
        
            
                
            
        

    REFUGE
DARK DAYS: BOOK FOUR
A post-apocalyptic series by
MARK LUKENS




Refuge: Dark Days Book 4—Copyright © 2017 by Mark Lukens
All Rights Reserved
No part of this book may be reprinted without written permission from the author.
This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents either are a product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead (or in any other form), business establishments, or locales is entirely coincidental.
Cover design by: Extended Imagery
Special thanks to: Jet, Ann, Joe, Kelli, and Mary Ann—your help is immensely valuable to me, and I just wanted to let you know how much I appreciate it.




OTHER BOOKS BY MARK LUKENS

ANCIENT ENEMY – www.amazon.com/dp/B00FD4SP8M
DARKWIND: ANCIENT ENEMY 2 – www.amazon.com/dp/B01K42JBGW
HOPE’S END: ANCIENT ENEMY 3 – www.amazon.com/dp/B07G1MS6RK
EVIL SPIRITS: ANCIENT ENEMY 4 – www.amazon.com/dp/B07L8KLXVB
SIGHTINGS – www.amazon.com/dp/B00VAI31KW
DEVIL’S ISLAND – www.amazon.com/dp/B06WWJC6VD
WHAT LIES BELOW – www.amazon.com/dp/B0143LADEY
NIGHT TERRORS – www.amazon.com/dp/B00M66IU3U
THE SUMMONING – www.amazon.com/dp/B00HNEOHKU
DESCENDANTS OF MAGIC – www.amazon.com/dp/B00FWYYYYC
THE DARWIN EFFECT – www.amazon.com/dp/B01G4A8ZYC
GHOST TOWN – www.amazon.com/dp/B00LEZRF7G
THE VAMPIRE GAME – www.amazon.com/dp/B07C2M72X9
FOLLOWED – www.amazon.com/dp/B078WYGMJN
A DARK COLLECTION: 12 SCARY STORIES – www.amazon.com/dp/B00JENAGLC
RAZORBLADE DREAMS: HORROR STORIES – www.amazon.com/dp/B076B7W252
THE EXORCIST’S APPRENTICE – www.amazon.com/dp/B00YYF1E5C
POSSESSION: THE EXORCIST’S APPRENTICE 2 – www.amazon.com/dp/B07NCZQTNR
COLLAPSE: DARK DAYS BOOK 1 – www.amazon.com/dp/B07SCPL6QB
CHAOS: DARK DAYS BOOK 2 – www.amazon.com/dp/B07TVYNW19
EXPOSURE: DARK DAYS BOOK 3 – www.amazon.com/dp/B07TY5S1S8




Contents

 
OTHER BOOKS BY MARK LUKENS
PART ONE
CHAPTER 1
CHAPTER 2
CHAPTER 3
CHAPTER 4
CHAPTER 5
CHAPTER 6
CHAPTER 7
CHAPTER 8
CHAPTER 9
CHAPTER 10
CHAPTER 11
CHAPTER 12
CHAPTER 13
CHAPTER 14
PART TWO
CHAPTER 15
CHAPTER 16
CHAPTER 17
CHAPTER 18
CHAPTER 19
CHAPTER 20
CHAPTER 21
CHAPTER 22
CHAPTER 23
CHAPTER 24
CHAPTER 25
CHAPTER 26
CHAPTER 27
CHAPTER 28
CHAPTER 29
CHAPTER 30
CHAPTER 31
CHAPTER 32
CHAPTER 33
CHAPTER 34
CHAPTER 35
CHAPTER 36
PART THREE
CHAPTER 37
CHAPTER 38
CHAPTER 39
CHAPTER 40
CHAPTER 41
CHAPTER 42
CHAPTER 43
CHAPTER 44
CHAPTER 45
CHAPTER 46
CHAPTER 47
CHAPTER 48
CHAPTER 49
CHAPTER 50
CHAPTER 51
A THANK YOU
ABOUT THE AUTHOR:




PART ONE





CHAPTER 1

Ray
West Virginia
Ray drove the Chevy Suburban over the strip of metal spikes in the road just after entering the small West Virginia town, blowing out all four tires. The dead leaves and trash scattered across the road had camouflaged the strip of spikes; Ray hadn’t seen them until it was too late.
“Hold on!” Ray yelled as he stomped down on the brake pedal, wrestling with the steering wheel as their SUV skidded along the wet road and damp leaves. The sliding SUV was heading right for the line of cars and trucks parked up and down the side of the main street of this mountain town.             
“What was that?” Mike asked as he snapped awake with a jolt. He grabbed the arm rest on the passenger door, holding on.
At least he had his seatbelt on, Ray thought. Mike had been dozing off, but the exploding tires had jerked him into sudden consciousness. Ray didn’t have time to look in the back seat at Emma, but he thought she might have been sleeping too, but he couldn’t ever be sure. She didn’t cry out or scream as their vehicle slid down the street, the town a blur whipping by outside of their windows as the SUV began spinning.
Then came the impact. They hit one of the vehicles as Ray kept his foot pressed down on the brake pedal, but at least they had slowed down enough and the crash wasn’t too bad.
Now their world was still. Ray stared out the windshield. The front of their SUV had collided with the side of a large blue car, crushing the back door in a little. Faint wisps of steam drifted up from the front of their vehicle like a ghost, like the waning spirit of the SUV’s engine. Yes, their truck’s soul was leaving—their vehicle was as good as dead now.
“Everyone okay?” Ray asked.
Mike nodded, his eyes wide with shock; he was still holding on to the passenger door arm rest.
“I’m okay,” Emma said from the back.
Ray had been driving too fast; he knew that. He had done his best to avoid even the smallest of towns on their journey from Craig’s house in Virginia into West Virginia. He had studied the map, creating a route that would take them around towns if possible, even if it added a few more miles to their journey. He had managed to skirt a lot of the towns, but some towns, like this one, had been unavoidable. His plan had been, when he had to drive through the towns, to speed through them fast enough so the rippers couldn’t attack their vehicle. Even when they saw groups of rippers, they seemed to know when an attack was futile because their vehicle was traveling too quickly.
But a set of spikes in the road had never entered Ray’s mind.
He had been driving too fast as they approached this town, trying to keep his speed above thirty miles an hour—any speed above thirty miles an hour seemed to be enough to deter the rippers from attacking or even chasing their vehicle. Sometimes the rippers threw rocks, but luckily none of the rocks had smashed out their windows yet. As the small homes nestled in the woods along this road gave way to the beginning of the small town, Ray paid more attention to the buildings, houses, cars, and trees, and not enough attention to the road itself.
The SUV sputtered, and the engine died as more steam rose from the front of the vehicle. Even if the engine wouldn’t have been damaged, all four tires were flat—the truck was useless now. The town around them still seemed quiet, but Ray felt an urgency pushing him—they needed to run, they needed to get out of this vehicle and find another one.
“Dad,” Mike said.
Ray didn’t answer his son. He looked around at the line of cars and trucks up and down the main drag of this town. All the vehicles looked empty. He didn’t see anyone hiding in any of them. The businesses housed in brick and wood buildings looked empty and abandoned, many of the storefront windows busted out, the interiors dark. Trash and merchandise were strewn down the sidewalks and out into the street, marring this once idyllic mountain town. One of the wooden doors to a dog grooming business two doors down had some graffiti painted on it in bright red paint, the letter A with the letter D over it. The same symbol was painted on the side of a white van two cars down from the one they had T-boned.
“Dad.”
There might be rippers here. But rippers hadn’t left the strip of spikes in the road. Rippers hadn’t painted that symbol on the buildings and the white van.
“Dad, what happened?” Mike’s voice was loud and sharp, a sudden and shrill cry from right next to him.
“We got a flat tire,” Ray told him, still looking around at the buildings, still searching for any flashes of movement. They needed to get out of this vehicle. Someone had set a trap for them. They were sitting ducks in this SUV. He looked across the street at a line of one-hundred-year-old houses that had been turned into businesses, the homes brightened up with new paint and siding. Landscaping decorated the front of the businesses and lined the walkways that connected with the town’s sidewalks. But those businesses had been ransacked, the windows shattered and front doors kicked in. More trash and debris littered the sidewalks and street. Homes and roads wound up the lush and green hillside in the distance beyond the businesses lining the road, and even taller mountains rose up into the slate-gray sky, low storm clouds hiding the mountaintops. It was still early afternoon, but it felt late in the day because of the overcast sky and the mountains blocking the horizon.
Ray looked back to his left at the line of stores in the brick buildings. He spotted a storefront almost a block away that looked mostly undamaged, the windows intact. “We need to get out.”
“Where are we going?” Mike asked with panic in his voice.
“See that store down the street there?” Ray pointed at the mattress and bedding store.
Mike nodded, but he didn’t look ready to get out of the SUV.
“We need to get to that store.”
“Can’t we just fix the tire?”
“No. They’re all flat.”
Mike seemed to be struggling with that concept, on the verge of panicking. “How can all the tires be flat? How can all four tires go flat at the same time?”
There was no sense in sugarcoating it for Mike. “There was a strip of spikes in the road. A trap. Someone set it to flatten our tires. We need to move now, Mike.”
“Who?”
“I don’t know, Mike. But whoever did it might still be here. We need to go now.”
“But what about the rippers?”
“I don’t see any right now.” Ray was still worried about the rippers, but he hadn’t seen any so far, none in the last mile or so before they’d gotten to this town—which was unusual—and right now he was more worried about whoever had set the trap in the road. “Come on, Mike,” he snapped. “We need to go!”
Mike seemed to recognize the urgency in Ray’s voice, a tone Ray had used so often in these last few days since the world had been turned to shit by an airborne plague that turned most people into flesh-eating monsters called rippers.
“We don’t have time to grab all of our stuff,” Ray said, looking into the back seat at Emma. “Just grab your backpacks.”
Emma nodded at him, looking right at him even though she was blind. She already had her backpack beside her, ready to go, like she had sensed the danger long before Ray had expressed it to Mike.
“We’ll come back for the rest of our stuff when we find another vehicle,” Ray said. But his heart sank when he noticed that all the other vehicles parked along the street had flat tires, too. Many of them had dents and other damage from collisions.
Ray got out of the SUV. He was jittery, ready to jump and spin, fight or run. It felt like lightning might strike at any moment in the form of a gunshot. He felt eyes on him; people somewhere in this town were watching them, waiting for the perfect time to attack. He opened the back door, grabbed his backpack and slipped it on. He helped Emma out. At the last second he grabbed the golf club from the back of the SUV. It wasn’t much of a weapon, but it felt better to have something than nothing.
“Come on, Mike,” Ray said, keeping his voice low, but urgent.
Mike had his backpack on, but he was reaching back into the SUV for something—the CD player and CDs he’d brought for Emma.
“Leave it,” Ray hissed.
For just a second, Ray thought Mike was going to grab the CD player and music anyway, but then Mike left them in the vehicle and backed away.
Ray closed the door and turned to Emma. She had her walking cane in her hand, but she hadn’t unfolded it yet. Mike was around the SUV in a flash, his hand out to help guide Emma through the line of parked cars and onto the sidewalk in front of the line of stores.
“It’s not far,” Ray told Emma. He darted between the front of the sedan they had hit and the pickup truck parked in front of it, leading the way for Mike and Emma, Mike still holding Emma’s hand.
Once the three of them were on the sidewalk, Ray scanned the businesses as they passed them, but he also glanced out at the street, at the line of vehicles, the old houses turned into businesses across the street, his eyes constantly moving as he hurried down the street. He couldn’t imagine the terror that Emma must be going through right now, running blindly, being led but knowing they were in danger.
Their shoes crunched over broken glass and trash, their backpacks shifted back and forth slightly as they ran, their breathing heavy.
We’re making too much noise.
It didn’t matter how much noise they made—whoever had set the trap in the road was watching them flee their vehicle right now.
A moment later Ray got to the door of the mattress store where signs on the windows proclaimed incredible fall deals: 20% off all mattresses and bedroom furniture! Deals too good to pass up! The door was unlocked. That was too convenient, but Ray pushed that thought from his mind as he concentrated on getting Mike and Emma inside. He held the glass door open for them. Thank God there wasn’t one of those little brass bells at the top of it. After Mike and Emma were inside, he followed them in and shut and locked the door. The deadbolt lock in the metal frame made a loud clicking sound in the silence.
“Over there,” Ray whispered, pointing at a mattress a few rows over among the maze of mattresses displayed throughout the vast showroom floor. The interior of the store beyond the first few rows of mattresses faded into darkness. Ray held Emma’s hand now, doing his best not to jerk her too much. She had her cane in her hand, but she still hadn’t unfolded it yet—she let Ray lead her.
When they got to the mattress he had pointed out to Mike, Ray crouched down, pulling Emma down gently with him. Mike was right next to them, hidden in the shadows of the darkness this far back in the store. Ray peeked up over the bed and watched the plate-glass windows lining the front of the store, looking for the men who had set the spike strips.
“Is it the rippers?” Mike whispered.
“No,” Ray whispered back. “Could be some bad guys, though.”
“What do you mean bad guys?” Mike asked, his voice rising. The more frightened he got the more questions he started asking, and the louder his voice got.
“There might be some bad people out there who want to take things from us,” Ray explained in a low voice, still watching the windows for any sign of movement out on the streets. He didn’t want to go into too much more detail about whoever was out there—he’d gone over this with Mike and Emma at Craig’s house, the fact that some of the survivors and scavengers might be just as dangerous as the rippers, if not more dangerous.
“Or they might want to kill us,” Mike said under his breath.
Ray glanced at Mike, meeting his eyes for a moment. Emma laid a hand on Mike’s shoulder, trying to comfort him, but it didn’t seem to be working.
Why sugarcoat it for Mike? Ray had already made a deal with himself to tell Mike the truth from now on; Mike’s safety and his life might depend on it. They were in a new world with new rules, a dangerous world, and Mike needed to be ready for it. “Yes,” Ray said, finally addressing Mike’s concern. “That’s a possibility.”
Ray looked back at the windows again, watching the street. He gripped the handle of the golf club, but he felt silly holding it. Whoever was out there, they had used spike strips in the street and then camouflaged them with dead leaves and trash. They had flattened the tires of several vehicles so far, at least a dozen of them that Ray had seen. There had to be more than one person out there, a gang of people, and they probably had guns. All he had was a stupid golf club. He didn’t even have so much as a pocket knife on him. If they got out of this somehow, Ray swore to himself that he was going to find some kind of weapons somewhere, a gun, or at least some knives. And they were going to reconfigure their backpacks, making them go-bags in case they needed to abandon their vehicle suddenly again. He’d made so many mistakes so far, but he swore, if they got out of this, he was going to learn from those mistakes.
Right now Ray felt more vulnerable than he ever had in his life. He’d always been the strong one, the noble one, the brave one. He had stuck up for his younger brother in school and in the rough neighborhood where they had grown up. He’d always been the responsible big brother, the one his brother and his mother could depend on.
Yeah, great job he was doing right now. He had driven his son and Emma right into a trap.
He needed to get closer to the windows at the front of the store so he could look for another vehicle, one with inflated tires so they could drive out of here. They probably weren’t going to be able to get back to their SUV and take all the food and supplies they’d gotten from Craig’s house, but at least they would have the packs on their backs and their lives.
Beyond the line of buildings across the street, the land rose up steeply and houses dotted the hillside among switchback roads. There had to be some vehicles up there that they could take. That’s where they needed to get to.
“I’m going to take a closer look,” Ray whispered.
Mike grabbed his arm.
“I’m not going outside,” Ray told him.
“Dad,” Mike said.
“It’s okay. You and Emma stay here. Don’t leave. Don’t follow me.” He looked at Emma. She nodded her head slightly. “I’ll be right back,” he told them.
Ray slid his backpack off and then crept toward the windows, moving quickly around the display mattresses laid out throughout the showroom. At least the mattresses were built up on platforms that were high enough to conceal him as he made his way toward the front of the store.
He got to the windows and stayed low, watching the street, his eyes darting back and forth as he tried to spot any movement. It seemed darker out there now, later in the afternoon, like time had slipped by quickly. But it was just the cloud cover making everything out there murky and gray.
The line of cars and trucks parked along the sidewalk in front of the store all had flat tires. Now that he had more time to look at the vehicles, he noticed how bad the damage to them was: dents and smashed windshields, some of them were wrecked, front ends or rear ends smashed in.
Ray’s heart sank. These cars and trucks had all run across the spike strips in the road. Some of them had lost control and wrecked, smashing into other cars. But someone had positioned each of the vehicles up and down the street to make it look like they were parked there. The contents from inside the cars and trucks had most likely been stolen. There would be no vehicles nearby that Ray could take; they had no choice but to cross the street and get to those houses up in the hills.
Still no sign of rippers; he hadn’t even heard their howls or screeches in the distance. This was a small town, but even a town this size should have at least a few hundred rippers roaming around. The farther they got from the populated areas, the fewer rippers they saw, but there should have been some here.
Ray was about to take a chance on going to the door to check outside when he caught some movement out there, a flash seen from the corner of his eye. A tall man stood next to their SUV. He wore a cowboy hat pulled down low over his brow and camouflage jacket over a mishmash of clothing. The man wasn’t inspecting their SUV, or the damage done to it. He wasn’t peeking inside the windows to see what was inside. He just stood next to the SUV, staring right at the windows of the mattress store. And he had a pistol in one hand.




CHAPTER 2

Ray
The tall man stood right beside their wrecked SUV. Only one man, but Ray knew there had to be more of them. He watched the tall man for a moment. The man hadn’t moved a muscle; he just stood there staring at the mattress store, like he already knew they were inside.
They couldn’t go out the front of the mattress store now, not with that man out there waiting for them. But maybe they could go out through the back—there had to be a back door to this place.
He hurried back through the maze of mattresses to Mike and Emma, crouching down next to them. He slipped his backpack on again.
“What did you see?” Mike asked.
“We need to go out the back.”
“They’re out there, aren’t they?” Mike asked.
Once again, Ray wasn’t going to sugarcoat things for Mike, or even for Emma. They were going to be scared, but maybe they needed to be scared right now. “I saw a man standing by our truck.”
“Does he have a gun?” Mike asked.
“Yes, Mike. We need to go now.”
Just then Ray heard a noise from deeper in the darkness, from the back of the store, a foot crunching down on a piece of glass or trash.
Ray froze. Mike’s breathing was loud in the silence.
“Hey, chickies,” a man’s voice sang out from the darkness of the back of the store. “Here, chicky, chicky.”
Ray looked at Mike and put a finger to his own lips, signaling for him to be quiet. He slipped his backpack off again. If they needed to run, he wanted as little weight as possible holding him back.
Mike stayed quiet and copied his father’s movements, pulling his backpack off. Emma did the same, shedding her backpack, perhaps hearing their movements and knowing what they were doing.
“Come on out, chickies,” the man from somewhere in the back of the store sang out in a long southern drawl. “Come on and talk to me, chickies.”
Ray glanced back at the windows at the front of the store. He’d only seen one guy out there on the street, and it seemed like there was only one other guy in this store, somewhere back there in the darkness. But there were surely more of them.
He only had a split second to make a decision. He couldn’t go out through the back of the store now; it was too dark and that man with the southern drawl was hiding somewhere back there, most likely with a gun. The man would already know the layout of this place better than Ray would, and he might even have some kind of night vision goggles; he might be watching them right now.
No, Ray would have to take his chance at the front of the store. They would have to get out onto the sidewalk again and then move north away from their vehicle. They needed to get across the street and up into those hills.
“You’re in our town now, chickies,” the man said. “You need to pay the tax. You can’t run from the tax man. You know that, don’t you?”
The man didn’t sound like he was getting any closer.
“We need to know what kind of weapons you got,” the man called out.
Ray wished to God that he had a gun right now. He caught Mike’s terrified eyes for just a second. He leaned toward his son and pulled his head close, his lips right up to Mike’s ear. “We’re going to go out the front,” he whispered. He was sure that Emma’s sensitive hearing was picking up his words. “You just get ready and do exactly what I tell you.”
He was afraid Mike was going to question his orders, but he just nodded as unshed tears formed in his eyes.
“We’ve got two guns,” Ray yelled from where they were crouched behind the bed. “And we don’t want any trouble.” He hoped he sounded strong and confident; he hoped he was selling this lie.
The man in the back of the store didn’t say anything for a moment, perhaps thinking things over. The man was being cautious, so he already suspected them of having at least one gun. Maybe Ray could use the man’s caution against him.
“We’ve got a truck full of supplies out there,” Ray yelled, still trying to sound strong, trying not to let his voice waver or crack. “You can have all of it. Just let us walk out of here.”
“We’ll let you walk,” the man called back, “but you’re going to have to give up those guns first.”
Emma moved closer to Ray and whispered into his ear. “They won’t let us leave. They’re with him.”
Ray felt a shiver dance across his skin. He didn’t need to ask her who she was talking about, he already knew—the shadowy man they’d seen in their dreams, the man with the shining eyes. She was right, these men would never let them go, and if the men let them live, then it would only be so they could take them to the shadowy man.
“You give yourselves up now and we’ll be easy on you,” the man from the back of the store said. He still sounded like he was in the same place, like he hadn’t ventured closer at all.
Ray looked at the front windows again, looking for the tall man he’d seen by their SUV. But the man was nowhere in sight of the windows from this vantage point. Maybe the tall man was still standing beside their SUV, not willing to come any closer. But the tall man was waiting for them to leave, ready to shoot at them as soon as he saw them.
It was probably a suicide mission to go out the front, but what else could he do?
Ray had an idea. The tall man outside would be watching the door at the other end of the store, expecting them to go back out through the door, not the window at the other end of the store. Ray saw something he could use to shatter the window—a heavy end table next to one of the beds up there.
“Come on,” he whispered to Mike.
Ray led the way. Mike and Emma followed.
He got to the front of the store by the windows and darted out around the bed, standing up so he could grab the end table. The piece of furniture was even heavier than Ray had expected, but he was strong and he had more than enough adrenaline running through his veins at that moment. He hurled the end table at the window and it shattered the pane of glass as it crashed through, landing on the sidewalk outside and rolling away.
Ray grabbed his golf club from the floor. “Come on!” he yelled at Emma and Mike, but they were already running forward. He expected to hear gunfire from the back of the store at any moment, or gunfire from the street. But no one was shooting yet.
“Go!” Ray yelled as he swung the golf club at the bottom of the window, knocking the last bits of jagged glass out of the way. Mike was up and over the bottom of the window frame, and then he turned and held his hands out to help Emma. Ray hopped out through the window and onto the glass-littered street.
Neither of the men had fired their weapons yet. The man at the back of the store had yelled something at them after Ray had shattered the window, but Ray hadn’t heard what he’d said.
They’re not shooting at us. That means they don’t want to kill us, or maybe even wound us. No, they’re saving us for something else . . . something much worse.
Ray grabbed Emma’s hand and ran down the sidewalk, heading north to the next cross street. He wanted to get across the street and head to the hills, but first he wanted to get as far away from the tall man with the gun as he could. Mike was beside Ray and Emma, and then he was a step ahead of them as he bolted down the sidewalk.
A gunshot rang out from behind them. Then two more shots. It had to be the tall man shooting, but he’d never yelled at them to stop, he’d never said anything.
For a second Ray was afraid one of them had been hit, but he still ran, doing his best not to drag Emma.
The tall man isn’t shooting at us; he’s firing at the air.
The three of them made it to the end of the block where a small street intersected with the main street of the town. There were more cars and trucks lined up beside the sidewalk on the next block, all of them with flat tires.
How many people had these men robbed? How many people had they killed?
They had no choice but to keep running up the street. He wanted to get across the street, but he still wanted to get farther away from the men behind them. As they crossed the small street to the next block of businesses, Ray risked a glance back behind them. He saw the tall man running down the middle of the street after them.
When Ray turned back around, he felt Emma’s grip tighten on his hand. Mike skidded to a stop.
A man dressed in camouflage fatigues stepped out from the doorway of a business and aimed his pistol right at them.




CHAPTER 3

Ray
Ray’s heart was thudding as he stopped on the sidewalk, still holding Emma’s hand. Mike was two steps ahead of them. Ray could hear the other two men running up the sidewalk behind them, their footfalls echoing throughout the silent town.
The man in front of them smiled. His long gray hair was pulled back into a tight ponytail, his stained baseball cap on backwards. His camouflage clothes didn’t seem to go together, a mishmash of stuff he’d picked up while looting stores or robbing the owners of these cars and trucks at gunpoint. He wore black combat boots and fingerless black gloves. But the most disturbing thing about the man was the two letters carved into the middle of his forehead—an A with a D around it.
“Chickies,” the man from behind them called out in his southern drawl. “Where you running to?”
Ray didn’t bother turning around. He kept his eyes on the man in front of him, the man aiming his gun at them. The symbol carved into the man’s forehead was red and puffy, possibly infected. It was the same symbol Ray had just seen spray-painted on a few of the vehicles and businesses in this town.
“We don’t want any trouble,” Ray said, still trying to sound strong. He still had his golf club in one hand and Emma’s hand in the other. She hadn’t let go of his hand, and now she was squeezing it hard. “We have a vehicle full of supplies. You can have everything. Just let us go.”
The gray-haired man stared at Ray, locking eyes with him. The man’s dull blue eyes were darkened under his thick brow. He looked beyond Ray at the men behind them. “Pat them down.”
“Okay, chickies,” the man said from behind Ray as he patted him down roughly, searching for weapons. He tore the golf club out of Ray’s hand and tossed it away behind him, chuckling as he did it. The golf club landed on the sidewalk a few feet away. “Where’s all the guns you said you had?” the man asked, his rotten breath washing over Ray’s shoulder.
Ray didn’t answer.
“He’s clean,” the man told the gray-haired man, and then he moved to Emma, patting her down more gently than he’d done to Ray, taking his time with her. Ray felt her hand stiffen in his a little with tension while the man touched her.
“She doesn’t have anything on her,” Ray told the man.
“Shut up,” he said as he pulled Emma’s folded-up cane out of her hand and tossed it to the side.
“She needs that. She’s blind.”
“I said shut up,” the man growled at Ray, leaning close to him for a second. Then his attention was back on Emma. “That true? You blind?”
Emma didn’t answer.
“Answer me!” the man yelled.
Emma nodded. “Yes,” she whispered.
The man sighed and backed up a step away from Ray and Emma. “They’re both clean,” he said.
The gray-haired man gestured with his gun at Ray, pointing it at the street.
Ray hesitated, but then he felt a shove from behind him. “Get out on the street.” This was a deeper voice, not the man from the mattress store, but the tall one who had been waiting by their SUV. “We’re gonna see what kind of goodies you’ve got in your truck.”
Ray nodded at Mike and he still held Emma’s hand as they walked between two vehicles into the street that was littered with trash and dead leaves.
“Yeah, let’s see what they’ve got,” the man who’d been inside the mattress store said and sniffled.
Ray looked at the two men, finally getting a good look at them. The man who’d been in the mattress store was younger than the other two men, maybe only in his late teens or early twenties. He was scrawny and jumpy, twitchy. He had a few days’ worth of stubble on his face and unruly curly hair poking out from underneath a baseball cap. His eyes were wide, and he was constantly licking his lips. He looked like some kind of junkie who needed a hit of meth. Like the other two men, he wore a mishmash of fatigues, black and camouflage clothing that somewhat resembled military attire, but more of a hobbyist’s attempt at assembling combat gear. And like the other two men, the junkie had the same symbol carved into his forehead.
“What’s that symbol on your forehead mean?” Ray asked the junkie as they walked down the street towards their wrecked SUV. He still held Emma’s hand as they walked.
“Shut up,” the tall man said. “Keep walking.”
Ray was trying to get a reading on these men as they walked down the street together. He was sure he could take the junkie, but the other two men seemed like they’d had some kind of training, possibly military training.
They walked past the white van with the smiling cartoon electrician on the side of it with R&M Electrical stenciled above him and the contact information below. But the advertisement was covered over with the DA symbol, painted in bright red paint. Ray had a moment to study the symbol. The letter D and an A. “D A,” Ray said. “What’s that supposed to mean?”
“I said shut up,” the tall man growled again. He led the way with the gray-haired man behind them with his gun aimed at them. The junkie walked beside them, hopping excitedly from one foot to the next as he walked.
Ray looked at the junkie.
The junkie grinned at Ray. “You guys must be pretty important.”
“What do you mean by that?”
“Shut up,” the gray-haired man behind them snapped at the junkie.
The junkie looked suddenly frightened, his eyes bugging out even more as he nodded.
“We’re not important,” Ray said. “We’re nobody. You can have our stuff. Just let us be on our way.”
“We’re gonna see what you got,” the tall man said as he walked towards their SUV. “See if you got any weapons inside.”
“We don’t.”
“Or medicine,” the junkie said.
The tall man turned around when he got to the SUV, the front end rammed into the side of the Ford Taurus. He moved towards the rear of the vehicle, peeking in the windows as the gray-haired man came around from behind them and stood in front of them—he seemed to be the leader of this group.
“Where’s the other one?” the gray-haired man asked, staring at Ray with his dull, lifeless eyes.
Ray shook his head slightly. “What other one?”




CHAPTER 4

Ray
The gray-haired man stared at Ray for a few seconds, then asked his question again in a monotone voice. “Where’s the other one?”
“What other one? I don’t know who you’re talking about?”
“The other one with you,” the gray-haired man said in a calm voice. Even though his voice was calm, Ray could feel that the man was going to explode into action at any moment now.
“There’s no one else with us,” Ray told him. “Just us three.”
The leader let out a long sigh. The junkie was still off to the side, a gun in his hand now. He was fidgeting and smiling. Ray was sure the junkie was going to start jumping up and down and giggling with excitement any second now. It was like the junkie had seen this expression on his leader’s face many times before, and he knew what was coming next—violence.
Yes, violence was coming next, and Ray needed to think of a way out of this. There was obviously no talking their way out of this, so it was going to come down to violence.
One good thing, at least it seemed like there were only three of them. The bad news was that they were all armed with guns. If he could just get to the leader, disarm him somehow, or create some kind of distraction. Maybe when one or two of them started looking through the stuff in the SUV, he would have his chance. But the tall man hadn’t even opened the back door yet, even though he stood near the rear of the vehicle; he didn’t seem very interested anymore in what they had in there. None of them did.
“I’m going to ask you one more time,” the leader said. He raised his gun and aimed it right at Ray. “Where’s the other guy?”
“I . . . I don’t know what other guy you’re talking about.”
The leader stared at Ray with his cold, light blue eyes for a long moment. A sudden wind swirled down from the mountains, disturbing the dead leaves all over the street and ruffling their clothes. The only other sound was the junkie fidgeting and giggling. But Ray could hear other sounds now: his own heavy breathing, his thudding heartbeat, the blood rushing in his ears.
“Which one should I shoot first?” the leader asked, but he didn’t seem to be asking anyone in particular; it seemed more like a rhetorical question.
“The kid,” the junkie said. “Save the girl for us. Please. She’s so pretty.”
Ray moved in front of Mike, stepping between his son and the gray-haired man, his mind clouding over with a sudden anger. “He’s just a boy,” Ray said through clenched teeth. “What’s wrong with you? Take our stuff and let us go!”
“We want the guy that’s with you,” the leader said.
“There’s nobody with us. You saw the three of us get out of the truck. You can check it. There’s no one else in there.”
“He didn’t ride with you,” the tall man said; he seemed annoyed that he had to explain himself. He hadn’t moved away from the rear of the SUV, his gun down by his side now. “He came about an hour ago. He was driving that electrician’s van over there.” The tall man nodded toward the van they had just walked past with the DA symbol painted over the cartoon electrician with the gigantic smile, a smile that said there was nothing in the world he’d rather be doing than repairing the wiring in your house.
Ray looked back at the van. “I don’t know who drives that van.”
“He’s with you,” the leader said, turning Ray’s attention back to him. “That’s what we were told.”
“Who told you that?”
“Shoot him,” the junkie said. His eyes bulged from his dirty face and he licked at a cold sore at the corner of his mouth constantly, leaving shiny spittle behind. His Adam’s apple bobbed up and down in his skinny neck as he giggled. He shuffled back and forth from foot to foot, unable to keep still. “Shoot him in the kneecaps. Every time he doesn’t answer, shoot him. You don’t have to kill him, just fuck him up a little.”
The leader ignored the junkie, but he still hesitated as he kept his gun aimed right at Ray.
Ray was sure the leader was hesitating because they were supposed to be kept alive for some reason. But the junkie was right—just because they weren’t supposed to be killed didn’t mean that the leader couldn’t start blowing out kneecaps and other parts of their bodies.
But Ray wasn’t going to let that happen. If these three had orders not to shoot them, then he would have to take advantage of that somehow. But no ideas were coming. His mind felt like a spinning wheel right now as he tried to think of something he could do.
The leader’s eyes shifted over to the tall man next to the SUV, nodding at him. “Tie them up.”
The tall man slipped his pistol into a holster inside his camouflage jacket. He pulled out some plastic zip ties from a pants pocket and started walking towards them as the leader backed up a little out of the way.
Ray couldn’t let the tall man tie their hands together. It was now or never. Only two of them were armed now. He would have to be quick. He would have to take the gun from the leader somehow.
Before Ray could even move, the tall man was rocked back from a fiery streak that had just hurtled through the air, and then the man burst into flames.




CHAPTER 5

Ray
The fire was so sudden that just for a second Ray froze and stared at the tall man as the flames engulfed him. For those few seconds everyone froze. Everyone froze except the tall man who screamed and tried to swat at the flames burning his body and face.
Ray was at least ten feet away from the burning man, but he could feel the heat of the flames from where he stood. And he could already smell the burning clothes and flesh.
For just those few seconds as the man screamed and burned, everyone else was motionless and paralyzed with shock. But then everyone exploded into movement. The junkie ran towards his burning comrade, pointing his gun across the street from where the Molotov cocktail had come, shooting five times in that direction as he got closer to the SUV.
Emma grabbed Mike’s hand, yanking him back as Ray rushed the leader, who had turned towards the direction where the fireball had come from, aiming his gun that way. Ray crossed the distance between the two of them in mere seconds, and the leader had only been able to squeeze off two shots before Ray chopped his fist down on the man’s forearm like a linebacker trying to jar a football loose from a quarterback he was blindsiding.
The junkie backed away from the burning man, who was still wailing out a high-pitched scream, the howl of a dying animal. The junkie crouched down by the front of the SUV for cover, still aiming his gun across the street as the burning man collapsed down onto the road, rolling around, trying in vain to put the flames out.
The leader turned towards Ray just as the gun was knocked loose from his hand. Ray threw a left hook, connecting with the man’s chin and dropping him with the punch. The man was down and Ray had to force himself not to kick and keep punching the man, force himself to rein in his anger at this man who had just threatened his family.
Instead, Ray went for the gun, picking it up before the leader could collect his wits enough to scramble for it.
The junkie turned towards them, suddenly aware of what Ray and his leader were doing. He aimed his gun at Ray.
“I’ll kill him,” Ray told the junkie as he pointed the gun at the leader on the ground. “You drop your gun this second or I’ll kill him.”
The tall man’s screams had faded away now. He had stopped rolling around on the street. Now he just lay there, burning. The flames had died down a little, but they were still cooking the man’s flesh. The pungent odor was heavy in the cold air.
The leader stared up at Ray like he wanted to take a chance at rushing him.
Ray took a step back, still aiming his gun at the gray-haired man. “Mike, take Emma back by those cars,” Ray said without looking behind him at Mike and Emma.
The junkie looked like he was going to aim his gun at Mike and Emma.
“You move an inch and I’ll kill him,” Ray warned.
“Don’t listen to him,” the leader said. “He ain’t got it in him. He ain’t never killed before. I can tell.”
Little did the man know, Ray thought. He had killed before, killed to protect his family; he had beaten a guy to death with a golf club right in the middle of his bedroom floor.
The junkie still hesitated. He glanced over at where Mike and Emma had been a few seconds ago, but they were out of sight now, hiding behind the parked cars; he’d lost his chance to shoot at them. He concentrated on his leader again.
“Shoot him,” the leader said. “He can’t get us both.”
“What about his friend?” the junkie asked, glancing across the street at the line of vehicles and the businesses behind them. “He’s over there somewhere.”
Ray didn’t know who this guy was that they were talking about. The leader had said that the man was someone Ray knew. Even though Ray didn’t know the man who’d thrown the Molotov cocktail, he wasn’t going to contradict them now. He wanted them to think that he was working with that man out there. He wanted them to think all of this had been coordinated. He wanted them to be afraid of them right now. And he would take any advantage he could get right now.
“That guy could have a rifle,” the junkie told the leader. He looked ready to bolt at any second. He looked up the street at their box truck parked a few blocks ahead. “He might have us in his sights right now.”
Ray kept shifting his eyes from the leader to the junkie, and then back again.
“Shoot him,” the leader said. “That’s an order!”
The junkie moved a few feet away from the SUV, away from the smoldering man on the road. He was inching past them, moving down the road a little, getting ready to run down the street.
“What the fuck are you doing?” the leader growled at the junkie.
The junkie didn’t answer. His eyes were back on the buildings and cars across the street, his pistol aimed that way now.
“Where were you going to take us?” Ray asked the leader, but then he looked at the junkie. “Who are you working for?”
The junkie looked scared now. He shook his head. “He’ll come for us. He’ll find us and get us.”
The leader jumped to his feet and rushed at Ray.
It all happened in a second. Ray pulled the trigger twice, shooting the leader in the abdomen and the chest. The impact of the bullets rocked the man back and knocked him down; he sat down hard on the street. Ray turned to aim his gun at the junkie, but the man had his weapon aimed right at Ray.
“You’re right,” Ray told the junkie. “That guy out there’s our friend. We sent him ahead of us. He’s got a rifle on him, and he’s a damn good shot.”
The junkie twitched a little, but kept his gun aimed at Ray. But Ray could tell the junkie wanted to turn, wanted to look for the other man.
“Put your gun down,” Ray told the junkie. “It’s over now. If you don’t put that gun down, you’ll never even hear the sound of the rifle. You’ll be dead before you even hit the ground.”
The junkie still hesitated. His eyes shifted to his leader on the ground.
Ray glanced across the street while the junkie’s attention was still on his leader—he saw what was coming.
The junkie just had time to turn as another fireball sailed through the air at him.
For just a second Ray thought the junkie had managed to move out of the way of the incoming fiery missile, but it hit him on his hip, exploding, the flames spreading amazingly fast.
The junkie dropped his gun and swatted at his clothes, screaming and jumping around as the flames shot up that side of his body. He dove down onto the road, rolling around, trying to smother the flames.
Ray looked back at the leader. He was sitting up on the road now. Blood dribbled out of the bullet holes in his chest and stomach, staining his clothes dark, pooling underneath him. He sat there on the street with his dull blue eyes on Ray the whole time. Ray kept his gun aimed at the man, not sure if he might have another gun on him somewhere, but the man remained motionless, his arms hanging limply at his sides, his hands resting on the blacktop like he knew he was defeated, like he knew it was all over.
The junkie had managed to put most of the flames out, but he just lay face down in the middle of the street, rolling back and forth, crying and moaning. Half of his body was still smoking, the clothes burned, the skin scorched and charred.
Ray hurried over to the junkie and kicked his weapon away from him. The gun skidded ten feet down the street. Ray heard movement from the leader and turned to him, aiming the gun at him again.
The leader had a hunting knife in his hands.
“Put it down,” Ray told the man.
“He wants you,” the gray-haired man said. His skin looked pasty-white now, like the blood was draining from it quickly. The DA symbol on his forehead was dark red against his pale flesh. “He won’t stop looking for you.”
“Why does he want us?”
The man didn’t answer. He raised the knife up to his throat.
“Don’t—”
The man slit his own throat, opening up a wound straight and deep across his flesh. The blood poured out. He stared at Ray the whole time, never looking away. He sat there for a moment with the bloodstained knife in his hand, then his hand relaxed and he dropped the knife onto the street. He leaned slowly to one side as a river of blood poured out of his throat, and then he fell over onto his side, still looking right at Ray.
Emma and Mike walked up to Ray.
“You got him, Dad,” Mike said, hugging him.
Emma turned to the other side of the street, and then Ray heard what had alerted her—footsteps. He aimed his pistol at the man approaching them.
“Don’t shoot!” the scrawny man said. He had a shotgun in his hand, but his hands were raised high in surrender. He was dressed in a dark blue hoodie, baggy jeans, and dark brown hiking boots. His long hair was as scraggly as his beard and mustache.
I’ve seen that man before.
The man stopped in the middle of the street, ten feet away from the junkie who still laid face down in the street, not dead, but not moving anymore.
“Don’t shoot,” the man said again, his weapon still raised. “My name’s Josh.”
“He’s one of us,” Emma said.
Josh looked at Emma and his face went slack with shock. He lowered his arms and the shotgun like the strength had just washed out of him. “You’re . . . you’re her.”
“You know Emma?” Ray asked.
“I’ve seen her in my dreams.”
And that’s when it hit Ray; he knew where he’d seen this man before, in his dreams. He’d seen Josh walking down a wooded road. He had tried to call out to him, but Josh hadn’t heard him in the dream. And Ray had seen another man in his dreams, a muscular man with a crewcut. And last night Ray had seen others, a woman and a little girl.
Emma smiled at Josh. “My name’s Emma. I’m so glad you found us.”




CHAPTER 6

Josh
Josh couldn’t believe he was staring at the woman he’d seen in his dreams. Her name was Emma, that’s what she’d just told him; Emma, his angel, the one who had visited him in his dreams, the one who had told him to travel south and find her.
He looked at the father and son. He’d seen them in his dreams, too. And he saw their recognition of him.
We’re meant to be together: Emma had said that in one of his dreams, and then she had told him to travel south. She told him he would find them. And he had traveled south, escaping Pittsburgh in the electrician’s van that he’d found on the side of the road in front of his sister’s apartment building. He had gotten into that van, started it, and left the burning city behind, escaping the army of rippers that had been fleeing the massive fire. He had driven south, down here into West Virginia, choosing this route because it seemed the most remote on his journey south. He had slept in an abandoned house one night and then in the back of a looted bakery the next night on his way down here. He had found a vehicle to siphon gas from. He could have taken that vehicle and left the electrician’s van behind, but he wanted to keep driving the van. The van felt like a good luck charm to him, the talisman that had helped him on his journey to find these people. The van had been his salvation when he had needed help the most, and he didn’t want to just ditch it unless he absolutely had to. But the van’s tires were slashed now, the front end smashed in—it was time to let it go.
Emma hadn’t told him in those dreams how to find her and the others she was with; she’d only told him to go south. After he was sure that his sister and nephew had been killed, he knew he had to leave Pittsburgh. Even if he would have never seen Emma in his dreams, he would’ve gone south, anyway. To Florida. It was warm down in Florida, and it was a place he knew well. That was probably where Debbie and her invisible husband Brad were planning on going before the rippers got to Brad and Debbie had gone crazy.
Josh thought back to when he had gotten to this mountain town. He had just entered the town, driving over the strip of spikes hidden under the leaves on the road, flattening all of the tires on the van, blowing them out. The van skidded down the road on the carpet of wet leaves, but he managed to keep control of it, afraid for a few seconds that it was going to tip over. As soon as the van smashed into the back of a pickup truck, coming to sudden stop, Josh had time to think. He knew right then that he had just run across a trap set in the road. He grabbed his backpack and his shotgun and got out, leaving his lucky van behind.
As he ran across the street to an alley between two brick buildings, he heard the pinging sounds of bullets bouncing off of his van. Some of the bullets hit the corner of the building, spraying bits of brick. But he made it around the corner of the building, and then he had made it past the buildings and up into the hills where the houses were, where the cover of trees was better.
The three men in the street yelled at him as he ran. They threatened him. He stopped running for a moment and watched them from the corner of a house two streets up the hill from the main street. They looked like three homeless guys to Josh, but they were dangerous, and they were intent on killing him.
One of the men, the gray-haired man, came after Josh, leaving the other two behind.
“We know you’re with them!” the man yelled as he continued to look for Josh.
With them? Josh couldn’t help thinking that the man was talking about the blind woman from his dreams, and the father and son.
Josh waited by the house as long as he could, but he had to keep running, he had to keep going higher up the hill and into the next neighborhood. He still had to keep an eye out for the rippers, but for some reason he hadn’t seen a single ripper in this town so far. It was like the rippers were staying away from this town, staying away from these three men.
The rippers are getting smarter.
Isaac’s words echoed in Josh’s mind as he climbed the hill through the trees. Isaac had been right about that, like he’d been right about so many other things. Josh still had Isaac’s notebook in his backpack; it was one of his most prized possessions, right up there with Kurt LaRose’s shotgun and the photos of Marla and Kyle.
After half an hour of running, Josh had decided to hunker down inside a house and wait for a while. The gray-haired man hadn’t found him, and Josh hadn’t heard any sounds from down in the town below. Maybe the men had given up looking for him. Or maybe they had left. But for some reason Josh didn’t think that was true. It seemed like these men weren’t going to leave this town, like this was some kind of post they weren’t allowed to desert.
Something was strange about the three men, about the string of spikes in the road, the way they had been waiting for him. There was something strange about all the other vehicles with the flattened tires—all of those vehicles victims of the spike strips. The whole thing seemed way too organized. Every fiber of Josh’s rational mind screamed at him to run away, to work his way up into the mountains and get away. But there was another part of his mind whispering to him, a part of his mind that he had learned to trust over these last few days—ever since the strange dreams had begun.
For some reason Josh had known that the blind woman from his dreams (he now knew her name was Emma) was close. He told himself that he was waiting to leave until he was sure the coast was clear, but he’d just been lying to himself. He was waiting because he’d known she was close. They were close. He ventured back down to the town below, back down to the main street that ran right through the valley between these mountains. The clouds had moved in, obscuring the tops of the mountains and replacing the sky with a gray ceiling. It looked ready to rain, or even snow, at any moment.
“Coward!” the tweaker had shouted, when Josh was closer to the town. The tweaker hadn’t seen Josh, he was just shouting every so often, hoping his insults would draw him out. “Come on out here and face us like a man, you piece of shit!”
Josh knew a tweaker when he saw one, and that man was jonesing for drugs badly. The other two men were calmer, more disciplined. But at least there were only three of them that he’d seen so far. If there were more of them, Josh was certain he would have seen them by now. But that didn’t mean that more of them weren’t on their way. Obviously these men were in some kind of gang because they all had cute little matching symbols carved into their foreheads—self-mutilation as initiation. What an incentive to join.
After Josh had hidden in a spot just one street above the main street of the town for thirty minutes, he began to scold himself. What the hell was he doing? He should look for a vehicle and leave. He could leave on foot, but walking around once he got out of this town would be too dangerous if he ran across any rippers. He could get a few of them with his shotgun, but if he came across too many of them . . . He shuddered at the thought of that.
If he’d had a rifle, he would have maybe chanced shooting at the three men. He wasn’t the greatest shot in the world, but he was familiar with guns. He might have gotten lucky and hit one or two of them, evened up the odds a little. But then he had a better idea. He’d had to search through three houses until he found two glass jars, a shirt he tore into strips, and a plastic container of gasoline next to an old lawn mower in a woodshed. He made Molotov cocktails, just like the kind Isaac used to make. He was going to light the cloth strip and throw them at the men. They wouldn’t see the cocktails coming until the last second.
He knew he just needed to get a little closer, down to the main street so the men were in range of his homemade fire bombs.
As soon as he was down by the main street, he heard a vehicle approaching. It was coming fast, speeding towards the town. And Josh knew why—he’d done the same thing on his long drive down here from Pittsburgh, driving quickly enough through towns so the rippers couldn’t latch onto his electrician’s van.
Josh watched the slight bend in the road at that end of town, where the businesses thinned out and the woods began. And then he saw the vehicle, some kind of luxury SUV. He wanted to call out to the driver, warn the person of the trap he or she was speeding towards, but it was futile. He watched helplessly as the SUV ran right over the strip of spikes, the tires blowing out, the vehicle skidding across the street on the flattened tires, the screech of metal scraping across the pavement. Then the SUV slammed into one of the parked cars, but its momentum had slowed enough that the impact wasn’t that bad. A moment later Josh watched as a man got out of the SUV. He helped a woman, and then the man’s son raced around the vehicle to join the other two. Again, he wanted to call out to them, wanted to warn them about the three men who had set the trap, but he was too far away. And if he warned them, he would give his position away.
No, he had a better idea. He just hoped those three would survive long enough for his plan to work.
As Josh worked his way down through the trees and yards to the street behind the main street, darting from a fast-food restaurant towards the line of buildings, he never saw the three run into the mattress store. But he was in position behind one of the vehicles, watching as the window of the mattress store exploded and the three escaped, running down the sidewalk, trying to get away. But Josh knew the gray-haired man would be waiting for them. He watched the other two men, the tall man and the tweaker running up the sidewalk after the three of them.
He had waited as long as he could after the men had marched the three of them back to their vehicle. He’d heard the gray-haired man ask them about the other one with them, but the man had no idea what they were talking about. But now Josh was close enough to the three of them that he recognized the woman from his dreams. His heart had lurched at the sight of her, the angel who had come to him, who had saved him, who had told him to go back into the living room of his sister’s apartment so he could wake himself up. She had saved his life. He had to save them now.
And now he stood here in the street, staring at the three of them.
“I’m Josh Hooper,” he told Emma, and then he looked at the man.
“I’m Ray Daniels,” the man said. “This is my son Mike. Thank you for helping us.”
Josh couldn’t help smiling. It felt like he was meeting some long-lost members of his family. This felt like the first good thing that had happened to him since that horrible Friday morning he’d left Marla and Kyle to go get the medicine from the pharmacy. “Ray,” he said, repeating the name and nodding. He looked at Ray’s son. “And you’re Mike. I’ve seen you guys in my dreams, too.” He realized how crazy that had just sounded, but he didn’t care.
Ray just nodded. “I know. I’ve seen you, too.” He lowered his gun down to his side, glanced down at it like he didn’t even know why he was still holding it. “Sorry. I . . . I . . .” He nodded down at the gun in his hand and let his words go unfinished.
Josh walked towards the three of them. He was staring at Emma again; he couldn’t stop staring at her.
Ray was still tense as he glanced up and down the street. “We should probably get out of here. There might be more of these guys around.” His eyes rested on the SUV he’d driven into town for just a moment. “We can’t use that anymore.” He looked back at Josh. “Do you have a vehicle?”
“I drove that van over there,” Josh said, pointing at the electrician’s van. It was as useless as Ray’s SUV. “But I think I know where we can get another vehicle.”




CHAPTER 7

Ray
Ray felt a slight easing of his tension. Two of the three men were dead, and the junkie was surely dying now—he hadn’t moved much from his face-down position on the street, and now he had stopped moaning. Maybe he had finally passed out.
The threat of those three men was over for the moment, but there were still other threats. Obviously the three men were part of a larger group, a group that carved the letters D and A into their foreheads, a group that reported to the shadowy man who haunted Ray’s dreams. It was almost too unbelievable for Ray to believe that these guys were working for a man he saw in his dreams, a man who obviously wanted to capture him and the people he was with, but he didn’t have the time to ponder that right now; he had to accept the unbelievable as fact for the moment. The other threat, the constant threat in this new world they now inhabited, were the infected—the rippers. As his tensions eased, his analytical mind took over, and he began a list of priorities in his mind, important things that needed to get done in order, items that needed to be checked off the list. And right now the first thing they needed was a vehicle so they could get out of this town.
“Where’s this vehicle you’re talking about?” Ray asked Josh.
Josh pointed up at the homes that dotted the hillside, the hill rising sharply behind the main street, the top of it shrouded in the low-hanging clouds. “I didn’t see a particular vehicle, but there are a lot of them up there. Has to be one we can use.”
Ray nodded. It was going to take some time to find a vehicle with a set of keys and a live battery, but he was sure they would find one. “Okay.” He looked at the mattress store down the street. “Our backpacks are still in there. We need to get them.”
Josh was looking down the street, but not at the mattress store, at something else.
“What is it?” Ray asked him.
“These guys, they must have some kind of truck or something, some kind of vehicle that they’ve been loading up with the stuff they’ve taken from these vehicles.”
Ray nodded.
“See that box truck way up there?” Josh said, pointing.
“Yeah,” Ray answered. “Looks like some kind of U-Haul truck or something.”
“I think that’s it. That’s their truck. I think we should check it out.”
“We can’t take that,” Ray said immediately, but he wasn’t dismissing the idea completely in case they couldn’t find another vehicle. “There’s four of us. We can’t all fit in the cab of the truck.”
“Yeah,” Josh said. “But we could at least see what they’ve got in there.”
“We’ve got plenty of supplies in the Suburban,” Ray said, hitching a thumb back at the SUV he’d driven into the town. “Food and water.”
“Yeah, but maybe they’ve got some other things. Like more guns.”
Ray glanced down at the gun in his hand. He had already shoved the junkie’s gun down into the waistband of his pants. He looked at the shotgun in Josh’s hand. “Is that the only gun you’ve got?”
“Yeah. I found it . . .” He glanced at Mike. “I found it in an empty house.”
Ray knew there was more to Josh’s story, gory details he didn’t want to talk about in front of a child, so he didn’t press him. It didn’t change the fact that Josh was right. They could at least check the truck out. Ray remembered his recent promise to himself in the mattress store to find a gun to protect Mike and Emma with. “Let me get our backpacks first.”
“Dad, I need to get something from the truck,” Mike said with a sudden urgency.
“What is it?”
“Just . . . just something we need.”
Ray didn’t want to waste time arguing with Mike. He figured Mike wanted his comic book, a leftover from the normal world he could cling to. He nodded at Mike and his son ran to the SUV.
Ray looked at Josh. “Can you go with Mike and Emma to the Suburban while I get our packs? Cover them in case anyone else is around.”
Josh nodded. “Of course.” He looked at Emma. “Emma?” He held a hand out for her. “Your hand?”
Emma smiled and took his hand. They walked to the SUV. Mike already had the back door open, rooting around inside.
Ray hurried up the street and darted between a car and truck to get to the mattress store. The door was still locked, so Ray had to enter through the shattered window. The junkie must have followed them out through the window when they had escaped the store earlier. Inside the mattress store, Ray worked his way deeper into the darkness. That now-familiar tingling of fear danced along his skin. He was worried rippers were hiding in here. But at least he had a gun now—two guns, really. But he didn’t really even know how to use them. Still, it felt better just to have them.
He found their backpacks. He slipped his on and carried Mike and Emma’s packs. He unlocked the door and left the mattress store.  
Ray met up with Josh, Mike, and Emma in the street near the SUV. He noticed that Mike was holding the CD player and the pack of CDs he’d gotten for Emma from Craig’s house, the gift he had given her. He felt a surge of emotion locking up his throat, burning his chest. Even after the trauma they had just experienced, Mike didn’t want Emma to lose her music; he was still thinking about her after all the shit they’d been through. He handed the packs to Mike and Emma, and they slipped them on.
“What about that tweaker over there?” Josh asked, hitching a thumb at the half-burnt man lying in the street.
“Tweaker?”
“Yeah, the pill-head. The drug addict. I think he might still be alive.” Josh walked over to the man and nudged him with his foot, aiming his shotgun down at the man.
The junkie moaned, but didn’t move.
“Hey,” Josh yelled at the man. “Who are you guys?”
Ray looked at Mike and Emma. “Stay here,” he told them, and then he went over to Josh and the junkie.
“Answer me,” Josh said. He pushed the man’s arm with his foot again.
The junkie moaned, but this time it wasn’t as loud.
“Hold on,” Ray said. “You keep kicking him like that and he might pass out.”
Josh nodded and stepped back.
Ray pulled his pistol out and crouched down beside the man. “Hey, we need some answers.”
The junkie wasn’t answering. The left side of the man’s body was scorched, the clothing burned away, the skin charred black in some places, the edges of those areas red. His left hand was blistered, that side of his face blackened and disfigured, a lot of the hair burned off. His eyes were closed, but he was inhaling and exhaling quick and shallow breaths.
“Who are you guys with? What does DA mean? How many more of you are there?”
Ray waited for answers.
The man didn’t utter a word or even a moan.
“I don’t think he’s going to say anything,” Josh said.
Ray stood up and looked at Josh. “Should we just leave him here?”
“He’s not going to last much longer,” Josh said and glanced up at the steep hills all around them. “I guess it’s barbecue night for the rippers.”
Ray and Josh left the tweaker, as Josh called him, on the street. They joined Mike and Emma.
The four of them walked down the street, getting closer to the box truck, which was still almost two blocks away. But Ray saw something on the sidewalk just after the intersection.
“Hold on a minute,” Ray said. “I need to go grab something.”
Josh waited with Mike and Emma as Ray darted over to the sidewalk and picked up Emma’s foldable walking cane. She would need this. He saw his golf club lying a few feet away, the one the “tweaker,” had tossed away. He thought about grabbing the club—it was the weapon he’d used to kill his first ripper. But he decided against it.
A few minutes later they reached the box truck. It was parked in front of a small supermarket that looked to have been looted days ago, the front doors broken, the windows shattered, the parking lot a sea of garbage, papers, and tipped-over shopping carts. A side street led off the main street across from where the truck was parked, and that street led up into the zigzagging roads along the hillside and the homes and neighborhoods. Ray could imagine those homes lit up at night, dots of light on the dark hillside on the outskirts of town. He thought it might have been quite beautiful. Now the homes looked like they’d been abandoned for years, a haunted ghost town in the middle of the mountains. Everything felt gray and dead, lost and hopeless.
The back of the box truck was open, and it was halfway filled up with supplies: boxes and bags, duffel bags, backpacks, suitcases, cardboard boxes, paper bags, even pillow cases stuffed with food and clothing. Beside the truck there was a huge pile of clothes and other items that had been tossed aside by the three men, items that held no interest for them.
Josh was already running towards the front of the truck. “I’ll check the front,” he yelled out.
Ray didn’t say anything as Josh took off to the cab of the truck. He glanced back at Mike who still held the CD player in one hand. He also had his comic book rolled up and sticking up from the back pocket of his pants. Emma stood right beside him. They both looked cold and weary, but still alert and tense. “We’ll go up into those hills and find a vehicle. Drive it back down here before we leave town. Grab some of this stuff.”
He looked back at the truck and saw a pile of weapons lying together at the side wall of the truck: a few shotguns and rifles, and about fifteen handguns. Boxes of bullets and shotgun shells. They would take those when they came back, too.
What was taking Josh so long?
Ray went to the front of the truck. The passenger door was wide open and Josh was inside, hunting around. It looked like he had just stuffed something into his jacket pocket when he turned around to get back out of the vehicle.
“You find something?” Ray asked.
Josh jumped out of the cab, smiling at Ray. “No, not really.”
“What were you looking for up here?”
Josh shrugged, at a loss for words for a moment. “I was looking for some clues. Trying to find out who those guys are. Where they’re from. Where they’re going.”
“But you didn’t find anything?”
“No. Nothing.”
Ray was quiet for just a moment, staring at Josh. He knew Josh had just lied to him, but he didn’t want to confront him about it after the man had just saved their lives. “There’s a lot of stuff we can take in the back. Some guns and food. Water. We should go get a vehicle first. Drive it back down here and get the stuff before we leave.”
“Sounds like a good plan, boss.”




CHAPTER 8

Ray
Ray, Mike, Emma, and Josh walked up the street into the hills, leaving behind the businesses, churches, stores, and bars. They walked past homes in the silence. Ray was tense, bracing himself to see or hear a ripper.
“That looks like a good one,” Josh said, pointing at an older black Chevy Trailblazer parked in front of a two-story, wood-framed home.  
Ray nodded in agreement. It looked like one of the ubiquitous government vehicles he’d seen all over Washington D.C.
They had already checked two other SUVs in the streets below this one, but neither one had the keys inside. They needed to find a vehicle roomy enough to carry all of them and the supplies they would be taking from the box truck. There were a lot of cars and pickup trucks, a few vans, but not too many large SUVs. If worse came to worst, Ray thought, they would use a minivan if it looked new and dependable. But this Chevy Trailblazer looked like it might be just the vehicle they needed.
Josh bolted over to the Trailblazer while Ray stared at the two-story home, watching the windows for any sign of movement. He wondered if there were survivors in any of these homes, people who had stayed hidden as those three men, the DA men (whatever that was supposed to mean) took over their town. But would a lone survivor even show themselves if they saw four armed people outside?
And then Ray heard the sound he’d been waiting for, a screech that echoed down from the mountains—the unmistakable sound of a ripper. Another answered the first one’s call. The calls sounded far enough away, but that didn’t mean that there weren’t others closer. Maybe there were scouts watching from higher up, waiting to call out to the others when the coast was clear. Maybe the rippers were getting bolder now that the three DA men had been killed.
Were the rippers that smart, though?
Ray wasn’t sure about that, but just knowing that the rippers were close was bothering him.
Josh came back to them with his shotgun gripped in one hand. “You hear that?” he asked, his blue eyes wide with concern.
Ray nodded. “No keys?”
Josh shook his head no.
“Let’s check the house,” Ray said. He nodded at Mike as he helped Emma up the walkway through the grass to the front porch.
“You stay out here with Emma,” Ray told Mike, nodding over at two rocking chairs. “We won’t be long.”
Mike looked a little nervous, especially after hearing the rippers call out to each other.
“Why can’t we go in there with you?” Mike asked.
“Because I don’t know if anyone’s in there. We need to make sure no one’s inside.” Ray was already picking up the faint smell of rot and decay. He thought it might be coming from inside the house, but it could also be coming from somewhere outside. That stench seemed to be everywhere now.
Mike nodded like he understood, but his eyes darted out at the street down at the end of the steep front yard.
“You just stay right here by the door,” Ray told Mike. “If you hear or see anything, you two get inside and shut the door. Lock it, too. We won’t be long. As soon as I’m sure the house is safe, I’ll come get you two. Okay?”
Mike helped Emma over to the rocking chairs. Emma felt the arm of the chair and sat down. He sat down beside her in the other one, setting the CD player and case of CDs down on the floorboards next to him. Ray didn’t like Mike lugging that CD player and the case of CDs around, he felt that it was an unnecessary encumbrance, but he knew it was important to him.
Josh was already at the front door of the house, testing the handle gently. He turned it all the way and pushed the door open. The hinges creaked in the silence. Josh raised his shotgun up as soon as the door was open, standing there in the doorway for just a moment. Then he stepped inside.
Ray followed him in. He had the leader’s pistol in his hand now. It was dark inside, but Josh already had his flashlight out. He handed it to Ray so he could use both of his hands for his shotgun.
Ray stepped ahead of Josh, aiming the light in front of them down a long, wide hall with doorways off to each side and a set of steps just beyond one of the doorways, the steps leading upstairs into the late-afternoon gloom. He gripped the pistol tighter, but he was in no way comfortable with it.
“You alright?” Josh asked.
“I’ve never shot a gun before today,” Ray admitted. He thought back to the leader telling the junkie to shoot. He ain’t got it in him, the leader had said. He ain’t never killed anyone before.
Was it that obvious?
“Yeah, I’m not exactly a gunslinger myself,” Josh said.
Ray walked towards an archway that led into a living room. Their footsteps sounded so loud and heavy on the wood flooring, some of the floorboards creaking.
The place was a mess. Furniture was tipped over, papers scattered around, paintings and photos torn down off the walls. Ray hesitated. The odor of rot and decay was stronger than it had been outside. The smell was coming from deeper in the house, something rotting and dead, something bad.




CHAPTER 9

Josh
Josh smelled it, too—the smell of death. The odor brought him back instantly to the LaRose house, the house where he’d found the shotgun cradled between the dead father’s legs.
“Someone’s dead in here,” Josh whispered.
“You think there are rippers in here?” Ray asked.
Josh shook his head slightly. “I don’t think so. But they might have been here before.”
They walked a few steps deeper into the living room.
“You shot that gun pretty well for never shooting one before,” Josh told Ray.
“Thanks,” Ray muttered. “I just pointed and pulled the trigger. You’re pretty accurate with those fire bombs.”
Josh shrugged. “I pitched baseball in high school.” Before I got addicted to drugs and my life went downhill. But he didn’t bother adding that part.
Ray moved forward, entering the dining room first. Even though the dining room table was tipped over and a few of the chairs were broken apart, the drapes were untouched; they still hung over the windows, blocking out the gray afternoon light. It was darker in the dining room than it had been in the living room.
Ray stopped at the edge of the dining room, looking down at the floor.
Josh was right behind Ray, aiming his shotgun down at a woman lying face down in a pool of dried blood. There were three bullet holes in her back, and one bullet hole in the side of her head.
Josh moved past Ray into the kitchen. It was a little easier to see in the kitchen because the thin curtains covering the window over the sink allowed the daylight inside. Josh saw the dead man on the floor in the middle of the large kitchen. “There’s another one in here.”
Ray entered the kitchen a few seconds later. He looked down at the man on the floor. The dead man was older and overweight, lying on his side. He had several bullet holes in his torso and one in his temple. Like the woman, the dead man lay in a large pool of tacky, dark blood.
“The rippers didn’t do this unless they learned how to use guns,” Josh said.
“And these two didn’t kill themselves,” Ray added.
“Probably our three friends down there in town did this. The DA people.”
“You know what DA stands for?”
Josh shook his head. “First time I’ve ever seen those people. Maybe they’re some kind of local gang or something.”
Ray didn’t respond. He went to work searching the cluttered countertops and cabinets for the keys to the Chevy Trailblazer outside in the driveway.
“The place is trashed,” Josh said as he glanced around. He looked back down at the dead man on the floor. The man reminded Josh of the LaRose family he’d come across after escaping the FEMA camp. “But not really destroyed like the rippers would do.”
“Yeah,” Ray answered. “There’s plenty of food left in the cabinets. Rippers probably would’ve gone through that.”
Ray was right. This house hadn’t been ransacked by rippers; it had been ransacked by the DA guys.
“I found them,” Ray said, turning around with two sets of keys in his hand. “One of these has to work.”
“All right,” Josh said. He stepped around the dead man’s body and headed towards the gloomy dining room. He stopped when he realized that Ray wasn’t following him. He looked back at Ray; he was just standing there with the keys in one hand, his gun in his other hand.
“You okay, man?” Josh asked.
Ray stared at him. “What did you find in the cab of that box truck?”
Josh felt a pang of shock jolt through his body, but he was pretty sure he had kept the mask in place on his face, the smile still there. He had been wearing that mask most of his life, practicing these lies for years, so he’d gotten pretty good at it when he was caught. He shook his head slightly as if he wasn’t even sure what Ray was talking about, another stalling tactic he’d picked up. “What do you mean? I was looking for some kind of clues, maybe a map or something. Some kind of answers to who those guys are.”
Ray just stood there like a statue, his dark eyes never wavering. “You took something out of that truck. What was it? Alcohol? Drugs?”
Josh smirked. “What? Just because I’ve got long hair and tattoos, you think I’m a drug addict?”
Ray didn’t say anything.
“That’s pretty prejudiced thinking,” Josh said. “You should be the first one against judging someone based on their appearance.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?” Ray asked.
“Forget it,” Josh said. He was waiting for Ray to ask him again, demand an answer to his question. But instead, Ray just let out a long, slow sigh. Ray seemed to relax just a bit. But there was a look in the man’s eyes that Josh had seen so many times before from his own parents, and from his sister . . . disappointment. Ray knew that he’d just been lied to. Ray wasn’t going to call him on it, but he knew.
Our trust is already strained, Josh thought. And in that instant he thought about telling Ray the truth, telling him that he knew that the fried piece of shit out there on Main Street was a tweaker, and he was looking for the man’s supply, the pills he was taking. After all, Josh had already gone through half of his supply of pain pills in Marla’s apartment during his half-assed attempt to kill himself. He still had some, but he always wanted more. And you never turned them down if you could find them. It wasn’t like anyone was going to be making any more of them.
Josh had found what he’d been looking for in the cab of that truck—a bottle of pills. Not his favorite kind of pain pills, but he couldn’t afford to be picky right now.
I’m not going to use them, he’d told himself as he had pocketed the bottle of pills. These are just for emergencies. Just in case things get too bad. Or they could be for one of us, if we get hurt or something. The familiar excuses echoed in his mind, the same lies he’d told himself so many times.
But even though Josh had made his usual excuses, the pill imp still whispered in his ear. The pill imp was always right behind Josh, always hovering just beyond his left shoulder so he could bend down and whisper into his ear, cupping a gnarled hand next to his mouth of tiny sharp teeth. You’re saving those pills for yourself, the pill imp whispered. You’re not going to save them in case anyone gets hurt—those pills will be long gone before that happens, and you know it.
Even though Josh had been close to dying in Marla’s apartment (and maybe he had actually died for a little while), even though he had puked his guts up, that pull was still there, that urge to get high. You would think that almost killing yourself would be a good deterrent against taking anymore pills, a good reason to quit, but you’d be wrong. If anything, the urge for the pills, the high, was stronger than ever, like he’d gotten a taste of that high, that buzz of alcohol, and it had awakened his demons. Yes, the pill imp was up and at ‘em now, bright-eyed and bushy tailed, as his mother used to say.
Josh was close to confessing what he’d done. Ray had seen him pocket the bottle of pills, he was sure of that now, so why not just tell him the truth?
But then Ray shoved the gun down into the waistband of his pants and looked down at the floor as he skirted the dead body, leaving the kitchen.
The moment was lost now. Ray had let it go for now, so Josh was going to let it go.




CHAPTER 10

Ray
Ray left the house and stepped out onto the front porch. The cold air felt good now that he was outside again, that smell of death and rot a little less overbearing out here.
Mike stood up as soon as Ray stepped outside. “You find anyone in there?” he asked.
Ray shook his head no, but jingled a set of keys. “But I think I found the keys to that truck out there.”
Mike just stared at him and nodded. Ray thought he might have gotten a smile out of his son, but there was nothing there.
“You wait with Emma up here for a minute,” Ray told Mike. “I’m going to go down there and see if the truck starts.”
Again, Mike just nodded. He sat back down in the chair next to Emma.
Ray didn’t wait for Josh; he walked down to the truck and slipped the key into the driver’s door. It slid in easily and turned just as easily. The lock button shot up. Ray opened the door and slid in behind the driver’s seat. He stuck the key into the ignition slot and turned it; the Chevy Trailblazer started right up. The gas gauge showed that the tank was about half full, enough to get away from this town.
“Alright!” Josh said, smiling. He was right outside the passenger window with his shotgun in his hands.
Ray didn’t smile back. He was mad at Josh. He knew Josh had taken something out of the cab of that truck, most likely some kind of drugs. He had given Josh a chance to tell the truth. But Josh hadn’t told the truth, and now Ray couldn’t trust him.
“Let’s get going,” Ray said as he adjusted the driver’s seat to where he wanted it.
Josh ran back up to the front porch and got Mike and Emma. Mike was already helping Emma down the porch steps when Josh got to him.
A few minutes later Ray backed the SUV up to the back of the U-Haul truck, getting as close as he could, but leaving enough room so he could open the hatch.
The sky was darker, the night coming quickly in this valley, the clouds getting thicker with rain or snow. The wind was blowing harder, a freezing wind slicing down from the mountains and swirling around them. Mike helped Ray and Josh load the SUV up. It seemed good for Mike to be doing something, anything to distract his mind for a few minutes. But it only took the screech of a ripper to freeze Mike for a second. He looked across the street as if he expected to see a horde of rippers coming.
And they would be coming soon, Ray was sure of that. “I think we’ve got enough. Doug will have a lot more stuff at his cabin.”
“Who’s Doug?” Josh asked.
Ray didn’t answer him.
“He’s one of my dad’s friends,” Mike explained. “He worked with him, but Dad didn’t like him that much.”
“He didn’t like him, but we’re going to his cabin?” Josh asked Mike.
“It’s a long story,” Ray said. “Let’s get going before those rippers come down out of the hills.”
Ray was tense as he drove away. He hoped they would make it out of town before the rippers stormed the streets.
“So you’re going to a guy’s cabin?” Josh said as they drove towards the edge of town.
“We’re all going,” Mike corrected Josh. “You’re coming with us, too.”
“Thanks, Mike,” Josh said, turning around in the passenger seat to smile at Mike. But then he turned around and stared at Ray, like he was waiting for a confirmation from him.
Ray caught Josh’s stare for a moment, then he looked back out at the road. “I used to work with Doug in Washington. That’s where we’re from, Washington D.C.”
“What did you used to do?”
“I worked with the CDC.”
Josh’s eyebrows shot up in surprise.
“I was just an accountant, that’s all. Sorry to dash your hopes.”
Josh didn’t say anything.
“But this guy I worked with, Doug, he was a conspiracy theorist,” Ray went on. “Always paranoid about the End of Times, or the Total Collapse, as he called it. He was also a doomsday prepper, and he was always giving us advice on how to prepare, whether we wanted the advice or not.”
“And you didn’t like him?” Josh asked.
“No one really liked him. He was kind of abrasive.”
Josh just nodded.
“Well, last Friday, when all the banks closed, our offices closed. Doug was sure the Total Collapse had come. He was showing everyone articles on his phone, stories about a plague, stories about people attacking each other, about families being killed. The others were starting to panic. And I admit, so was I. A lot of them left to go home or to their bank. Before I left, Doug gave me a piece of paper. He had drawn a map to his property in West Virginia. He called it his bugout property.”
“Bugout?” Josh said in mock surprise, then he looked into the back seat and winked at Mike. “I hope that doesn’t mean there are a lot of bugs there.”
Mike giggled, and in that moment Ray hated Josh for being able to make his son laugh when he couldn’t even make his own son smile.
“He said he bought this property seven years ago, and that he had been steadily fortifying it,” Ray said. “He invited me and my family to go there if we had nowhere else to go.”
“God, that was awful nice of him.” Josh paused for just a moment. “Your family—” He was about to continue what he was saying, but then he stopped, freezing, like the realization had just hit him.
“I had a wife . . . and a daughter,” Ray began, and then he swallowed hard. His throat was locking up, and he gripped the steering wheel harder. He didn’t want to cry right now, especially not in front of Josh. He choked back his tears. “They didn’t make it.”
Josh nodded. “I lost my sister and my nephew. We were in Pittsburgh. The whole city was burning when I left.”
“They bombed D.C. right before we left,” Ray said. “Fighter jets dropped bombs and missiles or something.”
“Maybe they bombed Pittsburgh, too,” Josh said. “Maybe that’s why it was on fire.”
Ray looked at Josh. “I thought you said you were there.”
“I was, but I got arrested on that Friday morning, the day of the Total Collapse, as your friend Doug calls it. They took me to a FEMA camp.”
“A FEMA camp?” Ray said, hope springing inside of him. “So there are FEMA camps?”
“What’s a FEMA camp?” Mike asked.
Josh just shook his head no.
“Maybe the military and government have some areas under control,” Ray continued quickly before Josh could answer, unable to hide his excitement. If there was a safe place Josh knew about, then he was ready to turn this Trailblazer around right now and drive there; it had to be better than taking a chance on Doug’s cabin in the middle of the woods.
“No,” Josh said. “The FEMA camp, it wasn’t really a FEMA camp. There were a lot of men there like me and . . .” He let his words trail off.
“And what?”
“And they brought us there to experiment on us.”
“What do you mean, experiment on you?”
“They were looking for a cure to the plague. They were experimenting on the rippers at first, or so I heard, but then they started experimenting on the ones who weren’t infected, the ones who were immune. One of the weird things is that some of those guys had been rounded up days before I got there. Some of them had been there for weeks.”
“So they knew this plague was coming?” Ray said.
“Yeah,” Josh answered. “But even with all of their experiments, they couldn’t find the source of the plague. No bacterial or viral infection of any kind. No pathogens of any kind.”
Ray was reminded of the CDC and government articles he’d read on Craig’s laptop. He nodded. “How did you find that out?”
“A guy there told me about it.”
Ray gave Josh a puzzled look. “Some guy told you that?”
“His name was Ethan. He was a scientist there. He told me I needed to get out of the camp, and he helped me escape. He said that people were turning into rippers there and they didn’t know how to stop it. They couldn’t figure out what was causing the disease.”
“Yeah, that’s what I heard, too,” Ray said. “It’s like they can’t find out where this disease came from or even how it works, how it spreads from person to person.”
“But some of us are immune,” Josh said. “At least they knew that much at the camp. I escaped from the FEMA camp. Barely made it out of there alive. I got to a house, found some supplies and this shotgun, and a vehicle. I was attacked in a small town, a group of rippers ran me off the road and I wrecked my truck. A man named Isaac helped me. I stayed in his attic for a few days. He was a really smart guy, and I learned a lot from him. But I needed to get back down to Pittsburgh. I needed to find my sister and nephew.”
Ray already knew Josh hadn’t found his family.
“But when I got there,” Josh continued. “They . . . they didn’t make it. And the city was burning. I found the electrician’s van on the street in front of her apartment complex and I drove south.” He turned around in his seat and looked at Emma. “I saw you in my dreams every night. It was the only thing that gave me hope.”
Emma didn’t say anything, but she smiled at him.
Josh looked at Mike. “I saw you in my dreams, too.” He looked at Ray. “And you, too.”
Ray nodded.
Josh looked back at Emma. “You told me to come find you.”
Emma shook her head. “I’m sorry, but I don’t remember any of those dreams.”




CHAPTER 11

Emma
Emma knew what she had just said had shocked Josh, and it had probably shocked Ray and Mike, too. All three of them were quiet as Ray drove.
“What do you mean, you don’t remember talking to me in the dreams?” Josh finally asked.
Emma could tell that Josh was turned around in the passenger seat, staring at her. She could imagine the expression on his face as he waited for her answer. “I don’t remember dreaming.”
“But you . . . you spoke to me,” Josh said. “I saw you. And it seemed like you could see me. I mean, I could tell you were blind, but it seemed like you were looking right at me.”
“She wasn’t always blind,” Mike said. “When she was a kid, she could see.”
Emma just nodded. “I had a genetic defect that led to my blindness.”
“But I don’t understand how you could talk to me in my dreams and not remember them,” Josh said, clearly trying to get the conversation back on track.
“I think a part of me was there, but not all of me.”
“What? Like your subconscious?”
“Maybe. I could feel something in my dreams. I knew there were others out there, people like you, and we needed to come together. But I couldn’t let myself experience them.”
“Because of the shadowy man,” Ray said.
Emma nodded. “I think I have to kind of shut down part of myself when I dream, because if I reveal myself too much, he will know where we are.”
“That’s crazy,” Josh whispered. “I saw that guy in my dreams, the big guy that looked like a shadow. His eyes, they like glowed or shined in the darkness.”
Emma felt her skin grow cold. She could see the shadowy outline of the man in her mind, but it was more of a sensation of evil that she felt rather than something she saw, like a pressure pushing down on her chest.
“I saw him, too,” Mike said, excited to be part of the conversation. “I think he’s a real bad person.”
“Me too, buddy,” Josh said. “Before the cops took me to that FEMA camp, they took us to a high school gymnasium so they could watch us for twenty-four hours and make sure none of us were infected. All the cops and workers there wore gas masks and gloves. Well, there was this one guy that was in the paddy wagon when I was picked up.”
“What’s a paddy wagon?” Mike asked.
“It’s slang for a police van,” Ray said.
Emma could hear the edge in Ray’s voice—she could tell that he didn’t like Josh very much.
“Yeah,” Josh said, continuing to talk to Mike like he was telling him a scary bedtime story. “But this guy they picked up, he was big and tall. He had long hair, and his eyes, they shined in the darkness. He said he needed to kill me. You think that was the same guy we saw in our dreams?”
Emma could tell that Josh had shifted the direction of his conversation from Mike to her.
“Because if he was,” Josh continued, “the cops killed him outside the gymnasium. After he attacked me in the bathroom, they took him outside and shot him. We could all hear the gunshots.”
“He wasn’t the same man,” Emma told him. “The one in our dreams, he’s still out there.”
“You can feel him?” Mike asked.
Emma nodded.
“Then why was the guy’s eyes shining in the dark?” Josh asked.
“I don’t know,” Emma answered. “It could have been a trick of your imagination, a leftover image from your dreams that you superimposed over the man’s face because he was a threat to you.”
“That sounds very psychological,” Josh said, chuckling. “But I don’t remember ever dreaming about the shadowy guy before seeing that man in the gym.”
“Maybe you dreamt about him, but don’t remember it,” Emma suggested. “Maybe we all have. Maybe we’ve all seen this coming for days or even weeks.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?” Josh asked.
Emma didn’t answer, because she really didn’t have an answer. She’d felt this coming for weeks, this catastrophe that she couldn’t define, but she had felt panicky for quite a while. It’s why she had begun stocking up on food and water, it was why she had paid someone to reinforce the locks on her condo doors and windows, it was why she had paid someone to install the bars and panels of wood over the windows in her condo. She knew something terrible was coming, a calamity that humanity hadn’t seen in such a long time, if ever. And she knew the shadowy man had seen the same thing coming. It wasn’t a stretch to think others had seen it coming, had dreamed about it, but hadn’t remembered those dreams and premonitions.
“I’ll tell you something else weird about that guy in the gym,” Josh said. “The guy with the shining eyes. It was like he knew me even though I’d never seen him before in my life. And believe me, I would’ve remembered a dude like that. When he attacked me in the bathroom, he was trying to kill me. He was bashing my head into the wall and choking me. But he was also talking to me. He told me he needed to kill me. He said he couldn’t let me go with the others. I think he might have been talking about you guys.”
“I don’t know,” Emma said. And it was true. There were still so many things she didn’t know. It was like she had a few pieces of a large puzzle, but not enough pieces to even begin to see what the image might be.
“Well, like I said. They got that guy. Anybody acting crazy, anybody the guards even thought might be infected, they took them outside and gave them the old double tap in the head. Pow. Pow. I met a guy in there, his name was Gardner, he told me what they were doing and warned me to keep cool. Guy probably saved my life.”
“I saw you in my dreams,” Mike told Josh. “And I saw another guy.”
“That’s right,” Josh said, excitement in his voice. “There’s another guy. He’s got dark hair, buzzed short. Muscular guy.”
“But not as strong as my dad,” Mike said.
“That’s right,” Josh said. “Not as strong as your dad.”
“I was hoping that shadow guy in my dreams wasn’t real,” Mike said.
“Me too, buddy,” Josh answered.
“The man in our dreams is powerful,” Emma told them. “But he’s still just a man.”
“But he’s a man with some kind of psychic powers,” Ray spoke up. “He has psychic powers like you do. Right? That’s why he can invade our dreams.”
“Yeah,” Josh agreed. “Like you came into my dreams, Emma. You think he’s coming into our dreams subconsciously?”
“No,” Emma said. “I think he knows exactly what he’s doing. He’s just a man, but Ray’s right, he has some kind of psychic powers. A little like mine, but I think he’s much stronger than I am.”
“I never used to believe in that kind of stuff,” Ray said. But then he let his words hang in the air, saying nothing further about it.
But he believes now, Emma thought. She knew the shadowy man in their dreams had always been a powerful psychic, but he had become even more powerful since everything had collapsed. Emma’s psychic abilities had also become much more powerful in the last few weeks. She could tell people were changing; there was no denying that now. People were changing in strange ways, not only the rippers, but the survivors—the immune.
“God,” Josh said. Emma could tell that he had turned back around in the passenger seat, facing forward now. “I was hoping the plague was only around Pittsburgh. Isaac told me it was everywhere, but I was still hoping that wasn’t true. But it is true, isn’t it?”
Nobody answered Josh. Nobody needed to.




CHAPTER 12

Ray
An hour before sundown, Ray turned onto a narrow dirt road. He drove half a mile and then spotted a house set far off from the road beyond a field of tall grass. The brush and trees had grown so thickly around the house that the home was almost invisible from the road, and Ray had nearly missed seeing it. He even had to stop and back up so he could see bits of the roof through the trees. There was a dirt driveway at the other end of the field of grass and weeds. A mailbox was nearly overtaken by the brush and weeds, like the vegetation was pulling it down slowly and devouring it.
Mail will never be delivered there again, Ray thought as he drove down the bumpy driveway towards the house. No junk mail ever again. No Christmas cards from relatives. No bills. No letters from loved ones. Nothing.
The driveway meandered around a huge collection of trees and bushes, and once they were around the brush and into a small clearing Ray saw more of the house, which looked abandoned and ready to fall apart. The little paint left on the wood siding was just flaking away, the wood underneath the paint dark and rotting. An awning had been built off of this side of the house. Ray turned around in the grass and backed the Chevy Trailblazer up underneath the awning. He couldn’t even see the road from here as he looked out the windshield; this place seemed safe enough so far—it was as good as they were going to get.
“Okay,” Ray said as he shut off the Trailblazer. “Let’s just sit here for a few minutes and listen for any noises.”
They were all quiet after Ray shut off the engine. He left the keys in the ignition in case he needed to start the SUV and drive away.
He closed his eyes for a moment, trying to inhale a long and slow breath, then exhale it slowly. He was so tired. He wondered if it wouldn’t be better to sleep in the Trailblazer, but he knew that wasn’t a good idea. If they were ever swarmed by rippers, they would be sitting ducks inside this vehicle. They would be surrounded. The windows would eventually be shattered from the rocks and sticks. They would be dragged out through the windows one by one, beaten and torn apart. Eaten.
His eyes shot back open at the thought of it. He couldn’t let his guard down. He couldn’t close his eyes for even a few seconds; he couldn’t let his exhaustion overtake him right now.
At least they hadn’t heard the screeches and calls of any rippers. They were pretty far out into the woods now, and according to the map, there wasn’t even a town close by. This house looked long-abandoned, possibly condemned. It wasn’t the sturdiest structure, and probably not the safest, but it would offer them better protection, and a better defense, than the Chevy ever would.
They’d seen a few rippers wandering along the side of the road after leaving the small mountain town where the three men had set the trap for them, but they hadn’t seen any large groups of rippers. And maybe that was a good sign. But even a few rippers could be dangerous. Maybe the rippers could follow the tracks of their SUV down the dirt road, and then down the dirt drive. And again, Ray had to stop himself—once again, he was thinking of the rippers like they were a different species, like they were a pack of wild animals that could track them by their scent. They were only humans, only people.
Just like the shadowy man in their dreams was only a person. Emma had said that he wasn’t a monster or a bogeyman; he was just a man, a human being with strange psychic powers.
After another few minutes of sitting in the SUV, Ray was satisfied that it was safe to get out.
“Let’s go check the house out,” Ray told Josh.
Josh just nodded at him and got out of the SUV.
Ray looked into the back at Mike and Emma.
“I know,” Mike sighed. “Stay in the truck.”
“We’ll be back as quick as we can,” Ray said. He thought about trying to say something else, something to comfort Mike, or even bring a smile to his lips, but couldn’t think of anything and he said nothing.
After Ray caught up with Josh, they walked around the outside of the house, circling it, looking for any signs of inhabitance, even though Ray was pretty sure they wouldn’t find any. The front porch was partially collapsed, and a deathtrap, but there was a set of steps that led up to a door on the side of the home near the awning where their SUV was parked. Ray tested each step with his weight, then climbed the three steps and checked the door.
Locked. Unbelievable. Who locked a house like this?
“I can get it,” Josh said. He darted to the SUV and opened the back of it. He was back in a few seconds with a flathead screwdriver. It took him less than thirty seconds to pry the door open without damaging it.
It was another sign that Josh was some kind of criminal. Ray was certain Josh had taken something from the cab of that U-Haul truck earlier, most likely some kind of drugs. And now he was showing off his breaking and entering skills. Yes, those skills were useful, but it was just one more thing that made it difficult for Ray to trust the man.
After they got the door open, Ray and Josh entered some kind of small room that led to a kitchen. The cabinets and countertops were still there, a few of the cabinet doors barely hanging on hinges, but all the appliances were gone. The wood floor had some kind of glue all over it, like linoleum had been on the floor but ripped up long ago. A few boxes were stacked at one end of the countertop next to the sink. Ray checked them out: boxes of wood laminate that had curled from years of hot summers and freezing winters. Two chairs were shoved against a wall next to a door that most likely led down to the basement.
But Ray wasn’t ready to inspect the basement just yet. “Let’s check the place out before we get Mike and Emma,” he told Josh. “I’ll check upstairs.”
Josh just nodded in agreement. He explored the living room as Ray climbed the steps to the second floor. The wood floors and the stairs seemed sturdy enough even though the house looked ready to fall over. There was hardly any furniture in the house, just a bookcase and another kitchen chair. A few buckets and some more building supplies along a wall. It seemed like someone had the idea of fixing up this house a long time ago but had never gone through with it.
Upstairs was just as plain and empty as the downstairs. The wallpaper was coming off the walls in strips; the doorjambs were flaked with peeling paint, rust spots stained the sinks and the bathtub. There was a coating of dirt and dust everywhere. Limp curtains hung over some of the windows, and other windows were bare and had a film of dirt over them that made the glass opaque. There was a heavy smell of must and mildew in the air, but it was bearable.
He was back downstairs a few minutes later.
“Everything’s cool down here,” Josh said.
Ray went to the basement door. He had his flashlight in his hand and he turned it on, shining the beam down the stairwell. He listened for just a moment, then pulled his gun out. Josh had the junkie’s pistol in his hand. He was a few steps behind Ray as he went down into the basement.
The basement was nearly as empty as the rest of the house. There were more piles of construction supplies: lengths of wood, boxes of tile, bags of mortar. A rusty set of metal shelves against one rough basement wall held boxes and metal cans of screws and nails, a few rusty tools, and cans of paint.
At the other end of the basement, an old furnace stood, probably long-dead and inoperable now. A countertop and metal sink ran along another wall with a network of copper pipes running along the ceiling above it.
“We could use some of this wood to bar the doors shut,” Ray suggested.
“Yeah,” Josh agreed. “That’s a good idea.”
It was getting dark now, almost too dark to see down in the basement without the flashlight. Ray grabbed a few shorter pieces of two-by-six pieces of wood and took them up to the kitchen with him.
When he was up in the kitchen, he wondered if it was a good idea that both he and Josh were in the house together. Maybe one of them should have stayed out by the SUV with Mike and Emma. What if some rippers came? What was Mike supposed to do? Honk the horn? It wasn’t like Mike could pick up a gun and shoot at them.
He felt sick at the thought of leaving the two of them unprotected while he and Josh had searched the house. He would have to be more careful next time. He was going crazy trying to predict every little danger, trying to see in advance things that could go wrong. He just wanted to rest for a few hours from the constant tension, the constant fear; he just wanted to rest his body, and most of all, his mind. He wished he didn’t have to think about contingency plan after contingency plan. It was driving him crazy, but he couldn’t help it, it was just how his mind worked. Maybe when they got to Doug’s cabin it would be better.
No, he couldn’t let himself get his hopes up. Not yet. They just needed to get through tonight and he had to try not to plan too far into the future just yet.
When he and Josh were back at the Chevy Trailblazer, Ray helped Emma out as Mike and Josh carried a few boxes of food, water, and blankets into the house. Ray wanted to talk to Emma outside before they went in, and it seemed like she sensed that, waiting beside the Trailblazer.
Ray watched Mike and Josh go inside the house. Josh said something that Ray couldn’t hear and Mike laughed, some kind of joke that Josh had just told. Ray felt that twinge of anger as he listened to his son laugh at Josh. It almost seemed like Mike was looking up to Josh like he was some kind of hero. If only Mike and Emma knew what the guy was really like.
“I don’t trust that guy,” Ray told Emma as he kept an eye on the doorway to the house.
“He’s a good man,” she said.
“He’s a criminal. I’m sure of it. I think he took some kind of drugs out of that truck earlier, and he just jimmied the lock of this house in about ten seconds, like a professional burglar.”
“We’ve all done things we regret,” Emma told him. “We’ve all got our demons.”
Ray didn’t say anything. He wanted to argue that he didn’t have his demons. He’d always been the responsible one, the protector, the one with the level head. He had always towed the line and played by the rules. He’d always tried to do things right. He grew up in a poor neighborhood, around a lot of bad elements. And maybe Josh had grown up in a shitty neighborhood, too. But that wasn’t any excuse. You made your own choices in life, and that was all it boiled down to. He wanted to argue these points with Emma, but he didn’t. He didn’t feel like arguing—he was too tired; he just wanted her to know who and what Josh really was.
Emma touched his shoulder. She seemed to sense his frustration. “He needs to be with us.”




CHAPTER 13

Josh
Twenty minutes later they were all inside the house. Ray and Josh had braced a few pieces of wood against the door as best as they could. Josh had suggested they nail the boards in place, but Ray didn’t want to—he was worried the banging noise might attract any nearby rippers. And of course Ray was right about that. Ray seemed to always be three steps ahead of every situation, always thinking ahead, analyzing different scenarios, weighing options. Josh wished his mind worked like that, but he rarely saw past the day he was living; it was one of the reasons he’d gotten into so much trouble in his life, he’d made too many impulsive decisions without thinking about the consequences.
They lit a battery-powered lamp in the fading daylight of the living room. Mike draped a gray T-shirt over it to dim the light a little, but it still gave them enough light to lay down a few blankets and open some cans of food.
After a meal of canned beans, crackers, canned fruit, and a pack of cookies that they split, they all sat back, somewhat full. It was cold inside the drafty house but not freezing. The wind had picked up a little as the night came.
Josh looked at Mike. “My nephew was about your age. What are you, twelve? Thirteen?”
“Eleven,” Mike answered with a smile.
“Eleven? You’re pretty big for an eleven-year-old.”
“I’ll be twelve soon,” Mike said, glancing at his father.
“When?” Josh asked.
“In November.”
“No way,” Josh said. “When in November?”
“The twenty-sixth.”
“My birthday is the nineteenth.”
Mike beamed at the coincidence.
Josh glanced at Ray again, who seemed perturbed that he was talking to his son, but Josh didn’t care. It seemed like anything he did bothered Ray, so he wasn’t going to start tiptoeing on eggshells.
“Yeah, you remind me of my nephew,” Josh said to Mike. “His name was Kyle. He was sick a lot. He had Type 1 diabetes and had to take insulin. He also had asthma pretty bad. But he never complained about it. He was a tough kid.”
They were all quiet for a moment.
“He loved the Pittsburgh Steelers,” Josh said, and he felt the sudden ache of loss. He felt like crying, but he swallowed it down. “He loved video games, too. He was always playing Zombie Takeover.”
“I played that,” Mike said.
“When?” Ray asked, a little surprised.
Mike realized that he’d just revealed a secret to his dad. “Uh, only a few times. Down at Eric’s house.”
“You weren’t supposed to be playing those kinds of games,” Ray said, but there wasn’t much force behind his words. It seemed like something Ray felt he was supposed to say as a dad, an automatic reaction left over from the normal world they used to live in.
“I played Zombie Takeover with Kyle sometimes,” Josh said, trying to steer the conversation away from Mike’s slipup. “Kyle’s mom, my sister, she didn’t like him playing it, either. She always said it was too violent, but he used to tell her that he was practicing for the zombie apocalypse.”
They were quiet again, but Josh still wanted to keep the conversation going. He wanted to talk, wanted to hear them talk. He wanted to pretend for just a little while that this was somehow normal. He looked at Ray. “So, this place we’re going to, it’s a cabin?”
“I think so.”
“You’ve never been there?”
“No. Like I said before, I wasn’t that close to Doug. Nobody at work was.”
“But he must’ve liked you a lot if he invited you and your family to his bugout cabin.”
Ray just nodded.
“Bugout,” Josh said and chuckled. The word sounded funny to him.
Mike laughed again—a forced laugh, like Mike was looking for any kind of excuse to laugh, any reason to feel good for a few seconds.
“Doug was always talking about the End Times,” Ray said. “He said he had stockpiled supplies at his cabin in West Virginia. Food. Water. Medical supplies. Guns and ammo. He said he wanted to stockpile guns and ammo before the government took them away from us.”
Josh just nodded. “Well, at least the place will be stocked.” He wondered if Doug would be upset that Ray had brought other people with him besides his family, but then again, there was probably a good chance that Doug had either turned into a ripper or had been killed. There was a good chance this Doug fella hadn’t even made it to his own bugout cabin. There was also a good chance that other people had already found Doug’s cabin in the woods—rippers or other survivors; either way, it could mean that the place was already ransacked and cleaned out of supplies. Josh wasn’t going to mention this, but he was sure Ray had already thought of that; Ray seemed to think of every possible scenario.
“So, you were an accountant at the CDC,” Josh said, still trying to keep the conversation going. Emma wasn’t saying much; she was already lying on her side and for all Josh knew she might already be sleeping.
“Yeah,” Ray said. “Just a number cruncher.”
“You never heard anything about this plague or what it could be?”
“No. We worked in the accounting office.”
“We’re going to a place called Avalon,” Mike said.
Ray gave his son a sideways glance, obviously not happy about his son revealing information.
“What’s Avalon?”
“It’s a place that . . .” Mike’s words faded away. Either he didn’t really know what Avalon was, or he had sensed his father’s disapproval.
Ray sighed like the cat was already out of the bag. “Last Friday, when everything kind of . . . kind of fell apart—”
“When the shit hit the fan,” Josh said.
Mike burst out laughing again.
Ray frowned, and Josh knew he needed to bite his tongue before Ray finally snapped.
“Last Friday,” Ray continued, “the banks closed, the ATMs stopped working, the stores closed, the utilities were shut off. I went to work, like I said before, and our offices were closed. Our supervisor, Craig, hadn’t shown up for work. We all tried to call him but he wasn’t answering. Craig and I had become pretty good friends over the last few years, and he called me when I was on my way back home. The phone was breaking up, but he told me to get to his house. He said he had some answers there. He said something was happening to people. But then the phone was breaking up so badly that all I could hear were the words rose and Avalon. We eventually made it to Craig’s house, and to make a long story short, I found the password to his laptop written on a piece of paper taped behind a painting of roses in his office. I looked up the files on his computer and I saw what Avalon was—it seems to be a place, some kind of government research center down in northern Georgia.”
“You know exactly where this place is?” Josh asked. He was torn between excitement and suspicion—the last time he’d been at a government facility, the FEMA camp, it hadn’t gone so well.
“There was a map on the laptop. I couldn’t print it out, so I drew it in a notebook that I took with me. Like I said, I don’t know exactly what kind of place Avalon is, or what they’re doing there, but I have to assume it was somewhat important or Craig wouldn’t have mentioned it to me on the phone or had a map to the place in his computer.”
“We should go there,” Josh said. “Maybe they’ve got a cure or something.”
Ray shook his head and sighed like he was about to deliver bad news. “It’s almost winter now. We can’t drive that far in the winter. This isn’t like a twenty-four-hour trip down the interstate anymore.”
“We can make it there.”
“And what if it snows?” Ray asked with an edge to his voice. “There’s no one to plow the roads now or put salt on them. What if the roads are blocked up with wrecked vehicles, miles of abandoned cars? And what if our vehicle breaks down? What if we can’t find a place to stay? What if we freeze to death out there? Or starve?”
Josh hadn’t thought of that. Once again, Ray was three steps ahead of him. He looked at Emma and it seemed like she was awake now. “What do you think?”
“I think it would be wise to wait through the winter.”
“But what if there’s a cure down there?”
“I think we are immune,” Emma said. “I think everyone that was going to turn has already turned.”
“But what if they can cure the rippers?” Josh asked. “Turn them back into normal people?”
“If that’s true,” Ray said, “then I’m sure they’re already working on it.”
Josh sighed and nodded. Ray and Emma were right; staying the winter at Doug’s cabin, if it wasn’t already inhabited by others, seemed like the best idea. But if this cabin wasn’t the refuge it was supposed to be, then they would have to think again about driving down to this place called Avalon.
“Besides,” Ray said, “I think there might be another good reason to stay the winter somewhere before heading down to Georgia.”
Josh looked at Ray, waiting for him to continue.
“Maybe a lot of the rippers will die off during the winter,” Ray said. “A lot of them might starve or freeze to death. Or maybe some of them will get pneumonia or some other kind of disease. I mean, they’re still people. I keep thinking of them like they’re animals, and I have to keep reminding myself that they are still human beings with the same weaknesses that we have.”
“That reminds me,” Josh said. He grabbed his backpack and rummaged through it. He found Isaac’s spiral notebook. “After I escaped the FEMA camp, I started making my way back down to Pittsburgh to find my sister and my nephew. Remember when I told you that I got run off the road by rippers in that small town, and that guy named Isaac saved me?”
Ray nodded.
“He threw Molotov cocktails at the rippers to get them away from me.”
“We had those in Zombie Takeover,” Mike said with a smile. “Molotov cocktails.”
“Yeah,” Josh said, smiling at Mike for a moment. “Isaac made a bunch of them. That’s where I learned to make them. But anyway, I ran with Isaac back to his house and we hid up in the attic. The rippers knew we were in the house, but they couldn’t figure out where we had gone to once they were upstairs. There were so many rippers in that town. But Isaac, he was a real smart guy. He acted like he was some kind of scientist or something, and maybe he was in a way—he’d been a science teacher. He’d been watching the rippers from the attic windows before I got there, studying them. The rippers would use a person in the street as bait. They left them right there in the intersection in front of Isaac’s house, ripping off little bits of them, trying to get us to go out there and save him.”
Ray glanced at Mike, then back at Josh, like his story might be getting a little too graphic.
Josh gave Ray a slight nod, indicating that he understood the subtle warning. “Well, Isaac was watching the rippers, like I said. He was writing things down about them in this notebook.”
“Can I see it?” Ray asked.
“Sure,” Josh said. It felt like he and Ray had just mended a bridge, just a small one, just one of the many bridges between them, but at least it was a start. He handed the notebook to Ray who pulled his small flashlight out of his jacket pocket so he could shine it on the pages and study them more closely.
“Isaac noticed that rippers are least active from about four o’clock in the morning to about seven o’clock. Not all rippers are asleep at that time, but it seems like a lot of them are. He also noticed that many of the rippers seem to hunt and live in packs, or large families. They have alphas that seem to run things. Some seem to sacrifice themselves for the group. They kill off the weak and the sick. And he said they’re getting smarter.”
Ray looked up from the notebook, obviously a little shocked. “Smarter?”
“Yeah. Like more organized.”
“That’s strange,” Ray said. “The ones that attacked us in D.C. and at Craig’s house just seemed like monsters, like animals with no order or organization at all.”
“We got away from them using firecrackers,” Mike said, his voice rising a little with excitement.
“You did?”
“Yeah. They thought the firecrackers were gunshots. It was my idea.” He beamed with pride.
“Well, you’re one smart kid,” Josh said. “Smarter than me, I bet.”
Mike’s smile widened even more.
“We noticed that the rippers seemed to have a natural fear of gunshots and fire,” Ray explained. “But the fear of gunshots seems to fade after the first few times.”
“Yeah,” Josh said. “Like they’re learning. Adapting. Isaac believed that this plague affected parts of the brain, shutting off the parts that make us human, and all that’s left is the animal part of our brains.”
Ray nodded like that made sense. He looked back down at the notebook pages, cupping a hand over the end of the flashlight so it wasn’t too bright. “What happened to Isaac?” he asked without looking up from the notebook.
Josh didn’t answer right away.
Ray looked at Josh, waiting for an answer.
Josh glanced at Mike then looked back at Ray. “He didn’t make it.”
“The rippers got him?”
“No. He kind of took himself out of the game, if you know what I mean.”
“He killed himself,” Mike said matter-of-factly.
Josh nodded. “Pain pills and whiskey.”
“Was he turning?” Emma asked.
“No. His wife and kids were gone, and I think he just wanted it all to end. He told me he had a car down in the garage that I could take. I tried to get him to go with me to Pittsburgh, but he didn’t want to go.” He looked at Ray. “When you said something about waiting in the cabin for the winter, waiting for a lot of the rippers to die off, that reminded me of something Isaac had said. I don’t know if it’s in his notebook or not, but he said that the rippers might eventually die off, especially if this is some kind of rabies virus that has mutated or was engineered. He said that rabies almost always kills its host. I don’t know if that’s true—”
“It is,” Ray said. “That’s why if this was an engineered rabies virus, it doesn’t make a lot of sense, unless the plan was to kill off a huge amount of the population.”
“Isaac said it was possible that this rabies virus, or whatever it is, might be slowly killing the rippers, boiling their brains. If not, he said there could be other diseases that might kill them. Like you just said: pneumonia, the flu, infections. He also said a lot of them might starve to death once the easy food ran out. Or a lot of them could freeze to death, especially the ones farther up north.”
Ray was staring down at the notebook, studying it under the flashlight’s beam. “He notes in here that the cold doesn’t seem to bother them that much. Like the disease might have either helped them physically build up a resistance, or their minds aren’t registering the pain of the cold weather.”
“Yeah, I remember him saying something about that. Something about how changing the brain could actually change the body in fundamental ways.”
Ray looked up at the ceiling for a moment, deep in thought. “Craig said something was happening to people when he was on the phone with me. He didn’t say they were infected with a disease, or that there was some kind of airborne plague—he said that something was happening to people. And then those articles I found on Craig’s computer, the ones about the scientists who couldn’t figure out what was causing this disease.”
“Yeah,” Josh said, getting a little excited. “That’s the same thing Ethan said to me.”
“Ethan?”
“Yeah. The scientist at the FEMA camp.”
Ray nodded, like he suddenly remembered Josh saying something about Ethan before.
“Ethan gave me this watch.” Josh pushed up the sleeve of his hoodie and showed Ray the gold watch around his wrist.
“He gave you a watch?”
“I wanted to get out of that camp, get back to Pittsburgh and find my sister and nephew, but they weren’t letting any of us leave. I went out at night to look for a way out, and there was this guy standing by one of the trailers. He told me his name was Ethan. He told me he was a scientist there, and he took me to the other end of the camp and showed me where they were digging these big holes in the ground with tractors to bury dead people. He said the buildings in the distance were where they experimented on the rippers. And then on the immune. He told me that they were trying to find the cause of this disease, but they hadn’t found anything yet. No viruses, bacteria, pathogens. Nothing. He said the scientists had no idea how the disease worked, or how it spread from person to person.”
“Just like those articles I read,” Ray said.
Josh thought of the other strange things that Ethan had said, the things about the machine breaking down and the biblical plague, but he decided to keep that stuff to himself.
“Why did he give you the watch?” Ray asked.
“Oh,” Josh said, glancing down at the watch. “He told me I needed to get out of the FEMA camp. He told me to be at the fence behind the kitchen at five o’clock the next day. I was working in the kitchen. Each one of us got assigned a job while we were there. He gave me this watch so I would know when it was five o’clock. Three other guys were supposed to go with me, but one of them ratted us out, and the other one that tried to get out of the fence with me, he didn’t make it.”
Ray didn’t say anything.
“This place you were talking about,” Josh said. “Avalon. Maybe they will know what this disease is. Maybe they’ll have a cure.”
Ray nodded and looked at Josh. “Yeah, maybe. But I still think we should wait until the winter is over before we go down there. Maybe a lot of the rippers will die off throughout the winter, and the traveling will be easier for us in the spring. If they have a cure there, it’ll be there when we get there.”
“You’re right,” Josh said. “We should wait until spring. That’s the best plan.” He didn’t want to argue with Ray—he had obviously made his mind up about staying through the winter.
Ray closed Isaac’s notebook and handed it back to Josh. “We should sleep here until first light. Maybe one of us should be awake at all times. I’ll stay awake first. I know sleeping here isn’t going to be comfortable, but we should try to get as much sleep as we can.”
Josh nodded in agreement, and he was also in agreement that this probably wasn’t going to be a comfortable night’s sleep.




CHAPTER 14

Josh
Josh finally fell asleep in the drafty old house, and then he dreamed. At first his dreams were mostly flashes of things that had happened in the last week and a half since the collapse, a kaleidoscope of images: Marla, Kyle, driving to the pharmacy for Kyle’s medications, getting arrested and thrown into the back of the police van, being taken to the high school, Gardner, the dead LaRose family, Isaac. And the rippers. Always the rippers.
There were bits and pieces of the FEMA camp in the dream. He saw Ethan again; he was standing in the moonlight between the trailers, the gold watch in his hand, the dial of the watch lit up in the night, glowing green. He saw Wendell in another dream; Wendell getting shot at the fence before he could squeeze out through the slit that Ethan had cut, his eyes wide with shock as he slipped down the fence, the front of his shirt soaked with blood, the look of horror on his face.
And then Josh was in the LaRose house again. He entered the house through the door in the garage next to the stacked washer and dryer. He expected to see the dead family again, but as he walked through the kitchen, he knew it was going to be different this time. He didn’t want to see that dead family again, but it was like he couldn’t stop his legs from walking, couldn’t stop himself from moving through the kitchen and into the living room, almost like his feet were floating an inch or two above the floor and his body was being pushed forward gently.
The LaRose family was sprawled out on the floor, just like they had been before. The mother was closest to the front door, face down with the big shotgun blast in her back, the carpeting under her soaked with her blood. The children were both dead, the boy curled up in a ball around the wound in his stomach, and half of the girl’s head was missing, one glazed blue eye staring out from the other half of her face. The father sat in his armchair, his shotgun between his legs, the barrel pointed up at what little remained of his head.
Josh stood in the living room for what seemed like a long moment, frozen there now. He heard the sound of sly movements from behind him: the shifting of clothing, the soft scrape of flesh against the fabric, the ripping sound of dried bloody skin separating from the carpet.
The dead family was moving behind him. Josh turned around, staring. The mother was lifting her ruined head up off of the carpet, turning over and sitting up. The girl got to her knees slowly, stiff muscles creaking in the silence, the remains of the ruined side of her face dripping down slowly like syrup. The eyeball left in her head darted around quickly and then found Josh, staring at him. A tongue flicked over her shattered mouth.
More movement near him. Josh whirled around and watched the father stand up abruptly from the chair, a blur of movement compared to the slow actions of his family. He swayed there for a second in front of the chair, blind because he had no face left, just a crater that looked like it was filled with bits of raw hamburger. Shards of bone stuck out around the edges of the massive hole in his face. He fumbled for the shotgun leaning against his leg, grabbing it and lifting it up. He stuck the gun out at Josh like he was offering him a gift . . . or a way out.
And then Josh wasn’t in the LaRose house anymore. He was in some kind of small town that had been ruined and ravaged by rippers, by scavengers, by bombs, by war. There were bloodstains everywhere among the rubble and debris. The sky was a low ceiling of churning gray clouds, like a summer afternoon thunderstorm in Florida, only there was no lightning—it was too cold for that.
Dead and dying bodies hung from power line poles, tree branches, and off of the edge of porch roofs. Some of them were staked to the sides of buildings, suspended there by metal rods driven through their arms and legs. Others were tied down over the roofs of cars. The bodies were mutilated. They were both rippers and the uninfected. Some of the victims had the DA symbol carved into their foreheads.
This wasn’t a real place—that’s what Josh told himself as he stood in the middle of the street. He knew this was some kind of vision of Hell created for him. The LaRose’s house had been real, their dead bodies real, but this town wasn’t real. This was something created by the shadowy man.
And then he heard the shadowy man from somewhere down the street, somewhere among the buildings. He could hear heavy footsteps echoing through the town, the stomping sounds bouncing off of the buildings. The roar of an animal came next. But not an animal, a dragon.
Even though the town wasn’t real, some of the things in it were real, and it was important that Josh be able to tell the real from the imagined.
He caught a flash of movement a block down the street, two people darting out from the side of a building, crossing the littered street, fleeing from the roars and stomping of the dragon that Josh still couldn’t see yet. It was a woman and a girl. The woman was slim and attractive, although scared right now. The little girl had blond hair like Emma’s. Both of them were running, trying to hide from the dragon.
“Hey!” Josh yelled to them. “Over here!”
The woman and the girl stopped in the middle of the street. They looked around like they had heard a voice calling them, but they didn’t seem to be able to tell where it was coming from.
They can’t see me. We’re in the same world, a dream world he has created, but they can’t see me.
Maybe Josh and those two were here in this dream world at different times, their dreams overlapping somehow.
I can’t help them now. They’re in trouble, wherever they are, they’re in trouble, and I can’t help them.
Josh heard a different noise from behind him; it was a sound he knew well, the rattling of a shotgun in someone’s hands. He looked down at his hands, surprised that he didn’t have the shotgun that had been offered to him by a dead Kurt LaRose. He always had his shotgun with him, but not now.
I never took the gun from him . . . and now he still has it.
At that point Josh was sure that Mr. LaRose was right behind him, lifting his shotgun up in a parody of aiming it at him even though he had no face left. Josh could feel the man right behind him. The smell of his rotting and decaying body enveloped Josh like a slow-moving mist. He didn’t want to turn around; he didn’t want to see that shotgun blast when Kurt LaRose fired the weapon.
Josh woke up. He sat up quickly on the floor. It was still very dark in the house, but it felt like he had slept a few hours, even though his sleep had been fitful and he was still exhausted. He looked around, making out the shapes of Ray and Mike not too far away, both of them breathing heavily as they slept. He looked for Emma—she wasn’t there.
His heart skipped a beat, and for just a moment he thought he might still be trapped in a dream. But then he heard a noise over by the living room window. He turned and saw Emma standing there, silhouetted in front of the window.
Josh got up and hurried over to her. “You okay?” he asked, whispering.
“Yes, I’m okay,” she whispered back.
“What are you doing over here? Did you hear something out there?”
“No. I just needed to get up for a little bit. The floor was hurting my back.”
“Yeah, mine too,” Josh said and breathed out a sigh of relief. He stared out at the dark world beyond the window. Even though a faint moonlight lit up the night, Josh could hardly see anything out there except the silhouette of the treetops against the slightly lighter night sky. He thought the eastern horizon was just beginning to lighten up somewhere behind those trees, but he couldn’t be sure.
“Is it morning yet?” Emma asked.
Josh realized that she wouldn’t be able to tell what time it was. He turned away from the window and pushed the button on the side of his wristwatch, lighting it up. “Yeah, almost.”
“Did you have a bad dream?” Emma asked.
“Yeah. How did you know?”
“It sounded like it right before you woke up.”
“That bad, huh?” he asked and smiled.
She laughed a little. He loved the sound of her laugh. He wished he could see her smiling right now.
“Ray and Mike are still asleep?” she asked.
“Yeah. I think Ray probably tried to stay up the whole night. I thought he might wake one of us up.” But Josh was sure Ray didn’t want to wake any of them up. Who could he trust to stand guard? His eleven-year-old son? A blind woman? Or the drug addict whom he didn’t trust?
“What did you dream about?” Emma asked. “If you don’t mind my asking.”
“No, not at all,” he whispered. “I had a dream about him again. The shadowy man.”
“The shadowy man, is that what you call him?”
Josh shrugged, and then he realized that she couldn’t see his gesture. “For some reason, in this dream he seemed to be a dragon.”
“A dragon? You saw a dragon?”
“No. I didn’t see one. I heard heavy footsteps behind some buildings. And I heard the roar of an animal. But it seemed like I just knew a dragon was coming. Like maybe he wanted me to think he was a dragon.” Josh hesitated for a moment. “Do you know his name?”
“No,” she answered. “But Ray calls him the shadowy man, too. I think this man in our dreams has a lot of names.”
“Well, I didn’t actually see him in the dream, I didn’t see the dragon, but I knew he was there. I know it sounds crazy, but I could feel him there.”
“That’s what happens in my dreams,” she said with a slight shudder. “I can feel him close by. I can feel him watching me. It feels like he’s going to grab me at any second.”
“I saw the dead family again in my dream. The ones I saw in that house when I ran away from the FEMA camp. The house where I found the shotgun and the backpack. They were the LaRose family. That was their name. I saw their name on the mail in their house, on an electric bill.”
Emma didn’t say anything. She had her blanket wrapped around her shoulders. She shivered a little. From the cold, Josh thought, but also from the details of his dream.
“They were all dead when I found them,” Josh said, still talking in a low voice. “The father had killed his whole family and then himself. He was in his chair, the shotgun on the floor between his legs, the barrel still pointed up at him. But in my dream they were getting up from the floor. The father stood up and tried to hand me the shotgun. And then I was in this . . . this town, but it was like some town from Hell with all of these dead people hanging everywhere, hanging from buildings and trees and light poles. And I could feel him there.”
“What else did you see?” Emma asked.
“I saw a woman and a girl. The woman was maybe my age. She had dark hair. And the girl was maybe eight or nine years old. She had blond hair. As light as yours. I don’t think the girl was the woman’s daughter, but they were traveling together. Running from the dragon. They were scared. I called out to them, but they couldn’t seem to tell where my voice was coming from, even though I was right down the street. I know they heard me. I know they sensed me. It’s not like the dreams I had about you, where you talked to me.”
“Like I said before, I don’t really remember those dreams. It felt like I had been somewhere else for a while when I was asleep, but I don’t remember talking to you or giving you instructions to come find us.”
“Part of you was there in my dreams.”
Emma nodded. “Yeah. I guess I was.”
“This woman and this girl. They seem important. Like they’re supposed to be with us. I saw Ray and Mike in my dreams before and now we’re all together. And there’s this other guy I’ve seen a few times, too. He looks mean, but I guess he’s one of us, right?”
“I think so.”
“I wouldn’t be dreaming about these people if they weren’t supposed to be with us, right?”
Emma just shrugged. “I don’t know.”
“I think we’re all supposed to be together,” Josh decided. “You said that in the dreams. I think we’re supposed to find those people, or they’re supposed to find us. Maybe you’re in their dreams without remembering it, talking to each of them, telling them to find us at the cabin. Or at Avalon.”
“Josh, I really don’t know.”
Josh could tell that he was bugging Emma too much, getting a little too excited. He took a deep breath. “Sorry. It’s just that all of this is so strange. I mean the world falling apart, most people affected by a plague, and now these dreams. I’ve never had dreams like these.”
Ray was stirring. It sounded like he was getting up from the floor. He was heading their way a few seconds later, hurrying but trying to be quiet. “What’s wrong?” he whispered in a sleep-heavy voice. “Did you hear some rippers?”
“No,” Emma said. “It’s nothing. Josh just woke up. I’ve been awake for at least an hour.”
Ray seemed to relax a little.
“I was having a nightmare,” Josh told Ray. “Emma said I was crying out in my sleep. I’m surprised I didn’t wake you up.”
Ray just nodded, not replying. It had gotten lighter inside the house over the last fifteen minutes while he’d been talking to Emma. He could see Ray’s face more clearly now in the murky room. “I saw two people in my dream,” Josh said. “They were in a town.”
Ray nodded. “I saw two people in a town. A woman and a girl.”
Josh’s skin tingled with goosebumps, and he felt like he’d just been punched in the chest for a second. “The woman had dark hair? The little girl had blond hair?”
Ray nodded.
“Did they say anything to you?” Josh asked.
“No. They couldn’t even hear me or see me.” Ray looked back at Mike, who was still sleeping, and then he looked back at Josh and Emma again. “We should get going soon.”




PART TWO





CHAPTER 15

Luke
It was the screams of distress that had brought Luke out of the woods and to the barbed-wire fence. He had walked all day through the woods, and now as the sun’s light grew muted and the shadows lengthened he came to the edge of a vast field with a barbed-wire fence dividing the field from the woods. The screams of distress, and the yells and screeches of rippers, echoed across the field.
Luke stood next to the wire fence for a moment. He unzipped his hoodie and drew his gun with the silencer from his shoulder holster.
The long walk through the woods had been tiring. Even though Luke had rested for two days at the camp he’d been brought to after Wilma had died, he still wasn’t fully recovered from his battle with the Dark Angels and the retribution he had handed out to them for what they had done to Wilma.
He knew Wilma’s death wasn’t his fault—there was no way he could have seen it coming—yet he still felt responsible. He felt guilty. He should have been watching out for her. He and Wilma had been so excited a few days ago after their long journey south through Ohio, excited to be so close to the Ohio River, so close to Wilma’s new home, so close to her reuniting with her stepbrother Matt—the only family she had left now.
Yes, they had been so close, and they had let their guard down. He had let his guard down. And now Wilma was dead.
Wilma still haunted his dreams, but he saw other people in those dreams: the man with his son, the beautiful blind woman with dark glasses, the scrawny man with the long hair and tattoos. And there was also the Dragon Lord, as his dark army of followers called him—he haunted Luke’s dreams, too.
Luke remembered his dream of Wilma when he’d been locked in the cell in the camp that first night after her death. He’d seen her in the cell with him as if she was still alive, and for a moment he thought she was alive. But then she had faded away into the darkness, her likeness dissolving to nothing. And then Luke had seen the blind woman who had been frequenting his dreams of the previous nights, the woman with the warm angelic glow all around her. “Come south and find us,” the blind woman had said to him in his dream, and then she had faded away, just like Wilma.
Last night Luke had dreamed of the beautiful blind woman again, and the others who were with her. But last night he’d seen two new people, a woman and a girl. He’d only caught a glimpse of them. The woman looked to be in her late twenties. She had dark hair tied back in a ponytail. The girl with her was younger than the man’s son, maybe she was eight or nine years old. She had blond hair and large blue eyes. Terrified eyes. Shell-shocked eyes. Haunted eyes.
Luke had spent that first night at the camp locked in the cell, in and out of consciousness. But when he was fully awake, Matt and an older man named Chandler talked with him. They believed his story about the Dark Angels attacking them. They had asked him to stay at the camp, but Luke couldn’t stay there. Everything there would be a constant reminder of Wilma, a constant reminder of his failure to save her. They seemed to understand his need to leave. They returned his weapons, backpack, and even gave him a few MREs and other supplies.
At the gates of the camp, they had asked him where he planned on going.
“South,” he had told them and left it at that. He hadn’t felt like explaining himself or talking about his dreams and the people he’d seen in them, people who might not even be real.
And maybe those people in his dreams weren’t real. Maybe his mind had cracked from the constant stress of the last week. It had all started last Friday with the collapse, as Wilma had called it. Vincent wanted to kill him. Vincent had asked Luke to protect his brother when the collapse began, but when Luke had gotten to Howard’s house, he discovered that Howard had slaughtered his wife and daughters. Howard had begun to eat parts of them. Luke had no choice but to kill the man. And after that, he had no choice but to run.
Vincent sent Jacob after him, but Luke got away from the assassin. And after traveling away from Cleveland, working his way south, he’d found a dog named Sandy. He and Sandy had holed up in an empty house. That’s where he had met Wilma—she had pointed a gun at him and tried to rob him, but he ended up saving her life. He went with her to a safe house that was part of a militia group her family was involved with. After a few days, they rode dirt bikes down to the state line. But that’s as far as they had made it before a bullet from one of the Dark Angels had taken Wilma out.
But Luke had killed that group of Dark Angels—he had killed every last one of them.
He tried not to think about Wilma as he traveled south through the woods, but his thoughts kept drifting back to her. He’d had many girlfriends through the years, but he’d never felt anything like he’d had with Wilma, nothing that deep.
She’s gone now. There’s nothing you can do about it.
Around midday Luke had stopped at a stream to check his map and his compass. He was still on course, working his way south, and that was good. He filled up his canteen with water from the stream. He wasn’t sure if the water was safe to drink, but he popped a water purification tablet into it and hoped for the best. If he got sick and died, who cared? He didn’t care much about anything anymore.
His plan was to head south. The woman in the dream had told him to head south, but he would have headed south anyway. When he’d gone back to his rental house to grab his go-bag after Vincent wanted him dead, Luke had planned on going down to Florida. He had a friend in Jacksonville who could get him to the Florida Keys, or maybe even the Caribbean islands. And now maybe he’d still go down there. Find some small island down in the Keys, find a small boat. He could fish for his dinner and bask in the warm sun.
And then what?
Just survive. He hadn’t really planned much after the destination.
Ever since Wilma had died Luke had felt a crushing depression. He was depressed, but not so apathetic that he was ready to lie down and die. No, he still wanted to live, to survive, and right now there was one thing that kept him going—an anger that fueled him as much as food and water. Even though he had killed the seven men responsible for Wilma’s death, it wasn’t enough. He wanted to kill every one of the Dark Angels, and then he wanted to find their leader, the Dragon Lord, the shadowy man in his dreams with the shining eyes, and he wanted to kill him too. Maybe when the Dragon was dead, it would be enough to appease his guilt and anger.
The rippers had been infected with a disease that boiled their brains, turning them into savage animals. They attacked and killed, tore and ripped at flesh, consumed it, but they couldn’t help it. The Dark Angels were different; they were still able to make choices, and they had chosen to follow their master. For that reason Luke vowed to kill every Dark Angel he came across, and it was easy to spot them since they had marked themselves on their foreheads.
The anger had driven Luke away from Wilma’s camp. It drove him through the woods all day. It drove him south towards the eventual warmer weather, and that anger was all he really had to live for anymore.
And now Luke had emerged from the woods, standing behind the barbed-wire fence, staring out at the field of grass where the rippers had surrounded their victim in the distance.




CHAPTER 16

Luke
The victim the rippers had surrounded was a horse, a brown one. Luke didn’t know what kind of horse it was; he really didn’t know anything about horses. He didn’t know if this was a racehorse, or a work horse, or if it had been someone’s pet. But he knew one thing, the horse was scared; it was backing up, rearing up on its hind legs as the group of rippers closed in. The horse was snorting and screeching, trying to fight back, eyes wild.
Luke jumped the fence with his backpack on. He was across the field in seconds, his gun already aimed at the rippers thirty yards away. He ran a few more steps closer—he didn’t want to accidentally hit the horse.
Three of the rippers tried to tackle the horse. One of the rippers, either a woman or a man with long hair (it was hard to tell with the layers of clothes the person was wearing, clothing that looked more like strips of rags now). The person swung a stick at the horse while another ripper sliced at it with a knife, but he had missed the horse’s front leg. The horse kicked and knocked the ripper back for his trouble. But Luke knew that the rippers, like a pride of lions, would eventually wear down and overtake the frightened animal.
The horse backed up and reared up again. One of its hooves connected with a ripper swinging a stick. The smack from the horse’s hoof hadn’t seemed that hard, but the ripper went down immediately, the stick falling out of his numb hand. The ripper was out cold on the ground, maybe even dead.
Another point scored for the horse. Maybe Luke was wrong, maybe this horse could survive—it had already taken out two of the eight rippers so far. But now it was backed up towards the fence, its brown coat shiny with perspiration even though it was cold.
Luke shot the other six rippers on the run, hitting all six of them, the bullets from his gun knocking them down like a kick from the horse. He stopped running when he was within twenty feet of the horse.
The horse looked like it was about to bolt, but he waited, snorting, eyeing Luke like he could tell Luke had just saved him. And maybe the horse could tell in a way; Luke wasn’t familiar enough with horses, so he couldn’t be sure.
“It’s okay,” Luke said in what he hoped was a soothing voice. Trying to soothe the horse reminded him of trying to soothe Sandy when she’d been scared. He wasn’t an animal lover at all, and maybe the horse could sense that, too. Animals, or any kind of pet, were a liability in his business. Maybe Sandy, the dog he’d found in the looted-out store a few nights ago, had sensed that and that’s why she had run from him when Wilma had entered that house the next day.
He couldn’t think about Wilma right now.
“It’s okay,” Luke said again in a softer voice. “I’m not going to hurt you.”
The horse still hadn’t run, but he was eyeing Luke like he might charge like a bull. Luke hoped the horse wasn’t going to do that; the last thing Luke wanted to do was shoot the animal he had just saved.
But the horse wasn’t charging, and he still wasn’t running. He kept looking down at the two rippers he had kicked.
And then Luke saw why—one of the rippers was moving, starting to moan in pain, his face smeared with blood. It was like the horse didn’t want to leave until he was sure all of the rippers were dead, until they were all wiped out.
Luke walked cautiously towards the writhing ripper on the ground.
The horse backed up a few steps and snorted, but still watching, curious even.
Spit. Spit. Luke put a bullet in the ripper’s head as he started to sit up, and then he shot the other ripper the horse had kicked just to make sure he was dead. He looked around at the other rippers lying all over the ground, watching them for a moment. They were all dead.
Now the horse took off like he was satisfied the threat had been taken care of, trotting towards a building that must be the stables.
Luke walked across the field to the building and peeked inside the open door. There were only a few stalls. One of the stall doors was wide open. The horse had gone back inside the open stall. Luke just stood there for a moment. He wasn’t sure if the rippers had opened the stall door or the horse had kicked it open in panic, or maybe the owners had just left the doors open for him when they left.
He thought about trying to find some feed, but he was sure the horse could eat the grass in the field. There was a trough of water at the end of the stalls, closer to the door. Luke didn’t know what else he could do, so he walked away.
He climbed the fence into the back yard of the farmhouse. The rippers hadn’t opened the corral gate, so they had to have climbed the gate like he was doing. The back yard was huge. There was a two-story farmhouse in the distance, standing in a clearing, the woods all around. But this part of the field was open. There was a barn off to the right and a big garage, and also a pole barn with only a metal roof over it and lawn cutting equipment inside.
Luke stood there for a moment, watching and listening, his gun still in his hand. There could be more rippers around. He didn’t hear anything so he began walking towards the farmhouse.
The back door of the house was open, the little panes of glass in the door shattered, the door pried open.
Luke stepped inside, moving cautiously and quietly. The house was a mess, the typical aftermath from rippers scavenging for food, but at least he couldn’t smell any dead bodies or half-eaten corpses. He checked every room of the house, just to be sure. The family that had lived here, an older couple judging from a few of the framed photos on the wall, must have packed up and left like the older couple in the RV back in Cleveland. They had gotten out, taken a vehicle packed with the necessities and they had gone, leaving their horse behind.
He managed to bar the back door shut, nailing a few pieces of wood over it to keep it closed. It wasn’t a bank vault door by any means, but it would have to do for the night. It was getting dark quickly and Luke needed to get settled in before it was too dark to see. He didn’t want to use his flashlight unless he absolutely had to.
Twenty minutes later Luke made a bed on the couch with a few spare blankets. He opened an MRE and mixed it with water, eating it slowly as the room turned almost completely dark. He drank the rest of his water down and then pulled the coffee table up close to the couch, laying his gun on top of it, within easy reach.
It was getting really cold, and the blankets weren’t warming him up completely, but they would have to do. He was tired from walking through the woods all day, but he was also restless. He wondered if he should have opened the corral gate and let the horse leave. What if more rippers came back tonight? He couldn’t go out there in the dark to save the horse.
He decided he would open the gate tomorrow morning. He couldn’t help what happened tonight, so he decided to push the thoughts out of his mind.
After an hour of tossing and turning, and drifting in and out of sleep, Luke finally fell into a deep sleep, and he began to dream.




CHAPTER 17

Luke
In the dream Luke stood in the corral—the darkness all around him. The horse was inside the stables. Luke could hear him snorting and moving around in there, agitated and scared. There was something out here in the corral that was frightening the horse.
Maybe it’s me, Luke thought.
He thought he heard a noise behind him, but it wasn’t a noise—it was more of a feeling. He knew someone was watching him. He turned and saw Wilma standing twenty feet away. She wore the same clothes she’d had on when she’d been shot, but there was no bullet hole now, no blood staining her clothes. She just stood there, somehow barely illuminated in the night, a sly smile on her face.
“Wilma,” Luke whispered.
She raised her hand, crooking her finger, signaling him to come closer.
Luke walked towards her, but the closer he got, the farther away she seemed to move. Her legs weren’t moving. She wasn’t walking backwards, but it seemed like she was fading back into the darkness.
He was losing her again.
“No, Wilma. Wait!”
He ran towards her, trying to get to her before she faded away completely. And then she wasn’t there anymore. He stopped and looked around, realizing he wasn’t in the corral anymore. Now he was in the parking lot of what looked like a roadside motel. He looked out at the lonely road running through the woods, the mountains all around them. He looked back at the strip of motel rooms, the big parking lot in front of them. There was a separate building for the office; it had a high, steeply pitched roof with the motel’s name advertised right on the side of it. The daylight was murky, like a cloudy afternoon just before it stormed. A car was parked behind the office, a small white car.
And then Luke was inside the office. He saw a dark-haired woman and a little girl. They sat behind the office desk, huddled together around a beacon of light. They were cold and scared. The woman was beautiful, and she was strong even though she was scared, stronger than she ever thought she was. And so was the girl.
But there was something coming for them, a terrible danger approaching from outside. Luke turned and looked out through the window. He saw a black van driving by outside. There was evil in that van. Dark Angels? He didn’t think so, but something just as bad.
He looked back at the woman and the girl. They were both asleep now, dead asleep, both of them curled up in the blankets.
“Hey,” he shouted at them. “Hey, wake up!”
They didn’t stir.
“Hey, you need to get up! You need to run! They’re coming for you!”
They weren’t waking up. 
Luke tried to go to them, to push on the woman and wake her up, but he couldn’t move. His shoes were rooted to the floor. He glanced down at his black hiking boots, trying to pull his feet up from the floor. All he could do was stand there, frozen. A sense of helplessness washed over him, the same feeling he’d had when Wilma had been shot. There hadn’t been anything he could do for Wilma as she’d laid bleeding and dying, and there was nothing he could do for this woman and girl, even though he knew something terrible was coming.
He was still frozen, rooted to the spot when he heard the door to the office open from behind him.
Luke wasn’t in the motel office anymore. Now he was on a road. He saw a man and a woman. They were traveling together, but they weren’t married or a couple. Luke had the feeling that even though they trusted each other, they didn’t really like each other. They were traveling together out of necessity.
Luke wanted to go back to the motel office so he could help the woman and the girl, but the dreams had turned to fragments of other people. He saw the man and his son, and the blind woman they were traveling with. Now there was another man with the three of them, a guy Luke had seen in his dreams before, the guy with the long hair, scraggily beard, and tattoos. Luke called out to them, but they couldn’t hear him. They couldn’t see him. Not even the blind woman this time.
And then Luke was somewhere else in the dream. Now he was in a small town with gray skies overhead. The town was half-destroyed, like bombs had landed there and battles had been fought. Some of the buildings were crumbling, but others were untouched by damage. Dead and dying people hung from light poles, signs, front porch roofs, and tree branches. Some were clothed, but many were naked. A few of them had been spiked to the sides of wood buildings. There were dozens of them, maybe over a hundred. Some of the dead were rippers, Luke could tell, but others weren’t.
Luke walked past a man who hung upside down from a light pole, the plastic cord threaded through his ankles, between his tendons and his bones, and then attached to the top of the pole. He twisted there in the cold wind, his hands tied behind his back, his face puffy and bleeding from a beating, eyes swollen shut. He begged for help, but Luke couldn’t help him.
Luke ventured deeper into the town because he could hear a voice carried on the wind. The voice was deep and loud, excited as the man spoke—no, as the man preached. It was the Dragon Lord, Luke was sure of it.
The voice pulled Luke deeper into the town. The embers of anger flared up inside Luke. The Dragon Lord was here, the one who had given the order to kill Wilma. And now Luke was going to kill him.
He rounded a corner onto another street and saw a mass of people gathered together, all of them facing a stage that had been recently constructed, built right in the middle of the street. The shadowy man prowled the stage, dressed entirely in black, his eyes shining bright in the gray gloom as he preached to his congregation.
“. . . and I tell you a dark storm is coming,” the Dragon said. “We are that storm, washing over this land like a tidal wave, cleansing this land, purifying it. After we wash it clean, we will create a new world. Our world.”
There were murmurs of agreement in the audience, shouts of joy and excitement, many of them nodding their heads or raising a hand or fist towards the Dragon Lord.
The Dragon Lord stopped pacing on the stage, a frown on his face like something terrible had just occurred to him, something terrible he needed to share with his flock. “But there are those who oppose us. There are those who will want to destroy us. Destroy you!” He pointed at the crowd in front of him.
The crowd murmured in agitation, shifting a little, suddenly anxious and unsettled.
“Yes, you need to stop this threat to us and our mission. You need to seek these people out who would jeopardize what we’re trying to do.” He smiled and seemed like he had just noticed Luke standing at the end of the street, his shining eyes locking with Luke’s. “And there’s one of them now.”
The crowd turned as the Dragon pointed at Luke.
Luke watched as all the men and women turned around. Their faces were carved messes, like the DA symbol had been carved so many times into their faces that they were nothing but bloody masks now. Mouths opened in those bloody masks, cries of rage roared as they all rushed towards him.
Luke pulled out his gun, shooting at the approaching mob, bullets spitting out of the barrel of his gun. But there were too many of them. He didn’t have enough bullets to kill them all.




CHAPTER 18

Luke
Luke woke up with his breath caught in his throat, barely able to breathe for a moment.
Where was he?
He sat up on the couch, looking around. It was still dark, but he could see the living room a little, able to see the dark blobs of shapes slowly turning into the familiarity of furniture. It was dawn, the sun probably not even above the mountains yet, but the sky was lighter. For just a few seconds he couldn’t remember where he was, but then it came back to him—he was in the farmhouse, somewhere in West Virginia.
He took a deep breath. His mouth was dry. He licked at his lips. There were a few swallows of water in the bottle on the coffee table and he drank it down.
The dreams came back to him in a rush. He saw the woman and the girl in the motel lobby again, and that sense of helplessness washed over him. They were in trouble, maybe even right at this very moment, and he couldn’t help them. He tried to convince himself that they weren’t real, just faces his subconscious mind had made up, nothing but shadows on the wall of his mind. But he knew the Dragon Lord he’d seen in his dream was real, the man prowling the stage in front of his mutilated congregation. Yes, that man was real because the Dark Angel Luke had tortured had told him the man was real. And if the Dragon Lord was real, then maybe that meant the other ones he dreamed about were real, too.
He had to get up and move around. His body was stiff and cold. Moving around made him feel a little better. Even though everything was quiet, that didn’t mean there wasn’t a threat out there somewhere. Rippers had been trying to kill the horse in the stables until Luke killed them (well, in all fairness, the horse had killed one of the rippers with a kick to the head and had hurt another one badly). He couldn’t let his guard down, and occupying his mind with dreams and things he didn’t know for certain were real was a waste of time right now; he couldn’t do anything about the things he’d seen and felt in his dreams. He needed to focus on the tasks at hand, a skill he had honed over the years, a skill he prided himself on.
Time to focus.
Luke picked up his backpack from the floor and slipped it on, adjusting the straps so that it was a little tighter. He grabbed his gun from the coffee table. He didn’t bother searching the upstairs again, there wasn’t really much up there he wanted. Instead, he went into the kitchen. The floor was a mess: a sea of crushed food containers, stained liquids, scattered kitchen utensils, jigsaw pieces of broken dishes, shredded paper, torn cardboard. The countertops had been cleared, like an arm had shoved everything onto the floor. Most of the cabinet doors were open, some torn off the hinges, one just hanging by a single hinge. There was the faint scent of decay and urine among the debris.
It took ten minutes of carefully sifting through the debris on the floor, but finally Luke found what he was looking for: a set of keys to the pickup truck parked outside. Had it been human scavengers, they would have taken the keys and the truck, but rippers weren’t interested in a set of keys or a vehicle they couldn’t operate anymore—all they cared about was satisfying their hunger and thirst. He pocketed the keys and looked through the food and containers on the floor, but anything edible had already been eaten or smashed. There were three dented cans of food that the rippers obviously couldn’t get open. Luke pulled his backpack off and stuffed the cans of food inside. He set the bag down on the cleared countertop and went to the corner to take a piss, his urine adding to the faint urine smell. Obviously either the rippers had relieved themselves somewhere in here, or some animals had. It felt strange pissing inside the home, but it wasn’t going to make this place any worse. He didn’t want to pee outside until he was sure it was safe to go out there. After he was finished, he grabbed his backpack and slipped it on.
He looked out the window in the kitchen, studying the driveway for a few moments. Then he went to the front windows in the living room, parting the curtains and looking outside. Everything seemed to be okay, so he headed outside.
He stepped outside into the chilly morning air, standing on the front porch for a moment, listening and surveying the vast front yard that rolled gently down to the edge of the woods, with the driveway off to his right disappearing down into those same trees. Everything was quiet. He stepped off the front porch and walked across the lawn to the pickup truck.
When he got to the pickup truck, which was parked right in the middle of the driveway, halfway between the home and the large three-car garage, Luke slipped the key into the door. The lock popped up. He opened the door and got inside, adjusting the driver’s seat. The inside of the cab was cluttered with papers. There were a few hand tools on the passenger floorboard—a hammer, three screwdrivers, and an adjustable wrench—along with empty soda cans and some fast food wrappers. There were more tools in the back seat of the pickup, along with what looked like a set of dirty clothes and an extra jacket. Luke didn’t see any work boots, but the truck smelled a little like dirty feet.
Luke inserted the key into the ignition, turning the key just enough to light up the instrument panel, but not enough to start the truck. The needle on the fuel gauge jumped up to half-full. The radio came on, but there was nothing but static. He turned it off.
He turned the key back off and pulled it out of the ignition, pocketing it in his hoodie. He checked the center console and the glove box. No weapons, but he found a stack of CDs, some crumpled receipts, a few ink pens, two packs of cheese crackers. He ate the crackers while sitting in the truck, his stomach growling before he could even get the first pack open. He looked around as he ate his breakfast, looking and listening for any rippers.
After Luke was finished with the crackers, he got back out of the truck and walked to the garage. The side door was unlocked and he slipped inside. He found several plastic cans of gasoline. He filled up the truck with the cans of gas, and had one can left over to take with him. There wasn’t much else for him to take from the garage.
He was ready to go now as he left the garage the last time. But there was still one more thing he wanted to do first. He walked to the corral gate, looking for the brown horse. The horse wasn’t in the field, so he must still be in the stables.
Luke unchained the corral gate and opened it up wide. The rattling of the chain sounded so loud in the morning silence. The birds were even silent in the trees, perhaps sensing danger. Luke walked towards the stable, his black hiking boots crunching along the frozen grass.
The horse was still inside the stables, in his stall, peeking his head around the wall to watch Luke enter. It seemed like the horse recognized him from yesterday, but maybe that was just Luke’s imagination. Luke wasn’t even sure if animals had memories like that.
After opening both stable doors, Luke just stood there, waiting for the horse to leave his stall. But the horse was hesitating, still watching Luke.
“You can go now,” Luke said.
The horse just looked at him.
“You can go. You’re free now.”
The horse wasn’t moving.
Luke wasn’t sure if he should walk towards the horse, try to spook him out of the stall, but he decided not to. The horse would eventually wander outside the stables to eat the grass if he got hungry enough. But the grass would be frozen soon, maybe covered with snow in another few weeks. How would the horse eat, then?
Luke wasn’t sure, but horses had survived for millennia in harsh climates, and he told himself that this horse would find a way to survive, at least until enough of the rippers eventually cornered it.
Luke walked away from the stables, back to the gate, leaving it open. He went to the pickup truck without a look back at the corral. He climbed inside the truck and shut the door. He slid the key into the ignition and twisted. The truck started right up. At least it wasn’t a diesel truck, and that would make finding gas for it easier. There was definitely no shortage of abandoned vehicles, many with full gas tanks. It was one of the few things he didn’t have to worry about. Eventually the batteries in the vehicles would die and the gas would go bad, but that could take years. And he wasn’t going to plan months ahead right now, much less years—right now he was going to do what he’d always done, what he was best at, focusing on the tasks at hand.
He studied the map as he sat in the driveway with the heater warming him up. He had a pretty good idea of where he was, and he guessed that the driveway of this farmhouse led down to a small county road. He traced his finger along the road on the map. It ran east and west. He would take it west until he came to the next road that led south. He would work his way down through the state that way, trying to stay on the back roads as much as possible and avoiding any cities or large towns.
After folding the map and stowing it in the center console, Luke drove down the driveway and out onto the narrow road through the trees. Walking through the woods all day yesterday had been rough travel, but the good thing about the woods was that he hadn’t come across any towns or rippers. The truck was a faster means of travel, but there would be no avoiding every town along the way.
He checked the radio for the hell of it, but there was mostly static and a few recordings or blaring emergency signals. He figured in the next few days whatever automatic generators were running those radio towers would run out of gas and everything on the radio would be either silence or static. A ham operator on the AM dial was preaching about God and the End Times. Luke thought it might have been the same man he’d heard back in Cleveland on the truck’s radio, but he couldn’t be sure—they all sounded the same to him. He thought of the prophet he had seen walking down the streets of Parma in his flowing white robe. The ham radio operator sounded a little like the prophet. But he knew the prophet wasn’t operating a ham radio anywhere; he was pretty sure the prophet was dead by now.
He left the radio tuned in to the ham operator for a few miles, not really listening to what the man was saying, but just enjoying the sound of a human voice for a little while. But the ham radio operator made Luke think of Wilma manning the radio back at the safe house. He thought of the radios that the camp must have, but they were remaining silent—Wilma had told him that they would. He didn’t want to think about Wilma right now, so he turned the radio off.
After driving over the top of a hill and down into the woods, Luke rummaged through the center console while trying to keep his eyes on the road. He remembered seeing a couple of CDs in cases somewhere down there. He pulled one out and didn’t even look at it, opening it and sliding the silver disc into the CD player. It was some country artist, a man singing in a low and sad voice. To Luke it sounded like most country songs, and even though he’d never been a fan of country music, this was better than the silence, better than listening to his thoughts looping over and over in his mind, better than thinking about Wilma and the dreams he’d had last night.
An hour later Luke reached the edge of a small town, the town of Heaven according to the map. He saw some abandoned vehicles, including a pickup truck with a camper top on the back of it. A DA symbol was painted on the side of the camper top.
The Dark Angels were here. Or at least they had been here at some time in the past, marking their territory.
Luke felt that sudden anger rising up in him. He saw Wilma dying in his arms again. If the Dark Angels were here, then he would find them. He would kill them.
The road he was on led to an intersection with a fast food place on one corner, a restaurant Luke had never heard of before, probably some local chain. There was a gas station on another corner, a strip plaza with a laundromat, a flower shop, a thrift store, a small church. A few blocks ahead there was another intersection with another small store on one side and another road shooting off to the left.
Luke drove through the intersection which led to a town square with a spectacular view of the mountains beyond the town; those mountains encircled this little town like large green walls. The sky above was blue with a few wispy clouds, the first clear day he’d seen in a while. The sun burned brightly, illuminating the parked and abandoned vehicles, many vandalized with the DA symbols now, drawn in bright red paint. Some of the doors and hoods of the vehicles were wide open.
The town square lay right in front of Luke, the road he was on went around the square, and he could turn left or right to go around it. The square had playing fields in it, and some kind of bandstand far off to the left at the other end. There was a statue right in front of Luke as he veered right, some important man in this area, maybe the town founder or something—someone already forgotten now.
The road around the town square (which was actually more like a gigantic oval), led to a row of older homes, and down from those, at the other end of the square were rows of buildings housing businesses.
But Luke didn’t make it down to those businesses. A machine gun opened fire from somewhere, a few of the bullets hitting the pickup truck. Luke ducked down behind the steering wheel and yanked the wheel hard to the right, speeding right towards a front yard where a dump truck had been parked half on the sidewalk, and half on the front yard. A full-sized Humvee, painted beige and camouflage, came roaring towards him from a small side road just past the few houses on this side of the street—that was where the machinegun fire was coming from.
Luke couldn’t keep going forward down the street—he would run right into the Humvee and the gunfire. He couldn’t back up, and he didn’t have time to turn around. A sturdy wooden fence protected the town square of fields to his left, so his only choice was to veer right into the front yard of the house where a dump truck was parked. He crashed right into the dump truck and then crawled across the front seat, opening the passenger door and getting out. He grabbed his backpack and ran for the house.
He had wondered where all the Dark Angels were when he had first entered this town, and now he had found them.




CHAPTER 19

Ray
As the sun peeked up over the horizon, Ray drove down the winding road through the hills. If he had planned the route out correctly, they should have smooth sailing, skirting most towns for the next fifty miles. The next town on the map that they could avoid was a place called Heaven, West Virginia. Heaven—couldn’t be too bad, could it? Well, he wasn’t going to take any chances. He turned left, driving down a long road through the woods, the road dipping down into a valley, the walls of trees suddenly closing in around them, darkening the bright morning a little.
They saw a few houses here and there when there were clearings. They saw a road with lines of mobile homes down them. They saw the outskirts of a tiny town with businesses: a place that sold hand-built sheds, a gas station, a corner store, a church, a tiny pre-school. They saw farms, a clearing with a few ranches, bridges that covered rocky streams. But nothing too populated, and they hadn’t seen too many rippers, only a few wandering around. Two of the rippers tried to run after their SUV, but they gave up after Ray sped past them. Usually they didn’t even try to chase their vehicle if they were going too fast, but maybe some of them were getting desperate, getting hungry.
Ray was a little worried about Doug’s cabin, but he didn’t want to share his fears with the others. It wasn’t that he didn’t think Doug’s cabin was there, or that Doug had made the whole thing up, it was just a fear that Doug had exaggerated about things, made his preparations seem better than they were. Doug tended to embellish. Ray could never prove it, but he was sure that many of the stories that Doug liked to tell were exaggerations, or even outright lies. But it seemed to make Doug feel better if he told his somewhat tall tales. Looking back, Ray was a little ashamed that he hadn’t treated Doug a little better. How many times had Doug asked Ray out for a beer or even to share a lunch somewhere? How many times had Doug invited Ray to a cookout or a baseball game? Doug wasn’t married; he had no girlfriend, and no family that he had ever spoken of, except for his wealthy parents who had died, but no siblings he’d ever mentioned. He wasn’t from the D.C. area, and now that Ray thought about it, he wasn’t really even sure where Doug was from. Not from the south, maybe somewhere in the Midwest, but he couldn’t be sure. And always, no matter how many times Doug had asked, Ray had always politely turned him down, just like everyone else at the office had done.
“It’s cool,” Doug would say with a smile, trying to pretend that his feelings weren’t hurt. “We’ll catch another game.”
“Yeah, sure,” Ray would say. But he knew he was going to turn Doug down again and again. But when Craig suggested catching a ball game or invited him to a cookout, Ray was right there.
Doug was annoying. There was no other kinder way to put it. Doug was so intent on gaining friends, so intent on being liked, that he would do just about anything to be liked. He would interject himself into conversations, offer unsolicited advice, or interrupt people. He would get too excited in a conversation, so excited that someone was actually conversing with him. And he talked fast, like he was afraid of being interrupted before he could express what he wanted to say; afraid of being interrupted like he had interrupted others. He got twitchy when he talked, and he got loud. He got expressive. And he would sometimes start to sweat, a line of perspiration on his upper lip, his forehead shiny, his face and neck nearly glowing red. Ray knew Doug couldn’t help it, but it still made him uncomfortable to watch.
And even after all the times Ray had declined Doug’s offers, after all the times that Ray had been rude or dismissive of Doug, the man had still offered his cabin to Ray and his family when the total collapse he’d worried so much about had finally come. Ray wondered why Doug had chosen him. Maybe he was the only one who would sit still long enough to listen to Doug’s rants. He often wanted to ask Doug why he worked for the government, a group that he distrusted so much. But he never did. Doug was a collection of contradictions, but it had never been interesting enough for Ray to warrant further investigations into those contradictions.
Had Doug embellished the details about his cabin? Had he lied? Well, Ray would find out soon enough. Just knowing a cabin was there—a place to lay low for a while until they could make further plans—was better than nothing.
Would Doug even be at the cabin? Had he even made it there? Had he turned into a ripper before he could get there? There was always a chance that Doug had somehow protected himself from the plague, maybe he had worn a gas mask and gloves. Maybe he had gotten to the cabin uninfected. But Ray wondered if he, his son, Emma, and Josh were infected. What if they were carriers of this plague, immune to it, but able to pass it on to others? Would Doug take a chance on being around them? Would he rescind his offer when they showed up?
But Ray couldn’t worry about that. He was driving himself crazy with different scenarios, but it was how his mind worked. It was one of the reasons he used to have so much trouble sleeping at night, maybe one of the reasons Kim said he was never “there” when he was home. He was often trapped in his own mind, working through problems, trying to turn them over in his mind, trying to see every angle, every possible outcome, trying to prepare for them.
They were going to have to at least try Doug’s cabin; it made the most sense. If Doug was there, then they would figure out what to do. If he wasn’t, then it would be easier. But at least it was a destination, and unless some other nearby destination offered more protection, they were going to have to make the best of it.
As he drove, Ray thought of the dreams he’d had last night. He had tried to stay awake most of the night. He hadn’t wanted to wake Josh up to relieve his watch, but he was going to have to trust the man at some point. Ray had fallen asleep during the night without even remembering it. And then he had dreamed about two new people, a man and a woman. The man was tall with gray hair and he had a neatly trimmed beard and mustache. He was a little chubby, but he still seemed powerfully built. The woman looked much younger than the man, maybe only in her mid-twenties. She had an air of strength about her, and a toughness borne on the streets, a toughness that Ray sensed immediately. He’d only caught glimpses of them in the dream before they were gone.
And then Ray was in that hell town—the shadowy man’s home.
Emma believed the shadowy man had created some place in their dreams to scare them; just like his shining eyes were just an effect, another trick of the dreams, a trick to make himself seem more powerful than he was.
He’s just a man. That’s what Emma had said before. And if anyone knew the truth, then it would be her.
Ray roused himself from his thoughts and realized that he had been speeding down the road through the woods without really paying attention to it, a self-imposed hypnosis while driving. It used to happen to him a lot on his way to and from work. He had driven the route so many times, he could drive and let his mind wander, part of his mind and body on autopilot, stopping at red lights and changing lanes without even remembering it. The sensation didn’t happen every time he drove, but it happened sometimes.
Now he made an effort to pay attention to what was going on around him. The road was clear, nothing but woods now, any buildings and signs of civilization long gone for the last few miles.
Josh was turned around in the passenger seat, talking to Mike. Josh had given Mike a new comic book—an Incredible Hulk comic book—that he’d taken from his nephew’s room before he left Pittsburgh; he’d given it to Mike, and Mike was ecstatic about it. Now they were debating superheroes. Ray found himself suddenly annoyed that Mike was having such a good time talking to Josh, but he had to push that anger back down inside of him. At least Josh kept Mike’s mind occupied, at least he took Mike away from this hellhole of a world for a few minutes at a time.
“Superman could totally beat the Hulk,” Josh said.
“The Hulk’s the strongest person on Earth.”
Ray knew how much Mike loved the Hulk. Mike had a stack of Hulk comic books back at home. Or at least he used to have those. They were all gone now, so far away. Maybe they were even burned to a crisp as a bomb hit their neighborhood or the fires from the bombs spread through their city.
“Superman’s just as strong as the Hulk is. And he’s a lot faster. And he can fly.”
“But no matter what he does, he can’t hurt the Hulk. Besides, the Hulk would just get some kryptonite if he had to battle Superman.”
“Where’s the Hulk going to find kryptonite? All the Hulk knows how to do is smash.”
“Well, Superman’s lame.”
Josh laughed and turned around in his seat to face forward again. “You win.”
Ray glanced at Mike in the rearview mirror. He was smiling at his victory in this debate. And Ray couldn’t help smiling, too.
“Hey, what’s that?” Josh asked.
Ray’s eyes whipped back to the road. There was somebody sitting in the middle of the road, their body slightly camouflaged by the speckled shadows from the trees covering the road, the sunlight filtering down through the canopy of branches and leaves. He slowed the SUV down.
“It’s a kid,” Josh said.
Ray slowed down even more as they approached the person, but he kept glancing at each side of the road, looking for any rippers.
“It’s a little girl,” Josh said in astonishment.
And Ray saw it now. A little girl sat in the road with her back to them, her long blond hair spilling down her back. It looked like she was sitting cross-legged, staring down at the road in front of her. It looked like she was crying.




CHAPTER 20

Ray
“Should I go around her?” Ray asked. He had stopped the SUV and was now parked in the middle of the road, fifteen feet away from the little girl, the truck’s engine idling. She had to have heard their vehicle behind her, but she hadn’t turned around yet.
“I had a dream last night about a woman and a little girl,” Josh said in awe as he stared out the windshield. “A girl that looked a lot like that one out there. Same age. Blond hair.” He looked back at Emma in the back seat. “You think that’s her?”
Ray shifted into park, but he kept his hand on the gearshift, ready to shift into reverse if he saw any rippers. He felt nervous, but he knew they might need to help this girl. He had seen the same little girl and the woman in his dreams that Josh was talking about. If this was the girl they’d seen in their dreams, then they needed to help her—she needed to be with them. But where was the woman he’d seen with the girl in the dream?
“You think that’s the same girl?” Josh asked Emma again.
“I . . . I don’t know,” Emma said.
Emma sounded nervous. She sounded unsure. Ray had to remind himself that even though Emma appeared to have some kind of psychic powers, she wasn’t a computer that spat out readings on command. She was feeling her way along through this new world just like they were.
Josh turned back around and stared out the windshield at the little girl. “I think she’s crying.”
Before Ray could say anything, Josh had his door open. He got out and he was at the front of the SUV in a flash. He had been in such a hurry to get out that he hadn’t even grabbed his shotgun from the floorboard.
Ray pulled his handgun out. He still wasn’t comfortable at all with it, holding it gingerly like it might explode in his hand. Josh had shown him where the safety was, and the safety was on right now; all he had to do was flip the little button to turn the safety off so he could shoot. He knew he would have to become more familiar with this gun, and with other guns.
“Hey,” Josh said as he stood at the front of the truck, his voice carrying easily down the shadow-speckled road. “Little girl.”
The girl didn’t turn around or answer him.
Ray watched the dense woods all around them as Josh concentrated on the little girl, but he couldn’t see anyone among the brush crowding the trunks of the trees.
“Hey,” Josh said, taking another step closer to the girl. “Are you okay?”
Ray grabbed his doorhandle and turned around to look at Mike. “You stay here with Emma.”
“Dad, this doesn’t seem right. I think something’s wrong.”
Ray saw the concern in his son’s eyes. He would have rather had Josh wait inside the SUV. Maybe they could have driven forward a little, pulling up beside the girl. But Josh had gotten out too quickly and now he was halfway to the girl, out there alone beyond the front of their Chevy. Ray needed to be out there covering Josh in case there were some rippers—or other survivors—in the woods.
Mike tried to protest again, but Ray got out of the vehicle. He left the engine running and left his door halfway open. He walked to the front of the SUV. “How did a little girl get way out here by herself?” Ray asked Josh.
“I don’t know,” he answered without looking back at Ray. “But I think this is the girl I’ve seen in my dreams. The one you’ve seen, too.”
“Maybe,” Ray said. “But maybe not. Maybe she’s infected. Or she’s turning.”
“I don’t think so,” Josh said. “Listen. She’s crying. Can you hear her?”
Ray didn’t answer. He watched the little girl. Her body was shaking, trembling with her quiet sobs. Her head was lowered, her hands up to her face. Maybe she wasn’t infected. Maybe she was lost. Maybe her whole family was dead. Maybe she had been running through the woods and she found this road. Maybe she had sat down in the middle of the road, giving up, too traumatized to care anymore.
Was she a ripper? Would a ripper cry? Maybe not. It didn’t seem like rippers exhibited any kind of emotions at all. Except rage.
“Hey,” Josh said to the girl again. “It’s okay. We can help you.”
The girl still didn’t turn around or answer him.
“What’s your name?” Josh asked.
The girl still didn’t answer.
“My name’s Josh. And this is Ray. Emma and Mike are in the truck. Mike is only a few years older than you are.”
None of Josh’s words seemed to be getting through to the little girl.
Ray looked around, still searching the woods for any sign of movement, listening for any noises. But everything was so quiet. Even the birds and insects were quiet.
Mike was right, something felt wrong.
*
Mike watched his dad and Josh walk towards the girl. He knew something wasn’t right about this. He had tried to tell his dad, but he wasn’t listening.
“What are they doing?” Emma asked.
“They’re just standing there.” He looked at Emma. She seemed to be looking towards the windshield as if she could see out through it. Even with her dark glasses on, Mike could tell her eyes were scrunched in concern, her mouth dipped down into a slight frown. He body was tense, like she was bracing herself for an explosion.
“Are you okay?” Mike asked her.
She shook her head no, just a slight shake of her head. “I think you’re right. Something doesn’t feel right about this.”
“This is like a scene from a horror movie,” Mike said. He wasn’t supposed to be watching horror movies, but he had watched a few of them at Eric’s house, the same place where he played Zombie Takeover. His parents had never approved of horror movies, especially his mom. They never watched horror movies, and maybe that’s why Dad couldn’t see that this was a classic set-up in a scary movie. To Mike it felt like they were all trapped in a horror movie, so maybe he should tell Dad the rules of horror movies. There were certain rules in horror films; one of those rules was that you never approached someone who was facing away from you, someone with their back to you, someone who wasn’t turning around, like they were hiding their face. Someone who was waiting for you to come closer.
But what if it was just some little girl out there who needed help? What if it was the girl Josh claimed to have seen in his dreams? Mike had dreamed of other people, but he hadn’t dreamed of the little girl and the woman like Josh had. Mike had seen Josh in his dreams, so maybe the people Josh was dreaming about were just as real. And maybe this girl was one of them, one of the people meant to be with them.
But Mike still felt a sinking feeling in his stomach, like when he would plummet down the tracks on a roller coaster. He still couldn’t help feeling that this was a set-up. He watched Josh walk closer to the girl. Dad was still hanging back a little, still only a few feet in front of their truck. He had the pistol in his hand, but he looked like he was scared of holding it, uncomfortable with it. And now he was looking around at the woods like he’d just heard something, or seen something.
Emma looked to her left like she’d just heard something too.
“What is it?” Mike asked, looking out the window that Emma was facing, trying to see what she’d heard.
And then he saw it—a flash of movement in the woods. The person was far back in the woods, at least twenty yards away, but it was definitely a person. Then he saw another one. Now that he’d seen them, he couldn’t un-see them. They were moving out from behind the trees, standing up from the brush, revealing themselves.
Rippers . . . rippers in the woods.
Emma grabbed Mike’s arm hard. She turned to face him. “They’re coming,” she said. Her whole body was trembling. “Tell them to get back inside now.”
At that moment Mike knew that his gut feeling had been right on the mark. This was a horror movie set-up. This was a trap.
*
Ray watched as Josh moved a little closer to the girl, moving slowly like he was walking towards a skittish animal that might bolt away. He was only ten feet away from the girl now.
“Hey,” Josh said. “Are you okay? We just want to help.” He took another step closer.
The girl still hadn’t turned around. She still seemed to be crying, her head hanging low, her blond hair down in front of her face, her shoulders shaking with the sobs.
“Josh,” Ray said.
Josh didn’t answer or turn around.
There was something about the way the girl was crying. It sounded strange to Ray, maybe not like crying but . . .
“Josh, wait.”
Josh still didn’t turn to look at Ray.
Ray heard the snapping of a twig in the woods and he spun around, staring at the trees on that side of the road.
Another noise, like something large moving through the brush. Something coming closer.
Josh took another step towards the girl. “It’s okay. We’re not going to hurt you.”
The back door of the SUV swung open.
Ray turned to look at the SUV. Mike was standing outside of it with the back door open. His eyes were so big, so full of fear.
“Mike, get back inside!”
“Dad, it’s a trap!” Mike yelled. “Come back! There are rippers in the woods!”
Ray looked back at Josh just as the girl turned around with a savage smile on her face, her eyes hungry, a low growl in her throat. And Ray realized now why her sobbing had sounded so strange in these last few seconds—she hadn’t been sobbing, she had been laughing.
The girl was on her feet, charging at Josh.
For a second Josh was frozen in shock.
“Come on, Josh!” Ray yelled at him.
The woods erupted in a cacophony of noise as dozens of rippers revealed themselves on both sides of the road, standing up from the brush, rushing towards them.




CHAPTER 21

Luke
Heaven, West Virginia
Luke ran from the wrecked pickup he had taken from the farmhouse, it was now smashed into a dump truck parked in the front yard of someone’s house, both vehicles forming an impromptu barricade in front of the home and providing a little cover for him.
The Humvee roared up the street and the Dark Angels inside were still firing bullets at him. Their Humvee had screeched to a halt. Luke drew his gun from the shoulder holster inside of his hoodie as he ran for the side of the house, trying to get around to the back of it as more gunfire erupted from the street. The wreck he’d just had reminded him of when he had slammed his own car into a work van the night of the collapse when Jacob had tried to make him drive to Vincent’s house.
Luke got to the corner of the house and turned around, looking at the street. His wrecked pickup and the dump truck still provided a bit of cover, but not enough. The Humvee, definitely a military vehicle and not someone’s personal vehicle, was parked in the road. He couldn’t see the Dark Angels, but he knew they would be coming. They were probably being cautious right now. But they weren’t the only ones out there; Luke heard the roar of another heavy-duty truck coming down the street. There were more Dark Angels coming.
More gunshots—automatic rifles. None of the bullets struck the house or anywhere near Luke; he figured these were some kind of warning shots, or gunfire to intimidate him into running into their trap.
Luke ran into the back yard, and then across it, sticking as close to the house as he could. There was no fence behind the house except for a decorative one at the far end of the yard in front of a line of trees, like the painted picket fence was trying to hold the trees back. He didn’t stop; he ran to the next back yard. It was cluttered with junk: a small rusty gardening shed, wheelbarrows, tools, old bicycles, what looked like a go-cart chassis, building supplies, a roll of chicken-wire fencing. He ducked down behind a heap of rusted metal bicycles and go-carts, waiting for the Dark Angels to come from the other side of the house and down one of the side yards between the houses.
He could hear them coming now, and then he saw them—two soldiers in the side yard, about to enter the back yard.
Luke aimed his gun at them. Spit. A bullet from his silenced gun tore into the face of the first Dark Angel who had come around the corner. The Dark Angel took one more step, stumbling, and then fell down onto the grass, rolling over onto his back, the M-16 flying out of his hands. The other Dark Angel, realizing what had happened to his partner, tried to turn and run back down the side yard, but Luke dropped him with a bullet in the back of his head before he even turned all the way around.
There wasn’t much time—there would be more of them coming. He rushed over to the two dead men, stuffing his gun down into the shoulder holster inside his hoodie. He picked up the M-16 the first Dark Angel had dropped and then he searched that man’s jacket pockets for extra ammo. He only found one extra magazine. He pulled off his backpack and stuffed the magazine down inside and then slipped his backpack back on again. The dead man stared up at the sky with lifeless, glassy eyes full of shock, a neat hole tunneled into his forehead, right through the bloody, scabby DA symbol carved into his flesh.
Moments later Luke was in the next back yard. This one was just as cluttered as the last one, but this one wasn’t littered with junk; it was decorated with shrubs, flowerbeds, little garden patches, and junk converted into fountains and art pieces (junk procured from right next door, no doubt). He ran through the maze of aisles through the plants and flowers to a line of shrubs at the other end of the yard. He crashed through the shrubs and popped out onto a strip of grass near a large wooden awning where three city vehicles were parked: two pickups and a van with the city seal on their doors.
The fire station was off to his left, a big brick building that could probably only house two fire engines. A small paved road led from the main street around the back of the fire station to another side street where the City Hall building sat on that corner lot. A three-story water tower rose up from the back yard of the City Hall building.
Gunfire erupted from somewhere, but Luke was still pretty sure the fire bursts were for intimidation only—they hadn’t spotted him yet. He wanted to get past these two buildings, deciding to run down the side road. There were probably some houses down that road he could get lost among, and then he would double back and pick these bastards off one by one.
He was around the back of the fire station and City Hall building in a flash, and about to turn right down the side road. But he stopped in his tracks when he saw two Dark Angels coming up the road towards him, cutting off his route that way. They stopped, frozen for a second like they’d just spotted a dangerous animal, and then they raised their M-16s up, aiming them at him.
Luke fired at them before they even had a chance to shoot. He kept his finger on the M-16’s trigger, not even aiming as he raced across the small road to the line of businesses. He was behind the long building, trying to use small dumpsters as cover, but he was still exposed to the two Dark Angels who had taken cover in the trees, already shooting back at him.
He tried back doors as he ran along the back of the building, pulling on the doorknobs of the sturdy, metal doors. Another burst of gunfire sounded. Bullets pinged off the dumpsters and hit the back of the building, peppering it, bits of concrete block and brick spraying off.
The fourth door was unlocked. Luke pulled it open and slipped inside. He closed the door and locked it. It was pitch black inside the building. He pulled his pen light out of his front pants pocket, turning it on and shining it around.
He was in some kind of restaurant kitchen. There was a wall in front of him with two electrical panel boxes set in it and some safety posters. To the left, the hall led to a storeroom, and the hall led to a kitchen to the right. The place was a mess. Metal shelves were pulled over in the storeroom, cans and boxes of food, paper supplies, and liquids all over the tiled floor. But at least the place was quiet; it didn’t sound like anyone was in here now.
The back door was secure for now, but the front of this building would have windows and probably a glass door. It would only be a matter of seconds before the Dark Angels realized which business he was inside of and stormed the front of it, blocking him in here, trapping him inside. They would get through the back door, eventually.
The storeroom was probably a dead end, so he went to the right, hurrying down the long, galley-style kitchen. There were grills and large stovetops along one wall, and prep tables on the other side. A door led to what must be a walk-in cooler and freezer. At the front of the galley kitchen, it opened up to an area with heating tables and a counter with a cash register, the seating area beyond it.
The floor was littered with cooking utensils, pots, pans, broken dishes, and smears of food and liquids. The place had been ransacked a while ago, Luke guessed. Most likely rippers looking for food. Or maybe the townspeople had stormed the place right after the collapse when they realized that everything had shut down and they didn’t have much food or water left.
Because this restaurant was squeezed in between two other businesses, there were no windows along the long side walls, but a row of windows made up the front wall with the glass door right in the middle of it, like Luke had suspected. The windows were regular windows that opened and not plate-glass windows, giving the dining area a country-cozy look.
He ran through the dining area, moving around tipped-over tables and chairs, hurrying towards the front, watching the doors and windows, expecting the Dark Angels to come crashing through at any moment.
But he had beaten them to the front. He got to the window and ripped his backpack off, crouching down in front of a window near the door. He lifted up the window just a little, letting in the cold air. He moved a nearby table over in front of the window to give him a little protection. But he had to be careful, the table wasn’t exactly bulletproof.
He grabbed the M-16 and shoved the barrel out through the window. There were no cars or trucks parked in front of the restaurant so Luke had a clear line of sight across the street where two military vehicles were parked in front of that line of businesses, both of them painted just like the Humvee, beige and camouflage. One of the vehicles was a tank-like thing that Luke couldn’t name, and the other was some kind of box truck with a canvas top on the back, like a truck used to transport supplies or men. And then there was the Humvee he’d seen a few minutes earlier; it pulled up in front of the tank vehicle, parking nose-to-nose with it, only inches away. The man inside got out on that side. Luke thought about firing, but he waited. The Dark Angels were in those buildings behind that line of trucks.
Luke still made himself wait. There was no gunfire now, and he hadn’t seen any movement besides the man escaping the Humvee and darting inside the brick building. He still had his finger on the trigger, crouching right below the window, waiting. And then he caught a flash of movement at the top of the two-story building right behind the trucks. Two men dressed in black were lying down on the flat roof, situating themselves up there with rifles.
Luke got up from the window and hurried over to the glass door, checking to make sure it was locked. It wasn’t like a lock on a glass door was going to prevent the Dark Angels from getting in, but at least they couldn’t just open the door. He grabbed one of the smaller tables and dragged it over in front of the door, pushing it right up against the glass. He knew the tables and chairs wouldn’t stop bullets, but they might block their view into the restaurant.
A bullet pierced the glass at the top of the door, creating a neat little hole there. The bullet whizzed right past Luke, and he ducked reflexively, then he hurried back to the window he had opened. He crouched down again with the M-16. He probably didn’t have a lot of ammo left because he had shot a burst of bullets at the two Dark Angels when he had crossed the street to these businesses. He had the extra magazine, and he needed to conserve the ammo he had, but he shot a burst of fire at the vehicles, the bullets pinging off the armored sides.
The two men on top of the roof returned fire, shooting at the window.
Luke ducked down out of the way, trying to make himself as small as possible. He realized now that he probably wasn’t going to make it out of this restaurant. It was going to be a waiting game, but eventually some of the Dark Angels would get in through the back door, and then they would get in through the front. He would eventually be trapped in here. He didn’t really care that he was going to die; he just wanted to take out as many Dark Angels as he could before they got him.
“Come on,” Luke muttered to himself as he crawled back over to the window. He shot another burst of gunfire at the roof. “Come on in and let’s see how many of you I get.”
The men on the rooftop shot three more times, busting out one of the restaurant windows, the bullets slamming into the wall at the back of the dining area. They seemed to be shooting randomly, maybe not even aiming, just hoping to get lucky. Maybe they were as bad at shooting as the guys who had killed Wilma.
The Dark Angels stopped shooting.
Luke didn’t return fire this time.
Everything was quiet for five minutes and then Luke heard the crackle of a megaphone from somewhere behind the line of military vehicles across the street.
“You can’t win,” a man’s voice yelled from the megaphone behind the vehicles. “Just come out with your hands up, and we won’t shoot you.”
Yeah, right.
“Surrender peacefully and you will live.”
Luke kept the M-16 aimed at the tank and the Humvee, but he didn’t see anyone over there. Maybe the man was in one of the doorways of the buildings.
The man on the megaphone was silent for a few minutes, like he was waiting for Luke to surrender.
Luke looked behind him at the scattered tables and chairs throughout the dining area of the restaurant. Going out the back door probably wasn’t going to be an option. There would be Dark Angels stationed back there by now, maybe more than two of them, waiting for him to poke his head out the door so they could put a bullet in it. And it was definitely too risky going out the front right now.
“We’ve got you surrounded now,” Megaphone Man said, his voice echoing in the silent town. “Your only chance is to surrender peacefully.”
Luke didn’t yell back. He didn’t fire his weapon. He just waited down below the window.
“We know you killed two of our brothers,” Megaphone Man said. “We know you have one of our weapons. There doesn’t have to be any more killings. Nobody else has to die today.”
“Except you,” Luke whispered. “All of you.”
Megaphone Man was quiet again for a few minutes. The town was silent, everyone waiting. And in that silence Luke heard the distant calls of rippers, a lot of them, somewhere in the woods outside of this town.
The megaphone crackled as the button was pushed. Megaphone Man spoke: “We’ve got a surprise coming for you.”
Luke still didn’t respond. He wasn’t going to be baited into revealing his position.
“The surprise is on its way,” Megaphone Man said. “It will be here very soon. I can’t wait until you see it.




CHAPTER 22

Ray
Ray and Josh ran back to the SUV as the rippers exploded out of the dense woods and brush on both sides of the road.
“Mike!” Ray yelled. “Get back inside!”
Ray raced to the SUV. His pistol was in his hand, but he didn’t bother trying to shoot at the rippers; there were too many of them and it would only slow him down.
Rocks rained down on them. Ray felt a rock hit his back, knocking the breath out of him for just a second. Another rock pelted his thigh. Another one bounced off his shoulder. A few smaller rocks hit him in the head.
He got to the SUV and ducked inside as more rocks pelted the side of the vehicle, smashing out windows, denting the metal. One rock hit the windshield and cracked it.
Ray was in the driver’s seat as Josh got into the passenger seat. Ray shifted into drive. It didn’t matter if he went forward or backwards, the rippers were coming at them from every direction now. The little girl was at the front of the truck before the other rippers, snarling and snapping her teeth as she tried to climb up onto the hood of the truck. Ray gunned the gas, running her down. He needed to start driving, he needed to gain some speed before they were surrounded by rippers and bogged down. The SUV’s engine roared as he stomped his foot down on the gas pedal.
Just need to get enough speed going and we can get out of here.
The rippers were already at the shattered windows. It was like the rocks had been the first wave of the attack, used to smash out the windows so they could get inside. And now they were surrounding the SUV for the second wave of their attack.
They’re getting smarter. That’s what Josh had told them. That’s what his friend Isaac in the attic had said. That’s what had been written in Isaac’s notebook—the Book of Isaac.
Ray kept going forward, his hands gripping the steering wheel so hard. But he wasn’t going fast enough yet. He had mowed down the little girl and two more rippers who got in the way, but most of them were at the sides of the truck now, reaching in through the broken windows, stabbing into the vehicle with sticks and knives. Hands grabbed. Sticks and knives poked.
Mike and Emma were huddled together in the middle of the back seat, as far away from the windows as they could get. One of the rippers jabbed a sharp stick in through the window at Mike, but Mike grabbed the stick, wrenching it out of the ripper’s hands. He screamed as he jabbed at the ripper with the stick, poking at him with an insane rage. “Get the hell out of here!” Mike screamed at the rippers, knocking a knife out of a filthy hand with a swing of the stick.
Josh leaned towards Ray as he drove, but a knife slashed his arm. A woman’s hand reached in, her other hand trying to hold on to the door, her hand cupped over jagged glass, blood pouring out from underneath her fingers. The woman howled in rage and pain, her gray hair wild, her eyes crazy.
Josh fumbled with his shotgun and had it in his hands. He pulled the trigger and practically tore the woman’s head off with the blast of buckshot. But there were more rippers waiting to take her place, running alongside the truck as it gained speed, trying to hold on, beating at the truck with their sticks and clubs. At least ten of them were at the back of the truck, trying to hold on, two of them trying to get in through the shattered back window. Rocks still pelted the truck. Another one hit the windshield, cracking it more, but Ray could still see enough to keep driving.
Ray kept his foot jammed down on the gas pedal, his right hand on the steering wheel as he used his left to fight off the last ripper on that side, the ripper trying to hang on to the vehicle as it gained speed.
More rippers were knocked out of the way, but at least the SUV hadn’t gotten bogged down yet. They had driven over a few of the rippers, the truck rocking from side to side as it ran up and over the bodies, but at least they were still moving forward. It sounded like they were dragging something for a few seconds; maybe one of the sticks had gotten jammed up in the rear tires before snapping.
Finally the truck was up to thirty miles an hour. There were still two male rippers clinging to the back of truck, but Ray swerved from side to side quickly. For just a moment he was afraid he’d taken the swerve too quickly and too sharply, afraid they were going to tip over. But the truck remained upright, and the swerving jarred the two rippers loose.
The last of the rippers moved off of the road as Ray roared towards them, like they knew it was a lost cause now, like they weren’t willing to sacrifice any more of themselves. A few more rocks and sticks hit the back of the SUV, but they didn’t do that much more damage.
They had made it through the gauntlet of rippers, but they hadn’t made it unscathed. Ray could feel the SUV wobbling. He could hear the plopping sound of one of the flattened tires. They were going to need to change the tire or get another vehicle—and the only place to get another vehicle was in the next town three miles down the road, the town he had wanted to avoid, the small town of Heaven.
“I told you not to stop!” Mike yelled from the back seat. He was crying now. “I told you it was a trap. You never do that. You never break the rules.”
Ray had no idea what rules Mike was talking about, maybe he was in shock or something and didn’t even realize what he was saying. Mike probably didn’t even realize that they were slowing down because of the flattened tire.
As they limped along down the winding road, Ray could imagine the rippers rushing through the woods, taking a shortcut that would bring them out into the road around one of the next bends. Or maybe there was another band of rippers waiting. Maybe the first group’s mission had been to slow them down enough so the second group could get them as they were limping along.
No, they weren’t that smart, no matter what the Book of Isaac said. He had to stop racking his brain with scenarios that weren’t realistic; those thoughts were just clogging up his mind like the flesh had clogged up the axles and tires of their SUV.
“It’s okay, Mike,” Ray said, glancing into the rearview mirror. “We’re safe now.” His words sounded hollow. They sounded like a lie.
Emma had her arm around Mike’s shoulders, holding him close. He wiped at his eyes, and it looked like he had stopped crying.
“You two okay back there?” Ray said. “Either of you hurt?”
If they were hurt Ray had no idea what he was going to do. It wasn’t like they could call 911.
“You never stop for someone in the road,” Mike said, sniffling and ignoring Ray’s question. “Those are the rules.”
Ray glanced over at Josh. He still had his shotgun in his hands like he was bracing himself for another attack. His face was sprayed with blood. His jacket sleeve was damp with the blood from where the old woman had slashed him with the knife. “You okay?”
Josh looked pasty-white with shock, the whiteness of his flesh such a contrast to the bright red blood. His intense blue eyes were round and bulging, but he swallowed hard and nodded, not meeting Ray’s eyes, still looking around, still watching for rippers.
“How deep is it?” Ray asked.
Josh just shrugged. It seemed like he didn’t want to inspect the wound right now. He was still riding high on adrenaline and probably wasn’t feeling the pain right now.
“What happened?” Emma asked.
“One of the rippers got Josh’s arm with a knife.”
Emma inhaled a quick breath of shock. “Is it bad?”
“It’s bleeding a lot.”
Emma turned to Mike, pulling her arm off of his shoulders. “Mike, find the first-aid kit in the back.”
For just a moment Mike stared at Emma like he didn’t understand what she was asking him to do. But then it seemed like his eyes came into focus. He nodded his head, suddenly relieved to be doing something. He crawled up and over the back seat, poking around until he found the first-aid kit.
“Thanks, buddy,” Josh said. He finally parted with his shotgun, setting it down on the floor. He was holding his right arm with his left now.
“Get him a shirt,” Emma told Mike.
“Get one of my T-shirts out of my backpack,” Ray told Mike.
Mike grabbed a shirt out of Ray’s backpack.
“We need to tear the shirt into strips,” Emma said. “Is there a pair of scissors in the first-aid kit?”
Mike opened up the plastic case and found a pair of scissors. “Yeah. I’ve got a pair right here.”
“Good,” Emma said. “Cut that shirt into a few long strips. Okay?”
Mike went to work, seemingly back to his old self again now that he had a task to do. He cut the shirt into three strips, cutting just a little and then ripping them after that.
“Give him the rest of the shirt so he can wipe off his face,” Ray said, keeping his eyes on the road.
“Pour some water on it first,” Emma instructed Mike.
Mike opened a bottle of water and dampened the shirt with it, spilling the water down onto the floorboard. He handed the soaked cloth to Ray, who passed it to Josh.
Josh wiped at his face, getting most of the old woman’s blood off of him. He then set the shirt on his arm right over the bloody sleeve of his hoodie, holding it there.
“Give him the strips,” Emma told Mike.
Mike handed the strips of cloth to Josh.
“Tie the strips of the T-shirt around the cloth,” Emma said. “Make a compression.”
“It’s not really that bad,” Josh said. “I don’t think it’s that deep.”
“Have you looked at it yet?” she asked.
“Uh, no. I will, though. In a few minutes.”
Ray wondered how dirty the knife blade was that had cut Josh. He wondered if the wound was going to get infected. They had some rudimentary medical supplies, but nothing to fight off an infection. He also wondered if the old woman’s blood was infected with the ripper disease, whatever it was. He wondered if tiny pathogens were crawling all over Josh’s body, getting into the cut in his arm, into his bloodstream. He wondered if Josh was really immune, he wondered if Josh was going to turn into a ripper now.
He had to stop his mind from running wild again with possibilities. Josh had a compression on his arm—that was the best they could do for him right now. They were rolling along on a flat tire, the flopping sound so loud it was bound to bring rippers as they headed towards the town of Heaven. Right now their top priority was getting another vehicle so they could get back out of this town and into the vast woods, to the area where Doug had built his cabin.




CHAPTER 23

Ray
Heaven, West Virginia
As they got closer to Heaven, the woods began to thin out, and then Ray saw the edge of the town as they crested over the next hill. They passed a wooden sign that read: Welcome to a little piece of Heaven, West Virginia.
Their SUV was loud with its flopping tire, and now there was the slight screech of metal on pavement as the rubber strips of the tire frayed away, exposing more and more of the rim to the road. The motor was chugging along, making a loud knocking sound that was getting louder with every mile they drove. Something was wrong with the engine. Ray wasn’t sure what it was, the gauges all seemed fine except for the CHECK ENGINE light that was on. But something had happened to the engine when they had driven through that group of rippers.
Ray hoped this town wasn’t going to be trouble. He hoped there wasn’t an even bigger group of rippers waiting for them. They weren’t going to be able to get away from the rippers now—this SUV might seize up at any moment. Ray felt a panic building up inside of him, but he was trying to remain calm. Josh was still in a bit of shock after erasing a woman’s head with his shotgun and having his arm sliced open. Mike seemed okay, but he was still traumatized from the attack they’d just gone through. And Emma, she seemed concerned about Josh’s arm.
But if the SUV stopped working, if the engine cut out, they were going to have to run somewhere, get inside a house or a building. He kept his eyes peeled as they entered the outskirts of town. He saw a few possible vehicles, but he wanted to find something with the keys in it. He wanted to get into the main part of town where they would have more places to hide if they needed to.
We just need to get past this town, and then Doug’s cabin is only another twenty-five miles or so away. It’s far out in the woods. There won’t be any rippers there.
Ray and Josh locked eyes for just a second. The shock seemed to be wearing away in Josh’s eyes. “Flat tire,” he said.
Ray nodded. He glanced into the rearview mirror, catching sight of Mike and Emma.  “Everyone okay now?” he asked.
They nodded. Mike looked right at him. “You can’t stop for anyone else in the road like that, Dad. Those are the rules.”
“What rules are you talking about?”
“Horror movie rules,” Mike said. “There are things you don’t do in horror movies. You never walk up to someone sitting with their back facing you. Someone not turning around.”
Josh chuckled. “Horror movie rules,” he said. “I’ve seen a million horror movies. I should have known. Don’t go in the basement.”
“We already broke that one,” Ray mumbled.
Josh turned around and looked at Mike. “What are some other rules?”
Ray could tell that Josh was trying to get Mike’s mind on something else, and in that moment he almost liked Josh.
Mike was stumped for just a moment, then his eyes brightened. “Don’t ever go anywhere alone.”
“Don’t ever trip while you’re running,” Josh said.
“Don’t play with Ouija boards,” Mike said.
“I’m out of rules,” Josh said, smiling, but then he winced as he held his arm.
They were quiet for a moment as Ray drove, gripping the steering wheel hard, his eyes scanning the woods for any sign of the rippers.
“Sorry,” Josh said.
Ray glanced at him.
“I thought I’d seen that girl in my dreams. I thought she was the same one. I was so sure of it. I just wanted to help her.”
“I know,” Ray said and left it at that. He felt as responsible as Josh for almost getting them killed. For a moment he had believed it was the same girl he’d seen in his dreams, too. But he’d been as wrong as Josh. No matter how much he tried to prepare for things, no matter how many scenarios he tried to work out in his mind, he always seemed to make the wrong choice lately.
I’ll get better. I’ll learn from these mistakes; I swear to God I will.
Ray passed another house nestled in the woods. There was only one old and rusty car in the driveway. He passed a gas station that looked closed down, and then another few houses and a small side road of old trailer homes. He was going to keep pushing on until they were closer to the center of town where they would have more choices for vehicles.
He hadn’t seen any rippers around the homes and businesses, and he wondered why. Had they all been in the woods, waiting for someone to fall into the trap they had set, the little girl in the road as the bait?
After a few more twists and turns in the road, it descended to the edge of the town. There was a bank, a corner store, a small building with two businesses in them. The places looked abandoned, trash and papers littering the parking lots, some of the doors to the businesses wide open. There were a few cars and trucks parked in front of the buildings, one of them was an SUV with a big DA symbol painted on the side of it in bright red paint. The paint color reminded Ray a little of the blood that had been splattered all over Josh’s face a few minutes ago.
“Ray,” Josh said.
“I see it,” he answered.
The DA people they’d run into before were here in this town. Or at least they had been here at one time. Maybe that’s why the rippers weren’t around, because the DA gang was here.
“We need to get out of here,” Josh said.
“We need to find another vehicle first,” Ray snapped.
“Up there,” Josh said, pointing. “There are houses up there.”
Ray drove past the SUV parked in front of the corner store like it was a road sign—and in a way it was. A side road veered off to the left, but the main road kept going past the store towards a town square. Ray drove towards the square of playing fields with some kind of statue right in front of it, the base of the statue surrounded by flowers and small shrubs. The road merged into a circle around the town square with a big church to the left of the fields and a line of houses to the right. Ray went right, following the road around the town square. A pickup truck was smashed into a dump truck in the front yard of the first house on that side of the street. Ray had no idea why a dump truck had been parked in front of a house.
Even over the sounds of their knocking engine and the flopping and screeching of their shredded tire and rim, Ray heard the sound of a motor roaring behind them. He saw the flash of movement in the rearview mirror. A beige and camouflage military vehicle was following them, catching up to them in a hurry.
“Dad,” Mike said. He was turned around in the back seat, looking out the shattered back window.
For just a second hope sprung up in Ray. For just a second he thought that the military was coming to save them. He thought that the National Guard was beginning to take over some of the small towns, turning them into safe havens, a place they could rest and recover as the world slowly turned back to normal.
But those hopes were torn apart when someone in the Humvee began shooting at them.
Mike ducked down, pulling Emma down with him.
Josh grabbed his shotgun from the floorboard.
Ray sped up, swerving around the corner, the rim screeching on the road. He stomped his foot down on the gas pedal, trying to speed away from the Humvee, but the vehicle was right on their tail. There was no way they were going to be able to outrun it.
They drove past the houses, then a fire station and a City Hall building with a water tower right behind it. Along the block past the City Hall, there was a line of businesses on both sides of the street. On the left side of the street there were three more military vehicles parked right behind each other, all of them painted beige with camouflage markings, just like the Humvee behind them.
It was the DA gang, Ray was sure of it now. They had taken these military vehicles or found them abandoned. Who knew how well-armed they were now?
Ray swerved away from the military vehicles. He was going to try to take a right down the side street, but a bullet blew out their other tire in the back and the whole back end of the truck sank down suddenly. Ray lost control of the vehicle and it ran up onto the sidewalk on the right side of the road in front of a line of stores and businesses.
This was it. They were either going to be shot or they would be taken prisoner by this gang. Their only hope was to get inside one of those businesses. He spotted a restaurant, a sign over the top of the porch roof: Christine’s Country Kitchen
“Everyone out!” Ray yelled. “Get inside that restaurant!”
Josh was already opening the passenger door, the shotgun in his hands.
The Humvee had skidded to a stop fifteen feet behind them. For just a second, Ray wondered why the Humvee hadn’t driven right up beside them. Maybe they were scared they had weapons and would shoot back.
But then the answer appeared when a glass door to the restaurant opened up and a man with a crewcut and an M-16 in his hands darted out onto the sidewalk. He shot down the street at the Humvee, then turned and fired at the vehicles across the street, then up at the roof across the street. “Get inside!” the man yelled over the gunfire.
Shots were fired back from across the street. One bullet hit the front of the Chevy and a blast of steam rose up from the grill.
Ray crawled across the front seats to get out on the passenger side. Mike was already helping Emma out of the vehicle; he had his backpack on and Emma’s backpack in one hand. He held Emma’s hand in his other hand. Ray hadn’t even seen Josh slip his backpack on, but he had it on his back. He had his shotgun in his hands, but he hadn’t bothered to shoot at the Humvee behind them.
The man on the sidewalk was still shooting, a blast of bullets from his M-16 held back the men in the Humvee.
“It’s him!” Mike told Emma as he led her towards the man with the crewcut. “It’s him!”
And Ray knew exactly what Mike was talking about—the man with the crewcut was the one he’d seen in his dreams, the one all of them had seen.




CHAPTER 24

Luke
Luke moved closer to the front of the SUV that had run right up onto the sidewalk in front of the set of windows of the restaurant. The steam from the engine was providing just a little cover as he blasted another round of bullets at the men in the Humvee. He turned and shot up at the two men on the roof. He didn’t think he’d hit either one of them, but at least he was keeping them from shooting at them again. He had loaded the new magazine into the M-16 when he’d seen the SUV racing away from the Humvee. He knew he was probably going to use the rest of the ammo he had, but he needed to help these people.
“Get inside!” he yelled at them.
The boy was helping the blind woman down the sidewalk, their SUV providing a lot of cover on their way to the glass door of the restaurant.
Luke was at the front corner of the Chevy SUV; he kept his finger on the trigger of the M-16, fanning the weapon back and forth from the Humvee to the buildings and the two military vehicles across the street.
The boy and the woman were inside first, then the shaggy-haired, bloody guy with the shotgun, and then the driver of the SUV. They were all inside now. Luke backed up towards the door, still keeping his finger pressed on the trigger. And then he was inside. He locked the door and backed away from it.
“Get away from the windows,” Luke told everyone as he shoved the table and chairs in front of the glass door, creating a less-than-impenetrable barricade. “Get down.”
Bullets whizzed through the windows and door again, much of the glass was gone now. Bullets tore into the walls and the cashier’s station.
The four people from the SUV were back by the far wall of the dining area, staying on the same side of the restaurant where their SUV was in front of the windows, using it for cover. They were all crouched down behind two overturned tables.
Luke hurried over to the window he’d been shooting from before. He aimed at the roof and shot the last of M-16’s bullets at it, hoping like hell that he’d hit one of the men on the roof.
The M-16 was out of bullets now. He laid it down underneath the window. He still had his two handguns, but he wanted to conserve the ammo he had left.
Everything was quiet for a moment. The Humvee hadn’t moved into Luke’s field of vision, but the man’s SUV now blocked a good part of the windows and front door on this side of Christine’s Country Kitchen. When Luke had seen the SUV racing towards the restaurant, he’d thought that the vehicle might be a gift, a vehicle he could drive out of here. But this SUV had two flat rear tires and steam drifting up from the grill.
The boy’s eyes had widened in surprise when Luke had seen them. The boy had said, “It’s him.” And now Luke realized what the kid had meant by that. The boy had recognized him just like he had instantly recognized the boy. Luke recognized all of them, but for just a few seconds he wasn’t sure from where. He had been concentrating so much on shooting at the Humvee and the men on the roof, concentrating on keeping the Dark Angels from shooting back and covering the four of them so they could get to the restaurant.
But now it came to him. It was the blond woman that sparked his memory—he’d seen her in his dreams. She had come to him right after he’d seen Wilma, she had told him to travel south and find them. And he had gone south . . . right into this mess.
Luke kept low as he moved deeper into the restaurant, hurrying over to the four people from the SUV. “You guys okay?” He nodded down at the scrawny man’s arm—it was soaked with blood. “You get shot?”
The man shook his head no. “This is from before.” He lifted his wounded arm a little, pieces of blood-soaked cloths tied to it. “A ripper stabbed me.”
Luke just nodded. He couldn’t help staring at the four of them, especially the blond woman. She was as beautiful as he had remembered from his dreams. She seemed to be looking right back at him through her dark glasses, or at least she sensed that he was staring at her.
“I’ve seen you before,” Scraggily Beard said.
Luke nodded at the man. “I’ve seen you, too.”
“My name’s Josh,” the man said. “This is Ray. That’s his son Mike. And she’s Emma.”
Ray nodded and Luke nodded back at him.
“I’m Luke.” He looked back at Emma—he couldn’t keep his eyes off of her. It felt like he was looking at some mythological creature, a creature that shouldn’t exist. But she was real. He wasn’t crazy. The people he kept seeing in his dreams these last few nights were real. “Emma,” he said. “You told me to come south. You told me to find you guys.”
Emma didn’t say anything.
“She can’t remember her dreams,” Mike said.
“What do you mean?”
“You have been seeing each other in your dreams,” Emma explained. “And I’ve been there in a way, but I don’t remember it.”
“It was her subconscious.”
Luke stared at Mike. “What?”
“It’s a long story,” Ray said. “Right now I think we’ve got other things to worry about.”
Luke glanced back at the windows and glass door that hardly had any glass in it anymore. The tables and chairs were in front of the opening, but they made a poor barricade. The Dark Angels hadn’t started shooting again; it seemed like they were just waiting right now. He looked back at Emma. “You told me to come south and find you guys. Well, I’m here. What are we supposed to do now?”
“She doesn’t know,” Ray answered for Emma protectively.
“I don’t see things in my dreams,” Emma said.
Luke cringed inside—he hadn’t meant it like that.
“But I feel things,” Emma continued. “I feel like we need to be together. I feel like we’re stronger together, that we can defeat what’s out there by being together.”
“The Dark Angels?” Luke asked.
“Dark Angels?” Ray said.
“Yeah, that’s what that gang out there calls themselves. You see the DA symbols they paint everywhere and carve into their foreheads? That’s what the D and A stand for, Dark Angels.”
“I thought the DA stood for dumb asses,” Josh said.
Mike barked out a laugh. Even Emma cracked a smile. But Ray was stone-faced as he stared at Luke. “How do you know they call themselves Dark Angels?”
“Because I questioned one of them.”
“Questioned them how?”
Luke could tell that Ray was suspicious, so he explained as quickly as he could. “I’m from Cleveland. I was trying to get out of the city when . . .” he gestured at the air “. . . when all of this happened. The collapse, that’s what Wilma called it. I met Wilma in a house we were trapped in. Rippers all around us. But we made it out of there.” He decided to skip the part about how Wilma tried to rob him; they didn’t need to know that part of it. No one did. He would never dishonor her memory like that. “Wilma was part of a militia in Ohio. Kind of like doomsday preppers. She took me to one of their safe houses, where we stayed for a few days. And then we traveled south to West Virginia because they had a big camp down there. But we saw the Dark Angels along the way. We got away from them a few times, but when we got close to the Ohio River . . .” Luke stopped for a moment, his throat threatening to close up. “They were waiting for us. They shot her. Killed her.”
The four of them stared at Luke, none of them saying anything.
Luke felt the tears trying to well up in his eyes. He cleared his throat. “I still made it to their camp with her.”
“You took her . . .” Josh didn’t finish his sentence, but Luke knew he’d been about to say the word “body.”
“Yeah,” Luke said. The word was a whisper. He cleared his throat again. “She wanted to be there at the camp, and I wasn’t going to leave her body for the rippers. That camp was her new home. Her militia was there. Her friends. Her brother Matt.”
“Is the camp near here?” Ray asked with hope.
“It’s about forty miles north of here,” Luke told him. “I’ve spent the last two days traveling south.”
“What kind of camp is it?” Ray asked.
“It’s not really a camp. It’s more like a fortress with a big wall around it. There are probably twenty buildings inside. They have gardens and livestock, guns and supplies, food and water.”
“So that place is safe,” Ray said. “We could go there. We should go to this fortress.”




CHAPTER 25

Luke
Luke needed to slow Ray down right now. He shook his head at the man. “I’m not going back there.”
“Why not?” Ray looked shocked, but even more than that he seemed to be disgusted by Luke’s irresponsibility. “It’s a safe place.”
“They wanted me to stay,” Luke said. “And who knows? If Wilma was still alive, then I might have stayed. But I couldn’t stay there. Everything about that place reminds me of her.” He didn’t add that everything there also reminded himself of his failure to protect Wilma.
Ray seemed frustrated that Luke wasn’t immediately bending to his will, that he wasn’t seeing the common sense solution to their problem. “We’ve all lost people.”
Luke clenched his mouth shut, his jaw muscles bulging as he clenched his teeth together for a second. “You want to go there? Be my guest. I’ll draw you a map.”
“Yeah, I think we’d like that.” He glanced at Emma.
Emma didn’t say anything, but Luke swore he could feel that Emma didn’t want to go back north. She wanted to head south for some reason, that’s what she’d said in the dreams.
“Well, before we start making plans, we need to get out of here,” Luke told Ray.
Ray locked eyes with Luke. “You said you questioned the Dark Angels.”
“Yeah, and then I killed them. I killed every one of them that was there, including the one who had killed Wilma. One of them, the last one, I made him talk. I made him tell me who they were and what they wanted.”
“How did you make him tell you?” Ray asked.
“Shot him in the knee. Pressed my foot down on it until he talked.”
“What did he say?” Josh asked.
“He told me they call themselves Dark Angels. He said they serve their Dragon Lord.”
“The guy in the shadows,” Josh whispered. “The one in our dreams.”
Luke didn’t need Josh to explain what he meant by that—Josh was talking about the shadowy man they’d all seen in their dreams; Luke could see it on all of their faces.
“The man with the shining eyes,” Mike added.
“Yeah,” Luke said. “These Dark Angels are obviously pretty scared of that guy. The one I questioned, he had a chance to run before I shot him in the knee. I would have chased him, but he could have gotten away. But he didn’t even bother trying to run. It was like he was more afraid of abandoning his job than dying, like he was more afraid of his Dragon Lord than he was of me.”
“We met some of these Dark Angels yesterday,” Ray said. “That’s where we met Josh.”
“He saved us,” Mike said, excited now. “He threw a Molotov cocktail at them, set two of them on fire.”
Luke looked at Josh in a new light now.
Josh just smiled sheepishly and shrugged.
“The Dark Angels were waiting for us,” Ray said, getting back to what he’d been saying. “They set a trap in the road, a strip of spikes. They got Josh’s van first, but he got away from them. Then they got us an hour later. But they weren’t going to kill us. They seemed to want us alive. Like they wanted to bring us to their leader, this Dragon Lord they serve.”
“Like I said, the Dark Angels are scared to death of that guy.”
“He’s just a man,” Ray said quickly and glanced at Emma. “Just a man with psychic powers, that’s what Emma said.”
“Yes,” she agreed. “Just a man, but his powers are strong.”
“Emma thinks this Dragon Lord haunts our dreams and tries to make himself seem stronger and more powerful than he really is.”
Luke wasn’t so sure if that was true, judging by how frightened his followers were of him. There seemed to be more to it than just a few nightmares.
“What about right now?” Ray asked. “Even right now, I think they could have killed one of us, shot at least one of us. But they haven’t. It still seems like they’re saving us for him.”
“That reminds me,” Luke said. “Right before you guys got here, there was a Dark Angel behind that tank across the street talking on a megaphone, trying to convince me to surrender peacefully.”
Ray nodded like Luke had given an example of what he was talking about. “They want us alive. I think they’d be in big trouble if they killed one of us.”
“The guy on the megaphone said he had a surprise coming soon.”
“Maybe it’s the Dragon Lord,” Ray suggested. “Maybe he’s coming here. They’re just trying to stall until the Dragon comes.”
That seemed possible to Luke. He could tell that Ray was a very smart man.
“So we just need to find a way out of here,” Ray said. “Maybe we can use their hesitance to kill us against them. We’ll need to find another vehicle and drive to this camp you were talking about.”
“Like I said, I’ll draw you a map, but I’m not going back there. We can part ways when we’re out of here.”
Ray sighed heavily, not masking his frustration. “The camp makes the most sense right now with these Dark Angels running around. Did you tell the people at the camp about the Dark Angels?”
“Yeah. Of course. I warned them, but they already knew about them.”
“We could all go there. Fight together as a group, and help protect their camp.”
“You guys can go, but they’re pretty picky about who they take in.”
Ray looked suddenly offended, like Luke had just personally turned him down. “What do you mean? A black man and his kid? A blind woman?”
Luke could tell Ray had been about to call Josh something, but he clamped his mouth shut before the words got out.
“We could help them,” Ray added quickly. “We can add value.”
“No harm in trying,” Luke said. “Go there. Like I said, I’ll draw you a map.”
“Look,” Ray said, seeming to do his best to hold his anger back. “I understand you don’t want to go back there because it reminds you of the person you lost. But we need to think about everyone else. We need to think about what’s best for our group. You don’t think every minute of the day is a reminder of the people we’ve lost?”
Ray looked at Emma, like he was waiting for her to jump in and help plead his case. But she didn’t say anything.
Luke didn’t feel like arguing with Ray anymore, already weary of it; he felt a little outmatched in this debate. “First, we need to get out of here. Get away from those guys out there.”
“And after that we go to the camp,” Ray insisted. “At least for a few days.”
Luke wasn’t so sure Ray was telling the truth about only staying a few days. He figured Ray was planning on at least spending the winter at the camp, if they would allow them inside.
While Luke and Ray had been discussing the camp, Josh was looking around at the dining area, studying the place. And now he looked at Luke. “I think I have an idea of how we can get out of here.”
“I’m all ears,” Luke said.
Ray nodded in agreement, looking at Josh, waiting for him to explain.
Before Josh could start talking, a sudden electric crackling sounded from outside and then Megaphone Man yelled at them from across the street. “Your surprise is here now.”
Luke pulled his gun out of his shoulder holster.
“You have a silencer on your gun?” Josh asked. “Where’d you get that?”
Luke didn’t bother answering, he moved towards the windows. Ray and Josh followed him.
When Luke got to the window, he lowered his gun just a bit as he stared out the window, shock overwhelming him. He couldn’t believe what he was seeing out in the street.
“Who are they?” Josh asked from right beside Luke.




CHAPTER 26

Ray
“Who are they?” Josh asked Luke again.
Luke didn’t answer Josh; he just kept staring out the window.
Ray was crouched down in front of the window right next to Luke. Josh was on the other side of Luke. They all stared at the two men in the street.
“It’s Matt and Chandler,” Luke said. “They’re both from the camp.”
Ray felt the energy drain out of him as all hope suddenly seemed to be lost. “The camp? The same camp you were just talking about?”
“Yeah. They must have gotten into their camp.”
“I thought you said it was a fortress.”
“It was,” Luke snapped. “I don’t know how they got them, but they did. Obviously the Dark Angels have secured some military hardware over the last few days.” He nodded at the military vehicles parked across the street beyond Matt and Chandler as evidence, then his eyes settled on the two men again. “Shit,” he muttered. “That guy there is Matt, he’s Wilma’s stepbrother. And the guy next to him, he’s Chandler. I think he ran things at the camp.”
“Great,” Ray said.
Ray looked back out the window at Matt and Chandler. The two men stood in the road side by side, their hands bound behind their backs, their clothes hanging off of them in tatters, blood staining their clothes and faces. Lengths of duct tape were wound around their heads, covering their eyes and mouths. A rope connected the two men together, a noose around each man’s neck. If either of them moved too far away from the other, then the noose tightened around their necks at the same time.
“Come on out,” the man on the megaphone shouted from somewhere behind the tank vehicle. “Come on out so we can talk about things. We don’t want to hurt these guys any more than we have to. It’s all in your hands now.”
Just then Ray heard the familiar screeches and calls of the rippers. They were close. He wondered if it was the same group of rippers that had attacked them in the woods. There had been dozens of them, maybe hundreds. And the herd seemed to be heading this way.
“The rippers are coming!” the man on the megaphone shouted. “You’d better help these men soon or you’ll watch them get ripped apart.”
“I’ll take out any rippers that get to them,” Luke said.
“You won’t be able to get them all,” Ray said. “There’s too many of them.”
Luke didn’t answer.
“Look at our vehicle. We ran into that herd of rippers on the way here. There are hundreds of them in the woods.”
“The gunshots will hold them back,” Luke argued.
“Maybe,” Ray said, but he wasn’t so sure anymore. Either the rippers were getting braver, or they were getting used to the sound of gunfire, adapting, as suggested in the Book of Isaac. Or they were just getting more and more desperate for food and water. A lot of the easy food had probably been scavenged already in the last week and a half, and now they were going to have to hunt for their food, especially in the more rural areas.
“Why don’t you come on out, Luke?” the man on the megaphone said.
“He knows your name?” Ray asked. “How do they know your name?”
Luke nodded towards the two men tied together with the rope. “I’m sure they beat my name out of those two.”
Ray relaxed a little—that seemed to make sense.
“I’m sure they know all of our names,” Josh said. “I’m sure the Dragon Lord knows who all of us are. He’s seen all of us in our dreams.”
The rippers yelled in the distance. Ray could hear them coming, it sounded like an army marching towards them.
“We don’t have a lot of time, Luke,” the man on the megaphone said. “Matt and Chandler out there told us all about you. They told us all about Wilma and what happened to her. What happened to Wilma was an accident. She wasn’t supposed to die. We only wanted you, not her.”
Ray didn’t believe that for a second, and he could tell that Luke didn’t believe it, either. Luke’s face turn to stone, his eyes narrowing with anger.
“We want you and your friends to surrender,” the man on the megaphone promised. “We’ll let these two men go. We’ll take all of you out of here to safety.”
“This might be a good time to tell us about your idea about getting out of here,” Ray told Josh.
“Yeah,” Josh said. “I’ve done a lot of construction work in my life. This restaurant is squeezed in between two other businesses, all of them in one building.”
Ray nodded, impatient for Josh to continue.
“This is wood or metal framing inside the building,” Josh said like Ray should understand the significance of that.
“And?”
“And there’s only studs and drywall separating this restaurant from the business next door. I mean, they could be metal studs, but they’re just studs about sixteen inches apart, not block walls. The drywall is probably fire-rated, so it’s thicker, but nothing we couldn’t get through. If we cut a hole in the wall, we can squeeze into the next place. There might be windows in that business we can get out of. It might be just far enough to get a running start out of here. The Dark Angels won’t be watching that place next door, only this one.”
It seemed like a decent idea to Ray, the best that they could do. Going out the front or back was out of the question. He wasn’t sure if there was access to the roof, but that would be a dead end, too. He nodded at Josh. “Let’s do it.”
“But there’s more to my plan,” Josh said with a smile. “We could create a distraction when we leave.”
“What kind of a distraction?” Ray asked, but he already had an idea of what Josh was thinking. “Does it have anything to do with Molotov cocktails?”
“Yes.”
“Where are you going to get gas for Molotov cocktails?” Luke asked.
“I’ll use oil from the fryers. Should be flammable enough.” He smiled. “But there’s something else I want to do.”
They waited for Josh to continue.
“There might be gas in this restaurant.”
“Gas?” Ray was picturing red plastic cans of gasoline.
Josh seemed to sense Ray’s confusion. “Gas to the fryers and stoves and oven. Gas lines. There’s probably a big fuel tank somewhere outside, or even gas lines running into this place. Even though the electricity is out, the gas lines should still be full of gas. If we turn on all the burners, make sure all of the pilot lights are out, then this place will fill up with gas fumes.”
“And then we could blow the place up?” Ray asked.
Josh shrugged. “Maybe. Maybe not. But definitely a fire. It couldn’t hurt to try. We set it up and let the fumes build while we bust a hole in the wall.”
It sounded dangerous. Ray was already thinking about sparks shooting off of the metal studs when they used metal tools to tear the drywall off, the air around them erupting into a giant fireball.
“I hear rippers coming!” the man on the megaphone warned. “You’d better hurry or these two are going to be ripped apart right in front of you.”
Ray’s eyes darted back to the two men in the street. Matt pulled away from Chandler just a little, almost losing his balance. The rope looped around both of their necks tightened. Chandler shook his head, yelling into the tape over his mouth. If they moved just a little more they were both going to be strangled to death.
“What about them?” Luke asked.
Ray looked past Luke at Josh and nodded. “Go ahead and get started.”
Josh was on his feet and running to the back of the dining hall, keeping low even though the Dark Angels hadn’t fired a shot at them for a while now.
Ray didn’t know how to answer Luke’s question about Matt and Chandler out there. “First, we cut the hole in the wall, get ready to get out of here.”
Luke didn’t seem like he was going anywhere.
Then he could stay, Ray thought. Ray’s focus was going to be protecting Mike and Emma. Josh came next. If Luke wanted to stay here and protect the two men in the street, then he couldn’t make him go with them.
“I don’t know if we can help them,” Ray said in a soft voice.
Luke surprised Ray with his response: “I know.”




CHAPTER 27

Josh
Josh had his flashlight in his hand when he got to Mike and Emma, who were still crouched down behind the overturned table.
“What’s going on out there?” Emma asked.
Mike stared at Josh with wide eyes, waiting for an answer to Emma’s question.
“The Dark Angels, they’ve got two men out there tied up, ropes around their necks so if one moves too far they strangle each other.”
“Oh God,” Emma whispered.
“Those two guys are from the camp that Luke was talking about, the place he said was a fortress.”
Emma just nodded; she understood how dangerous and organized the Dark Angels were now.
“I’m going to pull the drywall off of that wall over there, make a big enough hole so we can get into the place next door, maybe get out a window or something over there. I need to find some tools first.”
“Can I go with you?” Mike asked with hope in his eyes.
Josh glanced across the room at the windows where Ray and Luke were huddled down close to each other. “Uh, I don’t think your dad would like that idea too much.”
“Please,” Mike begged.
How could Josh resist? “Okay, come on. You can hold the flashlight for me.”
“Will you be okay if I go?” Mike asked Emma.
She nodded. “Go help Josh. We need to get out of here as soon as possible.”
Josh was sure that Emma’s sensitive hearing had picked up the sound of the horde of rippers coming.
Mike followed Josh down a small hall that led to two bathrooms and a manager’s office. The door to the manager’s office was unlocked. It was dark inside and Mike held the flashlight as they entered.
The office was larger than Josh had expected. A wood desk was pushed against the wall with dark and now-useless computer equipment and monitors on shelves above it. There were some filing cabinets to the left against that wall, and rows of cardboard boxes on the other wall, some of the stacks tipped over, the boxes ripped open, papers and holiday decorations spilled out. He saw the owner’s name on an award plaque on the wall: Christine Peyton.
“I used to work in a fast-food joint,” Josh said. “They always had a tool box in the manager’s office.”
“You’ve had a lot of jobs,” Mike said.
Josh chuckled. “Yeah. I have.”
After a few minutes of searching, Josh found what he was looking for. “Told ya,” he said to Mike as he popped the toolbox open. It was filled with the basic tools: screwdrivers, a socket set, pliers, electrical tape. “Here’s what I need: a razor knife, a hammer, and an adjustable wrench,” Josh said, holding up the tools.
“Can I help with the hole in the wall?” Mike asked.
“I guess so,” Josh said. “Tell you what. Let me do the cutting on the wall with the knife, and I’ll let you use the hammer. Deal?”
“Deal,” Mike said quickly with a big smile.
Josh was about to leave the office, but the pill imp was whispering into his ear.
My arm hurts, Josh told himself. He looked at Mike as he pulled the bottle of pills he had slipped out of his backpack and into his pants pocket. “I need to take an aspirin,” he told Mike.
Mike just watched him in the glow of the flashlight.
“For my arm,” Josh explained as he opened the pill bottle, wincing a little. He shook a pill out and swallowed it down dry, already feeling a little better knowing that relief was coming.
They followed the flashlight beam back out to the dining area. Josh selected a spot on the long wall and pulled the tables and chairs out of the way. He used the hammer to tap lightly on the wall.
“What are you doing?” Mike asked.
“Trying to find the studs behind the wall. Hear that? When it sounds hollow, there aren’t any studs there.” He pointed down to an electrical outlet. “And there should be a stud next to the electrical outlet.” He punched a small hole in the wall with the hammer, poking his fingers into it to find the stud.
“Hey, you said I could use the hammer,” Mike whispered, probably keeping his voice low so his dad wouldn’t hear him.
“You will, let me just find the studs first.” Josh pulled a piece of the drywall back a little. He was surprised to find wood studs; he would have bet money (which was worthless now) that he would’ve found metal studs. He used the utility knife to cut down along the stud to the floor. About five feet up he drew a horizontal line in the drywall with the knife, to about where the next stud was, and then he cut down that stud to the wall, outlining a crude doorway.
Josh turned to Mike. “It’s all yours. Beat some holes in the walls, and then try to pull as much of the drywall off. But don’t hurt yourself, okay?”
Mike nodded, picking up the hammer.
“You’re gonna go to jail for murder,” Josh said.
Mike’s eyes widened in shock.
“Choking that hammer to death.”
Mike looked confused.
“Sorry, bad construction joke,” Josh said. “Here.” He adjusted Mike’s hands a little on the hammer’s handle. “Hold it like this, more towards the end. You’ll get a better swing that way.”
Mike nodded and then went to work on the wall.
Josh hurried into the galley-style kitchen and began turning out all the pilot lights on the stoves and fryers. He was familiar with equipment like this and it didn’t take him long to extinguish the pilot lights and turn all the dials of the equipment on, releasing any gas in the lines.
But maybe it wouldn’t be enough.
The fryers were on wheels. He rolled the entire unit away from the wall so he could get behind it. He used the adjustable wrench to disconnect the gas line. He could already pick up the slight odor of rotten eggs—gas seeping into the air. He didn’t know if the place was really going to even catch fire, but it was worth a try. Of course, it might even be worse. It might explode. But hopefully they’d already be next door by then.
He looked down at his right forearm. Getting the tools and using the knife to cut the wall had aggravated the wound on his forearm. He could feel the wound burning underneath his hoodie sleeve and the strips of cloth he had tied around it. He thought it might have stopped bleeding, but he couldn’t be sure. It was really starting to hurt like hell.
You could pop another pill, the pill imp whispered, the demon hovering just over his left shoulder, whispering in his ear. Just one more pill. You’ve still got so many of them. There’s nothing wrong with taking a pill. It’s for the pain.
Josh tried to ignore the voice. He was going to fight the pain as long as he could. But he was beginning to worry that the wound might need stitches, or worse that it might get infected. It wasn’t like he could go to a hospital and get some stitches and some antibiotics. He had a morbid picture in his mind of his hand turning black with gangrene. He also saw Ray sensibly stating that the arm had to come off above the elbow.
He sighed, trying not to think about it. There was the thumping coming from the dining area, Mike pounding holes in the walls. Josh touched his arm, wrapping his fingers around his forearm. It hurt just to touch it, and he could feel the heat coming from it.
It will heal. I’ll be okay. We’ll all be okay. If we don’t get out of here first, then I won’t really have to worry about this arm.
Josh went back into the dining area. Mike had gotten some of the drywall pulled away. The kid was stronger than he looked. “That’s great,” Josh said.
Mike beamed. “I can fit through there easy,” he said.
“Okay. Let’s just put the hammer down and pull the rest of the drywall away. Make it bigger for the rest of us. And then we’ll see what’s on the other side.”




CHAPTER 28

Luke
Luke knew Ray was right—there was probably going to be no saving Matt and Chandler. But Luke wasn’t quite ready to abandon them just yet.
Another ripper called out—this one was close, on the main street, just out of view of the windows.
Matt and Chandler heard the rippers, too.
“Last chance, Luke!” Megaphone Man yelled from the safety of the building across the street. “You can still save them!”
Luke swore he could hear the nervousness in Megaphone Man’s voice, like he was weighing the danger of the approaching horde of rippers, like he was close to gathering his men and retreating. Maybe the men on the roof were reporting back to him the size of the horde of rippers coming. Ray had said there might be hundreds of them, and Luke could imagine the sight of them coming down the main street towards these buildings, a flood of monsters.
Matt and Chandler were trembling, doing their best to remain as still as they possibly could so they wouldn’t tighten their own nooses. Matt was screaming something into the tape over his mouth. Luke wasn’t sure what Matt was saying, but he didn’t seem like he was begging; he almost seemed to be angry, perhaps ready to face the inevitable in the next few moments, going out angry rather than scared.
“There,” Ray said.
Luke saw it—a flash of movement coming from the left side of the window. Two rippers, a man and a woman, were moving in like sharks, ready to attack Matt and Chandler. The woman had some kind of meat cleaver clenched in her hand, screaming a savage war cry as she ran straight at the two men.
Spit. Spit.
Luke shot both of the rippers, both head shots that dropped the two of them in their tracks before they got within five feet of Matt and Chandler.
“Where’d you learn to shoot like that?” Ray whispered.
Another ripper darted into view of the window, this one a little older than the first two, a little heavier, but he seemed just as determined to get to the fresh meat all trussed up for him in the middle of the street. He held something that looked like a long screwdriver in one hand, an implement to tear skin open so he could get to the meat and blood.
Luke dropped the man before he got close to Matt and Chandler. The ripper stumbled forward and fell down face first into the street, falling on his screwdriver, the tool sinking deep into his flesh somewhere underneath him.
“They won’t give up!” Megaphone Man yelled. “They’ll keep coming!”
The two men on the roof shot at some of the approaching rippers coming up the street. Luke still couldn’t see the horde coming because of Ray’s SUV in the way, but he could hear them. And the men on the roof could obviously see them and felt the need to start picking some of them off.
Rocks rained onto the street from the group of rippers. One of the larger rocks hit Chandler in the side of his head. He stumbled just a bit, trying to back up a step to regain his balance, but it was a step too far. One more rock—this one the size of a baseball—hit him and he went down, taking Matt with him. The ropes tightened around their necks as they fell. They were on the ground, writhing as they strangled to death.
Luke put a bullet in Matt’s forehead first, rocking his head back, halting his struggles. Then Luke shot Chandler, ending his suffering.
“Those rippers are going to get inside here soon,” Ray told Luke.
“I know.” He looked back at Josh and Mike. They had a large hole in the wall now, easily big enough for each one of them to fit through. “We need to try Josh’s plan now.”
The rippers were filling the street. The Dark Angels were firing at them from the roof. At least their gunshots were drawing the rippers towards them and away from the restaurant for the moment. Dozens of rippers were storming the tank and the truck with the canvas tarp on the back.
Luke hurried over to Josh and Mike, with Ray right behind him. They both kept low as they ran.
Josh was just squeezing back through the jagged opening in the wall, crouching down a little and turning sideways to get back into the restaurant.
“What’s on the other side?” Ray asked Josh.
“Some kind of office. I don’t know. Maybe they do taxes or something?”
“A way out?”
“A few windows in front and some windows on the other side. What’s going on out there?”
“The rippers are here,” Ray said. “We need to hurry. They’ll get in here soon.”
“What about the Dark Angels?”
“I think they’re going to be preoccupied for a while. This is our only chance.”
Josh nodded, but he looked scared. Dark Angels were bad enough, now they were about to go outside with hundreds of rippers running around out there. And they had no idea where the nearest vehicle was.
“Mike,” Ray said. “Go get Emma. We need to leave right now.”
Luke pushed up a line of wires so he could duck through the opening in the wall Josh and Mike had opened up. It had been a tight squeeze for Josh, and it was an even tighter squeeze for him. He had to step over a line of copper piping at the bottom of the wall and then he was inside the office.
The office was murky, the place a mess, but not as bad as the restaurant, like any rippers (or even survivors) who had come here to scavenge knew right away that there was nothing of value in these offices. It struck Luke for just a second that this office had probably been important to the people who used to work here. For some of them, it might have been the center of their whole world. The office and their work here might have given them their pride, a purpose for living. And now the place was nothing but desks in the dark, papers that meant nothing now scattered all over the floor, computers that would never be turned on again, the data inside hidden forever. Civilization had collapsed and everything was different now.
Luke darted across the large room, around the cubicles and desks towards the windows on the other side of the room. He glanced out the front windows that looked out onto the street. He saw rippers out there in the late afternoon light, darting around, trying to get away from the Dark Angels’ gunfire. Some of the rippers were eventually going to panic and get into this office.
Luke turned to the other row of windows on the exterior wall. Some of them had vertical blinds over them, some of the blinds open a little, other blinds torn off. He ran back to some offices separated from the cubicles and lobby, the offices for the bigwigs that used to work here. He pushed open a door to the left and entered the coveted corner office with a window. The blinds were pulled back and Luke saw a narrow lawn of grass, then a row of hedges, and the trees beyond. He was at the window in a second, staring out through the glass, studying the landscape. He could see some buildings in the distance through the trees in the waning daylight.
They would go to those buildings. Hopefully the trees would give them some cover as they ran.
The Dark Angels were still shooting outside, rapid-fire shots that rattled through the air, accompanied by random pistol shots here and there. Luke hated to admit it, but he hoped the Dark Angels were winning the battle out there and killing as many rippers as they could—one threat was better to deal with than two.
He ran his fingers around the edge of the window, which was large and looked like it opened up sideways, probably for fire safety. He found the lock and thumbed the plastic lever down. He pushed gently on the window, opening it all the way up.
Good enough, easy enough for them to crawl out of.
He ran back out of the office and through the maze of cubicles, back to the hole in the wall. Mike had already helped Emma through the ragged opening, and Ray was standing beside them. All of their backpacks had already been passed through the hole in the wall, piled in a heap on the floor.
“I found a window in an office back there,” Luke told Ray. “Down that hall over there. First door on the left. Window’s already open.”
“Where to after that?” Ray asked.
“There’s some trees just past the hedges. Cover for us. There’s some big buildings beyond the trees. Maybe three or four hundred yards away.”
“Guys,” Josh called from the other side of the hole in the wall. “We need to hurry. The rippers are trying to get in. They’re pushing the tables and chairs away from the doors.”
Luke figured the rippers were panicking now, trying to get away from the barrage of gunfire out there. How much ammo did the Dark Angels have with them?
“Does he have the Molotovs ready?” Luke asked Ray.
Ray nodded.
“It’s time to see if his idea is going to work. Is his arm okay to throw them?”
“Seems to be,” Ray said. “It’s going to have to be.” He was done talking, already grabbing two of the backpacks and ushering Mike and Emma towards the office Luke had pointed out.
Luke poked his head back through the hole in the wall. He looked at the front windows and glass door. One ripper was climbing through a shattered window. Four more were at the door, pushing the barricade of tables and chairs back. The street outside was littered with dead rippers. But now the live ones had seen the rippers trying to get into the Christine’s Country Kitchen, and more were coming this way, following their lead like a herd of scared cattle.
Josh had a lighter in one hand, a Molotov cocktail in the other. He lit the rag that stuck out of the glass bottle, the rag catching fire immediately.
Luke couldn’t smell the gas from the stoves and ovens that Josh had turned on. He didn’t think there was going to be enough gas in this room to start a fire, but at least the Molotov cocktails might hold the rippers back for a minute so he and Josh could get to the office next door and out through the window.
Josh threw his firebomb at the front door, hitting the first ripper that had gotten through the barricade. He hit the ripper square in the chest, the glass jar exploding on impact, the flames erupting. The ripper screamed, falling back into the collection of tables and chairs he and the others had just pushed aside.
The guy has a good arm, Luke thought. Even if it was injured.
Josh lit a second Molotov cocktail and threw that one towards the kitchen, then he darted through the hole in the wall as Luke backed up. He already had his backpack on, and he handed Josh his pack.
“Gotta go!” Josh yelled.
Luke and Josh ran through the maze of cubicles to the office.
They hadn’t even made it to the office door before there was a thundering boom from next door. The explosion shook the walls and floor, a rumbling thrumming through Luke’s body.
In the manager’s office, Ray was already out through the window. He and Mike were helping Emma get out the window, and then Mike was up and over the window sill in a flash. Luke jumped through the window next, landing in the grass, his gun already in his hand.
Three rippers spotted their escape, the three of them running down the side lawn of the building, coming their way: a man, a woman, and a teenager.
Spit. Spit. Spit.
Luke dropped all three of the rippers with headshots.
Josh crawled out through the window and then he was on his feet with his backpack on and his shotgun in his hands.
Luke gestured at Josh to hold his fire, and then he pointed at the trees. Luke didn’t want Josh to shoot; he didn’t even want to shout at him. He was worried that any other noises might draw rippers their way, and he hoped that the Dark Angels believed that he, Ray, and the rest of them were still inside the restaurant when it had blown up.
They crossed the row of hedges through a large gap that Mike found, and then they were running through the stand of trees, all of them with their backpacks on, slowing them down just a little. Josh held his shotgun in one hand and Ray had his pistol out now.
After emerging from the woods, Luke realized that the building he’d seen through the trees was a large three-story brick building with playing fields between the trees and the building; it was some kind of school. They had to climb a chain-link fence to get to the playing fields, which slowed them down. Josh and Ray helped Emma get over the fence, but she almost seemed capable of doing it herself.
They all waited on the other side of the fence for a few seconds, catching their breath and looking across the fields for any rippers or Dark Angels before they bolted across the grass to the building. Luke could still hear the gunfire from the street, and it was probably going to push some of the rippers this way.
“Let’s see if we can get into the building,” Luke suggested.
Ray nodded, and a second later they were running across a soccer field. Luke’s head was on a swivel as he ran, looking for any rippers.
Ray got to the back entrance of the school first, entering an alcove where the two metal doors were set deep inside. Luke waited at the edge of the alcove as Josh, Mike, and Emma hurried to catch up with Ray, who was already testing the door to see if it was locked.
Luke spotted four rippers running across the field towards them from a different direction. It would only be a matter of time before the rippers got inside the schoolhouse.
There were more gunshots, closer this time. Were the Dark Angels chasing the rippers? Then, as if to answer Luke’s question, one of the military vehicles came roaring from the other side of the fields, speeding across the grass.
“It’s unlocked!” Ray yelled, pushing the doors open.
“We got rippers and angels coming,” Luke said, backing up into the alcove, hiding from view as a Dark Angel perched on top of the tank-like vehicle picked off the four rippers easily with his rifle.
Ray rushed inside the school. Josh helped Mike and Emma inside. And Luke was right behind them. Ray hoped the Dark Angels in the vehicle hadn’t seen them going inside the school.




CHAPTER 29

Ray
Ray ran down the hallway, checking the doorhandles to the classrooms along the way, looking for one that was unlocked. He was hoping to find a room they could get into here on the first floor; he didn’t want to go up to the second or third floors unless they really needed to. He tried to be quiet as he hurried down the hall in case there were rippers or Dark Angels inside the school, but the footfalls from his sneakers were echoing back to him, bouncing off the walls and ceilings. He passed a line of tall metal lockers painted yellow and blue—obviously the school colors. He tried the next door to the right. It was unlocked.
He opened the door and peeked inside, making sure no one was inside the classroom. Then he ran back to the others. “I found a room. Come on.”
“What about the rippers out there?” Josh asked.
“The Dark Angels shot them down,” Luke answered him.
“Did they see us?” Ray asked Luke.
Luke shook his head no. “I don’t think so, but I can’t be sure.”
Ray led them down the hall to the fifth door on the right. He went in first, followed by the others. Luke closed the door and locked it. The door was made of metal and seemed sturdy. But it had a small rectangular window in it just above the doorhandle where someone could peek inside the classroom.
They were safe for the moment, locked inside what looked like an elementary school room. It was a typical schoolroom with a teacher’s desk in front of a blackboard that took up most of the wall. There was a filing cabinet in the corner by the desk along the far wall where the row of windows was. Two dying potted plants and a goldfish bowl were on top of the filing cabinet. The dead goldfish floated at the top of the water in the bowl. Rows of desks, which were seats and desks molded together into one piece of furniture, were arranged in six rows of eight desks in each row, the rows only a little out of order. The windows looked out onto the soccer and playing fields they had just run across moments ago. The other three walls had posters all over them, and at the top of the wall there was a border repeating the alphabet with a cartoon drawing for each letter: an apple for the letter A, a ball for the letter B, and on and on, until it started over again. The back wall of the classroom was a line of cabinets with a countertop and another row of cabinets above those.
“Dad, look,” Mike whispered, staring at the windows.
Ray saw the rippers running across the fields out there, some of them coming towards the school. A splash of light from headlights washed over two of the rippers in the late-afternoon gloom. Bullets mowed the rippers down as the camouflage Humvee roared into view from the far edge of the windows, driving across the grass, a Dark Angel hanging out of the passenger window like an action-movie hero, spraying gunfire.
“Get down,” Ray said, guiding Mike and Emma towards the far wall where there was a space between the windows and the edge of the cabinets.
“The window,” Luke said, nodding back at the door. “Someone’s going to see us through that window in the door.”
“I’ll look for something to cover it up with,” Ray said and then looked at Mike. “You guys stay here.”
Ray darted over to the teacher’s desk, staying low as he ran. None of the Dark Angels’ bullets had pierced the row of windows yet, and it even looked like they had driven on past the school for now, but he still wanted to be cautious. He looked through the drawers in the teacher’s desk, but he didn’t find much. There was a tape dispenser on the desk and he thought of taping some paper over the window in the door, but all the paper was white.
He hurried to the back of the classroom, glancing at Mike, Emma, Josh, and Luke as he went. They were all crouching down by the wall, all of them catching their breath. Ray found a stack of construction paper in one of the cabinets. He grabbed two pieces of black paper. He went back to the door and taped the two pieces over the window.
Ray went back to the wall and looked at Josh. “Your arm.”
Josh looked down at his arm. “It’s okay.”
“It’s bleeding again,” Ray told him.
Josh studied his right arm cradled in his left one, staring down at the damp sleeve. He looked back at Ray with glassy eyes.
He’s on something, Ray thought. But he didn’t want to call Josh on it right at this moment. Instead, he looked down at the floor, looking for any drops of blood Josh might have left behind like breadcrumbs for the rippers to follow . . . or the Dark Angels.
Ray got up and searched the floor, still keeping low even though he didn’t see any Dark Angels out in the playing fields now. He didn’t think anyone could even see them inside this classroom unless they got up close to the windows. He checked the floor on the way to the classroom door; he didn’t see any drops of blood on the floor, but that didn’t mean that there weren’t drops of blood out in the hallway, or at the two metal doors that led outside. He thought about going out into the hall to check; he knew he wasn’t going to be able to relax unless he checked.
A loud noise sounded out in the hallway, a crashing noise, like the metal doors had just been kicked open. At least one ripper had gotten inside the school.
Ray froze near the classroom door, listening. He heard the sound of running feet. There was more than one ripper out there in the hall. He stared down at the doorhandle, waiting for it to jiggle. But then the rippers were gone, their footfalls fading.
Ray hurried back to the others and sat down on the floor with his back against one of the cabinet doors. He just wanted to sit there for a moment and rest. He wanted to close his eyes and try to get his racing heart under control. It was one thing after another, nonstop stress. If he could just get a little time to rest.
When we get to the cabin we can rest, he told himself.
“So what’s the plan, boss?” Josh asked Ray.
Ray opened his eyes and looked at Josh.
More gunfire erupted outside, but it sounded like it was farther away now.
“Maybe the Dark Angels will get all of the rippers,” Luke said. “Or at least drive the rest of them back into the woods for a while.”
“That still leaves the Dark Angels to worry about,” Ray said.
“Not if they thought we died in the restaurant fire.”
Ray nodded. “I’m sure they will search the restaurant after the fire goes out.”
Luke nodded. “Yeah, they might. Or they might just leave. They don’t know if we’re dead or not.”
“You heard the man on the megaphone,” Ray said. “We’re important to them. They won’t stop looking for us. And they might track us here. Especially if Josh leaked blood all the way here.”
“Hey, I can’t help it my arm’s bleeding again,” Josh said.
“You could have checked it.”
“You’re right,” Josh said with a sarcastic smile. “I should have stopped while we were running for our lives and rewrapped it with fresh bandages.”
“You could have kept pressure on it,” Ray said.
“I was holding my shotgun.”
“Stop it!” Mike yelled.
Ray looked at his son. He looked like he was about to burst into tears. And for a moment, Ray couldn’t say anything.
“Even if they think we’re dead now,” Emma said, breaking the tense silence, “it won’t last long. He will know we’re not dead.”
No one had to ask Emma who she was talking about.
“When the gunfire dies down out there, we need to get out of this school,” Ray said. “Get back out there and find a vehicle. Get out of this town.”
“And go where?” Luke asked.
Ray shrugged. “Away from here.”
“And then what? I guess you know by now that the camp is out of the question.”
“Yeah, I know,” Ray said. “We were on our way to a cabin.”
“A cabin?”
“A friend of mine has a cabin around here. He told me about the cabin when the collapse began. He invited me and my family there.”
“Okay,” Luke said, but he didn’t look so sure about it.
“First, we need to get a vehicle,” Ray said. “Something big enough to carry all of us.”
Luke got up and went to the window, crouching down by the bottom of it. He watched the playing fields for a moment.
“Anything out there?” Ray asked him.
Luke shook his head no, but he kept on watching. “A few dead rippers laying out there. That’s all.”
“We should go now before it gets dark, while there’s still enough light to see,” Ray said.
Luke finally looked at Ray. “It would be faster if I went by myself.” His eyes shifted to Mike and Emma, like he didn’t want to point out the obvious—that Mike and Emma would slow him down.
Ray knew Luke was right—it would be faster if he went by himself. But he would need some help, someone to watch his back. “I’ll go with you.”
“Dad,” Mike whispered in horror.
“I can go,” Josh offered. “You could stay here with Mike and Emma.”
Mike looked hopeful that his dad would agree.
Ray thought about it for a minute. It would be better if someone went with Luke, and maybe leaving Josh here with Mike and Emma wasn’t the best idea, Josh who was flying high right now on whatever pills he had popped. He nodded at Josh. “Okay. You go with him.”
Luke didn’t look happy about Josh going with him, but he didn’t argue. He cut his eyes to Josh’s shotgun. “Leave your shotgun with them. And leave your backpack here. We’ll travel faster without them.”
Ray could tell that Josh didn’t like the idea of leaving his backpack behind.
“I need some kind of weapon with me,” Josh said as he leaned his shotgun against the wall.
Luke pulled his spare pistol out of his backpack and handed it to Josh. “Here take this.”
“What, I don’t get a silencer?” Josh asked with a smirk.
Luke didn’t respond.
Josh looked at Ray. “What if you guys need to leave?”
“Just hurry back so we don’t have to,” Ray told him.
Luke was already back at the window, unlocking the closest window to them and sliding it up with some effort. He squeezed through the opening and dropped down to the grass below. Josh followed Luke out through the window.
Ray was up and at the window a second later, closing it and locking it. He watched as Josh followed Luke down the side the building, keeping close to the wall until they were at the end of it and out of view. He went back to the cabinets and sat down next to Mike and Emma.
“They’ll be okay,” Emma said.
“You think they’ll come back?” Ray asked her.
“Why wouldn’t they come back?” Mike asked, suddenly alarmed.
Ray shrugged. “Sometimes people look out for themselves rather than others. Especially now.”
“Josh saved our lives in that town,” Emma said. “And Luke just helped save our lives in this town. They won’t leave us.”
Ray didn’t answer. He didn’t feel like arguing about it—he knew the two of them were criminals, not ones to be trusted. “We should eat something,” he said, changing the subject. “And drink something.”
*
Two hours later the sun began to set, the schoolroom getting darker as night approached.
Mike and Emma had fallen asleep thirty minutes ago and Ray let them sleep. They had to grab sleep when they could. Mike was curled up into a ball on his side and Emma was lying down against the wall. Ray had given Mike an extra shirt so he could wad it up under his head for a pillow.
Ray was getting worried about Josh and Luke now. They’d been gone for a while. Different scenarios ran through his mind, and he assigned percentages of probability to each scenario. Maybe they’d gotten killed by rippers. Or killed by Dark Angels. Maybe they had been captured by the Dark Angels. But then again that probably wasn’t likely with Luke’s shooting skills. But the Dark Angels had taken over a fortress, according to Luke. Maybe they were more formidable than Ray and everyone else was giving them credit for. Another possible scenario was that Luke and Josh had gotten lost. But the most likely scenario, the one that scored the highest percentage with Ray, was that the two of them had found a vehicle and had decided to take off and survive on their own. Ray didn’t want to suggest that possibility with Mike and Emma just yet, he didn’t want to tear down his son’s new heroes, two characters right out of the video games that he played, but when the reality came, when he was sure they had ditched them, then they were going to have to figure out what to do.
Ray’s butt and back were getting sore from sitting on the floor for the last few hours. He got up, telling himself that he was just stretching his legs, but he knew what he was doing—something he’d wanted to do for the last few hours, but he had wrestled with the ethics of it.
Hell with ethics. This was a new world. There were no ethics anymore.
He walked over to Josh’s backpack and opened it, searching through it, pulling clothes and supplies out, rummaging through the pockets on the side. A few minutes later he stared down at the items all over the floor in the fading light. He hadn’t found the proof he’d been looking for—the bottle of pills or baggie of drugs. Maybe Josh had taken all the drugs already. He definitely looked high enough.
Ray stuffed the clothes and supplies back into Josh’s backpack and closed it up. He glanced over at Mike and Emma, both of them already lost in the shadows. He didn’t think he had woken them up.
He walked down an aisle through the rows of desks. He thought about sitting down in one of the desks, but they looked too small for him to squeeze into. He went all the way to the teacher’s desk and sat down in her chair. It was comfortable, but it squeaked just a bit when he leaned back.
Emma got up and felt her way along through the desks, traveling the same route that Ray had just walked, like she was tracking an invisible trail that only she could detect. Ray got to his feet as she approached the teacher’s desk, a surge of panic twitching in his heart. “What’s wrong? Did you hear something out there?”
“No,” she whispered as she felt the desk in the front row and sat down in it. “It’s nothing.”
Ray relaxed a little. “Did I wake you up?” he asked, walking over to her.
“No. I wasn’t sleeping.”
Ray sighed, feeling guilty. “So I guess you heard me searching through Josh’s backpack.” He sat down in the desk next to hers, managing to squeeze himself into it.
“You find what you were looking for?”
“No. But it doesn’t mean anything.”
Emma didn’t respond.
Ray tried to keep his voice low, but he didn’t really even care if Mike woke up and heard him talking right now. He wouldn’t mind if he knocked Mike’s new heroes down a peg or two. “Josh is a drug addict,” he whispered. “And there’s something shady about Luke. I know he’s some kind of criminal. Where the hell did he find a gun with a silencer on it? Silencers are illegal.”
Emma was still quiet.
“Remember when I told you that I saw Josh put something in his pocket back in that town when we were going through those Dark Angels’ truck? I think it was a bottle of pills. And now his eyes are all glassy. I can tell he’s high on something. I’ve seen people high before.” He thought of his younger brother.
Ray glanced back at Mike. It seemed like he was still asleep; he hadn’t moved a muscle. He looked back at Emma. “They both said they saw you in their dreams. They said that you spoke to them and told them to come south and find us.”
“You saw both of them in your dreams, too,” Emma reminded him. “And Mike dreamed about Josh and Luke.”
“Yeah, but I don’t understand any of this. Why do we need to be with those two? A drug addict and a criminal.”
“I don’t know. I’m not doing this or controlling this. All I know is that we’re stronger together than we are alone. And we’ll be even stronger when there are more of us.”
Ray thought of the woman and the little girl he’d been seeing in his dreams lately, the little girl Josh had thought he’d seen sitting in the middle of the road earlier. “Why are we being drawn together?”
“I don’t know.”
“Who is drawing us together?”
Emma just shrugged.
They were quiet for a few minutes. Ray tried to shift his weight in the desk, trying his best to get comfortable. The desk creaked with his movements.
“I’m sorry I’m slowing you down,” Emma said.
Ray stared at her. “What? No, you’re not slowing us down.”
Emma smiled at him. “I know I am. I learned to get around pretty well over the years, and I gained some level of independence for a while. But this . . .” She let her words die in the darkening room. “This is different. It’s all different now. Now I’m a hindrance.”
“Emma, I don’t care what happens. I won’t leave you behind. Under no circumstances. You hear me? I’m not Josh or Luke.”
“Ray—” Emma began, seemingly ready to defend Josh and Luke, but then she froze, her body stiffening, her face turning towards the door as if she’d just heard something out in the hallway.
And then Ray heard it—footsteps out in the hall, slow and deliberate footsteps. The person wasn’t trying to be stealthy.
Someone was coming their way.




CHAPTER 30

Josh
Josh kept up with Luke as they went from house to house. They had found a few possible vehicles, but Luke didn’t think one was big enough, and the other one didn’t have keys inside.
Now they were getting farther and farther away from the school.
Josh had Luke’s spare gun in his hand as he followed Luke through a back yard. Somewhere a dog barked, but they hadn’t heard any gunfire for at least an hour now. He hoped the lack of gunfire meant either that the rippers had all been killed or the Dark Angels had taken off for the woods. Or both. Let’s hope big if we’re going to hope.
His arm was still bleeding a little. An hour ago he’d found an old T-shirt in the cab of a pickup truck and tore it into strips, wrapping the new “bandages” around his forearm. Probably not the most sanitary bandages, but it would have to do for now. He still hadn’t pushed up the sleeve of his hoodie yet to look at his wound. Even with the pain pills coursing through his veins, he was still too much of a chicken to look at it.
“I don’t think Ray likes me very much,” Josh said as they got to the corner of the next house.
Luke paused at the corner for a moment, peeking around it. He watched the side yard between the house and the edge of the woods. The back yard looked like a junkyard, and the side yard was even worse with piles of junk lined up at the edge of the woods: old sheds, appliances, a bathtub, boxes and crates, old construction debris, even a rusty old car buried under some of the junk. The car looked to Josh like something from the early sixties, long and flattened down, not the regal hotrods from the late fifties, and not the muscle cars of the late sixties and early seventies.
“He knows you’re high,” Luke said conversationally as he rounded the corner and continued cautiously down the side of the house, his eyes on the piles of junk.
Josh was too shocked for a few seconds to respond, but then he resorted to his usual habit—lying: “I’m not high.”
“Anyone can see it,” Luke said over his shoulder.
Josh was already on his second line of defense, thinking of excuses, just like he used to do, listing the ways in which things weren’t his fault. He had only taken a few of those pills from the bottle he’d found in the Dark Angels’ box truck, and it was for the pain in his arm. He’d been stabbed, in case everyone forgot. What was he supposed to do? Gut it out?
How many pills had he taken now? Maybe two or three? Four or five? He remembered popping one when he and Mike had been in the manager’s office in the restaurant looking for a toolbox. He’d told Mike they were aspirins.
Luke turned around when they were halfway down the side of the house. He lowered his gun to his side and stared at Josh. “That’s why you didn’t want to leave your backpack behind, wasn’t it? Your pills are in there.”
Josh thought about telling Luke that his bottle of pills were stuffed down into his sock, but he decided not to, afraid that Luke might demand he hand them over. Instead, he argued back: “Is that why you told me to leave my backpack behind?” Josh asked, suddenly disgusted. “So you could prove a point?”
“No. We will travel faster without our packs. I meant that.”
Josh just snorted out a breath of air.
“Look, I really don’t care what pills you pop,” Luke said. “You want to stumble around high all day, fine. You’ll only get yourself killed, not me.”
Josh was about to begin his rebuttal, but a flash of movement shot out from the piles of junk. Luke was tackled and knocked to the ground, his gun flying out of his hand. Josh aimed his gun down at the ripper and Luke, but they were intertwined with each other, wrestling on the ground.
The ripper on top of Luke was bigger than him. He had red curly hair cut short, and his face was smeared with dirt and mud, his clothes torn. He had no shoes on and his feet were black with caked mud.
Josh kept his gun aimed at the two of them, but he didn’t want to take a chance on shooting and hitting Luke. His hand began to tremble too badly as he pointed the gun at them.
A second later Luke was somehow behind the ripper’s back on the ground, clutching him in a chokehold. He had his legs wrapped around the ripper’s body, controlling him and turning him over and keeping him from squirming out of the headlock. As the next few seconds ticked by the ripper’s movements slowed down, his bright blue eyes stared up at Josh, but they didn’t seem to be focusing on anything anymore. The ripper’s eyes closed and then he was out. Luke kept the pressure around the ripper’s neck, still squeezing tight for the next few minutes, squeezing until the ripper was dead.
Luke got up from the ground, letting the dead body fall off of him.
Josh picked up Luke’s gun from the ground, ready to hand it to him.
“See?” Luke said. “A distraction. That’s what you are. You’re stumbling around here like a drunk, and you’re going to get somebody killed.”
As Luke took a step forward, about to take the gun from Luke, another ripper burst out from the stacked-up junk. Luke turned towards the ripper, bracing himself for the attack.
Josh swung Luke’s gun around and squeezed the trigger twice. It made a spitting noise and kicked just a little in his hand, but he kept it steady. He shot the ripper in the side of the head and right in his throat, knocking him back into the pile of junk before he could get to Luke.
Luke stared for a moment at the dying ripper. Then he looked at Josh.
Josh handed Luke’s gun back to him without a word.
“Let’s go,” Luke said and walked away.
Josh followed Luke around to the front yard. There was as much clutter in the front yard as there had been in the side and back yards. But at least there were vehicles parked there that looked like they might run. Luke walked up to a large Dodge van parked on a dirt driveway. The van looked like it was from the late nineties, and it looked like it had been parked there for a while.
“This will do,” Luke said as he checked the van’s tires out. “Let’s go inside, see if we can find the keys.”
Josh glanced around at the front yard and the woods across the street, waiting for more rippers to pop out of the late-afternoon shadows. But none came. He caught up with Luke at the front door.
“Locked,” Luke said.
Josh spotted a screwdriver on a table near the front door. He picked it up and jimmied the door open in less than twenty seconds.
“You’re pretty good at breaking and entering,” Luke said when they were inside the house.
“I don’t really think you’re a Boy Scout, either,” Josh said.
Luke didn’t reply.
The house was so full of junk there were aisles to walk through. Boxes, crates, bags, and other containers were stacked up in the living room, kitchen, and a hall that led back to some bedrooms. Luke entered the kitchen.
“This might take a while,” Josh said. “Maybe we should go somewhere else. Find a different vehicle.”
“We’re running out of daylight,” Luke answered without looking at Josh. He pushed some boxes off of the counter and down onto the floor, sifting through the layers of junk on the countertop.
Josh still hadn’t started searching for the keys yet. He watched Luke for a few seconds. “Hey, where’d you learn to fight like that?”
“I was an MMA fighter.”
“Pro?”
“No. Didn’t make it that far.”
“Why not?”
“I got in some trouble.”
“You did time?”
Luke nodded.
“Yeah, me too.”
“What a shocker,” Luke grumbled as he looked through one of the drawers in the kitchen.
“What about your shooting?” Josh asked as he moved some stuff around in the living room, making a half-assed attempt at looking for keys he knew were probably not going to be anywhere in the room. He wished he had a pair of gloves on, not really sure if touching some of this stuff in the house was safe. “How’d you learn to shoot like that? Were you in the military?”
“No.”
Josh could tell that Luke was beginning to get annoyed with the interview, but he didn’t care. “Where’d you get a gun with a silencer on it?”
“Found it laying around.”
“What did you used to do for a living?”
“Odd jobs.”
Josh chuckled. “Yeah, I bet they were odd, all right.”
Luke stopped his search and stared at Josh. “What about you? What did you used to do for a living?”
“I thought you had me all figured out. I’m a pill-popping junkie who can’t be counted on.”
Luke shook his head in disgust. “We’re wasting time.” He continued his search for the keys to the van. “We can bond later. Right now we need to find the keys.”
“Maybe we should check the van,” Josh said, already giving up searching through the living room—the idea of looking through all of this junk was overwhelming.
Luke didn’t respond.
He stared at Luke. “You’re welcome, by the way.”
Still no response from Luke.
“You’re welcome for, you know, saving your life back there.”
“And you’re welcome for me saving your lives at the restaurant,” Luke said.
“Well, you’re welcome for me coming up with the idea to cut a hole in the wall and blow up the restaurant.”
“You done patting yourself on the back yet?”
“Hell with you,” Josh grumbled. “I’m going to check the van. I bet the keys are in there somewhere.” But he didn’t head for the door; he didn’t really feel like being out there by himself right now.
Luke opened another drawer, pulling it out all the way, dumping the contents onto the kitchen floor.
Josh walked over to a bookshelf crammed with books. There were some paperback westerns, a whole shelf of an action-adventure series, some older sci-fi and horror novels, a few Stephen King books. Josh pulled one of the Stephen King books out, one he hadn’t read before: The Bazaar of Bad Dreams; it was a book of short stories. He slipped it back into the row of books. For some reason he doubted that the owner of this place had read a lot; these books were probably just more items to be collected, more items that he couldn’t throw away, items that had value just because he couldn’t throw them out. In a corner beside the bookcase there were electronics stacked up on top of each other with cords bundled up all around them: old DVD players, stereo systems and speakers, two VCRs, and a video game system. The video game system made him think of Kyle and he had to look away from it.
It was getting late, shadows already overtaking the living room, the fading light a golden yellow and red shining in through the curtains.
Jose turned back to Luke. “I used to have a drug and alcohol problem. I had a problem for a long time. But then I moved up to Pittsburgh with my sister and her son Kyle, and I got clean. I promised to stay clean for them. And I did. That first day everything turned to shit, some cops picked me up and took me to a FEMA camp. I escaped and went back to my sister’s apartment. But when I got there . . .” Josh had to stop talking for a moment, his throat closing up for a moment. He could see it in his mind again, himself standing in the open doorway to his sister’s bathroom. “When I realized that my sister and my nephew were dead, when I saw all the blood, I . . . I just lost it. I had a bottle of pills with me. I took a bunch of them.”
Luke stopped looking in the kitchen drawers again and sighed. “Look, I don’t care. The thing is that you’ll eventually run out of pills. You might find a bottle here and there, but eventually you’ll run out because nobody’s making them anymore. Eventually you’ll have to go through the withdrawals and learn to live without them.”
“I know,” Josh said. Eventually, he thought. Everything’s eventual. It was another of the titles he’d seen on the bookshelf in the living room.
Suddenly the pill imp was hovering just above Josh’s left shoulder, whispering excuses in his ear. You took them for your arm. They’re pills for pain and you were in pain. You didn’t do anything wrong.
But Josh didn’t want to listen to the pill imp right now. And he was done defending actions that should be obvious, like taking pills for his pain. He was done talking to Luke.
“Here we go,” Luke said. He bent down and picked up two sets of keys from the last drawer he had had emptied. One of the sets of keys had a metal emblem hanging from them with the word Dodge on it. “Let’s go see if these work.”
They went outside to the van. Luke kept a lookout while Josh opened the driver’s door. The inside of the van was just as crammed with junk as the rest of the property—what a surprise. At least the seat was clear of clutter.
“There better not be any snakes in here,” Josh said as he climbed inside and sat down in the driver’s seat, which was surprisingly comfortable. There were a few boxes of auto parts stacked up on the floor in between the driver and passenger seats, and more boxes in the back. He shoved the key into the ignition and twisted it. The motor turned, but it was too sluggish, the battery nearly dead.
“It’s not going to start,” Josh said.




CHAPTER 31

Emma
Emma heard the sound of the footsteps out in the hall before Ray did, but it was almost like she could feel the person coming before she’d even heard the sound of the footsteps, like she could feel the wave of evil coming. And for just a second she thought it might even be him out there in that murky hallway—the Dragon, the Shadow Man, the Dark One, the haunter of their nightmares, the bogeyman made real. For just a second she thought the Dragon had traveled up from his kingdom that he ruled over somewhere down south to personally deal with them.
But no, it wasn’t him. It couldn’t be. But whatever was out there was dangerous enough.
Emma had been talking to Ray, telling him that she felt like she was slowing them down. Of course he said she wasn’t—nobody wanted to tell the blind woman that she was a dead weight they felt obligated to drag around. She had always felt self-sufficient and independent; her mother had forced her to learn to live that way. It was like her mom had known that she wasn’t going to be around forever and she wanted to be sure her daughter could take care of herself. Or maybe it was like her mother had known that something like this was coming. Her mother had “sensitivities” of her own, even though she never talked about her abilities very much. At first Emma had resisted her mother’s efforts to train her to be independent. After Emma’s blindness had been complete, and the years leading up to it, she had fallen into a deep depression. She didn’t want to do anything and she felt like she couldn’t do anything. Her life was over. Why couldn’t her mother understand that?
But her mother never gave up. She pushed at Emma to live again, to listen to music and dance, to walk in the sunlight, to swim, to talk to people. Little by little over the years, her mother had worn her down, and then Emma was living again. She began volunteering at a blind center, helping people adjust to blindness like her mother had helped her. She began to feel useful; she began to feel like she was making a difference in people’s lives.
That had been the old world though. This was the new world. She wasn’t needed here in this world; she was a hindrance here, a handicap.
Emma had felt something bad coming for months, something cataclysmic. It wasn’t really like she’d seen it, but more like she’d felt an overwhelming sense of doom, not just for herself, but for everyone in the world. She tried to talk to her mother about it, but it had been difficult to try to put her feelings into words. Still, she had tried to warn her mother. But even with Emma’s warnings, her mother had insisted that she stay in her own condo, that she continue to be as strong as she could be. And Emma had done that, but when the feelings got too strong, she had hired a handyman to install metal bars and plywood on her windows and reinforce the locks on her doors.
Emma had always had psychic feelings her whole life, dreams of a murky future, but in these last few months it had seemed like her sensitivities had strengthened, like she had changed in some fundamental way.
We’ve all changed. Most of the people had changed into rippers, but those left behind had changed in some ways, too.
She sat very still in the student’s desk, listening. Was it a ripper out there in the hall? A group of them? No, it sounded like the person out there had boots on, and that person was walking deliberately slow. It seemed like the person out there was making no attempt to be quiet.
A moment later she heard the jiggling of a doorhandle from down the hall. Then a kick at the door. A blast of gunfire. One more kick. The door slammed open.
Ray was up on his feet, moving quickly. She heard him wake Mike up, whispering to him to be quiet.
“Rippers?” Mike whispered as he came fully awake.
No, Emma thought. Worse. The Dark Angels had wiped out most of the rippers and driven the rest back into the woods. But the Dark Angels hadn’t fled—they weren’t going to leave until they were sure that she and the others were dead or until they rounded them up to hand over to their lord. They would not return to their dark lord unless they had his prize for him.
Emma remained in her seat. There was no sense moving around until Ray told her what they were going to do. Right now he was getting Mike on his feet, getting everyone’s backpacks ready.
Were they going to escape out the windows?
Again, Emma felt so helpless and useless, trapped in this world of darkness that she lived in. So she did the only thing she could—she listened. She heard the crackle of a walkie-talkie. She heard the voices but couldn’t make out the words, just short bursts of sentences, no wasted words.
The Dark Angel was back out in the hallway now. He was only one room away, making his way here. He jiggled the next doorhandle and then kicked and shot at the door again. He was inside the room next door, walking around slowly, doing a quick and silent search, checking in the cabinets, moving desks around, checking the windows.
He would be at their door in a few seconds. The black construction paper Ray had taped over the little window in the door would be a dead giveaway that someone was inside.
“We need to go.” Ray was right behind her now, whispering to her.
“If we go, how will Luke and Josh find us?” Mike asked.
“I can’t worry about that right now,” Ray snapped at Mike.
The Dark Angel was out in the hallway again. “Come out, come out, wherever you are,” he called out, his voice echoing eerily down the hall.
The doorhandle to their classroom jiggled suddenly and violently.
Emma held her breath, looking towards the sound of the door.
“Anyone home in there?” the man asked from outside the door.
Suddenly Emma could feel Ray’s lips right next to her ear. He was whispering to her. “We don’t have time to get out the window.”
“Come on out or I’m gonna huff and puff and blow this door down,” the man called from the other side of the door, jiggling the handle harder.
Emma knew Ray was right—they would never be able to get out of the window in time. Even if they did, the Dark Angel would see them, he would shoot them before they made it ten feet away. He was going to be inside the room in seconds.
“I’ve got an idea,” Ray whispered to Emma.




CHAPTER 32

Luke
It was now fully dark. Luke had found some tools and disconnected a battery from the pickup truck parked near the van. He set the battery on top of an overturned wooden spool used for commercial wiring. Josh found a set of jumper cables in the trunk of a rusted-out Toyota. The cables had duct tape wrapped around them in some places and Luke hoped they still worked, but he wasn’t overly optimistic about it. They worked by flashlight, Josh complaining the whole time.
“Why don’t we look for another vehicle?” Josh asked for the tenth time. “We’re wasting time with this one. This battery is probably just as dead as the one in the van.”
Luke tried to ignore Josh. He made Josh hold the flashlight as he hooked the cables up to the battery posts, making sure he had the red clamp on the positive post and the black one on the negative post.
It felt strange being out here in the dark, huddling together in the flashlight beam, a sphere of light around them and the two batteries. Their sphere of light diminished the quality of sight at the edges of his vision, everything disappearing into the black night all around them. There could be rippers out there in the dark, rippers watching their bubble of light. The rippers could be sneaking up on them right now.
Luke was scared, he wasn’t afraid to admit that. And he knew somewhere underneath that cushion of painkillers that Josh was scared, too. Luke had never been in the military, never been on the combat field. He’d never known what it felt like to be under this kind of constant stress. Of course he’d been shot at numerous times, but he had always been the enforcer—he’d been the hunter, not the hunted. He had always had the upper hand. Luke had been nervous before some of his MMA fights, but more scared of losing than getting hurt. And the thought of getting killed in the ring had never even crossed his mind. No, living like this, living in this new world of rippers and Dark Angels, was worse than anything he’d ever experienced before. And often when he got scared, he got angry. And now he held onto that anger, letting it push his fear back a little. He was angry at everyone and everything now: the rippers, the Dark Angels, the Dragon. He was angry at Josh and his constant complaining and bad jokes. He was depressed that Wilma wasn’t here anymore, but he turned that depression into anger, too. He was angry at himself for failing her, for letting her die.
His anger would keep him alive for now. After that . . . he didn’t really know.
The van’s battery had been connected to the spare battery long enough now—it was time to try to start the van.
For once Josh didn’t complain. He got behind the wheel of the van to try to start it.
Luke didn’t hate Josh. He felt that Josh had a weakness for pills, but Luke had meant what he’d said earlier—Josh was going to have to learn to live without them at some point. They were all going to have to change in radical ways as they learned to navigate their way through this new hellhole of a world. Josh seemed strong enough. He said he’d done time in prison, and he had obviously been around the streets, toughened up by them. He hadn’t hesitated to shoot the second ripper that tried to attack him, and that was good. Josh’s idea about cutting a hole in the wall of the restaurant had been a good one. He had seemed like an expert with the Molotov cocktails he had made. Josh was useful, and could probably be even more useful once he got away from the pills.
The van started right up, the engine roaring to life, startlingly loud. Josh added to the noise by whooping in the driver’s seat. He turned on the headlights and blinded Luke for a second. Then Josh started honking the horn.
What the hell’s he doing? Calling every ripper that—
Then he realized why Josh was honking the horn.
Josh was out of the van.
Luke drew his gun from the shoulder holster under his hoodie, turning around. His eyes still had two bright spots in front of him from the van’s headlights, but those headlights now lit up the rest of the front yard. There were rippers running right towards them, their eyes wild, their clothing soiled rags, their mouths opened in screams, filthy hands clutching sticks and knives.
Josh shot at one of the rippers, but his shot went wide.
The rippers were almost on top of Luke. If only he could see a little better. He would have to trust his hand. He pulled the trigger three times, the gun recoiling slightly in his hand, a familiar feeling. The gun spit three times and Luke heard the sounds of his bullets piercing the flesh and bone of human skulls, the thud the bullets made, the grunt of air expelled from the lungs of the rippers as they were knocked back from the force of the gunshots, the crashing of their bodies as they collapsed to the ground.
“You got them all,” Josh said.
“No thanks to you,” Luke said, rubbing at his eyes. “You blinded me with the fucking headlights.”
“I was trying to help you see the rippers better.”
“Well, don’t help me anymore please. Let’s go.”
“I’ll drive,” Josh said.
“No, thanks. I don’t need us to wind up in a ditch because you’re hopped up on your meds. You can grab the extra battery and cables, put them in the back.”
“Yeah, you’re right, you should drive,” Josh said as he unhooked the battery cables. “You’re still half-blind. That’s probably safe.”
After Josh put the extra battery and cables in the back, he slid the side door shut and got into the passenger seat.
Luke backed the van up. It was difficult to see out there in the pitch-black darkness, but he did his best, hoping he wasn’t driving over sharp pieces of metal on the ground. That’s all they would need after bringing this van to life was to pop the tires on this piece of junk.
But they made it out into the street okay, and a moment later they were driving away from the house, the van’s motor rumbling and loud.




CHAPTER 33

Ray
Ray wasn’t sure if his idea would work, but it was better than trying to get Emma and Mike out through the window while this Dark Angel busted inside the room.
He’d told Emma and Mike about his plan, whispering it to them quickly as the Dark Angel jiggled the doorhandle again.
“Dad, I can’t,” Mike said, tears already welling up in his eyes.
“It will work, son. I promise. I swear I won’t let anything happen to either one of you.”
That seemed to calm Mike down just a little, but the truth was that Ray really didn’t know if this plan was going to work—he couldn’t be sure—but it was the only thing he could think of.
The blast when the Dark Angel shot at the doorhandle on the classroom door was deafening. Bits of metal and dust blew out from right beside the handle, and there was a loud thunk like the deadbolt had snapped inside the doorframe. A second later the Dark Angel kicked at the door. It took three kicks before the door finally gave way.
The Dark Angel stood in the doorway for just a moment. He spotted Emma and Mike in the far corner of the room between the end of the windows and where the cabinets began on the other wall. It was dark, but Mike had a small flashlight lit, illuminating the two of them, both shivering, both scared to death.
“Well, what do we have here?” the Dark Angel said as he took a step inside.
“Don’t hurt us,” Emma pleaded in a wavering voice. She held onto Mike.
“Where are the others?” the Dark Angel asked, taking another step inside the classroom.
Mike looked at the window closest to them; it was open just a crack. “They went to find a car.”
“And they left you two all alone?” the Dark Angel asked as if suddenly suspicious. “A boy and a pretty woman all alone?”
“They thought we’d be safe,” Emma said.
“And they’re going to be back any minute now,” Mike said, suddenly shouting. “And you’re going to be sorry.”
“Excuse me?”
“You’re going to be sorry,” Mike said, beginning to cry now. “You . . . you piece of shit.”
That did it—the Dark Angel began to march towards Emma and Mike huddled up together in the corner. He only made it two steps when Ray slipped out from behind the door the Dark Angel had just kicked open; he brought the butt of the shotgun up and then down at the back of the Dark Angel’s head. He hadn’t been able to get a good look at the Dark Angel from behind the classroom door and he prayed that the man wasn’t wearing some kind of helmet or protective gear, praying that the back of his head would be exposed, praying that this plan would work.
The Dark Angel wasn’t wearing a helmet, he was wearing a dirty baseball cap pulled down low over his eyes, and he had some kind of goggles over his eyes, possibly night vision goggles. He wore the same mishmash of camouflage and military clothing that the three men in the last town had worn, like they had all raided an Army/Navy store and grabbed what they could. The Dark Angel wore some kind of utility belt around his waist with a knife sheath, some pouches, and a holster with a sidearm tucked down into it. In his gloved hands he carried some kind of assault rifle that Ray couldn’t name, but it looked a lot like the weapon Luke had been using in the restaurant.
Everything took a split second, but time also seemed to stretch out longer than it should have. Ray hadn’t known what kind of weapon the Dark Angel had and if it was truly automatic. The Dark Angel had only fired one shot at a time into the classroom doors. But if the rifle could also be used as an automatic, then all the Dark Angel had to do was pull the trigger—even while Ray was slamming the butt of the shotgun into the man’s head, the spray of bullets could hit Mike and Emma.
Oh God, this was a stupid plan. Why did I do this?
But it was too late now, Ray was already in motion. Ray used to work out with weights in his garage, and sometimes at a local gym; it was one of his pleasures, a stress relief, a release of endorphins after a day’s work. He was still a strong man. He could bench three hundred and sixty-five pounds, he could dead-lift four fifty, and he could curl one thirty-five. He poured every bit of the strength he had into this strike with the butt of the shotgun.
The Dark Angel must have heard Ray coming, or possibly even sensed it, because at the last second he began to turn around, swinging the assault rifle around.
Ray didn’t hit the man in the back of the head like he had planned; instead, the butt of the shotgun struck the man lower, at the base of his skull. There was a sickeningly loud crack that echoed throughout the classroom and the man collapsed down onto the floor, rolling over onto his back. The rifle went flying out of his hands, sliding across the floor and bouncing off one of the legs of the closest desk.
For just a second Ray was back at his home again, back in his own bedroom, swinging a golf club at an intruder who was trying to choke Kim to death. This was just like that. He had killed that ripper with one swing, but that had been with a golf club.
The Dark Angel was down, but he wasn’t dead. He stared up at the ceiling. His goggles were still on his face, but pulled down on one side, exposing one eye. His hat was off and underneath his head somewhere. The DA was carved into his forehead and in the darkness it looked like jagged black lines on his pale flesh.
Ray still gripped the shotgun, aiming it down at the Dark Angel now.
“Hit him again, Dad!” Mike yelled, and again Ray was reminded of being at his home with Mike yelling at him to hit the man again with the golf club. One strike of the golf club had been enough for the ripper in their bedroom, but not enough for this Dark Angel.
“Stay back,” Ray told Mike.
Mike took a few steps back towards the wall.
Ray stared down at the fallen Dark Angel, still aiming the shotgun down at him. A few seconds ago it had seemed like time had stretched out, but now it seemed like everything was happening too fast.
The Dark Angel stared up at the classroom ceiling with his one bulging eye exposed, the white of his eye so luminescent and wet in the darkness. He swallowed hard, his mouth drawn down into a severe frown. He looked dazed, confused about why he was lying on the floor. But he still wasn’t moving or talking.
Ray’s eyes shifted to the sidearm on the Dark Angel’s hip—he was waiting for the man to go for his gun.




CHAPTER 34

Ray
Ray had to calm down and think for a minute. The Dark Angel still hadn’t moved or spoken, he still hadn’t gone for the gun on his hip or reached for the walkie-talkie stuffed into another pouch. He was still lying on his back, flat on the floor, staring up at the ceiling. He still seemed dazed, perhaps not even fully conscious yet. Maybe Ray hadn’t killed the man, but maybe he had scrambled the man’s brain, either temporarily or permanently. Ray could imagine the man’s brain swelling at that very second, fluid building up to an unbearable pressure.
Out of the corner of his eye, Ray noticed that Mike and Emma were on their feet, fueled by adrenaline and relief that Ray had taken the Dark Angel out. Mike still had the small flashlight in his hand, and it was still lit.
“Turn the flashlight off,” Ray told Mike.
Mike thumbed the switch on the side of the flashlight and the beam went out.
It was nearly dark now, and Ray didn’t want a ripper or a Dark Angel to spot the beam of light in the classroom window from somewhere outside.
The next thing Ray had to do was get the handgun away from the Dark Angel. Ray kept his shotgun aimed at the man’s chest as he bent down and pulled the pistol free from the holster on his hip. The man still hadn’t moved.
Ray still wasn’t comfortable with guns. He set the pistol down on the floor and kicked it away from them.
The third thing Ray needed to do was get the classroom door closed. He backed away from the Dark Angel on the floor, still keeping the shotgun aimed at him. He peeked out through the doorway, looking up and down the hall. No one out there that he could see. He closed the door as best he could, jamming it against the metal frame, but it wasn’t closed all the way, and it couldn’t be locked now. He pulled one of the desks over to the door, shoving it against the door.
Ray hurried back to the Dark Angel and took the walkie-talkie out of the pouch on his other hip. Then he grabbed at the goggles on the man’s face, yanking them up over his head, lifting his head up a little. The man’s neck creaked like a sack of marbles being squeezed together. The Dark Angel screamed.
“Shut up!” Ray hissed and pointed the shotgun down at his face.
If there were other Dark Angels in the building, the man’s screams were going to bring them to this classroom.
The Dark Angel’s screams died down to a moan. He was breathing hard, rapid breaths, his chest heaving up and down. His face was slick with sweat. He swallowed again like his throat had gone dry. But he still wasn’t moving at all.
That’s when it hit Ray—the Dark Angel was paralyzed from the neck down, or at least from the chest down. When Ray had hit the man with the butt of his shotgun, he had missed and hit him at the base of his skull, possibly snapping some vertebrae and severing his spine. That’s why the Dark Angel hadn’t gone for his sidearm or the walkie-talkie. That’s why his assault rifle had slipped out of his dead and unresponsive fingers. That look in his eye wasn’t because his brain had been scrambled; it was shock as he realized that he’d been paralyzed.
“Hit him again, Dad,” Mike said, tears slipping down his face, his cheeks shiny in the darkness. “Kill him.”
Ray stared down at the Dark Angel.
“Please,” the Dark Angel said, staring right up at Ray. “Kill me. Don’t leave me like this.”
Ray still didn’t move or look away from the man. For a second his body was as frozen as the Dark Angel’s body was. Killing someone who was attacking him or his family was easy; it had been a split-second decision, a gut reaction, instinctual. But this felt different to Ray, killing this man would be murder.
“Please,” the Dark Angel whispered. “Please, kill me.”
Ray remembered Luke telling them how he had questioned one of the Dark Angels. Now it was Ray’s turn to get some answers. “How many of you are here in this town?”
The Dark Angel didn’t answer for a moment. He closed his eyes and swallowed hard again.
“How many?” Ray hissed. “If you want anything from me, then you have to help me.”
The man kept his eyes closed. He licked his lips and opened his eyes. “Murray got killed. I don’t know for sure about a few of the others, but most of us are still alive.”
“How many of you are there?”
“Twelve.”
Ray picked up the walkie-talkie. “Are they coming? Are they waiting to hear from you? What were your orders? Were you looking for us?” He realized that he was barking questions down at the man, too many questions for him to answer.
“They need . . . need to hear from me soon,” the Dark Angel finally answered. He closed his eyes again and licked his lips.
“Do they need to hear from you on the walkie-talkie?”
“Yes.”
“How soon?”
“I . . . I don’t know. Probably in the next ten minutes or so.”
Ray felt the ticking of the clock in his mind, not only the ten minutes that the Dark Angel had to respond, but also the amount of questions he would be able to ask the man in that amount of time. “What do they do if they don’t hear from you?”
The Dark Angel’s face scrunched a little, his eyes still closed, tears spilling out. “I don’t know. They might come looking for me.”
“Tell me the truth,” Ray said, poking the Dark Angel’s face with the barrel of the shotgun.
“I don’t know. Just kill me.”
Ray glanced across the room at Mike and Emma—they were still huddled close together by the wall. He knew they were scared. Maybe it was time to take a chance on going out the window to look for Luke and Josh.
“I’ll help you,” Ray whispered as he looked back down at the Dark Angel. “I will. I’ll do what you want. But like I said, you have to help me first.”
The man still had his eyes closed. He was still breathing heavily, nearly hyperventilating. He couldn’t nod, so he whispered: “Okay.”
“Who’s your leader?”
The Dark Angel’s eyes popped open.
“Who is he?”
“He’s . . . he’s the Dragon Lord.”
“How do you know him? Have you seen him?”
“He’s in my dreams. He comes to me. He comes to all of us.”
“What does he want?”
The man closed his eyes, still breathing heavily. For a moment Ray didn’t think he was going to answer. Then his eyes opened, and he whispered: “He wants everything.”
“What do you mean by that?”
“It’s a new world now,” the Dark Angel said. “And he wants to rule it all.”
A chill skittered across Ray’s skin. “What does this have to do with us? Why is he chasing us? Why does he want us so badly?”
“I don’t know. He just wants you. He wants all of you.”
“Ray,” Emma hissed.
Ray stood up, staring at Emma and Mike. Then he looked at the windows, thinking that maybe that was the reason she was calling him, but he didn’t see anyone out there, nothing moving around in the darkness. He was about to ask her what had alarmed her, but then he heard it—a noise somewhere out in the hallway, a familiar sound, a screeching that echoed down the hallways.
The rippers were coming.




CHAPTER 35

Ray
Ray looked back down at the Dark Angel lying on the floor. He saw the panic in the man’s eyes—he had heard the sound of the rippers out in the halls, he knew they were close.
“I told you what you wanted to know,” the Dark Angel said, his voice something between a shout and a whisper. “Now kill me.”
Ray didn’t respond to the Dark Angel. He looked at the windows. They were going to have to leave soon, take a chance on going out the windows into the darkness. The fire was still raging in the restaurant, and the light from it lit up part of the playing fields just a bit, an orange glow in the night sky. They couldn’t stay here in this classroom. The rippers would be down those halls soon, testing doors, kicking and pushing at them. They would be through the damaged door to this classroom in seconds. But if Ray, Emma, and Mike left the school, then how were Luke and Josh going to find them?
If they were even coming back.
Ray couldn’t think about Luke and Josh right now; he had to worry about getting Mike and Emma to safety somehow.
“Please,” the Dark Angel whispered. “Don’t leave me for the rippers. Shoot me.”
Ray got up and hurried over to the Dark Angel’s weapons on the floor—the assault rifle and the handgun. He picked them up and carried them over to the same window Luke and Josh had crawled out of over two hours ago. He set the guns on the floor and looked at Mike and Emma. “We need to go out this window.”
“But there might be rippers out there,” Mike said.
“There are going to be rippers in here soon,” Ray told him. “We can’t wait in here too much longer.”
“You could shoot them when they get inside,” Mike suggested to Ray.
How was Ray supposed to tell Mike that he didn’t really know how to use a gun? He’d never fired one before shooting the Dark Angel who had tried to take them hostage earlier. He wanted to be truthful with his son, but he also wanted Mike to trust and believe in him; he wanted him to look up to him like he looked up to Luke and Josh. “I don’t know how many rippers are coming.”
“We have three guns,” Mike argued.
“The guns will make too much noise. The sound will bring more rippers. And more Dark Angels.”
The walkie-talkie next to the guns crackled to life. A voice squawked from it. “Reed. What’s your location?”
Silence while the man on the walkie waited for a response. Ray glanced over at the Dark Angel on the floor; he was just a long, black shape in the darkness now, but Ray could hear the man’s labored breathing.
“Reed?”
Ray looked at Mike and Emma. “Get all of our packs and throw them out the window on the ground out there. Get ready to go out through the window when I tell you to.”
Mike still didn’t look too sure about this.
Just then the rippers in the school yelled and screeched, the sounds echoing down the hallway. There were loud banging noises, like the rippers were slamming into the metal lockers built into the hallway walls.
“They’re almost here,” Ray hissed at Mike. “Do what I said.”
Mike grabbed two of the backpacks and darted to the window after Ray opened it. Then Ray hurried back to the Dark Angel on the floor.
The Dark Angel looked hopeful when he saw that Ray still had the shotgun with him. “Please. Shoot me.”
“I can’t,” Ray whispered.
The Dark Angel’s face suddenly turned mean. “You know what I was going to do to those two? I was going to kill your boy, cut his throat and watch him bleed out. And then I was going to do some terrible things to the pretty blond girl. I was going to take my time with her.”
Ray realized that the Dark Angel was trying to bait him into shooting him, but he wasn’t going to do it. “The gun will make too much noise,” Ray whispered. “The rippers will hear the gunshot and come right through that door.”
“I have a knife,” the Dark Angel told him. “A hunting knife. Use that. Cut my throat.”
Ray shook his head. His stomach was turning. “I’m sorry. I can’t do that.”
“Stab me in the eye, then,” the man begged. “Push the knife down deep into my brain. I won’t even feel it.”
Ray shook his head again. He felt like he was going to puke at any second. He looked over at the window. Mike and Emma were there, waiting for his go-ahead.
“I’ll scream,” the Dark Angel said. “If they’re going to get me, then I’ll make sure they get all of you, too.”
Ray pulled off the Dark Angel’s black glove from his lifeless hand; it was made out of some kind of neoprene fabric. For a moment the Dark Angel looked hopeful, maybe thinking that Ray had given in and was pulling the hunting knife out of the sheath, but then the man’s eyes widened in shock when Ray grabbed the tape dispenser on the floor.
“What are you—” the man began.
Ray shoved the glove down into the man’s mouth and then wrapped strips of tape around his head, pulling his head up just a little to get the tape all the way around his head, the tape keeping the glove stuffed in his mouth. The Dark Angel screamed into the impromptu gag as Ray lifted his head up.
“They might not come in here,” Ray whispered to the man. “They might pass us by. You stay quiet. If you’re lucky, your Dark Angel buddies will find you and put you out of your misery.”
From the look in the Dark Angel’s eyes, Ray didn’t think the man was holding out much hope of that prospect.
Ray hurried over to Emma and Mike at the window. “I’ll go out first,” he whispered to Mike. “Then you help Emma through. Okay?”
Mike nodded, but he still looked nervous.
Ray put the Dark Angel’s night vision goggles around his neck, then he grabbed the pistol and shoved it into the waistband of his pants. He leaned the M-16 and the shotgun right by the window so he could grab them once he was outside—he didn’t want Mike touching either weapon. Ray wasn’t sure if the guns could go off just by touching the trigger.
A moment later, Ray was outside. He tried to be quiet, but it sounded to his own ears like he was making too much noise. He crouched down under the window for just a moment, looking around. He brought the night vision goggles up to his eyes, searching the playing fields and then the woods beyond. He didn’t see anyone moving around out there. He pulled the goggles back down to his neck and stood up, reaching in through the window to grab the assault rifle and the shotgun. He leaned both weapons against the brick wall of the building a few feet away, moving the backpacks over by the weapons.
“Help Emma through,” Ray whispered to Mike when he was back in front of the window. He wanted to pull the goggles back up to his eyes again and check the fields behind him, but he also didn’t want to waste the precious seconds. He hadn’t seen any rippers or Dark Angels out there, and he had to resist the urge to keep checking even though his skin was crawling with fear. He couldn’t help feeling like he had missed someone out there in the darkness.
Mike helped Emma through the window, but he didn’t have to do much—it seemed like Emma could have gotten out through the window by herself, merely by feel and touch. She was on the ground a second later and Ray guided her over by the wall.
The classroom door burst open.
The Dark Angel on the floor screamed into the glove stuffed down into his mouth as three rippers rushed in, crashing down onto him, ripping at his clothes, cutting strips of cloth away with the knives they had, then his flesh. The strips of tape and the glove were torn away from his mouth, and one of the rippers leaned down to tear off part of the man’s nose with his teeth.
Mike was frozen by the window for a moment, staring back at the slaughter like he was too shocked to move, hypnotized by the horror.
The Dark Angel was still alive, still screaming loudly now that the glove was out of his mouth.
Ray reached in through the window and touched his son’s hand, tearing his attention away from the rippers, but trying not to make any noise.
“Come on,” Ray whispered.
He locked eyes with his son for just a second, then he glanced beyond him into the dark classroom. The ripper that had been tearing chunks of flesh out of the Dark Angel’s face stood up, noticing Mike standing in front of the window. And it didn’t help that a splash of headlights from outside had just illuminated Mike and Ray.
Ray looked back at the headlights—a loud vehicle was coming their way.




CHAPTER 36

Luke
“Right there!” Josh yelled.
Luke had found a narrow path at the side of the school that he could fit the old, rumbling van through. A moment later they were speeding across the playing fields behind the school, the large brick school building whipping by in a blur out the passenger window. And then Luke saw what Josh had spotted: two people were standing beside a line of windows halfway down the next building, a man and a woman—Ray and Emma.
Where was Mike?
Luke gunned the gas, the van speeding up, the powerful engine growling. He glanced to his left as he drove, trying to spot any other vehicles in the vast playing fields that stretched off towards the darkness, but he didn’t see any headlights out there.
The fire was still burning in the restaurant beyond the trees, and the red glow in the sky provided a little light for Luke to see the fields as they stretched out to the trees. He caught a flash of movement near the trees. In the flickering light from the fire, the trees seemed to shift and move, but then Luke realized that it wasn’t just an illusion—there were dozens of rippers running toward them, running toward the headlights of their van.
Luke skidded to a stop on the grass five feet away from Emma and Ray. Josh didn’t even wait until the van was stopped all the way before opening his door. He jumped out and hurried into the splash of lights from the van, grabbing Emma. “I got you,” he told her, helping her to the side door of the van.
Luke aimed his pistol out through the driver’s window, resting his arm on the top of the door. He shot at the approaching rippers, knocking three of them down. There were screams and yells coming from the advancing rippers, but there were sounds from inside the building, too. When Luke looked back he saw that Ray was at the schoolhouse window, trying to pull Mike out, like Mike was stuck on something.
But Mike wasn’t stuck on something, Luke could see that now. Someone was holding Mike’s legs, trying to pull him back inside the classroom.
Rippers.
Before Luke could even open his driver’s door to help, Josh was beside Ray. He aimed Luke’s spare gun in the window and fired three times.
Please don’t hit the kid.
Ray pulled one last time and Mike was free, flying out through the window and into his father. Both of them collapsed to the ground.
Another ripper was at the window and Josh fired two more times as Ray grabbed Mike up from the ground and they started running towards the van. Josh grabbed the backpacks and the two weapons into his arms; he was the last one heading back to the van.
“Hurry!” Luke yelled as he shot six more times out through the driver’s window, picking off the rippers one by one, his gun spitting bullets out into the cold night air. But he couldn’t get all of them.
Ray and Mike were inside the van. Josh threw the backpacks and weapons inside, but there were two more backpacks next to the building.
“No, Josh,” Ray screamed at him.
But Josh was running across the grass to the building.
Two more rippers were crawling out through the window that Mike had just come out of, landing on the ground.
Luke shot two more rippers racing across the field towards them, but he was going to be out of bullets soon, and there were dozens more rippers coming. The van was still in park and Luke revved the engine.
Josh was back with the packs, and two rippers were on his tail. He jumped in through the side door. Luke figured one of those packs had been Josh’s pack with his precious pain pills inside. Josh slid the side door closed as Luke jammed the shifter into reverse and stomped down on the gas pedal. The back tires spun for just a second on the grass and then grabbed traction, reversing away from the collecting mob of rippers coming their way.
Luke let off the gas and spun the steering wheel, the van sliding around easily on the grass until they were pointing back the way they had just come from. He jammed his foot down on the gas pedal again and the van lurched forward, the engine screaming with power.
Something thudded against the walls of the van: rocks, sticks, fists, feet.
Luke turned off the headlights for a moment. He knew he couldn’t keep the lights off too long, but he also knew he had at least four hundred yards of field in front of them with nothing in their way except the building to their left now. At least they would be a dark target for a few seconds. Hopefully none of the rocks would smash their windows in.
The van picked up speed, and it felt like they were going even faster in the near-perfect darkness. The glow from the fire in the restaurant beyond the trees provided the barest of light for Luke to see.
“Are you okay?” Ray asked Mike in the back seat. “Did they get you? Did they bite you?”
“No,” Mike answered, but he didn’t seem too sure of his own answer yet, still in shock.
Luke flipped the headlights on, washing the grass in light. At least there weren’t any rippers right in front of them—they all seemed to be behind them now. But Luke was more worried about the Dark Angels right now. If they were close by, they would have seen the van’s headlights, heard its engine, heard the rippers’ screams and yells, heard Josh’s gunshots. If one of those military vehicles started chasing them, Luke wasn’t so sure they could outrun it in this old van.
After they were past the building and out onto the street, Luke turned right, heading back the way he and Josh had come from. He didn’t really know where he was going, but they hadn’t seen any Dark Angels on their way back to the school, so this seemed like the best bet for right now.
Ray was still checking on Mike and Emma, making sure they weren’t hurt.
“We got all of the backpacks,” Josh announced.
Luke was sure Josh was relieved about that.
“Ray got an M-16,” Josh said, then turned to Ray. “How’d you get an M-16?”
“A Dark Angel got into the classroom,” Ray told him.
“My dad hit him in the head with the shotgun,” Mike said. He sounded a little excited, like his shock was beginning to wear off now.
“You killed him?” Josh asked.
“No,” Ray answered. “Paralyzed him.”
“Nice,” Josh said with a smile.
“I didn’t mean to,” Ray snapped. “He was just lying there on the floor. He wanted me to kill him, but I couldn’t.”
Luke turned left onto another street, climbing the steep hills at the outskirts of the town, driving deeper into the woods. There was a thermometer and a compass on a little display near the ceiling of the van in the middle of the windshield: it was thirty-nine degrees and they were heading northwest right now.
“The rippers got in the classroom,” Ray said. “Thank God you guys came when you did.”
“Well, we had a little trouble finding a vehicle,” Josh said. “We had to charge the battery up in this van before we could even drive it.” He moved up into the passenger seat and sat down.
Luke glanced at Josh—he was jumpy and jittery, still buzzing from the pain pills. The cloths he had tied around his right arm were wet with blood again.
“There’s a lot of junk back here,” Ray said, moving stuff around.
“You should have seen the guy’s house,” Josh told him.
Ray moved up closer to the front of the van, right between their seats. Emma and Mike were on the bench seat in back, among the pile of backpacks. Mike leaned on Emma and she held him around his shoulders. He was quiet for a moment.
“Where are you going?” Ray asked.
Luke shrugged. “I don’t know. Just trying to get as far away from that town as possible. Why? You got somewhere in mind?”
“The cabin,” Josh said.
Luke remembered Ray telling him about the cabin when they were in the classroom a few hours ago, but it felt like a lifetime ago. “You’re sure about this cabin?”
“A guy I worked with told me about his cabin. I worked with him. I can trust him. Just keep heading west for now, but try to veer south when you can. I’ve got a map I can check, but we need to look for some street signs so I can figure out exactly where we are.” Ray flipped his notebook to a new page and got his pen and flashlight ready to jot down street names as they passed them.
Luke didn’t think Ray had sounded too convincing when he’d said that he trusted his friend from work, but he wasn’t going to say anything about it. At least this cabin was somewhere to head to.




PART THREE





CHAPTER 37

Ray
It was just after dawn when they finally pulled the van off the dirt road they’d been traveling for the last hour. They parked in a small clearing in the woods, backing the van in as far as they could from the road. They had only stopped once during the night to find some gas, siphoning some out of a Toyota, using a rubber hose they found in the back of the van. They also filled up a spare gas can and brought that with them.
The morning light filtered down through the trees. The world was waking up: birds chirped in the trees, squirrels and chipmunks scurried along tree branches and through the brush.
Mike and Emma had been sleeping for the last few hours. Josh had gotten a little sleep. Ray sat in the passenger seat to help keep watch and help keep Luke awake.
When they sped away from the town of Heaven last night, they had driven in the direction they needed to go, but their main concern had just been getting away as fast as they could. Now that they were parked for a little while, Ray had a chance to really study the map he had redrawn from Doug’s map in his small leather-bound notebook. He compared Doug’s map to the state map of West Virginia, the map folded down to a large square just a little bigger than the notebook. He had a pen, and he had marked the most probable areas where this dirt road that led to Doug’s cabin (which wasn’t on any of the state or area maps of West Virginia) might be. The problem right now was that they were still pretty far away from any of the possible areas where Doug’s cabin might be, and with trial and error, and backtracking, it might take all day to find the right dirt road. Luke had reminded them that they had a little more than half a tank of gas in the van right now, along with the five-gallon can for an emergency. They were so far out in the woods now that they weren’t coming across too many homesteads, much less vehicles to siphon gas from.
While Ray studied the map in the passenger seat with the door open, the others took the opportunity to get out of the van and stretch, walking around. Ray refolded the map to an even smaller square. He had an idea of where to start their search for the dirt road.
“Why don’t you come and eat, Ray?” Emma said from a fallen tree where she was sitting next to Mike. Josh sat on the other side of her, cradling his injured arm. Luke was pulling cans of food and bottles of water out of the backpacks, handing them out.
Ray put the maps down. He was hungry and needed to eat.
*
As they ate, Luke checked his guns, making sure all the magazines were full. Then he checked the M-16 Ray had gotten from the Dark Angel; he told them that the magazine for the M-16 was still half full.
As Ray spooned beans from a can, he watched Luke—the man seemed restless, nervous. Luke got up from the fallen tree and walked to the back of the van. He opened the doors and studied the piles of junk for just a moment before he started pulling stuff out and tossing the junk into the woods.
“What are you doing?” Ray asked him.
“Just cleaning up the van a little,” Luke answered without looking back at him.
Mike got to his feet and looked at Ray. “Should I go help?”
Ray nodded. “If you want to.”
Mike ran over to Luke and waited as Luke handed him boxes, bags, and other pieces of garbage from the van. Mike seemed happy to be doing something—maybe he was just as restless as Luke was.
“That’s littering,” Josh called out to Mike with a smile. He was still sitting right beside Emma on the large fallen tree.
“I don’t think it matters much now,” Luke answered back.
“Just kidding, man. Trying to lighten the mood a little.”
“Why don’t you help get some of this stuff out of the van so everyone can have a little more room?” Luke suggested.
Josh sighed and got up from the tree, walking to the van.
Ray moved closer to Emma on the fallen tree, taking Josh’s spot.
“It feels like it’s warming up a little out here,” Emma said, tilting her face up towards the sunlight through the trees.
“It will be freezing soon enough,” Ray said and then instantly regretted it; he didn’t want every one of his responses to be negative, but he couldn’t help it—that’s how he felt these days.
“You’ve got our route figured out?” Emma asked, changing the conversation and still keeping it light. If Ray’s comment had bothered her, she wasn’t showing it.
“I think so. It’s the best I can do for now. It helped that we wrote down a lot of the street names as we drove last night. It kind of gave me a picture of the path we had taken from the town and to where we are now.”
Emma smiled. “You seem to be in your element when you’re organizing things and analyzing them, trying to figure everything out.”
Ray nodded. He’d always been analytical, craving order in his life. It seemed to bother some people, but he couldn’t ever see what was wrong with it.
“I bet you have a backup plan,” she said in a lower voice. “And a backup plan for that one.” She smiled to show that she was just teasing him.
He smiled back at her even though she couldn’t see it, but maybe she could hear it in his voice. “Yes. That’s what my wife used to say.”
They were quiet for a moment, and Ray felt like he had killed their banter with memories of his wife, but then Emma whispered to him. “I’m a little worried about Josh’s arm.”
Ray looked over at the van. It was shaking as Josh moved around inside, gathering up anything he felt wasn’t useful and tossing it out onto the grass. “Yeah, me too.”
“I think his wound might be getting infected.”
Ray wondered why Emma thought that. He wondered if she could somehow smell the infection, smell Josh’s flesh beginning to rot. He’d heard that blind people’s other senses were stronger to make up for their lack of sight, but he wasn’t sure if that was just a myth or not. But he didn’t ask her; instead he said: “It’s probably going to need to be stitched up. And if it’s infected, it’s going to hurt like hell.”
Emma nodded in agreement.
“We’ll be okay when we get to the cabin,” Ray told her. “There will be medicine there. Antibiotics. A first-aid kit. Everything we need.” He wasn’t sure about all that, but he wanted to say something positive for once, but secretly he wondered if Doug would have antibiotics stored in the cabin.
Luke and Mike walked up to them.
“Finished?” Ray asked.
Luke nodded and glanced back at the van. “Josh can handle the rest.” He looked back at Ray. “This cabin we’re going to, how do you know it isn’t ransacked already? Cleaned out.”
Mike looked instantly concerned as he watched Luke, then he looked at Ray for an answer.
Ray just shrugged. “I don’t know.”
“Just about every place we’ve come across has been picked over either by rippers, Dark Angels, or survivors,” Luke said.
“Yeah,” Ray agreed. “But those places were right off the main roads. This cabin is stuck somewhere way back in these woods, way down a dirt trail.”
“Yeah, okay,” Luke said, but he didn’t look too confident about it. He looked over at the pile of junk he and Mike had amassed near the edge of the woods. “I got rid of a lot of stuff. Not much of anything useful back there in the van.”
“Good,” Ray said. “We should probably get back on the road. I don’t know how long it’s going to take to find this dirt road to the cabin.”
Moments later they were all back inside the van. Ray offered to drive for a few hours so Luke could get some sleep in the passenger seat. Josh sat in the chair right behind the driver’s seat, and Mike and Emma sat in the bench seat in the back. Even with their backpacks, there was a lot more room in the van now.
Ray started the van, put it in drive, and pulled out onto the road.




CHAPTER 38

Josh
It took most of the day to finally find the right dirt road that led to Doug’s cabin. The mountains and valleys seemed to go on forever, the trees stretching out to infinity. They were lost in a beautiful but forbidding wilderness. The woods were thinner; many of the trees had lost much of their leaves, creating a carpet of decaying vegetation all over the forest floor. The air was getting colder, snow flurries swirling by early afternoon.
Luke warned a few times that they were getting pretty low on gas as they tried the next dirt road, backtracked, and then tried another one, the van rocking and bumping along rutted roads, the dirt beginning to harden like concrete from the cold weather over the last few weeks.
But there was one good thing about the endless woods and mountains—there were no rippers around, very few homesteads, and no sign of the Dark Angels anywhere.
Josh’s buzz from the pain pills had worn off that morning, and he was really beginning to feel the pain in his arm, a hot and burning sensation, a throbbing that had to mean that the wound was getting infected. Maybe there would be antibiotics at the cabin they were going to, but right now all Josh could think about was dulling the pain.
Those pills are stuffed down in your sock. It would be so easy for you to get them. It was the voice of the pill imp whispering in Josh’s ear again, floating right behind his left shoulder.
Ray was still driving as Luke nodded off here and there, but the traveling was slow because Ray had to stop often to consult his notebook and the maps he had. Josh thought Ray might ask him to help navigate, but he didn’t.
Josh jiggled his foot as he sat in the chair, cradling his right arm, flexing his fingers of that hand. His fingers were cold, and they looked a little darker than the fingers on his other hand. Or was that his imagination? He compared fingers from both hands, the color and the size. He hoped he wasn’t getting blood poisoning. What was he supposed to do if that happened?
He didn’t want to think about that.
His thoughts were back on his pain pills. Ray was concentrating on the road. Luke was napping again. Mike and Emma were in the bench seat behind him. He’d already brought his backpack up with him when he had helped clean out the van earlier; it was right on the floor in front of him now. He looked down at his feet, studying them. His pills were still stuffed down in his left sock. All he had to do was pull the bottle out and slip one pill into his hand. Even one pill would help take the edge off the pain.
How many pills did he have? What if his arm needed to be stitched up, or (Oh God no) amputated? He’d need all of those pills for that. Maybe he should save them for later.
But one pill . . . only one. One couldn’t hurt. He’d still have plenty of them left.
Before Josh even realized what he was doing, he saw his hand reaching down towards his sock, like he was watching someone else’s hand, like it was moving on its own.
He felt eyes on him and looked up.
Luke was awake and turned around a little in the passenger seat, staring at him. Luke didn’t seem angry—he didn’t seem like anything at all; he just had a blank look on his face, his dark eyes like a shark’s eyes.
Josh drew his hand back up quickly, as if he’d just been caught stealing.
An anger washed over Josh. What do I have to be sorry for? These are my pills. I found them. I can take them if I want to. I don’t have someone to look out for anymore—I don’t have anyone. I don’t have anything left. My fucking arm hurts. If I need to take those pills, then I’m going to take them.
But Josh didn’t reach down for his sock again.
Luke turned back around in his seat.
“I think this might be the right road,” Ray said as he turned left onto yet another dirt road, slowing the van down to a crawl. The opening to the dirt road was hard to make out, just a gap in the woods, but Ray had noticed it.
They drove down the dirt path through the woods, bumping along. The trail was overgrown, branches jutting out and scraping at the sides of the van.
“There should be some kind of gate coming up soon,” Ray said, glancing down at his open notebook in his lap, referring to his notes as he drove.
And there it was, a sturdy metal gate stretched across the trail. Ray stopped the van, but he left the motor running.
Luke got out and walked towards the gate. Ray waited in the driver’s seat. Mike and Emma were sitting up, both wide awake now.
“Are we there?” Mike asked, knuckling sleep from his eyes.
Josh’s hand shot down to the bottom of his pants leg, lifting it up just a little so he could get to his sock—this was his chance. He pulled the bottle out from inside the top of his sock and gently twisted the cap, opening it and tilting it just enough to let one pill slip out, not making a noise. He kept his eyes on Ray in the driver’s seat right in front of him, sure that he would turn around any second and catch him in the act.
But he didn’t.
Josh palmed the pill as he closed the cap, making sure it was on tight. He tucked the bottle back down into his sock and pushed his pants leg down. He swallowed the pill dry and then breathed out a sigh of relief. He needed this. His arm hurt.
“Is it chained up?” Ray seemed to be asking Luke even though Luke couldn’t hear him from here, almost like he was talking to himself. He opened the driver’s door, getting out.
Luke was already walking back to the van.
Josh jumped up and slid the side door of the van open.
“There are two tool boxes in the back,” Luke said.
Josh and Ray followed Luke to the back of the van. Luke opened the back doors and pulled out two rusty metal toolboxes.
Josh spotted a hacksaw handle poking out from under the bench seat. “Hey, a hacksaw.”
But when Josh pulled the saw out, he realized it was only the handle—it didn’t have a blade.
Luke set the toolboxes on the dirt trail behind the van and opened them up, searching through them, taking out the top trays that were filled with screwdrivers, sockets, wrenches, and other hand tools. In the bottom he pulled out hammers, electrical tape, and then a rusty hacksaw blade.
“I think we’re in business,” Luke said as he held up the hacksaw blade.
It was the first time Josh had ever seen Luke smile.
After connecting the blade to the handle, Luke and Ray took turns sawing at a link on the chain wrapped around the gate and the thick wooden post. Josh was going to ask if they needed him to take a turn, but he could already guess what their answer would be—his arm. But he was going to suggest that he could use his left arm to saw at the chain.
A few minutes later the link snapped. Luke pulled the chain off and Ray pushed the gate open. The gate and fence posts looked new. Maybe that was a good sign.
Josh looked around them at the woods that crowded the dirt trail. There were no sounds of rippers coming from the woods, no smells of smoke from lingering fires. For the first time since the collapse had started, Josh actually felt somewhat safe out in these woods. And he also felt a little hopeful. Maybe this cabin was going to be the answer they were looking for, at least for a little while, maybe through the winter. A place they could rest and build their strength back up. He hadn’t wanted to get his hopes up before, but now he was beginning to.




CHAPTER 39

Ray
Doug’s cabin was a shock to Ray, definitely not what he had pictured in his mind.
After they had gotten through the gate, they had wrapped the chain around it again to make it look like it was locked. One of the things Ray jotted down on his mental list (which he would soon transfer to an actual list on paper) was to find a padlock with a key in the cabin so they could chain the gate shut again. Would it keep the rippers out? No, they could just hop right over the gate and the fence. Would it keep the Dark Angels out? Same answer as the rippers. But the gate might turn curious survivors around, and it might keep other vehicles out. But Ray suspected that if the Dark Angels showed up in one of those military tank-like vehicles they’d gotten a hold of, they would just ram their way through the gate. At least Ray might be able to hear the noise from the cabin a mile away and be ready for it. But maybe there was a way to strengthen the gate, or even set some kind of booby traps or an alarm system.
Ray knew he was getting too far ahead of himself again, already planning way too far into the future. He could jot down the ideas as they came to him, reorganizing them later in order of priority. His mind was running a million miles a second right now. He needed some sleep. He had napped a little in the van while Luke had driven the back roads and hills of West Virginia through the night, but none of his sleep had been restful. But when was he ever going to get a true restful night of sleep? When was he ever going to be able to go to sleep without worrying about rippers, Dark Angels, or any other gangs of survivors? And there would always be other things to worry about: bears, mountain lions, snakes, freezing weather, diseases, illnesses, accidents.
The drive from the gate in the woods to the large clearing the cabin had been built in was at least a mile of a twisting, turning trail through the trees. At the narrowest part of the trail, the path took a sharp bend and opened up to the clearing, the land gently rising towards the hills of dense woods at the other end of the clearing. Even larger hills loomed beyond those woods, rising up all around Doug’s property.
Ray had tried not to get his hopes up about the cabin; he’d been disappointed far too many times now since the world had gone to hell. He was trying to train his mind not to expect much, just like he was trying to train his mind to be ready at all times to defend, or even attack, and to hunker down and make do with whatever this new life threw at him.
But when he saw the cabin in the clearing, he was shocked.
“Holy shit,” Josh whispered from right behind Ray, hovering between him and Luke.
“I want to see,” Mike said, hurrying up to squeeze in beside Josh.
Josh moved out of the way so Mike could look out the windshield.
“Whoa,” Mike whispered.
“What about Emma?” Josh said, looking back at her.
“It sounds pretty good so far,” Emma said, smiling at him. Then her smile slipped a bit. “Right? Or is it that bad?”
“No, it’s not bad,” Josh said. “It’s beautiful. Like something out of one of those Log Cabin Living magazines or something.”
Josh was right about that, Ray thought. Although the cabin in the clearing couldn’t be called a mansion, it was much larger than Ray had expected, and much newer.
The log cabin was a two-story structure, and the metal roof had solar panels attached to it. A massive front porch of thick logs ran the length of the front of the home, hiding the front door and windows under the shadows of the porch roof. A set of wide steps led down from the porch to a concrete walkway that ran from the front of the cabin to a large parking area between the home and a free-standing, three-car garage that was also constructed of logs and had a metal roof. The garage doors were painted dark brown, like the shutters and doors of the cabin. In the distance beyond the cabin and garage there were two smaller buildings, storage sheds of some kind, Ray guessed. A huge stack of chopped firewood was stacked up on the left side of the home near a stone chimney that rose above the roof.
Ray pulled up in front of the cabin, driving just a car length onto the large concrete parking area. The cabin was a little to their right and the garage to their left. He glanced down at the gas gauge—only an eighth of a tank left now. He shut off the van’s engine, hoping Doug would have some cans of gasoline here. He was already worrying, already planning, unable to finally relax and enjoy this moment.
Some of Ray’s worries had faded away as soon as he saw the cabin. For one thing, he knew Doug had been telling the truth about this place; he hadn’t been embellishing like Ray had suspected. Now that Ray thought about it, maybe none of Doug’s wild stories had been exaggerations or fantasies—Doug had been right about the coming apocalypse; he’d been right to prepare for it even if he hadn’t known exactly what form the end of civilization would take.
“Your friend must have been rich,” Josh said as he moved back up next to Mike, right behind Ray and Luke’s seats again. “Look at that place.”
“His mother died,” Ray said, remembering that now. “He always told us he came from a wealthy family, but I never believed him.”
“Why didn’t you believe him, Dad?”
Ray shrugged, not looking back at Mike. “I just thought Doug was lying about a lot of things. I don’t know why. He told me his parents died and left him a lot of money. Millions of dollars. I asked him why he was still working at the CDC.”
Luke looked at Ray. “You work for the CDC?”
“Worked,” Ray answered, stressing the past tense.
“And you don’t know anything about this plague?”
“We worked in the accounting department. We were just number crunchers, that’s all.” But Ray suddenly remembered Doug telling him that he had some contacts down at the Atlanta offices. Again, Ray hadn’t believed Doug at the time. But what if Doug had been telling the truth? What if Doug’s contacts had known some kind of disaster was coming, some outbreak that they would never be able to control, and only a select few knew about it, including Doug? What if that’s why Doug had been so paranoid?
“Well, what are we waiting for?” Josh asked. “Let’s get inside.”
“Wait,” Luke said, still looking out his window at the cabin.
“What is it?” Ray asked.
“We don’t know if anyone’s in that place or not,” Luke said.
Ray hadn’t really thought about that, and he chided himself for not considering that possibility, worrying instead if Doug had gas and medicine inside the cabin. He looked over at the garage to their left. “Garage doors are closed. No other vehicles around.”
“What if your friend is inside?” Luke asked.
“Doug?” Ray had assumed that Doug hadn’t made it, that he had either turned into a ripper or had been killed by one. But there was the slight chance that he had made it here.
“If your friend is in there, he doesn’t know it’s you outside in this van,” Luke said. “He might be at one of the windows, aiming a rifle at us.”
“I’ll get out,” Ray said. “Show him that it’s me.” He felt a creepy-crawly sensation dancing along his skin, a familiar feeling these days, like hairs standing up on the skin right before a lightning strike. “He invited me here.”
“What if he’s changed his mind?” Luke asked as he slid his hand inside his hoodie and pulled his gun out of the shoulder holster.
“I don’t think Doug would do that.”
“What if there’s someone else in there?” Luke asked. “Someone traveling through the woods, someone who just happened upon this place. I was traveling through the woods when I came across a horse farm. It was a nice place. I might have stayed there if I hadn’t seen Emma in my dreams telling me to go south and find you guys.”
Ray watched the house for a moment, concentrating on the windows, looking for any signs of movement or lights inside. But the windows were dark, like they were tinted and covered by drapes inside. “We can’t sit here all day. We’ve got to get out some time.”
“How are you going to get inside?” Mike asked. “What if the door’s locked?”
“Doug said in his directions that there’s a key underneath the second porch step. I’ll go see if it’s there.” Ray looked back at Mike who looked nervous. “It’ll be okay.”
“I’ll cover you,” Luke said, already opening the passenger door of the van.
Ray looked from Mike to Josh. “Watch out for them while we’re out there.”
Josh nodded.




CHAPTER 40

Ray
Ray got out of the van and shut the door. He wasn’t trying to be quiet about it. There was no sense in that; if Doug was inside the cabin—or anyone else—then they already knew that they were out here. He walked around the back of the van and then down the walkway to the front porch steps. He felt the weight of his gun in the waistband of his pants, hidden under his jacket.
Ray glanced back at the van when he was on the concrete walkway. Luke was a few steps behind him, his gun in his hands and aimed at the front porch. Again Ray felt the tingling sensation dancing along his skin, like he could be struck by lightning at any second, a bullet hitting him before he even heard the rifle shot. It was a surreal feeling, knowing that he might be walking right towards his own death, but of course everything felt surreal to him now.
“Doug!” Ray yelled as he turned back around and stared at the front porch. “Doug, are you home?”
Doug didn’t open the front door of the home. No one did. No one called out from the windows. The world around them was deathly silent.
“It’s me!” Ray yelled. “It’s Ray Daniels from work. You invited me and my family here.” Ray felt his throat lock up as he thought of Kim and Vanessa.
Still no answer.
Ray was at the porch steps now. He felt like he should put his hands up in surrender, show that he didn’t mean any harm, but what was the sense in that? Luke had a gun aimed right at the front door. Ray crouched down in front of the steps, but he couldn’t get low enough to see underneath the second step. He shoved his arm under the step, hoping he wasn’t going to touch a snake or spider under there. He moved his hand under the step, pushing cobwebs out of the way. He started in the middle and worked his way to the right side of it, beginning to believe that the key was already gone, or that it had never been there at all. Maybe this wasn’t even Doug’s cabin; maybe it was someone else’s cabin. He allowed negativity to creep in even though he hadn’t searched the entire area yet.
And then he found the key—his fingers touching a plastic box attached to the underside of the step right at the edge of it against the wooden stringer. There was some kind of lid on the front of the box that slid to the side. He stuck his fingers inside and felt a metal key. He fished it out carefully, trying not to drop it.
He stood up with the key in his hand. This was a good sign that Doug wasn’t in the cabin, a good sign that he had never made it here. Ray had been wondering why Doug had chosen him for the offer to stay at his cabin. He wondered now if Doug could have foreseen a possibility that he wasn’t going to make it here himself and that he wanted someone to benefit from all of this hard work. But it was a waste of time to ponder questions that he would never know the answers to.
Ray climbed the steps to the front porch. It was a wide and sturdy porch and still smelled of new wood. But there was another smell, a slight chemical odor that Ray thought might be some kind of protectorate or sealer for the wood. The only furniture on the front porch was two Adirondack chairs with a table between them. The beams of the roof above the porch were exposed. There was a porch light on either side of the front door, bolted right into the log walls. The front door was solid, with no windows, only a peephole. The door was painted dark brown like the garage doors.
Ray knocked on the front door, but the door was made of metal and so thick his knocking wasn’t very loud. He jabbed a thumb on the doorbell button, but he couldn’t hear any chimes from inside. Maybe the doorbell didn’t work, maybe it ran off electricity. He tried the doorknob, which was made of brushed nickel. It was locked. He didn’t think Josh would be getting into this door with a screwdriver or a credit card.
Taking a deep breath, Ray slid the key into the lock on the door. He twisted the key, and it turned easily.
Luke was on the front porch now, hurrying up behind Ray, still covering him.
Ray pulled his small flashlight out of his pants pocket and turned it on. He thought about pulling his gun out, but why bother? Luke would shoot ten people before Ray could even get one shot off. He kept the flashlight aimed at the door and glanced back at Luke, nodding at him, indicating that he was going to open the door.
“Hello?” Ray called as he opened the door, shining the light beam inside the vast room beyond the doorway. His greeting echoed back at him from the darkness. He stepped inside and shined his light around. “Doug? Are you here? It’s me. It’s Ray.”
Luke was inside now.
They moved deeper into the living room. The ceiling was high with exposed, rough-cut beams. There were four large logs spaced around the living room, pillars to help support the roof. A wide staircase hugged the log wall on the right side of the room, the steps leading up to the balcony and more rooms.
To the left there was a set of living room furniture situated in front of the stone fireplace, a window on each side of the column of stone that rose to the ceiling. In the corner a flat screen TV stood. The flooring was wood planking. Handwoven area rugs were placed under the furniture and around the room. The whole place had the musty smell of a locked-up house, but the strongest odor was the scent of fresh-cut wood. Drapes and thick curtains covered the windows, blocking out the afternoon light.
The other end of the large living room opened up to a kitchen. There were three rooms off of the kitchen, to the left. Ray and Luke explored the three rooms: one was an office, the next room a guest bathroom, and the third room a bedroom. The furnishings were sparse and basic, but also looked comfortable. The bed had a quilted blanket and two pillows on it. The small closet was empty. A few paintings hung on the exterior log walls, mountain landscapes and wildlife art. The interior walls were wood-framing and finished drywall, painted beige.
The office had a desk and a desktop computer, a bookshelf crammed with books, and a globe of the world set in a wooden stand. A deer’s head hung on the wall along with a few more oil paintings. There were a few framed photos on the desk. Ray picked one of them up. It was a younger Doug with two older people, most likely his mom and dad. There was another photo of Doug and his co-workers. Ray stood right next to Doug in the photo. They were all smiling. Ray couldn’t remember when the photo had been taken, but Doug had kept it along with his family photos. Ray felt a pang of regret.
The kitchen was rustic and functional. There were stainless steel appliances, cherry cabinets, and granite countertops, two deep sinks. Ray checked the light switches, but there was no electricity. He opened the fridge; it was bare except for an opened box of baking soda. The cabinets had dishes and kitchen utensils and cookware. Luke turned on the faucet but no water came out. He opened the cabinet doors under the sink and turned the valves on. He stood back up and tried the faucet again. Still no water.
Ray entered the pantry just off of the kitchen, a large room with an empty freezer against one wall, a washer and dryer against another, and shelves along one wall that held an assortment of canned and boxed food. Not too much food. Not enough for all of them. Not even enough for a few weeks.
Ray’s heart sank when he saw the lack of food. “He must’ve kept the food and supplies down in the basement,” Ray told Luke as he pointed at a door that must lead down to a basement.
Luke nodded. “I’m going to check upstairs before we go down there. I don’t want someone sneaking up behind us while we’re down there.”
Ray nodded in agreement.
Luke hurried out of the living room and bounded up the stairs.
Ray went back through the downstairs rooms again, searching drawers and closets, looking for anything that could help them, but he found very little except for the barest of necessities.
The rest of the stuff is down in the basement, Ray told himself. It has to be.
Ray was back in the pantry again, eyeing the food, doing some quick mental calculations. He stepped into the kitchen. There was a door near the pantry door that led outside. It was a solid metal door like the front door. Ray peered through the peephole and saw a small wooden deck out there through the fisheye lens. He didn’t bother unlocking and opening the door.
He walked to the basement door, waiting for Luke to return.
“There are two bedrooms and a bathroom up there,” Luke said when he was back a few minutes later. “Not much else. Just like the bedroom down here. Some beds, empty dressers and closets.”
Ray nodded and opened the basement door. He shined his flashlight beam down the dark stairwell, and then he descended into the darkness. Luke followed him. The wooden steps barely creaked from their weight, everything still fairly new and solidly built.
When they got to the bottom of the stairs, Ray shined his flashlight beam around the basement.
“You gotta be kidding me,” Luke said.




CHAPTER 41

Luke
“There’s nothing down here,” Luke said as Ray kept shining his flashlight around the basement.
But that wasn’t exactly true. There was stuff down in the basement: cabinets and countertops built against the block walls, tools hung on a pegboard, a workbench with a vise mounted to the end of it, a double sink in one of the countertops. There was also a futuristic-looking A/C and heating unit in the middle of the basement with ductwork running up from it to the low basement ceiling that also had wires and pipes snaking across the joists. But that was it. No supplies. No boxes and crates of food. No pallets of bottled water. No cache of weapons and ammo.
“This doesn’t make sense,” Ray whispered, still shining the flashlight beam around like he might spot something, like he might have missed something.
The basement wasn’t really that large compared to the house above it, and the furnace and water heater took up much of the middle of the room. There were a few thick glass block windows at the tops of the walls that let some light in—the windows had tiny curtains that could be drawn across them.
“Maybe he kept the stuff in the garage,” Ray said, but even he didn’t seem like he believed his own suggestion.
Luke didn’t think it was very likely. He thought it was more likely that Ray’s friend had been busy building this cabin over the last few years, but he hadn’t gotten around to stocking it yet. Maybe the guy had planned on quitting his job, retiring and moving here, and he didn’t want to leave thousands of dollars’ worth of supplies in the house until he actually moved in.
“There are some sheds way out back,” Ray muttered, but he didn’t finish his thought about them.
“Yeah,” Luke said. “We could look.” What harm was it going to do? But Luke still didn’t think it was likely that Ray’s friend would have stored food and weapons in a pair of sheds where those supplies could be stolen or where rats and insects could get to them.
Luke spotted an electrical panel box on the wall near the stairwell. Thick wires ran from the top of the box up to the ceiling. He marched over to the box and opened it. There were lines of breakers inside the box with a main breaker at the top. Luke flipped all the breakers and then the top breaker, the clicking of the breakers sounded loud in the basement.
Nothing. No electricity.
“I can’t believe this,” Ray said.
“It sucks,” Luke agreed. “But at least we have somewhere relatively safe to stay for the night. There’s gotta be enough food for at least two weeks. Maybe three.”
And then what? Ray’s eyes said.
Luke didn’t have an answer for him.
“There’s no medicine here,” Ray said. “We can check the bathrooms again, but I didn’t see much of anything.”
Luke knew Ray was talking about Josh’s arm. Soon they were going to have to unwrap those bloody strips of cloth wrapped around Josh’s forearm and take a look at the wound.
“He’s been on painkillers,” Ray said. “He found them yesterday in that town where we met. They were in the Dark Angels’ truck. Somewhere in the cab. I saw him pocket something when I went up there to see what was taking him so long. But he said he hadn’t found anything. But I know he found something. Some kind of pills or drugs, whatever those Dark Angels were taking, probably.”
“I know he’s high,” Luke said. “Anyone can see it.”
Ray nodded, letting out a long sigh.
“I know you don’t like Josh popping pills,” Luke said. “He told me that he used to have a drug and alcohol problem. But right now, with his wound, he might actually need them.”
Ray didn’t say anything; he didn’t seem ready to admit that Josh needed the painkillers.
“Maybe we should stay in this cabin for a few days,” Luke suggested. “Try to figure out what we’re going to do.”
Ray nodded, still looking around at the nearly empty basement.
“We’re probably going to have to stitch Josh’s wound up,” Luke said. “And if it gets a lot worse. If we can’t save his arm . . .” He let his words die in the cold air; he didn’t feel like he needed to expound on it.
Again Ray nodded like he understood.
“We’ve still got a little daylight left,” Luke said. “Let’s get Josh, Mike, and Emma inside.”
“We’ll check the garage first,” Ray said.
Luke could tell that Ray was hoping they might get lucky and find at least a few stacks of supplies in there, but Luke didn’t think that was going to happen.




CHAPTER 42

Emma
Emma sat on the bench seat in the van, listening to Mike and Josh talk to each other.
“They’ve been in there for a while now,” Mike said. He sounded worried.
“Everything’s okay,” Josh told Mike. “They’re probably checking every room, every closet, making sure the place is empty.”
“If someone’s in there, Luke will shoot them,” Mike said. He mimicked the spitting noise of Luke’s gun and silencer.
“Yeah, he’s a good shot,” Josh said.
The van was getting cold quickly now that the engine was shut off and the heater wasn’t running. Emma shivered just a bit. But she had to admit that it felt good to finally be somewhere that could be safe, at least for a while. It seemed to her that since Friday morning when everything collapsed, she hadn’t been anywhere safe enough to even relax. From her condo, to the streets, to Craig’s house, they had always been running and at risk. Even though they’d been able to stay a few nights in Craig’s house, they hadn’t really been safe there from the rippers. They had been no safer in Craig’s house than they had been in her condo. She thought of the town they had driven into yesterday, when they had run over the spikes in the road that the Dark Angels had left there. She thought of how close they had come to getting abducted, or even killed.
But now they were here. Now they were safe. There would be food and water here. And medicine for Josh’s arm.
Yes, safe for a while. But this place wasn’t totally safe, either. She knew bad things were still coming. Maybe not right away, but they would be coming. Nowhere was ever going to be completely safe again.
When she had slept earlier in the van, sleeping in spurts an hour here and there, she had dreamed. Her dreams were more like flashes of colors and lights now, more of feelings than actual images, and any images she saw in her dreams now were often blurry, just shadows of what they used to be when she could see. She guessed that she still saw things in her dreams, memories from her childhood, but the older she got the more those memories had faded in her dreams, turning people and objects into those shadowy blurs. And maybe her mind reconfigured what she’d seen and felt in her dreams after she woke up, trying to rationalize things and make sense of them.
In the dream she’d had a few hours ago, she’d been in that gray vague landscape where her dreams took place. She remembered seeing the shadow of a man in that grayness; the outline of the man was blurry so she couldn’t make out many details, but the one detail she could make out was the man’s eyes—they shined brightly in his face. It was him, the Dragon Lord as he called himself. He had come to find her.
But he couldn’t find her, couldn’t see her. Not yet anyway.
She’d felt that sense of oppression weighing her down throughout the dream, which had seemed to stretch out for hours—another mind trick from the Dragon Lord. He had been out there wandering in the grayness of her dream, searching for her, searching for all of them. She had evaded him somehow, but she wasn’t sure how. But it would only be a matter of time before he locked on to one of them, before he entered their dreams, manipulated them. It would only be a matter of time before he found this place.
Emma didn’t want to say anything to the rest of them right now. They should all have a chance to revel in the temporary salvation of this cabin. Yes, they could celebrate and be happy now, but at some point she was going to have to tell them that they weren’t completely safe here. They would never be completely safe anywhere until the Dragon was dead.




CHAPTER 43

Josh
“They’re coming back out of the cabin,” Josh said.
The pills had finally started really kicking in; the pain in his arm was fading away into the background of his mind. He felt that energy beginning to course through him, that wave of euphoria washing over him, relaxing and energizing him at the same time.
Josh opened the side door of the van and got out, meeting Ray and Luke as they walked towards the van. “Guess everything’s cool in there,” he said.
“Not exactly,” Ray said as he walked past him and the van, heading towards the garage.
“What’s wrong?” Josh asked, turning his attention to Luke since Ray obviously wasn’t going to say much to him.
“We need to check the garage,” was all Luke said.
Mike stood just outside of the van now, already helping Emma out. Emma had lost her cane back in that town, but she seemed to be doing okay without it. But Josh swore to himself at that moment that he would make her a new cane. He would carve one right from a tree branch. He was tempted to look for a tree branch right at that moment, the drugs making his thoughts a little scattered.
But first, the garage. He needed to focus again.
Josh followed Ray and Luke to the free-standing garage. Luke pulled up on the handle of one of the garage doors, but it didn’t budge. Ray rounded the corner of the building to the smaller door on the side. He jiggled the doorknob, but it was locked, the door as solid as the ones in the cabin, but this door had a glass panel in it. Ray cupped his hands to the sides of his face, blocking out the afternoon light so he could see inside.
The snow was still swirling a little, but the flakes were melting as soon as they touched the ground.
Ray turned away from the door in disgust.
“What do you see in there?” Luke asked.
“Nothing,” Ray answered. “There’s another truck in there, some kind of Jeep or something. There’s some cabinets, some tools. Plenty of room for the van.”
Luke looked through the glass for just a few seconds and then moved out of the way.
Josh looked next. The garage was exactly as Ray had described it. The place looked clean and organized. It didn’t seem like someone had actually lived there, it almost felt like something from a movie set, a typical garage interior for a sit-com.
When Josh turned away from the door, Ray was already walking towards the back yard and the two large sheds in the distance. This time Luke wasn’t following him.
“What’s wrong with him?” Josh asked.
“There aren’t any supplies in the cabin,” Luke answered as he watched Ray, his eyes scanning the woods in the distance, always keeping watch for any threats.
It took a few seconds for Luke’s words to really hit home inside Josh’s mind. “No supplies,” he said. “What do you mean? There’s no food or water in there?”
Luke nodded, still keeping his eyes on Ray and the woods all around them, still standing sentry at his post. “There are some boxes and cans of food in the pantry, enough for a few weeks maybe, but definitely not the stockpile of food, weapons, and supplies that Ray had been told about.”
No extra food. No other weapons. No ammo. No medicine. This last fact hit Josh hard. Even with the buzz from the pain pills, Josh could feel the ache of infection in his arm. If he didn’t get some kind of antibiotics soon, then this was going to end badly. The buzz blanketing his mind kept him from panicking, but he could feel that panic right at the edge, hovering there like the pill imp with a smile on the little demon’s face.
Ray was at the sheds now, trying to open the doors. One of the doors was unlocked and Ray entered the building. A few seconds later he was back out, and judging by his body language he hadn’t found a pallet of food and supplies in there.
*
A few minutes later they were all inside the cabin. It was cold inside, but at least they were out of the wind and snow. They had brought all of their weapons and supplies in with them, which consisted only of their backpacks. Mike was wandering around after Emma sat down on the couch. Luke had gone upstairs, making a second sweep of the cabin.
Josh was still lost in a fog, feeling like he was trapped in a dream, like all of this was some grand illusion. But he knew all of this was real—the pain in his arm told him that, and the pill imp would be hovering behind his left shoulder at any moment now, whispering into his ear, tempting him, trying to get him to take another pill to ease the pain, to ease the anxiety, to ease the depression.
He needed to keep moving around, so he walked over to the windows, drawing the drapes open to allow the gray afternoon light inside. The gray light wasn’t too appealing, but it was better than the cold darkness of the interior of the cabin. He turned and looked at the massive living room, the ceiling of logs, planks, and braces that angled up sharply over the curving stairs, each step a rough-cut log with the flat side up—the balcony above led to the two bedrooms and the bathroom upstairs. The place was so clean and neat, but still dusty, like it had been uninhabited for quite some time. Yet it was furnished with the bare necessities. And again Josh had the feeling that he was on a movie set (even though he’d never actually been on a movie set in his life), like this place was a set made to look like a mountain cabin, but it wasn’t really what it was pretending to be.
Ray had said that Doug, his friend from work, was a doomsday prepper, but this place didn’t look like a prepper’s place; this place looked like someone’s retirement home or a vacation cabin, a wealthy person’s hunting retreat. Still, there were things that didn’t make sense, like how the front door and door frame were constructed from steel.
He looked back at the window where he had just pulled the drapes back. He walked back to the window, drawn to it. He touched the window, running his fingers along the glass, then all around the steel frame of the window. Something was bothering him about the window, and it was taking a moment for his fuzzy mind to see what it was.
And then he realized what it was.




CHAPTER 44

Ray
Ray checked out the kitchen again while Luke looked around upstairs. He couldn’t even hear Luke walking around up there; either Luke was being very sneaky or the insulation and construction of this large cabin was that good. Emma was still on the couch and Mike had been poking around in the office. Mike came out of the office and followed Ray into the large pantry.
“There’s not a lot of food in here,” Mike said.
“I know, son.” He was going to have to tell Mike soon. He was going to have to admit to all of them that he had made a big mistake coming here. He had played this hand, betting everything on it, and now they needed to make a decision soon—within the next few days—about whether they were going to try to move south before the hardest of the winter closed in, or if they were going to figure out a way to tough it out here. He was already trying to run numbers in his head. He had his leather-bound notebook he had taken from Craig’s house and he had started a list of what they had in the pantry, an inventory. He would include what they had in their backpacks to the list. He wanted to collect everything they had and calculate the rations they would need to make. Of course there wouldn’t be enough food, but it would give them a better idea of how much time they could survive here in this cabin.
It made him feel better to write these things down. As Ray compiled his list, Mike grew bored and left the pantry, but Ray kept writing. It made him feel like he was doing something other than wandering around aimlessly.
A box of crackers.
Two jars of peanut butter.
Eight cans of tuna.
Nine cans of soup.
A case of bottled water.
“What are you doing?” Emma asked.
Ray spun around. He had been so absorbed in his work that he hadn’t even heard her walk up behind him. “Uh, taking an inventory of the food and supplies we have here in the cabin. And doing some calculations.”
She smiled. “You’re in your element doing that, aren’t you?”
“It needs to be done.” He was quiet for a second. “Look, I know this situation is bad. I’m sorry I brought everyone here. I was so sure about this. About Doug. I had a feeling he’d been stretching the truth about things, so I was a little nervous, but we didn’t have a lot of other choices. And when we first got here, when I saw the cabin, I got my hopes up. I was even mad at myself for doubting Doug. But I know now that I shouldn’t have gotten my hopes up. I should know better than that by now. Doug had lied about this cabin. He had lied about a lot of things, apparently.”
“What do you think we should do now?”
“I don’t know. I think we should all talk about it tonight. I think everyone should get a say in this decision. There’s a lot to consider. If we leave, if we go south, we could get caught in a snowstorm—even the storm of the century. It’s not like we can check the weather reports on our phones. Or we could run into a horde of rippers. Or more Dark Angels. Eventually our luck is going to run out with the Dark Angels.” He took a breath and then continued. “Or we could stay here for the winter. If we do, we’re going to have to learn to hunt and fish before the winter sets in. We’re going to have to drive to the nearest homes and towns, see what we can salvage. If there’s anything left in those places now. There’s a newer-looking Jeep in the garage, so at least we’ll have a more dependable vehicle than the van. That’s about the best answer I can give.”
“What about Avalon?”
“I haven’t forgotten about it.”
“So you believe we should still go there?”
“I don’t know what else to do. Avalon could be our true salvation. There could be a bunker there or a new civilization beginning. It has to be something important or Craig wouldn’t have told me to go to his house to find the directions to Avalon; he wouldn’t have had me risk my life and my family’s lives if he didn’t think it was something worth pursuing.”
“If it’s so important, then maybe we should just go now.”
Ray had the same thought, but he had weighed the risks in his mind, the risks he’d just told her about: the rippers, the Dark Angels, the other survivors, the weather, breaking down. “Yeah, but we should all talk about it. And I think Luke’s right; we should stay here for at least a night or two. We should rest and eat. At least we’re safe here for now.”
Emma frowned, and in that moment Ray thought Emma might not believe they were safe in this cabin.
“I think we should all talk it over tonight,” Ray said. “And then maybe we should vote on it.”
“Every day we stay here, every day we don’t find some kind of medicine, is one more day that Josh’s arm gets more infected.”
“His arm might not even be infected,” Ray argued. “We haven’t even looked at it yet.”
“I’m sure it’s infected. I’m sure it needs some kind of medicine and treatment. I know you don’t like Josh that much—”
“I never said that.”
Emma sighed, not even bothering to respond to Ray.
“He’s a junkie,” Ray whispered, looking back at the doorway to make sure no one had snuck up on them.
“He’s in pain right now,” Emma said. “He needs something for the pain.” She hesitated for just a moment and seemed to be staring at him from behind her dark glasses. “It’s more than just that, isn’t it?”
Ray shook his head no even though she couldn’t see what he was doing. The truth was that Josh reminded him of his little brother Freddie, the little brother Ray couldn’t save from addiction, but he didn’t want to tell her that.
As if Josh knew they were talking about him, he called to them from the living room. “Ray! Come here. You need to see this.”




CHAPTER 45

Luke
Luke was coming down the stairs when he heard Josh calling for Ray. Josh was by the living room window between the front wall of the living room and the fireplace, the window that looked out onto the parking area where their van was parked and the free-standing garage beyond it.
“You need to see this,” Josh had just said, but he didn’t sound scared or shocked—he sounded excited. Still, Luke’s hand twitched, ready to draw his weapon from the shoulder holster.
Luke made it down the stairs by the time Ray and Emma came into the living room. Mike was already there, staring at the window like he was trying to guess what Josh was alerting everyone about.
“What’s wrong?” Ray asked.
They were all gathered around Josh now. He stood by the window with a mischievous smile, the drapes pulled apart. Luke looked past Josh at the window, trying to spot a threat out there. Ray had his leather-bound notebook clenched in one hand, a pen in the other.
“It’s this window,” Josh said. “Look at it. Do you see what’s different about it?”
Ray glanced at the window and then his dark eyes darted back to Josh. He frowned like he was losing his patience quickly.
“Just get to the point,” Luke told Josh before Ray exploded. They were all disappointed and short-tempered right now. Soon they would all be at each other’s throats, and Josh’s little performance—most likely fueled by opioids—probably wasn’t going to help matters much.
“This window doesn’t open,” Josh said.
They were all silent, all staring at him.
“A window that doesn’t open at all,” Josh said, like he was repeating the punchline of a joke until they got it.
Josh hurried past the fireplace to the window on that side. He pulled the drapes open, letting in the daylight through the tinted glass. “I’ve just checked all of these windows down here. None of them open.”
“So they don’t open,” Luke said.
“Who puts windows in their house that don’t open?” Josh asked with that smile still on his face.
Ray sighed. Luke could tell he was getting frustrated quickly after being pulled away from whatever task he’d been doing to entertain the ramblings of a drug addict.
Josh seemed to be able to tell he was losing them. He darted over to the window beside the front door and pulled the drapes open. “This guy, Ray’s friend, was some kind of doomsday prepper, right?” He looked at Ray, waiting for a confirmation.
Ray nodded quickly, his mouth a tight line, his eyes narrowed.
“Okay. So this guy spends a lot of money building this cabin out in the middle of nowhere. A doomsday prepper. But the place doesn’t seem to be a fortress. Except for the front and back doors.” Josh moved over to the front door and put a hand on it. “Solid steel doors that could probably withstand a bomb blast. And these logs have probably been reinforced with steel rods inside of them, like rebar through concrete blocks. And they’ve been treated with something on the outside. You guys didn’t smell that smell on the front porch?”
Luke nodded. He had smelled a faint chemical odor when he had first stepped onto the front porch.
“I’d be willing to bet that the logs have been treated with some kind of fire retardant,” Josh said. “Even if they weren’t treated, it would take forever for a fire to burn through a log wall.”
Luke glanced at Ray who seemed suddenly interested in what Josh was saying now.
“If this place is fortified, which it seems to be,” Josh continued, “then why aren’t there bars on the windows?”
No one answered Josh’s question.
“I’ve worked on a lot of construction jobs,” Josh said. “We worked on this mansion in West Palm Beach, and the owner had windows like these installed, bullet-proof glass set in steel frames with a transparent film in between the panes of glass. Those windows could withstand hurricane-force winds, bullets, hell, maybe even a bomb blast like the doors. The windows are tinted on the outside so you can’t see into the cabin even with the lights on.”
Ray seemed intrigued but not completely sold yet.
“And now we’re getting to some kind of point, right?” Luke asked.
“You said this guy was a prepper,” Josh said, looking at Ray now. “And he was. It might not have looked like it at first, but when you inspect things more closely, this place is a fortress.”
They were all quiet for a moment.
“And I haven’t even seen the basement yet,” Josh said.
“There’s nothing down there,” Ray told him. “No food. No supplies.”
“Let’s take a look,” Josh said.
*
A few minutes later they all gathered in the basement. Josh looked at the water heater and the A/C and heating unit. He traced the wires and pipes from the units up to the ceiling, following them along the low basement ceiling. “There are a lot of wires and pipes that go up and out down here. More than there should be.”
Josh spotted the electric breaker box and hurried over to it.
“I already checked that,” Luke told him.
Josh ignored Luke and opened the metal door, studying the rows of breakers inside for a moment, tracing wires that came out of the box and up to the ceiling. “See where these wires are going?” he asked.
No one answered.
“They’re dummy wires,” Josh said with a smile. “Probably not hooked up to anything.” He studied another group of wires running along the basement ceiling, then he followed the wires over to the counter with the sinks in it, then down to a corner. He crawled under the counter, pushing thick cobwebs out of the way and rummaging around for a moment.
Luke heard Josh clicking something under there.
Josh crawled back out with a smile. “He’s got another breaker box underneath there. The real one. It’s hidden pretty good. That other panel box isn’t even real.”
Luke could hear the sounds of the water heater and furnace starting up, soft whooshing sounds, the distant and faint sounds of water flowing through pipes somewhere, sounds that used to be familiar in houses and buildings, sounds he had taken for granted all these years. They used to be background noise, but now these sounds were the sweetest music.
“There’s a solar pump for the well,” Josh said looking around again, studying the piping along the walls and ceilings now. “Has to be outside somewhere.”
“I turned on the valves under the sink in the kitchen,” Luke said. “But the water never came out.”
Again, Josh followed the maze of pipes and wires across the ceilings and then along the walls. A moment later he squeezed down into a little crawlspace between the AC system and water heater. “There’s a main shutoff valve down here,” he called out from down in the crawlspace. He backed out of the crawlspace with cobwebs stuck to his hair “Water should be on now.”
Luke heard more sounds of water running through the PVC and copper pipes along the ceiling.
Josh was beaming like a hero.
“Your arm,” Mike said.
For just a second Josh didn’t seem to know what Mike was talking about, but then he looked down at his bandaged right forearm. It was bleeding again, the strips of cloth wrapped around it soaked with blood, drops of the blood dripping down to the concrete floor of the basement.




CHAPTER 46

Ray
Ray and Luke got Josh upstairs and into the guest bathroom. There was only one small window in the bathroom, and like every other window in the house, it had dark curtains drawn over it. They flipped on the overhead light now that the electricity was working. Ray hoped that even though the windows were tinted and the curtains were drawn that the light wouldn’t somehow seep out from the windows into the late afternoon.
Josh had popped two more pills, waiting for them to hit his system. He knew as well as everyone else what was coming soon, the inevitable, the knife wound in his forearm was going to have to be stitched up.
Ray and Luke went into the bathroom with Josh while Emma and Mike waited down in the living room. Ray still didn’t want to sugarcoat things for Mike in this horrible new world they lived in now, a place where Mike was going to have to grow up and become a man too quickly, but he still didn’t think Mike needed to be subjected to what they might have to do to Josh’s arm.
Josh unwrapped the strips of torn T-shirts that he had used as bandages, dropping them into a small wastebasket Ray brought over to the sink. Josh winced as he rolled up the sleeve of his hoodie, peeling the cloth away from the sticky wound. The flesh of his forearm was pale, fish-belly white, and that made the wound seem even more grotesque somehow, the swelling and redness darker and more pronounced. The gash ran along most of his forearm, a long cut but not as deep as Ray had expected it to be, not deep enough to sever muscles, but deep enough to keep bleeding, deep enough to be infected now.
“I’m going to look for some thread and a needle,” Ray told Luke.
“Try to find some superglue if you can,” Luke said. “And some tape. We can use that to close the wound if you can’t find a needle and thread.”
Ray just nodded, happy to be leaving the bathroom, happy to be doing something else instead of looking at that infected, pus-filled wound of Josh’s. He made a list of things in his mind to look for: the needle, thread, the superglue and tape Luke had suggested, maybe more towels or washrags. He wasn’t sure how many of those things he was going to find in this cabin, the place had been so sparely stocked with what seemed to be the barest of necessities.
He grabbed a pillow case in an upstairs bedroom to carry anything he found in it. He stuffed two extra towels and washrags down into the pillow case from the closet in the hall. He went downstairs and checked that bathroom. He opened the medicine cabinet on the wall next to the sink. He found toothpaste, a new pack of razors, mouthwash, two toothbrushes still sealed in the packages, a small bottle of aspirins, but nothing much else they could use. He added the aspirins and mouthwash to the pillow case.
In the drawers under the bathroom sink he found some white adhesive tape and a box of Band-Aids. If he couldn’t find the superglue as Luke had suggested, at least they could try to squeeze the wound shut and tape it together with the Band-Aids and tape.
He checked the spare bedroom downstairs, the office, and finally the kitchen and pantry. He checked the basement once again, going through cabinets that only had a few tools, screws, and nails in them. No superglue or needle and thread. They were going to have to make do with what they had.
They had emptied their backpacks of any supplies and food they’d brought with them when they had brought them inside. Ray found some electrical tape among the supplies; he brought that with him back to the bathroom along with the pillow case of items he’d already collected.
Josh’s wound was cleaned with soap and water now, but the cut still looked ragged and red, the surrounding skin swollen and purple, the edges of the wound puckered. Josh held a washcloth over the wound and there were already spots of blood forming on the washcloth.
Ray handed Luke the Band-Aids and the tape he had found. “We could squeeze the edges of the cut together and try to hold them closed with the Band-Aids and tape.”
Luke shrugged. It was as good as anything else they could do.
Josh winced again as Luke squeezed the long cut together with his fingers. Ray applied the Band-Aids and strips of tape across the squeezed-together wound as quickly as he could. Then he laid down a washcloth and wrapped tape around his forearm, trying not to wrap the tape too tightly, but tight enough to hold the cloth in place.
Ray tore the tape off of the roll and then watched their homemade bandage for any bleeding, waiting for the little red dots of blood to appear on the washcloth like tiny blooming flowers. But no blood came.
“You need to keep your arm as still as possible for the next few days so the cut doesn’t open up again,” Ray told Josh.
Josh just nodded, cradling his arm gingerly.
They had done as much as they could do, but the most serious problem was the infection that had surely started in the wound.




CHAPTER 47

Ray
An hour later they ate dinner at the dining room table. It was the first hot food they’d had in over a week. The cabin was beginning to warm up and feel comfortable now that the heater was working. Josh also told them that they should have hot water now because the hot water heater was tankless, the water heating up within minutes as soon as it was used.
Ray was happy that Josh had figured out how to turn the electricity and water on, but he couldn’t bring himself to praise Josh, or even thank him. Every time he looked at those glassy, stoned eyes of Josh’s he thought of his little brother, and he didn’t want to think about Freddie.
Ray and Luke had found the keys to the garage door. The electricity in the garage was also on, connected to the cabin through underground wires. They had debated about whether to stow their van in the garage or leave it parked in the parking area. Ray felt their van should be out in the open and available if they needed to leave suddenly. But Luke thought it was better if their vehicle was hidden in case Dark Angels or even other survivors and scavengers happened upon the place. Both tactics had their pros and cons, but Ray gave in to Luke. At least their van would be out of the cold and snow for a while, perhaps saving the battery from going dead so quickly.
While out in the garage, Ray and Luke did a quick search of the van again, hoping to find some superglue or thread and needle; the van seemed to have so many other odds and ends tucked away inside. Ray hoped they hadn’t thrown some of that stuff away earlier when they had parked in the woods and cleared the extra clutter out of the van.
They didn’t find superglue, needles, or thread in the van or in the garage. Their impromptu butterfly bandages were just going to have to work until they could come up with something better. If Josh listened to them and didn’t move his arm too much, maybe the cut would stay closed and heal. Maybe Josh’s immune system would fight the infection.
They found some Tylenol in the spare bathroom and gave Josh that instead of the aspirins, fearing the aspirin might make the wound bleed easier. And maybe the Tylenol would help with the pain so he could slow down a little on the pain pills.
Earlier, when Ray had checked the sheds at the far edge of the back of the property, he’d found a riding lawn mower, some gardening and lawn equipment, but not much else. There were a few five-gallon cans of gasoline, and that was good.
The Jeep in the garage looked either brand new or only a few years old. It was a 4x4 with large knobby tires. But it was much smaller than the van; it wouldn’t hold all of them like the van would, unless one of them—most likely Mike—was all the way in the back. If they decided to leave, they would have to take both vehicles.
Now, after their dinner, they all sat back and relaxed at the table. Ray had only eaten a little, surprised that the small amount of food could fill him up. And he never thought canned soup and beans could taste so good. The talk turned to hot showers and to doing their laundry in the washer and dryer in the pantry. They all had at least one extra set of clothes with them. The fact that all of them had managed to hold on to their backpacks through all of this was amazing, a small bit of good luck among all the bad luck they had endured.
They had emptied their backpacks earlier and compiled the food, water, and supplies they had, each of them keeping their clothes and shoes, stuffing them back into their packs. Ray added any of the food and supplies to the shelves in the pantry so he could take a complete inventory of what they had, getting an overall picture of what they lacked and how long, if rationed, their food and supplies could last. The one good thing was that they had filtered water from a well somewhere on the property.
Emma took a shower in the bathroom upstairs and changed into her second set of clothes: a pair of faded jeans and a sweatshirt. Mike took his shower after Emma. Luke used the shower downstairs, and then Josh was next. They found a plastic bag to cover Josh’s bandaged arm so they wouldn’t have to wrap it again tonight with bandages and tape.
After their showers, Ray started a load of laundry. He hadn’t realized how bad their clothes had smelled until he stuffed all of them down into the washing machine. There was only one jug of laundry detergent, but Ray used two capfuls, splurging this time because the clothes smelled so bad.
They gathered in the living room after their showers. Luke stretched out on the living room floor and Ray brought a dining room chair in to sit on. Josh was on the smaller couch, Mike and Emma on the larger one.
“We should start a fire in the fireplace,” Mike suggested.
Ray explained to Mike that they couldn’t do that. The smoke, the sight and smell of it, might draw rippers, Dark Angels, or survivors. They kept all the drapes closed tightly as night came and they only had a few lamps lit, all of them agreeing to shut off all the lights when they went to bed. Ray and Mike were going to take one of the bedrooms upstairs, and Emma would take the other. Luke offered to sleep out on the living room couch so Josh could take the bedroom downstairs. Ray promised that if they decided to stay here through the winter, they would turn the office into another bedroom.
“I know it’s only our first night here, but I think we need to talk about what we’re going to do,” Ray told all of them. “We could either load up the Jeep and the van tomorrow with everything we’ve got here and head south, or we could try to tough it out here through the winter.”
They were all quiet, all of them thinking the options over.
“Everyone gets a vote in this,” Ray told them. “But we need to really think about this. Maybe even sleep on it tonight.”
“Resting for at least a few days, or even a week, makes the most sense to me,” Luke said. “Those Dark Angels are probably still in the area looking for us.” He looked at Ray. “You said you wanted to stay here for the winter. What are your plans after that?”
“We’re going to Avalon,” Mike blurted out.
“What’s Avalon?” Luke asked.
“When I worked with Doug at the CDC, our supervisor was a man named Craig. That Friday morning when all the electric went out, when the banks closed their doors, when everything really started to break down, Craig called me right before the cell phones went out. He told me that society was collapsing, and that it wasn’t coming back. Then he told me that something was happening to people. The phone started breaking up so I couldn’t hear everything he said to me, but he told me to get to his house, to bring my family. He said there were answers, and he mentioned the word Avalon.”
“What does Avalon mean?” Luke asked.
“I had to look it up,” Ray said. “It was a mythical place in the tales of King Arthur, an island they took him to so he could be healed. I don’t really know much about the myth of Avalon, but I think the word was a government code word for a bunker in northern Georgia. When we got to Craig’s house, I found his password and looked up the files on his laptop. I saw articles about this ripper plague, and about the place called Avalon.”
“So you know what’s there at Avalon?” Luke asked.
Ray shook his head no. “The articles were vague and secretive. But it seems like the place could be either a bunker or a research center, maybe something to do with the CDC. They could be working on a cure there. Or they might even have a cure already.”
“Or it could be as abandoned and destroyed as every other place we’ve come across,” Luke said. “Or it could even be bombed out like some of the cities.”
“Yes,” Ray agreed. “That’s possible. But something’s there. I can feel it. It’s got to be something important or Craig wouldn’t have told me about it. He wouldn’t have asked me to risk my family to get to his house.”
Ray got up and grabbed his leather-bound notebook from the dining room table. He handed it to Luke. “I copied a lot of the information about Avalon down into this notebook. I also wrote down the directions. I drew a map, a route down to Avalon.”
Luke used his small flashlight to look through the notebook Ray had given him.
“Craig was planning to go to Avalon,” Ray said. “He was going to take his family there. They had started packing. And I’m sure they would have gone if they hadn’t all started turning.” Ray remembered finding Craig and his family in the garage, inside their SUV, all of them dead from carbon monoxide poisoning.
“I’ve got the notebook that Isaac kept,” Josh said, looking at Ray. “You can have it. We should pool all the information we have, put it all into one book.”
Luke closed Ray’s leather-bound notebook after glancing through it. He looked at Emma. “You came to me in my dreams. You told me to go south and find you guys.”
“Mine too,” Josh added, looking at Emma. “You said the same thing in my dreams.”
“I’m sorry,” Emma said. “I don’t remember any of that.”
“I know,” Luke told her. “But that’s what you said in the dreams. Does that mean that you want all of us to go down to Avalon?”
“I don’t know,” Emma said.
“It’s like we’re being drawn down there,” Ray said. “I know it means something. The answers are there, whatever those answers are.”
“What about the Dragon Lord?” Mike asked Emma. “Isn’t he down south somewhere?”
Emma shook her head no again. “I don’t know where he is.”
“What about the others we’ve been seeing in our dreams now?” Josh asked. “I’ve been seeing a woman and a little girl. And now I saw a man and a woman traveling together. Are they supposed to be with us? Are they supposed to find us, or are we supposed to find them? Are there more than those four?”
“I’m sorry,” Emma said. “I wish I could answer your questions, but I can’t.”
Parts of last night’s dreams flashed through Ray’s mind. He’d seen the man and woman Josh was talking about, but then he remembered the wasted town. “I keep seeing a place in my dreams. A town. It seems like the place where the Dragon Lord lives or rules.”
“I’ve seen that place, too,” Josh said, getting excited. “Yeah, man. The sky’s all gray. The buildings are torn up like it’s a warzone.”
“Dead bodies hanging everywhere,” Luke said, nodding. “Hanging from tree branches and telephone poles, the edge of porch roofs. Some of the people are tied down over cars or staked to the sides of buildings.”
“I’ve seen it, too,” Mike said. “That place is down south, isn’t it? We’ll have to go through it, won’t we?”
“Could the Dragon Lord be the one trying to draw us south?” Ray asked.
“Good,” Luke said. “I hope he is. I hope we find him. I want to kill him and put an end to whatever the hell he’s doing.”
“I wish I had the answers for you,” Emma said. “But I don’t.”
“What do you think we should do?” Josh asked Emma.
They were all quiet, waiting for Emma to speak.
“If you need some time to think about it, we understand,” Ray told Emma.
“Yes,” Emma answered. “Maybe we should do that, think about things for a bit. Maybe we should stay here for a few days. Rest and decide what we should do. But we might need to make a few trips to the nearest houses and into a town. If we stay, we need to find some antibiotics for Josh’s arm.”
“We could use the Jeep out there in the garage,” Luke said. “I could drive to the closest town. I could go alone. Or just me and Ray.”
Mike looked at Ray, suddenly not happy about that idea.
“If we can find some antibiotics,” Josh said, “maybe we could stay here for a few weeks. It’s only the beginning of November right now; the weather isn’t that bad. We could stay here for a while. Maybe the longer we wait here, the farther the Dark Angels get away from us.”
“Or it gives the Dark Angels more time to organize,” Luke said. “More time for them to amass more weapons and convert more people into soldiers.”
“And in those few weeks we would eat all of the food we have here in this cabin,” Ray said.
“Maybe we could find more food in houses and in nearby towns,” Josh said. “We could search every house and building all around us. Find maps and keep track of which places we’ve searched and what places still need to be searched.”
“If we choose to stay here through the winter,” Ray said, “we’re going to have to eventually learn how to hunt and fish. Gather up some berries and nuts in the woods before the winter gets too bad. We’re going to have to learn those things anyway. The easy food is going to be gone soon. The rippers and other survivors will wipe it out within months. Avalon may be our only chance at something permanent.”
They were all quiet for a moment.
“So we sleep on it tonight,” Luke said. “And then tomorrow we should vote on it. Make a decision.”
Ray nodded in agreement. “I’m all for that.”




CHAPTER 48

Josh
After lying down in the bed, Josh had fallen asleep within minutes in the pitch-black bedroom. He had a flashlight on the table next to the bed if he needed it, but he just let himself float away in the comfort of the darkness. He’d never been afraid of the dark or of being alone, but he had also fallen asleep under the influence of either alcohol or drugs (or both) most of his adult life. And tonight was no different; he was still flying high on the pain pills he’d taken earlier. Usually the pain pills kept him awake, but he was so exhausted tonight that he couldn’t keep his eyes open anymore. For the first time in a week and a half he felt truly safe. It was amazing the things he had taken for granted his whole life. He never knew how important the necessities of life were until they had been taken away.
He was supposed to be thinking about whether they should stay here in this cabin for the winter or travel south to Avalon. He wasn’t sure what they should do; both of them had their merits. If he had to vote right now, just because he was warm and safe for the moment, it would be a vote for the cabin. But Ray was right; the food was going to run out in a few weeks. Even if they made raids into nearby towns and houses, most of the food would be rotten or already gone. It seemed like the Dark Angels were an army sent out to gather up all the food, to eventually control all the food and supplies that were left. What if they found nothing in the nearby houses and towns? What if they got halfway into January and ran out of food? Snowed in, starving and going crazy.
His arm still hurt, but the pain seemed to be a distant ache right now. He had no doubt that the wound was getting infected because he could still feel that ache no matter how many pills he popped.
He didn’t want to think about that. He didn’t want to think about hitting the road or staying the winter in the cabin. He was too tired. Right now he just wanted to sleep.
And he slept.
In Josh’s dream, he was walking along a road through the woods, the world around them dark, only a sky of stars and a full moon providing light. He came up to a house in those woods, and then suddenly he was inside the house without knowing how he’d gotten inside. He saw the woman and girl hiding in the house. They were both scared, especially the little girl. The woman was trying to get the girl to talk, but the girl wouldn’t say anything, like she was too traumatized.
Josh stepped forward, getting a little closer to the woman and the girl. He called out to them, but like the other dreams, they couldn’t hear him or see him. He moved closer to the two of them even though he knew if he got too close the dream would just fade away into another dream.
And then the dream shifted—he was somewhere else. He saw a man and a woman moving through a neighborhood. The man was tall and just slightly overweight. His hair was short and turning gray. The woman was small but compact; she seemed strong. They walked side by side, both of them with backpacks on. The woman had a shotgun in her hands.
Again, Josh tried to call out to the man and the woman, running towards them, intent on touching them, but they never noticed him coming their way.
And again the dream shifted, and he was somewhere else, back in that blasted town that Ray had described earlier. Josh had seen films of French towns during World War II, the bombings and battles leaving the buildings of the towns half-destroyed, others just piles of rubble. That’s what this place reminded Josh of. Some of the buildings and houses were barely standing, others just piles of rubble. But many were still standing, the DA symbols painted on the front of the homes and businesses, painted on the cars and trucks.
Josh stood in the street as trash and litter blew past him from the constant winds. He looked down at his hands. His right arm was still wrapped in the wash cloth and tape. He flexed his fingers because his arm was really starting to hurt now. He wanted to take another pain pill, maybe two, but he realized with a surge of panic that he didn’t have his backpack with him.
The dead and dying people were hanging from the trees, poles, and porch roofs. Two naked men were stretched out over the top of cars, their flesh striped from whip marks, wounds wide open like the wound on his arm. But the wounds on these people’s bodies seemed to be moving, like something was wriggling around underneath their skin. Their wounds opened up and maggots spilled out of them.
Josh felt an itching in his forearm. He looked down and saw that the washcloth and strips of tape were gone. His wound was bare. He could feel things moving around inside of his arm, tickling at his skin, things chewing and crawling all over each other. The cut was wide open now; the puckered edges of it pulling back, the inside of his flesh full of maggots now, wriggling all over each other and crawling out of his wound.
Josh’s eyes flew open in the dark. For a moment he couldn’t tell if he was awake or still asleep, lost in the sea of darkness He reached for the flashlight on the table next to his bed, fumbling with it as he fought for breath, his fingers trembling.
Why couldn’t he find the flashlight? It was right there next to the bed.
He swore he could feel someone in the bedroom with him, someone close enough to touch him, close enough that Josh could hear the man’s breathing. Josh could smell him. But he knew the man’s eyes were closed because if the man opened them then Josh would see those eyes shining in the darkness, two ovals of yellow light staring back at him—the eyes of the Dragon Lord.
Josh could feel his forearm now. It was hurting, itching. Things were moving around inside his wound—maggots trying to get out. His fingers finally wrapped around the cylinder of plastic—the flashlight. He pushed the button and a beam of light shot up at the ceiling, pushing the darkness back just a little.
He sat up and shined the light around the bedroom, panning it back and forth quickly, looking for the Dragon Lord.
No one there. He was alone in the bedroom. He shined the light down at the washcloth taped to his arm. He expected to see spots of blood on the washcloth, but there was no blood.
But it was still hurting like hell. Aching, like it had in the dream. He wanted to pop another pill. He sat there on the bed for a moment with the light shining down onto the covers, trying to think of when he had taken the last two pain pills. He didn’t keep the bottle of pills in his sock or backpack anymore, afraid Ray would take it from him. He had the bottle tucked underneath his mattress.
He wanted another pill, but he decided he wasn’t going to take one right now. He didn’t know how many pills he had left and he needed to space them out a little better. If they didn’t find some antibiotics soon, he was really going to need those pills when the inevitable came.
Josh shut the flashlight off, but he held on to it for a moment, lying in bed with only his legs under the covers. It actually felt a little hot in the room, which was a good feeling after all the cold nights he’d been exposed to. He wondered if he was already getting sick and clammy.
The darkness was oppressive, like an ocean of blackness squeezing him from every direction, pressing down on his body like a coffin lid. He wanted to go back to sleep, but he didn’t want to dream anymore. He didn’t even want to think about his dreams, so he tried to think about something else. He wondered why Ray’s friend had gone to all of this trouble to build this cabin, this fortress, but hadn’t even bothered to stock anything here. Ray’s friend seemed to have everything here—the Jeep in the garage, the lawn equipment in the sheds, the bathroom supplies, dish soap, extra towels—but no mass of food and supplies. It just didn’t make sense that this guy would go so far and then stop right at the end. What had been his plans? Tow a full-size trailer of supplies behind his truck when he finally decided to come out here to the cabin?
No, that didn’t make sense. There had to be supplies here. They had to be hidden somewhere. But where? Not outside, unless they were buried. And that was a possibility. Maybe there was a secret bunker buried on the property somewhere. Maybe it was close to the sheds. Josh closed his eyes and decided that tomorrow he would begin searching the land around the cabin for a metal hatch buried in the ground. Maybe Ray would be a little happier with him if he found the supplies. Ray seemed to hate him. Even when Josh had found the hidden breakers for the electricity and the hidden main shutoff for the water, Ray still seemed to hate him.
Josh remembered being down in the basement, crawling under the counter to get to the hidden electrical breakers. There were so many pipes down in the basement, so many wires, more than a normal basement would have.
Josh’s eyes popped open in the darkness. He’d been on the verge of sleep when it had hit him. There was something odd about all of those wires and pipes snaking across the ceiling and walls of the basement. He turned the flashlight back on and set it on the table. He used the light to find his jeans and slip them on. He put his hiking boots on, lacing them up quickly, trying to be careful with his injured arm. He slipped his black hoodie on and turned the flashlight back off, but he took it with him to the bedroom door.
He turned the doorknob gently, easing the door open. This was a newer home so there were no creaks in the hinges or the floorboards as he crept across the kitchen to the basement door, taking his time, feeling his way along through the darkness. It took a few moments to find the basement door. He could hear Luke breathing heavily from the living room, not snoring, but close.
Slowly Josh eased the basement door open and slipped inside onto the landing. He closed the door all the way before turning on his flashlight. He could have turned on the stairwell light, but he didn’t want to turn on any lights until he was all the way down in the basement.
With his flashlight beam guiding the way, Josh walked down the stairs. He got to the bottom and rounded the corner, venturing deeper into the basement.
He should have realized what was wrong with the basement when he’d been down here earlier. He remembered thinking that it was strange that the basement was so small compared to the floor-plan of the house above. But then Mike had noticed that his arm was bleeding and Josh’s mind had turned to that.
Now that he was down here again, it seemed so obvious. Wires and pipes ran to the far wall. He shined his light along the top of that wall, a block wall, but now he was sure it was a fake wall. There was something beyond that wall.




CHAPTER 49

Luke
In Luke’s dream he’d seen flashes of the woman and the girl that he’d seen in a previous dream, the ones he’d seen in the motel lobby, the ones he couldn’t warn or even save when the bad men had pulled up outside in the van. He also had glimpses of the other two people he’d been seeing in his dreams lately, the man and the woman traveling together.
But soon he was back in the place where he knew he would be—the war-torn town where the Dragon Lord ruled. Luke was back on the littered streets, walking past the destroyed and ransacked homes and buildings, many with the DA symbols painted on them with bright red paint, the only real color in this town that wasn’t a shade of white, gray, or black. Except the color of blood . . . there was that.
The bodies still hung from the branches of skeletal trees and from the edges of porch roofs, the mutilated corpses twisting in the wind, the flesh picked apart in places from the crows and buzzards. Some of the tortured people were still alive, still clinging to life even though they wanted death more than anything now.
Luke found himself walking towards the center of town, towards the noise of a crowd, a gathering of the Dragon Lord’s followers. He didn’t want to go towards the roar of the people, didn’t want to see what they were doing beyond those buildings, but it was like his legs were moving on their own, like some force was gently pulling him forward, a force just strong enough that he couldn’t resist. He had his shoulder holster under his black hoodie, but his gun wasn’t there. He didn’t have any weapons at all, yet he still kept moving forward.
Cheers erupted from the center of town. It sounded like a sporting event was going on, maybe a few hundred people attending. There was a glow of yellowish light flickering above the buildings, like there were bonfires.
Time sped up. He rounded the corner of a building to see a big town square surrounded by buildings that used to be businesses: a school, a post office, a restaurant, an antique store, a dentist’s office, other buildings that could have been anything before, but were now blasted husks of what they once were.
The people were gathered around a large wooden platform built a few feet up off of a large lawn of brown grass trampled down by thousands of footsteps. On the wooden platform an old-fashioned set of stocks had been built, the kind used in the Puritan days for punishment and public humiliation, the kind with a hole in the middle for a person’s head, and two smaller holes for the hands. A naked man was trapped in the stocks now, his body hunched over uncomfortably, his hands and head trapped in the stocks. His pale flesh was marked by the stripes from a whip. He shivered in the wind, frozen in place, trapped in the wood, his fists clenched, his eyes half-closed as he cried, his greasy and stringy hair hanging down on each side of his face.
The only other person on the platform with the prisoner was the Dragon Lord. The man was tall and thin, yet he exuded power. He was dressed from head to toe in black clothing. He wore a black executioner’s hood over his head, hiding his face, only the eyeholes allowing him to see. The Dragon’s followers surrounded the wooden platform, all of them excited, waiting for the violence that was coming.
The Dragon held an ax in his gloved hands, choking up on the handle, squeezing it like he was getting ready to swing it.
The man trapped in the stocks opened his eyes, staring at the ax, knowing what was coming soon. He trembled and struggled, but the stocks had been built too solidly, the holes his head and hands were in so tight he could barely budge. He had no way to turn his face away when the ax came for him.
Luke stood at the edge of the crowd, still by the corner of the building. Even though he was at least fifty yards away, it was like he could see everything up on the platform so clearly. It felt like he stood on some kind of elevation, like he was almost looking down at the platform. And the crowd there seemed to have parted just a little, allowing him to see better. Luke wanted to leave, he didn’t want to see this, but his feet were frozen to the ground—like they had been when he’d been inside the motel office, when the woman and girl were sleeping, when the van pulled up outside. He couldn’t move now, and he couldn’t help but to watch.
“Luke!” a man called.
Luke recognized the voice, and then he saw the man in the crowd. It was Jacob, the one who used to work for Vincent, the one who had trained him to become an enforcer, the one who had come to bring him back to Vincent when society collapsed. He and Jacob locked eyes for a moment, then Jacob turned his eyes up to the Dragon Lord on the platform.
It was impossible. Jacob was dead. He had to be. The police shot him. Hadn’t they?
The Dragon pretended not to notice Luke; he stalked the stage, his heavy black boots clomping down on the wood floorboards of the platform with each step. He stepped away from the man in the stocks, and took some practice swings with the ax, the weapon just a gray blur through the air with each vicious swing.
The man in the stocks sobbed, his body shaking. “Please,” he begged. “Please don’t.”
The Dragon walked over to his prisoner, aiming his ax at the man’s exposed face, lining up his swing patiently, then pulling back slowly and swinging the ax slowly toward the man’s face, stopping just inches away, getting ready for the real swing. At first Luke thought the Dragon was going to lop the man’s head off with his ax, but now he realized that he meant to bury the ax right in the middle of the man’s face.
“Stop!” Luke yelled at the Dragon Lord.
Finally the Dragon looked Luke’s way, his eyes shining brightly behind the eyeholes of his executioner’s mask. For a moment the Dragon was motionless, but then he drew his ax back and swung it as hard as he could right at the man’s face.
There was a sickening crunch. The man’s face folded in from the blow. The crowd erupted in cheers.
Luke snapped awake in the darkness. It was dark in the cabin with all the drapes closed over the windows, but Luke could still make out the faintest outlines of the archway to the kitchen, the stairs on the other side of the living room, and the other furniture in the room. He lay very still on the couch, breathing softly, listening to the silence.
But then he heard something, the sound of footsteps in the kitchen, a door being eased closed. Then he heard footsteps down the stairs in the basement. Luke stared at the kitchen and saw the faintest of light coming from under the bottom of the door to the basement. It was Josh. He’d gone down to the basement for something.
Luke sat up and slipped his feet into his hiking boots, lacing them up quickly. He crept to the basement door, opened it, and then he went down the steps as silently as he could. Even on the stairs, he could see the light from Josh’s flashlight from down below. He could hear him doing something down there.
Luke crept around the corner at the bottom of the steps. He entered the basement. He walked closer and then stopped when he realized that Josh was standing in front of the far wall, where some kind of doorway had been opened up, a black rectangle of deeper darkness.
“What are you doing?” Luke asked.
Josh spun around with a big smile. “I found it.”




CHAPTER 50

Ray
In Ray’s dream he saw Freddie, his younger brother.
Ray was back in that blasted town he often visited in his dreams, the Dragon Lord’s town. The low gray clouds were there again, hanging over the ruined houses and buildings, the rusted cars, the dead and dying bodies. Ray could feel the cold air on his skin, could smell the rotting and decaying flesh, he could hear the wind whistling through the rubble and leafless trees. He walked down the street towards the center of town where the collection of buildings and businesses were closer together. There was some kind of light coming from the center of town in the murky air, and there was a crowd there, cheering like they were watching a sporting event or a church revival.
“Ray.”
Ray froze. Someone was calling his name from somewhere close by. He knew that voice. It was a voice he hadn’t heard in so many years, a voice that belonged to a dead man—his younger brother Freddie, who had overdosed on heroin so many years ago.
“Freddie?” Ray said as he started walking towards the building to his left, the place where Freddie’s voice had come from. A part of him knew this wasn’t rational; he knew that it hadn’t really been Freddie’s voice, and he told himself not to seek out the owner of that voice. But Ray couldn’t stop, even though he knew Freddie couldn’t be alive, he still couldn’t stop.
A moment later, Ray turned the corner. He saw his little brother standing on a patch of brown grass between the two buildings. The cold wind blew the trash and papers past Freddie’s bare feet. Freddie wore only a pair of pants and a shirt, the clothing soiled with stains and dotted with holes. Freddie’s skin was ashy gray, his eyes and cheeks sunken in, his teeth too big for his emaciated face. A needle was stuck in the crook of his arm, a rubber string tied around his skinny upper arm. Freddie looked to be about nineteen years old, the age he was when he had died.
Ray stood very still as Freddie looked down at the needle in his arm like he’d just noticed that it was there. He reached for it, pushing the plunger down with his thumb, injecting the drugs into his vein.
“Freddie, don’t,” Ray whispered, but there was no force behind his words. He knew he couldn’t stop Freddie. Even if he stopped him now, Freddie would find more, he would always find more, and eventually he would do too much and die.
Freddie’s eyelids fluttered, his eyeballs rolling up into his eyelids, his face going blank, his mouth opening, a sigh of ecstasy escaping his throat. He fell forward, flat on his face, never bothering to catch his fall, already dead before he hit the ground.
Ray snapped awake. He lay in bed for a moment, not moving a muscle. He rubbed his knuckles in his eyes and felt the wetness of tears there. The memories of Freddie came rushing back to him. He knew it had been a dream, but it had felt so real, like his younger brother had really been standing there in front of him. But that was impossible because Freddie had been dead for over seventeen years now. Ray had tried to talk sense into Freddie when they were growing up, he had tried to save him, but he had failed.
Mike was sleeping right next to Ray. At least when he’d woken from the nightmare he hadn’t woken Mike up. Mike’s breathing was heavy and steady. Maybe Mike was living through his own nightmare at that very moment.
Ray knew he wasn’t going to be able to go back to sleep for a while, but he lay in bed, not wanting to disturb Mike.
There was a soft knock at the door.
Ray turned towards the door.
Mike coughed, a breath caught in his throat as he jumped awake. “Dad? Where are you?”
“I’m right here, Mike.”
“I heard something.”
There was another soft knock at the door.
“Someone’s knocking at our door,” he told Mike. “Wait here.” Ray got out of bed and hurried to the door.
“Ray?” Emma said from behind the door.
Ray opened the door after turning his flashlight on. He pointed the light beam down at the floor, his heart in his throat. “What’s wrong?”
“We need to go downstairs,” Emma said.
Ray’s heart skipped another beat. “What is it?” His voice was a little louder. He could hear Mike jumping out of bed, hurrying over to them—he had no intention of being left behind up here alone in the dark.
“I don’t know,” Emma said. “I think it might be something good.”
They all went downstairs, Ray first, Emma right behind him, and Mike behind her. Once they were all in the living room, Ray aimed his flashlight at the couches and saw that Luke wasn’t there anymore. His bedsheet was balled up at one end.
Ray hurried through the living room and into the kitchen. He checked every room: the pantry, the office, the bathroom, Josh’s bedroom. But no one was there.
Did they go outside? Did they take the van and leave?
No, their backpacks were still here.
A noise sounded from the basement.
“They’re down there,” Emma said.
Ray opened the basement door and hurried down the steps. Emma, and then Mike, descended the basement steps after Ray, both of them moving more slowly and carefully. Ray had his flashlight turned on, the beam lighting his way. He waited a moment at the bottom of the steps, making sure Emma and Mike got down okay. There was a beam of light coming from the other end of the basement. And there were voices.
Luke and Josh stood together at the other end of the basement, in front of a doorway in the wall, a doorway that hadn’t been there before.
“This whole block wall is fake,” Josh said with a big smile. “There’s a big door right in the middle of it.”
Even Luke was smiling as Josh entered the doorway in the wall, shining his flashlight around until he found a light switch just inside. A few seconds later fluorescent lights on the ceiling inside the room flickered and then came to life. Ray could tell the room beyond the doorway was large, like another entire basement. The room was crowded with floor-to-ceiling metal shelves stocked full of boxes, crates, bags, cans. Not an area was wasted.
“I knew there was something wrong with this basement,” Josh said. “I knew it was too small for the size of this cabin. I knew it. And the pipes and wires, they didn’t make sense.”
Josh was rambling and Ray ignored him.
“Are the supplies in there?” Emma asked.
“I think so,” Mike said, answering her.
Josh shot across the room and hugged Emma. “Everything we need is in there,” he told her.
“Medicine?” she asked with hope.
“We’ll see,” Josh said. “But I’m sure there is.”
Everyone else’s voices faded in Ray’s ears as he entered the room, barely able to believe what he was seeing, even wondering for a second if this was part of a dream.
“Dad, look at all this stuff,” Mike whispered. He was now a few steps behind him.
Ray nodded, still feeling too awestruck to talk. He stared at the boxes labeled: rice, flour, baking powder, sugar, beans. There was another shelf full of MREs. Another shelf held boxes and boxes of canned goods: soup, vegetables, tuna, evaporated milk, fruit. The room was as big as the basement, maybe even bigger. There was a shelf full of canned drinks and drink mixes, at least twenty cases of bottled water. There were extra blankets and sheets folded up neatly. There was another shelf full of bathroom and kitchen supplies.
“Weapons over here,” Luke called out. He stood in front of a six-foot-tall metal storage locker bolted to the wall. He opened the door revealing rifles, shotguns, and handguns stowed inside. The bottom of the storage locker had boxes of ammo stacked up. On the shelf next to the guns were two tackle boxes full of fishing supplies. At least six fishing rods and three bows and a quiver of arrows were shoved in between the guns and the shelf.
“I found medicine over here,” Josh said. “First-aid kits.”
Another shelf held radio equipment, radios, and boxes of batteries along with a solar-powered battery recharger. There were gas masks hanging from a hook on one wall with shelves below that which held radiation detectors, a solar-powered stove, water purification tablets and LifeStraws. There were shelves of camping equipment and cooking supplies, a fire starter kit. A collection of hand tools and toolboxes were on another shelf. There was a shelf full of books crammed together, and there were board games, DVDs, and CDs on the shelf above that one.
“They have music for you,” Mike told Emma with tears in his eyes. “And books you can listen to.”
Ray felt the tears welling up in his own eyes; he knew Mike had felt so bad because they had to leave the CD player and CDs behind that he’d taken from Craig’s house. Ray shook his head in disbelief. Doug had thought of everything. They could stay here through the winter now if they wanted to. They wouldn’t need to go anywhere for a long time unless they wanted to.
But there were still things to be done. They would need to chain the gate on the trail back up. Maybe set up some booby traps or some kind of alarm system.
“Look at this,” Luke called out from the far end of the room. “It’s a door to a tunnel. I bet this tunnel leads to either the garage or the sheds. Alternate escape routes.”
Yes, it seemed like Doug had thought of everything. And at least they were going to be okay for a while. But this was going to make their decision about leaving for Avalon even harder. But at least something good had finally happened, something finally going their way.
Ray looked up at the ceiling, not sure where Doug might be right now. Dead? Roaming the streets of a bombed-out Washington D.C. as a ripper? “Wherever you are,” Ray whispered, “thank you, Doug.”




CHAPTER 51

Ray
Five days later
They’d had plenty of time to think things over. Josh had done well on the antibiotics, and he hadn’t touched any of his pain pills. There was other pain medication down in the basement, and bottles of liquor, but so far it hadn’t seemed to tempt Josh. He told Ray one night when they were alone that Kyle, his nephew, used to be his rock, the person he needed to stay clean for. Now he said he had them.
The weather hadn’t been too bad so far. It had actually warmed up over the last few days. Ray had made a list of things to get done, and one of the first things was to secure the gate a mile down the driveway with a new chain and padlock, which they found in the supplies down in the basement. The idea of learning to hunt and fish was still a good idea, Ray thought, but impractical at this time. There were books on those skills, and Ray would study them. He would study those books like he had studied in college to become an accountant—survival would be his new career now.
They had eaten well over the last five days, and rested, building their strength back up. But they still never let their guard down. Luke went on a patrol of the perimeter of the property every morning and every evening, bringing his handgun with the silencer attached to it and the M-16 that Ray had gotten from the paralyzed Dark Angel in the classroom.
Ray still had nightmares, but they weren’t as bad as before, not as organized, more like flashes of people he’d seen. He’d had some dreams of Kim and Vanessa, just dreams of when they were a family, doing boring family things. But he wanted those boring days back more than anything in the world. He usually woke up crying with an inconsolable ache inside of him.
They had decided to stay through the winter, and Ray agreed that it was the wisest decision at this moment. He wanted to get down to Avalon; he wanted to find the answers he knew were waiting down there. It couldn’t have been a coincidence that Helen had sent him to get Emma the second day after the collapse. It couldn’t have been a coincidence that Craig had told him to come to his house, telling him that the answers and Avalon were waiting there. It couldn’t have been a coincidence that they ended up in the same town as Josh, and then the same town as Luke. No, there was something to all of this. Ray had never been a person who believed in anything supernatural, but he couldn’t deny that something was going on here, like mysterious forces were pulling the strings behind all of this. And he was sure that the other four people who haunted his dreams would be with them eventually, just as he had no delusions that at some point they would come face to face with the Dragon Lord. Luke said he hoped so, because he meant to kill the Dragon Lord for what he’d done to Wilma, and to others.
But at least they’d have a few months to rest and get stronger. To learn more. And maybe the winter would kill off a lot of the rippers, many of them freezing or starving to death. Or maybe the rippers might kill more of the Dark Angels. Of course, as Luke had pointed out, these months could give the Dark Angels more time to get stronger and more organized.
Yes, things had been going well. Ray had been suspicious of their good luck, bracing himself for a calamity coming.
And maybe it was coming, but for now Ray was going to try to stay positive, and try to bask in their good fortune for the moment.
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