarette dangling from his mouth as he stared down at her dark head. He could feel the wet press of her tears against his shirt. Before she went to pull away, he wrapped his arms around her and awkwardly patted her on the back.
She wiped the tears away from her eyes and gave him a thousand watt smile as she stepped away from him. "That you do." Her gaze drifted to John before coming back to him. "And it is going to stay that way."
Riley turned away from him, slid her arms around Xander's waist and held him close. Xander didn't look anywhere near as awkward as he held her against his chest and rocked on his heels with her in his embrace. "Well at least we know for certain that there's an afterlife," Xander said.
"Yeah, that's good to know," John muttered and took another swig of water.
"Apparently the Supreme Being is a little touchy. I'm not sure we'd get along," Carl said and stepped on his cigarette.
"I'm sure it would love your sparkling personality," John muttered.
"I really think it wouldn't like you, especially if it is a woman," Carl retorted.
"Gee thanks." John unscrewed the top of the water bottle. "Well I'd like to not meet God anytime soon, but I'd also like to not eat one of you within the next forty-eight hours too. Here's to hoping," he said and poured the water over his head.
"We would appreciate it if you didn't," Riley told him.
John lifted his head and gave them a wan smile before dropping it down again. Carl turned away to look over the track and was relieved to see a lightening in the sky on the far horizon. "Morning's coming," he murmured.
"I can't wait to get out of here," Riley said.
"Help me up," John said.
"Why don't you just stay sitting until we're ready to go," Carl suggested.
"Help me up," he said more forcefully.
Carl walked over to take hold of the good hand he extended. The heat of his skin was disconcerting, but his eyes were still clear when they met Carl's. "I'm going to get that bite cleaned up again before we leave," Carl told him.
"That's fine. Can you get me a flashlight first? I'll be right back."
Carl nodded and walked over to the truck to grab the flashlight; he handed it to John and went to grab his arm when he wobbled for a second. "I'm fine," John told him and slapped his hand away. "You're acting like a stage five clinger."
Carl scowled at him and shook his head but he stepped back to watch as John used the wall of the barn to help him inside the building. "Let me know if you need help," he called after him.
He sounded like a freaking clinger, he realized. John muttered something from inside the barn. Carl didn't quite hear what he'd said but he knew the gist of it had been somewhere along the lines of doing the impossible. Riley was already pulling the medical supplies from the front seat of the truck when he turned around to face them. Xander took them from her and placed them on the hood of the truck.
"If a person gets treated for rabies within the first twenty-four hours they can be saved," Riley mumbled as she tore the top off the pack of bandages with her teeth. "It's only been a little over twelve hours since John was bit. If we can get him back in time…"
He heard the optimism in her words as her voice trailed off. "But you don't think it's rabies," he said.
"No, I don't. The medicine given to Xander wouldn't have been enough to stop rabies. But I do still believe this is some form of meningoencephalitis or encephalitis, even after what we saw last night. I don't think this virus was created out of thin air. I think it's something that's been dormant inside the earth all of these years and was set free during the quakes, or from the melting ice caps."
"What makes you think that?" Xander asked.
"I think you would be dead if it was something entirely new," she said bluntly. "If this was something conjured out of thin air we wouldn't have anything to combat it with, but we know that we do. You're proof of that. Victor is proof of that. This virus is something we've never experienced, but we've experienced its crazy cousins enough over the years that medicines were made to treat them. What was unleashed upon this earth was meant to crush the survivors of the initial destruction but we were also given a way to fight it. Granted it was pure luck you and Mary Ellen stumbled upon a way to stop it, but I'm sure others have too. I think maybe some of us were meant to discover it in order to save some of those from dying, or being trapped like Victor."
Carl contemplated her words as he dug into his pocket for another butt. The click of the lighter was the only sound in the hushed night, even the horses had settled in to sleep. "So you think we should continue to save others like Victor if we discover them?" Xander asked.
"I doubt there are many left," Riley answered.
"But if there are?" Xander pressed.
"That's something we can discuss if it happens again. We're going to fight to save John but it's probably too late for The Lost Souls by now. There can't be much, if anything, left to them. We have a way to cure the newly infected, let's focus on that."
"Maybe she's not such a temperamental Supreme Being after all," Carl commented.
"Oh God is definitely a man," Riley retorted. "You guys have PMS worse than a teenage girl sometimes."
"You are a teenage girl," Xander reminded her.
"So I should know what I'm talking about," she replied.
Xander looked helplessly toward him. "How do I argue with that?"
"You don't," Carl told him.
He glanced toward the barn but John still hadn't reappeared. He wanted to make sure he was fine but he knew he'd only be met with scorn. His gaze went to the sun just poking over the horizon; it was almost time to hit the road and they had to be ready.
"John!" he shouted into the barn. Silence met him. Xander stepped up beside him and pushed the barn door further open to peer inside. He could feel the heat of Riley against his back as she stood on her toes to peer over his shoulder. "John!"
Nothing stirred within, not even the mice probably hidden within the shadows. The hair on his neck stood on end, a chill slid down his spine as he strained to see into the shadows. Where was he?
"Here," Riley said and handed him a flashlight.
Carl clutched it in his hand but he wasn't above admitting he was terrified of turning it on and discovering his best friend had become a monster. It had taken more time for Lee to succumb to the sickness but he hadn't been bitten and they had no idea what the incubation period was for this illness. For all he knew it could be anywhere from one hour to one week.
Images of John standing in the shadows and waiting to pounce on them flooded his mind. He could feel him watching him with hungry intent; feel the breath of him against his cheek even though nothing stirred there. Bracing himself, he flicked on the flashlight. He shone the beam down the dark row of stalls before him. Relief filled him when he didn't see his friend standing there, salivating as he waited to attack.
A crunching sound on his right caused him to spin the flashlight in that direction. John threw his hands up to block his face as the light hit him in the eyes. "Watch it!" he snapped.
"Sorry," Carl apologized and directed the light away from him.
"We were calling for you," Riley said.
"Can't a guy go to the bathroom in peace?" John muttered.
Carl moved out of the doorway as John shuffled toward him. "What is that?" he inquired as he spotted the leash looking thing in John's hand. A red helmet with white chips in the paint was tucked under his other arm.
"I'm hoping it's a leash of some sort," John answered.
"For what?" Xander asked.
"A horse," John replied as if Xander were a little dim but Carl thought it had been a perfectly acceptable question.
"What are you going to do with it?" Carl demanded.
"Catch a horse, hopefully," he added the last word as an aside.
"You look worse than Death did. Please go and chase a horse around. I will actually sit back and laugh as I watch that."
John gave him the finger and leaned against the doorway of the barn. "I promised Rochelle a horse," he muttered. "And I'm going to make sure she gets it. You know, just in case."
"Oh," Carl said dully. He felt like an ass. "I'm not so sure it's a good idea to bring back one of the animals that are a main target for the afterlife."
"I considered that but I don't think one would be an attraction and even if it is, they want nothing to do with us when they come for the horses. Besides, it looked like Death might be going back to whatever heaven or Hell unleashed it upon this planet."
"It's a lead chain," Riley said as she took it from John's hands. "And we'll just have to make sure Rochelle doesn't see what happens if a horseman decides to come and take Sea Biscuit away. Xander and I will try to catch one while Carl's taking care of your hand."
John gave her a tired smile. Carl nudged him toward the truck. "How are we going to catch one?" he heard Xander ask as they walked away.
"Maybe we can find one that's sleeping," Riley answered.
Carl assumed that was probably their only chance of catching one but he didn't say so. John followed him over to the truck, set the helmet on the floor and settled into the front seat. He carefully pulled the bandage away from John's hand to inspect the bite beneath. He kept his face impassive, but inwardly he winced when he saw the red, throbbing, and puss filled bite mark.
"No rubbing alcohol," John told him.
"No alcohol," he promised.
He cleaned the wound carefully and to the best of his ability. He didn't care what he had to do, he was getting John to that camp as soon as Xander and Riley returned. "We have to hook up the trailer," John told him when he finished wrapping the wound back up.
Carl glanced at the trailer behind the truck and nodded. "I'll do it."
"I'll help."
"Just sit. I've hooked up a trailer or two by myself in my lifetime."
Xander and Riley were just coming around the corner of the barn with a small brown horse between them when he finished hooking the trailer to the truck. "There's some food for it inside the barn," John informed them.
"We should get out of here," Carl said impatiently.
"Another ten minutes isn't going to make that much of a difference," John replied.
Carl shot him a look but he helped Xander and Riley load the horse onto the trailer. None of them had any idea what they were doing but he was pretty sure they'd gotten it mostly right. At least the gate on the back would stay up. They pulled bags of oats from a small room they found in the middle of the barn. They would have taken the hay and sweet feed out of the room too but it had already begun to mold and he didn't think it was good for any animal to be eating moldy food.
The sun had just completely risen over the horizon when he climbed into the truck and started it up. He glanced over at John but his friend's head was slumped against the door he'd passed out on.



CHAPTER 29
Al,
Al was completely focused on Rusty as he spoke. "It came over the ridge. At first I assumed I was dreaming, I didn't think there was any way it could possibly be real." Rusty had always been the best one at telling stories around the campfire, but it took all Al had not to yell at him to get on with it as he drew out his words and added a spooky tone to them. Rusty's eyes gleamed, he adjusted his stance to something more comfortable. "Or that my mind had finally shattered and I was only imagining it. Perhaps I'd even become one of the Nutters. Maybe hallucinating was the first step on my road to cannibalism."
"What was it?" Freddie demanded apparently not one for campfire tales.
"It was War," Rusty answered.
"There was a war at the farm?" Nancy inquired when Rusty didn't continue.
"No not a war, it was War." Rusty seemed to think this was a better explanation; Al had never been more confused in his life. He was half-tempted to throttle Rusty, if he thought it would get him some sort of an explanation out of him, he actually would have. Judging by the confused and irritated faces surrounding him, he wasn't the only one thinking about it either.
"It was one of the four horseman of the apocalypse, War," Leah, taking pity on them, finally explained.
He'd experienced many things in his life but this was the first time his blood ran cold, he almost laughed out loud, and just about threw up his hands and walked away from them in disgust. It was the most ridiculous thing he'd ever heard and yet upon hearing it he was certain it was true.
"War chased the horses into a corner, forcing them to pile on top of each other. When there was only one left it took the survivor from the top of the pile," Phoebe said.
"Took?" Donald said the word so hastily that it came out as tuck but they all understood him.
"That's the best way to explain it," she said. "You would have to see it to fully understand. It's really hard to explain. But yeah, the horse on top became its next mount and the one it had been riding just turned into ash."
"You're kidding, right?" Claire said with a snort.
"No." Rusty didn't have that eager, I'm going to tell you a tale, look on his face anymore. Instead, there was a look in his eyes that Al had become accustomed to over the months. It was a look that said, I've looked into the face of death, I'm still standing, but it took a little piece of me with it when it left.
"Are you sure that's what it was?" Al inquired.
Rusty bit on his inner lip as he nodded. "There was no denying it, believe me I tried. War rode in on a horse that was as red as blood. It left on a horse that had been white beforehand, but became just as red when War climbed onto its back. It was encircled with this red glow that I would almost say looked like fire, it was that bright, but it wasn't like it was surrounded in flames. I only got the impression of an aura of anger and fighting and… war."
They were all silent as they stared at Rusty with both disbelief and awe. Al didn't think he would ever get his eyebrows to come back down from their hiked up position on his forehead. He took his glasses off and rubbed at the bridge of his nose as he struggled to process this information. War, the second horseman of the apocalypse, could it be true?
"He held a sword and rode forward with this…"
"Purpose," R.J. filled in when his father's voice trailed off. "It rode with a purpose. It had this determination to get to those horses and move on. To where, I have no idea. Perhaps there is a war brewing somewhere else in the country or the world."
Al shook his head as he settled his glasses into place again. "We're at war." He gestured at the bodies of the sick. "We've been at war since the day it all started. Just because it's not an armed conflict like we've always known war to be, that doesn't mean it's not a conflict. We're definitely in the battle of our lives."
"True," Rusty agreed. "Very true."
"So if there's War then the other three are probably here somewhere too," Nancy said.
"I would think so," Rusty agreed.
"You're lucky it didn't see you," Mary Ellen told them.
"That's just it," Rusty said. "It did see us and it didn't care. It looked right at us and moved on."
"It has a mission, it's fulfilling it. It's not for War itself to kill us, it's for us to survive the war it has unleashed on us," Al explained. "I'm sure none of the others, not even Death, will acknowledge our presence on this plane. We're of no consequence to them."
"What does it all mean?" Nancy inquired.
Rusty shrugged and rubbed at his jaw. "Your guess is as good as mine. I've had weeks to try and figure that out and I'm as clueless as the day I was bounced out of bed by the first quake."
"It means we now get to rethink everything we ever understood to be true before," Donald said. "But without cable and internet I think we'll have plenty of time for thinking."
"True," Leah said.
Mary Ellen pulled Rochelle in front of her and draped her arms over her shoulders as she held her close. "What did it do after you saw it? Where did it go?" Rochelle asked.
"I don't know," Rusty answered. "It got on the horse it had chosen, rode up the hill and out of view like it had never been there to begin with. In fact I was left with the impression of a hallucination but that pile of horses was still there and everyone else had seen the same thing as me."
Al lifted his glasses again to rub at his nose. He'd thought such a revelation should give him faith in something more but right now he couldn't fully process what they were telling him. Some time alone would probably help, but as he looked around him, he realized no matter what it meant for the afterlife, they still had this life to deal with.
Starting with these bodies.
"We have to get these bodies out of here." They didn't move as they were still struggling to comprehend what they'd just been told. Practicalities didn't seem all that important when they'd been informed that War rode the earth, scouring for new mounts along the way. "The smell will attract animals. Bears being the ones we would prefer to deal with over the sick people."
"Yeah, yeah," Donald said and shook his head to clear it. "You're right. What do we do with them?"
"There's too many to dig graves for," Mary Ellen said.
"We can put them all in one of the pits we finished today and fill it back in," Donald suggested. "We'll just have to dig another one."
"Good idea," Al agreed.
Rusty moved to help him with one of the bodies. When they bent down together Rusty leaned closer to him. "Were any of you bit?" he asked in a conspiring whisper.
Al frowned at him and shook his head. "No, why?"
"You haven't seen what a bite can do to someone?"
Al dropped the feet he'd been holding and straightened up again. This wasn't a conversation that should be kept between the two of them. "What are you talking about?"
Rusty glanced at the others before dropping the shoulders of the one he'd been about to help Al carry. "No one has been bit?" Rusty inquired.
"Xander has," Mary Ellen answered.
Rusty's hand went to the revolver at his side; the action caused Donald to grab for his gun too. Al rested his hand on top of Rusty's in an attempt to calm the situation. "Easy," Al told him.
"Where's Xander?" Rusty demanded not relaxing even a little.
"He went into town with the others," Al answered.
Rusty relaxed visibly as his hand fell away from his gun. "That's good. For us, at least. Your other friends, not so much."
Mary Ellen stared at him before shooting a questioning look at Al. Nausea began to coil in his stomach. Did the sickness somehow hibernate inside of people for an extended period of time before taking them over? Had they sent the others off with a ticking time bomb?
"He was perfectly fine when he left here," Al said.
"Sometimes it takes a little while for the sickness to sink in, once it does they become just as nutty as the rest of them," R.J. said.
"Wait," Mary Ellen said and held her hand up. Lines were etched around her pinched mouth; her eyes were focused on Rusty. "The sickness can lay dormant in people for months at a time?"
Now it was Rusty's turn to look confused. "No, it's rather fast moving. If he was bitten yesterday he would have been fine when he left here, but by now he would be feeling the effects of it. I've seen it take a day or two before the fever and sore neck start to kick in."
"Xander was bitten months ago," Mary Ellen said.
"That's not possible!" Phoebe blurted. "Once a person is bitten it's only a matter of days, sometimes a week before they succumb to the sickness and turn like a rabid animal on every one around them. We've seen it!"
Mary Ellen glanced at Al again, she didn't seem to know what to say and he knew they still weren't overly trusting of Rusty and his family. "It is possible," Al said. "Xander was bitten awhile ago. It made him sick in the beginning but he's fine now."
The four of them stared at him as if he'd just told them that War had ridden down a hill and claimed a horse to ride like it was an everyday occurrence. "How?" Phoebe breathed. "Why?"
"He was bitten in the leg, we cleaned it up and we were able to get some ampicillin and prednisone into him relatively quickly afterward. At the time we were just looking for any combination that would help with the swelling, the infection, and the sickness." Mary Ellen stopped speaking as she held her hands out before her. "It must have been the right one."
Rusty and his family continued to stare at them. Rusty finally spoke, "You mean there's a way to stop it?"
"I think, if you get them some medicine in the beginning, there is. We think we have an idea of what might have caused it all." Al told them about what they'd discovered in the library and what viruses they suspected had been the basis for the sickness spreading across the earth.
When he finished speaking, Leah took a small step back and then sat on the ground. "Mom," she breathed.
Al had heard the sorrow in the word when she'd said it before, but now an air of regret surrounded her. "We had to…" Rusty's voice trailed off, tears formed in his eyes as his gaze went to the lake.
"I understand," Al said. "We lost someone to the sickness too. He wasn't bit but he became sick and attacked one of us. Another member of our group, Riley, was forced to kill him."
Rusty nodded but he kept his gaze on the water. "What about the other people? The ones that don't do anything?"
"The Lost Souls, that's what we've started calling them," Al explained.
"That's fitting," R.J. said.
Al didn't know if it would make them happier to know they had saved one of them, or even worse. He debated telling them about Victor as he took in their desolate expressions. Then he recalled the determination that had driven Riley to save the boy, and the look on her face when she'd first seen Victor looking back at her. The feeling he'd experienced when he'd first seen the boy staring at him.
Al turned and gestured toward the young boy peering out from behind Mary Ellen. Victor stared at Al for a minute before moving forward hesitantly. He remained partially hidden behind Al as he shyly stared at Rusty and his family.
"We found Victor a few weeks ago," Al explained. "He was one of The Lost Souls."
All eyes shot to Victor so fast that the boy took an abrupt step back. "Really?" Phoebe asked excitedly.
Al rested his hand comfortingly on Victor's shoulder. "Really," Al confirmed. "He's stayed healthy since we gave him a large dose of L-Dopa."
"So we can save them too?" Rusty asked.
"I'm not sure how many of them are left for us to save, but some of them, yes."
Rusty wiped away the tears in his eyes and knelt before Victor to study him more closely. "It's nice to meet you."
"You too," Victor said but he didn't move any closer.
"Amazing," Rusty marveled as he stood again.
He'd made the right choice by telling them. There was too much madness in this world now; any bit of good was a welcome change that lightened even the heaviest of hearts. Al squeezed Victor's shoulder and released him so that he could retreat back to Mary Ellen. "We should get these bodies out of here before the sun sets. I don't think you're going to make it back to your cabin in time but you're welcome to stay with us," Al offered.
"Neither do I," Rusty agreed as he bent to pick up the shoulders of the body at his feet again. "And thank you."
None of them spoke as they worked to get the bodies away from the cabin and into the ground. The stars were already out when the last shovel full of dirt was tossed onto the mass grave. Al ran his arm across his forehead to wipe away the sweat and dirt sticking to him. It had been a grueling day, every muscle in his body ached but the last thing he felt like doing was crawling into bed as he walked back toward the cabin.
"Have you caught and eaten any fish from the lake?" Donald's question was the first time anyone had spoken in hours.
"We have," Rusty answered. "The animals are still drinking from the rivers and lakes, and we're eating them, so we didn't think it would make much of a difference."
"I guess that's logical," Donald said with a small laugh.
"Honestly," Rusty said. "At one point, when there were even more of us, we hadn't caught any big game in awhile so it was either fish or die. It didn't matter if it made us sick or not if we were going to die from starvation anyway. It wasn't an easy thing to do, it was actually terrifying forcing that first bite of fish down, but you do what you must."
"That you do," Mary Ellen agreed.
Reaching the camp the others broke off to go inside when Al volunteered to take first watch. He walked over to the boulders at the edge of the lake and climbed on top of them. He contemplated everything Rusty had revealed today. The horsemen, the apocalypse, all the years of church and then the years of resentment and nonbelief. All of it made complete sense and yet no sense at all. Why put all of them here to take so many of them away again?
"It was a cleansing." Al turned to find Mary Ellen and Donald standing to the left of him. Mary Ellen had spoken the words.
"I'm not a very good guard tonight," he said with a laugh.
"I don't think any of us would be, not after today." They both walked around to the front of the boulders and climbed up beside him.
"How did you know what I was thinking?" he asked her.
"I think it's what we're all thinking." She slid her hand into his and squeezed it as Donald settled on the other side of her. "How could we think about anything else right now?"
"That's a good question."
"I guess the Good Lord finally had enough of our crap," Donald said.
"So it seems, but then I'd had enough of most human's crap before the Good Lord did," Al replied.
Mary Ellen laughed as her hand tightened around his. "So did I but I have a lot more tolerance for people now."
Al released a low chuckle. "Because there's less of them."
"Because even though we've seen the worst of them, we've also seen the best. We've all stumbled, we've all fallen, we've been divided but somehow we're still standing. We were forsaken by something that we weren't even sure existed before today. We've encountered hells we never imagined, we've gotten tougher, but we've kept our humanity throughout it all," she replied.
"That we have," Al murmured.
"I don't know about you guys but I have closer bonds now, with all of you, than I ever had throughout my life," Donald said.
Mary Ellen took hold of Donald's hand too and held it in her lap. Al understood what Donald had meant by that. He loved everyone he'd made this journey with deeply, he would die for any one of them, but there had been a lot of love in his life over the years and many close bonds. The lack of those ties throughout Donald's life made his heart ache for him but Donald had found a home with them now. Al wished he could take hold of his hand too; he was too far away from him.
"We're all a family now," Mary Ellen said.
"I couldn't have said it any better myself," Al agreed.
Mary Ellen and Donald both smiled at him before turning to look at the lake. "Is Rusty to be trusted?" Donald asked.
"I believe so," Al answered. "And having more people with us will be helpful when Carl and the others return."
"Do you think they'll return?" Mary Ellen asked anxiously. "After what Rusty said…"
"They'll return," Donald interrupted with certainty.
"What makes you so sure?"
"They're smart, they're fast, and they're harder to take down than a four hundred pound sumo wrestler," Donald assured her.
"That's pretty hard," Al agreed.
"It is," Mary Ellen said.
Al turned his gaze back to the lake. A feeling of peace began to steal through him as he held hands with his friend and watched the moon's light shift over the rippling water.
The sun was rising over the lake when his chin came up off of his chest. He'd taken turns with the others, and managed to doze off here and there throughout the night, but he was determined to be awake to watch the sunrise. Donald and Mary Ellen sat silently beside him as the sky came alive with pinks, oranges and yellows. The sun poked its head over the trees and rose steadily higher into the sky.
It didn't matter what Rusty had told them, there was still no certainty after this life. They could end up in Hell for all he knew. All they had was the here and now. He was determined to make their time last for as long as possible and to enjoy as many things as he could in this brutal world.
The sound of squeaking and bouncing turned his attention away from the lake and toward the dust rising up in the drive. "It's them," Mary Ellen breathed as she rose to her feet.
Excitement and relief filled him, despite his sore and cramped muscles he hurried down the boulder. His forehead furrowed, he frowned when he spotted the white trailer attached to the truck. His attention shifted to the car behind the truck as he walked around the boulder.
"They got so many supplies they had to take a trailer!" Mary Ellen said eagerly.
Al spotted John sleeping in the front seat as the truck lurched to a stop before them but a piercing bang against the side of the trailer caused his eyes to shoot to it. "What's back there?" he muttered.
Carl thrust open the door and hopped out of the truck. "We need whatever combination of medicine it was that you gave to Xander and we need it now!" Carl barked at them.
"What?" Mary Ellen asked in confusion. She was still smiling at their return, but then the color drained from her face and she took a step away from the truck. "Is there a sick one in the trailer?"
"Of course not," Carl said briskly as he came around the front of the truck. "John brought back a present for Rochelle."
"A what?" Mary Ellen asked.
"You brought back a horse!" Al blurted as realization sank in.
Carl gave a brisk nod. "We did."
"Carl, the horses, you don't know what comes for them," Mary Ellen gushed out.
Carl's hand was on the handle of the passenger door when he glanced back at them. The haunted look in his eyes made Al's breath catch. "We know," he said.
Had they also seen War out there? Al wondered as Carl opened the passenger side door and John slumped out. Carl caught him and adjusted him in his grasp so that he could lift him out of the truck.
"What happened?" Mary Ellen cried as she rushed forward.
Al hadn't noticed Xander and Riley approach until Xander grabbed hold of John's feet. He helped Carl to lift him out; Riley slammed the door closed. The three of them looked like they'd been through hell. Dirt and blood stained their clothes and skin, their faces were haggard, and there was a frantic air about them that made Al's heart race.
Al's gaze fell to John's flushed face; his hair was stuck to his forehead with sweat and dirt. He finally noticed the pink stained bandage wrapped around his hand. A sinking sensation filled the pit of his stomach as Riley grasped hold of Mary Ellen's hands and nudged her back. "Mary Ellen you have to get the medicine and give to John whatever it was you gave to Xander. More of it if you can!"
Mary Ellen hesitated before turning on her heel and running toward the cabin. Xander and Carl hurried forward with John caught up between them and Riley close on their heels. Rusty was coming down the steps of the cabin when Al realized something or rather someone was missing.
Apparently so did Donald as he inquired, "Where's Josh?"
"Was he bit?" Rusty's eyes were locked on John as Carl and Xander approached him.
"Who are you?" Carl demanded instead.
"Rusty's an old friend," Al told him.
Rusty's eyes bulged from his head as he stared at John and stepped in front of Carl. "You don't understand; he'll turn into one of them!" Rusty blurted.
"Get out of my way!" Carl snarled at him and nudged him aside with his shoulder.
Realizing that the situation was rapidly escalating, Al moved to intercept them but Rusty's hand was already falling to his gun. "Wait!" Al cried.
The look in Riley's eyes when she stepped forward froze Al in his place as she placed her gun against Rusty's temple. Her jaw was locked, her nostrils flared, as she stared ruthlessly at Rusty. Rusty released his gun; his hands went slowly up in a gesture of surrender.
"The last strangers we encountered killed one of our friends and then I killed one of them." Al's heart sank as he realized she was talking about Josh. "And Xander there," she nodded toward Xander. "Killed the other. If you don't get out of their way, I'm going to kill you too. I don't give a rat's ass about you, but I do for John and we're not giving up on him. Now move!"
Rusty stepped hastily aside. Carl and Xander didn't even pause before rushing up the steps after Mary Ellen. "If it's too late for the medicine he'll turn on you," Rusty whispered.
Riley lowered her gun. "That won't be the first time and if it happens I'll take care of it again if I have to." She looked over at Al and Donald. "Are you two ok out here, with him?"
"We're fine," Al assured her.
Riley glanced at Rusty again before running up the stairs behind the others. The silence that descended was shattered by the horse kicking the side of the trailer again.



CHAPTER 30
Xander,
"What happened out there?" Al asked from beside him.
Xander glanced down at him but his attention was drawn back to Riley as she began to crush up the pills Mary Ellen had given her. Riley wiped the crushed pills into her hand and dropped them into a glass that wasn't even a quarter of the way full of water. Mary Ellen opened another bottle up, shook some pills out and handed them to Riley.
He nodded toward the kitchen and nudged Al in that direction. He wasn't going to talk in front of everyone. "Who are these people?" he asked when they were pressed close to the fridge. His gaze drifted over the people in the cabin he didn't recognize. His hand remained wrapped around his gun as he watched them with a distrustful eye.
"That's Rusty," Al said and nodded to the older man that had tried to stop Carl.
Rusty had been certain John would turn on them, but he'd still followed them into the cabin. The look in his eyes said he believed John was as good as dead. Xander refused to believe that. They'd lost too much since the beginning of all of this. They weren't righteous men and women, they'd done some regrettable things over the course of their lives, but they were fighters and they were all still alive because of that, including John.
He wasn't going to give up on anything, or anyone, not now.
"And Rusty is?" he prodded.
"A neighbor, we used to hunt together. I've known him for years. That's his son R.J., and his daughters Phoebe and Leah."
"Are you sure you trust them?"
Al hesitated before nodding. "Enough. We were attacked here yesterday; we might have suffered losses if they hadn't arrived to help us. Rusty was a good man when I knew him, with a good family, and they appear to be that way still. I don't know everything they've been through but they've also suffered losses and they need more people than what they have."
Xander nodded his head in understanding but his hand remained clenched on his gun as his gaze ran over them continuously. It would take a long time before he trusted someone new, and a lot of mutual support, but there were too many threats out there now to deny every human they came across again. Even if he didn't like it, there was strength in numbers and they needed more numbers if they were going to continue to survive.
Carl stared at Rusty's family as if he were convinced they might try to jump them. He remained standing protectively by John's head. Riley was still focused on the medicine but her gun was close at hand and he knew she could grab it in a second. "What happened out there?" Al inquired again.
"Nothing good." Xander filled him in on everything that had happened. "It was Death, Al."
Instead of looking horrified or disbelieving Al simply nodded. "They saw him too," he said with a nod to Rusty and his family. "Not Death, but the horseman War instead."
Xander shuddered. He still didn't know how to process everything that had happened yesterday and last night, he didn't think he ever would. "That means the other two are out there."
"Most likely," Al agreed. "And from everything we've seen I would say Pestilence is riding the white horse."
"And the other is Famine."
It hadn't been a question but Al answered it anyway, "Yes. Did you see where it went when it left the track?"
Xander shook his head. "It just vanished into a glowing light."
"Well that's different," Al said and rubbed at his nose. "Rusty said War disappeared over a hillside and continued on into the night."
Xander absorbed this knowledge as he stared at Rusty and his family. "Maybe Death went back to where it came from when we saw it; maybe they're all going back to wherever they came from."
"One can hope," Al said. "I'd prefer not to share my planet with them."
"So would I," Xander said.
His attention was turned from Al when Riley rose to her feet. With tender care, Mary Ellen tilted John's head back and Riley placed the glass against his lips. John choked on the liquid, his hands twitched, but he didn't have the strength to try and fight them off.
It had been a couple of months but Xander could vividly recall the awful weakness that had encompassed his body. Vividly recall the horrible feeling of being completely out of control of his body, of not knowing what was going on or what he was going to become. For a short time he'd lived with the awful certainty that something alien was creeping through his system, trying to take him over as it held him hostage.
"I made it through this, and so will he," he murmured. He had to believe it; he wasn't willing to lose any more friends.
"When was he bitten?" Phoebe inquired.
"Yesterday afternoon," Xander answered. "He and Josh were bitten at the same time when we were in Walmart."
"How long ago?" Al asked him.
"About fourteen hours."
"You have twenty-four hours after an initial bite to stop rabies," Riley said again as she succeeded in pouring the rest of the liquid down John's throat. Mary Ellen closed his mouth and forced him to swallow it.
"Is that what you think this is, rabies?" Phoebe inquired.
"No. I think this is something we've never seen before. Something that was freed from the earth when the quakes tore it apart and the lava melted ice frozen for thousands of years. This is something ancient but it shares a common genetic marker with some of our more modern day diseases and it can be cured. I was cured. We're just not sure what its incubation period is and we're using rabies' fast moving timeframe as an estimate."
"It could move faster than rabies," Rusty said.
Riley leveled him with a withering stare. "Victor was sick for weeks before we found him."
"Those were different medicines Riley, different sicknesses," Mary Ellen said kindly.
"I know that," Riley said but Xander knew she also wasn't going to give up. "And that's why we'll give John another dose soon."
She grabbed her gun from where it lay beside John on the table and stepped away from him. "You should probably tell everyone what you saw last night," Al said from beside him. "Some weren't all that believing of Rusty's version of War. They'll believe you."
Xander nodded but he kept his eyes on Riley as she moved over to stand beside Carl in a position meant to defend John from any possible threat. The only problem was that they both had their backs turned to what may become the biggest threat in the room. It could be hours before John woke again, they would know then what it was they were trying protecting.
Moving from the kitchen, he stood in the doorway as he surveyed the people gathered within the room. One of them he'd known most of his life, five others he'd only known for a couple of months and yet they were as close to him as family. The others, he'd encountered more but they were already becoming an important part of his life. They may not have gotten off to the best start with Rusty, but if he and his children proved themselves then Xander suspected they would be adding more members to their growing family.
"Al told me about what you saw," he said to Rusty.
Rusty lifted his gaze from John's body. "War?"
"Yes," Xander confirmed. Riley and Carl shifted; they glanced at him questioningly before focusing on Rusty again. "We saw Death."
"It is true," Claire breathed.
"It's true," Xander confirmed and proceeded to tell them what they'd witnessed last night, and what happened yesterday with Josh.
"Do you think it left earth after?" Leah asked anxiously.
"I don't know. Hopefully it was called back to wherever it came from. Or maybe it's riding through some new area of the world today."
"The horsemen were never our battle," Al said. "We could have gone the rest of our lives and never known they were here. There are other things out there…"
"The sick are dying," Carl said. "Or at least they appear to be."
"We saw the same thing," Mary Ellen said. "The human body can't withstand whatever is ravaging through them. From what we've seen it's only a matter of time before the body gives out completely."
All of their eyes turned to John's immobile body on the table. Riley and Carl stepped closer together in an attempt to shield John but it was impossible to do so completely. Nancy edged her way in front of Riley and Carl and toward the front of the table. Carl moved with her, the look on his face saying more than words that he wouldn't hesitate to take her down if she so much as took a threatening step toward John.
She reached the front of the table and crossed herself before falling to her knees. Her hands clasped before her as she bowed her head and began to pray, or at least that was what he assumed she was doing, as she never uttered a word out loud. He felt Riley's gaze burning into him and turned to look at her. Deep shadows lined her eyes, he knew she hadn't slept in at least twenty-four hours but her bloodshot eyes were still alert. Beside him, Al shifted back and forth. Across the way, Claire hitched an eyebrow up at Nancy.
There may be a God but it didn't seem as if everyone was willing to forgive him, or her, if Carl and John were right. Even as he thought it, Rusty turned on his heel and walked out of the cabin. Xander stared at Rusty's back as he hurried down the steps and toward the lake. His gaze fell on Rochelle, sitting on the couch with Freddie's arm around her and Victor pressed against her other side. She had started to cry the minute she'd seen John, her tears had only intensified when she'd learned of Josh's early demise. Her eyes were dry now, bloodshot and swollen, but they were unwavering when they met his.
"John brought something back for you," he told her. "Come on, I'll show it to you."
She glanced at John before rising to her feet. Mary Ellen followed them onto the porch. Rochelle let out a delighted cry when she spotted the trailer; she leapt off of the porch and raced toward the trailer.
Mary Ellen glanced at him and then shook her head. "What are we going to do with a horse?"
"I don't know."
"Where are we even going to keep it?"
"In the trailer?" As if on cue the animal kicked the side of the trailer again, drawing the attention of Rusty from where he stood by the lake. "Or not."
"Feed it?"
"That we did think of." He was happy to have at least one answer for her right now, but he had no idea how long the food they'd brought with them would last. "The horse was something John wanted for her and we didn't have the heart to deny him."
Mary Ellen glanced into the cabin behind her, then at the trailer. Her shoulders slumped as she sighed. "Yeah, I understand. Well let's go see this beast."
"He's actually kind of cute."
"Oh well that makes it all perfectly acceptable then."
Xander laughed as he followed her down the stairs and toward the trailer. He could already hear Rochelle talking excitedly to the horse. "Do you think it will bring one of them here?" Mary Ellen asked.
"They don't want anything to do with us," Rusty said as he joined them on the walk toward the trailer. "Even if they come for the horse, they won't bother us."
"I really don't need her new pet turning to ash or whatever else they become," Mary Ellen replied.
Rusty gave a low chuckle and ran his hand through his hair. "I can understand that."
They found Rochelle standing in the doorway of the trailer, petting the head of the horse that had calmed down a lot since she'd entered the trailer with him. It took the three of them to get the horse off the trailer. They tied together a bunch of rope, wrapped it around a tree on the other side of the cabin and secured the horse to it. He had enough room to roam but was safely away from the ditches surrounding the cabin. Eventually they would have to figure out a more permanent solution but it would do for now. Rochelle immediately started brushing the horse with the brushes she'd discovered in the trailer while she carried on a one-sided conversation with her new friend. Freddie and Victor emerged from the cabin and carefully approached Rochelle and the animal.
Xander savored in their happiness for a minute. He wanted to stand there and watch them for hours, but unfortunately there were less pleasant things to deal with. He turned to Rusty. "Josh's body is in the back of the truck, I need help burying him. We can do a ceremony later but we have to get him in the ground."
Rusty nodded. "I'll help you."
"Keep the children distracted," he said to Mary Ellen.
"I will."
She walked across the clearing to the kids. When Xander was certain none of them were looking, he opened the back doors of the truck and climbed in. Rusty helped him unload Josh's body. They hurried past the cabin and into the woods. Xander paused to retrieve the shovels leaning against the side of the cabin before walking deeper into the forest with Rusty. Xander kept a watchful eye on Rusty as they worked silently together to dig the hole and carefully placed Josh's body inside.
"Thank you," Xander said to him when they were finished covering the hole.
"I'm sorry for your loss." Rusty held the shovel out to him.
Xander bowed his head and took the tool from him. They walked back to the cabin; Xander returned it to where he had found it. Spotting them, Mary Ellen walked over to join them. "Is it done?" she inquired.
"It is," he confirmed. "We'll do something for a memorial when John is feeling better. There are supplies in the truck to unload."
Tears brimmed in Mary Ellen's eyes but she followed them over to the truck. None of them spoke while they unloaded the supplies from the truck but he worked steadily beside the two of them. Unwilling to look at it, Xander threw a t-shirt over the dried blood staining the wooden truck bed.
"Do you intend to stay with us now?" Xander asked Rusty as they dropped some clothing on the porch.
Rusty frowned and wiped his arm across his forehead. "I'd like to see if he pulls through."
"Are you hoping he does or he doesn't?"
Rusty did a double take that Xander knew couldn't be faked. "I don't want him to die. I don't want anyone to die. I've seen someone turn and I've seen what those things are capable of."
"We all have."
"You really were bitten?" Rusty inquired.
Mary Ellen dropped some more clothes on the porch as Rusty asked the question. She glanced nervously at Xander; he stared at Rusty for a minute before bending down and rolling up the pant leg of his jeans. He didn't sense anything hostile from Rusty, just curiosity and some disbelief. The scar from the bite mark was still red and puckered but it had healed well considering what it could have been. Sadness flickered over Rusty's face as he stepped back.
"It was pure luck," Xander told him. "That we combined the medications we did. We could have tried a million other combinations but Bobby had had poison ivy and knew about the steroids, and I was allergic to penicillin."
"And Bobby is?" Rusty inquired.
"He was a friend of ours that didn't make it," Mary Ellen answered.
"Al told me one of you had become sick. Was he the one the girl with the gun said she put down?"
Xander rolled his pant leg back down. "Believe it or not there was a time when she'd never even touched a gun. Riley's an amazing person, with a big heart, but she's a bear when it comes to her friends and we've lost too many of them while trying to get here. And no, Bobby was overtaken by some of those things. Lee was another friend of ours who became sick and she was forced to kill him."
"I think we've all had a bad time of it," Rusty said and turned away from him.
"You lost your wife?" Xander guessed as they all walked toward the truck again.
"Yes, and others."
He didn't elaborate and Xander didn't press him. There was no reason to exchange horror stories, to pick at old scabs and rehash things that could never be changed. It wouldn't bond them closer, wouldn't make them trust each other any more. That would take time and shared experiences.
With the truck unpacked, they gathered in the cabin to eat lunch. Uneasiness grew in Xander as he watched Nancy rise and walk over to the window before returning to kneel by John. She did it two more times in the short period he was inside. She'd never been completely stable but the revelation of the horsemen had rattled her even more.
Xander stayed with Riley and the others for a little bit but eventually he wandered outside again. He couldn't take the alternate praying and anxious pacing anymore. He had to get away from John's unmoving, sweat covered body. Perhaps they should all be praying but he was convinced it would only fall upon deaf ears. There had probably been more praying over the past couple of months than over the past ten years combined. He doubted many of those prayers had been answered.
He wasn't about to curse God though, it would be useless. He assumed the force that had struck down most of its creations was as completely apathetic to them as it had been all along. No prayer was going to change that now.
Riley reluctantly gave up her position as guard after a couple of hours to Al, but even she couldn't deny she could barely stand anymore. Xander was glad to get her out of that stuffy cabin and away from the others. They went down to their spot by the lake. She tried to fight it but she fell asleep in his arms within five minutes of settling down.
Xander held her against him as he watched the sunset over the water. He didn't look up when Rochelle, Victor, and Freddie settled in around them and sat silently. The warmth of Rochelle's shoulder pressed against his gave him some comfort. She drew her knees up and hugged them to her chest. A twig breaking announced Donald, Claire and Mary Ellen before they stepped around the rocks and spread out around them. Riley's breath warmed the skin on his neck, she didn't stir but he knew she was awake when her lashes fluttered open against his neck.
It didn't matter if some large mystical being had decided to destroy the world. Sitting here, watching the colors of the sun spreading across the water, with a person he'd always loved and others that he'd come to love and care for deeply, he knew he'd found a little piece of heaven. It wouldn't last, not with everything they still had to face, not with John's life still hanging precariously in the balance, but to have this moment was something precious. Something that he cherished as he held Riley closer against him.
Rochelle's head dropped to his shoulder when sleep claimed her. He could sense the exhaustion in those around him but none of them moved as night descended. Tomorrow they could deal with things; tonight was for them and the crickets chirruping loudly around them. An owl hooted in the distance as the moon's rays began to sparkle across the water.
The crunch of a footstep brought their heads around. Rusty emerged around the corner of the rocks. "Carl sent me to get you. John's waking up."
Riley pulled from his arms and leapt to her feet. Turning to Rochelle, he gently shook her awake as the others began to rise. "How is he?" Riley demanded.
"I don't know, he just started moving," Rusty answered.
He thought Riley was going to take off but she held her hand out to him and waited. Her hand shook within his as they hurried toward the cabin with the others. He tried not to get his expectations up, tried to remain reasonable about everything, but he was nearly running by the time they were halfway to the cabin.
Their feet slapped against the porch, he pulled Riley back before they could enter the cabin. He didn't want her to see it if something had gone horribly wrong. She'd seen and experienced many horrible things but he'd still like to try and keep her sheltered from some of it, if he could. He should have known better. There was no keeping her back from something when she wanted it.
Xander braced himself to discover a monster inside, braced himself for John already having been killed, even if he hadn't heard a gunshot. He was ready for every horrible thing imaginable, he wasn't ready for John to be sitting at the edge of the table with his hands wrapped around it, his shoulders hunched up around his ears, and his head bowed down chin to his chest.
John lifted his head sluggishly, as if the gesture still hurt him, and blinked at them. Shadows encircled his eyes, his cheeks were sunken, and his eyes were bloodshot but when he saw them a smile tugged at the corners of his mouth.
"You look like you've seen a ghost," John muttered.
Xander glanced at all of the gaping mouths, and stunned expressions surrounding him and couldn't help but smile. It wasn't the incredulous looks of those surrounding him that had him grinning like an idiot, but the sight of John looking as if he'd been hit by truck.
"How do you feel?" Riley asked anxiously.
"As good as I look, or so I'm told," he said with a pointed look at Carl.
Carl shrugged, but he smiled as he rested his hand on John's shoulder. "Well you do look like sh… crap," Carl hastily amended when his eyes landed on the children.
John gave him a halfhearted finger but the gesture almost caused him to topple off the table. Carl and Al grabbed him back before he could fall. Rochelle broke away from the others and hurried over to him, she hesitated for a second before carefully wrapping her arms around John's neck. "I'm glad you're ok," she whispered and took a step away.
"I'm not going to break kid," he assured her but he looked as if he might.
"I love my present."
He appeared more like a scarecrow than a man right now, but his smile lit his face as he squeezed Rochelle's hand. "I promised you a horse."
Rochelle began to cry; she threw her arms around him again and hugged him close. The others crept closer when Rochelle stepped away. Hugs were exchanged; even Rusty's family shared in the laughter as John was helped from the table and over to the couch. Mary Ellen shook out another high dosage of medicine for John but he waved the water away.
"I know I carried some beer out of Walmart," John told her.
Mary Ellen gave him a disapproving look but John held her steely gaze. She finally relented with a nod. Carl carried over a thirty rack of beer and placed it in the middle of the floor. Alcohol probably wasn't the best thing for John to wash his medicine down with, but no one argued his choice. Warm beers were passed around the room to those that could and would drink. An air of normalcy surrounded them as the pop of can tops filled the room.
"To Josh," John said and lifted his can toward the middle of the room.
"To Josh," a chorus of voices sounded.
The beer, though warm, was one of the most delicious things he'd ever tasted, Xander decided as it slid down his throat. "And to everyone else we've loved and lost," Xander said and raised his half-empty can into the air again.
Another chorus of voices sounded, the cans crashed against each other. Xander wrapped his arm around Riley's shoulders and kissed her temple as he drank down the rest of his beer. There would be a watch to take later, endless things to do tomorrow, but right now was just for them. It was for the people that had risen up to fight against a world trying to tear them apart. Risen up against enemies and threats they never dreamt could have existed only months ago.
They'd done some things they'd regretted over the past few months, but they hadn't given up and they hadn't given into the worst parts of themselves like Yosemite and others like him had.
In the absolute worst of times they'd bonded together with strangers and created a family that loved and cared for each other just as deeply as a family of blood relatives would.
Yes, this night was for them and them alone. Tonight was for the survivors.



EPILOGUE
We didn't know what to do for the first anniversary of the apocalypse, but the one thing everyone agreed on was that no one wanted to sit around and weep. In the end the decision was taken away from us by Carl, John, Xander, and Riley arriving with an armload of whiskey and rum they'd raided from a farm home in the nearby countryside. Maybe throwing a party wasn't the best way to celebrate the end of the world as we had always known it, but that was exactly what we did.
It was very tempting to give in and have a couple of drinks with everyone but in the end I decided to forgo it. I'd come too far to regress to my former self again now. The celebration went on into the morning hours but the stories told throughout the night were what fascinated me the most. The good memories were shared this time around, not the bad. These stories were all happy ones about families and friends no longer with us.
We reminisced about how we met each other, about the year that had passed and the stupid things we've done or experienced. John was at the center of most of the mishaps. He spent most of the night scowling, blushing and chuckling into his beer bottle while someone teased him about the time he'd fallen off of Rochelle's horse in his one attempt at riding, or when he'd gotten his fishing hook caught up on a rock, but insisted it was a fish and reeled himself right out of the raft.
The heartache from all of our losses is still there, it always will be. We'll never be able to completely get over what we experienced, but we are all beginning to live again. The nightmares will haunt us for the rest of our days, but we get to live those days and that is more than most people have now. None of us ever properly grieved, there still isn't time to do so, but from what I saw last night I realize now that we are all slowly moving on. This past year hasn't been easy, I haven't even taken the time to write until now, but we're getting there. We're making progress. Things are definitely better.
The Nutters and Lost Souls who didn't perish from the disease ravishing their systems before winter set in seem to have been effectively killed by the snow, sleet, low temperatures and ice that descended upon us. Al and Rusty both agreed it was the worst winter they'd ever seen up here and it was by far the worst I've ever had to endure. Perhaps the unrelenting cold had been a way to offset the high temps of the summer as the earth tried to stabilize itself again, but there were more than a few times I didn't think any of us would survive those brutal months.
There were endless weeks when we all sat close together in the cabin, listening to the wind howl through the cracks, and shivering in our blankets. The snow covered the windows throughout most of December, January, and February. Keeping the exit cleared became an hourly production and a tiring chore. It had been a battle to keep a trail open to the shed where we'd stored all of the meat, and to the lake where we had to break through the ice every day in order to fish. The small barn we'd built for Silver, John came up with the name for Rochelle's horse, had collapsed once but Silver had survived the incident and the harsh winter. So had Spooky, who had been miserable in the cabin with us, but even more miserable when she'd attempted to go out into the snow.
Huddled together with wood to burn, John's heater, food, and a lot of melted snow water we still barely survived the winter. There were definitely days when I was convinced we wouldn't. But then the sky had cleared, the sun had come out, and animals I was certain had been buried beneath the eight plus feet of snow began to reemerge.
Crocuses, as always, were the first sign spring was truly on its way as they poked their colorful heads from beneath the frozen ground. Then the birds began to chirp more loudly and the deer began to reappear too. The skunks, squirrels, raccoons, and other forest creatures also started to reemerge from their burrows and we've spotted a couple of black bear too. I'm sure their population took a hit, but like us, some managed to survive.
With the snow melting and the earth defrosting we began to explore again. There had been talk of separating and moving into the cabin closest to Al's until Riley, Xander, Mary Ellen, and I discovered this large farmhouse in early May. The large red home is out in the countryside and set off from the road. It has three bedrooms on one side and on the other side of the house is a small apartment. Another house sits on a lot about a hundred feet away; it's close enough that Rusty's family is able to stay in it and we can still see them and look out for each other. There's plenty of land to grow crops on, a large barn for Silver, and paddocks for him to run around in. A pond up in the woods offers up numerous perches, sunfish, and pickerels too.
Acres of farmland are less than a five minute walk from the houses. The farmland remains intact but the house and barn that had stood on the property burned down, along with whatever farm equipment the barn had held. From scavenging other homes and farms, we've uncovered enough tools that we should be able to farm a good plot of land next year. For now the corn, peas, lettuce, tomatoes and other vegetables we planted on this land are coming up well.
If Nancy had still been with us, I probably would have moved her into the small apartment I'm now occupying with Xander and Riley. However, even with my watch over her and the beginnings of what I'd hoped to become a romance between us, along with Mary Ellen's determination to draw her out and become her friend, and everyone else's unwavering support, we found Nancy hanging from one of the deer stands in early November.
It was the first time since all of this started I found myself truly enraged and heartbroken. So many things had happened since that first quake but this was the one act I couldn't comprehend. In some ways, I still can't, but the anger isn't there anymore. No matter how hard we tried, or what we did, I have come to realize that some people are simply too tender to handle this world and Nancy was one of them. It's sad but it's life.
We've yet to see a Nutter or Lost Soul since the start of the brutal winter. That doesn't mean they're all dead. None of us are willing to let our guards down when it comes to the Nutter's or Lost Souls but our stress level has definitely decreased. The remains of the sick are everywhere and the smell of them permeates the air whenever we leave the farm to raid the nearby homes. A lot of the remains are being foraged by animals and though it's disturbing, it's a relief to see their body parts dwindling down.
There's never been another sighting of a horseman either. They may still be out there, wandering the earth, but we've yet to encounter them or any new mounds. Maybe they've moved onto Europe or even Australia. I have a feeling their means of travel is far beyond anything we would ever be able to do.
I wonder what the rest of the world looks like but I imagine it is much the same. We've never seen or heard anything from anywhere else. Maybe one day communication will be reestablished with the rest of the world, or even another town, but for now I think we're all content to simply just be. There was enough chaos even before the apocalypse, now all we want is peace and a chance to plant some roots again.
And we are planting our roots here. We now have four horses on the farm and two cows. The cows were unfamiliar animals to all of us but we've kept them alive and we've figured out how to milk them. We also have four chickens, we did have ten, but a fox took care of six of them before we were able to catch the others and lock them in the barn. Two are giving us eggs; the other two are beginning to look like dinner.
We've also encountered some other survivors. A group of ten people is living only two miles away in another farmhouse on one of the back roads. They're a friendly enough group but for the most part we avoid each other. Al and Rusty have spoken with them about a possible joint farming venture next year, as the weather appears to have stabilized enough that we could plant far more crops than we did this year. Or at least the spring and summer were normal, hopefully that means the winter will return to normal too. My bones ache just thinking about having to endure those miserable months again.
The idea of going south was discussed and then abandoned. We know what we have here and we know we can survive the winter. There is a lot of farmland around us, with a lot of abandoned homes. We're continuously exploring more and more and we've established a firm, solid base here. We have no idea what we would encounter if we left. The Nutters could have survived the winter down there. They could be running free, and none of us ever want to take the chance of encountering one of them again.
We're happy here. Relationships are growing and changing. I've noticed Leah and John walking with their heads bent close together more often. As I'm writing this, Carl has his arm draped around Mary Ellen's shoulders while they stand by the fire and laugh with the others. I've been talking with Phoebe a lot more, she's a nice woman but my heart is still wounded from Nancy. It is good to have someone to talk with again.
Sitting here now, watching the six of them gathered around the fire, the ones whose stories I have taken and retold and now have sitting in my lap, I wonder if they know what they've done. Wonder if they know that the only reason any of us are here is because three groups of strangers came together, aided each other, and formed a family when their worlds were falling apart. I don't think they know what it is they've done, or at least what they've done for me. I never would have made it this far without them. Never would have found this family and I am thankful for them every day.
I watch them now and can't help but smile as Carl shoves John's shoulder and John curses at him, but he's also laughing as he pushes him back. We still don't know what is to come for us, or if the world will fall apart on us again, but for now we've all found security here.
We've all come to one silent conclusion too, we don't talk about the future or what caused everything to happen. We focus on the day to day and we enjoy every day we have together because we know how quickly it can all be torn away from us, how swiftly we can lose the ones we love. We've all processed the revelations in our own ways. I now say a silent prayer every night before going to bed but I prefer to focus on the life I'm fortunate enough to still have. I think most, if not all of the others, do the same.
We have a large and growing supply of weapons, food, clothing, tools, animals, gas, vehicles, and water in the basement and the barn but we don't talk about why we're putting these things there. If we did, we would only go back to living every day in fear. This way, by not acknowledging the fact it could all go away again, we're able to enjoy the days of relative peace we've been given since the first crocus opened to the sun. We're not foolish enough not to be prepared.
Claire, Freddie, Victor, Rochelle, and Phoebe are emerging from the barn with some more alcohol, drinks, and food cradled in their arms. The celebration from last night is going to continue tonight. Rochelle pauses to close and lock the door before hurrying over to join the others. Rusty, R.J. and Leah just stepped out of the house with some blankets to sit on. They walk across the drive, past the crab apple tree and raspberry briars that line the side of the yard to join the others. The tree is already yielding fruit and Mary Ellen is determined to try and make cider from it in the fall.
I should go too, but sometimes I just like to sit here on this rock wall and watch. It's so rare I get the chance. Even as I think it, Phoebe turns to search the night for me. A smile splits her face and she begins to wave me over. "Donald, come on!" she calls to me.
"I'll be right there!" I call back.
I should go, perhaps I'll write again soon. Though I'm not sure life will give me the chance and I no longer require the escape writing these stories gave me during our journey. Nor do I think anyone is overly interested in farmer John's story, he's not that good at working the land anyway.
I'll take these journals and store them safely with our other supplies. I found a fire safe in one of the closets and plan to lock them inside. That way if everything goes to crap again and we have to leave here, or if we're all killed this time, at least these notebooks will be there for someone to hopefully learn our story one day. I believe it deserves to be told, believe it is one worth sharing with future generations. Generations that will one day shape and mold this world into something else, just as the many generations before us did.
We have no idea what the future holds for us, but then we never did. For now, I'm going to join my family in the celebration and cherish in these moments, and these loved ones, that I've been given.
THE END
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On a more personal note, the singing horseman Al spoke about when he talked to Rochelle about harness horses was my father. I'd always planned to put him in this book; I thought he would get the biggest kick out of it. Unfortunately, he passed away before I was able to do so. However, many people heard his loud, enthusiastic renditions of Mamas Don't Let Your Babies Grow Up to be Cowboys, On the Road Again, or Lord it's Hard to be Humble as he jogged his horses around the track. He had an enthusiasm and love for life I've never seen in anyone before and he lit up a room. Everyone smiled or laughed when they saw him. I miss him every day, he may be gone but I can still hear his singing and laughter.
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