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  ONE


  —then he freezes.


  William just sits there for several seconds. Staring at the object in his hand.


  He’s sure he’s hallucinating. That he’s actually holding a lighter, yet seeing it as something else. Probably because the decision to end his life was more than his brain could handle. So it decided to conjure up one last fake glimmer of hope.


  It makes him see the lighter as a key.


  A key for a car.


  This car.


  Finally, William is able to blink, terrified that closing his eyes for just a heartbeat will make the key disappear.


  It doesn’t. It’s still there, resting on his palm.


  Slowly, he closes his fingers around it. Feels it. Squeezes it firmly.


  “Holy shit,” he breathes. “It’s real.”


  He looks at Ozzy, who’s eyeing him with a certain amount of worry, his head tilted slightly.


  William breaks into laughter. “It’s real! I found the key, buddy! I found it! Look! It was in her damn pocket! Of course it was!” He smacks his forehead, still laughing. “Why the fuck didn’t I check her pockets right away? Jesus Christ, I’m a moron!”


  The laughter turns into crying, and William makes an effort to stop, wiping his eyes with the back of his hand.


  Ozzy is now whimpering with genuine concern.


  “It’s okay, buddy,” William tells him. “I didn’t lose it—not yet. I’m just really relieved. Hell, that doesn’t begin to explain how I feel. But we’re getting out of here. You get it? We can drive our way out of—”


  His phone rings.


  William picks it up. The display says Mom.


  “Shit,” he mutters, then answers the call. “Hi, Mom.”


  A couple of seconds of silence. “William?” Her voice is far away, yet he can clearly hear the fear. “Are you okay?”


  “I’m fine, Mom. Perfectly fine.”


  Another short delay. “You sure? Why did you send me that text all of a sudden?”


  William smiles. “What, I can’t tell you I love you?”


  “It’s not funny, William. You have to tell me if anything happened to you.”


  “Nothing happened, Mom. Promise.”


  “You didn’t get … you didn’t get yourself …?”


  “No.”


  A deep sigh of relief from his mom. “Good God, you scared the living daylight out of me.”


  “Sorry, Mom. But I’m fine, really. Guess I just had … an emotional moment, that’s all.”


  He gets why his mom reacts this way; they only rarely talk about their feelings openly, much less tell the other person they love them.


  “Well, I guess that’s not unusual,” his mom goes on. “I’m sure we all feel that way right now, under these circumstances.”


  “I guess so,” William says, still smiling with relief as he glances out at the dead folks clawing at the car from all angles, thinking for a moment what his mom would say if she could see the situation he’s in. She’d probably drop dead from a heart attack. “You still on the plane?”


  “No, we landed two hours ago. We’re on a bus right now that’ll take us to the complex.”


  “That’s good,” William says, when his phone beeps in his ear. “Listen, Mom, my phone is dying. Can I call you back when I get to a charger?”


  “Sure. You take care of yourself, all right?”


  “I will.”


  “Promise me.”


  “I promise.”


  “Good. And William?”


  “Uh-huh?”


  “I love you too.”


  William can’t help but smile despite the awkwardness in his mom’s voice. “I know, Mom. Talk later.” He disconnects and puts his phone away. Then he takes a deep breath and turns to the steering wheel. “Okay, buddy, here we go …”


  And it finally dawns on him, that the key might not work. It might not be their salvation. Questions begin shooting through his mind.


  What if there’s no gas in the car? What if the engine is busted? What if it’s not even the right key? Then again, why would she have a key for another car in her pocket? Still, even if it’s the right key, he can think of a million reasons why the car won’t start.


  His hand trembles so much it takes him three tries to even get the key to slip into the ignition. Once it does, he turns it slowly.


  It clicks and the lights in the dashboard come on.


  William’s heart leaps.


  So far, so good … the key fits. Now let’s see if we can actually turn this thing on.


  He closes his eyes, bites down hard, then twists the key all the way.


   


  TWO


  To Iver, time seems to stop.


  He’s just standing there, the rifle in his hand, staring at the zombies staggering across the floor towards him. Next to him are Chris and Leif.


  Chris is the first one to react, and his actions seem to jump-start time once again.


  “You guys stay here,” he says, shoving Leif back, then making for the door to the house. “Buy me some time.”


  “The door!” Leif shouts, pointing. “He’s going to lock it!”


  Iver sees Chris rush by him, and he can tell in an instant that Leif is right; Chris is going to slam the door, turn the key and let the zombies eat them both alive.


  Iver reacts before he has time to think, stepping sideways and thrusting the rifle out. It goes between Chris’s legs, tripping him, and he tumbles over with a roar. Iver loses his grip on the weapon and it falls to the floor with a metallic clamber.


  “Come on!” Iver shouts, waving at Leif, who’s begun knocking the zombies over using his bare fists. “Let’s go, Leif!”


  Leif turns and runs, passing by Chris who’s made it back up to his hands and knees. He sees Leif coming and grabs for his leg, but Leif avoids his hand, instead sacrificing two seconds to stop and deliver a crushing soccer kick to Chris’s ribs, audibly knocking the air from his lungs and sending him onto his back.


  Iver runs through the opening, and Leif follows suit. Iver slams the door, but a woman swoops in from the side and manages to stick her arm through at the last possible second.


  “Fuck!” Iver shouts, using his shoulder to press against the door. “Help me, Leif!”


  Leif leans in with all his weight, causing the door to make a crunching sound, as though the wood is about to break. The woman’s arm is squeezed like pastry, her fingers grabbing eagerly at the air, while several more hands are squeezing through.


  “You stay the fuck back!” Chris’s voice roars from the other side. “Get away from me!”


  The rifle goes off with a deafening bang as Chris apparently managed to get to it before the zombies got to him. Then he begins screaming.


  “No, let go! Get back you! Aaargh!”


  In a matter of seconds, Chris’s screams turn silent, drowned out by the groans and moans from the army of deads swarming the garage.


  “It’s no use!” Iver croaks, still holding the door. “We won’t get it shut! We’ll have to make a run for it!”


  “Where to?” Leif says, looking back through the hallway. “They’re all around the house, we can’t get out!”


  “Upstairs!” Iver says.


  “But we’ll be—”


  “It’s our only chance right now!”


  “Right.”


  The pressure from the zombies is growing as more and more of them are pushing against the door, and Iver can feel it starting to slip inch by inch.


  “You ready?” he shouts, darting a look back to see Charlotte suddenly standing there, glaring at them wide-eyed. “We run on the count of three! Get out of the way, Charlotte!”


  Leif nods, sweat dripping from his brow, his cheeks burning red from exhaustion.


  “One … two … three!”


  Iver and Leif turn and run in perfect unison, the door bursting open and the zombies spilling in, tumbling over each other like customers at a Black Friday sale, buying Iver and Leif a few precious seconds to reach the kitchen.


  As Iver passes Charlotte, she still hasn’t moved, so he grabs her and pulls her along. In the kitchen, Leif stops and looks around.


  “What are you doing?” Iver calls out. “Come on!”


  “Knives!” Leif says. “We’ll need something to defend ourselves with …”


  “There’s no time! Charlotte, come on, damnit!”


  But Charlotte has pulled herself free and is heading for the hall where the door to the basement is—maybe she figures she’ll be safer down there, maybe she’s just caught up in blind panic. Whatever the case, Charlotte only makes it to the corner of the kitchen counter when the first zombie comes staggering into the room, reaches out and grabs her. Charlotte screams as it digs its teeth into her shoulder.


  “Fuck!” Iver shouts, then heads for the stairs, the sounds of the zombies growing louder from behind, drowning out Charlotte’s dying screams.


  Leif follows him upstairs, the weight of him making the steps shake.


  At the top they meet Agnete, standing in her nightclothes with Adam on her arm. Both of them look shocked and confused.


  “Are they in?” Agnete asks.


  “Yes,” Iver says simply. “Get back inside the bedroom and lock the door.”


  Agnete turns around and goes back inside the room, then, before closing the door, she looks at Iver: “What about you and the others?”


  “It’s just me and Leif,” Iver says as Leif comes up the stairs. “We’ll take the kid’s room.”


  Agnete nods, closing the door.


  Iver points Leif into the kid’s room and follows him, slamming the door and twisting the key.


  “Holy hell,” Leif breathes, slumping down onto the armchair in the corner, flattening a teddy bear without noticing. “That went really bad …”


  “I know,” Iver says, rubbing his temples and feeling his pulse bang away on the inside of his skull. “Damnit, I should have guessed it sooner …”


  Leif shakes his head, his cheeks wobbling. “You had no way of knowing they would do that … Christ, I still can’t believe she just left.”


  The zombies have made it up the stairs, and now they reach the door and begin scraping on the outside. Iver looks at it anxiously. The handle bops up and down as someone touches it—probably by coincidence.


  “It’ll hold,” Leif says. “At least for now.”


  “Yeah, but we’ll have to figure out a way to get out again,” Iver says, striding to the window. He opens it and lets in the cool night air.


  Looking down he sees what looks like an audience at a rock concert; several dozen zombies are gathered around the house, stomping around in Agnete’s flower beds.


  “God,” he mutters. “It’s like they’re drawn to us …”


  Leif moans.


  “Well, there’s no way we’re getting out the window,” Iver says, closing it again. “We’ll have to think of something else … any ideas?”


  Leif just shakes his head.


  Iver goes to the door. The zombies—obviously sensing him getting closer—scratch and moan more eagerly. “Agnete?” he calls. “Can you hear me?”


  The bedroom is straight across the hallway, so they should be able to communicate.


  A couple of seconds pass by. Then her voice comes through the noise of the zombies: “I can. Are you okay in there?”


  “Yeah, we’re fine. How about you?”


  “The same. The door seems to hold them.”


  “Good. That’s good. But, listen, we’ll have to find some way of getting out of here. Can you check the window and see if they are below your room as well?”


  “Hold on a minute.”


  Leif moans again.


  Iver looks over at him. “What is it, Leif?”


  The big guy just sits there, holding his thick wrist. Even from over here, Iver can see the three red lines running across the skin.


  “Oh, no,” Iver breathes. “Don’t tell me that’s …” He can’t finish the sentence.


  Leif looks up at Iver, his face pale. “I think … I think they got me.”


   


  THREE


  “Why did you lie to him?”


  Dan looks at Liv as she puts the van in gear and drives on down the empty highway.


  “Why did you say you’re coming alone?”


  Dan shrugs. “I just think it’s best he doesn’t know you’re here.”


  “Why?”


  “Because I promised him I wouldn’t bring anybody else.”


  “So what, am I just going to wait in the car?”


  “Just until I’ve convinced him he can trust me.”


  Liv nods, though she doesn’t look too fond of the thought. Dan isn’t either. The moment the lie came out of his mouth, he instantly regretted it. He’s not even completely sure why he chose to do it and not just be honest with Dennis. Probably because he wouldn’t risk him going crazy and blowing off the whole deal if Dan told him he had brought someone else. He hadn’t come all this way to not be let into Holger’s house.


  Maybe Dennis wouldn’t have freaked out, though. Maybe he would have believed him if Dan had just told him that Liv had come along by a strange turn of faith and that she didn’t pose a threat in any way.


  But Dan is tired. More than that, he’s exhausted. Going into week two of this insane new world is taking a toll on him. He feels constantly uptight, like his mind is constricted, pulling into itself.


  He longs more than anything for this whole thing to be over and done with. And hopefully he’ll have that wish fulfilled soon.


  Holger’s house is coming up on the right, placed just as Dan remembers it a few hundred yards off the road, halfway hidden in trees. From here, he can tell there’s a light burning in one of the upstairs rooms.


  But as he looks at it, the light goes out.


  “It’s here, right?” Liv asks, slowing down the van to turn into the gravel lane leading up to the house.


  “Yeah. I think you should turn off the headlights.”


  Liv turns them off. The road is still just barely visible as a pale band sloping its way in front of them as she drives on slowly.


  “So, what’s the game plan?”


  “We’ll have to see if there’re any dead ones by the house,” Dan says. “If so, it’ll be more difficult, but still doable.”


  “How exactly will you get inside the house?”


  “I need to get to a well cover that’s at the far end of the courtyard. That’s a secret way in.”


  “Oh, sneaky.”


  “Yeah. I told you Holger thought of everything. Anyway, once I’m in, I’ll tell Dennis about you. He’ll agree to let you in too.”


  “And if he doesn’t?”


  “I’m sure he will.”


  “Then what if his crazy mom shows up and kills you?”


  Dan shrugs. “I suppose you’ll need to be the one talking sense into her, then.”


  Liv scoffs. “If she won’t listen to you, I don’t think I’ll have much of a chance.”


  Dan looks at her earnestly. “Promise me you’ll try anyway. Promise me that if I die, you’ll try and get her to reverse this thing.”


  Liv glances over at him. “Sure,” she mutters. “I’ll try.”


  “Good,” Dan says, taking a deep breath as they approach the trees surrounding the courtyard and Holger’s house.


  As soon as they see the building, they also see the zombies.


  There are a lot more of them than when they left the place—Dan counts at least two dozen, all of them pressing up against the wall, reaching for the windows or scratching at the front door.


  “Holy cow,” Liv whispers. “You sure you want to go out there?”


  “Stop right here,” Dan says. “We can’t get too close, or we’ll draw them to us.”


  Liv eyes him sideways. “I think you’ll draw them anyway as soon as you get out of the car.”


  Dan nods. “I’ll just have to be quick. The cover is over there. I’m closer than they are, and they’re not very fast. I’ll have twenty seconds or so before they can reach me.”


  “More like ten,” Liv murmurs, looking at the crowd of zombies trying fruitlessly to get inside the house. “I really think this is a bad idea.”


  “I think so too, but I don’t have a better one.” He looks at her as he unbuckles. “If you do, I’m all ears.”


  “Why don’t we just run them all over? It would take a while, but I’m sure the van could do the trick. We’d just pick them out one at a time, and—”


  “And that would wake up Birgit,” Dan says. “In fact, the longer we wait, the greater the risk that she’ll see us. I need to get inside before that happens, or she won’t let me.”


  Liv shrugs. “I guess you’re right. So, what, I just wait here?”


  Dan nods. “I’ll wave at you from the kitchen window—it’s that one right there. You’ll most likely have to go in the same way I do. Just wait for my signal. Okay?”


  “Okay. Good luck.”


  “Thanks.”


  Dan looks over at the zombies, making sure they’re all still focused on the house. Then he closes his eyes briefly, recalling the faces of Dad, Mom and Jennie. It’s not at all hard, they pop up in great detail right away.


  I’m doing it for you guys, he tells them.


  And then, before he can have any second thoughts, he opens the door and jumps out. The second his feet—only one of which is still wearing a shoe—hit the ground, most of the undead turn around.


   


  FOUR


  Iver looks at Leif for several seconds. Suddenly, he’s acutely aware of the distance between them.


  “There are many of them below the window,” Agnete calls from somewhere. And when he doesn’t reply, she goes on: “Iver? You still there?”


  “I … I’m sorry,” Iver hears himself croak. “When did it happen?”


  Leif shakes his head and sighs deeply. “Must’ve been when I fought them. I know it was stupid, but … I had no choice … I mean, they were all over me … I had to hold them back, you know …”


  Iver’s thoughts are going a million miles an hour. How long? How long till Leif dies and wakes up again? Could be minutes. Could be a little longer; half an hour, an hour maybe. It’s only a couple of scratches, but that’s enough.


  “I’m … I’m really sorry, Leif,” he says again.


  Leif sighs deeply. “Yeah, me too.”


  “Iver?” Agnete calls again. “You guys all right in there?”


  Iver turns towards the door, not really wanting to take his eyes off of Leif. He clears his throat and shakes his head. “No … no, we’re not all right.”


  “What does that mean?” Alarm in Agnete’s voice.


  “Leif got himself … he’s infected.”


  He can hear Agnete gasp.


  Iver goes over to Leif. He has to force himself to move his feet. He knows that Leif wouldn’t hurt him or try to infect him, but still it’s an effort just to come closer.


  “Leif,” he says softly, causing Leif to lift his head and look at him. His eyes are glazed over, the obvious look of someone who’s just been told they’ve got less than an hour to live. “I’m really sorry about this. I am. But we need to figure out something before you … I hope you understand.”


  Leif doesn’t exactly look like he understands, but he nods. “It’s okay, Iver. You don’t need to worry. I’ll show myself out.”


  Iver glances over at the door. “You sure that’s a good idea? I mean, as soon as you open the door, they’ll push themselves inside.”


  “Oh, right,” Leif says, as though he’d forgotten all about the zombies in the hallway. He rubs his forehead. “Well, I don’t know then …”


  Iver bites his lip. “It might be better if I could get out of here.”


  “Uh-huh,” Leif says, but he’s obviously not listening any more. He’s resumed staring at the floor, holding his injured wrist, where the skin is already turning pink around the scratch marks.


  Iver goes over to the window again and opens it a second time. He looks down at the crowd of zombies. He’s far too high up to make the jump without breaking bones, even if the zombies hadn’t been there.


  He looks to the sides. Then up.


  The window is located right below the rain gutter. He can reach it. He might even be able to pull himself onto the roof. From there, he could theoretically reach the other windows—like the one to the bedroom on the other side.


  But it would be a very risky move.


  Right now, though, it looks like his only chance. He goes back over to the door. “Agnete? You hear me?”


  “I do.”


  “I’ll try and make it onto the roof. Then I’ll come to your window. We’ll have to figure out some way for me to get into your room. Okay?”


  “Okay,” Agnete says, sounding hesitant.


  “I know it’s dangerous, but there’s no other way. I’ll call to you once I’m up there.”


  “Okay, Iver. Be careful.”


  Iver goes back to Leif. “Listen,” he says. “I’ll be going now.”


  Leif looks up at him, looking like a sleepwalker. “Going where?”


  “Out the window. I’ll climb onto the roof and try and make it to Agnete’s bedroom.”


  “Oh,” Leif says. “That’s a good idea.”


  “I could use your help,” Iver goes on. “Getting up there, I mean. You think you can support me? I know it’s a lot to ask, but—”


  “Oh, no, sure,” Leif says, getting to his feet. “I might as well do some good while I’m still … you know.”


  “Thanks, Leif,” Iver says, smiling. “You’re a good guy.”


  “You think I’ll get to see her again?”


  The question seems to come out of nowhere.


  “See who?” Iver asks.


  “My old mother?”


  Iver feels a lump in his throat as he recalls Leif telling him about his mother dying of cancer not that long ago. He nods. “I think there’s a good chance you just might.”


  Leif smiles dreamily. “I sure hope so. That would be nice. You know, I’ve missed her terribly since she died. I never had any kids of my own, so she was kind of all I had.”


  “I understand,” Iver says, swallowing hard to keep his voice from shaking. “Listen, Leif, I hate to rush things, but we should get going before you lose your strength.”


  “Sure thing. Let’s do it.”


   


   


  FIVE


  “We’ve filled the underground tunnel with gasoline.”


  Dennis is standing by the foot of the stairs. He hasn’t turned on the lights in the room, and it’s very dark. Yet his eyes have had plenty of time to adjust, and he can make out the cabinet door underneath the stairs just fine.


  He listens to the silence of the house.


  Mom is downstairs, in the bunker, sleeping.


  From outside comes the faint moan now and then from the deads surrounding the house—Dennis is more or less used to them by now and barely hears them.


  What he hears the loudest is his own heartbeat. It’s pounding away on the inside of his eardrums.


  The can is heavy in his hand. If he moves it slightly, he can feel the liquid slosh around in there.


  “We’ve filled the underground tunnel with gasoline.”


  Mom’s voice again, playing in his memory.


  “If anyone tries to force their way in, we’ll light a match and burn the intruders alive.”


  Mom was bluffing, of course. They hadn’t poured out the gasoline—it was all still in the can. But had the people in the car tried to make their way in, Mom would have gone ahead, turning her threat into reality.


  They didn’t, though.


  But the big, red can has been sitting here, next to the cupboard under the staircase, ever since. Just in case they came back, Mom had told him.


  Mom has no idea that one of them is coming back this very night. In a matter of minutes, actually. And he’s brought company, even though he swore to Dennis he was coming alone.


  Which means he was lying about everything else as well. Dan obviously isn’t coming to find a cure for the undead people—he’s coming to steal the safe house back.


  Dennis won’t let that happen, though.


  A tremor runs through his body, starting from his calves and working its way up through his buttocks and back to his shoulders. It’s accompanied by a strong urge to run downstairs and tell Mom everything.


  Dennis breathes in deeply and forces himself to stay put. Running to Mom was something the other Dennis would do. The younger Dennis. The Dennis who hadn’t fired a gun.


  The new Dennis is determined to handle this on his own. He already took that decision when he didn’t tell Mom about the call on the satellite phone. In a way, it’s his own fault; after all, he let Dan talk him into his plan about him coming without Mom knowing.


  But he lied. Dan lied to him.


  Which is why Dennis is determined to see this to the end on his own. Preferably without Mom even knowing.


  The weapon is tucked in his pants, resting against his lower back. He brought it down here, convinced he was going to use it. Then he saw the gas can and decided that was a better solution.


  First of all, it won’t wake up Mom.


  And secondly, there’s much less risk of it going wrong.


  Firing a gun at someone isn’t a guarantee to put them out of action. Lighting them on fire, on the other hand, that will do the trick ten out of ten times.


  It’s time to get moving. They’ll be here any minute.


  Dennis takes another deep breath, then opens the cupboard and steps inside. He pushes the back of the cupboard, producing a low click and causing the wooden surface to swing open like a door.


  He peers down into the tunnel. There are ten or twelve steps leading down to the tunnel, which will take him to the ladder, which in turn leads to the hidden cover in the courtyard.


  Dennis doesn’t need to go down there, though, which is another great thing about the gasoline plan: he can stay right where he is. He already unlocked the hatch earlier this evening, back when he still believed Dan had good intentions.


  Now, he places the can between his feet and unscrews the plug. Then he tilts the whole thing and the gasoline starts spilling down the stairs. Dennis holds it, listens to the can gurgle and the gasoline splashing. The smell of it fills the air.


  Once the can is about half-empty, he can tell there’s already a puddle by the foot of the stairs. The tunnel slopes down slightly, and the gasoline flows on towards the ladder.


  Dennis decides it’s enough. He puts the can aside, taking his time to screw the plug back on.


  He picks up the box of matches and takes one out. He closes the secret door almost all the way, leaving open a gap just wide enough to peer through.


  Then he begins waiting.


   


  SIX


  Iver steps onto the windowsill.


  Leif grabs him by the belt, enabling him to lean out. He twists halfway around and reaches up both hands to grab the rain gutter. It’s cold and moist from dew, but it’s firmly secured to the roof and it feels like it will be able to hold his weight as he climbs up.


  “Okay,” Iver says. “I’m going up now. You just hold on until I tell you, okay?”


  “Sure,” Leif says.


  Iver stands up slowly, using his hands to pull himself up. Standing tall, the rain gutter is level with his chin. He’ll have to pull himself the rest of the way.


  “Okay, let go, Leif.”


  Leif’s hand releases its hold on his belt, and for a moment Iver just stands there, his feet on the windowsill, his hands grasping the gutter, his weight leaned back out over the eighteen-foot drop behind him ending in zombies.


  “Here we go,” he whispers to himself. “You can do it.”


  He breathes deeply, then pushes off the windowsill and pulls himself upwards. The gutter gives off a loud, metallic scream, and for a moment Iver is sure it’ll give way, but it doesn’t, even though it complains audibly as he scrambles his way up onto the roof.


  Luckily, Agnete’s roof is very different from the one on Fred’s house. This one is a lot less steep, and it’s covered with roofing felt instead of tiles, which provides him with a way firmer grip.


  He sits up and climbs away from the edge, his heart pounding hard enough to make his vision go shaky.


  “You okay up there?” Leif calls.


  “Yeah, I’m okay,” Iver says, panting for breath, almost feeling like laughing with relief. “I made it.”


  “Good. Nice job, Iver.”


  “Thank you, Leif. For helping me.” He feels like he needs to say something else, as he realizes Leif just helped save his life and this will be the last time they speak. “I’ll never forget about you,” he says, feeling immediately stupid.


  “I appreciate that,” Leif says simply. “I think I’ll lie down now. I feel a little hot.”


  “Sure,” Iver says. “You do that. Thanks again.”


  Leif doesn’t answer; he’s obviously already gone to lie down.


  Iver climbs to the top of the roof. A mild breeze is blowing through the night, soothing his sweaty face, and as he looks out over the island, it’s enough to take his breath away.


  There are lights in houses here and there, but most have gone dark. Grey, shadowy figures are moving around everywhere, swarming the streets and the fields and the beaches.


  Thousands, Iver thinks to himself. There are thousands of them.


  He forces himself to focus on the task at hand. He climbs down towards the place Agnete’s bedroom must be. When he’s four feet from the edge, he calls to her.


  “Iver?” she answers almost right away, a little to the left from where he’s sitting. “You made it up there? Oh, I’m so relieved.”


  “Yes, I’m fine,” Iver says. “So far, at least.”


  “What about Leif?”


  “He’s already spiking a fever.”


  “Goodness, that’s just terrible. And Charlotte? And Chris? And Linda?”


  “They’re all gone,” Iver says. “I’ll explain everything when I get in there with you.”


  “How are you going to do it?”


  “I don’t know,” Iver says honestly. “I think I need to just lower myself down and then … maybe you can help me get in?”


  “I’ll try my best, but I really think it’s risky.”


  “I know. We have to give it a shot. Stand back while I swing down, okay? Then be ready to grab me if I can’t reach the windowsill.”


  Iver scootches closer to the edge, letting his feet drop out over the gutter. Below on the ground there’s a crowd of zombies similar to the one he just saw on the other side.


  Iver grabs a firm hold of the gutter, then twists his body, turning over as he lets his hip glide out over the gutter. He pauses here for a moment, taking a breath.


  “I see your legs!” Agnete calls. “You want me to grab you?”


  “Not yet!”


  Iver gathers all his strength, then lets himself drop as gently as he can. Even though he uses his arms to lower himself, there’s still a strong tug at the gutter as his full weight is put on it, and it gives off that awful metallic scream again. But this time, it also gives way, and Iver feels the drop in his stomach.


  It’s only a couple of inches, but it’s enough for him to cry out and almost lose his grip. He flails his legs, searching for the windowsill, and he feels Agnete grab his pants and pull him in.


  As his feet touch down on the windowsill, he can ease of the pull on the gutter and instead bend down to grab the upper frame of the window, allowing him to squat down and tumble into the bedroom.


  He almost knocks over Agnete, who just manages to step out of the way before he lands on his hands and knees on the floor. From the crib Adam is standing up, holding the rails, pacifier in his mouth, looking at him curiously. Iver feels like kissing the floorboards but makes do with closing his eyes and sending a quick prayer of thanks.


  “My goodness,” Agnete breathes. “I was afraid you were going to fall.”


  “Me too,” Iver says, panting as he looks back out at the gutter. It’s been pulled free and is hanging in a slope. Just thinking about how close he had gotten to plummeting down into the crowd of zombies makes his skin crawl. “Well, there’s no way we’re going back out that way, that’s for sure.”


   


   


  SEVEN


  The engine comes to life right away—as though it’s just as eager as William to get going.


  “Yes! Yes, yes, yes, yes! Fuck yeah!” He punches the ceiling harder and harder, unable to keep it in. “Fuck yeah! We’re getting out of here! Fuck you guys! Fuck you all!”


  He flips the zombies off with both hands, making sure to cover every direction. Ozzy—uncertain what William is happy about, but feeling his excitement—begins barking.


  “You’re goddamn right, buddy!” William says, breathing fast. “Those assholes can go fuck themselves, because we’re outta here!”


  He puts the car in reverse, places his right arm around the passenger seat and slowly begins to make his way backwards. It feels like driving in mud. The car is somewhat reluctant to move due to all the dead bodies pressing up against it. So William revs it up some more and gets it moving, shoving the zombies back. Some of them stumble clumsily out of the way, others trip and fall. William can hear them scramble around under the car as he backs right over them. The car rocks as the tires make their way over legs and arms and torsos, producing crunching noises as the bones give way, which brings William a sick satisfaction.


  “Fuck you guys,” he mutters, concentrating on steering the car. “Thought you were getting an easy meal, did you? Well, chew on this!”


  He stops and puts the car in drive. Then he begins making his way forward while pulling right, moving out of the line of cars. He can barely see anything for the horde of zombies, and he has to go mostly by feel. The darkness doesn’t make it any easier.


  Suddenly, the rear end of another car appears, and William has to hit the brakes hard to not collide with it.


  “Shit! Thought I was past that one …”


  He backs it up a few yards, and immediately the other car disappears from view as it’s swallowed up by the zombies crowding around William’s car. He turns more sharply to the right this time as he goes forward again. He doesn’t meet the other car, but instead he feels how his own car begins tilting to the right as he gets too close to the ditch.


  “Fuck me, this is gonna take forever.”


  He bites his lip and thinks for a moment, the engine idling away, the zombies pushing and shoving from all sides.


  Ozzy whimpers from the backseat, impatient to get going.


  “I know, I know, buddy. But we need to be careful now. Can’t jump the gun and end up screwing our last chance up.”


  After half a minute of pondering the problem, William comes to the conclusion that there’s really no other way; he needs to drive out of here. Which means he needs to drive alongside the line of cars, striking the balance of not hitting any of them, while at the same time keeping close enough to them so as to not go into the ditch by the roadside.


  The problem is that in order to do that, he needs to go very slowly. And this in turn means that the zombies will have time to follow along. The horde is very big—in fact, he has no way of telling exactly how big—and it might take him a very long time to drive his way through it … provided he doesn’t crash the car or get it stuck before that.


  “It’s going to be a grind,” William tells Ozzy. “But we’ll have to do it.”


  He gets the car moving again, pushing the zombies out of the way. He sees the next car coming up on his left, and he adjusts the course so that he passes by it within six feet. Then, after another few yards, the next car appears, and William again adjusts accordingly.


  The system seems to work.


  Whenever he’s too close to the car he can see, he pulls little to the right. When he’s too far away, he pulls to the left. Slowly, steadily, he makes his way down the highway, plowing gently through the zombies as he goes, passing one car at a time. After ten minutes or so, he begins to feel confident enough in his system that he ups the speed a few miles per hour, still making sure to keep the course.


  The slight upping in the speed means that he’s finally moving faster than the dead people outside, and he’s able to actually make progress as he slowly puts them behind him one at a time. New ones keep appearing, though, and the end is still nowhere in sight.


  “Come on,” he mutters to himself, clutching the wheel and focusing hard with his tired eyes. “They can’t keep going forever …”


  But it seems that way.


  Another ten minutes pass, then another ten.


  William must have driven at least three miles down the road now, passing several hundred cars. And yet the forest of zombies in front of him seems no smaller than when he began driving.


  Then—suddenly—he catches a glimpse of a clear view ahead, before it’s once again swallowed up by zombies. But it was there! The horde begins thinning out. William breathes and utilizes all his will power to force himself not to speed up. He’s very close now, and making a mistake would be detrimental.


  Another glimpse of the road ahead.


  Another two minutes.


  Another few dozen zombies plowed aside.


  And then he’s out.


  William lets out a cry of relief as the last zombies are pushed out of his way and the headlights can finally show him the open road.


  He hits the gas and gets the car into second gear, then third. He leans over and shoves out the guy still hanging in the window.


  “We made it, buddy!” he laughs, looking in the mirror to see the massive group of zombies getting smaller. “We’re out! You hear me? We’re fucking out!”


   


  EIGHT


  Only a few minutes have passed when Iver hears Leif call to them.


  He glances at Agnete, who’s sitting by Adam’s crib, singing in a low voice to keep the toddler from waking up. Then he goes to the door and listens.


  “Hello? Iver? Agnete? Can you guys hear me?”


  “We can,” Iver calls back. “How are you holding up, Leif?”


  “Not too hot, I’ll be honest. But I got to thinking, maybe I can help you guys.”


  “How?”


  “I could go downstairs and fetch you some supplies. Food, maybe—if those cowards didn’t steal it all.”


  Iver frowns. “That would be suicide, Leif. Don’t open the door.”


  “Oh, it’s okay. They won’t hurt me. They aren’t even scratching at my door any longer.”


  Iver shakes his head. “That makes no sense. Why would they—”


  “Because I’m already infected,” Leif says. “Don’t you know? I’ve seen it happen more than once. As soon as you get yourself bitten, they’re not interested in you anymore.”


  Iver hesitates.


  “I think it’s true,” Agnete says, and he turns to look at her. “They said it on the radio.”


  “Huh,” Iver says, turning back to the door. “Okay, well … if you’re sure, Leif?”


  “I am. And I wouldn’t mind doing something to help you guys—you know, as one last good deed.”


  Iver can’t help but feel moved. “You already helped me, Leif.”


  “Yeah, I know, but without anything to eat in there, you won’t make it for long anyway.”


  “That’s true. But how would we get the food? We can’t open the door?”


  “I thought of that,” Leif says. “I’ll bring something from downstairs, something to bash them out of the way. We only need a couple seconds, I’m sure I can make that happen.”


  “Okay, well … fine. You just call for me, and I’ll be ready by the door, okay?”


  “Okay. I’m going now.”


  Iver glances back at Agnete again.


  “He’s very brave,” she whispers.


  Iver nods, then listens by the door. Over the moans and groans and scratching from the zombies, he can hear Leif grunt. “Get out of the way, will ya? Move! Good lord, there are so many of them!”


  Iver hears Leif push his way through the zombies, and the sounds get weaker as he reaches the stairs and makes his way down them. He can imagine the big guy plowing through the mass of zombies.


  Then he can’t hear him any longer.


  Iver waits for five minutes. Then five minutes more. He begins to worry when another five minutes have passed by.


  “You think he’ll make it?” Agnete asks.


  “I’m starting to doubt it,” Iver admits, yawning.


  Then, suddenly, Leif’s voice: “Iver? You there?”


  “I’m here! You made it!”


  “I did, but …” Leif sounds very weak. “It was difficult … I … I feel exhausted … I’m burning up out here … there are too many of them, Iver … they’ve flooded the house completely … every goddamn inch of it … I’ll never be able to get them away from the door long enough for us to get the bag through …”


  “Oh,” Iver says, biting his lip, trying to think of another way. “Give me just a second, Leif …” He looks around the room for something they can use. His eyes fall on the air duct high up on the wall. He looks at Agnete. “What’s on the other side? Is it the bathroom?”


  Agnete nods.


  Iver turns back to the door. “Leif? Listen, is the door to the bathroom closed?”


  “Yeah. Why?”


  “Can you get the bag into the bathroom? There’s an air duct you can push it through.”


  “Hold on …” A few seconds of pushing and grunting from the other side. Then Leif shouts: “Goddamnit, you get away!” A door slams.


  “Leif? What happened?”


  Leif’s voice comes again: “I messed up, Iver … I got the door open, but I dropped the bag … I had to close the door before they could squeeze in there …”


  “That’s okay, Leif,” Iver says, looking at the duct. “I think I can get through to the bathroom from here—I’ll get the bag.”


  “You will?” Leif says, sounding relieved. “Well, that’s great …”


  “Thank you, Leif. Thank you so much!”


  “Don’t mention it,” Leif says, sounding dreamy now. “I think I’ll … I think I’ll go back to my room now … lie down for a while …”


  “Sure, you do that,” Iver says.


  Then there’s a heavy thump from the hallway.


  “Leif? You okay?”


  No answer.


  Iver looks over at Agnete. She’s looking back at him knowingly. They both heard it. Leif collapsing. The big guy used his last strength to get them something to eat. Now Iver just needs to get to it.


  He goes to the air duct and looks up at it.


  “I don’t think it’s big enough,” Agnete says.


  “We just need to make it a little bigger.”


  There’s a sound from the door as one of the dead people throws himself at it. The hinges rattle in a way Iver doesn’t care for one bit. The door is very thin, something you could kick down without too much difficulty.


  It’s already starting to give way; it won’t hold forever.


  “I think we need to get to the bathroom,” Iver says. “All three of us. The door in there is sturdier. Plus, there’s water in there. We’ll be able to make it for days.”


  Agnete just nods.


  Iver pulls over the night table, steps onto it and looks through the air duct. The wall—as he hoped—isn’t too thick. Removing the lattice, he’ll only need to make the hole about twice as big. It should be doable, even without any tools.


  He glances over at the door as another one of the undeads thrashes against it.


  The only question is, will he make it in time?


   


   


  NINE


  Dan runs for the well cover, ignoring the mild jolts of pain from the foot not wearing a shoe as the gravel digs into the sole.


  He’s running parallel to the front of the house, and out of the corner of his eye he can sense how the group of undeads are coming towards him like a wave.


  He ignores it as best he can, reaching the well cover and crouching down. He fumbles for the handle, which is hidden below a plate that slides sideways. And only then does it strike him that he’s relying blindly on the fact that Dennis has unlocked the cover from inside. If not, then Dan will be in big trouble.


  But the cover gives way as soon as he pulls the handle, tilting upwards, and Dan’s heart is filled with relief.


  Then Liv calls out: “Dan! Watch out!”


  Dan darts a look back at the van to see her head poking out the window, one arm flailing wildly. Dan looks back at the zombies, but the nearest one is still several yards away.


  “No, over there!” Liv shouts, obviously making an effort to keep her voice down.


  Dan follows her pointing finger and gasps as he sees three figures coming around the garage. They’re much closer to him; too close for him to make it down the ladder before they reach him. Dan gets back up to his feet and backs away from the open well.


  This is bad, he thinks, as the zombies close in on him from two angles now. If I lose this chance, it’ll only get more difficult …


  So, instead of heading for the van, Dan runs around the trio from the garage, drawing them away from the well while closing in on it himself.


  It’s working!


  But the horde from the house is now very close, and the move he just made has completely closed him in, with no way to escape and only ten paces between him and the deads.


  He wastes no time, throws himself at the opening, gliding across the gravel, ignoring the pain from it, and climbs down the ladder. He reaches back up for the cover, fumbling to lift it.


  The zombies are over him, the closest ones dropping to their knees and reaching for him as he pulls the cover frantically, closing it halfway. He almost makes it, but then an arm shoots down the opening, groping for him.


  Dan gives off a yelp and almost loses his grip on the ladder. He moves down another couple of steps, holding on to the cover awkwardly, trying desperately to pull it shut, but the zombie with its arm pinned isn’t intent on letting him do it.


  I can’t close it, Dan thinks, straining to keep the cover in place while ducking out of reach of the arm. The choir of moans is coming down through the opening, and more hands are being squeezed through now. He can hear the zombies fighting for the best position up there, some of them stepping on the cover, making it move. I need to let go and make a run for it …


  He looks down. There are only three more rungs on the ladder, and he can make the jump. But as soon as he does, it means letting go of the cover, and the zombies will shove it aside in a matter of seconds and come spilling down after him.


  He has no choice, though.


  On the count of three …


  Just as he begins counting, grinding his teeth and holding the cover in place for another second, he can hear the sound of an engine. His first thought is that Liv has started up the van and is bolting on him.


  But then the sound grows louder, approaching from overhead, and Dan looks up.


  Through the opening he can see some of what’s happening. The hands reaching for him are suddenly torn back, as something big shoves the zombies out of the way. Dan lets go of the cover and ducks down as the sound of the engine grows deafening. The undercarriage of the van moves in over the opening like an eclipse.


  Then the van stops and the engine is shut off.


  Dan stares up at the underside of the van for another second. The sound of the zombies is still there, but a little farther away now. He can imagine them clambering around the van now parked right atop the well cover.


  What a clever idea, a thought pops into his head. Why hadn’t I thought of that?


  “You okay down there?”


  Liv’s voice, muffled from inside the van.


  “I’m fine,” Dan calls back in a hushed voice. “Thank you.”


  Then he pulls the cover in place, hearing it click, and the darkness closes in on him completely.


   


  TEN


  He’s been driving for less than half an hour when he hears it.


  The sound of a helicopter.


  William looks up at the sky, which is already turning from black to dark blue, but he can’t see the helicopter at first.


  He stops the car and leans forward to look properly. And then he makes out the light coming closer from the north. It’s a lot bigger than the medical helicopter. In fact, judging by the size of it, he’s pretty sure it must be military.


  William pulls the hand brake and jumps out of the car. His knees almost buckle as he stands up for the first time since yesterday. He reaches in to honk the horn and begins waving at the helicopter.


  “Hey! Down here! Look down here!”


  He realizes there’s little chance the pilot will hear the car horn, so instead he begins blinking the headlights. In the dim twilight, it must at least be visible from up there.


  And it seems to work.


  The helicopter slows down, then hovers over the highway. Even though it’s very high up, the sound of the rotors is still deafening, and William covers his ears.


  A bright searchlight is turned on, sweeps across the ground, then comes to a rest on top of William. Feeling suddenly very exposed, William realizes he has no idea who’s up there, and he must fight a strong urge to jump back inside the car.


  But the helicopter is definitely the fastest way of getting out of here. So he forces himself to wave, while shielding his eyes from the light.


  “How many of you are down there?” a voice calls out over a speaker. It’s a man’s voice, and it’s talking English.


  “Just me!” William calls back up.


  “Tell us by show of fingers!” the voice instructs him. William notices there’s no accent. It doesn’t sound like a Norwegian guy up there. In fact, if anything, the voice sounds like that of an American.


  William holds up two fingers.


  “Are any of you infected?”


  William shakes his head firmly.


  “Have any of you been in contact with infected people within the last six hours?”


  William hesitates for a second, then nods. Whoever is up there could very well have seen the horde of zombies in the distance and put two and two together, so he decides not to lie.


  A short pause. For a moment, William is certain it was the wrong answer and that the helicopter will fly away.


  Then the voice comes again: “Are any of you spiking a fever?”


  William shakes his head.


  “If it’s true, if none of you guys have a fever, we can bring you along. Would you like that?”


  “Where are you going?” William asks, throwing out his arms, hoping to communicate his question. Apparently, it goes through.


  “We’re going to Tunisia. They’ve put up military bases down there.”


  William can’t believe his luck. For a moment, he considers simply taking the offer and going with the helicopter to a safe military base in Africa. But he can’t abandon his promise to Dan. Still, if he wants any hope of reaching Dan in time, the helicopter is his best bet.


  William shows them a thumbs-up.


  “All right, I’m going to throw down a backpack to you now. We need to confirm that none of you have a fever. Inside the back is a digital thermometer; please place that under your tongue, close your mouth and wait.”


  William nods, darting a glance around on the dim highway. It’s not easy making out the surroundings due to the bright spotlight from the helicopter, but Ozzy has come out of the car, too, and is patrolling around the car. William feels confident he’ll pick up the scent of any oncoming deads and warn him immediately.


  The backpack falls out of the sky. William catches it. It’s a big, heavy-duty, beige-colored army backpack. On it reads US Airforce.


  “They really are American,” William mutters as he unzips the back and finds the casing with the thermometer. He unpacks the metal disc and places it under his tongue as instructed.


  Ten seconds pass by. William just stands there, looking around, feeling very awkward as the spotlight hovers over him.


  Then the voice tells him: “You’re fine. Please pass on the thermometer to the other person in the car.”


  William shakes his head and points to Ozzy.


  “Please pass the thermometer to the person accompanying you,” the voice tells him again.


  William shakes his head again and points to Ozzy, then shows two fingers.


  A brief pause.


  “Is it only you and the dog?”


  William nods.


  “We can only bring you.”


  William shakes his head with emphasis.


  Another pause.


  Then the helicopter drops lower, and William begins feeling the rush of air from the rotors tucking at his hair, pulling the breath from his mouth. He covers his mouth and lowers his head.


  “Please use the ladder,” the voice tells him.


  William glances up to see a metal wire ladder dangling just ahead.


  “Fine, but I’m bringing the dog!” he calls out, pointing to Ozzy.


  The voice doesn’t answer, which William takes an OK.


  William whistles for Ozzy to come. He kneels down and tells him: “We’re going piggyback—you remember that one? I know we haven’t done it in a while.”


  Ozzy seems to get it.


  William pats his shoulder. “Come on, buddy. Piggyback!”


  Ozzy places both front paws on his shoulder, then steps on and leans over William’s back. The dog is a lot heavier than when William last did this trick. But he’s dead set on bringing Ozzy, so he stands up with an effort, the dog hanging over his shoulders like an oversized feather boa.


  William needs one hand to hold Ozzy’s legs, and it’s difficult for him to straighten his back, but he manages to catch the ladder with his free hand and step up onto the lowest rung. The next one proves harder, though, as he can’t let go with his hand. He looks up at the helicopter, squinting his eyes at the blazing winds, the sound deafening. “Could use some help!”


  The words are ripped from his mouth and thrown away. There’s no chance of them hearing him up there.


  But to his surprise, the voice says: “Hold on! We’ll hoist you up.”


  The ladder starts moving up. William holds on tightly, squeezing Ozzy’s legs as they rise from the ground and the dog starts squirming.


  “Hold still, buddy!” William calls out. “I know it’s scary, but you need to hold still!”


  The ladder moves fairly fast, pulling them up towards the opening in the bottom of the helicopter. William can feel his strength failing, not having anything but Oreos since yesterday, but he holds on with all his will, closing his eyes and biting down hard.


  And then suddenly, strong hands grab him and pull him up, Ozzy being lifted from his shoulders.


  Three men—two of them wearing soldier’s uniforms, the third in civilian—place him up against the wall, and someone shines a bright light into his eyes.


  “Oh, fuck,” William says, squinting and trying to shove the men back, but they’re holding him tight, one of them forcing his right eye open. “Could you please not do that? I told you, I’m not infected …”


  “Pupils are fine,” one of the soldiers says. “How about the pulse, Tom?”


  “Fine too,” the other soldier says—a tall, broad black guy—taking his fingers away from William’s neck. “I think we’re clear.”


  They let go of William and he almost slumps to the floor before regaining his bearings.


  “Right, close the hatch!” the black soldier roars. “That was the last one! We’re moving on!”


  William just stands there, leaning against the wall, Ozzy by his side, looking just as befuddled as William feels. The soldiers close the hatch as the helicopter begins moving. It’s so much bigger than the medical helicopter, it’s like a small ballroom in here. And it’s crammed full of people, all of them dressed in civilian clothes and placed shoulder to shoulder, their pale faces visible in the darkness. They’re all either looking at him or sleeping up against one another. Some of them are hugging backpacks or plastic bags or piles of clothes and other belongings, but most are just sitting there empty-handed.


  “Take a seat,” a deep voice tells William.


  He looks at the black soldier suddenly standing next to him. His head is shaved and he reminds William of that guy who played John Coffey in The Green Mile.


  “What is this?” William asks. “Who are these people?”


  “Survivors,” the soldier tells him with a shrug. “Like yourself, sir.”


  “Are you just flying around picking up people at random? What are US soldiers even doing here?”


  The guy looks like he expected these questions and doesn’t really feel like answering them. “We were stationed at an air base in the northern part of Norway when this pandemic broke loose. Our orders are to get as many people to safety at Camp Future in Tunisia.”


  “Camp Future?” William repeats. “Really? That’s the official name?”


  The soldier shrugs again. “I didn’t name the place.” He nods towards the other passengers. “Could you take a seat, sir? It’s not safe standing while we’re airborne.”


  William is about to say something else, but the soldier places a big hand on his shoulder and urges him on. William goes to sit down, Ozzy following him close behind. There’s one interim place left, and William sits down. The guy next to him is about the same age, skinny and blonde. He’s sitting upright, staring at nothing. Apparently, he’s not with anybody. Judging by his clothes, William takes him to be someone who used to work in marketing or the likes.


  “I’m William,” he says in Danish.


  The guy doesn’t answer, he just keeps staring ahead.


  William nudges his knee.


  The guy blinks and looks at him.


  “You all right?” William asks. He needs to lean in close for the guy to hear him, and the guy leans away, his expression flinching. “It’s okay,” William assures him. “I’m not infected. They wouldn’t have taken me along if I was.”


  The guy eyes him for a moment, then he nods. “I’m sorry.”


  “Don’t be. How are you holding up?”


  The guy takes a deep breath. “Like everyone else, I guess. I just lost … my, uhm … fiancée … yesterday. She, uhm …” The guy swallows hard several times. “She was … she was …”


  “It’s okay, dude,” William says. “You don’t need to tell me if you don’t want to.”


  The guy nods, blinking away tears. He looks down, then up again. “She was pregnant, you know?”


  “Oh, fuck me,” William mutters, wishing the guy hadn’t told him. “I’m really sorry.”


  The guy squeezes his lips together.


  William doesn’t know what to say or do, so he just sits there while the guy battles his emotions.


  After a minute or so, he seems to get a hold of himself. He looks at William. “Are you Danish?”


  “Yeah. It’s a long story.”


  The guy nods as though he understands.


  “Where did they pick you up?” William asks.


  “In Trondheim. They said I was the last one, but I guess they changed their minds when they saw you.”


  William looks over at the soldiers sitting at the front end of the helicopter. They’re wearing headphones and looking out the windows, apparently watching the sunrise.


  “You know why they’re taking us to Tunisia?” William asks the guy. “I mean, Finland is a lot closer. I heard they have camps there, too.”


  “Someone asked that question earlier,” the guy says with a shrug. “They told us the camps in Finland are full already.”


  William squints. “That’s bullshit. My mom is going there. I just spoke with her a few hours ago.”


  The guy shrugs again. “I wouldn’t know. I’m just saying what they told us.”


  Well, they’re lying, William thinks to himself, looking over at the soldiers now talking about something amongst themselves. Why would they lie to us?


   


   


  ELEVEN


  It’s only as he steps down from the ladder that he finally registers the rank smell.


  Dan stops for a moment, sniffing. The air in the tunnel is cool and damp like he recalls it, but that synthetic, chemical smell definitely wasn’t there before.


  What is that smell?


  He looks down the tunnel and can just make out the staircase at the end. It’s lit up by a faint light from above. Like a celestial staircase. Except it looks nothing like that.


  Dan begins walking, and after only a few steps he notices the ground is oddly wet below his feet. His sock is soaked through immediately, and he can hear it slosh every time he lifts his foot.


  Is that … gasoline?


  Then it suddenly hits home. The woman said something about gasoline in the tunnel when they came back to the house. She threatened to light it on fire if they tried to come back inside. Dan had been almost certain she was bluffing, but apparently not.


  Still, it’s weird. Wouldn’t the gasoline have drained into the ground by now? It’s been several days since they left the house, yet judging from the sounds under his feet, there are still fresh puddles everywhere.


  Dan’s mind is searching for an explanation as he walks on, and with every step he feels more and more apprehensive, like something is poking at the outskirts of his consciousness, trying to warn him about something.


  He approaches the staircase carefully and looks up. The door to the cupboard is open. It’s from there the faint glow is coming, and Dan is pretty sure he can make out the silhouette of a person standing just on the other side.


  He’s about to say something when a voice beats him to it: “Stop right there. Don’t come any closer.”


  Dan stops by the foot of the stairs, squinting up at the figure. “Dennis? It’s me, Dan.”


  “I know.”


  Dennis’s voice is different than it was on the phone. It’s colder. Sterner. Older, even.


  He might just be nervous, Dan tells himself.


  “Thank you for letting me in,” he says, trying to sound as casual as possible.


  Dennis doesn’t answer.


  Dan stares at the head of the silhouette, straining his eyes to make out Dennis’s face. For some reason, he wants desperately to read his expression. But he can’t.


  “Is it okay if I come up?” Dan says, taking a step up. “The smell down here is really bad and I—”


  “I told you to stay.”


  Something in the voice makes Dan stop abruptly. It sounds completely unlike the one on the phone, so much so that Dan for a moment wonders if the figure up there really is Dennis. On the phone, he sounded hesitant, anxious, someone you could persuade. The voice coming from atop the stairs reminds Dan more of the woman who told them over the phone that she had killed Holger and wouldn’t think twice about killing any of them either unless they got the hell away from here.


  But it is Dennis. Dan recognizes the voice, despite the stark shift of tone.


  “Listen, Dennis, there’s no need to be afraid …”


  “I’m not afraid,” Dennis answers right away. “And I’m done listening to you. Put down your weapon.”


  Dan holds out his hands. “What weapon?”


  “The one you’re hiding somewhere.”


  “I’m not hiding anything, Dennis. I told you I was coming unarmed.”


  “You also told me you were coming alone.”


  Finally, it clicks.


  Of course Dennis must have been watching from the windows. He saw the van drive to the well cover after Dan had got out. He figured out someone else was out there, waiting for him.


  “Look,” Dan says, sounding oddly guilty. “I only brought a friend because I don’t know how to drive a car.”


  “Really?” Dennis asks, his voice still very cold. “So there’s only one person in that van?”


  “Yes.”


  “Then why didn’t you just say so on the phone?”


  “I … I guess …” Dan fumbles for the right words. Then he decides on the truth. “Look, I just thought you maybe wouldn’t believe me. That you wouldn’t let me in if I broke the promise of coming alone. I couldn’t run that risk. You understand, don’t you?”


  The silhouette nods. “I understand.” The voice doesn’t change, though.


  “I’m glad you understand,” Dan says, feeling his pulse under his chin. Something about the situation suddenly strikes him as dangerous. “I hope you don’t intend to do anything rash, Dennis. I’m sorry I lied to you, but you need to trust me.”


  Dennis scoffs. “Trust you? How can I trust you when you already lied to me? You’re probably lying again right now.”


  “No, I’m not. I wouldn’t—”


  “You probably have all your friends out in that van,” Dennis cuts him off without even raising his voice. Yet Dan can hear—for the first time—how the words are shaking, like Dennis is either afraid or very angry or both. “They’re just waiting for you to give them the signal. Once you’ve killed me and my mom, you’ll let them all in and you’ll have the place to yourself again. Isn’t that why you’re really here?”


  “No!” Dan says, shaking his head with emphasis. “It’s not that at all.”


  “It is,” Dennis says. “You want the house back. And you want revenge for Holger.”


  “I couldn’t care less about the house, Dennis. Honestly. And I don’t even care that you killed Holger. I only came to speak with your mother about this thing going on and how we can stop it. That’s all I want.”


  Dennis doesn’t answer. He’s completely still up there. To Dan it seems like he’s considering.


  Then he asks: “Are you really not carrying a weapon?”


  “I’m not carrying anything.”


  “Show me.”


  Dan lifts up his shirt and turns around slowly all the way. He looks back up at Dennis. “See? I told you.”


  “That’s good,” Dennis says. His voice is a little softer now. He pushes the door open all the way, revealing his full figure. He’s tall for his age, at least half a foot taller than Dan.


  “Can I come up, then?” Dan asks.


  “Sure,” Dennis says.


  Dan feels a big rush of relief. “Thank you, Dennis.”


  “But you might regret it.”


  Dan stops in his track. “What do you mean?”


  Dennis moves his hands and there’s a ritsch-sound, then a tiny flame flares up in front of Dennis’s chest. He holds it close enough to his face that Dan can make out his features. His eyes are staring right down at Dan, and the look in them is terrifying.


  “If you come up here, I’ll throw this down at you,” Dennis says. “I’ve filled the tunnel with gasoline.”


  Dan’s throat tightens to the point where he can hardly breathe. “Dennis,” he croaks. “Put that out right now.”


  “You don’t tell me what to do.”


  “You don’t get it. You need to put that out. You’ll burn the both of us alive. There’s enough gas down here to light the whole goddamn house on fire.”


  Dan’s voice is constricted, out of breath. He stares from the match to Dennis’s face, and for the first time he senses hesitation from the guy.


  “You’ll kill us both and your mother too,” Dan goes on, speaking fast and low. “Even if she makes it out before the fire can get to her, the house will burn down and she’ll have nowhere to go.”


  “You … you’re lying,” Dennis says.


  “No, I’m not, Dennis. Don’t you know how gasoline works? It’s the fumes that will burn, and the fumes are drifting upwards. I guarantee you, if you drop that match, you’ll burn before I do. It’s dangerous for you to even stand there with it. You need to put it out right now!”


  Dan surprises them both by shouting those last two words. Dennis jumps a little and takes half a step backwards before regaining control of himself.


  Dan finds himself unable to stop talking. “You don’t want to do this, Dennis. I’m coming up now so that we can talk this over. I promise you I won’t try anything. And I know you won’t drop that match, because I know you’re too smart for that.”


  Dan takes a step up, then another one, and Dennis is still hesitating. Then, as Dan takes yet another step, Dennis suddenly blows out the match.


  Dan lets out a sigh of relief. “That’s good, Dennis. I knew you were too—”


  “Don’t come any closer,” Dennis says, producing something from his back and points it at Dan. In the dim light, Dan can make out the gun.


  Dan stops and holds up his hands. “Dennis,” he begins slowly.


  “You might be right about the gasoline,” Dennis says. “That was a stupid idea. I hadn’t thought it through. But I was smart enough to have a backup plan.”


  “You’re not going to shoot me, Dennis.”


  “I am, if you take one more step. And don’t test me. I already shot one person.”


  It sounds like a lie, but Dan doesn’t want to challenge it. Dennis’s voice and whole demeanor have shifted noticeably; now he sounds more like the guy on the phone, scared and uncertain of himself. Yet he’s still pointing a gun at Dan, and he might just fire it if Dan does anything rash. Getting himself shot dead this close to his goal would be a tragedy.


  “All right, I’m not coming any closer,” Dan says, still holding up his hands. “Can we just talk like this, then? I can explain everything to you. I can explain how I think your mother can help …”


  “I already told you,” Dennis says, waving the gun. “I’m done listening to you, because you’re a liar.”


  “Even if I did lie to you once,” Dan says, “that doesn’t mean you’ll shoot me, Dennis. You’re not like that. You’re not like—” Dan cuts himself short just before the last word can escape him.


  It’s too late, though.


  Dennis obviously catches the message.


  “Screw you,” he whispers, and his voice is so full of hate, for a moment, Dan is sure he’ll pull the trigger. “You can stay down here and starve to death.”


  Then Dennis reaches out and grabs the door. Dan jumps up the steps, taking them three at a time. But Dennis slams the door before he can reach it, and Dan hears the lock click from the other side.


   


   


  TWELVE


  Liv watches the sunrise. She can’t remember the last time she did that. It’s beautiful. The way the horizon turns slowly brighter, goes from deep purple to red to orange and then to teal.


  Now and then she looks over at the house to check for Dan’s signal. So far, she hasn’t seen him or anyone else in the windows. She hasn’t heard any gunshots, either, which she takes to be a good sign. He must be in there, talking with the woman, working to convince her of his plan.


  Her thoughts are drifting as she sits there behind the wheel of the van, trying her best to ignore the zombies surrounding her, pushing and shoving to get to her. Some of them have left the van and gone back to the house, clawing again at the door and the boarded-up windows. A couple must have squeezed under the van, because even through the hum of the engine, Liv can hear fingernails scratch away at the undercarriage.


  She ignores the living dead and thinks instead of Solveig. The sunrise always reminds her of her sister. Sol means “sun” in Danish, after all, which is what their parents named her after. Liv means “life,” which now seems like a cruel prophecy come true, as Liv is the only one of them still alive.


  She can’t help but cry as the faces of her family pass by her inner eye. The tears are big and warm, the sobs coming from deep down in her belly. It feels like something is leaving her body. Like she’s letting go of something. It feels painful and peaceful at the same time.


  She sits in that feeling for the longest time, hovering on the edge of sleep.


  Then she suddenly returns to a fully wakened state, called back by something she can’t place. She sits upright, realizes that she was sleeping for real and must have been for at least a couple of hours, because the daylight is blinding. It’s warmer inside the van. Her body feels a little lighter, as though something heavy has been lifted from it.


  Nothing else seems to have changed, though: the van is still parked on top of the well cover, the zombies are still outside and underneath van.


  She looks towards the house and the windows, but sees no one in there.


  Why hasn’t Dan called for me? Or has he? Did I just sleep right through it?


  No, that doesn’t seem likely. If Dan had signaled for her already, he would have seen her asleep behind the wheel, and he would have found some way of waking her up.


  Then she realizes that something else has changed. Something has gone silent. The van’s engine is no longer running.


  At first, Liv assumes she must have shut it off without remembering. But as she checks the key, she finds it still turned.


  What the hell?


  She tries to turn the engine back on, but it just clicks. The gas sign blinks up at her.


  “Oh, no … it ran out of gas …”


  Liv feels like kicking herself. How could this have happened? The tank had around one third left when they got here; she remembers checking it.


  How long was I out for?


  She checks her watch and lets out a gasp. It’s nearly three in the afternoon. She slept through most of the day.


  She looks back over at the house, and that same question pops into her head again: Why hasn’t Dan called for her yet? Is he okay in there? Did something bad happen?


  Then, as Liv watches, the board is removed from one of the windows. A face appears. It’s a woman. Very tall. She’s got fair, freckly skin and red, stringy hair. Her eyes fix on Liv.


  Liv feels her heartbeat kick into overdrive as she stares back at the woman, expecting her to do something, to send some sort of signal, to hold up a sign—anything!


  But the woman just stands there, her expression set in stone.


  Then, after several seconds, she looks down and begins to bring the board back up.


  “Hey, wait!” Liv exclaims, waving her arms as though the woman hasn’t seen her. “Hey! No, you can’t just … what the hell?”


  The woman disappears from sight as the board blocks the view into the house.


  Liv sits there, breathing fast.


  That was not a good sign. She didn’t look very friendly. And where was Dan?


  Scary thoughts begin spinning around her head. Thoughts of Dan being dead inside the house. Thoughts of the woman bringing the board back down, only to point a gun at Liv. Or even worse, of her simply leaving Liv to die of thirst in the van, surrounded by zombies.


  Calm down and think, she demands, forcing control over her mind before it can run wild completely. You still have options here. And you don’t know for certain what’s happened to Dan; he could still be alive.


  That last thought makes her look down at the bottom of the van. The well cover is right below her. Liv climbs over the seat to the back, lies down on hands and knees and places her mouth close to the floor.


  “Dan!” she calls out. “Dan, can you hear me? Are you still down there? Hello, Dan?”


   


   


  THIRTEEN


  William must have been nodding off, because he wakes up as something nudges his shin.


  He looks up to see the black soldier towering over him. The light coming in from the windows is a lot brighter now. The soldier is offering him a grey plastic bag.


  “What’s that?” William croaks, reaching up to take the bag.


  “Breakfast,” the soldier informs him, then moves on to pass out the next bag to the guy next to William.


  William feels his stomach roar by the mere sound of the word. He rips open the bag to find a loaf of bread, two strips of beef jerky, a can of something and a bottle of water. He begins chowing down, giving Ozzy one of the jerky strips.


  He looks around to see the other passengers also beginning to dig in, some looking hungrier than others, a few not even touching the food bags.


  “Where are we?” William asks the guy next to him.


  The guy just shrugs, opening the can of what appears to be beans.


  William gets up as the black soldier walks past him again on his way back to his own seat at the front. “Excuse me?”


  “That’s all you get for now,” the soldier tells him automatically. “Please sit back down.”


  “No, I wanted to ask you something. It’s very important.”


  The soldier stops, looks at him, but says nothing.


  “Uhm, I was wondering where we are? Like, right now?”


  The soldier doesn’t even glance towards the windows. “We just entered Danish airspace. We’ll reach our destination before evening.” He turns to walk away.


  “Wait, please! Can I ask you a favor? Could you drop me off?”


  The soldier raises one eyebrow. “Are you serious?”


  “I am. There’s something I need to do in Denmark. It’s very important.”


  “We’re not making any stops,” the soldier tells him. “Unless you spike a fever, you’re not leaving this vessel until we reach the camp in Tunisia.”


  “Please!” William says as the soldier is about to turn away again. “Let me just talk to you for two minutes, uhm …” He looks at the patch on the soldier’s chest. “Sergeant Everton. I promise you it’ll make sense.”


  “Listen, sir,” the soldier tells him, his tone changing to one of decreasing patience. “You’re not on a bus here. We didn’t bring you along as a favor. We’re operating under orders. We’re bringing you to Camp Future in Tunisia, and that’s it. Now, please sit down.”


  “Why not Finland?” William blurts out. “Why aren’t you bringing us to the camps in Finland?” As the sergeant is about to answer, William goes on: “I know they’re not full. My mom is going there. She said there’s still plenty of spots left.”


  That last one she didn’t actually say, but he can tell from the soldier’s face that it hits home. It’s only for a second that his stonelike expression changes, though, before returning to unreadable.


  “Our orders are to take you to safety,” he repeats slowly. “That’s why we’re bringing you to Tunisia.”


  “Safety from what?” William goes on. “Why isn’t Finland safe?”


  This time, the sergeant’s eyes flash away from William to briefly check the faces of the other passengers within earshot, before they return to rest on William. “I advise you to stop talking, sir. Otherwise, we might have to drop you off after all.”


  “That’s what I’m asking for,” William says, feeling his pulse rise. He puts his palms together and lowers his voice just enough that the soldier can still hear him. “Please, Sergeant, just listen to me. What I have to tell you is very important. I think I know why you’re taking us to Africa, but I’ll keep my theories to myself. If you would just give me two minutes of your time. Please!”


  The sergeant runs his tongue across his front teeth while his dark brown eyes bore into William’s. Then he nods once, turns and walks back to his seat.


  William bends down and tells Ozzy: “Stay.” Then he follows the sergeant, who’s standing by his seat, his thick arms folded across his chest.


  “All right,” he says. “You have exactly one hundred twenty seconds to explain to me why I should drop you off. Time starts now.”


  William glances at the other soldier, who’s also paying close attention. Then he takes a deep breath through his nose and begins talking.


  “This isn’t a virus. It’s not a medical thing at all. I’m sure you already know that. Sure, it has symptoms like fever and all that, but there’s no treatment, because there’s no illness. It’s something else entirely, something that affects the soul, or whatever you like to call that thing inside of us. It’s more like a curse than anything.” William pauses briefly to check the faces of the soldiers. They’re both set in stone. “I believe voodoo started this thing. My friend was there, at a location in Denmark, right at ground zero. He saw the first dead person coming back to life. And he has figured out what happened. He’s down there, right now, trying to find a way to reverse it. And he needs my help. When you picked me up, I was headed back here. We got separated earlier on, and—well, that doesn’t matter. All that matters is, I’m convinced this is our best shot at stopping this thing—hell, it’s our only shot. So if you’ll please, please just drop me off, that’s all I’m asking for. It won’t put you at risk in any way, you can just hover above ground like you did when you picked me up. Please, that’s all I’m asking. Drop me off.”


  William takes a deep, trembling breath as he stops talking.


  The soldiers exchange one, long look before turning their faces back at him. The sergeant says: “Here’s the thing: If we drop you off here, you’ll be dead in forty-eight hours.”


  William shakes his head. “That’s okay, I know the risk. If you’ll let me have back my rifle, I can—”


  “No,” the sergeant interrupts him. “No, you don’t know the risk. Because I’m not talking about the infected getting to you. What I’m saying is, that in forty-eight hours exactly, there won’t be anyone left alive down there. In fact, that goes for most of mainland Europe.”


  William opens his mouth, then shuts it again.


  “That’s right,” the sergeant tells him, raising both eyebrows. “Since you’re being honest with me, son, I’ll be honest with you in return. What I believe you hinted at earlier is absolutely right. There’s a very good reason we’re taking these survivors away from Europe. Come Tuesday, there won’t be a Europe anymore.”


  William feels his gut drop. “Holy shit,” he breathes. “You’re going to … you’re going to …”


  “Don’t say it,” the sergeant tells him calmly. “I don’t want that word even uttered. You can think it if you like. But keep it to yourself.”


  William feels dizzy and needs to look down at his hands for a moment. So it’s true. What they have been saying on the media. The Americans are going to nuke the entire continent. After the initial shock has died down, the first clear thought that comes to him is about his mother.


  “My … my mom,” he mutters, looking back up at the sergeant. “She’s headed for the camp in Finland.”


  The soldier takes a breath through his nose. “I’m very sorry about that, son. I truly am.”


  William feels something wet against his hand. Ozzy is nudging him with his snout.


  “I have a German shepherd back home, you know,” the sergeant tells him, a hint of warmth in his voice. “Looks just like your boy there.”


  William clears his throat. “Look, if we … if we find a cure before the … before forty-eight hours have passed … would that change anything?”


  The sergeant sighs. “I don’t want you going down there, son. This is your last chance to get out alive. Don’t throw it away.”


  William bites his lip, glances towards the window. He can see the green open fields down there, under the perfect blue sky. He imagines that sky turning black and grey with smoke. He thinks of Dan being down there right now. And he recalls the promise he gave him.


  “I need to do it,” he says.


  “Excuse me?”


  William looks at the sergeant. “I need to do it. I made a promise. I can’t leave my friend to do this on his own. Please drop me off, Sergeant.”


  


   


  FOURTEEN


  Dan sits at the bottom of the stairs, breathing through his T-shirt. It helps to keep the smell of gasoline from making him dizzy.


  Dennis left the lights on down here—probably because he clean forgot—and Dan is thankful for it. Had he been left in complete darkness, it would have been a whole lot harder to keep from panicking.


  How long has it been since Dennis locked the door? Dan is losing his sense of time. He has no watch and his phone is dead. Had it still had any power, he would have tried calling Dennis to get him to talk.


  At first, Dan went back through the tunnel to the ladder. But even before he had climbed all the way up to the cover, he could hear the zombies up there, scratching away.


  He called for Liv, then listened for a reply, but none came. She probably moved the van again and had parked it the place they originally intended to.


  He called for her some more, hoping that she would hear him, but no reply came.


  So, since opening the well cover would mean certain death, Dan instead went back to the secret door at the top of the stairs and tried to pick the lock. That endeavor soon proved impossible, however. He had nothing but his fingernails, and they weren’t nearly long or pointy enough to get in the lock.


  He then began banging the door, calling for Dennis. But since the secret door was inside the cabinet in the hallway, at the far end of the house, there was a good chance Dennis would only hear him if he stood right outside the cabinet.


  When he received no sign of anyone hearing him, Dan had to fight a strong urge to begin throwing himself at the door. It was way too solidly built, though, and he probably couldn’t break it down anyway.


  Feeling an increasing sense of claustrophobia, Dan sat down at the bottom of the stairs and tried to think clearly. That’s when he noticed the gasoline fumes were starting to make him feel light-headed.


  He’s been sitting here ever since, going over the options in his mind. The hope that Liv will somehow figure out that he’s in trouble and take it upon herself to lure the zombies away, then come back and climb down into the tunnel begins to seem still less likely as the minutes wear on. The same goes with help coming from the other end: Dan felt certain Dennis would come to his senses and return to let him out, but so far, that hasn’t happened.


  He really meant it when he said I could stay down here and starve …


  How about Dennis’s mother? Does she know about him? Had she known, she would probably have come to kill him by now. Then, on the other hand, maybe she would have simply left him to starve to death.


  Whether she knew or not, the fact is that no one has been at the door since Dennis left. And if they simply decided to stay away, then what hope does Dan have of getting out of here?


  He suddenly feels like crying and needs to fight back the tears. The wave of emotions comes not only from frustration and fear, but just as much from the thought of letting down the people he has lost. His family. His friends. William. Not to mention the thousands of other people who have died.


  All of it will have been for nothing if Dan can’t find a way to get past this final step. If he can’t get into contact with Birgit and somehow convince her to go along with his idea.


  “I’m sorry,” Dan whispers to the empty tunnel. “I messed up.”


  He closes his eyes, a single, warm tear spilling over and running down his cheek. He doesn’t want to, but he can’t help but see the faces of his family once again. He can even hear them call his name. It sounds faint, far away, but still urgent.


  “Dan! … Dan! … Can you hear me? … Dan? … You still down there?”


  Dan opens his eyes.


  The faces dissipate, and so does the voice calling. But only for two heartbeats. Then it comes again: “Dan! … Can you hear me?”


  Dan jumps to his feet, almost tripping as he runs stumbling down the tunnel to the ladder and looks up at the well cover.


  He can still hear the zombies clawing away on the other side, but he can also hear the voice calling for him, stronger now: “Hello! … Dan?”


  “Liv?” he croaks, then clears his throat: “Liv! Is that you? I can hear you!”


   


   


   


   


  FIFTEEN


  “Dennis?”


  Mom’s voice calls him awake, and he sits bolt upright, staring around in alarm. He finds himself on the couch in Holger’s living room. A warm sunlight is making its way in through the boarded-up windows.


  “Why are you sleeping in here?”


  Dennis turns his head to look at Mom standing there, fully dressed, her hair neatly combed, her blue eyes resting on him. She’s holding a basket full of clean laundry.


  “I, uhm,” Dennis murmurs, wiping drool from the corner of his mouth. He was deep asleep just ten seconds ago, and his brain still hasn’t caught up. “I just … fell asleep, I guess.”


  “You should have come downstairs with me,” Mom says, putting the basket down on the coffee table. “It’s not safe sleeping up here.”


  “No, I know,” Dennis mutters, scratching his hair. He had this weird dream about someone trying to get inside the house, but he can’t quite remember it. “I meant to come down, I did, but—”


  Then it all comes back to him in a flash.


  He just sits there, open-mouthed for several seconds.


  Mom doesn’t notice at first. She’s looking at the gun on the table. “And what about this? You just leave that thing lying around?”


  Dennis is too shocked to reply.


  All he can think of is Dan being down in the tunnel. Mom obviously hasn’t been down there, or she would have known. And she must also not have noticed the van out in the courtyard—which is probably thanks to Dennis.


  After he slammed the door on Dan, he walked around the living room for ten minutes, thinking on how to deal with the situation. And he decided to try and keep it from Mom. But as soon as she woke up, she would check the cameras and see the van parked in the courtyard.


  So, Dennis snuck down to the bunker and turned the camera showing the van. It was surprisingly easy; Holger had made it so that all cameras could be adjusted from the computer by simply marking it and then using the arrow keys.


  Dennis spun the camera around less than half an inch, which was just enough for the van to not be seen, while at the same time, the camera still showed most of the courtyard. Mom probably wouldn’t even notice the angle had changed slightly.


  Then he had gone back up to the house, listening by the cabinet. Dan had stopped banging and shouting now. Dennis felt a little better. And he went back to the living room, feeling suddenly exhausted as he lay down on the couch.


  All of this flies through Dennis’s mind as he sits there.


  “Dennis?” Mom’s voice calls him back again. “What’s wrong?”


  Dennis makes an effort to close his mouth, swallows and blinks several times. “I, uhm … it’s just … I’m sorry, Mom. I meant to put it away, but …”


  “You need to be more careful,” Mom says earnestly. “You can’t just fall asleep with a gun next to you. If someone made their way in here, they could take it from you.”


  “I know, Mom. I’ll … I’ll be more careful.”


  She looks at him for a moment, hands at her sides. “What’s up with you? You don’t look well.”


  Dennis feels his cheeks burning. Most of the confidence he felt last night has gone. He thought he was doing a brave thing in handling the situation on his own, but it turned into a mess, and now all he can think of is how to keep Mom from finding Dan in the tunnel. But why would she go down there? Maybe if Dennis just waits it out, the problem will—


  “Dennis?” Mom insists. “There’s something you’re not telling me.”


  Dennis opens his mouth, not sure what will come out. His voice is suddenly calm again. “I’m fine, Mom. I just had a bad dream right now.”


  “Oh,” Mom says, eyeing him for another second. “Well, good thing it was just a dream.”


  Dennis nods and smiles up at her.


  “You hungry?” she asks, picking up the laundry basket. “You must be. I already ate, but I can fix you something.”


  Mom goes to the kitchen, and Dennis remembers the van parked in the courtyard. He jumps to his feet and runs after her. He’s just about to grab her and stop her from going into the kitchen, when he sees the boards covering the windows.


  He stops and exhales. He forgot about the boards. They put them up so they wouldn’t have to look at the dead people clawing at the windows. Which means the only window the van can be seen from is the one upstairs, in the room Dennis kept a lookout for Dan last night. And Mom rarely goes up there, so he should be safe.


  “You want eggs?” she asks him, putting down the basket again and opening the fridge. “We still have some, but we’ll have to eat them before they go bad.”


  “Yes, please,” Dennis says, sitting down at the table.


  As Mom begins preparing breakfast for him—even though it’s late in the afternoon—Dennis can almost tell himself it’s a normal day. He can almost forget about the van out in the courtyard or Dan in the tunnel. Almost.


  To his surprise, though, something other than the fear of Mom finding out has begun to bug him. It feels like guilt. And it’s not from keeping the truth from Mom. It’s the thought of Dan being trapped and alone down there in the tunnel. He is probably starving by now. He must be afraid, too. That’s how Dennis would feel if it was him down there.


  Still, Dan came to kill them and take the house. Dennis is certain of that. At least he was certain yesterday. Now, as he sits here in the kitchen, watching Mom start up a pan to make him scrambled eggs, he’s much less certain of Dan’s motives.


  Sure, he lied, but when Dennis had confronted him about it, he had seemed honest enough. Then again, he seemed honest when they spoke on the phone, too, but it turned out he was lying.


  Either Dan was lying both then and now.


  Or else Dan was only lying then but not now.


  Either Dan’s intentions are bad and he deserves to be trapped down in the tunnel.


  Or Dan told a single lie but is being truthful about everything else.


  Which one was it?


  If it is the first one, and Dennis lets Dan stay down there to starve to death, he would have stopped Dan’s evil plot to kill them and takeover the house.


  If it is the second one, though … then Dennis would be killing a basically innocent person. One who has only told a single lie.


  The trouble is, Dennis has no way of finding out which one is true and which one is false. He only has Dan’s words to go on, and his own judgement. He can’t ask Mom or anyone else for advice. The decision is his alone.


  Should he just pretend like Dan never existed and wait for him to die? Could he live with that choice? Even if Dan really is a liar and a killer, could Dennis still be the one sentencing him to death?


  I didn’t kill him, he killed himself. He shouldn’t have lied to me. If he hadn’t then I would still have trusted him. I would have never—


  Dennis notices Mom sniffing the eggs frying on the pan. Then she goes to the fridge, opens it and sniffs inside it.


  She looks around the kitchen, then over at Dennis. “You smell something, Dennis?”


  “Like what?”


  “I don’t know, something … chemical.”


  “No, I don’t smell anything,” Dennis says earnestly.


  Mom shrugs, then goes back to the stove. “I just keep thinking I can smell something. It’s almost like gasoline.”


  That last word makes Dennis tense up.


  As soon as Mom said it, Dennis can smell it all too well. The stench of gasoline seems to be hanging thick like a blanket in the air. He probably didn’t notice it before because he’s gotten used to it.


  “It’s probably nothing,” Mom mutters, dumping the eggs onto a plate. She brings it to Dennis, hands him a fork and runs her hand through his hair—a rare sign of affection. “We’ll be okay, Dennis,” she says. “I believe the hardest part is over now. As long as we have each other, we’ll be okay.”


  Her voice is uncharacteristically soft and warm—it sounds almost like Mom is smiling.


  Dennis doesn’t know for sure, though, because he can’t bring himself to look up at her, so he just nods and begins eating the eggs—even though his appetite is suddenly gone.


  Mom stays by his side a moment longer. Then he can hear her sniffing once more. “There it is again. I just remembered, the gas can in the cabinet. Maybe I left the plug open. I’ll go and check.”


  Dennis turns his head sideways and watches in horror as Mom walks across the kitchen, headed for the hallway and the cabinet under the stairs.


  As soon as she opens it, she will find the gas can empty. And then Dennis will have to confess everything.


  “Mom,” he hears himself say, just as Mom is about to leave the kitchen.


  Things jump back into normal speed as she turns around to look at him. “Yes, Dennis?”


  Dennis takes a deep breath. “There’s something I need to tell you.”


  She folds her arms across her chest. “All right?”


  “First, promise me you won’t be mad.”


  Mom frowns. “I don’t like the sound of that. What did you do, Dennis?”


  Dennis stands up. “There’s … there’s someone down in the tunnel.”


   


   


   


  SIXTEEN


  He walks along the empty road under the scorching sun, Ozzy patrolling up ahead.


  William doesn’t know the area that well, and everything basically looks alike; it’s all just fields with the occasional house now and then. But he feels pretty certain he’s at least on Old Mill Road, which means Holger’s house should be coming up ahead any minute now.


  They’ve been walking for an hour or so, and William is sweating profusely. He took off his shirt earlier and is wearing it over his head like a turban. He’ll probably get an aggressive tan from walking in the midday sun like this, but who gives a shit? He probably won’t get to enjoy it anyway.


  And yet for all the might of the sun, it doesn’t feel as hot as it used to. William even notices a few clouds drifting by now and then. They’re light grey and seem to be growing in size and number. Looks like the heatwave is finally about to break.


  Change is in the air, William thinks to himself. Quite literally.


  A butterfly floats by in front of him. He’s heard something about butterflies having a lifespan of only a few days. If that’s true, then this fellow chose the right time to live. In two days, it’ll be too late.


  He still can’t wrap his head around the fact that Denmark and all the surrounding countries will be turned into a wasteland like the ones you see in American disaster movies. Not only that, it’ll probably also be radioactive for centuries to come, just like the area around Chernobyl, except on a continental scale.


  He remembers what Åsaa said, about the European Union answering back if America threatened to bomb everything and how that would draw others into what would soon be a global conflict.


  William cares very little for politics, and he has no idea what the relations between the big nations are or how they’ll respond to a nuclear attack. But he does know that once the first bomb is dropped, it’ll likely mark the end of the world in one way or another.


  It’ll certainly be the end of his world, as he’s walking around right where the fun will begin.


  There’s time, he tells himself, licking sweat from his upper lip. We can reverse it. Dan was right. We can find a cure.


  But even if they did—which conveniently ignores a bunch of difficulties, like convincing the voodoo lady to even give it a try—how would they get the message to the Americans? How would they communicate to the world that the so-called infection could be fought back? They would have to at least be able to demonstrate it somehow. And all of this within forty-eight hours? The more William thinks about it, the more it sounds like a computer game set to difficulty level “impossible.”


  He tries to shove aside the thoughts, tries to focus on the task at hand. That’s all he can do, after all; he already made his choice.


  They haven’t met any zombies yet, which probably doesn’t mean they aren’t here, they’re just not roaming the open landscape any longer. More likely, the ones who haven’t left the country for bigger meals are huddled around the few people still alive inside their houses.


  Still, that’s no guarantee, and William keeps scanning the horizon for any figures. So far, though, he hasn’t seen another human, living or dead. And Ozzy hasn’t picked up any ominous scents, either; at least he hasn’t reacted to anything.


  William takes a swig from the bottle the sergeant gave him. The water has turned lukewarm. He’s already drunk most of it, sharing a handful with Ozzy now and then. In his pockets are a couple of jerky strips and a loaf of bread the soldiers were nice enough to let him keep.


  “God speed, son,” the sergeant had told him as William climbed onto the ladder with Ozzy hanging over his shoulders. “I sure hope you know what you’re doing.”


  “I hope so too,” William had told him, glancing briefly at the faces of the survivors, most of them eyeing him back with wondering looks.


  Then, to his surprise, the sergeant offered him his hand. William took it. Everton held his hand firmly, looking him dead in the eye. “I’m a religious man. I believe what you said about this being a spiritual pandemic. I think of it as God’s wrath.”


  William had nodded, feeling a bit uncertain. “I guess you could say that.”


  “In case you find out something we can use—anything,” the sergeant went on, staring at William. “Give me a call.” Then he broke the handshake.


  “How would I reach—oh.” William noticed the piece of paper the sergeant had left in his hand. It had a long, hand-written number on it. “Thank you.”


  “Take care of yourself down there, son.”


  Then he had left the helicopter and watched it fly away, disappearing over the horizon in a matter of minutes, leaving him to the heat and the quiet of the day.


  “What the fuck am I doing here?” William mutters, wiping sweat from his brow.


  And as he looks again, he actually sees it: Holger’s house surrounded by trees, perched on the slight hill. His heart rate rises slightly, and he picks up speed.


   


  SEVENTEEN


  After calling for Dan for a couple of minutes and getting no reply, Liv is about to stop.


  And that’s when Dan’s voice comes back up at her: “Liv! Is that you? I can hear you!”


  It’s faint and difficult to make out through the moaning and the scratching of the zombies, but it’s definitely him.


  “Dan! Oh, my God, what a relief! You okay?”


  “I guess so. You still in the van?”


  “I am.”


  “I’m so glad you’re okay,” Dan calls back. “I need your help. They trapped me down here. I can’t get out. You’ll have to lure the zombies away.”


  Liv moans. “I can’t!”


  “Sure you can. You just drive the van slowly away, and they will—”


  “No, I mean I can’t.”


  “Why not?”


  Liv closes her eyes. “It’s empty. The van. It ran out of gas.”


  A brief pause. “It did? How did that happen?”


  “I … I fell asleep.” She feels stupid for admitting it.


  “Oh.” Dan seems to think for a moment. “And you can’t get out?”


  “No, they’re everywhere out there.”


  “So we’re both trapped,” Dan concludes.


  “I’m afraid so.”


  “Fuck.”


  It’s the first time she’s heard Dan swear.


  “Why’d they lock you down there?” she asks. “They didn’t want to try your plan?”


  “I never got to speak to Birgit. It was Dennis who locked me down here. I’m not even sure she knows about me yet.”


  “Oh, I think she does. She just mad dogged me from the window five minutes ago.”


  “I see. Maybe she’ll come and speak to me then.”


  “Can’t you call out for her?”


  “I already tried; I don’t think they can hear me through the door.”


  “So if she decides she doesn’t want to talk, she’ll just leave you down there, and that means we’ll both …” Liv can’t bring herself to finish the sentence.


  “Looks that way,” Dan says, sounding defeated. “I can’t … I can’t really see any way out of this, can you?”


  Liv chews her lip. “I could try and make a run for it.”


  “Didn’t you say they are right outside?”


  “Yes, but … I can climb out of the sunroof. If I can jump over them, maybe I can get away clean.”


  “How many of them are we talking about?” Dan asks, sounding skeptical.


  “I don’t know, not that many,” Liv says, realizing she’s halfway lying, not sure if she’s doing it to comfort him or herself. “Most of them have gone back to the house.”


  “Well, they will all be coming for you as soon as you jump,” he warns her. “So you’d better not sprain an ankle or hurt yourself in any other way, or you’ll be in trouble.”


  “I know, and I know how to jump.”


  “Fine, I’m just saying—”


  “Listen, I can do it, okay? It’s just a couple of yards, it’s no big deal.” Liv can hear the fear in her own voice.


  There’s a brief pause before Dan says: “Even if you get out clean, how will you move the van?”


  “I won’t have to; I’ll just lure away the zombies so you can climb up.”


  “I’m not sure the cover can open that way. It’s on hinges.”


  “Okay, then I’ll run out to find someone who can help me move the van.”


  Dan doesn’t answer, which only prompts Liv to go on.


  “We’ll be back here soon and we’ll get the van out of the way so you can get out. Or, better yet, I’ll just bring back a can of gasoline so I can drive the van away myself. That way I don’t need any help.”


  As she finally manages to stop herself talking, she realizes her chest is all tight. She breathes out in a long, trembling exhale.


  “It’s not going to work,” she whispers to the inside of the van.


  “It’ll take too long,” Dan says, confirming her own thoughts. “There are miles between the houses out here. And it’s way too dangerous for you to run around in the open without any weapons or anything.”


  “Shit!” Liv spits. “Shit, why’d I have to fall asleep and let the stupid van run dry? I’m such a moron.”


  “Stop beating yourself up,” Dan tells her. “That’s no use. We still have time. Maybe—” Dan cuts himself short.


  “Dan?” Liv asks.


  “Hold on,” he says, almost too low for her to pick it up. “I think I heard something.”


  “What?” Liv asks, holding her breath. “Are they coming down there?”


  Five long seconds of silence.


  Then Dan’s voice comes again: “I think so.”


   


   


   


   


  EIGHTEEN


  When Dennis finally stops talking, his mouth is all dry and his palms are all sweaty.


  He looks at Mom for a reaction. She just stands there for the longest time, staring back at him, her expression unreadable.


  Dennis feels very uncomfortable. He’s certain Mom will explode, scold him badly or even strike him. This is probably the worst he has ever disrespected her authority, and of course there will be a punishment.


  But Mom just stands there. It looks like she’s thinking.


  “Mom?” Dennis says, moving restlessly on the spot. He wishes for some strange reason that he had brought the gun from the living room—not that he would use it on Mom, not even as a deterrent from her punishing him—but he longs for that feeling of confidence the gun gives him when he holds it. He feels grown-up. Right now, he feels more like a five-year-old who accidentally broke a plate.


  Mom still doesn’t answer.


  “Would you please say something, Mom?” Dennis urges. “You can yell at me if you want.”


  Mom’s left eye grows a little narrower. “Yell at you?”


  “Yes,” Dennis nods eagerly. “Or, you know … punish me. That’s okay, I totally understand …”


  Mom steps closer to him, making Dennis flinch. But she doesn’t come at him; instead, she just stands in front of him, towering over him.


  “You want me to treat you like an adult, Dennis?”


  Dennis blinks with surprise. “Uhm, well, yes … I’d like that.”


  “Then act like one.”


  Dennis considers for a moment. Then he slowly straightens up. He lifts his chin, standing at his full height, which is almost enough to be at eye level with Mom.


  “That’s better,” Mom says, her voice still betraying no emotion. And then, with the speed of a striking snake, her hand shoots up and grabs Dennis by the chin, her nails digging into his skin.


  “Ouch!” he cries out and tries to pull back, but Mom holds him firmly.


  She pulls his face close to hers and hisses very low: “That will be the last time you lie to me.”


  “It will! It will, Mom, I swear!”


  Dennis stands on his toes, shuffling to try and take the pressure of his throbbing chin. Mom holds on to him for another couple of seconds, then she finally releases him, and Dennis stumbles backwards, his hands going to his chin, expecting to feel blood, but amazingly, Mom’s nails don’t seem to have penetrated his skin.


  Mom turns away from him and walks to the window. She reaches over the sink and pulls away the board covering the glass. She looks out into the courtyard for almost half a minute, not moving, not saying or doing anything.


  From where Dennis is standing, he can make out the rear end of the van. He doesn’t dare to say anything, so he just stands there, rubbing his chin and waiting for Mom’s lead.


  Finally, Mom puts the board back up in front of the window. She turns towards Dennis again. “The boy in the tunnel … was it the older or the younger one?”


  “The … the younger.”


  “The one without any tattoos?”


  “Uh-huh.”


  “And you didn’t see him? The one with the tattoos?”


  Dennis shakes his head.


  “How about anyone of the others? There was a man, too. And a young woman with dark skin. Have you seen any of them?”


  “No, Mom. I told you: I only saw Dan and the girl who’s sitting out in the van.” Dennis pauses, then dares to say: “I think she’s alone out there.”


  “But you don’t know that.”


  “No, but …”


  “But what? For all you know, that van could be full of people.”


  “Yeah, I know, but … I thought of it long and hard last night, Mom, and I think it’s just Dan and the girl. He told me so.”


  Mom raises her eyebrows. “He told you he would be coming alone as well. He’s a liar.”


  “I know, but …” Dennis shrugs towards the van. “I mean, why would they just stay out there? What are they waiting for?”


  Mom seems to consider, then she mutters: “They must have a plan. Luckily, though, it doesn’t really matter. At least not for now. Our problem is the boy.” Mom falls silent once more. Then she looks at Dennis again. “You’re absolutely certain he didn’t have a gun?”


  “He wasn’t armed, Mom. I swear.”


  “He wasn’t concealing a gun?”


  Dennis throws out his arms. “I think I would have seen it. Besides, why wouldn’t he have used it on me if he had one?”


  Mom does her slow nod again. She glances at the floor, as though she can see right through to the tunnel below. “We can’t have him running around down there. He might break through the door while we’re sleeping.”


  “I don’t think he can,” Dennis begins. “It’s very—”


  “We’re not taking that chance,” Mom says, her eyes blazing at him. “We’re cleaning this mess up as best we can.”


  “Okay, Mom,” Dennis says meekly. “Then what … what are we going to do?”


  Mom’s eyes grow distant for a brief moment. “I need to go down there and take care of it.” Her hand goes to her hip, where she usually keeps the dagger. Dennis can never tell through her gown if it’s there or not.


  He gets a sinking feeling in his gut as he realizes what Mom’s intentions are. For some reason, he’s almost sick at the thought of her going down there to …


  “Let me do it, Mom,” he blurts out before he even knows what he’s saying. “Let me go down there.”


  “No.”


  “I’ll take care of it. I’ll use the gun.”


  Mom shakes her head. “That thing is way too unreliable. You might miss. Or, even worse, the shot might produce a spark and set everything on fire.”


  “But … but this is my mess!” Dennis says, trying to muster some measure of dignity to his voice. “I should be the one to make it right.”


  “You should,” Mom says outright. “But I don’t trust you to. And there’s too much at stake.”


  “But—”


  “We’re done discussing.”


  “But, Mom—”


  “Enough!”


  She raises her voice only slightly, yet it’s enough to make Dennis jump. He forgot himself for a moment. He had to push it, though; the thought of Mom using her dagger on Dan is just too awful. Dennis isn’t sure why, maybe it’s because it reminds him of the way Mom killed Old Niels. Maybe it’s because Dennis feels responsible for Dan ending up down there.


  But there’s a deeper reason, too; one that Dennis can’t consciously reach, much less understand. At some level, Dennis identifies with Dan. Not just because they’re the same age, but something about Dan reminded Dennis very much of himself. The way he talked, the way he moved. Dennis has always been an outcast among his classmates—for obvious reasons. And he got the same feeling from Dan—that he was a lonely guy, someone not popular, someone carrying the burden of never being noticed.


  Even though Dennis couldn’t put this feeling into words if he had to, part of him understands this to be the reason he doesn’t want Dan to die, the reason why Dennis was never going to burn him alive, even the reason why Dennis trusted Dan in the first place.


  Dan and Dennis are very similar, maybe even alike.


  In another world they could have been friends. Brothers, even.


  “Dennis?” Mom says, bringing him back. Her voice is somewhat softer now, yet very determined. “You stay here, unless I call for you. Okay?”


  Dennis swallows, blinks, then nods.


  “Good,” Mom says. “I’ll make it fast.”


  She turns around and walks out into the hallway. Dennis looks after her as she goes to the cabinet, taking out her dagger. She opens the cabinet carefully, looks briefly at the empty gas can, then steps into the semidarkness.


  She stands there for a moment, listening for any sounds through the secret door. Then she reaches out and turns the key slowly.


   


  NINETEEN


  “Dan? … Dan, who is it? … Who’s down there with you?”


  Liv gets no answer this time; she can sense Dan is no longer below her. He probably climbed down the ladder and has walked back down the tunnel to meet whoever came down from the house.


  Liv hopes very much it’s the guy and that he’s changed his mind. That he decided to trust Dan anyway and will be letting him out. That would also mean they could help Liv get out, too.


  But she feels very deep in her gut that that’s not what’s about to go down. In fact, she has a very bad feeling. She looks to the house. Even though the windows are still boarded up, she can all too easily recall the dead stare from the woman just minutes ago.


  “Fuck,” she mutters. “This is not good … this is not good at all …”


  She tries to think, tries desperately to come up with some way of helping Dan, but there’s just no way for her to get out of the van without—


  Plonk!


  Liv snaps her head around at the sound. Something hit the van from behind. It wasn’t the zombies; the noises from their fingers are a lot softer. This sounded more like metal or stone.


  Before Liv can figure out what made the noise, it comes again.


  Plonk!


  What the hell?


  Liv gets to her feet and walks back to the rear doors. She looks out the window, which is high enough that she can see over the heads of the zombies, the only thing obstructing her view being their hands fumbling over the window.


  She can see the other end of the courtyard and the gravel road leading down to the highway. But she can’t see what produced the sound.


  Then, suddenly, over by the trees, a guy pops out, waving at her.


  He’s a few years older than Liv and sports large tattoos running up and down his arms. Over his shoulder is a rifle. He’s wearing a Guns ’n’ Roses T-shirt. Dan never described William to her, but he did mention his German shepherd, which is sitting right beside him, staring menacingly at the zombies, looking like he’s just waiting to be given the green light to launch at them.


  “William?” she exclaims.


  The guy shrugs, then places one hand behind his ear.


  Liv forms a funnel around her mouth with both hands and shouts: “William?”


  He nods and shows her a thumbs-up. He then mouths: “Dan?”


  Liv shouts: “Dan’s in danger! We have to help him! Get me out of here!”


  She’s not sure if all the words reach William through the moans and groans of the zombies, but the main message seems to get through. He glances briefly at the house, gives the dog a command, then steps into the courtyard.


  Almost immediately, the zombies by the van seem to sense the more accessible prey and turn their attention towards William. He comes a little closer still, drawing the last of them. Then, once he’s sure the entire group is headed for him, he turns around, whistles at the dog—who follows him only reluctantly—and runs out of the courtyard and down the gravel road.


  The zombies stagger after him as William disappears out of sight. Liv watches the zombies follow him, counting her heartbeats, knowing that if she opens the car door too soon, they will turn around and come right back, and she won’t have time to move the van.


  “Come on, come on,” she chants.


  Then, as the last of the zombies finally disappear from view, Liv opens the door and jumps out, breathing in the fresh air in a big gulp.


  She runs around the van, places her hands at the hood and begins pushing. Her feet slip on the gravel and the van doesn’t move an inch. “Come on! Come on, damnit!”


  Steps running across gravel make her look up in alarm.


  William comes around the van, stopping as he sees her, panting and holding the rifle. “Good, you’re out! Where’s Dan? Is he in danger?”


  “Yes! He’s down there,” Liv says, pointing. “Help me move this thing.”


  They both place their shoulders against the van and push in unison.


  “You sure you put it in neutral?” William asks, heaving for breath as he strains to push the van.


  “I double-checked,” Liv says, biting down hard. “Come on, just push!”


  For a moment, she’s sure it won’t move.


  Then the van—very, very slowly—starts rolling.


   


   


  TWENTY


  Dan senses the person before he actually sees them.


  He wasn’t sure if he really heard the lock click from down the other end of the tunnel, but as he climbs back down the ladder, he can tell the glow from atop the staircase is brighter than before.


  And then he sees the pair of legs coming down the steps, slowly, methodically, as though choosing every step with great care and consideration. The person is wearing a white, knee-long dress, which tells him right away it’s not Dennis.


  As her flat-chested torso comes into view, Dan is struck by how tall Birgit is; he’s only seen her from the window. But now, as she finally comes into full view, stopping by the end of the staircase, she looks almost freakishly tall in the dim light. As she’s standing there, looking at him through the tunnel, she seems like something out of time. Like an evil spirit from ancient worlds come to haunt him.


  “I knew you’d be back,” she says.


  The words seem to leave her mouth without her having to move her lips, reaching Dan by snaking their way through the tunnel.


  Dan has to pry his tongue from the roof of his mouth. “I’m not here to fight.”


  Birgit doesn’t seem to hear him. “I knew some of you would be back, but I have to admit, at first I was surprised it was you.” She takes a step closer. It looks more like she glides across the floor. “Then I remembered seeing you in the car. You saw me too, didn’t you?”


  Dan nods.


  “And I remembered,” Birgit goes on, talking slowly and taking another step towards him, “how I could sense back then you were the one calling the shots. It struck me as odd, since you were the youngest in your group. But sometimes, age doesn’t matter. It’s just a number—isn’t that what they say?”


  Dan swallows dryly and shakes his head. “I didn’t call the shots. We were a group. We worked together.”


  Birgit smiles. “Then why are you the one standing here? And don’t tell me it’s fate; I don’t believe in that.”


  “I don’t either. It was my own choice. I came back to talk with you.”


  “Yes, my son told me.”


  Another step towards him. The way she walks looks strange, not just because of the way she seems to be moving without the help of her feet, but also due to the way she isn’t facing him straight on; her body is turned very slightly to the left, giving her an off-balance look. There’s something ominous about it, something threatening, yet Dan can’t place what it is.


  “So,” she says, showing him her palm. “Here’s your chance. Say what you came to say.”


  Dan breathes in. “I need your help. I know you do voodoo. I know you were there when the first person came back to life—the girl at Esther’s place.”


  Birgit is in the middle of taking another step, but she stops. Her expression darkens slightly. “And how would you know that, pray tell?”


  “I was there,” Dan says. “Some hours after you’d left. I saw your son’s pouch, the one he’s carrying around his neck. And I recognized it when I saw him from the window.”


  Birgit is silent for several long seconds. “You’re even more perceptive than I thought.”


  “I just put the pieces together,” Dan says. “I figured Dennis wasn’t the one doing the ritual, so it must have been you.”


  Birgit takes another step. “I was helping the girl.”


  “I know. She died in an accident somehow, and you wanted to bring her back to life. Normal life. You had good intentions, but it went off the rails somehow.”


  “That wasn’t my doing,” Birgit says, and the tone of her voice changes, showing real emotion for the first time.


  “I didn’t come to blame you for anything,” Dan goes on. “I don’t care about all of that. I don’t even care about you killing Holger.”


  “How amicable of you.”


  “I just want you to try and reverse this curse, or whatever it is.”


  Birgit takes another step. She’s halfway through the tunnel now, slowly closing the distance between them. “You’re a wise boy, but you speak of things you have no knowledge of. Don’t you think I would have reversed it if that was within my power?”


  “We have to try,” Dan says. “It’s the only way it’ll ever end.”


  Birgit shakes her head. “There’s only one way it will end, and that end has already started.”


  As she steps closer, she comes into the light of one of the roof lamps, and for a moment the reflection catches both her eyes, making them flash with menace.


  Finally, it strikes Dan what the reason is for the slightly turned way Birgit is walking: she’s holding her right arm close to her side, keeping the hand discretely out of view.


  “What’s in your hand?” Dan says, hearing his mouth talk without his permission. “Is that a knife? Are you going to kill me with it like you killed Holger?”


  Birgit stops dead in her track.


  She stares him right in the face, and Dan stares back at her. Without breaking eye contact, Birgit lets her hand drift out, revealing a shining bronze-colored blade of what looks more like an Iron-Age dagger than a knife.


  “That was my intention, yes,” she says.


  “You can kill me,” Dan says, feeling a sudden and unexpected rush of something forceful streaming up through his chest. It’s all he can do to keep it back, yet it still shines through in his voice. “But it won’t solve anything. You’ll still be living in a world about to be taken over by the dead. You will live in constant fear and your son will know nothing but paranoia and death.”


  Birgit tilts her head slightly, revealing her white teeth in a sneer. “What would you know about death?”


  Whatever has built in Dan suddenly breaks loose. He surprises even himself in taking a step forward. “What do I know? I’ve lost my entire family! I’ve lost everyone I love! They’re all dead because of what you started, so go ahead: kill me too! If you want to keep making chaos instead of trying to fix it, then just go ahead!”


  Birgit looks like she’s about to step back but manages to hold firm at the last second. Then, as the echo of Dan’s voice dies out in the tunnel, her expression turns from surprise to stone.


  And Dan knows at that moment he will die.


  He knows it like he knows the sun will rise tomorrow.


  As Birgit steps forward, raising the dagger, time slows down and Dan closes his eyes. The faces of his family once more glide across his inner vision, and he thinks very clearly and calmly: I will see you in a moment.


  There’s no fear. No pain.


  Only a bright light from above enrobing him.


   


   


  TWENTY-ONE


  Breaking open the wall turns out a whole lot harder than Iver imagined.


  He’s been working on it for hours, using different tactics and tools. First, he tried simply smashing his way through the wall using Agnete’s metal candlestick, and while getting through the initial layer of wallpaper and plaster was easy enough, it turned out to be bricks on the inside, and there was no way he would get through that way by hammering it.


  Instead he began scratching at the joints using the other end of the candlestick. It was tedious work, but he did seem to make progress; the mortar would slowly crumble and fall away as dust.


  The problem was, it took him over an hour to get only one brick loose. When he finally was able to pull it out, the door had started to make that awful cracking sound more and more often.


  The hinges on the door turned out to be more durable than Iver first feared. But between the occasional thrust against the door and the sheer pressure of the crowd of zombies, it wouldn’t last for long.


  Now, the sun has long since come up and is blazing in through the windows. Adam is awake and crying now and then. Agnete comforts him as best she can, but the boy is hungry. So is Iver. He’s also dead tired and his arms are killing him from working the wall. His palms have grown blisters, but he can’t slow down, so he’s pushing through the pain.


  He’s pried free three bricks by now, and just as he begins working on the fourth, the lower hinge on the door gives way. It simply falls off, landing on the floor with a metallic sound.


  Iver freezes and stares at it.


  The door swings into the room a few inches at the bottom. It’s not enough for any of the zombies to squeeze through, since the upper hinge is still clinging on, but they reach in their arms and grope for anything to grab onto.


  Adam begins crying when he sees them.


  Agnete picks him up and turns away, looking at Iver with big, scared eyes. “Are we going to make it?”


  “Yes,” Iver hears himself say, then he begins hammering away at the bricks. He goes into a frenzy, clubbing the wall like a wild man, feeling the painful jolts run up through his arm, but he doesn’t care, he wants those last two bricks out right now, and he’s not going to relent before they give way.


  And they do within half a minute. They loosen up at the same time and plummet through the hole into the bathroom.


  “Ready!” Iver shouts, dropping the candlestick and darting a look over at the door, where one guy has now pushed his head through, glaring at them with his white eyes, clapping his teeth hungrily. The door looks like it could give up any second. In fact, Iver can’t tell what’s holding that last hinge in place.


  “Give him to me!” Iver shouts, holding out his arms.


  “You climb through first,” Agnete says. “Then I’ll hand him to you.”


  Iver doesn’t want to waste time arguing, so he simply hoists himself up and climbs through to the bathroom. The air duct is right above the toilet, so he can step down onto the seat, spin around and reach his arms back through the hole.


  Agnete hands him the crying toddler. “Careful! Don’t bump his head.”


  Iver pulls Adam through the wall, and just as he does so, there’s a crunching sound from the bedroom followed by a bang.


  That was the door …


  Iver sees Agnete dart a glance to the side and knows he’s right.


  “Come on!” he shouts, holding Adam on one arm and reaching the other one back, trying to grab Agnete. “Come on, Agnete! Hurry!”


  But the look on her face tells him all he needs.


  She stares at them through the hole, smiling. “Take care of him, Iver.”


  “No! Agnete, no!”


  But she has already ducked down out of sight. At first, Iver thinks she has lain down, but then she comes back up, holding the night table. She flings it aside, effectively cutting herself off from climbing through the hole—but also making sure none of the deads can do the same.


  Then, just as the first zombie staggers into view, Iver steps down from the toilet, squeezing Adam tightly and closing his eyes. He wants badly to cover his ears, but instead he uses his free hand to cover Adam’s ear, pressing the other one against his head as the toddler cries.


  To Iver’s great relief, though, Agnete doesn’t scream.


   


   


  TWENTY-TWO


  The light comes from somewhere overhead. But it’s not celestial as Dan first thought. It’s plain old sunlight.


  He opens his eyes after what feels like several minutes, but what is more likely only a couple of seconds.


  And he sees a figure come jumping down from above, landing beside him, straightening up and pointing a rifle at Birgit, who stops only eight or ten feet away, the bright light painting her face white and causing her to squint.


  The person besides him says something, but Dan’s hearing has tuned out and he can’t interpret the words. Instead, he turns his head and looks at William.


  This is a dream. I’m probably already dead. Then, almost making himself smile, he thinks: William must be an angel.


  William looks very much alive and temporal, though. He’s holding the rifle firmly against his shoulder, nudging Dan backwards with one elbow while staring fixedly at Birgit. And as he speaks again, Dan is able to understand him.


  “You heard me, lady: stay back, or I’ll blow your fucking head off!”


  “William?” Dan hears himself asking, his voice sounding bemused more than anything.


  “That’s my name, don’t wear it out,” William says without looking at him. “This was a pretty close call, huh?”


  “How did you … I don’t understand.”


  “Let’s save it for later. Right now, we need to deal with psycho-lady here.”


  “You okay down there?” a voice asks from above.


  Dan looks up to see Liv peering down through the opening. From somewhere behind her, Dan can hear Ozzy panting and whimpering.


  “We’re fine,” William says, still not moving his eyes from Birgit. “Step back, please.”


  Birgit doesn’t move. Instead, she turns her head and looks at Dan. “I thought you said you weren’t coming to take back the house?”


  “We’re not,” Dan says earnestly, still only halfway convinced this isn’t some sort of dream.


  “It’s true, we weren’t,” William confirms. “Not until you decided to kill him anyway. Now, move back! I’m not telling you again.”


  “Mom?” a voice calls from down the tunnel. “What’s happening?”


  “Go back inside, Dennis!” Birgit calls over her shoulder. “Get down to the bunker right away! Lock yourself in there and don’t—”


  “Shut the fuck up!” William shouts.


  “—let anyone in, no matter what they say!”


  “Stop talking!”


  “Go, Dennis! Go, now!”


  “I told you to—”


  “William!” Liv cuts him off. “They’re coming back!”


  Ozzy starts barking up there.


  “Move!” William roars, stepping forward and jabbing the rifle at Birgit’s chest. “Get back, or we’ll all be zombie-dinner!”


  Finally, Birgit steps backwards, her eyes darting from William to Dan, the dagger still in her hand.


  “Come down here and close the hatch!” William shouts—unnecessarily so, because Liv is already coming down the ladder.


  She slams the hatch and locks it, looking at William: “What about your dog?”


  “He’ll be fine, don’t worry about him.”


  Liv climbs down and joins them.


  For a moment, they all just stand there, staring at each other: Dan, William and Liv in close formation, Birgit alone a few yards away.


  “So far, so good,” William says, as Dan can hear fingers begin to scratch the fake well cover from above. “Now everyone just stay calm …”


  “You’ll never get into the bunker,” Birgit says.


  “Shut your mouth. And put down that fucking blade you’re holding. What the hell is that, anyway? Looks like something from Game of Thrones.”


  “I’ll put down mine if you put down yours,” Birgit tells him calmly.


  William grinds his teeth. “Listen, you fucking psycho. I know you’re probably used to bossing people around, but you’re no longer in charge here, so put down that goddamn mini-sword, or I’ll shoot it out of your hand.”


  “William,” Dan says.


  “Not now,” William says. “Do it, lady. Last warning.”


  Birgit doesn’t look like she’s about to put down the dagger. She just stares at William, daring him.


  “You really are fucking nuts,” William says, taking a deep breath. “Okay, I’m going to have to shoot her. I suggest you cover your ears …”


  “William,” Dan says again, placing a hand on his arm. “It’s okay. Put it down.”


  William darts one quick look sideways. “Put what down? The rifle? Are you out of your mind? She’ll come at us if I do that.”


  “No,” Dan says, looking over at Birgit. “She won’t.”


  Birgit looks back at him, saying nothing, but Dan can tell she tries hard to read him.


  “We’re done fighting,” Dan goes on, talking to all of them now. “No more killing each other. From now on, we’ll work together. We’ll find a way to end all this. Right?”


  He looks from Birgit to William.


  Birgit doesn’t say or do anything; she simply waits to see what happens.


  William hesitates, clearly fighting himself.


  Dan reaches out and puts his hand on the barrel of the rifle, pushing it gently towards the floor. William resists at first, then lets the rifle drop. He straightens up and looks at Birgit.


  Suddenly, the distance between them seems very short. Birgit could close it in less than a second, a lot faster than William could get the rifle back up, and Dan can feel how keenly they’re all aware of that fact.


  So he steps forward.


  “No, Dan,” William begins, grabbing for his shoulder.


  “It’s okay,” Dan says, slipping past him. He stops in front of Birgit and looks up at her—she’s a full foot taller than him. “We’re done fighting,” he repeats softly. “Let’s go inside and talk.”


  Then he simply walks past her, the sleeve of his T-shirt brushing against her arm—the one holding the dagger. He walks on down the tunnel. Then, as he senses the others aren’t coming, he stops and turns around.


  “You guys coming?”


  Liv, William and Birgit are all still standing there, uncertain what to do.


  William is the one to break the silence with a snorting laughter. “Jesus Christ, the balls on that guy!”


  Liv begins walking, passing by Birgit while giving her one brief look before joining Dan. Then William shrugs and walks past her, too, the rifle by his side. And finally, reluctantly and without a word, Birgit turns and joins them in walking back through the tunnel.


   


   


   


   


  TWENTY-THREE


  “Dennis?”


  Mom’s voice through the door.


  Dennis gets up from the terminal. He’s been following along on the screens, staring in horror as Dan was the first one to appear back inside the house, then the girl came out of the cabinet, followed by the other, older guy. For a brief moment, Dennis felt absolute panic at the thought of them having killed Mom and left her down in the tunnel.


  But then, to his amazement, Mom appeared from the cabinet as well, looking unharmed. It looked almost like the four of them had made some sort of truce.


  They went to the kitchen, exchanged a few awkward looks before Mom went on to the bedroom, from where she climbed down the hatch to the bunker. The three intruders are still in the kitchen, helping themselves to the fridge, as Mom knocks the metal door.


  “It’s me, Dennis. You can open up.”


  Dennis unlocks the door and opens it.


  He halfway expects Mom to come in and slam the door, having played some sort of trick on the intruders, so as to make it safely down to the bunker.


  But she doesn’t come in, she just stands there.


  “What … what happened, Mom? Why are they in the house?”


  “They’ve come to talk,” Mom says, sounding like the words are difficult to utter. “I agreed to it.”


  Dennis blinks. “So they … they weren’t lying after all?”


  “I don’t know. We still have to be careful. Okay?”


  Dennis nods. “Okay, Mom. So now what?”


  Mom darts a look over at the screens showing the three newcomers in the kitchen, eating. “Now we go back up there and talk. I want you there, too.”


  Dennis shakes his head. “I can’t, Mom. Dan must hate me after what I did.”


  “He’s not angry,” Mom assures him. “And he won’t do anything to hurt you. I’ll make sure of that. Come on, now.”


  Dennis follows Mom back into the house, feeling a strange mixture of different feelings like amazement, confusion and anxiety all at once.


  They find the three newcomers in the kitchen, all three sitting down by the table, shoveling in food. They’ve taken out bread, ham, cheese, fruit and other stuff from the fridge.


  The guy with the tattoos looks up briefly at them and says with his mouth full: “We haven’t eaten anything real for days.”


  “I can tell,” Mom says in a cool voice.


  Dan looks at Dennis, finishes chewing, then says: “Hi again, Dennis.”


  “Uhm, hi,” Dennis says, feeling immensely awkward. “Sorry for … locking you in the tunnel.”


  “Sorry for lying to you. That was stupid and unnecessary. I should have trusted you to trust me.”


  Dennis can feel Dan isn’t angry, which makes it easier for him to relax. He even manages to send Dan a meek smile.


  “This is William,” Dan goes on. “And this is Liv.”


  “Howdy,” William says, stuffing most of a banana down his throat.


  “Nice to meet you,” Liv says, sounding like she’s still a little tense, but at least trying to mean it. “I’m glad we could, you know … make it work.”


  “We’ll see,” Mom says, pulling out a chair and looking at Dennis.


  He goes to sit.


  “Was it your scrambled eggs?” William asks him. “Sorry, but I ate them. Damn, they were good. Can’t remember the last time I’ve had scrambled eggs.”


  “That’s … okay,” Dennis mutters. He feels weird just sitting there, while the rest of them are eating, so he takes a slice of bread and starts making himself a sandwich. His tummy feels very uptight, and he’s not sure he can squeeze down a single bite.


  “You care to join us?” Dan says, looking up at Mom still standing there.


  “That’s okay, I’m not hungry,” Mom says, going to stand by the sink. She turns and leans her lower back against the table, folding her arms across her chest.


  “Oh, shoot,” William says, getting up. “I almost forgot about Ozzy. One moment.”


  “What are you doing?” Mom says as he goes to leave the kitchen.


  William looks at her. “I’ll let in my dog. It’s okay, he’s very well trained.”


  “You can’t just open the door,” Mom says, nodding towards the windows. “They are still out there.”


  “I know, I’m not stupid,” William says. “I’ll let him in through the vegetable garden—don’t worry, I’ll lure them away first. They’re not interested in Ozzy, so it’ll be easy for him to slip inside.”


  Then he leaves the room.


  Mom looks at Dan, her expression hard to read. They keep on eating for a few minutes, the silence in the kitchen becoming more and more oppressive to Dennis. He’s done making his sandwich and forces himself to chow down a couple of bites. As soon as it reaches his stomach, he realizes he’s actually hungry.


  Then William returns, a German shepherd by his side. “Piece of cake,” he says, sits down and resumes eating.


  The dog goes to Dan, licking his hands happily, and Dan ruffles his ears. “Good to see you too, buddy.”


  Then the dog goes to the girl, and she lets him smell her hand, then pats him on the head. The dog comes to Dennis next. He copies the girl’s gesture of offering the dog his open palm, and the dog sniffs it, then gives it a quick lick. Finally, the dog goes to greet Mom.


  “I hate dogs,” Mom says. She’s talking to William, but the dog reacts to her voice as well, stopping a few paces away from her.


  “Ozzy,” William says, looking up briefly. “Find a place to rest, buddy.”


  The dog looks up at Mom for a moment, giving off a short whimper, then slinks to the far end of the kitchen and lies down.


  “So,” William says, putting his hands together. “Looks like all are present and the disciplinary meeting can begin.”


  Dan finishes chewing, puts down his sandwich, then looks at Mom and says: “We need your help. Like I said, we want you to try and reverse this thing.”


  “And like I said, that can’t be done.”


  “Why not?” William says right away.


  Mom looks at him, answering in a voice like a patient teacher having to explain something to a dumb student: “Because it doesn’t work that way. These things can’t just be reserved. They can only be lifted.”


  “Explain to us the difference, please,” Dan urges.


  Mom runs her tongue across her teeth. “The difference is, reversing a curse would mean to undo it, to make it as though it was never there. That’s not possible. It’s like curing someone of a bad fever: you can’t make it so that the fever was never there.”


  “But you can make it go away?” Dan asks. “The fever?”


  Mom looks at him for a long moment, then shrugs. “In theory, yes. You might make it go away, but whatever damage the fever has done will remain.”


  “So what would that mean?” William asks. “Supposing we could lift the curse off these poor pricks—would it bring them back to life?”


  Mom shakes her head. “They’re already dead.”


  “So what would happen to them, exactly?”


  Mom shrugs: “They would die.”


  William smacks his lips and looks at Dan. “Not exactly what we were hoping to hear, huh? Even if we could make a ritual to cure this thing, it would just kill them. Sounds a lot easier to just shoot them.”


  “Hold on,” Dan says, looking at Mom. “Could you explain how exactly lifting the curse would work? I know a little about voodoo. I know about the big and the little angel and that thing about how the soul is split in two.”


  Dennis is surprised to hear Dan mention these terms. Mom never speaks to Dennis about her beliefs, not directly at least, but he has picked up a few things over the years. He looks at Mom, curious to see her reaction.


  She looks at Dan with slightly raised eyebrows. “Where did you learn about that?”


  Dan shrugs. “In school.”


  “Well, your school is wrong. That’s not at all how it works.”


  “How does it work, then?”


  Mom is quiet for a few seconds. When she starts speaking, the words come slowly and pensively. “What you’re referring to are the ti bon ange and the gros bone ange. The ti bon ange or the Little Angel is our individual personalities, small, imperfect, vulnerable. The gros bone ange is the collective life force which animates all life and flows in every human being from birth until death. It is eternal and can never be killed or harmed or even stained.”


  For some reason, Dennis feels very uncomfortable hearing Mom talk about this stuff. Maybe it’s because he considers it to be crazy, and he’s sure the others will think so too.


  Looking at William, Dennis’s suspicion is confirmed, as he rolls his eyes.


  But before he can say anything, Dan asks earnestly: “And the Little Angel is gone, right? In the zombies? Their personal life force is dead. Because that’s the one that dies when a person dies, isn’t it?”


  “Normally, yes.”


  “But you called it back. In the girl that started all this. You called her Little Angel back from the dead and sent it inside her body again, only it was all screwed up. Isn’t that right?”


  Mom shakes her head slowly. “That’s not what happened.”


  “What was it then?”


  For the first time, Mom seems hesitant. Her eyes flash in Dennis’s direction for a brief second. “I’m not … entirely sure.”


  “What’s your best guess?” William asks.


  This time, Mom is quiet for an even longer time. The others have stopped eating; all of them are giving Mom their full attention, waiting for her to speak her mind.


  In the silent pause, Dennis can’t help but be taken back to that awful evening, which feels both very fresh in his memory, yet at the same time like something that happened a long, long time ago.


  “When a human dies,” Mom begins, speaking carefully, “the ti bon ange drifts away and dissipates. It merges back into the collective. It no longer is. The gros bon ange then retracts from that body. You can think of it as a wave sinking back into the ocean. What I … what we were trying to do with Nadia was asking the gros bon ange to rise in her once again. It should have been like a rebirth. Because that’s what happens when a human enters this world; the gros bon ange is there at first, it’s what gives rise to the ti bon ange. And it seemed to work. It did. We had called to the gros bon ange and it had come back, it was once again flowing through her, reanimating her body. But …” Mom’s eyes grow distant.


  Dennis gets the feeling they’re all holding their breath.


  Liv—who has been quiet until now—is the one to break the silence, asking softly: “Then what went wrong?”


  Mom looks at her, then shakes her head slow. “The gros bon ange can give life on its own, but it can’t give meaning. It’s like a car without a driver, the engine just idling away. So it wasn’t enough for us to call back the life force, we had to also call back her personal mind. And I believe we could have succeeded. But the blood … it shouldn’t have been spilled. It contaminated the pathway. It shook everything just at the most critical time.”


  Dennis can’t help but seeing the blood dripping into the mouth of Nadia—he can even smell it. The vivid memory is enough to make his throat all tight.


  “So what happened to her?” Dan asks. “What happened to her ti bon ange?”


  “It was contaminated. Or cursed, as you put it. Just like the blood.”


  “Cursed with what?”


  “I don’t know.”


  “What do you mean, you don’t know?” William chimes in. “That’s the missing piece of the whole damn thing, you can’t just ‘not know’!”


  “I have no way of knowing,” Mom says calmly. “I can only see the result of the curse.” She nods towards the window. “It’s right outside.”


  “Well, take a wild guess then,” William presses on.


  Mom keeps staring at the boarded-up window for a moment. Dennis can hear the zombies scratching away out there. Then she says: “When doing rituals, the ti bon anges of the people present touch each other. If one is not careful, their personal stuff can get in the way. My best guess is that Esther’s desperate desire to revive her granddaughter was what flew into the girl’s mind right before it woke up. The fear, the guilt, the self-loathing … human pain can be immensely powerful. I believe Esther inadvertently cursed the girl’s mind at its most vulnerable stage.”


  “So did it break the girl’s mind?” Liv asks.


  “No. Like I said, it cursed it.”


  “Then why can’t the curse be lifted?” Dan asks.


  “I feel like we’re starting to go in circles here,” William says, rubbing his forehead.


  “First off, because I’m not sure what did it,” Mom says. “It’s just my guess. Curing it would be like treating someone for a disease that’s never been documented before.”


  “Can’t you give her, like, broad-spectrum antibiotics then?” Liv suggests. “That’s what doctors do when they’re not completely sure about things, right? They use a drug that works for most things and hope to hit the mark.”


  Mom shakes her head. “That would be irresponsible.”


  William throws out his arms. “More irresponsible than causing the end of the fucking world?”


  Mom’s eyes flash at him.


  “Would it make things worse?” Dan asks. “If we try lifting the curse and we don’t get it right?”


  Mom shrugs. “There’s no way of telling.”


  “I think we should try something,” Dan says. “I think it’s worth the risk.”


  “You don’t get it,” Mom says. “We can’t just ‘try something.’ There are no broad-spectrum rituals; you need to know exactly what you’re aiming for, or the ritual will just be empty gestures and words.”


  “Then let’s assume you’re right,” Dan goes on. “About Esther’s pain being what caused the curse. Let’s make a ritual that’ll lift that.”


  “That would take several hours.”


  “That’s okay, we don’t have any plans,” William says with a wry grin.


  “It would take several hours,” Mom repeats, while sending William a sharp look. “And there’s only a very small chance it would work.”


  “I still think it’s worth a shot,” Dan says. “We’ll help you. We’ll do whatever we can.”


  Mom looks at him, and her expression changes suddenly. So does her voice as she says: “I’m sorry for your losses. But there’s no way your loved ones are coming back.”


  Dan blinks once. “I realize that. That’s not why I’m here.”


  “Why then?”


  “To make sure no one else loses their family.”


  “That’s a very noble cause.”


  “I don’t care if it’s noble or not,” Dan says calmly. “I just really want you to give it a shot.”


  


   


   


  TWENTY-FOUR


  “Is she still going at it?”


  Dan turns his head to look at William who has joined him without him noticing. They’re standing at the opening to the living room.


  “Yeah, she hasn’t moved for forty-five minutes.”


  The living room has been stripped clean of furniture—except for a tiny table in the corner—and all of Holger’s stuff is now stacked in the bedroom and most of the kitchen.


  Instead, on the middle of the wooden floor sits Birgit, her legs folded, her hands resting on her knees, her eyes closed and her lips moving soundlessly. Around her, a wide circle is drawn in white chalk, surrounded again in a wider circle of lit candles, their flames the only source of light in the room. In front of her is an open book, a bowl of water with leaves floating around it and four shiny black stones places in a neat square. From the ceiling hangs strings with feathers, sea shells and thin animal bones—Dan can even make out what appears to be the skull of a crow.


  “This is fucking nuts, you know that, right?” William says in a low voice.


  “I guess you’re right,” Dan shrugs. “But so is what’s going on outside.”


  “Speaking of things that are fucking nuts,” William says. “That’s actually why I came down here. The tarp is ready. We could use your help, if you’re done here.”


  Dan nods. “I don’t think she needs any more from me.”


  Earlier on, before sinking into silent prayer, Birgit instructed Dan in strewing out the chalk and lighting the candles while she recited phrases from the book.


  Dan follows William upstairs. As they step into the room facing the courtyard, Dan can’t help but recall this was where Holger’s body was dumped from. That’s not the only reason why he dreads this part of the plan, though.


  The window is open wide, showing the beautiful sunset in the horizon—which for the first time in weeks is partly covered up by distant clouds, carrying the promise of rain.


  Dennis is standing by the window, peering down into the courtyard, from where the incessant choir of moans and groans comes floating up.


  On the couch is Ozzy, resting, but lifting his head as they enter the room.


  Liv is working on the ropes attached to the big, dark green tarp they found down in one of Holger’s utility closets. They’ve secured the ropes all the way around the edges of the tarp, leaving still several yards of rope for them to hold onto.


  “Right, are we at go?” William asks, clapping his hands.


  Dennis turns to look at them, the usual look of restraint on his face as he nods.


  “I think so,” Liv says. “We just need to lower it.”


  “Should we just go over it one more time?” Dan asks. “So we’re all sure of our individual tasks?”


  “Right,” William says. “Dennis and I lower the tarp. Liv goes down to the tunnel and lures the zombies over towards the well cover, so that hopefully, only a few of them will stay below our window. Dan, you keep ready with the rifle.” William points to the weapon leaning up against the couch. “If anything goes wrong, you use it.”


  Dan nods. “And the two of you, will you be able to hoist it up?”


  “Sure, we’re a couple of buff dudes, right, Dennis?” William pats Dennis on the shoulder. “You used to hit the gym regularly, didn’t you?”


  Dennis looks down shyly and shakes his head. “Not really.”


  “No, I can tell,” William says. “Me neither. But we can lift one guy, right?”


  “I guess so.”


  William looks at Liv. “We’ll try and catch one of the lighter ones. I saw a couple of kids down there. If you can … you know, lure the others away.”


  Liv throws out her arms. “I don’t really think I’ll have any say in the matter.”


  “No, you’re right,” William concedes. “We’ll just see who we get. If it’s a big, fat guy, we can always dump him and try again.”


  “Okay,” Dan says, going to pick up the rifle. “I guess we’re all set then?”


  “Yeah,” William says, looking at Liv. “You make the first move.”


  She nods, takes a breath, then leaves the room. They can hear her walk downstairs.


  All three of them wait by the window. Dan peers down at the crowd of zombies. There are a lot of them, probably close to a hundred. Most of them are huddled below the window, reaching up at them, but others are still clawing away at the windows.


  Then, gradually, they begin to turn and walk off to the far end of the courtyard.


  “It’s working,” William says. “Liv is down in the tunnel now, and they are sensing her. Okay, let’s get this thing in the water.”


  He lifts up the tarp, and Dennis helps him. Dan moves to the side, getting out of their way as they maneuver the tarp out the window, then starts lowering it using the ropes.


  “More to the left,” William instructs. “No, that’s too much. You need to give a little more rope on your side, Dennis. That’s it. Nice job. It’s spread out nicely. Okay, get ready now. Liv will be heading back any minute. As soon as she’s gone, they’ll come back. Once the first one steps onto the tarp, we pull it, okay? You ready?”


  Dennis nods. To Dan, he looks like someone who’s about to be sick.


  “You’ve got this, Dennis,” he tells him. “You’re doing excellent.”


  Dennis looks at him, blushing before he can look away. “Thanks.”


  “Okay, here they come,” William says. “On my mark …”


  They wait, watching the zombies. Dan can’t see them from where he’s standing, so he watches the faces of Dennis and William instead. Ozzy senses something going down and begins whimpering from the couch.


  “Three, two, one,” William counts. “Now!”


  He yanks back the rope, and Dennis does the same on his side.


  “Pull, pull, pull!” William shouts, as they both heave and tug at the ropes, pulling it in as fast as they can. “I think we got one! Keep pulling, Dennis!”


  They hoist up a few more feet of rope, then William stops.


  “Okay, wait a minute,” he says, panting. “We need to check …” He holds the rope tightly as he leans out to look down. “It’s closed. And there’s definitely someone in there. Judging from the size, I’d say there’s only one in there.” He darts a broad smile at Dan, then turns to Dennis. “We did it, man! Hole in one! Gimme some!”


  He holds up his hand. Dennis hesitates for a moment, then realizes what it means and raises his own hand to high-five William. But as he does, the rope starts slipping.


  “Oh, shit,” William says, grabbing it. “Let’s finish the job, then we’ll celebrate later …”


  Running footsteps as Liv appears in the doorway, out of breath. “Did it … did it work?”


  “It did,” Dan says. “Maybe stay back. We need to make sure the tarp is safe.”


  Dennis and William pull the ropes all the way in, and the tarp comes into view. It’s bundled up and closed at the top, where the ropes have laced together just as they had planned. Inside the teardrop-shaped bag, a zombie is thrashing around, its nails audibly scratching away at the tarp. Ozzy jumps to his feet and begins growling.


  “It will hold, won’t it?” Dennis asks, sounding both anxious, excited and out of breath all at once. “The tarp is too thick for him to claw his way through?”


  “It’s heavy-duty material,” William pants. “I trust Holger only bought the best shit for his bunker. Come on, let’s get it inside …”


  They pull with a last effort, backing up as the tarp moves over the windowsill and plunges to the floor.


  “Tape it up!” William shouts, holding the ropes tight so the opening is kept closed.


  Liv moves in from the side, bringing the role of duct tape. She swiftly wraps it around the opening several times, closing it off effectively.


  “Perfect,” William says, still holding the ropes. “Now, everybody out! Except for you, Dan. You keep ready. If that fucker sticks as much as his dick out that bag, you shoot it off. Then you shoot him in the head. All right?”


  Dan nods, holding the rifle against his shoulder and pointing it at the tarp.


  Dennis and Liv have already left the room.


  “I’m letting go now,” William says, easing off the ropes. “Here we go …” He drops the ropes completely and jumps back. The tarp-bag slumps down, the dead guy on the inside groaning and scrambling to get at them, but the tape holds the opening closed with little difficulty. Besides, the zombie seems to have no idea where the opening is, but is simply attempting to crawl right through the tarp, which is way too thick.


  “It’s working,” Dan says, feeling his heart pound away in his throat. “It can’t get out.”


  William steps back inside the room. “You’re right. We did it.” He looks up, smiling again. “We fucking did it! And on the first try! I can’t believe it. Where’s that high-five you owe me, Dennis?”


  Dennis steps into the room, looking like he’d rather not, but he comes closer to William, holding up his palm with a tentative smile, and William slaps him a stinging high-five.


   


   


  TWENTY-FIVE


  If William is being honest with himself, he has very little faith in the project. To him, it looks and sounds like goddamn lunacy; catching a zombie and trying to force some voodoo-ritual on it … stuff like that is only for dumb movies; it’s too crazy to work in real life.


  Yet William can’t help feeling excited as they bring the tarp-bag containing the thrashing dead guy into the living room.


  Birgit is no longer sitting in the circle, but has gotten up and is preparing something on the table by the wall.


  “Where do you want this?” William says, dragging the bag into the room.


  Birgit turns to look at them. She’s painted her face white with some flour-like powder and put black feathers into her hair. By all accounts, it should make her look silly, but in the flickering light of the candles, she reminds William of a ghost from ancient times, and there’s nothing funny about it.


  “In front of the circle,” she says, pointing. “It needs to stay put; it can’t be thrashing around like that.”


  “Well, what do you want us to do?” William says, dragging the bag to the place Birgit pointed out. “Nail him to the goddamn floor?”


  Birgit shrugs. “Whatever will keep it from moving around.”


  William looks at Dan, then at Liv. “Any bright ideas?”


  “We could actually nail it to the floor,” Liv offers. “I mean, nailing the tarp to the floor.”


  “That would risk it tearing,” Dan says. “I think it’s better to use duct tape.”


  “Great idea,” William says, turning to Dennis. “Could you get the tape? Oh, and maybe bring more than one roll.”


  Dennis gives a quick nod, then runs out of the room.


  They just stand there for a minute, waiting in awkward silence. The zombie moves around in the bag, trying to get at them, and William needs to constantly pull it back into place.


  Birgit has turned back to the table and seems to be mixing things into a bowl. Dan walks over to her, careful not to step on anything on the floor.


  “Anything else you need us to do?” he asks.


  Birgit offers him half a glance. “I don’t know yet. I’ll tell you if the time comes.”


  “You think it’ll work?”


  She shakes her head. “I think the chances are very, very slim.”


  “Well, let’s try it anyway.”


  Dennis comes back, carrying a bunch of duct tape rolls. He hands them out, and Liv and William both begin to tape up the tarp bag.


  It’s not easy, especially since the dead guy keeps moving and they have to be constantly on the lookout for any holes or tears in the tarp. But little by little, they start to get the bag wrapped up, making it tighter still with each new round of tape, until finally, the zombie can only wiggle feebly. It looks like a silvery cocoon. They then tape the whole thing to the floorboards.


  “There,” William says, straightening up with a sigh. “I think that’ll do.”


  “About time,” Birgit says, stepping into the circle, holding the bowl of water. “Now, please leave the room or stay and be quiet. I’ll have to concentrate on this next part.”


  “You’re welcome,” William mutters, sending the others a look. They retreat to the kitchen. William places himself in the opening to the living room, so that he can keep an eye on Birgit. Mostly because he’s curious to see the macabre ritual, but also because he still doesn’t trust her.


  She sits down in the middle of the circle, crosses her legs and places the bowl of water on her lap. Then, closing her eyes, she starts running her fingers across the surface of the water while mumbling to herself. It goes on like that for a few minutes. Then she starts flicking water drops at the tarp, her voice raising slightly with each flick.


  “Begone what was never born, be free what once was. Let the gros bon ange rise once more, let it cleanse itself of the curse. We ask of you, oh, Good Big Angel, reclaim your rightful place in this tormented soul. Begone what was never born …”


  At first, nothing happens. The zombie just keeps wriggling as much as the improvised straightjacket allows it, the droplets hitting the tarp and running down to the floor.


  “This is so fucking stupid,” William scoffs.


  “Shush,” Dan says, suddenly standing next to him. “Look at it …”


  “Look at what?”


  Dan points to the zombie. And then William sees it. The zombie has stopped moving.


  “It’s probably just …”


  “Begone what was never born!” Birgit shouts, taking a handful of water and splashing it at the tarp. “We ask you, oh, mighty gros bon ange, rise! Rise now! Take back what is yours!”


  Another handful of water, then another. The zombie is still not moving at all. Then Birgit takes the bowl and flings the rest of the water onto the tarp, it goes splashing everywhere. She just sits there, staring at it.


  Still nothing happens.


  William watches with bated breath, noticing absentmindedly that both Liv and Dennis have also joined them now, squeezing together in the doorway.


  Silence for several seconds.


  “Rise,” Birgit whispers, breathing fast and staring at the tarp. “Rise …”


  One of the candles is blown out. At least that’s what it looks like. Except no one blew at it. Then the one next to it goes out too.


  “Holy shit,” William breathes.


  “Rise,” Birgit whispers again, closing her eyes.


  In rapid succession, all the candles put themselves out, leaving the living room in almost complete darkness.


  Then, without warning, the zombie in the tarp jumps violently enough to almost rip the duct tape free from the floor. It writhes and thrashes like a bull, and William can hear the fabric starting to give way. Then there’s a loud, drawn-out awful sound. It’s a wailing, like someone being tormented. And it comes from inside the tarp.


  “Holy fucking hell,” William hears himself say.


  “Mom!” Dennis shouts.


  Liv gasps and backs away.


  Birgit gets to her feet, grabs a handful of the crushed chalk and tosses it at the tarp, most of it sticking to the wet surface. It’s like cutting the power. The wail dies out and the zombie stops thrashing.


  It’s still for a few moments.


  Everyone is waiting.


  Then it starts moaning and moving around inside the tarp again. But now it’s like in the beginning; like a regular zombie would move and sound.


  Birgit sighs deeply. “It didn’t work.”


  “No shit,” William says, swallowing to try and get his heart back down his throat. “But you sure as fuck made something happen. What was that?”


  Birgit goes to the table, and Dan steps into the room. William reaches out to grab him, but Dan slips past.


  “Why didn’t it work?” he asks, going to Birgit.


  She shakes her head. “Something was missing.”


  William exchanges a look with Liv, then steps into the room, Ozzy right at his heel.


  “What was missing?” Dan asks.


  “It was what I feared,” Birgit says in a low voice, leafing through her book slowly.


  William joins them, still eyeing the zombie in the tarp, expecting it to begin breakdancing and screaming again at any moment.


  “What?” Dan presses on. “What did you fear?”


  Birgit looks up at them. “It will require a sacrifice.”


  Dan nods. “Like the seven animals you used for the first ritual?”


  “Not seven,” she says, glancing down at Ozzy. “We only need one.”


  “Hey, hey,” William says. “You’re not fucking with my dog.”


  Birgit looks at him, her expression very cold. “We need a sacrifice if the ritual shall work, and …”


  “Well, then you’d better go out and catch a bird or something! No, wait. You know what? Be my fucking guest. Try it.” He points to Ozzy, who’s staring fixedly at Birgit, obviously sensing the tenseness in the room, the hair on his back starting to bristle, a low growl beginning from deep in his throat. “What are you waiting for?” William goes on, smiling at Birgit. “Go ahead. Try and sacrifice him. We’ll see how that works out for you, you crazy bitch!”


  Birgit just stares at him. “If you’ll let me finish, I’m not talking about your dog.” She shifts her gaze to rest it on Dan, her icy blue eyes seem to glow in the darkness of the room. “A spell like this will require a human sacrifice.”


   


  TWENTY-SIX


  “You’re fucking kidding me,” William says.


  Birgit obviously isn’t, because she doesn’t even flinch. She just keeps looking at Dan as though he’s the only one there. “I wasn’t sure until now. But there is no other way.”


  Dan takes a deep breath. He feels something falling into place within him. Something huge.


  “Well, that’s just great,” William says, scoffing. “We’ll just pick one of the many volunteers and we’ll get going.”


  Birgit doesn’t look away from Dan. “We will need to replace the cursed blood with clean blood. That shall be the last step of the ritual, and it will seal the spell that will drive the curse from the poor soul.”


  “Jesus fucking Christ,” William says. “This is just a waste of time. Lady, I know it might be second nature to you, but we’re not killing anyone, okay?”


  “How will it work?” Dan hears himself say. Half of his attention is still on the inside, feeling the shift that’s taking place. It’s like his entire soul is turning over. “I mean, will it only cure this one zombie?”


  Birgit shakes her head. “That’s the good news …”


  “Good news!” William repeats, laughing shrilly.


  “… it will only require one sacrifice. That will give us a way to lift the curse off everyone affected by it.”


  William stops laughing and turns to look at Birgit. “Hold on, are you saying it will cure all the zombies at once?”


  “Of course not,” Birgit says, sending him a brief glance. “I’m saying the spell will have the power to do so. It will be like opening a doorway, one that the gros bon ange can pass through. If it works, every cursed soul that receives the spell will be freed.”


  “So, in layman’s term,” William says, “what are you saying?”


  Birgit takes a deep breath. “I’m saying that if it works—and I’m more confident now that it will—then we will have a spell that can be bound to a physical thing, like a potion, and that potion can be applied to the undeads.”


  “Like you just did with the water?” Dan asks.


  “Precisely. Only there won’t be any ritual needed; the spell will be in the water.”


  “I’m sorry, but am I the only one calling bullshit on this?” William says, throwing out his arms. “Earlier you said it couldn’t be done, and now you’re telling us we can get a ready-to-go cure-all? Just apply water, and you’re good to go? And all we need is to kill one of us? This is fucking nuts …”


  “Earlier, I didn’t know what I now know,” Birgit says calmly. “We were incredibly lucky. We found the key to the curse. That was a one in a thousand shot. But I was right about Esther’s pain being the cause of it. That was obvious from how the poor soul reacted.”


  “Well, you’re right that he didn’t sound too happy,” William mutters.


  Dan is still looking at Birgit. “If we do this, are you sure it will work? Are you sure we will get a potion that can be used to cure all the zombies?”


  “Dan, honestly,” William begins. “You’re not seriously considering this as an—”


  “I can’t give any guarantees,” Birgit cuts him off, addressing Dan. “It’s not like selling a car. We will be dealing with something far greater, something no one can ever really grasp or control. That being said, I think the chances are significantly better this time.”


  “Oh, so what? We’re up to one in a hundred now?” William spits. “That’s just great. I’m sure we’ll find someone willing to sacrifice themselves for those kinds of odds. I mean—”


  “I’ll do it,” Dan says, tuning out William and everything else except for Birgit’s face.


  She stares back at him, her eyes growing slightly bigger with surprise. William says something in the background. Dan can’t even hear the words.


  The shift inside Dan is complete now, and he feels more certain than he’s ever felt about anything in his life. This is how it ends. This is his purpose. This is why he came back here.


  He just keeps looking at Birgit as he repeats: “I’ll do it. Just tell me how.”


   


   


   


  TWENTY-SEVEN


  “Timeout!”


  William grabs Dan by the shoulder and yanks him away from Birgit. He drags him out into Holger’s bedroom and forces him down on the bed.


  “What the hell are you thinking?”


  Dan looks up at him with an innocent expression of mild surprise, like someone just told him off for something he didn’t do. His face just makes William madder.


  “Are you out of your fucking mind?”


  “I think I might be,” Dan says. “I mean, quite literally. I don’t feel like I’m inside my mind anymore. I feel like I’ve … expanded.”


  “Okay, I don’t know what mushrooms you’ve been getting into, but there’s just no way this is happening. You’re not letting that psycho kill you for something we have no idea will even work.”


  “It will work,” Dan says. “I know it.”


  “How do you know?”


  “I just do.”


  “That’s not good enough.”


  Dan shrugs. “You saw what happened the first time around. Something definitely affected him in there. I believe Birgit knows what she’s doing.”


  “How can you believe a word she’s saying?” William exclaims, wanting to shake Dan. “She killed Holger! Human life obviously means nothing to her. And she said it herself, there’s no guarantee! Why the fuck would you sacrifice yourself for something that’s not even sure to work? Even if it did work, you wouldn’t be alive to see it!”


  “It’s what I came back for, William.”


  Dan says it in a tone calm enough that William almost slaps him for it. It’s like he’s explaining something to a four-year-old.


  “Can’t you see it?” Dan goes on, tilting his head. “It makes perfect sense. You came back to help me the last step of the way. Now we’re here. This is where my journey ends.”


  “Don’t you say that,” William says, pointing at him. “Don’t you fucking even think that.”


  Dan holds out his hands. “I have nowhere to go from here anyway. I have no one left, William. You understand that, right? Life has taken everything from me to make me ready. It was its plan all along. I get it now.”


  William suddenly feels a wave of emotions roll up through his chest, overwhelming him and causing him to choke and gasp for breath. “You haven’t lost everything,” he hears himself say, his voice thick now. “I’m still here. We have each other. You can come with me. We’ll find someplace far away from this. Someplace safe.”


  Dan smiles overbearingly. “There’s no place safe, William.”


  William tries to say something else—he’s not sure what exactly—but the words never reach his mouth. Instead he begins sobbing.


  Dan stands up and puts his arms around him. William being half a foot taller, it’s an awkward embrace.


  “You little fucking shithead,” he cries, squeezing Dan. “I can’t believe you’re making me do this again. It’s the third time we’re saying goodbye, you know that?”


  “Third time’s the charm, I guess,” Dan says, smiling as he lets go and looks up at William. Dan’s eyes are moist, but he isn’t exactly crying.


  “I don’t get it,” William says, wiping his own eyes. “How can you be okay with it?”


  Dan takes a breath, and finally some emotion makes its way into his voice as he says: “I miss my family so bad. Wherever I’m going, that’s where they are. That can’t be such a bad thing, can it?”


  William bites down hard so as to not break into tears again. “I guess not.”


  They stand there in front of each other for another few moments. Then Dan reaches out and squeezes William’s arm. “Let’s go.”


  William just nods.


  As they come back into the living room, Ozzy is waiting for them, licking their hands.


  William notices right away that Birgit has relit the candles and filled the bowl back up with water. Dennis and Liv are both standing at the far end, looking at them, waiting for what’s to come.


  “I’ll do it,” Dan says, addressing no one in particular.


  “Good,” Birgit says, pointing to the circle. “It’s all ready. We just need you.”


  “You want me to be here?” William hears himself ask.


  Dan looks up at him. “Whatever you’re comfortable with.”


  William follows him into the circle.


  “Only he can be in the circle,” Birgit says, looking at William.


  So, he stands back, joining Dennis and Liv. Ozzy stays by Dan for a moment, whimpering.


  “Ozzy,” William says. “Come here, buddy.”


  The dog slinks over to him, tail between his legs, as though he knows what’s going down.


  “This is crazy,” Liv whispers to William. “I can’t believe he’s doing it.”


  “Me neither,” William mutters. “I just hope it fucking works.”


  He notices Dennis leaving the room to slip out into the kitchen. William can’t blame him for not wanting to watch this.


  “Lie down,” Birgit instructs Dan, and Dan complies, placing himself flat on his back. The circle is just wide enough.


  Birgit steps in besides him, placing the bowl of water carefully by his right hand. She takes his hand and puts it into the water.


  William feels his stomach turn over as Birgit takes out the dagger.


  She’s gonna slit his wrist and let him bleed out …


  “Dan?” William says.


  Dan—who’s just lying there, staring up into the ceiling, looking as relaxed as someone about to get a massage—turns his head to look at him. “Yes, William?”


  “Say hi to your dad from me.”


  Dan smiles. “I will.”


  “No more talking from this point forward,” Birgit says. “I’m starting now.”


  Just as she puts the blade to Dan’s wrist, Dennis comes running into the room again: “Wait! Mom!”


  Birgit snaps her head around. “What is it?”


  Dennis looks befuddled. He points to the kitchen. “Outside! Listen …” He shakes his head. “They’re gone.”


  “Who is gone?” Liv asks. “The zombies?”


  Dennis nods his head wildly.


  They all listen for a moment.


  “He’s right,” Liv says. “I can’t hear any of them.”


  William strides to the nearest window, pulling down the board to reveal Holger’s back garden. No zombies in sight.


  “What the fuck?” he says, looking at Birgit. “What did you do?”


  Birgit eyes him. “I didn’t do anything. I’ve been here the whole time.”


  “I mean with the ritual.”


  “I haven’t begun the ritual yet.”


  “No, the first time around. You must have done something! Why else would they all just leave?”


  Birgit doesn’t seem to have an answer. She stands up and puts the dagger away.


  Dan sits up too, looking puzzled.


  William goes to check the kitchen windows. No zombies here, either.


  “I can’t figure out if this is good or bad news,” he mutters, turning to look at Dan who’s joined him.


  “No,” he says, shaking his head slowly. “Me neither.”


  “What do we do now?” Liv asks, looking around at them.


  “Well,” William says, shrugging and feeling a glimmer of hope. “I guess we go outside to see where they went.”


   


  TWENTY-EIGHT


  “You ready?” Liv asks, looking back at William.


  He nods and puts the rifle to his shoulder. “Go ahead and open it.”


  Liv pulls aside the lock and turns the handle. She then opens the front door. The cool night air seeps in immediately, dispelling some of the stuffy atmosphere in the hall.


  She peeks outside, waiting for a few seconds for something to happen. Nothing does.


  She looks back at William. “I think we’re good.”


  “All right. Let me go first.”


  He walks past her, still holding the rifle ready. He steps out into the courtyard and pans around in every direction. “It’s fine,” he calls, lowering the gun. “They really are gone. You can come out here.”


  Liv steps outside, breathing in the fresh air. She looks up at the stars. Only about half of them are showing, since the sky is partly covered by clouds. Still no rain, though.


  Dan and Birgit and Dennis all join them. They stand in the courtyard, looking around, no one sure what to say.


  “This is such a weird feeling,” Liv says, breaking the silence. “Just being out here. I almost forgot how that felt.”


  “Let’s not get used to it just yet,” William says, turning towards Birgit. “We don’t know what caused it yet.”


  Birgit looks back at him. “I told you, it wasn’t the ritual.”


  “So it was just a coincidence? All the zombies deciding to up and leave at the same time you did some crazy voodoo shit? I bet they heard that poor guy screaming in pain and thought better of it.”


  “That’s not it,” Dan says, looking out into the darkness.


  “I know, I know, they can’t think like that,” William says. “My point is, it must have something to do with what she—”


  “I don’t think it has,” Dan cuts him off. “I think they left for something else.”


  “Like what?” Liv asks.


  “Like something more interesting. We know they can be lured away if they sense something more accessible.”


  William throws out his hands. “You think a busload of naked chicks covered in barbeque sauce just rolled by out here? Come on, man. We’re in the middle of fucking nowhere. We’re definitely the closest prey.”


  Dan bites his lip. “I have a bad feeling about this.”


  “Yeah, me too,” William says. “I don’t like shit I don’t understand.”


  “So, what do we do?” Liv asks again.


  Silence for a moment, as they all exchange looks.


  “We could check the cameras.”


  They all turn towards Dennis. Liv almost forgot the tall, chubby guy was even there. He’s standing as though he needs to pee, moving in place and looking from one to the other.


  “Maybe … maybe we can see what made them leave.”


  “That’s a great idea,” William says. “You know how to do it?”


  Dennis nods. “I think so.”


  “Great, go check it out then. We’ll stay here.”


  Dennis looks to Birgit, and Liv sees her sending him a nod, as though giving him permission to go. Dennis then runs inside the house.


  They begin waiting.


  Dan picks up a handful of gravel, letting it fall to the ground one piece at a time. The sound of the pebble falling is swallowed up by the night. It’s not that cold, yet Liv finds herself shaking.


  Dan drops the last pebble, then turns to look at the others. “I don’t like this,” he says again. “I think we should go back inside.”


  “Why?” William says, looking around. “No one’s here.”


  “Is that a car?” Birgit says, pointing towards the road.


  Liv turns and sees a pair of headlights a few miles up road. The car is holding still, engine apparently idling.


  “It is,” William says. “So what? It’s too far away to have anything to do with it.”


  “I agree with Dan,” Liv says, shivering. “Something’s wrong. I think even the dog feels it.”


  The German shepherd has raised its hair all the way down the back and seems to be staring at something by Holger’s garage.


  “What is it, boy?” William asks, squinting to see if anything is hiding over there.


  There’s a sound of gravel crunching. Then a figure moves in the shadows. Ozzy barks as the person comes into view. His raspy voice cuts through the dog’s barking: “You can put down that rifle now, son.”


   


   


  TWENTY-NINE


  Dennis runs all the way down to the bunker.


  For some reason, his heart is pounding away, and it’s definitely not just from the running. He feels very tense. Anxious. Even more so than he’s been feeling ever since Mom started doing the ritual.


  He opens the metal door and goes into the control room, headed straight for the monitors.


  The ones showing the courtyard are all on—one of them is still turned slightly to the side, so that the far corner with the well cover isn’t showing. Dennis forgot to adjust it back into place, so he does it now.


  On the other ones, he can see Mom and the rest of them standing around, waiting.


  Dennis has been messing around with Holger’s security system a fair bit, getting familiar with it. Despite Dennis not being particularly clever, he’s good at computers, and it takes him less than a minute to navigate to the recent recordings. He pulls them up, goes back an hour, then hits play.


  The dead people suddenly appear in the courtyard, clambering at the windows. The film shows him nothing else of interest, though.


  He puts it on fast-forward. The minutes glide by in seconds. The zombies move around a little, but other than that, nothing happens.


  Then, suddenly, a car appears.


  Dennis’s heart jumps, and he fumbles to put the video back at regular speed.


  It’s a big, black van, and it has its headlights off, so that it’s hard to see in the darkness. It moves into the courtyard slowly, as though sneaking its way. It moves closer to the zombies until they notice it, then it stops. They begin leaving the house one by one and instead gather around the car. They even come from the other side of the house, as they must sense new prey has arrived.


  Then, when all the dead people have turned their attention to the car, it begins to move backwards very slowly. It’s barely visible in the middle of the herd; it looks like someone dropped a piece of candy and ants are crawling all over it.


  The van heads out of the courtyard, slowly drawing all of the dead people along with it. It keeps going until it and all of the zombies are out of sight.


  Dennis just sits there for several seconds, staring at the video, waiting for what comes next.


  Nothing does, though.


  Dennis’s brain works very hard to figure out what he just saw. Someone came in a van and used themselves as bait to lure away the zombies. But why? It didn’t make sense. And that van—wasn’t there something familiar about it?


  Dennis rolls the video back to the point where the van has just showed up. He hits pause. Leans forward. Stares intently at the van.


  There is something familiar about the van.


  And then it clicks into place.


  Dennis gasps out loud.


   


   


  THIRTY


  A man in a motorized wheelchair comes rolling out of the shadows by the garage. He’s holding a shotgun at hip-level, pointing right at William.


  William holds up his hands. “Okay, easy now …”


  “I said put it down,” the man repeats. “On the ground, please, son.”


  “Okay, I’m doing it …” William crouches down slowly to put the rifle on the ground.


  Ozzy barks and growls menacingly.


  The old guy turns the shotgun at Ozzy, and for a terrible moment, Dan is certain the man will pull the trigger. He even braces himself for the gunshot. But he doesn’t.


  Instead, he tells William: “Get your dog under control, son, or I’ll have to shoot him.”


  “Ozzy!” William commands. “Heel!”


  Ozzy comes to his side, and William grabs him by the collar.


  “That’s one well-trained dog,” the old man says, sounding almost jovial. “You know, I had a dog like him once.”


  “If you’ve come for the house,” William begins.


  The man scoffs. “I couldn’t care less about that house, son. Oh, no. I’ve come for something else entirely.”


  Ever since the man revealed himself, Dan has been trying to work out who he is and what he’s doing here. It’s somehow clear to him that the man isn’t just some random stranger. Then, as the man swings the rifle over at Birgit, Dan’s suspicion is confirmed as the man’s expression grows darker and he sneers: “Hello again.”


  All of their heads turn in unison to stare at Birgit.


  “You guys know each other?” William asks.


  Birgit doesn’t answer; she just stares at the man in the wheelchair. Dan notices she’s the only one not holding up her hands in a gesture of surrender. Instead, her hands are by her sides.


  “Did you bury my brother like you promised me?” the man goes on.


  “No,” Birgit says calmly. “I didn’t.”


  “I didn’t think you did,” the man says, breaking into a cough, the barrel of the shotgun jumping a little. “Just like you didn’t spare my son’s life. That was also a lie. Instead, you decided to take them both from me.”


  “Sounds like something crazy went down here before we came,” William says, addressing the old man. “I just want you to know, we had nothing to do with—”


  “If you open that mouth of yours one more time, I’ll have to blow it off your face, son,” the man says in a voice so calm it bears no relations to the words coming out. He doesn’t take his eyes from Birgit one second. “Silas was a bad boy, at least, he could be. He might have deserved what came for him. Hell, he probably even brought it on himself. But Jonas …” The man closes his mouth for a moment, and Dan can actually hear his teeth grind. “Jonas never did anything to hurt anybody. He was a good boy. He was my boy. And you killed him.”


  Birgit still doesn’t answer the man.


  Instead, Dan notices her right hand move ever so discretely to her hip and slide inside her gown.


  “Mom!”


  Without warning, Dennis comes bursting out of the open front door.


  “Mom, it’s them! It’s the people who—”


  “Stay back, Dennis!”


  Dennis stops dead in his tracks, staring from his mom to the others with a wild expression of fear and confusion. “What’s wrong? Why are you—”


  “Hello again, son.”


  Dennis spins around and gasps as he sees the old man in the wheelchair. Dennis is standing so that he’s now in the line of fire.


  Dan sees Birgit slip out the dagger, keeping it hidden behind her hip. He glances over at William and sees right away that William noticed too. He sends Dan a meaningful look, then shakes his head.


  The message is clear to Dan: “Don’t do anything. Don’t get in harm’s way.”


  “Good to see you again, son,” the old man says to Dennis.


  “Please don’t hurt him,” Birgit says.


  The old guy looks at Mom like she’s mad. “I’m not going to hurt him. He didn’t do anything to my boys. You did.”


  Then, before anyone else has the time to react, the old guy pulls the trigger.


   


   


  THIRTY-ONE


  Dennis sees the flash.


  He hears the shot.


  He even feels the air move.


  And he sees Mom take a step backwards, then collapse.


  But he doesn’t get it. Not really.


  He shot Mom, a thought tells him, trying to make him understand.


  Someone says something. Dennis can’t make out who. He doesn’t really care, either. He just stands there, staring at his mom lying in the gravel.


  A pair of headlights appear as the van comes roaring into the courtyard, breaking hard enough that the gravel goes flying. It honks its horn three times.


  Out of the corner of his eye, Dennis sees the old man—the father of Silas and Jonas—roll to the van.


  “Dennis …”


  Mom’s voice.


  Dennis goes to her, kneeling down. And then he finally begins to cry. Once he starts, it’s like a damn breaching within him.


  “Oh, Mom … don’t die … please don’t die …”


  “I’m so sorry, Dennis … you must forgive me … it’s all my fault … you must understand … I was only trying to help …”


  Dennis sobs uncontrollably, he’s barely able to pick up on what Mom is saying. Her face is pale. Her gown is mostly red. She’s shaking all over.


  Dennis bends down and grabs hold of her, squeezing her tightly, feeling the warm blood get on his hands.


  “I thought I could undo it,” she goes on, talking into his ear, her voice hoarse. “I tried so many times, but … it didn’t work, no matter what I did …”


  Dennis just cries and cries as Mom’s final words make their way into his mind.


  “Then I finally realized … the only thing that would break the curse … I finally saw it … I should have listened … I should have listened to the doctors …”


  A moment goes by before Dennis catches on. He forces himself to stop crying as best he can, and leans back so that he can see Mom’s face through a veil of tears.


  “D-doctors?” Dennis croaks. “Wh-what doctors, Mom?”


  Mom’s eyes fix on someone behind Dennis. “Make the potion,” she croaks.


  Dennis turns his head and looks up at Dan. They’re all standing there, looking at Mom, their expressions ranging from sad to shocked.


  Dan nods. “We will. Thank you.”


  “It can never be diluted,” Mom says. “Remember that.” Then she looks at Dennis and shakes her head gently as she goes on in a thin voice: “I finally saw it, Dennis … I knew what had to be done … but I couldn’t do it …” Her eyes are like icicles, piercing him. “I couldn’t leave you. I just couldn’t. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. Please forgive me.”


  “I … I forgive you, Mom,” Dennis says, sniffing. “But I don’t know … I don’t know what you mean …”


  “You will,” Mom says, reaching up her hand and placing it on his chest. “It’s all in here.” Then her eyes turn from ice to water as they spill over with tears. “I love you, Dennis.”


  “I love you too, Mom.”


  The words have only just left Dennis’s lips before Mom closes her eyes and exhales deeply, her last warm breath caressing his cheeks, warming the trail of tears flowing from his eyes and dripping from his chin.


  “Please don’t go, Mom,” Dennis tries to say, but the words come out as nothing but a sobbing mumble, and instead of telling Mom to stay he grips her even tighter, squeezing her into him with all his force, willing her not to leave.


  But she has.


   


   


   


  THIRTY-TWO


  “They just … they just left,” William hears himself say as he stares out of the driveway after the van has disappeared from sight, leaving the night quiet around them.


  “We need to hurry,” Dan says, his tone urgent, and William turns to see him run into the house.


  Liv is just standing there, hands to her mouth.


  Birgit is lying in the gravel, bleeding from the crater in her gut. Dennis is huddled over her, sobbing. She’s obviously already gone, judging from the way her eyes are staring into nothing, her mouth slightly open.


  “They fucked it all up,” he mutters, feeling the last, tiny piece of hope still in his heart evaporate. “She’s gone, and now we’ll never get the cure.”


  Liv shakes her head. “I can’t … I can’t believe it … he just … shot her.”


  “Oh, Mom …” Dennis cries.


  Dan comes running out again, carrying the bowl of water.


  “What are you doing?” William asks, thinking for a crazy moment that Dan will attempt to pull Birgit back from death using the not-even-ready potion. “She’s gone, dude. There’s nothing we can—”


  William cuts himself short as Dan places the bowl in the gravel next to Birgit and puts her hand over it. It finally dawns on William what Dan is attempting.


  “She will be the sacrifice,” Liv says, as it apparently also falls into place for her.


  “I’m sorry, Dennis,” Dan says, picking up Birgit’s dagger. “But I have to do this. You might want to look away.”


  Dennis barely seems to register what Dan is saying, but he turns his head in the other direction nonetheless.


  William has never seen Dan move with such confidence before. He turns Birgit’s wrist up, then places the blade against it, his hands not shaking at all. As he applies even a little pressure, the blade punctures the skin with no difficulty and slides it open. The blood spills out and into the water.


  William swallows and wants to look away, but if Dan can be such a tough guy about it, who’s he to pussy out?


  “How much you think we need?” Dan says, looking up at William and Liv. “Any idea?”


  Liv—still wide-eyed—shakes her head. “She didn’t say.”


  “It can’t be all of it,” William says, clearing his throat and struggling to sound unaffected. “Maybe that’s enough now.”


  The water in the bowl has already turned thick and red and has almost reached the top.


  Dan removes Birgit’s hand and places it gently on the ground. He then places his own hand on Dennis’s shoulder. “I’m very sorry, Dennis.”


  Dennis looks up briefly, his face wet from tears and snot. “She’s dead …”


  “I know. We’ll try and make sure she didn’t die for nothing.”


  Dennis looks down at the bowl, apparently only now realizing what Dan has been doing.


  Suddenly, Ozzy starts barking.


  “They’re coming back!” Liv shouts.


  William jolts back into action, running instinctively for the rifle.


  “Get back inside!” Dan says, getting up while carrying the bowl carefully. “Liv, get Dennis!”


  William picks up the rifle and spins around towards the driveway, expecting to see the van come rolling back into the courtyard. Instead he sees a horde of zombies.


  “Oh, shit!”


  Dan is already headed for the front door. Dennis lingers by his Mom, Liv tugging at him. “Come on, Dennis! We need to go!”


  William runs over to them, kicking Dennis’s leg. It turns out a lot harder than he intended, but it works; Dennis is pulled from his stupor and looks up at him, then over at the approaching undead.


  Liv drags him up, and William follows them into the house, slamming the door and twisting the lock before any of the zombies can reach them.


   


   


  THIRTY-THREE


  Dan puts the bowl on the kitchen table, careful not to spill any of the potion. He lets out a breath, then looks at the others.


  William and Liv both look back at him, William holding the rifle, Ozzy by his side. Dennis staggers to the wall, leans up against it, then glides down to the floor as though his legs melt below him. His expression is blank. The tears have stopped flowing, at least for now. Dan can’t help but feel a deep sympathy for the poor guy; he knows all too well what losing a parent feels like.


  Dennis looks up, meeting Dan’s eyes. “I feel funny,” he mutters.


  “You’re okay,” Dan assures him. “You’ll feel that way for some time.”


  Dennis looks at him for a bit longer, then lowers his gaze.


  Outside, the zombies gather in front of the windows, resuming their endless clawing and pushing against the glass. Through the window where William removed the board, they can see their dead faces staring in at them.


  “Well, we got what we needed,” William says, putting the rifle on the table and running a hand through his hair. “Only question is now, does it work?”


  They all look at each other for a moment.


  “We still have our test subject,” Liv says, pointing to the living room.


  Dan nods. “We’ll give it a try.”


  He picks the bowl back up and carries it into the living room, the others following him like a parade, only Dennis stays in the kitchen.


  The zombie in the tarp bag is still wriggling and moaning but has made no visible progress in getting himself out of his prison. So, Dan puts the bowl on the table, then looks at William and Liv. “You think we need to say anything?”


  Liv shrugs. “She said something with ‘rise’ when she did it the first time around, but I can’t remember the rest.”


  “Just try it,” William offers. “We’ll see what happens.”


  Dan nods. Then he sticks his fingers into the bowl.


  “No, wait!” William exclaims.


  “What?”


  “Dude, are you just gonna use your hand?” William says, a look of disgust on his face.


  “This was how Birgit did it,” Dan says. “And it’s just blood.”


  “Just blood,” William scoffs. “All right, Rambo. Suit yourself.”


  Dan takes a handful of the blood water, holds it over the bowl for a couple of seconds, letting it drip.


  “Rise,” he says, then flings the pink water at the tarp.


  He has no idea what to expect.


  What happens is very anti-climactic. There’s no gush of wind, no flames going out, no roar or bang or any other sounds.


  The tarp bag simply stops moving, and the zombie stops groaning. It’s like an electric toy having its power cut.


  For several, long seconds, they all just stare at the bag.


  “Shit,” William says, breaking the silence. “Something definitely happened.” He looks at Dan. “Do we check?”


  “Let’s wait a little longer,” Dan says. “We’ll give it five minutes. If he still hasn’t moved or said anything, we’ll open the bag.”


  William is about to say something, when he notices Ozzy. The dog slinks over to the tarp, sniffing it. His hair isn’t bristling, and he doesn’t look particularly alert, more like curious.


  “That’s a good sign,” William says, smiling tentatively. “Ozzy doesn’t seem to consider the guy a threat anymore.”


  “God, what if it really worked?” Liv breathes. “What if this is the cure?”


  Dan nods slowly. “It seems promising. Let’s give it a little more time. If he really is dead in there, we’ll try it on the zombies outside.”


   


   


  THIRTY-FOUR


  Dennis feels very funny. In fact, with every passing minute, he feels more and more so.


  It’s a strange sensation, one he’s never felt before.


  Except that’s not entirely true. He has felt like this before, only it was a very, very long time ago, almost too long to remember.


  Is this what grief feels like? Is this a normal reaction when you lose someone you love? Dennis isn’t so sure about that. It doesn’t feel like an emotional reaction, more like a change taking place in his brain.


  Something’s happening to me, a thought prods him.


  He gets to his feet. The others are still in the living room, talking. Dennis heard them use the potion, and since he can no longer hear the zombie groan in there, he assumes it worked. Dennis cares very little about that for now, however; his attention is consumed at what’s going on inside him.


  He goes to the window and stands on his toes to look over the heads of the dead people. He can just make out Mom behind them, at least her white gown is visible in the darkness.


  He feels a deep stab in his heart region.


  There’s the emotion, he thinks to himself. And he’s kind of glad it’s there. The heartache means he’s not losing his mind.


  Still, whatever else is going on with him is different from the emotional reaction, he senses that very distinctly. He feels almost light-headed, like a fog is lifting from his mind.


  What is this? Please, I need to know …


  “It’s all in here.”


  Mom’s voice speaking from his memory. She touched his chest when she said that. Dennis reenacts the gesture with his own hand, and he looks down to see the gris-gris between his chest and his palm.


  Dennis frowns. He thought Mom was talking about his heart, but maybe … maybe …


  Dennis takes off the gris-gris and studies it. It looks the way it has always looked; just a regular leather pouch. Dennis knows it’s empty, but he still opens it, hoping against hope to find something inside. Something Mom has left for him.


  There’s nothing, though. The gris-gris is empty.


  But just as he’s about to close it, he notices something that he’s seen a hundred times. The engraved letters on the inside of the flap. Dennis has never known what the words meant; he’s never been interested in them before. But now, they suddenly seem very important.


  Some spells only end with the one who cast them.


  Dennis reads the line, then rereads it. It’s only after reading it a third time that he realizes how easy it is. Normally, he struggles to put the letters into words and the words into meaningful sounds.


  Dennis looks around for something else to read. There’s a piece of paper sitting on the door to Holger’s fridge. It’s a manual for something technical, a water pump or something. Dennis goes and looks at it. His eyes automatically begin reading. There are a lot of difficult words, yet he reads the whole thing with no problems.


  And what’s more: he understands it too.


  “What’s going on with me?” Dennis whispers, feeling his heartrate go up a little. He looks around the kitchen, and suddenly everything seems very clear, almost painfully so, as though his surroundings have grown sharper. He sees them more clearly. He hears them. All the impressions reach his brain without any delay, without anything to take the edge off. His thoughts are like that too, crisp and loud in his mind. Nothing slowing them down.


  “You okay?”


  Dennis turns to look at William standing in the doorway, looking at him with a worried expression.


  “You look a little pale, dude. You might want to sit down.”


  “It’s okay, I’m just a little … I don’t know,” Dennis hears himself say. His own voice even sounds clearer to him.


  Liv and Dan both appear next to William.


  “How are you feeling, Dennis?” Dan asks.


  Dennis shrugs. “I feel fine, really. I feel … present.” The word slips out before Dennis can think about it. He’s never used that word before; he never even knew what it meant.


  “You sound different,” Liv remarks.


  “No shit,” William says. “He sounds ten years older all of a sudden. What’s happening to you, dude?”


  Dennis shakes his head and looks down at his hands. “Something is changing. Or changing back, actually.”


  “Changing back?” Dan repeats. “What does that mean, Dennis?”


  “I … I don’t know. It’s very strange.”


  “He’s going into shock,” William says. “Poor guy couldn’t handle losing his mom.”


  “It’s not that,” Dennis says. “It’s got nothing to do with—”


  He was going to finish the sentence by saying “Mom,” but something holds him back at the last second. Because this does have something to do with Mom. It’s got everything to do with her, in fact. Dennis feels that with a deep certainty.


  His attention is once more drawn to the gris-gris, and he takes it off again, opens it and reads the engravement. This time, he reads it out loud.


  “Some spells only end with the one who cast them.”


  “What does that mean?” Dan asks.


  Dennis looks at him. “I think … I think it means I was under some sort of spell. And it ended when Mom died just now.”


  “What kind of spell?” William asks, frowning.


  Dennis shakes his head. “I don’t know, but … it was something making me feel very different. Now, as it’s changing, I feel like a cloud is lifting from my mind. Like I said, I can think a whole lot clearer. I can read without difficulty.”


  William glances at Dan, then back at Dennis. “Dude, you sound like you’re having a trip.”


  “No, he doesn’t,” Liv says. “He sounds normal.”


  “Normal,” Dennis repeats, and it’s like that word is a password unlocking another room in his brain. Suddenly, he sees himself as a four-year-old, playing in the garden on a winter day, building a snowman. “I used to be normal,” Dennis whispers. “Before I had the brain fever. This was what it felt like. Being normal.”


  “You had a brain fever?” William asks. “When?”


  “When I was four.”


  “How did it happen?” Dan asks. “What caused it?”


  Dennis shrugs. “I don’t know, Mom never told me. I just remember being in the hospital. The doctors tried their best to cure me, but they couldn’t. So, Mom brought me home and … and made me better … she made me …” Dennis suddenly can’t get the words out. What Mom said just before she died rings out in his mind.


  “I should have listened to the doctors … it’s all my fault … you must understand … I was only trying to help … I thought I could undo it …”


  “The doctors, they … they failed to cure me,” he mutters. “At least that’s what she’s always told me, but … but I’m not so sure that’s actually what happened … I think … I think Mom might have been the one who … who made me this way, and … the doctors … the doctors saved me …”


  Dennis feels a wave of dizziness roll over him, and he would have collapsed to the floor if William hadn’t jumped in to catch him.


  “Dude, you really need to sit down,” he says, helping Dennis over to a chair. “Get him a glass of water, Dan.”


  Dennis slumps down and rubs his forehead with both hands. “God, it’s like … everything is turning upside down.”


  “Give it a rest for now,” William suggests. “You’re obviously reliving some fucked up trauma. Maybe don’t let it up to the surface all at once.”


  But Dennis can’t help it, the images keep spilling out of his memory. Him in the hospital, Mom shouting at the doctors, her bringing him back home.


  “They tried to help me,” Dennis whispers as Dan brings him a glass of water. He takes it, yet just stares at it. “But only after Mom had tried to cure me with voodoo.”


  “So, you did have a brain fever?” Dan asks, sitting down across from him.


  Dennis nods. “That part is true. I remember falling ill. But Mom didn’t trust doctors. She never did. When she finally realized she couldn’t help me, it was too late. The curse she put on me … it must have been one that couldn’t be lifted. It could only end when she died.”


  “Holy shit,” William mumbles. “Talk about parents fucking up their kids; this a whole new level of social heritage. I’m really sorry, dude.”


  “I’m glad you’re feeling better,” Dan says, sending Dennis a smile. “Just take it easy to begin with, okay? Give yourself time to get used to it.”


  Dennis nods. That’s clever advice. Besides, there’s a torrent of different emotions raging in his stomach area, ranging from relief to grief to anger. It’ll take him time to sort it all out.


  “The bad news is,” William says, “now that you’re normal again, you’ll have to pay taxes and all that boring shit the rest of us are dealing with.”


  “You’ll also have to deal with William’s lame jokes,” Dan interjects, raising one eyebrow.


  “Ey!” William cries out. “Uncalled for!”


  Liv and Dan laugh, and Dennis can’t help but snort with laughter too, surprising himself. Jokes used to fly right by him, but now he gets it. As he looks at their faces, all three of them smiling back at him, he thinks to himself: Is this normal? This isn’t too bad.


   


   


   


   


   


  THIRTY-FIVE


  “Enough bantering,” William says, clapping his hands together. “Let’s go check on our guinea pig.”


  They get up from the table and go to the living room.


  Dan is relieved to find the tarp bag still lying completely still and no sounds coming from it.


  “Here’s how we’ll do it,” William says, going to the bag, carrying the rifle. “I aim this at the head of the guy, and one of you cuts open the tarp. If he tries anything funny, I’ll blast him to hell and we’ll have to rethink the entire thing. Okay?”


  “Okay,” Dan says. “I’ll cut the tarp. You two, stay back.”


  Liv and Dennis stay by the doorway as Dan goes back to the kitchen and gets a knife from the drawer. He then reenters the living room and places himself next to the bag, opposite of William.


  “You ready?” he asks.


  William places the rifle against his shoulder, pointing the barrel at the place where the zombie’s head must be located. “Ready.”


  Ozzy whimpers from the doorway.


  Dan takes a deep breath, then bends over and pushes the point of the knife through the tarp. He’s careful, not cutting too deep, not wanting to cut the zombie. He drags the knife down, sliding easily through the tarp and the tape, opening the whole thing like a giant wallet.


  Then he steps back quickly.


  William holds the rifle for a couple of seconds before lowering it. “I think we’re good. He looks awfully dead.”


  Dan steps forward again, peering down into the open tarp bag. The zombie was a young, skinny guy. He’s lying in a fetal position, his head turned to the side, his eyes closed. He’s obviously dead, as William noted, but he doesn’t look undead.


  “His skin color is different,” Liv says, joining Dan. “It’s normal again.”


  “We should check his eyes,” Dan suggests.


  “Wait,” William says, placing the rifle against the temple of the guy. “Okay, go.”


  Dan reaches down and carefully pries open the guy’s left eye using two fingers.


  “Holy shit,” William says, taking away the rifle. “His pupils and irises are back.”


  “This is very promising,” Dan says, letting out a breath he wasn’t aware he was holding. “I think it actually worked …”


  “We’ll have to test it some more,” Liv says, sounding elated. “We can try it on those outside.”


  “Way ahead of you,” William says, grabbing the bowl and striding out to the stairs. Dan, Liv and Dennis all follow him upstairs.


  They go to the room facing the courtyard, and William hands Dan the bowl. Then he opens both windows wide and brings the bowl. For a terrible moment, Dan thinks he’ll chuck the whole thing down over the zombies below, but he just holds the bowl ready.


  “Come on,” he says, gesturing with his head while looking at Dan. “You already touched the shit, so I assume you won’t mind doing the honors again?”


  Dan goes over and picks up a handful of the red water. He leans out the window, looks down at the dead people clambering away at the windows, and then he drops the water on them.


  Liv and William and Dennis all squeeze in next to him, eager to look down at what happens.


  The water spreads out as it falls, forming a shower of drops which lands across the herd of zombies. About a dozen or so collapse immediately to the ground.


  “Holy shit!” William exclaims, laughing shrilly. “It fucking worked like a charm! Do it again!”


  “No, wait!” Liv says, as Dan is about to grab another handful of the water. “We can’t use it all.”


  “You’re right,” Dan says, biting his lip. “This is all the potion we’ve got.”


  William sits the bowl down on a table, then begins pacing the room. “Fuck me. We’ve got the cure right here, but what good will it do? Even if we use it sparingly, there’s only enough for, what, a hundred zombies? That’s like pissing into a firestorm. There must be millions of zombies all over Europe now.”


  “We need to replicate it,” Liv says. “Do the whole ritual again and make more of the potion.”


  “How would we do that?” William says, flinging out his hands. “The woman who did it is dead—sorry, Dennis. It took her like four hours to do the ritual, and we have no idea what she said or did. And even if we could do it again, that would be late, too late, the Americans will have dropped their bombs by then, and we’ll all be—”


  “Wait, what?” Liv blurts out.


  William looks at her, then at Dan. “Oh, right. I didn’t tell you. The soldiers who brought me here … they told me some pretty bleak news. The day after tomorrow, they’ll begin flattening Europe, using nuclear weapons.”


  “Oh, no,” Liv gasps.


  “I know,” William says, shrugging. “I don’t know what I was thinking coming back here. Guess I was hoping for some sort of Hail Mary. But right now, that seems pretty fucking hopeless.”


  “Can’t we just dilute it?” Liv suggests. “Maybe make more of it that way?”


  Dan shakes his head. “You heard what Birgit said just before she died. It can’t be diluted.”


  William slumps down onto a chair. Liv chews her lip, and Dan lowers his head. For several seconds, they all seem to work on the seemingly hopeless conundrum.


  “That’s not what she meant.”


  Dan turns to look at Dennis.


  He holds out his hands. “When she said it couldn’t be diluted.”


  “What did she mean then?” William asks.


  “She meant the potion can’t be diluted.”


  “I fail to see the difference,” William says.


  “She wasn’t telling us that we mustn’t dilute it; she was telling us it will never dilute, no matter how much water we add.”


  William looks at Dan, then back at Dennis. “Are you sure about that?”


  “Absolutely,” Dennis says. “I knew my mother.”


  “That means we can scale it up,” Liv says, hope coming back into her voice. “We can make a shitload of it.”


  “Wait, how’s that even possible?” William asks. “I know we’re dealing with supernatural shit here, but how can you make a potion that won’t dilute?”


  Dennis shrugs. “I have no idea.”


  “I think I do,” Dan says, and the others look at him intently. “She said the spell was like a doorway, and that it could be bound to water. A doorway can’t be diluted. It’s not a thing; it’s a passage for things to go through.”


  “Right, I remember that part about the Big Angel coming through or whatever,” William says. “But that still doesn’t explain why that spell won’t be diluted if we add more water.”


  “Think of the zombie curse,” Dan says. “That doesn’t grow weaker with each new person it reaches.” He points to the bowl. “I think the spell in this water is like that. I think it’ll live on in whatever else water it touches.”


  “So,” William says, “are you saying, if we put a single drop of it in a bathtub, that entire bathtub would become like the potion?”


  Dan thinks, then nods. “It might take some time, but I think so, yeah.”


  “If that’s true,” William says, “then we might actually have a chance.” He jumps to his feet. “What are we waiting for? It’s time for another round of testing!”


   


   


  THIRTY-SIX


  “Just use a very tiny drop,” William instructs him. “We need to see if it’s true this stuff doesn’t get diluted.”


  Dan nods, concentrating on the bowl in his hands. He dips the tip of his finger in the potion, then holds his finger over Holger’s bathtub, which is filled to the brim with lukewarm water.


  A single drop forms at the end of his finger, then falls into the tub with a ploink. The red color dissipates immediately as the drop dissolves in the water. Then, to Dan’s surprise, the whole tub turns pink, matching the exact color of the potion in the bowl.


  “Holy shit,” William says, grinning. “That seemed to work.”


  “Let’s find out for sure,” Liv says, dipping the bucket into the tub and scooping up a gallon of the now pink water.


  Dan brings the bowl, and all three of them go back upstairs to join Dennis, who’s sitting by the window staring down into the courtyard.


  Dan can tell he’s looking at his mother, who’s still lying down in the gravel next to the horde of zombies. To his surprise, though, as Dennis turns to face them, there’s no tears in his eyes.


  “Did it work?” he asks.


  “Looks like it,” William says, pointing to the bucket in Liv’s hand. “We’ll find out in just a second.”


  Liv brings the bucket to the window, lifts it up, then tilts it and pours the whole thing out. She makes a quick swing from right to left, spreading the pink water out over as large an area as she can.


  Dan hears the water splash down over the zombies like a gush of heavy rain. They all huddle together by the windows and look down.


  “Jesus goddamn Christ,” William breathes. “Will you look at that?”


  Dan feels a shimmer of elation in his gut. Almost all of the zombies have collapsed in a big pile, only four or five still standing, waddling around clumsily among their fallen comrades. And as soon as they touch some wet clothes, they too topple over. In less than ten seconds, there are no more living dead people in the courtyard.


  “It fucking worked,” William says, turning to Dan with a broad smile. “You little genius! You just saved the fucking world, you know that?”


  “Well, let’s not—”


  Dan is cut off as William grabs him in a bear hug, squeezing the air from his lungs as he lifts him up, covering his forehead with kisses.


  “I love you, I love you, I love you!”


  “Okay, okay,” Dan croaks, laughing. “Put me down please.”


  William puts him down and steps back. Liv smiles at Dan warmly, and even Dennis seems to be relieved.


  “This is very good news,” Dan says, feeling like he ought to say something. “If this keeps holding true, that we can dilute the potion as much we want, then there’s actually hope of reversing this thing.”


  “Yeah,” William says, clapping his hands together. “But we’d better get to work, because we have this crazy deadline, remember? And it literally is a fucking dead-line.”


  Dan hasn’t forgotten about the nuclear threat hanging over their heads, though he’s been pushing it to the back of his mind, focusing instead on the task at hand.


  “Okay, so how do we do it?” Liv asks. “How do we get the water out to people?”


  “That’s one problem,” William says. “Another one is, how do we tell people about it?”


  “How about YouTube?” Liv suggests. “Can’t we just film what we just did and put the video online? We’ll share it everywhere we can, social media and all that. It might go viral. That’s the fastest way of reaching people.”


  “You’re right,” William says. “The thing is, are people still concerned with checking Facebook? Maybe most have even lost their phones or internet connection. Then we can’t reach them.”


  “How about the radio?”


  They turn to look at Dennis, who’s been quiet so far.


  “I noticed Holger has one in the bunker,” he goes on, shrugging. “I think I know how to put out a livestream.”


  “You do?” William asks, obvious surprise in his voice.


  Dennis nods. “I’ve always been good with … tech stuff.”


  “Great!” Liv says. “Let’s get on with that.”


  “There’s one more thing,” William says, putting a hand in his pocket and taking out a piece of crumbled-up paper. “One of the soldiers gave me his number. In case we found out something important. I think this more than qualifies. I’ll give him a call and tell him about it. I don’t know, maybe he can do something … postpone the attack or whatever. I think it’s worth a—”


  “Hello?”


  A woman’s voice from down in the courtyard.


  They all stare at each other for half a second, then they rush to the windows.


  Dan expects to see someone coming from the driveway. But the woman is standing right in the middle of the pile of zombies. Her clothes are torn, her hair all messy. She looks around, holding herself.


  “Hello?” she calls again, her voice weak. “Anybody? What … what happened?”


  “Hey!” William calls out. “Up here!”


  The woman flinches and turns her face up at them. “Who are you? Where am I?”


  “You’re at Old Mile Drive,” William tells her.


  “How did I get here?” the woman says, looking around. “What is all this? Who are all these people?” Panic is working its way into her voice.


  “She must be delusional,” Dan says in a low voice. “We’d better go down there and—”


  “Ooh,” someone groans.


  Dan sees one of the zombies starting to move—it’s a young guy on the far left, some yards from the woman. He sits up and looks around, groaning some more.


  “Oh, no,” Dan hears himself say, feeling his gut drop. “It didn’t work after all.”


  “Fuck, I knew it was too good to be true,” William says. “Hey, lady! Get out of here! Run away!”


  “No, wait!” Liv says, pointing. “Look at him. He’s … different.”


  The guy looks around, rubbing his forehead, and Dan can tell Liv is right. He’s obviously not acting like a zombie; more like someone who just woke up from a coma. “What the hell?” he mutters. “Where am I?”


  “What is this?” the woman asks again, starting to make her way out from the zombie pile. “Someone tell me what happened, please!”


  “Yeah, I’d like to know that too,” the guy says, getting to his feet, swaying uncertainly for a moment before finding his balance. “Ooh, man, my head is killing me …”


  “Holy … hell,” William breathes, looking at them. “You guys see what I’m seeing?”


  “I think so,” Liv mutters.


  Dan can only nod as a third person—another young woman—begins to stir and tries to sit up.


  Dennis is the one to state it clearly, his voice hoarse with awe: “They’re waking up.”


   


  THIRTY-SEVEN


  “Okay, you guys ready?” William asks, looking at them in the dark hallway, his hand resting on the lock for the front door.


  Dan nods. He’s the only one not armed. Liv is holding a knife from Holger’s kitchen, Dennis has his handgun, and William himself is carrying the rifle.


  “Here we go,” William says, turning the lock and opening the door.


  The zombies are literally pressed up against the house, lying like a pile of leaves all wrapped in each other. Except of course for the ones now standing up.


  It took them a few minutes to go get the weapons ready, and William had expected more people to have awakened by now, but he only counts five.


  Three of them have grouped together outside the pile of zombies, one is sitting on the ground, holding his head, and the last one—the woman who first woke up—is wondering about aimlessly, talking to herself.


  “Let me talk to them,” William says, stepping outside and into the zombies. He bends down and checks the pulse of the one at his feet. “Nothing,” he mutters, then goes on to the next. “Also nothing. They haven’t come back yet.” He straightens up and says in a loud voice: “Hello! Can I have your attention?”


  All five ex-zombies turn their heads to look at him—except for the guy sitting on the ground; he pukes instead, making a gurgling sound as something dark spills from his mouth to the ground. He spits then wipes his mouth and looks at William.


  “Where are we?” one of the others ask. “What is this?”


  “This is a very strange situation,” William says. “I’ll tell you what happened, but I can’t tell you exactly how it happened.” He points to the zombies. “You see these guys? You know what they are?”


  “They’re infected,” the wandering woman says, finally stopping to look at William. “The virus thing … I remember that.”


  “Yeah, me too,” another one chimes in, and the rest—including the puking guy—nod in unison.


  “You’re right,” William says. “And you guys were infected too. Until a few minutes ago.”


  A moment of dead silence as he lets the message sink in. The people in the courtyard exchange wary looks.


  “But we cured you,” William goes on. “I can’t go into details, but this thing, this virus as you call it … it’s not really a virus. It was a curse. And we lifted that curse. We honestly didn’t expect any of you to wake up again, but that’s just great news. So … I guess … welcome back!”


  The woman breaks into tears.


  “Wait,” one of the guys says. “I can’t remember anything … just that … someone scratched me …” He bends and rolls up his pantleg to show a long, thin red line along his shin. “Then I got a fever, and … and it’s all just dark from there …”


  “That’s the same for me,” another woman—who can’t be more than fifteen—chimes in, touching her chin which bears the marks of fingernails. “How long were we out?”


  William throws out his arms. “We couldn’t tell you. Depends on when you di—got infected,” William corrects himself at the last second. No point in spilling all the beans at once on these poor bastards. Returning from death can’t be an easy thing, even without having to face that fact mentally.


  One of the guys looks out over the zombies. “What about all these people? Why haven’t they woken back up yet?”


  “Again, couldn’t tell you.”


  Dan steps out next to William. “I think not all of you will,” he says. “It looks to me like you guys are relatively fine; you don’t have any bite marks or major injuries. You all got infected by scratches, right?”


  The five people exchange looks and nods.


  Dan gestures towards the zombies still on the ground. “Most of these guys are in a really bad state. And they also seem to have been … attacking others.”


  William gets it right away; the zombies who haven’t come back are either sporting major wounds or their faces are covered in dried-up blood, suggesting they got their fair share of the feast.


  “God, this is crazy,” one of the women says, going for her pocket. “I lost my phone. I need to call my husband. I need to call my family. You guys have a phone I can use?”


  “About that,” William says. “Things are looking a little … out of control right now. There’s no need to panic, but … most of Europe has been infected.”


  A collective gasp from the ex-zombies.


  “But … I need to know my family is safe!” the woman goes on. “Please!”


  “I can’t tell you whether they are or not,” William says earnestly. “We do have a phone you can borrow, but please let us check you first. We need to make sure you really are all right. Please come inside.”


  


   


  THIRTY-EIGHT


  How long has it been?


  Iver has no idea.


  There’s no clock in the bathroom. Only a tiny window. The daylight has gone, replaced with darkness. It must be close to midnight.


  Adam is finally sleeping. It took Iver half an hour to get him to calm down enough to slip into sleep.


  At least the boy wasn’t hungry; Iver had fed him from the bag Leif left for them. He had managed to find the rest of the food in Agnete’s kitchen, which was mostly canned stuff, crackers and nuts. There was enough for them to make it three, maybe four days if he was careful in rationing the food.


  Iver looks at the sleeping toddler, lying in the bathtub, which is stuffed with all the towels from the closet. Iver wrapped one around the boy’s head too, like a turban. It seemed to help keep the noises at bay.


  The zombies are clambering at the door—which, luckily, is heavier and stronger than the one in the bedroom. The hinges are bigger and look like they can withhold more pressure.


  But it won’t hold forever; the push from the horde of zombies is simply too much. Iver can tell it’ll budge sooner or later.


  It could be days. It could be only hours.


  For now, though, they’re good.


  The sound of the deads is also intruding from the hole in the wall above the toilet. Iver managed to jam the stool into the opening, then used the shower curtain to cover it up. It wasn’t much, but at least it blocked the view to the zombies.


  The hole was up high enough anyway that none of the zombies could see through it, and they could only just reach it with their groping hands. Which meant that Iver wasn’t particularly worried they would make it through—not unless they suddenly learned to jump.


  There was of course the possibility that one could climb onto another, maybe if one fell down, the others would simply tread on him and use him as a stepping stone. But so far, that hasn’t happened, and with the stool jammed into the hole, they would have a hard time squeezing through to the bathroom anyway.


  Iver should be sleeping, he knows that. He’ll be needing his strength.


  But he can’t. Not right now.


  Instead, he’s working on the handle bar. It’s secured to the wall right next to the tub. It’s one of those U-shaped ones you see in old people’s homes, the ones they use for support when stepping in and out of the bath.


  Iver is using the coin he had in his pocket to slowly and meticulously loosen the screws holding the bar. It’s heavy enough that it’ll provide him with an effective weapon.


  And he knows he’ll be needing it.


  Because the zombies won’t stop until they manage to break down the door.


  And there’s no other way out; the window is too tiny to get through.


  Even though it’ll be futile to fight back against several hundred zombies, Iver is going to do it anyway. The alternative—just letting the deads have at him and the toddler—is too gruesome to even think about.


  So, when the time comes, Iver will fight back. He will try to be brave. Like Leif was. Like Agnete was.


  If not for himself, then for Adam. He owes the little guy that much.


  He looks at him, his round, pale face glowing in the darkness of the tub.


  “I’m sorry, buddy,” Iver whispers, his voice breaking. “It’s quite the mess I got you into. I’m sorry.”


  He can’t believe they’re all gone. It all happened so fast. Within a couple of hours.


  Now it’s just him and Adam.


  And soon, they’ll be dead too.


  Iver feels the tears begin to spill down his cheeks. He doesn’t do anything to wipe them away. Instead, he turns back to the wall and continues working on unscrewing the bar, ignoring the sounds from the door.


  At least he’ll go down swinging.


   


   


  THIRTY-NINE


  Dan is sitting in Holger’s kitchen, staring at his hands resting in his lap. He’s dead tired. Now that the ritual is over, he can finally feel his energy crashing.


  William comes out from the living room. “There you are.”


  Dan looks up, barely able to hold his head. “How are they?”


  William sits down across from him. “They’re fine as far as we can tell. Physically, anyway. They all ate something and drank a lot of water. They’re also doing pretty well mentally, considering what they been through. They can’t remember being out, but they almost all remember what led up to it. They can recite their names and social security numbers. They can talk and read and give us things like who’s prime minister and what’s five times five, so I’m very hopeful.”


  Dan nods. “That’s great news. I really wasn’t expecting that to happen. Did anyone else come back?”


  William shakes his head. “So far, only the five of them.” He nods towards the courtyard. “I went out to count them. We cured 104 people total. Five of them coming back is close to five percent.”


  Dan just nods. He’s too tired to think.


  “This is really big news,” William goes on. “If this is an accurate sample, then 5 percent of the people who died from this thing will come back to life once we break the curse.”


  “I know,” Dan says, blinking.


  Liv and Dennis join them from the living room.


  “You guys ready to shoot the film?” William asks.


  “We are,” Dennis says. “I have the camera ready. We just need another … you know, a dead guy.”


  “That’s not going to be a problem,” William says, nodding towards the window. “There are already eight more out there. Don’t worry, they are newcomers, I made sure. The others are still just lying around.”


  “How is it even possible?” Liv asks in a low voice, nodding towards the living room, from where they can hear the five survivors talking with each other. “I mean, they were dead, right? They weren’t just cursed; they were medically dead too.”


  “They were,” William nods. “We talked with a doctor who ran tests and confirmed that. They had no pulse, no heartbeat, no brainwaves. They were most definitely fucking dead.”


  “They were,” Dan says, repressing a yawn. “But their souls might not have been far away.”


  “How’d that work?” William asks.


  “From what I know about voodoo, it kind of makes sense,” Dan says. “Birgit explained that what we’re doing when breaking the curse is opening the doorway for the Big Angel to rush in and clean the curse out. It means we’re basically finishing what would have happened if the curse hadn’t been there to keep them artificially alive.”


  “Right, so why do some come back?”


  “Because their Little Angel is still present,” Dan says. “That’s the only explanation I can think of, anyway. The Little Angel is our individual soul, our personality or whatever you want to call it. It’s different from the collective life force.”


  “So, if the person hasn’t fully left,” Liv goes on, “and the life force comes streaming in, it won’t kill them—it will, like, reignite them?”


  “Apparently,” Dan nods.


  “But why haven’t they … decayed?” Liv says, lowering her voice to a whisper. “If they’ve been dead for days?”


  “Yeah, Dorte told us something about their blood coagulating,” William adds. “That’s something that can’t just be reversed.” He looks at Dan as though he’s supposed to give him an answer.


  “Sorry,” Dan says, shrugging. “I just don’t know. I’m not sure I’m even making sense. I’m really tired.”


  “But why does it only happen to a few?” William goes on.


  “I guess some of them were still clinging to life,” Dan says. “Their Little Angels hadn’t left their bodies yet. Maybe that would explain why their bodies didn’t begin to rot; the life force could still sustain them.”


  A moment of quiet in the kitchen as they listen to the voices from the living room.


  Then Liv says: “You know what this means, right?”


  William, Dan and Dennis all look at her.


  “It means the people we knew who got infected and died might still be saved. I mean, it’s a small chance, but still …”


  Dan hadn’t thought of that. Now that he sees it, his mind quickly scans through his family.


  Jennie was the first one to die. But she was shot by a police officer and died for real; Selina had told him so, just hours before she herself got bitten and died.


  Thomas died a few hours later. But he died a second time when Dan and Linda set fire to the car.


  Dan’s mother went next. But having committed suicide, she was never infected with the curse and can’t be saved either.


  Then there’s Dad.


  Dad got scratched by Elias. Then he threw himself from the helicopter. Did that mean he had died for real? Had the fall killed him so that the infection couldn’t?


  Dan looks to William and realizes William is staring back at him.


  “Your dad,” he says, reading Dan’s mind. “He might still be … I mean, we were flying pretty low.”


  Dan swallows dryly. “Even if he survived the fall, he would still have ended up in the water. He would have drowned.”


  “Maybe,” William says. “But maybe the infection got him first. There’s at least a small chance.”


  Dan shakes his head. “I could never find him, even if he did turn into a zombie.”


  “I know,” William says, biting his lip. “If only there was some way of tracking him … wait!” He lights up, snapping his fingers. “Holy hell, it might be doable!” He pulls out his phone and looks at Dan. “Your dad’s phone. I noticed it when he used it earlier.”


  Dan frowns. “Are you suggesting I call him?”


  “Of course not, numbnuts. But he had the same model phone as I do. And it comes with this tracking thing where you can locate it if someone steals it. It doesn’t matter if it’s dead for power or even if they pull the battery out, we can still track it. We just need his phone number. You have that?”


  Dan thinks for a moment. “I remember it, yes. But, William—”


  “Holy fuck, that’s great! We can track him, Dan! We can find him!”


  “There are so many maybes here,” Dan says, fighting hard to keep his hopes down. “What if his phone was busted when he fell? What if it fell out of his pocket? What if he’s still walking around the bottom of the ocean somewhere? Or if he made it to land, someone could have killed him.” Dan throws out his arms. “Even if we could actually go and find him and cure him, there’s still only a 5 percent chance he’ll come back. With all of those odds put together, I’d say have a better chance of winning the lottery.”


  “I know, but … it’s your dad. Isn’t it worth a shot?”


  Dan opens his mouth, then closes it again, realizing that of course William is right. That of course he’s going to do it. That even in the face of terrible odds, even the smallest, tiniest chance of getting has father back is more than enough reason that he has to do it.


  He hasn’t slept for days. He’s never been this tired in his life. Yet he knows he won’t be able to rest before he’s seen this through.


  “Okay,” he says, taking a deep breath. “Let’s track him.”


   


  * * *


   


  Want to know how it all began?

  Get the FREE prequel novella Day 0 at nickclausenbooks.com/free


   


  To be kept up-to-date about the series and be the first to know when Day 9 is out, join Nick Clausen’s readers club at nickclausenbooks.com


   


  Thanks for reading!
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