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  And could it have been avoided?
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  ONE


  “Bet you never imagined this would be part of your enlistment, huh?”


  Oskar laughs, showing the gap between his front teeth, his freckled face glowing pale in the twilight.


  Martin tries to smile back, but the grimace turns into a stifled yawn. For some reason, he always yawns when he’s nervous. Of course, it could also have something to do with the fact that it’s 1:00 AM.


  “Still tired?” Oskar asks, handing him the thermos.


  “No, thank you,” Martin says, wrinkling his nose. “I don’t know how you can drink coffee in the middle of the night.”


  Despite the hour, the sky above them is only dark blue and the air is still warm and humid—and their uniforms don’t exactly make it any cooler. It’s the first time Martin is wearing full gear outside of training; they even told them to bring helmets. The gun is very heavy, too. And it’s full of live rounds. He sure hopes he won’t have to fire it.


  “You kiddin’? I can always drink coffee,” Oskar says, proving his statement by downing a large gulp, followed by an exaggerated: “Aaaah!” Then he looks around the nearly dark, empty highway, nodding. “Yeah, it’s like I always say: nothing’s good for your soul like being on zombie patrol.”


  Martin can’t help but smile. “You’re a true poet. I can’t believe you’re taking this so lightheartedly.”


  “What, am I supposed to cry about it?”


  “No, but didn’t you see the sarge’s face? I’ve never seen him so serious. And we’re not even supposed to be on active duty all alone like this; we’re conscripts!”


  “They’re short on men, that’s all. Soon as the reinforcements from Copenhagen get here, they’ll send us back home. I’m sure we won’t even get to see the sunrise.”


  “They said we might need to be here until this thing is under control.”


  “Which I’m sure it will be in a matter of hours.”


  Martin pushes back his helmet and looks at Oskar, who’s only two years older than him but always acts like he could be his father. “What makes you so confident they’ll get it under control? I mean, it’s zombies! Those things aren’t even supposed to exist outside of movies and video games.”


  “I know, I know,” Oskar says, nodding. “And in the movies, the world always ends, right?”


  “In most of the ones I’ve watched, anyway.”


  “But this isn’t a movie, Martin. It’s real life, in case you hadn’t noticed. We know about zombies, okay? People have seen the same movies you have. I’m sure even one or two of those dusty old politicians have seen a zombie flick back in their teens. That’s why they’re acting so fast. That’s why they’re already sending in us: they know to take it seriously.”


  Martin nods, feeling somewhat reassured. It makes sense, after all.


  Yet he can’t really shake the feeling of being trapped in a movie with no guaranteed happy ending. He discretely gazes up and down the highway, but neither sees nor hears anyone approaching.


  Not yet, at least.


  Stop that, he tells himself. You’re just scaring yourself. There are hundreds of posts all around the area, and they told us most of them won’t see any action at all; we are simply precautions.


  Then again, wouldn’t that be exactly the right thing to tell them, whether it was true or not? Simply to keep everyone from panicking?


  “How do you think it started?” he asks, deflecting from his paranoid thoughts.


  Oskar kicks a pebble, which goes flying into the bushes next to the road. “Probably some nasty experiment in a lab somewhere. Isn’t that always how it goes? A secret branch of the government trying to create super-soldiers from corpses or whatever.”


  “Yeah, but—the Danish government? I mean, we’re more concerned about windmills and electric cars and stuff like that. Wouldn’t super-soldiers be more like something Russia would be doing?”


  Oskar shrugs. “You may be right. But who said it started here?”


  “They didn’t say anything at the briefing about the problem being anywhere else.”


  “No, but they may not be aware of it yet. If shit is going down somewhere else in Europe, in some obscure country like, I don’t know, Kazakhstan or wherever, their government may be trying to cover it up.”


  “I was thinking it could also be terrorists.”


  Oskar looks at him. “Terrorists? Like, a biological weapon?”


  “Yeah. Wouldn’t that be the perfect way to attack your enemy? Release some crazy string of altered virus which kills people, then turns them into zombies?”


  Oskar nods slowly. “I like the way you think, dude. You could become a great screenwriter, you know. Who do you think did it then? The Taliban?”


  “I have no idea. Could be anyone.”


  “More likely the Chinese,” Oskar muses.


  “The Chinese? Why would the Chinese attack Europe?”


  “Probably some diplomatic crisis or whatever. Or maybe because we don’t buy enough of their cheap shit anymore. It could be a form of extreme negotiation.”


  Martin eyes him for a moment. “You didn’t take economics in school, did you? I really don’t think killing your customers is great for business.”


  Oskar is about to answer, when they both notice the headlights and turn in unison. A car is approaching from town.


  “Holy shit,” Martin says, clutching his rifle. “Someone’s coming!”


  “Relax, it’s probably someone from division coming to check on us.”


  But Martin can tell from the headlights it’s a civilian car approaching. It moves fast and is soon close enough for them to tell it’s a Ford.


  “It’s not from division,” Martin says. “What do we do?”


  “We do as we were told,” Oskar says, putting on his serious face as he steps out in the middle of the road. “Just follow my lead.”


  Martin positions himself next to Oskar. The highway is narrow enough for the two of them to effectively block it—even though the jeep is already parked across the road behind them.


  Whoever is driving the Ford is really gunning it, and although the car is less than a hundred yards away, it has barely slowed down.


  Martin glances at Oskar. “What … what do we do if they don’t stop?”


  “They will,” Oskar says, stepping forward and raising one arm.


  And luckily, the Ford does finally slow down and comes to a halt right in front of them. Martin squints against the headlights.


  “Turn off the lights!” Oskar shouts. “And stay within the vehicle!”


  Martin feels a great sense of relief at seeing Oskar take control of the situation. For all his bravado, Oskar is able to act with surprising authority when he needs to.


  The headlights turn off, but the engine stays on. Martin can see a couple of faces through the windshield: a young man with glasses—who’s driving—and a young, blonde woman in the passenger seat.


  Oskar strides towards the car, the rifle at his side in an almost-casual way. He stops next to the driver’s side, and the window is rolled down.


  “Hey, buddy. We need to get out of town,” the man tells Oskar, smiling somewhat nervously. “Could you let us pass?”


  “I’m afraid not,” Oskar says, looking in at the driver and his passenger. “No one is allowed to go in or out of town right now.”


  “Oh, fuck!” the guy says, tapping the wheel in frustration. “It’s just that … you see … we really need to go. We’re going to see my fiancée’s dad, he’s in the hospital, and we just got a call that he’s taken a turn for the worse.”


  “I’m very sorry to hear that,” Oskar says, his tone cool and professional. “But you’ll need to wait to go see him—only until the situation is under control.”


  “How long will that be?” the girl asks, leaning towards the open window.


  Martin can’t quite make out her face from here, but he recognizes her voice.


  Is that …? Could it really be …?


  “Hard to say,” Oskar says. “You’ll just need to keep an eye on the news. Please turn the car around and head back for town.” He steps back and gestures towards the tiny gravel rest stop at the side of the road.


  Instead of turning the car around, the driver unbuckles and gets out. “Listen,” he says, smiling that nervous smile at Oskar. “My name is Peter. Peter Lindholm. I work at the bank here in town—you probably know me, don’t you?”


  “I’m afraid not,” Oskar says. “And I need you to get back in the car.”


  The guy reaches out his hand, and Oskar steps back.


  Peter—who evidently only meant to shake hands—bursts into shrill laughter. “Calm down, buddy! I’m not contagious. I just want to talk, that’s all.”


  “We don’t have anything to talk about,” Oskar says, raising his rifle slightly. “And I’m not your buddy, buddy. So please, get back in the car and head back to town.”


  “It could be days before the curfew is lifted,” Peter goes on. “By that time, my father-in-law could be dead!”


  “I can’t help you with that.”


  “But we’re not sick,” Peter says, throwing out his arms and nodding towards the car. “We haven’t even been into contact with any of the contaminated. You can check us if you want.”


  “I’m not going to check you. And even if you aren’t sick, you’re still not allowed to leave town. You’re not even allowed to linger here.”


  Peter scuffs. “Of course I am! I can linger wherever I want. It’s still a free country, isn’t it? This isn’t private property—it’s a highway.”


  “And who owns the highway?” Oskar says, suddenly raising his voice. “The government. And who do you figure I represent? Now, I’m not going to tell you again: get the fuck back inside that car and get out of here!”


  Martin—who has been trying to get a closer look at the girl—realizes Oskar is about to lose his cool. He might even do something stupid if the guy keeps pushing.


  “Listen—” Peter begins.


  The passenger door opens, and the girl steps out. “Martin?” she says, disbelief in her voice. “God, is that really you?”


  Martin manages a smile. “Hi, Dorte. I thought that was you.”


  Dorte is dressed in sweatpants and a tiny top, which might very well have been the clothes she was sleeping in when they got the call from the hospital and decided to leave in a hurry. Her skin is perfectly tan from the summer sun, and her blonde hair is loosely held back in a ponytail. She looks even more stunning than he remembers.


  “What are the odds?” she smiles, as she comes to hug him.


  Martin doesn’t know what to do, so he simply stands there, feeling awkward in his uniform as Dorte puts her arms around him. The smell of her hair almost makes him dizzy with déjà-vu; she’s wearing the same perfume she used back then.


  “You’ve grown taller,” she says, eyeing him.


  “Nah, it’s probably just the boots,” he says, looking down shyly. “But your hair has gotten longer.”


  “I know,” she says touching the ponytail. “I like it like this.”


  “Me too. Look, I thought you moved to Aarhus to study medicine?”


  “I did. I graduated last year.”


  “Wow, that’s cool. So why are you back here?”


  “I came home to see my family for the holidays.”


  “Oh.”


  “Excuse me,” Oskar says, staring menacingly at Martin. “I hate to break up your little reunion there, but these people need to get back to town. And you shouldn’t be touching her.”


  “It’s okay, Oskar,” Martin says. “I know Dorte. We used to be neighbors when we were kids.”


  Oskar obviously can’t help but give Dorte a once-over with his eyes. Then, he looks at Martin again. “That’s lovely, but it doesn’t change anything. They need to go back.”


  “My dad’s sick from cancer,” Dorte says, apparently talking to Oskar, but looking at Martin. “It could be a matter of hours.”


  “I’m so sorry to hear that,” Martin says. And he really is. He remembers Dorte’s father well; a tall, broad guy with a booming voice. He can hardly imagine him on his deathbed.


  “Could you please just let us pass?” she asks, looking at Martin pleadingly, tears forming in her eyes now. “This will probably be my last chance to see him. I really don’t want him to die alone.”


  “Can’t you just FaceTime him?” Oskar suggests.


  Peter—who has been keeping quiet since Dorte got out of the car—now turns on Oskar with a horrified look. “How insensitive are you?”


  Oskar is about to approach Peter, when Martin—still staring into Dorte’s eyes—hears himself say: “I’m sure we can make an exception.”


  “The fuck we can!” Oskar bursts out.


  “You both wait here a minute,” Martin says, looking from Dorte to her fiancé. “Don’t move, okay? We’ll just talk it over.”


  He gestures for Oskar to follow him back to the jeep, and Oskar only hesitantly obliges; his eyes are constantly going back to Peter, as though he expects him to make a run for it.


  “Have you lost your fucking mind?” Oskar hisses, the smell of coffee on his breath. “This is a matter of national security—fuck that, global security! And you want to breach the border just because your ex-girlfriend shows up and looks at you with teary eyes?”


  “She’s not my ex,” Martin says, keeping his voice low. “We were just friends.”


  “All the sadder,” Oskar scuffs.


  “I know her, okay? She’s a good person. Her dad is, too. And she lost her mom to suicide when she was very young. You really think she would fake her dad being terminally ill just to get out of town?”


  “People will do anything to save their lives.”


  “They’re obviously not sick, either of them. So even if they just wanted to get out of town, they wouldn’t bring the virus with them.”


  “Symptoms can take up to an hour to show themselves, if it’s from a minor scratch,” Oskar says, reiterating the words from last night’s briefing.


  “All right, then we check them. Ask them to strip down and show us their skin. If either of them have any fresh scratches, we send them back. Will that work for you?”


  Oskar shakes his head. “Why are we even discussing this? This isn’t our call.” He makes to head back over to Peter and Dorte, but Martin grabs him by the arm, feeling a sudden rush of anger.


  “It is our call. I don’t see anyone else around, do you?”


  Oskar blinks at him. “Let go of me, man.”


  Martin lets go, but doesn’t take his eyes from Oskar’s. “It’s on me, okay? If anything happens, I’ll take the fall. But I’m telling you: she’s not lying. I trust her.”


  “No, you’re in love with her,” Oskar mutters. “That’s the exact opposite of trust.” Before Martin can answer, he goes on: “But fuck that, if you want the world on your conscience, I’m not going to fight you.”


  Martin takes a deep breath. “Good. Let’s go check them, then.”


  To his surprise, Oskar shakes his head. “We won’t find anything. They’re not contaminated. Look at them. They’re way too calm. If one of them got bitten or scratched, they would be panicking.”


  Martin looks over at the couple. They’re standing close to each other, talking. Dorte is rubbing her bare arms. Peter puts his arm around her waist, trying to console her.


  “Then why did you—”


  “Because I don’t trust him. He’s a sleazebag. Didn’t you hear him? He works in a bank. You can’t trust anyone who works in a bank. I bet you he’s hiding something.”


  “Like what?”


  “I don’t know. But you should check the trunk.”


  “Come on, man. There’s no—”


  “That’s the deal,” Oskar cuts him off. “If you check the trunk and they aren’t hiding something, then I’ll look the other way as they pass.”


  Martin throws out his arms. “What would they be hiding?”


  “The fuck should I know? A zombie, maybe.” He stares at Peter, who takes off his glasses and wipes them on his T-shirt. “I’m telling you: he’s hiding something.”


  Martin shakes his head. “Fine, if that’s what it takes.”


  “Just be ready, okay?” Oskar gives him a meaningful look. “When you open it.”


  Martin tries to smile. “You’re paranoid.”


  “Paranoid people tend to live longer,” Oskar says, no humor in his voice.


  Martin goes back over to the couple. “Okay, listen.”


  They both look at him hopefully.


  “We’re going to let you pass …”


  “Thank you!” Dorte exclaims.


  “Thank God,” Peter sighs.


  “If,” Martin goes on, “you let us check the trunk of the car.”


  Dorte’s smile fades somewhat.


  Peter’s relief turns to suspicion. “Why? You think we’re hiding something?”


  “We don’t know; that’s why we need to check.”


  Peter looks to Dorte. “I thought you said he would trust you.”


  The words ignite something in Martin’s stomach. He can’t help but feel good at the thought of Dorte trusting him to trust her—even after all these years. Even though they never became more than friends, Martin has always felt a special connection to her, and what Peter just said confirms that Dorte has always felt the same way.


  Dorte looks at him, and her smile returns. “There’s nothing in the trunk, Martin. I promise you; we’re not hiding anything.”


  “I believe you,” Martin says, smiling back at her. “But my partner is kind of … paranoid.” He sends Oskar a glance, but Oskar apparently doesn’t hear him; he just stares at Peter. “We agreed to let you pass on that one condition; that you let us see the trunk of the car.”


  Dorte looks at him for a moment, then she looks at Peter and shrugs. “Okay, fine. Open the trunk, hon.”


  Peter shakes his head as though reluctant to oblige, but he still goes around to the back of the car. Martin follows him, the rifle feeling heavy at his side.


  “This is really not cool,” Peter says, low enough that only Martin hears him. “We’re wasting time. Dorte’s dad could be dead when we get there.”


  “All the more reason to hurry up and show me that trunk,” Martin says.


  Peter shakes his head again, then grabs the trunk and opens it.


  Martin realizes just how tense he had gotten as he sees the empty trunk. His shoulders sink down an inch.


  “See anything, Martin?” Oskar calls.


  “No, it’s empty.”


  “Just like we told you,” Peter adds. “Can we please go now?”


  “Sure, you—”


  “Backseat!” Oskar calls out.


  Martin looks over at him.


  “Check the backseat.”


  “Come on!” Peter exclaims.


  Martin goes and looks in through the window in the back door. A bunch of clothes are thrown on the seats. “Nothing,” he calls to Oskar. “Just some clothes.”


  “Satisfied?” Peter says, eyeing him with a sour look. “Or you want to check the undercarriage too?”


  “No, that’s fine,” Martin says. “You can go now.”


  “Thank you.” He immediately heads for the driver’s side door. “Let’s go, hon!”


  “I’ll move the jeep,” Oskar says.


  Dorte makes her way around the car, passing Martin on the way. She stops briefly and smiles at him. “Thank you, Martin. I won’t forget it.” She squeezes his arm; even through his sleeve, the touch makes him jittery.


  “Sure. Say hi to your dad from me.”


  “I will.”


  They look at each other for a brief second, then the connection is lost as she heads for the passenger side door. Martin suddenly feels a sting of panic at the thought of her leaving. He might never see her again. He feels like he needs to say something, anything, just to keep her a moment longer.


  “How’s Rikke doing?” Martin asks, just as Oskar starts up the jeep.


  Dorte looks back and smiles. “She’s fine; she’s with Dad.”


  “She is? I thought you said your dad was alone.”


  She frowns. “No, I don’t think I did.”


  “Oh. Okay. Well, I’ll see you around.”


  “See you, Martin.”


  He steps back as Peter turns the headlights back on; they’re almost redundant now, as the morning has grown lighter in the few minutes since they arrived.


  Oskar moves the jeep out of the way, and Peter drives forward.


  Martin looks in through the side window at Dorte. He is hoping for one last smile, but Dorte doesn’t look out at him, she just stares straight ahead. Instead, another pair of eyes meet his, as a pale face peeks out from under the pile of clothes on the backseat.


  It’s only a split-second.


  But Martin recognizes Rikke’s face.


  Then Peter floors it and races past the jeep, headed out the highway at full speed.


  Martin just stands there, glaring after them, thoughts going back and forth in his mind, as Oskar backs the jeep out into the middle of the road once more and shuts off the engine.


  He jumps out, slams the door and says, as he walks over to Martin: “I could have sworn that guy was hiding something. Maybe I was wrong after all. I just still have the feeling that … Hey, Martin? What’s up?”


  Martin doesn’t answer. He barely hears Oskar. All he hears is a rapid replay of recently spoken lines.


  “I thought you said your dad was alone.”


  “No, I don’t think I did.”


  “Check the backseat.”


  “Nothing. Just some clothes.”


  “I promise you; we’re not hiding anything.”


  “I believe you.”


  “You’re in love with her. That’s the exact opposite of trust.”


  Oskar snaps his fingers in front of Martin’s face.


  “Hey! She’s gone now. You can stop staring.”


  Martin blinks and comes to. The car is just a couple of tiny red lights in the horizon now.


  “What’s up with you?” Oskar says, eyeing him.


  “Nothing,” Martin manages to say, shaking his head. “Nothing, I’m fine.”


   


  TWO


  “How are you doing back there?”


  Dorte turns in her seat to look at her sister, who’s sitting in the pile of clothes.


  “You keep asking me that,” Rikke says, a trace of annoyance in her voice. “And I keep telling you, it’s the same.”


  “Still no fever?”


  “No.”


  “Could you check with the thermometer again, please?”


  Rikke rolls her eyes. “Yes, Doctor.” She puts away her phone and places the thermometer in her mouth, then crosses her arms and looks out the window at the freeway speeding by. Barely any cars are out at this time of the night, but for the occasional truck. The sky is already orange from the dawning day.


  Dorte watches her sister with affection. Rikke is only sixteen and still very much a child in Dorte’s eyes. Yet she can tell she is only acting like this because she’s genuinely anxious.


  The thermometer beeps.


  “What’s it say?” Dorte asks.


  Rikke takes it out and looks at the display. “Ninety-eight point eight—just like last time.”


  “Those things aren’t very accurate anyway.”


  “Come on, it’s like you want me to a fever!”


  “Hey, your sister is only trying to help you,” Peter says, glancing at Rikke in the rearview mirror.


  “I told you, he barely touched me,” Rikke says, holding out her arm. “See? It’s only a little reddish.”


  Dorte studies the skin right above the elbow, where the two scratches run across Rikke’s arm. To Dorte, it actually looks a little more reddish than it did just twenty minutes ago. Apparently, Rikke notices the same, because she lowers her arm again and finds her phone.


  “You’ll be okay,” Dorte tells her. “We caught it in time. And as soon as we get to the institute, I’ll give you a vaccine.”


  “I’m not even sick,” Rikke says, less defiant now, but still not looking back at Dorte. “I feel fine.”


  “That’s good. It means the virus didn’t reach your CNS yet.”


  Rikke raises one eyebrow. “My what now?”


  “Central nervous system.”


  “Oh. Sorry, I don’t know the lingo.”


  “How did it happen again?” Peter asks, suppressing a yawn.


  Rikke already told them, and Dorte suspects Peter only asks to keep himself from falling asleep. She still can’t believe it; less than two hours ago, they were at Peter’s house, watching the latest updates on the news channel; they had just had a glass of wine and were ready to go to bed.


  That’s when the doorbell began ringing insistently.


  Outside stood Rikke, pale-faced, clutching her little white poodle to her chest.


  “I don’t know,” Rikke says, shaking her head. “He came out of nowhere. This old guy. I tried to avoid him, but the front door jammed, so he grazed my arm with those nasty, long fingernails before I could make it inside again.”


  Peter shakes his head. “I don’t get it. Why would you go out into the street when you knew the police had—”


  “I had to let out Daisy so she could take a pee! What was I supposed to do? She can’t exactly use the toilet, can she? Besides, I was very careful. I only just stepped outside.”


  “Not careful enough, it seems,” Peter mutters.


  “Yeah, well, at least it’s not you who got scratched by one of those things, is it?” Rikke sneers.


  “No, but it’s me driving around in the middle of the night, breaking the law!” Peter argues back.


  “I’m very sorry to inconvenience you. You can just drop me off at the next exit.”


  “Maybe I will if you keep up that tone of voice.”


  “Okay, that’s enough!” Dorte interjects, just as Rikke is about to retort. “We’re all upset about the situation, no wonder. But we need to keep our heads straight. No more arguing, both of you. All right?”


  Neither of them answers. Peter concentrates on the road, and Rikke is once more lost in her phone. They aren’t exactly pals at the best of times, let alone when being forced into a car together in the middle of the night.


  “I’m just really not okay with this,” Peter murmurs. “The way we had to lie to those soldiers … I mean, there’s a damn good reason why they set up military roadblocks.”


  “Sure there is,” Dorte nods. “It’s to keep the virus from spreading too fast.”


  Peter takes his eyes off the road to look at her for a moment. “What do you mean, ‘too fast’? Obviously, they don’t want it to spread at all.”


  Dorte shakes her head. “That’s not how it works. Remember what they said the last time there was a flu epidemic? They told people to keep good hand-hygiene, to not shake hands or hug and to not gather anywhere with more than a thousand people at a time.”


  “Sure, I remember.”


  “Well, all that wasn’t to stop the virus from spreading; it was just to slow it down.”


  Peter scuffs. “Hon, I think you’re being paranoid. I know you work with these types of things, but still—”


  “It’s not paranoia, Peter. It’s not even a secret. It’s really just standard protocol. You can’t stop viruses like these, not once they’re this far advanced.”


  “Okay, so why slow it down? Why not just let it burn through and get it over with?”


  “Because that would put a lot of pressure on the healthcare system. They want to spread it out over as much time as possible, so they’ll get a steady trickle of infected patients instead of a whole bunch all at once.”


  “Hmm, makes sense, I guess.”


  “It also bides them time to find a vaccine, if they haven’t already.”


  Dorte senses Rikke leaning forward on the backseat. “You think they already have a vaccine? But they said on the news—”


  “You can’t always count on what they say. Maybe they didn’t want the hospitals to be flooded with healthy people wanting to be vaccinated.”


  There’s obvious relief on Rikke’s face.


  “But … what if they haven’t made a vaccine then?”


  “Don’t worry,” Dorte tells her. “Whatever you have, I’ll cure it.”


  Rikke smiles bleakly, and Dorte returns the smile. But she also notices her sister has grown noticeably paler since she last looked at her. She is just about to ask her to take her temperature again, when Peter asks:


  “Do I take this exit?”


  Dorte checks. “Yes. Then left the next time. We’re almost there.”


  “Won’t they call the authorities as soon you tell them what happened?” Rikke asks.


  “We’re not telling anyone about you until I’ve given you the vaccine,” Dorte says. “Besides, no one will be there at this hour.”


  “At the hospital? Aren’t there always people there?”


  “We’re not going to the hospital. Straight ahead here, Peter.”


  The red building comes up ahead; all the windows are dark and no other cars are parked here. By 7:00 AM, the place will be teeming with med students. That’s plenty of time; by then, Dorte will have found a vaccine for Rikke. Either that, or—


  She pushes the thought hard aside and tells Peter: “Pull over here.”


  Peter parks the car, and they get out.


  Dorte slips an arm around Rikke without even thinking, and her sister scuffs.


  “I can still walk, you know.”


  But she doesn’t resist, and Dorte doesn’t take her arm away.


  Dorte scans her ID card and types in the six-digit code. The door clicks, and she pulls it open. Peter follows them into the building as the automated lights come on, revealing a long, blue hallway.


  “What is this place, exactly?” Rikke asks.


  “My workplace,” Dorte says. “Come with me.”


   


  THREE


  “Where’s Peter?” Rikke asks.


  “He went to get coffee,” Dorte says, opening a cabinet and going through the shelves. She brings a box of things to where Rikke is sitting, looking at her phone. “Do you ever give that thing a rest?”


  Rikke sighs and puts the phone back in her pocket. “Everyone is sleeping anyway.” She yawns, then gazes around the lab. “So, what is it you do here?”


  Dorte stops for a moment; seeing her sister here, sitting on a stool next to the shiny steel table and the rows of glass cabinets filled with medical equipment, gives her a sense of unreality. She has spent so many hours here, but her work has always been firmly separated from her family life.


  “I do research and tests,” she says. “The others mostly work with animals, but I’m specializing in treatment of zoonotic viruses and bacteria infections in humans.”


  “And what’s that?”


  “That’s diseases you get from animals.”


  Rikke snorts. “Well, if only it was an animal that scratched me.”


  Dorte puts on the rubber gloves. “Zoonotic diseases can transfer from human to human, too.”


  “Oh. So you’re saying this whole thing started out with an animal biting someone?”


  “It’s more likely it got transferred via feces,” Dorte says, as she finds a syringe and tears off the paper.


  “Yuk! So someone ate poop?”


  “Not exactly. But someone probably got into contact with animal droppings. From a bat or maybe a bird. That’s how most of the great flu epidemics got started. Give me your arm, please.”


  “You keep talking about the flu,” Rikke says. “Isn’t this something completely different? I mean, they’re saying on Facebook it’s zombies.”


  This time, Dorte snorts. “That’s just people being scared.”


  “Yeah, I thought so too, until … until I saw that guy. The old man who scratched me.” Rikke looks down at the two red lines on her arm, both now glowing a deep red, the skin pink around them. “He looked really … dead. I don’t know how else to put it. The way he moved … and his eyes. They were all, like … empty.”


  Rikke shivers as Dorte rubs her skin with an antibacterial napkin.


  “Hold still, please.”


  “Yes, Doctor,” Rikke says, then: “Ouch!” as Dorte inserts the needle. Rikke’s eyes grow distant as she goes on: “That’s what made me freeze up, you know; his eyes. They reminded me of a dead fish. I just couldn’t believe those eyes had ever belonged to a human being.”


  “Zombies aren’t real,” Dorte says softly. “There’s nothing supernatural going on. The infected people are simply suffering some paralytic stage in the disease, where they’ve lost control of speech and movement. You see the exact same thing happen with most cases of rabies. It looks scary, but it’s just a disease. And it can most likely be cured with a simple vaccine.”


  She takes out the needle and puts a Band-Aid on Rikke’s arm.


  “What was that they called it?” Rikke asks. “The rap-something-virus?”


  “The Rhabdovirus. They’ve named it after the family of viruses also containing rabies. Which means it’s not just my theory, other experts agree.”


  Rikke doesn’t look completely convinced. “So, if it’s just some kind of nasty disease, why aren’t people dying from it?”


  “I’m sure they will, eventually. That last stage apparently lasts a little longer than it does with rabies, but a virus this aggressive will no doubt end up killing its host.”


  “Oh,” Rikke says, smiling bleakly. “Well that’s nice to know.”


  “Hey, I told you not to worry. You’re not going to get that far, trust me. Now, open wide.”


  Rikke frowns and looks at the swab in Dorte’s hand. “What are you going to do?”


  “I need a cell scrape from your throat.”


  “Lovely.” Rikke opens her mouth. When Dorte is done, she asks: “So why are the sick people attacking others? That’s not normally something you do when you’re sick.”


  “Actually, it’s very common with rabies for the patient to become aggressive. They will also try to bite you if they get the chance. Ever seen a picture of a rabid dog? All that foam around the mouth, that’s something the virus does to enhance its chances of infecting a new host. The virus is in the saliva, so the more saliva, the better.”


  “Oh. That makes sense. Then why—ouch! What was that for?”


  “I needed a strand of hair,” Dorte says, placing the hair she just plucked from Rikke’s head in a ziplock bag. “Supposedly, it hurts less if you aren’t expecting it.”


  “Yeah, well, it hurts plenty, thank you very much.”


  “Then you’re not going to like this one.”


  “There’s more? How many tests are you going to run exactly?”


  “Four. The more tests, the more accurate the picture will be. Now, I need you to lean forward and pull up your shirt.”


  Rikke does as she’s told. Dorte uses another napkin to clean an area on Rikke’s lower back, then she swabs on the iodine.


  “It’ll be over in twenty seconds,” she tells her. “It’s going to hurt a little. Try to hold still.”


  Rikke gasps as Dorte pushes in the needle as gently as possible.


  “Holy shit, that hurts,” she croaks. “What are you doing to me?”


  “Taking a spinal sample. Don’t move, I’m almost done. There.”


  Rikke lets out a long, trembling breath. “I’m not doing that again.”


  “You won’t have to; I’ve got all I need now. I’ll just check your temperature one last time.” She places the thermometer in Rikke’s mouth as she sits up. “I think you should rest while I run the tests. There’s a couch in the dining area down the hallway; that’s where Peter is.”


  “I’d rather stay here with you, then.”


  “Come on now. It’ll do you could to get some sleep. And drink a glass of water first. And don’t talk with the thermometer in your mouth.”


  Rikke sits quietly for a few seconds, until there’s a beeping.


  Dorte takes the thermometer and reads the digits. “Well, you sure have a fever now: 103.2.”


  “I can feel it,” Rikke admits, rubbing her cheek. “I feel dizzy.”


  “It could be from the lumbar puncture I just did, but still, all the more reason to lie down. You need me to follow you?”


  “I think I can manage.” Rikke slips down from the stool and heads for the door. She turns around and looks back. “Dorte? I’m really grateful you’re doing this.”


  “Of course,” Dorte says, surprised at the sudden seriousness on Rikke’s face. “What are sisters for?”


  “Yeah, well, I must be extremely lucky, having a sister who’s an expert on the very rare disease I just caught.”


  Dorte smiles. “I guess it’s fate.”


  Rikke shrugs. “I guess so.” She turns and leaves.


  Dorte looks at the door as it closes behind her.


  The lab suddenly seems awfully quiet. It’s almost like Rikke’s absence has given room for Dorte’s own thoughts to bubble to the surface. While her sister was here, Dorte felt confident. Now, left to herself, the fear comes creeping.


  What if this isn’t like rabies? What if it’s unlike anything else medical science has ever come across?


  It’s nonsense, of course. Every new pandemic disease in the history of mankind has fallen within the spectrum of an already identified family of viruses; there’s absolutely no reason to suspect this will be different.


  Except it seems different.


  Very different.


  Like the sheer speed of the spread of the infection. Or the terrifying rate at which most infected reach the paralytic stage—they said on the news it could be as little as minutes, if the virus gained direct contact to any major veins.


  What if I can’t find a vaccine in time?


  Dorte realizes she’s afraid, and she forces herself to breathe deeply a few times. It alleviates some of the constriction in her chest. She needs to get on with it, needs to run the tests as soon as possible. But she’s scared of what they’ll show.


  Stop thinking like that. Focus on the task at hand. Get moving. Time is ticking.


  She begins working.


   


  FOUR


  Peter is awakened with a jerk as the door to the kitchen is opened.


  “Whah?” he mutters, looking around in confusion, realizing he was sleeping upright in a chair, the cup of coffee still on the table in front of him.


  Dorte is standing in the doorway, still wearing one rubber glove, a grave expression on her face.


  “Hon,” he says, getting to his feet. “What time is it?”


  Dorte doesn’t answer, so Peter looks to the clock on the wall: 3:15. His brain is almost working again, and he recalls where they are and what they’re doing here.


  “Did you find out anything?” he asks, stretching.


  “I’ve run all the tests,” Dorte says, her voice toneless. “Where is she?”


  He nods towards the door to the dining area. “She’s sleeping on the couch in there.”


  “You were supposed to look after her!”


  “Sorry, I fell asleep. Is anything wrong? What did the tests show?”


  Dorte walks right past him without answering.


  “Hey,” he says, taking her arm. “Did you figure out what kind of virus it is?”


  “It’s not a virus,” Dorte says, looking at him blankly.


  “Okay, so what then—a bacterial infection?”


  “Not that, either.”


  Peter frowns. “Didn’t you say that was the two only possible—”


  “I need to see her,” Dorte says, freeing herself of his grip.


  “Dorte, wait.”


  But Dorte has already reached the door and opened it.


  The lights are low in the dining area, only the soda machine is casting a dim, blue glow, revealing a row of tables and chairs. And in the corner are a couple of couches, one of them taken up by Rikke, sleeping in a fetal position, curled up under a blanket.


  Dorte goes over there and kneels down. “Rikke? You need to wake up now.”


  Peter joins them. Even in the dim light he can tell Rikke looks considerably worse than the last time he saw her; her face is pale and she’s trembling. She’s also not responding to her sister’s voice.


  “Rikke?” Dorte asks a little louder, nudging her gently. “Please wake up.”


  Rikke doesn’t wake up.


  “Rikke!” Dorte shakes her harder, causing Rikke’s head to bop back and forth. She lets out a moan, but still doesn’t wake up. Dorte feels her cheeks and forehead. “The fever is gone,” she mutters.


  “Well, that’s good—isn’t it?”


  “No. It means her body is no longer fighting back.”


  Dorte gets up and steps back a few paces. She lowers her head, and only now does he realize she’s seconds away from crying. He has only seen her cry once or twice in the four years they’ve been together.


  “Honey,” he says, “what’s wrong?”


  “I don’t know,” she says, her voice shaking. “I just don’t know. I ran the tests three times. I … I checked them over and over again. I’ve done it a million times, I know every pitfall, and I did the tests perfectly. But …” She looks at him, shaking her head. “There was nothing, Peter.”


  “Nothing?”


  “I’ve run a PCR reaction, I’ve checked for antibodies, I’ve even—”


  “What do you mean, nothing? Were the tests—what’s the expression?—inconclusive?”


  “They weren’t inconclusive—they were completely clean! I didn’t find anything, not in the blood, not in the spit or the skin, not even in the spinal fluid. It’s like I tested a perfectly healthy person with no infection whatsoever. But look at her! She’s clearly very ill.”


  Dorte turns back to Rikke, breathing heavy now.


  Peter glances briefly at Rikke, then back at Dorte, struggling to keep up. “Okay, so, we need help. We need someone else to—”


  She rounds on him, eyes blazing. “There’s no one else! Don’t you get it? This is what I do every day, and I’m telling you, I couldn’t find a single trace of anything wrong with her!”


  “But that’s not possible. The equipment must be broken, then.”


  “I’ve checked the equipment—I’ve checked everything!”


  “Well, can’t you just give her a vaccine anyway?”


  Dorte’s shoulders drop, and she suddenly looks very tired. “I can’t vaccinate for something that isn’t there,” she whispers.


  “Okay, so, if it’s not a real, like, testable disease, could it be something psychological then?”


  “You mean psychosomatic,” Dorte mutters, “and no, that kind of illness wouldn’t be transferable like this one is.”


  “Then what other kinds of diseases are there? Could it, I don’t know, could it be, like, a nerve agent, or something? Did someone release a toxic gas? Or maybe some sort of radiation?”


  “Those would show up on at least some of the tests,” Dorte says, sounding defeated. “No matter what is wrong with her, it should show up in the tests.”


  “Maybe not if it’s something completely new,” Peter says, not sure if he’s trying to convince Dorte or himself. “Maybe it’s a string of virus that hasn’t been discovered yet.”


  “Even if it was, it would still be testable. That’s just how the human body works. There’s no way—”


  Dorte suddenly stops talking, as her eyes fall on Rikke.


  “She’s stopped shaking now,” Peter notices.


  Dorte doesn’t answer. She steps forward and kneels down, examining her sister’s face closely. “Oh, my God! She’s not breathing!”


  Peter gasps. “What?”


  “Rikke? Rikke!” Dorte slaps her sister’s cheek repeatedly. Then, she checks for a pulse. She snaps her head around, looking at Peter, her eyes wide. “She’s in cardiac arrest! Get the defibrillator from the hallway—now!”


  Peter stands there for another second, dumbstruck, and watches in silent awe at how his fiancée reacts in a way he’s never seen before. Her movements are brisk and without the slightest hesitation, as she rolls Rikke onto her back, tips back her head, parts her lips, squeezes shut her nostrils and begins blowing into her mouth.


  “Go!” Dorte shouts between breaths, not looking back, but apparently sensing Peter nonetheless. “Get the defibrillator!”


  Peter is able to move again, and he turns on his heel and runs back out into the hallway, looking in both directions, his eyes falling on a large, green box on the wall. He runs to it, rips open the glass door and pulls out what looks like a small, red suitcase. He brings it back to the cantina, where Dorte is now pumping away on Rikke’s chest.


  “Here!” he says, handing the defibrillator to Dorte. “I don’t know how to use it!”


  “You take over here, then,” Dorte says, grabbing the suitcase and moving aside. “Do as I did.”


  Peter steps closer to Rikke, looking at her pale, expressionless face for a second, before folding his hands and placing them in the middle of her chest. He presses down tentatively.


  “Harder!” Dorte demands, opening the suitcase and pulling out wires. “And faster!”


  Peter presses harder and ups the speed, causing Rikke to almost bounce on the couch. He looks away for a brief instance, hoping to see Dorte ready to take over again, but she’s still working to get the defibrillator ready, and when he turns his attention back to Rikke, she’s staring up at him.


  Her eyes, which were blue—just like Dorte’s—are now blank and milky white. They clearly belong to a dead person—although Peter has never seen one before, there’s no doubt in his mind—and his first thought is that Rikke’s eyelids somehow opened on their own.


  Then, that assertion evaporates, as Rikke’s features change into a snarl, and she opens her mouth wide, revealing her white teeth.


  “Holy—”


  Peter never gets to finish what he was about to say, because Rikke shoots upright and clamps down on his right bicep, her jaws locking with the force of a baby crocodile, her teeth ripping right through his shirt and drilling into the skin.


  Peter screams and pulls back. Rikke doesn’t let go, but is simply pulled along, like a police dog biting down on a criminal. Peter feels his muscles and tendons being ripped apart, and the pain is so intense. He instinctively puts his free hand on Rikke’s forehead, trying to force back her head, and for a second, it seems to work, as the grip on his arm is actually slackened; but that’s only because Rikke now has the perfect opportunity to instead bite down on his hand, and she doesn’t miss the chance.


  Peter screams again, feeling the bones in his fingers crunch and the skin being pulled off, as Rikke thrashes her head. Weirdly, this time, there’s no pain, even though there’s plenty of blood; it spurts out of his hand like from holes in a garden hose, painting Rikke’s face in red.


  Although things move very fast on the outside, Peter now sees everything happen from within like watching a movie turned down on super slow.


  I’m infected now, he thinks with surprising clarity, as Rikke bites off his thumb. I’m already dead.


  Then Rikke lunges for his throat, and Peter sees the bloody mouth approaching, before he’s pulled back at the last second. He stumbles to the floor, and someone drags him across the room, away from the couch, where Rikke immediately gets to her feet to take up pursuit. It proves difficult for her to walk, however; she looks like a toddler taking her first steps, and she almost falls down. Then, she seems to find some sort of rhythm and she comes staggering after him, following the bloody trail Peter has left across the floor.


  Who’s dragging me? he thinks to himself, craning back his neck and looking up to see Dorte pulling him with both arms. Oh, he thinks, smiling faintly. It’s Dorte. God, I love her.


  Dorte’s eyes dart from him to Rikke, and she says something, apparently addressed at him, but the words are nothing more than faint murmurs to Peter.


  “I love you,” he tries to say, not sure if it comes out right, and Dorte doesn’t seem to hear him anyway.


  She drags him through a doorway, then lets go of him and runs back to the door. Just before she slams it shut, Peter sees Rikke one last time, as she comes waddling towards them, her legs stiff, her arms stretched out eagerly, her top drenched in blood—his blood—and her mouth open in a silent growl.


  Then Peter sees no more.


   


  FIVE


  Dorte used to suffer from really bad nightmares when she was a little girl—probably brought on by her mother’s sudden death.


  It was usually about someone chasing her. Not a person, not even something visible, just an undefinable horror, something which would try to catch up with her and tear her apart limb from limb. In the dreams, Dorte would run for her life, but no matter how fast she ran, the bad thing always gained on her, until she would wake up, sweating, panting and crying. The only solace she could take was that as soon as she did wake up, the nightmare evaporated.


  The nightmare she finds herself in now, however, is real.


  It won’t evaporate.


  She won’t wake up from it.


  She runs down the hallway and into the utility room, grabbing things from the shelves almost by instinct. Then she runs back to the kitchen.


  Peter is lying where she left him, unconscious in a still-growing pool of his own blood. His heart is still somehow pumping out blood through his chewed-up hand and ripped-open arm, but at a much slower rate now.


  He’s seconds away from dying of blood loss.


  Dorte throws herself down and goes to work, bandaging up his wounds.


  From the door to the cantina comes regular bumps and moans, as Rikke is trying to get it open. There is no lock on the door, but luckily, it opens the other way, which means she probably won’t be able to get it open—unless she figures out how to simultaneously push down the handle and pull it backwards.


  She was dead, a thought keeps repeating in her mind as she works on Peter. She was dead, I checked her pulse and her breathing. She was dead.


  And yet, Rikke is clearly no longer dead. Not unless dead people have suddenly become able to walk.


  Dorte has seen the postings on Facebook and Twitter. The ones Rikke also mentioned. But she brushed them all aside as silly teenage nonsense. Of course zombies aren’t real. Of course the situation can’t be compared to those nasty horror movies where corpses reanimate and rise to eat the living. That’s obviously not what’s going on. It’s simply some aggressive and completely explainable disease.


  But she was dead.


  Dorte finishes up the last bandage and looks at Peter. He still has some color left, and he’s still breathing. It looks like she got it in time.


  A new bump from the door. Dorte tries to ignore it. She knows she is supposed to help Rikke. To treat her. That’s her duty as a doctor. But she also needs to not be contaminated herself.


  She looks at her hands, all soiled in Peter’s blood, and she goes to wash them in the sink. She rinses them thoroughly with soap.


  Then, she goes back to him and checks his pulse. Still there, but weak. His skin is noticeably paler, his forehead beaming with sweat.


  He’s already broken a fever. The infection is eating away at him. My God, it’s fast …


  Dorte knows there’s nothing she can do. She knows Peter will go the same way as Rikke did, and probably a lot faster. And it breaks her heart. Losing both your little sister and your fiancé at the same time seems like something which shouldn’t even happen to the worst people in the world.


  She wants badly to just sit down and begin to cry.


  She wants the nightmare to end.


  Still, the logical part of her brain is working quietly in the background. It tells her she still has important things to do. And Dorte listens. She goes back out to the utility room and brings a pair of straps, the portable EEG and the small EKG, rolling the table into the kitchen and placing it next to Peter.


  She checks his pulse again. Even weaker now. His skin is burning up. The fever is spiking. Soon, his body will give in.


  Dorte speeds up her work, still shutting out the persistent bumps and groans from the door. She carefully drags Peter a few feet to the side, enabling her to tie his wrist and his ankle to the legs of the table using the straps. The table is heavy enough that she doubts he will be able to move it. Then, she hooks him up to the instruments, placing the headset of the EEG on his skull and opening his shirt to put the electrodes of the EKG on his chest.


  She turns on the devices.


  The electrocardiogram shows her what she already knew: Peter has a very irregular and weak heartbeat.


  The electroencephalography tells her Peter is already deeply unconscious, as his brainwaves are almost exclusively in the theta state.


  She looks at his face for a moment and feels a stab in her heart.


  “I’m so sorry about this, hon,” she whispers. “But I need to know. Okay?”


  Peter doesn’t reply. His skin is no longer wet from sweat. She feels his forehead and is surprised to find it very cool.


  She looks to the instruments again. The heartbeat is almost entirely gone now. The brainwaves are sinking even deeper. Dorte is once again struck by how fast the disease is killing Peter. It obviously got to his CNS a lot faster than it did with Rikke.


  Then, the EKG beeps shrilly.


  Peter’s heart has given in. The pulse is flatlining.


  Dorte squeezes her lips together. She feels a strong urge to jump in and start performing CPR. She tells herself it won’t work; it didn’t on Rikke. Yet her instincts are stronger than she thought, and it takes all her effort to hold back.


  “I’m sorry, hon,” she croaks, tears starting to spill down her cheeks. “I’m so sorry I couldn’t help you.”


  The EEG shows a modest pattern of brainwaves for a few more seconds. Then, they die out.


  The heart monitor stops beeping. Silence descends. Except for Rikke’s bumping against the door.


  Dorte stares at Peter’s face, holding her breath, and she realizes she’s repeating something in her mind over and over again.


  Stay dead. Please, stay dead.


  It goes against everything she has learned in her medical training, and she feels horrible on a human level, too. How can she wish for Peter to stay dead? What kind of person is she?


  Twenty seconds pass by.


  Then a minute.


  Peter stays dead. The instruments stay silent.


  Dorte has just begun to hope.


  And then, it happens.


  His eyelids twitch, then open.


  She stares at him. Peter’s irises and pupils are gone; well, not completely, but they’re clouded over by a semi-transparent, milky-white color not unlike what you see with cataracts, except much more pronounced.


  He lifts his head from off the floor and seemingly looks around the room. He doesn’t appear to actually see anything, though; it’s more like he’s using some other sense, like he’s trying to feel his surroundings.


  Then, his face locks in the direction of Dorte, and his mouth contorts into an angry snarl. She draws back and Peter gets up—that is, he tries to get up, but the straps around his wrist and ankle hinder him from getting any further than an awkward sitting position. Instead of trying to get the straps off, he simply reaches out his free hand in a vain attempt to grab Dorte, who’s more than twenty feet away now. Peter claws at the floor, trying to pull himself forward, but the table is much too heavy, just as Dorte hoped, and he gets nowhere. He doesn’t even look back to see what the problem is; his attention is solely fixed on her, his mouth spewing saliva and hungry growls.


  If Dorte hadn’t had medical training, she just might have fainted at the sight of her fiancé. Or at least she would have spun around and run out of the room.


  But she stays put. She tells herself it’s not really him, it’s simply the unknown disease causing him to look and act like this. She tells herself she needs to think rationally; she needs to figure out what’s wrong with him and how to cure it.


  She manages to pry her eyes off him and instead look to the monitors.


  And what she sees makes her skin turn icy all over.


  What she sees makes absolutely no sense.


  What she sees is nothing.


   


  SIX


  Henrik wakes up from a deep slumber, and for a brief, blissful moment, he remembers nothing. For all he knows, this could be a perfectly ordinary Tuesday morning right before the alarm calls him awake. He could be lying next to Trine, the kids sleeping in their own rooms, the world outside about to start another day.


  Then it all comes back to him in a series of gut-wrenching flashes.


  Nothing is ordinary. Jennie is dead. Dan is gone. The world is turning to chaos.


  Henrik opens his eyes and looks around, still hazy, realizing he is lying in Dan’s bed instead of his own. Then he remembers why; Kirsten, his mother-in-law, and Finn, their next-door neighbor, are both staying here for the night with him and Trine. He took Dan’s room so that Kirsten could sleep with her daughter in their bedroom, and Finn is sleeping in Jennie’s room.


  Jennie’s old room, he corrects himself, feeling a stab of pain in his chest. The room belongs to no one anymore; it’ll be empty like those two years Jennie was away on continuation school; except this time, she won’t be home for the holidays. Or ever again.


  Henrik is still surprised to find how the realization sinks in deeper every time he thinks about the death of his daughter; it’s like hearing the terrible news all over again. He just lies there in silence for a few moments, feeling the pain, fighting back the tears.


  They had planned on burying Jennie on Friday. He had even gone and picked out a coffin. But now, with everything that has happened …


  The thought makes him turn his head towards the window. It’s still dim outside, and the window is covered by drapes, only letting in a modest glow of early morning light. He can make out the shadows moving almost rhythmically on the other side of the glass, and if he didn’t know any better, he would have said it was an almost beautiful play of the light, like trees moving in the breeze.


  But he knows what those shadows are. And there is nothing beautiful about them.


  But why aren’t they making any noise?


  Henrik sits up in bed, and it’s only now he remembers he put in earplugs. He takes them out and immediately hears the soft, growling moans and the scraping of nails across the window glass.


  That’s why he put in the earplugs. He would never have been able to sleep without them. Now, as he finally begins to awaken properly, the feeling of stress returns.


  What time is it? How long was I gone?


  He reaches down into his pants lying on the floor and finds the phone. It’s only 04:05 AM, which means he was out for less than six hours. But much more importantly: there are four missed calls from Dan. Henrik tried calling him a bunch of times last night before he went to bed, but it went straight to voice mail, which means Dan’s phone was probably out of power.


  Henrik didn’t wake up from the phone ringing because of the earplugs, and he regrets putting them in. Dan is probably worried sick because he didn’t answer.


  He calls up his son, and this time, it doesn’t go to voice mail. Instead, a calm female voice tells him: “Cell phone service is temporarily out of order. We apologize for any inconvenience.” Then she repeats the message in English.


  “Damnit,” Henrik mutters and tries once more, but gets the same result.


  What does that mean? Did the entire phone network break down? Or is it just overloaded, like it usually is around midnight on New Year’s Eve, where everybody calls their friends and relatives all at the same time?


  He checks the website of the national news station and finds his phone still has Internet access, although the connection seems slower than usual. Every single headline is about what’s going on outside. With each one, Henrik’s stomach sinks deeper.


  At least 10,000 dead and counting!


  The greatest disaster in the history of Denmark is happening right now!


  Police try to seal off town!


  Live: Follow the catastrophe minute-by-minute!


  There are disturbing images all over the page. Corpses in the streets. Policemen in full riot gear aiming weapons at oncoming zombies. Victims with bloody bite wounds in emergency rooms. Traffic jams of collided cars. Shop windows shattered. People fleeing in groups.


  It’s like looking at modern-day images from the Second World War. Except this just might be the beginning of the Third.


  And now, as Henrik finally feels completely awake and alert, he can actually hear the background noises of the city. Guns firing. Something crashing. Someone screaming.


  He gets up and gets dressed. The gesture is weirdly familiar yet strange at the same time. He’s putting on clothes like he would on any other day, like he’s simply about to go eat breakfast, brush his teeth and then go to work.


  Instead, though, he goes down the hallway to the bedroom. He taps the door gently, then opens it. The shutters are drawn, and the room is dim. He can make out the figure of his wife under the blanket. The other side of the bed is empty.


  Henrik decides to not wake up Trine. He closes the door again, then goes to the kitchen and finds his mother-in-law making coffee. The radio is playing softly.


  “You’re up early,” he says.


  “I never went to sleep,” she says, sending him a tired smile. “I just couldn’t. Not with those things outside the window.”


  Henrik glances over at the window, which is covered by a bedsheet. Through it, he can make out the figures.


  “They’re relentless,” he mutters. “And there are more of them than last night.”


  “Did you reach Dan?” Kirsten asks, not heeding his remarks.


  “I tried, but the network seems to be out of service.”


  “Oh.”


  He sits down by the table and rubs his face. “Did Trine sleep all right?”


  “I think so. I was just about to go check on her.”


  “What about Finn?”


  “Haven’t checked on him. Here you go.” She brings him a cup of steaming hot coffee.


  “You’re a lifesaver,” he smiles, breathing in the smell of the coffee.


  “You should eat something, too.”


  “I know. I just have zero appetite.”


  The music is interrupted by a bell, followed by a serious woman’s voice: “This is a public announcement. Stay indoors until further notice. Don’t try to interact with anyone infected. The town is in lockdown and has been sealed off by the military. Anyone trying to leave will be sent back. The police are working hard on resolving the situation. Remain calm and help each other. Keep updated on any developments on our website …”


  “They keep sending that every five minutes,” Kirsten says, as the music resumes. She lands a plate with two pieces of toast in front of him. “Eat this while I go and check on her.”


  Henrik is just about to tell her thanks, but he can’t eat anything, when he smells the toast and his stomach growls audibly. He decides to try for a bite, and it goes down surprisingly well. Within a minute, he’s wolfed down the whole thing.


  He leans back with a sigh. The feeling of food in his stomach is comforting, and he feels a little better already. He sips the coffee. He decides to try calling Dan again. Just as he pulls out his phone, Kirsten’s voice calls for him: “Henrik!”


  There’s panic in her tone, and it makes him jump to his feet. He runs down the hallway and stops by the open bedroom door, prepared to see the worst; like dead people climbing in through the busted window.


  But the bedroom looks like it did when he checked just five minutes ago. The only exception being Kirsten, who’s sitting on the bed, crying next to her still sleeping daughter.


  “What’s wrong?” he asks. Seeing his mother-in-law cry is terrifying to Henrik—she’s one of the sternest persons he knows—and the weird thing is, Henrik has no idea why what could have caused her to burst into tears. “What happened, Kirsten? Tell me!”


  She holds up a pill bottle without looking at him. “She … she took them all.”


  It takes Henrik a few seconds to fill in the blanks. “No,” he says, shaking his head. “No, she didn’t. She didn’t!” He runs to the bed, almost knocking Kirsten over, tearing the blanket off his wife and grabbing her by the shoulders. “Wake up! Wake up, honey!”


  But the feel of her cold skin, and the way her head just lulls from side to side is enough to tell him Trine won’t wake up ever again.


  He lets go of her and instead puts his hands to his forehead, stepping back. “No. Oh, God, no. How … how could she?”


  “I should have noticed,” Kirsten says, sobbing. “Oh, my sweet girl … why didn’t I notice?”


  “We need … we need to call the ambulance,” Henrik hears himself say.


  “It’s too late,” Kirsten says, burying her face in her palms. “It’s too late …”


  Henrik walks around the room for what feels like several minutes, trying to take in the situation while simultaneously telling himself it can’t be true. The only sounds are Kirsten’s quiet sobbing and the moaning and scratching from the figures outside.


  Suddenly, as Henrik passes the window, he’s gripped by an uncontrollable fury, and he screams at the blinds: “Fuck off! Get the fuck away from here! Just get away, you fucking animals!”


  The figures don’t go away. Instead, they seem to grope at the glass even more eagerly, maybe because of his voice, or maybe because they sense him standing right on the other side.


  Henrik leaves the bedroom. He needs to get out, needs to get air, everything is spinning, the atmosphere is suffocating. But he can’t go anywhere, can’t leave the house or even open a window. Henrik leans against the wall, burying his face in his hands.


  This can’t be true. It just can’t. How am I ever going to tell Dan?


  The thought of his son sends a jolt of lightning to his belly. His son is still out there. Maybe he’s in danger. Maybe he’s fighting for his life. Or maybe he’s already dead. And Henrik is locked up in here, unable to do anything about it. And now Dan is all he has left.


  I can’t just stay here and wait. I need to go find him.


  “Kirsten,” he hears himself croak.


  A few seconds later, Kirsten appears in front of him. Her eyes are red, but she has wiped away the tears and composed herself.


  What an absolute trooper. Follow her example and get yourself together.


  He clears his throat. “I’m leaving. I’ll go and find Dan. If he’s safe, I’ll probably stay with him. If not, I might try and get him back here.”


  Kirsten nods. “I think that’s a good idea.”


  “You can come with me, Kirsten.”


  Kirsten shakes her head. “I’m staying here with my daughter.”


  “I understand. You don’t mind me leaving?”


  “I think you should. You still have a child.”


  Henrik presses his lips together, then breathes deeply. “That’s right, I have. And I’m going to find him.”


  Kirsten is about to say something, when there’s a sound from down the hallway.


  “I think Finn is waking up,” Kirsten says.


  Henrik had completely forgotten about the neighbor sleeping in Jennie’s room. “I’ll go check on him.”


  “No, let me do that. You just get going.”


  Henrik smiles. “Thanks, Kirsten.”


  Kirsten smiles back, briefly. Henrik feels like hugging her, but he never hugged her before, and knows his mother-in-law wouldn’t want it now, even with everything that’s happened—she’s very old-school.


  She goes down the hallway, stops at the door to Jennie’s room, taps it twice, then opens it.


  And that’s when everything turns from bad to worse.


   


  SEVEN


  He’s dead. But then why is he moving? He can’t be moving if he’s dead. But he is.


  The argument has been chasing around Dorte’s head for what feels like half an hour. She has gotten up and is striding around the kitchen, tracing a curved line past Peter wide enough that he can’t reach her—even though he’s tirelessly attempting, reaching out his free hand towards her, groaning and drooling.


  Her eyes keep going to the monitor, hoping to see something, anything indicating the situation isn’t as insane as it looks.


  But so far, no such luck.


  She also has a hard time not looking at Peter’s face. That rational doctor-part of her keeps trying to convince her there are no discernable emotions expressed on the face of her dead-but-somehow-not-really-dead fiancé. Yet another part of her begins increasingly to interpret something akin to sorrow, pain and longing, and it stabs her in the heart to see him like this. Even if he doesn’t feel any physical pain, it’s obvious he’s in a state of deep suffering. And she—a doctor—can’t think of any way to alleviate that suffering.


  She already tried morphine. She’s definitely not doing that again.


  She got a pair of thick rubber gloves and a syringe. Then, approaching Peter very carefully, she managed to grab hold of his flailing wrist and plunge the needle into the crook of his elbow, administering a dose that would put a horse to sleep.


  He grabbed at her eagerly and almost managed to tear off the glove, so she had to leave the syringe sticking out of his arm as she pulled both her hands back and scrambled away from him.


  She waited a minute. Then the effect came. But not as expected.


  First, his movements became dull and even less coordinated than they were already. He obviously had trouble holding himself up, and finally sank to the floor, his free arm still reaching out for her.


  But his eyes didn’t close. And his groans continued.


  The morphine, strangely, seemed to only affect his body, leaving him conscious—if you could call his present state conscious at all, of course. The result wasn’t as much a sedation as paralyzing, and to Dorte, it looked very much like Peter was still suffering just as much, except now he couldn’t move, and she waited impatiently for the effect to wear off. Luckily, it only lasted a few minutes, which was a lot shorter than anticipated.


  All in all, what is going on with Peter is a mystery to Dorte. She has never encountered anything in modern medicine able to explain how his state of consciousness can be unaffected by a high dose of morphine; let alone move without a heart rate or measurable brain activity. And on top of it all, she hadn’t been able to find anything in the tests.


  She has run out of ideas, out of options, and she’s at a dead-end. The clock is approaching six, the day is beginning outside, and soon people will start to show up to start their workday. And the knocking on the door from Rikke is starting to drive her mad.


  Which is why she finally decides to call the authorities.


  She steps out into the hallway and finds her phone, searching for the number of the local police online and makes the call.


  “Østjylland Police, how may I help you?” a cool female voice answers right away.


  “Yes, hello, um … my name is Dorte Møller, I’m calling from Aarhus University Hospital. I have, um … I have two people here with me, both have contracted the virus currently being contained in Viborg.”


  She pauses to let the woman reply.


  “I’m sorry,” the woman says, sounding hesitant. “Are you by any chance referring to the Rhabdovirus?”


  “Yes, that’s the one.”


  “All right. And what makes you suspect the persons are suffering from this particular virus?”


  “All the symptoms fit. And one of them got into contact with another infected, then she transferred the disease to the other person with me now.”


  “Where did this happen?”


  “In Viborg.”


  “And you are now in Aarhus?”


  “Yes. Could you please send someone who—”


  “Are you aware that Viborg has been under complete lockdown as of last night? No one can enter or exit the city.”


  “I’m aware of that, yes. We managed to leave anyway.”


  A short pause. “That was highly illegal.”


  Dorte takes a deep breath. “I know. And I take full responsibility.”


  She can hear the woman converse briefly with someone in the background. When she comes back, her voice is slightly flustered, but still professional. “We’re sending someone out right now.”


  “Thank you. We need two ambulances and—”


  “Please give me your exact whereabouts.”


  Dorte gives her the information. “Like I was saying, please send two ambulances so we can transport the patients separately. Also, we need police in protective armor and restraining equipment to secure them, as they’ll attempt to bite or scratch anyone who comes near.”


  “We’ll take care of that.”


  “Good, because it’s very impo—”


  “Have the infected been into contact with anyone else?”


  “No. They’ve just been with me the entire time.”


  “Have you yourself had any physical contact with any of them?”


  “Yes, but I didn’t contract the virus.”


  “You can’t know that for sure; the virus might be transferred through physical contact or—”


  “No, it doesn’t. It spreads much like rabies; through saliva and blood. The skin needs to be penetrated, and I don’t have any scratches or puncture wounds. Also, I have no symptoms.”


  A brief pause. “How do you know all this?”


  “I’m a doctor. Please make sure the people you’re sending take the proper precautions. The last thing we need is a second outbreak.”


  “That wouldn’t have happened, had you stayed inside the quarantined area, Doctor.”


  The ironic emphasis on that last word and the tone of the woman’s voice makes Dorte want to tell her to go fuck herself, but she knows that won’t do her any good, and she also knows the woman is right. Maybe she should have stayed. Maybe she should have followed the official instructions.


  But she just couldn’t sit back and watch her sister die from an unknown illness, not as long as she was convinced the cure was fairly simple. So, she talked Peter and Rikke into it. And she lied to Martin, her childhood friend. This was all her doing. And it turned out she was not able to help either of them.


  “We’ll have someone with you in five minutes,” the woman tells her, pulling her back. “You stay where you are.”


  “Don’t worry,” Dorte says. “I’m not going anywhere.”


   


  EIGHT


  Henrik has turned away to go back inside the bedroom and pack a fresh set of clothes, when Kirsten screams.


  He spins around and sees Finn come lunging out from Jennie’s old room, throwing himself at Kirsten, who backs away into the wall in a vain attempt to get out of reach. But it’s too late, and Finn bites down hard on her neck.


  Kirsten’s scream turns even higher and more piercing.


  Oh, Jesus Christ!


  Henrik runs down the hallway and grabs Kirsten’s flailing arm. He begins tugging hard to get her away from Finn, but Finn acts like a predator who just caught his breakfast and isn’t intent at all on letting it go. He bears down harder with his teeth, growling and blowing bubbles in the blood from Kirsten’s throat. He also reaches up and grabs her by the grey hair, yanking her head sideways.


  Kirsten screams again, very high-pitched, but a little weaker than before, and for an awful moment, she looks like a piece of toy torn between two big kids, as Henrik pulls her one way, while Finn pulls her the other.


  “Let go of her!” Henrik shouts, and then, without thinking, he lets go of Kirsten with one hand in order to throw a punch at Finn. His knuckles connect with the old guy’s temple, and his jaw pops open for a moment, as he blinks his dead eyes and staggers backwards, loosening his grip on Kirsten’s hair and allowing Henrik to pull her free. She almost collapses into his arms, and Henrik half drags, half lifts her backwards down the hallway, away from Finn.


  But the neighbor quickly regains his bearings and comes waddling after them, arms stretched out, the lower part of his face smothered in blood.


  Behind him, another figure comes out of Jennie’s old room. Henrik briefly recognizes Lone, even though her #Y is completely Z. Behind her, a younger woman and a teenage boy appear. The three of them crowd the hallway, and more seem to be pushing from behind.


  Jesus Christ, how many were in there?


  Kirsten has almost lost consciousness now, and she can’t keep to her feet, which means Henrik can’t get her out of the way in time.


  “Get back!” he roars instead at Finn, who completely ignores the command and simply comes at them even quicker.


  Henrik steps forward and, still supporting Kirsten in an awkward half-embrace, throws a hard kick at the old guy’s leg. His heel lands perfectly on the kneecap, and there’s a loud, crisp and very satisfying snapping sound as Finn’s leg bends backwards, then collapses on itself, sending Finn to the floor.


  Henrik stares at his old neighbor for half a second, taking in the absolute absurdity of the situation, and realizing peripherally that he just busted up Finn’s bad knee, which was already damaged from a motorcycle accident forty years back—Finn once told him about it one summer evening, where the two of them had shared a beer in the back garden, while Dan ran around in his diapers on the lawn, chasing butterflies and laughing.


  The memory flies by in a flash before it’s replaced with what’s in front of Henrik now: Finn, sprawled out on the floor, growling and scrambling, his dead, white eyes rolling in their sockets.


  Even though his leg is now angled the wrong way—which looks both bizarre and incredibly painful—Finn immediately tries to get back up. And when it doesn’t work, he elbows his way forward, clawing at the carpet.


  Lone catches up with him and, instead of stepping around him, simply waddles over him, getting her feet entangled in his legs and falls over on top of him.


  Henrik has won the few seconds he needs to haul Kirsten backwards and reach the bedroom. He slams the door and turns the key, then drags Kirsten over to the bed. He puts her down next to Trine and rolls her onto her back.


  “Kirsten? Kirsten! Can you hear me?”


  The bitemarks on Kirsten’s neck look really bad. Finn apparently tore off a big chunk of skin, severing several tendons and veins. The blood is hardly flowing anymore, and Kirsten’s breathing is almost gone.


  “I’m sorry, Kirsten,” Henrik pleads, knowing it’s way too late, knowing all the CPR in the world won’t safe her.


  He recalls from a documentary he watched recently that the human body contains somewhere between one and one and a half gallons of blood, and most of Kirsten’s blood is now on her clothes, on Henrik’s clothes, on the floor—anywhere but where it should be: inside Kirsten’s body.


  “I’m so sorry,” he whispers again, tears filling his eyes, causing his mother-in-law’s pale face to go blurry in front of him.


  Then, to his surprise, she talks in a low, strained voice: “It’s okay … It’s okay, Trine … I love you darling …”


  Henrik squeezes his lips together, glancing over at his dead wife, who looks so peaceful, she could be simply sleeping.


  “She loves you too,” he croaks, fighting back sobs. “You’ll see her soon, Kirsten.”


  Kirsten doesn’t answer, but a hint of a smile drifts over her face, before she turns her head to the side. Then, with one last breath, she whispers: “Where’s Dan?”


  Henrik stares at her as she dies; he can tell the exact moment it happens. It feels like some sort of energy leaves the room.


  I’m the only one left alive in this house.


  From out in the hallway, the sound of the intruders grows louder, as more of them are probably spilling into the house through Jennie’s room. Apparently, they can sense the nearest source of fresh meat—him—because they begin scratching at the bedroom door.


  Henrik looks to the window. There are no figures visible through the curtain. They must have all clambered to the open window in Jennie’s old room.


  He looks down at Kirsten and notices the greenish hue her skin has taken on. It’s probably only a matter of minutes before she wakes up again.


  Then he turns his gaze to Trine, and a thought comes with surprising clarity: This will likely be the last time I see my wife’s face.


  He reaches out and strokes her cheek. It’s soft and very cold. He gives off a low moan of grief and pain, then he gets up before the emotions can overwhelm him.


  He’s thankful she won’t come back as a mindless monster. At least there’s that.


  He collects the fresh clothes from the closet—what he originally came in here for—and then goes to pull the curtains. The bedroom faces the side of the garden, and there is no one in sight. He opens the window and climbs out.


  He darts one last look into the bedroom—and immediately regrets it.


  Kirsten is sitting bolt upright. She slowly turns her head to look in his direction, and he gets a glimpse of her dead, milky eyes, before he turns and runs.


   


  NINE


  Those five minutes feel more like half an hour, but finally, Dorte hears someone calling from down the hallway.


  She has been standing outside the door to the kitchen, listening to Peter’s groans and moans from the other side, staring at the wall and not really thinking about anything.


  “Hello?” a male voice calls.


  Dorte blinks. “Down here!”


  Two officers appear. They are wearing regular uniforms and no particular protective gear. One of them is wearing large, retro glasses which do nothing good for his face, and the other one is very tall.


  “Are you Dorte Møller?”


  “Yes, that’s me; I’m the one who called you.”


  The two men stop a fair distance away from her.


  “Don’t worry, I’m not infected,” she tells them with a tired smile. “I would have had symptoms by now.”


  “Are the infected people in there?” the tall officer asks, nodding towards the kitchen door.


  “Yes. Peter Nielsen is in the kitchen, and my sister, Rikke Møller, is in the cantina.”


  “And you secured them both?”


  “Well, Rikke is locked up and Peter is tied to a table.”


  “Is it safe to open that door then?”


  “Sure. But you really shouldn’t go near any of them without—”


  “We’re not here to deal with the infected,” the officer with the glasses tells her in an irritating, nasal voice. “The task team will arrive shortly. Please show us the infected.”


  Dorte opens the door and shows the officers in. They squeeze past her, making sure not to touch her.


  “Holy hell,” the tall one exclaims when he sees Peter, who immediately attempts getting to them, but is stopped by the strap.


  “What did you do to him?” the other one asks, looking from Dorte to the helmet and electrodes still attached to Peter.


  “I tried to measure his brain activity and heart rate.”


  “Uh-huh,” the officer says, eyeing her. “We were told you were a doctor.”


  “That’s right. I work here.”


  “So you thought it a good idea to bring two infected people here?”


  “Look,” Dorte sighs. “I already got a talking to from the woman on the phone. Could we please just skip that part? I tried to help them, okay? I was sure I could cure them somehow. Or at least figure out what’s wrong with them.”


  “Next time, let the authorities do the work,” the tall guy suggests with a scolding look. “Where’s the other one?”


  “She’s in there,” Dorte says, pointing to the cantina door.


  The officers look at her impatiently.


  “Could you please show us?” the one with the glasses asks in a mock courteous tone.


  “No, I can’t. We can’t open the door; she’s right on the other side.”


  “You sure about that?” the tall officer asks. He has stepped closer to the cantina door and is listening. “I can’t hear anything.”


  Dorte goes to the door, places her ear against it and listens. “She probably just tired out.” Without a second thought, she opens the door.


  Both officers instinctively jump backwards.


  But the doorway is empty. Dorte can’t see Rikke anywhere. She looks around the cantina, asking in a hopeful voice: “Rikke?”


  No answer.


  She walks in farther, scanning all the tables, the couch where Rikke lay earlier. “She’s not here anymore,” she mutters.


  “Then where is she?”


  The tall officer is suddenly next to her.


  “Christ, don’t tell me she got out,” the other officer says from behind.


  “Of course she didn’t,” Dorte says. “None of the windows are open and—” She stops abruptly as her gaze falls on the row of windows. One of them is open about a foot. Dorte suddenly gets a strong feeling of vertigo. “Oh, no … the cleaning lady must have … she must have forgotten to close it.”


  “Shit,” the tall cop growls and runs over to check the window. “There are footprints outside in the flower bed. She obviously—”


  He’s cut off by a sound coming from outside. It’s a car horn blaring a few blocks away, followed closely by a loud bang.


  Dorte shakes her head in disbelief. “Oh, God. That was probably her. I hope no one got hurt.”


  As though to answer her question, someone begins screaming. Another voice soon joins in—a man, shouting. There’s fear in the voice.


  The tall cop takes a radio from his belt. “Four-four-seven, calling from Skejby, requesting immediate backup …”


  The cop with the glasses grabs Dorte by the shoulder and hauls her back towards the kitchen. “You’re coming with me,” he sneers, checking his watch. “It’s now … 6:24 AM and you’re hereby placed under arrest.”


  He leads her outside in the all-too-bright sunlight. Dorte squints as her eyes water, reminding her she hasn’t slept all night. The cop opens the back door of the patrol car and shoves Dorte inside. Then he bends down and hisses, close enough to her face that she can smell coffee on his breath: “I hope you didn’t cause this thing to run out of control, lady. I wouldn’t be able to live with myself if I was you.”


  Dorte opens her mouth to say something, but she has no idea what. He’s right. And he doesn’t wait for an answer, either, but simply slams the door. Even from inside the cop car, Dorte can hear more screaming and shouting, another car honking and the screeching of tires.


  No, no, please, Rikke, please don’t hurt anyone …


  At that moment, a larger cop car comes rolling into the parking lot, and a group of six armed men jumps out.


  “About time!” the cop yells at them. “One of them is in the kitchen. The other one got away. My colleague is calling it in now.”


  Dorte looks in stunned silence as the task force rushes into the building.


   


  TEN


  Henrik runs around the house.


  The sun is already up, but the morning air still feels slightly chilly, which is a welcome break from the baking heat that will resume in a couple of hours.


  As he reaches the driveway, he becomes aware that there aren’t that many background noises anymore; in fact, the town is eerily quiet. Instead, he can smell smoke and something else he can’t quite place.


  He runs to the Prius and gets in. Luckily, he usually keeps the key in his pants pocket, and today is no different, so the car willingly turns on as he presses the power button.


  As he carefully drives out onto the street, he’s met by a less than encouraging sight. Several cars are either crashed or parked in a hurry both in the middle of the street and on the sidewalk. Things are lying about, like clothes, a shoe, a suitcase, a cap, even a grocery bag with the contents smashed and strewn about. More than once, Henrik notices large, dark puddles on the asphalt, which can only be blood. He also sees a hunting rifle. He knows it’s no use picking it up, though; first off, he has never used a firearm in his life, and secondly, he would have no idea where to get bullets.


  The only thing Henrik doesn’t see—which comes as a surprise—is corpses.


  No dead bodies are littering the streets.


  And it takes him a few minutes to figure out why. The answer, of course, is obvious.


  Dead bodies don’t stay dead anymore. They get up and walk on. Searching for fresh, living bodies they can kill and eat.


  As though to confirm his thoughts, Henrik sees a movement by a house. He slows down a little, looking in through the front garden to see two figures standing in front of a window, clawing at the glass. One of them is Michael, a bachelor from three houses down. He’s easy to recognize, even with his back turned, as he weighs about 350 pounds and is wearing that same old black Star Wars T-shirt he always does. Except it’s torn to shreds now and showing the pale fresh covered with bite wounds underneath.


  A few houses farther down, he sees two kids and an old guy in front of a door, scratching away.


  Then a woman with only one arm, using both the remaining one and the bloody stump to fondle a window.


  Henrik feels sick at the thought of whoever is trapped inside the houses like he was just a few minutes ago. How many others are there all across town right now? How long before someone accidentally opens a window? How long can they last with only what they’ve got in the fridge? How long before the authorities can get the situation under control and get all of the dead neutralized?


  At least the zombies trying to get into the houses are a clear sign there are still people alive. That’s about the only positive thing Henrik can think of right now.


  He passes a car parked halfway up a driveway. Four dead ones are huddled around it, clawing at the windows.


  Henrik slows down and stops at a fair distance—far enough away so that the zombies won’t be drawn to him instead of whoever is in the car. He squints in an attempt to look through the front window.


  Who’s in there? And why aren’t they driving away?


  Someone is waving at him frantically. He sees a girl’s face framed by a scarf and recognizes Nasira, the young Muslim woman who lives down the street. Her eyes are big and scared, pleading with him.


  He drives a little closer and rolls the window down an inch. “Hey! What’s the problem? Why don’t you just drive?”


  Nasira leans over to the passenger side and rolls down the window. She shouts to him: “The key! I dropped the key!”


  “Oh, fuck,” Henrik mutters. “Where is it?”


  One of the zombies is making its way around the car, and Nasira has to roll up the window again. She looks at him, then gestures and points down in front of the car. Henrik stretches his neck and scans the asphalt. And there—right in front of Nasira’s car—is the key. She must have dropped it as she ran around the car.


  Henrik nods at her and holds up a hand, trying to tell her to wait while he thinks.


  He can’t get out of the car; that would be too risky. But someone needs to, if they want the key.


  Or maybe not. Maybe I can get close enough to snatch it without getting out.


  He puts the car in drive and rolls carefully forward. He needs to position the car in an awkward angle right up against Nasira’s car in order to reach the key from the door, and he goes back and forth a few times, trying to get it right. It’s not easy, because he can’t see the key once he gets close enough.


  I feel like an old lady trying to parallel park, he thinks, almost bursting into shrill laughter, but he manages to choke back the sound. If Nasira—who’s watching him closely from her own car—saw him laughing right now, she’d think he’d lost it.


  Just as he manages to get the car in the right position and is about to open the door and reach out, there’s a scream from the other car.


  Henrik jolts and looks out the front window, expecting to see zombies crawling into Nasira’s car through a busted window. But all the windows are still intact. Nasira is looking back up the driveway, her hands at her mouth, her eyes terrified.


  Henrik follows her gaze and feels a sinking feeling in his gut. “Oh, shit.”


  The Ahmads are easy to recognize, as they come staggering down the street, because of the scarf the woman is wearing and the dark-brown skin of the man.


  Nasira’s mom is relatively unscathed, except for a nasty crater at her collarbone, the scarf is even still on, only a little crooked.


  Her dad, however, looks like he’s been through a meat grinder. His jawline is all chewed up, the skin hanging in ragged threads, revealing the bare, shiny bone underneath. His right shoulder has also been gnawed down to the socket, causing the arm to swing limply at his side. Someone has also done a number on his thigh and calf muscles, turning his leg into a wobbly, bloody stick. And his left eye is gone, apparently dug-out from the socket by eager fingers.


  Looking at Mrs. Ahmad’s bloody hands, Henrik finds it reasonable to assume she might be the culprit.


  Nausea comes rolling up from his stomach, and he needs to swallow hard to keep down the toast he had for breakfast.


  Nasira is still staring at her dead parents, screaming. They aren’t headed for her car, though, but for Henrik’s. It’s too late for him to open the door now, as the dad quickly closes the distance and tries to make his way through the side window, grabbling eagerly at Henrik on the other side.


  Henrik locks the door and looks away, his pulse spiking as the car rocks gently.


  Don’t worry, he tells himself, they don’t have the skills to break a car window.


  Nasira is still screaming, so Henrik honks the horn. The sound makes her jolt and snaps her out of it. She looks to him, and he holds up both hands in a gesture which hopefully signals something along the lines of “stay cool, I got this.”


  Apparently, the girl gets the message, because she nods bravely.


  Henrik puts the Prius in reverse and backs up. Both zombies take up the pursuit.


  “That’s right, follow me,” he whispers, checking the mirrors to make sure he doesn’t hit anything or anyone.


  When he’s far enough away, he stops and drives forward again, swerving to the side and speeds past the Ahmads. Approaching Nasira’s car once more, he stops right next to the key, opens the door, reaches out, but is stopped by the seat belt.


  “Fuck,” he mutters, unbuckles, leans out once more and grabs the key.


  Nasira screams.


  Henrik sits upright and lets out a roar of surprise.


  The guy came out of nowhere. His bloody fingers reach out and grab Henrik by the shirt before he has time to shut the door. He expects to be pulled from the car or bitten in the neck.


  Instead, the guy breathes: “Help me! You got to help me! Get me away from here, man!”


  Henrik blinks, realizing the guy isn’t a zombie. Still, he’s soaked in blood and has several deep scratches from nails all over his arms. Henrik vaguely recognizes him as the carpenter from a few streets over. He can’t recall his name, though. The guy’s eyes are wide and terrified.


  “They didn’t get me!” he says, his voice shrill with hysteria. “They tried, but I got away! You got to help me, man!”


  “I … I can’t …” Henrik manages, but the guy doesn’t listen. He just pushes himself into the car, climbs over Henrik and sits down in the passenger seat.


  “Go,” he says, pointing frantically. “Get us out of here! Drive!”


  “Look, I can’t help you,” Henrik says, remembering to close his door, as Mr. and Mrs. Ahmad are about to catch up. “You need to get out of my car.”


  The carpenter doesn’t even look at him. He just keeps pointing ahead and repeats over and over: “Drive, man! Get us away from here! Just go!”


  “Hey!” Henrik shouts. “Listen to me!”


  The guy looks at him.


  “You’re infected,” Henrik says. “I can’t help you. You need to get out.”


  The guy nods. “Yeah, I know. Just get out of here. We’ll be fine. I’ll be fine. Just drive, man!”


  “No, you don’t get it. I’m not going anywhere until you leave the car.”


  The guy looks at him, but his eyes are drifting in and out of focus, and Henrik isn’t sure how much gets through to him.


  “I’m not getting out,” he says, shaking his head. “Not with those things out there. They almost got me, man! But I got away.”


  Henrik looks at the bleeding scratch marks on the guy’s arms, the blood is running down the seat. He looks down on his own lap, realizing the guy smeared him with blood when he climbed over him. A jolt of fear from his stomach.


  What if I’m infected too? What if you get infected from just touching the blood?


  Suddenly, the fear turns to rage.


  “Get out,” he says, turning towards the guy. “Right now.”


  “Just drive, man. Get us out of—”


  “Get out of the car!” Henrik bellows. “Get out of the fucking car, right now!”


  The guy looks at him, and for a moment, there’s clear comprehension on his face. “You … you don’t want to help me, man?”


  “No, I don’t! ’Cause you’re already dead!”


  The guy’s face turns from surprise to hurt and then to fear. Henrik can tell the guy finally gets it completely, and he feels bad for him. He starts shaking his head. “No … no, I’ll be fine … just get me out of here … just go, man!” He suddenly lunges for the steering wheel, apparently trying to take over the car.


  Henrik leans back, pulls up his right leg and thrusts it at the guy. The kick sends him back hard, banging him against the door. He gasps for breath, giving Henrik a few seconds to reach over and open the door. He shoves the guy sideways, but he grabs onto Henrik’s arm, and Henrik yanks it back with a roar. “Don’t fucking touch me!”


  He uses his leg instead, curling it up again and kicks the guy once more. But this time, the guy is prepared, and he grabs the doorframe, clinging on. Henrik kicks him again, pressing him a little farther out the door, but the guy is determined to fight for his life, his expression a terrible mixture of desperation, anguish and disbelief.


  “What are you doing, man? Stop that! Help me!”


  Henrik kicks him again, but the guy holds on. Just as Henrik realizes he won’t be able to get the guy out, Mrs. Ahmad appears like a jack-in-the-box right behind him. Her fingers reach around and grab the guy’s face from behind, jerking his head backwards, then she sinks her teeth into his forehead.


  The guy screams and finally lets go of the doorframe to fight off the attacker, causing him to fall out onto the asphalt. Nasira’s dad joins the fight before the guy can get up, and he screams in pain as both zombies go to work on him.


  Henrik reaches over, grabs the door and yanks it shut, locking all doors. He feels like he’s about to faint, feels like he’s not really there at all. The guy’s last screaming words make their way into the car, but Henrik hardly registers them.


  “Help me! Help me! Please, help me!”


  Then, the words turn inaudible and a few seconds later, the guy’s voice dies out completely.


  Henrik looks over at Nasira’s car, seeing her gesturing to him.


  Oh, that’s right, he thinks absentmindedly. I almost forgot what I was doing.


  He looks down and sees the key still in his hand. He drives forward, rolling up right next to the other car, so close the side mirrors graze. He uses the bumper to push away the zombie standing outside Nasira’s door. When their side windows align, he rolls down the window, and Nasira does the same.


  “Here you go,” Henrik says, handing her the key.


  She takes it with a trembling hand. Her mascara has drawn black lines down her cheeks. “Thank you,” she whispers in her discrete, Arabic accent. “You saved our lives … God bless you.”


  Henrik doesn’t know the polite way to return a blessing, so he simply says: “You too.” Then, it hits him. “Wait, what do you mean, ‘our lives’?”


  A movement from the backseat of Nasira’s car causes him to stretch his neck and look. He sees a boy, no older than ten, huddle under a jacket, his brown, scared eyes staring up at Henrik.


  “Oh,” he says, remembering the Ahmads actually have two kids. He looks at Nasira, feeling his gut sink at the thought of those two kids being on their own now. “Take good care of him.”


  She nods, looks at the key, then back at him, hesitantly. “Can you … can you tell me how to do it?”


  “How to what? Start the car?”


  “How to drive. I don’t have a license.”


  Henrik stares at her, then mutters: “That’s right, you’re only seventeen, like Jennie.”


  “If you just explain to me how to do it, then I’m sure I can manage,” Nasira says.


  “Have you had any practice?”


  “Well, no, but—”


  “Have you ever been behind the wheel?”


  She shakes her head.


  Henrik sighs. “It’s no good, Nasira. I can’t teach you how to drive a car in two minutes, and even if I could …”


  He glances out at the zombies, eagerly trying to squeeze themselves in between the cars. One of them is lying sprawled out across the hood of his car, flailing its arms like a toddler not old enough to crawl yet.


  He thinks about Jennie then, for no apparent reason. He doesn’t want to think about her, not now. He had told himself he wouldn’t until after the funeral. But now there probably won’t be any funeral, and he can’t help but recall her smiling face. A deep sadness pushes down on his chest, making it hard to breathe.


  He already lost his daughter. And if he leaves Nasira and her baby brother like this, they will both end up dead, too.


  “You’re coming with me,” he tells Nasira.


  “No, we can’t,” Nasira says, shaking her head. “We don’t want to burden you.”


  “You won’t. We’re better off helping each other anyway.”


  She’s about to say something else, when her brother shouts something in Arabic. Nasira turns and answers him. They exchange a few words. The boy raises his voice and begins to cry. Nasira bites her lip, then looks at Henrik again.


  “What’s he saying?” Henrik asks.


  “My brother wants to come with you.”


  “Clever boy. Help him over here. You’ll both have to climb through the window.”


  Nasira doesn’t look at all comfortable with the idea. More zombies have joined in now, and Henrik counts at least ten around the cars—including the Ahmads—all of them pushing to get to the fresh meat inside. The one on the hood has moved a little closer, and another one has pushed itself in from behind, but neither of them is close enough to reach the open window.


  Nasira talks to the boy in Arabic, and he climbs to the front seat, then onto her lap. He looks at Henrik through the windows before glancing nervously to the sides.


  “It’s okay,” Henrik assures him, reaching his arms out for the boy. “They won’t hurt you.”


  The boy grabs a tentative hold of his sleeves, and Henrik carefully pulls him over. The transition goes smoothly, and then the boy is sitting in the back of Henrik’s car.


  “See?” he tells him, turning in his own seat and smiling at the boy. “That wasn’t too bad, was it?”


  The boy smiles back shyly, shaking his head.


  “You speak Danish, right?”


  The boy nods.


  “What’s your name again?”


  “Ali.”


  “I’m Henrik.”


  “I know.”


  Henrik tries to look as reassuring as he can. “Don’t look at the windows, okay? Just keep your head low. I’ll help your sister now.”


  Ali nods again and shrinks down low.


  Henrik turns to Nasira. “Your turn. You’ll have to climb over me.”


  Nasira has already pulled her legs up, crouching on the front seat. She reaches one hand across to him, and Henrik takes it, the touch of her smooth skin and slender fingers reminds him painfully of Jennie, and he gulps back a gasp of emotion.


  “It’s okay,” he says, more to himself than her. “You can do it.”


  But Nasira doesn’t move right away; she’s staring out at the zombies, her face trembling slightly. She whispers a single word in Arabic.


  Henrik follows her gaze and sees Mrs. Ahmad, who has shoved herself in front of the other living dead, trying eagerly to force herself in between the cars, scratching at the paint with her long nails, snarling at them.


  “Don’t look at her,” Henrik says, making his voice stern. “You listening, Nasira? You can’t look at her, it’ll only make it worse. Hey!”


  She doesn’t react to his voice, just keeps muttering in Arabic, tears filling her big, brown eyes.


  “Nasira!” the boy calls from the backseat.


  Nasira still doesn’t respond or take her eyes off of her mother.


  Henrik reaches over and, placing his thumb on her chin, turns her head gently, forcing her to meet his eyes. “She’s dead. That’s not her anymore. I’m very sorry.”


  The girl’s face crumbles up, the tears spilling over. She cries for a moment, squeezing Henrik’s hand.


  “It’s okay,” he tells her softly. “I know how bad it hurts.”


  Nasira gets a hold of herself, wipes her eyes, then takes a deep trembling breath and squeezes through the windows. She climbs over Henrik and sits down in the passenger seat. The boy grabs her from behind and hugs her.


  Henrik rolls up the window, and the growls and moans from the zombies grow a little more distant. But the car is still rocking gently from them pushing and shoving.


  Henrik fastens his seat belt. “Buckle up. And close your eyes.”


  Both Nasira and the boy do as he asks.


  Henrik bites down hard, squeezing the wheel, as he stares out at the zombies cluttering the front of the car. Just a few days ago, he would have never thought he had it in him to do what he’s about to do. But a lot has happened in the last days—heck, in the last hours. And Henrik is someone new now.


  He puts the Prius in drive and hits the accelerator.


  The feeling of the bones breaking underneath the tires is incredibly satisfying.


  Nasira doesn’t seem to enjoy it as much, as she lets out a whimper, but she keeps her eyes firmly shut.


  “It’s over,” Henrik says.


  He drives to the end of the street, reaching the intersection. He stops the car and looks to both sides. The sight is about the same in both directions: cars parked haphazardly, things strewn about, a few dead people waddling around.


  “Where are we going?” Nasira asks.


  “I need to find my son. He left home yesterday, but I’m not sure where he is.”


  He pulls out his phone and calls up Dan.


  This time, the call goes through.


   


  ELEVEN


  Dan must have been sleeping—which is a surprise to him, given the circumstances—because he had a dream about Jennie, and she was alive and well.


  As he gradually returns to the awake world, however, he’s brutally reminded that Jennie is neither alive nor well.


  He sits up and looks around the tiny, dimly lit room, struggling to recall where he is. There are no windows, and only a few LED spots in the ceiling are providing him with enough light to see. The bed is more of a military bunk than anything. There are three others like it, two of them suspended over the others.


  Then he remembers: Holger’s place.


  The underground hideout.


  He went down here to sleep, because the sound of the zombies clawing at the windows upstairs kept bugging him.


  He rubs his eyes, yawns, then gets to his feet. His bad ankle feels noticeably better, which is a relief. He would hate to not be able to move around on his own right now.


  He checks his phone, but still no missed calls. He wants to call up his dad again, but first he needs something to drink, as his throat is awfully dry.


  He exits the bunk room and steps out into the main room of the bunker, where he finds William sitting by the flatscreen in the corner, Ozzy lying on the floor next to him, eyeing Dan lazily. The TV is showing some news channel.


  William turns his head and shoots him a brief smile. “Morning, Sunshine. Is that do the new rage?”


  Dan touches his hair and finds what feels like a crooked mohawk. He discretely tries to flatten it, but it just pops back up.


  “How was your nap?” William asks, turning his attention back to the TV.


  “Fine. Where can I get something to drink?”


  William nods towards the kitchen area. “The water in the tap is fine. It just tastes a little weird, because it’s from Holger’s own well.”


  Dan goes and pours himself a cup of water—Holger hasn’t got any glasses, only tin cups. He gulps it down, ignoring the slight earthy taste, then walks over to William.


  “Where are the others?”


  “Upstairs, I think. Not sure about Holger, he might be out in the garden, harvesting vegetables.”


  Dan stares at him. “Is he outside? But aren’t the zombies still out there?”


  “Last I checked, they were,” William shrugs. “But the garden is fenced in, so Holger’s safe. There’s an underground tunnel leading up to it.”


  “Huh,” Dan mutters, scratching his cheek. “He thought of everything, didn’t he?”


  “Pretty much. Now, will you look at that?” William points to the screen. It shows people rushing into a grocery store. Others are coming out, dragging heavy bags full of groceries.


  “Where is that?”


  “In Copenhagen.”


  “But … why are people panicking in Copenhagen? Did the zombies reach them already?”


  “No. I guess they’re just hoarding stuff because they’re scared of what’s going on here. But look at all that fucking toilet paper!”


  Dan notices several of the shoppers are carrying packages of toilet rolls. He frowns. “Why would they buy that?”


  “I don’t know! But that’s not the first time I’ve seen it. Jesus Christ, people are weird. Is that really their concern if they think society is going to close down? Being able to wipe their asses? How about food and water?”


  “That is strange,” Dan agrees.


  “They are doing it all over the country,” William goes on, shaking his head. “Especially in the big cities. They want to be prepared for the worst, I guess, in case the authorities can’t keep the zombies contained here.”


  Dan looks at William and bites his lip. “Do you … do you think they can?”


  William shrugs. “Honestly, I don’t know. It’s going to be difficult. I mean, it only takes one little slip-up to get the snowball rolling.”


  Dan gets an eerie feeling looking at the footage. It looks surreal. The way people rush, empty faces, fear in their eyes.


  He forces himself to look away. “Well, I think I’m going to call my dad again.”


  “You’d better go upstairs. The reception isn’t too good down here.”


  “Oh.” He goes out to the tunnel and back to the ladder, climbs up and pushes open the hatch. The sunlight tries desperately to enter Holger’s stuffy bedroom, but most of it is blocked by the heavy curtains. The door to the living room is open, and Dan enters.


  Immediately, he notices the sound from the windows: eager fingers scratching away at the glass, muffled moans and groans. The curtains are drawn in here, too, but he can still make out shadows moving around outside. The temperature is a lot higher than it was down in the bunker; William mentioned how Holger has made sure every room underground is ventilated through a complex system which filters out anything poisonous, like nerve gas.


  Dan makes his way through the messy living room, trying not to trip over anything. He prefers to call his dad from the kitchen, where the sound of the zombies hopefully won’t be audible.


  As he passes the couch, he stops abruptly.


  Mille is sitting cross-legged between piles of books and clothes. She isn’t moving at all, which is probably why Dan overlooked her at first. Her eyes are closed, and her hands are folded in her lap. She’s wearing a large headset connected to her phone.


  “Oh, I didn’t see you,” he blurts out.


  Mille doesn’t answer, so Dan reaches out and touches her shoulder gently.


  Her eyes pop open. She pulls off the headset, looking from him to the windows. “What is it? Is anything wrong?”


  “No, no, everything’s fine. At least as far as I know. I just woke up.”


  Mille lets out a deep sigh. “You scared me.”


  “Sorry about that. Were you, like, meditating or something?”


  “Or something, yeah,” she says, avoiding his eyes. “It helps with my anxiety.”


  “Oh. Great. Sorry I interrupted you.”


  “That’s all right.”


  Dan is about to leave her alone, when she nods towards the windows. “I just couldn’t take the sound of them anymore, you know. So I found this headset.”


  “Yeah, I get that. We should turn on some music or something, try and block out the sound. I think I saw a radio somewhere.”


  Mille smiles up at him, briefly. “That would be nice.”


  Suddenly, Dan’s cheeks turn hot. It’s silly; Mille is Jennie’s age and would never be interested in someone like him. But she’s very pretty, and she looks at him a moment longer.


  “What?” he asks.


  “I was just thinking … while you slept, William told me what you’ve been through.”


  “Oh. Yeah, it’s been … it’s been …” Dan doesn’t know how to finish the sentence, so he simply shrugs, then repeats: “Yeah.”


  “It’s really impressive. I mean, how well you’re coping.”


  Dan doesn’t know where to look, so he goes to scratch his hair, then remembers his involuntary mohawk and turns even more red-faced.


  Mille doesn’t seem to notice. “How do you do it?” she asks earnestly.


  “How do I do what?”


  “How are you not sitting in a corner crying right now? I mean, you’ve lost your sister and been separated from your family, and you just go and take a nap! I can barely close my eyes for two seconds without getting a panic attack. I even fainted when I saw my friend getting … getting …” Mille’s voice grows steadily higher, and she begins to hyperventilate. “Give me a minute,” she whispers. “Here comes another one. I just need to breathe through it.”


  Dan looks at her as she closes her eyes and begins taking deep breaths through her nose, filling her chest, then letting it out again slowly. After ten or twelve repetitions, she opens her eyes again.


  “Was that … a panic attack?” Dan asks tentatively.


  She nods. “I had them before, when I was younger. I thought I was done with them, but guess they chose today to return.”


  “Well, I don’t think it’s a coincidence,” Dan mutters, gesturing towards the windows. “I think everyone feels a lot of fear today. They just said on the news that people in other towns are starting to hoard groceries from the shops, because they’re afraid the zombies might spread.”


  Mille nods, not looking very surprised. “I would probably be doing the same thing if I wasn’t trapped here.”


  “Yeah, well, at least I think this is one of the safest places to be trapped.”


  Mille cocks her head slightly. “See, there it is again. How do you keep so damn positive?”


  “Uhm,” Dan says, feeling strangely guilty. “I … I don’t know. I just … try not to think of the bad stuff, I suppose.”


  Mille scuffs, but also smiles. “You make it sound easy. Maybe I should practice that. Not think of the bad stuff.”


  Dan smiles back. Then the phone in his hand suddenly begins ringing. His heart jumps as he sees the name on the screen. “It’s my dad! I have to take this …”


  “Sure.” Mille puts the headset back on.


  Dan hurries out into the kitchen, then answers the call and asks: “Dad?”


  “Dan? Thank God! You all right?”


  “I’m fine, Dad. What about you guys?”


  “I’m fine, too. I’m so glad to hear your voice. Where are you?”


  “I’m at a safe place just outside town. That guy who picked me up—William—it’s his uncle’s place. He has this crazy saferoom under his house, Dad, I’m telling you, we could survive a nuclear war from here!”


  “That’s great to hear. I’m very relieved you’re safe.”


  “How are things at the house? Is it safe to come home?”


  A short pause. “Not really, no. I … we had to leave the house. We’re in the car right now. I want to come pick you up, Dan.”


  “Oh, okay. But … where would we go?”


  “I was thinking we could leave town for a couple of days. Maybe go visit your aunt Lisbeth.”


  “I think they’ve sealed off the town, Dad. They’re not letting anyone leave.”


  “Oh. Well … then … we’ll figure it out.”


  “Can’t you guys just come here? It really is a very safe place, and I’m sure Holger wouldn’t mind a few more people.”


  “Let’s talk about it when we meet, okay? Do you know the address?”


  “Sure! It’s Mill Road 261.”


  “Right. We’ll be there soon.”


  “Okay, great. See you, Dad.”


  “See you, Dan. And Dan?”


  “Yeah, Dad?”


  “I love you. You know that, right?”


  Dan was about to end the call, but now he hesitates. “Sure. I love you too.”


  “Okay. Bye now.”


  “Bye.”


  Dan looks at his phone as the call is disconnected. That was strange. Dan can’t recall his dad ever telling him he loved him before. He does love him, of course; Dan has never doubted that for a second, and Dan loves him right back, but those three words just weren’t ever used in the Nygaard household.


  And what was it he had heard in his dad’s voice? He sounded hesitant, unsure, like he didn’t know what to say.


  He was probably just relieved that I was okay. They have probably all been worried sick.


  But Dan isn’t convinced that’s the real reason. In fact, he feels like he did just two days ago, when he was lying in bed, trying to go to sleep. Something was bugging him back then. Something he had picked up on, but couldn’t quite place. Something bad. And now he feels like there might be something—


  “Your family okay?”


  Dan spins around and stares at Mille, who’s standing in the doorway to the kitchen, headset in hand.


  “Sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you. And I wasn’t eavesdropping.”


  “It’s okay. Yeah, my family is … fine.”


  Mille frowns. “Sorry for saying, but you don’t look very happy about it?”


  Dan shakes his head slowly. “I just …” He forces a smile. “I just miss them very much, that’s all.”


  Mille smiles back at him. “Wish I had a family to miss.”


  “You don’t have any family at all?” Dan can’t help the question slip out, even though he remembers how Mille shut William down yesterday, when he asked her about her family.


  But Mille doesn’t get angry, she just sighs. “I do, but I don’t exactly miss them. It’s complicated.”


  “Oh. I’m sorry about that.”


  “Don’t be. It’s not your fault. It’s not anybody’s fault, really.” Mille suddenly looks like she realizes what she’s saying, and her face changes abruptly. “I won’t bother you with my sad story. I’m happy your family is all right.” She’s about to turn and go back into the living room.


  “It’s okay, I don’t mind listening,” Dan says.


  She turns and looks back at him. For a moment, she looks like she actually considers opening up to him. Then she says: “That’s nice of you, but I don’t want to talk about it.” She’s about to leave again, then once more looks back at him. “You know, I will tell you one thing. My mom called me yesterday. I didn’t pick up, because I haven’t spoken to her for years. It was after that call my panic attacks started again; it’s got nothing to do with the zombies.” She smiles, but the smile is sour. “I think that tells you all you need to know about my relationship to my family.”


   


  TWELVE


  Driving through town is a surreal experience for Henrik.


  There are obvious signs of fights everywhere; smashed-up windows, crashed cars, possessions thrown about. They see a few living people, most of them running or driving to get somewhere, but the majority of the people they see are dead ones, staggering along tirelessly in search of something fresh to eat.


  They pass a supermarket, where the cracked glass doors try repeatedly to close, but can’t because of a tipped-over shopping cart. Empty plastic bags and different groceries are littering the parking lot, as the store has obviously been looted. Henrik sees an open wallet dropped on the concrete, bills drifting around it like butterflies in the breeze. No one has bothered to pick it up. Money, Henrik muses, has already lost its appeal, as people have gone into survival mode.


  This thought is more than confirmed at the next intersection.


  In the middle of the road, three men are fighting savagely. Two of them seem to try and wrestle something from the third guy, beating and kicking at him to get him to let go.


  Henrik slows down the car.


  Nasira—who has climbed over to the backseat to be with her brother—looks up at him in the mirror. “You … you are not going out there, are you?”


  Henrik shakes his head. Whatever the men are trying to rob from the poor guy, Henrik isn’t going to interfere and risk getting a beating of his own.


  Finally, one of the attackers rips from the guy on the ground what looks to Henrik like a black metal rod, holding it up triumphantly. The other robber kicks the guy once more for good measure, then turns to his companion. His eyes fall on the car, and he points.


  The guy with the metal rod turns around, and Henrik realizes it isn’t a metal rod, but a rifle. His stomach tightens as the man points the weapon right at him.


  “Get out of the car!” he shouts.


  Henrik reacts per instinct, flooring the accelerator. The man is standing right in front of the car, less than twenty feet away, and he jerks in surprise as the Prius comes lunging at him.


  “Fuck!” Henrik hears him shout, as he tries to jump to the side and fire the rifle at the same time, resulting in the shot going off at forty-five degrees into the sky. The sound is very loud, even inside the car, and Nasira screams.


  The car shoots right past the shooter, and when Henrik looks in the rearview mirror, the guy makes no attempt to fire the rifle again or take up pursuit.


  “Jesus,” Henrik mutters, navigating between two abandoned cars.


  “What … what did he want?” Nasira asks.


  “The car, I guess. Or maybe he wanted to see if we had anything he could use.”


  “I can’t believe it,” Nasira says, shaking her head. “How can people act like this? How can they turn into monsters over night?”


  Henrik recalls something he heard on TV once. “There’s a saying that the world is only four meals away from anarchy. I guess that proved pretty accurate.”


  Nasira looks out the window. “I really thought people around here were different.”


  “You mean Danes?”


  “Yes. This reminds me of Iraq, before my family migrated. I was only five, but I remember a little bit. The war and the poverty and the hate. You could see it on people’s faces. Those guys back there … their faces reminded me of that.”


  Henrik swallows dryly. He feels like he should defend his home country, come up with something positive to say about his fellow Danes. But what they just witnessed renders it all moot.


  “Guess people are the same all over the world,” Nasira finishes. “In times of crisis, they turn into their worst.”


  “Well, let’s try and be the exception, then,” Henrik says, sending her a brief smile.


  Nasira returns the smile, then puts her arms around her brother.


  Henrik concentrates on driving. They’re approaching the hospital, and even from a few hundred yards away, Henrik can tell things aren’t right.


  The scene reminds him of something straight out of an action movie. Police and military vehicles are parked around the building. Shells are strewn about like hail. Bloody pools have stained the asphalt in several places. He sees helmets, boots, and even a severed hand. The front entrance of the hospital is completely trashed from the thousands of rounds fired at it, and Henrik is reminded of the gunshots he heard when he woke up.


  There has obviously been a major stand-off here, and judging from the lack of living people, it’s pretty clear who won. Either the authorities decided to withdraw once they realized the flood of undead coming from the hospital couldn’t be contained, simply pulling the plug and leaving town.


  Or else they were all killed.


  Henrik finds the latter to be the most disturbing. Also the most probable.


  As though to confirm his thought, two figures pop up from behind a jeep. Both used to be soldiers, and they’re still wearing full fighting gear, though it didn’t serve to save their lives. They stagger towards the car, and Henrik has to drive in an arch around them.


  “Don’t look,” he tells Nasira as they pass the zombie soldiers by a few feet, their bloody fingers groping for the car.


  “Not even the military could stop what’s happening,” Nasira remarks, as the hospital grows smaller behind them.


  “Not yet, anyway,” Henrik says. “But they will. It’s just gotten out of hands here in town, but I’m sure they’re mobilizing outside, maybe they’re even getting help from other countries.”


  “I don’t think they can stop it,” Nasira says bluntly.


  Henrik looks at her in the mirror. “Of course they can. It’s just a matter of time. They’ve just never faced a challenge like this, that’s all.”


  Nasira shakes her head slowly. “This is not something guns can make right.”


  Henrik frowns. “What do you believe this is, exactly?”


  She finally looks at him in the mirror. Her eyes are gleaming. “The Day of Judgement, of course.”


  Henrik can’t help but feel chills. “I guess if you interpret it that way …”


  “What other way is there?”


  “Well, I think it’s more like a natural disaster. I think it’s some kind of contagious virus. I don’t believe God has anything to do with it.”


  Nasira doesn’t answer at first.


  Henrik looks up at the mirror, and she turns her head to look away, then says softly: “I pray you’re right.”


  They reach the outskirts of town, and suddenly the road clears up. Henrik is able to speed up considerably. The GPS tells him the address Dan gave him is only four miles outside town.


  From the backseat, Nasira and Ali are talking Arabic to each other. Judging from their voices, Henrik assumes Nasira is comforting Ali. He can’t help but think of Jennie again, and this time, the thought of Trine joins in.


  How can they both be gone?


  How can you lose two of the people you love most in a matter of days?


  He feels his eyes fill with tears and blinks rapidly to keep them back. He can’t allow himself to cry, not with two kids in the car, kids who just lost their parents less than an hour ago. He needs to put on a brave face.


  He gazes out over the open fields for a moment, fighting back the grief. The sun is baking down over the landscape, a lone buzzard circles the blue sky, and wild flowers nod their heads from the road side. Nature doesn’t know everything has changed; it clearly takes this to be any other ordinary hot summer day.


  A house comes up ahead, and as they get closer, Henrik can make out a couple of figures standing by the windows facing the road. Passing by, he slows down just enough to get a look at them. His suspicion was right; it’s zombies, groping at the windows, trying to get in, trying to get at whomever is trapped inside their house.


  One glance at Nasira in the mirror is enough to tell him she also notices the zombies.


  “Guess they’ve already spread beyond town,” he mutters.


  Nasira just nods.


  They drive for a minute in silence.


  Then, there’s a reflection up ahead. A car at the side of the road.


  Henrik checks the GPS. Less than one mile. The destination will come up on their left in a minute or so. But they need to pass the parked car first.


  As they get closer, Henrik realizes the car isn’t parked; it’s crashed. Apparently out of nowhere, the driver has suddenly driven into the ditch, and the vehicle—a metallic blue station wagon—is now stuck with its rear pointing upwards at an angle.


  A figure jumps out onto the road, and for a moment, Henrik is sure it’s a zombie. Then the person begins flailing their arms in an unmistakable I-need-your-help-please-pull-over manner.


  “What do they want?” Nasira asks from the back, having already spotted the person up ahead.


  “Probably a ride,” Henrik says, easing off the speed.


  They’re close enough now that he can tell the person is a big teenage boy.


  “Are you going to pick him up?” Nasira asks, a trace of worry in her voice.


  “I can’t just drive by him. I need to at least hear him out.” Henrik sends a smile in the mirror. “Remember that thing about being the exception?”


  He slows down and comes to a halt next to the crashed car. The teenager keeps waving frantically even a few seconds after the Prius has stopped. He’s tall for his age, chubby and crew-cut. His round face is glistening from sweat and his eyes are big and anxious. He glances towards the blue car, then comes around to Henrik’s door.


  Henrik rolls his window down a few inches. “Hey there. Did you have an accident?”


  “Yes!” the boy blurts out, nodding emphatically. “Yes, we had an accident!”


  “What happened?” Henrik asks. “How could you crash on an open road like that?”


  “It was one of those dead people,” the boy says, pointing. “It came out of nowhere, it did! Just walked right out onto the road. Mom tried not to hit it, but it was too late!”


  Henrik looks in the direction of the boy’s finger, and he notices a couple of legs protruding from the ditch in front of the station wagon. Then he also sees a torn-off arm by the side of the road. At least the zombie was killed in the collision.


  “What happened to your mom?” Henrik asks.


  “She’s still in the car! Could you please help her? She’s unconscious and I don’t know what to do!” The boy is shifting his weight from foot to foot nervously, his eyes darting from the station wagon to Henrik and back.


  Henrik looks at the boy a moment longer. He gets the sense that he’s very earnest. He’s obviously in distress. Maybe that’s why he acts and sounds more like a younger kid—the shock of the crash must have shaken him badly.


  “Please, could you help her?” he pleads, on the verge of tears now. “I would really appreciate it. I can’t get her out of the car! She’s unconscious.”


  “Sure,” Henrik says, unbuckling. “I’ll see if I can help.”


  “Wait!” Nasira says, grabbing his shoulder. “Look, Henrik!” She points straight ahead.


  Henrik looks. Six or seven figures are coming this way, crossing the open field, their wobbling way of walking leaving no doubt they’re zombies.


  The boy also looks in the direction and jumps. “Oh, no! Oh, no, no, no! That’s more of them! They’re coming this way!” He grabs the edge of the window with his chubby fingers, staring in at Henrik desperately. “Please! Please help me! Please help my mom! She’s unconscious!”


  “Okay, I’ll help you. Just step back.”


  The boy lets go of the window reluctantly and steps back half a step.


  Nasira is about to say something, but Henrik turns to look at her and cuts her off: “It’s okay, they’re still a couple minutes away. I’ll be quick. Stay here with your brother.”


  Nasira looks grave, but she nods once in silent agreement.


  Henrik gets out of the car. The boy grabs him by the elbow and pulls him towards the station wagon. “Hurry! She’s unconscious! You need to help her.”


  “You told me already,” Henrik says, freeing himself. “Keep an eye on the zombies, okay?”


  “On the what?”


  Henrik looks at him briefly, the look of utter confusion on the boy’s face throws him off for a second. “The zombies. The dead people!”


  “Oh! Sure!” The boy turns and looks in the direction of the zombies. They’re still far enough away that’s there’s time to get the woman out of the car—if she isn’t too badly injured, of course.


  Henrik jumps down into the ditch and looks in through the front window, which is open all the way. A woman with large, curly hair is resting against a flat airbag, facing away from him.


  “Hello? Can you hear me?”


  He reaches in and gently rocks the woman. She doesn’t react the slightest. Henrik notices a trace of blood on the white air bag.


  Is she even still alive?


  “Please help her,” the boy pleads from behind him. “She’s unconscious.”


  Henrik ignores him. Why does the kid keep repeating that? Is he really just in shock? Or did he already check his mom and realized she’s dead? Is the way he keeps saying she’s unconscious a way of denial?


  Henrik yanks the door. It requires all his strength, as the frame is a little bent, but he gets it open just enough. Instead of just pulling out the woman, he wants to make sure she’s not too badly beaten, so he pushes her gently back into the seat, brushing the curls aside to reveal her face. A trickle of blood has run from the side of the mouth and is smeared over her right cheek. Other than that, she looks unharmed.


  Suddenly, she opens her eyes and stares right at him. Simultaneously, both her arms shoot out and grab Henrik’s shirt.


  “It’s okay,” he tells her. “I’m here to help.”


  “The keys,” the woman hisses. “Give them to me.”


  “What?” Henrik says, trying to pull back, but the woman holds on firmly. Her eyes are blazing at him. They don’t belong to a person who just woke up from a state of unconsciousness; they are the eyes of someone who was just pretending, waiting for the right moment.


  “The keys for your car,” the woman says, tightening her grip at his shirt. “Let me have them, now!”


  The situation finally dawns on Henrik completely. He realizes in a flash why the boy kept saying the woman was unconscious. Anger rises to his chest.


  “Let go of me,” he says, grabbing the woman by the wrists, then pulling back his hand with a roar. He looks at the bloody cut in his palm, then down at the dagger pressed against his collarbone.


  He looks at the woman, and her dark eyes stare back at him. “Last chance,” she whispers. “Give me the keys for the car, or I’ll cut your throat.”


  “It’s … it’s already in the car …”


  “Mom!” the boy is suddenly right behind him. “Hurry up! There’re more dead ones coming this way!”


  “It’s okay, Dennis!” the woman calls back at him. “Do it now!”


  Henrik has time to turn his head and see the boy raise something up in the air, blotting out the sun for a brief moment—there’s a scream—then that something connects with the back of Henrik’s head.


   


  THIRTEEN


  Nasira stretches her neck, but can’t really tell what’s going on in the ditch from here. Henrik is by the front window, bent over, but his back is turned, and she can’t see what he’s doing.


  Ever since he jumped down there about thirty seconds ago, the boy has been edging slowly closer, while simultaneously keeping an eye on the approaching group of undead—who is still far away, but closing the distance. And now the boy bends down and picks up something from the grass.


  Nasira lets go of Ali and unbuckles her seat belt.


  “No!” Ali exclaims in Arabic, clasping her arm. “What are you doing?”


  “I don’t trust that boy,” she tells him. “I think he’s a liar. I need to warn Henrik.”


  Ali glances towards the undead, then lets go of her very reluctantly.


  “I’ll be right back,” Nasira tells him and gets out into the baking heat. “Lock the door.”


  She hears the lock snap as soon as she closes the car door. She looks towards the boy, shielding her eyes with her hand, and she sees him step down into the ditch right behind Henrik, who’s still looking in through the window, but now Nasira can see the woman, who’s apparently holding him in a firm grip by the shirt. The vicious expression on the woman’s immediately tells Nasira her suspicion was right.


  Then, the boy lifts the thing he just picked up, and Nasira sees it’s a thick branch. She screams out a split-second before the boy swings the club and connects with Henrik’s head. The sound is dull and heavy, and Henrik collapses without a sound, disappearing from sight.


  Nasira just stands there, in the middle of the road, for a full three seconds, unsure what to do.


  The woman acts a lot more resolutely, getting out of the car, grabbing the boy—who’s staring down at Henrik in stunned amazement, like he can’t fathom what he just did—and pulls him up onto the road with her.


  The sight of the blade in the woman’s hand is what finally calls Nasira back. Ali sees it too, because he shouts to her from inside the car.


  The woman steers right for Nasira, knife in hand, her dark eyes fixating her, and it’s all she can do to not run away. Instead, she turns and grabs the door, pulling it, but it doesn’t open.


  “Unlock it, Ali!” she shouts. “Hurry up!”


  Ali scrambles for the lock, but Nasira catches the reflection of the woman in the window and realizes it’s too late. She jumps to the side and creates a few paces of distance between her and the woman and the boy.


  They stop by the car. The woman grabs the door and tries to open it, but luckily, Ali didn’t unlock it. The boy looks like someone who’s about to cry, his big eyes darting from the woman to the oncoming dead. The woman, however, stares menacingly in at Ali.


  “Unlock the door, boy.”


  “Don’t do it, Ali!”


  The woman rounds on her, squinting. “Tell him to open the door.”


  Nasira shakes her head, looking from Ali’s face inside the car to the place in the ditch where Henrik is lying, probably with an open headwound, then to the undead, now close enough to make out their features.


  “Your friend will be the first one eaten, unless you help him,” the woman says. “And we’ll just smash a window and get into the car anyway. But if you get the boy to open the door, no one else needs to get hurt.”


  Nasira hesitates a moment longer. The situation is a stand-off with no good outcome for them, unless she does as the woman asks. So she looks at Ali and calls out in Arabic: “Come out here, Ali! Come to me! It’s okay!”


  Ali shakes his head, his eyes terrified.


  “Yes, you need to come out here! There’s not much time! Trust me!”


  Ali climbs to the door on the other side of the car, unlocks it and climbs out. He’s barely out before the other boy has jumped in and slammed the door behind him.


  “Come on, Mom!” he calls out, gesturing wildly. “Come in here! The dead people are closing in, they are!”


  The woman seems incredibly unfazed by the approaching threat. She takes a couple of seconds to look at Ali, as he runs to Nasira.


  “I’d get your friend to safety if you want him to live,” she says, nodding towards the ditch.


  “Wait!” Nasira says as the woman is about to get in behind the wheel. “Take us with you! Just away from here. You can drop us off again anywhere. Just please don’t leave us like this!”


  The woman shakes her head once, not even considering the plea, and simply says: “There’s no time.”


  Nasira curses the woman in Arabic. She can’t help it, the fear and the anger simply get the better of her.


  The woman looks back at her, revealing her white teeth in a sneer. “You try praying to your false desert god; I’m sure he’ll help you.”


  Then she gets in behind the wheel of Henrik’s car, starts up the engine and drives off, swerving to avoid the undead, who have now crossed out into the road and have picked up speed. One of them—a young girl around Nasira’s age—is faster than the others and has gained a fair lead.


  Ali squeezes Nasira’s hand hard, tugging at her. “Come on, we have to run!”


  “No!” she says, pulling him back. “We can’t leave Henrik. Come with me!”


  She runs to the ditch and jumps down. Henrik is lying on his side, moaning and moving about, blinking and trying to open his eyes. “Oh, my head,” he groans. “What happened?”


  She feels a rush of gratitude and thanks God that Henrik doesn’t seem too badly hurt, just dazed, and she grabs him by the shoulders. “We need to get inside the car! They’re coming!”


  Those last words seem to get through to him, and he fights his way to his hands and knees. Nasira guides him in through the open car, shoving him across the gear shift. Then she turns and says in Arabic: “Now you, Ali! … Ali?”


  Ali isn’t there.


  He’s still up by the road, glaring at the undead. The front runner girl is only a few yards away, reaching out her arm and clawing at the air with her painted fingernails.


  “Ali!”


  Nasira jumps back up on the road, grabs her brother and yanks him out of the way a split-second before the dead girl can sink her nails into his face. She drags him down to the car and halfway hurls him in through the door. Without looking back—but sensing the dead girl right behind her—Nasira throws herself into the car, reaches back and slams the door. But the window is still open, and there’s no handle, as it can only be rolled up electronically.


  The dead girl walks straight at the car, tripping as she steps into the ditch, and slams her head against the car door with a loud clap. She doesn’t seem fazed at all, though, and Nasira can hear her scramble to get back up right away.


  The girl’s fall wins Nasira the five seconds she needs to see the key still in the ignition, reach out, turn it to switch the ignition on, then hit the button for the window.


  At first, there’s only a scraping sound, and for a terrible moment, Nasira is certain the window won’t close, that she’s made a horrible mistake, that they will all be trapped in the car while the dead girl squeezes in through the opening.


  Then, the glass appears. It moves unevenly, but it still works its way up slowly.


  “Come on, come on, come on,” Nasira chants in Arabic.


  Ali shouts something from the backseat, Henrik moans incoherently from the passenger side, but Nasira hears none of it, she only stares at the window rising painfully slow.


  When it’s halfway up, the face of the dead girl pops up, the milky white eyes fixing on Nasira, and she catches her breath as time seems to stop for a long moment.


  The girl reaches up one hand, eagerly groping at the glass, then reaching it higher, and, just before the window closes, her hand slips inside. Nasira grabs it and tries to push it back out, but the window pins the girl’s wrist to the ceiling, stopping it from coming in farther, and Nasira pulls her own hand away, holding down the button, pressing it with all her strength. The window grinds with a strained noise, working hard to push its way up farther. Then, with a snap, it stops. Nasira presses the button a few more times, but the window doesn’t react; it’s jammed.


  The zombie girl doesn’t seem concerned at all about her wrist being pinned; she just gets to her feet and tries to shove her way in, using both her free hand, and, when that doesn’t prove fruitful, her face. She moans hungrily, her pink tongue lapping at the air, as though she can taste Nasira from there, her teeth gnawing at the edge of the window, causing the glass to give off an alarming creaking sound.


  “She’ll get in!” Ali’s shrill voice finally cuts through to Nasira. “Do something, Nasira! Make her stop!”


  She turns to Henrik, who’s leaning against the opposite door, rubbing the back of his head.


  “Goddamnit,” he groans. “That piece of shit … he struck me with something …”


  “Yes, and they took the car,” Nasira says, leaning closer to Henrik and away from the girl working away at the window. She notices a movement and sees two of the other undead, who have finally caught up. They wobble down into the ditch and immediately bump up against the car, trying to get in.


  For the second time today, Nasira finds herself trapped inside a car with a group of undead outside.


  “Holy hell,” Henrik says, looking out and finally seeming to come completely to his senses. “This is not good …”


  “I know! How do we get out?”


  “We can’t, there are too many.”


  Henrik points, and Nasira follows his finger. The rest of the undead are joining the party, and soon the car is surrounded on all sides. The girl pinned by the window is still biting and pushing at the glass.


  “It’s only a matter of time before they work their way in here,” Nasira says. “I don’t know how much longer the window will hold.”


  Henrik doesn’t seem to hear her; he has pulled out his phone.


   


  FOURTEEN


  Dan strides back and forth in the kitchen, constantly checking the windows facing the courtyard. Any minute now, the white Prius will come into view. He can’t wait to see them again, Mom, Dad and Grandma.


  Ozzy comes into the kitchen, glances at him briefly, then goes to his bowl of water and begins drinking.


  William follows a moment later, rubbing his forehead and looking tired. “I’ve been down there all day. Figured I’d better get some daylight while I still can.” He nods towards the living room. “So, those assholes are still outside, huh?”


  “Yeah, they’re very persistent.”


  William bites his lip. “Maybe we should all just pretend like we are The Beatles or something, you know?”


  Dan stares at him. “What?”


  “Like, we’re the world’s most famous rock band, and those outside are just fans trying to get an autograph.”


  Dan can’t help but smile.


  “Come on, be honest,” William goes on, “wouldn’t that be a lot easier to deal with? I call dibs on Ringo.”


  Dan just shakes his head. “Did they say anything new on TV?”


  William shrugs. “The prime minister held another press conference, addressing people of the town, urging them to stay indoors and to not attempt to leave. She said they were working hard to get the situation under control, that more soldiers had arrived from Copenhagen, and that they would soon find a cure.”


  “A cure?” Dan frowns. “For what? Zombie-itis?”


  William snorts. “That’s funny. No, they’re calling it the Rhabdovirus, because they believe it’s an unknown string of virus related to rabies or something.”


  Dan throws out his arms. “It’s not a virus. You can’t vaccinate people out of it. It’s something completely different. Like, some dark Voodoo magic, or whatever.”


  “Right, you call her up and tell her that. I’m sure she’s all ears.”


  “You don’t believe me?” Dan asks.


  William holds up his hands. “Hey, I’m with you a hundred percent, man. I’m just saying, I don’t think anyone in the government is going to listen.”


  Dan sighs. “You’re right.”


  William leans against the counter, folding his tattooed arms across his chest. “It was uncanny, though. She kept talking about it like it was some sort of disease. I think that’s how they need to look at it, because that’s something you can fix, you know? I’m not even sure they know the zombies are dead. Unless they’ve caught one and dissected it, but I doubt they’d gone that far already.”


  “Has it spread beyond town then?”


  “They didn’t say outright, but they mentioned something about something going down in Aarhus, too. They didn’t want to confirm it, though.”


  Dan gets a sinking feeling in his stomach. “That’s not good. What will happen if they’ve already spread to Aarhus?”


  William lifts himself up onto the counter. “Okay, here’s what I think. I think it depends on the military. She tried to sound reassuring at the press conference, but I don’t know; I mean, how many people live in this town? Almost thirty k? How many of them are brain eaters by now? Are the military going to be able to keep all those fuckers back if they decide to go look for fresh hunting grounds? Not to mention how large of an area they’d need to seal off. If they’re only blocking the roads out of town—and I’m sure there’s hundreds if you count them all—then what’s preventing the zombies from just walking across the fields instead? I saw on some video footage they were sending in helicopters, but come on, they’d still need a thousand of those to patrol the whole area around town. So, all in all, I’m not having high hopes. Not to mention if it’s spread to Aarhus, that’s even worse. A lot more people, a lot bigger city to seal off. Honestly, I think this will turn into a nationwide problem within a day or two. Then, God knows where it’ll go from there.”


  “That’s uplifting.”


  Both Dan and William turn to see Mille standing in the doorway.


  William throws out his hands. “I’d rather be realistic than uplifting. That gives us a better chance of surviving.” He looks at Dan. “Hey, did you ever get a hold of your dad?”


  “I did. They’re coming here.”


  William is busy scratching his elbow, but now he looks at Dan and raises his eyebrows. “They’re coming here? When?”


  “They should be here any minute.”


  William jumps down from the counter. “Seriously? Did you tell Holger?”


  “No, not yet. My dad just called me, like, five minutes ago, and—”


  “Why did they leave home?”


  “It wasn’t safe anymore.”


  “Have they been in contact with any zombies?”


  Dan frowns. “Of course not! They’re not stupid.”


  “Well, did you consider asking us if we’re cool with you inviting your family to our hideout?”


  “They’re not staying, if that’s what you’re so worried about,” Dan says, feeling irritated with William for reacting like this. He also feels a little guilty because he actually did invite them to come and stay. “They’ll just pick me up, and then we’ll be out of your hair.”


  “Oh, really? And where are you planning on going?”


  “What’s that to you?”


  “I’m just curious. I’m sure you’re aware you’re currently at the safest place in like a thousand miles. You’re really going to waltz out of here and just wing it? Just hoping you’ll find somewhere else safe that isn’t already overrun by other survivors?”


  “So what if I do? What do you care? As long as you’re safe.”


  They have both raised their voices now. They’re not shouting, not yet anyway, but they will be soon, Dan is sure of it. To his surprise, however, William replies in almost a whisper.


  “Look, I already lost one friend who made a stupid decision.”


  The fact that William just called him his friend catches Dan off guard. He blinks. “I … well, I’m not going to get myself killed, so you don’t need to worry.”


  “You will if you leave.”


  Mille has been following the conversation silently, but now she speaks. “Hey, no one needs to leave. We’ll figure out a way.”


  Dan sends her a thankful look.


  William also looks at her, but his demeanor isn’t exactly the same. “Easy to say, harder to do.”


  “Nothing is easy to do anymore. But I think we can manage Dan’s parents staying here, at least until we find another solution.”


  William scuffs. “Sure, why not invite everyone we know?”


  Mille crosses her arms. “You’re being a real selfish dick, you know that, right?”


  “It’s called making sure we survive.”


  “No, it’s called making sure you survive.” She points at his chest. “It’s all about you, isn’t it?”


  “Yeah, I guess it is! I like surviving, is that so bad?”


  “It is,” Mille retorts instantly, “if it means you’re not willing to help other people.”


  Dan looks at William, who doesn’t answer right away. His heart speeds up, fearing this will become an all-out fight.


  “The bunker was built for a maximum of four people,” William argues with assumed calm. “You heard Holger say so yesterday, didn’t you?”


  “Uh-huh.”


  “And we are already four people here, in case you didn’t notice. It’s about food rationing. I’m thinking about the long run here, not just how we’ll make it till tomorrow.”


  “Then I’ll eat a little less,” Mille says. “And I’ll sleep on the floor. If that’s what it takes, I’ll be glad to do my part in helping out.”


  William rubs his temple. “We’re not helping anyone if we’re ruining our own chances of making it. Then we’ll all be dead, not just Dan’s parents.”


  “Don’t talk about them like that,” Dan blurts out, feeling a surprising cold towards William. “You’re saying it like they’re already dead.”


  William is about to reply when there’s a sound from the hallway, and Holger enters the kitchen. He’s carrying a big plastic tray overflowing with fresh vegetables, his hands are dark with dirt, and his face is red and sweaty from being out in the sun.


  He puts the tray on the counter, then runs the back of his hand across his forehead, wiping off the sweat, but leaving a trail of dirt. “Darn it, it’s the hottest summer I can remember,” he sighs. Then, apparently noticing the less than cheery mood, he looks around at them before addressing William: “What’s going on? Is anything wrong?”


  William takes a deep breath. “Dan’s parents are coming.”


  “Oh,” Holger says. “Coming where?”


  “Coming here.”


  “No,” Holger says, shaking his head. “No, that’s not possible. We’re already four people, I told you, we can only—”


  “I know, Holger, I was just reminding Dan. We were talking about maybe—”


  Dan’s phone rings. He pulls it out. “It’s my dad,” he says, then answers the call. “Hi, Dad.”


  “Dan? Listen to me … we need help.”


  Dan can tell right away something’s very wrong at the other end of the line. Both from the strain in his dad’s voice, but also because someone is shouting shrilly in the background.


  “What is it?” Dan breathes.


  “We’re trapped … in a car … about a mile up road from where you are … we can’t get out … there are six, no, seven of them right outside …”


  Dan feels his stomach drop to somewhere below his groin. “I’m coming, Dad,” he hears himself say, walking towards the front door.


  He’s stopped as William grabs him hard by the arm, staring at him intently. “What is it?”


  “You need to find someone who can drive,” Dad goes on, and now Dan can tell William is also listening. “We need another car, this one is crashed … and we can’t get out unless someone lures them away …”


  Dan looks at William. “We have a car. And someone who can drive.”


  “Woah, hold on,” William begins, but Dan ignores him and turns away.


  “We’re coming, Dad. Just hold on. Are you … are you all okay?”


  “Yes, we’re fine. But you need to hurry, Dan.”


  “We will. We’re leaving right now. Just hang—”


  Someone screams again in the background. Dan doesn’t catch the words, but there is unmistakable terror in the voice. It’s a woman’s voice, probably his mom, although she sounds different.


  “Move away from the window!” Dad shouts. “Get in the back, Nasira!”


  “Nasira?” Dan repeats, confused. “Dad, who’s there with you?”


  “There’s no time to explain! Please, just hurry, Dan! One of the windows are open! It’s a matter of minutes before they make their way in!”


  Dan’s stomach drops even farther. “Okay. Okay, we’ll hurry. Hang on, Dad!” He hangs up and turns to William, who’s looking back at him with a mixture of anxiety and skepticism. “Come on! We’ve got to go, now!” He makes for the front door, but when William doesn’t follow, he stops and turns back. “Come on! What are you waiting for?”


  “This is a mistake,” William says, shaking his head slowly. “You heard him. The zombies are already in the car.”


  “No, not yet, but they will be if we don’t help them!”


  “We can’t!” William throws out his arms. “We can’t leave here, Dan! I won’t! We might be cut off, and there’ll be no way back! We’ll die out there, don’t you get that?”


  The fear swirling around in Dan’s stomach rushes up into his chest, turning to fierce anger. “I don’t care! That’s a risk I’m willing to take!”


  William crosses his arms. “Well, I’m not.”


  It’s all Dan can do to not throw himself at William. Instead, he points to the courtyard and the road beyond it with a trembling finger, then screams at the top of his lungs, spittle flying from his mouth: “That’s my family out there, you piece of shit! I’ve already lost my sister! I watched her fucking die right in front of me! So fuck you, you coward! If you’re not driving me, I’ll fucking walk!”


  William blinks and uncrosses his arms. He frowns. “What the fuck did you just call me?”


  “I called you a coward!” Dan shouts, grinding his teeth. “That’s what you are! You call me a friend, but you won’t help me! Shows what you’re worth!” Dan turns to leave, then realizes he’s not done, and turns back around. “Don’t you think I’m fucking scared? I am! I’ve been terrified for four days straight! But I’m not going to hide here while my parents die!”


  He doesn’t wait for William to say anything, he simply turns and leaves the kitchen. The front door is locked, so he fumbles with the many locks. Some of them turn, others slide.


  “Wait!”


  Dan looks back and sees William in the doorway. Dan shakes his head firmly. “I’m not waiting another minute …”


  “Well, you’ll have to,” William says, pointing. “Because they’re right outside.”


  Dan looks at the narrow window next to the door and sees two zombies standing on the other side, groping at the door. He gasps and steps back, horrified at how close he got to opening the door. “I’ll … I’ll climb out of a window, then,” he says, going back into the kitchen.


  “You can’t,” William says as Dan shoves past him. “They’re all barred up. Unless you want to go upstairs and climb out onto the roof, then jump down.”


  Dan stops dead and throws out his arms in frustration. “How the fuck do I get out of here?”


  “I’ll show you,” William says. “I’m coming with you. We take my car.”


  Dan rounds on him, squinting. Then, he nods. “Fine. But we need to hurry!”


  William turns to Holger. “We’re leaving through the Narnia exit. We’ll be back within half an hour.”


  Holger looks very uneasy, shifting his weight back and forth, but he doesn’t argue.


  “Narnia exit?” Dan asks.


  William doesn’t answer. “Ozzy, you’re coming with us.”


  The German shepherd was obviously only waiting for the word, because it jumps forward, whining eagerly, like a kid desperate to get off the bench and join the game.


  William goes out to the tiny room with the stairs leading to the first floor, Ozzy right at his heel, and Dan follows along. He looks to the window, which is very high up and very narrow, and he’s just about to tell William there’s no way they’re getting out through there, when William opens the cabinet under the stairs.


  To Dan’s surprise, there’s no shelves or anything else inside the cabinet; it’s completely empty. William reaches in and presses the back wall. A click, and the wall swings open, revealing itself to be a secret door.


  “Get the name now?” William asks with a brief smile, finding his phone and activating the flashlight. “I’m the one who came up with it, by the way.” Then he squeezes into the cabinet and disappears into the darkness.


  Ozzy needs no further invitation, but rushes after his owner.


  Dan does the same.


  A short staircase leads down half a story, then a claustrophobically narrow and dirt-smelling hallway proceeds straight ahead. Dan follows the light of William’s phone for what feels like several yards. Then they reach another staircase, and William jumps up and pushes open a hatch, revealing a strip of daylight as he peeks out.


  “Okay, coast is clear,” he whispers. “But we need to be quick.”


  He lifts the hatch open all the way and climbs the rest of the way up. Ozzy is right behind him, and Dan follows suit. Suddenly, they’re standing at the farthest corner of Holger’s courtyard, right next to William’s car.


  Dan looks in amazement at what looks like a sewer cover from above ground, but as William closes it again, he can tell it’s only a well-crafted paper-mache imitation.


  “He thought of everything,” he mutters, forgetting for a moment all about his parents.


  “Yeah,” William says, opening the back door to his car and allowing Ozzy to jump in. “And why do you think I parked right here? Come on, get in, before they notice us.”


  Dan throws a glance towards the house. The two zombies are still clawing at the front door, and another three are standing by the kitchen windows. Through the glass, he notices Holger and Mille both looking out at him.


  “Come on, Dan!” William calls, starting up the car.


  Dan quickly gets in, just as the zombies—apparently drawn by the sound of the car engine—turn this direction and begin staggering for the car.


  William guns it, and the car roars, speeding out of the driveway, gravel flying everywhere.


  Neither of them notices the white Prius parked behind the garage, its engine idling quietly.


  


  FIFTEEN


  Mille watches from the kitchen window as they drive off.


  The zombies, who had been waddling towards the car now realize it’s hopelessly out of reach, turn around and stagger back to the house, resuming their tireless scratching at the windows and the front door.


  She shutters at the sight of the expressionless faces and turns away, looking instead at Holger.


  The host is standing in the middle of the room, looking at the floor while his lips move with no sound. It looks like he’s debating internally what to do now.


  It strikes her then, that she’s alone in the house with this man she hardly knows at all. What was it William said he suffered from? Paranoia? Are paranoid people prone to violence? She has no idea.


  So far, Holger has acted pretty normal, except for those conversations in his head he tends to have, which makes him fall curiously unaware to what’s going on around him.


  But right now, he looks upset, and it makes him restless, shifting his weight from foot to foot. Rubbing his sides with his palm.


  “Guess it’s just you and me for a while,” she says to break the silence, trying out a nervous smile at Holger.


  He meets her eyes briefly, then looks down at the floor again. “I need to rinse these,” he mutters, gesturing to the tray of vegetables.


  “Oh, sure,” she says. “You need me to help?”


  “No!” He shakes his head emphatically.


  Mille takes a step backwards, surprised at the sudden rise of his voice.


  “No, thank you,” he repeats, more calmly this time.


  “Okay,” she says. “I’ll leave you to it, then.” She turns to go back to the living room, when Holger speaks again.


  “I don’t know, I’ve never seen her before.”


  “What’s that?” Mille says, turning around.


  Holger has already begun working on the vegetables. He looks over his shoulder, but not directly at her. “Where did you live? Before this went down, I mean. Did you live in town?”


  “Yeah, I did.”


  “Did you live with anyone?”


  “Uhm, no. I lived alone.”


  “Were you born here?”


  “I moved here just last year.”


  “Oh, that explains it.” Holger concentrates on the vegetables again, turning on the faucet and scrubbing them briskly. The weird interview is apparently over.


  Mille broods for a couple of seconds, deciding it might just be Holger’s strange way of small talking. But just as she’s about to leave the kitchen for the second time, he says in a low voice: “She claims she moved here last year.”


  Mille turns once again and looks at him.


  Still with his back turned, Holger shakes his head. “No, I don’t. But William does. He wouldn’t have brought her here if we couldn’t trust her.”


  Mille squeezes her lips together. She suddenly feels bad for Holger. She gets the clear sense that Holger is basically friendly, if a little reclusive, but his illness makes it very hard for him to interact with others.


  She feels like saying something to him, anything to make him feel a little less anxious, but she doesn’t know what, and suddenly she catches a movement through the window.


  It’s not the zombies, there are no zombies at this particular window at this moment. It’s farther away, too; all the way over where William’s car was parked. Mille frowns. It seems to her she just saw the hatch to the secret exit close. Her first thought is that William or Dan might have returned—but would they be back already? It’s been less than five minutes. Besides, where is William’s car?


  She’s not even sure she saw anything. Maybe it was just a bird taking off. Maybe it was pure imagination.


  But her pulse has risen slightly.


  “Holger?” she asks, stepping closer to the window. “That exit William and Dan just left? Can you come in that way too?”


  Holger looks at her, then shakes his head. “No. No one knows that exit, and it’s very difficult to find.”


  “Yeah, I know, but what I mean is, if someone did find it, could they open the hatch? Is it possible to open it from outside?”


  Holger considers for a moment. “I guess so, in theory.”


  “So there’s no lock on the inside?”


  “No. Why would there? It’s hidden.”


  A noise from out in the hallway.


  “What was that?” she asks.


  Holger looks at her. “What was what?”


  “Didn’t you hear that?”


  He shakes his head and keeps rinsing the vegetables.


  Mille bites her thumb—a habit she developed when she was very young and hasn’t been able to shake—and looks at the open doorway.


  Did I just imagine that noise? I must have. The situation is eerie, that’s why I’m so jumpy.


  Then the woman steps into view, and Mille lets out a scream.


  She’s tall and wiry and surprisingly pale considering the sunny weather these last weeks. Her skin is freckly and her hair is reddish and curly. She’s dressed in cut-off shorts and a blue tank top clutching her ribs and pointy breasts. Around her neck is a heavy necklace full of weird objects like feathers, crystals and what looks like tiny bones. Her thin fingers are full of rings. Her eyes are piercingly blue and staring right at Mille.


  Holger turns towards Mille with a look of alarm. “What? What is it? What’s wrong? Why are you screaming like that?”


  Mille can’t answer, she can only stare right back at the woman in the doorway.


  “It’s okay,” the woman says, raising one slender hand. Her voice is surprisingly deep. “No need to be scared.”


  Holger spins around, almost knocking the tray to the floor, and gapes at the woman. “How … how did you get in here?”


  “Sorry for intruding like this, Holger,” the woman says, not moving. “You remember me, right? I’m Birgit. I live down the road.” She talks very measured and calmly.


  “What are you doing here?” Holger demands. “How did you get in?”


  “We used the underground tunnel,” the woman tells him. “Like I said, we’re sorry for barging in, but we had no choice.”


  “‘We’?” Mille says, finally finding her own voice again. “Who else is here?”


  The woman turns her head and looks at her for a moment. Then she steps aside slightly. “This is my son.”


  Nothing happens for a few seconds. Then, a tall, chubby teenage boy peeks out from the doorway where he was hiding.


  “Hello,” he says, his cracking voice a stark contrast to his mother’s. In fact, he sounds just as insecure as he looks, like a little boy on his first day of school. “My name is Dennis,” he tells Mille, smiling shyly. “Nice to meet you. Hi, Holger.”


  “You … you can’t be here,” Holger says, shaking his head. “You’re trespassing. You’ll have to leave—right now! Leave!”


  He steps forwards, holding out his hands in a pushing-away motion, like he’s hoping to shove them back without touching them. In his right hand he’s holding the peeler.


  Dennis takes a step back, but the woman stays put, looking at Holger with fiery eyes. “Don’t do anything stupid now, Holger. We don’t want any violence.”


  Holger stops abruptly, gasping, and as he steps back, Mille can see why.


  In the woman’s hand is a knife. Or rather, it looks more like an old-fashioned dagger, like something out of Game of Thrones, bronze colored and decorated hilt. The woman doesn’t do anything with the knife—it just hangs there casually from her hand. But Mille gets the clear feeling she knows exactly how to use it—and that she wouldn’t hesitate to do so.


  “Like I said, we had no choice,” the woman goes on, still looking at Holger, still talking very calmly. “The dead came to our house and drove us out. We managed to get to the car, but we crashed a mile from here. We had to come here; we had nowhere else to go. If we hadn’t, we would have been surely dead by now.”


  She gestures towards the windows. Mille doesn’t need to look to know what she means. Her heart is pounding away in her throat, as she tries hard to discern whether their uninvited guests have clean intentions or not. The situation feels like it could go either way.


  “I knew you wouldn’t let us in if we had simply knocked,” the woman goes on, still addressing Holger with her calm, commanding voice. “And I don’t blame you. I probably wouldn’t have done so myself. But when we saw those two boys come up from that tunnel, I knew it was our last chance to get to safety. So, we took it.”


  Holger keeps shaking his head while the woman talks, his eyes darting from the floor to the window to the dagger in the woman’s hand. “You can’t be here,” he mutters. “You can’t, we’re too many now. With Dan’s parents coming, we will be eight people. Eight people is way too many. We won’t have food for more than a few months.”


  “I’m sure we can make it work,” the woman says. “Perhaps we won’t even have to stay here for very long. We might leave again if it becomes safe to do so.”


  This last statement seems to calm Holger down a little. He stops stepping and looks sideways at the woman, his lips moving. “You … you will leave again as soon as you can?”


  The woman holds out her hand—the one not holding the dagger. “We don’t want to be here any more than you want us here. But the situation is quite extraordinary. You can at least grant us refuge till tomorrow, can’t you, Holger?”


  Mille can’t tell if it’s on purpose or not, but the woman moves her dagger-hand ever so slightly as she talks; only just enough for Holger to notice. It might be a coincidence, but Mille thinks not.


  Holger, still looking on the fence, begins shaking his head again.


  The woman’s expression changes ever so slightly. Mille senses her patience running out. And she reacts instinctively.


  “I think it’s okay, Holger,” she says, stepping towards him. “I think there’ll be no harm in them staying the night here. I’m sure we can spare a couple of meals, right?”


  Holger glances at her, clearly uncomfortable with her being so close, but Mille stays put.


  “I … I should call William,” Holger murmurs, going to his pocket.


  “I’m sure William will agree this is the right thing to do,” Mille says, putting her hand on Holger’s arm, so he doesn’t take out his phone. “Besides, he’ll be back any minute, so we can ask him.”


  For a moment, no one says anything.


  The woman, her son and Mille all await Holger’s decision.


  Mille tries to catch his eye, but Holger is staring at the floor again, conversing with himself internally. She tries to send him a mental message. Tries to warn him that he only has one right call to make here, if he doesn’t want things to escalate. Because the woman in the doorway obviously means business, and Mille feels certain she won’t take no for an answer. In fact, she strikes Mille as someone willing to do just about anything to ensure her own—and her son’s—survival.


  Then, Holger darts a glance at the woman, and asks: “Just for tomorrow?”


  A trace of a smile appears at the corner of the woman’s thin lips. “Just for tomorrow. Then we’ll see.”


  Holger chews his tongue, then nods. “All right. All right, we can be eight people until tomorrow. That won’t be too big of a problem. We can manage that. But just for tomorrow.”


  Mille draws a discrete sigh of relief, noticing the woman sliding the dagger into her belt.


  Holger turns to the sink, muttering something to himself about getting on with work, then he continues scrubbing the vegetables.


  “Well,” Mille says, realizing Holger isn’t going to play host. She tries to smile at the newcomers. “Is there anything you need? Something to eat or drink?”


  The woman smiles back at her. “I could really use a glass of water. How about you, Dennis?”


   


  SIXTEEN


  William has barely gotten the car into fourth, before Dan leans forward and exclaims: “There! I see them!”


  William sees them too. That is, he sees the rear end of a blue station wagon protruding from the roadside ditch and a flock of zombies crowding it, shoving and stumbling over each other to get close to the potential meal.


  “That’s your parents’ car?” he asks, letting off the gas.


  “No,” Dan says, shaking his head. “But it’s got to be them.” Dan looks at him. “Why are you slowing down? Hurry up!”


  “We need a game plan,” William says. “We can’t just rush over there.”


  “Just drive close enough that they’ll come for us, then back up and lure them away from the car, so my mom and dad can get out.”


  William bites his lip. “I’m not sure that’ll work. I don’t think we can get close enough.”


  “Well, try it anyway!”


  William drives closer to the crashed car. None of the zombies react, even as they come to a halt right next to the station wagon. Dan moves around in his seat, stretching his neck in an effort to see his parents.


  “There’s my dad!” he exclaims and waves frantically. “Dad! We’re here! We’ll get them away now!”


  William sees a man in the passenger side of the car, leaning against the inside of the door so as to keep out of reach of the zombie girl standing by the driver side window. She appears to have gotten the window a little open and managed to squeeze both arms in, pushing eagerly to reach Dan’s father. The glass of the window is cracked and looks like it might give way any second.


  In the backseat is a girl somewhere between Dan and William’s age, hugging a kid tightly and looking out at them with big, scared eyes. They look Arabic, and William recalls the name he heard on the phone. Something with a Middle Eastern ring to it. He can’t see Dan’s mother anywhere.


  Ozzy growls from the backseat, eyeing the zombies menacingly.


  “Settle down, boy,” William tells him, surprised at how quickly Ozzy has caught on about the undead posing a threat.


  Dan rolls down his window and leans out, flailing both arms. “Hey! Hey, you! Look! I’m right here!”


  None of the zombies pay any notice to him, they just keep working the station wagon, groping and biting at the windows. One of the closest briefly turns its head their way, but then apparently decides the station wagon is the better bet, turning towards it again.


  “It’s no use,” William says. “The distance is too big. We would have to drive into the ditch to get their attention.”


  Dan runs his hand through his hair. “Okay. I’ll get out, then. I’ll lure them away.”


  “You sure about that? I mean, can you run with your bad ankle?”


  “It’s better now. And there’s no other way.”


  “I could go out and sick Ozzy at them. He already did it once, and he can’t get infected. Plus, they don’t care about dogs.”


  “But you have to get out, too,” Dan points out, “and who would drive the car, then?”


  William eyes him, as Dan—not waiting for an answer—resolutely unbuckles and opens his door, and he can’t help but admire the kid. When he first picked him up in town yesterday, he took him for a bit of a wuss. But after learning what Dan had been through, William’s respect is growing. And now, at the thought of his family being in danger, Dan was acting with more courage than William himself would probably be able to muster.


  Dan steps out of the car, then looks back in at William. “You be ready to help them over as soon as I get the zombies away from the car, okay?”


  “Right. Be careful, man.”


  “I will.”


  Dan closes the door, and William sees him take a deep breath before he walks towards the crashed car and the zombie herd.


  Ozzy growls again, staring across William’s shoulder.


  “I know, buddy,” he whispers, not taking his eyes off Dan. “This is a bad fucking idea …”


  


  SEVENTEEN


  Mille shows Birgit and Dennis into the living room, bringing them each a glass of water.


  “Try and find someplace to sit down,” she offers, gazing around the over-stuffed living room. “I know it’s not exactly easy.”


  “Thank you,” the woman says, taking a seat in the chair by the window. Even sitting down, she seems taller than Mille, with her straight posture and her chin lifted slightly.


  Dennis squeezes down into the couch at the spot where Mille was sitting earlier, meditating. He takes a few big gulps of water, then begins studying all the stuff Holger has stored up.


  “I’m sorry, I didn’t catch your name?” the woman asks, holding out her hand.


  Mille hesitates for just a second, then takes it. The woman’s grip is firm and cool.


  “Mille,” she says.


  “Nice to meet you, Mille. So, how did you end up here?” Her tone is curiously nonchalant, like they had coincidentally met at the bus stop.


  “I … well, I was supposed to go on a trip with my class, and we had just left town when the bus was attacked.”


  The woman raises her thin eyebrows. “Oh, you were one of the poor kids on the bus?”


  “Yes. I think I might have been the only one who made it.”


  “Awful,” the woman says, frowning. “I’m so sorry to hear that. You must be mourning the loss of all your friends deeply.”


  “Well, yes,” Mille says, a little befuddled by the way the woman talks. Who uses the word ‘mourning’? She gets the sense the woman is a lot older than her age—which can’t be much more than forty.


  “And you probably saw most of them die, didn’t you?” the woman goes on, still frowning. “They said on the news it had been quite bloody. I believe they used the term ‘massacre.’” The woman shakes her head slowly. “I can’t even begin to imagine how traumatic that must have been for you.”


  The empathy in the woman’s voice is almost genuine—almost. Yet Mille gets the sense she could really care less about the bloodbath Mille had witnessed.


  “Yes, it … it was awful,” Mille says.


  “So, you sought refuge here?”


  There it is again. That old-fashioned way of talking.


  “Not exactly. I went back to town. I tried to … to help one of my classmates who had been bitten. We tried to get him to the hospital in time, but … it was too late.”


  “Oh, dear. Well, it was brave of you to try and help.”


  “Then I …” Mille decides to skip the part where she fainted. “I was picked up by William and Dan. They brought me here.”


  “That’s the two boys who left just before we came?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Did you know them?”


  “No. They just picked me up because they wanted to help.”


  The woman smiles. “It’s true what they say; crises like these really do bring out the best in people.”


  “Or the worst,” Mille adds, without really thinking. Her eyes involuntarily go to the dagger in the woman’s belt, and when she meets the woman’s eyes again, she knows she noticed.


  “It’s a balance,” the woman says in a low voice. “You have to help others, but you also have to survive yourself.”


  “I guess.”


  The woman sips her water, then asks: “And your family? Where are they?”


  Suddenly, this feels to Mille like an interview more than a conversation. Like the woman is trying to get something out of her. She decides to not give her anymore private information.


  “I couldn’t tell you.”


  The woman tilts her head slightly. “You don’t know?”


  “No.”


  Ironically, it’s the truth. Yet the woman seems to sense that Mille doesn’t want to play along in the fake conversation anymore, and she stops asking. Instead, there’s a long moment of silence passing through the living room. The woman holds Mille’s gaze, and Mille doesn’t look away. The space between them suddenly seems charged, like sparks could begin flying any moment. Mille can sense the woman tries very hard to read her thoughts.


  Then, Mille’s phone suddenly vibrates.


  “Sorry,” she says, pulling it out reflexively and breaking eye-contact. “That’s probably William or Dan. They must be …” She stops talking when she sees the name on the screen. A rush of cold runs down her back despite the warmth of the room. She declines the call, then puts away the phone again.


  When she looks up, she sees the woman still eyeing her, now smiling knowingly. She doesn’t say anything, though, doesn’t ask who called. She just sips her glass of water, then rests it in her lap.


  Dennis has picked up some electronic device and shows it to his mom. “Wow, Mom, look at all this cool stuff!”


  The woman doesn’t look at it; she’s still looking at Mille.


  Mille picks up her headset. “I’ll just … be in the next room if you need me.” She points to Holger’s bedroom.


  The woman nods once.


  Mille leaves the living room, closing the door behind her. She sits down on Holger’s bed, thankful that the room is only dimly lit due to the heavy curtains shutting out most of the sunlight. Also, there are no zombies outside this window.


  She puts on the headset and plugs it into her phone. The familiar feeling of creeping anxiety has formed in her chest after the phone rang. She finds a YouTube video with calming music and crosses her legs. Her thoughts are spinning, but she tries to ignore them, tries to not engage. It’s hard.


  What does she want? Why does she keep calling? Is she in danger? Or is she concerned about me?


  Mille closes her eyes and takes a deep breath, then breathes back out and visualizes the fear and tension flowing out of her.


  Just as the technique begins working, she hears a sound and opens her eyes.


  The door is open. The woman is standing there.


  “Sorry for intruding,” the woman says. “I just need to know where the bathroom is. Dennis has to pee.”


  Couldn’t you have asked Holger? Mille thinks, but she just says: “Sure. It’s out in the hall, then right.”


  “Thank you.” The woman is about to step back out, when something apparently occurs to her, and she asks: “Was that your mother calling just now?”


  Mille is dumbfounded for a couple of seconds. “That’s … that’s not really any of your business,” she says, feeling the heat rise to her cheeks.


  To her surprise, the woman smiles. “You’re right. Sorry for being curious.”


  She closes the door and leaves Mille in stunned silence. Her thoughts are racing even faster now, her heart pounding under her chin.


  How the hell did she know?


  Had she seen the display when the call came in? No, Mille was standing several feet away. Besides, the name on the phone wasn’t Mom, it was Helle.


  Suddenly, it’s not so much anxiety fluttering around her chest, but anger. She feels violated, like the woman had revealed one of Mille’s ugliest secrets. Like she did manage to read her thoughts after all. Who gave her the right to intrude like that? Wasn’t it enough they had forced their way into Holger’s house, all but threatening them to let them stay?


  Mille decides she’s not going to simply take it. Dagger or no dagger, the woman can’t just go around poking her nose in other people’s stuff and expect to get away with it.


  She leaves the headset and goes back into the living room.


  The woman is standing by the window, the glass of water in her hand. She has opened the curtain, and the late afternoon sunlight is streaming in, turning her red hair even more fiery.


  Two zombies are standing right outside, pushing and shoving for the spot closest to the woman, both groping the glass. Surprisingly, the woman doesn’t seem to care at all; she just stares out over their heads and into the distance.


  “Excuse me,” Mille says, stepping closer.


  The woman turns her head and looks at her. “Yes?”


  “I … I don’t think you … you can’t just …” The words stumble over each other, and suddenly, facing the woman, Mille doesn’t know how to express her anger.


  The woman looks at her, patiently, her expression serene.


  Oh, like you have no idea, Mille thinks, getting even angrier.


  She decides to stop pretending and flings out her arms. “How did you know?”


  “Know what?”


  “Who called me just now?”


  “Hm,” the woman says, smiling faintly. “Well, I just wondered why you wouldn’t answer a call if someone’s trying to reach you right now. And I noticed you became quite upset. I figured that could only mean the person on the other end hurt you badly.” She shrugs. “And who can hurt a young woman worse than her own mother?”


  Mille opens her mouth, then closes it again. The words have connected like punches to her gut. “You shouldn’t … you don’t have the right to …” Her voice is weak, her objections fall short; the woman doesn’t even seem to hear her.


  She simply looks out the window again, giving off an impression of a general overseeing a battlefield.


  “I understand your anger,” she says.


  “You have no idea,” Mille begins, her voice a little stronger now. “How dare you talk about—”


  “My own mother hurt me too, you know. In so many ways. The physical punishment was the least of it.”


  Mille stares at the woman, not knowing what to say. Her pulse is racing so fast, her vision is going a little dark, and for a moment, she feels like she’s going to faint again. She has never spoken a word to anybody about this, not even her closest friends. Not even Krista knew how abusive Mille’s mom had been. And now, this total stranger was acting like she knew all about it.


  Dennis enters the living room. “Mom, come look at this! Holger has this really cool—” The boy breaks off when he notices Mille.


  “Go help Holger with the vegetables, Dennis,” the woman says without turning away from the window. “The least we can do is be helpful while we’re here.”


  “Okay, Mom,” the boy says obediently, turning around and walking back out to the kitchen—after darting one last glance at Mille.


  “I never told my son about this,” the woman goes on. “I don’t want him to know. I don’t want anybody to know, really.” She takes a deep breath. “I ran away from home at the age of fourteen. One night, I just decided I’d had enough. I think that she had burnt me with cigarettes that day. That was one of her favorite ways of punishing me.” The woman finally seems to notice the zombies outside the window. There are four of them now. “These poor things were human beings just a few days ago—can you believe it?”


  Mille glances briefly at the undead, swallowing. “I can, actually,” she whispers. “I’ve seen several of them come back from the dead.”


  The woman nods. “I’m glad to hear you don’t believe the lies they’re telling on the news. This virus-thing … it’s just silly. I mean, just look at them. It should be obvious to anyone there’s nothing human left in them. The merciful thing would be simply putting them down.” The woman shakes her head. “But they’re not going to. Our society has become too humanitarian. They will keep on trying to help, instead of doing what’s necessary, and it’ll be our doom.”


  She sits down on the chair, looking at her glass for a moment, then drinking the last of the water, tasting it before swallowing.


  “It took me years to forgive my mother,” she says, not looking at Mille. “By the time I was finally able to return home, it was too late. My mother had died. Cancer. You know how many times I prayed for her to get cancer?”


  Mille doesn’t say anything; the woman doesn’t seem to expect an answer, either. She goes on.


  “Her death hit me like you wouldn’t believe. I fell to pieces. It showed me how much love there had been despite the abuse. I realized the hate was only a thin veil. And the funny thing was, that I had always known. I just … chose to overlook it. You know?”


  The woman finally looks at her, and Mille becomes aware her own mouth is open. She closes it, blinks and nods. “I guess … I guess I know what you mean.”


  “Sure you do. You’re a clever young woman. You’ve made tough choices, but they were necessary for you to survive at the time. Now … with all of this going on, the world falling apart …” The woman shrugs. “It may be time for every one of us to reconsider our choices. Especially the ones we’ve made regarding our families.”


  Mille shakes her head. “This doesn’t change anything. It doesn’t change what she’s done to me.” She can’t believe the words left her mouth.


  “I know. Nothing can change that. But you can change. If you want to. You can forgive. You can return home.”


  Mille suddenly realizes—to her utter horror—that she’s on the verge of crying. The woman is talking in such a calming manner, it’s like listening to a lullaby slowly leading you to sleep.


  “I only have Dennis now,” the woman goes on, sending a warm look towards the kitchen. “He’s all I have, and I’ll do anything for him.” She looks back at Mille, and suddenly, there’s that fierceness in the blue eyes again. “Anything. I would even kill if I had to. He’s my blood, and he will be so forever. Even if he hates me. Even if he leaves me. That’s why your mother is calling you now.”


  Mille tries to shake her head, tries to say something, but she can’t. She can’t stop the tears from spilling over, either.


  The woman’s expression grows soft once more. “If this is the end of the world, wouldn’t you want to see your mother one last time? Wouldn’t you want her to know that you love her?”


   


  EIGHTEEN


  What the hell am I doing?


  The thought flies through William’s mind as he sees Dan walk towards the herd of zombies surrounding the car in the ditch.


  I can’t just sit here and let him kill himself.


  He unbuckles and opens the door. Ozzy whines impatiently from the backseat. “Not yet, buddy. You stay here.”


  William gets out, but leaves the engine running and the door open.


  Dan is still on the asphalt, but close enough now that the zombies should be reacting to him. But they all seem engrossed in the people inside the car.


  “Hey!” Dan says, stepping out onto the shoulder and waving his arms. “I’m right here! Come get me!”


  The closest of the undead—an old, skinny lady with a nasty crater in her sternum, revealing both a row of ribs and what looks like part of a collapsed lung—turns towards him.


  Dan turns and runs away as the zombie lady comes waddling up from the ditch. But as soon as he gets too far out of reach, the zombie stops, turns around and goes back to work on the car.


  “No, no!” Dan shouts, walking back. “Come to me! Come here! All of you!”


  He walks closer, trying to catch the attention of more of the zombies, and he manages to get a few of them to turn towards him. Two of them even give it a try, but as soon as Dan moves away, they lose interest and turn back to the easier meal in the car.


  “Fuck!” Dan shouts, running both hands through his hair. “It’s not working!”


  “I’ll help you,” William says, stepping closer.


  Dan looks over at him with surprise. “It’s no use! We’ll never get them all away at once.”


  “Maybe we don’t need to. Maybe if we just get the ones on this side to move, then your folks can climb out.”


  Dan looks at the car. “Did you hear that, Dad? We’ll try and get them to move away from the passenger door. So be ready to come out on this side, okay?”


  William sees the man in the front seat nod and send a thumbs-up.


  “Let me go first,” William says. “Wait until I have mine a little way down the road. They’re not moving very fast, so maybe I can run back and do another one after you.”


  Dan nods.


  William takes a few deep breaths. Then he walks towards the car, surprised at how unwilling his legs feel. It requires all of his will power to get them to move.


  How the fuck did Dan just do it? He’s a lot braver than he looks.


  Of course, Dan is motivated by the fact that the people in the car are his family; to William, they’re random strangers.


  I’m risking my life for someone I don’t know.


  The thought is followed by a shot of guilt, as he realizes how selfish it is. So, he shoves it aside and concentrates on the situation. As soon as he gets close enough, he bends down and picks up a small stone from the roadside, not taking his eyes off the nearest zombies.


  “Hey!” he shouts, throwing the stone and hitting one of them in the back of the head.


  The zombie—a fat, middle-aged guy with a torn-open throat and an unhinged jaw—turns and makes a move at William, who jumps backwards. He backs away but makes sure not to create too much distance between them, keeping it below ten feet, which seems like way too close. But it works; the fat guy keeps going, following William down the road away from the cars.


  “Now you!” he shouts, taking his eyes off the fat zombie just a split-second to look at Dan. “You lure away the old hag!”


  Dan is already moving towards the car again, and as William backs farther away, keeping an eye on both the fat guy and Dan, he suddenly catches a movement from a completely different direction. A tall, gangly guy wearing nothing but shorts comes staggering out from the opposite wheatfield and crosses the road, headed right for Dan, whose full attention is on the old lady zombie.


  “Dan!” William roars. “Look out!”


  Dan hears him, but he doesn’t get the message; he obviously thinks William is just warning him to be careful about the zombie lady, because he only looks in William’s direction briefly and nods once.


  “No, behind you!” William screams, and without thinking, he sprints back towards Dan, barely steering clear of the fat zombie, who tries to grab him but misses by an inch as William flies past him. “Behind you, Dan!”


  Dan looks back, sees the newcomer, lets out a scream and tries to spin around and run all at once, resulting in his shoe slipping on the hot asphalt, sending him down on one knee.


  William is still too far away.


  He can’t reach Dan in time.


  The zombies are too close, closing in from both sides.


  Oh, fuck! This is it …


  Ozzy barks from inside the car just as William passes it, and an idea flies through his head. Even before he can think, he shouts: “Ozzy, attack!”


  The dog needs no further invitation; it was already perched on the front seat, just waiting to be tapped in. Now it bolts out of the car and closes the distance to Dan in no time. The German shepherd gives off one angry bark before it lurches full speed at the male zombie, tackling him like an American footballer.


  “Holy shit,” William exclaims, stopping in surprise and forgetting about Dan completely for a moment, as he stares at Ozzy tearing at the zombie’s shoulder. The dead guy doesn’t seem to pay any heed to the dog, he tries instead to get up and get back at Dan. But Ozzy thrashes hard enough to throw the zombie onto its back, then he drags it away.


  Dan has already seen the opportunity and scrambled away from the lady zombie, now getting to his feet and running towards William.


  “Holy shit,” William says again, reaching out and grabbing Dan by the arm. “You okay, man? That was a fucking close call!”


  “I … I think I’m fine,” Dan mutters, looking like someone who just stared death in the face. “I just hurt my hand a little when I fell down.”


  They move away farther, as the zombie lady makes a halfhearted attempt to follow them, before she changes her mind and heads back for the car in the ditch.


  Ozzy is still working the other zombie, having torn open his shoulder and dragged him several yards down the road.


  “Ozzy!” William shouts. “Release! Heel!”


  Ozzy lets go of the zombie—not completely voluntarily, but still he obeys and returns to William. He’s panting, looking proud and his mouth is full of blood.


  “Good boy,” William says, not touching Ozzy, as he suspects the zombie blood will be contagious if he comes into contact with it. Being a dog, Ozzy will most likely be fine—after all, he already bit one zombie yesterday and probably swallowed at least a few drops.


  “This isn’t working,” Dan says, looking over at the zombie who was just mangled by Ozzy. The guy gets to his feet and simply waddles over to the car in the ditch like nothing happened, joining the rest of the gang.


  “You’re right,” William says, wiping sweat from his chin. He’s completely soaked from running around out here under the baking afternoon sun, and he could really use a Coke right now. Or, better yet, an ice-cold Carlsberg. “We need help.”


  As though his words made it happen, there’s a honking of a car horn, and William turns to see a red SUV approaching. There’s a heavyset guy behind the wheel and a frail-looking woman next him. The driver is gesturing for them to move out of the way.


  “Hey, we need some help!” William shouts and waves his arms.


  The SUV lunges forward, and William and Dan jump to the side.


  “Wow, asshole!” William cries out, flipping the finger to the guy behind the wheel as he speeds past them. “Thank you for not being a selfish dick!”


  The SUV speeds on off down the road.


  “What now?” Dan asks, wiping sweat from his brow. The afternoon is turning into early evening, but the sun is still hot.


  “Guess we’ll just have to wait and hope the next one will be more generous.”


  At that moment, they both hear the sound of a rumbling engine approaching from behind.


   


  NINETEEN


  Mille looks at her phone and breathes deeply. Her finger hovers over the call button. She’s back in Holger’s bedroom, alone.


  Surprisingly, there’s hardly any fear. She feels oddly resolved. Like she has already made the decision several hours ago, and now finally is able to stop fighting it.


  Then, she makes the call. Puts the phone to her ear as it begins ringing.


  It’s answered almost immediately. The voice is shaky and full of hope.


  “Mille? My God, is that you?”


  “Hi, Mom.”


  “Oh, God! It’s so good to hear your voice. Are you okay?” Her mom is on the verge of tears.


  “I’m fine. How about you?”


  “I was so worried. I thought something might have happened to you. We’ve been at your apartment, looking for you, but you weren’t there.”


  Mille frowns. “You’ve been in town?”


  “We still are! We came here as soon as we heard about what was happening.”


  Mille blinks. “Who are ‘we’?”


  “Torben and I, of course.”


  “Oh, so you’re back together?”


  “We’ve been for two years now. We—”


  A man’s voice in the background. Torben, no doubt. It sounds like they’re in a car.


  “What’s he saying?”


  “He’s wants me to ask where you are, so we can come pick you up.”


  “I … I don’t know, Mom. Did you guys really come all this way just to get me?”


  “Sure! I couldn’t live with myself if I knew anything had happened to you and I could have prevented it.”


  Mille closes her eyes in an effort to hold back fresh tears. She doesn’t want her mother to hear her crying, doesn’t want to let down her guard—not yet, at least. But hearing the warmth in her mother’s voice is so unexpected. The last words they exchanged were so full of hate, both of them shouting, Mille cursing her mother, and her mother telling her to fuck off and stop being a such a burden.


  Mille had taken her on her word. She had left her key and walked out without looking back.


  That was three years ago.


  It feels like a lifetime.


  “Mille,” her mom says earnestly. “I know … what happened between us … I can never undo it. I’ve wanted to take back what I said a million times.”


  Mille squeezes her lips together.


  “All I can say is, I wasn’t myself back then. It was the depression speaking, and the alcohol. And I know that’s no excuse. Kicking you out was unforgivable. Please let me come pick you up. Please give me another chance, even if I don’t deserve it.”


  It’s surreal. It’s got to be a dream.


  Mille can’t believe she’s hearing those words she’s been wanting to hear for so long, even if she would have never admitted it, even to herself. The walls she has built, which seemed so solid, are now coming crumbling down.


  She nods and swallows hard. “All right, Mom.”


  “Thank God! Thank you, Mille. What’s the address?”


  “Mill Road 261.”


  “You got that, Torben?”


  “But, Mom,” Mille says, wiping her nose in her sleeve. “Where will we go? They’ve sealed off the area.”


  “That’s okay, hon, Torben has a special permit. Because of his diabetes. We’ll be allowed to leave.”


  “Oh. Okay, well … how long till you’ll be here?”


  “How long, Torben? … Ten minutes, honey.”


  “Right. I’ll just … I need to tell the guy I’m staying with I’m leaving.”


  “Why doesn’t your boyfriend join us?”


  “It’s not a boyfriend, Mom, it’s just a … I’ll explain later.”


  “All right. See you soon, honey.”


  “See you.”


  Mille disconnects and looks at her phone for almost a full minute. Her brain is trying to adopt to the new reality. She just spoke with Mom. Mom told her she was sorry. They will see each other in less than ten minutes.


  In the span of a short phone call, everything has changed.


  Somehow, this is harder to process than the fact that the world might be ending.


  Mille feels a strange mixture of confusion, excitement and worry. She also feels like a new person. She gets up from the bed and leaves the bedroom.


  She finds the living room empty. She feels a sudden pressing urge to pee and hurries out to the bathroom. In the mirror, she wipes away any stray mascara and fixes her hair as best she can.


  Back in the kitchen, she finds Holger just finishing up on the vegetables.


  “Where are the guests, Holger?” she asks.


  He answers without looking at her: “Upstairs, resting.”


  “Have you heard anything from William?”


  Holger shakes his head as he wipes his hands on a dish towel.


  “I’ll be leaving soon. My mom is coming for me.”


  Finally, Holger looks at her in a weird, sideways glance. “Why? I thought you wanted to stay here.”


  “Honestly, I had no choice. But now I do. I’m thankful you let me spend the night here, Holger. Soon you’ll have one less person to worry about.” She smiles, but Holger doesn’t return it. “I’ll go pack my things,” she tells him and turns to leave.


  “I don’t trust her.”


  Mille turns back around. “What’s that?”


  Holger squeezes the dish towel and looks at the counter. “I don’t trust Birgit.”


  Mille frowns. “Why not?”


  “I heard them whispering.”


  “Whispering what?”


  Mille is also whispering now, her heart beating faster for some reason.


  Holger doesn’t answer, he just shakes his head, as though he doesn’t know.


  “Holger, who are they? You know them, don’t you?”


  “I know of them. They live down the road. We’ve only met in passing. She’s weird, that’s all I know. Practicing some strange occult religion. And her son is slow in the head because she used some of her rituals on him when he was little. That’s what everybody around here is saying.”


  “That … that sounds like rumors,” Mille says. “I know she’s a little hard around the edges, but I don’t think she’s a witch or anything.”


  “She is,” Holger says, nodding emphatically. “And she can’t be trusted. I only let them in because William will be back, and he’ll get them to leave tomorrow if they don’t go voluntarily.” Holger breathes fast through his nose, avoiding her eyes. “I can tell when people lie. That’s one of the things I’m very good at. And she’s lying. She’s lying about something.”


  Mille feels a rush of cold run down her spine. She’s just about to say something else, when she hears footsteps from behind, and the woman appears in the doorway.


  “Oh, sorry to barge in,” she says with a brief smile. “I just wanted to know if you got hold of your mother, Mille?”


  Mille smiles, but suddenly, she doesn’t feel comfortable. “I did,” she says hesitantly, glancing at Holger, who just stands there. “She’s … she’s coming for me soon. I’ll be leaving with her.”


  Birgit smiles, the pale skin around her mouth drawing thin creases. “That’s so great to hear. I’m glad you got it to work.”


  “Yeah, me too.”


  All three of them just look at each other for a moment. Mille can’t help but notice Birgit’s necklace with all the strange items. And the dagger protruding from her belt. Now that she thinks about it, Birgit could be a modern-day witch like Holger suggested. Or, it could all be made up by people around here just talking. It’s easy for someone with a slightly different way of dressing and acting to be called weird. And even if Birgit really is a witch, how does that change anything? Witches aren’t evil, they just practice love of nature and stuff. It’s most likely just Holger’s paranoia making him suspicious of Birgit.


  Mille realizes the quiet has gone on for several seconds now, and she feels like she needs to say something else. “Thank you for … you know, talking me into calling her back.”


  “Don’t mention it.”


  “Well, I’d better get ready. The others will be back any time now.” She says this more to Holger than to Birgit, wanting him not to feel anxious about being alone in the house with the woman and her son.


  He doesn’t look at her, though, and she’s not sure he even caught the message.


  Then, Mille sees the red car coming into the driveway.


  “That must be your mom,” Birgit says somewhere behind her.


  Mille barely hears her; she’s staring out at the woman in the passenger seat. Smaller, older and paler than she remembers. Her haircut is also a lot shorter. But it’s definitely her.


   


  TWENTY


  William turns and shields his eyes from the light of the sinking sun.


  A big, red tractor is approaching from a little way out on the field. It’s harvesting the wheat, and a cloud of golden dust is rising straight up into the blue sky.


  “Who the fuck is working their fields now?” William blurts out.


  “I don’t know, but maybe they can help,” Dan says, waving his arms.


  The tractor slows down, then comes to a full stop. A door high up swings open, and a guy not much older than William leans out, tipping his cap at them. “Hiya!”


  “Hi!” Dan shouts back over the rumbling of the engine. “Could you please help us? My parents are trapped in that car over there!”


  The young farmer glances at the crashed car, then leans back inside the tractor and turns off the machine. The silence that follows is deafening. Now William can hear the zombies moaning again.


  The farmer jumps down and walks towards them, stopping at the edge of the field. “Yeah, I noticed that car before. I didn’t know anyone was inside, though. Should have figured that much, I guess; otherwise, them sick bastards wouldn’t have been there.”


  “They’re not sick, they’re dead,” William corrects him. “Haven’t you heard anything about what’s going on?”


  The farmer looks at him and tips his cap again, scratching his white, damp hair. “Sure, I’ve been listening to the radio. But in my experience, dead fellows don’t usually go about attacking us living folks.”


  “They’re zombies,” William begins. “They’ve been—”


  “It doesn’t matter,” Dan cuts him off. “We need to get them away from the car so my parents can get out. We already tried luring them away, but there’re too many of them. Can you help us in any way?”


  The farmer snorts and looks over at the station wagon. “Mmmm. How do you get seven people away from a car if they don’t want to?” He chews his lower lip, then answers his own question. “Seems to me it would be easier to go about it the other way around. Ya know, get the car away from the seven people.”


  “That … that might actually work,” William says. “Can you, like, push the car out of the ditch using your tractor?”


  The farmer looks at him and sends him a wide, yellow-teethed smile. “You’re from the city, aren’t ya? That’s not a tractor, it’s a harvester. And you don’t push a stuck car, you pull it.”


  “All right,” William says, feeling like punching the guy, but suppressing the anger from his voice. “You got anything to pull it with, then?”


  “Sure do. Got a wire round the back for that exact purpose. Happens more often than you’d think, another machine getting stuck in the field, and we need to drag it free.”


  “Great!” Dan exclaims. “Let’s do it!”


  “Sure, we could give it a go,” the farmer says. “Only problem is, we need to get the hook onto the car, and I don’t see any of you guys waltzing over there and pushing your way past those poor pricks.”


  “Can’t we … can’t we do it from like, inside the trac … harvester?” Dan suggests.


  “Mmmm, no, but we might be able to do it from atop it.” He looks at Dan. “If you climb up onto the roof, I’ll drive as close to the car as I can. I think you can catch the hitch from there.”


  “Okay,” Dan says, nodding. “Let’s try.”


  “All righty. Name’s Jens, by the way,” the farmer says, reaching out a surprisingly large hand. “What’s yours?”


  “Dan. This is William.”


  “Nice to meet both of ya,” Jens says, shaking William’s hand as well. “Whose dog is that?”


  “Mine,” William says. “But you shouldn’t touch him; he just bit one of the zombies.”


  “Oh, good boy,” Jens says.


  “Listen, I’ve got to ask you: Why the fuck are you harvesting wheat right now? Don’t you know the whole area has been sealed off? The town is fucked, everyone is probably dead by now.”


  “Sure, I know the situation is a little extraordinary,” Jens says with a shrug of his boney shoulder. “But me and my boss spoke about it this morning, and we figured, why stop working? Who’d that serve? I mean, we’ve got livestock to take care of.”


  William can’t really argue with that. After all, harvesting wheat makes more sense than hogging toilet paper. At least you can make bread out of wheat.


  “We need to hurry,” Dan reminds them.


  William and Ozzy stand back as Jens helps Dan climb to the top of the machine. He then pulls out a thick metal wire from the back of the harvester, climbs halfway up and raises it to Dan who takes it.


  “Right, now, hold on as best you can,” Jens instructs him, squinting against the sun as he looks up at Dan, who’s at least twelve feet above ground. “I’ll do my best to drive carefully.”


  Dan—who’s already lying flat, holding on for dear life, while clutching the wire under his arm—nods affirmative.


  Jens gets in and starts up the machine again.


  He drives out onto the road, very slowly. Every time the harvester sways a little, Dan is thrown from side to side. He looks very pale, but he doesn’t cry out.


  As the machine approaches the car in the ditch and the horde of zombies, William envisions Jens turning on the harvesting-thing and plowing into the undead, chopping them to bloody pieces. It’s a satisfying thought; however, he doubts it’ll work. The machine is made for cutting wheat, not human bodies, and it would probably jam-up pretty quickly.


  Jens drives up right next to the station wagon and stops. He shouts out the open side window: “Now you do your thing, Dan!”


  Dan unclutches his grasp and sits up on his knees. He peeks down, then begins lowering the hook at the end of the wire. As it reaches the back end of the car, Dan begins swinging it from side to side, slowly gaining the momentum needed to get out far enough. The hook passes the hitch a few times, getting closer with each swing. The zombies don’t pay any notice at all.


  “Come on,” William mutters. “Come on, Dan. You almost got it.”


  Then, the hook catches its target.


  “Yes!” William cries out, raising a triumphant fist. He reminds himself to check every direction so no one uninvited sneaks up on them again. Luckily, no one is in sight.


  “Good job!” Jens calls out, opening the door. “Now, come on down here!”


  Dan lies back down and swings one leg out the side. He climbs down and into the harvester, receiving a helping hand from Jens, who pulls the door shut again. Then, Jens puts the machine into motion, driving slowly down the road, dragging the wire. Within a few moments, the wire is pulled taught, and the car in the ditch jerks to life.


  The harvester is a giant compared to the station wagon, and it has no problem dragging it up onto the road.


  Two of the zombies are behind it and get caught below it, and William can’t help but cheer as they both are crushed into the ground. The rest of the zombies take up pursuit as the car is pulling away from them. But one of them—a young woman—seems to have her hand stuck in the driver-side window, and she’s dragged along the for ride, fumbling to get to her feet, but constantly tripping as the harvester picks up speed.


  “Roll it down!” William shouts as the harvester passes by him. He gestures to Dan’s father. “Roll down the window!”


  He’s not sure if the message comes across, and he has no time to stay and find out, because as the station wagon passes him, the horde of zombies, who are making their way up from the ditch, seem to lose interest in the car, as William is now the closest meal.


  Ozzy growls at his side, stepping forward.


  “No, Ozzy, come with me,” he says, running to the car. They both get in, and William speeds off down the road, taking up pursuit of the harvester.


  The zombie girl is still hanging from the side of the station wagon, but then one of her legs goes under the car and is caught beneath the tire. What happens to her can best be described as a doll being ripped apart between two kids fighting over it. Her arm gives way at the shoulder, as the rest of her body is torn under the car, flung around and spit out the front end, tumbling around a few times before lying still. The arm dangles from the window a few seconds, before it falls.


  “Jesus Christ,” William mutters, trying not to look as he passes the mangled girl, who—to his surprise and horror—immediately begins getting back up, despite several of her bones being obviously shattered, and most of the skin torn from her face and scalp.


  They keep going down the road for another couple of minutes, until the zombies are growing small in the rearview mirror. Then, the harvester slows down and stops.


  Immediately, the doors of the blue car are pushed open, and three persons come out: Dan’s father, a brown-skinned girl William’s age and a similar-looking boy around ten.


  William frowns. “Where’s his mother?”


   


  TWENTY-ONE


  Mille goes to the hallway, checks her pockets for the umpteenth time. She has her phone and nothing else, just like when she got here.


  She looks back and sees Birgit standing there. Holger, however, hasn’t followed her out.


  “Well, this is it,” Mille says, not really sure what she means, just wanting to gain a few more seconds before she goes out there.


  “You’ll be fine,” Birgit assures her.


  Mille takes out her phone as it begins vibrating. It’s Mom.


  “Yeah, Mom?”


  “We’re here now, honey. There are infected people outside, so you need to be very careful when you—”


  “I know. There’s a secret way. Tell Torben to place the car next to the well cover at the far end of the courtyard; I’ll be coming up from there.”


  “Oh. Okay. You hear that, Torben?”


  An affirmative grunt in the background.


  “Tell me when you’re ready,” Mille says, looking at Birgit, who looks back at her with an expectant smile.


  “Right. I think we’re good to go.”


  “Okay, I’m going out now. Be ready to open the door as soon as you see me.”


  “I will. Be careful, honey.”


  Mille disconnects the call and looks back at Birgit one last time. Birgit nods once. Mille nods back. Then she opens the cupboard and steps inside. She opens the secret backwall and is met by the smell of dirt. She uses the light from her phone to navigate as she steps down the narrow staircase and reaches a narrow tunnel. She follows it until she meets another staircase, leading back up. She steps up and pushes on the hatch. It swings open, letting in the bright early evening sunlight. Mille squints as she steps up and looks around.


  The car is parked right next to the hole. She climbs up and darts a look over at the house, where the zombies are clawing at the windows. Two of them have already turned around and are headed this way.


  The back door of the car opens, and Mom leans out: “Quickly, get in!”


  Mille jumps in and slams the door.


  Before she has time to look around the car, Mom throws herself at her, embracing her. The feel of the boney woman clutching her, the smell of her hair and the faint odor of cigarette smoke, are all exactly the same as Mille remembers, except that Mom feels smaller. But that’s probably just because Mille herself has grown; they’re actually the same size now.


  “I’m so glad to see you,” Mom says into Mille’s shoulder, her voice choked with sobs. “I’ve missed you so much.”


  Mille doesn’t know what to say, so she doesn’t say anything, just tentatively returns the embrace, feeling awkward.


  Torben puts the car in gear and drives out of the courtyard before the zombies can reach them, leaving a cloud of dust behind as they speed out of the driveway.


  Finally, Mom lets go of her and sits back into her own seat, wiping her eyes with the back of her hands. Her nails are shorter than Mille remembers and not painted over with red like they used to be. She’s also dressed differently; her shirt is not the kind with buttons or anything fancy, just a regular, nondescript Mom-shirt. No jewelry, either, except for one finger ring and a couple of discrete earrings.


  Mom herself looks different, too. More suntanned, but in a natural way, and her eyebrows aren’t plucked thin anymore. The skin seems to sit closer to the skull, and there are several tiny wrinkles around her eyes and mouth. It’s only been three years, but Mom looks ten years older.


  “Hello, Mille,” Torben says, sending her a look in the mirror. “Nice to meet you—properly, I mean.”


  “Hi, Torben,” Mille mutters, forcing a polite smile.


  The last time they saw each other was the day Mille ran away. Torben came over just as she was headed out the door. She only got a glimpse of him, but she remembers he was less heavy back then, and he didn’t have the moustache now grazing his upper lip.


  Torben turns on the radio at low volume. It’s some sort of news channel.


  “I’m so glad you’re okay,” Mom says, smiling. “With all the horrible images they’re showing on the news …”


  “I know,” Mille says.


  “We got here as soon as we could. I just had to find you. I’m so glad you returned my call; I honestly don’t know what I would have done if I hadn’t got hold of you.”


  “I’m glad you came,” Mille says. “Thank you.”


  “Oh, honey, you don’t need to thank me. I just did what every mom would do.”


  Mille tries another smile, but this one feels too awkward, so she looks out the window instead, just as they reach the highway.


  Torben turns right.


  “So, where are we going?” Mille asks.


  “To Sweden,” Mom says, still smiling.


  “Sweden?” Mille repeats. “Why?”


  “We need to get out of the country,” Torben says, even though Mille was addressing her mom. “I have a cabin way up in Östersund, out in the middle of nowhere. We can ride out the storm there, until this thing blows over. Even if it spreads to Sweden, we’ll be fine so far away from any major cities.”


  The thought of spending several days in a cottage with Mom and Torben makes Mille a little claustrophobic. But then again, she tells herself, is that really that different from Holger’s house?


  “Darn it,” Torben mutters, jerking the wheel and causing the SUV to swerve. “Here comes another one …”


  Mille looks out just in time to see a single zombie wobble out into the street, reaching uselessly for the car.


  “They’ve got no consideration for their own health, do they?” Mom asks with a shudder. “Just walk right out into the road. Like they aren’t even thinking.”


  “They’re not,” Mille says. “They’re braindead.”


  “Well, that’s a little harsh,” Torben observes.


  “No, I mean it literally,” Mille says. “Their brains have been shut-off when they died.”


  Mom sends her a curious look. “What do you mean, ‘when they died’? Obviously, they aren’t dead yet.”


  “Yes, they are, Mom. They’re zombies. Like in the movies.”


  “That’s silly,” Torben scuffs. “I think you’ve been listening too much to what people are saying online, if you really believe that such things—”


  “My friend died right in front of me, and he woke up a few seconds later. Then he killed my other friend, and she woke up right away, too.”


  Neither Torben nor Mom seem to know what to say.


  “Believe me,” Mille says, lowering her voice and speaking to her mother. “Those people out there aren’t humans anymore; they are walking corpses.”


  To Mille’s surprise, Mom reaches over a hand and strokes her cheek. The gesture is so tender and unfamiliar, it’s all Mille can do not to recoil.


  “I’m so sorry for what you had to go through,” Mom says, her voice soft. “You want to talk about it? Get it off your chest?”


  Mille just stares at the woman next to her, thinking: Who are you?


  Then, she says simply: “No, it’s okay.”


  “You sure? Losing two of your friends like that must have been traumatic for you. It’ll probably help to talk to someone about it.”


  Mille is tempted for a second or two—her mother really does seem like she genuinely wants to hear about it, wants to listen, to help—but there’s something else in her voice, too, something Mille can’t quite put her finger on, something which makes her not want to lower her guard, not just yet anyway.


  She forces a smile. “Really, Mom, I’m fine.”


  Mom nods. “If you change your mind, I’m here.”


  “Thanks.” Mille looks out the window at the fields gliding by. The sun is headed for the horizon and will soon start painting the sky orange. A few hundred yards out, silhouetted against the sky, is a group of five or six people. No doubt dead ones.


  Torben slows down, and Mille stretches her neck, expecting to see more zombies up ahead. Instead, she sees a jeep parked across the road half a mile from here. Two soldiers are standing next to it, and they looked like they’re armed.


  Torben turns onto a narrow dirt road, which leads into a forest.


  “Why … why are we taking this way?” Mille asks. “I thought we were leaving the area.”


  “We are,” Torben says, adding no further explanation, as the car bumps along the uneven road.


  Mille looks at her mother, who shrugs. “They wouldn’t let us pass, but luckily, Torben knew about this old way, which they haven’t blocked.”


  “But … I thought you said you were allowed to pass … because of Torben’s diabetes?”


  Mom just looks at her, smiling faintly, then looks out the window.


  They lied, Mille thinks to herself, sinking back into her seat. They lied to get me to come.


  The dirt road leads them through the forest and out onto the other side, where it crosses a stream and leads them along the edge of a field, before it meets up with a highway. The dirt road has obviously not been in use for several years, which must be why the military didn’t think to block it.


  “And we’re out,” Torben says with a satisfied smile, turning onto the asphalt and speeding up.


  Mille doesn’t say anything, she just looks out the side window again. On the radio they’re talking about the government taking further precautions.


  “It’s in Aarhus now,” Torben mutters.


  Mille feels a chill. She prefers to not think about it. She really hopes William wasn’t right when he said this could turn into a world-wide pandemic. If that happens, no one will be safe—not even in a cabin way up in Sweden.


  Mom reaches over to the front seat and takes her handbag—it’s not the old, glossy pink nightmare Mille remembers, but a stylish, brown leather bag. She begins rummaging through it, then looks over at Mille. “Would you be okay with me smoking a cigarette? I’ll open the window.”


  “Uhm, sure,” Mille says, surprised that Mom would even be considerate enough to ask.


  She rolls down her window and lights a cigarette, making sure to blow the smoke out of the car with every inhalation.


  Mille feels her looking at her. Mom is smiling. “I quit drinking, you know.”


  “Really?”


  “Really.”


  “That’s great news, Mom.”


  “I know. Sixteen months sober in two days.”


  “So, how did you do it?”


  “I just decided it was time. I realized it was ruining my life, quite frankly. It made me into someone I didn’t want to be.”


  Mille just looks at her mom as she speaks, taking in every word. “That’s … amazing, Mom.”


  Mom smiles, but her smile turns sad. “I’m just sorry I couldn’t stop earlier, honey. I realize now how painful it must have been for you growing up with a mom who got drunk every weekend.”


  It was a little more often than just the weekends—at least at the end—but Mille says nothing; she’s just stunned at the level of insight her mom has gained into her own life. Mille would have never believed those words could come out of her mouth. Mom really has changed.


  “Can you ever forgive me, honey?” she says, putting her hand on Mille’s arm—the one not holding the cigarette. “Can you ever forgive me for being drunk so much of the time, when I should have been there for you?”


  “It … it wasn’t the drinking, Mom. Well, if you want to see it that way, I guess you can. But it was really how you acted when you got drunk. It was like … like the truth came out. Like all the things you couldn’t say sober just came spilling out.”


  Mom frowns. “Like what? What did I say?”


  There’s no defensiveness in her voice, and her expression is earnestly baffled. Almost like she truly doesn’t know.


  “Well, there are a lot of things …”


  “Give me an example, please.”


  “All right. Like the time you told me you wanted to down all your sleeping pills because you couldn’t stand the thought that I wouldn’t move away from home for another five years at least. You weren’t sure you could take it for that long—living with me in the house.”


  Mom’s face turns to a mask of horror. “Did I … did I say that? No, I couldn’t have said that.”


  “You did,” Mille says.


  “Are you sure? Look, honey, I’m not trying to deny your feelings or anything, it’s just … that really doesn’t sound like something I would say.”


  Mille throws out her hands. “Why would I make it up?”


  “Sometimes, memories can be tricky,” Torben says, interjecting himself into the conversation with no invitation whatsoever. “I mean, they tend to change over time. Grow worse, you know, the more you think about them. Turning a feather into five hens and all that. Perhaps that’s what happened here.”


  “No, that’s not what happened,” Mille says, feeling the anger tighten her stomach. “And I’d appreciate it if you stayed out of this, Torben. This doesn’t concern you.”


  Torben eyes her in the mirror, grunts and looks out the front window again.


  “Torben’s just trying to help,” Mom says, putting a hand on Mille’s arm.


  “He wasn’t around, so how would he know?”


  “He’s very clever when it comes to things like this. He’s almost like a psychologist. You know, it was him who got me to see a therapist.”


  “Mom,” Mille says, lowering her voice. “I don’t care if he’s Mahatma Gandhi; this is between you and me.”


  Mom smiles, and there’s something overbearing in the smile, which makes Mille furious. “It doesn’t hurt having someone neutral to mediate.”


  Mille pulls her arm away and shakes her head. “Someone neutral? How’s Torben neutral? He’s your boyfriend; of course he’s going to side with you.”


  “This isn’t about sides, Mille,” Torben says.


  “Shut up!” Mille exclaims. “I’m not talking to you!”


  “Honey,” Mom says, keeping her voice calm. “Perhaps this is why things didn’t work out between us in the past.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “I mean you getting all riled up. Telling people to shut up. Raising your voice.”


  Mille puts both her hands to her forehead and looks down. Something is pressing in her throat, fighting to get out. She’s not sure if it’s a scream or laughter.


  “Honey, there’s really no need to act like this,” Mom says, still in her assumed therapeutic tone of voice. “Just say what you’re feeling.”


  Mille looks at her. “What I’m feeling? Well, if you’re finally interested, I’ll be glad to tell you.”


  “Of course I’m interested.”


  Mille decides to lay it all out there, no matter how hurtful it’ll be. All those words have been bottled up for so long, and finally, here’s her chance. “All right. I feel like you don’t really care, and that you never did. I feel like you’re always siding with whomever you’re sleeping with at the time. You put yourself and your boyfriend’s well-being before your own children. That’s why Kim left as soon as he could, and I honestly can’t blame him, even though it hurt me to lose my brother. He was the one person I could confide in. Because I could never do that with you. You were too self-absorbed. And I get why; your life’s a mess, it has always been. The slightest ripple throws you back into the bottle. You wallow in self-pity and you live off of other people’s sympathy. But that’s not the worst part. The worst part is that you blame others for your misery. You make them feel guilty for not sacrificing themselves. You’re an emotional black hole.”


  Mille finally stops talking. Her heart is beating in her throat, causing her vision to go blurry around the edges as she stares at her mom, awaiting a reaction. To her surprise, none comes; Mom’s expression is blank.


  “That being said,” Mille goes on, realizing that this is the hard part. The words come less fluently now. “You’re still my mother, and I’d like to reconcile things—as much as it’s possible anyway. That’s why I’m here.”


  Mom nods. “Good. I’m glad to hear that.”


  Her voice is oddly non-emotional; Mille can’t get a read on her.


  “So … what do you think about what I just said?”


  “It’s a lot to take in. You’ll have to give me time to process.”


  “Sure.”


  Mom looks straight ahead, as though the conversation is over. And after a minute of silence, Mille realizes it is over. She doesn’t have anything else to say. She got it all out. And for better or for worse, she feels good about it. She feels lighter.


  She closes her eyes and leans back her head.


   


  TWENTY-TWO


  Dan jumps down from the harvester and runs to his dad, embracing him. “I’m so glad you guys are safe!”


  “Me too.”


  His dad reeks of sour sweat, but Dan doesn’t mind at all, he breathes in the smell deeply, savoring it, as his dad squeezes back.


  Not until Dad lets go and Dan steps back a little does he realize his dad’s shirt has streaks of dried blood on it.


  “Is that …?”


  “It’s not mine,” Dad assures him. “I’m not hurt. Well, except for my hand. But that was a knife that did that.”


  He shows Dan his right hand which is bound up with a cloth of some kind. Some blood has soaked through.


  Jens comes jogging up. “Nice to meet ya’ll,” he says, tipping his cap, then bending down and releasing the hook from the car. “Don’t mean to be rude, but I’ll be off now. You folks take care!”


  “Thank you!” Dad exclaims. “Thank you so much!”


  Jens sends him a quick, crooked smile. “Don’t mention it.” Then he runs back to the idling harvester blocking the empty road.


  The sound of another engine, as William’s car rolls up next to them. “Hate to be the buzzkill here,” he says from the rolled-down window, pointing backwards with a thumb, “but the dead fuckers haven’t given up.”


  Dan turns to see the oncoming group of zombies.


  “He’s right,” Dad says. “We need to get out of here.”


  “Where’s Mom?” Dan asks, looking towards the blue car, but only sees a young woman and a boy whom he recognizes. “Is that … Nasira and Ali?”


  “It is,” Dad says. “I’ll tell you about it once we’re safe, Dan.”


  “Great idea,” William says, leaning over and pushing open the passenger-side door. “Jump in, everyone!”


  Nasira and Ali head for William’s car and get in. Dad tugs at Dan, but Dan looks back at the blue car again, frowning. “But … what about Mom, Dad? I thought you said … weren’t both of you coming?”


  Dan looks at his dad’s face, and even though he doesn’t say anything, Dan reads something from his dad’s eyes he cares very little for.


  “Did … did anything happen to Mom?”


  “Not now, Dan.”


  Dad avoids his eyes, pulling him along.


  Dan rips himself free with a jerk, his heart being faster. “Tell me! Tell me now, Dad! What happened to her?”


  “Dan, come on!” William calls from the car. “There’s no time! They’re coming!”


  Dan doesn’t care about the zombies. He doesn’t care about anything at that moment. All he sees is his dad’s lips, trembling, as he still avoids looking at Dan.


  Dad throws out his arms in a gesture of hopelessness. “She didn’t … she couldn’t … she couldn’t, Dan … I’m so sorry.”


  “Couldn’t what?” Dan hears himself say, as the daylight suddenly fades and a suffocating darkness creeps into his field of vision. “Couldn’t what, Dad?”


  Finally, Dad looks him in the eye, and Dan sees the tears spilling over. “She couldn’t go on.” Then, his expression turns from agony to concern. “Are you … all right … Dan?”


  The words drop several octaves and get drowned out before they reach Dan’s ears. The darkness swallows up everything now, and Dan feels the road sway below him as though he were at sea. The last thing he sees is Dad jumping forward to catch him before he collapses.


  Then, there’s only darkness for a long time.


  Or maybe it’s only a couple of minutes.


  Dan can’t tell.


  It’s not complete darkness, though. It’s like a thick blanket. Muffling sounds. Shutting out most of the light. He can still pick up bits now and then. People talking. William’s voice. Dad’s voice. Someone talking in a foreign language. The sound of an engine. The gentle rocking as the car turns. The rumbling of gravel below the tires.


  Dan fights to open his eyes, to get back out from under the blanket. But part of him doesn’t want him to. That part wants to stay here, to sink down deeper, to never wake up again. Something happened. Something too terrible to deal with. It’s easier to just stay here. To not suffer anymore. Dan has suffered plenty already.


  He doesn’t want to live in a world where both his sister and his mom are dead. If that’s his only option, then he prefers to stay right here, in the empty darkness, where no pain can reach him.


  Dan lets himself sink deeper down.


   


  TWENTY-THREE


  Dennis watches from the upstairs window as the girl comes up from the underground tunnel and quickly slips into the backseat of the red car. Even from up here, he can see the woman in the passenger seat turn around to embrace her daughter.


  He gets one last glance of the girl in the backseat as the car drives off out of the courtyard and disappears from sight. He’s a little sad she left, but also a little relieved. She was very pretty, and Dennis always gets nervous around pretty girls.


  The floor creaks behind him. He turns to see Mom standing there, looking past him and out through the window.


  “She just left,” Dennis says.


  Mom nods once. “Good.”


  “Why did you want her to leave, Mom?”


  “It’s better for her that way. She’s with her family now.”


  Dennis considers for a moment if it’s wise to say what’s on his lips. Then he decides to chance it. “I didn’t … I didn’t know you ran away when you were little.”


  Mom looks at him. “Did you eavesdrop?”


  Dennis shrinks a little. “I’m sorry, Mom, I couldn’t help it. I got really scared when you said Grandma had died. That’s not true, is it?”


  “No,” Mom says, breathing deeply. “None of it was.”


  “Then why did you say it?”


  “I told the girl what she needed to hear.”


  Dennis frowns. “They told us at school you’re not supposed to lie.”


  “That’s not always true, Dennis. Sometimes, telling a lie is better than the alternative.”


  “What was the ulterma… that thing you said?”


  Mom doesn’t answer; instead, she asks: “Where’s Holger?”


  “He’s down in that underground room he’s got. Did you see it, Mom? He has this supercool secret hatch in the bedroom which leads down there. I really wish I could see it, but he didn’t want me to go with him.”


  Mom shakes her head slowly, then says: “He doesn’t trust us.” She sounds absentminded, like she’s thinking.


  For some reason, the look on her face makes Dennis ill at ease. These last few days have more than proved to him what his mother is capable of. And Dennis himself isn’t exactly innocent. The things he has done have already given him nightmares.


  The poor animals he caught, knowing what Mom would do to them. The dead body he buried in Esther’s backyard. And now the man he had clubbed in the back of the head.


  He sure hopes he didn’t hurt him too badly; he was only supposed to knock him out, so they could get the car. That was what Mom had instructed him.


  All the bad things Dennis has done, he has done because Mom told him to. Part of him didn’t want to do any of it, but another part would do anything Mom told him to.


  Still, what haunts him most in his dreams isn’t really the violence. It’s what Old Niels said just before he died.


  “I thought you were a good boy, Dennis.”


  Dennis had thought so too. All his life, he had tried to be good, to treat animals and other people well—even his classmates, who would often tease him because he was a little slow.


  But Dennis isn’t a good boy, not anymore, not by a longshot. Good boys don’t take part in murdering animals and people. They don’t cause dead people to wake up and begin eating each other either.


  Because this was all their fault, his and Mom’s. People on television were talking about society collapsing and all the thousands of people who had already died.


  The guilt was almost too much for Dennis to handle. If he thought about it, he would begin to shake uncontrollably all over. He had no idea how Mom could be so calm about it.


  After they left Esther’s house that morning, they drove back home, and Dennis slept for twenty-four hours straight. That wasn’t really that surprising, as he had been up all night long.


  Then things got back to normal. Kind of, anyway.


  Dennis spent the next few days like he used to; or at least he tried. He played in the garden, he went down to the lake for a swim, and he played his online games. He tried not to think about what had happened. But the nightmares had reminded him every night.


  Mom seemed almost normal. Except she watched the news a lot closer than she used to. Dennis couldn’t help but pick up on how the situation escalated. He understood how the living dead people could make other people into living dead ones, too, if they bit them; that was what happened to Esther.


  He hoped very much the police would deal with it.


  But they didn’t.


  And it soon spiraled out of control.


  Until finally, this morning, Mom told him to pack all of his things. They would be leaving the house and they wouldn’t come back for a long time. She didn’t say where they would be going, and Dennis didn’t ask.


  They went to the car and drove away.


  But they only made it a few miles down the road when a dead person waddled out in front of the car and caused Mom to crash into ditch—at least that much Mom had been honest about, when she told Holger how they ended up here. She didn’t mention anything about how they stole the car from the man and the young woman and the little boy, however. Dennis feels bad for them. He sure hopes they got away before the dead people got to them.


  Then they had driven to Holger’s place in the stolen car.


  Once they got close, Mom had decided that Holger shouldn’t see them coming by car, so instead of driving into the courtyard, she had parked behind the garage. And that’s when they saw the boys come up from the secret hatch.


  Which reminds Dennis of something he almost forgot to tell Mom.


  “Mom?”


  “Hm?”


  “One of those boys that were here—I recognized him. He was at Esther’s place that morning. You remember? He was the one that brought the newspaper.”


  Mom looks at him. “You sure, Dennis?”


  “Uh-huh, hundred percent.”


  Mom bites her lip. “Do you think he saw you too? When they came to the house?”


  Dennis hadn’t even considered that. “I don’t … I don’t think so. I mean, they didn’t look in our direction or anything, not as far as I remember anyway, but …”


  “But what, Dennis?”


  “I don’t know, maybe he looked out of the windows when we left—I couldn’t tell, Mom. Maybe he saw me. Maybe he didn’t. I just don’t know!”


  Mom breathes through her nose. “This is not good, Dennis.”


  He lowers his head. “Sorry, Mom.”


  “It’s not your fault. It’s just pure bad luck.”


  “Why is it so bad if he saw us?”


  “Because if he did, and he comes back here and recognizes us … he might figure out we had something to do with how all this got started. He might decide to call the police.”


  Dennis’s eyes grow wide. “Oh, no. I don’t want to go to jail, Mom!”


  “You won’t. We’ll just have to make sure that kid doesn’t get back here.”


  “But how? They could be here any minute. And what will we tell Holger?”


  Mom ponders for a moment. “I’ll figure out a way to convince Holger it’s not safe letting them in. That won’t be a problem. While I talk with him, you go back down that tunnel we came in through, and you find a way to jam the hatch. You understand? Use anything you can find, just make sure it won’t open from the outside.”


  “Okay, Mom.”


  “Go now. There’s not much time.”


  She ushers him towards the door.


  Just before Dennis can leave the room, she hisses: “Dennis, wait!”


  Dennis stops and turns back around. “What is it, Mom?”


  Mom isn’t looking at him; she’s staring up into the corner. Dennis follows her gaze. From the ceiling hangs a tiny surveillance camera. A tiny red diode tells them the device is on.


  “Oh, that’s just one of Holger’s cameras,” Dennis says. “He told me he can watch what happens in every room, and also outside, from down in the underground room. It’s very cool!”


  Mom looks at him and says, in a very low, almost inaudible voice: “Do they also record sound?”


  “Oh, yeah, they record anything that—” Dennis finally realizes why Mom looks so disturbed, and there’s a deep, sinking feeling in his gut. “Oh. Oh, crap. As soon as Holger hears this, he’ll know—”


  “Shut up,” Mom tells him. “Don’t say another word. Just go, Dennis. Go and seal that hatch. Now!”


  Dennis wants to obey Mom, but he hesitates. “But, Mom, what about Holger?”


  Mom glances back up at the camera briefly. “I’ll deal with him. Don’t you worry about it.”


  Dennis swallows dryly, then turns and runs downstairs. He heads for the hall and is just about to open the door under the staircase, when a voice says from behind: “Stop, Dennis.”


  He turns around and gasps.


  Holger is standing there, pointing at him with a handgun. Dennis has never seen one outside of movies; it looks smaller but just as dangerous. For a moment, he’s sure Holger is going to kill him. He instinctively raises his hands.


  “Please … please don’t shoot me, Holger,” he says, his voice cracking.


  “I heard you just now. I know what you’ve done. You and your crazy mom. I know you started all this. I knew you were lying all along; I just knew it.”


  Dennis gapes, unable to answer. He can’t take his eyes off the gun.


  “You’re going to leave here right now,” Holger says, nodding towards the front door. “You and your mom. I want you out of here.”


  “But … the dead people outside …”


  “I don’t care. That’s your problem. You’re not welcome here. Where’s your mom, Dennis?”


  “She’s … I don’t know …”


  “Don’t lie to me.”


  “I’m not! She was going to find you and talk with you, but I don’t know where she …”


  Dennis breaks off as something catches his eyes behind Holger. Mom comes into view, gliding across the floor, silently approaching Holger. It takes all Dennis’s will power to not look right at her. Instead, he looks Holger dead in the eye.


  “Tell me where she is, Dennis,” Holger demands, and Dennis realizes Holger’s jaws are shaking. Large beads of sweat have formed on his forehead, too. He’s obviously very nervous. His hand—the one holding the gun still pointed at Dennis—is shaking. “No more lies!”


  Dennis decides to go for one last lie, recalling in a flash what his mother just told him about it sometimes being the better choice. “I’m sorry, Holger,” he whispers. “But I don’t know where my mom is.”


  Holger squints his eyes, apparently nonplussed at the sudden drop in Dennis’s voice.


  Mom is less than ten feet away from him now.


  Maybe there’s a sound. Maybe that’s what alarms Holger. Or maybe he just senses something is wrong. Whatever the reason, he suddenly whips his head around and stares directly at Mom.


  Dennis looks at her too, seeing the dagger in her hand.


  “Mom!” he shouts. “Look out! He’s got a—”


  Dennis never gets to finish that sentence.


  Holger turns the gun on Mom, and Mom throws the dagger. It flies through the air just as the gun flashes, and the sound is so deafening, it feels like someone slapping Dennis on both ears.


   


TWENTY-FOUR


  Dad’s voice is what calls him back.


  “Dan?” it says softly, very close to his ear. “Can you hear me? We’re here, now. We need to get out of the car.”


  Dan opens his eyes with an effort. Dad’s face appears, smiling tentatively. “I’m sorry,” he says. “But I had to wake you. William tells me we have to climb down a shaft, and I can’t carry you.”


  “What happened, Dad?” Dan croaks. “How did Mom die?”


  He can’t believe how calm his own voice sounds.


  Dad’s face reveals a stab of pain, and his eyes flicker for a moment, and Dan becomes more aware of their immediate surroundings: they’re still in William’s car. Dan is lying halfway leaning against his dad who has an arm around him. Next to them is Ali, and in the front seat sits Nasira. Behind the wheel is William. None of them are looking at Dan, but he can tell they’re all listening. The car is idling.


  “It … it was my fault,” Dad whispers. “I should have checked on her. I should have known she couldn’t cope.”


  “What happened?”


  “She … she took her sleeping pills. All of them. She died in her sleep. Peacefully.”


  Dan closes his eyes as everything within him turns to emptiness. Something big opens up in his chest, a pit of some kind, bottomless. And something is swallowed up by it, never to return. It feels like part of Dan.


  “It’s not fair,” he whispers.


  “I know,” Dad says, straining to keep from crying. “I know it isn’t. But we’ll get through it, Dan. Together.”


  Dan begins sobbing, and Dad holds him awkwardly.


  Several minutes pass by, as Dan cries from that deep hole in the middle of his chest, the tears never seeming to end. Dad strokes his hair and tells him it’ll be all right.


  Finally, Dan feels the gap shrinking a little; not closing all the way. He doubts it will do that for a long, long time, but enough for him to stop crying, wipe his eyes and look around the car.


  Nasira has turned in her seat and is looking at him, a consoling smile on her face. “I’m so sorry for your loss. But just know that it’s all God’s will. Your mother is in a better place now.”


  “Oh, cut that out,” William blurts out.


  Nasira looks at him like he just slapped her. “I … I was just trying to—”


  “To make the poor guy feel better by telling him a fairy tale,” William cuts her off. “God’s will, my ass. Your god’s got nothing to do with this.”


  “Everything God does, He does for a reason,” Nasira says, her voice surprisingly calm, and she looks at Dan. “Even when he calls someone home before we expected it.”


  William shakes his head. “That’s a load of crap.”


  “Earlier today,” Nasira goes on, still not a trace of anger in her voice, still looking at Dan. “He called home both of my parents, too. And even though I mourn them, I know there is no more pain or suffering for them.”


  William looks surprised, then embarrassed.


  Dan sniffs. “I’m sorry for your loss.”


  “Don’t be,” Nasira smiles.


  William clears his throat. “Right, we need to get moving. Here’s what’s going to happen. I’ll drive into the courtyard and park the car. Then, I’ll get out and open the hidden latch. We all need to exit the car on my side, so be ready to climb over the seats. Follow me down into the shaft. Last man makes sure to close the latch. That’s very important. And we need to move fast, because there will probably be at least ten zombies by the house. As soon as they see us, they’ll come at us. But they aren’t very fast, as you all know by now, so we should have enough time to get down the shaft.”


  It’s only now that Dan looks outside and sees where they are: a few hundred yards down the driveway from Holger’s house. From here, the courtyard is hidden from view by the trees.


  William looks around at them. “Everyone cool with that plan?”


  “Sure,” Dad says.


  Nasira nods.


  “Cool,” William says. “Let’s do it, then.” He puts the car into gear and heads the last way up the driveway.


  As they roll into the courtyard, Dan immediately sees the zombies by the front door and the windows. More have come to join the party since they left; he counts at least a dozen now. He also sees something else; a face in the kitchen window, staring out at them. It’s a woman, but not Mille. She’s considerably older and has curly hair.


  Who’s that?


  “Okay, let’s get going!” William says, parking the car and shutting off the engine. “After me, hurry!”


  “Wait!” Dan shouts, just as William opens the door. “Someone’s in the house!”


  William has already jumped out and is bending down to grab the fake well cover. Now, he looks back into the car. “What do you mean? Of course someone’s in the house!”


  “It’s someone we don’t know,” Dan says, staring at the house. The woman is still in the window. “A woman. She’s right there!”


  Nasira and Dad hesitate. So does William.


  “What do we do?” Dad asks.


  “We need to get inside,” William says, grabbing the cover. “It’s probably just someone Holger invited in. Maybe someone he knows who came by, or—what the fuck? I can’t get this thing open!”


  He tugs at the hatch, trying different angles, but it doesn’t budge.


  Dan looks over at the window again. The woman is still looking right back out at him, her expression is weirdly emotionless. For some reason, Dan gets the chills.


  Why is she just standing there?


  “They’re coming, William!” Dad warns him, as the zombies begin losing interest in the house and turning one by one to stagger towards the car instead.


  “Fuck!” William exclaims, kicking the hatch.


  “Something’s wrong,” Dan mutters.


  “You’re damn right something’s wrong,” William says, panting as he gets back into the car and slams the door. “They locked the hatch. Why the fuck would they lock it?”


  “What do we do?” Nasira asks, pulling away from the window as the zombies approach the car.


  “Don’t do anything right now,” William says, pulling out his phone. “We need to try again, once Holger has unlocked the hatch. I’m calling him now.”


  He makes the call, then puts it on speaker and places it on the dashboard, freeing up both his hands. Silence in the car as William’s phone rings. From the trunk, the dog gives off a low growl. Everyone looks out at the zombies who gather around the car and begin pushing and shoving to get inside.


  Dan is the only one still looking over at the house. The woman in the window—there’s something about her, something sinister. Dan gets a very clear feeling that something bad happened.


  “Pick up, Holger,” William mutters, and then, to the zombie outside his window: “Hey, stop drooling on my car, asshole!”


  Dan sees the woman raise her hand and put it to her ear.


  Then, the call is answered.


  Dan sees the woman mouth the word, and a split-second later, her voice comes through the phone: “Hello.”


  “Who … who the hell are you?” William says, staring at the phone in surprise. “Why are you answering Holger’s phone? Where’s Holger? Put him on!”


  “Holger’s not able to come to the phone,” the woman says calmly, not taking her eyes off Dan.


  “Then tell him to come unlock the hatch so we can get in!”


  “I’m afraid the hatch is jammed. We already tried, but we can’t get it to open.”


  “What do mean, jammed? There’s no lock on it!”


  “There is now.”


  “Wha—” William cuts himself off, as he finally realizes what the woman means.


  “I know that voice,” Dan’s father mutters.


  “She’s standing right there,” Dan says and points. “She’s looking out at us.”


  Everyone in the car turns their heads in unison.


  “That’s her,” Dad confirms, nodding grimly. “That’s the woman who stole my car.”


  “Oh, you piece of shit,” William growls. “You come open that hatch right now! And let me talk to Holger!”


  The woman doesn’t move an inch, and her expression doesn’t change. “I can do one of those for you,” she says calmly. “Hold on a moment.” She lowers Holger’s phone and presses it to her chest. “Dennis!” she calls out, her voice making it through the phone. “Let Holger out!”


  Dan has been feeling a growing sense of discomfort ever since he saw the woman, and now the feeling intensifies.


  “They’ve locked up Holger,” William mutters. “Those fucking assholes—how the hell did they get in?”


  Before anyone in the car can come up with an answer, Dan notices a movement from the roof of the house. He looks up and sees the dormer window swing open. The face of a boy not much older than him appears for a second, before vanishing again. Then, something else appears. It’s Holger. At first, it looks to Dan like Holger is climbing out the window.


  “Holy hell,” Dad murmurs. “Look up there.”


  “That’s … that’s Holger,” William says. “What the hell are they doing?”


  Holger is hanging halfway out the window, one arm dangling limply down the roof, and as he turns awkwardly to the side, Dan gets a better look at his face and realizes his eyes are closed. There’s a stream of dried-up blood on his cheek.


  “He’s … he’s dead,” Nasira whispers. “Look at the blood on his face.”


  “Oh, no,” William exclaims, grabbing his head. “Oh, fuck, no! Maybe … maybe he’s just unconscious. Maybe they knocked him out to keep him as a hostage. Maybe—”


  Before William can put forth another suggestion as to what might be going on, the answer becomes obvious, as Holger is thrust from the window.


  Nasira screams, Dan’s father gasps aloud, and Dan feels the air getting sucked from his lungs as Holger tumbles down the roof and out over the gutter. He lands on the gravel right next to the front door with a heavy, bone-chilling thud and lies completely still.


  The zombies clawing at the front door don’t even flinch, but simply keep on clawing.


  “He’s … he’s really dead,” Dan hears himself say. “Look at the zombies. They don’t even care.”


  “You fucking … you fucking assholes,” Williams says, his voice rising as he stares blankly at his dead uncle lying in an awkward posture on the gravel. “You’re going to pay for that! You hear me!?”


  Dan looks at the kitchen window again. The woman is still gazing out at them, her expression still serene. She doesn’t look down at Holger’s body even for a second, and Dan thinks to himself with surprising clarity: She’s a psychopath. A real-life psychopath.


  “We’ve filled the underground tunnel with gasoline,” she tells them through the phone in a matter-of-fact way. “If anyone tries to force their way in, we’ll light a match and burn the intruders alive.”


  “We’ll find another way!” William shouts. “You rest assured! We’re going to—”


  “This is our place now,” the woman interrupts him, only raising her voice slightly, yet something in her tone makes William shut up. Something very cold and sharp. “I’m sorry it had to happen this way, but Holger attacked us first. And these are desperate times, I’m sure you’ll agree. We all need to do whatever we can to make sure our loved ones survive.”


  “You’re going to prison for this, you crazy bitch,” William mutters.


  “That may be,” the woman replies, still with an eerie calm, like a customer service employee explaining something to an unsatisfied customer. “Although I’m not sure there will be any prisons in the near future.”


  Then Dan remembers. “What about Mille?” he asks, fearing the answer. When the woman doesn’t hear him, he leans towards William’s phone and repeats the question. “What about the girl? What did you do to her?”


  “Nothing. Mille left with her mom right after we came.”


  It could be a lie, but Dan sees no good reason why the woman shouldn’t be telling the truth; she has been, so far.


  William takes the phone from the dashboard. “This is not over,” he sneers into it before ending the call.


  In the window, Dan sees the woman lower the phone, look at them for another moment, then simply walking away.


  “Is there any other way in?” Dan’s father asks.


  “No,” William says. “Not one that we can get to, anyway. I’m sure they locked the front door, and all the windows have bars. Besides, if we break into the house, we would have made a perfect entrance for the zombies, and the place would be useless as a hideout.”


  “You think she was telling the truth about the gasoline?” Dad asks.


  “I’m not sure,” William says, running his hands through his hair. “But does it matter? We can’t take the chance. I’m not going to risk getting burnt alive. Oh, Jesus, everything is fucked up now. Poor Holger.”


  “Where do we go?” Nasira asks in a low voice.


  William shakes his head. “I have no idea.”


  “Well, we can’t stay here,” Dan’s father says. “Maybe we can go to one of the other houses around here and ask for shelter.”


  “We could,” William says in a sour tone. “But who would let in five people and a dog?”


  “Someone with compassion,” Nasira answers.


  William scoffs. “Someone with little sense,” he corrects her. “Even if we did find someone willing to let us in, how long could we survive? We’re too many now. Normal people don’t have food for several days in their home, much less any sustainable sources once they run out. Holger did. That’s why this was the perfect place.” He looks over at the house, grinding his teeth. “We should have never left. What was I thinking?”


  “Can’t we just get out of here for a start?” Nasira asks. “Those things out there are starting to get on my nerves.”


  Dan is surprised to find he almost managed to forget about the zombies pushing and shoving outside the car, squeezing against the windows and fumbling for a way in. Apparently, you get used to sitting in a car surrounded by zombies once you’ve tried it a couple of times. Amazing what the mind can learn to filter out.


  William puts the car in reverse and backs up. He pays no particular heed to the zombies, either, knocking over two of them as he drives out of Holger’s courtyard and heads back down the driveway.


  “How about going back to Jens?” Dan suggests. “Maybe he’ll let us stay at his boss’s farm. He said they have cows, didn’t he? That means they’ll have food for a long time.”


  “I don’t know,” William says. “I think we might be better off trying to get out of here altogether. Holger’s place was definitely our best bet if we had to stay. Now that it’s no longer an option, I prefer getting as far away from here as possible.”


  “I agree,” Dad says. “I think we should leave the country until they get this situation under control.”


  “If,” William mutters.


  “What’s that?”


  “If they get the situation under control.”


  “Sure they will,” Dad says, sounding like he’s not sure at all.


  Suddenly, Dan gets an idea. “Wait, what about Mille? The woman said she left with her mom.”


  “She was probably lying,” William scuffs. “They probably killed her too.”


  “Why would she lie about that, but not about Holger? No, I think she told the truth about Mille. I could call her and ask where they went.”


  William looks at him in the mirror. “You’ve got her number?”


  “Sure. She gave it to me.”


  William raises one eyebrow. “Well done, dude.”


  Dan pulls out his phone and calls up Mille just as they reach the end of Holger’s driveway. William stops the car and looks at Dan, waiting to see if Mille will have anything to tell them.


  Dan puts the call on speaker.


  Mille answers after the third ring. “Dan?”


  “Yeah, it’s me. Are you okay?”


  “Sure. I was just about to ask you that. You found your parents?”


  “We did,” Dan says simply, avoiding Dad’s eyes. “But when we returned to Holger’s place … there was a woman there. And her son.”


  “Oh, yeah. That’s Birgit and Dennis. They came right after you guys left.”


  “What do you mean, ‘they came’?” William interjects. “Who let them in?”


  A short pause. “No one did. They came in through the tunnel. Why? Is anything wrong?”


  “You could say that,” William growls. “They killed Holger.”


  Mille gasps. “Oh, no!”


  Someone speaks in the background on Mille’s end.


  “Is that your mom?” Dan asks.


  Mille doesn’t answer right away. She sounds like she’s fighting to keep calm. “Yes … I’m with her now. Oh, my God, I’m so … I’m so sorry about Holger. I shouldn’t have left him alone …”


  “No, you probably shouldn’t,” William says.


  “Shut up, William,” Dan says, ignoring the look of surprise William sends him in the mirror. “It wasn’t her fault. If she hadn’t left, they would have just killed her, too.”


  A moment of silence.


  Then, Mille whispers: “I can’t believe I trusted her. I did notice there was … something odd about her. Something dangerous. But I … I let her convince me she wouldn’t … oh, God.”


  “Where are you now?” Dan asks.


  “We just left the area. We’re headed for Frederikshavn. Torben—my Mom’s boyfriend—he’s got a cabin up in Sweden somewhere. We’ll try and get there.”


  “Wait,” William chimes in. “Did you say you left the area? How did you manage that? I thought they sealed it off?”


  “They did. There are military posts on all the highways and the smaller ones, too. But we found another way. A dirt road they haven’t blocked.”


  “Where?” William demands.


  “It’s just down road from Holger, then make a right after the next house, and once you get to the trees, you turn left. Keep going till you hit the highway again.”


  William puts the car in drive and heads out onto the road.


  “Thank you,” Dan says. “We’ll try and get out that way too.”


  “I hope you make it,” Mille says.


  Dan switches the call off speaker and puts the phone to his ear. “I’m glad your mom came for you, Mille.”


  Another short pause. “Yeah, me too.”


  She doesn’t sound completely sincere, though.


  Suddenly, he’s not sure what to say. “So, I guess … good luck.”


  “Good luck. And Dan?”


  “Yeah?”


  “You can always call me if … you know, anything.”


  “Same.”


  “Right. Stay safe.”


  “You too.”


  He disconnects. Dad puts an arm around his shoulder and smiles at him. Then, he says something totally unexpected: “I’m proud of you, son.”


  “Uhm … thanks, Dad.”


  “Listen,” William says. “While you were flirting it up with Mille back there, I got an idea. My friend, Janus, he, um … well, he died yesterday. But he has a brother who lives down in Haderslev. He’s an airline pilot, and Janus told me he has his own plane. Maybe we can get him to fly us all the hell out of here. To an island somewhere.”


  “That’s not a bad idea,” Dad says. “But what if he doesn’t want to?”


  “I’m sure we can convince him,” William says. “He’ll probably want to save his own family, too. And if we can’t get him to do it, we just keep going down through Germany. That’s our plan B.”


  They exchange looks. No one seems to have any objections.


  “That’s settled, then,” William concludes, speeding up.


   


  
TWENTY-FIVE


  “Hello? Excuse me? Could somebody please come?”


  Dorte listens as the words echo back to her down the empty corridor, then die out. No one answers. She’s been calling for twenty minutes now.


  The guard who brought her dinner told her someone would come and take her statement within an hour. It’s been four now, and she hasn’t seen anyone.


  There are only four detention rooms in this corridor—she noticed when they put her in here—and none of the other three seem to have any occupants. At least she hasn’t heard anything.


  They took her phone, so she hasn’t been able to call anyone—but who would she call? The two persons closest to her are both dead, and just the thought of breaking the news about Rikke to her dad is too much. It will crush him. He’s not sick with cancer, like she told Martin and the other soldier at the roadblock; he’s in his home in Copenhagen with his new wife. Besides, the authorities may have already done the job for her of calling him up and delivering the bad news.


  Unless, of course, Rikke hasn’t been found yet.


  The tiny, wall-mounted TV is running on mute, showing a news channel covering what’s going on in Viborg. An hour ago, they began showing footage from Aarhus as well. It was a mixture of private videos captured from phones and a news helicopter hovering overhead. They showed a gas station being overrun by four infected people and a pedestrian street where people fled in panic.


  The images were very disturbing. Not so much because of the infected, but because it was obvious that things weren’t under control, despite the news reporter saying that “unlike Viborg, the police and the military got a head start on things in Aarhus” and were doing “a very effective job of pacifying and isolating the infected.’”


  They showed gunmen in full protective gear armed with guns, and they informed the viewers that everything was being done to not harm the infected, but simply get them into custody, using rubber bullets, water cannons and other nonlethal equipment.


  To Dorte, this sounded like something they would say to keep people reassured rather than telling the truth.


  From her tiny, barred-up window she only had a view of the courtyard. But she had heard gunfire earlier. What sounded like a car crashing; or perhaps an explosion. Someone screaming. Sirens.


  It was like being dropped into an American disaster movie. She got to witness everything turn to chaos from her claustrophobically small detention cell, and there was nothing she could do.


  What was worse: it was her fault the disease had reached Aarhus.


  The disease.


  She kept thinking about it like that. Her brain was too well trained to accept anything else.


  Whatever had happened to Rikke and Peter, it sure looked like a disease; it had plenty of physical symptoms. Except none of them could be measured. At least not with any medical device.


  How was that possible?


  That was the question her mind had been wrestling with ever since she came here—and, being locked up in less than sixty square feet, she had not much else to do.


  To Dorte’s own surprise, she hadn’t really cried yet. Sure, the thought of Peter and Rikke brought a deep, stinging pain to her chest. But she obviously wasn’t mourning yet, and she didn’t believe herself to be in shock, either. She was still functioning very well. Apparently, she was surprisingly good at working under a crisis.


  But the real reason the grief process hadn’t begun was simply that she didn’t feel like her role had been played out yet; she still had a job to do, as a doctor with firsthand experience of whatever this thing was.


  And she still couldn’t accept the fact that Rikke and Peter were out of reach of modern medicine. There had to be some way to cure them. She just had to figure out what was wrong with them.


  It couldn’t be a mental thing, it just couldn’t. A handful of sick people could maybe be explained like that, some strange case of factitious disorder, where the patients would basically will themselves sick, creating the symptoms from pure conscious effort.


  But several thousand?


  All happening within a span of a few days?


  No way.


  And that left her with no real explanation. She simply couldn’t give even a peripheric guess, had her life depended on it—which very well could turn out to be the case.


  She shoves aside the thoughts and bangs the door again, then shouts out through the tiny, square hole placed in nose-height.


  “Hello? Anybody? Please help me!”


  Earlier, when she came to the jail, there had been a constant humming of voices from elsewhere in the building, and every once in a while, a guard had passed by out in the corridor.


  But now everything was quiet like the grave. And she hadn’t seen anyone since dinner.


  It was probably just because the nightshift had begun. There were only a couple of guards here now, and they would soon make their rounds to check on the detainees.


  Or maybe they had all been called out on active duty.


  Or maybe something even worse had happened.


  A scream from behind her.


  Dorte spins around and stares at the window. She hurries over there in three long paces. Looking out, she can only see thanks to the yellow light posts around the closed courtyard. A female officer is running across the pavement—or rather, limping. One of her legs is obviously broken, the foot twisted in a wrong direction. She darts a look back and up, and Dorte notices the open window three stories up.


  Did she … did she just jump?


  The officer cries from pain and tries desperately to get away from the building, as though she’s afraid someone is following her. And someone is. Dorte sees a big, broad man in guard uniform lean out the open window, reaching his arms out clumsily—one of his sleeves is torn off, and the hand is mostly gone, chewed off, apparently—and then he loses his balance and falls out of the window.


  Dorte gasps but can’t look away.


  The guard flies through the air for what feels like several seconds, flailing his arms and legs helplessly, before connecting with the concrete, giving off a loud, sickening and very meaty thud. He lands halfway on his shoulder, just barely missing his head, which would surely have been cracked open like a coconut, had it taken the impact.


  And to Dorte’s utter horror and amazement, the guard immediately begins getting to his feet. He doesn’t even cry out. He simply gets up and walks after the woman, who’s still limp-running away from him. His collarbone is obviously shattered, his right shoulder sitting way lower than the other, hindering him in raising his arm all the way. This doesn’t seem to bother him either, though.


  The woman looks back and accidentally puts weight on her busted foot. She falls over with a scream. The guard ups his speed and moves in eagerly.


  “Get up, get up,” Dorte finds herself chanting. “Run, goddamnit. Run!”


  But the female guard can’t get up. So she crawls instead, crying as she does it. She reaches a door in the other building, reaching for the handle and pulling herself to her feet.


  “Good, now open it,” Dorte whispers, feeling her heart pounding in her throat as the man closes the distance to the woman.


  The door is locked.


  The woman fumbles for a key in her belt.


  She almost gets it in.


  And then he reaches her.


  Dorte can’t look away. She wants to, but she can’t. She’s forced to watch the scene play out. It takes less than thirty seconds. The woman stops screaming halfway through. The man is almost double her size, and he works with vicious efficiency. Not elegant and precise, like a cat killing a mouse, but more like a crocodile tearing a gazelle to shreds.


  It’s only because of the dim lighting Dorte can’t see the gruesome details, and she’s thankful for that. But she can see the dark pool forming around the woman as she sinks to the ground. And she can hear the wet smacking sounds as the man begins feasting on her flesh.


  This is not anything like rabies, a faraway thought tells her in that fact-of-the-matter voice she has developed over the years. His motivation wasn’t to spread whatever he has to her—he just wanted to eat her.


  Dorte is finally able to turn away, and she staggers towards the sink in the corner. She stands there, leaning against the wall for a minute or so, taking deep breaths, fighting back the nausea, trying to shut out the noises from outside.


  Her dinner decides to stay down, and Dorte realizes the sounds have stopped. She doesn’t want to go back to the window, but once again, she can’t help it.


  The male guard has gotten to his feet and is walking away. At first, Dorte assumes he’s full and doesn’t want to eat anymore.


  Then, the woman sits up. She looks around, like someone just waking up from a nap, before getting to her feet. She takes a few wobbly steps after the guy, seemingly finding her bearings, reminding Dorte of a toddler walking for the first time. Her broken ankle is no longer of any concern to her, and she simply walks on the crooked foot.


  The male guard heads for the bars enclosing the courtyard. Behind them is another set of bars, and behind them again is the street. But instead of unlocking the gate, the guard simply walks into it and tries pushing himself through.


  The woman soon joins him and does the exact same. They just stand there, side-by-side, trying to move through the bars to get to the street.


  They have very little brain-function left, that detached doctor’s voice observes. No memory. No problem-solving skills. They’re probably not even capable of hypothesis-driven thinking any longer. Only things that seems to be left are limited motor skills and a motivation for finding and eating human flesh. That’s why he lost interest in her. She wasn’t alive anymore. The second she came back, she joined him in searching for new prey.


  “Hello?”


  The voice is so unexpected, it makes her jump. She spins around and scans the room, expecting someone to have snuck up on her. But she’s alone.


  “Over here.”


  She sees the face looking in at her through the window in the door. It’s a young man with dark hair and dark, worried eyes.


  “Oh, thank God,” Dorte breathes. “I was beginning to wonder if anybody would come.” She walks to the door. “Listen, there are two infected people out in the courtyard. Both of them were officers. It’s important no one goes out there to try and—”


  “Who are you talking about?” the guy cuts her off. “Who would go out there? There is no one left.”


  Dorte just stares at him as he finds his keys and unlocks the door.


  “What do you mean?” she asks as he opens it.


  “The entire building has been evacuated. You’re lucky I decided to take one last look. Almost cost me dearly, too.” He holds out his hand to reveal a tear in his sleeve. A couple of red scratch marks snake down his wrist.


  Dorte knows instantly the poor guy is done for. The cuts in his skin are just barely deep enough to draw blood, but that’s plenty for the infection—or whatever it is—to take hold. Rikke’s wounds had been even smaller, and she died within five hours. This guy has probably only two or three left to live.


  Dorte looks him in the eye and feels her throat close up. He’s young, around her own age, and he has that young George Clooney melancholy look over him. Dark tan, soft-spoken, clean hands. Probably a very nice guy.


  “What?” he asks. “Why are you looking like that? Is anything wrong?”


  “I just … you got those … scratch marks because you came back to see if anyone was still in the building?”


  “Yeah. I figured they might lock down the city like they did in Viborg, so it might be several days before anyone made their way in here. Would be a bummer to spend a week locked-up in here with nothing to eat, huh? I couldn’t live with that thought. Now, there’s three of them downstairs. One of them tried to grab me, but I tore loose. I think they might have followed me, so we need to go the other way and use the fire escape so we don’t—”


  A noise from down the corridor. It sounds like something tipping over.


  “Hurry,” the guy says, pushing Dorte along. “We’d better get out of here.”


  They run down the corridor, and the guy opens the door with his key. They enter a staircase and run up a floor. There, he opens a door marked with a fire sign. An alarm sounds somewhere in the building. They step out onto a metal platform suspended several meters above ground-level. Below is the parking lot to the detention facility.


  Dorte pauses for a moment, looking out over Aarhus. And she finally realizes just how serious the situation is—and how quickly it has escalated.


  The night sky is lightened by the glow of the city. But unlike any normal night, the lights aren’t just from cars and lamp posts and windows. In fact, there seems to be less electrical light sources. Instead, there are several fires blazing.


  Not many cars are out, either. Most of them are parked haphazardly in the streets or on the sidewalks. A few of them are crashed. She sees windows smashed, things strewn about and only a few people—most of them seem to be infected.


  “Good God,” she breathes. “It’s just like Viborg. Except it’s going a lot faster.”


  “You been in Viborg recently?” the guy asks, closing the fire door behind them.


  “I was there just yesterday,” Dorte says. “How could it run out of control so fast? It’s been only one day …”


  “I couldn’t tell you. All I know is that it started in Skejby. I think it reached the city so quickly because several people carrying the infection drove here for medical help. As to why it spread a lot faster here than Viborg, well, I figure it’s because there are a lot more people here, and they live a lot closer to each other.”


  “Good God,” Dorte says again, and thinks to herself: This is my fault. I brought it here. Because of me, the country’s second biggest city will be in ruins by tomorrow evening.


  A movement from below catches her eye. A group of infected people are coming down the street, headed for the parking lot.


  “Come on,” the guy says, beginning to descend the stairs. “We’d better hurry, or we’ll get trapped up here.”


  They rush down the stairs and reach the ground well before the infected can reach them. They run across the parking lot and out into the street.


  The guy looks from side to side. “My car is parked in an underground parking two blocks from here. I’m going to try and get out of town, then reach Silkeborg—that’s where my wife is waiting. You can join me if you want.”


  Dorte looks at the guy briefly, and can’t help but feel a deep love towards him. He looks so innocent, and even in a very dangerous situation, he took the time to go back into a detention facility to look for anyone locked up. Now, he’s going home to his wife, a short, yellow-haired woman no doubt who’s probably worried sick by now. Except he won’t make it to Silkeborg; he’ll be dead before that.


  Should I tell him?


  “You’re giving me that look again,” he says.


  “I’m not going with you,” she says.


  “You sure? I really don’t think you want to be out in the streets right now.”


  “It’s okay, I’ll be fine.”


  “Okay, if that’s what you want. See you, then.”


  He’s just about to run off.


  “Thank you,” Dorte says, the words coming out as hardly more than a whisper. “Thank you for getting me out. You saved my life.”


  The guy smiles briefly. “Don’t mention it. To be honest, I didn’t expect to see someone like you up here. You don’t look like a typical bad guy.”


  “I am,” she says. “Believe me.”


  “Well, I believe in second chances,” he says, smiles once more, and then he’s gone.


   


  TWENTY-SIX


  She soon regrets not going with the guard. Walking alone through the city center isn’t exactly a pleasant experience.


  The streets are mostly empty, but there’s an eerie atmosphere looming over everything. Here and there are crashed cars, smashed storefronts and items dropped or thrown.


  She hears police sirens passing by now and then, and she considers waving one of them down, but for one thing, she doesn’t want to burden the people trying to tidy up the mess she made, and secondly, she’s technically a fugitive.


  She also considers calling anyone she can think of who lives in or around the city—which proves to be only three persons. Two old med school friends and her aunt whom she never sees. But she can’t bring herself to call any of them and ask them to come pick her up. And calling a cab is also kind of opportune, as she doubts any company would send a car into what is basically a war zone.


  So, Dorte resolves herself to walking.


  Weirdly, a part of her feels it’s the right call, despite the danger. This is her mess. It seems an apt punishment for her to walk her own way out of it.


  She heads west, hoping to reach the highway going around the city; out there, she might have more luck in hitching a ride.


  She feels exhausted but is running on adrenaline and cortisol, which heightens her senses and makes her super-aware of any movements and sounds nearby. As she turns a corner, a teenage boy comes running at her full speed, only wearing shorts.


  Dorte jumps aside, holding out her hands in a protective way, but the boy runs right past her. He only slows down enough to yell at her: “Get away! Two of them are coming!”


  Dorte has time to notice the bloody lines across the boy’s shoulder blade; they look an awful lot like something from fingernails. Then, the boy is gone.


  She turns and looks the way he came, immediately spotting the two silhouettes coming this way in that characteristic, wobbly stride. Even from this far away, she can hear their hungry groans.


  Dorte runs across the street and slips down a smaller alley, reaching the next block, just as someone screams up ahead.


  Dorte sees the woman lying on the ground, sprawling to get away from the infected person who has thrown itself on top of her. A young guy—possibly the woman’s boyfriend—is kicking the infected from behind, while yelling at it to stop, but to no avail. The infected bites down on the woman’s throat, muffling her scream. The guy bends over and grabs the infected, pulling it away. But the infected has grabbed the woman’s hair, so she is dragged along, while the blood starts spurting from her open throat. The infected snaps its head around and bites down on the guy’s arm, causing him to scream out in pain.


  Dorte turns, feeling nauseous and dizzy, then staggers down a new side street to get away from the awful scene.


  The sound of gushing water reaches her. On the next block she sees a group of armed men shooting a water cannon at a large group of infected people, forcing them back, all the while others are closing in from other directions.


  “Stay back!” one of the soldiers roars. “Stay back, or we’ll open fire!”


  The infected don’t heed the warning, and two of the men begin firing their weapons at them. The sound is deafening, causing Dorte’s ears to ring. Although it’s clear the bullets connect, sending arms flailing and torsos twisting back and forth, they don’t stop the oncoming.


  “The head!” one of the men roars. “Aim for their fucking heads!”


  That won’t work, Dorte thinks to herself. There’s no brain activity …


  The men take aim and fire a new round of shots. This time, to Dorte’s surprise, there’s much more effect. Two of the infected go down immediately, apparently dying for real, as they simply collapse and don’t move anymore. Soon the rest of them follow suit, as the men hit their targets.


  Dorte frowns, for a moment snapping back into rational thinking. How’s that possible? How does destroying the brain make any difference, when the entire central nerves system is already switched off?


  “What the hell are you doing?” one of the men by the water cannon bellows and runs to the men who just put down half a dozen infected. “Are you using live rounds? Are you insane?”


  “We had no choice!” one of the soldiers defends himself. “It was us or them!”


  “We can’t go around killing these poor pricks! How do you think WHO will react once they find out we’re executing sick people? They’ll hang us out like goddamn Nazis!”


  “When are you going to listen, Troels?” the other soldier shouts back, punctuating every word by jabbing a finger in the chest of his colleague. “They … are … fucking … zombies!”


  “Will you stop spouting that movie nonsense?” the guy retorts, shoving away the other’s hand. “I’m in charge here, and I say we follow orders. And the orders are to treat these people like sick individuals. We keep our distance, we pacify them and bring them in, and we don’t use lethal force! Got that?”


  The two men are so wrapped up, they don’t see the three infected coming from the alley and heading right for them.


  “Look out!” Dorte screams, but she’s too far away, and the sound of the water cannon drowns out her warning.


  Luckily, the third soldier notices the threat just in time, and the two others jump out of the way. They begin dealing with the infected by throwing nets over them and using long poles which reminds Dorte of the ones dog catchers use.


  She decides she’s seen enough and turns to leave.


  And that’s when she sees her.


  Coming towards Dorte from the alley, the figure emerges from the shadows. Dorte recognizes her right away.


  No, it can’t be her … she can’t have come this far … it’s a four-mile walk …


  But it is her.


  And Rikke looks like she’s been very busy: her hands are black with blood and so is the front of her shirt and the lower part of her face. Some of it is still red and shiny. Something has happened to her face, too; the left cheekbone appears to have been caved in a little, the skin torn open in a couple of places, the eye squeezed almost shut. Like someone clubbed her with something. Or maybe Rikke has simply fallen over and landed on her face. Either way, the injury seems of no concern to her; instead, she’s focused on Dorte.


  “Rikke,” she croaks, backing up. “It’s me.”


  She knows it’s pointless. She knows Rikke can’t hear her, much less comprehend the words or recognize her sister. She might as well be talking to a coma patient. And yet her mouth keeps trying.


  “It’s me, Rikke. Please listen to me. Don’t you remember my voice?”


  Rikke ups her speed as she closes the distance and lets out a groan of hunger.


  Dorte walks backwards, almost running now, trying to get her eyes off of Rikke, trying to force herself to turn and flee, but she can’t, and she’s still talking and now she’s also crying.


  “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry I couldn’t help you. I tried; I really did.”


  Then she’s finally able to spin on her heel and sprint down the alley. She turns left on the street where the men are still battling the oncoming horde and she almost bumps into a new group of infected, managing to avoid a tall, skinny guy at the last possible second and bolt past them. She looks back to see the group taking up pursuit.


  Dorte runs every other day, and she’s in great shape. But she hasn’t slept for almost two whole days, and her body is functioning mostly on adrenaline. Up ahead, the road slopes upwards as it turns into a bridge, and Dorte decides to cross it, since that will bring her away from the city center.


  She runs at a reasonable speed, putting distance between her and the group of infected while at the same time not exhausting herself—as she darts a look back, she realizes the infected are still pursuing her. Luckily, she can’t see Rikke, who must be at the back of the group.


  The amount of parked or crashed cars grows larger the farther she comes up onto the bridge. At the highest point, the road is almost closed off due to a tipped-over truck.


  And that’s when she sees the other group.


  It’s even bigger than the one following her; at least two dozen infected. They’re less than fifty yards away, huddling around something, pushing and shoving each other.


  They’re eating someone, Dorte thinks and stops abruptly.


  This second group is way too big; they’re blocking the entire road, and there’s no way she can get past them. She looks back to see the pursuing group, which has spread out somewhat, as some of them are walking faster than others. The front runners have already reached the bridgehead and have begun the ascent towards her. Even though there aren’t as many in the first group, there are still enough of them to cut her off, as many cars narrow the road. Which means she’s effectively trapped.


  Oh, shit …


  Dorte looks back and forth, trying to determine which way is the least dangerous, which one offers her the best chance of making it, but neither of them seems a good choice. And now the members of the second group seem to lose interest in whatever poor soul they were gorging themselves on, and one by one they break out and begin walking towards the next closest meal: Dorte.


  Oh, shit, shit, shit!


  Dorte considers for a moment climbing atop the truck, but she’s not sure whether the infected will be able to climb after her, so she heads for the bridge’s railings. Looking down at the motorway, she feels her gut tighten, as the jump is at least sixteen feet—and she’d land on concrete, most likely breaking both ankles.


  Maybe if I hang from my arms … that will shorten the fall with six feet or so …


  It’s still a big risk, but a brief glance over her shoulder tells her that she’s running out of options fast: the fastest from both groups are closing in at a scary speed, wobbling away almost too fast for their dead legs to carry them, as though they sense their prey is about to escape.


  Dorte climbs the railings and swings her legs over. The metal bars are cold, and her palms are sweaty from running, so she grips firmly to not slip. Still, it’s difficult finding anything to place her feet on—the railings were obviously not designed for scaling. She fumbles, swears and looks up to see the infected come rushing.


  Fuck! I won’t make it!


  She’s halfway hanging, halfway standing, clutching the railing awkwardly, and is just about to jump blindly out into the void, when a voice calls her name.


  “Dorte! Hey, Dorte!”


  She looks down, blinking sweat from her eyes, straining to focus.


  A car is parked right below her. The driver—a young man in a white T-shirt, revealing his tattooed arms—is standing next to it, looking up.


  “Goddamnit, I thought that was you!” he calls out, grinning.


  “William?” Dorte croaks, not loud enough for him to hear her.


  “You gotta jump!” he calls out, jumping up onto the hood of the car, then up onto the roof. He reaches his arms up towards her. “Just do it! I’ll catch you!”


  Dorte is just about to tell him she can’t, when she hears a snarling growl right next to her, and she whips her head around and screams as a dead-eyed face with grey skin comes rushing at her, mouth wide open.


  It’s more of a fall than a jump.


  Dorte flies through the air, screaming and flailing, for what feels like several seconds. Then she lands with a metallic bang, feeling a couple of hands halfway catch her.


  “It’s all right, you’re all right,” Williams tells her, as his face appears in front of her, smiling. “Hey. Long time, no see.”


  Dorte tries to answer, but the shock of falling has left her gasping for air. She lets him help her down onto the hood of the car. A man Dorte hasn’t seen before, considerably older than William, comes out from the car and takes her by the arm, helping her down onto the concrete.


  Another car comes speeding by, causing Dorte to jump and reminding her they’re standing in the middle of the motorway.


  “We should probably get going,” the man says, leading her towards the open back door.


  “Wait a second,” William says. “Are you hurt, Dorte?”


  Dorte looks at him, then down her own body. She shakes her head. “No, I’m okay. It didn’t hurt. Thank you for catching me.”


  “You’re welcome. But what I mean is, were you hurt before? Any scratches? Any wounds? Did any of them touch you?” He points up, to where the infected have gathered at the railing, pushing up against the metal bars, a forest of arms are reaching out, grasping at the air.


  She shakes her head again. “No, I haven’t been in close contact with any of them. I’m not infected.”


  “Glad to hear it. Then get in.”


  Dorte climbs into the backseat. A teenage boy with golden hair is looking at her with big, serious eyes, and beside him a young woman is sitting with a small boy on her lap. Both the woman and the younger boy are Middle Eastern.


  The man gets into the front seat, and William gets in behind the wheel.


  Something sniffs the back of Dorte’s neck, and she turns to see a German shepherd looking back at her from the trunk.


  “Everyone, this is Dorte,” William says, putting the car into motion, quickly getting up to speed with the rest of traffic. “She and I went to high school together, but we haven’t spoken for—what, four years?” He looks at her in the mirror.


  “I … I guess that’s about right,” Dorte says, forcing a smile.


  The Middle Eastern woman smiles back at her. “Hi, Dorte. My name is Nasira, and this is my brother Ali.”


  Dorte nods and looks at the teenager.


  “I’m Dan,” he mutters.


  “What are the odds of us meeting like this?” William goes on. “I can only interpret it as fate. Where are you headed?”


  “I … I don’t really know, honestly. I’ve lost my … I’ve lost … everyone.” The last word comes out as a whisper, and Dorte realizes to her horror that she’s on the verge of tears. The last thing she needs right now is crying in front of a bunch of strangers.


  “Sorry to hear that,” William says, the cheerful tone gone from his voice.


  “It’s okay,” the Nasira girl says in nearly perfect Danish, looking at her. “We’ve all lost someone.”


  Dan nods his silent agreement, and to Dorte, those big eyes suddenly seem a lot older than the rest of his face. The boy looks like someone who has recently lived through a lot worse than Dorte herself, and she feels an unexpected pang of sympathy for him.


  “So, you want us to drop you off somewhere, or are you going along for the ride?” William asks.


  Dorte breathes in deeply. “I have no idea, to be honest. Where are you going?”


  “The plan is to find a guy I know down in Haderslev and get him to fly us out of the country before things get completely out of control.”


  “That sounds a little …”


  “Rash?” William guesses.


  “Well, are you sure it’s necessary to leave the country?”


  “Wow, shit!” William swerves to avoid a handful of infected who have made their way out into the motorway and are reaching for the oncoming cars with no regard for their own safety. He looks back at Dorte. “You tell me if it’s necessary. I for one don’t think it looks very promising. We would love to have you along—right, guys?”


  The others nod or sound their agreement.


  Dorte looks down at her hands. “Okay,” she says. “I guess it’s as good an idea as anything else I’ve got. Thank you.”


  “Don’t mention it.” William is quiet for a moment. “So … are you up for telling your story? Or do you want to hear ours first?”


  “I think I’d prefer to listen rather than talk right now,” Dorte says.


  “That’s fine. You’re going to love this. Our story’s got Voodoo in it. Right, Dan? You care to start?” William looks at the teenager, who yawns.


  “Actually, I was hoping to get some sleep.”


  “Oh, sure. Mind if we talk?”


  “No, not at all.” He leans his head back and closes his eyes.


  “I’ll do my best to tell you what Dan told me, then,” William says, sending her a wink in the mirror—Dorte can’t believe his spirit is this high, considering the circumstances. But then again, this is exactly like she remembers him—carefree and laid back, but also smart and decisive when the situation calls for it. “I mean, we’ll be driving all night, so it’s not like we’re in a hurry or anything.”


   


  TWENTY-SEVEN


  Mille must have dozed off, because the next time she opens her eyes, it’s dark outside. They have reached some town Mille doesn’t recognize, the streetlamps glowing yellow overhead. The air conditioner is still blazing, and the inside of the car is nice and chill. On the radio the broadcaster is still talking in a serious voice about the situation.


  She looks to her mother, who’s still sitting next to her, looking out of her own window. Mille checks her phone. No messages or missed calls. It’s eleven forty-five. She’s been gone for a few hours. Surprisingly, she feels very well rested.


  “We’d better fill her up,” Torben mutters and pulls over at a gas station.


  Mom stretches and looks over at Mille. “Oh, you’re awake. Did you get a good rest?”


  “Sure. Where are we?”


  “Frederikshavn,” Torben says, unbuckling. “The ferry leaves in half an hour; we’re just in time.” He gets out of the car with a grunt, the weight of his body causing the SUV to sway.


  “… not only Aarhus, but several of the smaller surrounding towns now also face the problem, as the so-called Rhabdovirus seems to be spreading at a terrifying speed no one could have predicted. Medical experts now call for immediate action on the part of the authorities, urging them to put out a complete curfew in large parts of the country, hoping it’s still possible to contain the spread of the infection or at least slow it down enough that an effective vaccine can be found. So far, medical tests have come up empty in the attempt of curing the disease, and the outlook isn’t very good …”


  “Not exactly uplifting, huh?” Mom says. “What a crazy situation this is turning into. I mean, this could become worse than when the country got occupied during World War II.”


  “I know,” Mille says, watching Torben put his credit card into the slot. She looks at her mother. “We’re going with a ferry?”


  Mom nods. “That way, we can bring the car, you see.”


  Mille bites her lip. “Is it legal?”


  Mom raises her eyebrows. “To bring your car to Sweden?”


  “No, to leave the country.”


  “Oh, you mean because of the … situation? Well, if that was the case, I think they’d cancel the ferry, don’t you?”


  “I guess.”


  A moment of silence. Torben walks around the car, unhooks the hose and begins filling up the car. Mille can’t help but notice how he walks, like his legs are hurting. It’s probably just because of his weight, though. He reminds her of John Goodman when he was at his biggest. She can’t fathom what her mother sees in him.


  “How’s Kim doing?”


  Mille looks at Mom, surprised at the question. “You tell me.”


  “You mean you haven’t spoken to him recently?”


  “No, it’s been forever.”


  “Oh. I thought you guys kept in touch.”


  “We did to begin with, but … it just kind of died out.”


  “That’s a shame.”


  “You haven’t spoken to him either?”


  Mom sighs. “I tried calling him a couple of times, but he doesn’t return my calls. I’m not even sure I’ve got the right number anymore. He’s living in Stockholm these days, did you know?”


  “I had no idea. Why did he move there?”


  “He met a girl. A really pretty blonde. They married earlier this year.”


  Mille is confused for a moment. “How do you know … oh, you stalked him on Facebook, didn’t you?”


  Her mother shrugs. “I just wanted to know how my son was doing.” She looks out at Torben briefly, who’s still filling up the tank. “I was thinking we could maybe drive by and … ask him if they wanted to come with us. It would be so nice to have the family back together.”


  Mom smiles at her. Mille can’t quite bring herself to return the smile.


  “That would mean bringing Dad back,” she says.


  Mom nods slowly. “I know. But we can’t. No matter how much we wanted to.”


  Mille eyes her mother intently, trying to figure out if she’s being sincere. Dad left when Mille was five; she can barely remember him. But what she can remember, is that Mom basically drove him out. And that her drinking escalated drastically from that point. Mille has never heard her talk anything but trash about Dad. And now, she’s suddenly inferring that she actually misses him?


  What’s her game? Has she really changed, or is this some ploy to get something from me?


  “I know Torben will never be able to replace your father,” her mother goes on, “but he’s a good man. Clever. Helpful. He wants the best for all of us. He’s even okay with us bringing Kim too, if he wants to come. We could become like a family again. Wouldn’t that be great?”


  Mille frowns. “It’s a little late for that, Mom; I’m seventeen. I don’t need a new dad.”


  “Of course you do,” Mom says, smiling. “Every girl does, no matter how old she gets.”


  “Well, Torben isn’t exactly …” Mille is just about to say something cruel, but she manages to keep it in.


  “I know,” her mother says. “But if you could give him a chance, I think he will grow on you.”


  Mille doesn’t answer. She looks out at Torben. Behind him, on the other side of the street, someone is out walking their dog. An old lady, judging from the hunched-over posture. The dog is small and black and walks very slowly. It’s probably even older than its owner.


  “I was thinking,” Mom goes on, a slight tone of hesitation in her voice now. “I was thinking that you could try calling Kim. You know, maybe he’ll pick up when it’s you calling.”


  Mille looks at her. “You want me to call him and convince him to come with us?”


  Mom shrugs. “You could at least offer him the chance. If the virus reaches Sweden, they certainly won’t be safe in Stockholm with all those people living so close.”


  Mille bites her lip. “I don’t know, Mom. I have no idea how he’ll react if I call him.”


  “Well, isn’t it worth a shot?” Mom asks, leaning a little towards her. “Maybe if we all—” She stops talking as something catches her eye behind Mille. She squints. “Say, is that … oh, no!”


  Mille turns her head. The old lady has come closer and is now crossing the street, headed straight for the car. Except it’s not an old lady. It’s a tall, bald, middle-aged man. The reason he’s walking hunched over is that someone has torn open his rib cage, causing his torso to sack forwards. He’s craning his neck back just enough for Mille to see his face and his dead, white eyes. The dog on the leash isn’t a dog on a leash, either; it’s a string of intestines being dragged from the man’s open wound, with a bloody lump—which could very well be his stomach—at the end of it.


  “Shit,” Mille says. “He’s going for Torben.”


  “Torben!” Mom screams, climbing halfway over Mille to bang the window. “Torben, look out! Behind you!”


  Torben is too slow in turning around. When he finally does, the zombie is over him. Mom screams. Torben utters a grunt of surprise, drops the hose and grabs the guy’s wrists, barely managing to keep them away from his face. Instead, the zombie tries to bite Torben’s fat neck, snapping its teeth inches from his skin.


  “You get off me!” Torben roars and pushes the zombie back hard, but not hard enough. The dead guy just stumbles a few steps backwards, then lunges forward again. Torben has no time to move out of the way and is pinned against his own car. Mom screams piercingly.


  Luckily, though, the zombie trips on its own intestines and falls clumsily to its knees, giving Torben just enough time to move sideways and get out of reach. He waddles around the car, a look of shock on his face, opens the door and throws himself behind the wheel.


  “Oh, good God,” Mom breathes, grabbing Torben’s shoulders. “Are you okay, honey? Are you hurt?”


  “I’m fine,” Torben growls, shaking Mom’s hands off of him. “Let’s just get out of here.”


  He puts the car in drive, just as the zombie finally gets back up and attacks Mille’s window, smearing saliva all over it.


  Mom screams again, as Torben guns it and races out on the road.


  “Goddamnit,” he mutters, rubbing his neck, and keeps checking the mirrors. “I didn’t know they had already reached this far.”


  “I’m so relieved you’re okay, honey,” Mom says, fighting back tears. “That could have gone horribly wrong. I’m so glad you reacted fast.”


  “Not fast enough,” Torben mutters. “I touched the damn thing.”


  “Yes, but that’s not enough to get infected, is it?” Mom asks, looking from Torben to Mille.


  Mille shakes her head. “It only spreads through blood.” She leans forward. “Did you get any scratch marks?”


  Torben checks his hands one at a time, turning them over, even spreading the fat fingers. “No, I’m fine,” he finally says, a note of relief in his voice.


  “Oh, thank heaven,” Mom exclaims, clutching her chest. “We’re okay. We’re okay. Good thing we’re leaving the country, too. This thing will be everywhere in a couple of days.”


  “I think it’s more like hours,” Torben murmurs, clutching the wheel as he races through the streets of Frederikshavn way past the speed limit. Not many people are out, and no cars, either.


  Not until Torben turns down to the harbor, that is.


  Mille sees the forest of headlights from some distance away. The cars are lined up in several long queues, all waiting to board the ferry.


  Torben whistles. “Guess we’re not the only ones who got the idea of going to Sweden.”


  “Jesus,” Mom whispers. “Good thing we got a ticket, huh?”


  Torben drives up to the shortest queue and stops. The lines are moving slowly, letting the cars onto the ferry one at a time.


  Mille can see the people in the other cars, entire families crammed in between piles of baggage, their faces serious.


  I hope none of them are sick, she thinks and feels an icy chill down her back. The last thing I want is to be trapped on a ferry with someone turning into a zombie …


  The lines pick up speed, and within ten minutes, they drive aboard the ferry. Torben parks the car at the place assigned to them by the crew member waving an orange flag.


  He stops the engine. “Right, let’s get out and find something to eat. Then, if we’re quick, we can grab a couple of hours shut-eye.”


  They leave the car. Mille takes one of the bags from the trunk. She follows her mom towards the door leading to the upper decks, where a lot of other people are already streaming. She’s hit by a peculiar feeling of being a little girl going on a vacation with her mom.


  Mom turns around. “Hold on, where’s Torben?”


  Mille looks back. “There! By the van.”


  Torben has stopped by the side-view mirror of a yellow van. He’s pulling out his collar and apparently examining his neck in the mirror.


  “Torben!” Mom calls out.


  “I’m coming, I’m coming,” he calls back and joins them. His expression is grave. “I felt something sting. Well, looks like I wasn’t too lucky after all.” He pulls out his collar to reveal a bright pink scratch.


  Mille feels her stomach fall.


  Mom gasps. “Oh, no …”


  “It’s okay,” Torben assures her, talking in a stern voice. “They have disinfectant aboard. We’ll clean it up and I’ll be fine.”


  Mille can’t tell if Torben believes what he’s saying, or if he’s trying to convince himself. The way his eyes keeps darting back and forth suggests at least part of him knows this is really bad news, and that disinfecting the wound won’t do squat.


  “Come on,” he says, cutting Mom off as she’s about to say something. “The sooner we get it fixed, the better.”


  “No,” Mille says, shaking her head. “You can’t go, Torben. You’ll have to get off the ferry.”


  Torben looks at her like she’s a dog who just peed on his shoes. “What are you talking about?”


  “You’ll bring it to Sweden. You can’t do that.”


  Mom looks from Mille to Torben, her eyes wide and terrified. “Oh, no … no, no, no …”


  “Nonsense,” Torben scuffs. “I’ll be fine. They have doctors onboard, too.”


  “They can’t do anything to help you,” Mille says. “Please listen to me. You can’t do this, Torben. You’ll have to get off.”


  There’s a loud whistle from upstairs just at that moment. Torben looks up, then back at Mille. “Guess I have no choice. We’ve just left shore. Now, enough talking.” He pushes past them and heads for the door.


  Mom is about to follow him, but Mille grabs her arm and looks her in the eye. “Mom, listen to me. I really need you to listen. There’s only one way this will pan out. We can’t let this happen.”


  Mom’s face jerks in a series of different expressions. “I … I don’t know … I think we’d better follow him …”


  She’s about to turn, but Mille tightens her grip. “Please, Mom. Please believe me. If you still love me, you’ll believe me when I say Torben is going to die. I know it’s hard to hear that. But if we don’t do something quickly, he might take everyone on this ferry with him.”


  “Excuse me,” a male voice says from behind them. “Could you please move?”


  A man with two suitcases and his wife standing behind him is trying to get past.


  “One moment,” Mille says, looking back at her Mom. “Tell me you believe me, Mom. For once, do what’s right. Please!”


  Her mother fights herself for another couple of seconds. Then, for the first time since Mille got into Torben’s car, she sees a flash of her old mother, the mother she remembers, the volatile, closed-off, emotionally wrecked mother who raised her and drove her out like she had driven out Mille’s father and older brother before her.


  “Don’t be silly,” Mom says in what’s almost a snarl. “You listen to Torben now. He knows what he’s doing. It’ll be fine. Stop making a scene.”


  Mille lets go of her mother’s arm, but her mother grips her in turn and drags her along.


   


  TWENTY-EIGHT


  Nasira ought to be feeling tired, but she isn’t. In fact, she feels more awake than ever, although it’s close to midnight.


  She’s sitting comfortably with Ali on her lap, her temple leaning against the cool car window. Outside, the lights of the freeway zip by. Only a few other cars are out.


  She seems to be the only one awake except for William who’s driving the car.


  Now that they have left Aarhus behind and are driving south, the dead people are no longer walking on the road.


  Once or twice, groups of large, black helicopters have flown by overhead, and they’ve also passed quite a few military vehicles going the opposite way. Some of them had foreign license plates. William said they had probably called in reinforcements from Germany and other of the neighboring countries.


  By all measures, it’s been the craziest day of Nasira’s life. And that includes those days she spent as a refugee before they came to Denmark, crossing the Mediterranean on an old fishing boat during a storm which caused them to almost capsize several times. Crammed in with a dozen other Muslims, they had run out of drinking water hours before, and the floor of the boat was soaked with diarrhea and puke.


  But they had all come out of it alive; Mom, Dad, herself and Ali, who was but an infant back then, wrapped in a cloth sling, sleeping against Mom’s chest.


  That was more than could be said about today. Both Mom and Dad had already died, and Nasira would soon follow them to the afterlife.


  Initially, she had thought it would happen within hours. She even considered telling the others and asking William to stop the car so she could get out. And she would have, had she begun to feel even the slightest ill.


  But she doesn’t feel ill at all.


  In fact, she feels vibrant and alive. Peaceful, even. There is no more fear. No more worry.


  It is odd. And at the same time, it makes sense. Facing death is a gruesome thought if you have no faith, if you don’t know God. Nasira knows him intimately. And that’s why she doesn’t fear what will happen to her. She knows it’s all part of His plan. Besides, she will meet up with her parents.


  The only thing that causes her concern is the thought of Ali. Luckily, he will be in the hands of good people. She knows both Henrik and Dan from down the street, and they are both honest, humble men. They will take care of Ali once Nasira has left this earthly world; she doesn’t even need to ask to know they will.


  Of course it’s sad he will have to grow up without his parents or any siblings, but thousands of children from where they came from have suffered that same fate and made decent lives for themselves despite it. She’s sure Ali will do the same; he is a strong boy.


  She looks down at him and smiles. He’s leaning against her shoulder, eyes closed, brows slightly furrowed. As though he can feel her gaze, he opens his eyes.


  “You still awake?” he whispers in Arabic and yawns.


  “I can’t sleep.”


  “How long have we been driving?”


  “A couple of hours. It’s late. You should sleep some more.”


  “I’m not sure I can sleep anymore.” He considers for a moment, looking out the window, then back at her. “I think it’s because we didn’t say prayer before I went to sleep.”


  “Oh,” Nasira says, smiling. “Well, we can say it now if you’d like.”


  “I would. I want to … to pray for Mom and Dad.”


  “That’s a good idea.”


  His lower lip begins to quiver. “Are they … are they with God now, Nasira?”


  “Of course they are.”


  “And there’s no pain with God, is there?”


  “No. Only peace and joy. Pain is only for the living.”


  “Good. I don’t want them to be suffering.”


  “Would you like to begin the prayer?”


  Ali nods and takes a deep breath. Then he recites the words they say every evening. Nasira closes her eyes and listens. Ali ends the prayer by thanking God for taking care of their parents.


  When he finishes, Nasira opens her eyes again and notices the woman next to her has opened her eyes and is looking at them.


  “Were you … praying?” she asks in a low voice.


  “Yes. Sorry if we woke you.”


  “No, that’s fine. I think it’s a great time to be praying. Even though I don’t really believe in God myself.”


  Nasira smiles. “Don’t worry; He believes in you.”


  Dorte returns the smile. “Well, that’s nice to know. I think I’ll be needing some forgiveness.”


  “He forgives you when you forgive yourself.”


  Dorte sends her a curious look. “Are you Muslims?”


  “By custom, yes, but we don’t really identify with any particular religion. That’s why we had to leave our home country and come here. Our father was a preacher, but a controversial one.”


  “Oh, I see. Where is he now?”


  Nasira smiles again. “With God.”


  Dorte’s expression goes from curious to sad. “Oh, I’m so sorry, I … I didn’t know.”


  “How could you?”


  “I wouldn’t have asked if I …”


  “It’s fine,” Nasira assures her, putting a hand on her arm. “We have all lost someone recently, haven’t we?”


  A host of different emotions seem to fight on Dorte’s face for a moment, then, resolve wins. “I guess so.” She looks out the window briefly. “I can’t help but think I might have caused this thing to run out of control. And just because I thought I could cure my sister.”


  “That doesn’t sound like a bad reason to me.”


  Dorte shakes her head. “That’s not how I see it. My sister was one person, that’s nothing compared to how many people are now … are now …” She squeezes her lips together, then whispers: “What have I done?”


  Nasira notices William look in the rearview mirror. “Hey, it could have gotten out in a million ways. It was just a matter of time. I never believed for a second they could contain it.”


  Dorte wipes her eye discretely. “If I had just found that damned cure, it wouldn’t all have been for nothing. And my sister and my fiancé would still be alive.”


  “I’m not even sure there is a cure,” William says.


  “What do you mean?” Dorte asks.


  “You know that creepy Voodoo-ritual I told you about? The one Dan suspects started this whole thing? Well, he’s convinced it’s not a real, like medical sickness, but more like a … I don’t know, a curse or something.”


  Dorte’s expression goes blank. “That … that’s silly.”


  “I know, but …” William shrugs. “We’ll see if they find a cure or not, then we’ll know for sure.”


  “I don’t think they will,” Dorte says. “I ran every possible test on my sister while she was still alive and I took further readings from my fiancé after he died. I found nothing. Absolutely nothing.”


  William looks at her in the mirror. “Well, I guess that supports Dan’s theory, then. Maybe it’s not a virus; maybe it’s something spiritual.”


  “Of course it is,” Nasira says.


  Both Dorte and William look at her. Ali too. Nasira notices he’s following the conversation.


  “I looked into my mother’s eyes as she died,” Nasira says calmly. “I felt her soul leave her body. Then something else took over, and it made her able to move again. But it wasn’t her.”


  “What do you think it is, then?” William asks. “A curse?”


  “I wouldn’t know,” Nasira says. “I never thought the body could go on without the soul, but for some reason, God has allowed for a strange exception to the rules of nature. If I had to guess, I’d say it’s more like a possession. Something evil drives out the soul and replaces it.”


  A few seconds of silence follows inside the car.


  “If I hadn’t seen what I saw,” Dorte says, “I’d say you were crazy. But honestly, I have no better explanation.”


  “So, you say this is God’s work?” William goes on. “Is he the mastermind behind this?”


  “Naturally. He’s the mastermind behind everything.”


  “Do you know why he would do such a thing? I mean, this doesn’t seem like something a nice god would thrust upon the world.”


  “Every seemingly bad thing God does, is a blessing in disguise. Because within is the possibility to find Him.”


  “What?” Dorte says, frowning. “You mean, like dying?”


  “No, no. By surrendering to His will.”


  “I don’t like that word,” William says. “Surrender. It sounds like defeat to me. I’m not into that. I’m going to keep fighting to stay alive.”


  “Sure, keep fighting,” Nasira says, smiling. “That’s what God wants from you. Surrender is something else. Surrender is accepting that whether you win the fight or not, is not up to you. You trust in God, and what will be will be.”


  “So what’s the point?” William argues back. “If it’s like, predetermined or whatever, why would we even try?”


  Nasira reaches over and puts a hand on William’s shoulder. “Because that’s why you’re here, William.”


  He eyes her in the rearview mirror for several seconds, then mutters: “I’m beginning to see why you guys were chased out of your own country; you’re nuts.”


  Nasira can’t help but laugh.


  “I’m sorry,” William says, rubbing his eyes. “I didn’t mean that. I’m just very tired. It’s been a couple of long fucking days.”


  “I know,” Nasira says, smiling. “And there are many more long days to come.” She looks at Ali, who looks back up at her. His eyelids are fighting to stay up.


  Nasira breathes deeply and closes her own eyes as the car keeps moving through the night. Her left thumb goes to feel the tiny scratch on the inside of the ring finger. It still feels the same, maybe a tiny bit more tender, but that could be because she has been rubbing it now and then all throughout the day, ever since the dead girl tried to get into the car through the window and Nasira tried to push her hand back out and the girl’s nail grazed Nasira’s finger.


  She should be feeling a torrent of emotions; fear of what’s to come, despair at the thought there’s nothing to do, grief for the life she’s losing.


  But she feels none of that. In her heart is only hope and love. Her mind is quiet, resting in the assurance that it is all in God’s hands, and that He will make sure what happens is right.


  Whatever that may be.


   


  * * *


   


  Want to know when Day 5 is out?

  Join my readers club at nickclausenbooks.com


   


  In case you’re wondering what Dennis and his mom were up to before we meet them here in Day 4, I suggest you read Day 0, which is free and exclusive to my readers club. It tells you everything about how things got started.


   


  To get Day 0 right now, sign up at nickclausenbooks.com


   


  
    	ABOUT THE AUTHOR

  


  Hi there!


  Hope you enjoyed the book. I’m the guy who wrote it. Since you're still reading, I can only assume you want to know a little more about me, so here you go:


  I was born in a small country far, far away, where people eat a lot of rye bread and are generally suspicious of success. I grew up reading Stephen King and still haven’t fully recovered. I learned English thanks to Netflix and audiobooks.


  I'm married to my public-school sweetheart and we recently had a son who looks so much like me I fear he’ll never get a date, the poor guy.


  My books have been published in four different languages, and I put out several a year. You can join my readers club to be kept in the loop when I have a new release.


  Learn more at nickclausenbooks.com


   


  Thanks for reading!


  —Nick
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