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PART ONE – THE LAST SUPPER

			

			
				



			

	


1

				The prisoner lunged through the bars and grabbed hold of Dan Lowery’s collar.

				“When I get out of here, this game is over!” he shrieked, eyes bloodshot and bulging.

				Dan reached for his holster, but thought better of it. He wrenched his shirt free instead, and leapt back a few feet. He cursed himself silently for getting too close to the cell. The prisoner glared at him, jaw hanging open, his pupils wide and distorted. His speech was slurred, and his breath reeked of another night wasted at the bar. His bald head captured the bright lights of the jail cell, reflecting the glare back off his scalp.

				Dan fingered the badge on his chest and lifted it up so the prisoner could see. “You pull that shit again, and I’ll have you charged with assaulting a police officer. You hear me, Frank?”

				Frank wasn’t listening. He was busy pacing around the cell, and had probably already forgotten what had just transpired. He clutched his stomach and bent over the cell bench, dry heaving.

				Dan unfolded his sleeves. He had rolled them up prior to transporting the man from cruiser to cell. There was always a fight to be had with this one, and he was getting damn tired of it.

				This time, it had been a dispute over the television station at The Down Under. Frank had insisted the barkeep change the channel so he could watch the boxing match. One of the other locals had resisted, claiming he wanted to catch the weather first. A verbal altercation had ensued, culminating in Frank tripping over his barstool and landing flat on his back. He had screamed and ranted, and had finally been detained by several other patrons. Dan had arrived shortly after, dodging the man’s vomit as he hauled him into the back of the cruiser.

			

			
				This wasn’t the life he had envisioned when joining the police force. At the same time, he wasn’t sure what more to expect from a small town in Arizona. With a population of only a few thousand, St. Matthews had little room in the budget for reinforcements. Dan was one of only four police officers.

				He moved through the small station, heading towards a locker room down the hall from the jail cell. He could still hear Frank coughing and spewing behind him.

				“You’d think you would have learned your lesson by now, Frank,” he mumbled.

				“Fuck you!” the man screamed from the other room. Dan had forgotten how sound carried in the hollow building.

				He entered the locker room, already unbuttoning his shirt. It had been a long day, and he was ready to knock off for the evening. Officer Howard Barrett was already suiting up, ready to relieve him of his duties. Howard was the station’s senior officer.

				“You mean I have to watch this joker all night? What the fuck, man?” Howard rolled his eyes, suppressing a laugh.

				“Better you than me!” Dan retorted, hanging his shirt in his locker.

				The dispatcher had already left for the day. After hours, all calls were routed through a regional office in a neighboring town. Howard would be alone with the prisoner for the rest of the evening.

			

			
				Howard buttoned his uniform over his chest, covering a scar on his left shoulder. Howard was originally from California. In his eight years of service on the Sacramento streets, the officer had been shot twice, each time refusing desk duty. The scar was one of two on his body—the other was on his calf. Dan had seen them plenty of times. His comrade took pleasure in reliving the stories, showing his wounds with pride to anyone who would listen.

				It was a far cry from herding the local drunks into a cell for the evening.

				“So what’s Julie got on the burner for you?”

				“Word on the street is ham and boiled potatoes.” Dan smiled. Oftentimes, he would invite Howard over to join them when they both had the night off.

				“Ah, an Irish feast! Well, enjoy it man. I’m sure I won’t feel like eating much after watching Frank throw up in there.”

				Howard slammed the locker shut, and the door rattled through the small room. Although he was only five foot nine, he had the build of a football player, making up for his lack of height with a thick, rugged frame.

				“I’ll see you tomorrow,” Dan said.

				From the other room, Frank continued to dry heave, and Dan chuckled softly.

				“Good luck with that one.”

				[image: Horror-01.psd]


				Dan walked across the parking lot, feeling the cool breeze ruffle through his curly blonde hair. His face reddened as the Arizona heat hit his pores. He wiped his arm across his face and felt the perspiration moisten his skin.

			

			
				He was exhausted. After a long day at work, he was looking forward to spending time with his wife and daughter. On a typical day, they would bring out some of the board games they had tucked in the closet, or enjoy a relaxing walk in the yard. He hoped today was no different.

				He looked down at his cellphone, preparing for it to ring at any minute. Julie was punctual, and she’d be expecting him shortly. Within a few seconds, the phone lit up. He laughed to himself.

				“Hello?”

				“What’s so funny?” Julie demanded, but he could hear that she was in a good mood.

				“Nothing, honey. I just knew you’d be calling. Right on time, as usual!” he kidded, reaching for his car keys.

				“I’ve got your favorite meal on the stove. Quinn even helped with the potatoes.”

				“I can’t wait! I’ll be there shortly.”

				“I love you,” she said.

				Dan hung up and inserted his key in the car door. The police vehicle was a 2006 Ford Crown Victoria. Given the size of St. Matthews, the town’s officers normally used their patrol cars as their primary mode of transportation. In the event of an emergency, they would be expected to spring into action at a moment’s notice.

				Dan had rarely been required to do so. He kept his radio by the bedside table, just in case, but he couldn’t remember the last time it had woken him from sleep.

			

			
				He often caught Julie staring at it before going to bed. He imagined she was having a silent chat with the device, warning it to stay silent.

				Dan pulled out of the lot and into the roadway. He lived within 3 miles of the station, which provided a quick commute from work to home. Because of this, he used the time to unwind—to transition from his rugged exterior as a police officer into his role as father and husband.

				He loved his position on the force, but Julie and Quinn were his main focus—the reason he woke up in the morning.

				Dan navigated the streets with ease. It hadn’t taken him long to gain familiarity with St. Matthews. In fact, there weren’t many streets that he didn’t know. The city roads were well maintained, featuring a mixture of commercial and residential properties. In between them, small shrubs peppered the dusty landscape, constant reminders of the desert backdrop.

				The White Mountains surrounded the town on all sides. A frequent destination for Arizona tourists, they provided a makeshift border, sheltering St. Matthews from the neighboring towns and insulating them from the worries of big city life.

				Dan rounded a corner, heading away from the center of town and into one of the residential neighborhoods. Here, houses dominated the roadside, and he relaxed slightly. He was a few blocks from home when his cellphone rang.

				He glanced at the display, expecting to see his wife’s name. Instead, he saw Howard’s.

			

			
				“Hey, man. Want me to save you a plate of potatoes?” He grinned.

				“Dan?” Howard’s voice wavered.

				For a split second, it sounded like the reception had been lost. A deep breath from the other end told him that his friend was still on the line.

				“Are you still there?” Dan asked.

				“Frank’s dead.”

				The words rang in the air. Dan stared at the phone in disbelief.

				“What happened?”

				“Can you come back to the station?” Howard begged.

				In his five years on the force, it was the first time Dan had heard his friend rattled.

				“I’ll be right there,” he said, closing the phone.

				He threw on his sirens and raced back into town.

			

			
				



			

	


2

				Howard met him at the station door. The front of his shirt was covered in sweat, and he looked visibly upset. His usually stocky frame seemed to be shrunken, as if he were trying to disappear into his clothes.

				“Are you ok?” Dan asked.

				“I think so,” Howard said, but his demeanor said otherwise.

				“Where is he?”

				“In the cell. I covered him with a blanket. I called the paramedics, but it sounded like they’d be a while.”

				Dan was hit by a pang of fear, but he wasn’t sure why. His friend was making him nervous. He hurried through the door and down the hall to where Frank had been kept. As he proceeded, he half-expected to hear the prisoner still cursing, spilling the contents of his stomach onto the jail floor.

				Instead, the station was eerily quiet.

				Howard hung behind him, as if afraid of what his friend might find.

				“I’ve never seen anything like this,” he said.

				Dan entered the main room, feeling his heartbeat quicken in his chest. In the center of the cell, a bulky figure was covered in a blue blanket. For a second, he imagined that Frank was hiding somewhere in the station; that the lump under the blanket was a decoy, and that the prisoner would come lunging at them from the shadows.

				Pull yourself together, he thought.

				He tugged on the cell door, but it was locked. He reached for his keys.

			

			
				He stopped when he noticed a trickle of dried blood on one of the iron bars. The fluid had made its way down the side of the cell, forming a pool at the bottom.

				“What the fuck?” He stepped back.

				“He attacked me, Dan. I was lucky to get out of the room alive.”

				Howard motioned towards his arm. The officer’s shirt was torn at the elbow, and a red stain blossomed towards his bicep. Dan was surprised he hadn’t noticed it before.

				“Howard, you’re hurt! What the hell happened?”

				“He took a chunk out of my arm, man. I thought he was going to rip it off.” Howard covered his face with his good hand.

				Dan drew his gun. He inserted the key into the lock, watching for any sign of movement through the bars, his finger on the trigger of the pistol. The blanket remained still on the floor.

				“Stay back,” he warned, stepping inside.

				Dan crossed the cell towards the body, and immediately gagged. A puddle of Frank’s vomit lay under the steel bench. If circumstances were different, he might have found it amusing.

				He nudged the blanket with his foot, expecting Frank to grab onto it in a drunken rage. The figure remained stiff. He bent down slowly, grabbing the edge of the fabric, and slid it off a few inches. It dragged slightly, caught on a piece of flesh that looked like the prisoner’s ear.

				Dan recoiled in fear. Frank’s face was demolished: his bare head was split open at the center. His shiny round head had become a red canvas, painted with a mural of blood and exposed bone. His nose was splintered into fragments, and his mouth dangled open, held together by a few pieces of teeth and loose gum. His eyes were rolled up into his head. They were pitch black.

			

			
				“He was reaching for the water cooler. It looked like he was thirsty. I went to give him a cup—you know, to be nice.” Howard eyed his friend, as if afraid he wouldn’t believe him. “And then he grabbed me, man! When I broke free, he went crazy. He kept smashing his head against the bars, over and over, trying to get to me, until his face just…oh Jesus fuck!”

				Howard shook his head from side to side, trying to keep his composure. The senior officer had been shot twice—and had survived some of the toughest neighborhoods in California—but tonight he had finally cracked.

				“Did you see his eyes?” Howard waved his good arm towards the cell. “What the fuck could have happened to him?”

				Dan replaced the blanket, feeling his stomach tighten. He stepped back, bumping into an object on the floor. A plastic cup rolled away from him and came to rest underneath the bench.

				In his five years on the force, this was one of the most violent deaths he had ever seen. Dan was worried.

				[image: Horror-01.psd]


				Mickey Sonstrom arrived on the scene first, even before the ambulance. He was fair-skinned and freckled, sporting a tuft of red hair that crept out from underneath his police hat. His chin pointed outwards, as if to constantly reaffirm his position of authority. At twenty-two, he was the youngest officer on the force.

			

			
				“Howard, what’d you do, man?” he kidded, punching the stocky officer on the arm. “Oh shit, man, I didn’t know you were hurt. Are you all right?”

				“It’s not funny, Mickey,” Dan scolded him. “Howard is lucky to be alive.”

				“Is Frank really dead?”

				“Yes, he is. We should wait for Sheriff Turner before we do anything.”

				The red-haired officer peered over their shoulders into the cell, catching a glimpse of the blue blanket. Dan had placed it back over the body, both to preserve the evidence and to avoid looking at it again. Over the past few years, there had been a few gruesome deaths in St. Matthews, but nothing to this extent.

				Mickey headed off into the locker room.

				“I’ll get the camera,” he said.

				Howard sat behind the wooden desk in the room, applying pressure to his wound. They had raided the emergency kit in the station and wrapped his arm with gauze and a bandage while waiting for the paramedics. Dan was sure the man would need stitches.

				Frank had sliced into a piece of the man’s upper bicep, presumably with his nails. Dan struggled to figure out how the prisoner had done so much damage—especially without a weapon.

			

			
				“I should call my wife,” Dan said. “She’s probably worried.”

				“Why don’t you go home, man? Have dinner with the family,” Howard offered.

				“Absolutely not. I’ll tell her not to wait up.”

				Dan retrieved his phone and walked into the corridor. The sound of his footsteps bounced off the station walls as he dialed the number. His wife picked up on the first ring.

				“Dan, where are you?” Julie said. “I thought you’d be home already.”

				“We had an accident at the station, honey. Howard’s been hurt. He’ll be ok—but there is an incident that I need to deal with.”

				“Oh my God. I knew it. Will you be home soon?”

				“I don’t think so,” he said. “In fact, I’m pretty sure it will be a while.”

				“I’ll wait up for you. I can heat up dinner when you get back.”

				Dan smiled, feeling a sense of relief at the sound of her voice. Howard was still alive. Julie and Quinn were safe at home, miles away from the carnage he had just witnessed. Things could be much worse.

				“That sounds great. If you guys get hungry, feel free to start without me,” he said. Dan doubted he would have much of an appetite.

				He hung up the cellphone and stared at his reflection in the glass. His adrenaline was still flowing, and he tried to steady his hands. The ambulance would be here soon, and they would need to assess the crime scene. He tried to regain his composure. From somewhere outside, a car door slammed shut. He slipped the phone back into his pocket and adjusted his hat.

			

			
				Even before he had a visual, Dan heard his boss breathing from the parking lot outside. A few seconds later, the door swung open with a crash, and Sheriff Turner’s massive figure filled the entrance. He lumbered down the hall towards Dan, his legs shaking the ground beneath him.

				“Is Howard ok?” he asked.

				“I think he’ll be fine,” Dan assured him. “But he’ll need stitches.”

				The Sheriff muttered something and wiped away a stream of sweat from beneath his cap. His short white hair was matted into clumps, and his thick black eyebrows quivered with worry. Labored breaths wracked his body. Dan figured it had probably been a while since the man had moved so fast. By all accounts, his boss was sorely out of shape; however, his intentions were some of the purest that Dan had ever known.

				Sheriff Turner had taken over the position from Bill Turner, his father, who had retired after forty years on the force. The family had occupied St. Matthews for generations, each member holding a career in public service. Almost anywhere the sheriff went he was greeted by warmth and respect. He once joked that his body belonged to the townsfolk. Dan thought he should have been a politician in another life.

				The sheriff’s red cheeks puffed in front of him, and he resumed walking.

				“Thank God he’s all right,” he said. “Where the hell are the medics?”

				[image: Horror-01.psd]


			

			
				It was after 9 o’clock when Dan finally left the police station. At that point, there wasn’t much more he could do. Howard had been taken to the hospital to be stitched up, insisting that his co-workers stay behind. Dan had completed the necessary paperwork; the three remaining officers had documented the scene.

				Frank’s mangled body had been taken to the morgue shortly after. The coroner, Jonas Cutler, hadn’t offered much of an explanation. Even with an autopsy, he explained, it would be impossible to gauge the man’s motives. For now, he was chalking it up to a stomach full of alcohol and a bad temper.

				Dan pulled out of the parking lot. He contemplated calling his wife, but given the late hour, he decided against it. In the event his family had gone to sleep, he didn’t want to wake them—though he was certain Julie would be up, waiting for him.

				As he sped home, he tried to picture the plate of re-heated potatoes and ham that awaited him, but only succeeded in conjuring up images of Frank’s missing face. He blinked hard a few times, trying to get a grip on his stomach. Work was work, and home was home. He kept reminding himself of that fact. A few minutes later, he pulled into the driveway.

				The Lowery residence was a quaint, single-story home situated on a slightly wooded lot. The front lower half was comprised of red brick, the upper made of white wood panels. Two elm trees sat in the front yard, providing a nice contrast to the desert backdrop. On the right side of the house was a two-car garage.

				Dan felt above the visor for the garage remote, and then reconsidered, parking the cruiser where he had pulled in.

			

			
				He’d leave the garage doors closed, just in case they were asleep.

				He exited the vehicle, locked the car door, and started up the walkway. A dim light was on in the dining room. He felt a sense of relief wash over him. It was good to be home.

			

			
				



			

	


3

				Howard winced as the nurse threaded the first stitch. The pain was actually quite bearable, but he wasn’t a fan of needles. He looked away and concentrated on a diagram on the wall. A row of letters and numbers lined the poster, each varying in size and shape.

				“Can you read all of them?” The nurse smiled at him. She was a cute blonde, probably no more than twenty-eight, if he had to guess.

				“Let’s see, A, F, G. Yep—got ‘em all.” He grinned, flexing his bicep.

				“You’ll have to stay still, sir.”

				“No problem, ma’am,” he said.

				Howard thought back to the last time he had been in the hospital, back in Sacramento. That was when he had received the gunshot wound to his calf. Now, that was some scary shit. This is nothing, he reminded himself. Nothing at all.

				He should’ve known better than to go near Frank’s cell. He’d known something was going to happen tonight.

				He closed his left eye and tried reading the letters on the chart backwards. He realized that the patients who took the test were probably farther away, but it felt good to practice nonetheless. Howard was on a constant quest for perfection, always striving to keep his mind and body active.

				He closed both eyes as the needle wove in and out of his arm. He could feel a steady pinching even though he had been given an anesthetic. He pictured his arm slowly coming back together, and tried to dispel the image of Frank’s face coming apart.

			

			
				“All set!” the nurse said, standing up proudly.

				Howard wondered how many times she had given stitches before. From the look in her eyes, she was quite impressed with the work she had done.

				“Looks good!” he confirmed, but figured he wouldn’t have known the difference either way.

				The nurse beamed and put away her supplies.

				“Hey, if you ever get bored, I work at the precinct downtown,” he said. “You should stop by. Ask for Howard.”

				“Definitely!” She smiled, but her blue eyes remained on the equipment. A few seconds later, she handed him a sheet of paper. “All of your post-care instructions are listed here on the bottom. We’ll see you in two weeks to remove the stitches.”

				Howard thanked her and slid off the chair. He retrieved his cap from the table, and exited into the hallway.

				The emergency room waiting area was surprisingly quiet. Two rows of red plastic chairs lined the walls, all of them empty but for a few magazines that had been left on the seats. Behind the front desk, an older woman sat with her back to the room, scribbling away on some paperwork.

				A television hung from the ceiling, displaying the local newscast. The sound was barely audible, but Howard could make out the story from the tagline below. The reporter was covering the town’s yearly festival. Several residents had planted a variety of trees on the center green. The caption switched a few seconds later to an alert on a recall of ground beef.

			

			
				“I could go for a burger,” he mumbled to himself, wishing he were hungry.

				He exited through the automatic doors and back into the night.

				[image: Horror-01.psd]


				Howard drove aimlessly for a few hours, rounding the streets of St. Matthews in the police cruiser. He should probably go home, but home felt like the wrong place to be. For a second, he considered calling Dan, perhaps stopping in for some ham and potatoes, but thought better of it.

				There was no time for that now.

				A glimmer of pain rippled up his arm, and he loosened his grip on the steering wheel.

				For a Friday night, the streets were unusually empty. Normally, he would find himself stuck behind some drunk who was driving far less than the speed limit, painfully aware of the cruiser behind him. Tonight, he was greeted by nothing more than the traffic lights and an occasional foot traveler.

				Howard circled the town several times before he realized where he was headed. He pulled into a small side street tucked in the commercial center of town and turned off his headlights. A row of brick buildings loomed overhead, the adobe cracked and worn from both time and lack of concern. A few patrons were standing in the alleyway, but quickly dispersed when they saw the patrol car. Howard noticed that one of them pointed in his direction. It looked like the man had mouthed the officer’s name.

			

			
				Above them, a dingy sign garnished one of the doorways, adding a faint orange glow to the alley. Howard looked up at it. The Down Under.

				Normally, a trip to the bar would have been under the pretext of violence—an alcohol-fueled fight, a gun scare, or perhaps a drug overdose. Tonight, he had been drawn to the place for another reason.

				On any given night, Frank would have still been here, raising his glass to anything that struck his fancy, and raising his fists at everything else. Howard closed his eyes, breathing in the smell of warm beer and stale urine. If he listened intently enough, he was almost certain he could hear the dead man’s voice, yelling from inside.

				After a few minutes, he opened his eyes and stared out the window. A few of the locals had gathered in front of the bar and were pointing and whispering at him. He sat upright, instinctively feeling for his pistol.

				One of them held a bottle in his hand and staggered a few steps toward the vehicle. Howard recognized him as one of the locals—Nathan Heid. “What’s the matter, you pigs come to arrest another one of us? One man isn’t enough for the night? You fucking assholes.”

				Howard winced at the insult. He could easily arrest the man on several charges, but tonight he had much more important things to do. Nathan leered at him, preening a scruffy white beard. “Yeah, that’s right. You got nothin’ to say now, huh?”

				The others cheered, laughing and holding up their bottles.

				Howard started the engine and put the car into drive, trying his best to appear unfazed. He sped off down the alley, feeling utterly alone.

			

			
			

			
				



			

	


4

				Dan started up the walkway, and then stopped. He glanced back at the police cruiser, which was immersed in shadow at the foot of the driveway. The motion light over his garage must have gone out. He cursed silently and walked back towards the vehicle, intending to pull it into the garage. From the looks of it, Julie and Quinn were both still up, so he wouldn’t be disturbing them.

				He hopped back in the car and tapped the overhead garage remote. The door ascended, and he flicked on his headlights. Inside, a neat array of garden tools hung on the walls—shovels, rakes, pitchforks—along with neatly stacked bags of potting soil and plant fertilizer on the floor. His wife had always had a green thumb. If Dan so much as looked at a plant, it would disintegrate.

				He pulled the cruiser into the garage next to his wife’s Subaru Outback. It appeared she hadn’t been out today. Normally he could tell by the position of the vehicle. From his job on the force, Dan had inherited an eye for detail. He was often expected to recall facts and conversations in his reports, and he prided himself on his accuracy.

				Dan turned off the headlights and tapped the garage remote. He heard the door descend behind him, and checked quickly in his rearview to make sure no one had slipped inside. You could never be too careful. Especially after the night he’d just had.

				A few months back, he had responded to a burglary call just outside the town center. Apparently, the suspect had waited outside an elderly woman’s home, and then followed her inside through the garage. The perpetrator had then bound and gagged her, before making off with all her valuables. The poor woman had been so shaken up that she had moved into a group home shortly afterwards. Dan couldn’t blame her. It was a shame what the world had come to.

			

			
				He exited the vehicle and made his way to the door. He could hear the television from inside. He turned the handle and stepped into the kitchen, expecting Julie to be there, waiting for him. Instead, he was met with silence. He placed his keys on the countertop.

				“Julie, I’m home!” he called out.

				The kitchen was in disarray. Pots and pans were strewn across the countertop. A cutting board spilled over with potato skins, and wet towels were draped over the edge of the sink. Julie was normally a neat freak, cleaning her dishes almost immediately after she used them. This wasn’t like her. His gaze continued down the counter.

				The microwave door had been left open, revealing a splattering of food on the inside. A display of knives was turned sideways next to it. One of them—the largest—was missing. Dan started forward and felt his foot hit a roll of paper towels that had unraveled on the floor.

				“Julie?”

				Through the kitchen, past an arched doorway, he had a partial view of the dining room. Although the chandelier was lit, it cast only a dull aura over the table, as if the dimmer had been placed on the lowest setting. His wife sat at the head of the table at the end closest to him, her back turned.

			

			
				“You ok? I’m sorry I’m late.”

				She didn’t answer. Dan’s heart hammered behind his ribcage, and his police instincts kicked into gear. He imagined the worst—that someone was waiting for him on the other side of the dining room, forcing his wife to remain silent. From his position, he could only see half of the table. Quinn was nowhere in sight.

				His fingertips grazed the gun, but he didn’t remove it. Not yet.

				He crept past the refrigerator, hugging the side of the room. Slowly, the dining room revealed itself to him. The other chairs were empty; the table was set for three. A whiff of steam rose from the plate in front of Julie, indicating that she had recently heated the food. She was alone.

				“Honey, did Quinn go to bed already?” he whispered.

				Her neck twitched slightly at the words, and he could see her chest rise and fall. Whatever had happened—was happening—she was alive.

				He weaved around her chair until her face came into view, still fingering his holster. Her long brown hair was tied in a ponytail, but several strands had made their way out of the elastic and across her face. Her round lips were pursed, and her high cheeks held a faint red glow. Her eyes were closed, and her hands were folded in her lap.

				“Are you asleep?”

				The TV blared from the other room, but his wife did not make a sound. A few bites were missing from the plate in front of her. The fork was on the floor by her feet.

			

			
				“Honey…” he tried again, softly.

				A bang erupted from down the hall. Dan jumped and withdrew his gun. There were two doors beyond the dining room, one on either side. The one on the left was open, and he could see their queen-size bed through the crack. The door across the hall—the one leading to Quinn’s bedroom—was shut.

				Dan edged sideways down the hallway, keeping one eye on his wife. From the other room, the TV went to commercial, increasing in volume. An announcer spoke of the revolutionary power of a new toilet spray. The rest of the house maintained its silence.

				He reached the door and pressed his ear against it. A thin scratching sound emanated from the other side, a few feet below his head. It was about where his daughter’s shoulders would be.

				He cupped one hand to the door. “Quinn…are you in there?”

				Boom! The door wobbled as something crashed against it, knocking his hand from the frame. Someone pounded on the other side, and he heard the person whimpering. It sounded like his daughter, but he couldn’t be sure. Dan held the doorknob, turning it slightly to test it. The door was locked. He looked down at the keyhole, but no key was present. It had been locked from the hallway.

				His eyes darted back to the dining room table. His wife had not moved, but her eyes were now open. She stared at him vacantly, her lips still pursed together. Her eyes had turned black.

				Something glimmered from the table, next to her plate. It was the key to his daughter’s room.
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				Dan made a lunge for the key, and then stopped short. His wife sat motionless, piercing him with hollow eyes. He wondered if she was able to see him—to recognize the man standing before her. Everything about her was horribly wrong.

				“Julie, our daughter is locked in her room. We need to get her out,” he said. “Do you hear me?”

				Her hands remained in her lap, and when he looked down, he could just make out the shiny blade of the kitchen knife. She didn’t answer him. What the hell was going on?

				Dan reached for the key, closed his hand around it. In the background, the banging had increased in volume, echoing through the hallway and drowning out the TV.

				“Quinn, honey, I’m coming!” he shouted behind him.

				Julie’s hand flew up suddenly, clutching the knife, and she rammed it down, lodging the blade deep in the tabletop. Dan withdrew his hand, but the tip of the blade caught on one of his knuckles, tearing it open. The key clattered to the floor.

				“Julie—it’s me!” he screamed in pain, watching a crease open in his skin. Blood oozed from his finger. He reached for his handcuffs, hoping to restrain her, but he’d already changed his clothes at the station, and he’d left them in the car.

				He jumped back, aiming his pistol at her. Julie had risen to her feet. She wore a mid-length white sundress, and she held the blade to her chest against it. Dan watched a splotch of blood—his blood—expand and stain the fabric.

			

			
				She walked toward him, her chest butting up against the pistol, and raised the knife in the air for another blow. He batted at it with the gun, connecting with the steel blade, but she kept her grip.

				Then, before he could react, Julie leapt forward and sliced. Dan fell backwards, his wife on top of him.

				He grabbed hold of her wrist, catching knife and arm at bay, and looked into her face, hoping she would recognize him. Her cheeks were red with blush, the color evenly applied on both sides. Whatever had happened to her, it must have been recent. I just talked to her a few hours earlier, for God’s sake, he thought. Her eyes were black ovals, penetrating past Dan and etching invisible holes into the floor.

				In the background, the banging had lessened. He wondered if Julie had locked their daughter in her own room for her own protection, before the violent urges had taken her over—to stop from killing her own daughter.

				“Julie, please stop this,” he pleaded.

				Her mouth opened, and he noticed bits of food were stuck in her teeth, as if she’d forgotten how to chew. She pushed harder, grunting as she leaned into the knife. It was the first sound she had made since his arrival.

				Somewhere in his pocket, Dan’s cellphone rang. He blinked away his tears and tried to stop his wife from stabbing him.

			

			
			

			
				



			

	


5

				Howard drove aimlessly, trying to lose himself in the streets of St. Matthews. He rolled down the window, letting the cool mountain breeze seep into the vehicle, and contemplated having a cigarette.

				Howard hadn’t smoked in almost ten years. In his twenties, he had maintained a solid pack-a-day habit, lighting up whenever the desire struck him. At the time, he had little concern for the future. He’d been in college then, and life was as simple as passing a few courses at Sacramento State University—just enough to keep him enrolled. At night his real life began: hitting the bars with his friends, playing pool, and chasing the young women that matriculated at the local college. Things had changed rapidly when his mother had fallen ill.

				Howard had been home for a visit when she had told him. The doctors had diagnosed her with lung cancer. According to the test results, the disease was already in the advanced stages. She’d been coughing up blood for several weeks before going to the doctor, and a CAT scan had revealed the news. She hadn’t even been a smoker. Howard was devastated.

				For the next two years, he watched her deteriorate rapidly, losing the strength to walk and eventually becoming bed-ridden. Howard had dropped out of school to take care of her, working nightshifts to assist her during the day. His days were spent at chemotherapy and doctor visits, and he struggled to pay the mortgage and other bills that kept them in the house.

			

			
				As quickly as the disease had descended upon her, it was gone. His mother passed away in her sleep, only two years after being diagnosed. She was forty-six. Her passing had left him feeling angry and alone.

				After her death, Howard joined the police force, throwing his aggression into intense physical training. He shunned his previous lifestyle of drinking and smoking and aimed for a life of clarity and focus. He pushed his body to its limits, fearing that if he let up, he would be overtaken by sickness.

				Now, in the wake of the evening’s events, he found himself clamoring for a taste of his past. A cigarette would taste damn good right about now, he thought.

				But that would be a sign of weakness, and one the Agents wouldn’t allow.

				In the distance, he could make out the White Mountains spiraling upwards into the heavens, oblivious to the concerns of the townspeople below. He sighed and placed his police hat on the seat next to him. He should probably be getting home.

				Howard’s pocket vibrated, and he jumped to attention. He reached for his cellphone, expecting to see the number of the sheriff, who would be calling to check up on him. His boss had instructed him to take a few weeks off—to heal and unwind from the trauma of the evening. Maybe the man missed him already.

				It wasn’t Sheriff Turner. It was Dan.

				“Hello?”

				The cellphone hissed and crackled in response. Howard smiled, wondering if his co-worker had placed the call by accident. He listened for a few seconds, just in case.

			

			
				“Dan, you there?”

				A crash erupted through the phone, and he held his ear away from the receiver to soften the noise. He heard the sound of heavy breathing, as if someone was winded.

				Or perhaps engaged in a struggle.

				Howard strained to hear through the static. His heart galloped as a voice cut through the line.

				“Please stop…” the person begged. The voice was Dan’s.
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				Howard was only a few minutes from Dan’s house. He paused for a minute, then threw on his sirens, watching the yellows and reds pulse on the road in front of him. He grabbed his radio with his right arm and felt his wounded arm bend below the bandage. He winced and pushed the button.

				“All available units, this is Officer Barrett. I’m heading to a possible 240 at 5 Shunpike Place. Need backup ASAP.”

				He released the lever and waited, rounding the next corner and nearly hitting the curb. Mickey’s voice cut through the silence, back at him.

				“Howard? Aren’t you supposed to be at home resting?”

				“I was. I’m heading to Dan’s house now. I think he’s in trouble.”

				“I’m on my way,” the kid responded. “I’m across town. Give me a few.”

			

			
				The cruiser bounded forward, Howard’s thoughts with it. He thought of Frank’s former comrades from The Down Under, raising their bottles in defiance at him. The world was full of scum. In his earlier years, he would have arrested them without question. But he knew now that it was useless. The next morning, they’d be out on the streets doing the same things.

				People rarely changed.

				He looked down at the cellphone in his lap, but it remained silent. He was almost to Dan’s.

				A few minutes later, he pulled onto Shunpike Place and approached the Lowery residence. The driveway was empty, but several lights blazed from inside. Normally, Dan and Julie parked their cars in the garage, so there was a good chance they were at home.

				Howard exited the vehicle, drawing his gun with his bad arm. It was still numb from the anesthesia, and he wondered if he could even shoot.

				He’d been careless in getting too close to Frank.

				He wouldn’t make that same mistake again.

				He crept towards the house on the paved walkway. Through the front windows, the living room appeared empty. To the right of the living room, he could make out the dining room, which was dimly lit. It appeared that the family had been in the process of eating dinner. He saw plates of food on the table, and glasses that were filled with liquid. Strangely, nobody was there to enjoy it.

				Howard approached the windows for a better look. The chair at the head of the table had been knocked backwards, splintering on the dining room floor below. A glimmer of movement next to it drew his attention.

			

			
				A figure was kneeling on the ground, one thin arm outstretched high into the air. A cascade of long brown hair covered the person’s face, obscuring a positive identification, but it looked like a female.

				In her hands was a butcher knife. She was getting ready to plunge it into whoever was below her.

				His pulse pounded. It was Julie.

				Howard leapt onto the front steps and tried the front door. It was locked. He stepped back and then lunged forward with his foot, sending the door reeling inwards. The TV had been left on in the living room, filling the house with voices, but he could hear the sounds of struggle from the next room. He ran inside.

				Howard stopped short when he got to the dining room. Dan was on the floor with Julie on top of him. From the looks of it, she was about to murder her husband.

				Dan was holding his wife’s wrist, the blade just inches from his nose. Julie’s face was covered in shadow, her eyes sunken into two black recesses below her brows. She moved her head upward at Howard’s arrival, but only slightly.

				Howard planted his feet on the ground, stabilizing his pistol with both hands. Pain shot through his right arm from the pre-existing wound.

				“Don’t shoot her, Howard!” Dan screamed.

				“Julie—drop the knife now!” he shouted.

				The woman shook her hair back and forth, as if trying to block out their voices. With her free hand, she dug at her husband’s stomach, tearing at his shirt. Dan screamed in agony, trying to break free.

			

			
				“Dammit!”

				Howard squeezed the trigger. The bullet connected with Julie’s right shoulder, sending the knife clattering to the floor. She toppled backwards, her white dress rippling in the air. Dan rolled out from underneath her. He was screaming now—mouthing words that Howard could not hear. The gunshot still rang in Howard’s ears, and he was temporarily deaf to the world around him.

				Julie was back up again. She threw herself across the room, this time at Howard. Blood dripped from a hole in her shoulder, and her right arm flopped uselessly at her side. Dan reached for her, catching hold of her dress, and she pitched to the side, losing her balance. Her head collided with the corner of the dining room table, and she collapsed to the floor like a sack of laundry.

				“Oh my God—no!” Dan screamed.

				Howard watched his comrade fall to her side and push away her hair, cupping his hands around her neck—searching for a pulse, but seemingly finding none. The side of her head was sliced open, spilling her life essence onto the wood floor. Dan buried his face in his hands, and then started to stand.

				“My daughter!”

				“Where is she?” Howard asked.

				“In her bedroom…the door is locked.” Dan waved toward a key on the floor.

				“I’ll get her, Dan—just stay with Julie. I’ll call for an ambulance.”

				Howard retrieved the key and headed down the hall toward the closed door on the right, his arms shaking. He’d done his best to prepare for this, but he felt a tinge of emotion. He shouldn’t have come here. He should have stayed at home.

			

			
				He fumbled with the lock for a few seconds, finally finding the keyhole. He pushed the door open with his foot, and then let his pistol lead the way.

				A minute later he returned to Dan’s side.

				“The window’s open,” he said. “Quinn’s gone.”

			

			
				



			

	


PART TWO – SECRET CHAOS

			

			
				



			

	


6

				Quinn Madison Lowery had never left home without permission. In fact, there were a lot of things she had never done. As she ran into the night, alone, she wondered if she would ever get the chance to do them.

				She liked to think she was a good kid, and respectful to her mom and dad. Besides, her father was a police officer, and he could sniff out what she was up to before she even knew it herself. He was smart like that.

				“Don’t forget, I was a kid once myself,” he often reminded her.

				She wasn’t perfect, though. Far from it. A year ago, she had been caught shoplifting at the local grocery store.

				Quinn loved to read. She had been reading ever since she could remember—books, comics, magazines, or anything else she could get ahold of. For the most part, her parents were supportive of her habit. This time, however, her mom had been in a hurry, and wasn’t in the mood to indulge Quinn’s literary appetite.

				“Not today, honey—I mean it.”

				All she’d wanted was one of the newest tabloid magazines. Inside, there was an article on one of her favorite actresses. Quinn didn’t see the harm in it.

				Unable to convince her mother, she’d tucked the magazine up into her shirt, securing the bottom in the waist of her blue jeans. She remembered how it felt—smooth against her stomach, but at the same time bulky and uncomfortable. In order to get out the door with it, she had needed to walk upright, arching her back like there was a metal rod in her spine. She remembered feeling a tinge of excitement as she walked out of the store, and then a moment of fear as she realized she would have to sit down in the car.

			

			
				“What’s wrong with you, Quinn? Why are you doubled over like that?” her mom had asked.

				Quinn tried to bend down, but the thick folds of the magazine were digging into her gut, and it hurt too much to move.

				“Do you have something in your shirt? Get over here!” her mother had demanded. “Lift it up!”

				Quinn had revealed the magazine, her cheeks stiff, and the blood draining from her face. Without a word, her mother had snatched it from her grasp, returning to the store to pay for it. While she was gone, Quinn started to panic. What would they do with her? Would she be sent to jail? Would her father arrest her? It was such a small town—she was sure everyone would find out her secret.

				Quinn Madison Lowery was a thief, they would say. The thought made her nauseous.

				Her mother had driven home in silence, the look on her face enough to fill a thousand conversations. But that had been the end of it. As far as Quinn knew, her mother had never spoken of the incident to her father.

				Quinn promised herself she would never make the same mistake again. After all, she was ten years old now. She had learned a lot since she was nine.

				Now, as she climbed from her bedroom window and into the night, she wondered how much trouble she would be in. Would she ever be allowed to leave the house again? Her legs scraped against the windowsill, creating red marks in the pits of her knees, and she swiveled her arms and dropped to the ground below. Her heart pounded in her chest with fear.

			

			
				She fell on her butt, using her hands as a cushion to break her fall. Inside the house, she could hear grunting and banging, as if a wrestling match were taking place in the dining room. She heard a voice, too, but wasn’t sure if it was her father’s. She couldn’t take any chances. He may have a knife, too.

				The air tasted dark and thick, and she struggled to catch her breath.

				As she fled into the night, Quinn wondered who would punish her when she finally returned. In just a few hours, her world had been turned upside down.
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				Howard paused on the Lowerys’ front porch, searching for movement in all directions. His cruiser sat where he had left it, and the garage door was still closed. To his right, he saw the open window where Quinn must have exited, curtains wafting outwards in the subtle breeze. He couldn’t imagine she had gotten far.

				“I’ll find her, Dan,” he called behind him. “Wait here a minute—she can’t be far.”

				Inside the house, the officer moaned, his grief spilling from the dining room and out into the night. The TV blared over him, playing the theme song of a classic detective show. Howard considered turning it off, but descended the steps instead.

				He tried to put himself in the little girl’s frame of mind. Where would she have run? He looked to his right, past the few trees that lined the property. The closest house was a few yards away. An old woman lived there. He thought her name was Sadie, but he couldn’t recall. Either way, she must be approaching her eighties, and was probably fast asleep. Her house was black inside, offering no sign that she had received an unexpected guest.

				The Reynolds family lived in the house on the left. Howard knew them well. They would often stop at the Lowery’s for an evening barbeque. Their house, too, was dark. A single porch light illuminated the front steps, casting shadows like fingers into the yard. If they had received a knock at the door, he was certain they would have called the police by now.

			

			
				Howard swept the perimeter of the house. In just a few minutes, he cleared the front and then made his way to the backyard. He almost tripped over a piece of wood on the ground, and realized it was the side of Julie’s garden.

				Four pieces of plywood flanked the sides, surrounding a variety of green, leafy plants in the center. He strained his eyes, but didn’t recognize anything human amongst them. No figure was hiding in the interior.

				The rest of the backyard was open, and he didn’t see any other places Quinn could hide. He checked the far side of the house, but to no avail. If he had been the little girl, he probably would have run quite a ways before stopping. He imagined her trust was thin at this point. It wasn’t every day that your mother came at you with a kitchen knife.

				Howard thought back to what he had seen in the house. Julie was barely recognizable—a soulless, corpse-like version of her former self. Her eyes had seemed to penetrate through him, intent on destruction. Howard shuddered and bit his lip, trying to forget what he had seen.

				This had to happen, he reminded himself.

				He gripped his gun. A sudden glow in the distance drew his attention. Several hundred yards away, on what must have been an adjacent street, a light had just gone on in one of the houses.

				Howard contemplated using his radio, and then withdrew his hand. It didn’t matter, now, anyways. Nothing did.

				He sucked in a breath and sprinted toward the light.
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				Quinn ran until her cheeks were red, her stomach was tight, and her legs began to tire. She fought the urge to look back, fearing that someone would grab her if she did. Surely, whenever the scuffle ended, somebody would come looking for her. Maybe even to kill her. Her heart leapt against her ribcage. She needed to get help—and fast.

				She hadn’t dared stop at the neighbors. The noise would have attracted immediate attention. Something told her she needed to get farther away in order to have a fighting chance.

				Behind Shunpike Lane was another street—she forgot the name, but it was a nice road, and full of houses. Often, she would ride her bike there, watching the families and children. She used to dream about living there someday. The houses seemed nicer in that neighborhood. Now the houses hung in the distance: dark shapes that seemed strange and unfamiliar. She’d never been there at night.

				Quinn wondered what time it was. It must be late—not a single house seemed active. The one closest to her had a small picnic table in the backyard. She could make out a dim glow from one of the back windows, probably from a nightlight. The Anderson family used to live here, but someone new had moved in last month. Her mother had been meaning to stop in to welcome them to the neighborhood. Back when things had still been normal.

				There was a sliding glass door in back, but she realized knocking would make her visible to anyone behind her. Instead, she walked past the picnic table and began to cut through to the front yard. As she did so, the rear light flicked on. She stopped suddenly and turned back to face it.

			

			
				A shadow stood behind the glass, surveying the lot outside. The lights inside the house were off, so Quinn could only make out a silhouette. The person remained still except for their head, which swiveled from side to side. Quinn hugged the side of the yard, hidden from the glow. She wanted to cry out, but her inner voice told her to stay still.

				The shadow slid its hands down the glass, as if wiping at some unseen condensation. Its fingers were long and curved, and it rapped at the pane with its fingernails. She wondered if the hands’ owner was a man or a woman. The person seemed to move unnaturally—unlike anyone she had ever seen. Without realizing it, she held her breath.

				Quinn looked to her left, where another house sat in silence. If anybody else had been awakened by the light, they hadn’t let on. Across the street, she made out another row of houses. They remained still. She looked back to the patio window.

				The head and hands had stopped moving. She squinted, and could now make out a pair of ovals where the person’s eyes should have been, reflecting in the moonlight. They seemed to be staring in her direction.

				Quinn had been spotted.

				She ran, letting out bursts of breath as her legs kicked into gear. Behind her, she heard the sound of a sliding glass door being thrust open.

				She crossed the side yard and into the front, the dry grass crunching under her feet. Although she wanted to look back, she pushed on. She entered the roadway, heard another pair of feet hit the grass behind her. She pictured the long fingers swaying at the person’s side, preparing to wrap around her neck like pieces of rope.

			

			
				Hurry up, Quinn, she thought. Something wet hit her cheeks, and she realized she was crying. She wished her mother and father could be here, that they could help her. But they were in on the whole thing. Whatever the thing was.

				She was on her own.

				Pavement gave way to grass again, and she flew up the walkway to the nearest house. She banged on the door and rang the bell at the same time.

				“Help!” she cried, but her voice was raspy and weak.

				Footsteps slapped on the pavement behind her, drawing ever closer. She didn’t have time to wait. Keep moving, she thought. Quinn stumbled through the darkness to the side of the house, heading deeper into the property. When she hit the backyard, a voice echoed from the front. She dared to glance behind her.

				“Hello? Who’s out there?” the person called.

				The front lights came on, and she heard the homeowner open the screen door. Her pursuer stopped in the road.

				“What do you want?” the homeowner asked.

				The figure hovered in the street, arms at its sides. Quinn gripped the edge of the house, wondering if the shadow could still see her. She hoped not.

				“I’m going to call the police!” the homeowner threatened. It was a man’s voice, and his words rang with fear.

			

			
				The figure crouched, its arms hanging low to the ground. It hissed into the night, and Quinn pictured a tongue as long as its fingers, sliding across a pair of razor-sharp teeth. She kept quiet, wondering if it could hear the sound of her heartbeat. It certainly seemed loud to her. She drew a breath and held it, wishing as hard as she could that she were invisible.

				The figure moved, arms swinging at its sides, heading for the front of the house. The homeowner continued to yell, but the figure ignored his warning.

				Quinn moved along the side of the house, toward the front, until she was right at the edge. She could make out the homeowner now—it was Mr. Philips, one of her neighbors. His white hair gleamed in the porch light, and he was leaning out into the night, waving one arm at the intruder. Mr. Philips had helped her fill her bike tire once when she had gotten a flat. He didn’t seem quite as friendly now.

				“What the hell?” he yelled.

				Before he could react, the figure was on him, pulling him out of the house. She heard ripping sounds as it tore at his chest, and then screaming as Mr. Philips fell to the ground. His hands flew up to protect his face, but the figure cast them aside, wrapping its fingers around the man’s skull and its thumbs pushing into where his eye sockets would be.

				Quinn held back a sob. She wanted to help. But what could she do? She was only ten years old. The thing screeched, and she saw blood splash onto the door. Quinn covered her eyes and cried—for her mother, for Mr. Philips, and for herself, knowing that she would never reach another birthday.
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				Howard reached the house in minutes, his boots pounding hard on the grass. A single light faced outward in the backyard, revealing a picnic table and an assortment of lawn chairs. The sliding glass door had been left open, as if someone had recently exited or entered.

				He held his gun in front of him, watching for any signs of activity.

				“Police!” he shouted.

				He was met with silence. He advanced a few steps—and then heard a scream pierce the night air. It sounded like it was coming from past the house, across the next street. Howard swiveled and worked his way around front, toward the source of the noise.

				His arm brushed his side, and he squirmed in pain. He sprinted past the house and into the road, ignoring the burning in his bicep. Directly ahead of him, illuminated by a porch light, a figure was bent over another man, unwrapping his insides and pulling them onto the walkway.

				Howard aimed his gun in front of him, approaching the assailant and victim. The victim had been mutilated beyond recognition—his face condensed into a soupy puddle of blood and eyeballs. The walkway was stained with flesh and innards, and the figure sifted through the remains with delicate fingers.

				The suspect looked up and raised its hands in the air, dangling pieces of detached skin. Its eyes blazed into Howard, devoid of life, eerily reminiscent of the look Julie had given him earlier.

			

			
				Howard squeezed the trigger, firing a round into the figure’s head. It slammed backwards into the door, and he fired twice more into its chest. The emotion he’d felt before was fading.

				He was already starting to feel the way he had felt with Frank.

				Things were going exactly as planned.

				Several lights appeared around him, and Howard tensed up. Heads peered through windows and doors cracked cautiously open. In the distance, behind the house, he heard the sound of a little girl screaming. The noise faded into the distance, her cries softening with each step.

				In an instant, he knew it was Quinn. And he knew exactly where she was headed.

				[image: Horror-01.psd]


				Quinn was on the move again. This time, she wasn’t going to stop. She had a destination in mind. She wasn’t sure why she hadn’t thought of it before, but she was sure glad she thought of it now.

				She wasn’t ready to die. Not yet.

				She kept running, dragging her feet like dumbbells. She screamed when gunshots rang out behind her, but continued on. A few sparse trees swayed in the wind, pointing her onwards, leading her from one street to the next. Only a few more neighborhoods to go, and she would be there.

				Her throat started to burn. The doctor said she had mild asthma—not the kind that you needed to use an inhaler for, but enough that she should take it easy. In gym class, she was often excused from the more rigorous activities. She felt herself gasping for air now, but she did not slow down.

			

			
				Ahead, she saw a familiar house on the horizon. She only needed to cross one more street to get there. Her feet hit pavement once again, and she prayed that she had outrun whoever might be following her.

				Up ahead, Sheriff Turner’s patrol car sat in the driveway. She wiped the tears from her eyes and felt a sense of relief wash over her. The house was dark, but he must be home. He had to be. She ran up the front steps and mashed her hands against the doorbell, hearing it ring inside the house. After a few seconds, she heard footsteps plodding through the house.

				Thank God, she thought.

				Quinn doubled over, her pulse beating through the side of her neck, and tried to breathe deeply. She needed to calm down so she could explain what had happened. She looked back, but saw no signs of her pursuer. The door creaked open behind her, and the familiar figure of Sheriff Turner filled the doorway.

				“Sheriff,” she tried to speak, but no sound came out.

				She ran inside the house, under his outstretched arm, and motioned for him to shut the door. The lights were off, and she edged towards the couch, looking over her shoulder to make sure no one was following her inside. Though it was dark, rays of moonlight filtered through the windows and into the living room. Her foot struck something on the floor, and she paused suddenly and looked down.

			

			
				Mrs. Turner’s body lay in the center of the rug, curled up in a ball. An awful odor rose from the body. She looked dead.

				“W-What happened?” Quinn whispered, turning.

				Sheriff Turner stood in the doorway like a statue, his arm still propped against the frame. It appeared he hadn’t moved since letting her inside. At the sound of her voice, his body came to life, and he let the screen door slam shut. He lifted an enormous leg and moved towards her.

				“Sheriff—it’s me, Quinn Lowery,” she said, backing up against the couch.

				The man wheezed, placing one calf in front of the other, shaking the living room with each footstep. Beads of sweat glistened from his forehead and rolled down his face. She backed up farther, hitting the couch and falling to a sitting position.

				She began to cry.

				The sheriff made a grab for her leg, and she swung it upwards and out of reach, letting out a stifled scream. She threw her arms over the couch and pulled herself to the other side. Something sharp on the fabric ripped at her leg, and she cried out. She slid over the couch and onto the floor, just as Sheriff Turner landed on the cushions in front. His weight slid the couch backwards and into her shins, and she screamed in pain.

				She limped towards the kitchen. A large lamp hugged the wall at the entrance, and she threw it down behind her to create a barricade. The Sheriff grunted as he regained his footing. Quinn forged ahead, avoiding the kitchen table and heading for the back door. She reached it and fumbled for the handle.

			

			
				The doorknob turned, and then stopped. The door was locked. Her hands slid wildly around the knob, and she finally found the button on the center, twisting it sideways and releasing the catch.

				The door wouldn’t budge. It must be dead-bolted.

				Sheriff Turner was in the kitchen now, making his way toward her, and she began to panic. Her eyes were starting to adjust, and she searched for anything she could use as a weapon. The counters contained a mess of appliances—a toaster, a blender, and some dirty dishes—but nothing of use. It was too late. He was upon her now, and he flung his arm forward, reaching for her head.

				Quinn tried to duck, but not in time. She felt a piece of hair rip from her scalp, and her eyes stung with pain. She scooted on the floor, the vinyl cold on her fingertips and knees, and slid her way across the kitchen and back into the living room.

				There was a door on her right, and she yanked it open and slammed it shut behind her, wedging herself between a mop and bucket. She held the inside handle, waiting for it to turn in her fingers, and choked back a sob.

				On the other side of the door, she heard the Sheriff knocking over the kitchen table and chairs, destroying his own belongings to get to her. She imagined what would happen when he found her hiding in the closet, weaponless and alone. Her eyes welled up, and she began to shake.
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				Howard raced toward Sullivan Avenue. If he’d calculated correctly, the road was about four blocks away—cutting through backyards, of course. He could have returned to his cruiser, but he would have lost precious time.

				I should probably return home, he thought.

				But something pressed him onward. Whether it was the adrenaline or the taste of the night air, Howard felt more alive than he had in years.

				And that feeling was keeping him going.

				He perked up his ears, listening for signs of the girl. He hadn’t heard any screaming now for a few minutes. Either the girl had wised up, or she had already reached her destination. The thought struck him that she may have fallen prey to another attacker.

				As he ran, Howard wondered if he had guessed correctly as to her whereabouts. If she had taken another turn somewhere in the dark, it would be almost impossible to find her. He would need to use the spotlights on his cruiser.

				As he passed through the next street, he saw lights flicking on from the houses around him. Presumably the homeowners had heard the commotion. In several doorways, shadows stared at him, and he felt an even deeper sense of unease.

				The grass crunched underfoot, fried from the desert heat and lack of water. He imagined that if he stopped to inspect it, he would see Quinn’s footprints leading the way. The radio crackled in his ear, breaking his concentration.

			

			
				“Howard, you there?” Mickey said.

				Howard reached up to his shoulder and silenced the radio.

				As he finally reached the fourth street, he noticed all the lights were off. There was no sign of activity among the residents. Perhaps Quinn had veered off in another direction, or she had stopped screaming just shy of Sullivan Avenue, leaving its residents blissfully asleep. He glanced farther up the road, and squinted into the night. His initial observation had been incorrect. One set of porch lights was on, near the end of the road. Now that he had noticed them, they seemed to illuminate the house in the night like a beacon.

				Sheriff Turner’s patrol car sat in the driveway.

				Either his boss was getting ready to leave the house—already made aware of the night’s events—or else a little girl had knocked on his door just short of midnight. Howard crossed the road, running now.

				He drew close to the car, holding his gun in front of him. The screen was shut, but the storm door had been left open. As he started up the walkway, he heard a tremendous crash from inside.

				“Sheriff?” he called in.

				The banging continued. A girl’s shriek rang out from within. Howard threw open the door, leading with his pistol, and entered the living room. A massive shadow hugged the back of the room. It was ramming against a door on the other side.

				“Police! Hold it right there!” Howard yelled.

				He felt for the light switch. Thankfully, his memory served him well, and the room lit up. He had been to the Sheriff’s house plenty of times, but never on police business. His jaw dropped as he surveyed the scene.

			

			
				The first thing he saw was the body of Mrs. Laney Turner. The woman was facedown in the middle of the room, her head caved in. The busted frames of her glasses lay beside her, stuck to the wood floor in a collage of blood. Clumps of her hair covered the carpet.

				Sheriff Turner stood behind the couch, his hands raised above his head. Black streaks covered his eyes, as if they had been injected with vials of India ink. He had ripped open the hall closet, tearing the frail wooden door from its hinges, and it lay sideways by his feet. His massive figure concealed the majority of the doorframe, but Howard could see through his legs.

				Quinn Lowery sat amongst the cleaning products, arms tucked over her head. She whimpered as she saw him, as if he, too, had come to attack her.

				The sheriff grunted, turning his attention to the new visitor. He moved towards the front door.

				Howard gritted his teeth and fired the pistol. He continued to squeeze the trigger, firing one round after the next, until he had emptied the entire clip into his boss. The bullets riddled the fat man’s body, pulling corks of flesh from his stomach and spilling red fluid beneath. The sheriff’s eyes rolled in his head, and he collapsed with a thud onto the floor.

				The girl began to bawl. She put her head between her legs, hair billowing over her knees. Howard looked at her and then at the body on the floor. The sheriff lay in a pool of blood, his dead wife just ten feet away. Howard felt nothing.

			

			
				Nothing at all.

				He lowered his gun. For the first time that night, a sense of calm swept over him.

				“Come with me,” he said to the girl. Although he didn’t realize it, his lips had curved upwards into a smile.

				[image: Horror-01.psd]


				Howard and Quinn walked in silence. The girl trailed behind, sniffling quietly to herself, but didn’t utter a word.

				After taking care of the sheriff, Howard had warned Quinn to keep her composure and remain quiet. He instructed her to stick to his side as they made their way back to the Lowery residence. He’d been harsh, but it was what she needed to hear. The gunshots had attracted enough attention.

				Even still, the streets seemed eerily silent. Many of the houses still had their lights blazing, but Howard no longer saw any shadows in the doorways. It was as if the residents had returned to bed, unaware of the danger. Or else they were roaming the streets, looking for victims, he thought.

				Howard stopped suddenly. A sound had emitted from a pair of trees in front of them. The girl stopped behind him.

				He aimed his gun. An object moved behind one of the tree trunks. He saw a flash of white from near the ground, and then something jutting out into the open. A tail. Howard lowered his weapon. A cat slinked towards them, purring. He imagined they had caught the animal mid-chase—probably on the hunt for a mouse or some other rodent. It rubbed against the girl’s legs, and he waved his arms at it, sending it scurrying back behind the trees.

			

			
				Howard glanced around them in all directions, but no other figures emerged. He took the opportunity to withdraw a cellphone from his pocket. A text message was waiting for him.

				Status? It read.

				He returned his gun to its holster, and signaled for the girl to wait. Her eyes fell downwards, and she stared at her shoes in compliance. Using his thumbs, he drafted a reply.

				On schedule.

				He hit the ‘send’ button, and returned the phone to his pocket. Later, he would break it into pieces and discard the remnants in various locations. Just to be sure. Though he doubted anyone would ever make the connection. The cellphone had been sent to him by mail, probably purchased from a remote location. He knew he could trust the phone’s sender.

				Right now, he needed to focus to ensure his survival. That was what was expected of him. To monitor the townspeople, to ensure all went as planned. Only when the destruction of St. Matthews was complete would he be able to relax. He withdrew his pistol once again and began to move. The girl fell in line behind him.

				Out of respect for Dan, he had decided to return the little girl—but that was it. Afterwards, the pair would be on their own, along with the rest of this God-forsaken town.
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				Dan clung to his dead wife for what seemed like an eternity. He parted her hair, kissed her forehead, and tried to ignore the fact that she looked nothing like the woman he loved. The gash on her head had stopped bleeding, but a puddle of blood on the floor served as evidence that she had once been alive.

				His mind was spinning, still trying to comprehend what had happened. For a second, he felt like he was out of his own body, looking down at himself.

				He needed to find his daughter. Where the hell was Howard? And where the hell were the medics? Howard had called them, hadn’t he?

				His eyes darted around the room, passing over the wreckage that had once been his dining room. Julie’s chair lay on its back. Several of the rungs had cracked, and the back had started to separate from the frame. Next to it was the knife, which gave off only a dull shine—far less threatening without a hand to wield it.

				He had dropped his pistol on the floor next to him, freeing up both hands to cradle his wife’s body. The gun seemed to beckon to him now, a subtle reminder of his duties as a police officer and father. He felt a breeze pass through the house, kicking up a lock of Julie’s hair and draping it across his face. Howard must have left the door open.

				Dan began to think about getting up, about releasing his death-grip on a woman who had already embraced death. They’d been married for eleven years. He had known her since high school. He remembered how beautiful she had looked at their wedding—how brave she had been during the birth of their child. He gritted his teeth and fought back the tears. He needed to let go. He needed to move. His daughter needed him.

			

			
				He let his hands slip from her body, wiped his arm across his face to dry his eyes, and gently eased his wife back to the floor. Quinn was still out there, and if he lost her too, he would have lost everything.

				Before he could stand, a pair of footsteps clapped against the pavement outside. The rest of the force, he thought. He was sure that Mickey and Sheriff Turner would be on their way—in fact he was surprised they hadn’t made it already. As the noises continued, he realized something sounded off. His fellow officers would have announced their presence. The footsteps he heard seemed muffled, as if the owners were trying to conceal their arrival.

				Dan’s police instincts kicked in, and he scurried to the far end of the dining room, positioning himself between the table and the living room doorway.

				The screen door at the front of the house banged against the frame. He considered calling out, but decided against it. He aimed the pistol in front of him, propping his arms on one of the chairs.

				The TV volume seemed to increase, and he strained to hear over it. Something scraped against the wall in the living room, and Dan’s body went rigid.

				Someone was in the next room.

				A hand entered the doorway, pawing at the air in front of it, testing the waters. After the appendage came a torso, and then a full body, black eyes scanning back and forth as it wormed sideways into the dining room. Dan recoiled at the figure, whose face was twisted and wild. It idled towards him, feeling its way forward, heading right for the table.

			

			
				Dan fired a round, shattering its knee and sending it reeling to the floor. Another was behind it, this one faster than the last, already veering around Julie’s body and gaining ground. He fired again, splintering the side off of the chair opposite him, missing his target. The chair toppled backwards, landing on Julie’s body.

				Dan was on his feet now, scooting around the table. The first attacker fumbled on its broken knee, contending with the chair, and its companion pushed past it without skipping a beat. The creatures—things—spewed bile from their mouths, salivating onto the floor below as they tried to reach him.

				He reached the living room doorway. Behind him, he heard the remaining furniture topple over. He crossed the room, panting, and stopped at the front screen door. Outside, three more were headed up the walkway. They groaned when they saw him.

				“Oh, fuck,” he whispered.

				Dan slammed the front door shut, dead bolting it. He whipped around, gun in front of him, and felt something grab his arm. One of the first houseguests had caught up to him. Its fingers were cold on his skin, wrapping around his wrist like icicles.

				He kicked forward, connecting with its stomach, and sent it toppling backwards into the couch. He raised his pistol and fired into it, gritting his teeth. Three bullets passed through its chest, blood and bile rippling out from the wounds. The creature sunk down onto the couch cushions, and then stood up again, unfazed.

			

			
				He heard the sound of nails on the front screen, and then something pounding on the front door. If he didn’t get out of this house, Dan was certain it would become his tomb.

				He skirted around the couch, avoiding the outstretched hands of the creature in the living room, and entered the dining room again. The first creature was still on the floor, crawling on its knees, coming towards him. He shot off a round into its head and watched it collapse to the floor.

				He swiveled again, facing the remaining creature from the living room—this time aiming for its forehead. Maybe that was the key. Just like the goddamn movies, he thought, realizing at once how insane that sounded. His heart sunk when he pulled the trigger.

				He was out of bullets.
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				“I don’t want to go back home,” Quinn whispered.

				Howard looked at her, but his eyes seemed distant. He was holding his gun in one hand and a cellphone in the other. He kept checking the phone, as if expecting someone to call. His arms were crooked upwards, and his muscles bulged underneath his shirt.

				Quinn had always looked up to him. Whenever he visited, he was especially nice. On her last birthday, he had even brought her a stack of books to read—introducing her to some of the classics that he had enjoyed as a child. Now, everything seemed different. Howard seemed different.

				“We have to go back,” he said. “Your father is there.”

				But her mother was too. A pang of fear went through her stomach as she pictured her mother shoving her into the bedroom, knife in hand.

				“Are my mom and dad okay?”

				Howard looked at the phone again, typing on the keypad.

				“Sure, Quinn. They’re both fine. I’m going to take you home to them.”

				He kept his eyes on the cellphone, but she saw him watching her out of the corner of his eye. He wasn’t telling the truth. She could sense it. But why would he lie? What would he say when they got to her house and the truth was right there in front of them?

				She pictured Sheriff Turner’s body in the living room, bloated and bleeding. She didn’t know much about gunshot wounds, but Howard hadn’t even checked for a pulse—he’d just left the man on the floor. It was as if he wasn’t even concerned about him. Or maybe he knew something she didn’t. She watched him type away on the cellphone. Who was he talking to? And why were they standing here?

			

			
				Howard finished his message. A few seconds later, the phone vibrated.

				Quinn moved closer to the officer. In the dark, she could almost make out the incoming text message. She forced herself to cry again, inching towards him.

				“It’s okay,” he said, but he made no physical effort to console her.

				She was standing next to him now; her eyes were level with the phone. The screen glowed yellow. She shuddered when she read the words.

				Every last one must go.

				Quinn ran.
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				Dan waved the empty pistol in front of him, but the creature kept coming. It sidestepped Julie’s body and then walked over the body of its dead companion. Its eyes rolled back into its head, and it groaned.

				He stepped backwards into the kitchen, still holding the gun, wishing he had the time or the means to reload. His palms were sweaty, and he struggled to keep his balance. He bumped into the roll of paper towels, and it skittered backwards, unraveling to the end of the tube.

				The creature advanced.

				Dan spotted his keys—they were on the counter to his left. A few steps further, and he could make a grab for them.

				“Stay back!” he shouted.

				The thing’s mouth opened, revealing a row of bloodied teeth. If it understood him, the words had little effect. Dan threw his arm sideways, succeeding only in pushing the keys farther down the counter. He made another grab. This time, he closed his fist around them.

				He eyed the knife holder. In his haste, he’d already passed by it. He could lunge toward it, but that would put him in harm’s way. The creature stood beside it, mouth hanging open. He needed to get out of the house.

				He reached behind him, found the door handle, and stepped back into the garage. He slammed the door closed, then used his keys to lock it. The creature smashed against the other side, but the door held. For now.

			

			
				Dan’s cruiser was where he had left it, and the garage door remained closed. He ran to the car door, fumbling with the keychain. He saw his house key, his locker key, and a slew of others. Where the hell was the car key? Focus, his mind screamed.

				The creature pounded on the kitchen door, shaking it in the frame. Dan located the key and slipped it into the lock. The car was open now. He flung open the door and hopped inside, and then promptly shut it behind him.

				Bam! The kitchen door caved in, whipping against the wall and off the hinges. The creature was loose in the garage now, heading towards the car.

				Dan cried out in surprise, turning the key in the ignition.

				The car fired up, and he revved the engine. He reached up and hit the garage door opener, watching it open behind him in the rearview mirror. The creature was at the driver’s side window, just inches away. Its breath fogged up the glass, and it pounded on the window.

				“C’mon, hurry up!” Dan screamed at the garage door.

				He threw the car in reverse and hit the gas. The car inched backwards. Dan looked behind him and then rammed on the brakes.

				Howard’s police cruiser was parked in the driveway, directly behind the garage door. There was no way to get the cruiser out of the garage. Julie’s Subaru Outback sat to his right.

				The creature hissed at him through the window, its nails scratching on the glass. Dan glanced in his rearview again. The three other things from the front yard had stepped into the garage, and were heading for the cruiser. He looked down at the ignition. The key to the Outback dangled from the chain.

			

			
				He needed to get to the other car. And fast.

				Dan ripped the keys from the ignition and climbed into the passenger seat, knocking over a coffee cup on his way. His gun was on the seat, but it was useless without bullets. He tucked it into his holster anyway, then reached for the door handle. He paused to look around him.

				The creature to his left had begun moving around the front of the cruiser. Three others approached the passenger side. The Outback was just a few feet away. If he didn’t get out of the cruiser soon, he would be trapped. Dan opened the door and leapt out.

				He grabbed hold of the car key and threw it into the Outback, but it was too late. One of the creatures ripped at his shirt collar, tearing him away from the vehicle.

				“No!” he shouted.

				Dan threw his elbow back and felt it connect with a face. The attacker fell backwards, knocking into its companions, but the three barricaded any escape from the garage.

				He was surrounded.

				Dan dropped to the floor and pulled himself underneath the Outback. As he did, he heard something clatter onto the floor behind him. Damn, he thought. My keys. From underneath the car, he saw a parade of shoes stepping around them. His pulse beat through his body, sending a rush of blood to his temples.

			

			
				Dan wiggled his feet, suddenly feeling claustrophobic. He reached his arm out slowly, but the keys were too far away. He inched towards them, balling his feet and pushing off the garage floor. He could almost reach them. He strained his fingers, watching them leave the protection of the vehicle and enter the open garage. He had almost made it when a cold, fleshy hand grabbed his wrist.

				One of the creatures was on the ground, looking back at him with dark eyes. It hissed and pulled on his arm.

				“Get the hell off of me!”

				He wrenched his hand back, wincing as the creature’s nails scratched his wrist. The other things dropped to their knees and reached underneath the car, inspired by their companion. Dan pulled himself towards the other side, avoiding four sets of hands that were now clawing to get to him.

				He glanced towards the passenger side of the vehicle. The garage wall was empty, providing a few feet in which he could maneuver. There were no sets of feet on that side. For now, the coast was clear. He edged himself sideways, and stood up quickly on the opposite side.

				One of the creatures roamed towards the trunk, blocking a quick exit out the front of the garage. He looked around, searching for another option. On the back wall, he spotted the gardening tools hanging neatly from their pegs. Amongst them was a pitchfork.

				Dan made a dash for it. The creatures had given up on the car and were headed his way. He grabbed the pitchfork from the wall and swung it in front of him.

			

			
				“C’mon you bastards!”

				One of the creatures made a grab for him, and he propelled the tines deep into its stomach, sending it reeling backwards. He pulled back on the handle, watching a rainfall of blood soak its shirt. It staggered, momentarily off balance. He turned the pitchfork sideways and swung it like a baseball bat, propelling the creature into the side of the Outback.

				He squeezed past it and towards the back of the garage. The others were by the trunk, and he gored the first in the neck. It toppled backward, but Dan persisted, plunging the weapon into the mass of flesh behind it, striking each in turn. The creatures tumbled backwards, hitting the floor, and he stood over each of their bodies, ramming the garden tool into one after the other until all movement had stopped.

				When he finished, Dan realized he was screaming. He looked down at the creatures, whose bodies were now covered in gaping holes, fluid spilling from their insides. In all his years on the force, he had never killed anyone. In fact, he often prayed that he would retire before getting the chance. He had seen plenty of dead bodies, but none that had met their demise at his own hands.

				Dan turned his head and vomited on the garage floor, letting the pitchfork clatter to the ground. When he was finished retching, he dragged the bodies from behind the car, clearing a path to the outside.

				He retrieved the keys and started the Outback. He threw it into reverse, and sped down the driveway and out into the road.

			

			
				Somewhere, his daughter was in danger. He just prayed to God he wasn’t too late to save her.
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				The little girl took off running, and Howard chased after her. His attention had been on the cellphone, so she’d taken him by surprise. It didn’t matter. She wouldn’t get far. The phone vibrated again in his hand, but this time he slid it into his pocket.

				They’d been standing next to the side of a house when she took off. A few trees lined the perimeter, and she had slipped through them to the neighboring property. He clutched his gun, unsure of what he might run into. The plan had been set in motion, and soon the streets would start to fill with the infected. The contamination has begun.

				Ahead of him, Howard saw a small shadow slip around to the front of the house next door. Although he only caught a quick glance, he was pretty sure it was Quinn. He thought for a second about abandoning the chase, about letting fate take its course. Sooner or later, she would run into one of them, and that would be the end of it. Saving her now would only delay the inevitable.

				Five years ago, when he had moved to St Matthews, Howard had tried to keep to himself. There was no use in befriending any of his co-workers or socializing with the townspeople—not with what he knew was coming. He tried to focus instead on his training, on honing his physical and mental abilities. After a few years, he had let his guard down.

				He had started engaging in the occasional barbeque, a monthly game of pool. The town’s fate was sealed, he thought, so he may as well make the most of his time there. The Agent leaders had said to blend in to the community—to act as natural as possible.

			

			
				Howard felt a tinge of pity for Dan and his family. He had grown closer to them than he had intended. But nobody would escape the contamination. He needed to remind himself of that fact. Helping them now would do nothing.

				He would be the only survivor in St. Matthews.

				Still, he did intend to find the girl and bring her back to her father—it was the honorable thing to do. And Howard liked to think he was an honorable man. He’d give them a fighting chance.

				He rounded the corner of the house and stopped short. Two shadows hugged the siding. The smaller figure lay in the grass, shielding her face and whimpering. It was Quinn, and she was cornered.

				The larger shadow turned to face Howard. Its face was a blackened mess, and it snarled at him. Howard drew back his arm and punched the thing in the head, sending it to the ground. It squirmed, trying to regain its footing, and he aimed his gun between its eyes.

				Howard pulled the trigger, and Quinn screamed. The creature went still.

				“Let’s go, Quinn! If you run again, I’ll leave you out here. You understand?”

				The girl nodded.

				“Get up,” he said, softening his tone. “I know this is difficult, but this whole thing is something that needed to happen. The world needs this.”

				She averted her eyes and followed behind him. He didn’t expect her to understand. How could she? She was just a child. He would be glad when all of this was over and done with.

			

			
				He reached for his phone and read the message that had come in earlier.

				Head back to the station and await further instruction.
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				Howard signaled for the girl to stop as they approached the front of the Lowery residence. The garage door was open now, and the lights from inside spilled out over the driveway and illuminated the yard. The interior was covered in blood, and he saw what looked like the bodies of several infected. Howard’s patrol car was still in the driveway, directly behind Dan’s. Julie’s car was gone.

				He looked at the little girl, watching her eyes fill with hope.

				“Stay quiet,” he said.

				Howard crept across the yard and looked through the front windows. The dining room was a mess of broken furniture. The table had been turned on its side, and the chairs were toppled over. Julie’s body lay underneath the wreckage. One of the dead things was next to her. He glanced behind him, but Quinn was standing in the middle of the lawn where he had left her. He held up his hand so she would stay put.

				The living room was equally destroyed—the TV had been knocked over, and the couch was halfway across the room. However, the place appeared empty. Dan had put up a fight. Howard wasn’t surprised, given the officer’s track record on the force. Maybe that was why he hadn’t turned into one of them yet. Perhaps his body was keeping the infection at bay.

			

			
				He looked back at Quinn again. She, too, seemed to be holding her own. But it was only a matter of time. He motioned toward his cruiser in the driveway.

				“Let’s go.”

				A pair of high beams suddenly lit up the driveway, and Howard shielded his eyes. A car was coming toward them down the road. He wondered if it was Dan.

				As the vehicle approached, he could make out two shadows in the front seat, and the outline of police sirens on the roof. There was only one other patrol car unaccounted for. Mickey’s. He cursed under his breath, wishing things didn’t have to be so complicated.

				The cruiser barreled up the driveway and onto the lawn, and then stopped. The windows were down, and he could hear the young officer shouting from inside the vehicle.

				“What the fuck? Get off of me, man!”

				The passenger was one of the infected, and it clung to Mickey’s arm, tearing into the side of his neck with its teeth. The officer cried out in pain, struggling to break free, but unable to undo his seatbelt.

				“Help!” he screamed.

				The words echoed into the night, bouncing into the garage and past the mound of dead bodies inside. Howard stood motionless, watching his fellow officer flail uselessly at the creature.

			

			
				“Do something!” Quinn cried out from behind him.

				Howard walked to the driver’s side of the vehicle and raised the gun. The creature paused mid-bite, its teeth covered in fleshy residue. He squeezed the trigger, firing a round into its head. The thing collapsed into Mickey’s neck, falling into the wound it had created.

				“Fuck, man,” Mickey whispered, blood gurgling through the side of his opened neck. His eyes were wide, and his arms convulsed at his sides. He reached out for Howard. “Help me, please…”

				Howard turned away and walked towards his cruiser.

				“In the car,” he barked at the girl.

				“Where are we going?”

				“Back to the station.”

				“Is my dad there?” Her lips trembled.

				Howard looked at her, but didn’t answer. His eyes were devoid of emotion.
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				Dan scoured the streets of St. Matthews, searching for any sign of his missing daughter. From Shunpike Lane, he looped around to Treetop Place, and then to Archibald Avenue. He gripped the steering wheel, hands shaking. He tried to dispel the image of his dead wife on the dining room floor.

				Julie was gone.

				He felt the salty sting of tears hit his lips, and he wiped his face with his sleeve. But Quinn was still alive. She had to be. He pictured his daughter, out on the streets, perhaps fighting for her life just as he had been moments ago. Where could she have gone?

				He wracked his brain, trying to determine Quinn’s thought process. She was a smart kid—probably smarter than most her age. He held out hope that she had been able to find assistance.

				But what if the entire town was infected? What help would there be then? And why hadn’t he been stricken with the disease—whatever it was? He looked down at his hands, and then glanced at himself in the rearview mirror. Maybe he was moments away from turning into one of the things himself.

				Dan shivered and forced the thought from his mind. Whatever the reason, he was still conscious, still himself. At least, he thought he was. And as far as he knew, so were Quinn and Howard.

				Dan patted his pocket. His cellphone was still there. Thank God. He pulled it out and dialed his senior officer’s number. The call went straight to voicemail.

			

			
				“C’mon, man!”

				He dialed again, but with no luck. He scanned his phone for any messages or voicemails, but none had been received. He tucked the device back in his pocket and then looked back at the road. About a hundred feet ahead, just beyond his headlights, he saw a glimmer of movement.

				“What the hell?”

				A few shadows darted from left to right, and he wiped his eyes to ensure his vision wasn’t distorted. A yellow sign passed on his right.

				Pedestrian Crossing.

				25 MPH.

				Dan flicked on his high beams, and then held his breath. A swarm of creatures was in the road, arms hanging at their sides, marching toward a figure lying on the curb. A few were on their knees, ripping into it. Pulling out the person’s insides, he thought. He hit the brakes, coming to a stop just fifty feet away. Their heads seemed to turn in unison.

				There had to be about twenty of the things.

				Dan threw the car into reverse. The creatures ran at him, hissing and spitting in an attempt to get to the Outback. He revved the engine, and the car rolled backwards, but not fast enough. One of the creatures tore at the driver’s side mirror, ripping it clean off the vehicle. Another flailed its arms at the hood. Others flanked the passenger’s side, banging on the windows.

				Dan shouted at them, swerving the wheel in an attempt to throw them off. He felt the tires run over a pair of feet, and saw one of the things fall. He stomped the brake, bringing the car to a halt, and then threw it into drive. The things pounded harder on the windows. He hit the gas and sped forward.

			

			
				He aimed the car straight ahead, where a few stragglers had begun to congregate. They raised their arms and moved towards the vehicle.

				“That’s right, keep coming!”

				Dan plowed into three of the things, hurling them over the hood of the Outback and back onto the pavement. The others had fallen behind, unable to catch the speeding vehicle.

				Suddenly he was free, driving into the night, the chaos behind him. Even with the windows up, he could still smell the pungent odor of blood and decay finding its way through the vents. He rolled down the window, but only to a crack. What has this world come to?

				His cellphone rang, and his heart skipped a beat. He answered the call.

				“Hello?”

				A voice whispered from the other end.

				“He’s got Quinn.”

				Dan looked down at the phone. It was Mickey.

				“Who has her? Mickey, are you ok?”

				“H-Howard has her. They’re headed to the station.”

				Mickey’s voice sounded labored, as if he was speaking underwater. Dan felt a wave of nausea creep over him.

				“Where are you?” Dan asked.

				His friend paused.

				“Don’t t-trust him, Dan.”

			

			
				The call disconnected.
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				The little girl squirmed in the backseat of the cruiser. Howard had put her there to ensure she wouldn’t try running again. He would bring her to the station, and then he would contact her father. Fate should take its course from there. He hoped they didn’t meet up again—for their sake.

				So far, the streets were empty. Either the infection was still spreading, or the residents were elsewhere, searching for victims. Howard felt a tickle in his throat, and coughed into his hand. He looked down, expecting for a brief moment to see blood on his hand. Just like his mother had seen years ago, when she had been diagnosed with cancer. But he knew better. He’d been careful.

				Instead of abusing his body the way so many others did, he’d dedicated his life to physical perfection. The Agent leaders had shown him a better way. Humanity was overdue for a cleansing, and only the strongest would survive.

				He reached between the seats and retrieved a bottle of water that he had stored there. He twisted off the cap and drank from it. At home, he had several storerooms full of food and drink—enough to last him a year or so, he figured. Plenty of time to outlast the infection.

				The Agent leaders had warned him before the contamination was to begin. He’d been prepared. A few weeks prior, he’d received the text message. It was one he’d been waiting on for five years.

				It has begun.

				Since then, he’d been watching, waiting for the first signs.

			

			
				Each year, around this time, he received a package in the mail containing a new cellphone. He would carefully discard the old one and destroy the envelope it had come in. Updates had been few and far between, but he’d been kept informed.

				Now, he was using the phone to report the progress in St. Matthews. Due to the town’s small size and remote location, Howard guessed it was one of the first to be infected. A trial run for what was to come.

				The information Howard had was limited. He’d been told that the virus would start with the food and water supply, and that he should avoid anything produced after a certain date. But he also knew that the Agents had infiltrated numerous sectors of society—there were plenty of other ways to spread the disease. According to the leaders, he would be briefed as necessary. His survival had been guaranteed. When he was certain everything was progressing as planned, he would retreat back to his house—to wait until the infection had run its course.

				The world needed a change. Humanity had abused the earth, destroying their bodies and the environment, succumbing to selfishness and materialism. He had seen everything clearly when his mother died. He had changed his own ways. He had given up his vices.

				It was too bad others couldn’t see the same thing—that they couldn’t realize the flaws in their existence. Now they would suffer the ultimate consequence.

			

			
				He felt honored to be a part of the first phase. Someday, he might be remembered for being one of the pioneers of the new world.

				“Howard?” the girl called out from the backseat.

				He sat upright, replacing the water bottle.

				“What do you want?”

				“Can I get out now? You can drop me off here. I’ll be fine.”

				“I can’t do that,” he said. “I have to take you back to your father, at the station.”

				The girl hugged her arms across her chest.

				“Does he even know I’m here?”

				“Yes,” Howard lied.

				He could tell she didn’t believe him. But it didn’t matter. Not anymore.

				They were just a few blocks from the station. Howard noticed a few shadows at the side of the road. The cruiser’s headlights revealed two creatures picking away at a carcass. They looked up at the passing vehicle and took a few steps toward it as he drove by.

				“Not tonight,” he muttered.

				A few seconds later, Howard pulled into the station. The parking lot was empty. He parked the cruiser and opened the back door, motioning for the girl to get out. She slid out of the backseat and onto the pavement, her eyes darting around the lot. He grabbed her arm and led her to the front door of the station.

				The building appeared intact. He unlocked the door, pulled the girl inside, and then locked it behind them.

				“This way,” he said.

			

			
				He led her down the corridor toward the jail cell. For a second, he envisioned Frank’s body inside, still covered in the blue blanket. The cell had since been cleaned, but he could make out a small red stain underneath the bench, and he grimaced. He unlocked the door and pulled it open, its hinges groaning in protest.

				“Inside.”

				The girl looked at him and began to cry.

				“I don’t want to go in there, Howard.”

				She looked up at him, her face streaked with tears. He relaxed his grip on her arm, and then felt her slip through his fingers. She ran for the door.

				Howard lunged after her, catching hold of her shirt and pulling her backwards. She flailed in his arms, screaming. He threw her into the cell, locked the door, and headed for the corridor.

				Then he took out his cellphone.
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				Dan turned off his lights as he pulled into the police station. He was still reeling from what he had heard. Mickey’s voice played over and over in his head.

				“Don’t trust him, Dan.”

				He had tried calling the officer back several times, but the call had gone to voicemail. What had Mickey meant? In the midst of what was going on, the cryptic warning sent a shiver of fear through Dan’s body. Howard had been his closest friend on the force for five years. What ill intent could he possibly have?

				At the same time, he also felt a sense of relief. From the sounds of it, his daughter was alive. He just needed to get to her as soon as possible.

				A single cruiser sat in the police station lot. Dan eyed the license plate, confirming that it was Howard’s. He parked his car and shut off the engine. The lights were on in the station, but the painted glass windows blocked his view of the inside. As he stepped outside the vehicle, he remembered there were cameras in the parking lot. He hoped Howard wasn’t watching them.

				He felt for his gun, which was still in its holster. Without bullets, it would be next to useless in the event of an attack. He needed more ammunition.

				Dan drew the weapon anyway and crept across the open parking lot. He stopped briefly at Howard’s cruiser, peering inside. A few bottles of water and some wrappers lay on the passenger seat. To his surprise, the doors were unlocked, as if Howard had been in a hurry. He opened the door and looked inside. Between the seats was a police baton. Better than nothing, he thought to himself. He gently closed the door.

			

			
				He crossed the rest of the lot to the front door and tugged at the handle. It was locked. He inserted his key and opened the station. Once inside, he scanned the parking lot for the creatures, and then locked the door behind him.

				The front corridor was empty. To his left was the door to the locker room. To his right, he saw the door to the main office. There were two other doors— one to the supply room and one to the janitor’s closet. The entrance to the jail cell was at the opposite end. He heard voices. One of them grew louder as he approached.

				“Howard, please let me out!”

				It was Quinn. Had Howard locked her in the jail cell?

				Dan began to shake. He felt the urge to dart down the hall, throw open the door at the end, and help her. But he needed to be cautious. Their lives depended on it.

				His mind raced. How could Howard have turned on him? The man had stood by his side for years, had always proved himself to be a trustworthy ally. Hell, he’d even eaten meals with Dan’s family, had given his daughter gifts for her birthday. Was he infected like the rest of them? Why else would he do this?

				The thought made him sick.

				Dan heard movement from behind the door up ahead. It sounded like someone was getting ready to exit. He hugged the left side of the corridor, and then ducked into the locker room, gripping the baton to his chest.

			

			
				He heard the door creak open in the corridor, and then footsteps echoing off the walls.

				“Howard, please! Don’t leave me in here!” Quinn yelled.

				The door slammed shut. Dan held his breath, listening to the man approach. Howard couldn’t be more than ten feet away, on the other side of the locker room wall. Dan pressed his cheek against a row of lockers, the metal cold against his cheek.

				The footsteps ceased. The echoes tapered off, and the station fell silent.

				Had he been spotted on the cameras? Was Howard aware that he was in the station—maybe even aware of his location in the locker room?

				Inside the lockers, just inches away, were spare weapons, as well as ammunition. He could make a move for them, but Howard would be on him before he could use the keys. Silence permeated the station, and he felt his heart thudding in his chest.

				Something vibrated in his pocket, and then Dan’s cellphone began to ring.

				Shit, he thought.

				The tone echoed through the locker room and beyond, betraying any cover he may have had. He slipped the phone out of his pocket, hitting the silent button and looking at the faceplate.

				It was Howard placing the call.

				The footsteps in the hallway resumed, this time headed right for the locker room.
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				“Dan?” Howard’s voice echoed from the hallway.

				Dan had slipped to the end of the lockers to the right of the entrance, wedging himself between the shelf and the wall. Howard had entered the doorway, and was now only ten feet away. Dan heard the sound of fabric creasing as the officer bent down to pick something up off the ground. He must have found my cellphone, he thought. It was a last resort. Perhaps if the officer found the phone, he’d think it had been left there.

				“I know you’re in here, Dan.”

				No such luck.

				Dan tightened his grip on the baton, holding the base in the crook of his elbow, clinging desperately to the smooth black handle. He looked across the room. A single stall and a urinal were in the corner opposite him. Next to them was a small shower, the curtain drawn. A single wooden bench stood in the middle of the room. There were only a few places for Howard to check. Soon after he stepped into the room, Dan’s hiding place would be revealed.

				“I don’t have time for this shit,” Howard yelled. He hit the side of the lockers, rattling the contents, sending vibrations through to the other end and into Dan’s cheek. “I tried to do you a favor, Dan, you know? For old time’s sake.”

				Dan clenched his teeth, felt his body tighten. Howard took a few steps forward. He entered the room.

				“I even found your ungrateful daughter.”

				Dan had had enough.

				He leapt from his hiding spot toward the senior officer, swinging the baton sideways with all of his might. Howard turned in anticipation, blocking the blow with his left forearm, and then countered with a blow from his right fist. The punch connected with Dan’s ribcage, and he sprawled to the floor next to the wooden bench. He rolled underneath it to the other side, shards of pain running up his side like glass.

			

			
				Howard grabbed at the underside of the bench, lifting it upwards and into the air. It collapsed on its side, striking Dan on the way down. The officer’s biceps rippled under his shirt, his face twisted in anger.

				“Am I going to have to kill you myself?” he asked.

				Dan glared at him from the floor, still clutching the baton. His back was pressed against the lockers, and pain shot through his body. Howard took a step towards him, straddling the overturned bench.

				“Why are you doing this?” Dan wheezed.

				“You’ve done this to yourselves! Every last one of you!” Howard screamed. “You deserve it!”

				“You’re not making sense. What is it that we’ve done?”

				Howard grunted, and then reached down to grab him. Dan swung the baton forward, connecting with Howard’s knee. Howard cried out in pain, doubling over as his leg caved inwards.

				“Motherfucker!”

				Dan forced himself to stand, heading around the bench and towards the exit. He heard Quinn screaming his name from down the hall.

				“I’m coming!” he shouted.

				He limped ahead, approaching the doorway. Behind him, Howard yelled in pain. Dan was at the doorway now, and he reached behind him to pull the door shut. I just might make it out of this alive, he thought.

			

			
				The door started to swing closed, then stopped with a dull thud as it struck something behind him. Shit.

				A pair of hands grabbed Dan’s shoulders, whipping him around and throwing him across the room. Dan landed on his knees, facing the shower. Howard was behind him, pulling the curtain open and forcing his head inside. He heard the officer hit the lever, heard the brief pause of water traveling through the pipe, and then felt cold water cascading out of the showerhead and onto his face.

				Dan gasped for breath, liquid running up his nose and down his windpipe. Howard pushed him in further, grinding his face against the cement floor and drain, and the water started to puddle. He closed his eyes and pictured Julie’s face smiling down at him. Her lips were a soft pink, her eyes a radiant blue.

				Is this how I’m going to die?

				He struggled for what seemed like an eternity, arms flailing backwards, striking at Howard’s legs. The man was twice the size that he was. He was hopelessly outmatched. In the background, over the roar of the water, a noise drew him back from the depths. His daughter was still yelling his name.

				Dan pictured Quinn on her own, fighting off a slew of the creatures—succumbing to a fate worse than his own. He felt his eyes well up and tear, mixing with the water that would soon drown him, and he propelled his arms backward one last time.

			

			
				Without warning, Howard’s hands retracted and he was free. Dan rolled to the side, out of the shower, spitting and coughing. His hair was matted across his face, his vision blurry. He wiped the water from his eyes, trying to ascertain what had happened.

				Why did he let me go?

				Three large shapes stood in the room. Dan squinted, discerning Howard’s figure among them. The other two shapes were grabbing at the senior officer, and the man had begun to scream.

				Dan slid along the back wall, his vision returning.

				Attacking Howard were two of the creatures.

				The things tore at Howard’s chest, ripping off shreds of shirt and skin. The officer was bleeding from a wound in his back, and his face was a mess of blood and fear.

				Dan ran—past the creatures, past his former friend, out the door. The things paused as he flew by, but neither made a grab for him. Apparently, Howard was keeping them occupied.

				He slammed the locker room door shut and held the knob. From inside, he heard Howard shrieking in pain.

				Dan reached for his keys, fumbling for the one that fit the locker room door. When he found it, he inserted it into the keyhole, just as the knob started to turn.

				“Dan!” a voice hissed through the door.

				He stared for a moment. Howard must have somehow made it across the room, making one last play for the exit. Dan clutched the knob, listening to the sound of nails clawing at the door. He wondered briefly if the fingers belonged to the officer, or the creatures—or both.

			

			
				From down the hall, his daughter was yelling his name.

				Dan let go of the doorknob and started down the corridor towards the jail cell, leaving the door locked behind him.
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				Howard felt searing pain hit his abdomen, and then his vision blurred. He struggled to stay on his feet, but the creatures pulled him down to the floor.

				This isn’t supposed to happen, he screamed inside. I’m supposed to survive.

				He replayed the last few minutes in his mind, trying to figure out where it had all gone wrong. The creatures had come at him from the main office down the hall. He’d heard a crash—had seen them break through the door.

				But I secured this building myself! Dan would have come in through the front entrance—not the office. This place was sealed tight!

				One of the things gouged his throat, and he gasped for air.

				How the fuck had they gotten in? Did someone let them inside?

				Howard struggled to break free, but the creatures had him locked in their grip. His stomach felt hot and wet. He looked down in horror to find it had been ripped open. His intestines spilled from his gut, and he collapsed to the ground. He felt his strength start to fade.

				The Agent leaders, he thought. Would they have betrayed me? They’d told him to return to the station. They’d known he would be here.

			

			
				His memory flitted back to one of his first conversations with them, almost six years ago. The words came slowly, and he fought to remember through the pain.

				“Each one of you has a purpose. To ensure that the plan is successful, you must do what is instructed of you. Nothing more.”

				Maybe his purpose had been served.

				He felt his phone buzz in his pocket. They must be calling—checking in on him. Making sure I’m dead…

				The warm feeling in his stomach grew cold, and Howard felt his consciousness start to slip. How could they do this to me?

				“I did everything you asked,” he whispered.

				The creatures looked up at him, their eyes rabid, and then continued to tear him apart.
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				Three days had passed since Julie’s death.

				Quinn lay curled up in a ball at Dan’s feet. Although the house had two bedrooms, she refused to sleep in them. She’d insisted on sleeping on the living room floor, in the center of the house, just a few feet from her father.

				Dan smiled grimly at her, watching her chest rise and fall. In the distance, he heard a long scream—whether it was from a human or one of the creatures, he wasn’t sure. He stared across the room, to a pile of guns and ammunition that he had raided from the police station. It was nighttime, and he didn’t dare go outside to investigate. Even in the daytime, such firepower did little to quell his nerves.

				It had been Quinn’s suggestion to stay here—and in hindsight, a damn good one.

				Howard’s home was equipped with steel doors on either side. Each had a quarter-inch metal bar that fit snugly into threaded supports along the frame. The windows contained thick metal borders, and each was made of bulletproof glass. The officer had stockpiled food throughout the house. The second bedroom contained three shelves full of dry goods, and the basement contained several freezers and refrigerators. The man had been prepared for what happened.

				Since arriving, Dan had rummaged through the whole house, searching for clues as to what was happening. In the process, he had uncovered several garbage bags full of unused groceries in the trashcan out back. He had quickly identified a pattern.

			

			
				All the new food had been purchased in the last two weeks. Everything else had been discarded.

				Whatever was happening to St. Matthews seemed to be connected to the food and water supply. So far, Dan and Quinn hadn’t been affected, but he wondered if it was a matter of time.

				After their arrival, Dan had ventured outside three times, but close calls with the creatures had sent him back into the house in a hurry. He hadn’t seen any signs of other survivors. The power was still on, but he wasn’t sure how long it would last.

				He had warned Quinn to stay away from the windows. In fact, they had kept the blinds closed throughout the house to avoid being seen by the creatures. A few times, they had watched some of the things hunting around the neighborhood, creeping in corners and sliding along walls. Dan had located a pair of binoculars in one of the drawers, and he studied the creature’s movements with growing dread. If they had been infected with some disease, they showed no signs of slowing down.

				Dan stood up from the couch, tiptoeing past his sleeping daughter, and parted the living room blinds. The night was still. There were only a few other houses on the street, and their lights remained off. He hadn’t seen a hint of movement inside them for the past few days. He felt a pang of guilt that he hadn’t checked all of them, but he couldn’t bear the thought of leaving his daughter alone. He had already lost her once.

				Dan thought back to what Quinn had told him— about the text message she had seen on Howard’s phone.

			

			
				Every last one must go.

				Somewhere, others knew what was coming, as well. They had planned this. The thought made him sick to his stomach. Dan heard his daughter stir from behind him. He let go of the blinds and returned to her side.
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				Breakfast was jelly on bread, untoasted, and a bowl of Cheerios in milk. Dan had been avoiding the oven and the toaster, afraid that the smells might draw the attention of the creatures. The milk in Howard’s fridge hadn’t yet expired. It made sense to use it up. They had enough food in the house to last for a while, but he knew they couldn’t stay there forever.

				Sooner or later, they’d need to make their escape. They needed to get help.

				Howard didn’t have a phone in the house. On his few journeys out, Dan had tried to call for help—using both landlines and his cellphone. Not a single call had gone through. It was as if the whole world was dead. Try as he might, he was unable to push the awful thought from his mind.

				Quinn sat across from him at the kitchen table, her mouth full of Cheerios. For a split second, Dan felt a sense of normalcy, as if today could have been any other day, as if she would soon head off to school and he to work.

				“Are we going to put more food in the car, Daddy?”

				“Yes, I think that’s a good idea,” he said.

				Over the past few days, they had been transferring food from Howard’s house to the Outback. Dan wanted to stock it up in case they had to leave suddenly. It was best to stay prepared.

			

			
				So far, they hadn’t run into any trouble, but Dan knew that their luck could change at any minute. Which was why they needed to leave St. Matthews. It wasn’t safe here. He held out hope that somewhere beyond the White Mountains, things were better. That he could provide safety for his daughter.

				That he could come to terms with his wife’s death.

				In the chaos and insanity, Dan hadn’t had time to accept the reality of Julie’s passing. Hell—he hadn’t even been given a chance to grieve. There had been little discussion of returning home. It wasn’t safe, and he didn’t want Quinn to see her mother’s body. The girl had been through enough.

				Quinn gulped down the last bite of her Cheerios, and tilted the bowl to drink the milk from the bottom. At home, Julie would have told her to mind her manners. Now, Dan let out a guarded smile.

				“Good to the last drop, huh?”

				She nodded. Quinn stood, bowl in hand, and headed towards the sink. She rinsed the bowl quietly and then placed it on the counter. The spoon fell from her grip, and pinged off the basin below.

				“Shhhh…” he warned.

				“I know, Daddy,” she returned.

				She reached over to the window above the sink and parted the blinds.

				“I wish we could go outside,” she said. “It seems like such a beautiful day.”

				A ray of sunshine cleared the countertop and hit the floor. Dan followed it back up to the window, smiling.

			

			
				He bolted upright in his chair.

				One of the creatures was pressing its face against the pane, eyes glazed and overcast. It rapped at the glass with its knuckles, feeling for a way in. Quinn stifled a scream.

				They had been discovered.
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				Dan crept to the living room and grabbed a pistol, then snuck over to the front blinds. He peered outside, looking for signs of movement. The road was empty, the houses across the street undisturbed. The Outback sat in the driveway. There was no sign of the thing from the backyard.

				But he was sure it would make its way around front eventually.

				Hopefully, it would lose interest and leave. The last thing he wanted was for it to draw others.

				Quinn stood behind him, holding the back of his shirt.

				“I’m sorry, Daddy,” she whispered.

				“It’s not your fault, Quinn,” he said.

				And he meant it. None of it was. Not one single thing.

				“Why don’t you get the cooler ready? Pack it as full as you can,” he instructed, hoping to keep her busy. “And bring it back to the living room. Stay clear of the blinds.”

				She nodded and started upstairs. Dan followed the windows one by one to the back of the house, scanning for the intruder. He finally found it, hovering by the side of the house. It looked up at him through the glass, seeming to sense his presence. Its teeth were caked with yellow and red, its skin a dull gray. The creatures were changing. It seemed like they were growing more grotesque by the day. The thing reached up towards him and groped at the window. He dropped the blinds. With only one creature outside, they should still be safe. They’d wait it out until the thing left. It shouldn’t be able to get inside.

			

			
				He heard a bang from upstairs.

				“Are you all right up there?” he called.

				“Yes, Dad. I’m almost done.”

				He made his way back to the living room. A black tote bag lay on the floor next to the weapons. He filled it with as much as he could carry: ammunition, guns, and batons, as well as a bulletproof vest. When he finished, he lifted the bag and deposited it near the front door. It was best to be prepared. He returned to the windows.

				This time Dan did a double take. A horde of creatures was making its way down the road, headed in their direction. Arms and legs swayed back and forth, heads bobbed, and limbs tangled as they moved in one mass. Although he was unable to count them all, he guessed there were at least twenty of the things.

				He sucked in a breath, envisioning their lives in the days to come. They could hide in the house for a while, living off the food that Howard had left. Wait for help to arrive. But what if the creatures kept coming, and what if they found a way in? And more importantly, what if no help came? Try as he might, Dan couldn’t help but envision the house as their tomb.

			

			
				He couldn’t allow that to happen.

				He needed to get his daughter to safety, no matter what it took. This might be their last chance to escape St. Matthews.

				“Quinn, it’s time!” he yelled, trying his best to sound calm.

				“Coming!”

				She bounded down the stairs, the cooler swinging in front of her.

				“What are you looking at? What do you see, Dad?” she asked, inching closer.

				“Listen, Quinn. I’m going to need your help here. We need to move fast,” he began. She started to shake. He locked eyes with her. “When I open this door, I need you to get to the car and get inside. Don’t look around—just lock the doors. I’ll be right behind you.”

				“Dad, I’m scared!”

				“We’re going to get out of here, and we’re going to get help,” he assured her.

				She clung on to his shirt, crying. His heart felt like a stone in his chest. She looked into his eyes and nodded. Dan moved towards the front door, carrying the tote bag. He lifted the metal rod from the holders and unlocked it. Through the screen, he could see the swarm of creatures getting closer.

				“Oh my God…” Quinn whispered.

				“Don’t look. When I open the door, run straight to the car.”

				He handed her the key, and gave her one last look before pushing open the screen door. His daughter took off in front of him. Dan threw the tote bag into the front yard, and retrieved the pistol from the floor. He then slammed the door shut behind him and stepped outside.

			

			
				Quinn was almost at the car already, her legs pumping against the walkway. She carried the cooler in front of her. She was at the passenger’s side door now, unlocking the vehicle. The creatures broke into a run, fanning out across the street. Dan grabbed the weapons bag and began to sprint. Adrenaline coursed through his arms, and he held the pistol sideways at the approaching mob.

				The tote bag tangled in something, and he stopped short, losing his grip. He glanced behind him. The creature from the backyard had snagged it, and the thing dove into him, clawing at his leg, pulling him onto the grass. Dan yelled in surprise, and the pistol he was holding flew from his hands.

				“Daddy!”

				Quinn had opened the car door, but instead of getting inside, she stood next to it and yelled his name.

				“Get in and lock the doors!” he cried out.

				The creature locked its grip on his pants, and he felt nails dig into his pants. He kicked backwards at it. He was pinned. Quinn got back in the car and shut the door behind her.

				Footsteps hit the grass around him. The others had entered the property, and he heard them groaning in unison. He pushed up from the ground, trying to shake the thing loose. The creature clung on to his back, unrelenting.

				The car horn sounded.

			

			
				Dan looked to his left. A few of the creatures moved towards the vehicle.

				“Quinn—no! Don’t draw their attention!”

				He wrenched his back to the side, and the creature loosened its grasp. He swung an elbow backwards, felt the crunch of bone behind him as it connected with the thing’s face. Suddenly he was free.

				Dan regained his footing and stumbled toward the car. Several other creatures lunged in his direction, but he weaved from side to side, dodging them.

				Finally he reached the driver’s side door. Quinn stopped hitting the horn, and she threw open the door to allow him access. He jumped inside.

				Quinn had already started the engine. Dan threw the vehicle into reverse and careened out of the driveway, the car door still swinging open behind him.
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				Dan maneuvered the Outback through St. Matthews, the streets lifeless and empty. Even in the daylight, porch lights still burned in front of some of the houses. Doors were left open; windows were smashed. Quinn sat upright in the passenger seat next to him biting her nails.

				They passed by a carcass on the side of the road. A few birds picked at the remains, and then scattered at the sight of the approaching car. Farther ahead, a creature emerged from a driveway, holding a fistful of hair. Quinn stared, unable to look away.

				“Close your eyes,” he said, knowing she wouldn’t.

				Dan continued driving toward the outskirts of town. The houses grew more infrequent. He looked down at the gas gauge, which showed that the tank was half empty. They would need more than that to have a fighting chance. There was a gas station about a mile up the road—the last one in town before heading into the White Mountains.

				He saw it now, up ahead, and he pulled into the parking lot next to the pumps, hoping they were still operational. He drew his pistol and left the car running. Although he had lost the tote bag at the house, he had hidden one gun in the car. Thank God, he thought.

				The gas station was deserted. The front windows had been smashed, and items of food and clothing were strewn across the front entrance. Dan scanned in all directions, finding nothing. He opened the car door, gripping the weapon, and popped the gas tank.

				The pumps appeared functional—their lights indicated the price of gas, and options for payment. Dan pulled his wallet out and removed his debit card. He chuckled slightly. Even at the end of existence, the oil companies were still making out like bandits. He contemplated going inside to search for supplies, but decided against it. He had risked enough. They needed to get as far away from St. Matthews as possible.

			

			
				Dan topped off the tank, and then opened the trunk, where he kept a gas can. He filled it to the top, replaced the spout cap, and put it back in the vehicle. He got back into the car and locked the door.

				“Daddy?”

				“Yes, honey?”

				“Where are we going to go?”

				“Away from here. Things will be better once we get out of town,” he said.

				“Do you promise?” Quinn looked at him, her eyes wide.

				“I promise.”

				Dan pulled out from the gas station and into the road. Up ahead, Route 191 wound up into the mountains, providing a bridge to the outside world. He hit the gas and felt the car accelerate, then rolled his window down, letting in the fresh morning air.

				They have to get better, he told himself. They sure as hell couldn’t get any worse.

				 

				TO BE CONTINUED…

				Contamination 1: The Onset follows another group of survivors as they struggle to escape the chaos…and to discover the truth about what is happening. 

			

			
				 

				Dan and Quinn return in Contamination 2: Crossroads!
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1

				White Mist, New Mexico

				Population: 1

				 

				Surrounded by whipping sand and dust, the brown sign stood resilient at the town’s perimeter. Sam Cook could still make out the faded sticker that had been placed over the single numeric digit on its face, even though it had been a few years. That was how the DOT amended things these days. If a change were small enough, a patch would suffice to update the information.

				He could’ve requested a new sign—hell, he was now the only resident of the town. But the thin border around the number reminded him of the sign’s previous digit. It was one he did not want to forget.

				He imagined a line that should have been placed underneath:

				White Mist, New Mexico

				Former Population: 3.

				Sam had only lived in town with his wife and daughter for two years before the tragedy had occurred. Together, they’d rebuilt the historic log cabin store, turning it into a small-scale tourist attraction. Purchasing the town had been a lifelong dream, and they’d poured all their efforts into it.

				Because the White Mist store contained a post office, it qualified for its own zip code. Several families had once resided there, but they’d long since relocated. The previous owners were an elderly couple from Iowa. They’d decided to sell the property when the upkeep became too much to handle.

			

			
				Sam’s family had spent long hours renovating the property, and he was proud of what they had accomplished. He liked to think that after a few short years, the White Mist Trading Post had become not only a pit stop for gas and beverages, but a piece of history and a symbol of the American West.

				A bit of a stretch, perhaps. But now the store was all he had.

				The shelves were adorned with a variety of commemorative merchandise: White Mist shirts, mugs, key chains, and hats. It didn’t cost much to produce them, and they helped tremendously in keeping the place afloat and in keeping his family clothed and fed.

				Of course, now there was only one mouth to feed.

				At the moment, the store was empty. Sam wiped a trickle of sweat from his brow and paused. In front of him was a half-empty shelf of dried noodles. On the floor was a case of replenishments. He needed a break.

				He moved towards the screen door at the entrance, listening to the floor squeak underneath him. The door seemed ready to expire; it creaked on its hinges, begging for relief. The place needed work. He tried his best to keep it up, but there was only so much he could do alone.

				He surveyed the empty parking lot in front of him. Beyond it was an equally deserted portion of I-40. The southwestern desert stretched endlessly for miles, composed of scorching, earthy landscape, with occasional patches of green that helped offset the brown scenery. In the distance, a few mountains rose skyward.

			

			
				On the horizon, he saw what looked like a tractor-trailer barreling down the interstate. The setting sun glinted off its hood, capturing the last glimmers of daylight in its grill. Overhead, a lone hawk circled, probably already watching its unsuspecting prey.

				The truck looked like it was slowing down. Sam used the top of his sleeve to wipe another bead of perspiration from his forehead, unknowingly smearing a line of dirt in a half-circle. He went inside.

				He heard the driver pumping the brakes, then the truck tires crunching to a halt. Through the screen windows of the store, he saw the words ‘All-American Beef’ emblazoned on the side. The driver’s window was rolled all the way up, and Sam was unable to see through the tinted glass.

				A sudden fear coursed through his body, making him shiver.

				“What the hell?” he muttered to himself. “It’s gotta be like ninety-eight degrees out.”

				Sam had grown accustomed to talking to himself. It felt good to keep a monologue going, especially when no one else was there to judge or listen. In this case, however, the one-sided conversation was an attempt to calm his nerves.

				What was he afraid of? Trucks came through White Mist all day long, filling up on diesel gasoline, taking a break from the open road.

				But this one seemed different.

				Outside, the hawk swooped lazily. It had either lost sight of its target, or it was still toying with it. The truck sat in silence. There was no sign of movement from the driver.

			

			
				Sam glanced over at the floor to the case of noodles. For some reason, he felt like he should continue to unpack it—to act as natural as possible. But that would leave him unprepared. For what, he wasn’t sure.

				Beneath the cash register, strapped underneath the shelf, he kept a loaded rifle. It had been there so long he imagined it was covered with a layer of dust—hell, he wasn’t even sure it worked anymore. He mentally traced the steps from where he stood to the cash register.

				Six or seven steps. That’s what he’d need to reach the counter. Sam stood at six-foot-one inches and weighed a hundred and eighty pounds. He had long strides.

				“This is ridiculous.” He forced a smile. “I’m being ridiculous.”

				As if in response, the truck door swung open with a groan, and a short man with a baseball cap hopped out into the parking lot. Sam jumped slightly.

				“Whew!” the trucker yelled to no one in particular. “It’s damn hot out today!”

				Sam breathed a sigh of relief. He considered going out to greet the customer. Instead, he stuck to the noodles.

				The trucker bounded through the door with a flurry of conversation. Sam imagined the man had been talking the entire trip, with or without an audience.

				“Howdy, sir! I need me a drink. It’s hot as blazes out there!”

				“Welcome to White Mist!” Sam welcomed him. “The cooler is to the left. Before you ask, yes—I am the population of one.”

			

			
				“I kinda figured that!” the guy chuckled. “But I’m sure you get that question all the time.”

				“You wouldn’t believe it!” Sam groaned. In truth, he liked the casual banter, the harmless jokes. It helped him take his mind off other, more serious things.

				The trucker brought his purchase to the register and paid in cash. Sam counted back the change and shut the drawer, watching him leave the store.

				He returned to stocking the shelf, lining up the noodles next to each other.

				I must be getting jittery in my old age.

				Either that, or maybe the isolation was starting to manifest itself as anxiety. In any case, Sam was looking forward to closing up shop in just a few hours and heading to his trailer home next door. It had been a long day, and he could use the rest.

				He didn’t hear his next customer come through the door until the screen creaked on its hinges and slammed shut.

				“Welcome to White Mist,” Sam called out. He smiled, and then decided to add: “The best thing west of Roswell!”

				He was greeted by silence. A dark figure had emerged from behind the shelf.

				The man had a pale, lifeless expression. His mouth was clamped shut, and his face looked as if it had aged unnaturally, sucking his dark facial hair into the folds of his cheeks. A scar ran sideways across his throat. The skin around it appeared jagged and flaky, as if it had been picked at during the healing process.

			

			
				His black eyes seemed to pierce through the storeowner.

				The figure was not amused.

				Sam attempted to stand, tripping over the now-empty case of noodles beside him.

				The man with the scar didn’t move. His eyes flitted wildly around the store, as if someone had scooped them out of his head and had replaced them with two black marbles.

				“Can I help you?” Sam attempted. His own voice sounded foreign, as if someone else had spoken the words.

				The man’s eyes stopped roaming. Instead of answering, he moved towards Sam, his hands raised in what appeared to be attack mode.

				Sam wasn’t sure of what the man’s intentions were, but he wasn’t going to wait around to find out.

				Six or seven steps. That’s what I need to reach the rifle.

				Sam ran. Before he knew it, he’d travelled half the distance to the counter, and he dove to the floor and tore at the underside of the shelf, removing the rifle from its perch. His pulse thudded in his ears; his heart pounded in his chest.

				A loud crash rang out from behind him, but Sam stayed low, remaining on the ground until the noise had subsided.

				When it was quiet, Sam rose to his haunches and leveled the rifle over the counter, aiming at where his attacker had been.

				Only the man was gone.

				Two of the store’s shelves had toppled completely over, spilling their contents onto the floor, and several cans and containers spun where they had landed.

			

			
				The man with the scar was not among the debris.

				“Jesus.” Sam felt the air escape his lungs.

				Was he imagining things? Losing his mind?

				Either Sam was going insane—dreaming up the horrific figure and the ensuing chase—or somewhere his unknown assailant was plotting his next move.

				Although a part of him preferred insanity, he was cautious enough to believe what his eyes had told him. There had definitely been another customer in the store—there had to have been. Sam pictured the man now lurking in one of the store’s corners, black eyes darting wildly around the store, and shuddered. The rifle shook in his hands.

				“Hey mister!” A somewhat familiar voice rang from outside. “You all right?”

				Sam jumped at the sound. It took him a second to recognize the jovial tone of the previous customer. The trucker with the baseball hat, he thought. Through the screen of the front door, he could still make out the ‘All-American Beef’ logo in the parking lot. Had the trucker seen the assailant enter the store?

				Sam held his breath, resisting the urge to cry out. Although his attacker must surely know where he was, he didn’t want to betray his position. Just in case.

				The trucker pressed his nose up to the screen and peered inside. A look of concern crossed his face as he surveyed the scene.

				“You still in there, mister?”

			

			
				Get out of here! Sam wanted to scream.

				The man continued to peer inside. He raised his hand above his eyes to get a better look, tilting his baseball cap upward. Sam watched in slow motion, praying he would leave.

				Regardless of what was happening, one thing was clear: they were both in danger.

				Before Sam could warn the man, a shadow rose up from the interior of the store, and a fist swung up and shattered the trucker’s nose through the screen. Blood spurted through the meshing, spraying a red mist into the store. The customer flew backwards and landed in the dirt outside, shrieking in pain.

				“Holy Jesus!” Sam cried out. His palms were soaking wet now, and his hands slipped across the rifle. He aimed towards the entrance, his hands wobbly, but the shadow moved out of view.

				Sam ducked down, scanning the store for signs of activity.

				The attacker was here somewhere. He must be. He felt the man’s presence, could sense him watching. Sam’s eyes roved the store, flitting from wall to wall. Eventually he focused on a nearby shelf unit. He heard a scraping noise from behind it, and he stared intently, waiting for a figure to pop into view.

				Without warning, the shelf unit slid across the floor toward the counter. It was filled with products, and must have weighed at least a hundred pounds. From behind it, Sam could hear the jagged breathing of the assailant.

				The shelf was being pushed right at him.

				Sam pulled the trigger on the rifle, firing off a round.

			

			
				A can of vegetables exploded from the shelf’s middle, sending pieces of wood throughout the store, but the shelf kept moving and collided with the counter.

				Sam ducked, shielding his face from the debris. Merchandise toppled to the floor, rattling and spinning. The shrieking outside had stopped. He imagined the man with the baseball cap must have passed out from the pain—or worse.

				Silence wove its way through the store once again.

				Sam opened his eyes, rose from behind the counter. The screen door was swinging back and forth, broken off of one of its hinges. It looked like the attacker had departed through it.

				Once again his assailant was a step ahead of him.
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				Kendall Rawson had exactly three hundred dollars to his name. He patted his front pocket to ensure that the wad of crisp twenty-dollar bills was still there. Even though he had a wallet, he didn’t trust the money to be anywhere but the snug pockets of his jeans. If he could avoid spending it on the trip home, he’d have just enough to cover his half of the rent.

				Noah Chambers, his roommate, manned the driver’s seat next to him. Together, they’d driven over six hundred miles in one day. Noah was sitting upright in the seat, occasionally sticking his head out the window to stay alert. He’d insisted on being the designated driver. Noah had rented the vehicle in his name, and the agreement had specified that he would be the sole operator.

				Kendall would have rented it himself, but he didn’t have a credit card.

				The van swerved to avoid a pothole, and the passenger side mirror shook with it.

				Kendall caught a glimpse of himself. He needed a shave. A few days worth of stubble seemed to have sprouted overnight, as if trying to match his shaggy blond hair. His right arm was covered in tattoos from forearm to wrist. In fact, both of his arms were—he’d always had an intense appreciation for art. To him, permanent ink was one of the strongest forms of expression. He took pride in knowing he had designed all of his tattoos himself.

				He grinned at himself in the mirror, wondering what he must look like to the average passerby. A few of his teeth on the bottom were sideways, and he had a small gap between his two front incisors, giving him a permanent look of mischievousness. He’d definitely received some guarded looks while on the road.

			

			
				“I need to wake up!” he yelled out loudly. Noah laughed at him.

				In many ways, his friend was his polar opposite. Pale and wire-thin, Noah sported khaki shorts, a purple t-shirt, and straight brown hair that fell evenly down the front of his forehead. A pair of black-framed glasses offset his simple style with a hint of modernity. They hadn’t known each other before becoming roommates, but they’d become fast friends.

				The two leaned their heads out the window in tandem, taking in the subtle breeze created by the vehicle. It was six o’clock in the evening, and they were just leaving Albuquerque. The move had taken longer than expected.

				Kendall thought back to the ad he had seen online, and shook his head in disgust.

				Vegas couple seeking driver for one-way moving trip to Albuquerque NM. Box truck or trailer needed. Good pay, minimal lifting required.

				In the initial phone conversation, the couple indicated that they were leaving the bulk of their furniture behind. According to the man, they’d be bringing mostly boxes, suitcases, and a few other odds and ends. When Kendall and Noah had arrived, they’d been informed that all of the furniture would need to be packed.

				“We decided to bring it,” the woman said sheepishly. “Sorry.”

			

			
				The couple had also failed to mention that the apartment in Albuquerque had doorframes that were barely wide enough to fit people, let alone bulky objects. Through some clever maneuvering, Kendall and Noah had finally been able to empty the van and trailer.

				Except the couch. The woman had decided against keeping it at the last minute.

				“We should probably buy a new one, don’t you think, honey?”

				Her husband had nodded, probably too tired to argue.

				Kendall had agreed to take it back and sell it. That would be their compensation for the added trouble. He still wasn’t convinced it’d been a fair trade.

				“It’ll be good to get home, at least,” Noah sighed.

				“Yeah, that’s for sure. At least it’s a straight shot back to Vegas. Then we’ll have to unload that couch.”

				Kendall flipped on the radio and encountered a wall of static. There weren’t many stations out in the desert. He turned the dial for a few minutes; finally he found one that played classic rock.

				He put his feet on the dash and rolled his head to the side, staring out the window. They’d left the city limits, and the highway was barren. Miles of desert flew by with little sign of civilization. Eventually, a boarded-up house whizzed by on their right, sectioned off by a wire fence. A few shredded rags had been tied to the wooden posts, perhaps marking something of importance to the previous owners.

			

			
				“Look at this place.” Kendall beckoned out the window. “Who the hell would want to live out here?”

				Noah laughed, shaking his head.

				Kendall held his cell phone out the window, staring at the faceplate. He raised it into the air, then lowered it. Nothing. Apparently the cell tower service was as good as the radio reception. For a second, he considered dropping the phone onto the highway and watching it splinter into pieces on the road behind them. Piece of shit.

				It’d be good to be back in Vegas, indeed.

				“I should call my dad at some point and let him know we’re headed back,” Noah suggested. “You know, whenever you get service again.”

				“Yeah, no problem,” Kendall said, placing the device in his pocket. His was the only cell phone between the two of them.

				His roommate took a hand off the steering wheel and flexed it in the air.

				“You want to take a break soon?” Kendall asked him.

				“We’ll stop in a little while. We’ve got a half tank, but I’d like to keep it topped off to save wear and tear on the engine,” his friend explained.

				“I’d take over if you’d let me,” Kendall said. He chuckled when Noah pretended not to hear him, then gave his friend a soft punch on the arm.

				The radio turned to static again. Kendall flipped the dial left and right, but found nothing. He cursed under his breath.

				“I’m starving,” Noah groaned, rubbing his stomach.

				His roommate pulled out a granola bar from a compartment in the dash and opened the wrapper. As he did so, a piece fell from his grasp and onto the floor. He tried to reach it on the way down. The van swerved slightly.

			

			
				Kendall felt something hit his feet with a thud. A baseball bat had rolled out from underneath the seat.

				“What’s this for?” he asked.

				“I figured we could play a little ball if we had some downtime,” Noah shrugged.

				“Do you even have a ball?”

				“Nah, I forgot it at the apartment.”

				Kendall laughed and tucked the bat back under the seat. When he sat up, he saw a sign whizz by for the next exit. He hadn’t caught the name of the town, but it looked like there was a gas station there.

				“Why don’t we stop?” he suggested.

				Noah put on his turn signal, and the van coasted toward the ramp. The radio came back on, blaring a tune Kendall didn’t recognize.
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				Sam reached up towards the counter, keeping a wary eye on the entrance. He kept a store phone on a shelf just above the rifle. He felt for the base with his hands and worked his way up to the handset.

				The phone was a rotary—an old school model that he had owned for about thirty years. These days, he didn’t need to make too many calls. In fact, it was the only phone he had on the property.

				The only phone in all of White Mist, he thought ironically. If the situation had been different, he may have chuckled at the realization.

				He placed the phone in his lap and picked up the receiver, balancing the rifle in between his legs.

				The line was dead.

				He clicked the receiver several times, but encountered the same result. He checked the plug. Everything appeared in order. Either something had come loose during the scuffle, or somewhere the wires had been cut.

				He felt the pit in his stomach swell. If the wires had indeed been cut, his situation was far worse than he had initially thought. It meant the attacker’s motives were completely premeditated, carefully planned. He had probably already surveyed the landscape before making a move, was aware of all avenues of escape.

				But why Sam? The storeowner had barely any savings. As far as he knew, he had no enemies to speak of. He barely even had acquaintances. In fact, the gas station and trailer home were the only property he owned, other than his truck.

			

			
				Sam replaced the phone quickly. His truck.

				He pictured the green Ford Ranger behind the trailer home, sitting in its homemade parking spot in the dirt.

				He was wasting time. He needed to get out of here and get help.

				Sam scrambled to his feet, making a sweep of the store with the rifle. He carefully stepped over the debris around him, intending to make as little noise as possible. The screen door creaked back and forth at the entrance, hanging sideways on one hinge. He hugged the wall next to it, looking for any signs of activity outside.

				As far as he could tell, the parking lot was empty except for the lone tractor-trailer and the body of the trucker. In fact, the area seemed surprisingly undisturbed. To his left, he could see his trailer home. The windows were intact, and the door appeared to be closed.

				His truck should have been parked behind the building, out of view. He held out the hope that it, too, was untouched.

				The screen door swung inwards at him, blowing with the wind. He gagged at a trickle of blood that ran down the meshing. In just a few minutes, it had created a small puddle in the dirt below.

				The trucker with the baseball hat lay just beyond it. He wasn’t moving. His face was obscured with blood, almost unrecognizable from even a few feet away.

				Sam drew a breath and stepped sideways through the doorway. The gravel crunched softly underneath his boots. As he approached the fallen man, he resisted the urge to vomit.

			

			
				The trucker’s throat had been sliced open.

				Sam held his hand over his mouth and sprinted toward the trailer, swallowing back the acidic taste in his throat. He tried to focus on moving forward. He didn’t dare glance behind him.

				There was another issue at hand. The rifle he held was a single shot. Having expended the round in the store, he was nearly defenseless.

				He had a box of shells inside his bedroom closet, but in order to use them, he’d have to get to them. Sam cursed himself for not keeping them with the gun. In his three years of store ownership, he’d never felt unsafe in White Mist. In fact, a few times he’d contemplated moving the rifle itself into storage.

				He’d read a statistic somewhere about homeowners who had guns in the house. Although he couldn’t recall the figures, the result was that in most cases, the weapons ended up being used on the very people they were supposed to protect.

				Now, he swore at himself. Trust had always been his downfall. He’d always trusted that humanity held certain goodness, certain decency; that by treating others fairly, the same fairness would be bestowed upon him. Over the past few years, this notion had done nothing but betray him.

				He felt his right pocket. The familiar lump of his keys gave him a quick dose of relief. If he could make it to the truck, he might have a chance at escaping. But he still needed protection.

				He needed those shells.

				He leapt onto the single step that led into his trailer and tried the door. It was locked. He dug for his keys.

			

			
				Before opening it, he did a quick survey of the area. The lot was empty.

				He unlocked the door and swung it shut behind him, sliding the deadbolt into place. He reached for the light, but quickly retracted his hand. If he hadn’t been seen, he didn’t want to announce his whereabouts.

				He tripped over a box in the entrance—a package he’d received earlier in the day. The brief thought occurred to him that he might never get to open it. He swallowed hard and continued inside.

				Sam had transformed the trailer home into a comfortable abode. Clever partitioning allowed for two separate bedrooms, along with a large living area and kitchen space. His furnishings were simple but adequate: a brown fabric sofa and television stand in the middle of the main room, and a few carefully placed pictures of the New Mexico desert on the wall.

				The window blinds were closed. This was normally the best way to keep the heat out. He had an old air conditioner that he used while he slept, but he kept it off during the day to keep down the expense. Both helped him keep his cover.

				He made his way to the main bedroom, where an open closet contained the shells he was looking for. He quickly loaded one into the rifle, and stuffed as many as he could carry in his left pocket.

				Something wet slid down from his nose. He wiped his sleeve across his face and looked down at it. A splotch of red now stained the arm of his white t-shirt. He must have been injured in the attack. He moved towards the bathroom.

			

			
				With the adrenaline pumping, he hadn’t felt any pain or indication that he might have been hurt. He needed to be sure that he hadn’t broken his nose or sustained other serious injuries. Luckily, the bathroom contained no windows. He shut the door and flipped on the light.

				Sam almost didn’t recognize his reflection. The man looking back at him had a smear of blood beneath his nose. Streaks of dirt lined his forehead, deepening his tan complexion. His light brown hair was matted down with sweat, and his normally soft brown eyes looked frantic. The few wrinkles he had seemed deeper than he remembered, betraying his age. Although only fifty-two, he felt much older at that moment.

				Thankfully, he didn’t appear to be seriously hurt. Not yet, at least.

				Two women smiled at him from a yellowed newspaper clipping that he had taped to the mirror. The older one had long, dark hair, and green eyes. The younger looked upwards, her face creased in laughter.

				Beneath them, a second picture showed an older man with crooked teeth, rabid eyes, and disheveled hair. The man seemed to leer at the camera. He, too, was smiling.

				New Mexico Mother & Daughter Killed In Motel Fire; Arsonist Arrested.

				The date at the top was one that Sam would never forget.

				June 22, 2008. The day his whole life had changed.

			

			
				It sickened Sam that the three people shared the same spot on the page. He often resisted the urge to tear the man’s face from the clipping, to burn the picture or rip it into tiny fragments and scatter it in the desert. But he would not give the killer that satisfaction. And he never wanted to forget.

				Sam flicked off the light and closed the door. Back in the living area, he moved toward one of the back windows and peered through the blinds. His green Ford Ranger was parked in its usual spot. There was no sign that it had been tampered with.

				He exhaled and moved towards the front door, stopping at the first set of windows. He would do one last check out front, and then he’d make his exit.

				He parted the blinds and jumped slightly at what he saw. The assailant was nowhere in sight. However, a van and trailer now sat quietly at one of the pumps.
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				“Do you think anyone’s here? This place looks deserted.” Noah’s brow creased.

				“It doesn’t matter to me,” Kendall shrugged. “As long as the pumps are turned on, we’re good to go.”

				Kendall surveyed the parking lot. A lone tractor-trailer was parked off to the side, on their left. The faded decal on the side read ‘All-American Beef’. The side of the truck bore a thin layer of New Mexico dirt, providing a nice canvas for a would-be artist. He envisioned a few slogans he could add to its exterior, and smiled slightly at the notion.

				“I’ll pump,” he offered, gripping the door handle to open it. He paused suddenly and sucked in a breath.

				A figure lay in the dust, just feet away from the store’s entrance. Next to it was a red baseball cap.

				“Holy shit!”

				“What is it?” Noah peered over his shoulder.

				“I’m not sure yet,” he said. “Stay still.”

				A slight wind arose from somewhere behind the van, kicking up a cloud of dirt from the parking lot. The brim of the hat lifted slightly, and then collapsed back onto the dirt. Its owner made no attempt to claim it.

				Past the body, the screen door to the store hung off one of its hinges, creaking with the breeze. The place was too quiet. Whatever had happened—was happening—had just begun recently.

				And now they were in the midst of it.

				A flash of movement drew Kendall’s attention. He hadn’t noticed it before, but a small trailer home sat to the right of the store. There were three windows along the front, all of them covered with white blinds.

			

			
				One of the blinds had just moved.

				Noah jumped up from the seat.

				“Stop!” he urged, slowly pointing to the blinds. “Someone’s watching us.”

				Noah’s eyes grew wide, and he reached over to lock the door. Kendall let him. A feeling of dread crept over him as he watched his companion scramble around to each of the doors, frantically securing them. The van was a base model, and didn’t have the convenience of automated locks.

				Even with the doors secured, he didn’t feel safe.

				He kept his eyes glued on the blinds, but no further movement occurred. His instincts told him they should leave right away. Hit the gas, peel out, and keep driving until they reached the most densely populated area they could find.

				But the figure on the ground needed their help.

				“Hand me the baseball bat, Noah.”

				His companion shook his head in disbelief. “Are you crazy, man? You’re gonna go out there?”

				Kendall reached past him and slid the bat out from beneath the seat. Then he unlocked the door beside him and got out.
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				Sam quickly dropped the blinds, realizing someone in the van had sensed his presence. Using his index finger, he lifted the bottom corner of the blinds slightly and bent down to avoid being seen.

				The van appeared to be an older model Ford, towing what looked like an 8x12 trailer behind it. A few stickers adorned the back window. Although he couldn’t make out the license plate, he guessed by the colors that its occupants weren’t New Mexico natives.

				A few shadows moved inside—probably someone trying to get a better view of him. He clutched the rifle. There was more than one of them.

				Fending off his sole attacker had proved to be a difficult task, but the prospect of fighting several more seemed daunting at best. Especially with a single-shot rifle. Regardless, he had been spotted. He needed to act.

				Sam tugged at his sleeve and closed his eyes. He pictured his wife and daughter struggling to survive in their last moments. A part of him felt like giving up; felt like running out and meeting his fate so that he could join them.

				But then his thoughts turned to the wild-eyed man in the photo next to them—the arsonist who’d killed them. He felt his fear harden into anger. There was nothing he could have done to prevent the fire, but there was something he could do now. He would not let these people win. Whether it was six foes or one.

			

			
				He had just started to let go of the blinds when the passenger door of the van swung open. A kid carrying a bat leapt out, surveying the area. He scanned back and forth from the trailer home to the dead trucker.

				He looked afraid.

				The kid appeared to be in his mid-twenties. He was dressed in black jeans and sneakers and a black and white t-shirt, and had scruffy blond hair. His arms were covered in tattoos, which gave him a subtle layer of fierceness.

				However, the look in his eyes reminded Sam of the look he had given himself in the mirror just a few minutes earlier.

				Were these just customers who had happened to stop for gas?

				If so, they had some of the worst luck imaginable. Sam watched the kid inch along the pumps and toward the dead man in the dirt. If they were innocent bystanders, he needed to warn them.

				Sam dropped the blinds and opened the trailer door into the parking lot. As he did so, another more sinister figure revealed itself.
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				“Hey kid! Get back in the van!” a voice cried out from Kendall’s right.

				Kendall turned in time to see a man with a rifle coming in his direction. Behind him, the trailer door stood open.

				The man from behind the blinds.

				Kendall didn’t hesitate. He leapt backwards, keeping the bat in front of him to fend off his attackers. The door behind him swung open, and he fell backwards into the vehicle. His cell phone bounced off of the running board and shattered in the dirt.

				The man with the rifle had stopped to aim.

				“Oh my God,” Noah whispered from behind him.

				Kendall felt his jaw drop involuntarily. He followed the path of the gun to its target, and blinked twice to ensure that his vision was not distorted.

				A figure in a dark t-shirt hovered by the gas pumps—only about fifteen feet away. Dusk had set in, and the bright lights had kicked in underneath the canopy. Even still, the figure seemed to blend into the darkness. The full nature of his presence was obscured.

				Kendall strained to get a better view, his heart pounding in his chest. The man’s eyes were glazed over with a black film. Although probably only in his mid-thirties, his face was creased with wrinkles, as if someone had squeezed the flesh together and marred his countenance permanently. His teeth were clenched together with such force that Kendall was surprised they could withstand the pressure. A scar across his throat seemed to gleam underneath the lights. Apparently the man had faced death before. And somehow survived.

			

			
				The man with the rifle held his position.

				“Stay back!” he yelled to the figure.

				The scarred man clung to the pump. He slid his fingernails along the edge, as if to taunt them. At any moment, Kendall expected him to puncture a hole in the metal and tear it open.

				“Get out of here, already!” the man with the rifle cried out.

				Noah turned the key in the ignition, and the radio sprang to life. A 70s rock song blared from the speakers.

				The scarred man cocked his head toward the van, fingers straying from the gas pump. His eye sockets seemed to have turned gray, but he appeared to have no trouble seeing with them. Instead, it appeared that his senses were heightened. Kendall watched the attacker turn his nose in the air, appearing to suck in the fear that permeated the station.

				The van roared to life. Kendall smelled a plume of exhaust as his companion pumped the gas pedal to the floor. They needed to leave—now. But what about the man with the rifle?

				Before Kendall could react, his roommate swung the van into drive and pulled out from the pumps. The scarred man—creature—careened towards them, crashing sideways into the rear passenger door side of the van.

				Kendall watched the door cave inward under the pressure.

				What the fuck was this thing?

			

			
				The man with the rifle was on the move, as well. In just seconds, he closed the gap between the trailer home and the attacker. He swung the butt-end of his rifle at the thing’s head. The gun connected, sending the thing reeling onto the pavement.

				Kendall reached out to let their rescuer inside, but the back door would not budge. The dent in the side had rendered it inoperable—at least for now. He watched the man jump onto the running board and cling to the lip of the van’s roof.

				“Noah, keep going!”

				The thing rolled several times on the ground, and then disappeared from view as the van drove away.

				Kendall looked through the window. The man had a trickle of blood running down his chin. It appeared he had lost his gun.
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				Sam clung on to the van as it accelerated. His fingers were getting stiff. The lip at the top of the van provided no more than a few centimeters for him to hold, and the running board provided little support underneath him.

				He hoped he didn’t fall.

				He watched his store and trailer home disappear behind him. The lights from the gas station became specks in the distance, narrowing into nothing. He found himself wondering if he would ever return.

				Would it matter?

				Sam had already started fresh once. Maybe it was time to do it again.

				The events of the evening replayed in his mind. He pictured the man with the baseball cap covered in blood, imagined pieces of bone fragment from the man’s nose stuck between the mesh of the screen door. He shuddered thinking of the poor man’s final moments, which were probably filled with terror and confusion.

				And what of the attacker? The man with the scar had seemed inhuman. It would be almost impossible to explain the situation to the police. He would try, sure. But no description seemed like it would suffice for what they were up against.

				Through the window, one of his new companions motioned for him to hold on. The driver applied the brakes, and the van pulled off of the highway. Sam’s knuckles were white with strain as he struggled to maintain his grip.

				Finally, the vehicle came to a halt. He let go and opened the front passenger side door. The tattooed kid had jumped into the backseat.

			

			
				“Get in, mister!” The driver was shaking.

				Sam slammed the door shut and locked it. He snapped his seatbelt into place and felt the van kick into gear.

				The tattooed kid in the back leaned between the seats, surveying his new passenger. The look in his eyes suggested he did not quite trust their new guest. After what they had just seen, it was a wonder they’d let him in the van.

				“I’m Kendall, and this is Noah,” the kid finally confided.

				“I’m Sam,” he returned, trying his best to sound sincere. “What a heck of a way to meet each other.”

				The three smiled nervously in unison. Ahead of them, the pavement seemed to unfold with each passing mile, creating a path for them to follow.

				“Was that your store back there?” Kendall inquired.

				“Yep—that was my place,” he said, glancing behind them. “I’ve owned it for three years. The town’s always been pretty quiet. At least until now.”

				The two nodded.

				“Do either of you have a phone?” he asked.

				“We had one, but it was smashed back at the store,” Kendall said.

				Sam cupped his hands together. His gun had slipped when he climbed aboard the van. Although the rifle had only provided minor comfort, he felt defenseless without it.

				“Are there any weapons in here—anything we could use in case that thing comes back?” he asked them.

			

			
				Kendall held up the baseball bat in response. Noah was silent.

				“That’s all we got. How far is the next town, sir?”

				“Well, there’s a rest area a few miles up ahead. I’m sure there will be people there with cell phones—or at the very least, a payphone we could use.”

				Kendall nodded in agreement, letting his gaze drift out the window. He clenched the bat with both hands. Sam returned his eyes to the road ahead, checking the passenger side mirror for any signs that they were being pursued. A few times he saw lights behind them, but they had quickly faded. It was as if any fellow travelers were already aware of the danger, and had stayed off the road.

				“What the heck was wrong with that guy?” Noah broke the silence.

				“Damned if I know,” Sam shook his head. “I’ve never seen anyone like him, and I’ve seen a lot of strange people pass through my little town.”

				“Did he k-kill that guy?”

				Sam swallowed. “Yes, he did. At first I thought he was trying to rob the place…but now, I’m not sure he cared about the money at all.”

				Noah blinked hard. “What did he want, then?”

				Kendall and Sam looked at each other. Neither had an answer.

			

			
				



			

	


PART TWO – THE WAYFARER
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				Delta Monroe hit the cruise control button and let her foot off the accelerator. This would free up her right leg, which had started to ache. She’d been driving for several hours, passing one desert town after the next, and she needed to clear her head.

				She rolled down the window. The New Mexico air drifted into the car, giving her a much-needed breath of fresh air. She brushed a lock of brown hair from her face. She tried to think of what she would say to him when she got there.

				She pulled a worn photograph from her pocket, tracing her thumb over the smooth surface. Delta had seen him once, from across a courtroom. She hadn’t met his gaze—partly out of shame, partly out of guilt. Nothing she could have said would’ve provided comfort to the broken man.

				She’d discovered the picture underneath her father’s mattress, wedged between a sock and a crushed homemade cigarette. The rest of the cell had been spotless. Aside from a few personal effects, there hadn’t been much to sort through after his death.

				Delta rolled the picture in her hand, keeping one eye on the highway as she examined the back.

				Sam Cook, White Mist, NM.

				The words were inscribed in a neat, deliberate cursive, as if someone had taken great care in writing them. A lump formed in her throat, and she fought back a wave of nausea. She tried to convince herself that the words were written by a monster, and not her father.

			

			
				For two years she’d tried to reconcile the fact that David Monroe, the loving man who had raised her since birth, had become a convicted murderer and arsonist locked in the Oklahoma State Penitentiary. A few months ago, she’d received word that he was terminally ill. Although she’d called to check on him, she only spoke with the prison staff, never requesting to speak with him directly.

				What would she have said?

				The evidence for his crime had been damning. The prosecution had provided security tapes, receipts, and eyewitness testimony, creating a sickening picture of what had happened that night. Her father’s defense team had rested quickly, unable to dispute the facts of the crime. Instead, they’d simply appealed to the jury’s sympathy, asking that their client be spared the ultimate punishment.

				Delta was convinced that he had received worse. A year into his prison sentence, he had been diagnosed with stomach cancer. Within a few months, after several excruciating bouts of radiation and chemotherapy, he’d succumbed to the disease. His passing did little to relieve her guilt. Even now, she felt the burden of his actions weighing on her conscience like hardened cement.

				Which was why she needed to talk to Sam Cook. He deserved to know that her father was dead.

				Aside from the roar of the open window, Delta’s car was silent. She had turned off the radio a while ago, though she couldn’t remember when. Perhaps back in Oklahoma? Music had no appeal right now, anyways.

			

			
				She glanced in the rearview mirror, watching for activity on the barren highway, but saw only the open road and her own blue eyes staring back at her.

				There were few cars sharing the road. In fact, it’d been about a half hour since she’d seen anyone on I-40. It was just as well. Her only concern was that her 1988 Chevy Impala would survive the ten-hour journey.

				In the distance, a green and white sign loomed ever closer.

				White Mist, New Mexico—2 Miles.

				She was almost there. Delta tensed up. Her chest was sore from the seatbelt. In fact, her whole body seemed achy. She unlatched the belt, watching it retract across her gray tank top and back into the car. She also wore a pair of tight blue jeans and black flats, but carried little else with her. In fact, she didn’t own much else.

				Several weeks prior, Delta had let the rental agreement to her apartment lapse. In the trunk, she had a few bags and suitcases, which contained almost all of her personal belongings. Although she wasn’t certain what the future held, she knew there was nothing more for her in Oklahoma City. And there probably hadn’t been for the past two years.

				For most of the drive, she had been trying to formulate the right words. Now, with only a mile left to go, her stomach tightened with anxiety. She still wasn’t sure how to approach him. And she only had a few minutes to figure it all out.
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				Since leaving white mist, Sam hadn’t seen a single car on the highway, which seemed odd. Although traffic tended to thin out at night, he normally saw a steady stream of truckers rolling through town. Usually they had a deadline to meet.

				The laws prohibited driving above a certain number of hours per day, but many truckers took advantage of the night hours to make progress without the interference of daily traffic. Apparently none had decided to do so tonight.

				Sam looked at the clock on the van’s dashboard. 9:48 PM.

				He felt a touch of hunger. He remembered reading that stressful situations affected people in different ways. Some would be stripped of their natural bodily urges. For others, the opposite effect could occur.

				Normally he ate a late dinner, usually timing his break when there were fewer customers in the store. Tonight’s meal would have been a salad. He’d prepared it earlier in the day and placed it in the refrigerator. He wondered briefly if it was still there.

				Sam looked around the van floor, where he noticed a few granola-bar wrappers and coffee cups. Kendall noticed his gaze.

				“We’re pretty broke, as you can tell,” Kendall said. “We just helped move a couple from Vegas to Albuquerque to earn some extra cash. We borrowed the trailer from Noah’s uncle. The van is a rental.”

				“Don’t remind me,” Noah chimed in, glancing at the dent in the back door.

				“This gig is going to pay our rent if we don’t spend it all on the way back,” Kendall smiled.

			

			
				Noah gave a nervous chuckle from the driver’s seat.

				“I’m sorry for all this. I bet you guys wished you had stopped at another exit. I’m sure glad you showed up, though—for my sake.”

				Kendall patted the back of his seat. “Don’t worry about it, man.”

				Sam wondered how long it had been since he had shared a vehicle with others. Despite the circumstances, it felt good to have some company.

				He stared out the window, taking note of an upcoming sign.

				“Arizona Visitor’s Center—3 Miles” 

				Sam let out an apprehensive sigh. This was it. Help at last.

				Though the Arizona state line was just a few miles from White Mist, Sam rarely travelled across the border. It was hard to take a vacation or road trip when you were the sole employee of a business. Besides, he preferred the comfort and security of his trailer home and store. He’d grown into quite the homebody over the past few years.

				Tonight, the little town had lost some of its appeal.

				He noticed that Kendall was still holding the baseball bat tightly in his grip. He doubted the kid would let it go anytime soon. Noah shook his head, clutching the steering wheel with unnecessary force.

				“We need a plan,” Kendall said. “We need to pull up as close as possible and get right to the payphone—wherever it is. And we should stick within sight of the van no matter what.”

			

			
				“I’ll get out. You guys stay here,” Sam insisted. “You’ve done enough.”

				The van plodded along the highway, the trailer bouncing behind it. The rearview mirrors revealed nothing was behind them. Another sign approached, marking the upcoming exit.

				2 Miles.

				Sam tensed up, but he wasn’t sure why. He doubted the scarred man had been able to follow them. It didn’t seem plausible that the thing would know how to operate the abandoned tractor-trailer that his victim had left behind. But that raised another burning question: how had he gotten to the store in the first place? There hadn’t been any other vehicles in the parking lot—at least none that Sam had seen. Had the attacker been on foot? Or had he somehow hitched a ride with the unsuspecting trucker?

				Nothing about the night made sense. For some reason, Sam pictured the twisted grin of the arsonist in the newspaper clipping on his bathroom wall, smiling through his gums. Sometimes, there was no sense to be had.

				Another sign flashed by. Only a mile to go, he thought. Something flicked against his eyes, and Sam sat upright in the seat. A pair of lights had appeared from behind them, illuminating the van’s mirrors. Something was coming up on them—and fast. The passenger side mirror shook uncontrollably, blurring the image of the car behind them.

				He felt his pulse speed up.

				He was pretty sure it was a car. He doubted a truck could accelerate so rapidly without creating a lot more noise. The vehicle gained ground, closing the gap between them.

			

			
				“There’s someone behind us,” Noah announced.

				“Just keep the same speed,” Sam instructed.

				The car continued to pull closer, and then its headlights disappeared. It was right at the back of the trailer. If they were to stop suddenly, their pursuer would surely collide with the van. Was it someone else in danger? Was it someone who intended to harm them?

				Up ahead, a sign announced that the Visitor’s Center exit was approaching. Noah looked at Sam for direction.

				“Take the exit.”

				The van curved onto the off-ramp. Their pursuer started to follow, then shot forward past them and continued on the highway. Sam was unable to get a good look at its occupants. The car’s headlights were turned off, and it weaved back and forth across the road.

				It was as if all common sense in the world had disappeared.
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				“Entering White Mist.” She had made it.

				Delta turned off the cruise control and tightened her grip on the steering wheel as she passed the sign. The gas pedal rose to meet her foot. A few minutes later, she turned off the exit and into the gas station. She pulled up next to one of the pumps and surveyed the area, heart thudding in her chest.

				Before leaving, she’d looked up the town online. The website proclaimed White Mist to be one of the smallest in the United States. A row of pictures had flashed across the site header, showing the town’s history and a lineage of its previous owners, as well as stories of the recent renovations.

				There had also been a picture of Sam Cook and his family. Apparently, no one had bothered to update the site.

				The last modification was on April 2, 2008.

				Delta opened the car door slowly, taking in her surroundings. She’d often wondered what this moment would feel like; she’d envisioned it in her mind at least a dozen times.

				The place looked run down. She hardly recognized it from the pictures. The lights underneath the gas station canopy were dim, the pumps and poles looked like they could use some paint. A yellow sign over the log cabin store was crooked, and one of the corners was bent over. Unable to read it, she guessed at the last few words.

				Welcome To White Mist, Smallest Town in the Southwest.

			

			
				The sun was setting, sending a few last beacons of light over the roof of the store. A tractor-trailer sat to the left of the parking lot. Delta looked for a silhouette in the driver’s seat, but saw none. She noticed there were two doors open in the lot—one to the gas station store and one for the trailer home adjacent to it. The first was a screen door, and it was swinging off its hinges.

				Something didn’t seem right.

				Without a doubt, the place barely resembled the pictures she had examined, but there was another aura here, one that shook her to the core. Perhaps it was the smell. The air felt as if it had been overlaid with a suppressant, metallic odor.

				It took her a minute to notice the body on the ground. When she finally did, she stifled a scream.

				Delta felt her legs propelling her toward the figure. She pressed her hand over her mouth. The man was coated in a layer of dust and dirt, as if the parking lot was intent on burying him. His face was a mess of caked, dried blood; his nose had been turned inward with such force that it had almost disintegrated. A large gash in his neck indicated that his throat had been sliced.

				Next to him, a red baseball cap stirred in the breeze, rising and falling. As she approached, her heart rose slightly.

				The figure didn’t look like Sam Cook.

				Delta fumbled in her pockets for her cell phone, hands shaking. She needed to call the police. She needed to find Sam. The phone skittered through her fingers and into the dirt, and she bent down to pick it up. Her heart filled with dread as she looked at the screen. There was no service.

			

			
				She swiveled in every direction, certain she was in danger. To her left, the tractor-trailer sat ominously, providing no clue as to who or what could be inside. In front of her, the screen door hung on one hinge, waving a banner of dried blood and bone. If someone was watching her, there were a multitude of places to hide.

				Her instincts told her to leave—and fast. But where was Sam?

				As the only resident of the town, she was certain that he must have been involved in whatever had happened here. He could be anywhere on the premises—perhaps injured and in need of assistance. Or worse.

				Then another thought struck her: what if Sam had killed this man?

				How much did she know about Sam Cook? Other than what she had read in the papers, or the few times she’d seen him during the trial, she’d never spoken to him. Maybe he had finally snapped after the death of his family.

				She shuddered at the thought and tried to dismiss it.

				In the event that Sam was injured, it could be hours before she would be able to bring back help. If he was here, she needed to find him. She owed him that much.

				Delta glanced back at the Chevy, picturing the contents of the trunk. First, she needed to defend herself. She pictured the objects she had packed in her luggage, but nothing jumped out as a potential weapon.

			

			
				“A tire iron,” she whispered to herself. She must have one of those.

				She stepped backwards, feeling for her keys. The figure lay still in front of her, offering no direction. The red baseball hat caught a gust of wind and rolled sideways. Something glinted from the corner of her eye, and she spun back around. About twenty feet away, in between her and the trailer, a rifle lay in the dirt.

				“Oh my God…” she whispered. She crept toward it.

				Like everything else, the gun was enveloped in a thin layer of dust. Was this the murder weapon? She looked back at the body. It didn’t appear that the man had been shot, though she couldn’t be sure. His wounds seemed to have been manually inflicted, other than the slices across his neck. She wasn’t sure what had made those. She gagged slightly and looked away.

				Delta contemplated her next move. If she picked up the rifle, she’d be compromising a crime scene, and potentially incriminating herself in a violent situation. Then again, if she were dead, it wouldn’t make much difference, would it?

				She retrieved the gun from the ground, slid her fingers across the barrel, and held it upright. It was heavier than she had imagined. Of course, she’d never held a rifle before. Ahead of her, the trailer home was soaked in shadow. The blinds were down, and no light emanated from inside. She placed her finger on the trigger and moved towards the store.

				She’d check there first.

				Delta walked slowly towards the pumps, watching for movement. If someone were hiding there, they did nothing to give up their position. She stepped around the dead man, trying her best not to look down. The screen door hung sideways at the store’s entrance, and she ducked underneath to avoid touching it. The gun weighed heavily in her hands, and she pointed it in front of her.

			

			
				With a shudder, she realized it might not even be loaded. How would she even know?

				The interior of the White Mist store was a mess. Like the outside, it was a far cry from the pictures Delta had seen online. Shelves were toppled over, and the floor was littered with cans, dried goods, and supplies. One shelf unit had a gaping hole in the middle and fragments of wood spilling out of the back end.

				It looked like a bullet-hole.

				Her body stiffened. She continued to survey the room.

				Displays on the wall featured an array of White Mist merchandise. Rows of shot glasses and lighters lined the shelves, and a variety of t-shirts hung on the walls. One of the insignias caught her attention. ‘I’m a small-town hero in White Mist, New Mexico.’


				“How fucking ironic,” she muttered, clutching the rifle.

				Toward the counter, a rotary phone had been stretched to the end of its cord. The handset was off the base. She was certain it wouldn’t be operational. A quick tap on the dial lever confirmed this.

				Behind the counter, a wood-paneled door stood ajar, leading into what she guessed was a storage area. She proceeded toward it and then stopped. What if it was a trap? Once through the door, she could easily be corralled and contained—even killed.

			

			
				But there may be someone in there, waiting for help. Possibly even Sam Cook. For a second, she considered calling out in the darkness. Instead, she pushed open the door with the tip of her rifle. It moved without a sound.

				Residual light from the store seeped into the small room, and Delta made out only shelves and shapes. A string brushed against her face, and she jumped slightly before realizing it was a light switch. She let go of the rifle with one hand and tugged it.

				The room sprang to life. On either side of her were two enormous metal shelves filled with model cars. She recognized a few of them—a vintage Chevy Bel Air convertible, a Ford Thunderbird, and a Lindberg. One of her uncles had been a car fanatic, and had talked about the antiques incessantly during her childhood. She looked down the rows. Each appeared to be more detailed than the last. She imagined it had taken Sam hours to build each one.

				A wave of sadness swept over her, overtaking her fear, as she pictured the man spending countless hours alone constructing them.

				Aside from the models, the room contained only a few boxes at the far end—probably overstock from the store’s dried goods. She saw no other shadows or corners in which a person could hide. Relieved, she swiveled back into the log cabin store, turning off the light switch off behind her.

				The store was just as she had left it.

				She proceeded through the screen door and into the parking lot. The night now resonated deep black. To her left, she heard the trailer door flapping against the side of the house, suddenly animated by a gust of wind. She’d almost forgotten: she had one last place to check.

			

			
				Delta made her way toward the trailer, gaining confidence with each step. If she could rule out the Sam’s presence, she’d feel more comfortable leaving to find help. She quickly crossed the parking lot, mounted the single stair, and peered inside. Like the storage room, the trailer home was dark and ominous. She felt along the inside wall and immediately found a switch. She flicked it on, waiting for a response from inside.

				Nothing.

				She continued through the entrance. The trailer home was quaint and simple, sporting minimal decoration. It seemed spacious enough for one, but she couldn’t imagine living there with a family. Her stomach sank again at the thought, realizing it was no longer an issue for the man.

				After a few seconds, she determined that the main areas were empty. The only room she hadn’t searched was the bathroom. On the way in, she had noticed that the door was open, and had almost dismissed it.

				Someone could be hiding in the bathtub, she thought.

				She tried to push the image from her mind, but it grew inside her like a well-watered seed. She needed to check.

				Leading with the gun, Delta propped the door and clicked on the light switch. The bathroom lit up, and she bumped into one of the cabinets. The room contained only a toilet and sink, offering little room to maneuver. The brown shower curtain was a tangle of folds and creases, blocking her view of whatever lay inside. She swallowed hard. Surely anyone behind it would already be aware of her presence, and could be waiting for the right moment to launch an attack. She threw the curtain aside with her free hand.

			

			
				A row of shampoos and conditioners lined the side of the tub.

				No assailant waited for her.

				As she turned away, something on the bathroom mirror caught her eye. Attached to the glass was a yellowed newspaper clipping, held on by two folded pieces of tape. It was an article she remembered well, dated two years ago on June 22, 2008. A tear slid down her cheek, catching momentum and dripping into the sink. She blotted her face with the back of her hand.

				For the past two years, she’d lived the pain of losing a loved one. She could only imagine how Sam felt—waking up every morning to the same routine, surrounded by reminders of what he had lost.

				David Monroe—her father—grinned at her from the photograph. Why had he done it? She had asked him once, before the trial, but he’d refused to speak. It was the same stoic attitude he’d maintained through the entire proceedings. Now that he was dead, she realized that the answers might never surface.

				Delta ran out of the trailer home and into the night, leaving the door open. The rifle moved at her side with each step, offering little comfort. She tried to focus on the matter at hand. The parking lot was still empty, and the dead figure lay where she had left him.

			

			
				And somewhere, she thought, Sam is alive.


				She jumped into the Chevy, turned the key, and tore out of the parking lot towards I-40.

				She failed to notice the figure crouched in her backseat.
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				The van tires crunched the asphalt as the vehicle pulled into the Arizona Visitor’s Center. Sam twitched his hands nervously. He envisioned a legion of men similar to the one in White Mist, slinking towards the van in unison, ready to tear into the van and its passengers. Instead, the parking lot was deserted.

				Kendall pointed at a lone SUV parked in one of the spaces.

				“Somebody’s here.”

				The parking lot spanned the width of the building. A few painted rows were reserved for tractor-trailers and industrial vehicles, and ten or so parking spaces flanked the front. The faded lines between them offered little delineation. Noah headed right for the SUV, which appeared to be parked in the handicapped spot.

				“Hang back a little,” Sam cautioned. “We don’t know who may be in there.”

				The van came to a halt about ten feet from the vehicle. Its headlights shone directly at the SUV, which had dark, tinted windows. Although it was hard to be certain, it looked empty. Sam stared past it to the brick building. Apart from the single vehicle, the place looked vacant.

				The owner of the SUV must have gone inside.

				“I’ll go in and look for help,” he said. He’d already dragged his companions through enough.

				Noah still gripped the steering wheel. His eyes were wide behind his glasses.

				“I’m coming, too,” Kendall said suddenly.

			

			
				The tattooed kid grabbed the bat and stood, indicating that he’d made his decision. Whether it was youthful naivety or bravery, Sam wasn’t sure, but he appreciated the company.

				The two exited the van and stepped out into the night.

				They approached the SUV and peered inside. The car was impeccably clean. A black briefcase was tucked neatly on the floor of the passenger seat. Two more rested in the back, identical to the first. Sam noticed it was parked evenly between the lines, giving him hope that its owners hadn’t been in a hurry when they’d stopped. The car had white government plates.

				Sam hovered near the vehicle and motioned for Noah to turn off the van lights. Although everything appeared to be in order, his trust in strangers had grown thin, and he wanted to preserve the element of surprise if possible. The headlights flicked off, and Sam and Kendall were immersed in shadow.

				The parking lot contained a few feeble overhead lights. Each one gave off a sickly yellow glow, as if its bulbs were about to die. When Sam’s eyes adjusted, he noticed a large yellow sign in front of the building. It sported a cactus on one side, and a small patch of trees on the other.

				Welcome to Arizona.

				The Grand Canyon State.

				The Visitor’s Center was made of brick, constructed with alternating patterns of brown and red. It was comprised of three walls and a roof, with a large opening in the front through which travelers could enter. Plastic shelves lined both sides of the main room, each containing a variety of flyers for guests to peruse. Beyond the main room was a single corridor with bathrooms on either side.

			

			
				Something else caught Sam’s eye. On the right wall in the main room was a payphone.

				Sam felt a pinch on the back of his neck, and he swatted the air. His shirt was soaked in sweat. The bugs must have smelled his presence. He waved for Kendall to follow, and the kid complied, wielding the wooden bat. Sam thought of the attacker at White Mist and realized that the weapon hardly seemed adequate.

				They walked toward the entrance. As if on cue, one of the overhang lights died with a fizzle. Sam was temporarily blinded, and he banged his leg hard against the wall, scraping off a layer of skin. He cursed under his breath.

				“Did you hear that?” Kendall paused.

				Sam strained, but heard nothing at first. Then he noticed it: a faint, consistent banging coming from the one of the doors in the corridor straight ahead. He could just make out the familiar white symbol painted on the door. It was the men’s restroom. The noise travelled through the hallway and into the open area before them, pulsing rhythmically to an unknown beat.

				RAT-tat-tat.

				Kendall left the cover of night and entered the Arizona Visitor’s Center, now visible to anyone outside that might have been watching. Sam followed, casting glances behind them every few seconds to ensure they were not being shadowed.

				The walls on either side of them contained displays filled with tourist information. One of the displays—a plastic shelf—had been knocked to the ground, its contents strewn across the cement floor.

			

			
				Sam eyed the multi-colored brochures that announced some of Arizona’s tourist attractions. Among them were maps for the Grand Canyon, the Hoover Dam, and the White Mountains—all of which drew a steady stream of tourists, and helped bolster his business. Tucked between the brochures was a single newspaper. Some wayfarer must have decided he didn’t have time to read it.

				The payphone was about halfway across the room, and they reached it in a few steps. Kendall pointed at it with his bat. The handset had been torn from its metal connector and placed on top of the base. Sam’s heart sank. They proceeded past it and entered the lone corridor.

				Sam trailed behind his companion, stopping intermittently to listen. They passed the first door on the left without incident, but when they reached the second, the banging seemed to increase in volume.

				RAT-tat-tat.

				Kendall nudged open the door with the baseball bat. It gave way without effort, casting a white glow in the dim corridor. Surprisingly, the door didn’t make a sound.

				When they entered the bathroom, Sam was immediately hit with the scent of ammonia. The room contained a row of empty urinals on the left side, and a few enclosed stalls just past them. The once-white walls had taken on a yellow tinge, probably embedded with several layers of cigarette smoke. The mirrors held a foggy hue, as if the Arizona heat had permanently corrupted the glass.

			

			
				The sound intensified. It echoed off the walls and amplified in his ears. He drew his attention to the last stall, and the noise’s source became apparent.

				The door was swinging open several inches at a time, then slamming closed against the plastic frame. A man’s shoe was kicking it from the inside.
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				Noah locked the doors as soon as his companions exited the van. Being alone and weaponless wasn’t a great position to be in, but he was glad to have the security of the vehicle.

				He glanced around the interior, searching for another means of defense. Besides some discarded wrappers and empty water bottles, there wasn’t much to be found. The pair had traveled light.

				On the initial trip, the van and trailer had been filled with their employers’ belongings. In fact, almost every window had been obscured by a cardboard box or piece of furniture. Noah had found it difficult to navigate, oftentimes sticking his head out of the window to account for the many blind spots.

				Now, on the journey home, the van seemed uninhabited. The backseat was empty, as well as the side panels. He flipped open the glove compartment, finding nothing but the driver’s manual, registration, and paperwork for repairs.

				Underneath the first bench seat behind him were two bags. Kendall had brought only a slim red backpack, which was sparsely filled with a few items of clothing and toiletries. Noah’s was a little larger; he’d packed a camouflage duffel bag with similar contents, but also a few other odds and ends, including books and magazines.

				He looked out the window just in time to see Kendall and Sam enter the men’s room. Why had they gone in there? The idea of the pair in an enclosed room, out of view, made him a little nervous. Keeping one eye on the entrance, he leapt into the backseat and retrieved his bag. He unzipped it, pushed aside his clothing, and rifled through the remaining contents. He had an idea.

			

			
				Although he was currently unemployed, Noah had received a degree in psychology from Arizona State University, where he had excelled in every subject. In fact, he had graduated with a GPA of 3.9, just shy of making class valedictorian. It wasn’t until afterwards that he realized how difficult it was to practice in the profession.

				In addition to excelling in his studies, Noah was also very capable with his hands. As a young man, he had received several merit badges in the local Boy Scout troop. For many young boys, those skills would soon be forgotten, taking a backseat to life’s other demands. However, he had kept the lessons etched in his memory, and was always ready to apply them when needed.

				Noah extracted his shaver from a small blue bag. He removed the blade, bending the plastic until it cracked, but made sure not to damage the metal inside.

				Next, he removed his toothbrush, which was made of hard rubber. Using the blade, he sliced at it with precision, removing its head, and then inserted the razor in the grooved slot he had carved in the top. He swung the makeshift weapon into the air. An inmate at the state prison couldn’t have done any better, he thought with a nervous smile.

				Although crude, it would have to do. He may be able to do some damage in close combat. However, using it would mean he would be in close proximity to any would-be attacker. He hoped he’d never have to test it out.

			

			
				Gripping his new weapon, Noah replaced his bag and hopped back into the front seat. As he did so, a glimmer of movement from outside drew his attention.

				He looked up. Through the opening in the brick walls, he had a full view of the main room and the hallway beyond. Kendall and Sam were nowhere in sight. He assumed they were still in the men’s room, as he hadn’t seen them exit. The corridor was littered with shadows, and he blinked through his glasses to ensure he was awake.

				One of the shadows seemed to flicker.

				He leaned forward in the seat, his pulse racing, hoping to catch another glimpse.

				Whatever it was seemed to have disappeared.

				I must be imagining things, he thought.

				He tilted his head back with a sigh and waited for his companions to return.
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				At the sight of movement in the last stall, Sam jumped backward, colliding with the bathroom entrance behind him. The shoe gave one final push on the door and the stall closed. The lock rattled against the frame, and then went silent.

				Kendall raised the bat, eyes wide. He put a finger to his lips, signaling for Sam to be quiet, and continued forward.

				Not a good idea, kid, Sam thought to himself. They had no idea what they may be up against. The violent attack in White Mist had proved that much.

				Whoever was in the bathroom stall could be toying with them—luring them into a situation they could not escape. He pictured the scarred man at the gas station, sliding his fingers across the pumps with calculation. Perhaps it was the same attacker, intending to finish the job he had started.

				But how would he have gotten here? Only one car had passed them on the highway from White Mist to the Arizona Visitor’s Center. And the vehicle hadn’t stopped. It seemed as if they, too, were running from an unseen danger. Perhaps they’d even seen what happened at his store.

				Sam scanned the bathroom. Towards the end, a small stained glass window sat about eight feet from the ground. Other than that, the only way out was through the door behind them.

				They passed the urinals, reaching the occupied stall. Sam could make out a figure through the cracks. It moved slightly, sensing their presence. Kendall raised the bat above his head and reached for the handle.

			

			
				Before he could react, the door swung open.

				A man stared at them from the toilet seat, his eyes filled with fear. Blood covered his abdomen and face, and his stomach was flayed open. Pieces of intestine coiled over his suit pants, spilling onto the floor below. The man gripped a pistol in his hand, his body shaking as he tried to lift it.

				When he saw them, he dropped the weapon and the gun clattered to the floor.

				“Oh my God—what happened?” Kendall whispered.

				The man’s lips moved, but his mouth produced no sound—only red spittle. Then, before they could speak with him, his body went limp and his eyes rolled back into his head. Kendall released the stall door and retched onto the floor in front of him.

				“Let’s get the fuck out of here—now!” Sam shouted.

				What kind of sick person would do this?

				He thought back to the assailant with the scar. If that thing had gotten ahold of them, Sam was certain they would’ve faced a similar fate.

				The two raced toward the exit, Sam taking the lead. The bathroom had filled with an awful, metallic odor, as if the businessman’s blood had seeped out of the stall and into the walls around them.

				When they reached the door, Sam kicked it open with his foot, and a breeze poured in from the outside. He immediately stopped in his tracks.

				Standing in front of them, body blocking the doorway, was another one of the creatures. In an instant, Sam’s worst suspicions were confirmed.

			

			
				There were more of them.

				The creature stood half in shadow, grinding its teeth. Several had been cracked, and pieces of white bone fragment hung on its lower lip. A few bits of hair quivered above his mouth, red bristles that had once been a moustache.

				The thing surveyed the bathroom, eyes resembling two pieces of charcoal.

				Kendall stepped toward it and swung the bat, but he was too late. The thing had already spotted Sam and charged.

				The creature thrashed wildly at the Sam’s face, and he fell back into the bathroom on his palms, kicking to fend it off. Its breath was hot and rancid, and he turned his head to avoid the saliva that dripped from its mouth.

				“Get the hell off me!” he screamed.

				While he struggled for freedom, Kendall ran up behind the creature and swung the bat, connecting with the thing’s shoulder blade. Sam heard a piece of bone shatter, and the creature writhed and fell to the side.

				Sam took the opportunity to get out from under it. He thrust the thing off of him, then scooted backwards across the floor toward the stalls.

				“I’ve got it, Sam!”

				Kendall raised the bat for another blow.

				The creature swiveled to face him. Before the kid could swing again, it latched onto the bat and ripped it from the kid’s grasp. The bat fell from his hands and clattered against the urinals.

				“Hang on!” Sam shouted.

			

			
				Even though they were both hopelessly outmatched, he had an idea. He just hoped that Kendall could hold out for a few more seconds.

				Instead of getting to his feet, Sam arched his fingers underneath the first stall, and slid his body underneath. As he did so, the creature turned and started in his direction.

				Sam glanced up quickly, noticing that the plastic lock had slipped into place on the stall he was in. It must’ve accidentally been engaged as someone had slammed the door shut. Thank God.

				The door rattled violently, the latch loosening as the thing tried to get inside. Sam slid farther. He curved his body around the base of the toilet and into the next stall. The floor reeked of cleaning products. He held his breath and continued on.

				He was just about to slide underneath the last stall when the door to the middle stall flew open and the thing appeared above him, snarling with anger. He gave the creature a swift kick, knocking it back a few steps, and then pulled himself into the last stall. The back of his shirt bunched up with the wet blood that streaked the floor.

				The stench from the dead body had gotten worse. Sam balled himself into the small space beside the toilet, doing his best to ignore the dead man. Instead, he reached for the pistol.

				The gun was slippery in his hands, and he clung onto it, aiming it for the stall door in front of him. A second later the door opened, and Sam grit his teeth and squeezed the trigger.

				The resultant blast was deafening. The shot connected with the thing’s head, and he watched it tumble to the floor, limbs flailing, and give one last kick.

			

			
				After that, the creature was still.
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				Delta waved her cellphone in the air as she drove, searching for a single bar of service. There was none to be had. The highway rolled out before her like a stiff piece of parchment paper, dry and devoid of life. Unfortunately, she wasn’t familiar with the roads. In fact, she’d printed directions and placed them on the seat next to her, anticipating that she might lose her phone’s navigation.

				With no service, her only option was to drive for help.

				Images of the dead body flashed in her mind, deepening the fear that she’d felt at White Mist. Over the past few years, she’d realized that reflecting on things could be worse than actually experiencing them. In life, time was forced to obey scientific laws, to contain a decisive beginning and an end. In one’s mind, a thought could repeat itself indefinitely.

				She’d never seen a dead person. The figure had seemed surreal, as if the man were going to wake up, wipe the crusted blood from his mouth, and explain what had happened. It was hard to grasp that the man would never speak again.

				The rifle sat on the seat next to her. She wondered again if it was loaded, but she wasn’t even sure how to check. When she stopped next, she’d search for the tire iron, just in case. Of course, she didn’t plan on stopping until she had reached a police station, or spotted someone she was sure could help.

				Delta surveyed the side of the highway, half-expecting to see Sam Cook crawling away on all fours, wounded and in need of help. Where had he gone? Even though they’d never met, she felt a sense of kinship to the man. She prayed that he had made it out of the town unharmed.

			

			
				Up ahead a sign appeared, indicating that she was coming up on the Arizona Visitor’s Center. She sighed with relief.

				Something hurtled to the side in the trunk, and Delta instinctively looked in the rearview mirror. The trunk was closed. No other cars were behind her. She refocused on the road, watching the streetlights flashing by in monotonous rhythm.

				Her eyes closed slightly, and she fought to stay awake. She’d stopped only three times in ten hours, and she was utterly exhausted. Even after what she’d seen her body still clamored for sleep. She pinched herself on the arm, snapping herself to attention.

				A pair of dots appeared in her peripheral vision. She looked back at the mirror, expecting to see a car behind her. But it wasn’t a car. Delta jolted upright, a cold chill washing over her.

				Somebody was looking at her from the backseat.

				Delta’s heart stammered, skipping beats in her chest. Her knuckles turned white on the steering wheel. The eyes persisted, looking right at her. Waiting. She curled her nails into her palms, sure that the pain would awaken her.

				But Delta was hopelessly awake.

				“Who’s there?” she whispered, tears starting to flow down her face.

				She loosened her grip on the steering wheel, and let her right arm slowly drift toward the rifle. The car veered off the road, but she kept her foot on the gas. Even though she was virtually defenseless, she sensed that stopping the car would result in immediate attack.

			

			
				Her fingers grazed the gun barrel, and she felt for the other end. She was inches away from it. The figure continued to stare, unmoving. She grabbed hold of the gun. She started to lift it, angling it towards the backseat.

				A cold pair of hands grabbed her neck, and she screamed. She thrust the rifle backwards, felt it connect with something soft behind her. She kicked for the brake pedal, but in her panic, she was unable to find it. The hands persisted, pushing into her jugular and forcing the breath out of her lungs.

				Without thinking, she released her other hand from the steering wheel, prying at the fingers on her neck.

				The Chevy went into a spin in the middle of I-40.

				Delta tried to cry out, but no sound escaped her lips. The hands tightened around her neck, and her windpipe closed. The steering wheel spun wildly from left to right.

				She jabbed the rifle into the backseat, making contact with something. An eye? A nose? She couldn’t tell. The attacker hissed with each blow, but refused to let go.

				The Chevy spun in circles, and she felt the contents of her stomach rushing upward into her esophagus. She needed to stop the car. She needed to find the brake. Her right foot found the pedal, and she stomped it hard. Then she whipped the rifle backwards one last time, as hard as she could. The butt-end of the gun connected with her attacker’s face, and she heard a sickening crunch.

			

			
				One of the hands slipped off her neck, and she gasped for air. The blood rushed to her head in waves, and she fought the overwhelming urge to pass out.

				The vehicle ground to a halt.

				The figure in the backseat flew sideways, colliding with the passenger rear door. Delta sucked in short bursts of air, her neck aching. She threw the car into park, opened the door, and fell out of the car and onto the highway.

				She aimed the rifle at the backdoor. The attacker thrashed against the interior, trying to get to her. One of its limbs smashed the dome light, and it tore at the seats. Finally it leapt into the front. When it located the open door, it stopped and stared out at Delta. Its red eyes blazed, and its mouth hung agape. She squeezed the trigger on the rifle.

				Nothing.

				“Fuck,” she whispered.

				She swiveled the gun around, blocking her body with the butt end. The thing sprang at her, and suddenly its hot breath was against her face, its knees pinning her to the road. In the dim lighting, the thing was just a silhouette, but she saw a thick scar gleaming from its neck.

				The thing clawed at her arm, breaking the skin. She pushed it back with the rifle, and when she’d gained clearance, she swung at its face. The first blow stunned it, and it fell backward. She sprang to her feet and pummeled it with the rifle.

				Before she knew it, she was screaming, bashing the weapon against its face.

			

			
				She felt its face cave in, saw the eyes collapse into its sockets and the cheekbones shatter. She continued to beat into it until her arms were sore and the thing had lost any discernible features.

				When she finally stopped, Delta was sobbing. The rifle clattered onto the highway, and she held her hands over her face.
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				When Noah heard the gunshot from inside the Visitor’s Center, he bolted upright. He stared past the main room, down the corridor, but Sam and Kendall were nowhere in sight.

				What the hell was going on?

				Heart galloping, he felt for the driver’s side door handle and threw open the door. The last thing he wanted to do was leave the safety of the van, but his companions were in trouble.

				He needed to help them.

				He jumped out of the vehicle, his feet clapping the cement, and slammed the door shut behind him. He scanned the parking lot, but there was no sign of activity. The SUV was silent and still, holding vigil for an owner who might never return.

				Noah raced across the walkway, the homemade shiv clenched in his hand. Despite being armed, he knew his weapon would be no match for a gun. He just hoped his companions were all right, and that he wouldn’t have to use it.

				From what he could tell, the gunshot had originated from the men’s room. He sprinted as fast as his legs could carry him, keeping an eye on his surroundings.

				The pavement felt foreign beneath his feet. It’d been several hours—maybe more—since he’d gotten out of the van. His legs were stiff from lack of use, and his arms felt spongy from his post at the steering wheel.

				As he stepped into the Visitor’s Center, he noticed some of the plastic trays—the ones containing tourist information—had been shattered, spilling into the corridor beyond. Dozens of colored pamphlets were scattered across the ground.

			

			
				He stepped around the debris and made his way into the corridor.

				He’d only gotten several steps when the men’s room door swung outward and crashed into the wall. Startled, he stopped short, raising his weapon in the air.

				Sam and Kendall emerged in front of him, yelling and shouting.

				“Noah! Back in the van!”

				The two raced by him, tugging the sleeves of his shirt. Noah spun and followed them, his breathing ragged. He glanced behind him, but saw nothing but shadows.

				Even so, he was sure they were running for a reason.

				On the way back to the van, Noah noticed a jagged piece of plastic jutting out from beneath one of the flyers—a potential weapon. They could use all the help they could get. He bent down to pick it up, stepping on an opened newspaper.

				The headline seemed to jump off the page.

				Urgent Recall On Ground Beef Products Per FDA

				Contaminated Food Not Safe For Consumption

				Noah snapped up the paper, still running, and scanned the text underneath the caption. The tainted product had been discovered in several southwestern states, including New Mexico and Arizona. Beneath the feature article was another, smaller headline.

			

			
				Santa Fe Couple Murdered Along I-40

				He thought of the single tractor-trailer they had seen in White Mist. ‘All-American Beef’. His head started to spin, but he couldn’t figure out how it was all connected. He fumbled with the newspaper, attempting to stuff it into his pocket, but it fell to the ground. He had no time to retrieve it. He needed to press onward. His friends were already several steps ahead of him.

				“Come on, Noah!” Kendall shouted.

				Noah picked up speed toward the parking lot, stopping only when he’d reached the van.
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				Sam felt the road whizz beneath them as the van careened out of the Visitor’s Center parking lot. His nose was still clogged with the scent of ammonia from the men’s room. It clung to his nostrils and burned the inside of his throat, and he struggled to breathe. He’d since replaced his t-shirt with one of Kendall’s and discarded the previous garment that had been drenched in the businessman’s blood. Now he was trying to forget what had just transpired.

				He was still in shock that he’d shot the creature in the men’s room—a living being, as real as the passengers in the seats around him.

				Sam counted the miles they had driven since leaving his home. He calculated it to be about twenty or so. Though it had been only a couple hours, he felt White Mist becoming a memory, fading in and out with the passing lights over the highway.

				Since he left the gas station, he’d been running on pure adrenaline, which had kept him alert and aware—albeit confused. He felt like his body had reached a breaking point, and was demanding a reprieve from the intense mental and physical exertion.

				Sam closed his eyes. The streetlights pierced his eyelids, flashing images like Rorschach cards into his subconscious.

				Once again, he was in White Mist, watching the man with the scar cling onto the gas pumps with dagger-like fingernails. Then he was back in the Visitor’s Center, watching the thing loom over him in the bathroom stall, its face rabid.

			

			
				He shook his head, trying to clear the visions that resided there. He needed to preserve his strength for when they found help. Explaining the past few hours would be difficult. Who would believe what they’d witnessed, or what they’d been through?

				He turned his mind instead to his wife and daughter. Karen and Chloe. He envisioned the last picture he had taken of them just hours before the fire. It was the one he had chosen to give to the New Mexico Herald. The reporter had asked for a picture of the victims. The request came only a few minutes after they were pronounced dead.

				Sam remembered his anger towards the reporter. Sending over a photograph seemed like an acknowledgement of what had happened. He hadn’t been ready. It had been too soon.

				Although he fought the urge to relive that day, the memories came flooding back.

				[image: Horror-01.psd]


				“Karen, are you almost ready? This boat is going to leave without you!” Sam called through the front door. They weren’t really driving a boat, or even towing one, but he liked to joke that their minivan was better equipped for water than the road.

				“Coming, dear!” his wife called from somewhere inside—probably the bathroom.

				“No problem—just lock up behind you!!” he called back.

				Sam went around to the back of the vehicle, inspecting their luggage. He’d packed it neatly, with bags and boxes carefully lined up like a jigsaw puzzle. Satisfied, he slammed the door shut and headed for the front.

			

			
				Chloe smiled at him from the passenger seat.

				“You going to make Mom ride in the back?” He laughed. He was flattered that she wanted to ride up front with him. Although she was twenty-four, in his head she was still his little girl.

				“She’ll get over it.” Chloe shrugged.

				Sam was sure his wife wouldn’t mind. She was one of the most easy-going people he had ever met. In fact, it surprised him how little they had argued over the years. Sometimes he wondered whether she was keeping a list of everything he had done wrong, waiting to pull it out when she had finally had enough.

				Sam surveyed White Mist, trying to suppress his anxieties about leaving it behind for a week. It would be the first time his family had travelled as a unit since purchasing the property. His cousin, Joe—one of the few people he fully trusted— had agreed to look after the store while they were gone. Still, he was uneasy.

				Karen finally emerged from the trailer home, carrying a small handbag. Her long dark hair fell to shoulder-length across her back, and her tan arms flexed as she locked the door behind her. At forty-six, she was four years his junior, but she appeared even younger. Her body was in great shape. She sported some of the best legs he had ever seen: long and brown, a product of both consistent exercise and her Native American ancestry. He was surprised when she had agreed to marry him.

			

			
				“The backseat, huh? I’ve been demoted!” She wrinkled her nose.

				Sam pulled out of the parking lot. Although he didn’t know it at the time, it would be their last family trip.
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				After driving for half a day, Sam, Karen, and Chloe had been exhausted. They’d decided to spend the night in a motel in Oklahoma City. They’d already driven halfway to their destination, and the place seemed as good a place as any to find cheap residence for the night.

				The motel looked clean—or at least had the appearance of tidiness. Sam had definitely stayed in worse places in his younger years. He left Karen and Chloe in the minivan and paid the front clerk in cash.

				“Checkout is at 11AM. The pool is in the back. You’ll need to sign in and use your key card to get inside,” the front desk clerk instructed.

				The clerk was clean cut. His hair was parted to the side, and he was wearing a tucked in shirt and black pants. Behind him, a row of wooden knobs lined the wall with numbered key cards for each of the rooms. Sam noticed that only a few slots were empty.

				“Thank you, sir!” Sam said. He replaced his wallet and tucked the key cards in his pocket.

				“Excuse me,” a voice piped up from behind him. “You dropped your spare key.”

				“Oh, damn—I can’t lose that! I appreciate it!”

			

			
				Sam bent down to pick it up.

				Behind him, the Good Samaritan smiled. His bottom teeth were crooked, and his lips curved upwards over them, catching some of the flesh in his gums. A patch of freckles adorned his cheeks, and his hair was a mop of blond. His eyes seemed to protrude from their sockets.

				Sam thanked him again and headed out the door to where his wife and daughter were waiting. A rusty Ford Bronco sat behind them in the waiting area. It was dark outside, but the vehicle sat directly underneath the hotel’s overhead lights. He noticed the license plate: DMONROE. He supposed it belonged to the peculiar man inside.

				David Monroe.

				The man who would alter Sam’s life forever.

				[image: Horror-01.psd]


				The hotel room smelled of cleaning products and stale cigarettes, but everything seemed to be intact. Sam had secured a room with two double beds—one for him and his wife, and one for his daughter. He felt one of the mattresses, which seemed stiff and unyielding. They would only be there for one night. He supposed they could make do.

				Chloe threw her suitcase on the bed closest to the window.

				“I’ll take this one,” she said. “That way I can keep watch on the car.”

				Sam laughed. “Come on, it’s not that bad, is it?”

				“Nah, I’m just kidding, Dad. It’s fine! Once we get to Memphis, I’m sure I’ll forget all about it!”

			

			
				The bulk of their vacation fund would be used on a hotel in downtown Tennessee. An avid Elvis Presley fan, his daughter had talked about visiting Graceland since she was a little girl. Although Sam had never been able to afford it during her childhood, he was glad they could finally fulfill her wish.

				He looked at Chloe, who was still grinning. She had been looking forward to the trip for almost a year.

				Karen walked in from outside. She was carrying a small cooler.

				“Anyone want a drink?” she asked.

				Sam accepted her offer, and retrieved a bottle of water from the cooler.

				“So what should we do for dinner?”

				Sam looked at the digital clock between the beds. 9:00 PM. It had been a long day. Chloe was already lying in bed. She had put her headphones in and was shaking her feet along to the music.

				“Listen, I can run and pick something up. We should probably save our money. I’m sure we’ll be eating out a lot in Memphis,” Sam suggested.

				“Are you sure?” His wife’s eyes beamed at him from across the room. “You’ve been driving this whole trip.”

				“I’m sure,” he said. “Make sure you latch the door behind me. I’ll be back soon.”

				Karen blew him a kiss, and he stared into her brown eyes for a few seconds before exiting. He felt a warm feeling come over him, as if all was right in the world.

				When he returned, the hotel was engulfed in black smoke.
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				Sam awoke to the feeling of his body being thrown to the side.

				“What the—?” he yelled.

				“Sorry, Sam. Potholes. This stretch of road has been awful,” Noah explained from the front. “Were you asleep?”

				“I must have been. Dammit. Not sure how I could’ve slept after all this.”

				“Well, you definitely deserve some rest. You know, it’s the strangest thing. I don’t think I’ve seen a single car since the Visitor’s Center. I’ve been watching. It looks like the next exit is in eight miles.”

				Sam rubbed his eyes. Ahead, I-40 offered more of the same Arizona scenery. Short, green shrubs flecked the brown landscape, with miles of straight road serving as a backdrop. He had been to the coasts before, and the highways were very different. There, one could find curves, hills, and a variety of settings. Here everything was flat.

				Kendall sat in the front passenger seat. He held the baseball bat between his legs, wiping down the wood with a used napkin he must have found on the floor. Although Sam couldn’t see the results, he imagined the thin napkin was stained with pieces of the creature.

				Lying next to Sam was the pistol he had taken from the dead businessman. He grabbed hold of it in the dark and twisted it in his hands. There were only two bullets left. He’d checked once they were clear of the Visitor’s Center. He wished they’d had time to search the former owner’s pockets, or even the SUV that had been sitting in the parking lot, but the area hadn’t been safe.

			

			
				The pistol was a Glock G23. At only a few pounds, it was easily concealed in a pair of pants or suit jacket. Sam wondered what the man in the SUV had been doing before stopping at the rest area. Given that the man had been armed and in a vehicle sporting government plates, he could only imagine that he had been on some kind of official business. He pictured the black briefcases that had been stowed on the seats. Presumably, the men had all arrived in the same vehicle.

				But what could have happened to them?

				He glanced behind them, expecting to see a vehicle on their tail, but the road was empty.

				Sam knew they had been lucky enough to escape death twice in one night. It would be unwise to assume that their luck would continue. If they wanted to survive, they’d need to tread even more carefully than before.

				“Those things must have all shown up in the same SUV,” Kendall piped up, as if reading his train of thought. “There were three briefcases inside it. But somehow, the guy in the stall was the only normal one. Those fuckers killed him.”

				Kendall wiped his nose. Sam wondered if the kid’s initial bravery was starting to wear off.

				“What troubles me most is how deserted everything seems,” Sam said quietly. “It’s as if everyone has disappeared.”

				The three hung on that note in silence for a few minutes.

			

			
				“All I know is that we need some heavy duty firepower. I’m not fucking around with bats anymore,” Kendall shook his head. “I don’t want to get close enough to fuck around with bats.”

				“Keep your eyes peeled for the next stop,” Sam said.

				The road conditions worsened, and the trailer took a few hard bumps. Sam hoped the thin trailer tires didn’t give out. He wasn’t sure if his companions were carrying a spare. He was afraid to ask.

				Noah rubbed his eyes.

				“Are you still ok to drive?” Sam asked him.

				“Yea, I’m doing ok.”

				“Just wanted to make sure. If you want, I can take over.”

				“I’m used to driving long distances,” Noah said. “This is nothing.”

				Kendall sat forward in the seat. “I’ve been trying to convince him the whole trip. He’s a road warrior.”

				Noah opened his mouth, but then stopped short. His right foot flew upwards, transferring from gas pedal to brake, and the tires screeched with resistance. Sam heard the couch sliding around in the trailer.

				The van groaned with the pressure.

				“Noah, what’s going on?” Kendall shouted.

				Sam looked up. About fifty feet ahead of them, a car was parked sideways across the two lanes of the highway. Its headlights beamed across the median and into the opposite lane of traffic. Two figures were on the ground next to it.

				“Holy shit! Holy shit!” Kendall screamed. The baseball bat flew to the floor, and he threw his arms on the dash.

			

			
				Without warning, the van went into a full skid, fumes of burnt rubber seeping through the vents. Noah struggled to control the wheel, but it rotated on its own, skidding back and forth in his hands. The van barreled toward the white car in front of them at sixty miles an hour.

				“I can’t stop!” he yelled.
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				Delta sat still on the pavement, hugging her knees to her chest. The rifle lay next to her, smeared with human tissue. A hissing noise filled the night air as smoke billowed from the hood of the Chevy.

				Her neck stung from where the man had grabbed her, and her arm had been cut open by his nails. She let her brown hair fall in front of her face, hoping it would erase the reality that had befallen her. She closed her eyes, and opened them again. The dead man had neither moved nor disappeared. She tried to convince herself that she was nothing like her father.

				She had been struggling for her life. She had done what she needed to do in order to survive. Hadn’t she? Delta envisioned the man’s face as she had bludgeoned him, his features melting into the highway. Her stomach recoiled, and she turned her head to the side and dry heaved.

				Pull yourself together, she thought.

				Delta looked up at the Chevy, wondering if it was drivable. From the looks of the fumes it was emitting, she didn’t think so. Her cell phone had fallen out of her pocket, and she reached over and picked it up from the ground. The screen had been shattered. She doubted she would’ve had service, anyhow.

				She hugged her knees and tried to think. She remembered seeing a building on the side of the road—as the car was spinning.

				The Arizona Visitor’s Center.

			

			
				The Chevy had sped past it during the attack. The memory popped into her head with remarkable clarity. She glanced back, but it was out of sight. It couldn’t be far—maybe a mile or so. If the car didn’t work, she was sure she could make it on foot. She sat on the pavement, summoning the will to stand.

				A pair of headlights suddenly blinded her. She raised her arms to her face to signal the driver, and then screamed as she realized that the vehicle wasn’t stopping.
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				Noah felt the wheel turn begrudgingly in his hands, fighting against the locked tires. He poured his whole body into it, wrenching it to the side. The van’s path altered slightly, but it continued to careen towards the vehicle parked across the highway.

				The car was a brilliant white. It seemed to glow in the night, as if to warn them of the impending danger. He braced himself for impact. He was shocked when none came.

				The van came squealing to a halt, just a few feet away from collision. He threw it into Park and released his grip on the steering wheel.

				Noah clenched his eyes shut. A tear rolled down his cheek, brushing against the inside of his glasses.

				“Holy shit.”

				One of the figures in the road was standing now. It appeared to be a young woman, and she shielded her eyes from the van’s headlights. The other lay still on the pavement, its face crushed inwards. Pieces of flesh lined the highway next to it. It was impossible to tell if it had been male or female. Noah covered his mouth.

				“What the fuck?” Kendall yelled.

				The girl had dropped her arms, and was squinting to see inside the van. She was holding a rifle—one that was strangely similar to the one Sam had dropped in White Mist.

				“That’s my gun!” Sam cried out from the backseat.

				Hearing them, the girl aimed it at the windshield.

				“Stay back!” she screamed. “Or I will fucking shoot!”

			

			
				“We’re going to get out slowly,” Sam said out the window.

				“No, you’re not! Stay where you are!”

				“Look, we’re in the same boat as you,” he said calmly.

				She lowered the gun, and Noah saw that she was sobbing. Sam took the opportunity to open the door.

				“We’re not here to hurt you—we’re looking for help, just like you.”

				She let the rifle fall to her side.

				“Where’d you get that gun?”

				The girl stepped backwards as she looked at Sam, seemingly in disbelief. Her eyes narrowed, and she’d stopped crying.

				“From your store—from White Mist. There was a dead body in the parking lot, and the place was torn apart. What the hell is happening?”

				Noah’s brow creased. How had she known it was Sam’s store? Did he know her? It certainly didn’t seem so.

				“Is your car drivable?” Sam asked.

				“I-I don’t think so,” she stammered.

				“Let’s get it off the road. We don’t need another accident to deal with,” he said, motioning for Noah and Kendall to get out of the vehicle.

				Noah was immediately struck by the girl’s beauty, and his demeanor softened. Her eyes were blue, similar to his, but she had a strange intensity that seemed to radiate throughout her whole persona.

				Her shoulder-length hair was dark, perfectly complementing her olive skin. She wore a gray tank top and a pair of skinny jeans. Her lips were full and curved, and they wavered as she surveyed the scene. She looked to be in her mid-twenties. Noah noticed that her neck was red and bruised, and she had a cut on her arm.

			

			
				The body on the ground drew his attention. He covered his mouth.

				“We should move him, as well,” Sam said.

				Noah held his breath, and they each took a leg, gently tugging the body onto the gravel beside the highway. The road was still stained with pieces of the victim’s face.

				“I can’t believe this is happening,” the girl whispered.

				Noah moved towards her, holding up his hands. “Listen, it’s ok. What’s your name?”

				“Marie,” she said, after a pause.

				Noah’s glasses slid down his nose, and he gently propped them up. He introduced his companions.

				“Did you already call the police, Marie?”

				She motioned towards the broken cellphone on the ground, throwing her hands up in despair. Noah and Kendall looked at each other, shaking their heads. It was as if they’d been cut off from the whole world.

				“We’d better get moving,” Noah warned.

				He watched the others jump into the backseat, and then helped the girl inside.
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				Delta sat quiet in the passenger seat of the van, chewing her nails. She couldn’t believe she had finally found him. Sam was alive.

				She glanced back at him in amazement, and her hand went automatically to her pocket. The picture was still there. She had lied about her name. Given the events of the evening, she wasn’t sure how he would take the news. It wasn’t time yet. Things were just too…horrific.

				She noticed that Noah was watching her. His eyes darted sideways behind his black-rimmed glasses, and he seemed nervous. She couldn’t blame him. She watched the Chevy disappear in the passenger mirror, trying to dispel the memories that went with it. Despite the late hour, she was still intensely awake.

				She doubted she would ever sleep again.

				“How do you guys know each other?” she asked.

				“That’s a long fucking story.” Kendall grinned from the backseat, doing his best to lighten the mood.

				Sam narrated the events of the evening, and she listened with horror. It was as if the whole world had gone insane, save for those in the van. And even then, she wasn’t so sure. She looked at herself in the mirror, inspecting her own blue eyes. They seemed darker than she remembered, as if they had been tainted forever with unspeakable events.

				Things were different now, indeed.

				When Sam finished, Delta described her own discoveries at White Mist, which fell in line with the story she had just heard. She continued on, reaching her struggle on the highway, and then her voice trailed off. She bit her lip and looked away.

			

			
				Noticing her discomfort, the driver changed the subject.

				“How’d you end up in White Mist, Sam?” Noah asked.

				Sam leaned forward in his seat. He paused for a minute, as if reluctant to share.

				“I’m actually from New York, believe it or not,” he said. “I didn’t move to New Mexico until I was a teenager. I hated the desert at first…but then it sort of grew on me. I’d never liked the snow or cold, anyhow, so that was probably my saving grace.”

				“I agree with you on that one.” Noah made a face.

				“My dad owned a small bookstore in Albuquerque. I worked alongside him for years, learning the business while I went to college. I think he expected me to take over for him. But my heart just wasn’t in it. I wanted to make my own way. I was stubborn. When I was twenty-two, I met my wife...” He paused, trying to compose himself.

				“I’m sorry,” Noah said, sensing his pain.

				Delta turned toward the window, trying to suppress her own emotions. It was painful to hear the story from the other side. Sam continued.

				“My wife and I got married, and we had a daughter. I worked at an insurance agency. My wife worked second shift as a nurse. One day we saw a listing online for White Mist. It was sort of a joke between us at first—we could own an entire town! Besides that, we could quit our day jobs. We used to talk about it every night before bed, how we wouldn’t have to answer to our bosses.” He smiled at the memory.

			

			
				“Well, I got my wish. A few weeks later I was laid off from the insurance company. We took it as a sign. Why not make our dream a reality? Before we knew it, we were setting up shop in White Mist. A few years ago, my wife and daughter passed away unexpectedly.”

				Sam looked out the window as the words rang through the van. Delta wanted to reach out to this man, who had lost so much and was now facing—well, whatever the hell they were up against. It didn’t seem fair. It was as if some higher power suggested he hadn’t suffered enough.

				Sam fell silent.

				Outside, the streetlights became farther apart, and the highway wrapped itself in darkness deeper than she had ever remembered. Delta shifted in the passenger seat, wondering where it all went wrong.

				She wanted desperately to talk to him, and to tell him who she was. But that would have to wait.
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				Hector Castillo made his way through the slaughterhouse methodically, writing notes on a clipboard. Although he had a team dedicated to the inspections, he preferred to be on-site alongside them, monitoring their progress and double-checking their findings.

				He felt he was a fair boss, but several employees had complained that he was a micro-manager, undermining their daily activities and lowering morale. He liked to think that his techniques bolstered productivity and kept his subordinates honest.

				Currently, his team was inspecting a beef plant in El Paso. As employees of the United States Federal Government, Hector and his crew were part of the FSIS— the Food Safety & Inspection Service. Their job was to ensure the quality and safety of the beef being produced in the southwestern plants. In Hector’s mind, they were the unsung heroes of the food industry.

				Many of the plant owners tended to disagree.

				Since starting his position ten years ago, he’d seen thousands of consumers fall ill due to illegal substances that were fed to the cattle. The most common—Clenbuterol—was a steroid that farmers used to bulk up their livestock before they were slaughtered. In the past year, Hector had closed down several plants for the use of this one drug alone.

				Currently, he was observing the unloading dock, where the cows were prepped and transferred from the trucks to the slaughterhouse. There were ten bays, each with its own crew. Even to the experienced eye, the facility was huge. There were almost more workers than he could count, all focused on maintaining the flow of cattle from pen to chute.

			

			
				This particular plant not only serviced several local states, but also exported meat to Mexico. As such, it was subject to strict standards in the way the meat was procured, killed, stored, and distributed according to the USDA. It was his job to determine these standards were being met.

				Hector continued to mark his notepad, perusing a checklist that he adhered to for every inspection. Occasionally, a few of the workers met his gaze, watching for any signs that he was displeased. It was often difficult to gauge their natural behaviors. Most of the time, the plants were prepared for an inspection. In the case of a surprise visit, they were prompted to follow all best practices in the event that they were being monitored.

				Hector was interrupted at the sight of one of his agents, Victor Sanchez, who was approaching rapidly.

				Victor was an imposing figure. At six-feet-two inches, he towered above most of the workers in the plant, and was heads above his superior, who was just over five feet. In addition to being physically intimidating, Victor had impeccable judgment. Hector trusted him more than most of the top members of the FSIS organization.

				“Hector, we need to talk,” he said quietly.

				Hector nodded, and the pair moved toward the exit. A few of the plant workers looked up at them surreptitiously, keeping an eye on them while still tending to their work.

			

			
				“We just received the results on the last shipment. It’s not good.”

				“Clenbuterol?” Hector asked.

				“Not even close. I wish it were that simple. We need to shut this plant down immediately.”

				Hector looked up at his employee’s face. The man’s brow was creased with worry. Hector had never known him to be wrong before.

				Hector didn’t waste any time. In a matter of seconds, he was on the phone with upper management at FSIS headquarters. He was instructed to stop production at the plant and immediately quarantine the facility. Reinforcements would be on the way.

				He hurried to the plant’s front office. The plant controller was standing in the doorway, as if he had been expecting them. His name was Raymond Marconi, and Hector had disliked him immediately.

				The controller was a short, heavy-set man, and he wore a purple shirt, which was buttoned halfway to expose several gold chains. His underarms were stained with sweat, and beads of perspiration lined his forehead.

				“Mister Castillo, what can I do for you?” He smiled, as if his formality would ward off suspicion.

				“We’re shutting the place down. We need to take further samples immediately. I’ll need a list of all the deliveries that have been made this week as soon as possible.”

				“What are you talking about? We can’t shut the whole facility down. Are you crazy?”

				“If you don’t cooperate now, I’ll make sure this place closes for good, and never re-opens. Do you understand?” Hector glared at the man.

			

			
				He looked down at his phone, noticing that a text message had come in.

				According to the home office, the plant had been linked to serious illnesses in the surrounding states. Word of the contamination had already spread to the media. Any further shipments needed to be contained immediately.

				They needed to move fast.
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				“Where were you headed, Marie?” Noah asked.

				“To Phoenix,” Delta replied. “I was going to stay with my aunt for a few weeks. I’ll bet she’s worried sick.”

				Sam’s brow furrowed, and he stared at the back of her seat. Something didn’t add up.

				Working at the gas station, he’d met a variety of customers. As the sole proprietor, he needed to be leery of shoplifters, robbers, or anyone else who may interrupt his business. Over the years, he’d cultivated a keen sense of people’s intentions—often by talking to them for just a few minutes.

				For the most part, he’d been lucky. He’d only run into trouble a handful of times, mostly with teenagers trying to pocket small-ticket items. In those cases, he’d simply demanded they leave the store. Occasionally, the shoplifters had threatened to become violent, and he’d called in the police.

				Now, he sensed there was more to the girl’s story, though he wasn’t sure what it could be. He made a mental note to inquire further when the time was right.

				“I think there’s an exit coming up in a few miles,” he indicated.

				There were a few small towns past the Arizona Visitor’s Center. Certainly one would have a police station. Although he rarely ventured outside of White Mist, he’d gained knowledge about the surrounding area from his customers.

				The nearest town to White Mist was Gallup, which sat about ten miles to the east—the opposite direction. Over the few times he had called Gallup for assistance, he had never seen the same police officer twice, which was probably because Gallup was a larger city. He certainly did not know any by name, and would not recognize any of their faces if he saw them again.

			

			
				He was even less familiar with the exits past the Arizona border.

				“I see a sign up ahead.” Noah pointed into the distance.

				“If we don’t have any luck there, we may have to head back east. I’m certain there’s a police station in Gallup.”

				A pit formed in Sam’s stomach at the thought of turning around. It would mean they would have to pass through White Mist. Although he was fairly certain that the scarred man had been the one in the back of the girl’s car, he pictured the body of the dead trucker that was still in the parking lot. By now, the birds had probably found their way to the body.

				In addition, turning around would mean they’d be close to the Arizona Visitor’s Center. He wondered if anyone else had stumbled on the bodies they had left behind.

				Kendall yelled abruptly, pointing to the highway in front of them.

				Up ahead, two pairs of spotlights scanned the road. They swiveled suddenly, aiming their beams at the van. Noah slowed the vehicle to a crawl as they approached.

				“Maybe it’s the police,” Sam suggested, but the absence of colored lights suggested otherwise.

			

			
				Sam could make out the silhouettes of two pickup trucks. One of their owners was standing in the bed, holding what appeared to be a megaphone. In the truck next to him, two men had assault rifles trained on the van. Although they appeared to be civilians, they were wearing gas masks.

				A voice projected into the night.

				“Stop where you are, or we’ll shoot you dead.”

				The words resonated through the van, stunning its passengers.

				Noah leaned out the window. “Sir, we’re looking for help!”

				A bullet ricocheted off the driver’s mirror, shattering the glass right below his ear. Noah ducked back inside as the shards collided with the pavement below.

				“Holy fuck! What are you doing?” he screamed out the window at them.

				“Back off, and turn around, now! The next shot is into your skull!” the man billowed. The assault rifles lifted up higher, as if to confirm his command. The man turned his head upwards. The hoses on his gas mask stretched taut.

				Sam looked outside. Across the highway, two more pickups blocked the opposing lanes. There was no getting around them. Maybe it was time to turn around. That is, if they weren’t shot and killed first.

				He scanned the landscape, searching for another way out. Several hundred feet in front of the trucks, on the other side of the highway, he noticed a narrow road heading off to the South. It looked like an exit.

			

			
				“Noah, back up and drive across the median. I think there’s an exit across the way,” he whispered.

				Another bullet ricocheted off the front bumper. One of the men with the assault rifles leaned down from the top of the truck, trying to secure his shot.

				“Your warning is up!” the megaphone blared.

				“Go! Go!” Sam yelled.

				Noah threw the vehicle into reverse. The trailer buckled as it began to jackknife. He hit the gas and accelerated onto the dirt.

				“Where do you think you’re going?” The voice was louder now. Beams of light splayed back and forth behind the van.

				Several more bullets screamed through the air, hitting the trailer. Noah hit the gas, increasing speed and kicking up dust around them. The van veered left, and Sam watched the pickups across the road start to move. The crazed men were trying to head them off.

				“To the left—over there—do you see the exit?” Sam asked.

				“I got it!” Noah shouted.

				Behind them, the man with the megaphone yelled in anger.

				The van cleared the median and hit the pavement with a thud, the trailer catching a lift of air in the process. The tires crunched with the impact, and Sam prayed they hadn’t been damaged. The exit was barely marked. A faded sign poked out of the ground at the entrance. Sam thought it may have said ‘Exit 393’, but he couldn’t be certain.

				The trucks picked up the chase, but backed off as the van approached the exit. Sam watched the lights fade into the distance as the trucks returned to their position across the road. In front of them, the road narrowed almost immediately. The engine hummed as the van ascended.

			

			
				Sam knew that Arizona contained numerous mountain ranges in addition to desert. In fact, the White Mountains were a major tourist attraction in the summer, when campers could hike, fish, and hunt. He hoped that taking the exit hadn’t been a mistake. With a van and trailer, turning around would be extremely difficult. Already the road was bordered with thick vegetation.

				A white sign confirmed his suspicion. Route 191. Although he hadn’t been there before, he knew it wasn’t a main thoroughfare.

				“There’s got to be a ranger’s station up here somewhere, or at least some other people,” he said, but his voice rang with doubt.

				“I hope they aren’t as friendly as the last bunch,” Kendall muttered.
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				Noah clutched the steering wheel. The road was making him nervous. Because it wasn’t a main road, there were no streetlights. The van’s weak headlights were inadequate to pierce the darkness around them.

				With the change in elevation, a new set of thick foliage had sprouted. It seemed as though the forest was growing around them, sealing them in with each passing mile. Tall green trees towered above them, providing the only barriers between them and the edge of the mountains. Noah found it hard to believe they were still in Arizona. It seemed like they were in another state entirely.

				A few miles prior, they’d come across a sign for the Coronado Campgrounds.

				“I’m willing to bet money there’s nobody there,” Kendall had chimed in from behind him, grinning. Nobody contested the comment.

				Noah sighed. It was hard to keep his faith up when everything just seemed so…hopeless.

				He thought back to the newspaper he had stumbled on at the Visitor’s Center. He hadn’t yet shared the headline with his companions. He and Kendall hadn’t eaten much lately, and they seemed to be the only people on the road. Maybe they were the only people left who hadn’t been affected by the beef contamination, and everyone else was either crazy or dead.

				The idea seemed ludicrous. But what plausible explanation could there be?

				“Sam, can I ask you something?” he called back.

			

			
				Kendall interrupted him. “Hey, buddy, if you’re not going to let me drive, then you’d better not let him.”

				“Very funny. This thing is a rental,” Noah countered. “That wasn’t what I was going to ask. Have you eaten any beef lately, Sam?”

				“I’m actually vegetarian. Why do you ask?”

				“I have something to tell you guys.”

				Sam and Kendall leaned forward between the seats as Noah shared what he had seen at the Arizona Visitor’s Center. He mentioned the headline article, as well as the smaller article about the murders in Santa Fe.

				“That could explain why these fuckers have been going insane, killing everyone,” Kendall surmised. “I mean, what else would explain it?”

				“What about you, Marie? Have you had any beef products recently?” Noah looked over at her.

				“Not in the past few days, but I’m a carnivore,” she said. “And I feel fine.”

				“Well, we should try to get a hold of a newspaper, or catch the news when we find help—if such a thing still exists in this God-forsaken state. We should double check that you haven’t eaten any of the stuff they’re recalling, just in case.”

				She nodded in agreement. She looked nervous.

				The tires crunched the road, muffling their conversation. A faded sign appeared in the road, pointing to a dirt inlet up ahead. A large RV camper sat in the lot. From somewhere inside, a single light burned, illuminating its interior.

				Kendall motioned towards it. “Up ahead!”

				“Pull up slowly, and turn off the headlights,” Sam instructed. 

			

			
				Noah pulled the van up on a diagonal so it was facing the RV, and then paused. He left a buffer of about fifteen feet. That should give them a clear view around both sides of the vehicle.

				“Do you want me to go with you guys to check out the RV?” Delta asked.

				“No, I’ll go,” Noah volunteered. He looked at the girl, wondering if she was impressed. He straightened his glasses on his face.

				Sam was already off the seat, pistol in hand. He signaled to Kendall and Delta. “You two wait here. Make sure you lock the doors behind us.”

				“We will,” said Delta. Her blue eyes flashed in the darkness.
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				With the van turned off, the campground had fallen into an eerie silence. Sam made his way towards the RV. There were two windows on the exterior, both half-covered with curtains and shades. Through the window on the left, he made out a single yellow light bulb hanging from the ceiling. Its glow did little to brighten the outside lot.

				A pocket of brush cracked underneath his feet, and he stopped suddenly to compensate for the noise. Noah bumped into him from behind. He’d almost forgotten he wasn’t alone.

				The RV stood motionless. He didn’t detect any movement from inside. If anyone was aware of their presence, they weren’t making an effort to greet them.

				A low hum vibrated from their right. Sam raised the pistol and pointed. He stared for a few seconds, saw nothing, and then slowly recognized the outline of a picnic table. It appeared to be empty, but a lone object sat on one of the wooden benches.

				It was a radio.

				Sam heard the hum again. He realized it was the faint sound of voices coming from the station it was picking up. The radio cut in and out, layering a hint of static over the broadcast. He leaned down next to it, keeping a watchful eye on the RV. Noah did the same.

				It sounded like they were only receiving bits and pieces of the information.

				“Art, I think we are going to need to keep repeating...recall on beef…New Mexico, Arizona, Oklahoma, and Tex…damaging physical effects...acts of violence…remain indoors…secure your homes...”

			

			
				The radio gave a piercing beep after the announcement. Sam recognized it as the tone for an emergency broadcast. He felt a creeping sense of dread make its way from the core of his stomach and into his esophagus. He wondered briefly if the message had been pre-recorded—if the broadcasters were even still alive. Maybe they were as dead as the trucker in White Mist, or the man at the Arizona Visitor’s Center. As dead as they all would be soon.

				Noah raised the bat in response, looking wildly in all directions.

				The kid had been right. It was the damned beef.

				“Forget the RV,” he whispered. “We need to get back in that van and get as far away as possible. It’s too dangerous.”

				He turned in the opposite direction, leading with the pistol. Behind him, the van door was open. Delta had gotten out. He motioned for her to get back inside.

				“I thought I heard voices,” she explained. She turned and hopped back into the van, opening the door to a crack. As she got inside, an object fluttered to the ground behind her.

				Sam reached down and picked up the object. He ran his fingers over it in the dark.

				It felt like a photograph.
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				Noah jumped back into the driver’s seat. He fumbled in his pockets for the keys, and then realized he had left them in the ignition. His roommate leaned forward from the backseat.

				“What happened?” Kendall whispered. “Was somebody in the RV?”

				“We didn’t get that far,” Noah said. “It’s bad, man. That newspaper article, the attacks—they’re all related. There was a radio on the picnic table...”

				“Let’s get out of here, Noah!” Sam interrupted.

				Noah turned the key. The van fired up without hesitation. He exhaled loudly and put it into reverse. He needed to turn the vehicle around.

				“We should ditch the trailer.” Kendall cursed from the backseat.

				“We can do that later,” Sam said. “We need to get out of here. Out of this state. It’s our only hope.”

				Noah maneuvered backwards, sliding the steering wheel in the opposite direction from the turn. He felt the trailer start to jackknife, and put the van back in drive. Normally, he was pretty efficient, but his nerves had kicked in.

				He pulled towards the RV, intending to execute a sharp turn. As he did so, a pair of brake lights snapped on, casting a red glow on the hood of the van.

				Somebody was inside the RV.

				The camper’s engine fired up, filling the night air with a plume of exhaust. Noah pulled forward, then reversed, attempting to change course. In front of them, they could still see through the window of the RV. A hand moved toward the shade, tugging at the bottom. It spun upwards and rolled on the track. A bearded man stared out at them, dressed in a camouflage jacket and pants. He pressed a shotgun against the window and stared into the van. His eyes were bloodshot, as if he hadn’t slept in days.

			

			
				“Forget turning around—just go!” Sam yelled.

				Noah hit the gas hard. The tires kicked up dirt and gravel. The van leapt into motion, screeching onto the roadway and heading deeper into the mountains. In the passenger seat, the girl clung on to her seat, knuckles white.

				Noah glanced behind them, catching the glare of headlights. He gunned the engine. The RV had pulled out of the inlet, right on their tail.
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				Sam twisted the pistol in his right hand. With the trailer behind them, his view of the RV was poor. He considered leaning out of one of the windows and firing at it. But with only two bullets left, his chances of landing a well-placed shot were slim.

				Were they sure the person behind them was an enemy? After all, they had been the ones who had breached the campgrounds, creeping up on someone’s territory.

				On the other hand, if he were the person or persons in the RV, he would have chosen to drive in the opposite direction, not to pursue an unknown vehicle filled with people. Especially if the RV owner had heard the radio broadcast. Nothing seemed to make sense.

				If Sam had heard that announcement prior to today, he wasn’t sure he would have believed it. In fact, a few times during the night he had pictured himself waking up in his bed in White Mist, shaking off the remnants of a bad dream.

				Especially after what had happened to Karen and Chloe. For the past few years, he had struggled to find purpose in his existence, to find a reason to keep going.

				He thought back to his first few months alone, when the pain was sharp and condemning. He’d blamed himself for leaving that night at the hotel. If only he had been there. If only he could have saved them.

				His remaining family had suggested he sell White Mist and return to Albuquerque, to surround himself with people who could provide comfort and support. He had stubbornly refused.

			

			
				Instead, he had continued to operate the store alone. Routine provided escape, and the daily chatter of transient customers provided a window to normalcy. He would not find that in the arms of his family. They would only remind him of what he had lost with their sympathetic gestures and downturned glances.

				He was better off alone. Or so he had thought. He looked around at the other passengers.

				Right now, the people in this van needed his help.

				Sam felt a surge of strength overtake him. He smiled as he pictured Karen’s face as she joked with him that he needed to change his eating habits. If only she knew how right she had been.

				The roar of the RV grew louder, jolting Sam back to reality. It sounded as if the vehicle were intent on ramming into the trailer. He squeezed the handle of the gun. He needed to find a way out of the situation—for all of their sakes.

				Sam felt something smooth in his left palm, and realized he was still gripping the object he had found on the ground. He looked down at it, and saw that it was indeed a picture.

				Through the dim lights of the van, he saw a familiar face staring back at him. It was a picture of him from several years back. Right around the time his family had been murdered.


				On the back a few words had been scrawled in neat cursive.

				Sam Cook. White Mist, New Mexico.

			

			
				In a flash it all became clear. The girl had been searching for him.

				[image: Horror-01.psd]


				David Monroe—the man who had murdered his family—had a daughter.

				Sam remembered now. It had been a few years, but he vaguely recalled her presence in the courtroom during the trial. At the time, he had been so distraught that he erased some of the details from his memory. She had been hiding in the back—probably ashamed at what her father had done.

				Now, as he stared at the back of her head, he found himself wishing he had paid more attention.

				He tucked the picture in his pocket. He had known something wasn’t right about her from the moment they had first met on the highway. Something about her blue eyes and demeanor seemed—well, just off.

				For all he knew, the girl could have been watching him for weeks—months even—trying to determine the right way to approach him. She’d finally succeeded, in the midst of the chaos that was now playing out around them.

				Maybe she was part of that chaos.

				From the front seat, her head turned to the side as the van shook. He caught a glimpse of her eyes, which seemed darker than he remembered.

				The van jolted forward, skidding slightly as the RV slammed into them from behind. Sam had two bullets. He knew he’d better make them count.
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				The RV honked and flashed its lights. Noah heard the sound of someone yelling, and then realized the sound was coming from his own mouth. The van wound its way into the mountains.

				Route 191 had thinned out even more. With every turn, the van’s headlights illuminated a new curve in the road. One wrong maneuver would send the van and trailer tumbling hundreds of feet off of a remote cliff. If someone were to come looking for them, it would be years before they were found.

				And nobody knew they were here.

				Aside from that, the contamination had probably infected most of the southwestern states. He thought briefly of his family in Nebraska, and felt a small sense of relief. At least they were farther away. Maybe they’re safe, he thought.

				Kendall crouched between the front seats, staring out the side mirrors.

				“He’s going to ram us off the edge!”

				Delta gripped the bottom of her seat, biting her lips. In the back, Sam clutched the pistol, deciding the best course of action.

				Sam spoke up. “We can try stopping suddenly when we get to a straightaway. Maybe it will scare him enough to back off. We can’t continue to be hit from behind—it’s too dangerous. Those trailer tires are thin.”

				“I don’t see anything remotely straight coming up, Sam!” Noah warned. “Besides, with the way he’s ramming us, I doubt he’d care if we stopped.”

				The RV revved its engine behind them and came in for another pass, brushing the back of the trailer. One of the trailer tires kicked up off the ground with the impact. Noah heard a thud, and pictured the couch colliding with the trailer walls.

			

			
				“We’re going to pop a tire!” Kendall yelled.

				Up ahead, a tight curve approached to their left. “Sam, do you think you can get off a shot when we round this bend?”

				Sam squeezed beside him, next to the driver’s seat, and poked his head out the window.

				“We’ll find out soon enough!” he yelled against the wind.

				Noah let up on the gas as the van rounded the turn. The trailer pitched to the side. He heard Sam fire a shot into the night, and then the sound of glass shattering behind them.
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				Sam had hit his mark. The RV’s front windshield collapsed into tiny fragments. The headlights blinded him, but he could see the silhouette of the driver hunched over in the seat. He wasn’t sure if the man was ducking, or if he had been hit.

				He hoped for the latter.

				Noah let off the gas and the van slowed to a crawl.

				“Is he dead?”

				“I’m not sure. I wouldn’t assume anything at this point,” Sam said.

				“We should probably check, right? What if he’s not one of those things? What if he was just trying to defend himself?” Noah asked.

				Sam nodded grimly. Even though the RV driver had been trying to kill them, the man might still be alive. He looked at the pistol. He had one bullet left.

				The girl shifted in her seat, and he quickly turned his attention to her. He wasn’t sure if she could be trusted. He needed to find out what else she was hiding, but he would have to wait until the present situation was dealt with.

				The van came to a stop. Its headlights lit up the side of a beautiful mountain range. Green foliage and trees peppered the landscape. Sam found himself thinking this area would remain untouched for years to come. Especially with no one left to develop it. The thought gave him little comfort.

				The edge of the cliff was dangerously close. He figured the tires couldn’t be more than a foot or so from slipping into the darkness below. Although he couldn’t see off the side, he imagined the drop was several hundred feet. His stomach hitched.

			

			
				“I’ll check on the driver,” he said finally. He opened the door.

				The RV’s headlights blurred his vision. After a few seconds, his eyes adjusted, and he was able to assess the damage to the vehicle behind them. Shards of glass clung to the window frame. The driver was keeled over in the front seat.

				Sam shuddered. In one night, he’d been responsible for the death of two living things. He relaxed his grip on the pistol and fought the urge to be sick.

				The man certainly appeared to be dead. But he needed to be sure. He needed to know.

				He thought back to White Mist, to the trucker whose body probably still lay in the dirt. He wondered if the man would ever have a proper burial, if somewhere, his family was looking for him. Certainly, the man in the RV had had loved ones as well, regardless of the circumstances he had found himself in. The door hung open, and Sam looked down to find his footing.

				“Sam, wait!” Noah hissed.

				Sam looked back again. The shadow in the RV had begun to move.

				“He’s still alive!”

				Had he been biding his time? Maybe he’d been waiting for them to approach so he could resume his attack at close range.

				“Shit!” Sam yelled.

				The RV engine roared, and Sam saw the driver grip the wheel. It would take a minute for the RV to get moving, but the man’s intentions were clear. They needed to get out of the van.

			

			
				“Everybody out—now! He’s going to ram us again!”
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				Delta watched the RV behind them with increasing nervousness, trying to calculate their next move. She stared at the man with the beard who was holding the shotgun, and wondered if it was the last face she would see.

				The RV driver revved the gas. He was going to push the van off the cliff.

				Her eyes felt like they were going to implode, and she felt a blinding pain from behind them. She fought to keep her anxiety from taking over. She needed to think clearly.

				“Get out now!” Sam yelled again, this time in her direction.

				Sam motioned for her to move. She reached for the door handle, blinded by the lights of the RV behind them. The glare lit up the side of the van, casting a white glow over her companions. She raised her arm to deflect the light. Her body shook as she looked into the backseat.

				Kendall sat next to Sam, breathing heavily. His eyes had turned black; his face was pale. His lips curved upward, revealing a mouthful of crooked teeth. He had been contaminated.


				“Sam, watch out!” she yelled.

				Kendall lunged toward Sam, digging deep into the man’s arm with his fingernails. Sam shrieked in agony, and blood spurted into the air, spraying Delta’s face in the backdraft. Her mouth tasted of copper and adrenaline.

				The empty rifle sat between her legs. She moved one arm, then the other, trying to break through the mental gridlock. She needed to react. If she didn’t, Sam would die. Her heart beat furiously. She broke through it and grabbed hold of the gun.

			

			
				With a scream, she leapt into the fray.

				She swung the rifle, connecting with Kendall’s tattooed shoulder. At the same time, Sam wriggled free and reached for the door handle. He opened the door and toppled out into the darkness.

				Delta grappled with Kendall. The kid clawed at her, and pain rippled through her forearms. A voice cried out from behind her.

				“Get out the door—quick!”

				Noah reached towards her from the front seat. She felt his arms enter the entanglement of limbs, trying to pull her free.

				Underneath her, Kendall hissed and squirmed, raking his nails across her stomach. Her tank top was drenched, and she wondered briefly if she was being disemboweled.

				She heard a loud crash, and felt the van sway. The RV had collided with them. Its headlights lit up the backseats, momentarily blinding her. She thrust the gun barrel in Kendall’s direction. It connected with Kendall’s teeth, cracking several of them with the rifle’s metal casing. Suddenly, Delta was free, and she rolled sideways on the seat towards the exit.

				Noah leapt into the back on top of his roommate. He raised his arms high above his head, holding what looked like a razor. As Delta dove for the open door, she saw Noah plunge the weapon deep into his friend’s neck.
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				Noah screamed in horror as he realized what he had done.

				Blood sprayed onto the seats, and Kendall yelled in agony. The RV’s engine screamed from behind them, kicking up debris as it attempted to push the vehicle off the cliff. Thick, acrid exhaust made Noah cough.

				Kendall’s arms flailed uncontrollably as he tried to wrench the shiv free from his neck. His face had contorted into something less than human. If there was any trace left of the Kendall that Noah had known, it was consumed by darkness.

				Noah held his hands in front of his face, shielding his eyes from the RV’s headlights. The bearded man stared out at him with wild eyes. He was holding up his shotgun, as if to indicate there was no escape.

				In the distance, Noah could make out the silhouettes of Sam and the girl. They had crawled about twenty feet away, out of the RV’s path. The girl was yelling for him to jump out. Noah braced himself between the two front seats, struggling to stand as the vehicle shook around him.

				Kendall came towards him. Noah looked out the open passenger side door, where only a few feet separated the van from the edge of the cliff. He needed to move.

				Noah stepped over the passenger seat. He felt his feet slide out from underneath him, and he fell out of the van and into the dirt. Knees stinging, he crawled on his stomach between the van and the cliff, wondering if he would make it clear in time.
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				Sam lay facedown in the dirt, twenty feet from the van. He had crawled as far as he was able to before collapsing. His face hugged the ground, his mouth caked with a mixture of sand and stone, and pain shot through his left arm. He felt himself drifting in and out of consciousness.

				The girl was trying to help him up. Her thin arms flexed as she pulled at his armpits, but Sam flopped back to the ground.

				He heard her shriek towards the van, and looked up in time to see two vehicles topple over the edge of the cliff.

				“No!”

				She collapsed to the ground, her eyes welling up with tears.

				The van descended first, followed by the trailer, and then the RV. The trailer hitch bent almost in half, threatening to snap, and then went into a free fall. The RV followed from the rear.

				A pair of red brake lights flashed suddenly from the back of the RV. Perhaps the bearded man had realized his error at the last second. The red glow persisted, even as the mangled conglomeration toppled into the darkness and out of sight.

				Sam’s eyes fluttered and closed. He was still conscious for a few seconds, but not long enough to hear the explosion that rocked the mountains below.
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				He awoke to the sound of birds.

				He opened his eyes slowly. His arm was throbbing, but he was alive. A piece of clothing was bound taut against his forearm, and he realized someone had fashioned a makeshift sling.

				“Thank God,” the girl said from beside him. “I was sure you weren’t going to wake up.”

				Sam sat upright, bracing himself on the ground with his good arm. His head was spinning.

				“I think it’s just a superficial wound, but we’ll need to get it tended to as soon as possible,” she said.

				He gazed off in the direction of the cliff, which was now illuminated by the morning sun. Aside from tire marks in the road, there was no evidence of the two vehicles. The air still held the faint odor of rubber and metal.

				“Noah, Kendall, the RV—” he started.

				Delta opened her mouth, but was unable to speak. Her eyes welled up, and she looked off into the distance.

				“Do we need to check?”

				“I already have,” someone called out from behind them. Sam turned.

				It was Noah. His face was streaked with tears, and he held his glasses in the air, inspecting one of the cracked lenses.

				Sam nodded and took to his feet. He felt sick to his stomach. He had only known Kendall for a short time, but he felt awful for the kid. Nobody deserved to die like that.

				“I’m sorry, Noah,” he said. He knew words wouldn’t suffice for what his companion was feeling.

			

			
				Sam looked down at his arm. It appeared the homemade wrap had stopped the bleeding. His legs felt stiff, as if atrophy had already begun to set in. He flexed his calves to renew the circulation.

				The roar of motors had been replaced by the sounds of nature. Trees rustled in the breeze, and chirps and chatters sprung from unseen animals. The road ahead curved upwards, promising a difficult journey.

				He wondered if they should stop and say a prayer for their fallen companion. It seemed like the right thing to do.

				Sam made his way to the edge of the cliff. The others followed. He opened his mouth to speak, but no words came out. They stared in silence over the horizon for several minutes. Sam finally turned around.

				“Which way?” the girl asked.

				“Well, I think we both know what’s back there.” Sam motioned back from where they had come. She nodded. The three continued into the mountains—this time on foot.
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				They walked for several hours without seeing a hint of civilization. Despite the circumstances, the scenery was breathtaking. Mountain ranges capped the skyline, stretching as far as the eye could see. Birds soared overhead, keeping a passive watch on the travelers. The three kept to the far edge of the road, avoiding the treacherous plunge that seemed to accompany each turn.

			

			
				Sam’s arm was sore, but he had been able to keep up the pace. He had lost some blood, for sure, but not enough to sap all his strength. In any case, he was grateful to have survived.

				When the next sign finally appeared, it seemed out of place in the otherwise untouched landscape. Pockets of brush had grown over its face, and the print was barely legible.

				St. Matthews—2 Miles.


				Sam breathed a sigh of relief. He motioned toward a large, flat rock on the side of the road.

				“Can we stop here for a minute?” He grimaced. He needed a rest.

				“Sure,” the girl said.

				She held his good arm and eased him into a sitting position, then took a spot next to him. Noah drifted to the edge of the road, staring at something in the distance. He had barely spoken a word since the accident.

				The girl looked at him, her blue eyes still wet with tears. She held her knees to her chest, but didn’t speak. They sat in silence for a few minutes. Finally, Sam spoke.

				“I know who you are,” he said.

				She nodded, but didn’t act surprised.

				Her hands went to her pocket, and she pulled out a folded envelope, handing it to him. The sealant had smeared down the side, as if she had been holding on to it for a long time. Sam slipped his fingers inside and pulled out a newspaper clipping stuck to the bottom. He unfolded it and smoothed out the creases.

				It was David Monroe’s obituary.

			

			
				“It’s over,” she whispered. “I’m sorry for what happened to your family.”

				Sam’s pressed his face against his knees.

				For the first time in two years, he wept.
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				The road began to curve downward. Sam welcomed the change, which made it easier for him to walk in his weakened condition. Noah and the girl held him up on either side, ensuring he kept his balance.

				He looked up into the sky. The sun climbed higher, breaking through the trees and enveloping his face in warmth. It was the same reception he would have received in White Mist as he set about his morning routines at the store. Like most days, he would have been alone, struggling to keep thoughts of his family at bay. Now, Sam found himself welcoming the new day with renewed vigor.

				It signified he was still alive. And for the moment, that was all he could ask for.

			

			
				



			

	


BOOK TWO: CROSSROADS
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PART ONE – DIRECTION LOST
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1

				Edge of Town

				St. Matthews, Arizona.

				 

				Delta was the first to hear the noise. At least, she thought she was. She looked around the room at her companions, but they continued rifling through the contents of the gas station, seemingly unaware of the disturbance. She approached the front window for a closer look. The glass had been shattered inwards, and the remnants of the windowpane crunched beneath her feet.

				Someone laughed behind her, and she turned.

				“Anyone want to go shopping?” Noah smiled grimly, holding up a fistful of cash from the open register. He let the bills filter through his fingers and onto the floor. It was the first time he had spoken in hours.

				Delta resumed her stare out the front window. The gas pumps were empty. The garbage barrels next to them had been tipped over, their contents strewn across the lot. One of the hoses had been disconnected, and it coiled in loops across the cement. Sam came up beside her. She noticed he was holding a hunting knife—he must have found it amongst the rubble. He turned the handle in his palms.

				“Everything ok?”

				“Yeah, I think so,” she said, still unsure. “I thought I heard something, but maybe it was just my imagination.”

				She had been traveling with Sam—a storeowner from White Mist, New Mexico— and Noah for just over a day. Noah had been heading home from Albuquerque to Vegas, but hadn’t quite made it.

			

			
				She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear and continued to peruse the floor. Dried goods and supplies were scattered everywhere; some torn open. She eyed an untouched loaf of bread, wondering if it would be worth the effort to open it. A puddle of blood stained the floor next to it, and her stomach turned. She wasn’t the least bit hungry.

				Delta wondered if the last visitors to the gas station had made it out alive. Aside from the red stains, there were no bodies. At least, none they had found yet. In spite of the warm temperature of the desert morning, she shivered.

				“We should get moving soon,” Sam warned. “This place has been pretty picked over.”

				A noise outside drew her attention. This time she was able to identify the source. It sounded like a car engine, and it was getting closer. She tensed up.

				“Noah—get down!” Sam called across the store.

				Noah dropped to his knees. His eyes were wide behind his glasses. He moved in a half-crawl to join the others, avoiding shards of glass and debris.

				Delta and Sam huddled next to the broken windowpane, peering out into the parking lot. The sky had taken on a gray tinge. Massive clouds rolled in from over the mountains, plugging up the sunshine that had greeted them earlier that morning. A few birds circled overhead, but their chirping had been drowned out by the sound of the car motor.

				A wooden fence bordered the right edge of the lot; beyond it was an embankment covered in yellow grass. The road lay off to the left, after which was miles of brown desert. The noise was coming from the opposite side of the gas station. Whoever was driving must be coming from town.

			

			
				Within seconds, a green sedan sputtered into the parking lot. The passenger’s side had been caved in, the quarter panel pushed into the front tire. The bumper hung to one side, threatening to fall off, and it dragged across the pavement with a sickening scrape. Delta was surprised the car was still drivable. The vehicle rolled in between two of the pumps and stopped. Its brake lights cast a red glow behind it.

				Delta hunkered down further. Noah crouched next to her, chewing the ends of his fingernails.

				The driver put the vehicle into park, and Delta heard the engine level out. A puff of exhaust billowed out from the tailpipe, wafting into the air and then dispersing. The person inside remained still. Delta strained to see inside, but could only make out a shadow.

				After a few seconds, the brake lights shut off, and the car door opened halfway. A leg swung out of the vehicle, as if to test the waters, and then a face poked out from the doorframe. The driver was a young man, his eyes frantic and bloodshot. He stared in their direction, but it was unclear whether he had spotted them.

				Delta leaned forward to get a better look. The young man appeared to be no more than twenty years old. His head was covered in a mop of brown hair, and his jeans were ripped at the knees. He gazed toward the store for a few seconds, then ducked back inside the car and slammed the door.

			

			
				“Should we go out there?” she whispered to Sam.

				Sam shook his head and signaled for her to wait. His other arm was drawn to his chest. In his hand he clutched the hunting knife, his knuckles white.

				The sedan’s brake lights flickered on again and the tires spun. Suddenly, the tires screeched and the vehicle shot forward, weaving between the pumps and careening out of the parking lot. In seconds it was traveling up the road, heading toward the mountains.

				Wrong way, Delta thought.

				Sam stood, relaxing his grip on the knife.

				“We should have warned him,” she said.

				“I’m guessing he already knows.”

				The three watched the car climb upwards in the distance, ascending the narrow mountain road. Delta could still feel her heart pounding against her ribcage. She stretched her knees, stiff from her position on the floor, and stood. The vehicle took a sharp turn around a distant bend.

				“Things must be just as bad in town,” Sam said.

				“I’m sure it can’t be any worse than where we’ve come from.”

				Delta did her best to stay positive, but her anxiety deepened.

				A screeching in the distance drew their attention once more. The sedan had rounded another curve in the road and was once again visible. Its brake lights shone behind it, and it had come to a stop. Two white SUVs now blocked the road in front of it.

				“What the hell?” Sam muttered.

				Four men in white suits emerged from the vehicles. From Delta’s view, they were little more than specks on the horizon, their features indiscernible.

			

			
				The men in white pointed toward the sedan; she heard the faint sound of voices, as if they were arguing with the driver. Her pulse quickened. The sedan’s taillights flash as the young man tried to throw it into gear.

				He’s trying to escape, she thought.

				Before the young driver could react, one of the men in white pulled out a long black object from the back of the SUV. It looked like an automatic rifle. Delta clasped her hands against her face.

				“Oh no…”

				The others ripped open the sedan door and dragged the young man out from inside. He screamed, holding his hands in front of his face.

				The one with the gun fired.

				Rata-tata-tata.

				The sound of gunshots rippled through the mountains and down to the gas station, echoing off the walls of the store.

				“Oh my God,” Delta whispered.

				The young man crumpled to the ground. Two of the men grabbed hold of his limbs, then pitched his body off the side of the road like a sack of flour.

				The men in white returned to their vehicles, and the SUVs rolled forward. They were headed toward the gas station.
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				Officer Dan Lowery awoke to the distant sound of gunfire. He threw his arms upwards, instinctively blocking his face. His vision was blurry, and he rubbed at his eyes. The right side of his face was numb. He peeled his cheek off the vinyl seat of the Subaru Outback, waiting for his vision to return. He must have fallen asleep.

			

			
				“Dammit,” he muttered.

				He scanned outside the windows, discerning only trees and rocks. No attackers revealed themselves. A few feeble rays of sunlight shone through the cracks in the brush, illuminating the interior of the car. How long had he been out? He guessed it had only been a few hours, but for all he knew, it could have been days.

				His daughter snored quietly from the passenger’s seat. She clutched his police jacket in her arms. Her eyes fluttered open, as if sensing his gaze.

				“Are we ok, Dad?” she asked.

				“We’re fine, honey,” he said, doing his best to quell his own fear.

				He reached for his holster and tapped the handle of the pistol for reassurance. The weapon was still there. The car doors were locked. For the moment, they were safe.

				But where had the gunshots originated from?

				Dan looked around, reacquainting himself with their surroundings.

				Earlier that morning, they had driven several miles into the White Mountains, leaving St. Matthews behind. Not a single car had greeted them on the roadway, and they hadn’t seen one of the creatures for miles. Either the things were confining their hunt to the small town, or they had yet to branch out past the perimeter.

			

			
				Once they had made it past the outskirts of town, Quinn had asked him to stop.

				“I’m really sorry, Dad. I have to pee,” she had said.

				Dan had spotted a turnoff on the road—probably one of the regular hiking spots for the locals. He had pulled the car down the path then backed into a makeshift spot between a few trees, hoping to shield the car from view.

				After his daughter had finished, he had accompanied her back to the vehicle. It wasn’t until then that he had realized how exhausted he was. He’d barely slept the night before. In fact, he hadn’t slept much in days.

				Not since Julie had died.

				“We’ll get moving in a few minutes,” he had said.

				Dan remembered reclining the seat and closing his eyes, intending to doze for just a few minutes. Minutes must have turned into hours.

				He cursed himself silently.

				The sound of his daughter’s voice pulled him back to the present.

				“Were those gunshots?”

				“I think so,” he said. “But I don’t think they were close.”

				“What if somebody needs help, Dad?”

				The words struck him in the gut, and he felt a pang of guilt. Ever since his wife had died, his obligations had shifted.

				Up until a few days ago, his job as a police officer had been to protect the small town, to keep order in St. Matthews. At this point, though, there didn’t seem to be much left to protect. They hadn’t seen another survivor in days. From what he had seen, the whole town had been infected.

			

			
				Besides, Quinn needed him, and she was his most important responsibility. I’m only one man, he thought. I can only do so much.

				“I don’t think it’s a good idea to go back.” He averted his gaze.

				Quinn looked at him, her brown eyes narrowing. She wasn’t about to give up.

				“What if there’s another family down there?”

				Dan put his head in his hands.

				“We can’t just leave them, Dad,” she whispered.

				He looked again at the police jacket, at his daughter’s hands clenched around it. What if another child was in danger, perhaps even another little girl like his own, and he had the ability to help?

				Dan sighed, pulled the gun from his holster, and started the ignition. It was times like this when he wished he didn’t have a conscience. Going back was beyond dangerous—they were probably too late to do anything. But his daughter’s courage had inspired him.

				“We’ll head back a ways, but only a few miles. If we don’t see anything, we should turn right back around and leave.”

				Quinn nodded, and he watched her eyes light up with dim hope.

				The world had turned to shit. For now, that hope would need to sustain them both.
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				“We need to get out of here. They’ll find us,” Sam hissed.

				He jumped through the broken window and beckoned for his companions to follow. He scanned the wooden fence on the right side of the lot and the grassy embankment just below it. Up the road, the SUVs started to move. He slipped the knife into his belt.

				“Hurry!”

				Sam ran. Noah and the girl were right behind him, breathing heavily. He reached the fence, placed his hands on the top beam and vaulted over. He landed with a thud on the other side, sending a ripple of pain through his wounded arm. He turned to help the others. Thank God I’m not any older, he thought. His limbs ached, and his body was still in pain from the events of the past day.

				When the others had made it over, Sam turned back to the road. The SUVs had almost reached the lot.

				“Duck!” he whispered.

				The three pressed flat against the grass, peering through the yellow blades. The wind blew—a hesitant gust that shook the trees and snaked through the fence to where they lay.

				Sam’s arm burned even more, and he winced. He had removed the sling after the incident on Route 191—when their former companion Kendall had torn into him—but the wound was still throbbing. He stretched his arm taut, trying to get the circulation going. Delta noticed, and a look of concern spread across her face.

			

			
				He had been wrong about her, after all. He gave her a weak smile. After everything that had happened in the last day, it felt good to have her as an ally.

				The SUVs rolled to a stop in front of the store. Three men disembarked. They moved forward in unison, a white mass of coats and legs. A fourth man remained behind, scanning the edges of the parking lot.

				Their outfits were splattered with blood and remains.

				Probably from the driver in the sedan, Sam thought. Maybe even others.


				The first three marched into the store, exchanging looks and nods. Each held an automatic rifle, and they swung the barrels in front of them, eyes cold and narrow. Their feet ground shards of glass into the floor as they stepped into the gas station.

				When they had disappeared from sight, Sam let out a shallow breath. The fourth man gazed at the mountains.

				Delta inched backwards. He grabbed her arm. Not yet, he mouthed. He heard a noise behind him and looked back to find Noah.

				It was too late.

				Noah had already begun to slide down the embankment, his feet kicking up loose stone as he maneuvered. The pebbles ricocheted off the dirt, taking on a life of their own as they made their way to the bottom. The fourth man broke his gaze and turned towards the fence. He raised his gun.

				Sam reached for the hunting knife. The handle felt cool and stiff between his fingers. Noah had stopped moving—now hugging the dirt about fifteen feet below them. His face turned an ashen white as he realized his mistake.

			

			
				The fourth man was about ten feet away. Closing fast. The man looked in the direction of the store and opened his mouth as if ready to call out to his companions, but seemed to decide against it. His mouth curved up in a smile.

				He’d rather save us for himself.

				Sam tugged on Delta’s arm again. She looked at him, wide-eyed.

				“Go,” he said.

				She hesitated for a split second then scooted down the ravine towards Noah. Sam turned back towards the fence, unsheathing his knife. He started to stand.

				Wham!

				He had been struck with the barrel of a rifle.

				“Get up.”

				The man in white grinned down at him, revealing a mouthful of perfect teeth. He poked the barrel into Sam’s forehead, aiming the tip through the fence. From up close, Sam could see that the blood on his white suit was still wet.

				“I’m not going to ask again,” the man said. “And please, drop the knife.”

				Sam let go of the hunting knife. It hit the ground with a dull thud.

				“Tell your friends to come join us.”

				Sam glanced over his shoulder, hoping his companions were long gone. Instead, he saw them waiting at the bottom of the hill, hands clasped over their mouths in fear. His heart sank. He should have told them to run earlier.

			

			
				He gave them a piercing look, hoping that his expression would persuade them to flee. No one moved. The gunman instructed them all to stay put and raise their hands in the air. Sam did as he was told, then turned back to face the gunman.

				The man was bending down to fit through the fence, his rifle tilted downwards. As he stepped through, he inadvertently let his gaze fall.

				This may be my only chance, Sam thought.

				Sam sprang for the rifle, pushing off the ground with all his weight and connecting with the man’s chest. The gun turned upwards and sandwiched between them. Both lost their balance, and the two rolled down the hill, arms and legs flailing as each tried to get the upper hand.

				Sam pried at the man’s fingertips, but the man kept an iron-like grasp around the rifle. The coppery odor of blood filled Sam’s nostrils, and his eyes stung.

				His face scraped the dirt as they rolled, and his cheeks tore open from the debris. Finally, the two came to a rest at the foot of the hill, each still struggling for control of the weapon.

				Sam gave a forceful tug. The rifle came loose and skittered off into the grass. He lost his balance and fell backwards.

				The man took the opportunity to gain control, pinning Sam to the ground, digging his knees into Sam’s chest. He pummeled Sam with his fists. Sam raised his arms to protect his face, but the blows rained down on him, and his arms caved.

			

			
				The others must have heard the commotion by now, he thought. If we don’t get out of here soon, we’ll all be dead.

				Push.

				Sam lunged upwards with all his strength and the man toppled backwards. Delta appeared beside him.

				“Sam, take the knife!”

				He grabbed the weapon, stuck it underneath the man’s chin.

				“Don’t move another inch!”

				The man in white grinned, his perfect teeth now stained with blood from his gums.

				“Or what? You’ll kill me?”

				“Who are you?” Sam hissed. “Why are you doing this?”

				The man spat on him. Sam wiped the blood from his face, gritted his teeth. He pressed the blade further into the man’s neck. The man laughed.

				“There’s no escape, you fool. You’ll all be infected soon.”

				“Are you responsible for all this? Did you poison these people?”

				Sam’s blood boiled.

				“Humanity’s fate has always been sealed,” the man said. “We’ve just given you an expiration date.”

				“You’re sick!” Sam yelled.

				The man’s smile faded. His eyes narrowed into slits.

				“As soon as you let me up, I’m going to kill all three of you. You know that, don’t you? You’re all as good as dead.”

				“I wouldn’t be so sure.”

			

			
				Sam raised the knife. The man in white laughed again, mocking him. Sam thought of the young driver that had just been killed, of all the others that had been infected—of Kendall. In spite of all that, could he kill this man in cold blood? He didn’t think so.

				He loosened his grip on the blade. The man’s laughing persisted, blood spilling from his mouth and trickling down his chin.

				Without warning, the man lunged for Sam’s arm.

				Sam avoided the attack and thrust the knife downwards. Felt it connect. The blade plunged deep into the man’s chest, and Sam twisted the handle until it scraped against bone. The man’s eyes dilated, and he gasped for breath. A ring of blood radiated outwards from the center of his white coat. Sam’s fingers slipped off of the handle and onto the grass, and he choked on his own vomit.

				Shouts erupted from the top of the hill.

				Sam stumbled to his feet and saw that Delta and Noah were staring at him in shock.

				“They’re coming!” he yelled. “For God’s sake—run!”
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				Dan Lowery backed the car out from the underbrush and threw the car into drive. The Outback kicked into gear, the tires gaining traction on a bed of twigs and pebbles. He noticed Quinn had perked up some; she was rocking back and forth in the passenger’s seat, peering out the window at the scenic landscape.

				For a few seconds, he was able to forget what they had been through, and he smiled.

			

			
				Dan kept the car’s speed to a crawl, watching for signs of danger or activity. The forest remained quiet, seemingly oblivious to the carnage that had afflicted the town below. Too quiet.


				His mind churned. Why hadn’t they seen anyone else since leaving St. Matthews? Wouldn’t others have fled, as well—perhaps taking these same mountain roads? Instead, the road possessed an eerie calm, as if the landscape could erupt in violence at any moment.

				He pushed his fears aside as the car approached the intersection of Route 191. He swiveled back and forth, scanning in both directions.

				Nothing.

				For a split second, he debated taking a left turn, heading in the opposite direction of the city and the violence he knew to be there. He glanced to his right; his daughter was watching him like a hawk. Sometimes, it felt like she could read his mind.

				“Hold on tight, honey. Here we go.”

				He hit the gas, propelling the car forward in the direction of St. Matthews.

				Thick Ponderosa pines dominated the roadside, covering the landscape in a smattering of green. The road was devoid of guardrails, but Dan took each curve with precision, starting to recognize some of the landmarks they had passed just a few hours earlier. After a few minutes, the rural road sloped downwards and leveled out. He increased speed.

				“Dad?”

				Quinn glanced over at him, breaking the silence. She’d shifted to the edge of her seat.

			

			
				“Do you think we’re going to find anyone down there?”

				“I’m not sure, honey,” he said. “If we don’t see anything in a few miles, I’m going to turn around.”

				She sat back in the seat and glanced out the window.

				“What if we’re the only ones left?” she whispered.

				An icy feeling washed over Dan. It was the same question he’d been asking himself for days. He gave his daughter a grim look, then refocused his eyes on the road.

				Rata-tata-tata.

				Dan bolted upright in his seat.

				Gunfire.

				If he had to guess, it sounded like it was coming from a few miles ahead. The rounds came in intermittent bursts, as if several weapons were being fired in unison. He looked over at his daughter. Her head was tucked between her knees. Maybe this was a bad idea after all, he thought.

				He slowed the vehicle to a halt, surveying the area. Although the road had straightened, mountains lined their view on all sides. The sun beat down overhead, sending beams of light through the windshield, and Dan squinted to see through them.

				On the horizon, he could just make out the gas station they had stopped at earlier, right at the edge of St. Matthews. Grass-covered hills flanked the left side of the road and descended off into the distance. To the right, the desert landscape extended as far as the eye could see.

				Dan watched and waited. He sat up straight in his seat—one hand on the shifter, one on the wheel—ready to throw the car into reverse and turn around if needed. The engine hummed, awaiting direction.

			

			
				“Dad—look down the hill!” Quinn shouted suddenly.

				He followed her stare. A few hundred feet ahead, somewhere between the car and the gas station, three figures ran up the grassy slopes. Their movements appeared human—unlike those of the creatures they had been encountering for the past few days.

				“Regular people!” his daughter yelled. A smile spread across her face.

				Dan eased his foot off the brake, letting the car roll forward. The figures increased in size as they approached. His focus drifted past them.

				“Oh, crap,” he muttered.

				Farther up the road, three others had appeared, seemingly following the first group. They stopped, holding what appeared to be rifles, and crouched to their knees to fire.

				Rata-tata-tata.

				Quinn jumped up in her seat, hysterical.

				“Dad, we need to save them!”

				Dan’s adrenaline kicked in. He swallowed hard and stepped on the gas.

				He hoped he wasn’t making a mistake.
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				For the second time that morning, gunfire filled the desert air. This time Delta was caught in the middle. She pushed her legs to their limit and plowed through the tall grass, struggling to maintain her balance on the hill’s incline.

			

			
				Thwip-thwip-thwip.

				Bullets whizzed by her head and pierced the ground around her, and she ducked instinctively, as if the blades of grass might protect her. She tried to keep focus as she darted up the hill, her ankles twisting on the uneven ground.

				Behind her, she heard the footfalls and rapid breathing of her companions. Somehow Delta had taken the lead, and her heart sank like a stone as she realized she had no destination.

				Even if they managed to escape their pursuers, where would they go?

				The three survivors had no home base. No safe haven. The world had turned upside down in the course of a day, and they’d been caught in the shuffle.

				The shouts behind her increased in volume, and Delta realized that the gunshots had stopped. She glanced back. The men had discovered the body of their companion and were waving their arms and rifles in frenzy. It appeared they were angered more by the survivors’ insubordination than by the death of their compatriot.

				Delta turned back to the path in front of her. As she did so, she locked eyes with Sam. Beads of sweat streamed down his face. His eyes had taken on a dull sheen, as if he were still trying to comprehend what had just happened. Once again, he’d been forced to commit unspeakable actions.

				They all had.

				She wondered if these things got easier over time; she hoped like hell she wouldn’t have to find out.

			

			
				Thwip-thwip-thwip.

				The bullets resumed, and Delta yanked her attention back to the slope. To her right, the field continued to descend, leveling out after a few hundred feet. Up the hill, the fence ran another thirty feet and then came to an end. Would it be wiser to stick to the main thoroughfare—to maintain their sense of direction and increase their chance of finding help? Or would they be better off heading into the desert, making their way into the wilderness of the White Mountains beyond? Her legs were starting to buckle. She wondered how long she could keep up the pace.

				Before she could decide, Noah cried out from behind her.

				She looked back and saw he had been hit. He clutched his foot, hollering in pain.

				“Noah!” she cried out.

				“Keep going!” he screamed.

				Delta ignored him, falling to his aid. Their pursuers closed the gap behind them. One of them crouched in the grass to take better aim.

				“Oh my God, Noah—your foot!”

				The edge of Noah’s sneaker had been torn off, exposing a mixture of blood and skin underneath. He walked on his heel, face creased in agony, his eyes pleading with her not to look.

				“Just go, Delta!” he said, tears forming in his eyes.

				Sam came up alongside them and grabbed Noah’s arm. Their pursuers were gaining ground. Delta gritted her teeth and held onto her companions. If they were going to die, they would go together.

			

			
				“What the fuck?” one of the men screamed from behind her.

				She glanced back over her shoulder. The man was pointing to the top of the hill, past the fence. Delta shifted her focus.

				A blue station wagon careened down Route 191, approaching rapidly. The tires squealed as it took a turn, and it spun to a stop about forty feet ahead.

				Delta strained to see inside the vehicle. Was this an enemy? Another threat to avoid? If so, they were officially surrounded. Out of luck.

				Noah stumbled, and she fought to keep herself upright.

				The window of the car rolled down, and Delta saw an arm waving back and forth from the driver’s seat. Without warning, the rear door flung open, and a man’s voice cried out from inside.

				“Get in!”
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				Dan’s foot hovered over the brake pedal, his arms shaking on the wheel. Three people clambered up the grassy slope towards the vehicle, their eyes fixed on the open door.

				“Stay down, Quinn!” he hissed to his daughter.

				As the survivors got closer, Dan could make out more details. There were two men and a girl. The young man in the middle appeared to be injured; he hobbled on one leg, wincing in pain. A pair of glasses bounced on the tip of his nose, threatening to fall off of his face.

			

			
				The second male was older and had a tan complexion. It looked like he had a wound on his arm. The girl was dark-haired, in her mid-twenties.

				The rattle of gunfire continued from somewhere down the slopes. Dan had lost sight of the gunmen, but he knew they couldn’t be far behind. He retrieved his pistol from his lap and positioned his arm on the windowsill.

				“Don’t shoot!” the girl screamed at him.

				“It’s ok!” Dan shouted. “We’re here to help. Just hurry and get inside!”

				The trio piled in the backseat, a bundle of sweat and nerves, and Dan hit the gas, rocketing the car forward. He heard the backdoor slam.

				The shooters had reached the road—Dan could see them now in the rearview mirror. Bullets pinged off the pavement, and he heard a few shots connect with the bumper. He swerved to the far side of the street, trying to throw off their aim. The car tires gripped the road with precision—a testament to his years on the force.

				“Hang on tight!” he instructed.

				Just ahead, he saw the gas station where he and Quinn had stopped just hours before. It was in even worse shape than he remembered. The store’s contents were spread through the parking lot, the windows smashed, pumps unraveled and left on the pavement. Two white SUVs were parked out front.

				“Are those their cars?” he asked.

				His new passengers looked up, gasping for breath. The girl answered.

				“Yes.”

				“At least we have a head start on them,” Dan said with relief. “Are you on foot?”

			

			
				“Unfortunately, yes. We had a van, but we lost it back in the mountains. There used to be four of us…”

				“I understand.”

				The older man sighed with relief. Dan noticed that his cheeks were scuffed and torn, as if he had recently engaged in a scuffle.

				“Thanks for picking us up. We would have been dead if you hadn’t,” the man said. “I’m Sam. This here is Delta, and this is Noah.”

				He gestured toward his companions in turn.

				Dan nodded. “No problem. I’m Dan Lowery, and this is my daughter, Quinn.”

				Quinn turned in her seat, gripping the top of the headrest. She studied her new companions with inquisitive eyes. Her gaze settled on Noah, who was clutching his knee and staring down at his right foot.

				“Are you all right, mister?”

				“I hope so.” He attempted a smile through clenched teeth.

				“Were you hit?” Dan asked.

				“Yeah, but I don’t think it’s too bad.” He grimaced, clearly in pain.

				Delta leaned across the seat and inspected her friend’s injury. She looked upset.

				“Your foot is bleeding, Noah. We need to get that wrapped up,” she said.

				Dan reached over to the glove compartment and popped it open. He pulled out a first aid kit and threw it into the backseat.

				“There should be gauze and bandages in there. It’s not much, but we can get more supplies in town.”

			

			
				He swallowed after he spoke the words.

				Dan and Quinn had already escaped St. Matthews once, and yet here they were, about to head back into the arms of the infected. To the place where his wife’s body lay, unburied. A pit formed in his stomach, and he fought to suppress it.

				The roar of engines interrupted his train of thought. He looked in the rearview.

				Behind them, the SUVs peeled out of the gas station.

				Maybe we won’t make it to town after all, he thought.
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				Brown clung to the edge of his seat in the SUV, the road shaking beneath him. The contents of his stomach swirled in his gut, and he fought the urge to be sick. He clenched his rifle between his knees, squeezing until he lost circulation—anything to take his mind off the nausea.

				Winters sat in the driver’s seat across from him, yelling and stomping on the gas. Brown watched the RPM indicator rocket upwards and then stick, as if unable to keep up with the car’s increasing speed. Winters cursed and hit the dashboard with his hand.

				“C’mon, you piece of shit.”

				Brown scanned the road ahead of them. He felt his vision start to blur and the dull throb of a migraine coming on. He had never been carsick before, but he imagined this was what it felt like.

				There’s a first time for everything, he thought. He had had a lot of firsts lately.

				His first time shooting at a human being. His first time watching someone die from a knife wound to the chest.

				He let go of the seat, clapping his hand against his forehead. Winters took notice.

				“What’s the problem?” he asked.

				“Nothing,” Brown said. “I’m fine.”

				“Keep focused.”

				“I will.”

				“Do you know why we’re here, Brown?”

				“No.”

			

			
				“Because the Agent that was stationed here couldn’t keep control. Now we have to play cleanup.”

				Brown opened his eyes and removed his hand. He looked back at the road. The pavement flew by underneath the SUV, and houses appeared at the roadside. The other white vehicle pulled up alongside them, and he could see the other driver, Jameson, through the window. The man was fixated on the station wagon in front of them.

				Brown let his eyes drift until they were out of focus, his mind wandering.

				He thought of the young man in the sedan that they had killed. Brown thanked God he hadn’t been the one to shoot him. But that didn’t make the situation any easier—and it certainly didn’t make the man any less dead.

				For now, his hands were clean. But he knew it wouldn’t stay that way for long.

				His headache subsided a little, and he glanced back outside. The streets were deserted and destroyed. Brown found himself hoping that there were no other survivors—at least none outside of the few they were following. That would mean fewer difficult decisions. As soon as he had that thought, he realized how selfish it was.

				He was essentially hoping that everyone in St. Matthews was dead.

				Winters swore again; this time he sounded excited. The car in front of them had reappeared.

				“All right, you fuckers. Here we come.”

				Brown shuddered inside, but kept his calm. The SUV hit a bump underneath them and he secretly wished the vehicle would pop a tire.
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				Delta switched places with Sam so she could be closer to Noah. She opened the first aid kit. Noah had been applying pressure to the wound with a towel, and it appeared that the bleeding had stopped.

				“You must have only been nicked. Thank God,” she said.

				“I think my shoe took the brunt of it.” Noah smiled weakly, looking at the sneaker that lay on the floor. A flap of the rubber had been peeled off, and splotches of his blood marred the interior.

				She helped him clean the wound as best she could and then wrapped his toe with a bandage. She realized again how lucky they had all been—any one of them could have been killed. Her mind turned to Kendall, and she found herself grateful that she hadn’t lost another companion.

				“Thank you for picking us up,” she said to Dan.

				He nodded.

				“Don’t thank me yet. Your friends are right behind us.”

				Delta turned in her seat. The SUVs had appeared behind them, two objects moving on a still backdrop. How ironic, she thought. In a land of the infected, it’s the humans we have to fear.

				About fifty feet back, one of the vehicles swerved, hugging the interior lane. Delta noticed the black barrel of a rifle poking out of the passenger’s side window.

				“They’re going to shoot us!” she cried.

				As if on cue, the rear windshield shattered. Delta ducked her head and reached out instinctively for Noah. She felt his hand—warm to the touch—and she clasped his fingers until she could feel his pulse. The little girl in the front seat started to cry.

			

			
				“It’s ok, Quinn!” Dan shouted.

				The engine screamed as he pushed the car to the limit. Although she had a clear view, Delta refused to look at the speedometer. She knew they were going fast—too fast—and she clenched her eyes shut, hoping the driver wouldn’t lose control.

				Instead, she stared at the floor, her head tucked between her knees. The bullets continued behind them. On the floor, she saw a flyer for a town fundraiser. She tried to focus on the words, reading them over and over, but comprehending nothing. They may as well have been letters typed in a foreign language, hieroglyphics on a piece of papyrus.

				The car veered hard to one side, and she fell into Noah’s lap. Sam leaned against her from the other side, the three of them creating a human chain. Dan yelled something, but she was unable to hear over the wind whipping in through the broken back window. Her hair swept over her face, blocking her vision. The driver shouted again. This time she could make out the words.

				“Stay down!”

				Delta planted her feet on the floor. The vehicle swayed back and forth as they took several more turns. Something shifted in the open space behind her. Grocery bags. She remembered seeing them earlier. It sounded like their contents were spilling as the car raced forward.

				Delta cleared her hair from her face. In the front seat, she saw Quinn part her fingers and peer through them; their eyes met. She figured the girl couldn’t be more than ten years old. Quinn had stopped crying, but she still dabbed at her eyes, and her cheeks had wet trails where tears had been. It looked like she was trying to put on a brave face.

			

			
				Delta thought back to her own childhood. What she would have been doing at ten years old? Her biggest concern probably would have been completing her fifth grade science project, or convincing her father to let her stay up late to watch television. Certainly nothing close to this. She wondered where the little girl’s mother was; that made Delta think of her own.

				Delta’s mother had left when she was a toddler. She had never known her.

				She wondered if her mother was still alive. Even if Delta had seen her, she wouldn’t recognize her face.

				The car ground to a halt, and the little girl broke eye contact. Delta braced her arms against the seat in front of her, waiting to hear gunshots, ready for rough hands to pull her out of the car.

				Instead, she heard the sound of Dan’s voice.

				“Everybody get out and follow me. There’s a door at the end of the alley. Head to it as quickly as you can.”
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				Brown hung his head out the window of the SUV, wind whipping through his brown bangs, his rifle heavy in his hands. He pressed his legs against the interior of the car door to brace himself, then had a moment of panic. What if he hadn’t shut the door tightly enough? For a split second, he envisioned it flying open; saw himself falling onto the road beneath the tires; his head squishing like an oversized grape.

			

			
				He wondered if Winters would even stop.

				“What the fuck are you waiting for, Agent? Fire!”

				Brown’s eyes teared up from the wind. Ahead of him, the blue station wagon swerved in the road, making it difficult to aim. He pursed his lips and squeezed off a round. Brown heard the sound of glass shattering, saw three figures disappear from view in the backseat. His heart raced.

				“Did you hit one?” Winters yelled.

				“I think so,” he lied.

				“Go for the tires! Maybe we can flip ‘em.”

				Brown’s hands trembled. He focused on the rear tire, wondering how long he could avoid the inevitable. He had been taught how to shoot—had passed all the Agent leaders’ tests and requirements. They knew he was perfectly competent with the weapon. If he delayed much longer, his companion would get suspicious.

				Then he would end up dead like all the others.

				The blue station wagon veered to the left. For a moment, he thought it was going off the road. Maybe I hit the driver, he thought with a shudder. But the vehicle quickly corrected its course, tires screeching, and then veered onto a side road. Winters cursed and slammed on the brakes, trying to mimic the turn. The SUV groaned, and its tires locked up. Brown felt them going into a skid, and he ducked back inside the window.

				“Piece of shit!” Winters screamed, slamming his fist into the steering wheel.

			

			
				The other SUV shot past them and continued the chase; it looked like Jameson had missed the turn, as well.

				The vehicle screeched to a stop. Brown jolted forward, the rifle crunching between the dash and his ribcage. He grunted in pain, his muscles stiffening with the impact. His companion hadn’t noticed. Winters’s forehead was lined with veins, his eyes red, his teeth clenched. He threw the SUV into reverse and put his arm over the seat.

				The car creaked, one of the back rims thumping against the pavement in violent rhythm. One of the tires must have popped. Brown held his hand over his mouth, covering a cautious smile. If there were a God, perhaps his prayers had been answered.

				Winters sneered. “They’ll pay for this.”

				Brown nodded grimly, knowing that they would.

			

			
				



			

	


PART TWO – CIRCLE OF TRUTH

			

			
				



			

	


4

				Dan sorted through his keychain, shooting looks over his shoulder down the alley. Besides the occupants of the Outback, there was no one else in sight. He unlocked a steel door, pushed it open, and ushered his companions inside.

				He looked back again.

				The alleyway was a dead end, flanked by buildings on either side. If their pursuers discovered them, there would be no way out—they would effectively be trapped. But staying on the road would be even more dangerous. It was a risk he had to take. He gripped his pistol and stepped through the doorway.

				“Is there a light in here?” Sam whispered from behind him.

				Dan groped the wall near the entrance and found the switch, flicked it on. The hallway lit up in front of them; two red emergency lights cast a dull glow over the room. The power must finally be out, he thought. He swung the door shut behind them and locked it.

				“I’ll go first,” he said.

				The back entrance seemed secure, but the creatures could have made their way in elsewhere. He held out his pistol, crouched into an officer’s stance.

				The hallway contained two other doors—one at the end of the hallway, and one on the right. His wife’s office was the first door. He glanced at the nameplate next to it, and a flood of memories came rushing back.

			

			
				“Leonard Fullman, CPA.”

				Julie had been a part-time receptionist here. Dan had often visited her on her lunch breaks, taking her out to eat at the local restaurants or going for a walk through the center of town.

				Before she had been infected. Before he had killed her.

				Dan swallowed the lump in his throat. He clenched his eyes shut and reached for his daughter. She was right behind him, clinging to his shirt. He held up the keychain. Which one was it? He knew Julie had a spare key—she’d opened the office on occasion. There were a few he didn’t recognize, and he tried one, then another, each without success. On the third try, he found the correct key. It slipped into the lock, and the doorknob turned.

				He stopped to listen. Looked behind him.

				His companions returned his stare, their eyes red in the glow of the emergency lights. Quinn wheezed slightly. It sounds like her asthma is getting worse. He would need to get her an inhaler—if they survived long enough.

				Hearing nothing, Dan inched open the door. It slid against the floor, finding resistance on the rug. He pushed harder. Still stuck.

				“I need a little help,” he whispered.

				Sam stepped to his aid, leaning his shoulder against the wooden door. It budged—but only a little.

				“I think there’s something against it,” Sam said. “Maybe there’s someone inside.”

				The two paused for a moment. Through the crack in the doorway, it looked like all the lights were out in the office. The red glare from the hallway trickled into the room, but they could only make out the outlines of desks and chairs.

			

			
				Was someone barricaded inside—a survivor?

				The others peered in, leaning over Dan’s shoulder to get a look.

				“Stay back,” he said to them. “Let’s try again, Sam.”

				Dan braced his feet on the floor, arched his back, and pushed again. Sam did the same. They heard a scraping sound from inside—the sound of a heavy object moving across carpet. After a few seconds, they had created an opening of a few feet—enough to admit them.

				“I’ll go first,” Dan said.

				He stepped inside and reached for the lights on the wall. He flipped the switch, but the room remained dark. For a split second, he thought about calling out into the room. If there were survivors inside, he didn’t want to alarm them. The thought of the creatures held him back. He strained his eyes in the darkness.

				The office consisted of one large, windowless main room. Three private offices flanked the far wall, all with their doors closed. Through one of the office windows, he could make out a row of venetian blinds. One of the slats was open, as if someone had been peeking out. A narrow beam of light shone through the crack.

				If they were being observed, nobody let on. The office was quiet.

				Dan looked to his left and saw the object that had been obstructing the entrance. A shelf. Someone must be here, he thought. He looked behind him, holding up his palm so the others would stay put. Sam had already slipped into the room and was examining one of the desktops, searching for a weapon. He held up a wireless computer keyboard—the best weapon he could find—and nodded at Dan to proceed.

			

			
				Dan surveyed the room, scanning for places a person could hide. There were several desks in the room, each with computers and various office supplies. File cabinets spanned the length of the walls on either side. Dan maneuvered to each of the desks and pushed the chairs aside with his feet, but uncovered nothing. He looked toward the far end of the room.

				The offices.

				He crept toward the first door, his feet padding silently on the carpet. The first office was pitch black. He tried the door handle. Locked. He reached for the keys again, but withdrew his hand—he doubted Julie would have had access. He moved on, pulled the next handle. The middle office was locked, as well.

				Only one remained: the one with the open slat in the blinds. Heart stammering in his chest, Dan put one hand on the door. He tried the handle, expecting resistance from the other side. The handle turned freely.

				He kicked open the door with his foot and aimed the pistol in front of him.

				“Police!” he yelled out of habit.

				Silence. The desk was unmanned, but the chair had been swiveled around to face the window. He saw a few objects on the floor, a pile of folded clothes on the desk. Someone had been here at one time. Hiding.

			

			
				Perhaps they had found a way out.

				“Behind you!” Sam yelled suddenly.

				Suddenly, a dark mass came at him from behind the door. Fuck. The figure overtook him, hissing and spitting, and he fell to the floor. The gun flew from his grasp; he threw up his elbows, trying to protect his face.

				The smell was awful. The thing’s chest heaved over him, and its fingers dug into Dan’s arms, searching for a handhold in his flesh. He pushed against it, but the creature had him pinned.

				The creature’s rancid breath was in his face now, and Dan felt a sudden surge of fear—not only for his own life, but his daughter’s. He saw a shadowed figure above them. Sam. The man rammed the keyboard down on the thing’s head. Once. Twice. Still, the creature did not let up.

				“Sam! The gun!” he cried.

				Sam scrambled away. Dan could hear him searching the floor for the pistol, frantic. The others had run into the room, and his daughter was calling his name.

				“Stay back, Quinn!” he yelled.

				Delta hovered above him now. A shiny object gleamed in her hands and she thrust it downwards into the creature. It writhed in agony. Dan shoved it off and rolled sideways. He felt around the carpet, finally locating the pistol, and turned back in the direction of the thing.

				“Everybody out of the way!”

			

			
				Dan fired off a round, hitting his mark. The figure pitched backwards onto the floor, gave one last heave, and then grew still.

				The sound of the gunshot resonated throughout the office. Dan covered his ears and waited for the ringing to subside. After a few seconds, his hearing returned. The creature was no longer hissing; it had gone silent.

				All that remained was the frightened breathing of his companions.
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				Winters lay flat on his back, wedging a jack underneath the frame of the SUV. His face was red and covered in sweat, and he was swearing violently at no one in particular. Brown stood guard a few feet away, scanning the road.

				They had broken down in the center of St. Matthews. Brown had never been there before, but he could tell by the signage. A white banner stretched between two lampposts overhead, announcing one of the town’s upcoming events: New Water System Ribbon Cutting, August 15th.

				Winters noticed him looking at the sign.

				“That’s how we infected most of the townspeople. Through their new water supply.”

				If only they had known, Brown thought grimly.

				Even if the people in St. Matthews had discovered the contaminant, it wouldn’t have saved them. The chemical been placed in several other food sources, as well. At least, that’s what Brown had been told. He surveyed the scene, shaking his head in disbelief.

			

			
				Abandoned cars littered the sides of the road; their doors left open, windows smashed. One had been driven through the storefront of a commercial building, the driver nowhere in sight. The sidewalk was carpeted with newspapers and trash: old clothes left behind, books and papers cast aside, phones and electronics discarded.

				Most of the buildings had been compromised as well. Almost every door hung open, and many of the windows had been unlatched on upper floors, curtains and shades blowing into the street outside. He wondered if anyone were holed up inside them.

				Most were probably already dead.

				In the beginning, the Agent leaders had said that the infection was unavoidable—that there would be no survivors. The initial reports had been amended later. They had since learned that a small number of residents might have escaped the contaminants—people who were thought to be resistant.

				It was Brown’s job to flush them out and eliminate them. Clearly, Jameson and Winters were better suited for the job.

				He glanced back at his partner. Winters had emerged from underneath the vehicle, cranked the jack. The car inched upwards, the flat tire now suspended in mid-air. Brown had a sudden vision that the SUV would come crashing down, pinning his companion.

				He could then escape this town and remove himself from all that had happened here. It sickened him to be a part of it.

				“I’ll call Jameson in a minute. Maybe he caught up with them,” Winters said.

			

			
				Brown was hardly listening. Movement up the road distracted him, and he trained his rifle on the source—a building about a block away. It looked like a convenience store. Something was moving inside. Something alive. Brown could make out a figure through the front glass window—one of the few that hadn’t been shattered.

				He walked a few paces ahead, finger on the trigger. Winters didn’t seem to notice. Up ahead, the figure continued to pace back and forth inside the convenience store.

				“Brown! Where the fuck are you going?”

				Brown stopped in his tracks, swiveled to look behind him.

				“I think somebo—“

				The store window exploded, and shards of glass scattered across the sidewalk. Brown turned and saw a figure lunging toward him with its arms outstretched. It didn’t look human.

				“Fuck!” he yelled.

				The thing’s tongue dangled from its mouth, its face cut and bleeding from the glass, eyes wide and black. It let out a guttural screech as it hurtled toward him, closing the gap between the convenience store and the SUV. Brown fired.

				Bullets punctured the thing’s chest and arms, but it continued, barely fazed. It was fifteen feet away now—close enough for Brown to see several gaping holes where its teeth had once been.

				Brown aimed for the head and fired several shots into its skull. The creature fell suddenly, its head slapping the pavement, pulverized. Its body slid several more feet before stopping, as if it were still trying to get to him.

			

			
				“Holy shit,” Brown muttered. Words did little justice to what he had just seen.

				He turned around to face the SUV. Winters was still on the ground cranking the jack. The two met eyes for a second, and then Winters returned to the tire.

				[image: Horror-01.psd]


				Dan dragged the body across the office by the legs, leaving a trail of blood and innards on the carpet. As he did so, Sam cracked the blinds, allowing a stream of sunlight into the room. Dan looked down and recognized the corpse immediately.

				The body belonged to Leonard Fullman, his wife’s former boss.

				Dan could tell by the tweed jacket, the polished leather shoes. The man’s face looked like a warped version of what he remembered—wrinkled, ashen, covered in scabs. The bullet had penetrated his skull an inch above his brow-line. Dan’s shot had been accurate, even in the dark.

				Even so, it didn’t make him feel any better.

				He slid the body into a far corner of the main room behind one of the desks, hoping to spare his daughter further exposure to it. When he was finished, Dan returned to the office where his companions had gathered.

				From the looks of it, Leonard had been hiding here for a while—perhaps since the infection had started. A pile of neatly folded clothes lay on the desk, and the office shelves contained a small supply of food. A tire iron lay on the floor beneath the window. Apparently Leonard hadn’t needed to use it. He must have been infected before he got the chance.

			

			
				The group scoured the room for anything else of use.

				“I found something,” Delta said. She pointed to a piece of paper that had been affixed to the desktop, each corner stapled to the wood.

				Dan leaned over her shoulder, reading the note in silence.

				“God, please forgive me for what I have done. I had no choice. Helen, I am so sorry. If someone finds this letter and I am dead, please bury me next to my wife. Signed, Leonard Walter Fullman.”

				Dan swallowed the lump in his throat. He tried to dispel thoughts of Julie. He knew all too well what Leonard must have gone through.

				He found himself wishing he could heed the dead man’s request—that he could bury Leonard next to his wife, wherever she was. At the same time, he knew it would be impossible.

				In this new world, there would be no last meal, no dying wish.

				The only reward left was to survive another day.

				Dan took his daughter’s arm and led her to the window. He peered out into the tattered street, holding her at his side. There was no movement outside, save for a few rustling newspapers and cans—no sign of their pursuers in the SUVs.

				Not yet, anyway.

				Even so, the gunshot he’d used on Leonard must have drawn someone’s attention. If the men in the SUVs hadn’t heard it, the creatures certainly had.

			

			
				They needed a plan.

				Dan turned and motioned to his companions. The group huddled around the desk in a half-circle, and Dan began to speak.

				“What do we know about our situation?”

				“Whatever is happening here is happening beyond the mountains as well,” Sam said. “Things are just as bad in New Mexico.”

				Sam recounted their journey: their run-ins with the creatures at his store in White Mist, their narrow escape at the Arizona Visitor’s center, the chaos that seemed to prevail among the survivors they had come across. Noah shared the information they had heard on the radio broadcast—the warnings about the contaminated meat.

				“It’s not just the meat. I think it’s our entire food and water supply,” Dan said.

				He told them what he knew about the creatures and that his former partner on the force, Howard, had been in on the plan to contaminate the town.

				“He had a stockpile of food in his house. We took it all and stashed it in the backseat of our car. I wouldn’t trust drinking or eating anything else.”

				“If everything has been contaminated, why haven’t we all turned into those things?” Sam asked. “What makes us so special?”

				“If it’s a virus, maybe we’re immune to it somehow,” Dan said. “We’ve all had plenty of contact with the creatures, but none of us seem to have caught it. It doesn’t seem to spread through cuts or fluids—at least from what I can tell. Maybe it needs to be ingested.”

			

			
				Delta held up her arm and pointed to a large scratch.

				“This happened to me last night, but I still feel ok.”

				“I’m not counting my blessings just yet,” Sam said. “Who the hell knows how long it takes for this thing to kick in? For all we know, we could all be ready to turn at any minute.”

				The others nodded. Dan looked back out the window again and pulled his daughter close.

				“As much as I’d like to stay, I don’t think we’re safe here,” he said. “And from what you’ve said, it sounds like the White Mountains aren’t any better. I think we should continue south towards Tucson. Maybe try to catch a radio broadcast somewhere. With the power out and those creatures everywhere, I think we need to keep moving. Those men will be looking for us in town.”

				His companions nodded their heads in agreement.

				“I know a place we can stop at on the way. There’s a wrecking yard at the other end of town. It’s surrounded by barbed wire fence on all sides. I happen to have a spare key.”

				Sam forced a smile. “That’s probably the best news I’ve heard all day.”

			

			
				



			

	


5

				Winters had almost finished with the tire when a single gunshot rang out in the distance. The noise was muffled, as if the weapon had been discharged indoors, but it didn’t sound far.

				“Should I keep going on foot?” Brown asked.

				Winters scoffed. “Don’t be stupid. We need this vehicle—you know that. The Agent leaders are keeping an eye on us. Besides, I’m not leaving this thing behind for shit. Especially with those things around.”

				Brown didn’t answer, just held his rifle in front of him. He looked at the cars on the street, but none appeared drivable. Taking another vehicle would be a major risk. If it broke down, they could be surrounded in minutes. The Agents had cameras inside the SUVs, helping them keep track of what was going on in town; they were ready to send in reinforcements if needed.

				At least, that’s what Brown had been told.

				“Besides, Jameson may have found them already. That gunshot could have been him finishing the last one off,” Winters added.

				Brown looked down at the dead creature in front of him. He wondered what sort of man it had been—if it had had a family. The thing’s eyes were half-closed, empty. A pool of blood blossomed outward from its head, staining the street.

				Footsteps rang out in the street, and Brown snapped to attention. His hands shook as he gripped the rifle. Within seconds, downtown St. Matthews had sprung to life, and he felt a surge of terror course through his veins.

			

			
				A horde of creatures had emerged, moving bodies spilling out from broken windows and alleyways. Each was a different size, a different shape; some in suits, some in dresses, some half-naked and screeching. They fell over each other as they spotted him, each clamoring for a piece of his flesh.

				He aimed the rifle, wondering how many he could hit before he ran out of bullets. There had to be fifty of them, at least—too many to count. He would never be able to stop all of them. He opened his mouth, his brain struggling to form a sentence.

				“Are you almost done?”

				“Yes! Just hold them off!” Winters yelled.

				Brown took aim and squeezed the trigger, peppering the mass with bullets. A few of the front-runners stumbled and fell, but the others kept coming, climbing over the bodies of their fallen companions. He looked back at the SUV. Winters was lowering the jack, attempting to pull it out from underneath the car.

				The things kept closing. Hurry! he wanted to scream.

				Brown fired off another round of shots, sweating now. He wondered if anyone had ever died of fear before—or if he would be the first. He was almost out of bullets. Finally, Winters gave the signal.

				“All right, let’s fucking go!”

				Brown lowered the weapon and dove for the vehicle. He whipped open the passenger’s side door and climbed inside, slamming the door shut behind him. A chorus of fists pounded on the windows around him, and the SUV shook. Winters fired up the engine and threw the vehicle into drive.

			

			
				“Hold onto your panties, Brown!”

				Two of the creatures were at his window now, clawing at the glass, salivating. He watched as one of them ripped off the mirror; he saw others struggling to hold on as the SUV moved. Brown turned in his seat, looked out the rear window. A few of the creatures clung to the tail of the vehicle.

				Winters swerved from side to side, trying to dislodge the clinging bodies. Gray hands pawed at the windows, and Brown feared that they would get inside, somehow break through the reinforced glass. One by one, the things dropped from sight, falling onto the road and underneath the tires. The SUV continued on, driving over heads and limbs as if they were nothing more than obstacles in rocky terrain.

				After a few minutes, the vehicle’s exterior was clear except for one creature on the rear bumper.

				“You may have to knock that thing off, Brown.”

				“How?”

				“I’ll roll down the rear window. You can hit it with your rifle.”

				Brown sucked in a breath, staring back at the thing. It had begun to pound on the glass; it sounded like the window was close to shattering.

				“Go on! Get the fuck back there!” Winters screamed.

				Brown climbed between the seats, his legs trembling. He threw himself over the back row of seats and dropped into the rear cargo area. The creature grew enraged at the sight of him, its mouth hanging open, fogging up the glass with its breath. Brown fought to keep his balance, struggling to raise his rifle. Before he could react, the window inched downward, and the creature’s hands darted for his neck.

			

			
				“What the fuck!” Brown screamed in surprise, swinging the butt of the rifle in front of him. He caught the creature in the head, and it screeched in anger. Cold fingers closed around his windpipe, and he gagged, staring into a face devoid of remorse.

				The thing had once been a middle-aged man—perhaps a truck driver, or a factory worker. It wore a checkered flannel shirt and jeans, now ripped and smeared with blood. Its teeth were stained and cracked, and it filled the air with its rancid breath.

				Brown jabbed the rifle past its molars and into its throat, closed his eyes, and squeezed the trigger.

				He was immediately covered in a backdraft of gore. The thing’s body fell out of sight and rolled away on the pavement.

				Brown looked down at his white suit jacket, which was now tainted with flesh. He wiped at his face, his cheeks wet with blood and filth, the taste of adrenaline pooling on his tongue. He spat out the back window and fought the urge to vomit. His companion yelled at him from the front seat.

				“You didn’t have to shoot it, asshole. What a Goddamn mess you’ve made.”

				Winters shook his head in disgust and hit a button on the front console. The rear window purred as it rolled back into the frame of the SUV.
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				Delta parted the blinds for one last look out the office’s front window. A handful of creatures had congregated in front of the building, as if sensing the group’s presence. They must have heard the gunshot. She released the slats.

				“Three thousand, two hundred, and fifty-six,” Dan said from behind her.

				“Huh?”

				“That’s how many people lived in this town, last time I checked. My guess is that almost of all of them have turned into those things.”

				Dan looked at his pistol, rotating it in his hands, as if he hoped it would magically increase in size and power. The others were in the main room, doing one last search for weapons and supplies.

				“So that’s what we’re up against, Delta,” he said. “Well, at least in St. Matthews.”

				“Do you think this is the work of the government?” she asked.

				“I wouldn’t put it past them. The way the world is today, it could have been anyone. Terrorists, radicals, crackpots—you name it. Even my own partner couldn’t be trusted. A Goddamn police officer.” He looked down at his weapon. “I definitely didn’t see that one coming.”

				Delta looked up suddenly, locking eyes with him.

				“I hope you don’t think that we—” she started.

				“Don’t worry, I trust you folks. I can see you’ve been through a lot.”

				She swallowed and lowered her head.

				Dan patted her on the shoulder and resumed his watch out the window.

				Delta suddenly felt a sense of calm wash over her. Here, she felt safer than she had in days. In spite of what was going on around them, they were surrounded by walls and locked doors.

			

			
				It certainly beat roaming the desert on foot.

				A beam of light suddenly shone into Leonard Fullman’s office, playing off the walls and creating shadows where darkness had once resided. Quinn bounded into the room behind it.

				“Dad, I found a flashlight!”

				“Turn it off, Quinn. We don’t want to draw those things’ attention.”

				“I’m sorry, Daddy.”

				She looked at him with sullen eyes, and he squeezed her arm.

				“Good work helping out, honey.”

				The rest of the group returned to the office. Most were empty-handed, though Sam had discovered a large kitchen knife in a sink in the corner. Noah carried a hammer and a baseball bat.

				“All the phones are dead,” Sam said.

				“Even when the phone lines were up, I couldn’t get through to anyone,” Dan said. “And now the electricity’s out. I wonder if those things got into the power plant.”

				Rata-tata-tata.

				Gunshots erupted again from somewhere in the distance.

				Delta snuck another look out the window. The creatures had multiplied—there were at least twice as many as before. A few crept along the other side of the glass.

				“We should get moving,” Dan said.

				The group huddled together, navigating from the office to the main room. From behind them, something began scratching on the glass window. They know we’re in here, Delta thought. She hoped there weren’t any creatures waiting in the alleyway, that they hadn’t surrounded the car.

			

			
				“Stay behind me,” Dan ordered. He whipped open the door to the hallway, arms extended in front of him, and then waved for his companions to follow.

				The red lights in the corridor buzzed and crackled. One of them flickered as they walked underneath it. Delta wondered how long it would be until they all went out and until the entire building went black.

				Until St. Matthews became a dark, teeming mass of the things.

				Delta continued down the hallway, keeping her place in the middle of the group, clutching a tire iron she’d taken from the office. She stumbled slightly, and felt someone touch her shoulder. She looked back. Noah gave her a weak nod, and she returned the gesture with a smile.

				Dan stopped at the end of the hallway and turned to face them.

				“I’m going to check the alley first and make sure the area is secure. When I say go, everybody make a run for the car.”

				He kicked open the door, swiveling his pistol.

				“All clear! Go! Go!”

				Delta ran. She followed Sam outside and found herself squinting as the bright light hit her eyes. The station wagon sat in the alley, untouched. She breathed a sigh of relief. She saw the headlights flash once and heard the car beep as Dan unlocked the doors with the remote key.

			

			
				Sam opened the rear door, ushering her inside. She slid across the seat and towards the opposite window, craning her neck to ensure her companions were behind her. Once she had gotten in, she saw Dan let go of the door and make a run for the vehicle.

				A screech erupted from the mouth of the alley. Dan halted in mid-sprint.

				His gaze went past the vehicle and he raised his gun. Delta turned her head. One of the creatures was running at full speed toward the Outback, legs wobbling, clothes torn. Dan fired off a shot, sending it reeling to the ground. A second later he was in the car, slamming the door shut.

				Delta stared out the back window at the crumpled body of the creature, waiting for it to move. She felt the car tires begin to roll, and then heard a crunch as they backed over one of its limbs.
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				“The survivors can’t be far,” Winters said.

				He picked up his cellphone, pressed a few buttons, and put it up to his ear.

				Brown nodded in agreement, but kept his eyes glued to the window. He caught a glimpse of himself in the passenger’s side mirror. His face was marred with the creature’s remains, his cheeks covered in sanguine fluid. He wiped his sleeve across his face, but the blood remained.

				Winters talked into the cellphone, but Brown blocked him out. He focused instead on the landscape outside. He realized that if he concentrated, he could pick out the creatures amid the ruins of the town. They weren’t always visible—some were out in the open, sure, but others wandered in empty buildings and picked through corners of empty lots.

			

			
				He tried to envision the town before the infection, but found it almost impossible; it was as if the town had always been this way—demolished and devoid of humanity. He had never been to St. Matthews before now.

				There were many places he had never been.

				Brown’s hometown was San Antonio, Texas. For most of his life, he had remained within the city limits. His parents had worked for the state—both in blue-collar positions, often putting in overtime to ensure their family was provided for. Their vacation time had usually been spent on sick days and errands in lieu of family trips.

				Brown’s father had pushed him hard growing up, making sure he focused on his studies and ensuring that he never missed a day of school.

				He often joked that his favorite subject had been recess. And see how far that got me, he thought.

				According to his father, technology was the key to stability.

				“If you keep up with that, you’ll always be needed somewhere,” his father had always said. “You gotta go where the money is, son.”

				Brown had done his best to never disappoint them. Early on, he had taken to computer programming; had locked himself in his room late at night, honing his skills.

				After high school, he had been accepted into the University of Texas at Tyler on a scholarship, ready to pursue a degree in Computer Science. Though he had received several other offers, Brown had insisted on staying local. After all his parents had done for him, he’d opted to stay close to home.

			

			
				Brown thought back to his first day on campus. He remembered pulling up to the school in his beat-up old Honda Civic, lugging his bags to his dormitory. Before then, he hadn’t been much farther from home than Austin. Now he was almost five hours away from his family—close enough to travel home if needed, but far enough to feel worlds apart.

				His life suddenly felt bigger, full of promise. He had walked onto that college campus with bright eyes and boundless ambition, ready to accomplish whatever he set his mind to.

				It hadn’t taken long for things to fall apart.

				Brown had been the first to arrive to the dorm room. He remembered unpacking his things with nervous hands, wondering when his new roommate would arrive. He had talked to the kid on the phone once, over the summer, but it had been hard to get a read on him. He knew his roommate was pursuing a degree in Social Science, but knew little else about him. He remembered hoping that they would become great friends.

				Brown had just finished unpacking his clothes when he’d heard a knock at the door. He remembered traveling the distance from the bed to the door, heart hammering in his chest. He had never lived with someone else before—other than his parents, that is. The moment had been nerve-wracking, but exciting.

				Palms sweaty, he had opened the door.

				The kid standing before him had given him a firm handshake and a nod, and then walked in purposefully, as if Brown barely existed. He lugged a canvas duffel bag and sported a green army shirt and a pair of boots laced over the cuff of his jeans. He had inspected every inch of the room, opening closets and windows, even rifling through the clothes Brown had put away.

			

			
				When he was finished, he had thrown his belongings on the bed with a thud.

				“I’m Joseph,” he had called over his shoulder. “Joseph Winters.”
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				Noah Chambers sat in the back of the station wagon, arms folded, trying to ignore the dull pain in the side of his foot. The car reversed out of the alleyway, then tore onto the main road. He looked out the window, half-expecting a horde of creatures to follow, but saw nothing in the immediate vicinity. He focused on the mountains in the distance, his mind starting to drift.

				He tried to recall the last time he had seen his family.

				His mom and dad lived in Portland—had lived there for their entire lives. He had grown up in the outskirts of the city, in a middle-class home right next to Havenhurst Park. Summers had been spent throwing a baseball, walking the dog through tree-filled streets. His older brother Ricky had lived there, as well; the two were only a few years apart. For most of their childhood, Noah and Ricky had been inseparable.

				Once Ricky graduated high school, things had changed. He had fallen in love with a girl he’d met at college, and within months, they had gotten married. Noah had stayed close with him, but there was always a barrier after that. His brother had become focused on a career, on creating a new life. Gone were the days of playing catch or heading down to the city center; now Ricky was making plans for a family of his own.

				After Ricky left, the house had seemed much bigger, emptier. His parents were great, but Noah felt the need to find his own way. With little to tie him down, Noah had opted for a college out of state, eventually settling on Arizona State University. The desert had always intrigued him. It was a long way from Portland, but it was an experience he couldn’t pass up.

			

			
				After graduating, he had made his way to Las Vegas. Had met Kendall. The two had connected immediately; in many ways, his new roommate reminded him of his brother Ricky. Although he hadn’t realized it until now, Kendall had filled the void he had felt since moving away from his family, from his brother. He had imagined they would remain friends for years to come.

				Now his best friend was gone.

				Noah blinked away a tear and wiped his face. He wondered about his parents and Ricky. Were they still alive—perhaps trapped in a similar situation? He couldn’t imagine them being dead.

				At this moment, he could still picture his mother in the kitchen preparing lunch, his dad in the garage waxing the car. Noah closed his eyes; he imagined himself walking into his old house, giving them both a warm embrace.

				When he opened them, Delta was staring at him.

				“Is your foot feeling ok?” she asked.

				Her hair blew across her face, and her blue eyes studied him.

				“I’m doing all right,” he lied. He unfolded his arms, adjusted his glasses.

				“What were you thinking about?”

				“About home. About my mom and dad, my brother.”

				“I’m sure they’re fine,” she reassured him. “According to the radio broadcast you heard yesterday, only a few states in the southwest were affected.”

			

			
				“They must be worried sick about me,” he said, trying to crack a smile.

				“Hopefully the wrecking yard will have a phone or a radio so you can get ahold of them.”

				Noah nodded, unconvinced. The car accelerated, and he looked into the front seat. Dan was focused on the road ahead, hands sliding across the steering wheel as he maneuvered through a barrage of back alleys and side streets. Quinn fidgeted and threw a few uneasy looks behind her.

				Noah turned his head, felt a gust of air from the hole where the back window had been. He braced himself in his seat as the station wagon took a sharp turn.

				Behind them, two SUVs followed suit.

				[image: Horror-01.psd]


				“We found them again, sir. And we’re back with Jameson,” Winters said into the cell. He paused for a minute. “No problem. We’ll take care of it.”

				He dropped the phone into his lap and stomped on the gas. Brown leaned out the passenger’s side window, taking aim at the backseat of the station wagon. Three heads appeared, shifting from side to side with the movement of the vehicle. He wondered how long he could hold out before he would have to shoot one of them.

				Not long, if he had to guess. His partner screamed at him.

			

			
				“Fire, Brown!”

				Brown heard the roar of another engine and looked to his right. Jameson had joined the pursuit. Brown glanced at the other driver, but his eyes were fixed on the target in front of them.

				Why am I the one shooting? Brown asked himself. But he knew the answer.

				Winters was enjoying this—making Brown get all the blood on his hands. If only I could have been the driver, he thought. If he had been the one controlling the vehicle’s speed, he could have driven the damn thing off the road.

				The SUV gained ground on the station wagon, closing the gap between his rifle and the people in the backseat, between life and death. Brown looked through the open back window, catching a glimpse of a little girl in the front seat. He could tell she was terrified, and she ducked down when he aimed at her.

				He thought of his own sister, trapped in a holding cell in God-knows-where. The Agent leaders had shown him a video and told him she was alive. He didn’t know if he believed them, but he couldn’t take any risks. She was only eleven years old—probably about the same age as the girl he was looking at now. He felt a single tear slide down his cheek and immediately tried to retract it. He wondered if Winters had noticed. He would blame it on the wind, of course.

				Unlike the other Agents, Brown had been forced into submission. He hadn’t had a choice. Winters had arrived at the university with one specific mission: to recruit for the cause. And Brown had fallen right into the trap.

			

			
				Brown had been taken into the fold slowly. At first, he was lured in by the promise of power, of knowledge. His new roommate had shared information with him, entrusted him with secrets about a new world to come. At first, the idea had seemed ridiculous. Maybe even insane.

				But Winters had been persuasive. Within a few short months, Brown found himself assisting the group from his dorm room, lending his knowledge of computers and programming, and doing whatever was else was asked of him.

				In his college classes, Brown was just a number, another kid vying for attention in a crowded room. But with the Agents—with the plan—things had seemed different. Any reservations he had had were quickly alleviated by his roommate.

				Winters had had an answer for everything.

				“What about my scholarship?” Brown had once asked.

				“Education is just the beginning,” Winters had told him. “Don’t sell yourself short.”

				“What about my family?”

				“When the time comes, they will be taken care of, too.”

				After proving himself for several more months, Brown had been allowed to learn more about the specifics of the plan. About the infection, and the subsequent extermination.

				What he had found out made him sick to his stomach. It suddenly made everything real.

				After that, Brown had tried to break away—to separate himself from what was happening. What he was doing had finally become clear, and he realized he didn’t want any part of it. By that time, it had been too late.

			

			
				“You’re in too deep now, Brown,” Winters had said.

				When Brown had refused to cooperate, they had used his family as collateral. He still remembered the day they had been taken.

				It had been the worst day of his life.

				Winters had delivered the news, telling him that they would be used as test subjects for the virus if he didn’t comply. Frantic, Brown had tried calling them. When he had been unable to get through, he had driven home immediately.

				The house in San Antonio had been empty.

				His parents’ car had still been in the driveway. All their possessions were still in place—their suitcases in storage, food in the refrigerator, their bureaus and closets filled with clothing. Brown had done his best to remain calm. When he had reached his sister’s room, he had finally lost it.

				Ever since his sister was a little girl, she had kept a teddy bear next to her pillow, had slept with it every night. When Brown walked into the room, the stuffed animal had been gone. Devastated, he had fallen to his knees and wept.

				His cellphone had rung at that very moment.

				Winters’s voice had been calm and deliberate. If Brown ever wanted to see his sister again, he would do as he was told. A few hours later, Brown had headed off to debriefing in Salt Lake City.

				A sharp pain shot through Brown’s leg, jarring him back to the present. Winters pounded on his thigh with a closed fist, his face a dark shade of red.

			

			
				“Fucking shoot!” he screamed.

				Brown aimed at the broken back window of the station wagon, still thinking of his sister, and squeezed the trigger.
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				Delta had her head down when the passenger’s side headrest exploded.

				She shrieked, covered her ears with her palms, and tried to sink lower in her seat. When she looked up, she saw a gaping hole in the fabric. The bullet had gone clean through and into the front. Quinn! Frantic, she grabbed the console and pulled herself forward so she had a better view.

				The little girl had her head down. She wasn’t moving. Delta’s heart skipped a beat.

				“Quinn!” she shouted.

				The roar of the wind through the back window was deafening. For a minute, it seemed as if time had stopped. She looked over at Dan, who was already reaching out to his daughter. The others had taken notice, as well. The Outback veered off the road.

				“Honey, can you hear me?” Dan yelled.

				The tires slid in the gravel. The steering wheel wobbled as the vehicle hit a patch of rocks, and Dan struggled to maintain control.

				The little girl moved slowly. She removed her hands from her face; lifted her head. Her eyes were a dull green, her lips trembling. Finally, she held out her thumb and gave the affirmative signal.

			

			
				“I’m ok,” she mouthed. She pointed to the center dash. A quarter-sized hole had appeared in the console. Delta sighed with relief.

				Dan regained control of the vehicle, increased speed, and turned the wheel.

				“We’re going to cut some corners here!” he shouted. “Hang on!”

				The Outback skidded sideways, brakes screeching, and Dan pulled onto a dirt road between two buildings. The car kicked up dust as they raced down the narrow alleyway.

				The sound of gunfire continued behind them, but Dan’s maneuver appeared to have been effective. Delta turned her head, daring to glance behind them, and noticed that both SUVs had missed the turn.

				After a few seconds, the Outback emerged onto a main road. Dan yanked the wheel and took a hard left onto another unpaved street—one that had been invisible just seconds before.

				“I think we lost them,” he said. “But stay down, just in case.”

				Delta looked to her left, checking on her companions. Sam was leaning forward, straining against the straps of the seatbelt, hands clutching the kitchen knife he had found in Dr. Fullman’s office. Noah’s head was still down.

				Outside, a swarm of the creatures emerged from the surrounding buildings. She watched them gravitate to the vehicle, arms raking the air, eyes black. Their clothes had been torn, and the creatures oozed a black substance where their flesh had been ripped open. Delta had only seen a few up close before. Seeing so many at once was jarring.

			

			
				She focused her attention on one of the creatures, which had once been a middle-aged woman. Her hair was in a bun on top of her head, and gashes lined her cheeks. The creature stumbled toward the vehicle as they passed by, arms extended. For a second, Delta had a thought that the woman could possibly be alive inside of the gruesome exterior; that her reaching out was a plea for help rather than an attempt to attack.

				But she knew that couldn’t be the case. Even Kendall, their former friend and companion, had become violent and uncontrollable once the infection had set in. The woman-thing hissed as the Outback drove out of reach, as if to solidify her vicious intent. Delta let out another breath, this one filled with sadness. It was awful what these townspeople had become.

				She swallowed, wondering if she would share their fate.

				The town center soon gave way to barren desert roads. A few abandoned cars lined the roadway, but far fewer than they had seen before. Delta saw movement in the sky and looked up, noticing a cluster of birds circling overhead. Probably following the food, she thought with a shudder.

				A sign appeared in the distance, and the station wagon slowed down. After a few seconds, she read the words.

				“Salvage Yard – 2 Miles.”

				A lone figure stood next to it.

				“Look, Dad!” Quinn yelled.

				The man had his back turned to them, and he appeared to be limping. A tattered jacket clung to his hunched shoulders, as if waiting for the right moment to fall off, and his jeans were ripped, revealing a pair of gaunt legs beneath.

			

			
				Dan slowed the vehicle to a crawl.

				“Be careful,” Delta cautioned, biting her lower lip.

				The Outback rolled to a stop behind the man. Dan reached for his pistol. The figure stopped in the road, but didn’t turn to face them. Delta noticed the man’s hair was matted with blood, his jacket stained with dirt and grime.

				The car idled as its passengers waited for a reaction.

				None came.

				The wind blew, a subtle gust that lifted the bottom of the man’s coat in the air. Still the man did not move.

				“What should we do?” Delta whispered. “Maybe he doesn’t hear us.”

				“He knows we’re here,” Sam said. He turned his knife in his hands. “I think we should get moving.”

				“Let’s give it a minute,” Dan said.

				The birds swirled in clusters overhead, diving and ascending, tracking invisible objects below. One of them cawed, as if sensing the uncomfortable silence. The man’s shoulders heaved, rising and falling, but he remained in place.

				Dan tapped the car horn.

				The sound echoed throughout the road and into mountains that surrounded them. The birds scattered. The man on the road flinched slightly, but kept his position.

			

			
				Dan rolled the window down a crack, put his lips next to the glass.

				“It’s ok—I’m a police officer!” he yelled. “We’re here to help!”

				The man stirred at the words. He took a step forward, and his arms disappeared from view in front of him.

				Dan gripped his pistol and pivoted his foot from the brake to the gas.

				The man turned his head, then his body. His eyes were bloodshot and dilated, his lips cracked and bleeding. He looked at them with a vacant stare, as if barely recognizing their presence.

				Delta almost didn’t notice the gun in his hands.

				When she did, she jumped up in her seat.

				“Look out!” she screamed.

				The man raised the weapon. To her shock, he didn’t point it at the station wagon, but tucked it underneath his chin.

				“No!” she yelled.

				Before anyone could react, the man fired, sending a bullet through his neck and out the back of his head. He collapsed on the road in front of them, a pile of clothes and skin.
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				Dan shielded his daughter’s eyes, but the damage had been done. She whimpered in the seat next to him, sucking in shallow breaths. He heard the back door open. Sam exited the vehicle, walking over to examine the man’s body.

				“Stay here, Quinn,” Dan said, and then stepped out himself.

			

			
				The sun beat down from overhead, casting rays of warmth onto the road. The fallen man lay at the base of the street sign, his legs twisted unnaturally beneath him. Sam was already standing over him. Sam’s hands were stuffed deep in the pockets of his jeans, and he inspected the body with a solemn stare. Dan joined him.

				The man’s face was obscured with blood. His mouth was agape, and his eyes had rolled back in his head, his stare aimed at the distant skyline.

				“Where do you think he was headed?” Sam asked.

				Dan looked up at the sign.

				“He could have been going for the salvage yard. But I don’t think he planned on making it. I think he’d already decided he’d had enough.”

				Sam nodded, and then reached in his pocket and pulled out a handkerchief. He bent down next to the figure and retrieved the pistol, cleaned the blood off, and tucked it into his waistband.

				“I can’t say I blame him,” he muttered.

				Dan looked back at the vehicle, where three pairs of eyes watched expectantly. He gave a half-hearted wave, as if to assure them everything was all right, but deep down, he had a pit in his stomach. Of all those that had been infected, why had they been spared? Had some higher power chosen them to survive?

				He looked up at the sky for an answer, but was greeted with only a few passing clouds and the bright bulb of the sun. In any other circumstance, today would have been a typical day in the Arizona desert. He would have been driving these roads, patrolling the area, making his rounds. Rarely would anyone wind up in these parts, other than the occasional tow-truck. The road wasn’t a main thoroughfare. In fact, there wasn’t anything beyond it other than the salvage yard at the end.

			

			
				Dan wiped a trickle of sweat from his forehead and headed for the car, wondering if the world would ever make sense again.
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				The St. Matthews Salvage Yard had been in business for as long as Dan could remember. Seated at the southwest corner of town, it was effectively secluded from the majority of the townsfolk, and therefore had few visitors. On any given day, the lot would be filled with junked vehicles, motorcycles, or broken-down RVs that had met their demise in the White Mountains. After a bad accident, Dan would inspect the cars that had been towed there, and then write up his reports. Because of the frequency of his trips, he had become quite familiar with both the layout of the property and the men who ran it.

				Its owners—a fat man named Bubba and a tall, wiry man named Ray—were the town’s answer to Laurel and Hardy. Both men were in their mid-thirties, and had been best friends since childhood. On a typical day, the two could be seen moving cars around the lot, tinkering with engines and mufflers, or enjoying a beer in the main office. Neither was married, at least to Dan’s knowledge, and both seemed content to remain in the salvage yard. If he hadn’t known better, he might have taken them for a couple, but an office filled with pictures of scantily clad women told a different tale.

				As Dan drove up the dusty road leading to the salvage yard, he wondered if either man had survived. Both had an apartment in town—it was possible that they had remained there. But for all he knew, they could be inside the salvage yard, trolling the grounds for victims. Infected like the rest of the townsfolk.

			

			
				Dan let his foot off the gas, slowing the Outback to a crawl as they approached the main entrance.

				The salvage yard was surrounded on all sides by a ten-foot-high barbed wire fence. Though Bubba and Ray had never had any trouble with break-ins, they had gone to great lengths to protect the property. The front gate was wrapped in chains, and security cameras were mounted above the entrance. Motion sensor lights had been placed at various intervals around the fence—enough to ward off any would-be thieves who might try to enter uninvited.

				Because of his job on the force, Dan had been provided a spare key to the salvage yard. He would have come here earlier, but amid the chaos of the infection, his only thought had been to escape.

				“Do you think anyone’s inside?” Sam asked from behind him.

				“I know the owners pretty well; I’m pretty sure they would have been in town when the infection hit—not here. But I’ll check it out just in case.”

				Dan threw the vehicle into park and opened the door. He unhooked the key to the salvage yard from his keychain and stepped out, leaving the car running.

				“Be careful, Daddy,” Quinn whispered.

				He felt for his pistol as he approached the front gate. A rusted yellow sign warned that a dog was inside, but he knew better. Bubba and Ray’s dog had died over a year ago. He remembered how upset the two owners had been when it happened, and while they had talked about getting a new one, he was pretty sure it hadn’t happened yet.

			

			
				And now it probably never would.

				Dan put his face to the gate, peering into the yard. A plethora of rusted vehicles were parked inside, some piled on top of others, and a row of RVs lined the back fence. A large wooden shack sat just past the gate, an exhaust pipe jutting from the roof. Dan had been in there plenty of times, too: the shack served as both a welcome center to the yard and a second home for Bubba and Ray.

				Now, the place seemed uninhabited.

				Dan looked down at the chains on the gate. To his relief, they were securely fastened, indicating that the owners had probably locked up and returned home before the infection had started to spread.

				He unlocked the front entrance, removed the chains, and pushed open the gates. The metal groaned, and he looked behind him just to make sure he hadn’t alerted any unseen attackers. The desert was quiet. His companions looked at him from the car. He gave them a thumbs-up to indicate all was well. So far, so good, he thought.

				Dan stepped into the yard. He felt a little more relaxed, but didn’t want to let his guard down. He studied the cars in the lot for movement or signs of life, but was greeted with silence. He looked over at the RVs on the far side of the lot. A few seemed to be in decent shape—they could probably provide a comfortable place to hole up in, at least temporarily.

				Satisfied for the moment, he turned towards the shack.

				The building was small, and provided just enough room for the owners to mill about and watch over the yard from the security monitors inside. He had been in there several times, usually just to chat with Bubba and Ray. The metal door that led inside was shut. Dan tried the handle. It was locked. He rapped gently on the door and put his ear against it, but heard nothing.

			

			
				He turned back to the car, started walking, and then stopped. The wind blew, wafting a familiar odor across the salvage yard. It was a smell he knew all too well. The smell of something rotting—the smell of something dead. It seemed to be coming from one of the RVs across the lot.

				Dan swiveled and began moving in the direction of the odor. He withdrew his gun, aiming it in front of him. His feet crunched on the gravel underfoot, echoing across the yard, and he grimaced at the sound. He put one foot in front of the other, treading lightly, now just ten feet away from the nearest RV. The smell had increased in pungency, filling his nostrils, and he covered his mouth and nose with one of his hands.

				The closest vehicle was a brown 35-footer. The front windshield had been smashed inwards, leaving triangles of glass along the frame. It looked empty, but the main living area was bathed in shadow—he was unable to get a clear view inside.

				He reached the RV, moved toward the passenger’s side door, and held his breath. The smell was emanating from somewhere inside. He swallowed and opened the door, aimed his gun, and stepped up the single stair.

				The stench was overwhelming. Dan felt his eyes tearing up. As he mounted the last step, he turned his head, fighting the urge to vomit. In the center of the floor was a pile of bodies—heads and limbs severed from torsos, dried blood and bile staining the floor. He coughed and gagged, backing up, feeling for the stair behind him. He began to turn.

			

			
				A familiar sound stopped him in his tracks.

				Click-click.

				“Stay where you are. Drop your weapon and put your hands on your head.”

				Dan felt icicles chill his veins, wondering how he had been taken by surprise. There had been no indication of forced entry into the salvage yard, and certainly no sign that anyone had been inside—at least not recently. He bent down slowly and placed his pistol on the floor.

				“Wait a minute,” the person said.

				After the second set of instructions, Dan realized he recognized the voice.

				Before he could respond, the man spoke again.

				“Holy shit—Dan Lowery? Is that you?”
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				After losing the station wagon in the streets of St. Matthews, Brown tried his best to remain quiet. He knew his partner was fuming mad, and the last thing he wanted was to piss him off further.

				The SUVs navigated the streets for close to an hour with no sign of their quarry. Winters alternated between hitting his palms on the steering wheel, cursing, and fiddling with the windows. Brown began to think the man was bi-polar, perhaps even certifiably insane.

				Brown’s right calf ached. He realized he had shifted to the edge of his seat, providing the most distance between him and the enraged man. He rested his elbow on the window, watching a string of houses pass by, and tried to forget where he was and what he was doing.

			

			
				Jameson had fallen behind them. Brown could see him in the passenger’s side mirror, scouring the streets with his gaze.

				He thought back to his time in Salt Lake City.

				Brown had been transported there in a twelve-passenger van along with several other Agent recruits. Jameson had been one of them.

				The van—a well-worn Ford with a faded decal on the side—had been parked out in front of the dorms. Brown remembered trying to make out the letters on the side, concluding that the van had once been used for a church. The name of the congregation was unreadable. The van had most likely been repurposed by its owners, the sticker left on the side to make the vehicle appear less suspicious.

				Brown had taken an open seat in the back. A few of the men had glanced at him when he’d entered, but only for a second. During the twenty-hour ride, the van had stopped several times, but none of the men uttered a word. Brown wondered if their families had been kidnapped or killed, as well.

				The training had lasted several months. Brown’s living area was the size of a small closet; it contained only a small cot to sleep on, a nightstand, and a lamp. The walls were bone white, the floors spotless.

				During the day, he had engaged in intense physical training with the other recruits, each grueling day worse than the last. Brown had developed sores on his feet, his body had ached, and he had longed for a good night’s sleep. His nights consisted of lying awake on his cot, staring at the ceiling and thinking of his sister and his parents until his mind finally shut itself off from the day’s physical exertion.

			

			
				After a few weeks, the other recruits loosened up. Though talking was forbidden during physical training, conversation was allowed during meals. The men were informed that they should speak only of their training; that no personal information should be revealed. As routine set in, the men joked about the food, or bragged about workouts they had done prior to the training.

				Brown realized that the others were excited to be in Salt Lake. They seemed honored to be included, rather than coerced, as he had been.

				Around that time, he noticed Jameson. Unlike the others, Jameson always ate his meals in silence. He rarely spoke unless a question was directed at him, and even then his response was limited. He seemed to excel in his training, often completing the timed exercises more quickly than the others. Brown had ended up next to him a few times in the mess hall, and he’d felt a silent kinship to the man. He had begun to wonder if Jameson were in a situation similar to his own.

				Brown had tried to engage the man in conversation a few times, but had gotten nowhere. Jameson always seemed quiet and disinterested, his head bowed over his plate, focused on his food. It wasn’t until weeks later that Brown was given any insight into the man.

				Jameson had been eating quietly, eyes averted as normal. He had taken a pause to stretch, leaving a few bites of pork chop on his plate.

			

			
				One of the other recruits had made a comment about the uneaten food—about how it would be a shame to let it go to waste. Jameson had given him a sideways glance, dabbing at his lips with his napkin. The other soldier had then leaned in with his fork to retrieve the last few bites.

				Jameson had responded by sticking a butter knife into his neck.

				The soldier had fallen back in his chair, blood spurting from a hole under his chin. The other recruits had sprung to his aid, frantically trying to stop the bleeding, their eyes wide with fear.

				Unfazed, Jameson had finished his meal and excused himself from the table.
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				Dan turned around slowly in the RV. Bubba lowered the shotgun in disbelief, and then scratched his head with his free hand.

				“Man, is it good to see you. I was sure everybody was dead.”

				For a second, it felt like the salvage yard owner was about to embrace him, but the man hung back when he saw Dan glancing back at the pile of bodies in the RV.

				“You wouldn’t believe what I’ve been through,” Bubba said, as if trying to explain the grisly scene.

				“I can only imagine.”

				“Come with me, man. I’ll get you some food, a beer—whatever you need.”

				Bubba hoisted the shotgun over his shoulder and whistled as he lumbered toward the shack at the other end of the yard. Dan retrieved his pistol and moved toward the stairs, then glanced back at the carnage in the RV. There were at least a half-dozen bodies, if he had to guess. Most had been hacked to pieces. Loose chunks of flesh were strewn about the floor and over the seats. Dan could understand survival, but it looked like these creatures had been killed with excessive force. He shuddered and descended the steps.

				By the time Dan reached the outside, the salvage owner had crossed half the distance to the shack.

				“I’m not alone, Bubba,” Dan yelled. “I have others with me.”

				“I know,” the fat man called behind him. “Tell them to get inside. And make sure you lock the gate behind you.”

			

			
				Bubba entered the shack. The metal door slammed shut behind him.

				Dan jogged toward the Outback, his gun in hand. He saw his companions leaning forward in their seats to get a better look, and he gave them a quick wave to signal that everything was ok. Even so, he felt uneasy. As he reached the vehicle, he had the sudden urge to jump in and peel out of the salvage yard.

				Something felt off about Bubba—about the bodies in the RV. The man had seemed eerily calm about the whole situation. In fact, if Dan hadn’t known better, it almost seemed like the salvage owner was ready to carry on about the latest town gossip, or recount the latest accident on Route 191.

				Stop being paranoid, Dan, he told himself. People dealt with horrific situations in different ways—he knew that from his days on the force.

				Yet he couldn’t shake his police instincts that something else was going on in the salvage yard. Something more than Bubba was letting on.

				Ray.

				The man’s name hit him in a flash. Bubba hadn’t mentioned his friend, the co-owner of the facility. Had he survived the infection? Perhaps Bubba had been put into a situation where he’d had to defend himself against his best friend.

				Perhaps Ray’s body was one of those stashed in the RV.

				If that was the case, it was no wonder that Bubba was acting strange. Hell, it was a wonder any of them had a shred of sanity left.

			

			
				Dan leaned into the car and addressed his companions.

				“The owner is still inside. He told us to head in and lock the gates behind us.”

				“We saw him. I was afraid he was going to shoot you, Daddy,” Quinn said.

				“Should we pull the car in?” Sam asked.

				Dan looked behind him. The door to the shack was still closed and Bubba was nowhere in sight.

				“Yes. Back it in, though, in case we have to leave in a hurry.”
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				Bubba’s shack was smaller than Dan remembered. The walls were plastered with posters and sticky-notes, the desk covered in loose paperwork. Two flat-screen monitors were mounted on the wall. Normally, they would display images of the salvage yard, but today they cast only a dull gray reflection. The fat man sat at his post in the middle of the room. As the group entered, he slid his chair underneath the desk to give them more room.

				“Sorry it’s so tight in here,” he said.

				When the last person had entered, Dan shut the door behind them. Bubba surveyed his guests and then offered his hand to each of them in turn.

				“I’m Bill,” he said. “But everyone calls me Bubba.”

				The salvage owner pointed to a cooler in the corner of the room.

				“I have drinks in there, if anyone is thirsty,” he said. “It ain’t much, but I didn’t have time to go shopping.”

			

			
				The group exchanged worried looks. Dan explained their theory to Bubba: that the food and water had been contaminated—that it may have caused whatever had happened to the townsfolk. Bubba listened intently, and then waved his hand.

				“Well—shit! I haven’t missed a meal, and I’m just fine!”

				The salvage owner let out a hearty laugh, patting his stomach, and then seemed to reconsider.

				“Of course, something must be causing all this craziness, I suppose.”

				Dan elaborated further, sharing the group’s experiences in both St. Matthews and New Mexico. He told Bubba of the men in white who had been chasing them. Bubba tensed up as he listened, and he perspired. His eyes fell to the floor.

				“Well, I knew it was bad, but I didn’t want to believe it,” he said. “Those things started climbing over the fence last night. Ray and I used up most of our ammo fighting them off. I hoped we had seen the last of them, but Ray didn’t seem to think so.”

				The fat man averted his eyes and wiped his nose. He looked visibly upset.

				“Is Ray—?“

				The salvage owner nodded.

				“I’m sorry, Bubba,” Dan said.

				“When this first started happening, I tried to call everyone I knew, but couldn’t get ahold of anyone. And then the power went out. The last person I spoke to was Bernie, and even he had his hands full, last I knew.”

				“Who’s Bernie?” Dan asked.

				“He owns the salvage yard down in Tucson. We talk pretty regularly. I had called him to say hello yesterday afternoon. He said there were a few suspicious people around his lot. Said he was going to threaten them if they didn’t leave. I realized later that they were probably the same…things. By that time, all the phones had stopped working. I haven’t talked to him since.”

			

			
				Dan and Sam exchanged looks.

				“So that means that it’s not much better to the south, either,” Dan said.

				Bubba looked at him quizzically.

				“We were originally planning to head to Tucson, hoping things might be normal there. It sounds like that’s out of the question.”

				“You’re welcome to stay here as long as you’d like. From the sound of it, I don’t think any of us have much choice.” Bubba shrugged.

				“When’s the last time you saw one of the creatures?” Dan asked.

				“A few hours ago. The fucker was climbing right over the fence and got stuck on the goddamn barbs. Made it a hell of a lot easier to get rid of him since he wasn’t able to move. Those things are quick.”

				Bubba reached down and traced his finger over the barrel of the shotgun.

				“Not many people come out this way—hell, I’ve seen more of these things on the property in the last twenty-four hours than I’ve seen people in weeks. It’s like they’re headed somewhere. Like they’re looking for something.”

				Dan looked over at his companions, who were staring out the window across the yard. They all looked exhausted, as if they hadn’t slept in days.

			

			
				“Do you have a place we can rest, Bubba? We can help keep watch,” he said. “I’ll volunteer to take the first shift.”

				“A few of these RVs aren’t in bad shape. I can set you guys up in one of ‘em.”

				Dan thanked him, and then remembered the grisly scene he had witnessed earlier. He tried to suppress the image of the brown RV—of the bodies scattered across the floor inside. Even now, he could still smell the stench of rotting flesh in his nostrils.

				“I have a nice white 35-footer in the far corner of the lot,” Bubba said. “C’mon, I’ll take you folks over there.”
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				Brown’s head flew forward and hit the dash as the vehicle came to a stop. Jameson had pulled the other SUV up next to them and was yelling out the window.

				“Over there! I saw something!” he shouted, pointing to a brick building.

				It looked like a pharmacy. Winters threw the vehicle into park and grabbed his rifle.

				“Look alive, Brown.” He smirked.

				The two left the SUV. Jameson was already heading toward the front of the pharmacy. His rifle was on his shoulder, and he was taking aim at something through the glass storefront.

				“Spread out,” he said.

				Brown moved forward until could read the sign on the door, confirming his initial guess at the building’s identity.

				“Ryan’s Pharmacy.”

				Unlike most of the stores in town, the glass window was intact. However, the entrance door had been left ajar; it appeared to have been propped open by something. Brown looked to the ground and noticed a bottle of soda wedged in the doorframe.

				Jameson opened the door and stepped past the object, revealing more of the pharmacy’s interior. The inside was dark, but Brown could make out a few shelves full of products. He gripped his gun and fell in line behind the other soldier.

				Movement out of the corner of his eye drew his attention. He looked to his left, at the building next door. Something flashed by a broken window.

			

			
				“I’ll check the other building,” Winters said from behind him.

				Brown watched his companion break their formation and head next door. For the first time in two days, he felt a small sense of relief wash over him, grateful to have a moment’s freedom from the man.

				“Hurry the fuck up, Brown,” Jameson chided, cutting the moment short.

				Brown stepped sideways through the entrance and glanced down at the bottle of soda. It wasn’t likely that one of the creatures would have placed it there. The gesture seemed too calculated—too human. He surmised that someone had propped the door open in order to make a quick exit.

				A survivor. Someone they would need to kill.

				He felt the acidic taste of adrenaline pool in his mouth, and he swallowed several times. He hoped he was wrong. If someone were inside—someone who hadn’t been infected—it was his job to exterminate the person. Those were his orders. As sick as it made him, he knew he had to comply. His life depended on it.

				His family’s lives depended on it.

				The only other option was to let Jameson do the shooting, but even still, Brown would be an accomplice to murder. Any way you sliced it, he was fucked.

				Brown stepped through the doorway and into the darkness of the pharmacy. Even though it was light outside, only a faint light filtered in through the front window. Brown realized he couldn’t see past the first few rows of shelves. Jameson had disappeared in front of him. He paused for a second, listening, but all he could hear was the sound of his own ragged breathing.

			

			
				Footsteps. Something falling off a shelf in the back of the store.

				Brown’s heart skipped a beat. Was it Jameson? Or was someone else in the pharmacy with them?

				“Psst,” Jameson hissed from up ahead. “There’s someone behind the counter.”

				Brown crept forward past a string of shelves. The back of the store was empty and open; he saw a metal sign, a rope, and a counter—presumably where customers could wait in line with their purchases. An array of prescription bottles and goods were arranged on a long shelf in front. Jameson aimed his rifle over the top.

				“Don’t fucking move!” he screamed.

				Brown tensed. Another voice broke the silence: this one was from behind the counter.

				“Don’t shoot! I’m not one of them—I’m still alive!”

				It sounded like a man’s voice.

				“You think I give a shit? Get out from behind there!” Jameson barked.

				Brown watched a figure rise into view, hands in the air. From the shape and demeanor, the person appeared to be an older gentleman. He could see the man’s arms shaking, even in the dark, and the figure bumped into a bottle on the floor, sending it skittering off into some unseen corner. Jameson shook his rifle impatiently and waved the man out.

				Then Brown heard something else: a thin scrape from behind him.

				He turned toward the entrance of the pharmacy. A shape darted through the front entrance. The door swung closed without a sound.

			

			
				Someone—or something—had bumped into the soda bottle.

				Brown looked back to the counter: Jameson hadn’t noticed. The nervous old man still trudged toward his captor, arms held high.

				Brown stepped backwards and ducked into one of the aisles. He contemplated running, but decided against it. His visibility was limited, and the last thing he needed was to bump into one of those things. Besides, if he left Jameson in the pharmacy, he was sure Winters would seek retribution. His only hope was to stay silent and wait.

				Footsteps echoed through the pharmacy. From his position in the aisle, Brown had lost sight of Jameson and the old man, but he could tell there were others in the store.

				Brown heard breathing. Jagged, short gasps. He saw something at the end of the aisle, and held his breath. A foul stench permeated the store—the smell of flesh rotting from the inside. The smell of the creatures.

				The shadow advanced, shoulders heaving. Its head swiveled around the store, as if looking for a basket of lost goods. Brown crouched on the floor and lined up his rifle in case he had to take a shot.

				“Brown, where the fuck are you?”

				The creature turned at the sound of Jameson’s voice, leaving the aisle and heading toward the back of the pharmacy. Brown exhaled, heart still pounding. Before he could move, he saw two more shadows run past the end of the aisle, in the direction of Jameson and the old man.

			

			
				Brown waited a few more seconds and then stood on the balls of his feet, looking over the shelves. He raised his rifle, but it was too late.

				Jameson let out a muffled cry. Gunshots riddled the air—flashes of light exploding throughout the store. Brown shielded his face. Bottles erupted in all directions around him, products spilling off of the shelves. He watched the old man fall next to Jameson and then saw three shadows descend on both of them and tear into their flesh.

				Brown ran out of the aisle and through the front door.

				He didn’t look back, not even when he heard Jameson let out one last blood-curdling scream.
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				Delta awoke in a cold sweat. She fought the urge to scream and struggled to sit upright. Her heart pounded against her tank top, and she fought to calm herself.

				She must have had a nightmare, though she couldn’t recall any of the details. Several of her companions slept around her on the floor of the RV. Sam. Quinn.

				Noah was missing.

				She looked over at a pile of blankets—where she had last seen him—but he was nowhere to be found. He’s probably having trouble sleeping, she thought. She couldn’t blame him. She was surprised she had slept herself.

				The shades had been drawn across the RV windows, but she could still see hints of daylight through the cracks. She figured she couldn’t have been out long, but without a clock, it was impossible to tell.

				Sam stirred next to her. His eyes opened.

				“Sorry to wake you,” she whispered.

				He nodded, and then rolled over. She was concerned about him. He hadn’t been himself since their run-in with the men at the gas station.

				Delta lay back down, trying not to let her anxiety overtake her. She tried to think of happier times: before her Dad had gone to prison; before he had been diagnosed with cancer; when everything in her life had seemed to be falling into place. Before all of this.

				At one time, she had been taking night classes at a local college, working days at a record shop. Although she hadn’t yet decided on a major, she had been content to be working toward a degree. Most of her friends had gone away to school, but she hadn’t been ready yet. Instead, she had focused on paying her rent, building her bank account. She wanted to travel, but she also felt the need to stay close to her father—the one person who had been a constant in her life.

			

			
				Delta’s job at the record store made her feel organized and responsible, like she had things together. The owner, Chuck, had been a hard-ass, always insisting that everything be returned to its exact place. But he had meant well, and he was flexible with her hours, letting her work around her school schedule if needed.

				She pictured the record store in her head, could still picture Chuck sliding records into plastic sheaths and filing them away in cabinets. Was he dead too? Was all of it gone?

				She blinked hard, fighting back the tears, and stood up. She obviously wouldn’t be getting to sleep anytime soon.

				Delta tiptoed around Sam and Quinn and headed for the exit of the RV. She opened the door—gently, so as not to disturb them—and then descended the steps into the salvage yard to look for Noah.

				[image: Horror-01.psd]


				The desert sun had long since reached its apex, and was now starting its descent into the mountains. A few errant beams of light made their way through the passing clouds and illuminated the salvage yard, and Delta squinted to see past them.

			

			
				In the distance, she could see the silhouette of a man standing on one of the other RVs. He held a pistol in his hand, and was surveying the landscape beyond the fences that surrounded the lot.

				“Hey, Delta!” the man called. “Were you able to sleep?”

				She recognized Dan’s voice and headed towards the RV.

				“A little,” she said.

				She reached the vehicle, found a metal ladder on the side, and climbed onto the roof to join him.

				“Have you seen anything?” she asked.

				“Nothing yet, thankfully. I never realized how beautiful things could look from the top of a salvage yard,” he joked.

				Delta smiled. “Funny how the apocalypse puts things into perspective.”

				“Do you think that’s what this is?”

				“It certainly feels like it. I always thought that some higher power would step in and make that decision, though—when to end things, I mean. I never thought we would be exterminated by some of our own.”

				Dan turned his head. “I wish I could agree with you. But in a lot of ways, it feels like this is a long time coming.”

				Delta nodded. She looked down at her black flats, which were scuffed and torn from running. Her feet hurt, and she had blisters on her heels. She sat on her haunches to relieve some of the pain. Dan resumed his gaze over the horizon.

			

			
				“Do you have any other family in town?” she asked.

				“No one close by. Both my wife’s parents and mine are gone. How about you?”

				“My father passed away recently, so I’ve pretty much been on my own.”

				The two fell into silence. After a few minutes, Delta watched the shack door swing open about a hundred feet away. Bubba and Noah emerged from inside, talking in hushed voices. She was unable to hear what they were saying.

				Noah broke off and headed to the opposite end of the yard. Bubba noticed them watching and gave a hearty wave.

				“All clear?” he yelled.

				Dan nodded and waved back.

				“I’m going to see what Noah’s up to,” Delta said, getting to her feet. She walked across the top of the RV, mounted the ladder, and descended the steps.

				By the time she had reached the ground, Noah was at the far right corner of the yard, furthest from the entrance and the guard shack. He had climbed onto the bed of a pickup truck, and was sitting on the side. She made her way over to him and smiled.

				“Room for one more?”

				“Sure!” He shimmied over, and Delta took a seat on the same side as him.

				“Were you able to sleep?”

				“Not much,” he confessed. “Too much to think about.”

				She nodded. “You know, I think this is the first time in twenty-four hours that we haven’t been running. It feels kind of nice for a change.”

			

			
				“I know. I could get used to this.”

				Delta looked over at him. His glasses were crooked on his nose, the frames held together by a piece of tape. His collared shirt had a rip in the shoulder, and he was missing two of the three buttons. His eyes were green—she hadn’t noticed that before. Hadn’t had a chance.

				She wondered how she must look to him. Her clothes were ripped, too, and she could use a shower.

				“How’s your foot?”

				“It’s better, thanks. Bubba helped me clean it, and I wrapped it up with a fresh bandage. Thank God it’s not my driving foot.”

				“Well, hopefully you won’t have to drive for a while, so you can rest up,” she said.

				Noah glanced up at her. He reached for her hand.

				“I’ve been doing a lot of thinking.”

				“What do you mean?”

				“I’m leaving, Delta.”

				“Are you kidding?”

				“I can’t stay here. My family is in Portland. I need to find them. I need to make sure they’re ok.”

				Delta squeezed his fingers, fighting back the tears. She had only known him for a short time, but they had already been through so much together.

				“How are you going to get there?” she asked.

				Noah patted the side of the truck. “Bubba said I could take this puppy. I’ll just have to be careful—you know, with my foot and all.”

				“What about the others? Maybe some of us can go with you. There’s no way you can’t go by yourself,” she said.

				“It’s a long drive, Delta, and I wouldn’t want to put anyone else at risk. I’m going to tell everyone once they wake up. I’ve made up my mind.”

			

			
				Delta felt a sudden flurry of words and emotions. Her eyes welled up with tears. She fought the urge to speak, to say she would go with him. She opened her mouth, but her tongue wouldn’t move. Something held her back. It took her a minute to realize what it was.

				Sam.

				She had driven hundreds of miles to see him, hoping to atone for what her father had done. Although she had found him—had delivered the message of her father’s death—it didn’t seem like enough. How could it ever be?

				In a few short years, Delta had lost her family, her belongings, and any sense of purpose she may have once had. Of all the people left in the world, it felt like Sam was the last person who might possibly understand her.

				In some strange way, Sam had become her family.

				She turned to Noah and met his eyes, then placed her hand on his cheek.

				“Promise me you’ll be careful,” she said.

				“I will.”

				He adjusted his glasses on his nose, and Delta noticed he was blushing. She leaned in and kissed him softly on the lips.

				If these are our final days, she thought, the last thing I need is another regret.
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				Sam tossed and turned in his sleep, falling in and out of consciousness.

				In his dream, he stood on a ladder, carefully adjusting a white banner above the White Mist store. He ran his hand over the sign and eased the wrinkles out of the fabric. He reread the words several times to ensure they were real; his smile widening each time.

				“White Mist Trading Post – Grand Opening.”

				The front door opened beneath him, and his heart skipped a beat.

				“Whoa!” he said to the person walking out of the store. “Don’t you know walking underneath a ladder is bad luck?”

				His daughter smiled up at him and gave him a dismissive wave.

				“Dad! That’s just superstition!”

				Sam finished adhering the sign to the wood and dismounted. His wife held the ladder below. She, too, was grinning, unable to control her excitement.

				“Can you believe it, Sam?” she asked. “Everything seems so unreal.”

				He shook his head, trying to take it all in. After years of planning, they had finally succeeded in achieving one of their dreams. How many people could say that? He lowered the ladder and slid the rungs down to close it. He would return it to its place, and then they would officially be open for business.

				Sam walked past the store, unable to take his eyes off his family. Karen looked gorgeous, her long dark hair flowing over her dark skin. With each passing year, he loved her more and more.

			

			
				Chloe was her mother’s spitting image: radiant and beautiful. Over the years, he had watched her grow and mature, transforming from his little girl into a woman. In his humble opinion, she was the best daughter a father could ask for.

				The two returned his stare and waved for him to hurry up and return. He laughed and increased his speed, watched them disappear from view.

				The sound of a tractor-trailer pulling up drew his attention. He watched the vehicle swerve into the parking lot, kicking up dust and sand in its wake. The driver hopped out—a familiar man with a baseball cap. The man ran to the back of the truck, and Sam heard the sound of the rear door opening.

				A stampede of footsteps hit the ground.

				Sam dropped the ladder.

				Mounds of the creatures poured from the back of the trailer, their faces contorted in rage, each scrambling over the others in an attempt to get to Karen and Chloe.

				Sam watched in horror, trying to move his feet. Somehow they were stuck in place. He shouted his wife and daughter’s names, pleading with them to run and hide. The creatures continued to advance, closing in around his wife and daughter until they disappeared from sight in a parade of limbs.

				Piles of the creatures overtook the property, climbing up the storefront, over the roof, filling the White Mist store. One of them hurled towards Sam, and he held up his hands to defend himself.

				He closed his eyes and waited for the pain to come. Waited for it all to end. Instead, the creature shook him.

			

			
				“Sam, I’m sorry to do this to you,” it said.

				“What?”

				“I’m sorry to wake you, but I was wondering if you could keep watch.”

				Sam opened his eyes and stared into the face of Dan Lowery. He retracted his right hand, which had wandered down to his knife.

				“Jesus,” he muttered.

				“Are you ok?” Dan asked. His brow creased with worry.

				“Yeah, I’m fine. Bad dream. No problem—I can take over.”

				“Take this,” the officer said, handing him a pistol. “It’ll be a little less messy than that hunting knife.”

				Sam smiled at him, took the weapon, and headed off to his post.

				[image: Horror-01.psd]


				Sam was still groggy as he stood on top of the RV. The sun had slipped from view, leaving only remnants of light behind. It was probably about six o’clock, if he had to guess. He wasn’t sure if time mattered anymore.

				Ever since Karen and Chloe had passed away, the importance of hours and days had faded. The only things that concerned him now were light and darkness. When the sun was out, they had a better chance of seeing their attackers coming. At night, they were at an even greater disadvantage than during the day.

			

			
				Even so, the salvage yard seemed as good a place as any to hole up. The fences made Sam feel a little more secure, and it was good to have the support of those around him. He had even been able to rest—though he wasn’t sure how.

				He thought back to his dream—to Karen and Chloe. Their expressions had seemed so real, and the image of them still lingered like the last rays of sunshine on the darkening day. Sam gripped his pistol tightly and scanned the salvage yard.

				To his left, in the corner of the lot, he saw Noah and Delta sitting on the back of a truck. Dan and Quinn remained in the trailer. Bubba was nowhere in sight, but he guessed that the man was still in the shack. Sam wrinkled his forehead and turned his attention to the small building, searching for signs of movement.

				Come to think of it, he had barely seen Bubba since they had arrived. Something about the man’s demeanor struck Sam as odd.

				Before he could reflect further, the fat man emerged from behind the shack, carrying his shotgun. He glanced from side to side, inspecting the lot, and he waved when he caught Sam staring in his direction.

				“Hey there! Everything going ok?”

				“Yep,” Sam said. “So far, so good.”

				Bubba nodded, and then glanced back over his shoulder as if checking on something behind him. Within seconds, he had disappeared back into the shack.

				Was he hiding something?

				Sam waited a few minutes and then climbed down from the RV. His view on the ground would be limited, but he needed to find out what was going on. He owed it to his companions. If Bubba knew something he wasn’t letting on, they deserved to know.

			

			
				The shack contained one large window on the side facing the front entrance, so Sam would be covered as he crossed the grounds toward it. He looked up at the cameras mounted above the entrance. Thank God the power is out, he thought.

				He approached the shack and then made his way around the side. Bubba had come from somewhere behind it. He rounded the corner, noticing a brown storage container sitting in the dirt. The ground in front of it was covered in boot prints.

				Sam crept up next to the container. A large padlock secured the door, and the sides looked solid—it appeared there was only one way to get inside. He looked behind him, but the lot was empty. Noah and Delta were out of view. There was no sign of Bubba.

				Was the man hiding something inside?

				Sam rapped his knuckles against the container, creating a faint echo within. Nothing. He tapped again, this time a little harder.

				Something stirred.

				Sam jumped back in surprise, heart pounding. He paused for a few seconds, but the noise did not repeat. Was he hearing things, or was there someone—or something—inside?

				After another minute, he regained his composure and approached the container again. This time, he placed his ear next to the door. A voice interrupted him.

			

			
				“Looking for something?”

				Sam jumped and aimed his pistol in front of him. Bubba stood before him, holding the shotgun. He slapped it gently against his palm.

				“Would you mind lowering the gun? You’re starting to scare me, fella,” Bubba said, but his attitude showed he was less than afraid.

				“Sure, of course,” Sam said. He returned his arms to his sides.

				The salvage yard owner stared at him, his mouth full of food, and gave him a slight smile. Sam swallowed, trying to decide the best course of action. He could either walk away now, possibly endangering his companions, or he could confront the man with what he had heard. He thought of Quinn, of Delta, and forced himself to speak.

				“Who’s in the container, Bubba? I can hear someone.”

				The salvage owner spit something onto the ground by Sam’s feet. It looked like a peach pit, but it was covered in a greasy brown film that looked like chewing tobacco.

				“That there is the co-owner of this yard—the one you’re being allowed to stay in. Ray Owens is his name. I don’t think he’d like you poking around his area.”

				Sam’s jaw dropped.

				“Has he turned into one of those—those things?” he asked.

				“Let’s just say he hasn’t been feeling himself. But whenever they get the goddamn cure for this shit, he’ll be the first to receive it. I’ll make sure of that.”

			

			
				Bubba smacked the shotgun against his hand, louder this time, trying his best to be intimidating.

				“And don’t go telling your friends he’s in there. You wouldn’t want to scare the little girl, now would ya?”

				Sam nodded in agreement, and then moved past the salvage yard owner. He kept his head down and made his way back to the RV.

				He would comply—for now. But this was one secret he wasn’t going to keep. As grateful as he was that Bubba was letting them stay there, he could not allow his companions to be in danger—especially without their knowledge.

				Besides, the man seemed to have a few screws loose. At this point, he wasn’t sure the man could even be trusted—hell, the man had essentially threatened him.

				Sam climbed aboard the RV and resumed his watch, thinking of the best way to break the news.
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				Brown inserted the key in the ignition of Jameson’s SUV.

				“You had better be a good driver, Brown,” Winters warned.

				Winters had his elbow on the window, asserting his authority, but Brown noticed he had been quiet since Jameson’s death. Perhaps he had seen a glimpse of his own mortality. Either that, or he’s saving his anger for the bloodshed to come.

				Brown buckled his seatbelt, trying to forget the scene at the pharmacy.

				They had left Jameson’s body in the back of the store, buried under a pile of the creatures. In just a few minutes, their former comrade had been mutilated beyond recognition. As much as Brown had disliked the man, he had deserved better.

				Nobody deserved to die like that.

				Brown turned the key and the SUV roared to life. He threw on his seatbelt. His rifle lay on the seat next to him.

				“If you see any other stragglers, stop,” Winters instructed. “I’d like to take care of the last of them before we move on to the next town.”

				The words echoed in Brown’s head, and he struggled to ignore them. Witnessing the destruction of St. Matthews had been almost unbearable—the prospect of other towns being infected was enough to make him physically ill.

				And yet that was the plan.

				The Agents would take over the United States, region by region. They had already started with the Southwest—New Mexico, Arizona, Oklahoma, and Texas. Once those areas were secured, they would expand their empire outwards.

			

			
				The pieces of the puzzle were already in place. Brown was just one cog in the machine, helping to advance their cause.

				Most of the other Agents had joined the group at the promise of power. In return for their dedication, they would be rewarded with pieces of land to use as they saw fit—a chance to rebuild what they had destroyed.

				For Brown, joining had been a necessity, and his mission to St. Matthews a test. If he passed, his family might be allowed to live. But for how long? The Agents’ trust in him had already worn thin. What was the point in keeping him alive?

				The other SUV pulled ahead, and Brown put the car into drive and followed. The sun had begun its descent, sending beams of light through the windshield, and he lowered the visor to shield his eyes.

				The two vehicles scoured the town, patrolling one street at a time. Every so often, Brown would catch a glimpse of one of the creatures. It looked like they were searching, too—ironically, probably for the same individuals. He had seen a few of the things turn on each other, but for the most part it appeared they were saving their energy for the uninfected.

				Of course, soon the creatures would die, too.

				Brown wasn’t sure how long the infection was supposed to last, but he had heard it would be quick. A few weeks at most. In the interim, the Agent soldiers were flushing out any survivors, making sure the streets were clear. Prepping for the new world.

			

			
				A world that Brown hadn’t signed up for—one that he wanted no part of.

				The vehicle in front of him slowed to a stop. Winters waved for Brown to pull up to the window.

				“I called in the plates on the station wagon we saw earlier. The owner lives a few minutes from here. Follow me.”

				The other SUV took off, tires screeching. Brown hit the gas and peeled out behind it. He wished he could take a sudden turn and disappear somewhere in the desert. At the same time, he knew that he was being monitored. All roads leading out of town were sealed off. His chances of escape were slim to none—even if he got away, he would only be sealing his family’s fate.

				Instead, he cruised through the residential streets, watching over neighborhoods that had once been filled with families and laughter, the streets now littered with bodies of the dead.

				He saw Winters put on his turn signal, probably out of habit, and then pull into one of the driveways. Brown pulled in after him and shut off the engine. He grabbed his rifle and reached for the door handle.

				Winters had already exited his vehicle. The home was a modest one-story, with a two-car garage built into the side. The bay doors were open.

				There were two police cars outside—one in the garage, and one on the front lawn. The cruiser on the front lawn was filled with blood and gore. Inside the car, Brown saw what looked like the bodies of a police officer and one of the creatures.

			

			
				“The front door’s open,” Winters yelled. “I doubt anyone’s home. Wait here a minute.”

				He watched the other soldier disappear through the front door. He had noticed the man’s demeanor had changed since the pharmacy—he seemed more vibrant, alive.

				Probably because he’s on the hunt again, Brown thought. What a sick fuck.

				After a few minutes, Winters appeared at the front door, holding his rifle in the air.

				“Nothin’ but bodies,” he said, crossing the yard and approaching Brown’s window.

				“Ok.”

				“Don’t sound so enthusiastic, Brown.” Winters snorted. “I have some ideas. The owner is a cop. I think I saw his wife dead in there, so he’s probably good and pissed off.”

				Brown felt his heart sink. “I would think so.”

				“We can check the police station to start. His wife worked for an accountant in town, so we can check there, too.”

				“Got it,” Brown said unenthusiastically.

				“My guess is he’s still in St. Matthews, since no one has caught him trying to leave yet.”

				Brown let out a nervous sigh and tried to keep his composure. Not only were they hunting down innocent people, but now they were going to kill a police officer?

				“If none of those places pan out, it looks like there’s a salvage yard on the outskirts of town. Maybe they’re holed up there.”

				Brown nodded his head, surveying the ruined yard. He fixed his gaze on the cruiser. Inside, the dead police officer stared back at him—a horrid reminder that in this new world, all order had been erased.
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				Sam kept watch for two hours, all the while contemplating what he had heard in the storage container. By the time his shift had ended, the last rays of daylight had started to disappear over the distant hills, spawning an even greater sense of unease. In the dark, the group would be even more vulnerable to attack. It was bad enough that they had to watch for creatures coming from outside the fence; now they weren’t even safe within it.

				Ever since the discovery, Bubba had been keeping a close eye on him. For the past two hours, the salvage owner had been stepping out of the shack at regular intervals, shotgun in hand, pretending to inspect the yard. Each time, he would give Sam a long, hard glare, his eyes shooting daggers across the lot.

				Sam pretended not to notice. He did his best to stay calm and collected, even though his mind screamed otherwise. Now that his shift was officially over, he would tell Dan and the others. No matter what the cost.

				He walked across the roof of the RV, doing his best to pad his footsteps. He hadn’t seen the salvage owner in a half hour or so. If he could sneak back to Dan and the others without Bubba noticing, he might have a chance at a few minutes alone with the others.

			

			
				Once at the top of the ladder, Sam rested his pistol in front of him and placed his hands on the top metal rung. All was still quiet in the yard. He reclaimed his firearm and climbed down, placing one foot below the other and testing each rung before putting his full weight on it. The ladder was quiet, keeping his cover. He let himself down gently into the dirt and backed away from the RV.

				The sleeping quarters were about a hundred feet away.

				Despite being non-operational, the vehicles in the lot had been parked strategically. Most sat about ten feet away from the fence, leaving a buffer between the perimeter and the inside of the yard. The middle area was open. Sam could either make his way across the center, or travel behind the parked vehicles. He chose the latter path.

				He gripped his pistol and stepped softly in the gravel. He made his way from one car to the next, passing a Ford Tempo, a VW Bug, and a Toyota Forerunner. All had been totaled—back windshields shattered, mirrors removed, bumpers dented and destroyed. In a few of them, he saw what appeared to be bullet holes; Sam wondered if they were evidence of Bubba’s run-ins with the creatures. A few steps farther, he noticed piles of shotgun shells littering in the dirt.

				Perhaps the cars had been used for target practice.

				Given the area’s seclusion, Sam imagined that the owners must need something to do to pass the time. The theory gave him a mental image: he pictured the obese man firing round after round into the vehicles, his mouth full of food and tobacco.

			

			
				Sam looked down at his feet, stepping around the bullet casings. He was behind a pickup truck now. He paused behind the bed to catch his breath. Sweat streamed down his face, a combination of heat and nerves. The pistol felt slippery in his hands.

				Click-click.

				“Where do you think yer going?”

				Sam spun, but it was too late. Bubba stood before him, sneering down the barrel of a raised shotgun.

				Sam froze, trying to think of an answer.

				“Back to the others. I was going to see if somebody could take over for me. I’m getting tired.”

				“Is that the best you can come up with? I see the way you’re sneaking around my vehicles. Trying to steal something, huh?”

				Bubba stuck his chin out, parted his lips, and let loose a stream of tobacco through his front teeth. The brown substance landed in the dirt a few feet away.

				“I don’t care how Dan knows you. I don’t take kindly to thieves,” he said. “Come to think of it, I think it’s time you all got moving.”

				Sam wrinkled his forehead, confused. Was the man delusional? The entire town had been wiped out, and they were being accused of robbery? Bubba grinned, revealing a row of stained teeth.

				“Let’s go tell your friends. I think you folks have overstayed your welcome.”
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				When Dan sat up, Quinn was already awake and sitting on the floor beside him. She held a pile of blankets and was spinning a bottle cap she had found on the floor.

				“Are we ever going to go home, Dad?” she asked. She let the cap twirl to a stop, watching it fall on its side.

				“I’m not sure, honey. We’ll have to see.”

				“I don’t like it here. I miss Mom.”

				Quinn’s eyes welled up. Dan felt himself begin to tear up, as well. He reached out, pulled her close, and tried his best to remain strong.

				Hushed voices met his ears from the rear of the vehicle. When he looked back, he noticed Delta and Noah sitting on a single bench seat. They paused and met his stare, and then gave him a solemn nod.

				“Is Sam still keeping lookout?” Dan asked.

				“Yeah, he mentioned coming back in soon to rotate.” Noah looked at the floor. “When he gets back, I need to talk to you all.”

				“Is everything ok?”

				Noah didn’t answer. Delta glanced at him, and then spoke.

				“He’s leaving us to find his family. They’re in Portland.”

				Dan sat up.

				“Do you think that’s a good idea? With those men out there, those things…?”

				Noah nodded. “I need to go. Bubba is going to give me one of the pick-up trucks in the yard. He said it isn’t in great shape, but it should get me there.”

				“When were you planning on leaving?” Dan asked.

			

			
				“In the morning—early. Hopefully that will give me some cover, and I won’t have to go through town in broad daylight.”

				Dan stood, still keeping hold of his daughter.

				“I can’t stop you, Noah, but I don’t think this is a good move. It’s too risky.”

				“I’ve thought this through, Dan. I need to go. It’s something I have to do.”

				Dan shook his head.

				“I strongly advise against it. But if you insist on going, you’d better make sure you have weapons and some food that’s safe to eat. I think Quinn and I are going to tough it out here for a while. I don’t want to head out just yet—not until we can figure out a better plan.”

				“I understand.”

				Bam-bam-bam!

				A loud banging erupted from outside the RV door. Dan spun and withdrew his pistol, throwing his daughter behind him.

				“Who’s there?” he yelled.

				“It’s Bubba! I have your friend!”

				The door swung open, revealing a frightened Sam. Bubba stood behind him holding a shotgun to the back of his head.

				“What the hell are you doing, Bubba?” Dan yelled.

				He felt Quinn’s nails digging into his back. He raised his pistol and aimed it at the salvage yard owner. Bubba’s expression darkened, and his eyes filled with rage.

				“I want all of you out of here in five minutes or I’m going to start shooting!” the fat man barked.

			

			
				“Put the gun down, Bubba. Let’s talk,” Dan said, allowing his police training to take over.

				He had known the man for years—what could he be thinking? And yet, he had known Howard for just as long.

				And look how that had turned out.

				Maybe the infection had taken hold of Bubba. Perhaps he was fighting off the contaminant, losing some internal battle. Either way, the prospect of shooting the man sickened him—especially in front of his daughter.

				“If you don’t drop your weapon I’ll blow this man’s goddamn head off,” Bubba said. His hands shook.

				“Ok, I’m putting down my weapon. Just step out of the RV, away from the little girl. I’ll follow you outside, and we can talk.”

				Dan bent down, placed his pistol at his feet, and stood with his arms above his head. Bubba stared at him long and hard. Finally, he relented. He inched back out into the night, taking Sam with him.
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				The St. Matthews police station contained no human survivors. The lockers had been cleaned out, the weapons taken, the rooms torn apart. Brown and Winters had found a few of the creatures wandering through the building aimlessly. Winters had disposed of them with several well-placed shots to the head.

				They had also found the body of Howard Barrett, the Agent who had been stationed in St. Matthews. His body had been ripped almost in half, his insides pulled across the station floor.

				“This is what happens when you get careless, Brown,” Winters had said.

				After leaving the police station, they had checked the accounting firm. There they had found another body and evidence of a struggle. The carcass of one of the creatures had been stuffed behind a desk. Using his flashlight, Brown noticed trails of blood on the floor where the body had been dragged.

				“It was them,” Winters had said, convinced. He had then punched the wall, making a hole in the plaster.

				Brown had remained silent, trying his best to blend into the scenery. On one hand, he had felt relieved that they had come up empty-handed; on the other, he was becoming more and more frightened for the survivors.

				Winters’s rage seemed to grow with each passing minute.

				Now, as the two SUVs drove into the desert, fast approaching the city limits, Brown found himself praying that the survivors had somehow slipped out of St. Matthews.

			

			
				One of them is a cop, he reasoned. The man must know the town inside and out. Surely they’re long gone by now.

				He focused on the road ahead. The streetlights had become sparse; the darkness had deepened since they had left the city. He flicked on his high beams, lighting up a sign on the side of the road.

				“Salvage Yard — 2 Miles.”

				Brown felt a knot building in the center of his chest. Beneath the sign, he saw a lump of clothes that resembled a body. In front of him, Winters accelerated—as if sensing they were on the right track.

				Please God, let this place be empty, Brown thought.

				The road narrowed, giving way to a portion that was unpaved. The sound of gravel crunching under the tires was unnerving, and Brown fought to suppress his anxiety. He could just make out a fenced-in structure in the distance, but he didn’t see any lights.

				That doesn’t mean there aren’t any occupants inside.

				It was possible the survivors had seen them coming—had fled into the desert and were already in hiding. That would be the best-case scenario, he thought.

				He let his foot off the gas and coasted to a stop. Winters was a lot less reserved. He squealed up to the entrance of the salvage yard, kicking up a cloud of dust. Brown watched him jump out of the car and point his rifle.

			

			
				“Don’t fucking move!” he screamed.

				The headlights of the first SUV illuminated a ten-foot-tall chain-link fence, beyond which was a dirt lot filled with junked vehicles. The top was covered in barbed wire; the gate closed and presumably locked.

				Behind it, a fat man pointed a shotgun at Winters.

				“Stay back!” the man hollered.

				Two other men stood next to him. Brown recognized them as some of the survivors from the station wagon. To his surprise, they held their hands in the air, as if the fat man had been in the midst of threatening them.

				Brown sat in the vehicle, frozen.

				“I said drop your damn weapon!” Winters yelled again at the fat man. “Brown, get the fuck out here!”

				But Brown was unable to move. His hands gripped the steering wheel and his right foot clung to the brake pedal. His heart thrummed like a jackhammer. He moved his lips to speak, but no words came out. This wasn’t good.

				He watched the standoff in a state of panic, as if he were merely a spectator waiting for the scene to unfold. Winters held his ground. The fat man’s forehead dripped beads of sweat, but he kept his aim.

				The yard fell silent for about a minute as the two glared at each other, each waiting for the other to make a move. The other survivors inched slowly away from the scene.

				Winters took a step forward.

				The fat man fired.

			

			
				The gun blast sprayed through the fence, penetrating the SUVs. Windows shattered and debris flew, bits of metal and plastic raining onto the dirt. One of the headlights went out, obscuring Brown’s view of the lot.

				He heard the clanging of metal and the ricochet of gunfire all around him. Both Winters and the fat man were shooting.

				After a few seconds the shooting stopped, and the yard was plunged into silence. A thin layer of smoke and dust wafted into the air in front of the remaining headlights.

				Winters groaned.

				Brown pried his hands from the wheel, peering out into the desert night.

				Winters had fallen to his knees. He clutched his stomach, coughing up blood and spittle onto the ground below. Brown called out to him, but the man didn’t answer.

				He stared past him into the darkness and contemplated getting out of the vehicle. He looked for signs of the fat man, but could only see a few feet past the fence.

				Where were the others? Should he get out and try to assist his companion?

				Even if he could help Winters, he felt no obligation. The man had put him through hell—had destroyed his life, taken his family. He deserved this, right?

				Yet the man’s groans made Brown sick to his stomach. They pierced the night, increasing in fervor and agony as the man embraced what could only be his death throes.

				After a few seconds, Winters collapsed into the dirt, unmoving. His white coat was covered in blood, and his legs were sprawled out behind him. Brown waited for a sense of relief—a sense of closure. Instead, he felt a deep sense of fear. He was officially alone.

			

			
				An eerie silence descended over the salvage yard.

				I need to get out of here, he thought. If anyone is alive behind that fence, they’ll be gunning for me. And frankly, I don’t blame them.

				Brown moved his right hand down to the shifter. He felt for the lever, pressed it. A sharp pain suddenly washed over him and he realized that his stomach was damp.

				Had he been hit?

				He looked down, but was unable to see clearly. Before he could put the SUV in reverse, a voice called out through the fence.

				“Step out of the vehicle or I’ll shoot.”
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				Sam took cover at the first sound of gunfire. He dove for the underside of the RV, ears ringing, and rolled to safety. What the hell? he thought. After years of stocking shelves and chatting up customers, his life had suddenly become a magnet for violence.

				When he regained his bearings, he peered out and noticed Dan taking cover under a nearby sedan.

				Flashes of light exploded around them. Bubba fired at their assailants, his face contorted in anger, pumping the shotgun. Sam recognized their attackers as the men in the SUVs that had chased them earlier. He watched as one of them fell to the ground.

			

			
				Bullets pinged off the junked cars around them, and Sam feared for the safety of his comrades. Hopefully they were hunkered down inside the RV, far away from the attack. He feared that one might be hit by a rogue shot—or that a stray bullet might penetrate the interior.

				After several more seconds, the shooting ceased.

				The shotgun slipped out of Bubba’s fingers, and he reached for his leg, stumbling in a half-circle.

				“Motherfuckers,” he muttered.

				The headlights from the SUV still splayed across the lot, and Sam saw blood spilling from a wound in Bubba’s knee. The man grunted and shambled off toward the shack. His weapon lay in the dirt behind him.

				Sam crawled out from under the RV and made his way toward the gun. There was no movement from beyond the fence, but he didn’t want to take any chances. He slid through the dirt, trying his best to stay low to the ground.

				Dan had emerged from his hiding spot and disappeared inside the RV. Sam slithered across the lot, eyes on the shotgun. By the time he reached the weapon, the officer had already reemerged.

				“Everyone in the RV is ok,” he said. “But I think the other SUV driver is still alive. I’m going to secure the area. Can you handle Bubba?”

				Sam nodded. He got to his feet and sprinted for the shack. The desert breeze kicked up dust around him. He braced himself for another round of gunfire, but none came.

				As he ran, the headlights from the SUVs grew dimmer and dimmer, until he was immersed in pitch black next to Bubba’s shack. He paused, listening for any indication of where the man might be hiding. After a few a seconds, he heard the ragged breathing of the fat man—it sounded like he was tinkering with something on the opposite side of the building.

			

			
				The storage container.

				Sam crept toward the sound, using his free hand to guide him along the wall of the shack. When he reached the rear, he saw a small beam of light splaying around the door of the container. Bubba was fumbling with the lock. A few seconds later, Sam heard the familiar groan of a door opening—one that was best kept shut.

				“Come on out, Ray,” the fat man wheezed, obviously in pain. “We have some intruders to deal with.”

				Sam strained his eyes in the dark and saw a shadow emerging from the deep end of the container. Bubba’s flashlight swayed back and forth, obscuring a full view of the person inside. However, the figure’s movements were unmistakable. It weaved left, then right, dodging the beams of light.

				As it approached Bubba, it hissed.

				The salvage owner backed up, crying out in surprise.

				“Over there, Ray! Look! They’re that way!” He pointed.

				Bubba turned the light on Sam.

				Sam tried to crouch, but he was too late.

				“I see you over there, you piece of shit!” Bubba screamed.

				Ray staggered out of the container and headed in Sam’s direction.

			

			
				“That’s it, Ray! You got it! He’s one of ‘em!”

				Bubba laughed triumphantly as the creature advanced.

				Sam held out the shotgun, finger on the trigger. He had no idea if it was loaded. What if all the ammunition had been spent?

				There’s only one way to find out.


				Sam squeezed the trigger and waited for the blast.

				But there was no explosion of light, no kickback. Nothing. Instead, Sam heard the sound of Bubba’s laughter echoing through the salvage yard.

				And then the flashlight went out.
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				Sam felt the blood rush to his ears and his heartbeat reverberate in his neck. He ducked down, creeping around to the front of the shack.

				He could still hear the creature breathing. Bubba panted from somewhere behind it, chuckling. Waiting for the creature to dig in.

				Sam still gripped the shotgun. He considered discarding it, but decided that the gun was better than nothing. What other choice did he have? The creature could easily overpower him, if it were anything like the others they had encountered. His only hope was to gain some ground: he started to run.

				His footsteps pounded against the dirt, and he saw the beams of the SUV’s headlights in front of him now. The RV that housed his companions was directly ahead. He veered left.

			

			
				I can’t put them in danger. I need to lead this thing somewhere else.

				He heard it right on his tail, could sense its presence. Could feel it closing in.

				The salvage yard was dim again, but by the moonlight, Sam made out the outline of a few cars up ahead. If he was lucky, maybe he could reach one in time and jump inside. It wasn’t the greatest plan, but it was a start.

				The creature let out a guttural cry, and Sam felt hot breath on his neck.

				Sam tripped.

				His shotgun skittered off into the dirt. His face hit the gravel, his cheeks burning from the impact.

				This is it, he said to himself.

				The thing pounced on his back and tore at his shirt. Sam threw his arms backward and connected with the creature, but his blows were weak—the equivalent of a child fighting a full-grown man.

				“We got more after this one, Ray!” Bubba’s voice boomed out of nowhere.

				The fat man must have followed them to the edge of the yard, presumably to watch Sam’s final moments.

				Sam clutched the dirt, pulling his body forward in a last attempt to free himself. His back felt hot and wet—he must have been sliced open at some point.

				He thought of his wife and daughter waiting for him.

				“Karen...Chloe...I’m coming…” he sputtered.

				He pictured the White Mist store and his little white trailer beside it and felt his eyes start to close.

			

			
				Without warning, the creature relented. Sam felt the weight on his back subside, and he exhaled into the ground.

				What the hell? he thought. Why am I still alive? He continued to crawl, not daring not to glance behind him, fearing that the creature would be on him if he did.

				Bubba shrieked from somewhere behind him.

				“What the fuck? Ray—it’s me!”

				Sam saw a dark object in front of him. He realized it was the shotgun, and he reached for it. He grabbed the handle and whipped around in the dirt.

				The creature that had once been Ray hovered over Bubba, tearing into him. The salvage yard owner screamed in pain, coughing and gurgling. Although Sam couldn’t tell for sure, it sounded like the man’s neck had been sliced open.

				Bubba let out one last wet gurgle, and then fell silent. The creature rose and advanced in Sam’s direction. Sam scooted backwards on the ground. There was no time to regain his footing.

				He cocked the shotgun and pulled the trigger, hoping for the best.

				Ka-boom!

				The weapon let out a deafening blast, and Sam reeled backwards. His shoulders collided with one of the junked vehicles and pain shot up his arms. He watched the creature stagger—halted by the impact—and then collapse into a pile of blood and flesh.

				He lost his grip on the shotgun, and it clattered to the ground.

			

			
				Thank God.

				Without realizing it, Sam looked up into the sky and made the sign of the cross.

				If this were Hell on Earth, what he had experienced was nothing short of a miracle.
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				Dan crept toward the front gate of the salvage yard and aimed his pistol at the second SUV.

				“Get out of the vehicle!” he yelled to the driver.

				Behind the glare of the headlights, the driver was little more than a shadow. Dan squinted and saw the man raise his hands in surrender. He reached into his pocket, took out the key to the chain-link fence, and inserted it into the lock.

				He tugged the gate open and proceeded through.

				The first SUV driver lay facedown on the ground. His body was riddled with holes; his white clothing stained red with his blood.

				Dan stepped around him, approaching the second vehicle.

				The second driver swung his legs out of the vehicle, then abruptly collapsed into the dirt. A puddle of red blossomed from his stomach, and he cried out in pain and looked down at his white coat.

				“I-I’m hit!” he said, as if in shock.

				Dan nodded. “Are you armed?”

				“N-no. I’m not.”

				“What’s your name?”

				“Brown. Nathan Brown,” he said. “Am I g-going to die, sir?”

				Dan looked into the kid’s eyes. He couldn’t be more than twenty-two. He felt a tinge of sadness, though he wasn’t sure why. Clearly, the kid had intended to kill them; had tracked them to the salvage yard like animals.

			

			
				“Let’s get you inside and see how bad you’ve been hit.”

				The kid’s eyes widened and he moaned in pain. Dan could tell the kid was in rough shape. He had seen a few similar injuries from his days on the force, and without the proper medical attention, the kid would likely bleed out soon.

				After patting him down, Dan propped him up by the shoulder.

				The two walked into the salvage yard.
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				Quinn looked at the wounded man, her eyes widening.

				“Is he going to die, Daddy?”

				Dan gave her a look, and she cast her gaze downward. The others were huddled in the corner, unable to look away from the gruesome scene. Nathan bled profusely from several wounds in his stomach, and his groaning filled the RV.

				“Sam, can you check the shack for supplies?” Dan asked.

				Sam nodded and exited the vehicle.

				“Look at me, son,” Dan said.

				“I’m sorry…for all of this,” the kid whispered.

				“Who are you people?” Dan asked.

				“I would never have done anything like this. I’m not s-supposed to be here…They made me.”

				“What do you mean?”

				“They have my family. They poisoned all these people…s-so they can start over, so they can rebuild. It’s not going to end here. They are going to keep spreading the virus.”

				Dan heard whimpers from behind him. He looked back and saw his daughter clinging to Delta.

				“Can you take her out of here?” he asked. “It’ll be ok, honey. Daddy will be out in a minute.”

				The others shuffled past the dying man and stepped outside. Nathan began to cry, his sobs mixed with whimpers of pain.

				“I’m dying, right? This is the end?”

				“We’ll do what we can, Nathan, but it doesn’t look good. I’m not going to lie to you.”

			

			
				The kid closed his eyes and then reopened them. A tear rolled down his cheek.

				Dan continued.

				“You can help make this right, Nathan. Tell us what you know. How is this virus spread? How can we avoid it?”

				“I don’t know what it is, exactly. It’s s-some sort of biological weapon. They’ve planted it in different food products depending on the region…t-to make it less traceable. For St. Matthews, it was put into the new water treatment plant. In other regions, it was injected into animals in the meat plants. I don’t know everything, man. I’m sorry.”

				Dan felt sick to his stomach. His whole family had been exposed.

				“Is there a cure? How long does it take to kick in?”

				“I’m not sure if there is a way to treat it once you are infected. It kicks in at different times, d-depending on the person.”

				“Why haven’t we turned yet?”

				Nathan coughed, splattering blood onto his white suit. His time was clearly running out.

				“There are some p-people who aren’t affected by it. Immune somehow. People who are resistant. Hopefully that means all of you’re safe, b-but I’m not sure.”

				“How will we know what to eat? What to avoid?”

				“C-check the SUVs. We have safe food and water in there. It’s wrapped with red labels. They sent us all on the road with it…so we wouldn’t get sick.”

				Dan stared at the young man and felt a tinge of sympathy. At the same time, he was suspicious. What if Nathan were lying? How would they know?

			

			
				The kid certainly seemed honest, yet he had been in on the whole thing from the beginning. Could he really be trusted?

				“I can tell you where they are—the people who started this whole thing,” Nathan whispered. “Do you have a map?”

				Dan stood and scanned the RV. He ran to the front, rummaging underneath the seats. He pulled out a ripped atlas and rejoined Nathan. Held it up in front of him.

				“Salt Lake City,” the kid whispered. “In the mountains.”

				Dan rifled through the pages, found the one for Utah. Nathan pointed with his index finger. The police officer nodded.

				“You have to find my family. My sister is only eleven years old. Her name is Margaret Brown,” the kid said. “P-Promise me you’ll find her and keep her safe.”

				“We’ll do what we can, Nathan.”

				The door to the RV swung open, and Sam stood in the entrance holding a medical kit. But it was too late. Nathan’s eyes had gone dormant, his stare fixed permanently on the ceiling.
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				The morning after was spent shoveling dirt over the dead.

				Sam located a wheelbarrow near the shack and used it to haul the bodies out into the desert. It took several pairs of hands to lift Bubba, but the survivors finally propped him inside, each taking a side of the makeshift hearse as they wheeled him out of the salvage yard.

			

			
				Despite what Bubba had tried to do, Dan had insisted that he receive a proper burial.

				Delta and Quinn remained in the RV. Although they had all tried to sleep, Sam doubted that anyone had been able. For the remainder of the night they had taken shifts covering the perimeter, watching for any creatures that might try to breach the fence. The SUVs had been moved inside the lot and out of sight of the road, the gate locked.

				The body of Nathan Brown was the last to be carried out.

				After finishing the last of the burials, Sam and Dan stood over the shallow graves in silence. Sam finally spoke.

				“I wish I could say that this will be the last time we’ll have to do this,” he said solemnly.

				The police officer nodded back at him. “I don’t see things getting much better, knowing what we know now. Knowing what he told us.”

				“What’s your plan?” Sam asked.

				“We can probably stay here for a bit, but I don’t think we should wait too long. I’m sure there will be others coming.” Dan pointed toward the SUVs in the distance.

				“I’m sure.”

				“There’s something else, Sam.”

				“What’s that?”

				“Noah is leaving for Portland—he told us last night. I guess he has family there, and he wants to find them. I tried to stop him, but he won’t listen to reason.”

			

			
				“I’ll try to talk him out of it,” Sam said.

				Sam looked up into the sky, then shifted his gaze to the mountains on the horizon. It looked like he had more to say.

				“I’m leaving, too, Dan. I’m going to Salt Lake City,” he finally stated.

				“What do you mean?”

				“Someone has to try and stop this. I have no family left; no one I need to protect.”

				“I don’t mean to be rude, but that sounds ridiculous. These men are trained soldiers. Who knows how many are out there? And that’s not even counting the damn creatures. With the virus spreading, there’s no way you would make it there. It’s too dangerous to head out alone. It’s bad enough Noah is on a suicide mission, but now you?”

				Sam held his ground.

				“I’m not saying I won’t make my way back if things look too bad, but it’s something I feel needs to be done. I may be able to get some more information—something we can use to fight this thing. If we don’t, before we know it, there won’t be anyone left.”

				The officer fell silent.

				“I appreciate everything you’ve done for us,” Sam said.

				Dan locked eyes with him and gave him a nod.

				“It’s been a damn pleasure, Sam. I hope you make your way back to us.”

				The two shook hands, and then headed back to the salvage yard, Sam wheeling the dusty wheelbarrow in front of them.
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				Delta hefted a bag of groceries from the Outback and made her way over to the pickup truck. Noah poked his head out from underneath the hood and wiped his hands on a rag. His face was covered in grease.

				“Thanks,” he said, smiling.

				“I don’t think this is the right thing to do, Noah.”

				“What do you mean?”

				“It’s not smart. There’s no way you can make it all the way to Portland—not with all those things out there.”

				“I have to try, Delta. For my family.”

				Delta’s eyes welled up, and Noah took her hands. He stared into her eyes and wiped a tear from her cheek.

				“I’ll be fine. I appreciate everything you’ve done—all of you.”

				The two embraced.

				“When will we see each other again?” she asked.

				“I’m not sure, but I hope soon.”

				“Be careful,” Delta whispered.

				She loaded a bag of food behind the driver’s seat. Dan had supplied Noah with rations from the SUVs.

				It had been a few hours, and the others filed from the RV, having caught a little more sleep. In the distance, the sun had crested the mountains, sending beams of light over the salvage yard; the figures of Delta’s friends were shadows against the illuminated backdrop.

				Noah met them halfway, exchanging hugs and handshakes as each member of the group wished him well on his journey. When they were through, he climbed into the pickup and started the engine.

			

			
				Dan headed for the gate, unlocked it, and swung open the chain-link barrier.

				The pickup rolled forward, crunching dirt and gravel underneath the tires. Noah extended his arm out the window in a farewell gesture.

				Delta watched him go, saying a silent prayer that it wouldn’t be the last time she saw him.

				The truck sped up the dirt road, kicking up dust as it disappeared from sight.

				Good luck, Noah. We’ll all need it. A tear formed at the corner of her eye and she dabbed at it with the back of her wristt.

				Sam stood next to her and put his hand on her shoulder. Delta bit her lip and sucked in a breath. She turned to face him.

				“I’m heading out soon myself, Delta,” he said.

				“I know.” She swallowed.

				“How did you find out?”

				“Dan told me. He wanted me to talk you out of it, but I’m not going to.”

				Sam creased his brow, confused.

				“What do you mean?”

				Delta gave him a long stare.

				“I know what you’re doing, Sam. I’m coming with you.”
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PART ONE – BORN FROM PAIN

			

			
				



			

	


1

				White Mountains

				Navajo Country, Arizona

				 

				“It’s dead,” Sam said, slamming the hood of the Toyota pickup.

				He looked over at his companion. A look of concern spread across Delta’s face.

				“What do you mean?” she asked.

				“The battery. We’re out of juice.”

				He strode over to the open driver’s side door, reached inside, and plucked out the keys. He scanned the vehicle. The backseat of the truck was filled with weapons and supplies, the front filled with clothes. In the back, underneath the covered truck bed, were several bags full of groceries—enough to keep them fed for a while, if they ate conservatively. By all accounts, they were prepared.

				What they hadn’t prepared for was the key being left in the ‘on’ position overnight.

				“I’m sorry,” Delta said. “I must have left it on when I rolled down the window.”

				She wiped her eyes. Despite stopping for the night to rest, she looked exhausted.

				“Don’t worry about it.”

				“What are we going to do?” she asked.

				Sam took in their surroundings. They had stopped to rest in a wooded area off the side of Route 191, somewhere in the White Mountains of Arizona. His initial thought had been to travel at night, making progress when other potential travelers would be at rest or hiding out. He had soon realized his mistake.

			

			
				The roads were curved and treacherous, the turns barely visible in the truck’s headlights. Because of the imminent danger, they had been forced to travel at low speeds, making little progress over the course of several hours.

				At about three a.m., Sam had pulled the vehicle off the road, intent on resting for the remainder of the night. He and Delta had switched places so that she could take the next shift.

				During the night she must have cracked a window and then forgotten to turn off the ignition.

				“Let’s give it a few minutes,” he said.

				Sam rested his hands on the hood of the green truck.

				In many ways it reminded him of his own vehicle—the one he had been forced to leave behind. He wondered if it was still intact, or if it had already been stolen or destroyed.

				He watched Delta take a few steps into the woods, the forest floor crunching underneath her flats, and felt a surge of empathy. She looked upset, and frankly, he couldn’t blame her.

				The last few days had been difficult for both of them.

				Hell, the last few years had.

				Sam had been the owner of a gas station and store in the small town of White Mist, New Mexico. His family had purchased the business several years prior, fulfilling a lifelong dream of owning a piece of the American Southwest. Delta had been a college student living in Oklahoma City.

				Two years ago, Sam’s wife and daughter had been killed in a hotel fire set by an arsonist. The perpetrator had been Delta’s father. Although the man had died in prison, the effects of what he had done still haunted them both.

			

			
				Delta had been searching for Sam when the whole world had turned upside down just several days earlier. Since then, things had only gotten worse.

				“Are you hungry?” he asked her.

				Delta swiveled to face him. It looked like she had been crying, but he couldn’t tell for sure.

				“Not really.”

				“We should probably eat. It will do us good.”

				She nodded her head and then turned back to the forest. Sam left his perch on the truck and began walking toward the back of the vehicle. When he reached it, he lowered the bed and pulled out several grocery bags, then laid them on the ground. Inside were packages wrapped in red labels—food they had been told was safe.

				He read the labels, but none excited him. He finally chose one that was marked “Cereal” and returned the rest to the truck. Afterwards, he pulled out two bottles of water and set them on the ground.

				“I’ll be right back,” Delta called over to him. “I have to use the bathroom.”

				“OK. Don’t go far.”

				Sam brought the food over to the front of the truck. He reached into the waist of his jeans, pulling out a knife he had stashed there, and then sliced open the packages containing the cereal.

				“Wheaties,” he muttered. “Couldn’t we have chosen something with a little more flavor?”

				He set one of the packages out for Delta and then ripped open the other. Despite his unhappiness with the selection, he found himself tearing into the cereal. In the midst of all that was going on, he hadn’t realized how hungry he was. Within a few seconds he had finished the package and was eyeing his companion’s.

			

			
				“I should probably get another box,” he said aloud. It had been a while since he had last eaten.

				I’ll worry about conserving food later.

				Before returning to the back of the truck, he broke open his bottle of water and took a long swig. His throat was parched.

				When he had finished, Sam left the remaining food on the hood of the truck and began walking toward the rear of the vehicle. He had only gone a few steps when he heard a scream. The noise was shrill and piercing, and he felt a chill run down the length of his body.

				He swiveled to face the forest, heart pounding, and tried to determine the location of the noise. A few seconds later, he heard a gunshot.

				It was coming from the area where Delta had just vanished.
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				Sam reached for his knife.

				I shouldn’t have let her go off alone.

				Even in the middle of nowhere—miles from the nearest town—he should have stopped her. If something happened to the girl, he would never forgive himself. As he raced into the forest, Sam heard another gunshot. Then two more.

				Thankfully, Delta was carrying a pistol. He just hoped she was the one doing the firing.

			

			
				He considered calling out to her, but restrained himself. Depending on what they were up against, it might be best to preserve the element of surprise. He clutched his blade and continued into the forest.

				The area was thick with pines, and the tree trunks were wide enough to block his view around them. Dense foliage covered the ground, and Sam kicked and thrashed his way through it, searching for signs of his companion.

				How far had she gone?

				He’d told her to stay close. Dammit.


				A fourth gunshot rang out, this one from somewhere straight ahead. Sam noticed a break in the trees, and he picked up his speed, honing in on Delta’s location. He stopped suddenly, realizing he was at the top of a ravine. A trickle of loose pebbles bounced down the embankment.

				Delta stood at the bottom, her gun trained on two writhing creatures. One of them had grabbed hold of her leg.

				When she saw Sam, she looked up and screamed.

				“I’m out of bullets!”

				“I’m coming!” he yelled.

				The creatures groped at Delta, fluid dripping from open wounds in their bodies—presumably from where she had shot them. Although crippled, neither showed any sign of slowing down.

				Sam started down the embankment, doing his best to avoid the ruts and rocks around him. He squeezed the knife in his right hand, making sure not to drop it, and used his left hand to brace himself from sliding. When he reached the bottom, he saw that Delta had broken free.

			

			
				“Get back!” he shouted.

				She complied, jumping to the side just in time to avoid the snapping jaws of one of the creatures. When the things noticed Sam, they changed course and crawled toward him.

				He backed up a step and raised his knife.

				The first creature had once been a man in its mid-twenties—it was wearing brown shorts, a hiking t-shirt, and a faded orange hat that was matted with blood. Its eyes were black and empty, and a string of saliva dangled from its mouth.

				Sam slashed at the creature’s face, tearing open its cheek, and then leapt backwards as it groped for his leg. The second creature had already overtaken the first, crawling over the other thing’s back in an attempt to get to Sam.

				This one was a woman with long, stringy hair. At one time it might have been the man’s wife or girlfriend, but now it was nothing more than a snarling mass of rotten flesh.

				Sam circled behind them, raised his knife, and plunged it into the woman-creature’s skull. She writhed for a second, then stopped moving. Underneath her, the male creature pulled itself forward, oblivious to the death of its companion.

				Sam placed his boot on the remaining creature’s back and drove the knife into its neck. Even after being stabbed, the thing continued to lunge at him, clicking its teeth. Sam sliced sideways, severing its head from its body, and then stepped to the side and clutched his stomach.

				“Are you OK?” Delta asked.

			

			
				Sam opened his mouth to answer. Before he could speak, he turned his head and vomited into the side of the ravine. The knife fell to the ground.

				Delta put her hand on his shoulder.

				“It never gets easier, does it?”

				“No,” he replied. “And it shouldn’t.”
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				“Where the hell did they come from?” Sam asked, still struggling to catch his breath.

				“I don’t know—by the time I saw them, they were practically on top of me.”

				As the two walked back through the forest, Sam scoured the trees for any other attackers. He held his knife at his side, preparing to use it again if needed.

				“We shouldn’t split up like that again,” he said.

				“I know, and I’m sorry. First the car battery, and now this…”

				Delta lowered her head in shame, but Sam kept walking. After a few steps, she grabbed his arm and spun him around to face her.

				“Do you regret letting me come with you?” she asked.

				Her blue eyes pierced into him, and her face threatened tears. Sam patted her arm.

				“Not even close,” he said. “Let’s just focus on getting the hell out of here.”

				Sam led the way, looking for breaks in the underbrush. Despite having traveled the path just minutes before, much of the forest looked the same, and he paused several times to consider the direction he’d chosen.

			

			
				Above them, the sun had just poked through the trees, sending rays of warmth to the ground below. A cool breeze served to temper the heat, blowing lightly against the travelers’ skin as they walked.

				A few minutes later, he noticed the familiar outline of the truck. He held up his hand and signaled for Delta to stop.

				“Let’s take it slow,” he whispered. “There may be more of those things around.”

				He fell into a crouch and progressed slowly toward the vehicle, careful not to make any unwanted noise. When he was twenty feet away, he hid behind a tree trunk.

				Delta paused behind him.

				He peered around the side, examining the area around the truck. The vehicle appeared to be unoccupied. However, he noticed that the food he had left on the hood was scattered across the ground, the water bottles spilled and tipped over.

				He froze, listening for signs of danger.

				After a few minutes of silence, he heard a scraping noise from beneath the truck.

				Delta looked at him and her eyes grew wide.

				Sam strained his ears, but the sound didn’t repeat. He crept forward a step, leaving the cover of the tree trunk, and listened again.

				The forest was quiet. All he could make out were the chirping of birds and the occasional gust of wind.

				Gaining courage, Sam advanced toward the vehicle—now just ten feet away—and bent his knees to look underneath. From his new position, he could make out the running boards, the muffler pipes, and the oil pan. The rest was bathed in shadow. He squinted, but saw nothing of concern.

			

			
				The noise repeated.

				Sam tensed up. This time he was sure it was coming from underneath the pickup.

				He bent farther down, his knees now touching the forest floor, and let his vision readjust.

				After a few seconds, he could make out a pair of eyes staring back at him from underneath the truck. Startled, Sam leapt back, trying not to lose his footing.

				“Stay back!” he yelled to Delta.

				Something darted out in his direction, and Sam swung the blade in front of him, hoping to deflect the attack. His sudden movement put him further off balance, and he fell to the ground with a thud.

				Disoriented, he lashed out again with the blade, his attacker still nothing more than a flurry of movement in front of him. He heard Delta screaming at him now, but it took a few moments for her words to sink in.

				“Sam—relax! It’s just a squirrel!”

				Confused, he dropped the knife to the ground, still breathing heavily. A gray ball of fur had revealed itself from beneath the truck.

				The squirrel stopped to chitter at him, and then pranced across the forest floor. In its mouth was a piece of cereal.

				Sam lowered his head in embarrassment.

				“Looks like we found our intruder.”
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				After cleaning up the scattered food, Sam got back into the truck and tried to start it. The key clicked in the ignition, but the engine refused to turn over.

				“No luck,” he said.

				While he was attending to the vehicle, Delta had retrieved a box of cereal and was polishing it off along with a bottle of water. When she had finished, she reloaded her pistol. Sam retrieved a gun of his own.

				“I think our best bet is to look for a nearby campsite,” he said. “Those creatures must have come from somewhere.”

				“That makes sense.”

				He pointed past the pickup and toward Route 191, which was barely visible through the trees.

				“We should stick close to the main thoroughfare, but stay hidden so we won’t be seen from the road.”

				Delta agreed. Having established a plan, the two grabbed a few items of food and moved forward through the underbrush. At Sam’s suggestion, they started out in the direction of the ravine, which was just north of their current location.

				Sam set the pace, clearing the brush in front of them and making sure the branches didn’t snap against Delta.

				As he moved, his thoughts drifted to their former companions.

				Just twenty-four hours earlier, they had been holed up in St. Matthews, Arizona in the town’s salvage yard. At the time, they had been keeping company with several other survivors—Noah, a young traveler they had met on the road in New Mexico, and Dan, a former St. Matthew’s police officer, as well as Dan’s eleven-year-old daughter Quinn.

			

			
				After a deadly shootout with several of the Agents—the men responsible for the infection—the survivors had decided to go their separate ways.

				Noah had left for Portland, hoping to find his family safe and alive. Dan and Quinn had opted to remain in the salvage yard, holding their position until they could determine a better place to hide.

				Wherever they were now, Sam hoped they had been able to avoid danger, and that he would see them again one day.

				“How do you think the others are doing?” Delta asked.

				“Good, I hope.”

				“I worry about Noah. To be out there on his own…”

				“I’m sure he’ll be fine. He’s a resourceful kid,” Sam said.

				He looked away, doing his best to shield his concern.

				Up ahead, the forest thickened. Sam veered closer to the road, fearing they might lose sight of it. In light of their situation, the last thing they needed was to get lost—without the truck, they’d have no source of additional food or water. Although Sam had brought a few items along with them, he knew the provisions would run out quickly.

				Before long, he recognized the clearing in the trees that marked the top of the ravine. This time, they approached the embankment from a different angle, skirting around the edge and avoiding going into it. As they proceeded, Sam could still make out the bodies of the creatures. A ring of blood had pooled beneath them, and he looked away to avoid gagging.

			

			
				After clearing the ravine the trees thickened even further, and Sam and Delta moved forward at a slower pace, selecting paths between the trunks. A few times, the roots extended above the ground, forcing them to step over them.

				After one such obstacle, he heard Delta grunt behind him, and he paused to wait for her. He reached out for her hand and helped her along.

				“What do you think happened to White Mist, Sam?” she asked.

				“I can’t even begin to imagine.”

				“Do you think someone’s living at your store?”

				“I wouldn’t be surprised. Unless it’s already been overrun by those things.”

				She nodded grimly.

				“Do you think you’ll ever go back there?”

				He stopped and shrugged. “At this point, I’m not even sure I’d want to.”

				After about half a mile, the forest thinned, providing easier travels. Sam noticed a road forking away from Route 191, and he pointed toward it.

				“I bet there’s a campground at the end,” he said. “Maybe that’s where those creatures came from.”

				When they reached the road, they stepped out onto it. The street was narrow—providing room for only one vehicle at a time—but it contained several pull-offs for travelers to pass one another. The area was eerily silent, making the claps of their footsteps seem even louder.

				A ways down, they noticed a brown sign pointing to a campsite a mile ahead. There were still no vehicles in sight.

			

			
				“Do you think anyone’s here?” Delta asked.

				“It doesn’t seem like it, but we should probably stick to the woods just in case.”

				Sam crept back into the trees and removed his pistol. Delta did the same. Up ahead, the road curved, blocking their view of anyone—or anything—that might lie beyond.

				As they rounded the corner, Sam noticed a foul odor in the air. He let one hand off the gun and covered his mouth with his shirt.

				“What is that?” Delta hissed.

				He looked at her, ready to respond, but he could tell she already knew the answer. It was the smell of death, and as they walked it grew stronger with each passing step.

				The campsite slowly came into view—several RVs and cars were parked in a semi-circle, with two picnic tables lining the center. There was no sign of movement, human or otherwise. Sam took the lead, signaling for Delta to stay behind him, and then halted about twenty feet away.

				What he saw made his stomach hitch.

				Strewn about the campground were the remains of several campers. Heads and limbs had been scattered along the forest floor, and blood had been smeared across the outside walls of the RVs. The stench was so powerful that it had permeated the entire campsite, and Sam’s eyes welled up from breathing it in.

				In the middle of the campsite was a fire pit. Amidst the ashes were a slew of beer cans and wrappers—remnants of a party that had long since ended. Sam reached out his hand, checking for warmth, but the embers were cold.

			

			
				“We should check inside the RVs,” he said. “See if there are any survivors.”

				Despite his suggestion, he already knew what the answer would be.

				The entire campsite was dead.
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				Agent Cromwell pushed off the ground with his knuckles, his biceps flexing as he completed his morning repetitions. About five feet away, another man sat behind a row of computer screens, watching as they flicked from location to location.

				“Are you even counting, asshole?” Cromwell asked the other man.

				The asshole’s name was Agent Hopper, and it was obvious he hadn’t been.

				“Hopper!”

				Startled, the man swiveled in his chair.

				“That makes twenty-four,” he said.

				Wrong, Cromwell thought. It actually makes twenty-six.


				Rather than berate the man further, Cromwell held his tongue. The last thing he needed was to blow his cover. After a few more push-ups, he got to his feet and joined the other man at the desk.

				Remember—as far as he knows you’re just another soldier. You have no authority over him. None that he’s aware of, at least.

				“You see anything outside the base?”

				“Nope. Quiet as usual.”

				“That’s good.”

				For the last week they had kept their eyes glued to the cameras, searching for any signs of disturbance outside the Salt Lake City compound, as well as keeping watch on the Agent vehicles in the field through dash-mounted cameras. So far, things were running smoothly. Cromwell was delighted, but he couldn’t say he was surprised. As always, his planning had been impeccable, and his execution was turning out to be even better.

			

			
				In just a few short days, his plans had started to reach fruition. The bulk of the southwestern states had been destroyed, ravaged by the effects of the contamination. Most of the remaining survivors had been hunted down and killed. The government had been unable to pinpoint the source, and the majority of the troops that had been sent in had taken ill with the virus or overtaken.

				And the best was yet to come.

				Before long, the Agents would expand their empire outwards, extending beyond the desert and into the surrounding states. It wouldn’t be long before they controlled the entire United States. Eventually, they would take over the world.

				Cromwell smiled at his own ambitiousness.

				If only my father could see me now.

				His father had always said he wouldn’t amount to anything. That was before Cromwell had killed him, of course.

				Feeling rejuvenated by his exercise, he patted Hopper on the back and walked toward the exit.

				“Do you mind if I step out for a minute?” he asked.

				Hopper shrugged. “No problem—just make sure you’re back before long. I wouldn’t want the leaders to think we’re in here slacking off.”

				“I doubt they’ll notice,” he said.

				“You never know.”

				Cromwell restrained himself from laughing. There were no leaders—at least, none that were in any real position of authority. The only person Cromwell had to answer to was himself.

			

			
				If they only knew.
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				After verifying that there were no survivors in the campground, Sam and Delta inspected the vehicles that had been left behind. There were three thirty-five-foot RVs, a beat-up Ford Explorer, and a Chevy Impala.

				Delta had perked up some, but Sam noticed she had been doing her best to avoid looking at the bodies.

				A search of the vehicles revealed little of value—the food was old and spoiled, and though there were several full beverages left behind, Sam didn’t trust anything other than the food and water they had brought with them. Unfortunately, there were no weapons other than a few kitchen knives. It appeared the group had been there strictly for camping.

				The keys to both the Impala and the Explorer were in one of the RVs. Both vehicles fired up without hesitation. After checking the contents, Sam found that each contained a set of jumper cables.

				“We should take one of the cars back to the truck so we can jump it.”

				“After we jump the truck, why don’t we take two vehicles? I can drive one, and you can drive the other,” Delta suggested.

				They had discussed the point back in St. Matthews, but Sam had thought it best to ride in one. With two cars, it would be too easy to get separated, and also easier for potential enemies to notice them.

			

			
				“I think we should stick with the pickup. I don’t think it’s wise to split up.”

				With a reluctant nod, Delta moved toward the Explorer. She opened the door and then climbed into the passenger’s seat.

				“I take it you’ve rejected the Impala,” Sam said with a smile, remembering her old vehicle.

				“Too many bad memories.”

				He stepped into the car to join her, shut the door, and then started the ignition.

				As they pulled out of the campsite, Sam looked in the rearview, still sickened by the carnage that had taken place there. His best guess was that some of the campers had been infected and then turned on the others. No matter what had happened, the scene was a grisly reminder of what they were up against.

				The two drove back to the truck in silence.

				When they reached the intersection of Route 191, Sam scanned both directions, watching for signs of any other vehicles. The interstate was barren, deserted. Directly ahead of them, a scenic overlook provided a majestic view off the side of a mountain: peaks and valleys stretching into the horizon, birds flying overhead, and trees that pointed into the sky.

				Sam paused a moment to take it all in, and then turned back the way they had come.

				The truck was only a few minutes up the road. Sam recalled where they had pulled in the night before—a makeshift dirt road between the trees—and turned the Explorer down the same path.

				The pickup was in the same position. There were no signs of disturbance.

			

			
				Luckily, there was enough room to park the vehicles side by side. Sam retrieved the jumper cables, then jumped out of the Explorer and set to work on connecting the two vehicles.

				Delta sat in the pickup, waiting for his signal. When he announced he was ready, she turned the key in the ignition. The engine sputtered and came to life. Sam let out a sigh of relief and disconnected the cables.

				“You ready to get going?” he called out to her.

				“Ready as I’ll ever be.”

				For the first time that day, she cracked a smile.

				Sam jumped into the passenger’s seat and glanced over at her, noticing that she looked different. While at the campsite, Delta had located an elastic band, and she had pulled her long, dark hair into a ponytail. Her blue eyes seemed to sparkle in the daylight, and for a split second she reminded Sam of his daughter. Had Chloe survived, the two would have been about the same age.

				“Do you want to drive?” he asked.

				“Am I allowed to?”

				Sam gave a chuckle.

				“If we’re going to survive this thing, we’re going to have to work together.”

				“I feel bad about the battery.”

				“No need to keep apologizing. When life gives you a shitty hand, all you can do is move forward.”

				He patted her on the knee.

				“I don’t want to hear another word about it,” he said.
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				Traveling through the mountains proved to be much easier in the daytime.

				While Delta was driving, Sam examined the map he had been given by Officer Dan Lowery back in St. Matthews, which was actually a page ripped from an atlas. On the bottom were a set of hand-written instructions, and the corners were yellowed and torn.

				According to Dan, they would be taking Route 191 for most of the trip, crossing from Arizona into Utah, and then heading into the mountains near Salt Lake City. Judging by mileage alone, the trip should be about nine hours, but their slow start the night before had already set them back.

				Sam stared at the page, tracing a path with his eyes over the lines and colors. Although he had traveled through many states, he’d only been to Utah once, and most of the roads were unfamiliar to him.

				With a nervous sigh, he placed the map back in the glove compartment.

				It wasn’t necessarily the drive that had him worried, but the journey to get there. On top of that, Sam had no idea what would happen when they got to Salt Lake City.

				He hadn’t thought that far ahead yet.

				In their interrogation of one of the Agents, they had learned the details of the plan. The goal was to wipe out the population of the United States, and then build a new society that only a select few would control. According to the Agent, the operation was being run out of a compound in Salt Lake City.

				The entire plan was enough to make Sam sick to his stomach.

			

			
				The United States had always been challenged by threats from foreign soil, but to think that a plot had been hatched internally was mind-blowing. He thought back to the words one of the Agents had said a few days prior.

				“Humanity’s fate has always been sealed. We’ve just given you an expiration date.”

				The words had been enough to give him chills. Whoever these people were, there would be no reasoning with them, no logic that would dissuade them from their plan.

				The only way to stop them would be by force.

				Of course, that was easier said than done.

				In the back of the truck, Sam and Delta had accumulated several weapons, but certainly not enough to stop an army of the Agents, never mind the roaming infected.

				And then there were the other lunatics on the road—the folks who had taken the infection as a sign to wreak their own havoc. They had already run into a few already, and the encounters had nearly cost them their lives.

				As they weaved through the mountains, Sam felt a surge of apprehension. There was no telling what they might run into in the days ahead.

				He looked over at Delta. Her hands were locked on the wheel, and her eyes flitted across the road with quiet intensity.

				“How’re you holding up?” he asked.

				“OK, I guess. I mean, I’d prefer to be on a cruise somewhere, but I don’t see that happening.”

				He smiled. “What did you used to do before…you know, all of this?”

			

			
				“I was in school at one point, but I never finished. It was hard to concentrate with all that was going on with my father.”

				“I can’t imagine having to deal with that at your age.”

				“It was nowhere near what you had to go through.”

				He let his eyes fall to the floor, and then let out a deep sigh.

				“What happened to my family isn’t your fault, Delta.”

				“I know. I just wish I could have seen the warning signs.”

				He reached for her hand.

				“There was no way you could have known.”

				Outside, the road narrowed as it wrapped around the uneven contour of the White Mountains. The pavement was worn and unkempt, the two lanes barely wide enough to fit two full-size vehicles.

				Before the two could finish their conversation, they were distracted by a rumbling noise from somewhere outside. It sounded like it was getting closer.

				“What the heck is that?” Delta asked.

				“I’m not sure.”

				Sam poked his head out the open window, scanning in all directions for the source. Ahead of them was a sharp curve in the road, and he could only see about a hundred feet in the distance. Everything else was blocked from view.

				“I think someone’s coming,” he warned.

				To their right was an enormous mountain cliff with no guardrail, to the left a wall of granite. There was no place to pull over or turn around.

			

			
				“Crap,” Delta said. “What should I do?”

				“Slow down. If it’s a car, we don’t want to risk running into it.”

				She hit the brakes, reducing the vehicle’s speed to a crawl. The roaring increased in volume and echoed off the rocks in front of them.

				“It sounds like a motorcycle,” Sam yelled. “Pull off to the side.”

				“There’s nowhere to go!”

				The pickup screeched to a stop, just inches from the mountain’s edge. Seconds later, a motorcycle careened around the corner, weaving back and forth across the road.

				In a panic, Sam realized the bike was headed straight toward them.
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				After leaving the compound’s control room, Cromwell made his way to his private quarters. Like all the other Agents’ rooms, his was only a hundred square feet, and contained only a single cot and a bureau.

				Unlike the rooms of other Agents, however, his room was soundproof. He had designed it that way on purpose—to allow him to keep cover among the other Agents, but also to conduct his business undisturbed.

				There were several other areas of the compound that only he had access to, but Cromwell preferred his room. It gave him pleasure knowing that all around him, Agent soldiers carried out his orders, unaware that their leader was living quietly among them. It also helped him keep a keen eye on his subordinates without their knowledge.

				Cromwell walked into his room and made his way to the bureau, pulling open the top drawer. Here, in addition to his personal items, was a single phone—a secured line that helped him keep contact with his underlings. He often used it in conjunction with several other phones that he kept on him.

				He picked it up and dialed a sequence of numbers. After a few rings, someone answered.

				“O’Connor,” a voice said.

				“How are we looking?”

				“Great, sir.”

				“No issues?”

				“None to speak of.”

				“Good.”

			

			
				O’Connor was stationed in Oklahoma City. From the sounds of it, the infection was right on schedule.

				Cromwell hung up the receiver, beaming.

				If things went any better, he would have to pinch himself.
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				Sam reached across Delta and grabbed hold of the wheel, but the pickup had already stopped. There was nowhere left to go.

				The motorcyclist wrenched the handlebars, turning the bike sideways and forcing it into a skid. Sam watched the bike fly past them, filling the air with the smell of smoke and burnt rubber, and then come to a stop about thirty feet behind the pickup.

				The driver killed the ignition, plunging the road into silence.

				After a few seconds, the rider leapt off the bike, threw up the kickstand, and started walking toward the truck.

				“Roll up the window, Delta.”

				Delta fumbled with the buttons. The automatic window whirred as it slid back into the track. Sam reached under the seat, retrieved the pistol, and placed it on his lap.

				“What do you think he’s going to do?” Delta asked.

				“I don’t know, but be ready to drive.”

				The man approached the driver’s side window. He was dressed in blue jeans, a black leather jacket, and riding boots. On his forehead was a yellow bandana. Although his face was beardless, he retained a hint of stubble, as if he hadn’t shaved in several days. He was of average build and height, but his clothes and demeanor gave him an intimidating aura.

			

			
				He raised a gloved hand and rapped on the glass.

				“You folks all right?” he asked. He wrinkled his brow, and his eyes wandered back and forth between the two of them. He seemed genuinely concerned.

				Delta looked at Sam for direction, and he signaled her to roll down the window a crack. As she did so, the man smiled at them.

				“I apologize. I was going a little fast there. But I’m sure you can understand why, with all this shit going on.”

				Sam nodded. “Where are you from?”

				“New Mexico.”

				“How are things looking there?”

				“Pretty bad, as you can imagine. I take it you’re coming from the other way?”

				“Yes. We’re coming from St. Matthews.”

				“Well, there’s not much to see back there.” He pointed to the road behind him. “The name’s Barry.”

				The man reached two fingers through the cracked window, then paused, unable to fit his hand through.

				Sam gave Delta a nod, and she rolled down the window the rest of the way.

				“I’m Delta, and this is Sam,” she said.

				The man shook each of their hands, and then scratched at the stubble on his chin.

				“Where are you folks headed, if you don’t mind me asking?”

				Sam and Delta exchanged looks. After a pause, the Sam answered.

				“Salt Lake City.”

			

			
				“Do you have family there?”

				Another delay. “Yes.”

				“I can’t speak to how bad it is in Utah, but I can tell you it’s not safe in New Mexico. There are gangs roaming the highways, and the infected folk are everywhere.”

				Delta leaned her head out the window.

				“We came across a campsite a few miles back,” she said. “Everybody there was butchered. It was awful. All of this seems so unreal.”

				Barry nodded grimly.

				“Well, I won’t trouble you folks any further. I’m planning to camp out in the mountains here—hopefully I can find someplace safe to hide.”

				Delta glanced over at Sam, then turned back to the man.

				“Do you need anything?” she asked. “Is there anything we can help you with?”

				The man paused for a moment, thinking.

				“Well, I am a bit worried about my bike. To be honest, I’m not much of a mechanic, and I’m hoping I didn’t ruin anything with that little stunt I pulled. Would either of you happen to know anything about motorcycles?”

				“I don’t myself. Do you, Sam?” Delta glanced over at him with hopeful eyes.

				“A little,” he said, shifting in his seat. “I suppose I could take a quick look. But then we’d have to get going.”

				“I would really appreciate it.” Barry adjusted his bandana and then started walking back toward the bike.

				Sam unbuckled his seatbelt and tucked the pistol in his pants.

			

			
				“Stay here,” he said to Delta.

				He reached for the door handle, the hinges groaning in protest as he opened the door, and stepped out into the street.

				Barry was already on his hands and knees, examining the bike. Sam joined him.

				“You’d think a guy like me would know a little more about what he’s driving,” Barry joked. “I can’t thank you enough for helping me out.”

				“No problem.”

				Barry moved out of the way, allowing Sam access to the motorcycle. Sam glanced it over, checking out the engine and frame, looking for signs that anything had been damaged. As far as he could tell, the bike appeared to be in good shape.

				“I don’t see anything,” he said.

				“How about the tires? After skidding to a stop like that…”

				Sam bent down and ran his fingers over the tread, but found nothing.

				He had just started to stand when he felt something cold and hard against the base of his neck.

				“Stay right where you are,” Barry said from behind him. “If you move one inch, I’ll blow your head off.”

				Before Sam could react, he felt a surge of pain in his head, and then everything went black.
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				Delta was gazing off the side of the mountain when she heard commotion outside her window. Startled, she looked to her left just in time to see Sam fall facedown on the asphalt. She cried out and reached for her weapon.

			

			
				Barry was already headed towards the pickup.

				Delta jabbed at the buttons on her armrest, simultaneously locking the doors and rolling up the windows. When she had secured the vehicle, she held the pistol up to the window so the biker could see it.

				“Put down the gun, missy,” he said through the glass.

				He peered at her through the windowpane, his breath fogging the window, and gave her a wide smile. His teeth were yellowed—several of them were chipped. Her heart skipped a beat.

				On the other side of the road, Sam hadn’t moved. It looked like he was out cold.

				“If you want your friend to live, you’ll do what I say.”

				“Fuck you,” Delta spat.

				Barry’s smile faded.

				“You either come out on your own, or my friends and I will pull you out kicking and screaming.”

				As soon as he said the words, Delta heard a rumble from up the road. This time the noise was overpowering, echoing down the side of the mountain and into the valleys below. She clutched her pistol, terrified of what was coming her way.

				Were there more of them?

				A few seconds later, her worst fear was confirmed.

				Three motorcyclists rounded the corner—all dressed in garb similar to Barry’s. They raised their fists into the air, and then converged in front of the pickup, blocking the road. After coming to a stop, the three riders dismounted and joined their friend at the window, eyes fixed on Delta.

			

			
				“What do we have here, Barry?”

				“There’re only two of them—this pretty little thing here, and the old guy on the ground.”

				Barry motioned to the still figure of Sam behind them. A few of the bikers laughed.

				“Looks like he didn’t put up much of a fight,” one of them said, smiling through a shaggy gray beard.

				Another one—a man with a long, curved mustache—made his way to the passenger’s side of the truck and tapped on the glass.

				“Hey, you! I see you in there!” He gave Delta a ravenous grin.

				She aimed the pistol at the window, her hands shaking. The man proceeded to laugh.

				“You ain’t gonna use that thing, sweetheart.”

				She waved the pistol as if to solidify her intentions, but the biker stood his ground. Behind her, she heard the others begin to tug on the door handles. Her pulse raced.

				The man was right. Even if she shot one of them, there was no way she could take them all out. She reached for the shifter.

				She could throw the car into drive and aim for the motorcycles, hoping to make her way through them, but that would mean leaving Sam behind, and if she did that, the bikers would surely kill him.

				At the same time, if she stayed here among these men, there was a good chance she would die herself.

				I’m going to have to shoot my way out, she thought. I have no other choice.

			

			
				The biker with the moustache banged on the passenger’s window again—louder this time—and catcalled at her through the glass. She extended her arms toward him, pistol pointed at his chest, and prepared to pull the trigger.

				One of the back windows shattered.

				Delta spun, but she was too late. Several pairs of hands had already reached through the window, unlocking the door, and someone grabbed her by the hair. She screamed out in pain and tried desperately to aim her weapon, but it was too late. She was surrounded.

				Someone latched onto her arm, sending the pistol clattering to the floor.

				As she was dragged from the truck, her last thought was of Sam.

				Would she live to see him killed, or would they kill her first?
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				After placing several more calls from his room, Cromwell stood and walked toward the door. Affixed to the back was a full-length mirror—another amenity that the others were unaware of. He stared at his reflection in silence for a few minutes, examining himself for imperfections.

				Over the past several years, Cromwell had followed a strict diet and exercise regimen. He was careful only to ingest only natural foods, avoiding anything that contained chemicals or preservatives, and he avoided any substance that might cloud his judgment. It was the same diet he had impressed upon his Agents, one that he hoped would give them an advantage.

				For too many years, humanity had mutated and destroyed the environment, filling the Earth with unnatural chemicals, polluting its natural resources. He found it both ironic—and fitting—that the source of their demise would be a man-made virus.

				He took off his shirt, flexing his biceps. His arms were thick and toned, and his stomach contained a set of rock-hard abs.

				In order to lead the new world, Cromwell knew had to be in perfect shape.

				He turned to inspect his back, doing his best to ignore the red scars at the bottom and focusing on the beads of muscle that he had worked so hard to maintain. Despite what his father had done to him, he had overcome the odds: his past had only made him stronger.

			

			
				Satisfied for the moment, he pulled his V-neck back over his head, tucked it into his camouflage pants, and opened the door.

				To his surprise, there were two other Agents in the hallway. From the looks on their faces, it appeared he had startled them. Cromwell walked over to join them. Both of them were young—probably in their mid-twenties—and he recognized them as some of the newest recruits from a recent training session.

				One had blond hair, the other dark. Both had recently shaved their heads. The dark-haired recruit spoke up.

				“Morning, Cromwell. We thought you were one of the leaders.”

				The dark-haired Agent gave a nervous laugh, and the other one joined him.

				No. I’m someone much more important.

				“It’s just me,” Cromwell said. “Where’re you coming from? Aren’t you supposed to be in the ops room?”

				“We were just outside taking a smoke break. You won’t say anything, will you?” the blond-haired one said. “I know we were supposed to quit, but it’s been hard, man.”

				Cromwell’s temperature rose, and he fought to control his anger.

				“Don’t worry, I won’t say anything,” he said.

				The dark-haired Agent patted him on the back—right on the area with the scars—and Cromwell tensed. It took all he had to avoid unleashing his rage on the ungrateful prick.

				“You know what?” Cromwell asked. “I know a great place where you can go to smoke. It’s on the lower level. I don’t think anyone knows about it. I can show you, if you’d like.”

			

			
				“Really? That sounds great.” The blond-haired Agent’s eyes lit up. “Can he come too?”

				“Sure thing. Follow me.”

				Cromwell turned his back and began walking in the other direction, leading the two Agents to the elevator at the far end of the hall. He hit the button and waited for the car to descend.

				“Are these guys really serious about all the ‘no drinking’ and ‘no smoking’ stuff?” the dark-haired Agent asked.

				“Dead serious.”

				“I mean, after all this is said and done, will any of that really matter? There will be no one left to fuck with us.”

				Cromwell smiled but didn’t answer. The elevator doors whooshed open, and he ushered them inside. After the doors closed, he watched the orange lights at the top of the car blink as they made their descent.

				When they reached the lower level, he led the Agents down a series of hallways, and finally stopped at a lone door at the end of one of them.

				“I don’t know, man,” the blond-haired one said. “This is a little far from our post. Won’t they miss us?”

				“Doubtful,” Cromwell said.

				He reached for a small keypad, activating the lock with the touch of his hand, and then pushed the door open. The two Agents stepped inside, and he closed the entrance behind them.

				“What is this place?” the dark-haired one asked.

				Inside the room was a wall filled with knives and swords. Each hung on a unique wooden peg, and all of them were evenly spaced. Cromwell walked over to the arrangement and pulled a seven-inch knife off the wall. He turned it in his hands.

			

			
				“Do you know what this is?” he asked the two Agents.

				Both shook their heads, confused.

				“This is a Fairbairn-Sykes fighting knife. It was originally used by British soldiers during World War II. Today, it is primarily sold to collectors. Unfortunately, this particular knife is just a replica, so it was never actually used in combat. Isn’t that a shame?”

				“Can we really smoke in here?” the blond-haired Agent asked.

				“Now why would you want to do that?” Cromwell asked. “Do you really want to ruin this nice showroom with that stench?”

				The Agent shook his head.

				“I didn’t think so.”

				The dark-haired Agent moved toward the door.

				“We appreciate the history lesson, but we really have to get back to our posts,” he said.

				Cromwell took a step toward them, holding the blade at his side.

				“Did you know that there is more than one way to sever a man’s artery?” he asked.

				The Agents didn’t reply.

				“Well, if you paid attention in your training classes, you would know that. The cleaner the cut, the quicker your enemy will bleed out.”

				The Agents fumbled with the keypad. The lock beeped as they punched in various combinations, but the door wouldn’t budge. Cromwell continued, unfazed.

			

			
				“A stomach wound is particularly interesting, because it will confuse your opponent psychologically while also causing tremendous pain. Can you imagine what it must feel like to get stabbed in the stomach? I can’t imagine it feels too good.”

				The dark-haired Agent held up his hands. “Listen, man, we’re not looking for any trouble. We just want to return to our station. We won’t bother you anymore.”

				Cromwell paused, as if considering the man’s words.

				“You know what might help make this easier for you?” he asked. “Rather than looking at this negatively, think of it as an initiation. Not only for the knife, but for you.”

				With that, Cromwell lunged forward, thrusting the blade deep into the man’s stomach. The dark-haired Agent cried out in pain and surprise, watching a circle of red blood blossom beneath his uniform.

				“W-what d-did you do that for?” he whispered.

				The man pawed at the open wound, his eyes wide. The blond-haired Agent screamed and pounded on the door.

				Cromwell advanced without a sound.
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				Sam awoke to the sound of Delta screaming.

				He tried to move, but his hands were bound behind him. He opened his eyes, head still throbbing, and realized that his world was still dark. From somewhere outside, he could hear the sound of men’s voices. He recognized Barry’s among them and felt a surge of anger.

			

			
				Sam had been tricked. They both had.

				He wriggled his arms and legs. He couldn’t twist more than a few inches. When he rolled his head, his face pressed up against what smelled like cardboard, and he could detect the faint odor of food.

				I’m in the bed of the pickup.

				Barry—or the others—must have put him there after knocking him out. Was he still on the main road, or had they driven the truck somewhere else? He smelled smoke from a fire, and guessed that the vehicle had been relocated.

				Delta had stopped screaming, but the men continued to laugh and chide her. He strained his ears to make out what they were saying.

				“We’re going to have a lot of fun with you,” one of the voices said.

				“Yeah, you’re a pretty one,” said another.

				Sam struggled at his bindings. It felt like he had been tied with rope; the knots were so tight that his hands had lost circulation. Whoever had done it had done a good job.

				Think, Sam.

				Was there anything sharp in the bed of the truck that could help him? From what he could tell, he was wedged between several boxes, giving him little room to maneuver. He rolled his body from side to side, trying to flip over onto his back, and felt something dig into his stomach.

				My knife.

				It was still tucked in the front of his pants. They must not have checked there.

			

			
				Feeling a renewed sense of hope, Sam wrenched his body back and forth, trying to dislodge it. Even if he could get it out, he wasn’t sure what he would do next. To use it he would have to roll over, and his space was limited.

				Still, he had to try. His life—and Delta’s life—depended on it.

				He felt the blade start to slide out of the sheath and he pushed his stomach against the bed lining, trying to put pressure on the handle. He curled his toes and then retracted them, pushing his boots off the tailgate so that his body moved back and forth.

				The knife moved a little more.

				Come on, he thought.

				Encouraged, he struggled harder. His foot banged into the rear of the truck.

				Sam froze. Outside, the voices had stopped.

				Did they hear me?

				The forest was quiet. A few seconds later, he heard someone approaching.

				“It sounds like your boyfriend is awake.”

				He recognized the voice as Barry’s, and his heart sank.

				He let his body go limp, closed his eyes. The tailgate creaked open, and he could feel the warmth of the sun on his legs.

				“You ready to come out and join the party?” Barry asked.

				Sam lay still.

				“I know you’re awake in there. We all heard you. Time to come out.”

				Barry tugged at his jeans. Sam lashed out with his feet, connecting with the man’s stomach, but with his ankles bound, the blow was weak and ineffective. Barry laughed and wrestled him out of the pickup and onto the ground.

			

			
				Sam tasted dirt in his mouth, and he opened his eyes.

				He had been right about the campfire. About twenty feet away, three bikers stood in a half-circle, keeping vigil over the roaring flames. Empty beer cans were strewn about the site, and the men laughed and joked with each other as if they were nothing more than campers on a weekend getaway.

				Delta lay facedown among them. Her hands and feet were tied behind her back and she kicked and squirmed, unable to break loose.

				When she met Sam’s eyes, he felt a shiver of fear.

				Barry leaned down so that his face was level with Sam’s and gave him a triumphant grin.

				“Looks like I got the jump on you, old man.”

				“Why are you doing this?” Sam asked.

				The man chuckled, looked at his friends.

				“He wants to know why,” he called over to them.

				One of the bikers—the one with the long, unkempt beard—snorted in response. The others just stared.

				“You people are all the same,” Barry said. “Like a broken record.”

				“What is that supposed to mean?” Sam asked.

				“Remember that campsite you saw up the road?”

				“Yeah.”

				“What happened there wasn’t from any damn zombies.” He laughed.

				“You’re sick.”

				The man gave him a vacant stare, and then dragged him across the dirt.
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				Barry pulled Sam by his wrists, letting his face scrape against the forest floor. Sam’s cheeks burned from the debris, and he tasted dirt, but he knew it was nothing compared to what was coming.

				He pictured the scene at the campsite, and felt a surge of fear. The residents there had been killed and dismembered, their faces almost unrecognizable. It had been awful enough to envision their demise at the hands of the creatures, but knowing that the murderers were human was even worse.

				Barry pulled him to a tree about ten feet from the campfire, then positioned him upright against it. From Sam’s angle, he had a clear view of Delta and the other bikers.

				“You’re a lucky man. You’re going to get a front row seat,” Barry said, snickering.

				One of the other bikers had already lifted Delta off the ground. He held her face close to his own and gave her a smirk.

				“You know, you’re even better looking up close,” the man said. “But you’ll look even better in pieces.”

				The biker with the mustache ran up beside them. He was barely able to contain his excitement.

				“Do you know what we’re going to do to you? We’re going to give you the special treatment.” He held a long bundle of rope in front of Delta’s face. “Each of us is going to choose one of your arms or legs, and then we’re going to tie it to our motorcycles and start driving. The last limb to come off wins.”

				The first man wet his lips with his tongue. “Sort of like a wishbone. Only with four ends.”

			

			
				She avoided his eyes, looking past him and into the forest.

				“You better look at me while I’m talking, or I’ll cut those pretty blue eyes out.”

				The man reached into his pants, still holding her with one hand, and pulled out a switchblade. Before he could make a move, Barry ran up next to him.

				“What do you think you’re doing, Charlie?”

				“I’m having my way with this one before we go ahead and…you know.”

				“That’s not how this works,” Barry said. “I found her first.”

				Charlie frowned, lowering the knife.

				“What’s that supposed to mean?” he asked.

				“I’m the one who discovered these two, so I get to decide what happens, and in what order. Do you understand?”

				Barry reached into his own pocket, his nose inches from his companion’s face.

				Charlie dropped Delta into the dirt, and she hit the ground with a thump. Before he could react, Barry had a pistol against his neck.

				“Guys, relax!” one of the other bikers said. “We’ll all get our turn. No need to get hostile.”

				“Stay the hell out of this, Harold,” Charlie muttered.

				The two bikers stared at each other, eyes blazing, neither wanting to back down.

				After a few seconds, Charlie finally gave in. He retreated a few steps, placing himself a few feet away from Sam, and held up his hands.

				“OK, Barry. You win.”

			

			
				From his position at the base of the tree, Sam could see Charlie’s back. Tucked in the back waistband of the man’s jeans was a pistol. He watched as the man’s hands fell to his sides, his fingers drumming the side of his pants.

				He’s going to reach for it.

				Barry still had his gun trained on his companion.

				“Are you going to shoot me or what? Make up your mind. If not, I’d like to get another fucking beer,” Charlie said.

				Barry lowered the weapon, a shit-eating grin spread across his face.

				“I was just messin’ with you, man.”

				In an instant, Charlie’s hand flew behind his back, grabbing hold of the pistol. He fired at Barry, the shot connecting with the man’s left shoulder, and Barry collapsed to the ground screaming.

				“You motherfucker!”

				Sensing he was in danger, Sam threw his body to the side.

				Barry returned fire from the ground, raising his pistol and squeezing off several rounds in Charlie’s direction. The bullets connected, one hitting the biker in the stomach and one in the head, and the man fell backwards like a stone, falling just inches away from Sam. His pistol skittered off into the dirt, stopping near Sam’s feet.

				I need that gun, Sam thought, his heart racing.

				Without further hesitation, he rolled until his tied hands were above the pistol, grabbed it, and then clutched it in his hands.

				The remaining bikers had rushed to the aid of their fallen friends, yelling and screaming as they tried to make sense of the situation.

			

			
				Sam rolled onto his side, gun in his hands, and fired several rounds into the cluster of men. He saw one fall, then another. The one with the mustache stumbled toward him and he adjusted his aim, emptying the clip into the man.

				When he was finished, he dropped the gun. The camp was silent save for the crackling of the fire.

				He yelled out for Delta.

				“I’m OK!” she yelled from the neighboring trees.

				Still unable to move freely, Sam wiggled toward the sound of her voice. He inched his way past the dead bikers—staring at them each for a few seconds to ensure none were breathing—and made his way around the campfire.

				Delta met him halfway. When Sam saw her, he breathed a sigh of relief. Aside from a few scratches and bruises, she appeared unharmed.

				“My knife,” he said. He nodded to the front of his pants, where the handle protruded several inches.

				Delta turned around, maneuvering herself so she could take hold of it, and then the two sat with their backs facing each other, using the blade to cut through their bonds. After freeing their hands and feet, they shook their limbs to renew the circulation.

				When they were finished, they stood and surveyed the campsite.

				Across from them, on the other side of the fire, was the pickup. It appeared that all four tires had been flattened, and some of the food was scattered across the ground. Behind it were the bikers’ four motorcycles.

				“How far is the road from here?” Sam asked.

			

			
				Delta pointed through the trees.

				“Not far,” she said. “Probably a few hundred feet or so.”

				“It looks like they did a number on the truck.”

				She nodded.

				“Let’s see what we can salvage.”

				The two made their way over to it. From the backseat they were able to grab two pistols, a rifle, and some clothes. In the covered cab, several boxes of food remained untouched—the ones that Sam had once been wedged between earlier. Using the knife, he sliced open the cardboard, removed the contents, and then laid the food out on the ground.

				Sam walked over to the motorcycles. Each had several saddlebags on the side. He unzipped them and inspected the contents, finding several more beers, some moldy sandwiches, and a few other odds and ends. He threw the items on the ground and then made his way back to Delta.

				“Ready to get going?” he asked.

				She wrinkled her forehead, confused, and then pointed to the bikes. “Are we taking one or two of those?”

				“I don’t see that we have much of an option.”

				“Do you even know how to ride one? Because I don’t.”

				“Yep. It’s been a while, but I’m sure it’ll come back to me.”

				She strode over to the motorcycles and inspected them.

				“Take your pick,” Sam said.

				She walked down the row, eyeing each one in turn, and then stopped at a large black Harley—the biggest of the four.

			

			
				“How about this one?” she asked.

				Sam smiled at her. “Good choice.”
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				Delta clung to the back of Sam’s shirt as the Harley weaved through the mountain roads.

				As she glanced out into the wilderness, taking in scenic overpasses and majestic mountaintops, she realized that she had never sat on a motorcycle before.

				The feeling was both liberating and terrifying.

				Several times she felt the bike wobble, threatening to pitch over the edge of Route 191, but each time Sam corrected and kept it on course.

				The wind tugged at her hair and the breeze ruffled her pants and t-shirt. The roar of the bike was almost deafening, filling the narrow road with sound, and echoing off the rocks and into the valleys below. Several times she attempted conversation, but was unable due to the volume.

				Since leaving the biker’s campsite, they hadn’t seen a soul. Delta wasn’t surprised. Given their remote location and the situation they were in, she was surprised they had run into anybody at all.

				After driving for about an hour, Sam called back to her, and she perked up to listen.

				“We’re almost out of the mountains,” he yelled. “I can see Interstate 40 ahead.”

				“OK,” she shouted, unsure if he had heard her.

				As if on cue, the wilderness opened up, tall pines giving way to desert, the once-curved road starting to flatten out like a roll of brown carpet. Without the cover of trees the day felt several degrees warmer, and Delta found herself thankful for the breeze the motorcycle provided.

			

			
				In the distance she could just make out the connecting interstate. Her body tensed as they rode down to meet it.

				The last time they had been on I-40, they had been shot at and almost killed. Nearing the highway meant being closer to civilization, and with a higher population came greater risk. Although Delta was glad to finally be out of the mountains, she was terrified of what they might run into.

				“Hang on!” Sam yelled.

				As the road broadened, he accelerated, testing the limits of the Harley. In the distance, Delta could make out a plethora of shapes, but was unable to distinguish any details. When they finally reached the highway, Sam slowed the bike to a crawl and then stopped to assess their surroundings.

				Delta immediately felt a pit in her stomach.

				Things were much worse now than when they had left.

				The interstate was littered with vehicles—overturned RVs, cars, flipped and broken motorcycles. Several appeared to have been set on fire, and the charred remains left a smoky residue in the air, filling her nostrils and making her choke. Aside from the vehicles were pieces of broken furniture and electronic equipment, as if the owners had fled from their homes, hoping to start a new life elsewhere.

				And then there were the bodies.

			

			
				Scattered amongst the debris were piles of human remains—some intact, others unraveled across the pavement. Limbs were strewn everywhere, and puddles of blood filled the gaps between the wreckage. Delta’s hands flew to her mouth, and she struggled to breathe.

				“Are you all right?” Sam called back to her.

				“Yeah. I think so.”

				Sam dismounted the bike, taking in the gruesome sight. After a few seconds, he patted her on the shoulder and then unzipped one of the saddlebags. He reached inside and pulled out the torn page of an atlas.

				He traced his fingers over the paper for several minutes, and then held it up and pointed so she could see.

				“We’ll be on I-40 for about five miles or so,” he said. “After that, we’ll get back on Route 191.”

				She nodded, choking back the bile rising in her throat. Sam pointed to the westbound lane, where there was a small break in the wall of abandoned vehicles.

				“Thank God we took the bike,” he said.
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				After cleaning up the remnants of the two Agents he had killed, Cromwell returned to the main control room, where Hopper was still keeping watch.

				“That was a long break,” Hopper said without turning around.

				“Sorry. Stomach issues.”

				Cromwell eyed the row of monitors.

				The left-hand side of the desk contained the cameras that covered his Agents in the field. Each of the Agent vehicles was equipped with a dash-mounted camera, allowing a view of what was going on both inside and outside the vehicle. Any problems or concerns would be reported to the leaders in the field, who would check in with the troops under them and send in reinforcements as necessary.

				A few of these screens showed Agent soldiers riding in their vehicles and talking. Others portrayed the remains of ruined cities, with occasional glimpses of the creatures milling about outside the vehicles.

				The cameras on the right were used to keep watch on the compound. These displayed images of the Utah desert: rolling, arid valleys, stiff green juniper trees, and mountain ranges, all of which surrounded the building. The compound had formerly been used as a religious headquarters. Now, with the old sect defunct, it had been converted to suit the needs of the Agents and their cause.

				Just a few months earlier the compound had been filled with recruits. Prior to the launch of the infection, the building had been used to conduct training sessions for the Agents, teaching them the skills they needed to survive. Currently, the building contained only a skeleton crew; most of the Agents had been placed out in the field to monitor and observe the results of the infection.

			

			
				Oftentimes, Cromwell found himself envious of his subordinates. Because of his importance, he rarely left the compound. Instead, he relied on the obedience of his appointed leaders, sending his directives from afar.

				Now, with his adrenaline pumping, he wished he could join the other Agents in the field. It would be great to be among them, hunting down the survivors and delivering the final blows to humanity himself.

				But there would be plenty of time for that, of course.

				When things settled down—once the Agents had taken control of the United States—he would weed them out, too. Any that were not up to his standards would be quickly eliminated.

				Well, maybe not too quickly.

				Cromwell smiled at the thought, letting his mind drift back to the two Agents he had killed just moments before. It had been too long since he had made use of his knife collection.

				He would have to start frequenting that room more often.
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				Delta closed her eyes as they navigated down I-40, wishing that she were anywhere else. The smell of decay permeated her lungs and nostrils, and she clung to Sam, afraid of falling off and into the carnage.

			

			
				Sam twisted the bike from left to right, trying to find gaps between the rubble. Just a few days ago they had traveled this same highway, and it had looked nothing like this.

				Things had gotten far, far worse, indeed.

				The bike swayed, and she opened her eyes. Sam had stopped, placing both feet on the ground. A tractor-trailer had tipped and fallen on its side, effectively blocking the lanes in front of them. She glanced across the road past the median, noticing that the other side of the highway looked clear.

				“What’s wrong?” she asked.

				Sam held up a finger, signaling for her to wait. He dismounted the bike and pulled his pistol from his waistband. Starting to panic, Delta fumbled for her own weapon and stepped off the motorcycle to join him.

				“Stay here,” he said. She reluctantly complied.

				Sam walked the length of the tractor-trailer, holding his gun at chest-level. When he reached the cab, he leaned down to peer inside.

				Delta watched him, a lump rising in her throat. What the hell was he doing?

				Overhead, a cluster of birds circled, landing intermittently to feast on bits of human remains. She strained her ears, hoping to hear whatever had startled Sam, but could only make out the caw of the birds and the purr of the motorcycle.

				After a few seconds, she heard something: a faint moan coming from somewhere beyond the truck. She watched as Sam continued past the hood of the tractor-trailer, making his way around to the other side. A second later, he slipped from view.

			

			
				He shouldn’t be out there alone, Delta thought. What if it’s one of those things?


				Disobeying his instructions, she crept after him.

				She followed his path along the trailer, treading quietly on the pavement, and then peered into the cab. The seats were empty. She picked up her pace, fearing that at any second she would hear him cry out, attacked by some unknown assailant.

				She proceeded around the hood, still hearing nothing from the other side.

				When Sam finally came into view, he was bent over a figure on the road about a hundred feet away. He was talking, but she couldn’t make out the words.

				“Sam? Are you OK?” she yelled.

				He looked up, startled, and then waved her over.

				She jogged over to him. On the ground next to Sam was a man in his mid-forties. His face was contorted in pain, and blood trickled from his lips. It looked like he could barely speak. When Delta approached, he attempted a smile.

				“H-hello, ma’am,” he said.

				She opened her mouth to reply, and then noticed the gaping hole in his stomach. A jagged metal pipe lay next to him.

				“I don’t s-suppose you’re a doctor? I could really use one right now.”

				“No. I’m sorry,” she whispered.

				“Don’t be.” The man coughed, spitting up flecks of blood onto his t-shirt. “I put up a good fight.”

				“You’ll be fine,” she tried.

			

			
				The look in the man’s eyes told her that he knew the truth.

				“Who did this to you?” she asked.

				“The men in the white coats. They’re heading north. It sounds like they’re going to Salt Lake City.”

				Sam glanced at Delta. “Would you mind grabbing him some water?”

				She nodded and stood. Before she left, she gave the man one last look.

				“Be careful out there, young lady,” he said.

				By the time Delta returned, he was dead.
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				Sam flipped up the kickstand on the motorcycle. Delta hopped on back and tapped him on the shoulder.

				“What else did he say?” she asked.

				“They’re expanding north into Utah. Most of the southwest is already overrun.”

				“What does that mean for us?”

				“It means we’re going to run into a whole lot of shit on the way to Salt Lake City. Up there, things are just getting started.”

				He reached for the key, but she stopped him again. Out of nowhere, she felt a surge of anger.

				“What are we doing here, Sam?”

				“What do you mean?”

				“We can’t take them all on. What difference can we possibly make?”

				Sam rested his elbows on the handlebars. He sighed.

				“I can’t say I haven’t thought about just driving west and trying to get as far away from this thing as possible. Letting the government handle it. But then I think of all the people that have been killed or infected, and how many more will probably die.”

			

			
				She sighed. “Surely someone else must be doing something.”

				He turned to face her. “It’s not going to end here, Delta. This thing is going to keep going until someone puts a stop to it. With the information we have, we might be able to help. I know it sounds crazy, Delta, but I feel like this is something we were meant to do.”

				She looked at him, catching a hint of sadness in his eyes, and felt her anger subside.

				“The last thing I want to do is drag you into this thing against your will,” he said. “If you don’t want to go, I completely understand. It just bothers me to think that every minute we wait, more people are potentially being killed.”

				She patted him on the shoulder.

				“In that case, we better get a move on,” she said. “We’ve wasted enough time already.”
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				When his shift in the control room had ended, Cromwell returned to his private quarters once again. There, he paced the room while working on a new set of tactics and strategies.

				Despite the complexity of his plans, Cromwell seldom wrote anything on paper or kept any files electronically. Instead, he preferred to keep everything in his head, fearing that the information might be otherwise breached.

				He was able to recall facts and locations with remarkable clarity, and his memory rarely failed him. According to what he had read, the same was true for many of the world’s great leaders, including Napoleon.

				For instance, he knew that today first strikes were being made on both Denver and Baton Rouge. Having conquered the southwest, Cromwell’s next move was to expand into the surrounding territories.

				Even with the plans in motion, the attacks wouldn’t begin without his say-so. He always ensured that he had final approval, just in case things needed to be revised or adjusted. He alone was the hub, the source of everything.

				And that was exactly the way he wanted it.

				Cromwell stopped pacing and sat on the floor. He then laid back, placed his arms behind his neck, and started on his abdominal crunches. As he began his first set, he contemplated the phone call he was about to make.

				Denver or Baton Rouge?

				He smiled, watching his stomach muscles tighten as he worked his midsection. He had always enjoyed the food in Louisiana—at least, before he had changed his eating habits.

			

			
				Maybe I’ll start with Denver, he thought.
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				Sam coasted through the broken-down vehicles, alternating between the brakes and the gas. Because of the constant obstructions, he was forced to drive slowly. They were only supposed to be on I-40 for five miles, but the trip was starting to feel much longer, and he found himself scanning the roadside for the next exit.

				“Look out for signs,” he called back to Delta. “We need to get back on Route 191. It should be exit 333.”

				Ahead of them the highway remained flat, the landscape dotted with green shrubs and sand. After a while the road cleared, and with fewer cars to contend with, Sam was able to pick up speed.

				Aside from the man they had just left, there hadn’t run into any other survivors. On several occasions Delta motioned for Sam to stop, thinking she saw movement, but it always proved to be a false alarm.

				At one point, Sam noticed a phone on the ground, and they had stopped to pick it up, hoping for a signal. The cellphone had been dead. Even with service, he doubted they would get a response.

				Finally, Sam spotted the sign for the next exit. He hit the gas, kicking up a cloud of exhaust, and swung onto the ramp.

			

			
				Unlike I-40, Route 191 was narrower and contained fewer disabled vehicles. The landscape contained more of the same scenery—dry green junipers, brown desert, and flecks of trees in the distance. Though there were several houses and small businesses scattered along the roadside, none appeared to be occupied, and all appeared to be without power.

				Sam glanced down at the gas gauge. The bike still contained about a half tank, but he made a mental note that they would need to refill it. The last thing they needed was to run out of fuel.

				As he gripped the handlebars, Sam let his mind wander, thinking back to what the man on the road had told him.

				Just a few hours ago, three men in white coats had passed through the highway. After arriving, they had made their way from vehicle to vehicle, systematically eliminating any survivors. Instead of bullets, they had resorted to using sharp objects they found on the road, saying that the people weren’t worth the ammunition.

				The man on the road had been gored with a pipe and left to die.

				Sam shuddered.

				He looked at the odometer. At their current speed, they would reach Salt Lake City by early evening. However, if any of the Agents had taken the same road, they might run into trouble sooner.

				In the distance, Sam spotted a rusted pickup at the side of the road. The hood and grill were orange—as if the vehicle had been exposed to the elements for many years—and the bed had been built up with pieces of plywood. It appeared that something had been spray-painted on the side. As they drew closer, Sam slowed the bike to read the message.

			

			
				“Two Rocks Trading Post & Café—2 Miles. Gas Available”

				He pointed to the sign.

				“We should stop,” he said.

				With the road as desolate as it was, he didn’t want to risk waiting to fill the tank any longer. They had enough things to worry about without breaking down on the highway. Having made up his mind, Sam continued on, watching the side of the road for the upcoming turn.

				A few minutes later, he saw it. Sam veered off the main road, the tires of the motorcycle crunching on loose stone, and pulled into the parking lot.

				True to its name, the Twin Rocks Trading Post had been built at the base of two large rock formations, two reddish spirals of sandstone that jutted into the sky several hundred feet above it. The building itself was a log cabin, with a roof made of red shingles and a covered walkway at the front. Lining the property was a small brick wall adorned with plants and Native American statues.

				There were two cars in the parking lot. Both appeared to be empty.

				As he drove across the lot, Sam noticed a single gas pump on the side of the building. He pulled up next to it and cut the engine.

				“Do you think anyone’s here?” Delta asked.

				“It doesn’t look like it, but we should check first.”

				“Is the pump even on?”

				Sam glanced over at it.

			

			
				“Nope. Looks like we’re going inside.”

				He dismounted the bike and withdrew his pistol. Delta followed behind him.

				Before going inside, Sam inspected the vehicles in the parking lot. Both appeared to be at least twenty years old and were covered with rust and dents. One was a truck, the other a sedan. He glanced inside the windows, but saw nothing of interest.

				The store itself was several hundred feet wide, and contained eight evenly spaced windows along the front. Sam squinted to see inside, but couldn’t see past the signs and merchandise that had been placed against the glass.

				There were two solid oak doors at the entrance. Both were closed.

				Motioning for Delta to stay put, Sam walked up and tried the handles, surprised to find them open. He cracked the entrance, leading with his gun, and peered into the store.

				The place was a mess.

				Rugs, baskets, and jewelry were scattered everywhere, homemade paintings had been ripped from the walls, and display cases had been toppled over. Seeing no signs of life, Sam entered the building. He stepped over the fallen merchandise, carefully avoiding the debris with his boots.

				Delta entered behind him, and the front door shut with a click.

				Although the store appeared to have been ransacked, there were no dead bodies in view, and Sam found himself both surprised and relieved. Hopefully, the owners had left some time ago and had made it safely to another state.

			

			
				Along the back wall, Sam noticed two doors: one on the far left, and one on the far right. He made his way through the store, still searching for a gas can.

				As he did, the door on the left opened to a crack and then shut.

				Sam stopped moving and stared at it. Was he seeing things?

				He waited, but the door remained closed.

				“What was that?” Delta whispered.

				“I don’t know. Get down.”

				They crouched behind a wooden display case—one of the few that hadn’t been knocked to the ground. Sam aimed his gun over the top and pointed it directly at the door.

				A few seconds later, he heard a noise to his right. He swiveled his gaze, and was just in time to see the other door swinging shut. Heart hammering, he nudged Delta, but noticed she already had her pistol trained on it.

				He glanced in all directions, wondering if someone had entered the main room, but the store was still empty.

				Footsteps sounded from the walkway outside.

				In a panic Sam turned, realizing their backs were exposed. Before he could move, the oak doors opened.

				Whoever it was had them completely surrounded.
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				Sam and Delta sat back to back on the floor, watching the doors with impending dread. Delta kept an eye on the doors at the rear while Sam guarded the front entrance.

				The oak doors had closed again, betraying nothing about the person or persons that waited outside. Sam stared intently, but saw no further sign of movement.

				Maybe they’re trying to flush us out.

				A few seconds later, the oak doors opened again, and the nose of a pistol poked through.

				“Get down!” Sam yelled.

				He pushed Delta to the floor. Gunshots sounded from around them. Sam heard the sound of doors opening—this time from the rear of the store—and then more gunfire. Bullets pinged off the display case in front of them, sending fragments of wood into the air, and several clay pots exploded.

				When the noise ceased, he turned his head, looking at Delta.

				“Are you hit?” he asked.

				“I don’t think so.”

				He craned his head and inspected his own body. Seeing no sign of injury, he swiveled back to Delta.

				“We need to get out of here. We’re sitting ducks.”

				“Where are we going to go? They have us surrounded.”

				Sam peered around the store. On one side of the building were several display windows. Unlike those in front, these had no merchandise in front of them. He waved his gun at them.

			

			
				“Maybe we can shoot them out and jump through.”

				“Are you serious?”

				“I don’t know. Do you have any better ideas?”

				She shook her head.

				Sam aimed his pistol at one of them and squeezed the trigger. The window burst, sending shards of glass onto the gravel outside.

				“On three?”

				She swallowed and nodded.

				Sam mouthed the first two numbers. Before he could get to the third, a figure in white ran past the now-open window.

				“Shit,” he muttered.

				“What is it?”

				He trained his pistol on the oak doors.

				“Agents. One of them just ran around front. Keep your eyes on the doors in back; I’ll watch the front.”

				Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Delta stand and point her weapon over the display case. A second later, she fired.

				Startled, Sam glanced back over his shoulder. A figure pitched forward and fell into the store. The rear door on the left was still swinging from where the figure had emerged.

				“Let’s go!” she shouted.

				Following her lead, Sam pulled himself to his feet and ran toward the rear door Delta had just fired at. The ground was uneven, littered with remnants of wood and clay, and he struggled to keep his balance. Delta got there first, and she tugged it open, stuck her gun through the crack, and then shouted at him to proceed.

				As he ran, he caught a glimpse of the fallen Agent. The man’s mouth hung open, and a trickle of blood escaped down his chin. His white jacket was marred with a red stain.

			

			
				Sam leapt through the open doorway and into the room beyond. Delta closed the door behind them just as gunfire pummeled the frame.

				The two found themselves in a small living area containing a single bed, a refrigerator, and a counter. At the far end was a bathroom no bigger than a closet. The door was open, revealing a white porcelain toilet. A single lantern lit the room.

				On the bed, their throats slit, were two women.

				Sam raced over to examine them, but was unable to find a pulse. Their wounds were still fresh.

				Delta looked away, clasping her hand over her mouth.

				“We need to find a way out,” Sam said.

				His eyes darted around the room, searching for a means of escape. Aside from the single doorway they had come through, there appeared to be no other exit.

				“What are we going to do?” Delta whispered.

				The shooting had stopped, filling the air with an eerie calm. From beyond the door, they could hear the crunch of footsteps. It sounded like they were getting closer.

				Sam got on his hands and knees and felt underneath the bed, looking for something—anything—that could alter their predicament. At first he felt the outline of shoes, and then something cold and hard. He pulled, untangling the object from some clothing, and finally it emerged.

				In his hands was a shotgun.

			

			
				“It looks like this is our lucky day,” he said. “Help me move the bed.”

				“What do you mean?”

				“We need to flip it.”

				Delta sucked in a breath, her eyes locked on the bodies of the two women.

				“What about the—?”

				“No time.”

				They transferred the bodies to the other end of the room—Sam grabbing the legs, Delta the arms—and then overturned the mattress and propped it up against the bed frame. When they were finished, they hovered behind it, Sam aiming the shotgun over the top.

				Then they waited.

				The footsteps continued, careful and deliberate.

				A few seconds later, somebody tugged at the door, rattling the wood against the frame. Sam cast Delta a look, and she stared back at him, her pistol trembling in her hands. The door was locked, but the paltry hook and latch would hardly stand up to a well-placed kick.

				More footsteps sounded from beyond the door. If Sam had to guess, he thought there had to be at least two other Agents—maybe more.

				He held the shotgun in place.

				The door wiggled again. This time, the hook slipped out of the latch and clacked uselessly against the wood. Sam heard a laugh.

				And then the door opened.
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				Agent Hopper felt his eyes start to close, and he shook his head to keep from falling asleep. In front of him the monitors blinked back and forth, revealing nothing but desert, dirt, and highways. At the moment, none of the cameras were focused on anything of interest. It felt like he had been staring at the same backgrounds for hours.

				“Maybe if I’m lucky I’ll see a goddamn bird,” he mumbled.

				He stood up from his chair, heard it roll back a few feet behind him, and stretched. He had originally been worried about dying in combat, but now he was beginning to think he would die of boredom first.

				When he had been recruited six months ago, he had been promised not only a piece of land in the new world, but also a chance to take part in the action. Hopper had never been one to rest on his laurels, but it seemed like that was all he had been doing since coming to the compound.

				A few times he had asked to be reassigned, but each time his Agent leader had instructed him to hold tight—that he would be pulled in as soon as he was needed. Hopper was starting to think that would never happen.

				And then there was his shift partner, Cromwell. Clearly, the man didn’t care about his work. Aside from his constant exercise, the man seemed to lack discipline, and seemed to care more about taking breaks than manning his post.

				Where was he going all the time, anyway?

				Stomach issues, my ass.

				“I should follow that son of a bitch one of these days,” he said to himself. “See where the hell he goes all the time.”

			

			
				He laughed at the thought. If nothing else, it would alleviate some of his boredom.

				Hopper stared back at the monitors—nothing had changed. He squinted at one of the screens, watching the picture turn into an army of pixelated dots. Sometimes when he was really bored, he would pretend that they were hordes of the infected, crawling over each other in an effort to get to the compound. Then he would picture going outside to mow them down, preferably with a tank, or at the very least an automatic weapon.

				He had heard rumors that the infection was starting to take hold in Salt Lake City, but his superiors had given him no further information. That was another thing that pissed him off.

				Why was everything so damn secret around here? If he were truly a part of the plan, shouldn’t he know more of the details?

				Hopper slapped his palms on the desk and sighed.

				A few seconds later, the phone on his desk rang.

				He reached over and grabbed the receiver.

				“Hopper.”

				“How are we looking out there?” a voice asked.

				“Nothing to report.”

				“Good.”

				“Sir?”

				The person paused. “Yes?”

				“Have we taken Salt Lake City yet?”

				The phone line went silent. Hopper held the receiver away from his ear and looked at it, unsure if the call had been disconnected. A few seconds later, he heard the sound of someone breathing.

			

			
				“Hello?”

				“Thanks for the report, Hopper.”

				This time, before he could stop them, the Agent leader hung up.
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				Sam watched the door swing open, keeping his finger on the trigger of the shotgun. As soon as he saw movement, he would shoot. Even if his shot was inaccurate, the shotgun should have a wide blast, and hopefully he would hit one of the men outside the door.

				It wasn’t the best plan, but it was all he had.

				The door slammed against the wall, and Sam saw an arm make its way through the opening. He aimed his weapon.

				“Wait!” Delta whispered.

				The person coming through the door wasn’t dressed in white. In fact, whoever it was had on a pair of jeans and a t-shirt. Sam held his fire, watching the figure stumble into the room. From the corner of the room, the lantern seemed to project both light and shadow, revealing the emerging figure in bits and pieces.

				From what Sam could tell, it appeared to be a man. The person walked a few feet into the room and then collapsed.

				Delta started to stand, but Sam grabbed hold of her arm.

				“It’s a trap!” he hissed.

				On the floor, the man moaned.

				They held their position, watching the open door, the rest of the store quiet.

				Somewhere outside, an engine fired. It sounded like the Harley.

				“Do you have the keys?” Delta mouthed.

				Sam let one hand off the gun, patted his pockets. He shook his head. He must have left them in the ignition.

			

			
				Dammit.

				If there were Agents outside, why would they take his motorcycle? Surely they must have better vehicles than that.

				Unless they’re trying to strand us here.

				But that wouldn’t make sense. From everything he had heard, the Agents were intent on killing any remaining survivors. While stranding Sam and Delta may lead to their demise—eventually—it wasn’t a surefire way to kill them.

				On the ground, the man made a gurgling noise in his throat. He lifted his head, meeting Sam’s eyes for a split second, and then collapsed again. This time, he stopped moving.

				Something white entered the doorway.

				Sam pulled the trigger. The blast tore off the side of the doorframe, and the figure fell back into the store. Two more figures flitted past—this time firing guns—and he ducked behind the mattress. The bullets tore through the fabric and pinged into the wall on other side.

				He cocked the gun, preparing to shoot another round.

				Delta poked her head up and started to fire, as well. Sam heard the sound of a man grunting, and then a thud as someone else hit the floor. She ducked back down beside him.

				He smiled at her. “Nice shot.”

				“You, too,” she said.

				“How many more are there?”

				“One, I think.”

			

			
				Sam nodded. Before he could stand, bullets ripped into the air once again. He covered his head, feeling the bedframe push back against them. As soon as the gunfire stopped, he threw the shotgun back over the top of the mattress and pulled the trigger. 

				He heard their attacker cry out as the shot connected.

				“Think that’s all of them?”

				Delta shrugged. “We’ll find out soon enough.”

				After waiting a few more minutes in silence, the two stood from their position and lowered the mattress to the floor. The front had been torn to shreds, pieces of foam spilling out from the inside. There were three bodies in view: two inside the room, and one in the main store.

				Sam padded over to the first man—the one in the t-shirt and jeans—and verified that he was no longer breathing. The second man, the Agent, was dead as well.

				They crept over to the doorway and looked out into the main store. There, they saw the third body, but no sign of a fourth.

				Sam held his finger to his lips and continued walking.

				After a few steps, he noticed a trail of blood leading across the floor. He followed it, shotgun in hand, and saw that it led outside. Once he reached the oak doors in front, he paused to listen. Hearing nothing, he pushed them open and stepped out into the air.

				The desert sun beat down on the parking lot, reflecting off of the roofs of the two cars. Even under the covered walkway the temperature difference was noticeable, and Sam started to sweat. Below him, he saw drops of blood on the walkway planks. It looked like the wounded man had traveled to the other side of the building—opposite from where they had parked the Harley.

			

			
				Sam hunched low to the ground and followed the man’s trail. Delta fell in line behind him, her thin shoes creaking on the floorboards.

				As they rounded the corner of the building, stepping out from the cover of the overhang, they saw one of the Agents lying facedown in the dirt, panting.

				Sam stopped for a second, putting up his palm. He glanced around for the man’s weapon. About ten feet away, he saw a rifle lying unmanned in the dirt. Satisfied, he continued until he was standing over the Agent.

				On the man’s back were several bloody exit wounds, and he wheezed as he fought for breath.

				Sam knelt beside him, rolled him over. The Agent’s eyes rolled up to meet him, a string of blood dripping from his mouth.

				“What’s your name?” he asked.

				The man’s eyes fluttered. It appeared he was too injured to speak. He wheezed, and his lips parted even further.

				Beyond him, Sam saw a white SUV parked in back of the building. He motioned for Delta to stay put, then headed toward the vehicle. When he reached it, he found the doors locked, no one inside.

				He returned to Delta and the downed Agent.

				“Where are the keys?” he asked the man. But it was too late.

			

			
				The Agent’s eyes were already glued skyward, and after a few more labored gasps, he stopped breathing altogether.

				Delta stared at the man for a second and then rose to join Sam.

				“We should check on the motorcycle,” she said.

				“Forget that. I have a better idea.”
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				The two moved the Harley around back, and then Sam emptied the contents of the saddlebags onto the ground.

				A few minutes later, Delta appeared from around the corner and held up a set of keys.

				“I found them!” she said.

				She walked over to meet him and they made their way to the SUV. Delta unlocked the doors and they both inspected the vehicle. The interior was spotless—not a can or wrapper inside. Underneath the seats, Sam located several knives, a small set of tools, and a United States atlas. In the back were several cases of food, all marked with red labels, along with several dozen bottles of water. The SUV had a full tank of gas.

				“This should keep us in business for a while,” Sam said.

				“What’s that?” Delta asked, pointing at a small, electronic device mounted on the dash.

				“I think it’s a camera.” Sam examined it for a second, then hastily ripped it off. He threw it outside in the dirt. “Just in case someone is keeping watch,” he muttered.

			

			
				When they were finished looking over the vehicle, Sam transferred the food and weapons from the motorcycle into their new car and then gathered the guns from the fallen Agents. Several of the weapons had been emptied.

				Comprising their arsenal were the shotgun, four pistols, a rifle, and several knives of various sizes.

				The two got into the SUV—Sam in the driver’s seat and Delta in the passenger’s seat—and pulled out of the parking lot. As Sam drove past the Two Rocks Trading Post, he glanced at the front of the store, suddenly envisioning his own in White Mist.

				He pictured working there on a day just like today—ensuring the displays were visible, cleaning the shelves, waiting for the weekly delivery. It was a simple life, but it was one he had chosen, unlike the new one he had been forced into.

				Now, separated from his store by a few days and several hundred miles, he could feel his old life already starting to fade.

				He glanced over at Delta and was surprised to find her watching him. He had stopped at the edge of the parking lot, his foot hovering over the gas pedal, but hadn’t pulled out into the road yet.

				“You ready, Sam?” she asked.

				“I think so.”

				She gave him a wide smile and patted his leg.

				“Great. Then let’s get the hell out of here.”
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				Hopper drummed his hands on the desk, ignoring the computer screens in front of him. Since earlier that day, he had had a song stuck in his head, and he couldn’t seem to get rid of it. He sang—softly at first, and then louder as he got to the chorus.

			

			
				They should at least allow us to listen to music in here, he thought. What the fuck difference would it make?

				He had just finished pantomiming a guitar solo when Cromwell interrupted him.

				“Are you finished, Hopper?”

				Hopper turned to face the other Agent, who was on the floor doing sit-ups as usual. He had almost forgotten the man was in the room.

				“I’m trying to concentrate.” Cromwell gave him a hard stare and then resumed his repetitions.

				What the hell was the guy’s problem?

				Rather than pick a fight, Hopper swiveled back around in his chair and rolled his eyes. One of the screens had suddenly switched views from the side of a mountain to the compound’s front entrance. He saw movement in the corner of the monitor, and he pushed forward on his black joystick to zoom in.

				A hawk was picking at a carcass on the ground. In the middle of its meal it had stopped to preen its feathers, head cocked to the side. Hopper zoomed out and then in again, staring at its black pupils.

				Even the damn birds had more to do than he did.

				“What is it?” Cromwell asked, coming up behind him.

				Startled, Hopper hit the joystick, zooming the camera in on a piece of whatever the hawk was chewing on. It looked like a snake.

				“Nothing. Just looking at a bird,” he said.

			

			
				“All right. I’m going to take five minutes to hit the bathroom. Do you mind?”

				Hopper shook his head. “Nope.”

				He listened as Cromwell’s feet retreated on the tile. When he heard the door close, he stood up from his chair.

				Time to see what that asshole is really up to, he thought.

				He crept across the room and opened the door a crack, peering down the hallway. Cromwell was about ten feet in front of him. He had already passed by the bathroom.

				I knew it.

				Hopper slipped out the exit, shutting the door quietly behind him, and started after the other Agent. As he progressed down the hallway, he walked softly, doing his best to dampen the sound of his footsteps. Cromwell veered to the right, taking another corridor, and Hopper struggled to keep up. At one point Hopper almost tripped, but he caught his balance just in time to avoid falling.

				After a few seconds, the hall curved around to the right, and he lost sight of Cromwell. He cursed at himself and picked up speed.

				The hallway straightened, and Hopper caught sight of the other Agent again. This time, Cromwell had stopped at the elevators. Hopper took a few steps back and hid, hoping that he hadn’t been spotted.

				Now what?

				He had already been away from his post for several minutes—if the phone rang, he needed to be there to answer it.

			

			
				Hopper turned around, about to resign himself to the fact that he had failed his quest. As he started back toward the control room, he noticed a door on his left, and he stopped to stare through the small glass window.

				I could always take the stairs.

				As soon as the thought hit him, he grinned with excitement. There were only a few floors to the compound. Chances were Cromwell would be going to either the second or third floors, as those were the most commonly used. If he could beat him up there, he could catch sight of the Agent through the window and pick up the chase from there.

				Happy with his new plan, Hopper opened the door and stepped into the stairwell, making sure to close the door gently behind him. He then raced up the stairs, using the railing to increase his momentum.

				When he reached the landing to the second floor, he paused, cupped his hand over his eyes, and peeked into the hallway. The corridor was deserted. There was no sign of Cromwell.

				I may have beat him, he thought. Either that, or he’s on his way up to third.


				If Cromwell had gone to the third floor, Hopper would need to be quick to catch him in time. On the other hand, if he were stopping at second, Hopper’s best bet would be to wait right where he was.

				Hopper continued to stare through the glass, shifting his weight from one foot to the other. After a few seconds, he stepped away and glanced at the stairs above him.

				The elevator shouldn’t have taken this long.

				Taking a leap of faith, he raced up the next flight of stairs, feet pounding against the cement.

			

			
				When he reached the next landing, he scanned through the window. At first, he saw nothing. Then, after staring for a few seconds, he caught a glimpse of Cromwell’s army pants turning down a distant hallway.

				I got him!

				Hopper opened the door, slipped through gently, and then took off after the other Agent. When he reached the turn where he had seen him disappear, he stopped and poked his head around the corner.

				Cromwell was standing in front of a door about twenty feet away. Hopper watched as he punched some numbers on the keypad and then opened the door. After he had entered, the door swung shut behind him.

				Hopper broke into a run.

				If that door closes, I’ll have followed him for nothing.

				Feet slapping the ground, he sprinted down the hallway, hoping that the other Agent couldn’t hear him. When he reached the door, he threw the toe of his boot in the jamb, catching it with just an inch to spare.

				He paused for a few seconds, waiting for the door to swing open and Cromwell to confront him, but nothing happened.

				Relieved, Hopper pushed the door open several more inches and looked inside.

				In front of him were rows and rows of jail cells.

				He glanced from side to side, heart pounding, and noticed that they were all filled with people. The prisoners were dirty and disheveled—clothes ripped, faces stained with blood. A young girl of about eleven stared at him with vacant eyes, and he put his finger to his lips, signaling for her to be quiet.

			

			
				As far as Hopper knew, the Agents weren’t supposed to be taking prisoners. Who were these people?

				At the end of the hallway, he saw that Cromwell had stopped in front of one of the cells. He watched the Agent withdraw a hunting knife from his pants and then begin to scrape the blade along the bars.

				“Well, what’s it going to be?” Cromwell asked, his voice echoing down the small corridor.

				From inside the cell, a woman whimpered.

				“The knife or the virus?”

				The person fell silent. Cromwell stared at the occupant for a few seconds. When he didn’t receive an answer, his face contorted with rage.

				“Did you hear me?” he screamed. “I said I want an answer today!”

				The woman sobbed, pleading with him in between gasps.

				“If you don’t choose, I’ll make you regret it! Do you understand me? I’ll keep you alive for weeks. You can’t even begin to imagine the things I will do to you.”

				The woman stopped crying.

				“So what will it be?”

				“Th-the virus,” she said finally, and then burst into tears once again.

				“Suit yourself,” he muttered.

				Abruptly, Cromwell turned on his heel and started back down the corridor.

			

			
				Hopper let go of the door, letting it slam shut behind him, and tore off down the hallway as fast as his legs could carry him.
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				After leaving the Two Rocks Trading Post, the next twenty miles were barren and deserted. Brown rocks protruded into the sky on both sides of the road—mountainous, circular formations that reminded Sam of something he had seen in a movie. Having survived one group of Agents, he was able to let his guard down some, but the sense of foreboding was never far from his subconscious.

				“Have you ever been out this way?” he asked Delta.

				She shook her head. “No. The farthest I’d ever been was the trip I took to see you. It’s beautiful out here.”

				“Tell me about it. It’s a shame that it took a goddamn apocalypse to get me out of the house.”

				Delta laughed and swatted his arm.

				“Maybe when this is over we can do some traveling—see the world.”

				“Hopefully there’ll be something left to see.”

				He glanced over at her. Although he had met her just days before, she had already grown on him—so much so that he couldn’t imagine his life without her.

				As he gripped the wheel, staring into the desert, a smile lingered on his lips.

				It wasn’t until he saw the roar of flames in the distance that his face grew solemn.

				“What’s that?” Delta asked.

				“I’m not sure.”

				Sam slowed the SUV to a crawl. Black smoke lined the horizon, spanning the gap between two mountains and swirling up into the sky. Delta leaned forward in her seat, trying to determine what was ahead, and then reached in the glove compartment and pulled out a pair of binoculars.

			

			
				“Where’d those come from?” Sam asked.

				“I found them at the store. I stashed them in here before we left.”

				“Good thinking.”

				After staring through them for a few seconds, Delta sat back in her chair.

				“What is it?” Sam asked.

				“It looks like a tour bus.”

				“Is anyone alive?”

				“I see movement, but the whole thing is tipped over on its side. It doesn’t look good.”

				“We’d better check just in case.”

				Sam floored the accelerator. The SUV kicked into gear, hugging the road as they sped closer to the wreck. Delta held up the binoculars and continued to inspect the site, but it was difficult to keep them still with the car moving.

				“I see some people, but they don’t look human. At least, not anymore.”

				“Is the whole road blocked?”

				“No, we can get around. But we may have to go off the road a bit.”

				Sam kept his pace. If there were survivors, they would need to assist—even if it meant battling off some of the things to get to them.

				As the SUV approached the scene, he saw that the tour bus was engulfed in flames; fire lapping at the windows. A slew of the creatures staggered from the wreckage, identifiable by their jagged movements and deformed features.

			

			
				Sam halted the SUV and drew his pistol. Even from a few hundred feet away, he could smell the scent of burnt flesh and melted plastic.

				“Do you see anyone?” he asked.

				“No. It looks like they’ve all turned.”

				The two scoured the melting mass, searching for signs of human life. A few of the things made their way toward the SUV.

				“Wait a minute!” Delta shouted. “I see someone!”

				She pointed to an adjacent mountain, where a lone figure was stumbling up the side. When the man spotted the vehicle, he waved and shouted. Several of the creatures switched course and headed in his direction.

				“Shit,” Sam muttered.

				He let his foot off the brake and the vehicle inched forward. The man was on the right side of the road; to get to him, Sam would need to drive off the pavement and up a steep incline. Even in an SUV, the maneuver would be risky at best. If they popped a tire, the creatures could be upon them in seconds.

				“I think I need to head out on foot.”

				Delta looked at him. “Are you sure that’s a good idea?”

				“No. But we can’t leave that man out there by himself. He’ll be dead in a matter of minutes. Stay here—I’m going out.”

				Before she could protest, Sam threw the vehicle into park and opened the door.

				“If things go south, get the hell out of here, and keep driving,” he yelled.

			

			
				He sprinted up the base of the mountain, gun swinging at his side. Two creatures sprang in front of him, mouths open and dripping fluid. He stopped in his tracks and fired off two rounds—one in each of their heads. The bullets found their marks, and the pair fell to the ground.

				There were about ten other creatures in sight. Most were wounded; a few were on fire. When they spotted Sam, they ambled their way toward him. He picked up speed, not wanting to waste his limited ammunition. One of them lunged for his arm, and he dodged to the side, barely avoiding its reaching hand.

				The lone survivor shouted louder. One of the creatures had caught up to him, and had taken hold of his leg. The man was still about thirty feet away.

				“Help!” he screamed, frantically trying to unlock its grip.

				Sam darted up the base of the mountain. As he did so, he saw the creature begin to gnaw on the man, tearing off chunks of flesh. The survivor shrieked in pain.

				“Hold on!” Sam shouted.

				He stopped in the dirt, took aim, and fired off a round at the creature. The bullet penetrated its leg, but it kept on. A second creature had reached the man and joined in on the feast. Sam squeezed the trigger several more times, knowing that time was of the essence.

				The shots hit home and the two things fell writhing to the ground. Sam covered the rest of the distance, then stood over the still-moving bodies and finished them off with shots to the head.

			

			
				“Oh my God!” screamed the man. “My leg!”

				Sam looked down at the gaping hole in the survivor’s calf. Blood and tendons spilled from the wound, staining the dirt around him.

				“We have to get out of here!” Sam yelled. “I’m going to help you up. Grab my arm!”

				The man reached up, clutched Sam’s wrist, and struggled to stand. The rest of the creatures were already advancing up the incline. Sam threw the man’s arm around his shoulders and led him down the slope.

				The two made their way toward the SUV, with Sam firing off shots when necessary to hold back the approaching creatures. When he reached the vehicle, he was relieved to see that Delta had jumped in the driver’s seat. He opened the back door, helped the man inside, and then jumped in after him.

				As soon as the door shut, Delta hit the gas and the SUV raced around the downed vehicle, narrowly avoiding a few of the creatures. When they reached the other side, Sam looked back and surveyed the scene.

				The remaining creatures still staggered off after the SUV, oblivious to the fire that slowly consumed them.
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				Cromwell couldn’t remember the last time he had had a full night’s sleep. Ever since he was a child, he had slept no more than a few hours at a time—his mind churning so fast he had to work to shut it off.

				For the last ten years, his nights had been filled with plotting and planning. During these brainstorming sessions, he envisioned the destruction of the old world, the creation of the new, and all the steps needed to get there. Unlike many people, his most productive hours were at night. In fact, his best ideas often came when others were asleep.

			

			
				But that hadn’t always been the case.

				During his formative years, Cromwell’s sleeplessness had been a product of fear. To this day, his mind constantly replayed what his father had done to him.

				Even killing the man hadn’t been enough to stop the memories.

				His father, Lieutenant George Cromwell, had been a soldier with the United States Army. During the Vietnam War, he had quickly climbed his way through the ranks, proving himself in battle and winning the respect of his peers.

				During one of his few returns home, he had met a woman named Mary, and on his next visit, he had discovered she was pregnant. George had done the honorable thing and married her. After returning to battle, he soon found himself dreaming about his home life, longing for the day when he could see his family again.

				It was during that subsequent tour that George suffered a devastating injury. An enemy grenade exploded in close proximity to his unit, sending bits of shrapnel into his leg. Although the wound wasn’t fatal, it was enough to render him immobile, and after a few months of recuperation, he was honorably discharged and sent home.

			

			
				Just a few weeks later, Mary gave birth to their son, Everett James Cromwell.

				The labor had been filled with complications, and it took almost ten hours to deliver the baby. Shortly after Everett was born, Mary had passed away due to an internal hemorrhage.

				Left to raise a newborn baby on his own—and with little help from his own family—George Cromwell struggled to cope with both his injury and his anger. The government checks he received were a mere pittance, barely covering the living expenses for him and his son.

				As time wore on, George’s anger intensified. Since coming home from Vietnam, the world had ceased to care about him—despite years of dedication and service, it felt like humanity had turned its back on him. George began to drink heavily, spending the majority of his money on vices to numb the pain. Even then, those habits did little to quell his anger.

				Before long, his rage needed an outlet, and that outlet was his son Everett.

				When Everett turned six, George began to hit him. It started with spankings, but it soon escalated to open palms. Eventually, George acquired an antique whip at a memorabilia store, and he used it daily on his son.

				Most of Everett’s punishments were due to trivial things. Leaving his dirty socks on the floor. Spilling dishwater on the counters. Forgetting to clean his room. Any small infraction would earn him a crack of the whip—two if his father was in an especially foul mood. While he was being punished, Everett would receive verbal lacerations as well.

			

			
				“You’re no better than the rest of this fucking country!”

				“You have no self-control, no aspirations! You should be ashamed of yourself!”

				Everett coped by eating, gaining a few hundred pounds in just a few short years. Although desserts were forbidden in the Cromwell household, he saved his lunch money or traded things to his friends to pay for his junk food habit.

				By the time he was twelve, Everett was large enough to be considered obese, and his classmates consistently tormented him. When he hit his teens, he threw himself into cigarettes and alcohol, soon progressing to even harder drugs.

				All the while, George continued to attack him. Ashamed and embarrassed, Everett kept his father’s secret, never telling a soul about the scars that littered his body.

				When he finally turned eighteen, Everett decided he had had enough.

				One night, after an evening of partying—drunk and high on marijuana—his father had cornered him in the kitchen.

				“You know what you are?” his father had said. “You’re a goddamn waste of air. A fat, useless son of a bitch who doesn’t deserve to live.”

				His father had then retrieved his whip and come after him, chasing Everett around the house until he finally pinned him down on the bed. It was a scene that had happened numerous times over the course of Everett’s life. Normally, the result would be Everett being struck multiple times. Only this time—instead of letting his father hit him—Everett grabbed the whip out of his father’s hands and hit him back.

			

			
				At first, Everett had been shocked by his own actions, but when he saw the look of fear in his father’s eyes, he found himself smiling. For the next ten minutes, he had lashed his father repeatedly, stopping only when the man promised to never lay a hand on him again.

				Over the next few years, Everett began to gain control—not only over his abuser, but over his own body as well. Before long he had quit his former habits, leaving the drugs and alcohol behind and committing himself to a new life of strength and discipline.

				When Everett turned twenty-one, he decided to give himself the best birthday present he could think of. Using his father’s own whip, he strangled George Cromwell and buried him in the Utah desert.

				Even though he had despised his father, the man had been right about one thing. Humanity had been on a steady decline for years.

				What his father hadn’t known was that Everett Cromwell would be the man to fix it.
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				As the SUV pulled away from the burning wreckage on Route 191, Sam eyed the wounded man next to him. The survivor’s leg had been ripped open, exposing a wound inches deep, and the man wailed in pain.

				“What’s your name?” Sam asked him.

				“M-my name is Jim,” he said in between breaths. “I was the driver of that tourist bus back there. My leg feels like it’s burning up…”

				“Hold tight. We’re going to help you out if we can.”

				Sam climbed into the front seat, digging through the glove compartment for supplies, but came up empty-handed.

				“We’re going to have to stop somewhere,” he said to Delta.

				She nodded and gripped the wheel. Ahead, the road offered nothing but mountains and rock, the interstate desolate.

				“I’ll keep my eye out,” she said.

				Sam moved into the backseat again. He reached into the rear of the vehicle, grabbing a bottle of water, and found a clean t-shirt under the seats. He cleaned the wound as best he could, and then instructed the man to hold the garment on his leg.

				“Th-thanks for getting me out of there,” Jim said. “I would have been done for.”

				“No problem. It’s the least we could do. What happened back there?”

				“We were originally on a sightseeing tour, but after hearing about everything happening in the southwest, I was trying to get us to Salt Lake City. Everything was going fine until one of my passengers went nuts and started tearing into people. I’ve never seen anything like it. Before long, the whole bus started acting crazy. They even tried to pull me out of the driver’s seat while the bus was still moving. I didn’t even have a chance to stop. The wheel spun out of my hands, and I lost control. The next thing I knew, I was crawling out of the bus with those things coming after me.”

			

			
				Sam digested the information.

				“How long have you been on the road?”

				“About a week.” Jim stared at him, his eyes red and watery. “It’s spreading, isn’t it?”

				Sam nodded.

				“We think we know who’s responsible. Well, maybe not who exactly, but we know where this whole thing is being coordinated from.”

				“Is that where you’re headed now?”

				“Yes.”

				“Well, I’d be happy to go with you. I’m just not sure how much help I’ll be.”

				Jim stared at the t-shirt on his leg, which was now drenched in blood.

				“How are we looking, Delta?” Sam called up front.

				“I see a building up ahead. I’m going to stop.”

				Sam peered out the windshield, noticing what looked like a commercial lot on their right.

				“Have you heard from anyone else lately, Jim?”

				“I haven’t been able to get through to anyone for a day or so,” the bus driver said. “Nobody knows where we are, and even if they did, they’re probably too busy with problems of their own.”

			

			
				The SUV slowed down. A few seconds later, Delta pulled into a gravel parking lot and let the engine idle.

				Outside the car was a single white building constructed of painted brick. The roof was worn and dilapidated, and the door had been left open. Several beat-up looking cars surrounded the lot, and by the looks of them, none appeared drivable. A sign out front indicated that the place was an auto-repair shop.

				“I’ll get out and see what I can find,” Sam said. “You two stay in here.”

				Jim winced at him. “Don’t worry. I won’t be going anywhere.”

				Sam grabbed his pistol and left the vehicle. He crept forward, loose stone crunching underfoot, and locked his eyes on the front door of the building. There were no other exits in sight. Two windows were on the front wall, but both were covered in white spray paint, and he was unable to see through them.

				The door creaked on its hinges, swaying inwards in the subtle breeze. If the place was inhabited, the owners didn’t seem too concerned about security. As he approached, he could see that the inside contained more cars, most in the same condition as those outside. A few were raised on blocks, and tools were scattered across the garage floor around them.

				Sam stepped through the doorway, avoiding a pile of screws that had been spilled across the interior. Like most of the places they had come across, the garage appeared to be without power; the only lighting was provided by the filtered rays of sunlight that penetrated the windows. Sam scanned the building, but as far as he could tell, the place was vacant.

			

			
				Immediately to his right was a glass window looking into a small office. The room contained a desk, a computer, and a smattering of papers. The door leading inside had been propped open with a brick. At the far end was a bathroom, discernible only by a hand-written sign taped to the door.

				Sam walked into the office and headed for the bathroom. With luck, he would find a first aid kit inside—or at least some spare towels to help stop the bleeding on Jim’s wound.

				When he reached the bathroom door, he paused just outside of it, listening for signs of movement from within. Hearing nothing but silence, he flung the door open and pointed his gun inside, aiming it at a sink and a toilet. On the wall was a shelf, on top of which were several unused towels. He saw no first aid kit.

				With a heavy sigh, he grabbed the towels and headed back through the office.

				Noises emanated from outside.

				When he stopped to listen, he realized that someone was calling his name. It sounded like Delta.

				Immediately afterward, he heard a gunshot.

				Sam dropped the towels and ran.
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				When Hopper returned to the control room, his heart was pounding so hard he thought it might explode. He sat in his chair, wiped the sweat from his brow, and tried to focus on the monitors in front of him.

			

			
				He tried to process what he had just seen.

				Who the hell were those people on the third floor, and what had Cromwell been doing there?

				When he had first decided to follow the man, Hopper had expected to find something far less sinister. Secret smoke breaks—maybe an addiction to pornography. He never would have guessed that the man would be torturing people in a hidden jail cell.

				To be fair, Hopper wasn’t opposed to killing off mankind. He had been through the training, and he knew what the plan entailed. In his estimation, humanity had already wreaked havoc on the globe, and it was the duty of the Agents to put a stop to it. He was looking forward to a time when he could carve out a niche of his own and become ruler of his own domain.

				At the same time, it bothered him that the Agents were keeping secrets. Clearly, Cromwell was more than just another shift mate, and his authority had to extend far beyond watching the compound’s security cameras.

				Hopper had no doubt that if he tried to enter the jail cells himself, his own code would fail. He would test it, of course.

				But first he had to make sure he hadn’t already been caught.

				As his heart rate returned to normal, Hopper exhaled deeply, doing his best to stay calm. In a matter of minutes, Cromwell would return to the control room. Assuming the man hadn’t heard the jail door slamming shut, Hopper would need to act as normal as possible.

			

			
				A few seconds later, he heard the door handle turning, and he braced himself in his chair. Someone entered the room behind him.

				Hopper kept his back to the door, keeping his eyes glued to the computer monitors. He heard a few footsteps—the sound of someone making their way across the room—and then heard breathing from behind him.

				“How’re things looking?” Cromwell asked.

				“Good. Nothing to report.”

				There was a long pause, and the room fell into silence. Eventually Cromwell spoke.

				“Nice. Let’s hope it stays that way.”

				Hopper heard the click of boots on the floor, and then the sound of Cromwell starting his next round of pushups.
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				Sam flew out of the garage and into the parking lot. When he emerged, he gasped in surprise.

				The body of Jim lay next to the SUV, his face oozing blood from a gunshot wound to the forehead. Delta stood over him, her gun extended.

				Sam ran to her side.

				“What the hell happened?” he asked.

				At first she didn’t answer, her body wracked with sobs. When she calmed down, she looked over at him, her blue eyes streaked with tears.

				“I had no choice. I was talking to him like normal, and all of the sudden he got quiet. I asked him what was wrong, but he didn’t answer.” She paused to wipe her face. “A second later he tried to grab me. I jumped out of the car, but he got out and kept coming.”

			

			
				Sam grasped her shoulders, and she embraced him.

				“You did what you had to do,” he said. “Were you hurt?”

				He examined her, but she appeared to be fine.

				Sam walked her back over to the SUV and helped her into the passenger’s side.

				“I’ll drive,” he said.

				When they had gotten back into the vehicle, Sam paused for a second before putting it into drive, staring out the front windshield. Delta glanced over at him.

				“It’s just so hard, you know? I feel like we’re all alone out here, and there’s no one we can trust.”

				He nodded in agreement.

				“Do you think either of us will turn?” Delta asked.

				“I don’t know. I’d like to think we’re still safe, but I can’t say for sure.”

				She reached out, feeling for his hand.

				“Do you believe in God, Sam?”

				He lowered his head.

				“You know, I’ve questioned my faith a lot in these past few years. But of all the things that have happened to me—including this whole contamination thing—there’s always been a person to blame.” Sam tilted his head, glancing at the blue sky above the mountains. “You know what I think? I think if there is a God, He’s given us free reign over our choices, and it’s our decision as to whether or not we fuck it up.”

			

			
				Delta gave him a grim smile.

				“How about you?” he asked. “What do you believe?”

				“I’d like to think there’s something out there—something keeping watch over us,” she said. “When I was a kid, my grandmother used to take me to church every Sunday. For years I went with her, never stopping to question what I was doing.”

				“One day, I remember asking her if all the things they taught us were true. She said that even if there were a grain of truth in every story, it would be worth telling, because having a little hope was better than having none. Even after she was gone, I’ve always remembered that.”

				“Ever since she died, I’ve always had this strange feeling—like she isn’t really gone. It was almost as if she’s still watching over me, trying to guide me from a distance. I know it sounds silly, but it’s always made me feel better.”

				“That’s a nice thought. What do you think she’d be saying now about all of this?”

				Delta paused.

				“I’m sure she would think it was awful. But at the same time, I think she’d be proud of us, and she’d know that we’re trying to do the right thing.”

				“It sounds like your grandmother was an amazing woman.”

				“She was.” Delta smiled. “The best.”

				“Ready to get moving?”

				She nodded.

				Sam threw the car into drive and hit the gas. The SUV launched forward, crunching gravel as it transitioned from parking lot to pavement. He double-checked the gas gauge, verifying the tank was full, and resolved to keep a steady pace for the remainder of the trip.

			

			
				With a little luck, they wouldn’t stop until they reached Salt Lake City.
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				Cromwell stood next to Hopper, peering over the man’s shoulder at one of the flat-screen monitors. A white cargo van had pulled around to the back of the compound, letting out a stream of soldiers from the rear. The men, all dressed in identical white jackets, held their rifles in front of them, marching into a cargo bay that led into the building.

				“What’s going on?” Hopper asked.

				“I’m not sure.”

				Cromwell was lying. He knew exactly what was happening, but it wasn’t any of the other Agent’s business. The soldiers outside were preparing to head into the city. Having come from a previous mission in New Mexico—a successful one, according to reports from the Agent leaders—the troops were now heading into Salt Lake City to ensure that everything was progressing as planned.

				Once again, Cromwell felt a surge of jealousy, and he clenched and unclenched his fists, trying to reel in his emotions.

				Patience, he told himself. Everything will come in due time.

				While it pained him to sit out the action, he had other things in mind that would help relieve his stress. Like the woman in the jail cell on the third floor that he was planning on attending to this afternoon. Even though she had opted for the virus, he was almost certainly going to use the knife instead.

				Why should she have a choice? She was no better than any of the others.

			

			
				After that he would start in on the rest, savoring each one until the time came when he could leave the compound—but only when it was safe to do so. He couldn’t risk going out beforehand, not without making sure that all of his plans had been carried out to completion. Having worked for years in preparation of the new world, Cromwell wanted to be sure he lived to enjoy it.

				The prisoners were his outlet, his reprieve.

				The people he held captive had been taken from various locations in the southwest. In the initial stages of testing, it had been thought that the infection was foolproof; but during the actual implementation, they had discovered that a small percentage of the population was resistant to the strain. As a result, Cromwell had instructed his troops to bring back survivors so that the Agents could test the effectiveness of the virus.

				He also used the holding cells to house people he had kidnapped for other reasons, such as the families of Agents who had proven untrustworthy.

				No matter what the case was, the prisoners had proved useful. Not only did they allow his scientists to do further analysis, but they also provided a source of entertainment for Cromwell. He had made sure that very few people had access to the jail cells—and those that did were instructed not to ask questions.

				Nobody would notice when the woman disappeared. And if they did have concerns, they would be sure not to voice them.

				On the monitor, the cargo van had begun to reverse into the building. He watched it disappear from the screen, and then saw the garage doors descending. With the soldiers out of sight, he paced the room, letting his mind drift to other things. Like which knife he would use on the woman later that day.

			

			
				There was the Magnum Desert Warrior, which he hadn’t used in quite a while. Or the WWI Trench Knife—a personal favorite. He smiled at the thought of each of them, basking in the memories they provided.

				Hopper coughed and shifted in his chair, breaking his attention.

				Cromwell looked up and found himself staring at the back of the man’s neck. How easy would it be to slip a blade into Hopper’s throat? After that, he could watch the man squirm as he bled out onto the desk in front of him. The guy was practically useless, anyway. The thought was a tempting one.

				But that would be unprofessional.

				Cromwell glanced at the time on the computer screen. According to the clock, his shift had just ended. Like clockwork, he heard a rap on the door and watched another Agent enter.

				“Ready for me to take over?” the man asked.

				“Yes. Perfect timing,” Crowell said.

				Before Hopper had even stood, Crowell had already walked out of the room and started down the hallway, making his way to his private quarters.
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				“What do you mean they’re all dead?” Cromwell yelled into the phone.

			

			
				The man on the other end mumbled a response, infuriating Cromwell even further. According to the Agent leader, one of the teams in St. Matthews, Arizona had run into issues with a band of survivors.

				Eventually, the Agents had lost control and had gotten killed.

				Cromwell and Hopper had noticed something suspicious the day before on the dash-cams and had called it in to the field leader. It looked like the vehicles had been vacant for quite some time.

				“What would you like me to do, sir?” the man asked. His voice was monotone.

				“Figure it out!” Cromwell shouted, glad once again that his room was soundproof. “Send a few more men in there—make sure no one is left. And don’t let it happen again!”

				Cromwell smashed the phone back into the cradle and paced the room, his pulse racing.

				He had known there would be casualties—had expected them, actually—but the listless tone of the Agent leader’s voice had enraged him. If these men expected to get their share of the new world, they needed to take their jobs seriously.

				There was no room for weakness, no room for error.

				That was one of the problems he faced. Because he was only one man, there was no way Cromwell could execute his plan alone. Whenever someone failed him, it was a constant reminder that he needed to keep tight control over his group.

				For the past ten years, he had worked to create a silent army—people he thought would be dependable, people who were in various positions of authority across a multitude of professions. He’d also secured a handful of high-powered donors from overseas, ensuring the funds needed to complete his task.

			

			
				In some cases he had met them online; in other instances, he had met them face-to-face, which usually meant sending one of his trusted delegates and passing them off as himself. Others had been recruited at college universities with the help of his trusted subordinates. Once they were in the fold, new Agents would be brought in and trained at the compound.

				No one knew who Cromwell was. And that was the way he wanted to keep it.

				After a few minutes of pacing, he settled down and sat on the bed. In the scheme of the greater plan, the complications he had just heard about were miniscule. Still, he hated failure, and the fact that four trained Agents had been taken out was disappointing to say the least.

				Do I have to do everything myself? Is that what this has come to?

				Cromwell twisted his hands, cracked his knuckles. He thought of the cargo van that had just pulled into the garage, and the upcoming mission to Salt Lake City. There, the infection would have just taken hold—the streets would be filled with bloodshed and chaos, and legions of creatures would be running rampant.

				And his Agents would be in the midst of it. Enjoying every minute.

				As he sat on the edge of the bed, Cromwell pictured himself alongside them—a leader among men. In the city, there would be no rules, no laws to stop him from doing what needed to be done. The prospect filled him with excitement, and he struggled to suppress it.

			

			
				Calm down. Think rationally.

				Stepping out onto the field would be too risky. If he were to perish, his plans for a new world would die with him. Without his oversight, the Agent leaders would be lost in a sea of details, struggling to make sense of what was expected of them.

				That was the way he had designed it.

				Cromwell let out a deep sigh and stood up from the bed. With his shift over, maybe it was time to pay a visit to the jail cells. On the way, he would make a stop at his knife room.

				He had just crossed the room and put his hand on the door when the phone rang again.

				Cromwell stopped, angrily returning to answer it.

				“Yes.”

				“Sir? There has been another incident in Butte, Utah. We’ve lost another four Agents. We’re not sure where the vehicle went. The dash-cam stopped working.”

				Cromwell squeezed the phone, wishing he had the strength to crack it with his bare hands. He managed a reply and then hung up. Then he picked up the phone, flung it across the room, and watched it smash into the wall above his bed.

				This time he had had enough.

				It was apparent that his subordinates weren’t taking things as seriously as he was. Perhaps he had been too lenient—too far removed from the front lines. Cromwell ripped open his bureau and gathered his things, veins bulging from his forehead.

			

			
				If words weren’t enough, then he would have to demonstrate in person.

				It was time for a trip to Salt Lake City.
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				When Cromwell opened the door to his quarters, he was surprised to see Hopper standing in the hallway.

				“What are you doing here?” he asked.

				Hopper stepped back and cleared his throat. He seemed nervous. Then again, Agents like him—the weak ones—always were.

				“Nothing. I was just heading back to my room.”

				“Well, what are you waiting for?” Cromwell barked.

				Realizing he was overstepping his supposed bounds, he softened his tone. Hopper looked at his hands, seeming to notice the backpack.

				“Where are you headed?”

				Cromwell paused for a second.

				“I just received orders to head to Salt Lake City,” he said finally.

				“You did?”

				“Yeah. Actually, I meant to tell you earlier. They’ll be rotating a new person in to cover my shift.’

				Hopper shifted his weight from one foot to the other, then swallowed. It looked like he had something else to say.

				“What’s wrong, Hopper?”

				“Nothing. I was just hoping that I would get a call myself.”

			

			
				Cromwell stared at the man, getting angrier by the second. Who did this guy think he was? Not only was he one of the weaker Agents, but he was also rude and presumptuous on top of it. Hopper played with his hands, growing uncomfortable.

				Cromwell stared at him for a moment, catching a glimpse of his trachea, and then looked away.

				He had an idea.

				Perhaps he could take the man with him, and then when no one was looking, he could slice him up for practice and leave him on the street. Cromwell laughed. He coughed to cover it up.

				“You know what? I’ll put in a good word for you,” Cromwell said.

				“Really? Thanks,” the other Agent mumbled. It looked like he was sweating. His eyes darted around nervously, and then he took off down the hall.

				What a strange man, Cromwell thought. It’ll be good to get rid of him.
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				The cargo bay of the compound was filled with vehicles. Among the fleet were two rows of SUVs, several cargo vans, and a line of pickup trucks.

				The back wall contained several workstations filled with tools, three lifts, and shelves filled with spare parts. The compound had several mechanics—all Agents working for the cause—and they helped to keep the vehicles in working order. On the far side of the bay were several storerooms. Each contained a variety of weapons and ammunition. The compound’s equipment had been purchased securely through both foreign and domestic sources, all untraceable in the event it fell into the wrong hands.

			

			
				Cromwell stepped through the doorway and surveyed the room, watching as his fellow Agents prepared several cargo vans for the upcoming journey to Salt Lake City. After a few seconds of taking it all in, he walked across the bay, his boots clapping on the concrete, and joined the other soldiers.

				One of the men stopped when he noticed Cromwell.

				“Hey, I heard you’re joining us.” The Agent’s name was Roberts. He motioned to the rear doors of one of the two cargo vans. “We could use a hand loading a few cases of food into the back.”

				“Sure, no problem.”

				Cromwell walked over to one of the storage rooms and opened the door. Inside were cardboard boxes full of uncontaminated products. He browsed the selection, finally choosing a few that had been marked as dried fruits. At the moment, food was the last thing on his mind.

				He carried the boxes to the back of the van and put them inside. Roberts gave him a nod. Cromwell looked over at the van next to him, and noticed that Hopper was now present, helping to load it. He smirked.

				“How many people are going?” Cromwell asked Roberts, already knowing the answer.

				“For now, we’re taking two vans. There will be four of us in each of them. From what I’ve heard, things are going as planned in the city, so we aren’t expecting too many survivors.”

			

			
				“That’s great news.”

				“Sure is. Have you been to one of the affected areas yet?”

				“No, I haven’t actually. This will be my first time.”

				“Let me tell you, it’s a lot of fun.” Roberts laughed, and Cromwell noticed a familiar twinkle in the man’s eye. “I think you’ll appreciate it.”

				When the men had finished loading the vans, they jumped inside. Two men took the front seats, and another rode in back.

				“Cromwell, you mind getting in the back?” Roberts asked.

				He shook his head and climbed inside.

				“Wait!” Roberts said.

				Cromwell stopped.

				“Aren’t you forgetting something, Agent?”

				Roberts reached into a side compartment of the van and pulled out a white jacket. He handed it to Cromwell, who slipped it on and buttoned the front.

				“Thanks. It fits perfectly.”
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				Sam pulled off of the side of the road and cut the engine. All around them mountains cropped the side of the highway, green trees springing forth between the crevices. Just outside the SUV, a brown sign rose six feet above the dirt.

				“Salt Lake City – 2 Miles”

				“I wish we didn’t have to go through the city,” Delta said. “Isn’t there a way that we can get around?”

				“None that I can see. Unfortunately, the compound is right on the other side.”

				Sam drummed his fingers on the steering wheel. Even a few miles away from the city, he was already feeling apprehensive. Delta climbed in the back to retrieve the rest of their weapons, placing them within easy reach.

				“Are you ready for this?” he asked.

				“What choice do we have?”

				He bit his lip and nodded. One of his main concerns was getting stuck somewhere in the city and being forced to abandon the vehicle. They had already passed a slew of empty cars on the way in, along with a few meandering creatures. If they were forced out on foot, Sam was afraid they would be overwhelmed in seconds, even with the weapons they had.

				“Here goes nothing,” he said.

				He accelerated back onto the highway, kicking up a cloud of gravel, and headed toward the city limits. According to the map, they wouldn’t need to exit for a while, and could make their way through much of Salt Lake City on the highway.

			

			
				The first several miles were clear; they only passed an occasional car or truck on the side of the road, and all the exits appeared unblocked. Overhead, the sun had continued to progress in the skyline, reaching its apex above them and sending rays of heat onto the highway below.

				Sam wondered if the infection hadn’t hit yet. Perhaps they had made it to the city with time to spare, and they would be able to make their journey unimpeded. The thought was a welcome one, and he did he did his best to contain his optimism.

				A few miles later, his hopes were destroyed.

				A tractor-trailer and several cars had been overturned, barricading the highway. Sam let his foot off the gas and came to a stop. He scoped out the opposite side of the interstate, but the remnants spilled over into the southbound lanes as well. A few small fires had broken out among the wreckage, and several of the creatures were already moving towards the SUV.

				They had reached an impasse.

				Sam looked behind them. About a hundred feet back they had passed an exit into the city. He threw his arm over the seat and put the car in reverse. The engine whirred as the car shot backwards. After overshooting the ramp, Sam switched gears, put the car into drive, and then veered off the exit.

				The first few streets were deserted. Sam noticed a few cars parked on the side of the road, but there were no signs of life from within.

				As they headed deeper into the city, Sam saw an increase in activity. Windows were smashed, doors were open and hanging off hinges, and the creatures were running amok. A few stumbled into the roadway as they passed, arms outstretched, and Sam turned to avoid them. Both he and Delta had rolled up the windows, but even with the glass barrier, they felt far from safe.

			

			
				With each passing block the destruction multiplied, and he found himself swerving to avoid the rubble that had found its way onto the city streets. The roadsides had come alive with an undercurrent of movement and moans, and Sam found himself frantically searching in front of him, hoping that they wouldn’t be suddenly blocked in. He heard a bang to his left, and looked over in time to see a mucus-covered hand slide down the glass of the driver’s side window.

				“This isn’t good,” he said.

				Delta gripped her pistol, scanning the roadside around them.

				“We’re going to get trapped, Sam.”

				Sensing the vehicle, the creatures had begun to advance from surrounding doorways and alleys, heading toward the street. According to the speedometer, the SUV was going twenty-five miles per hour, but Sam’s speed diminished as the debris around them increased.

				“Can you get out the atlas?” Sam asked.

				Delta fumbled in the glove box and pulled out the sheet of paper. Sam glanced over at it. On the front was an overview of the highway; on the back was a map of the city.

				“Where are we?” she asked.

				His eyes darted around the street, finally settling on the green sign at the end of the next block. Outside, the groaning had increased in volume.

			

			
				“600 South. I think all the roads are numbered,” he said.

				“Which street should we—”

				Before Delta could finish her question, something smashed against the passenger’s side door. She dropped the map and clung to her pistol. Outside, one of the creatures had flung itself at the vehicle, bouncing off of it and falling back onto the pavement. Several more trampled over it, groping for the door.

				Sam had been forced to decelerate again. In front of them, two cars were parked sideways in the road, leaving only a thin gap between them.

				“I don’t know if we’re going to fit,” he said.

				He aimed the SUV between the two vehicles and braced for impact. The front bumper collided with the rear quarter panel of a Honda Civic, pushing it a few inches forward, and the other side scraped the bumper of a Subaru Legacy. Sam revved the engine and the tires spun. Around them, the creatures had caught up to the vehicle, and they slapped their hands against the side.

				“Shit! Come on!” he yelled.

				He smelled the rubber from the tires, and the tires emitted a screeching sound that echoed off the surrounding buildings. Sam let his foot off the gas, and then rammed it down again. With a sickening groan, the SUV moved, squeezing between the two vehicles, and then somehow slipped past. They continued down the road.

				Sam breathed a sigh of relief, watching the swarm disappear in the rearview mirror.

			

			
				The next few blocks looked clear.

				“I don’t think we’re going to be that lucky again,” he said, sweating.

				Delta picked up the map.

				“I think we can stay on this for a bit,” she said.

				Sam picked up speed, using the open roadway to gain distance between the car and the creatures behind them. As he drove, he kept an eye on the intersecting streets, gauging which ones may be safe should they come to a roadblock. Most of them contained hordes of the infected.

				None promised safe travel.

				The road ahead contained an array of high-rise apartment buildings, most with balconies on the upper floors. The creatures had taken residence on many of them, hands clawing the air as they watched the vehicle drive on the street below them. If circumstances were different, Sam might have taken them for a crowd of happy spectators, waving their arms and cheering at the scene below.

				As the SUV continued, some of the infected jumped down from overhead, smashing into the pavement in front of them. Sam watched with concern, afraid that one may land on the vehicle.

				As if on cue, something struck the roof with a crash. The ceiling caved, the metal pushed inwards, and Sam was forced to crouch in his seat. Delta screamed as one of the creatures slid down the windshield, smearing its blood-covered hands on the glass.

				It watched them for a second with hungry eyes, and then pounded on the window to get to them. Sam hit the wipers in desperation, but it grabbed hold of the blades, ripping them off of the car. He slammed on the brakes and halted the vehicle. The creature slid a few inches but remained on the hood.

			

			
				“We’re going to have to shoot it off!” he shouted.

				He made for his pistol, rolled down the window, and aimed the gun. Right before he fired, the creature grabbed hold of the end. The bullet punched a gaping hole in its hand, and it squirmed and retracted its arm, taking the gun with it. The pistol skittered off the front of the hood and onto the street.

				Sam jabbed the button for the automatic window, but the creature was already reaching inside.

				All around them, things began dropping from the balconies, bodies falling like rain onto the pavement. Sam wrestled with the arm that was reaching in the window, finally managing to push it back outside.

				“We have to go!” Delta shrieked.

				Having peeled themselves off the street, the creatures had begun to approach the SUV, hissing and spitting. Mottled hands raked the exterior, and steamed breath fogged the glass.

				Sam tried to accelerate, but the tires were stuck on limbs and bodies. As the horde surrounded the car, he choked back tears, fearing the car would be their tomb.
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				Hopper stared out the window at the Utah desert. After several months inside, he was glad to finally be free from the restricting walls of the compound. Although they were allowed breaks, the Agents rarely went outside, both due to the heat and the unwanted attention they might draw to the building.

			

			
				At least, that’s what the Agent leaders had told them.

				Hopper wasn’t sure what to believe. In light of recent events, he found himself questioning everything he had been told and everything going on around him.

				A few hours earlier, he had followed Cromwell again, this time to his room. Somehow, he had managed to slip his foot against the door just before it closed, leaving a narrow gap in the frame. Through the opening, he had listened to his shift mate place call after call on a private phone.

				What he had heard had shocked him. From the sound of it, Cromwell was much more than just another Agent.

				In fact, it sounded like he was the goddamn mastermind behind the entire plan.

				Hopper had been shocked at first, but the more he thought about it, the more it made sense. He recalled the man’s frequent breaks, his trips to various parts of the compound, and his visit to the secret jail cells.

				If Cromwell was really the leader, then he had been very good at keeping it under wraps, passing himself off as just another man working for the cause.

				From what Hopper could tell, no one else had any clue. Even if the Agent leaders were aware, they definitely hadn’t passed the information along to their underlings.

				Now, as he sat in the back of the cargo van headed for Salt Lake City, Hopper wondered what he should do with the information. Did it really change anything? Either way, he was in the same position he had been in before: a subordinate in a plan greater than himself, with the prospect of great reward if the plan succeeded.

			

			
				Or so he had been told.

				He looked out the front windshield, watching the cargo van in front of them—the one that contained Cromwell—weave on the desert road.

				For now, he decided, he would keep the knowledge to himself. Perhaps it was something that would come in handy later.
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				“I think it’s time to abandon ship!” Sam yelled.

				The SUV shook. All around them, hands plastered the glass, the windows obscured by the bodies of the creatures. Delta held a pistol in each hand, her eyes filled with terror.

				“Where are we going to go? They have us surrounded!”

				He swiveled in all directions, looking for a gap in the masses. Out the back window, he saw a few creatures climbing the glass, and he heard the thud-thud-thud of footfalls on the roof.

				“I think our best bet is to go out the back. Shoot our way out.”

				“Are you kidding me?” she asked.

				“It’s either that or we stay here. Any minute these windows are going to shatter, and then we won’t have a choice.”

				He unbuckled his seatbelt and climbed into the backseat, gathering up their weapons. The SUV shook even harder. For a split second he thought it might tip.

				“Hurry! We don’t have much time!”

				Delta scrambled to join him. Sam grabbed a shotgun, and tucked a knife and a pistol in his pants. The two leapt over into the back storage area, stepping around the cardboard boxes they had stored there.

				“What about the food?” Delta asked.

				Realizing she had a point, Sam tore open the closest box and stuffed a few rations in his pocket. Delta followed his lead. After that, he made his way to the rear door.

			

			
				“On three?” Sam looked at her.

				She nodded, tears in her eyes.

				“We’ll be OK,” he said. “Just put your head down, and keep shooting.”

				He reached for the handle, hands trembling, and then pushed the hatch upwards. Several creatures were in the way, and they stepped back as if confused, and then poked their fingers through the crack.

				The door whirred as it tried to open, and he gave it a swift kick, sending a few of the things reeling backwards. Having created an opening, he fired a shotgun blast into the cluster—the blast almost deafening—and then jumped out into the street.

				The gunshot connected with several creatures at once, sending them sprawling to the pavement. He leapt over the bodies and kept moving, forcing his way through the gap. The cluster of creatures was about six deep, and he fired again—first in front of him, then a blast to each side. Fragments of the things sprayed back in their direction, and Sam wiped his face. One of the things grabbed hold of his jacket, and he squirmed free, wriggling his way out of it and leaving the creature holding his torn garment. Now clad in only his t-shirt, he darted forward to escape the area.

				“Come on!” he yelled.

				He sprinted, Delta right behind him, hoping to gain some distance from the horde.

				Because most of the creatures had surrounded the SUV, there were only a few left on the adjacent streets. Sam veered around them before they could get in close proximity. After running a few blocks, he saw a sign that said “400 West.” The road appeared vacant. He took the turn, hoping for a clear path ahead.

			

			
				For a few blocks, he got his wish. All was quiet, save for the sounds of a few straggling creatures coming through open doorways. Rather than use his ammunition, Sam chose to avoid them, yelling out for Delta to do the same.

				“You wouldn’t happen to have the map, would you?”

				“Yep, in my pocket!” Delta replied.

				Sam breathed a sigh of relief. Without it, they didn’t stand a chance of reaching the compound. Of course, right now they had more pressing issues to deal with.

				Sam paused.

				At the end of the next block, a swarm of creatures had gathered around a parked car. The windows had been smashed, and the driver—who appeared to be dead—had been pulled from the vehicle and into the street.

				If Sam and Delta were to proceed, they would come face to face with the mob. Sam scanned the road, looking for another option.

				To their right was the entrance to an outdoor shopping center. A stone walkway led to a flight of stairs, which in turn led to a pavilion. According to a map at the front, the plaza contained several levels of stores.

				“In here,” he said.

				Sam maneuvered down the walkway, taking the stairs two at a time. At the top, he paused to survey the area. The pavilion itself was a large, circular formation at the center of the courtyard. In the middle of it was a group of water fountains, presumably used to entertain children on summer days.

			

			
				All around the pavilion were a selection of stores, providing everything from books to clothing. These were accessed by the stairs in the center, leading to walkways that spanned the width of the storefronts.

				Aside from a few roaming creatures, the courtyard seemed uninhabited.

				Sam led the way into the pavilion, scanning the stores above. If they could make their way into one and perhaps regroup, then they could figure out a plan to get out of the city.

				His footsteps clapped against the brick, and he did his best to soften them, afraid of luring more of the creatures their way. Abruptly, he heard a shattering noise from somewhere above them, and he held the shotgun at chest-level, trying to find the source.

				Up and to their left, one of the storefront windows had broken, and a line of creatures came trickling out.

				“Shit!” he yelled. “Let’s try the other way!”

				Sam ran to the right of the pavilion, up a flight of stairs, and onto a cement walkway. Almost all of the stores there had been either looted or destroyed, and he scanned each one, hoping to find a place where they could hunker down and hide.

				About four stores down he found one that appeared intact, and he tugged on the door handle. To his relief, it was open. He ushered Delta inside, keeping an eye on the mass of creatures making their way across the pavilion below, and stepped in to join her, securing the deadbolt behind them.

			

			
				He immediately trained his gun on the interior of the store.

				The inside was dim, with only a little light filtering in from outside. It was a clothing store. Most of the shelves and racks were still upright, the displays untouched, and the place appeared empty. A few times Sam raised his gun, thinking he saw a figure, but in each case it turned out to be a mannequin.

				When he was fairly certain that they were alone, Sam returned to the front window and peered out the glass. A few of the creatures had spread out in other directions, but a group of five had made their way onto the walkway.

				Sam and Delta crouched on the floor next to the storefront window.

				“I don’t think they saw us come in,” he whispered. “Keep still.”

				From their position, they could make out a tangle of arms and legs, the creatures walking almost on top of each other as they advanced. Of the five, three were male. All looked to be in their early twenties—each sporting khaki shorts with either a t-shirt or a tank top. Just a few days ago, this same group may have been trolling these walkways looking for new summer outfits, or window-shopping for the latest bargains.

				Now their intentions were much darker.

				As the creatures approached—now only ten feet away—Sam found himself holding his breath, as if they might somehow sense his presence. Beside him, Delta sucked in shallow gasps.

			

			
				Before long, the things were in front of the window, arms swaying back and forth, eyes flitting from side to side. Sam studied their faces, searching for some sign that they were still human, but found none.

				At one point, one of the males lifted its nose in the air, as if trying to track the scent of its prey, but quickly dropped its chin to his chest, a string of mucus dripping from its nose. When the group finally passed, Sam let out a nervous sigh, relaxing his grip on the shotgun.

				His relief was short-lived.

				Without warning, the male with the dripping nose turned around and walked back to the window, pressing its mouth against the glass. Its teeth were stained with blood—probably from a previous meal—and its eyes bulged as it peered inside.

				Sam met its eyes, praying that the thing couldn’t see in.

				It tapped its fingers on the glass, testing the strength of the window, and then stepped back a few feet.

				“Sam,” Delta hissed through clenched teeth. “I think he sees us.”

				Sam stayed still. He didn’t dare move a muscle or reply. The other creatures had stopped now, as well, and were making their way back to their companion. The male swayed his head from left to right, as if to crack his neck, and then launched himself against the storefront window.

				The pane rattled and shook.

				Sam and Delta leapt backwards, almost falling on top of each other. They scrambled back among a rack of clothes, trying to hide, but they both knew it was too late.

			

			
				They had been spotted.
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				Nothing could have prepared Hopper for what he saw when he entered Salt Lake City. He had seen things on the monitors, sure, but that was way different than seeing things up close.

				When he was a child, his parents had taken him to visit the city several times. Hopper hailed from a small town in Wyoming, and to get to Salt Lake, his family had had to drive about six hours on the same interstate, I-80 West. Though the landscape had been sprawling and beautiful, Hopper remembered the drive taking forever. Once in the city, his parents had taken him to the museum, and on a tour of historic Temple Square. He recalled being impressed by how old the buildings were—at the time, they were the tallest he had ever seen.

				Now, Salt Lake City had already been reduced to ruins. The once-impressive architecture had been overshadowed by the chaos on the city streets. Cars had been left sideways in the road, building windows and doors were smashed and broken, and bodies were everywhere.

				The infected looked even worse.

				The city’s former residents no longer seemed human; they scuttled along the empty streets, arms hanging low, mouths open, all dripping fluids from various cuts and wounds. Their clothes were ripped and torn, shirts and pants dangling off their ravaged bodies. Some had no clothes on at all, left to wander the streets without a shred of dignity. None seemed to notice.

			

			
				This is what you’ve been waiting for, Hopper told himself.

				Even though he had been expecting it, the sight was unnerving.

				As the cargo van navigated its way farther into the city, the driver—an Agent named Erickson—barked out instructions to the other three passengers. Engrossed in the world outside, Hopper picked up only bits and pieces of what the man was saying. Most of it was information he had heard before.

				“You are to stay in the vehicle at all times unless instructed otherwise.

				“When a survivor is found, work together as a unit until the person or persons are eliminated. Do not waste ammunition on anything other than survivors unless absolutely necessary. The infected will die off on their own over the course of the next few weeks.”

				“The virus is not contagious. It is not transmitted through the air, a wound, or a bite. The only way to catch it is by consuming tainted food or drink. Do not eat anything other than the rations in the vehicle.”

				“If you see anything suspicious or alarming while out in the field, let me know immediately. We will return to the van and contact our Agent leader.”

				A few seconds later, Hopper felt the vehicle pull over and stop at the side of the road. Erickson threw the van into park and turned to face Hopper and the other troops.

			

			
				“All right, boys. I just saw some activity across the street. I think we have found ourselves some survivors. Remember the rules, and don’t fuck up.”
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				Sam and Delta clung to each other in the clothing store, watching the creatures ricochet off the glass.

				“There has to be a back entrance,” Sam said. “Did you see one?”

				“No. But I wasn’t looking.”

				He stood, letting go of her hand, and made his way to the rear of the store. Behind them, the creatures continued to throw themselves against the window, and he thought he heard a crack.

				“Hurry!” he shouted.

				Leading with his gun, he wove his way through mannequins and display racks, eyeing the counter in back. Beyond it was the dim outline of a door. He heard another loud crash from the front—this time the unmistakable sound of glass breaking—and wondered how much of the storefront window had caved in. Were the creatures already making their way inside?

				Sam ran around the counter and tried the door, finding it unlocked. He opened it, walked through, and found himself in a storeroom. Immediately, he wished he had brought a flashlight. The room was almost pitch black. Shadows were everywhere, and he advanced with caution, hoping that nothing was waiting for him within.

				He waved at Delta to stay put and then advanced.

				His arms and legs brushed racks of clothing, and he jumped several times, certain that the garments were really hands trying to grab him.

				Across the room, he saw a thin rectangle of light, and assuming it was an exit, he made his way toward it. When he got there, he felt the handle of a crash bar and gave it a shove. The door clicked but didn’t budge.

			

			
				“Dammit!” he hissed.

				Delta came up behind him, startling him, and he spooked again.

				“I think they’re in the store,” she whispered.

				“The door won’t open.”

				“Where should we go?”

				He looked across the room to the open door, convinced he saw dark shapes moving in the store. He turned and jiggled the crash bar again, but it wouldn’t move.

				“I’m going to shoot it. Step back.”

				“Are you sure that’s a good idea?”

				“Yes. Be ready to run.”

				Before she could protest, he pushed her back and fired. The explosion rocked the small room, and with a swift kick, the door flew open and daylight poured in.

				“Go!” he shouted.

				The two raced outside, already hearing footsteps behind them. They immediately found themselves on a loading dock with a six-foot drop to the ground. Below them were two large dumpsters, several bags of trash, and about twenty hissing creatures.

				“Fuck!”

				The two darted back into the storeroom. Two of the creatures were already waiting, and he cocked the shotgun and fired off another shot, sending them tumbling to the floor. Sam turned, noticing that a few of the things from the loading dock had already clambered up the edge. He reached for the exit door and tried slamming it shut again. Although it wouldn’t close all the way, he was able to wrench it into the frame.

			

			
				Even so, he knew it would do little to stop the creatures on the other side.

				Sam clutched the shotgun, waiting for one of the things from the front of the store to jump out at him, but none did. When they reached the door at the other side of the storeroom, he peered out into the store. As he expected, the front window had been smashed in, with only a few shards of glass left clinging to the frame.

				Out in the store, three creatures made their way through the displays, clawing at the mannequins around them. A few more were outside on the walkway.

				“We’re going to have to fight our way through,” Sam whispered.

				He inched into the room and trained his weapon on the closest creature, which was about fifteen feet away. Before he could squeeze the trigger, a round of gunfire burst from somewhere outside.

				Out on the walkway, several of the creatures collapsed onto the cement.

				The things in the store turned around in surprise and headed toward the commotion. As soon as they passed through the broken window, their bodies were pummeled with bullets, and they fell over in a crumpled heap on top of the others.

				Sam and Delta stared in shock. Had someone come to rescue them? Sam lowered his gun, peering across the store. If there were other survivors, perhaps they had heard the noise and had come to offer their assistance.

			

			
				A few seconds later, his hopes were dashed.

				Two men in white coats appeared in the window, guns raised. They examined the creatures on the ground and stepped inside the store, intent on exterminating the survivors.
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				Hopper climbed through the broken window of the storefront, scanning the interior for signs of life.

				“I know they’re in there,” said Erickson. “I saw two of ‘em go inside.”

				The two proceeded into the store, crunching shards of glass with their boots. Hopper scanned the aisles and displays, but saw nothing. In the back he noticed another door. He motioned to it with his rifle.

				Behind them, the other two Agents stood on the walkway, standing guard against any creatures that might come roaming by. The second van—the one containing Cromwell—had driven up the road. According to the radio, they had chased another group of survivors into a nearby parking garage.

				Hopper advanced through the store, parting racks of clothes. He bent down to look beneath them, wondering if the survivors were hiding there, but didn’t see anything unusual. Toward the back of the store he saw a checkout counter, and behind it, a door. Perhaps they were hiding in another room.

				He stopped to listen, and Erickson paused with him.

			

			
				The store was silent. Somewhere in the distance, he could make out the sputter of gunfire. If the survivors had been here, it was possible they had already left. Perhaps they had escaped out another exit. Even so, he continued on.

				When he reached the door past the counter, he turned the handle. It was locked. Hopper stepped back and thrust out his boot, connecting with the wood. The door held.

				“Step aside. I’m going to shoot it down.”

				One of the other Agents screamed from outside.

				The two Agents spun to face the entrance, just in time to see one of the other Agents fall to the ground. One of the creatures was on top of him, snarling.

				“Fuck!” Erickson yelled. “Let’s go!”

				They raced through the store and onto the walkway. The Agent on the ground had already been torn apart and disemboweled, and he lay on his back, blood pouring out of his mouth. The creature on top of him hissed, holding pieces of intestine in its hand. Erickson fired at it with the rifle, reducing its head to a fleshy pulp.

				Hopper looked for the remaining Agent. He finally spotted him running across the pavilion below.

				“Hey!” he yelled. “Where the hell are you going?”

				Erickson raised his rifle. “Is that motherfucker trying to leave us?”

				The two sprinted down the walkway, feet pounding the concrete. When they reached the stairs, they vaulted down them, skipping most of the steps. The fleeing Agent was halfway across the pavilion, and he looked back when he heard the others, giving them a frightened look.

			

			
				In front of him, a horde of about twenty creatures had emerged from one of the storefronts, and they clambered down the stairs and into the pavilion.

				Hopper and Erickson stopped at the bottom of the stairs, watching the things advance.

				“Fuck that,” Erickson said. “I’m not going down there.”

				The creatures were almost on top of the fleeing Agent, and he screamed. Hopper raised his rifle, aiming at the things from across the pavilion. Before he could fire off a shot, Erickson stopped him.

				“Don’t,” he said. “Conserve ammo, Hopper.”

				Hopper watched as the horde overtook the Agent, clustering around him and dragging him from view. His screams echoed through the pavilion for several more seconds and then ceased.
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				Cromwell stood up before the van had even stopped moving. He gripped his rifle and stared out the front windshield, watching as three survivors—a middle-aged man and two women—scampered into a nearby parking garage.

				“There they go!” he shouted.

				“Relax, Cromwell. We’ll get them,” Roberts said.

				The van pulled up to the curb, and the four Agents jumped out. Cromwell immediately ran to the head of the group. He had waited long enough.

				He raced down the sidewalk, clutching his rifle to his chest, and veered up the paved ramp into the garage. The windows to the ticket station had been smashed, the gate ripped in half. Inside, several cars had crashed into one another—perhaps as the drivers scrambled to get out. Behind them, the building was filled with cars.

				Ahead of him, the three survivors turned a corner, heading up a ramp to the next level. They glanced over their shoulders at the approaching Agents, and then one of them—a woman with blonde hair—stopped.

				“Help us!” she shouted. “We need help!”

				Cromwell smirked. He raised his rifle, aiming at her stomach. Before he could pull the trigger, a volley of shots rang out from behind him. Two of the other Agents had already fired on her, and she twitched from side to side as the bullets impacted her body. She collapsed to the ground, her body full of holes. Cromwell turned in anger.

				“What the fuck?” he screamed. “She was mine!”

			

			
				“Relax, Agent.” One of the others smiled at him. “There’ll be others.”

				Cromwell glared at the man and then continued up the ramp.

				The other two survivors had disappeared from sight, but he could still hear the remaining woman screaming. As he rounded the corner and headed up the incline, he was surprised to see three creatures careening down the ramp in his direction.

				“Remember to conserve ammo, Cromwell,” Roberts warned.

				Cromwell turned to face him, his face red with anger, and dropped the rifle onto the ground. He opened his jacket, revealing four knives he had tucked in sheaths. He withdrew an eight-inch blade and waved it in front of Roberts.

				Roberts stared at him. “Whatever floats your boat, Cromwell.”

				Cromwell spun back toward the things and ran at full speed, leaving the other Agents behind. He swung hard, slashing at the first thing’s neck, and then lunged at the second, piercing its chest. He withdrew the blade, watching as a cascade of fluid dripped from the wound, and then plunged the knife into its throat. The third was upon him, and he kicked it backward with his boot, spearing its eye socket with the blade. It fell to the ground, convulsing, and then was still.

				The second creature—the one he had stabbed in the chest—was still alive and writhing on the ground. He stood over it, holding the handle of the knife with two hands, and plunged the blade into its face, continuing long after it had stopped moving.

			

			
				He felt a hand on his shoulder, and he turned, holding up the blade. One of the other Agents jumped back, startled.

				“Easy, Cromwell!”

				He licked his lips, tasting something vile, and then smiled. Without a word, he retrieved his rifle and started back up the ramp toward the survivors.
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				Sam released the breath he had been holding for several minutes, and then stepped away from the storeroom door.

				“I think they’re gone,” he said.

				Delta sighed, wiping her face. Behind them, the creatures from the loading dock had begun to pound on the door. Sam had moved a few clothing racks in front of it, but he knew it wouldn’t hold for long.

				“Did you hear all those gunshots?” Delta asked.

				“Yes. They’re probably chasing down other survivors.”

				She stared at him with tears in her eyes. “What should we do?”

				“Let’s get outside and assess the situation. We won’t be much help if we’re dead.”

				He pulled open the storeroom door and peeked out into the clothing store, confirming that the Agents had left, and then the two made their way out. When they reached the walkway outside and peered over the railing, they noticed a cluster of creatures in the pavilion.

				“We need to get out of here,” Sam said. “Let’s go this way.”

			

			
				He pulled his companion in the opposite direction, heading farther down the walkway. After a few hundred feet, he saw a flight of stairs leading behind the shopping center.

				“Down here.”

				They ran down the steps, pausing at the bottom to take a breath. On either side were more loading docks. A few hundred feet to their right, Sam could make out some of the creatures they had encountered before.

				“I don’t think I’ve had this much exercise in years,” he said, panting.

				“Well, I don’t think it’s over yet.”

				In the distance, several of the things had begun creeping in their direction.

				He tugged Delta’s hand, urging her the other way.

				They had just started running again when they heard more gunshots in the distance, and then the sound of a woman screaming. The two sprinted past the rows of dumpsters and docks, heading in the direction of the commotion.

				After several minutes, they emerged back on the main road. Parked across the street was a white cargo van.

				Sam grabbed Delta’s hand and the two slowed to a stop.

				The side of the van was windowless. Unlike most of the other cars on the street, however, the tires and windshield were intact. Before he could scope it out further, he saw movement in the driver’s seat, and he abruptly turned and ducked into a nearby alley, pulling Delta along with him.

			

			
				“What is it?” she hissed.

				“I think it’s the Agent’s van. Someone’s inside.”

				“Shit.”

				“We’ll have to find another way around and be careful that they don’t see us.”

				The gunfire continued in the distance.

				“Let’s see if we can circle the block and head toward the noise,” Sam said.

				He peered out of the alley, verifying that no one had given chase, and then the two darted back in the direction they had come. After a few blocks, they crossed the street and ran down an intersecting road.

				The side street contained several brick buildings; according to the signs, they housed an insurance agency, a marketing firm, and a lawyer’s office. The doors were closed, and there was no sign of activity. For a brief moment, he wondered if there were other survivors holed up inside, watching them. He stared through the windows in front, but could make out only blurred shapes in the darkness.

				At the end of the next block, they turned left and immediately stumbled upon two creatures. When they caught sight of Sam and Delta, the things’ mouths dropped open and they shambled forward with arms raised.

				Sam had since discarded his shotgun, which was empty. He pulled his pistol and aimed at the first of the two, which was only fifteen feet away. Delta held up her hands to stop him.

				“No!” she said. “They’ll hear the gunshots!”

				Nodding, he dug into his waistband and removed the hunting knife he had stored there. He held it at his side as the first thing approached. Its eyes flicked between Sam and Delta, as if deciding which to target first. Before it could make a decision, Sam raced forward to close the gap, and thrust the blade deep into its neck. It fell writhing to the ground, spraying a burst of yellow fluid onto the pavement.

			

			
				The second creature had come up behind it, and it lashed out with an open hand, narrowly missing Sam’s arm. He backed up a few steps to regain his balance. The thing charged, hissing and salivating, and he jabbed the knife into its chest, watching it stumble backward; then finished it off by slicing its throat. Its head flopped uselessly to the side, and it walked several more steps before crumpling to the pavement.

				He wiped his knife on the ground and stuck it back in his pants.

				Surprisingly, Sam and Delta were able to travel the next few blocks uninhibited. For the moment, the screaming and gunshots had stopped, and they strained their ears, listening for clues of the survivor’s location.

				Despite the fact that the street was littered with cars and debris, they kept to the middle of the road, avoiding dark alleys and doorways that could conceal would-be attackers. Up ahead, Sam noticed a dense slew of buildings: a bank, a post office, and several restaurants. At the end of the block was a parking garage.

				As they advanced, he found himself holding his breath once again. Because many of the cars contained remains, the air was filled with the coppery odor of blood, the smell so thick and powerful that it filled the city streets.

			

			
				After passing the post office and bank, Sam found himself peering into the restaurants just beyond them. The windows were gone, and he could make out movement within. A few of the creatures rustled about, coming in and out of view, and several times he and Delta had to duck behind the nearest automobile to avoid being seen. They scurried forward to the next block.

				The parking garage loomed to their left—a cement formation comprised of four levels. Between each floor there was an open gap, and Sam could make out rows of cars still parked inside. According to a sign on the building, the entrance was located on the other side, on the street parallel to the one they were on.

				A scream pierced the air. Sam paused in mid-stride, ducking behind a stalled Ford Taurus. Sensing the noise had come from somewhere above him, he glanced up.

				A woman hung from the top level of the parking garage. Her hands clung to the lip of a cement wall and her feet dangled beneath her, kicking as she tried to find purchase.

				“Help!” she shrieked.

				Before Sam or Delta could react, several men in white coats emerged above her. The woman yelled even louder, pleading for them to pull her to safety. The men laughed as they watched her struggle, and then proceeded to pry her fingers from the wall.

				She lost her grip one hand at a time—her body swinging wildly back and forth—and then plummeted four stories to the ground below.

			

			
				Delta let out a scream as she watched the woman fall. She quickly covered her mouth to stifle it, but it was too late.

				The Agents had already shifted their attention to the road.
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				Hopper and Erickson sat in the van, listening to their superior shout at them on the other end of the speakerphone. They had just informed the man about the two other Agents that had perished in the shopping center.

				“How could this have happened? Two of your crew are already dead? Didn’t you just fucking get out there?”

				The two remained silent.

				“Who the fuck’s in charge over there?”

				Neither answered.

				“That wasn’t a rhetorical question. I expect an answer.”

				Erickson looked at Hopper and cleared his throat.

				“That would be me, sir.”

				“Well, what a hell of a job you’ve done, Agent. You should be ashamed.”

				Erickson lowered his head.

				“Where are you now?” the Agent leader asked. “And where the hell is the other team?”

				“We broke into two groups, sir.”

				“Unacceptable. Find them and stick together, you fucking morons. The next time you call me you’d better have some good news.”

				The phone disconnected. Erickson let out a heavy breath, his face alternating shades of red, and gripped his rifle. Outside, several creatures picked their way through the rubble, seemingly unaware of the men in the van.

			

			
				“What are you waiting for, Hopper?” Erickson asked suddenly.

				Hopper jumped to attention.

				“Stop sitting there like a fucking pansy. Let’s go find the others.”

				The two opened the doors and got out. As they did, they noticed a figure running at them from several yards away. Hopper raised his gun and aimed, and then noticed that the person was wearing a white jacket.

				“Cromwell? Is that you?” Erickson called out.

				When the figure was close enough, Hopper confirmed that it was indeed his shift mate. The man’s face was covered in blood spatter, and he charged at them with a knife in one hand and a rifle in the other.

				“Don’t just fucking stand there!” Cromwell yelled as he approached. “There are survivors on the next street over!”

				“Where are the other Agents?” Erickson asked.

				“On the top of the parking garage, keeping watch. Let’s fucking go!”

				Erickson opened his mouth to protest, but Cromwell had already passed by them, heading full speed toward the nearest intersection.

				“But we’re supposed to stay together,” Erickson muttered.

				He shook his head and then started after the other Agent. Hopper followed. They had only gone a few steps when footsteps sounded on the pavement behind them. The two turned. Another figure was careening in their direction.

			

			
				This time it wasn’t one of the Agents, but one of the creatures.

				The thing collided with Erickson, sending him sprawling to the ground. The Agent kicked and screamed, but the thing had already begun to tear into his chest, and his rifle clattered onto the pavement.

				Hopper moved to the other Agent’s aid. He swung the butt of his rifle at the thing’s head, hoping to deter it, but it continued, unfazed. Erickson screamed in agony, his white jacket now drenched in blood and innards. The creature continued to claw at the man, ripping into his stomach, oblivious to the blows from Hopper’s rifle.

				After a few seconds Erickson grew still, his face frozen in an expression of agony. Hopper stepped back and fired on the creature, the bullets ripping through its flesh, and watched it topple to the ground.

				When he had killed it, he glanced back down the street, hoping for some assistance from Cromwell, but the man was long gone.
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				“Delta—get down!” Sam yelled.

				From on top of the parking garage, the Agents had begun to fire. Sam and Delta crouched behind the Ford Taurus, listening to the sound of bullets pinging off of the cars around them.

				“How many are there?” Delta whispered, her face pressed against the passenger’s side door.

				“I saw four a minute ago. But I only see three now.”

				“What should we do?”

				Sam glanced around them. The next car was about fifteen feet away; to make progress, they would need to run out into the open. After a few seconds, the gunfire stopped, and he craned his head to look through the car windows. The men appeared to be repositioning.

				“Stay right where you are,” he said.

				Sam crawled to the front quarter panel, and then aimed over the hood and fired back with his pistol. His first couple shots missed, but on the third, he connected with one of the Agents, sending the man toppling backwards. He ducked back below the Taurus.

				“Got one,” he said.

				Delta gave him a thin smile. “Good shot.”

				Before he could contemplate another move, Delta stood and fired with her own weapon. Sam heard the bullets ricochet off the side of the garage, and then heard several men cry out. Delta crouched back down next to him and patted his shoulder.

			

			
				“I think that takes care of the other two,” she said.

				Sam peered back over the hood, looking for signs of life on the rooftop, but saw none. He waited another minute to be sure. Hearing nothing, he stood.

				“What about the fourth?” Delta asked.

				“I’m sure he’ll be coming soon—probably with reinforcements. We need to get out of this area. Stay low.”

				The two ran, still crouching, headed for the next car. As they did, Sam noticed the body of the woman who had been thrown from the parking garage. She lay facedown on the street, her limbs contorted at multiple angles, and a puddle of blood had pooled around her head.

				Wincing, he ducked behind the next car, a Toyota Highlander. Delta soon joined him. He poked his head up, staring at the rooftop once again, and then the street around them.

				“I don’t see anything,” he said.

				She nodded her head in agreement.

				“Do you still have that map?” he asked.

				Delta dug in her pockets, pulling out the wrinkled page of the atlas. She handed it to Sam, and he studied the street map of Salt Lake, deciphering the best way out of the city. Then he peered inside the Highlander, looking for a key, but spotted nothing in the ignition.

				“We’re going to need a vehicle. Start looking for any that might have keys.”

				Sam moved on to the next vehicle. Despite its position in the road, it looked like the owner had locked it before fleeing on foot. He continued on, but the next few cars were locked, as well, containing no keys.

			

			
				Behind him, Delta had stopped to stare at a body on the road.

				“Come on, keep going!” he called back.

				At the next vehicle, Sam stopped. It was a pickup truck, and the keys were still dangling in the ignition. The seats were stained, but he didn’t see any blood or bodies, and as he stared at the road ahead, he could almost envision a way out around the wreckage.

				It wasn’t much, but it was a start.

				He opened the door and climbed into the vehicle, reaching over to start the engine.

				“Delta, I have something!”

				There was no answer from behind him.

				“Delta?”

				He looked through the back windshield and felt his jaw drop. Delta was racing toward him on the street, her eyes wide with terror.

				Behind her—and closing fast—was one of the biggest Agents he had ever seen.

				“Run!” she screamed.

				Sam hopped out of the vehicle, knowing he wouldn’t have the time to fire it up, and sprinted up the road. Even though he had gotten only a brief glance at the man behind them, the Agent’s appearance was enough to send chills down his spine.

				The man appeared to be in his mid-forties, and in peak physical condition. His muscles bulged out of his white jacket, and his legs were propelling him at an incredible speed. His face was soaked in blood and gore, his mouth twisted into a maniacal grin. He was holding a knife and a rifle.

			

			
				He was closing fast.

				Sam gasped for breath, running faster than he’d ever thought possible. He flew by the cars almost as fast as he saw them, and he twisted and turned as he avoided debris on the road. Just behind him, he could hear Delta’s frantic breathing as she fought to catch up.

				Several times he faltered, but he didn’t look back, fearing he would lose precious time if he did. The slap of footsteps behind him was unnerving, and the sound seemed to grow louder as he progressed down the roadway. The Agent fired several shots in their direction, missing his mark, and then cursed. It sounded like he was out of ammunition. Sam heard the clatter of a ditched weapon, but the man kept coming.

				There’s no way we can outrun him. We need a place to hide.

				On either side of the street, the buildings were compromised. The windows and doors had either been smashed or kicked in, and most contained roaming shadows, presumably belonging to the creatures inside.

				Something scraped the ground behind him.

				Sam heard Delta cry out, and he spun around. The Agent had tackled her to the ground, and the two rolled across the pavement, a tangle of arms and legs. When they stopped, the Agent slammed her head into the street and wedged the knife against her throat.

			

			
				Her pistol lay five feet behind her, lost in the scuffle.

				Sam raised his pistol and pointed it at the man, shouting for him to stop. The Agent looked up, his face dripping blood and sweat, and smiled. His eyes were wide—almost demonic—and he shook Delta by the hair, pushing the blade even farther into her neck.

				“Drop the gun,” he said, his voice unwavering. “Or I will slice her fucking throat.”

				Sam paused, his finger shaking on the trigger. For a second, he considered firing on the man, knowing that he could probably hit him, but his fear held him back. What if he missed?

				He looked down at Delta. Blood trickled from her mouth and nose, and she stared at the Agent with hatred in her eyes.

				“Do it, Sam,” she whispered.

				Before Sam could fire, the man rolled off of Delta and pitched the knife at him. Startled, Sam moved to the side, listening to it clatter to the ground behind him. When he looked back, the Agent had scurried behind one of the nearby automobiles and disappeared.

				Sam let loose with the pistol, peppering the car with bullets, and then made his way toward Delta. He helped her off of the ground, keeping his gun aimed at the vehicle. The street was quiet.

				The Agent must still be behind the car.

				Sam scanned the area, but there was nowhere else the man could have run. The nearest vehicle was about twenty feet away from the one he had ducked behind. The Agent must be there, waiting for them.

			

			
				He motioned for Delta to keep going. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw her retrieve her own pistol from the road and then sprint several yards ahead.

				Sam walked toward the car, cutting a wide path around it so that he could see what was on the other side. He held his gun ready, thinking that any second he would have to use it. When he had almost neared the back, he heard a scrape, and then saw a flash of white going around the other side.

				He picked up speed, weaving around the car, still keeping a twenty-foot distance. He could hear the man breathing now, and it made his nerves tingle.

				An arm shot up from the passenger’s side of the vehicle, and suddenly Sam felt a flash of pain in his right arm. He lost his grip on the pistol, looked down. A small throwing knife was embedded in his shoulder. He cried out in pain and clutched the wound.

				The Agent had emerged from behind the vehicle. He walked toward Sam at an even pace, still grinning. In his hands was another knife.

				“Stop it!” Delta screamed from up the street.

				Sam held up his hands to stop her. “Stay back!”

				The Agent was only a few feet away now, and he waved the blade in Sam’s face to taunt him. Sam eyed the pistol on the ground, knowing that the other man would be on him before he could pick it up. His shoulder burned with pain, and he gritted his teeth to avoid crying out.

				With his left hand, Sam reached into his pants and pulled out his own knife. The Agent laughed.

				“What are you going to do with that?” he sneered.

			

			
				Sam swung the blade in front of him, trying to gain some room to maneuver, at the same time knowing that he was hopelessly outmatched. With his right arm wounded, he would have to rely on his left. The Agent backed away a few steps.

				Ignoring Sam’s warning, Delta started toward them, holding her gun in front of her. She was about a hundred feet away.

				“Get the hell away from him!”

				She fired off a shot, and the bullet ricocheted off the pavement near the Agent’s feet. Sam heard her squeeze the trigger again. The gun clicked empty.

				Delta yelled out in frustration.

				The Agent took the opportunity and lunged forward, lashing out with his knife and catching Sam in his already-wounded arm. The blade sliced his skin and he cried out, and then jabbed forward with a thrust of his own. He missed his mark. The Agent sprang back, circling around Sam.

				Sam eyed the pistol on the ground. He made a grab for it.

				He had just laid his fingers on the barrel when the Agent dove at him, knocking him back against the pavement. The knife in his arm embedded itself further, and Sam cried out in agony, the pain so intense that it made his eyes water. He felt the Agent’s hands around his jacket, and suddenly he was being lifted off the ground and thrown against the car.

				Sam hit the driver’s side door and crumpled to the ground. The Agent advanced on him. By the look in his eyes, he was just getting started.

				Out of the corner of his eye, Sam saw Delta running toward them, heading for Sam’s pistol. The Agent backed away from Sam and positioned himself to intercept her. When she was ten feet away, she stopped, realizing the futility of her mission.

			

			
				“Don’t worry,” the Agent said. “There will be plenty of time for us to get to know each other.”

				He lifted up his jacket, revealing a row of knives tucked into his belt. Delta took a few steps back.

				Sam clenched and unclenched his fists, realizing that he no longer had his blade. Ignoring the pain that coursed through his body, he forced himself to stand, and after steadying himself on his feet, he charged at the Agent. The man stepped to the side, but not before Sam had grabbed him by the arm, knocking him off balance. Sam swung a closed fist at the man’s face. To his surprise, it connected, and the Agent reeled back in pain.

				Encouraged, Sam repeated the maneuver, hitting the man with another left hook to the face, and then another. In the meantime, Delta retrieved the pistol. After a few more blows, Sam stepped away. As soon as he did, he heard the sound of a gunshot.

				The Agent cried out in agony. The bullet had struck him in the leg, and he dropped to the ground and immediately rolled underneath the car. Delta fired until the clip was empty, but none of her shots hit their mark. She threw the empty gun onto the ground.

				“Let’s go, Sam!” she shouted. She grabbed Sam by the arm and pulled him up the street. Behind them, they could hear the Agent getting to his feet, and then the sound of his footsteps on the pavement.

				Somehow, he was still coming after them.

			

			
				They broke into a run.

				As Sam and Delta forged ahead, several of the things trickled out of the surrounding shops and stores, joining in on the pursuit. Sam staggered on, muscling through the pain, knowing that if he stopped, it would be for the last time.

				About a block ahead was a church. He pointed, calling Delta’s attention to it. The two changed course, heading away from the street and toward the building.

				The outside was made of what looked like red sandstone, with pointed arches above the windows and doors. Although the building was square in shape, several spires jutted out like towers from the roof, penetrating the sky above the neighboring buildings. A stone walkway led to a flight of stairs, and at the end was a set of wooden doors.

				As they approached, Sam said a silent prayer, hoping that the doors would be open.

				Both their lives depended on it.

				When they reached the entrance, Delta tugged on one of the long black handles at the front.

				To Sam’s relief, the door swung open.

				Sam raced through the entrance. A second later, Delta heaved herself through behind him, and he slammed the door closed behind her and engaged a bolt on the other side.

				Something pounded on the other side of the door. Sam watched it rattle against the pressure, but it held tight. Sweat slid down his forehead, and he wiped his face, letting out a sigh of relief.

				It wasn’t until he heard Delta whisper that he felt his pulse quicken again.

			

			
				“Sam. Turn around.”

				He swiveled to look behind him, and another breath fled his lips.

				Though they might have escaped the Agent, they were not alone.
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				In the absence of man-made light, the church was full of shadows. The ceiling contained several stained glass windows, each allowing beams of sunlight to filter into the room, but none provided proper visibility.

				Sam surveyed the interior of the church. In the center of the room was a carpeted aisle, and on either side of it were about twenty rows of wooden pews. At the head of the room was an altar.

				Standing behind it, eyes locked on Sam and Delta, was a priest.

				“I knew you’d come,” he said. His voice reverberated throughout the room. He stood with his arms at his sides, as if waiting for a response.

				“What do you mean?” Sam asked, his own voice echoing off the walls. He glanced over at Delta.

				“I left the door open, knowing that people would need my assistance.”

				Behind them, the pounding continued.

				“Do you have any idea what’s going on out there?” Sam shouted.

				“Yes. And I’ve been expecting it. Can you please unlock the doors so that others may join us?”

				“I don’t think you understand,” Delta said. “This isn’t what you think it is. This infection was created by a group of men, and right now, one of them is outside trying to kill us. If you let him in, we’re all dead.”

			

			
				The priest stared straight ahead, unmoving. If Sam hadn’t known better, he might have taken him for a statue—a sculpture made of flesh and robes.

				“Go talk to him,” Delta said. “I’ll cover the door.”

				As Sam walked down the aisle toward the man, he could see that the priest was shaking. The man appeared to be in his sixties, and his face was pale and weathered.

				The front entrance creaked and groaned.

				“Is there another way out of here?” he asked the man.

				The priest didn’t answer. Sam waved his hands in front of the man’s face, as if to shake him out of his trance.

				“If that door opens, we’re all dead!”

				The man finally lifted his arm and pointed to one of the dark corners of the room.

				“There’s a side door over there. It should be unlocked.”

				“Come with us,” Sam said, reaching for the man’s arm.

				The priest shook his head.

				“I can’t,” he said.

				Delta was already racing up the aisle. “We have to go, Sam!” she yelled.

				As she spoke the words, another crash erupted from the front of the room. Sam made one last grab for the priest, knowing it was only a matter of time until the door caved inward.
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				Cromwell heaved his shoulders against the church door, his pulse racing. The wood continued to hold, and he cried out in anger. Behind him, several of the infected were almost within arm’s reach. His leg was bleeding like a sieve from the bullet wound, but he ignored the pain. The creatures were at his back now, grabbing at his jacket and giving him little room to maneuver.

				He flung back his boot, knocking the closest creature to the ground, trying to free up some space. Before he could resume working on the door, he felt hands clawing at the back of his shirt again, and he turned and lashed out with one of his knives.

				The blade severed the closest thing’s hand. The creature flailed about and then fell, overtaken by the others behind it. Cromwell continued to slice, warm fluid from the creatures spurting onto his face and arms.

				The cluster around him was growing; with each passing second, more creatures were finding their way up the steps.

				“Dammit!” he yelled.

				The doorway was bordered by railings on either side. Realizing he was outnumbered, Cromwell fought his way toward it, hoping to climb a few feet off the ground and gain some distance from the creatures. He had just reached the side when something bit his leg. He felt a surge of pain, and he gritted his teeth in anger, refusing to cry out.

				He wouldn’t allow himself to be weak like the others.

				He swung the knife in all directions, piercing heads and throats, watching the things fall to the side. When he had cleared a path, he stepped up onto the railing so he was several feet above them.

			

			
				That’s when Cromwell heard the sound of gunfire.

				Beneath him, creatures scattered and tumbled to the ground. Their bodies shook with the impact of the bullets, and they keeled over on the landing in a mountain of flesh.

				When the shooting stopped, Cromwell looked up to find the source of his rescue and saw Agent Hopper coming down the walkway.

				“You OK, Agent?” the man asked.

				Cromwell jumped down from his perch on the railing, brushed off his jacket.

				“I’m fine. Where are the others?”

				Hopper averted his eyes. “They’re all dead.”

				“All of them?”

				“Yes.”

				Cromwell felt his blood start to boil again. Who the hell had chosen these men? Clearly they were incapable of ruling in the new world.

				He would be better off without them.

				“I take it the survivors are in the church?” Hopper asked.

				“Yes.”

				“I’ll help you get the door down.”

				Hopper stepped over the bodies and rammed his body against the door. The wood splintered with the impact.

				“Why don’t you just use the rifle?”

				“I was told to conserve ammo.”

				Cromwell shrugged, allowing the man to continue. In the meantime, he cleaned off his WWII Trench Knife, wiping it off on his pants.

			

			
				Hopper forced the door open. He stood back, as if proud of the job he had done.

				“How many are in there?” Hopper asked.

				“Just two. I can handle this, Hopper.”

				“I’ll go in with you.”

				“No you won’t,” Cromwell said.

				Without batting an eye, he took a step toward Hopper and stabbed him in the stomach. The Agent doubled over, blood leaking from the wound, and dropped his rifle.

				“W-what the hell?”

				Cromwell bent down and scooped up the man’s rifle, carrying it with him as he entered the church.

				The survivors would be his and his alone.
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				Sam was still tugging the priest’s arm when he saw the church doors fly open. He immediately dove to the floor, taking cover behind the first row of pews. Across from him, he saw Delta do the same.

				Having lost or expended their guns, as well as Sam’s knife, the two were totally weaponless.

				For several seconds, the doorway was clear, admitting only a few hesitant rays of sunlight. Then he saw the shadow of a man, followed by the tip of a rifle.

				Bullets sprayed the inside of the church, glancing off the side of the wooden pews and shattering decorations and figurines. A few struck holes in the stained glass windows, sending new beams of light into the dim room.

				When the firing stopped, Sam poked his head up. The Agent had taken a step inside, and was now holding his position at the front, uncovered. Sam swallowed, wishing he still had his pistol.

				Before the Agent could advance another step, a voice echoed through the church. Sam looked up and saw that it was the priest.

				In spite of the shooting, the man remained standing at the altar.

				“There’s no need for violence,” the priest said. “You are welcome inside, but please leave your weapons at the door.”

				The Agent stared straight ahead. When he didn’t answer, the priest continued.

				“What’s happening out there isn’t your fault. We’re all to blame.”

			

			
				The Agent snickered. To Sam’s surprise, however, the man lowered his gun and let it fall to the floor.

				“OK, I dropped it,” the Agent said. “Now what?”

				“You may approach, if you wish.”

				The Agent paused for a second, and then took a step forward and began walking down the aisle. Sam noticed he was limping, and his progress was slow.

				I should tackle him right now while I have the chance.

				Sam’s mind screamed at him to act, but the pain in his shoulder held him back. If he were to try and fail, he was afraid of what might happen to Delta.

				Instead, he watched and waited. He peered over at Delta, catching sight of her shadow about twenty feet away, and wondered if she was thinking the same thing he was.

				The Agent continued down the aisle, his footsteps making muffled creaks in the floorboards. When he reached the altar, he stopped.

				“If we’re not to blame, then what do you think could be causing all this, Father?” the Agent asked.

				The priest looked up at the ceiling, then back down at the man in front of him.

				“Man has but a short time on Earth. It appears that He is ready to bring in a new era. Ours is not to question the word of the Lord, but to celebrate His greatness.”

				“But why us, and why now?”

				The priest lowered his head and stared.

				“I don’t think that we as humans can understand the answer to that question.”

			

			
				The Agent laughed. “That’s the biggest crock of shit I’ve ever heard, Father. Do you want to know why all of this happened? Do you really?”

				The priest didn’t respond.

				“It’s because of me. This isn’t some bullshit judgment day. This is the culmination of years of planning, and I came here to make sure everything goes down the way it’s fucking supposed to.”

				The priest remained quiet, arms at his sides.

				“You see, for years I’ve watched this country go downhill—watched people destroy their bodies, watched them destroy the Earth. And nobody stepped up to do a damn thing. People may pretend they’re aware of the problems, but nobody is willing to change. And things are only getting worse. The more technology we develop, the more people learn to withdraw from the real world. There is no sense of discipline anymore, no sense of self-control.”

				“So you know what I did, Father? I developed a chemical that will change all of that. I’ve been putting it into their water, into their food supply. I’m going to wipe out the population, Father, so that we can start fresh, so that we can rebuild. Surely you can understand the reasoning behind that, can’t you? I’m doing God’s work for Him. I’m saving Him the fucking trouble.”

				The priest shook his head.

				“What, you have nothing to say now?”

				The Agent laughed again.

				“You were right with what you said before, father. There’s going to be a new era, all right. But I’m going to be the one to lead it.”

				Before anyone could react, the Agent withdrew a knife and slashed the priest. The man fell backwards and collapsed behind the altar.

			

			
				Sam gritted his teeth.

				It’s now or never, he thought.

				He took a deep breath, and then sprang at the Agent from behind the pews.

				Sam connected with the Agent’s shoulder, sending him staggering back into the aisle, and the two toppled over. Sam pounded the man’s face with his fists, ignoring the throbbing in his shoulder. He felt the Agent squirming beneath him, probably vying for one of his knives, but he didn’t dare let up.

				Delta joined the fray, and Sam felt her hands between him and the Agent, feeling around for the Agent’s blade. Her breath came in gasps, and he hoped that she could find a weapon before the other man did.

				Without warning, the Agent flung out an arm, striking Delta in the face, and she fell to the ground somewhere behind them. Her body went limp.

				Sam felt a blow connect to his face, knocking him backwards. His eyes fluttered closed for a second. When he opened them, he realized that the Agent had him pinned.

				The man reached into his waistband, pulling out a large blade and holding it up in front of Sam.

				“Do you know what this is?” the Agent asked. His breathing was heavy and ragged. Even in the dim lighting, Sam could make out the whites of his eyes. “This is a Ka-bar Classic Marine fighting knife.”

				Sam felt something wet hit his face, and realized it was blood dripping from the man above him. The man smelled awful—a combination of sweat and grime—and Sam gagged. He struggled to break free, but the man had him immobilized.

			

			
				“The Ka-bar was used by the marines in World War II, but it is still used today. Do you want to know why?”

				“F-fuck you…” Sam managed.

				“Because it works just as well today as it did back then. But don’t worry—you don’t have to take my word for it. You’re about to find that out for yourself.”

				Sam continued to writhe under the man’s weight. His nerve endings felt like they were on fire from the wound he had already received. He wrenched his body from side to side, but he was still hopelessly pinned.

				The Agent raised the knife again, this time targeting Sam’s other shoulder.

				Sam squirmed, wondering how long he could remain conscious once he was stabbed. Between the pain and the blood loss, he figured it wouldn’t be long.

				Before he could find out, another voice rang out through the church.

				It was a voice Sam didn’t recognize.

				“Drop the knife,” the person said.

				The person was standing about ten feet from Sam and the Agent, and he was holding a rifle in one hand. With the other hand, he clutched his stomach.

				“Hopper?” The Agent on top of Sam got to his feet, still holding the knife.

				“Put it down, Cromwell.”

				“Why would you want to save this pathetic piece of shit?” The Agent kicked Sam in the ribs, as if to prove his point. Sam cried out and rolled to the side.

			

			
				“I don’t give a shit about him. I’m coming for you.”

				“I didn’t think you’d—“

				“Have the strength? After you stabbed me?”

				“Let’s face it, Hopper. You’re one of the weaker ones. Besides, you have no idea who you’re pointing that gun at. I’m the head of this whole goddamn operation.”

				“I know exactly who you are. I already heard you on the phone, and I saw all the prisoners you have in those jail cells. And I heard everything you said just now.”

				Cromwell let out a short laugh and coughed and spit. He dropped the knife and grabbed his shoulder.

				“Maybe you’re a little smarter than I gave you credit for, Hopper,” he said. “Put down the gun, and we’ll talk. Maybe I’ll even give you a promotion.”

				“I don’t think so.”

				Hopper doubled over, almost dropping the gun, and then righted himself.

				“You know what your problem is, Cromwell? You had a good thing going here, but you fucked it up. And all those things you said about humanity? The same can be said about you. You are the most selfish person I’ve ever met. You don’t give a shit about rebuilding the world. All you care about is yourself.”

				Cromwell glared at him.

				“You’re nothing but a sick fuck.”

				Without giving the man a chance to respond, Hopper fired the rifle, squeezing off the remaining rounds until the chamber was empty. The bullets pierced the man’s chest, and Cromwell swayed back and forth like a rag doll, arms flailing at his sides, before finally succumbing to gravity and crumpling to the floor.

			

			
				The knife fell to the ground next to him.

				Hopper dropped his empty weapon to the carpet with a thud. It looked like he could barely stand.

				“Stay right where you are!” a voice yelled from behind him. This time it was Delta. In the midst of the struggle, she had managed to get to her feet, and she was brandishing one of Cromwell’s knives.

				Hopper didn’t argue.

				She ran to Sam’s side.

				“Are you OK?” she asked.

				“I-I think so,” Sam stuttered. “But I’m not going to lie to you. I’ve been better.”

				He attempted a smile.

				“I’m going to shut the front door. Those things will be headed in here if we don’t.”

				Delta made her way down the aisle, still threatening Hopper with the knife, and collected his empty rifle as she walked by him.

				By the time she reached the door, Sam had already passed out.
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				When Sam awoke, both Delta and the priest were standing over him. He had been transported to a bed in a small room. His shoulder still blazed with pain, but when he looked down, he saw that it had been wrapped up and the knife had been removed.

			

			
				He attempted to sit up, but his head was throbbing.

				“Easy, there,” Delta said. “You need to relax.”

				“Where am I?”

				“You’re in my bedroom, just above the church,” the priest said.

				Sam noticed the man had changed out of his robes into a t-shirt and pants. He had a small bandage on his forearm—presumably from where the Agent had cut him—but he seemed otherwise unharmed.

				Movement across the room distracted him, and he gazed to his left. The other Agent—the one with the stomach wound—was propped up against a wall. It looked like his injury had been wrapped up, as well, but he appeared to be in worse shape than Sam, and his hands were tied in front of him.

				“Is the other Agent dead?” Sam asked.

				“Cromwell? Yeah, I killed him,” the man said.

				“What’s your name again?”

				“Hopper.”

				Hopper closed his eyes, then reopened them. He slid down the wall, letting his body sag beneath him. It was obvious he was in tremendous pain.

				“We’re going to need your help, Hopper.”

				“Why the fuck would I help you?”

				“We need to get to the compound to stop this thing.”

				The Agent laughed, and then coughed. When he had composed himself, he spoke. “Cromwell was the brains behind this whole thing. With him dead, the whole plan’s probably fucked as it is.”

				“I’m sure someone else will take his place.”

			

			
				“That’s the thing,” Hopper said. “I don’t think anyone else knew who he was. From what I could tell, he didn’t share his plans with anyone, and he was calling all the shots.”

				“Didn’t you say there were people being held captive there?”

				Hopper paused.

				“Yeah. He had a bunch of people in jail cells. I think he was torturing them.”

				Sam’s eyes narrowed, and he thought back to what Nathan Brown had told him. According to him, the Agent leaders were keeping Brown’s family hostage.

				“We have to get those people out of there,” Sam said. “And we need you to help us.”

				Hopper snickered. “Good luck with that.”

				“I don’t think you understand. You don’t have a choice. Like it or not, you’re coming with us.”
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				“This is Agent Hopper. We’re headed back in. Things are under control.”

				Before the Agent could say anything further, Sam disconnected the call. He held a gun he’d found in the Agent’s van to the man’s temple from the backseat. Delta sat at the wheel of the Agents’ cargo van—now dressed in a white jacket—and shook her head.

				“Sam, I’m not sure this is a good idea. You’re hardly in the condition for this.”

				“I’ll be fine,” he said. As he spoke the words, his shoulder throbbed, but he did his best to ignore the pain.

				Sam glanced around the floor next to him. In the rear of the cargo van were a slew of weapons, as well as several cases of untainted food. He had laid out the guns so that they would be within easy reach when they got to the compound. Currently he was holding a pistol, but once leaving the van, he figured they would need as much firepower as they could carry.

				They had left the priest back at the church. Despite all he had been through, the man refused to leave his home. Sam and Delta had promised they would return for him once they had things settled.

				“How many people are at the compound?” Sam asked Hopper.

				When the man didn’t respond, Sam reached down and pushed on his bandage. The Agent cried out in pain.

				“There’s only a skeleton crew there now. Most of the Agents are in the field.”

			

			
				“How many?”

				“I’d say about twenty people.”

				“Where are they located?”

				“All throughout the compound.”

				“What about the virus?”

				“What about it?”

				“Is it kept at the compound?”

				“Yeah. They have a lab there. It’s on the same floor as the prisoners.”

				Sam glanced out the front windshield. Since leaving the city, the mountains seemed to have increased in size and magnitude. Brown and green peaks surrounded them on all sides. The view was breathtaking, and he did his best to take it all in, trying to forget about the dangerous mission they were undertaking.

				The prospect of facing twenty Agents was daunting, especially in his wounded condition. At the same time, he knew that Hopper might not have much longer to live, and they would need the man’s help to get inside.

				At Sam’s direction, Delta took a turn off the highway, curving up onto a secondary road that wove into the Wasatch Mountain Range. He stared at the map, and then glanced over at Hopper for verification.

				“Is this the right way?” he asked.

				Hopper paused for a second, and Sam noticed that his eyes were closed. When he finally opened them, he nodded.

				Hopper let out a groan and turned sideways in his chair.

			

			
				“Can’t you untie my hands?” he asked, his breathing getting shallow.

				Delta looked back at Sam, who shook his head.

				“No,” she said.

				Since holding him captive, Sam had already gleaned as much information as possible, afraid that the man would perish on the ride to the compound. As expected, most of his suspicions had been true: the virus could only be transmitted through ingesting contaminated food, and there was no cure once someone was infected. The creatures were expected to die out within several weeks.

				According to Hopper, the organization would be crippled without Cromwell calling the shots. By taking out the compound, Sam hoped to further solidify those odds.

				Several miles later, the road wound around the base of a large mountain. Delta followed the curves, reducing the van’s speed to account for the turns. When they had reached the other side, the road leveled out, creating a path in between two other larger mountains.

				In the distance, Sam could make out a single white building. The structure was long and flat, and on the side he saw what looked like a cargo area. The road seemed to reach the compound and then die, providing only one means of both entry and escape.

				As the van approached, Sam sorted through the weapons on the floor. Even with what they had, he knew that getting in and out alive would be a long shot.

				He took a deep breath and then exhaled, hoping once again for a miracle.
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				Once they had reached the building, Hopper instructed them to follow the dirt road around to the back of the compound. There they would find a loading dock that they could pull into. Before reaching the vicinity, Sam and Delta had switched positions—he would be the driver and she would ride in the rear.

				Sam adjusted his white jacket, hoping that he could blend in long enough to get into the building and rescue the prisoners inside. Delta was to remain in the vehicle with Hopper. While Hopper did the talking, she would hide in the backseat and out of view. The Agent would instruct the mechanics to refuel and inspect the vehicle—all while he stayed inside—so that he could return immediately to the field. To ensure the Agent’s compliance, Delta would hold a pistol to his back.

				It wasn’t a failsafe plan, but it would have to do.

				As the van curved around the building, Sam inspected the exterior. For the most part, the compound was windowless, providing little clue as to what was inside. After some coercion, Hopper had given him instructions on how to navigate his way through. He had also given him codes to get through the door locks.

				Sam just hoped they were the right ones. He still didn’t trust the man.

				The van tires chewed the gravel, spitting it back onto the road. A few seconds later, the bay doors came into view—enormous, red metal doors that were tall enough to fit a tractor-trailer. Once the van was within fifteen feet of them, they automatically rose.

			

			
				Sam peered into the interior of the garage as the doors retracted. Inside was a fleet of vehicles—SUVs, trucks, and cargo vans like the one they were driving. All were white and non-descript; most were in perfect condition. A few mechanics were milling about, either working on vehicles or rummaging through tools, but none seemed to be paying attention to the approaching van.

				Sam pulled the vehicle inside, finding an empty spot between two already-parked vans, and then unbuckled his seatbelt. No one came to greet them.

				“What now?” he asked Hopper.

				“Just head out. Someone will be over in a minute, and I’ll deal with them.”

				Sam eyed the Agent suspiciously. He had no reason to trust him, but he didn’t have a choice. He stared into the rear of the van, catching Delta’s attention, and mouthed for her to be careful. She nodded.

				He gripped the door, doing a mental check of what he was carrying. In his pocket were two pistols, and he was going to carry a rifle with him. According to Hopper, he should have no trouble getting through the door, provided he acted casually. All of the Agents inside were armed as well.

				Sam stepped out into the garage. He could feel his heart slamming against his chest, and his shoulder hurt like hell. He had done his best to cover the wound with his jacket, not wanting to raise any further suspicion, but he was worried that the injury would leave him compromised in the event of a battle.

			

			
				As he walked across the cargo bay, he saw a few of the mechanics glance in his direction, but he didn’t return their gaze. He kept his pace even and made his way toward the building’s entrance.

				When he reached the door, he saw a numbered keypad. He pushed the sequence of numbers that Hopper had given him, followed by the pound sign. Then he waited. For a few seconds, nothing happened. He stared at the keypad, afraid to turn and look behind him, and his mind raced.

				Had Hopper given him a secret code that triggered some sort of alarm? Was it possible he had gotten the numbers wrong?

				A second later, the door buzzed and a light on the keypad turned green. He grabbed the handle, turned it, and opened the door.

				The first thing he saw was a hallway. The walls were painted white, the floors hard and linoleum. He proceeded down the empty corridor. Several doors flanked either side, but he continued past them without stopping. Behind a few he heard the sound of voices, which made him pick up his pace.

				At the end of the hallway he took a right. According to Hopper’s directions, he would only have to take one more turn, and then there would be an elevator in the adjacent corridor. He kept on, taking note of several more closed doors and listening to conversations drifting out from behind them.

				A man complaining about the heat. An argument about a sports team.

			

			
				When Sam was halfway down the hall, he saw one of the door handles turn then watched as the door cracked open. He strode even faster, but he was too late. An Agent had already emerged from the other side.

				The man was dressed in a white suit jacket much like his own. His face was lined and weathered, as if he had spent too much time in the sun, and he patted his pockets as if he was looking for something. When he spotted Sam, he stopped to stare.

				Sam nodded at the man as he walked past. He could feel his pulse throbbing in his neck, and he wondered for a split second if the Agent could see it, too. He waited for the man to shout at him, to question who he was and what he was doing there, or at the very least pull out a gun and demand that he stop.

				Instead, the corridor remained silent.

				He kept on, waiting to hear the sound of footsteps behind him, but none came. At the end of the corridor, he took another right per Hopper’s instructions.

				He could now see an elevator at the end of the hall. Right before it was a door with a glass window, through which he could see a flight of stairs. Hopper hadn’t mentioned them as an option, so Sam continued.

				At the elevator car, he jabbed the button and waited. A whirring noise resounded from somewhere above him. Footsteps echoed from an adjacent hallway, and he tensed up, fearing discovery.

				As the elevator got closer, he heard the sound of several people talking. Apparently it was occupied. The voices increased in volume as the car descended, and the boots clapped louder behind him.

			

			
				If for some reason he had been made, he would be surrounded.

				In a panic, Sam backtracked several steps to the door with the stairs and opened it. He had just slipped through when he heard the ding of the elevator. He paused, peering out through the small glass window. Three Agents walked out of the elevator car. None appeared to be in a state of alarm.

				A few seconds later, he saw another Agent round the corner on foot. The man made his way to the elevator, walking past the door with the stairs that Sam now occupied, and stepped inside.

				Breathing a sigh of relief, Sam waited for a few seconds and then reentered the hallway. He pressed the button for the elevator once again, listening to it whir above him. When the doors opened again, the car was empty.

				He stepped inside, staring at a row of buttons, and hit the one for the third floor. As he ascended, Sam said a silent prayer, hoping he wasn’t too late to rescue the people that were being held captive. He pulled out a sheet of paper from his pocket on which he had scrawled some directions from Hopper, and did his best to memorize them.

				When the elevator doors opened, he poked his gun into the hallway first, aiming in both directions. The floor was quiet.

				He made his way down several corridors, doing his best to muffle his footsteps as he walked. Finally, he arrived at a door on the right, lowered his gun, and placed his fingers on the keypad.

			

			
				Though Hopper had provided his code, he had warned Sam that it might not work.

				Sam pushed the sequence of numbers, hoping for the best. The door buzzed, but remained shut. The light on the keypad flashed red.

				Dammit. What now?

				He inspected the door. It was several inches thick, and appeared to be made of painted metal. There would be no way to shoot through it. He tried the handle, but it wouldn’t budge.

				He aimed his gun at the keypad, wondering if he could shoot it to disable the locking mechanism. Before he could decide, the door swung open.

				Startled, Sam jumped back, finding himself face to face with one of the Agents.
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				Delta nudged the pistol into Hopper’s side, and he groaned in pain.

				“Why aren’t they coming over to our van?” she asked him, pointing at the mechanics.

				A few had taken notice of the vehicle, but instead of approaching, they lingered by their workbenches.

				“I don’t know,” Hopper said.

				Although Delta was crouched in the rear of the van, she had been peering over the seats into the garage, ensuring she had a bead on the situation outside. A few seconds ago, Sam had disappeared inside the building. Since then, no one had moved.

				“Did you trigger an alarm?” she asked. “If you did, I swear I will shoot you right now.”

				The Agent chuckled. “In case you haven’t noticed, I’m almost dead already.”

				“What the hell did you do? Why are those guys just standing there?”

				“I didn’t do anything. If they know something, it has nothing to do with me.”

				As if on cue, the mechanics filtered away from the workbenches. There were four in total. Two of them headed for a storage area on the side of the garage, and the other two walked toward the van.

				Hopper sat up in his seat, grunting in pain.

				“Are you OK?” one of them called out.

				“I’m fine.”

				Delta watched the mechanic’s face. He was wearing a blue button-up shirt and jeans, and his head was shaved. He stared into the van for several seconds, as if deciding what to do next, and then he stepped back.

			

			
				Without warning, he reached into the top of his pants and withdrew a pistol.

				Dammit. They must have spotted me.

				Shots rang out across the garage, and Delta flung herself to the floor of the van, covering her head with her hands. The windshield shattered. She heard Hopper cry out in pain from the passenger’s seat.

				Apparently they had no issues sacrificing their own to get to her.

				She waited for several seconds, listening to bullets pummel the exterior of the van, and then pulled herself into a crouch, clutching her pistol. She looked out into the garage.

				The first two mechanics had guns trained on the van. She aimed and fired, striking one of them in the chest. The other one ran for cover.

				Meanwhile, two others emerged from the storeroom. Unlike their counterparts, these men were armed with rifles. They fired on the van again, and Delta hit the deck. She heard the sound of the tires popping and bullets thudding into the front seats.

				She glanced around the floor and grabbed a rifle. At the next break in the gunfire, she burst up from the floor and aimed it out the shattered front window.

				She squeezed the trigger and let off a volley of shots. The mechanics had taken cover behind two pickup trucks in front of her, and she peppered the vehicles with bullets.

				When she had finished unloading, she grabbed another rifle and moved for the rear of the van.

			

			
				If I stay here much longer, they’ll kill me for sure.

				She grabbed the door handle, opened the doors, and jumped out into the garage. As she did, a spray of gunfire hit the other side of the van.

				In front of her, she saw that the cargo bay doors were closed. She was effectively trapped in the garage.

				She ducked behind the vehicle next to her—a pickup truck—and hoped she could buy enough time until Sam returned.
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				Before Sam had time to think, he had already fired a bullet into the Agent in front of him, striking the man in the leg. The man screamed out in pain.

				The noise echoed into the corridor, and Sam dove forward through the door, taking the Agent to the floor with him. The door clicked shut behind them.

				He was now in a hallway filled with jail cells, and he heard the occupants screaming for help. Underneath him, the Agent writhed and yelled, and he did his best to pin him down.

				“Be quiet or I’ll shoot you again!” Sam warned, raising his rifle and pointing it at the man’s face.

				The man reached for his pants, but Sam knocked his hands away with the muzzle of his rifle. When the man had stopped struggling, he patted him down and removed a pistol, then tucked it into his own waistband.

				Sam stood, still aiming the weapon at the Agent on the ground. The man’s face was contorted in agony, and his leg was spilling blood onto the floor.

			

			
				“Who the fuck are you?” the man spat.

				“Never mind. I need you to open these jail cells.”

				“Why in the world would I do that?”

				“Because if you don’t, I’ll put a hole in your other leg.”

				The Agent tried to stand, but collapsed in pain. He reached for his belt, and Sam noticed a ring of keys.

				“Give me those,” he said.

				The Agent tossed them across the floor, and Sam bent down to pick them up. When he had them in hand, he surveyed the room he was in.

				Along the thin walkway were about ten jail cells, each containing several prisoners. Among them were men, women, and children; their faces were stained with dirt, their clothes ripped and disheveled. As he rifled through the keys, keeping an eye on the downed Agent, the captives shouted at him through the bars of their cells.

				Sam felt a swell of anger. What had been done to these people, and what horrors had they seen since getting here?

				“Which key unlocks them?” he barked at the Agent.

				He held up each of the keys until the man nodded. After finding the correct one, Sam unlocked the doors one at a time, working his way down the room.

				“You’ll never get out of here alive!” the Agent shouted at him.

				Sam ignored him, instead ushering the prisoners out of their former cells. As they emerged, they ran toward the exit, tripping over each other as they tried to reach it.

			

			
				“We don’t have much time!” he said to them. “Everybody line up by the door so we can get out of here.”

				When Sam reached the last cell, he noticed a young girl inside. She looked to be about eleven years old. Her long, shoulder-length hair was matted and tangled, and her blue eyes were wet with tears.

				“What’s your name?” Sam asked her.

				“M-Margaret. Margaret Brown.”

				“Come with me, Margaret. Everything’s going to be OK.”

				He gave her a hug, and then watched her scramble toward the others.

				When he was done gathering the prisoners—about twenty in total—Sam ordered the wounded Agent into one of the cells and locked the door behind him.

				“You can’t leave me here!” the man yelled, grasping his leg.

				Sam stared at the prisoners, who were watching him intently. Then he turned back to the Agent.

				“Watch me,” he said.
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				Sam opened the door just enough to admit the tip of his gun. As he did, he heard shouts erupting from down the corridor. Several Agents were running in the direction of the jail cells. When they saw Sam, they began to shoot.

				He opened fire with his rifle, sending the Agents tumbling to the floor, pistols skittering in front of them. When the corridor was clear, he motioned for the prisoners to follow him.

			

			
				“Stay behind me, single file!” he shouted.

				He made his way down the hall in a half-crouch, holding his rifle at the ready and keeping a sharp eye on the closed doors around them. The prisoners followed behind him, quiet except for their nervous breathing and the shuffle of feet.

				Gunfire sounded from somewhere below them, and he worried about Delta. Had she been discovered, as well? A lump formed in his throat, and he swallowed it, then continued.

				A few doors down from the jail cells, he halted. He signaled for the people behind him to stay put, and then he hit the keypad. The door buzzed, and he whipped it open. Inside was a small lab with beakers, Bunsen burners, and test tubes lining the counters. A few men in lab coats jumped as he entered, one of them dropping a vial onto the floor. The glass shattered. He fired before they could react, spraying the room and equipment, and then ducked out of the doorway and back out into the hall.

				He turned a corner, the prisoners back in tow, and made his way down the hallway with the elevator. As he did, he heard the familiar whir of the motor, and then someone barking orders from inside. He ran past the elevators and continued to the door with the stairs.

				“Come on! Follow me!” he hissed at the people behind him.

				The prisoners kept the pace, though a few had started to cry. Sam poked his head through the door, verifying that no one was on their way up the stairs, and then let his companions go ahead of him. Once the last one had made her way through, he heard the ding of the elevator, and he slipped into the stairwell and gently closed the door behind him.

			

			
				Through the glass, he saw four Agents running in the opposite direction.

				Heart thundering, he motioned for the prisoners to start making their way down, running past them so that he could take the lead once again.

				One of them—a young boy in his teens—stopped next to Sam.

				“Can’t we have any weapons? We’re defenseless,” the boy said.

				“Do you know how to shoot?”

				The boy nodded.

				Sam reached into his pants, handing him one of the pistols he had tucked there.

				“Follow me to the front,” he said.

				The boy took the gun and then clambered down the stairs behind him.

				When they reached the ground level, Sam peered through the glass window looking out onto the first floor. Before he could assess the situation, he saw that an Agent’s face was pressed against the other side of the glass. Sam cried out in surprise, jumping back several feet.

				Without hesitating, he flung the door open, preparing for a fight, and was surprised to hear a gunshot from behind him. The Agent doubled over and collapsed onto the floor. Sam swiveled and saw the boy lowering his pistol. The boy gave him a nervous smile.

			

			
				Sam nodded, and then waved the prisoners out of the stairwell.

				Once in the hall, he recognized the same doors he had passed on the way up. He ran to the head of the group, leading the way, and then stopped at a door about halfway down the corridor.

				“Stay put,” he said.

				Like the others, this door had a keypad, and Sam punched in the same series of numbers Hopper had given him previously. He kicked open the door and aimed his rifle inside. The room was empty, save for several rows of monitors and screens.

				On them, Sam saw images flashing from various locations—the infected wandering empty streets, buildings that were dilapidated and destroyed, and feeds from outside the desert compound.

				Sam opened fire, spraying the room with bullets. Computers exploded, sending fragments of glass and debris throughout the room, and smoke billowed from the equipment. When he was satisfied, he slammed the door shut and beckoned for the prisoners to follow.

				Down the next hallway, Sam recognized the door leading to the cargo area. From the other side, he could hear the unmistakable sound of gunfire. He reached into his pants, retrieved the other pistol he had stored there, and then whipped open the door.

				The garage smelled like fire. Thick, black smoke hovered in the air, filling the cargo bay with the smell, and Sam noticed that one of the vehicles was aflame. After a frantic scan of the area, he located Delta behind a pickup truck. It appeared she was trading gunfire with one of the mechanics across the room.

			

			
				Sam followed her gaze, finding the man behind a cargo van several cars ahead of the one she was hiding behind. He raised his rifle and fired off several shots in the man’s direction, then watched the man duck out of sight.

				“Let’s go!” he shouted to the prisoners behind him.

				All twenty of them poured into the garage, their footsteps echoing against the floor. In front of them, Delta had her pistol trained on the remaining mechanic’s location, and when he appeared several seconds later, she squeezed off a shot, sending him sprawling to the floor.

				“We’ll need another ride!” she yelled to Sam.

				He nodded. Aside from the van they had driven earlier, there were several other cargo vans parked next to the garage door. He ran to the first and whipped open the door. The key was still in the ignition. Encouraged, he checked the one next to it, and was surprised to find the same thing.

				“In here!” he shouted, waving to the prisoners.

				They piled into the two vehicles, with Sam and Delta coordinating the effort. Once they were inside, Sam heard a bang from across the garage.

				The building’s entrance had burst open, revealing about ten of the Agent soldiers.

				“Let’s go!” he shouted to Delta.

				The two jumped into the vehicles—Delta in one van and Sam in the other—and then started the engines and reversed toward the door. When they were a few feet away from the garage, it opened, gliding up the track to reveal the desert beyond.

			

			
				In the meantime, the Agents had opened fire, bullets slamming into the side of the vans.

				“Come on!” Sam shouted at the doors behind them.

				He ducked low in the seat just as the windshield shattered, raining shards of glass and debris onto his lap. He transitioned his foot from the brake to the gas.

				“Here!” someone yelled from behind him.

				He turned in his seat. One of the female prisoners was holding something up for him. Apparently she had found it the back of the vehicle. He reached back to grab hold of the object, and then looked down to inspect it.

				In his hands was a grenade.

				Outside, the shooting continued. He waited for a lull in the gunfire, and when he heard one, he stuck his head out the window.

				Sam pushed down the striker cap, pulled the pin, and lobbed the grenade across the garage. He then slammed his foot on the gas pedal, peeled out of the cargo bay, and careened out into the desert.

				The explosion was deafening.

				In the driver’s side mirror, he saw flames licking at the inside of the garage, the vehicles enveloped in a wall of fire. In front of them Delta had taken the lead, and he fell in line behind her vehicle as she navigated the narrow road.

				Sam kept his foot on the gas and his hands on the wheel, increasing the van’s speed until the compound was no more than a speck behind him.
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				For the first few miles, Sam let Delta lead the way. He kept his eyes glued to the rearview mirror, waiting for the Agents to follow, but the desert roads remained clear.

				Was it possible they had actually escaped?

				Overhead, the sky was a magnificent blue, the passing clouds doing little to inhibit the beams of the sun.

				He let out a cautious smile. For the first time in days, he wondered if things were actually starting to turn around.

				The prisoners had begun to chat in the backseat, their words starting at a low volume and then increasing in fervor as the van took them farther away from the compound. Surprisingly, they spoke mainly not of their time in captivity, but about their families, and the prospect of seeing them again.

				Sam kept quiet, knowing that at the moment their hope might be the only thing getting them through.

				After about half an hour of driving, he saw taillights on the van in front of him, and noticed that Delta was pulling off the road. She navigated around the back of a vacant building, and Sam followed suit. When they had stopped, he got out of the vehicle and began walking toward the other van.

				Delta met him halfway. He noticed she had tears in her eyes.

				Before Sam could speak, she threw her arms around him, embracing him in a tight squeeze.

				“You did it,” she whispered.

				“We both did.”

				He held on to her for several minutes, two bodies swaying back and forth in the desert.

			

			
				When Sam finally leaned back, he looked into her eyes. Gone was the fear he had seen for the last few days. In its place was a look of strength and hope.

				She looked him up and down and smirked. “You look like shit.”

				He laughed. “It must be the jacket. White’s not my color.”

				“Do you think they’ll come after us?”

				“I’m sure this is far from over,” he said. “But right now, at this moment, we’re safe. Let’s enjoy it while we can.”

				She studied him for a minute, and he let his gaze drift to the horizon.

				“They’d be proud of you, you know,” Delta said.

				“Who?”

				“Your wife and daughter.”

				Sam wiped a tear from his eye and smiled. “You know what? I think you’re right.”

				They walked back to the vans, where the prisoners had started to file out the back, taking in the warm rays of the desert sun. One of them—the one who had said her name was Margaret Brown—approached Sam.

				“Mister, would you mind if we had something to eat? None of us have eaten in a few days.”

				“Of course not. Let’s go see what we have. I’m sure you all must be starving.”

				Sam studied her face for a minute. At some point he would have to tell her about her brother, but perhaps now wasn’t the time. She had been through enough already.

				As he walked back to the van, he noticed the group staring at him, awaiting direction. Until now, he hadn’t gotten a good look at them; amid the chaos at the compound, he hadn’t had time. He was surprised to find that the prisoners were a mix of ages and sexes: several teenage boys and girls, a handful of middle-aged men and women in their thirties and forties, and an elderly couple.

			

			
				Among them was the boy who had helped him earlier. He noticed the kid was still clutching the pistol in his hands.

				“Hey,” Sam called over to him. “Can you help me with something?”

				The kid nodded and moved to join him. The two began pulling out the boxes of food that had been stored in the back of the cargo van. Sam pulled his knife and tore open the red packages, sorting through a mixture of dried fruits, grains, water bottles, and cereal. After he had laid it all out in the back of the van, he placed a few of the empty boxes upside-down in the dirt.

				He motioned to the elderly couple. “Here, have a seat.”

				The two made their way over, giving him a cautious smile, and then took the water and food he had offered them. A few of the other prisoners trickled over beside them, taking seats on the remaining boxes or sitting in the dirt.

				When everyone had been provided with food, Sam took a seat on the back of the van. Delta sat beside him. She handed him a box of cereal. He took it with a smile.

				“Where to now?” she asked him.

				“We’ll have to discuss it with the group once everything settles down a bit.”

			

			
				“I mean after that. Suppose you could go anywhere you wanted, Sam. Where would it be?”

				He shrugged. “I’ve always wanted to go out to the West Coast. I’ve heard California is nice.”

				Delta grinned at him, shaking her head in disbelief.

				“You mean you’ve never been there?” she asked.

				“Nope.” He smiled back.

				“And I thought I didn’t get out much.”

				She punched him lightly on the leg, and Sam felt a surge of warmth pass over him.

				Just a few short days ago, Sam had been content with working in his White Mist store, surrounded by memories of his family; content to live out the rest of his days in solitude until he could join them again.

				Because of what had happened to him, he had learned that there were no certainties, no absolutes. In the blink of an eye, everything could be taken away.

				But now, sitting here with Delta, he could sense that a new future was waiting.

				And for the first time in two years, Sam was looking forward to it.

			

			
				



			

	


BOOK FOUR: ESCAPE

				[image: ContaminationEscape.jpg]


			

			
				



			

	


PART ONE – FULL COLLAPSE

			

			
				



			

	


1

				“Daddy, wake up!”

				Hands pawed frantically at Dan Lowery’s arm, and a voice hissed in his ear. When he opened his eyes, he could just make out the frightened visage of his daughter, her eyes wide, lips trembling. He immediately grabbed for the 9mm he had tucked under his pillow and jolted from the floor.

				“What is it?” he mouthed.

				His daughter pointed to the side window of the RV, where a thin sliver of moonlight crept through a crack in the blinds. He padded over to it and peered out, prepared to see a face on the other side, fingernails rapping on the glass.

				The window was empty.

				Still, he knew his daughter had heard or seen something. She wouldn’t have woken him up if she hadn’t.

				He pressed his forehead against the pane. They’d positioned the RV diagonally in a corner of the lot, allowing them a view of the entire salvage yard as well as a clear path to the front gate. At the slightest hint of trouble, Dan wanted to be ready to leave.

				Now, as he stared out at the dark and ominous lot, he wondered if the time had come.

				Between the absence of power and the darkness of the night, the salvage yard was a tangle of shapes and shadows, and if he stared hard enough, almost all of them appeared suspicious. Ever since they’d arrived, Dan had felt less than comfortable, but given their situation, the options were limited.

			

			
				It didn’t help that they were alone on the property.

				Quinn joined him at the window and gripped his shoulder. With her free hand, she pointed to a group of dark objects in the yard. Dan followed her stare and felt his body tense up.

				One of the shadows was moving.

				“Stay still,” he whispered.

				The figure was hovering by one of the junked vehicles near the front entrance. Every so often, its head would swivel or its arm would wag.

				Dan scoured the rest of the salvage yard, but saw no indication that there were other intruders. So far they’d been lucky. In the few days since their companions had left, Dan and Quinn had seen only a few straggling creatures make their way into the salvage yard, and each time he’d easily taken care of them through the fence. None had posed any immediate threat to him or his daughter.

				Of course, none had found their way inside until now.

				Dan stared at the creature lurking in the shadows, unnerved. He’d assumed that if one of the things attempted to climb the fence, he’d hear it, asleep or not.

				This one seemed to have simply appeared.

				No matter how it had gotten in, Dan knew he had to take care of it. He wouldn’t rest until he did.

				He rose to his feet. Before he could turn, his daughter snagged his attention.

				“Dad, look!” she whispered.

				Two more shadows had appeared next to the other one. Unlike the first, these were moving quicker, and it looked like they were headed in the direction of the RV. He scoured the yard.

			

			
				What he saw next made his heart drop in his chest.

				The front gate—the one that he’d kept locked since they’d arrived—was hanging open.

				Dan lowered the shade.

				“What’re we going to do, Dad?” Quinn asked.

				“We’re leaving.”

				“But Dad—”

				“Listen to me carefully, honey. I need you to get in the passenger’s seat and buckle your seatbelt, just like we talked about earlier. Can you do that?”

				Even in the darkness, he could see the outline of her head as she nodded. He stalked toward the front of the vehicle. His daughter followed, clinging to the back of his shirt.

				He’d just reached the driver’s seat when something clicked the door handle. He froze, reached for his daughter. A similar noise sounded from the opposite side of the RV.

				Thank God he’d locked the doors.

				Pistol in hand, he crept to the driver’s seat and peered out the window. At the same time, a shadow scurried to the rear of the vehicle. He pushed his daughter toward the passenger’s seat and sat down himself.

				Earlier, he’d left the key in the ignition. He reached down to verify that it was still there.

				It was. He swallowed.

				Each day he’d been starting the RV to ensure everything worked, and each day it had fired up without issue.

				Here goes nothing.

			

			
				He turned the key, preparing for the engine to start and expose their position.

				Only this time, when he turned the key, nothing happened.

				“You’ve got to be kidding me,” he muttered.

				He tried again, but to no avail.

				“Daddy, what’s wrong?” Quinn hissed.

				Before he could answer, Dan heard a bang on the rear windows, then the sound of someone trying the door handle in back.

				Dammit.

				He leapt up from the driver’s seat and grabbed his daughter’s arm, leading her to the rear of the vehicle. Past their bedding and belongings was a door leading to the bathroom. He found the handle, ripped open the door, and ushered her inside.

				“In here,” he said.

				“But Dad—”

				“No arguments, Quinn. Don’t come out until I come get you.”

				“But what if something happens to you? What if—”

				“Everything will be fine, honey.”

				He gave her one last squeeze and then shut the door. In spite of his words, he was far from convinced. The banging had increased in fervor; it sounded like the doors were going to crash open.

				He aimed his pistol in all directions, trying to anticipate which one of them would fly inwards first.

				What he didn’t anticipate was the front windshield shattering.

				Glass spattered all around him and bullets whisked through the interior of the RV. Dan dove to the ground. He hit the floor hard, scraping his elbows and knees on the thin carpet, and bit the inside of his lip. Blood sprayed the inside of his mouth, and he covered his head as glass rained down on top of him.

			

			
				He heard shouting and commotion from outside now, and he struggled to his knees, certain someone would be coming in after them.

				At that point, they’d be trapped.

				Dan crawled to the front of the vehicle and hid behind the driver’s seat, clutching his pistol to his chest. The gunfire had ceased. He poked his head around the headrest, trying to get a glimpse of the outside.

				The second he peered out, a pair of headlights snapped on from the salvage yard and illuminated the interior of the RV. He slipped out of sight, but he was too late. The voices grew louder; he’d been seen.

				Who was out there? Was it the agents? A gang? Another band of survivors?

				Regardless of who it was, one thing was for certain: if Dan and Quinn remained inside the RV, they were sitting ducks.

				He looked back at the bathroom. The door had opened to a crack, and his daughter’s face had emerged from the darkness. She was calling out his name.

				Dan motioned for her join him. She scampered across the floor and into his arms, squeezing him tight. He handed her the pistol.

				“Remember what I showed you?”

				She nodded. He pointed to the safety.

			

			
				“Just like we talked about.”

				Yesterday he’d given her some simple instructions on using the weapon, telling her that someday she might need to use it.

				He just hadn’t expected that day to come so soon.

				She held the gun, eyes wide. While she stared at the weapon, Dan reached underneath the bench seat next to them and pulled out a shotgun.

				“Stay behind me,” he whispered. “We’ll go out the side door.”

				He pointed to the passenger’s door across from them. For the moment, all was quiet.

				He crawled over to it, unlocked the door, and grabbed the handle. He looked back at his daughter and put his finger to his lips.

				“On three,” he mouthed.

				He counted silently with his fingers, then threw it open. Instead of flying ajar, the door stopped with a thud, knocking into someone on the other side.

				A man in a white coat was waiting for them.

				Dan let loose with the shotgun. The impact of the blast flung the agent backwards, riddling his coat with blood, and he collapsed into the dirt.

				The yelling rose to a fever pitch.

				“Come on, Quinn!” Dan shouted.

				The two of them jumped into the dirt. Dan hung behind the open door, then sidestepped into the open and took an officer’s stance. He fired off another round toward the gate. A sickening grunt sounded in the distance.

				“Let’s go!”

				A broken-down Camaro was parked about twenty feet away. He guided his daughter toward it, and they ducked for cover. Gunfire exploded once again. He looked down at the shotgun, realizing he’d expended the last two rounds.

			

			
				How many of the agents were there?

				A few days earlier, two of the agents had paid a visit to the salvage yard, and Bubba, the salvage yard owner, had killed them. Afterwards, the survivors had driven the agent vehicles out into the desert to hide them.

				Despite taking care of the men, Dan had suspected that the other agents might not be far behind. He just wished he and his daughter had left sooner.

				He glanced next to him, taking in his daughter’s small frame under the glow of the headlights that cut across the yard. She was still clinging on to the pistol, her hands shaking.

				I’ve got to get us out of this.

				In just a few days, the two of them had survived hordes of the infected, car chases, and encounters with the agents. On top of that, they’d somehow managed to keep their sanity in spite of losing Julie—Dan’s wife, and mother to Quinn.

				And here they were again, fighting for their lives. It didn’t seem fair.

				Dan reached over and borrowed the pistol from his daughter and aimed it over the back of the Camaro. From their new position, he had full view of the attacker’s vehicle—a cargo van with the lights blazing, parked just inside the front gate.

				Two agents were lurking beside it. When they spotted Dan, they lifted their weapons and started to advance.

				Dan fired off several rounds of suppressive fire, forcing the men back to the van. One of them opened the driver’s side door and fired around it, and Dan hunkered down, listening to bullets rip through the air. Quinn lay on the ground next to him, her hands clamped over her ears.

			

			
				Bullets dinged off the side of the Camaro.

				After a few seconds the shooting stopped. Dan poked up again and squeezed off a round. This time he hit his mark, and the agent to the left of the van fell to the ground. The other man—hiding behind the driver’s side door—appeared to be reloading.

				Instead of crouching again, Dan remained poised and ready, and when the other man reared his head, he aimed and fired.

				The bullet struck the last man in the chest, sending him sprawling to the ground.

				Two for two.

				Dan exhaled the breath he’d been holding.

				He waited several more minutes, certain that someone else would emerge, but the yard remained silent, and there was no one else in sight. The air was thick with dust and dirt, creating a smoky residue under the headlight’s glare.

				The men on the ground stayed motionless.

				Even if he’d gotten all of them, he was certain there’d be more coming. There was no question what needed to occur next: he and his daughter needed to leave.

				Dan wiped a bead of sweat from his forehead and turned to face Quinn. Hopefully she hadn’t been watching. She’d already seen enough bloodshed; the last thing he wanted to do was expose her to any more.

			

			
				To his surprise, the ground next to him was empty.

				Where was she?

				He swiveled to find her, heart thumping, scanning the perimeter of the yard. Why did she leave his side? She’d been right next to him a second ago; he couldn’t imagine her running off without him.

				What had happened?

				“Quinn!” he shouted, panic overtaking him.

				He looked in all directions. Even if he had to search the whole yard, the whole state, he’d find her. He glanced back to the RV, thinking that maybe she may have run there. He’d only taken two steps when he heard a noise to his left. He turned and saw a four-foot shape in the dark.

				Quinn.

				He opened his mouth to speak, but before he could call her name, a dark shadow appeared from behind her. Dan’s entire body tensed.

				Walking toward him, gun pressed against his daughter’s temple, was another one of the agents.
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				“If you harm her in any way, I swear to God—”

				Dan let his voice trail off, realizing that his words were having little effect on the man. The agent’s eyes were cold and dark, beyond reason. The question wasn’t whether he would pull the trigger, but when.

				Dan dropped the pistol and threw his hands in the air. If he were to have any chance at overtaking the man, he’d have to comply. Hopefully he’d buy himself a few more seconds; a little more time to think.

				“Please let her go,” he said. “She has nothing to do with this.”

				The agent inched forward, smiling now. He didn’t speak a word; instead, he tightened his arm around the girl’s throat. Quinn was crying soundlessly, arms at her sides. The look in her eyes made Dan feel helpless and enraged.

				His daughter was all he had left, and he’d failed her.

				He stared at the man’s expression, hoping for a sign of something—anything—that he could use to free his daughter. But there was nothing. Any trace of emotion or compassion was gone.

				It was then that he saw two shadows—one coming up on the agent’s right, the other on the agent’s left.

				Dan’s hopes sank further. Not only was this man alive, but it appeared there were others as well. He bristled, knowing that he’d have no choice but to take action, that he and his daughter might be killed in the process.

			

			
				It wasn’t until the shadows came into the light that he realized that the figures weren’t agents at all, but two of the creatures.

				Sensing Dan’s switch in attention, the agent turned his head to the side, catching a glimpse of the two things coming up behind him. His grin quickly faded. The creatures hissed and spit, and within seconds, they were on top of him.

				The agent let go of his hostage and began to fire at the advancing infected. He took them out quickly, aiming at their heads.

				While the agent was distracted, Dan had taken the opportunity to dive for his own weapon. Before the other man could spin back around, Dan pumped out three bullets, striking the agent in the back. The man collapsed facedown into the dirt.

				Dan leapt toward his daughter and squeezed her tight. He looked over her shoulder at the man he’d just shot. The agent lay motionless, a pool of blood blossoming on his back.

				He shuddered.

				In his old life, back when he was a police officer, shooting a man from behind would’ve been illegal. Now he’d done it without a second thought.

				Regardless of his methods, Dan had been able to protect himself and his daughter, and that was what counted.

				All the rules and laws he’d followed as a police officer were gone; the only thing left was to survive.
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				“Where are we going now, Daddy?”

			

			
				Dan stared at his daughter, then at the pile of their belongings on the ground. In this new world of uncertainty they’d been reduced to a few blankets and pillows, and neither had changed or bathed in a week. Their meals had consisted of canned and labeled food, and sleep, when it came, was fitful.

				And now they were going to be upheaved again.

				Dan gathered their things and tossed them in the back of the Subaru Outback. Before Bubba had died, he’d helped to replace the shattered rear windshield, and Dan had cleaned the glass from the backseat. He’d contemplated taking one of the RV’s, but given the size and lack of maneuverability, he decided to stick with his wife’s station wagon.

				At least they’d have the stability of the family vehicle.

				“Wait here, honey,” he said, once his daughter had gotten inside.

				He closed the door and locked the car. He’d since covered up the bodies on the ground, hoping to at least spare her from having to look at them repeatedly, but he still needed to move the cargo van away from the front entrance.

				Morning was fast approaching, and daylight was working its way through the cracks and crevices of the nearby mountains. Dan walked across the dusted grounds, surveying the carcasses of automobiles, reliving the memories they’d made there.

				Since the other survivors had departed, the salvage yard had felt empty, and he’d found himself thinking of them daily. Had Noah made it home to Portland to find his family? Had Sam and Delta found what they were looking for in Salt Lake City?

			

			
				A part of him was afraid that one of them might return, in trouble and in need of assistance, and find the yard abandoned. At the same time, Dan had a duty to protect his daughter, and he knew it was no longer safe here.

				Just in case, he’d left a note in the guard shack.

				The lights of the cargo van were still on, playing over the empty lot. He used the glow to search the rest of the yard. Aside from the three agents and the several creatures they’d killed, there was nothing more of concern.

				After one last precautionary sweep of the van, he leapt into the driver’s seat. The key was still inside. He fired up the engine and drove the vehicle through the gate, parking it next to a row of RV’s.

				He was about to shut off the van when a radio cackled on the dash.

				Dan froze.

				“Sanchez, you there?”

				He stared at the receiver, but kept his hands on the steering wheel. Did the other agents know what had happened? Were they waiting for a report?

				The voice rang out again.

				“We need all agents back at the compound. There’s been a breach.”

				Dan let go of the steering wheel, his mind brimming with questions. Who’d breached the compound? Was it the government?

				He reached across the console, ready to engage the person, and then thought better of it. Any contact with the agents could jeopardize his and his daughter’s safety. There could be others nearby, and if they sensed trouble, they might follow their companions to the salvage yard.

			

			
				He thought of Sam and Delta, and for a fleeting second, he pictured that maybe they had been the breach, that somehow they’d found their way inside.

				But that would be impossible, wouldn’t it?

				Dan waited another minute, but the man on the other end did not return. In any case, it was time to get moving. Sooner or later, the agents would figure out that these men had been killed, and they’d send others looking for them.

				Hopefully by that time Dan and Quinn would be long gone.

				He killed the engine and departed the vehicle. He could see Quinn watching him from the passenger’s seat of the station wagon, and he gave her a smile and a wave.

				Although they were leaving, he had no clue as to their destination. He just hoped that by abandoning the salvage yard, they weren’t trading one threat for another. In the salvage yard, at least they had the gates to protect them. On the roads, they’d be reduced to the doors and windows of the vehicle.

				Dan circled to the back of the station wagon, peering in for one last check of the contents. He’d stored the remainder of their packaged food there, along with some additional reserves he’d found in the agent’s van. He’d also packed several weapons: two pistols, the empty shotgun, and several bats and crowbars, along with a few containers of gasoline.

				Given what they were up against, it was hardly enough to feel safe, but it was the best he could do.

				With the cargo secure, he motioned for Quinn to unlock the doors and then got inside to join her. He noticed she was holding a teddy bear in her hands, and he wrinkled his brow.

			

			
				“Where’d you get that?”

				“I found it in the guard’s shack the other day,” she said.

				The bear, which at one time might have been white, had taken on a brown tinge, the fabric of its blue pants faded with age.

				“What’s his name?” Dan asked.

				His daughter smiled. “Samson.”

				“Is Samson ready to go?”

				“Yup.”

				“All right, you two; hold on tight.”

				Dan forced a smile, then switched the car into drive and rolled forward. A minute later he was navigating through the open gates.
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				Night had officially passed the torch to day, and the heat came down in waves over the desert. For safety reasons, Dan had instructed his daughter to keep the windows up, choosing instead to run the air conditioner at its lowest setting.

				It was barely enough to keep them cool, and not enough to stop them from sweating. He padded his forehead with his sleeve, watching as his daughter did the same.

				“Can I roll my window down a crack, Daddy?” his daughter implored.

				He sighed, taking in the empty roads around them.

				“OK, but be ready to roll it up if we see something.”

			

			
				She nodded and fiddled with the window controls, lowering the window about halfway. Dan shut off the air conditioning. Given their limited resources, he’d need to conserve as much fuel as possible.

				After a few more minutes of silent play with the teddy bear, his daughter turned on the radio. She scrolled the dial from left to right, finding nothing but static.

				“Do you think anybody’s still out there?” she asked.

				“I’m sure there are people out there just like us.”

				“Will we see any of them?”

				“I bet we will, honey. We’ll just have to be real careful about who we talk to and who we trust.”

				His daughter stared out the window at the wide expanse of desert. At the moment the road was long and straight; there were no signs of civilization in sight. However, Dan knew that was soon to change. In a matter of minutes he’d need to choose a direction.

				He just had no idea what that direction might be.

				He was still contemplating that question when Quinn piped up next to him.

				“Do you think Aunt Meredith’s OK?”

				Dan sighed. It’d been years since they’d spoke to Julie’s sister. Meredith lived in Settler’s Creek, Oklahoma. Due to the distance between St. Matthews and Settler’s Creek, they’d lost contact.

				“I bet she’s fine,” he said.

				“Can we go visit her?”

				Dan paused. Julie’s sister had never been fond of Dan, claiming that he’d forced Julie to move away from her hometown. Three years ago, the two sisters had gotten into a heated argument, and neither had spoken since.

			

			
				Dan had always thought that Julie should patch things up, but the more time that passed, the less likely that had seemed.

				He wondered what Meredith was doing now, and if she’d heard of what had happened. Was the same thing happening in Oklahoma that was happening here? Did she have any idea that her sister was dead?

				He swallowed the lump in his throat, realizing that he owed Quinn an answer.

				“I’m not sure if that would be a good idea.”

				“Why not?”

				“Settler’s Creek is hours away. That’d be a long, dangerous drive.”

				“What if things are safe there?”

				Dan paused, reconsidering.

				Quinn had a point. Regardless of the distance, his daughter’s safety was paramount. If Meredith had a safe place to keep them, it might be worth the trip.

				Dan pictured the farm that Julie and Meredith had grown up on. For years their parents had procured their own food, relying on income from their crops to support themselves.

				When Julie’s parents had died, Meredith had taken over the farm, intent on keeping up the family tradition. It was a noble cause, but one she’d ended up taking on alone.

				Early on, Julie had voiced her desire to sell it, but Meredith had disagreed, opting to live on it instead. The farm had always been a source of contention between them, and Julie’s marriage to Dan had only made things worse.

			

			
				In hindsight, the arguments they’d had seemed small, insignificant.

				Dan regretted they had ever happened.

				“That might actually be a good idea, Quinn,” he said finally.

				His daughter beamed.

				“There’s a chance that the virus hasn’t hit there yet, and even if it has, the crops on the farm should be untouched. Come to think of it, finding Aunt Meredith may be our best bet.”

				“Do you think she still has Ernie?”

				Ernie was Meredith’s miniature poodle, a spunky black dog that loved to jump on unsuspecting visitors. Meredith had gotten the dog around the time that Quinn was born.

				“I bet Ernie’s still there,” Dan said. “But he might be a little older than you remember.”

				His daughter smiled at the news, suddenly filled with a burst of energy. She held up the teddy bear.

				“Did you hear that, Samson? We’re going to see Aunt Meredith and Ernie!”

				Dan smiled back, glad that they’d made a decision. In spite of that, he kept his relief contained. Making the decision was easy.

				Getting there would be the hard part.

			

			
				



			

	


3

				Meredith Tilly had been running the television set for a week straight. Most of the stations had gone down, and of the reports she received, most were speculation. Although few details were known, one thing was certain.

				No one had been inside the contamination zone for long and survived.

				She walked from her couch to the window, peering out over the field of crops outside. Aside from a few circling crows, there wasn’t a creature or a human in sight. Thank God she lived in a rural area.

				It was days like these that made her glad she’d kept her parent’s farm.

				At the same time, she felt a deep sense of loneliness and isolation. She hadn’t had a visitor in days, and even before that, her chats with the neighbors had been short and anxious.

				Nobody knew what was happening, or what was coming next.

				Reports of the contamination had started in Arizona and New Mexico, but in the days following, there had been rumors that it had spread into Oklahoma. Meredith had yet to see any evidence of it herself, but then again, she wasn’t exactly living in the city.

				Her daily routine consisted of interacting with more animals than people, and that wasn’t saying much.

				Despite the fact that she’d been safe thus far, she was wracked with worry. Ever since the initial reports had come in, she’d been thinking of her sister.

			

			
				She’d been calling her every day.

				All attempts at communication to the affected areas had been useless. The phones in the contamination zone were down, and according to the news, even people at the edges of the state had long since lost contact.

				Meredith’s biggest fear, even greater than her own safety, was that she would never speak to Julie or her family again.

				Three years ago she’d gotten into an argument with Julie over the farm, and they hadn’t spoken since. Although Meredith regretted the fight, she’d been stubborn, refusing to make the first move to patch things up.

				Now, she’d do anything to make things better. She just hoped she wasn’t too late.

				A few days prior she’d taken her car into town, ready to drive to Arizona herself if necessary. But according to the townsfolk she’d run into, the government had blocked the roads and highways; any attempts to get through had been prohibited.

				She’d even heard rumors of people being shot.

				Although she couldn’t see how that could be true, she’d resolved to wait a few more days, hoping to receive word from her sister. Surely the outbreak would come to an end.

				Something had to give. Things couldn’t stay like this forever.

				Could they?

				She sighed at the window. Regardless of everything she’d heard, she was hopeful that her sibling would contact her soon. She wiped under her eyes, fighting back tears, and let her hand fall to her side.

			

			
				Almost immediately, something wet hit her fingertips.

				She smiled and looked down at the little dog at her feet. “Hi, Ernie!”

				The animal was licking her hand, and when she said his name, the dog dove at her mid-section. Meredith reached down and scooped him up, caressing the small patch of fur on his head. The dog snorted in appreciation.

				“You’re a good boy,” she told him.

				Outside, the sun had propped itself high in the sky, shining its rays of luminescence onto the crops below. In a few minutes she’d go out and tend them. Tragedy or not, she needed to keep producing, especially if she wanted to eat.

				It was July, and the farm was teeming with vegetables: cucumbers, corn, tomatoes, and eggplant. On a normal day she’d harvest the food and bring it into town to sell at the family food stand. Now she’d been keeping close to home, surviving off the food she’d grown.

				She no longer trusted anything else.

				Meredith set the dog on the floor, ignoring his repeated requests for attention, and resolved to go upstairs and get changed.

				Before she had a chance, she heard a shrill, high-pitched noise from the kitchen, and her heart jumped in her chest.

				Her phone was ringing.

				Who could that be?

				Once a day she’d been trading calls with her neighbors, Sheila Guthright—an elderly woman who owned a property to the north, and Ben and Marcy Sanders, a middle-aged couple that owned the property next door. Even though they were all neighbors, their houses were spread far apart: each owned about ten acres of land.

			

			
				But she’d already spoken to all of them today.

				Maybe it’s news about Julie.

				By the time Meredith got to the kitchen, she was out of breath. Ernie circled her heels. She looked down at him, and he barked, as if he sensed her nervousness.

				“Quiet, boy,” she said to the dog. She picked up the phone. “Hello?”

				“M-Meredith?”

				The voice on the other end was cracked and distorted, and she pressed the phone tight to her head, doing her best to hear it.

				“Sheila? That you?”

				“Yes. Something’s wrong with Ben.”

				“What do you mean? Is he there?”

				“Yes.”

				“Is Marcy with him?”

				“No, dear, she’s not. And he’s acting strange. I told him I’m not going to open the door.”

				“Does he look sick?”

				“He doesn’t look well.”

				“Oh God. Listen, Sheila—”

				“He keeps banging, and he won’t stop.”

				“Whatever you do, don’t let him in! He might be infected, Sheila!”

				Before Meredith could protest further, the phone disconnected. She tapped the lever and frantically dialed back the woman’s number, but there was no answer.

			

			
				She called back a second time, a third. The phone rang and rang.

				In a panic now, Meredith hung up and raced for the door.

				It was possible that Sheila had been overreacting; that Ben had simply come to visit her. After all, the woman was almost ninety-years-old, and she’d suffered a few bouts of confusion in the past few months. But even still, Meredith couldn’t shake the nagging feeling that the woman was in trouble.

				She just hoped to God she was wrong.
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				Meredith flew from the house and into her pickup truck, the keys jangling in her hand. She threw them in the ignition and fired up the vehicle.

				The quickest way to Sheila Guthright’s house was to take the road. Even though they were technically neighbors, their properties were enormous—it would take Meredith almost ten minutes by foot.

				The way it sounded, ten minutes might be too late.

				She backed down the fifty-foot driveway to the road, the truck tires crunching gravel, and swerved out onto the pavement. She’d just started driving when she had a sudden thought.

				She had no weapons on her.

				She glanced back at the property, contemplating going back, but dismissed the idea. She’d already lost enough time as it was, and Sheila needed her help.

			

			
				From the little footage that the news had been able to gather—footage that had been looped over and over—she knew that things were looking grim. Still, she couldn’t imagine it happening here: not in Settler’s Creek, and certainly not to people she knew.

				Her best bet now was to hightail it to Sheila’s house. In the event something was happening, she’d figure it out when she got there. Chances are that Ben had run into some medical emergency; maybe his wife was sick and needed help.

				Sheila must’ve gotten it all wrong.

				Meredith continued to convince herself of these things as she drove the rural road to the woman’s house. In just a few minutes, she’d driven by the wooden fence that marked the edge of her property. In a few more she’d hit the driveway leading to Sheila’s house.

				She turned in faster than she should and gunned the accelerator. Sheila’s driveway was as long as Meredith’s, about fifty feet or so, and she could already make out Sheila’s Buick Regal parked at the top.

				To her surprise, there was no sign of Ben’s pickup truck.

				Ben and Marcy lived on the other side of the property, to the south, and were also a considerable distance away. Unless Ben was looking for exercise, he normally would’ve driven, especially if there was an emergency.

				Meredith swallowed the lump in her throat. She climbed the remainder of the driveway in her pickup, and when she’d reached the top, she killed the engine and stared at the house.

			

			
				Sheila lived in a modest white Victorian, with a railed front porch and several front steps leading up to it. The house contained two floors, an upstairs and a downstairs. Meredith was consistently surprised that the ninety-year-old woman was able to navigate her way between both.

				Almost all of the shades of the house were open. That made sense, because Sheila was an early riser.

				What didn’t make sense was that the front door was open as well.

				Meredith leapt from the truck and walked the yard, then peered inside from the foot of the porch stairs. Inside, she could see the staircase leading to the second floor and segments of the living room and kitchen.

				In none of those places did she see Sheila or Ben.

				The house was silent, vacant, as if the occupants had left in a hurry.

				Had Sheila gotten into Ben’s car to go somewhere? Had they gone for help? But if that were the case, wouldn’t they have called her back? And why had Sheila disconnected so fast?

				Nothing about the situation made sense.

				Meredith crept up the stairs, the wood creaking under weight, and peered through the front door. She could now see into the living room, the dining room, and the kitchen. Empty.

				It wasn’t until she caught sight of the doorframe that she gave pause.

				The wood had been splintered and cracked, and it looked like the hinges had been damaged. As if someone—Ben—had kicked it in.

			

			
				Her heart rate increasing, Meredith tried to envision a scenario where breaking down the door would make sense, but came up with nothing. If Ben were inside, he hadn’t been invited.

				I should call out to Sheila. Let her know that I’m here.

				Meredith opened her mouth to speak, but before she could, a bang erupted from upstairs. She jumped back in surprise, raising her hands to defend herself, but there was nothing in front of her.

				Get ahold of yourself, Meredith.

				The bang came again.

				It was coming from one of the rooms upstairs.

				She forced herself to move forward. If someone was inside, they might need her help. She walked through the front door and inside, grabbing the rail on the stairs leading to the second floor.

				“Sheila? Ben? Everything all right?”

				There was no response, but she heard the scurrying sound of footsteps on the floor. Someone was approaching the top landing. Meredith gripped the railing and steeled herself to fight or to talk; whichever the situation called for.

				Her hands shook; her fingers were clammy on the rail.

				All at once, the footsteps stopped and a head poked around the wall.

				Meredith let out a muffled shriek.

				It was Sheila.

				The old woman lifted her hand to her lips, signaling for Meredith to be quiet, and then waved her up the stairs. Meredith let out a silent sigh of relief, her body still trembling, and then climbed up to meet her.

			

			
				Thank God she’s OK.

				When Meredith reached the landing, Sheila clutched her arm with a rigid hand. Although the old woman looked frightened, she looked uninjured: she had sustained no injuries that Meredith could see, and her clothing was intact. In her hands was a rifle.

				The old woman pointed to a closed door at the end of the hall.

				Meredith nodded and listened. Despite straining her ears, she heard no movement or sound from within. It was almost as if the occupant was listening, too. After a minute of silence, she whispered to the woman next to her.

				“Who’s in there? Is it Ben?”

				The old woman nodded, her lips pursed.

				“He’s sick,” she said simply.

				Meredith could make out a light scratch on the other side of the door now, almost as if Ben had heard them. She crept forward a step, then paused.

				“Ben? You in there?” she called.

				The hallway fell silent. She took another step forward, glancing at the woman next to her. Sheila shook her head, her eyes wide, imploring Meredith to stay put.

				“Ben?” she called again. No answer.

				Meredith felt her chest tighten, the breakfast she’d eaten that morning starting to travel up her windpipe. She swallowed, forcing it down, and kept her eyes glued to the door.

				“Call the police, Sheila,” she said.

			

			
				The old woman handed Meredith the rifle, then padded away, heading down the staircase. Meredith clenched the gun with shaky hands.

				If Ben was really inside, she couldn’t shoot him, could she? If he was sick, she owed it to him to help.

				No sooner had the woman left than the banging erupted again.

				Thud-thud-thud.

				Meredith watched as the door buckled against its hinges. She stepped back, tripping over a piece of loose carpet, and groped for the wall.

				She was still fighting for balance when the door swung open. The wood crashed against the wall, cracking the plaster, and she screamed.

				Standing in front of her, eyes blazing, was Ben Sanders.

			

			
				



			

	


4

				Things were even worse than Dan remembered.

				As they drove back into St. Matthews—the town that had once been their home—he found that it was barely recognizable. Several days prior, it’d been bad, but nothing like what he saw before him now.

				Every window was shattered, every door cracked, and the streets were littered with abandoned vehicles. It was almost as if the town had been hit by a bomb, one that detonated daily and built on the destruction of the day before it. Everywhere Dan looked was a body; everywhere he turned was an obstacle.

				He’d given up on asking Quinn to look away. Each time he’d given the warning, her head would swivel as if she had radar, taking in the exact sight he didn’t want her to see. It was human nature to be curious, sure, but he couldn’t help but think of the mental damage it might be causing her.

				No eleven-year-old should have to deal with this.

				As he passed through the center of town, he was hit by a wave of memories.

				He recognized the turn he’d taken when fleeing the Agents just days earlier. A sandwich shop he’d frequented. The pizza place he took Julie to on their nights out.

				He bit his lip.

				Although the scenery was worse than before, he was grateful of the knowledge they’d gained since last traveling it. They now knew the root cause of the infection, the perpetrators, and the ways to avoid it.

			

			
				They’d learned that the virus was ingested, and that it could be avoided by eating the food they’d taken from the agents.

				They had a trunk full of safe food, and a destination in mind.

				Dan just had to figure a way to get them there.

				Without the assistance of GPS or a phone, he’d have to rely on memory alone to take them to Settler’s Creek.

				As he approached the center of town, the rubble and wreckage began to overtake the road; a few minutes later, he was forced to stop the vehicle. In front of them were two sideways cars, a television set, and a downed street sign.

				They were at an impasse.

				Dan put the car in reverse, looking for another way around. But when he backed up, he saw that the roads on either side were equally blocked; in some cases, worse than the one he was on.

				“Dammit,” he said.

				Quinn looked over at him.

				“Sorry, honey. We’ll figure out a way around.”

				He braced his hands on the wheel and surveyed the damaged street in front of him. Any time the car wasn’t moving, they were in danger of being swarmed by the things.

				He’d learned that from experience.

				At the same time, there were only a few ways out of town, and if he wanted to get to Oklahoma—and to Meredith’s—he’d need to clear the road.

				Quinn eyed him nervously from the passenger’s seat.

				“I don’t want you to go out there, Daddy.”

			

			
				“I’m sorry, honey, but I don’t have a choice. The street is blocked and I need to clear it.”

				“Can’t we take another road?”

				“I don’t see any other way around. Don’t worry. I’ll be quick.” He pointed ahead of them to the television and the sign. “If I can move those few things, we can squeeze by on the sidewalk.”

				Quinn nodded.

				“Same drill as before. Keep the windows and doors locked. And take this.”

				He retrieved the pistol from his holster and placed it on her lap. She held it in her hands nervously. The sight of her holding the loaded weapon still didn’t sit well with him, but the prospect of her being defenseless was even worse.

				“What about you, Daddy?”

				“I’ll grab another gun from back,” he said. He noticed her face was still filled with doubt. “Don’t worry, I’ll be careful.”

				“You promise?”

				“I promise.”

				He managed a smile, hoping to assure her. But the truth was, he was worried. The streets were quiet. Too quiet. He left the keys in the ignition and exited the vehicle, then made his way around to the trunk.

				He lifted the hatch, perused the station wagon’s contents, and selected a pistol, a Glock 9mm.

				After he’d retrieved it, he shut the trunk and signaled for Quinn to lock the doors. The ensuing click gave him goose bumps.

				If he needed to get back inside, it would take a precious second for his daughter to unlock the doors, and that second could mean the difference between life and death.

			

			
				He just hoped he didn’t have to test the scenario.

				Dan tucked the pistol into his holster and walked to the front of the car. The flat-screen television was easy enough to remove. He wrapped his hands around the base, hefted it upwards and out of the vehicle’s path, and set it down on the sidewalk.

				The sign proved more difficult. The metal was rusted and worn, the pole long and unwieldy. After picking it up, Dan fought for balance; several times he almost dropped it.

				He finally managed to carry it onto the sidewalk. He set it on the ground and stepped back to the station wagon.

				Before he could get inside, a voice pierced the air.

				“Help!”

				Dan instinctively reached for his pistol and swiveled to find the source. Was someone still alive out here?

				He’d been expecting to encounter one of the creatures while out in the open, maybe even one of the agents. The last thing he’d expected was a survivor.

				The cry came again. It sounded like a young female.

				It took him a few seconds to pinpoint the person’s location. The call of distress was coming from a rooftop across the street. A girl with blonde hair was leaning over the edge, waving both arms in tandem. Her face was fraught with fear, and when she caught Dan’s attention, she burst into tears.

			

			
				“Please don’t leave!”

				“I won’t!” he called up to her.

				He found himself slipping into police mode; in seconds, he was running surveillance on the surrounding area, determining the path of least resistance to get to her. There were a few obstacles in his way, but there was no barricade to get to the building she was in; at least none that he could see.

				At the same time, there was a good chance that something might be waiting inside.

				His eyes darted back to the interior of the station wagon, where Quinn was waiting. She’d spotted the girl, too, and she waved her father onward.

				The prospect of leaving his daughter alone made Dan sick to his stomach. At the same time, he knew he couldn’t abandon the other survivor. To do that would be to abandon his own humanity, and he wasn’t ready to do that.

				Not yet.

				“Don’t move an inch, Quinn! Keep the doors locked!”

				She nodded that she understood. Dan drew a breath and then headed across the street to the building.
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				The building had once been a bank. The exterior was made of brown brick and cement; the roof was square and flat. A covered entrance led to a single door in front. To his surprise, the windows remained intact and the door was shut. It appeared the blonde girl had made the right move in coming inside.

			

			
				At the same time, he had no idea what might be lurking within.

				He made his way across the street, gun drawn, ready to fire at the slightest hint of trouble. The neighboring buildings—a funeral home and a sandwich shop—were dark and demolished, harboring a wealth of shadows. He peered through the broken windows, but could only make out the front half of their interiors.

				Where had everyone gone?

				Dan found it odd that in just one week, the town could transform from a place of life and color to a place of isolation and emptiness. It was as if the townsfolk had picked up and migrated, tearing the city down behind them.

				But somewhere, they had to be here. Even if they’d all been infected, the people of St. Matthews couldn’t have just disappeared.

				As he approached the door of the bank, he envisioned the things watching his every move, waiting for the chance to pounce. Since leaving the car, he’d felt like there was an invisible spotlight on him, and the feeling gave him chills.

				When he reached the bank’s entrance, he gave one final glance at the street behind him, then lowered his gun and yanked the handle. The door swung open soundlessly.

				He stepped inside.

				The world immediately grew a shade darker, and he raised his arms in front of him, training his pistol on the interior.

				As he’d expected, the place was in shambles. The countertops were strewn with paperwork, pens, and cups; the office doors left hanging on the hinges. Several bodies were strewn across the floor and countertops.

			

			
				The smell of death clung to the air, and Dan covered his mouth to repel it.

				He stepped through the wreckage, scanning the room for a door that might lead to the roof. Behind the main counter was the vault. Surprisingly, the steel gate was still intact, preventing entry, though it looked like several attempts had been made to open it. He grimaced at a body on the floor next to it. The person’s hands were still clinging to the bars, even though their lower half was missing.

				To Dan’s left was long hallway, which contained a row of glass offices on the left, a set of doors on the right. He crossed the room, heading toward the doors.

				Through the glass offices he could see the windows that led to the street. He glanced through them, verifying that his daughter was still safe and sound in the vehicle. When he reached the first door, he tried the handle. The door opened without effort, revealing a host of cleaning supplies: mops, brooms, and buckets. He clicked it closed and tried the other.

				The second door contained a flight of stairs, presumably leading to the roof.

				He crossed the doorway and started up them.

				His footsteps echoed on the stairwell, and he did his best to dampen them, taking one stair at a time. Although the room was dim, he could make out his surroundings from a small window about halfway up the wall.

			

			
				All clear so far.

				At the top was a lone door. He reached for the handle, listening for noise on the other side. If it was indeed the roof, which he assumed it was, then the girl should be waiting for him.

				The door wouldn’t budge. It was jammed from the other side.

				He raised his knuckles and gave it a rap. He heard a feeble voice from the other side, then the sound of objects being moved. The girl must have barricaded herself on the roof. How long had she been up there?

				The door handle turned, and he stepped back a few feet.

				A face poked through the crack. The girl was pale, fair-skinned, about sixteen years old. Her lips quivered when she took sight of Dan. It looked like she was in a state of shock.

				“I thought you were going to leave,” she whispered.

				The girl kept the door closed to a crack, as if opening it would let in the creatures she’d been trying so hard to keep out. Dan put his hand on the edge of the door.

				“Everything’s going to be all right,” he said. “But we need to get out of here as soon as possible.”

				She released the door and he parted it the rest of the way, allowing daylight to creep into the stairwell. The girl remained in place. He saw that she was wearing a gray tank top and a pair of tattered white shorts.

				“What’s your name?”

				“Sandy.”

				He extended his hand.

			

			
				“I’m Dan Lowery. Listen, Sandy, I know this is difficult, but we really need to get out of here before those things come back.”

				She glared at his gun, perhaps noticing his stance on the stairwell.

				“Are you a police officer?” she asked.

				“I was.” Dan paused. “But not anymore.”

				“Who’s in the car?”

				“My daughter Quinn. You’re going to be all right, Sandy. We’re going to get you out of here.”

				No sooner had he spoken the words than she leapt into his arms and started to sob. He embraced her with his free hand, holding her close. He felt awful for the girl. It was as if her entire ordeal had culminated in this moment, and the prospect of escape made it even more real.

				He let her cry for a minute, then led her down the stairs one step at a time. He could feel her shaking, and he did his best to console her, keep her quiet.

				They were halfway down the stairs when he heard a clatter from somewhere at the bottom. The girl jumped.

				“What was that?” she asked.

				“I’m not sure.”

				The two of them halted mid-step. He strained to see the bottom of the stairwell, but the door above them had already shut, pitching them into semi-darkness.

				The noise below them continued. It sounded like it was coming from the main floor of the bank. Dan glanced back at the door to the roof.

				“Get ready to run, Sandy.”

				She clung tighter.

			

			
				“I’m not going back up there,” she whispered.

				“Hopefully it won’t come to that.”

				The clatter had increased in volume. It sounded like it was getting closer. Dan’s eyes had once again adjusted to the dark; he could now make out the outline of the door below them.

				Without warning, it moved, and a hand shimmied through the crack.

				Sandy screamed.

				Dan cupped his hand over her mouth, but he was too late. The hand retracted and a head came into view, snapping and snarling.

				“Back to the roof!” he shouted.

				He heard the clap of Sandy’s footsteps as she retreated, and then the thud of the door being cast aside. A flood of light penetrated the stairwell, and Dan saw that the creature had wormed its way inside.

				He raised his pistol and squeezed off a shot, knocking it backward, but there were already others behind it. Dan tried to determine the exact number, but there were too many to count. The creatures were already climbing the stairs, and with only a limited amount of ammunition, he had no option but to retreat.

				He bounded up the stairs and crashed onto the roof, the creatures right on his tail. Sandy was waiting for him. When she saw what was behind him, she clapped her hands against her face.

				To his left were a stack of chairs, a couch, and a shelf.

				“Quick! Barricade the door!” he yelled.

				He slammed it shut behind him, pressing his full weight against it. The door bucked against his shoulder, and he gritted his teeth, doing his best to hold it. Sandy grabbed the couch and began sliding it in place.

			

			
				But she was too late. The door was already about to give way.

				Dan jumped back as a flood of creatures poured from the entrance. He raised his pistol and fired several rounds into the mass, but the numbers were too strong. Before he knew it he was fleeing to the edge of the roof, Sandy behind him.

				He peered over the edge, reeling at the sight of the thirty-foot drop and the station wagon below. By his count there were six bullets left in the chamber of his gun—not nearly enough to ward off the horde of creatures in front of them.

				“Are there any other weapons up here?” he shouted.

				“No!”

				The girl behind him was frantic, and she dug her nails into the back of his shirt, as if Dan were the last anchor to her sanity.

				He scoured the roof, looking for an escape route. Jumping was out of the question; that was for sure. Other than that, the only other way out that he could see was back through the door they’d come in.

				“Dammit!” he yelled.

				The creatures were almost upon them, ten feet and closing, and he fired off two shots, felling the two closest to them. No sooner had they fallen than two more emerged to take their place, biting and clawing the air in front of them.

			

			
				He fixed his eyes on one in particular, which appeared to have been a woman with long dark hair and blue eyes. The creature’s face held the same shape and curves as Julie’s, and before he knew it, he’d replaced the image with that of his dead wife’s.

				His heart swelled with despair.

				Would he be joining her soon?

				Get ahold of yourself, Dan.

				The sound of a car door slamming jolted him back to reality.

				He looked back over the roof’s edge, just in time to see his daughter racing from the station wagon and into the bank.

				“Quinn! No!” he shouted.

				But he was too late.

				His daughter had already entered the building.

			

			
				



			

	


5

				Meredith faltered back down the hallway, unable to believe what she was seeing. The man coming toward her was pale and disheveled, his eyes rabid and roving. He looked nothing like Ben. His hands raked the air, fingers bloody, and he emitted a low hiss through clenched teeth.

				If he recognized Meredith, he showed no outward signs of it. This was not the neighbor she’d known for five years.

				This was a different person entirely.

				Even still, could she shoot him?

				She aimed the rifle at his mid-section, her hands shaking, and wondered if she’d have the courage to pull the trigger.

				To be fair, Meredith had known about the infection. She’d seen the details on the news, and she’d even seen footage of the infected. Knowing that things could escalate, that her town could be next, she’d done her best to prepare for the worst. But as she quickly realized, seeing something on the television and seeing it right in front of you were two different things.

				There was no way to prepare for something like this.

				Ben—or whatever Ben had become—advanced toward her without hesitation, paying little mind to the gun she was carrying, and she backed up several steps until she was next to the stairwell. Her foot slid from the landing onto the first step.

				Ben’s eyes had stopped roaming, and his gaze locked on her face.

			

			
				“Ben!” she screamed. “It’s me, Meredith!”

				But her words were useless. She may as well have been speaking in a foreign language.

				She heard a bang from downstairs, and her heart leapt in her chest.

				“Sheila? Where are you?” she screamed. But there was no answer from the old woman.

				Ben took a swing at her, and she moved to the side, narrowly avoiding him. She moved down another stair and clenched the trigger of the rifle. If she were to run, the man would be upon her in no time; given his size, he’d overtake her in seconds.

				Meredith raised her gun; swallowed the lump in her throat.

				I’m sorry, Ben.

				She squeezed the trigger. The resultant blast knocked her back a step, and she watched as the man stumbled back into the hallway. He hunched over, head tilted to the side, but he did not retreat.

				She’d struck him in the arm, and the wound gushed a red spray: a mixture of blood and something else she couldn’t identify. Despite the injury, he made no sound, no outward indication that he felt any pain. Instead, he took another plodding step toward her.

				Meredith ran.

				She took the steps two at a time, her feet sliding across the carpet, and she heard Ben chasing after her. She heard a crash, as if he’d hit the wall, then a series of thuds as his feet hit the stairs.

				When she reached the ground floor, she veered right into the kitchen. There was no sign of Sheila, but the phone was lying on the floor. Next to it was a puddle of blood.

			

			
				“Oh God,” Meredith whispered.

				Despite her concern, Meredith had no time for hesitation. She heard another enormous crash behind her—probably Ben hitting the first floor landing—and darted through the kitchen and out the open back door.

				At the rear of the property was an enormous field. At one time it had been used for growing crops, but with Sheila’s husband deceased, it had succumbed to overgrowth. To Meredith’s right, fifty feet away, was a barn.

				She darted forth without hesitation, her feet pummeling the earth. Although she didn’t dare turn around, she could sense Ben’s presence behind her. The hissing had increased in volume, and his footfalls thudded against the grass.

				The sun blazed overhead, illuminating the field in a golden film. Meredith squinted from the glare. There was still no sign of Sheila. Her hope was that the woman had made it to the barn, that she was waiting for her.

				When she was twenty feet from the barn doors, she noticed that they were hanging open. Had Sheila left them ajar? Was the woman in there, bleeding and injured?

				Her mind scrambled for answers while her feet traipsed the ground.

				She’d almost reached the entrance when she felt something brush the back of her neck. Startled, she tried to pick up speed, but she was too late.

				Ben had caught up, and he grabbed ahold of her shirt and flung her to the ground. Meredith pitched forward and onto the dirt, landing on the rifle. The blow knocked the wind out of her, and she struggled to roll over.

			

			
				Ben was latching on to her legs. She kicked behind her, striking Ben in the face. His grasp relented, and she grabbed hold of the rifle underneath her.

				This time she was able to turn around.

				She rolled onto her back, propped the gun in front of her, and took sight of her attacker. Ben was still advancing, even though it looked like she’d broken his nose. The same substance that had bled from his arm now erupted from his face, and his eyes were an inky black.

				Despite his injuries, he showed no signs of slowing down. He wasn’t going to stop until she was dead.

				Meredith pulled the trigger, watching the top of his head explode.

				His eyes rolled backward, his body crumpled, and Ben fell onto his face.

				She stared at him for another minute—this man that had once been her neighbor and friend—and felt a sob rise up in her throat.

				How would she explain this to the man’s wife? How would she go on living after what she’d done?

				Tears sprung to her eyes, and she dropped the rifle in the grass. She’d just killed her neighbor. She was a murderer.

				But he wasn’t Ben anymore.

				Meredith stared at the top of his head, at his pallid, gray arms, and tried to convince herself that she’d done the right thing. Before she could come to any resolution, she heard a commotion coming from the barn.

			

			
				Sheila.

				It wasn’t over yet. The woman needed her help. She forced herself to her feet.

				Muffled cries wafted from the barn, and she heard a series of scuffs and bangs. From the sounds of it Sheila was in trouble. Meredith retrieved the rifle and dashed the ten feet to the doors, then kicked them open with her foot.

				Her stomach instantly dropped.

				Lying on her back, stomach torn open, was Sheila Guthright. Sitting on top of her was Ben’s wife, Marcy.

			

			
				



			

	


6

				“Marcy! Get the hell off of her!” Meredith shouted.

				The woman that had once been Marcy snarled, her hands wrapped around the old woman’s intestines.

				“Now!”

				Meredith aimed the gun, her finger on the trigger. Her face was wet with tears, and she fought to control her emotions. In just a few minutes, she’d been forced to kill one of her closest neighbors.

				And now she was poised to kill another.

				Marcy hissed at her, holding up her blood-laced fingers as if to taunt Meredith. She lowered her hands back to Sheila’s stomach, ready to continue her parade of gore, but before she could, Meredith fired.

				The gunshot echoed through the barn.

				Marcy fell sideways, collapsing like a stone.

				Meredith dropped the rifle to the dirt and rushed to the old woman’s aid. Sheila opened her mouth, emitting a trickle of blood. Her stomach had been torn open, her insides torn and upended.

				“Stay still,” Meredith instructed.

				Tears streamed down her face. Without being a doctor, she knew that the woman was mortally wounded. The nearest hospital was about fifty miles away. Even if they could make it, she doubted the woman would survive.

				But she’d try to nonetheless.

				“I’ll be right back, Sheila. I promise.”

				Meredith raced out of the barn, past the bodies of Marcy and Ben, and across the field. Her throat was tight and constricted, and her pulse still raced, but this time for a different reason.

			

			
				Two of her neighbors were dead, and another was dying.

				The kitchen was even worse than she had left it. The chairs had been knocked over, the door hung off its hinges. Ben had torn through it like a whirlwind, destroying everything in his path to get to her.

				She’d been extremely lucky.

				She just wished she’d reached Sheila earlier, before Marcy had—

				Meredith pushed the thought from her mind and picked up the phone. She clicked the button off, then on again. The receiver spit a dial tone. She tapped the numbers 9-1-1 and waited for the phone to connect.

				But it didn’t.

				It rang and rang.

				That’s impossible, she thought. How could nobody be there?


				But she knew the reason, and try as she might, she was unable to ignore it. She hung up and dialed again, same result. Frantic now, she tried the phone numbers of her closest neighbors. No matter whom she called, she was unable to get a response.

				The fear inside her grew.

				How could things have happened so fast?

				She looked at her hands as if expecting herself to suddenly transform, but her fingers remained fleshy and white. She’d been careful not to consume anything other than what was on her farm. Had Ben and Marcy done the same? She thought they had, but she couldn’t be sure.

			

			
				Meredith left the phone behind and raced back out the kitchen door. Once outside, she glanced at the driveway. Her car was still adjacent to the house, a hundred feet away.

				She changed course from the barn to her car. She could still make out the body of Ben Parsons on the ground, and as she ran, she had the sudden premonition that the man would sit up and chase her. But he remained still.

				When she reached her truck, she jumped in, started the engine, and drove up to the barn’s entrance. If Meredith couldn’t get ahold of an ambulance, she’d drive Sheila to the hospital herself.

				She darted back into the barn.

				Sheila’s eyes were half-closed and her breathing was shallow.

				“Stay with me, Sheila!” she shouted.

				She glanced at the woman’s stomach, where blood was still spilling from inside, creating a puddle on the dirt beside her. Meredith had never seen so much blood in her life. She gritted her teeth and looked for a towel.

				I need to stop the bleeding. Put pressure on it. Then I can move her.

				The rational part of her mind told her that her efforts would be useless, that no matter what she did, the woman was already on a one-way trip to death’s door. But Meredith ignored the thoughts and continued, refusing to give up.

				Finding nothing in the barn, she raced back for the house, intent on retrieving a clean towel to apply to the wound. She crashed through the kitchen and into the bathroom, and whipped open the closet. Inside were several clean towels. She tucked them under her armpit and darted back for the barn.

			

			
				When she got to Sheila’s side, her heart dropped even further. The old woman’s eyes were rolled back in her head, and she’d stopped breathing.

				Meredith placed her fingers on the woman’s neck, but there was no sign of life, no pulse. She placed her hands on the woman’s chest, right above the gaping wound, and started chest compressions. Every few seconds she held her ear to the woman’s mouth, hoping to resuscitate her.

				Blood soaked her hands, and the woman’s frail body seemed to cave underneath her touch. After a few seconds she stopped.

				There was no use. Try as she might, there was nothing she could do. Sheila Guthright was dead.

				Meredith covered her face with her hands and sobbed into the empty barn.
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				Dan raised his pistol at the creatures on the roof, ready to expend his last few rounds of ammunition. Sandy crouched behind him. If he had to guess, there were about ten of the things in front of him: no matter how good his aim was, he wouldn’t be able to hit them all. His only option was to incapacitate as many as he could and try to create an opening.

				He trained his gun on the closest creature—a man with an unkempt bloodied beard and flannel shirt—and squeezed off a round into its head. The thing staggered back, bumping into two others behind it and collapsing to the pavement. Dan swiveled to his left, shooting a woman-creature with long dark hair, and then fired two more rounds into two things behind it.

				He continued to fire until his gun clicked empty and he was out of ammunition. He’d managed to fell about six of the creatures. There were still four remaining, and they charged at him with mouths agape.

				Among them were two males and two females; all were equidistant from where he stood.

				He lashed out with his foot, catching one of the males in the ankle, sending it toppling downward, then struck another male in the face with his fist. The creature’s cheek was cold and hard, and the impact jarred his knuckles.

				In spite of the pain, he kept on. The things had pressed Sandy and him backward so they were only a few feet from the edge of the roof: if they weren’t mauled first, they were destined to fall.

			

			
				He needed to create a diversion, an opening.

				“Get ready to run!” he shouted to Sandy.

				One of the creatures lunged at Dan—a woman in a floral-print dress—and he grabbed it by the fabric and flung it from the roof. Of the three creatures remaining, only one was on its feet.

				“Go!” he yelled to Sandy.

				The girl darted from behind him, making a beeline for the entrance.

				The last female latched onto his arm.

				Dan wrenched himself away and took a step closer to the edge of the roof. Out of the corner of his eye, he could see the pavement looming thirty feet below. He attempted to sidestep, but the two things on the ground had recovered, and the three creatures had walled him in.

				There was nowhere to go.

				He covered his head with his hands, trying to push his way between them, but none budged. Hot breath filled the air above, drawing closer, and he thrashed his arms to no avail.

				Was this the end? After all they’d been through, would this be his demise?

				He’d almost given up when a familiar voice rang out across the rooftop.

				“Dad! Duck!”

				Dan dropped to the ground. Gunshots rocked the air above him, and he pressed himself against the asphalt. One by one the creatures collapsed on top of him, crushing him in a tangle of limbs. He wrenched his body from side to side, doing his best to free himself.

			

			
				This time he was able to fling them off.

				He emerged from the heap and stared at his daughter’s frail form across the rooftop.

				In her hands was the pistol he’d given her.

				“Quinn!”

				She lowered the gun. Sandy was standing behind her. Both of them appeared unharmed.

				He sprang across the rooftop, covering the gap between them, and held his daughter close. She handed him the weapon.

				“Are you mad at me?” she asked.

				“For what?”

				“Leaving the car.”

				“Not at all. Thank God you did,” he said. “I’m not sure what I would’ve done otherwise.”

				He glanced over at Sandy, who was still shaking. He opened his arms and embraced her as well.

				“Now let’s all get the hell out of here.”

				[image: Horror-01.psd]


				Three pairs of footsteps clapped the stairwell as the survivors made their way down it, hands linked in a human chain. The bank had returned to silence.

				When they reached the bottom of the stairwell, Dan paused, halting them with an upturned hand. Beneath them were the bodies of the creatures he’d shot earlier. He scanned the lifeless limbs, certain that one would spring to life, but all remained still.

				He cracked the door.

				The main floor of the bank was dark and dismal, empty, but he knew it wouldn’t stay that way for long. Chances were that the commotion had roused other things in the area and they’d be coming soon.

			

			
				“Come on,” he hissed.

				He led the pair through the bank, stepping over the paperwork and debris he’d traversed just minutes earlier. To his right were the glass offices and windows. He kept one eye trained on the outside.

				When they were halfway across the bank, he saw movement outside.

				Dan paused mid-step.

				“What is it?” Quinn whispered.

				He put his finger to his lips, waited. The movement was coming from a bakery across the street. Inside the building, he could see several smashed coolers, a table and chairs, and a counter. Everything beyond that was black. He strained his eyes, but none of the shadows changed shape and nothing moved.

				“I’m not sure. Let’s go. Carefully.”

				He pulled them onward. When they reached the front door, he inched it open with his forearm. The road in front of them was deserted. The station wagon was parked just as he’d left it, a blue beacon in an otherwise demolished landscape.

				Dan pushed the door open the remainder of the way. The hinges squeaked, echoing into the street and the surrounding buildings. Without the hum of electricity or the din of traffic, the entire city had become a conduit for sound, and he shuddered at the disturbance.

				Before they could proceed, footsteps sounded, and he pushed the girls back inside.

				He pressed his back against the open door. The beat grew louder. Clutching the pistol between his palms, he snuck a glance into the street.

			

			
				To his surprise, the source was immediately apparent. Rather than one of the creatures, the footsteps belonged to a man.

				The man was running in a full sprint down the middle of the street. He was wearing a black jean jacket and dark jeans, sporting a thick shock of black hair and several days worth of scruff. Dan knew the man from town—he’d been arrested multiple times for theft. The man’s name was Reginald Morris. By the looks of it, the man had somehow survived the infection.

				But what was he doing out in the open, and why was he running?

				And more importantly, what was he running from?

				Dan stuck his head back out in the open, but saw nothing in pursuit of the man. Reginald had quickly closed the gap between the bakery and the front of the bank. His feet pounded the pavement, and his breathing was loud and uneven.

				The man threw a glance over his shoulder, then at the bank, locking eyes with Dan.

				“Reginald!”

				Dan stepped out into the open and waved his hands, but the man continued, ignoring his cry. Reginald tore up alongside the station wagon, tried the handle, and flung open the door. Then he jumped inside.

				“What’re you doing?” Dan shouted.

				Dan dashed into the street, frantically trying to stop the man, but it was too late. The door locks had already clicked shut and Reginald had started the engine.

			

			
				Before Dan could react, the man peeled off down the street, leaving a plume of exhaust in his wake.

				Quinn and Sandy ran up behind him, both of them yelling as well.

				Dan wiped his hands across his face, resisting the urge to scream out in frustration. Even if he did, there’d be no one to blame but himself.

				He’d left the keys in the car on purpose, to allow his daughter a means of escape should something happen to him. He’d had no idea that she would end up leaving the car, no idea that she wouldn’t think to take the keys.

				More importantly, he couldn’t have predicted that another survivor would stumble across them, using the opportunity to rob them of the only thing in the world they had left.

				It was a chain of events that, in retrospect, could only be credited to bad luck.

				Dammit.

				“What are we going to do?” Quinn whispered.

				He hesitated.

				“We need something else to drive.”

				The task would be a lot more difficult than it sounded. By the looks of it, many of the vehicles had been damaged or crashed. Of those that were untouched, not all of them had keys. Even if they were to procure another vehicle, they’d lost their entire stock of uncontaminated food and drink.

				Dan struggled to keep his composure.

				“We’d better get moving,” he said.

				Before he could take a step, Sandy stopped him.

				“I know where he’s going.”

				“Who?”

			

			
				“Reginald. The man who stole your car.”

				“You know him?”

				“Yes. He’s one of the survivors I’ve been staying with.”

				Dan eyed her with suspicion. “Why didn’t you say something earlier? Why didn’t you yell out to him?”

				“I tried, but it all happened so fast. If he’d seen me, I’m sure he wouldn’t have driven off. He probably came looking for me.”

				“Do you know where he went?”

				“Yes. He would’ve driven back to the lumberyard.”

				“Is that where you’ve been staying?”

				“Yes.”

				“How many of you are there?”

				“Ten.”

				Sandy looked at him, her eyes tearing up.

				“I had no idea Reginald would do this. We all agreed that if we found more survivors, we’d do our best to help them. I can’t believe he stranded us.”

				Dan sighed. “I’m not surprised. In fact, I know Reginald pretty well myself.”

				He briefed the two of them on Reginald’s background, as well as the man’s run-ins with the law.

				“I only met him two days ago,” Sandy said. “He seemed nice enough. This is my fault. If I hadn’t gotten stuck up there—”

				“Don’t worry about it, Sandy. We’ll get the car back. The lumberyard is only a twenty-minute walk from here. We’ll just have to be careful.”

				He glanced down the street, which was still devoid of movement. Even though the area appeared to be clear, he knew it was far from safe.

			

			
				Given the noise they’d created—both from their encounter with the creatures and their encounter with Reginald—Dan was certain more things would be right around the corner.

				As if on cue, a series of crashes erupted from the adjacent block.

				He motioned the girls onward.

				“Let’s go. There’s no time to waste.”
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				Meredith stared at the three bodies on the ground in front of her. After Sheila passed, she’d covered them with sheets, placing them next to each other in the barn. It seemed like the decent thing to do.

				The last thing she wanted was for the animals to get at them.

				In a normal situation—if a situation like this could ever be called normal—she would have left the bodies in place and waited for the police. But the circumstances were far from normal, and her instincts told her help wouldn’t be coming soon.

				She wasn’t sure if it would ever come.

				Meredith staggered outside into the field, letting the warm sun glance off her face. For a moment, she convinced herself that all of this was imagined, that she was lying in bed, about to awaken.

				But each time she glanced back into the barn, the sheets were still there, and so were the people underneath.

				Her closest neighbors—Ben, Marcy, and Sheila—were all dead, and Meredith was alone.

				She wandered back into Sheila’s house in a daze, her mind still reeling, and stepped through the kitchen and into the living room. On top of an antique-looking table was an equally old-looking television, and she hit the power button and turned it on.

				Static.

				She hit the channel buttons, flipping from station to station, but came across nothing but black and white fuzz. Gone were the newscasters with their warnings and speculations, gone were the televangelists with their prophecies of doom.

			

			
				It was as if Meredith was the last person on earth.

				She turned off the set and walked back to the phone, once again dialing every number she could think of. The phone rang and rang.

				She hung up the receiver, hands trembling. After a few seconds, she wandered over to the window.

				Meredith could see the road from here. The asphalt was long, flat, and empty. Not a car going in either direction. If something widespread were happening, wouldn’t she see someone trying to escape? Wouldn’t someone eventually drive by?

				The only thing she could think of was that they were all stuck in a situation like her. Either they were infected, or they were being attacked by someone who was.

				The thought made her shudder.

				Regardless of where everyone was, there must be police somewhere. And even if they were preoccupied, she needed to let them know what had happened.

				She glanced over at the front door, which was still hanging open from where Ben had crashed into it. A breeze had begun to blow over the fields, and the door creaked on its broken hinge, swaying back and forth in the gentle air.

				She dug out her car key and walked toward it.

				The center of town was a few miles away.

				Her best option—her only option—was to head to Settler’s Creek and look for help. There were bound to be people there. There had to be. She’d find whomever she could, then locate the police and tell them what happened.

			

			
				She’d made it halfway across the living room when she paused. If she were going into town, she’d need a weapon.

				“The rifle,” she said aloud.

				She doubled back outside and to the barn.

				The rifle lay right where she had left it, and she picked it up, carrying it with her. She’d only gotten as far as the door when she thought of something. In the time she’d collected the rifle and headed for the door, a name had crossed her mind.

				John Parish.

				Of all the phone numbers she’d dialed, his hadn’t been among them.

				It’d been six months since they had seen each other, and even longer since they’d spoken. Their breakup hadn’t exactly been on the best of terms.

				Still, regardless of what had transpired between them, shouldn’t she at least try to call him?

				What if John was there? What if he needed help?

				She gripped the rifle in her hands, still wrestling with the idea, and strode toward the pickup. Even under these circumstances, the thought of phoning him had her stomach twisted in knots.

				She pictured his chiseled face, his dark hair, the hint of stubble that seemed to be permanently affixed to his cheeks. She’d fallen for him. Hard.

				And he’d done nothing but betray her.

				She thrust the image of his face from her mind, continuing toward the vehicle. His store was located right on the edge of town, about fifteen minutes away. She’d have to pass by it on the way in. If he were there, she’d stop and make sure he was ok.

			

			
				But what if he was in trouble now?

				Meredith’s stopped mid-stride. Before she knew it, she’d detoured past the truck and ran the front door.

				She would dial his number once. Make sure he was all right. He probably wouldn’t answer anyway. Nobody else had.

				She snagged the receiver from the wall and punched the numbers by heart; surprised she still remembered them.

				How could I forget?

				The phone was silent for a minute as it connected.

				The dead air felt like an eternity.

				Finally, the other line rang, and she could feel her fingers shaking on the hard plastic, her heart thudding in her chest.

				Would it be worse if John answered, or worse if he didn’t? What would she say to him?

				She pressed the phone to her ear, afraid that she might miss his greeting. The phone rang and rang.

				On the sixth ring—just as she was about to hang up—someone answered.

				“Hello?”

				The voice on the other end was hoarse, barely audible.

				“John?”

				“Meredith? Is that you?”

				His voice wavered as he spoke, and she could hear banging and clattering in the background.

				“Are you all right? What’s all that noise?”

				“I tried calling you…” His voice trailed off.

				“I’m not at home. I’m at Sheila Guthright’s house. Something happened to her, John. She’s been—”

			

			
				A crash sounded from the other end of the phone, and Meredith jumped in surprise, almost dropping the receiver.

				“John, what’s going on over there?”

				“Meredith…there’s something I need to tell you…”

				The noise had risen to a crescendo; John’s voice was barely audible. Meredith clutched the phone tight, suddenly terrified that she’d lose contact with him.

				“John? What is it? Can you hear me? I need you to stay on the phone.”

				A hiss washed over the other end, drowning out the man’s response. Meredith’s heart hammered, and she screamed his name into the mouthpiece.

				“John! Don’t hang up!”

				All at once the noise subsided. She strained her ears, waiting for the man to speak again, but all she could hear was the sound of him breathing on the other end. Finally he spoke.

				“I’ve always loved you, Meredith,” he said.

				There was a gunshot, and then the phone disconnected.
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				Dan, Quinn, and Sandy navigated the streets soundlessly, deadening their footsteps as they walked. The town contained an eerie calm, as if the three of them were on stage, an invisible audience watching from the shadows.

				Aside from the pack of creatures they’d seen inside the bank, they’d yet to see any others, and the quietude was making Dan nervous. Every now and again he’d hear a distant crash or a footfall, but each time nothing appeared.

				It was as if the creatures were biding their time, waiting for the right moment to strike.

				The three of them were currently on Vanderbilt Street, an offshoot of the main road that ran through St. Matthews. All around them were brick commercial buildings and small service shops. Despite his ten years in the community, Dan realized he’d never paid much attention to them. Now it seemed like they were impossible to ignore.

				To his right were a vacuum cleaner store, a woodworking company, and a jewelry maker. To his left a salon, an art gallery, and a historical museum.

				It was as if these places hadn’t even existed before today, and had sprung to life only to complete the picture of the perfect town.

				And St. Matthews had been the perfect town. Or pretty damn close to it.

				Sure, the town had had its problems. But the good had usually outweighed the bad. Dan had never regretted his decision to move to St. Matthews, and he was sure Julie hadn’t, either.

			

			
				Together they’d built a life here, providing a stable home for Quinn and working in professions that were satisfying and rewarding.

				Now, the town was a grim reminder of a life torn apart. Not just for him, but for the several thousand other residents who once lived here.

				It was time to get out. There was nothing left for them here.

				Dan crept through the broken street, keeping a cautious eye on his surroundings. Each new block presented a host of dark hiding places, and he did his best to scrutinize every one. Behind him, Quinn and Sandy had linked hands, and he could hear their bated breath as they walked the pavement.

				Ahead of him were cars spun sideways, signs bent and hanging over, and a slew of paperwork and discarded clothing. There were also bodies—some sitting upright in vehicles, as if they might fire the engines and drive away—others lying in the middle of the street. Unlike a few days prior, the bodies had started to decompose, their limbs picked at by the birds.

				So far, the cars they’d seen had been crashed, but Dan kept his eyes peeled for a vehicle they could use. Being on foot made him feel open and exposed, and the feeling was unsettling.

				They’d already travelled several blocks from the bank; the lumberyard was a few miles away. If they could reach it without incident, he’d persuade Reginald to return their car, either by conversation or by force.

				Whatever it took.

				Dan peered into a pickup truck on the side of the road. The windows were smashed and the airbag deflated. By the looks of it, the truck had crashed into an older-model Buick, and the Buick sat empty at the side of the road. Unlike the pickup, the Buick appeared intact, sporting only a dent in the rear bumper.

			

			
				Dan crept to the driver’s side window and peered in. A set of keys dangled from the ignition. The only passenger was a body in the passenger’s seat.

				The girls had stopped behind him, and they stared, awaiting direction.

				He held up his pointer finger.

				“Hold on,” he mouthed.

				The window of the vehicle was rolled up. The driver’s door was locked, but he could see an open window on the other side. He made his way over.

				Once on the other side, he reached over the sill into the passenger’s seat, avoiding the lifeless body that resided there. The corpse was a woman’s, and her bloodied, matted hair reminded him of the bristles of a broom. Her face was sunken in and gray, her features obscured by the onset of decay.

				Dan hit a button and unlocked the doors.

				The click made him jump, and he stared over his shoulder at the street, certain he’d have awoken something nearby. The coast was clear.

				The girls stood at the trunk of the car, doe-eyed and nervous, and he gave them a nod for reassurance. Then he reached across the lap of the dead woman and turned the key.

				The engine rumbled and fired.

				“Let’s go, girls,” he said. “In the backseat.”

				Given the noise of the vehicle, they had to leave. At the same time, he didn’t want to ride with a dead body. He ripped open the passenger’s side door and grabbed hold of the dead woman, intending to place her in the street.

			

			
				To his dismay, the woman’s clothing snagged; despite his efforts, he was unable to move her. It took him a minute to realize she had her seatbelt on.

				“Jesus Christ,” he muttered.

				The girls had already scooted into the rear of the vehicle and were watching him, hands clutching the seats. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Quinn glancing out the back window. He continued to tug at the body.

				“Dad!” she yelled suddenly.

				His fingers froze on the seatbelt latch, and he followed her gaze. It didn’t take him long to notice what she’d seen.

				The street behind them had filled with creatures.

				Moans and footfalls filled the air, a cavalcade of the things tumbling forward over cars and debris to get to them. There was no time to delay.

				Dan clambered over the woman’s body and pulled the door shut behind him. When he reached the driver’s seat, he kicked away a pile of papers and trash underfoot and found the gas pedal.

				Then he put the vehicle into drive.

				The Buick hesitated, and for a split second, Dan feared that it was more damaged than he thought. Come on, dammit. He pushed the pedal to the floor. A second later the car lurched forward and out into the road, and he wrenched the steering wheel away from the curb.

			

			
				In the rearview, he saw that the creatures had gained ground; a few had managed to grip the trunk, their fingernails sliding across the metal. Dan accelerated and swerved around an abandoned vehicle, effectively throwing them off, and proceeded up the road.

				The streets had come alive.

				Creatures sprang from the windows, emerged through alleyways, and crashed through doors. It was as if the Buick had become a signal, emitting an invisible beacon to the world around it. The clutter on the road thickened, and without warning, Dan’s speed fell to a crawl.

				The things poured from all sides now, converging on the vehicle. One of them flung itself into the open passenger’s side window, dangling halfway over the sill.

				Dan hit the automatic window lever, lifting the pane on its midsection. The window gears ground as they strained against the weight of the creature.

				“Dad!”

				Hands pounded the Buick on all sides, and despite his efforts, Dan struggled to keep his focus on driving. In spite of that, he knew he couldn’t give up. The girls in the backseat were depending on him.

				The creature in the window snapped its jaws, trying to reach Dan. Raising the window had only trapped it; now it was stuck between the window and the doorframe.

				“Is there anything you can use back there to hit it?” he shouted.

				The girls dug under the seats behind him. Dan reached for the pistol tucked in his pants, but the creature had begun to swat at him, as if sensing what he had in store.

			

			
				“I’ve got something!” Sandy yelled.

				Dan’s eyes flicked to the rearview; the girl had found a crowbar. He watched as she leaned over the seat and started clubbing the thing. The creature spit and flailed.

				“I’m going to roll down the window! When I do, hit it as hard as you can!”

				“OK!” the girl cried.

				He jabbed the button, lowering the window, and watched as Sandy swung at the thing’s skull. The crowbar connected with its forehead, and it fell limp into the passenger’s seat, resting on top of the dead woman.

				Dan swerved left and then right, shaking it loose, and it toppled backward and fell out into the street. He rolled up the window, just in time to avoid another pair of lunging hands.

				The creatures in the street had thickened—there were now several hordes approaching from the front. So far Dan had been able to drive unimpeded, but the road was getting worse. Up ahead, a minivan and a dump truck barred the majority of the street, and the sidewalk wasn’t looking much better.

				Despite his practiced driving skills, there was only so much Dan could do.

				He withdrew the gun Quinn had used and set it on his lap. If he’d counted correctly, there were five bullets left. The rest of their weapons had been stolen with the station wagon.

				He glared at the grim path ahead of them, looking for options.

			

			
				The sidewalk was covered in restaurant furniture, trees, and newspaper boxes. Even if he were to veer onto it, they wouldn’t make it more than a few feet. At the same time, the road ahead was completely blocked off.

				He had to do something. The creatures had them surrounded.

				“Hang on!” he shouted.

				Eyeing the two tear-stained faces in the backseat, Dan swerved off the road, heading straight for the nearest building.
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				Meredith bit back the tears. She clenched the phone in her hand, dialing John’s number over and over, but it was useless. There was no answer. After the fourth try she let the receiver drop and grabbed her rifle.

				She needed to get to him. Fast.

				She darted back out the door, feet pounding the grass, and jumped inside her pickup. The engine growled. She revved the gas and spun the tires, doing a U-turn on the field, then roared down the driveway.

				When she reached the end, she barreled onto the main road without stopping.

				She thought back to what she’d heard. There had been noises; of that she was certain. Someone or something had been in John’s store, or trying to break in. That alone had her panicked. But even more troubling was the single gunshot. That was enough to make her stomach feel queasy, hollow inside.

				She just hoped to God he was all right.

				In spite of what John had done to her, she couldn’t deny what they’d once had. She’d repressed her feelings for months, trying to forget this man, but now that he was in danger her emotions had come back stronger than ever.

				Before the phone disconnected, John had said that he loved her. And try as she might, Meredith couldn’t deny the fact that she loved him, too.

				[image: Horror-01.psd]


			

			
				Meredith had first met John on a trip to town about a year ago.

				She’d been driving to the market, intent on getting the week’s groceries, when she saw a sign on the side of the road that she’d never seen before.

				“Furniture Shop.”

				The sign was simple and plain, propped against a wooden barrel in the parking lot of a small log-cabin storefront. Formerly the building had been used to house one of the local farmer’s vegetables, but it hadn’t been occupied in years. For as long as she could remember, it’d been boarded up and closed down.

				Driving by that day, she’d been surprised to find the building open, the doors ajar and the lights on inside. A blue pickup had been sitting in the gravel parking lot, a Michigan license plate on the back.

				After driving several miles past the store, Meredith’s curiosity had gotten the better of her, and she’d driven back and pulled in. Then she’d cut the engine and stepped out into the parking lot.

				Aside from her car and the blue pickup, the place had been deserted. She’d walked in with a furrowed brow, unsure of what she’d find inside.

				True to the sign out front, the store had been filled with furniture: chairs, tables, dressers, and bureaus. Many were plain wood, unstained, and several were still in progress. It appeared all the furniture had been built by hand.

				The shop was comprised of one large room, with several support beams in the center to solidify the structure. There was a door in back, but it was closed, and as far as she knew there were no other buildings behind it.

			

			
				After perusing the contents of the shop for a few minutes with no sign of the owner, she’d forced a cough, hoping to announce her presence. It was then that she’d heard the noise coming from out back—a slow, rhythmic scraping coming from behind the shop.

				Meredith had walked out of the store and made her way around back. The area around the furniture shop was covered in field grass, with no other buildings in sight. If it weren’t for the several stores that she knew were about a mile down the road, it would almost feel like the building had been transplanted from somewhere else, thrust into nature without forethought.

				When she reached the back of the store, she saw a figure in the distance—a man bent over a piece of wood, his arms moving in a repeated pattern. As she walked closer, she could see that he was using a hand plane.

				She was ten feet away before he noticed her. When he did, he jumped.

				“Hi,” Meredith said sheepishly. “I didn’t mean to scare you.”

				The man set down the plane and smiled.

				“That’s OK. I needed a break anyway.”

				He rose to his feet to greet her, dusting his palms on his jeans.

				Meredith noticed several things at the same time: he was a lot taller than her, he was in great shape, and he was handsome. Before she knew it she was blushing, and she took a few awkward steps forward to meet his hand.

			

			
				“I’m Meredith Tilly.”

				“John Parish,” he said.

				With the introductions over with, she shoved her hands in her jeans pockets, hoping he wouldn’t see her shaking. Normally Meredith was outgoing and relaxed, but something about him had her off her game.

				“I love the store. When did you open?”

				“Today, actually.”

				“Really?”

				“Yep. You’re my first customer.” This time it was his turn to blush.

				“Hopefully I’ll be the first of many.”

				John smiled.

				“Where’d you move from?” she asked, recalling the Michigan license plate.

				“Detroit.”

				“That’s a long ways from Settler’s Creek, Oklahoma. How’d you end up here?”

				John shrugged.

				“This place isn’t exactly a commercial hotbed,” she said.

				She immediately clasped her hand over her mouth.

				“I’m sorry. That might have come out wrong. I guess I’m just surprised that you’d choose our little town.”

				John laughed. “I know. I just wanted a change of pace. This is actually a lifelong dream of mine, believe it or not. I’ve been building kitchens and wall units for years, but I’ve always wanted to run my own furniture shop. I passed through here on a road trip a while back and I fell in love.”

			

			
				“I’m sure you’ll do great here.” She smiled.

				“Thanks. My plan is to manufacture most of my furniture here and then sell it at local shows and conventions.”

				“I assume everything here is handmade?” she asked.

				“Yep. And if you don’t see something here that you’d like, I’d be happy to build it for you.”

				“I might take you up on that. I’m actually in the market for a new kitchen table and chairs.”

				Meredith flashed a smile. In truth, she didn’t need a kitchen set, because she rarely had visitors. The furniture she had was in decent enough shape, and besides, she didn’t have the extra money to be spending on something like that.

				After a few more minutes of small talk, she’d shaken his hand and parted ways with the shop owner.

				A week later she’d gone back and placed an order.

				[image: Horror-01.psd]


				Things with John had heated up quickly. Before Meredith knew it, she’d been at his shop almost every day with a new question about her kitchen set. He’d always done his best to answer her, offering suggestions about the wood and the stains, explaining the process as he built it.

				After discussing her order, they would go on to talk about a host of other things: news about town, Meredith’s farm, or books and movies they’d enjoyed. Like her, John was an avid reader, and they soon discovered that they liked many of the same novels.

			

			
				John also told her about life in Detroit. He’d said that he’d lived there his whole life, but he’d always hated the city. When he was twenty-two, he’d taken a bicycle across the country by himself, taking in the sights and sounds of all the states he’d never seen. And though he’d appreciated the coasts, he’d always had a soft spot for the Midwest.

				Meredith had told him all about her childhood on the farm—how she’d inherited it from her parents when they passed away, how she’d been working there ever since. She’d always wanted to travel, she’d said, but she hadn’t had the chance.

				“Maybe we could travel together someday,” John had said.

				The two had laughed at the thought. A few moments later they’d kissed.

				They’d been inseparable after that. When she wasn’t running the farm, Meredith would visit John at the furniture shop, and when he wasn’t building furniture, John was helping Meredith in the fields.

				Despite their budding relationship, there’d been no talk of anything further. Each remained in their respective homes, living in tandem, enjoying the time they were spending together.

				The people in town had been happy for them. Meredith’s friends had only kind words to say about John, and she’d found herself happier than she’d been in a while.

				Until six months ago when everything changed.

				Meredith had been visiting John at the furniture shop when it happened. Per her usual routine, she’d brought him a late breakfast of fresh-cooked eggs and toast. She’d always enjoyed seeing him in the late morning—Meredith was an early riser. After taking care of her harvesting before sunrise, by eleven o’clock she was ready for a break. And though the meals she brought John were often cold, he’d never complained.

			

			
				On that day, John had been working on a custom rocking chair for Mrs. Ashby, one of the elder residents of the town. Upon seeing Meredith, he’d stopped what he was doing and joined her in the shop, happily devouring his breakfast.

				They’d been talking about a movie when someone walked in behind them. Meredith had been facing the back wall; John had been facing the entrance. Although Meredith hadn’t seen the woman at first, she’d seen the expression change on John’s face.

				His mouth had hung open, and he’d dropped his plate on the floor.

				“Hello, Eve,” he’d said.

				Meredith had swiveled in her chair, suddenly facing a woman with straight, dark hair and pursed lips. The woman was wearing a stylish black blouse, a gray skirt, and carried a designer purse. She didn’t look like anyone Meredith recognized.

				“Who’s this?” Meredith had asked.

				Both John and the woman had stared at her. After a few seconds, John had answered, his face beet red.

				“This is my wife.”
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				After storming out of the furniture shop, Meredith had jumped into her pickup and peeled out of the parking lot. Tears had been streaming down her face; a pit had taken root in her stomach.

				John had lied to her. In the months she’d known him, he’d never mentioned having a wife. Even when he talked about Detroit, he’d never alluded to the fact that he was married, or even that he’d been dating.

				It was as if he’d carefully omitted that detail, hoping that Meredith would never find out. The thought had made her sick. What else had he lied about? Was John even his real name?

				Regardless of who John was or what else he’d lied about, Meredith had vowed one thing: she’d never talk to John Parish again.

				Over the next few weeks John had called her repeatedly, even stopping by her house several times. Each time she’d refused to speak with him.

				Eventually he’d left a letter in the mailbox.

				According to the letter, John had been separated from his wife for over a year, and until recently, he’d had no idea where she was or what she was doing. He said he’d wanted to tell Meredith, but was afraid of how she’d react.

				Meredith didn’t know what to believe. Even if the letter was true, John had destroyed her trust, and to her, trust was everything. He should’ve told her the truth from the beginning. He shouldn’t have lied.

			

			
				Weeks passed, and after a while, John stopped trying to contact her. Even still, Meredith had gone out of her way to avoid the furniture shop, taking a detour of several miles so as not to see him when she went into town.

				Despite her anger, she’d never mentioned anything to her friends or neighbors. She’d always believed in privacy, and her love life was her business. Besides, Meredith was ashamed. She’d been lied to and deceived, and she was deeply hurt and embarrassed.

				As the months wore on, Meredith began to move forward. She resumed her normal route to town, and though she tried not to look over, she still saw John’s blue truck in the gravel lot. Occasionally she’d even catch a glimpse of him through the open front doors, arranging his wares or working on his latest piece of furniture.

				But she’d never stopped. Not even once.

				Now, as she drove down the rural road, she realized all that was about to change. The world was a different place, and John was in trouble.

				No matter what he had done to her, he needed help. And that took precedence over anything that might’ve happened between them.

				Meredith sank the gas pedal to the floor, propelling her pickup faster than she’d driven in years. Fields whipped past her, and the road hummed beneath her tires. If she didn’t reach John soon, she might not make it in time to help him.

				She might be too late already.

				Back at Sheila’s house, she’d gotten a taste of what she was up against, but that was nothing compared to what she assumed was out there. It’d been difficult enough fighting for her life against Ben and Marcy; she couldn’t imagine it getting any worse.

			

			
				The furniture shop was only a few miles away. Before she knew it, she’d rounded the last curve that stood between her and the building. She could see the building on the horizon now—a square, wooden structure that dotted the landscape. From here, everything looked just as she remembered it. She could even decipher the outline of John’s blue pickup in front of the store.

				Please God let him be all right.

				She repeated the words in her head, her stomach turned upside down with nerves.

				When she got closer, her heart began to hammer. There was movement outside the building. Too much movement. She squinted her eyes and lowered the visor, hoping what she was seeing wasn’t real. At the same time, she knew that it was.

				The furniture shop was surrounded by a mob of people.

				About thirty people—infected people—crowded the walls, banging and kicking to get inside. Hands and limbs flailed, and bodies toppled over one another. Above it all, a chorus of moans and hisses wafted into the air, sending needles of fear through Meredith’s body.

				She weaved to a stop in front of the building, leaving a thirty-foot buffer zone between the vehicle and the horde, and fumbled for the rifle. When she had it in her hands, she reached for the door handle. Then she stopped short.

			

			
				What was she planning to do? With that many of the infected, her weapon was as good as useless. She only had a few rounds left, at best—certainly not enough to combat all of them.

				She leaned her head out the window and screamed.

				“John! Are you in there? Yell back so I can hear you!”

				She paused, giving him a chance to respond. The noise from the infected increased in volume, and several of them turned to face her. She saw several feet starting to trudge toward her, and she transitioned her foot from the brake to the gas.

				“John!”

				There was still no sign of the man, and no response.

				A handful of the creatures were running in her direction now, and she stomped the gas, kicking up gravel behind her. The truck rolled across the loose stone; the infected grew closer.

				Maybe if I can lure them away…

				She flung the rifle on the seat and hit her horn. Once. Twice. Three times.

				More of the infected peeled themselves from the walls of the furniture shop, joining the others in pursuit of the pickup. She hit the horn again, but this time she held it down, the tone blaring into the air and drowning out the sounds of the creatures.

				The forerunners of the group were within feet of the vehicle, and she hit the gas and sped back toward the road, keeping one step ahead of them. The things faltered and fell as they lunged for the bed of the vehicle.

			

			
				“Come on!” she screamed as she diverted them from the building.

				She stared in the rearview at the furniture shop, but there was still no indication that John had heard her, or even that he was alive. Almost all of the creatures had fled the structure.

				Having successfully gained their attention, she toggled the gas and brake, leading them step-by-step away from the premises and back into the road.

				As she watched them in the mirrors, Meredith realized that she recognized many of the faces. Jerry Winsted. Harold Coleman. Mary Beth Cooper.

				All of them were snarling and red-eyed, mouths agape. She glanced back at the rifle. Even if she had enough bullets, could she really shoot these people? She didn’t think so. A tear slid down her cheek.

				Everything seemed so unreal. How could this have happened so fast? And how had she escaped it? Was John one of them already?

				The pickup hit the pavement, entering the main road. The creatures—all of her former friends and acquaintances—were still in tow.

				Meredith glued her eyes to the lone, deserted building behind her, waiting for a sign that the man she loved was still alive.

				But there was nothing.

				“I’m sorry, John,” she whispered.

				All intentions aside, she must’ve gotten there too late. Maybe there’d never been time at all.

				A second later, just as she’d given up, she saw something in the driver’s side mirror.

				The door of the furniture shop had opened to a crack, exposing a bloodied hand, and a man’s voice was screaming her name.
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				Dan crashed the Buick through a café window, shattering the glass and sending shards of debris over the hood of the vehicle.

				“Get down!” he yelled to the two frightened girls in the backseat.

				As soon as the vehicle came to a stop—the front half wedged in the store’s entrance, the rear exposed on the sidewalk—he flicked on the headlights, brightening the store’s interior, and opened the driver’s side door.

				Dan glanced over the seat behind him. Sandy and Quinn were huddled together, their lips quivering. Through the rear window he saw a flurry of hands pawing at the vehicle.

				“Climb over the seat! Hurry!”

				He reached out and grabbed the girls, one at a time, helping them over. Then he ushered them through the open front door and got out himself. He withdrew his pistol. Several of the creatures had made their way to the side of the vehicle, and he squeezed off a few suppressive shots, knocking them back.

				“Run!” he shouted.

				Sandy and Quinn took off to the back of the store. After firing a few more rounds, he followed suit.

				Dan weaved through a maze of chairs and tables, doing his best to ignore the groans and shuffles of the creatures behind him. He glued his eyes on a door in back. If they could reach it, they’d have a chance at escape.

				His daughter made it to the door first. She tried the handle, and to his relief, the door swung open. She and Sandy raced into the darkness beyond.

			

			
				Dan was right on their tail; a second later he was through the doorway. He slammed the door and fumbled for the lock. Without power, the room was pitch black, and he slid his hands frantically around the door’s surface while bodies slammed the other side.

				Finally he found a bolt at the top and slid it into place.

				He turned to locate the girls, but could see nothing in the darkness.

				“Quinn? Sandy?” he hissed.

				He felt a hand tap his arm, and he jumped before realizing it was his daughter.

				“I can’t see anything, Dad. I’m scared.”

				The pounding on the door had increased in volume, and he could barely hear her whispered words.

				“It’ll be ok, honey. We just need to find the back entrance.”

				He took hold of her hand and led her deeper into the darkness, holding out his pistol at arms length. From the other side, he felt Sandy take hold of his arm.

				He bumped something with his waist, and he grabbed onto it, determining that it was a shelf. He slid his hands along the smooth edge and followed it toward what he hoped was the back of the store.

				Sweat poured down his face in droves. In the enclosed space they were in, the air was thick and humid. The stench of rotting food clogged his nostrils, and he held his breath to avoid the smell.

			

			
				When they reached the end of the shelf, he struggled for balance, his feet crunching unseen objects. Finally his hand hit a wall, and he felt around it until he located the outline of a door.

				He was still searching for the handle when the door behind them crashed inwards. Light flooded the room, and when he looked back, he saw a tangle of bodies plowing toward them.

				“Let’s go!” he shouted to the girls.

				He found the handle and threw the door open.

				A second later they were in the open air, the sun shining down upon them as they raced across an empty parking lot.

				Quinn still clenched his hand, but Sandy had taken the lead, sprinting several steps ahead of them.

				“Sandy!” he shouted. “What’re you doing?”

				The girl forged ahead as though she hadn’t heard him, her shoes slapping the pavement. He yelled for her again. Finally she glanced back.

				“Follow me!” she cried.

				Dan felt Quinn’s hand slipping from his fingers. Despite his attempts to pull her onward, she was having trouble keeping up. A crash erupted from behind them.

				The creatures had made it outside.

				He kept his eyes glued to Sandy, watching her hurdle a distant curb. Beyond it was a brick building with four metal exit doors. Dan recognized the rear entrances to a small shopping center. The girl was heading right for them.

				To his surprise, rather than aiming at one of the doors, she was heading in the direction of a green metal dumpster. The top was open and folded to the side.

			

			
				If the girl were to hurl herself inside, she’d immediately be trapped.

				“Sandy—no!” he shouted.

				Behind them, the things were narrowing the gap. Footsteps drummed the asphalt; hungry cries escaped into the air. Every few seconds Dan heard the crash of the door they’d left through, repeatedly pounding the wall as a new surge of creatures passed through it.

				He had no idea how many of the things were in pursuit, but judging by the noise alone, it sounded like an army.

				Sandy had reached the dumpster. Dan watched in dismay as she vaulted up the side, clung to the edge, and then pulled herself up and over.

				He risked a glance over his shoulder. The road behind them was a stampede of bodies. A few of the creatures had set their sights on the dumpster.

				“Sandy! Get out of there!”

				He screamed the girl’s name, but she didn’t respond.

				Dan was starting to outpace Quinn. He could feel her lagging behind, stretching his arm like a piece of rope. For a split second he wished he could carry her, but even if they had time to pull off the maneuver, he doubted they’d move any faster.

				The dumpster was only twenty feet away. He had a decision to make.

				He could either go after Sandy, risking the lives of him and his daughter, or he could search for an alternate place to hide.

			

			
				The rear entrances would be their best bet, but there were no door handles. From his experience, he knew they usually opened from inside.

				He surveyed the remainder of the parking lot. There were two other buildings, one on either side of the building they were running toward. Both had alleyways in between. Their best bet was to slip down one of the alleys. Hopefully they could lose some of the creatures; perhaps they’d even find a better place to hide.

				The thought of abandoning Sandy made him sick, but what choice did they have?

				Maybe by going in the opposite direction, they could lure some of the things away from her. Without warning, Sandy’s head appeared over the top of the dumpster.

				“Dan! This way!” she screamed. “I know a way in!”

				At the last second Dan changed course. He veered toward the dumpster, pulling his daughter ahead of him, and lifted her up the side. Sandy was waiting at the top, and she grabbed Quinn’s hands and hoisted her over. With his daughter in safely, Dan leapt up and grabbed the side, pushing with his forearms.

				Fingers groped at his pant legs, and he fell slightly. The first wave of creatures had caught up, and the air behind him was filled with hisses and wails. He kicked the air, but each time he freed himself his legs hit another snag.

				“Daddy! Grab my hands!”

				Quinn and Sandy had stationed themselves at the top, tugging on his arms and shirt to facilitate the climb. Dan kicked the outside of the dumpster, found purchase, and pitched himself over the top.

			

			
				He landed face-first in a pile of spilled garbage. The smell permeated his nose and lungs, and he coughed and spat.

				“Over here!” Sandy shouted, beckoning to the other side of the dumpster.

				Dan clambered to his feet. On the interior wall was a sliding plastic door, and the girl had opened it to reveal a dark hole beyond. She slid through the opening and disappeared inside.

				Several of the creatures had thrown themselves over the lip of the dumpster, and they teetered on the edge, on the verge of getting over. Dan directed his daughter in front of him, watching her vanish into the unknown, and then took the plunge himself.
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				No sooner had he cleared the opening than he heard the sound of a door slamming shut behind him. The moans and undulations of the things decreased in volume, and a moment later, a light flicked on, illuminating his surroundings.

				Sandy stood in front of him holding a lantern. Her soft features seemed to have hardened, and for a moment he wondered if she was older than he thought. He’d originally pegged her as sixteen, now he was starting to wonder if she was in her early twenties.

				By the looks of it, they’d made it inside the building and into a storeroom. The floor was covered in boxes and display racks. A single door on the other end had been boarded up; the bottom half was blocked by a desk.

			

			
				He was still taking stock of his location when a banging erupted from behind him. Sandy set down the lantern and skirted over to the door they had just come through.

				“Help me barricade it,” she instructed.

				She motioned him toward a three-shelved metal rack next to the exit. She took a stance on the floor and began to push, and Dan darted over to help. The rack groaned as they slid it over the cement and into place.

				When they were finished, Sandy dusted her hands on her jeans.

				“Do you think it’ll hold?” Dan asked her.

				“It hasn’t failed me yet.”

				“You’ve been here before?”

				“This is where I lived for the first few days after the infection began,” she said. “I slept over there on those blankets, and I ate over there in that corner.”

				She pointed to each of the locations in turn, and Dan followed her gaze. Sandy’s tone was calm and even, as if she were a realtor describing the newest property on the market. Gone was the frightened girl he had first seen on the rooftop; this new girl was confident and controlled.

				Perhaps he’d found her at a moment of despair, and she’d since regained some of her fortitude.

				Sandy walked to the corner and retrieved a set of folding chairs, then brought them to the center of the room and set them up for Dan and Quinn.

				“I think the people who worked here used to use this as a break room. I found a pile of cigarette butts in one of the corners.” She laughed. “I even tried smoking them once when I got bored.”

			

			
				Dan nodded. He stared at the chairs, but made no move to sit down. The rear entrance rattled and shook, and a chorus of fingernails scratched the exterior.

				“Were there others with you?”

				“No. I was alone. My parents died when I was twelve. Before all this I was living with my brother, but he didn’t make it.”

				“Did he turn?”

				“Yes.”

				Sandy averted her eyes, and Dan knew not to press her any further. He paced the room for a few minutes, inspecting the racks and boxes, but found nothing of any use. The door was still shaking from the efforts of the creatures.

				“They’ll leave when they get bored,” Sandy said. “But sometimes it takes a while.”

				“How long did you say you were here?”

				“A couple of days.”

				“How’d you get that dumpster in front of the door?”

				“It was already there. I think someone must have sealed the place off when things first started, right after people realized what was happening. I ran into a young couple in a convenience store and they told me about it. They’d been staying here for a day or so.”

				“What happened to them?”

				Sandy shook her head. “They didn’t make it, either.”

				“What have you been eating?”

			

			
				“When I was staying here, I would make trips into town and grab what I could find. At the lumberyard we have a stash of food.”

				Dan told her about the contamination, and how, to the best of their knowledge, the food and water was the root cause of the infection. Then he told her about the provisions in the station wagon.

				“We need to get that food back,” he said simply. “It wouldn’t be wise to trust anything else.”

				The girl nodded gravely.

				“I still can’t believe that Reginald left us behind like that. Hopefully he won’t tamper with what you had in the car.”

				“Did you say there were ten people in the lumberyard?”

				“Yes. Aside from Reginald and myself, there are eight others.”

				Sandy listed off the names, but Dan didn’t recognize any of them. The town was small—though he knew a lot of the townsfolk, he didn’t know all of them.

				“Has anyone talked about leaving?” he asked.

				“A few have tried, but none have returned. I think everyone else is scared. One of the survivors—Hector—came from New Mexico. He said that things are even worse there, if that’s possible. They’re a good group of people. Except for Reginald, of course.”

				Dan spoke about the agents, briefing the girl on everything they’d learned, and about the survivors they’d since parted ways with. Sandy listened intently, but didn’t appear to be surprised.

				“With those men in white coats shooting people, we’ve been trying to stay hidden. This run was the first time anyone’s been out in days. We’ve been taking turns when our supplies get low, but nobody’s been rushing to volunteer. I was with a group of people and I got separated. That’s how I ended up at the bank.”

			

			
				“I understand.”

				Dan retrieved his pistol. He examined the weapon and determined he had only two bullets remaining.

				“So what’s next?” Sandy asked.

				Dan stared back at the door, where the cries of the creatures still rang with intensity.

				“Now we wait.”

			

			
				



			

	


13

				At the sound of John’s voice, Meredith felt her heart jump in her chest. She revved the engine of the pickup and cut the wheel, turning back in the direction of the furniture shop.

				She’d successfully led the creatures a few hundred feet from the building, and while she’d prefer to have them even farther away, she knew that time was not on her side. By the looks of John—or what little she’d seen of him—he appeared to be injured and in need of help.

				She couldn’t afford to wait any longer.

				Before she knew it she was racing toward the building, the tires of the pickup kicking up dust and gravel. The creatures behind her had changed direction as well, but she’d bought herself a little time before they’d reach her. She needed to make this fast.

				Meredith spun up next to the entrance and threw the vehicle into park, leaving the engine running. Then she opened the door and jumped out into the parking lot.

				The door to the furniture shop stood ajar, but there was no sign of John. Her heart raced. Had he collapsed inside? Was he still waiting?

				What if he’d turned?

				In her haste, she’d forgotten her rifle on her seat. The only thing she’d been thinking about was rescuing him; concern for her own safety had gone out the window at the sight of him. But there was a real possibility that he’d been infected. That he could do her harm. In spite of her emotions, she needed to be cautious.

			

			
				She edged up next to the door.

				“John?” she called.

				No answer. She kicked the door open with her foot, surveying the store’s interior. Almost all the furniture had been upheaved or shattered; the remaining pieces were buttressed against the doors and windows.

				She called out again.

				This time she heard a murmured response. John was calling her name. She burst through the doorway, heading toward the noise.

				When she caught sight of the man, her stomach tightened. John had wedged himself in a corner beneath a table, clutching his knees to his chest. His face was smeared with dirt and blood, and his left leg looked like it had been torn into. His rifle lay on the floor next to him.

				“I thought you’d left,” he whispered.

				Meredith felt her heart swell, and she fought back the tears.

				“No. I wouldn’t do that.”

				Outside, the commotion of restless bodies had grown louder. She spun and stared out the door. The herd was overtaking the building.

				“We have to move.”

				“I can’t. My leg…”

				He pointed to his jeans, which were stained and torn just below the knee.

				“We have to go!”

				She reached beneath the table, took hold of his hands, and pulled him to his feet. John winced in pain, and when he stood, she noticed a puddle of blood where he’d been sitting. In the time she’d known him, she’d never seen him incapacitated like this. In her head, he’d always been her rock. Strong. Indestructible.

			

			
				“Oh my God, John…”

				She scanned the wound she’d seen seconds earlier, noticing that it was worse than she’d thought. He’d need medical attention. In any case, they had to move.

				“Come on!”

				She flung his arm over her shoulder and led him to the front of the store. Several of the creatures had already reached the truck. Meredith motioned at John’s rifle on the ground.

				“Are there any bullets left?”

				“Only two. I was saving them, in case…”

				“Wait here!”

				She propped him against one of the beams and darted back to retrieve it. It was a .22, similar to the model she owned, and she tucked it under her arm. John had started to sag, and she took hold of him again, saving him from falling.

				Before they could take a step, one of the things leapt through the door, fingers tearing at the air. She immediately recognized it as Scotty Maglund, a worker at the town post office. Unlike the man Meredith remembered—polite, friendly, always willing to lend a smile—the creature in front of her stared at her with a vacant expression, teeth bared and ready to gnash.

				She squeezed the trigger of the rifle.

				The bullet caught Kenneth in the teeth, and he sank forward, crashing into a broken chair. Next to her, John mumbled something. She pulled him forward.

			

			
				“You can do it, John!”

				He took several wearied steps beside her. Despite the fact that he had her outsized, she did her best to support him. She could see clearly through the door now: two of the creatures were on the bed of her pickup, flailing aimlessly at the sacks and lumber she had stored there; two others were headed right for them.

				Only one bullet left Meredith.

				The two things approached in succession—one behind the other. She lifted the rifle and aimed through the doorway, hoping to incapacitate them both.

				Here goes nothing.

				She fired her last round and struck the first in the neck. Fluid spit from the wound, and it toppled to the side, tripping up the other.

				Thank God.

				Meredith and John continued, reaching the doorway, and she pulled him along to the truck just ten feet away. Once at the door, she flung it open and ushered him inside.

				“Get in, John!”

				She’d assumed he would need assistance, but to her surprise, he took the last few steps on his own, as if the air outside had given him a burst of energy. Once he was inside, she slammed the door and prepared to run to the driver’s seat.

				The creatures in the bed of the truck were already scrambling to get down. Before she could take a step, one of them leapt out at her. She tried to move, but she was too late. The thing crashed into her, and she cried out, losing her grip on the empty rifle.

			

			
				Meredith pitched backward to the ground.

				Her head struck the loose gravel, and she tried to roll, but the thing was already hovering over her. Unlike Scotty Maglund, this creature was one she didn’t recognize. It swiped at her stomach with clawed hands, already lowering its head to feast.

				She kicked and writhed, but to no avail. The thing had her pinned, and she was powerless to stop it. She opened her mouth to scream, but all her breath was gone, and the sound lodged in her throat.

				Even if she got something out, there would be no one to help her. The area was covered in fields, John was on the verge of unconsciousness, and everyone she knew appeared to have turned into one of the things.

				Meredith was out of luck.

				The thing’s eyes bore into her, two black orbs without pupils, and she batted at its cheeks. The creature’s skin was soft and pliant; not what she would have expected from something so vile. At one time, the thing had been a man in his twenties. Dark hair. Chiseled features.

				Now its countenance was weathered and grotesque. She gritted her teeth, thinking it was going to be the last face she saw before she died.

				A gunshot rang into the air.

				The top of the creature’s head exploded, raining a residue of blood and bone onto her shirt and face. Before Meredith knew it, the thing had collapsed, and she pushed it off of her and rolled to safety.

			

			
				When she glanced up, she saw John pointing her rifle through the open window of the pickup. He must have found it on the seat.

				“Hurry!” he yelled.

				She pushed herself up from the ground, her head spinning, and stumbled to the driver’s side of the vehicle.

				A minute later they were careening out of the parking lot.
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				John was more alert than he had been before, but Meredith could tell he was in pain. His eyes fluttered, and his head sagged onto the windowsill. In spite of his condition, he looked at Meredith and smiled.

				“I never would’ve thought you had it in you,” he said.

				“What’s that supposed to mean?”

				“I always thought you were a pacifist.”

				She scowled at him, but her heart warmed. It’d been so easy to hate him from a distance.

				“How’s your leg?” she asked.

				He was still clutching his calf, which had suffered a large gash. Having cleared the furniture shop, Meredith pulled to the side of the road and threw the pickup into park. Then she dug in the seat behind her and pulled out a spare shirt she had in back.

				“We’re going to need to tie that up,” she said.

				John extended his leg, allowing her to create a makeshift tourniquet. Once she’d tied it off, she instructed him to put pressure on the wound, hoping to keep it from bleeding further.

			

			
				“What happened back there?” she asked.

				“I’m not sure. One minute I was making a chair for Gladys Stevens, the next minute those things were crashing through the door. I was able to fight them back for a while, and I even got them outside, but right before I closed the door one of them took a chunk out of me.”

				“Jesus, John.”

				“I’m sorry, Meredith. The last thing I wanted was to drag you into this. I put you in danger.”

				“I was the one who called you. And besides, I don’t think there’s any escaping it at this point. These things are everywhere.”

				She relayed her story about Sheila, Dan, and Marcy. John listened closely, his face growing more somber by the minute. Watching his reaction, she felt a renewed sense of emotion. Because everything had happened so fast, she’d barely had time to process what had occurred.

				Her neighbors were dead, and they were never coming back. The thought seemed so surreal. She couldn’t imagine life without them.

				“Do you think anyone’s left in town?” John asked.

				“I’m not sure. I tried calling everyone I knew, but you were the only one that picked up.”

				“I can’t believe—” John paused mid-sentence and grit his teeth. It looked like the pain was catching up to him. Perhaps the adrenaline rush from before had dulled some of his senses, and now that it was wearing off, the agony had returned.

				“Don’t speak, John. Just try to rest. I’m going to get you some help. There has to be someone in town. We can’t be the only ones left.”

			

			
				Despite her words, Meredith felt a chill run the length of her body. Given what she’d seen on the news—how quickly infection had spread in other areas—it was quite possible they were the only ones remaining.

				She swallowed and tried to focus on the road.
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				It was almost an hour before the banging on the storeroom door subsided. By that time Dan’s nerves were frayed. He’d been pacing the storeroom almost the entire time with gun in hand, waiting for the door to cave.

				Luckily it had held.

				In the meantime, Sandy and Quinn had spoken in whispers, talking about school, work, and life before the infection. Because Dan had been keeping guard, he’d only made out bits and pieces of the conversation.

				It turned out Sandy was twenty-two years old. Despite her youthful looks, she’d been out of college for over a year, and she’d worked in a local salon before the contamination hit. After her brother had been infected and her apartment had been breached, she’d taken to the streets, where she’d been hiding ever since.

				In light of the circumstances, Sandy managed to keep things upbeat, and her conversation was a much-needed distraction for Quinn.

				Once the room had quieted, Sandy stood.

				“Are they gone?” she asked.

				Dan nodded. “I think so. Let’s give it a few minutes to be on the safe side. We don’t want to go out there too soon.”

				Sandy joined him by the door, cocking her head to listen. Quinn had remained seated, but Dan could see her eyes fill with worry. For the last hour, it seemed she’d been able to ignore what was going on around her, comforted by her talks with Sandy. Now everything was becoming real again.

			

			
				He hated to pull her from safety, but the truth was, they couldn’t stay here forever. They needed to find the station wagon, and they needed to escape this town. There’d be no resting until they did. No matter how long they hid, they’d never really be safe in St. Matthews.

				He’d already learned that back at the salvage yard.

				Several minutes later, after hearing nothing outside, Dan tucked his pistol in his holster and grabbed hold of the shelf, and with Sandy’s help, he began to move it away from the door.

				As before, the shelf began to creak, and Dan winced at the noise. The last thing he wanted was for the things outside to return. When the entrance was clear, he paused again to listen.

				The room was silent except for their breathing.

				“Ready to go?” he asked.

				The girls nodded their heads in unison. He beckoned for them to get behind him and opened the door.

				The air still reeked of garbage, but it’d taken on a new scent, mingling with the stink and sweat of the creatures. The resultant smell was nauseating. Dan covered his face with his free hand and maneuvered across the trash to the edge of the dumpster. When he’d reached the wall, he tucked the weapon in his belt and leapt up for a look across the parking lot.

				All was quiet in the immediate vicinity. No sign of their pursuers.

				He looked behind him, confirming that the girls had followed him.

			

			
				“I’ll go first,” he whispered.

				He hoisted his leg over the side and dropped to the pavement. In the distance he heard a scream, too high-pitched to be human.

				“Come on!” he urged.

				He lifted the girls over to join him. Once they were all in the lot, Dan directed the group along the wall of the building.

				The transition from dark to daylight was glaring, and he squinted his eyes to see in front of him. Without the security of the storeroom to protect them, he felt naked and exposed.

				When they reached the edge of the building, he stopped and poked his head around the corner. The alley was narrow and filthy, littered with papers, cans, and newspaper. At the end was a body lying facedown in a drainage puddle.

				He looked both ways—behind them and in front—but saw nothing.

				The three stepped through the alley. As they progressed, he had the sudden feeling that they’d be surrounded, sandwiched in the middle by a legion of creatures. Despite his vision, nothing appeared, and they soon found themselves back on the main road. Dan took stock of their location. They were still in the downtown area, which, for St. Matthews, wasn’t quite large at all.

				In fact, having already traveled half the distance to the lumberyard, he figured they only had about a ten-minute walk in front of them.

				Under normal circumstances that would have been a breeze, but he knew better than to think that now.

			

			
				About a block later, they happened on a vehicle with the windows open. Dan ducked his head inside. The keys hung from the ignition.

				The road ahead looked clear and unobstructed.

				“Let’s give it a try,” he said. “If it starts, get in.”

				He opened the driver’s side door and turned the key. The engine sprang to life. The girls opened the doors and got into the vehicle—Sandy in the front, Quinn in the back. Once he’d taken the driver’s seat, he locked the doors and rolled up the windows.

				“Do you know how to get to the lumberyard from here?” Sandy asked.

				“Yes,” he said. “But we’d better get moving. Those things probably heard us from a mile away.”

				The girls nodded.

				“Buckle your seatbelts and hold on tight.”
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				To Dan’s relief, the path to the lumberyard was clear. Although there was some wreckage and rubble on the street, there was nothing he couldn’t avoid. Using his knowledge of the town, he navigated some of the lesser-known thoroughfares, doing his best to avoid the rambling creatures they came across.

				In a few cases, Dan had to increase speed to avoid a reaching hand or a hurtled body, but none of the creatures were able to latch onto the vehicle.

				Sandy and Quinn remained silent. Unlike before, they didn’t engage in any conversation; rather, they stared out the window as if intent on keeping guard of their surroundings.

				Dan appreciated their vigilance, but at the same time, he was nervous.

			

			
				With Sandy in the front seat, he felt the weight of another’s life in his hands. How could he protect not one, but two others, when he could barely protect himself?

				His only hope was that the lumberyard was secure, that they could get inside without issue. Reginald had stolen their vehicle, and there was a good chance he might not let them in, especially if he’d recognized Dan at the bank.

				Dan would have to tread carefully.

				After driving for several minutes, he slowed the vehicle, following a path of cracked pavement that led to their destination. Like the salvage yard, the lumberyard was somewhat removed from the rest of the town—the road that led to it contained only a few other abandoned commercial buildings.

				He watched the surrounding structures with a nervous eye. Although the doors and windows were smashed, the interiors were covered in shadow, and he could only imagine what might be lurking inside.

				His gaze drifted to the passenger beside him. Sandy was sitting upright in her seat. As they rolled further down the road, she pointed at one of the nearby buildings.

				“There’ll be a guard in there,” she said. “Slow down.”

				Dan followed her gaze to a small square building on the right-hand side of the road. He recognized it as a small shipping and receiving center for a local trucking company. At one time, when the economy was better, the entire road had been booming with business. In recent years, most companies had shut down and the owners had moved on.

			

			
				The receiving center—comprised of white painted plywood and several windows in front—had been boarded up, the door barricaded by a sheet of metal. In looking closer, Dan saw something he hadn’t noticed before.

				The black tip of a rifle was pointing through an opening in one of the windows.

				He ground the car to a halt. Even if it were another survivor, it would be best to exercise caution when approaching them. As he’d learned from Bubba in the salvage yard, the events of the last week had rattled the townspeople, and there was no predicting how anyone would react.

				Especially if the person was working with Reginald.

				Before he could devise a plan, Sandy jumped out of the vehicle and darted toward the building.

				“Wait!” Dan shouted.

				But he was too late. The girl had already covered most of the gap between the building and the car, and she waved her arms over her head, signaling the person inside.

				“Charlie!” she called out.

				The rifle followed her movements; for a minute Dan was sure the person was going to fire. He opened the door and poked his head out, using the cover of the vehicle to aim his pistol at the building.

				“Get down, Quinn!” he yelled into the vehicle.

				For several seconds, all was still.

				After a brief pause, the weapon disappeared into the building. Sandy looked back at Dan.

				“It’s OK,” she said.

			

			
				A few seconds later, a man rounded the corner of the building, emerging from somewhere in back. His face was gaunt and worn, and he was wearing a black hooded sweatshirt. His dark hair was matted with sweat, and he had the beginnings of a beard. He looked to be in his mid-twenties.

				He gave Sandy a quick hug, and she returned the embrace.

				“I didn’t think you were coming back,” he said.

				He propped his rifle in the dirt next to him and stared at the station wagon, where Dan was still hovering over the top. Dan had since lowered his gun, but he kept his body hidden behind the vehicle.

				“Who are these folks?”

				“This is Dan Lowery, and his daughter Quinn is in the car. Dan used to be a police officer,” Sandy said.

				“Glad to meet you, Dan,” Charlie called.

				Sensing that the man was harmless—or at the very least, that he wasn’t going to shoot them—Dan left the cover of vehicle and walked toward him. He extended his hand and shook hands with the man.

				“There are more of us up the road a ways. Do you have any idea what’s going on here, officer?”

				“It’s a long story,” Dan said. “We can tell you on the way. We were hoping to get our station wagon back.”

				“Reginald took their car,” Sandy blurted. “And he left me in town to die.”

				Charlie’s face furrowed.

				“Why would he do that?”

				“He used to be a criminal. It sounds like he—”

				“Listen,” Dan interjected. “We don’t want any trouble. I think this may have been a misunderstanding. We just want to talk to him and sort this out. It’s not safe out here. We should all get indoors.”

			

			
				Charlie nodded in agreement.

				“Come with me,” he said. “You can pull around back.”

				“We were hoping to get right to the lumberyard.”

				“Oh. Well that’s fine, too. If you want I’ll come with you. I’m exhausted, and Hector was supposed to take over for me an hour ago.”

				Dan headed back to the vehicle with Sandy and Charlie in tow. When they reached it, they got inside. Charlie propped his rifle between his knees.

				“Thanks for the lift.”

				“No problem.”

				Dan switched the vehicle into drive and proceeded along the worn road. The tires bounced over rocks and sand, and he alternated his gaze between the rearview mirror and the road ahead, ensuring that their course was safe.

				“So you’re a police officer?” Charlie asked, his brow raising.

				“Yes. At least I was, before all of this happened. I was one of only four in town, but the others didn’t make it.”

				Dan studied the man beside him. If he was from St. Matthews, he didn’t recognize him.

				“Where you from, Charlie?”

				“I’m from Texas. I was out here on a road trip with two of my friends, and we got sidetracked when the shit hit the fan. Some men on I-40 started shooting at us. I was the only one that got away.”

			

			
				Charlie’s eyes grew wide, and he turned his attention out the window. Dan wondered how many times he’d told his story, whether it ever got any easier. He suspected it didn’t.

				“Sandy says there are ten of you at the lumberyard?”

				“Yea. Reginald, Sandy, myself, and seven others. There used to be more of us, but a few people decided to leave and never came back.”

				“Did you all know each other before this?”

				“No. Most of us met up in town, in the midst of all this shit. It was Reginald’s idea to come here. Ever since we arrived, we’ve been taking turns at the guard station and running into town for supplies.”

				Dan nodded. They were almost at the lumberyard; he could see the closed gates from here.

				“Will somebody be here to let us in?”

				“There should be. We’ve been taking turns keeping watch. We had a few close calls with the things almost getting over the fence, which is why we set up the extra perimeter at the guard shack. It gives us a little extra time to prepare.”

				“Got it.”

				Dan slowed the vehicle to a stop about ten feet from the entrance. Beyond the chain-link fence he saw several buildings: a main warehouse, a small red building that looked like an office, and a repository for lumber that was stored outside. The place looked deserted.

				“Are you sure anybody’s home?” Dan asked.

				He looked behind him and noticed that Sandy and Charlie were both looking toward the small red building on the other side of the fence. He followed their stare, but saw nothing of interest. The small structure had only one door facing the gate; it was closed.

			

			
				“Usually somebody’s inside. I think it was Tom’s turn to watch,” Charlie said. He frowned. “We don’t usually leave the entrance unmanned. I’ll go and rattle the gate to get their attention. Wait here.”

				Dan watched as the young man exited the vehicle, leaving his rifle in the car. He stalked over to the fence, scanning in all directions, and then clasped his fingers around it and started to shake.

				“Tom? You in there?”

				Charlie pressed his face against the metal, peering into the yard. After a minute, Dan saw movement from the red building: the door cracked and a face peeped out.

				Without warning, the door swung open and the person inside started to shoot. Sandy screamed out for them to stop, but she was too late.

				The bullets had found their mark, and Charlie pitched backward and collapsed in the dirt.
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				The town center was only a few minutes away. As she drove, Meredith kept a close watch on John, suddenly fearful that he would lose consciousness.

				If he passed out, how would she revive him? What if there was no help to be found?

				Since leaving the furniture shop, she’d seen no signs of life on the roadway, no evidence that others had survived. The quiet in the air was all encompassing. Instead of giving her relief, it gave her unease.

				“Stay with me, John,” she said.

				Her companion had slumped over further in the seat, his head pressed against the windowsill. It looked like his leg had started bleeding again. She reached over and shook his shoulder, and he blinked to attention.

				“Sorry. I’m trying to stay awake,” he said.

				In the horizon, Meredith could make out specks of buildings growing closer. It was the first inkling of town she’d seen since everything started happening, and she felt a sense of dread creep through her body.

				Normally the town gave her a sense of comfort, but not today.

				Minutes later she was passing the first signs of civilization. She hit the brakes, inspecting each structure. On the surface, the buildings seemed normal enough. The houses and shops were all as she remembered them: quaint, familiar, and inviting. Aside from the lack of people, it might as well have been another day in town, and she could very well have been on one of her grocery runs or taking a trip to the store.

			

			
				It was when she looked closer that the subtle differences started to reveal themselves.

				Doors had been left open; windows were ajar. Although the town was small and trusting, things seemed different than usual, as if an aura of foreboding had descended over the buildings.

				About a block into town she noticed a shadow in one of the windows, and she hit the brakes and slowed to a stop. The figure was in motion, roving from one room to the next. Although she was unable to make out the person’s details, she knew whom the house belonged to. The owner’s name was Deborah Fratzel.

				Meredith cranked down the window and called out toward the building.

				“Deb? You in there?”

				The figure became more animated, roaming even faster. Like many of the other properties, the entrance to Deborah’s house was open; Meredith could make out the woman’s living room through the front door.

				“Hello?”

				The figure was at a window adjacent to the living room, on the right-hand side of the house. Before Meredith knew it, the figure was on the move. The person crashed through the living room and out into the open, descending down the front set of steps and toward the pickup.

				It was Deborah, but her hair was wild, her fingernails poised and feral. Her face was covered in blood, as if she’d dipped herself in a vat of the crimson fluid. Meredith flashed back to the scene she’d witnessed earlier—the one with Sheila and Marcy—and shuddered.

			

			
				She hammered the gas pedal with her foot, tires spinning, and tore off down the road. In the mirrors she saw Deborah chasing behind them.

				As they progressed deeper into town, more shadows appeared in the windows, but she knew better than to stop. All of their movements were erratic, their gestures inhuman.

				With the streets barren, Meredith was suddenly conscious of the noise she was making. The town had fallen into relative silence—no machinery running, no chatter of conversation—and the pickup’s engine seemed exponentially louder, echoing off the surrounding buildings like an air horn.

				Before long, the shadows around her had emerged onto the street. The creatures had picked up on the noise, and they barreled out of the surrounding entrances with alarming speed.

				Meredith recognized many of their faces, but instead of welcoming grins, their mouths had drawn up into possessed sneers. She pushed the truck faster, tumbling through the streets in a haze.

				Everything she’d known was gone.

				She opened her mouth to speak, but the words came out in little more than a whisper.

				“We shouldn’t have come here.”

				She looked next to her for John’s reaction, but his eyes had closed and his hands had collapsed to his sides. She listened frantically for a sign that he was breathing, but heard none.

				All she could hear was the roar of the pickup’s engine as the vehicle drove deeper into a town that felt like hell.
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				Several streets later, having outrun her pursuers, Meredith took a left-hand turn into a parking lot with two small office buildings. Both were brick and square; each held a sign out front. The one on the left belonged to Dr. Steadman.

				She needed to get John help, and fast.

				Her only hope was that somehow the doctor had escaped the infection, that maybe he was somewhere inside. The nearest hospital was towns away.

				The parking lot contained several vehicles, but none were occupied. Meredith backed into the handicapped space right next to the door and threw off her seatbelt. She leaned over and touched John’s neck, searching for a pulse.

				It was faint, but there.

				This time when she listened close, she heard the wisp of his breath, and she could see that his chest was rising and falling. In any case, he wasn’t out of the water yet. He’d lost a lot of blood, and he needed stitches and his wound cleaned. Although Meredith wasn’t a doctor, she knew that much.

				Given John’s size, there was no way she could carry him. She’d have to go in alone. Meredith unlocked the door and grabbed the rifle, then jumped into the parking lot.

				She gave one last look around. The parking lot was empty. Relieved, she slammed the door shut and dashed up to the entrance, leaving the vehicle running.

			

			
				The doorway contained a covered overhang and two doors—one to a dental office, the other to Dr. Steadman’s. She tried both handles, but both were locked. She banged on the door to the doctor’s office.

				“Dr. Steadman? It’s Meredith Tilly! I need help!”

				There was a window on the right side of the doorway, and she leaned off the steps to get a look inside. What she saw made her heart drop. The waiting room had been torn apart: magazines littered across the floor, chairs overturned, supplies scattered. The glass window leading to the reception area was smashed.

				There was no sign of Dr. Steadman or his employees.

				Undeterred, she rapped on the windowpane, screaming the doctor’s name once again. At the same time, she kept a watch on the parking lot, certain that she’d draw the attention of some of the infected nearby.

				It was a risk she had to take. John needed treatment. She couldn’t fail him.

				In spite of her efforts, there was no response.

				She kicked the door below the handle, hoping to cave it in inwards, but it held fast. She was just about to try the back of the building when a pale white face appeared at the window. Meredith jumped back.

				She instantly recognized Dr. Steadman: round, bespectacled, and sporting a thin gray moustache. The man’s mouth hung agape, and he stared at her with vacant eyes. In spite of his appearance, he didn’t seem to be infected. She waved her arms, hoping to snap him out of the trance he was in, and motioned to the door.

			

			
				“Let me in!” she shouted.

				The man at the window stared at her but didn’t move. She continued to yell, banging on the pane in front of him. After a few seconds he disappeared from sight.

				She waited another minute, but the door remained closed.

				Footsteps rang out behind her. Meredith spun.

				Across the street, one of the building doors had crashed open and a mound of creatures spilled from inside. Her breath caught in her throat, her instincts screaming at her to run. She stared at the back of the pickup, where John’s motionless figure sat inside. She turned back to the window.

				“Help!” she screamed.

				She pounded the door again, then she raised her foot to kick it. Before she could exact the maneuver, the door swung open and someone tugged her inside, slamming the door shut behind her.

				Meredith was in the waiting room. The doctor stood in front of her, hands shaking.

				“Meredith?” he asked, as if she might somehow transform into someone else.

				“Yes, it’s me.”

				“My God.”

				The doctor reached out and took hold of her sleeve, pinching the fabric as if to verify she was real. In all her dealings with the man, he’d always been stoic and professional. She’d never seen him lose his calm, and she’d never seen him rattled. Now, as he looked her up and down, it looked like he’d encountered a ghost.

			

			
				“Dr. Steadman, I need your help. John Parish is injured, and he—”

				Thud-thud-thud.

				Before she could finish her thought, the door shook behind them, straining against the hinges. Dr. Steadman fell against it, shielding the entrance with his body. Inhuman cries spilled from the other side, and he cried out with each blow, holding his forehead with his hands as if to will the creatures away.

				Meredith raced to the window and stole a glance. The creatures had bombarded the front steps; a few were lingering around the pickup. By the looks of it, John still hadn’t moved.

				I shouldn’t have left him behind.

				But what else could she have done? John needed medical treatment, and she’d found him a doctor. What she couldn’t have anticipated was that the doctor would be in such a frayed emotional state.

				She glanced over at Dr. Steadman, who’d tucked himself into a ball by the door. His eyes met hers, and he shook his head, as if hoping to clear the images that resided there.

				In order to get his help, she’d have to snap him out of it.

				“Doc! Help me secure the door!”

				She grabbed his arm and led him to a coffee table in the center of the room, then instructed him to help her carry it. The two hoisted it in front of the door. Once the table was in place, Meredith snagged several of the waiting room chairs and propped them above the table. It wasn’t the best barricade, but it would have to do.

			

			
				“Is there anyone else in the building?” she asked.

				“N-no,” the doctor stammered. “Everyone left when this all started happening. I watched them leave the parking lot, but then some of them came back when they turned into those things. In fact, I think that’s Rosa—my nurse—right outside.”

				Meredith listened as a high-pitched shriek erupted from beyond the door.

				“We need to get your medical supplies and get to John Parish. He’s in the truck, and he needs our help. This is an emergency.”

				The doctor nodded and tipped his glasses back on his nose.

				“What happened?”

				“He was bitten by one of them and there’s a huge gash in his leg. He’s lost a lot of blood, and he’s been in and out of consciousness.”

				She watched the doctor’s demeanor change, his expression harden. It was as if the prospect of treating John had somehow jolted him back into reality. Her only hope was to keep him focused.

				“We need to hurry!”

				“Let’s go back to my office and grab some things,” he said. “After that, we can find a way out of here.”
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				Charlie twitched on the ground and then grew still. His hooded sweatshirt had been ripped apart by bullets, his stomach covered in blood. The figure in the red shack ducked back inside and out of sight. It sounded like he’d run out of bullets. At the same time, it was very possible that he had another weapon.

				Dan held his position behind the door of the Buick.

				At the sound of gunfire, he’d instructed the girls to stay down in the backseat. He peered behind him to make sure they were all right. Sandy’s face was wet with tears; her lips trembled.

				“Who’s in the shack?” he asked.

				“It looks like Reginald. But why would he do this? I don’t understand.”

				“Maybe he knows we’re here for the car. Maybe he’s found what we have inside, and he’s putting the pieces together. Whatever the case may be, we need to get inside, and we need to get that food.”

				“I’ll talk to him. This must be a misunderstanding. He must’ve mistaken Charlie for—”

				“I wouldn’t trust him, Sandy. I know this man. The way things are right now, there’s a good chance he’ll shoot you the way he did to Charlie. You’d better stay put and let me handle this.”

				Dan turned his attention back to the front gate. The lumberyard was graveyard silent. Nothing moved, nothing in sight. Still, he could sense that the man was lurking within the building, maybe even waiting to line up another shot.

			

			
				He’d already killed one of his comrades. It would be foolish to think he wouldn’t kill anyone else if he had the means. Dan lowered the window to a crack and yelled out of the opening.

				“Reginald? I know you’re in there. This is Dan Lowery with the St. Matthews Police Department.”

				The yard was silent.

				“I’m not here to arrest you, but you have something of ours that we need back. Give us the car and we’ll be on our way.”

				A few seconds of silence passed. Finally, a response rang through the yard.

				“Bullshit.”

				Dan tensed at the word, but did his best to remain cool.

				“I’m telling the truth,” he called out.

				“I know exactly what you’re looking for, you pig cocksucker. I’ve seen what you have in the car.” Reginald paused. “And there’s no way I’m giving it up. You think I want to die like everybody else?”

				“Throw all of your weapons and open the gates. We’ll talk about it.”

				Laughter filled the lumberyard, echoing off the gates and drifting out to the car. Dan bit his lip. He needed another opening, an advantage.

				“I have my daughter with me, Reginald. She’s only eleven years old. I’m not looking for trouble. I just want our vehicle and our things.”

				“Not happening. The food is ours now.”

				“How long do you think that food will last you, anyway? A few weeks at most? I can tell you where to get more.”

				“If you don’t need it, then why did you come here?”

			

			
				“Because there are things in that car that I can’t replace. Open up, Reginald.”

				There was a long pause. Dan looked back at the girls. Both of them were staring at him intently, their eyes round and hopeful.

				When he glanced back over the dash, he saw a figure emerge from the shack and throw a weapon in the dirt. It was Reginald, and he was dressed in the same attire they’d seen him in hours earlier: a black jean jacket, dark jeans, and boots. He’d left his gun in the dirt by the shack.

				When he reached the fence, he fiddled with a padlock in the center, then hung it on one of the links and swung open the gates.

				“All right. Come on in inside,” he said. “Maybe we can make a deal.”

				The man stood about twenty feet from the car with his arms raised. Charlie’s lifeless body lay on the ground next to him.

				“Stay put,” Dan told the girls.

				In spite of the man’s words, he still didn’t trust him. It was possible Reginald had another weapon on him.

				Dan rolled the driver’s side window back up and felt for the door handle. Then he opened the door and propped his gun through the crack.

				“Keep your hands in the air,” he called out.

				Reginald remained in place, obedient. Dan swung his feet onto the asphalt and slowly exited the vehicle, keeping his pistol trained in front of him. As he advanced, he heard the man chuckling.

				“What’s so funny?” Dan asked.

			

			
				“It’s just ironic. Even at the end of the world, some things never change.”

				“What’s that supposed to mean?”

				“Doesn’t this feel like déjà vu, Officer Lowery? This isn’t the first time we’ve been in this situation, you and I. We’ve got a lot of history together.”

				“All I’m looking for is my car.”

				“How many times have we done this dance? Three?”

				“I don’t remember.”

				“Sure you do. You were the one responsible for sending me to prison for the first time. Back in 2008.”

				“I was just doing my job.”

				“And I appreciate it. I learned a lot while I was locked up, and I have you to thank for it. In a lot of ways, you’re the reason I’m still alive.”

				Dan’s eyes wandered to Charlie’s body, and he shook his head. Had the man lost his mind?

				“You’re delusional, Reginald.”

				“No, I’m not. But I’m a lot smarter now that I was then.”

				Without another word, Reginald whistled into the air. Dan furrowed his brow, still unsure of the man’s intentions.

				A second later he understood.

				Three men with guns had appeared from behind the red shack. They crept through the dirt, advancing toward the fence, and trained their rifles at Dan and the vehicle.

				Reginald turned and smiled. “Got you this time, pig.”
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				Dan lay facedown in the shack, his mouth tasting dirt and grime. He’d been stripped of his weapon, and his hands and feet were bound. The girls were tied up next to him.

				Quinn was whimpering. She’d originally been screaming, but the men had placed a gag in her mouth to silence her. The sound of his daughter struggling made him sick to his stomach.

				“It’s OK, honey,” he said, his words shaky and uncertain.

				For the last ten minutes he’d been struggling with his bindings, attempting to wriggle free, but the ropes had held firm. Dan was hopelessly contained.

				The shack that they were being kept in was small—no more than fifteen feet wide and fifteen feet across. The walls were made of natural oak; the interior was little more than a frame. Aside from the three of them, there was nothing else in the room that Dan could see, nothing that could offer them assistance.

				He turned to his left to face Sandy. Her face was streaked with tears. Even though she’d begged and protested, her former comrades had insisted on tying her up, insisting that she could no longer be trusted.

				“Any idea where they went?”

				She shook her head.

				On the way in, Dan had gotten a better view of the lumberyard. Just past the guard shack was a large warehouse where most of the lumber was stored, beyond it a rectangular structure with gray vinyl siding. He assumed the group was holing up in the latter building.

			

			
				Even though Reginald had kept them alive, Dan was hesitant to believe they’d be kept that way. After what Reginald had done to Charlie, it was obvious he’d snapped.

				The only thing he needed Dan for now was information.

				Dan opened his mouth to ask Sandy another question, but before he could, footsteps sounded from outside. The men were returning. He turned his head away from Sandy and focused at the wall in front of him. The men hadn’t injured them yet.

				The last thing he needed was to give them an excuse.

				There were three voices in earshot, and Dan instantly recognized one of them as Reginald’s.

				“We’ll keep them in there until we get what we want.”

				“I don’t like this one bit, Reginald. Why don’t we just send them on their way?”

				“The cop has information that can keep us safe.”

				“What if somebody’s looking for him?”

				“We’re in the middle of a goddamn apocalypse. Don’t worry about it.”

				The voices hushed as the footsteps grew closer. Dan heard the creak of a door, and then the three men were inside with them. He kept his eyes glued to the wall. A second later he felt a sharp pain in his side; someone had kicked his ribs. The blow knocked the wind out of him, and he coughed and spat on the floor.

				He heard the floorboards creak, and then he saw the bridge of Reginald’s nose as he leaned down beside him.

			

			
				“How’s it going down there, Dan? It doesn’t feel so good when the shoe’s on the other foot, does it?”

				The other men in the room chuckled. Dan craned his neck, but could make out only several blurry figures. His gaze wandered back to Reginald. The man sneered at him, eyes dark and penetrating.

				“I’ve told the group all about you. It’s obvious you have something to do with this—the food in your car proves it. Everyone agreed that we should do what’s necessary to protect ourselves.”

				“I have nothing to do with the infection, Reginald.”

				“Funny, that’s not what you said before.”

				The other men in the room murmured.

				“What are you talking about?”

				Reginald continued.

				“I know you’re behind this. You’re going to tell us how to survive this thing, and I’m going to take every measure I can to get you to talk.”

				“I have nothing to do with this. I’m a goddamn police officer, for Christ’s sake. Do these men know about your past, Reginald? Do they know what kind of man you are? You just killed one of your own in cold blood!”

				He strained his head again, wishing he could make eye contact with the men behind him. He tried rolling over, but Reginald held him down.

				“We’ve all made mistakes. I’ve told these men that. Shooting Charlie was an accident. I saw a strange car and a hooded man at the gate that I didn’t recognize. I acted on instinct. I feel bad about what happened, but all I can do is move forward.”

				“You knew exactly who he was. You’re a goddamn murderer.”

			

			
				“And what does that make you, Dan? You’re responsible for the deaths of thousands of people, and you’re putting our entire group in danger by being here. You’re going to tell us what we need to know, and then we’re going to make sure that you can’t hurt anyone else.”

				Quinn cried out, but her words died in the gag. Dan looked over at her. His heart was pounding, and he was fighting from welling up.

				“I’m going to make you a deal, Dan. You tell us what we need to know—everything—and we’ll let your daughter live.”

				Clearly the man was manipulating the situation, and he’d convinced his comrades that Dan was a threat.

				Dan kept his eyes locked on his daughter’s, refusing to look at the man. After everything that they’d been through, everything they’d survived, he couldn’t help but feel that this was the end of the line.

				With his hands and feet bound, there was nothing he could do to save himself, no action he could take to remedy the situation. All he could do was to try and save his daughter.

				Reginald glared at him, still waiting for an answer. Finally Dan responded.

				“Deal.”
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				Dr. Steadman dashed between the examination rooms, Meredith on his heels. Despite putting some distance between themselves and the front entrance, Meredith could still hear the incessant pounding of hands on the wood, and the sounds kept her nerves on edge.

				The doctor began to hand her equipment, and she took it with open arms, glad she’d been able to spur him into action. After searching through several drawers and cabinets, the man pulled out a black leather bag and handed it to her.

				“Dump everything in here,” he said.

				She complied, filling the bag with the sutures, needles, and bandages. When the bag was full, the doctor took it from her and slung it over his arm.

				“We need to get out of here. There’s an entrance on the side of the building; hopefully we can sneak outside. Provided those things haven’t surrounded the building, of course.”

				Meredith nodded. Before proceeding, the doctor looked her in the eye.

				“I was afraid, Meredith. I thought I was the only one left. I’m so glad you showed up.”

				“Me too.”

				“Thank you for coming; I’m not sure what I would’ve done otherwise.”

				“You’re welcome.”

				“Now let’s get out of here. We need to get to John. Depending on how much blood he’s lost, he might be in trouble. Follow me.”

				Meredith retrieved the rifle from the ground and followed him as he made his way out of the examination room. The doctor led her down a back hallway, then into a supply room filled with prescription samples and equipment. She’d been in the office several times, but never back this far.

			

			
				At the other end of the room was a door with several latches. It looked like it hadn’t been used in a while. The doctor groped at a metal chain at the top, preparing to slide it out of the lock.

				“Ready?” he asked.

				She swallowed and held up the rifle. “Yep. I’ll lead the way.”

				“I’m going to leave it open a few inches—that way if things get bad we’ll have a way back in.”

				Meredith nodded. The doctor unlocked the door and swung it open. A wide sliver of daylight crept through the crack, illuminating the floor. Before she knew it, Meredith was outside, her feet pounding the pavement.

				The closest building was about fifty feet away, buffered by a row of neatly trimmed hedges. In front of her was a paved parking lot leading to the front. The creatures had started to trickle around the building toward them. She hoisted her gun under her arm, mentally counting the bullets. If she recalled correctly, there were only a few rounds left.

				Once the bullets were gone, things would get even worse.

				The doctor ran behind her, his breath coming in spurts. Several times she glanced back, certain that he’d be yanked away by one of the creatures, but each time he was still there, unharmed.

				Within seconds they’d covered the ground between the side of the building and the front—about twenty feet or so, and they were approaching the edge of the wall. Meredith could see the tail end of the pickup, and she felt her heart pounding in her chest.

			

			
				Had the things gotten to John?

				She’d locked the doors and closed the windows before exiting, and he’d barely been conscious. Were the creatures attracted to movement? If so, there was a good chance he was safe; at the same time, everything about the infected was unknown.

				If something happened to him she’d never forgive herself.

				“Meredith! Watch out!”

				One of the creatures careened toward her. She felt for the trigger of the rifle, but at the last second, she decided better of it.

				She needed to preserve her ammunition.

				Meredith rotated the rifle in her hands and swung it like a bat. Her weapon connected with the thing’s head, sending it reeling to the pavement.

				Before she could catch her breath, another had taken its place. She reared the rifle back for another blow and swung, catching it with the wooden stock.

				The doctor had paused behind her, and she spun to ensure he was uninjured. He gave her a hurried nod to proceed.

				A few steps later the truck was in full view. To Meredith’s relief, the bulk of the creatures had congregated at the office doors, and though a few were lurking near the pickup, none had found their way inside. John’s slumped figure remained in the passenger’s seat, oblivious to the chaos around him.

			

			
				“Hurry, doc!” she cried.

				Having taken care of the two closest creatures, Meredith had created an opening to the truck. If they ran fast enough, there was a chance they’d make it to the pickup without another encounter.

				She increased her speed. They’d almost reached the bed of the truck when she heard the man behind her falter. She spun in time to see his legs go out from under him and his face crack the pavement. His glasses burst on his face, scattering shards on the ground around him. He’d lost the bag he was carrying, and it skittered to a stop next to Meredith’s feet.

				“Get up!” she shrieked.

				The doctor groaned, but his cries were quickly drowned out by the moans of the creatures.

				When Meredith looked left, she saw that the swarm at the front door had broken formation. One by one the things were plowing toward the doctor. It was as if they’d been waiting for the right moment to strike, and they’d chosen this exact moment to do so.

				Meredith lunged for the man’s arm, hoping to pull him up, but one of the things had already reached his lower half, and it tugged on his legs and pulled him out of her grasp. She raised her rifle and fired a round. The bullet found its mark, but she was too late—others had already flooded the scene; within seconds the doctor was overwhelmed.

				The man screamed in agony as his body was torn apart, blood oozing from tears and lacerations in his midsection. Meredith bit back her tears and cast a look back at the truck.

			

			
				There was nothing she could do to help the man, but John still needed her. And if she were to give up now, everything she’d done would have been in vain.

				The leather bag sat at her feet. She snagged it from the ground, swung it over her shoulder, and weaved around several of the lunging creatures, working her way toward the truck.

				When she reached it, she flung open the door and jumped inside.

				As she backed the pickup out of the parking lot, a landscape now filled with the infected, she tried to locate the body of Dr. Steadman. The place where he’d fallen was covered in moving limbs, his body swallowed whole in the wake of the creatures.

				It was as if he’d never existed at all.
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				“Where are we?” John asked.

				He blinked his eyes slowly at Meredith, as if he were seeing her for the first time. All around them were numbered wooden posts, with grass creeping up to fill the spaces between. Directly in front of the pickup was a gigantic rectangular screen. The sides were curled and cracked, the surface marred with age.

				“We’re at the drive in,” Meredith said.

				John wrinkled his brow, confused. Given what he’d just been through, Meredith was glad to see him awake. It was no wonder that he couldn’t remember.

				In Meredith’s hands was the black leather bag from the doctor’s office. The contents were spread over her lap, and her gloved fingers were still covered in John’s blood. She’d never stitched a wound before, but she did know how to sew, and after looking over the contents of the doctor’s bag, she’d done her best to clean and suture the wound.

			

			
				A few minutes into the procedure John had passed out from the pain. Now, fifteen minutes after she’d finished, he’d regained consciousness.

				She slipped off the rubber gloves and tossed them out the open window. Then she set the bag down on the floor below her and reached for his hand. He took it, locking her fingers into his.

				“I can’t believe you just did that,” he said, inspecting the bandage on his leg.

				“Me neither. I just hope it holds. How are you feeling?”

				She could see that John was wincing.

				“I’ve been better,” he admitted, fiddling with the bandage on his leg.

				“Leave it alone. It’ll need time to heal.”

				Although she wasn’t a doctor, Meredith was impressed by the job she’d done. At the same time, she wanted to have John inspected by a professional. That was the only way to ensure he’d been treated properly.

				Still, the bleeding had stopped and John was alive. And for that she was grateful.

				She gazed up at the screen, recalling the many times she’d been here during childhood. The drive-in had been closed for almost fifteen years, but she’d had plenty of good memories here. At one time, the Settler’s Creek Theater had been the largest attraction for miles, drawing in crowds from all the neighboring towns.

			

			
				Now the area was overgrown, lifeless.

				She let her eyes wander to the sky. In the time they’d been there, dusk had settled over the field and the stars had started to emerge. She followed the spatter of lights, her eyes settling on the largest. As a child, she’d always had an interest in astronomy, and she recognized it as the North Star. Regardless of how the earth was spinning, it was the one light in the sky that never seemed to move.

				Despite the horrors that were happening to the world below it, the star remained untouched. The sight of it gave her a feeling of warmth that she hadn’t felt in a while.

				“I’ve never been to the drive-in,” John said. “Can you believe that?”

				“You have now.”

				Meredith smiled at him, squeezing his hand.

				“I’m not sure this qualifies,” he said. “Something’s missing.”

				“Popcorn?”

				“That must be it.”

				“I thought you were going to ask where the movie was.”

				“I don’t need a movie, Meredith,” he said. “All I need is you.”

				John leaned over, still grimacing, and kissed her on the lips.

				“I missed you, Meredith.”

				She smiled. Although circumstances had uncovered buried feelings, she couldn’t forget the hurt that John had put her though.

			

			
				But there would be time for that later. Or so she hoped.

				“I missed you too,” she said.

				The two gazed up into the sky, and for the next few minutes, the rest of the world was forgotten.
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				“The people responsible call themselves the agents,” Dan said.

				The three men sat in front of him in wooden chairs, their eyes glued to his, all giving their undivided attention. Although it was unclear whether they believed him, it was obvious that Dan had captured their attention. The men listened without a word as he recounted his story.

				He spoke of the attack by his former partner Howard, the raid at the salvage yard, and the information they’d gleaned from the fallen agent. He also told them about how he thought they might be immune, though he couldn’t be sure.

				While he was talking, Dan took the opportunity to size up his captors. Aside from Reginald, it was the first time he’d gotten a look at the others, and he noted that the other two men were considerably larger than the first.

				The man to Reginald’s left was bald and heavyset, wearing a simple blue button-up shirt, jeans, and a pair of work boots. Dan pegged him as a tradesman of some sort, perhaps a construction worker. The man to Reginald’s right was tall and rugged, with toned arms, dark hair, and a sleeve of tattoos. His eyes were dark and brooding, and he pierced Dan with his stare.

				The girls had been left in the shack, and Dan had been taken alone to a far corner of the lumberyard, in a small building with a cement floor and a high ceiling. He hadn’t noticed the building before, but when he saw it, he had a sinking feeling that it might be his final resting place.

			

			
				On the way over, he’d glimpsed the warehouse and the main buildings, and he’d seen several faces peeking out at him from dust-covered windows. Although he was unable to discern any of their features, he thought he noticed several women, perhaps even a young child.

				He could only imagine what Reginald had told them. At the very least, they must have been instructed to stay indoors.

				Throughout the conversation, Dan had been struggling with his bonds, but so far he’d been unable to loosen them. He’d been propped up on a chair, and the men were between him and the single exit. When he finished speaking, he sucked in a breath, waiting for whatever was to happen next.

				The men exchanged glances, as if they were suddenly unsure. After a long pause, the bald man on the left opened his mouth to speak.

				“I believe him.”

				Reginald shifted his gaze to the other man. The man with the tattoos pulled at his chin and his eyes fell to the ground.

				“I do, too.”

				Reginald’s face grew dark. Without warning, he flew up from his chair, knocking it over.

				“This man is a fucking liar!” he yelled, pointing his finger in Dan’s face. “You believe all that shit he’s telling you? He’s part of it! He’s the one who did this!”

				The other men remained silent, eyes averted.

				“If you aren’t going to take care of him, I will!”

				Reginald pulled out a pistol and leveled it at Dan’s head.

			

			
				“Any last words, you piece of shit?”

				“Promise me that my daughter will be safe,” Dan said.

				Reginald’s face remained tense, angry. Instead of responding, he moved several inches closer to his target.

				Before he could pull the trigger, the tattooed man stood abruptly. Reginald looked back, startled.

				“This isn’t right, Reginald. He’s a goddamn cop, for fuck’s sake. If you’re going to do this, I don’t want any part in it.”

				“Me neither,” the bald man said, taking to his feet.

				Reginald’s face fell, and he lowered the gun.

				“Where are you going?” he asked them.

				The men ignored him. Reginald took a step toward them, but they’d already exited the room, and the door slapped closed behind them. Dan heard their footsteps scuff the dirt as they walked across the lot. A few seconds later, the noises faded and Reginald turned back to face him.

				“I guess it’s just me and you, officer shit bag.”

				“I wouldn’t do this if I were you,” Dan said. “You know that I’m telling the truth, and your friends do, too. If you do this you’ll drive a wedge between the group, and that’s the last thing you need at a time like this.”

				Reginald glared at him with disgust.

				“Talk it over first. Make sure everyone is in agreement before you pull that trigger.”

				“I don’t give a shit what anyone else thinks. I don’t answer to anyone but myself.”

			

			
				The man raised the pistol to Dan’s forehead again, gritting his teeth. Beads of perspiration dotted his forehead, and his hand shook. Dan closed his eyes and steeled himself on the chair, waiting for the bullet that would signify the end.

				Seconds passed. He heard the other man breathing, heard his own breath accelerate. He strained at the ropes, giving one last-ditch effort to break free, but his hands and feet wouldn’t move. At any second he was sure that a wave of pain would wash over him.

				Goodbye, Quinn.

				Only the gunshot never came.

				When Dan opened his eyes he saw that Reginald had tucked the gun in his pants. The man was shaking his head.

				“Don’t get comfortable, pig,” he said. “I’ll be right back as soon as I talk to the others. I doubt it’ll take long.”

				Without another word, he stalked off through the door and into the cool desert night, taking the lantern with him.
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				Dan strained in the dark for what felt like hours, until his wrists and ankles were raw from the rope. The chair he was in had been lashed to a single beam in the room—no matter how hard he tried, he was unable to tip it.

				As he fought to break free, he thought of his daughter. Was she still in the same place, and was she safe?

			

			
				He’d been listening for signs of her from outside, but hadn’t heard anything that resembled Quinn. Every so often he heard the patter of shoes, but each time, no voices accompanied them. He imagined that it was the switching of guards at the shack, perhaps someone keeping watch over the yard.

				At some point soon they’d come for him. And next time he wouldn’t be so lucky.

				Though he’d been able to convince Reginald to keep him alive, at least for the moment, he had little faith that the man would release him. It was obvious the man had a personal vendetta against him.

				And what better time to exact revenge than when the world was ending?

				His only hope was that the rest of the group would object to his treatment. Perhaps that would buy him more time.

				He needed to get out of here, and he needed to help Quinn.

				Heart pounding, he pitched himself forward in the chair, but to no avail. A few minutes later he heard a noise from outside the building. Dan stopped writhing and stood still, listening.

				The noise was faint at first: it sounded like it was coming from somewhere across the yard. He heard the creak of a door, then the sound of footfalls crunching the dirt.

				It sounded like someone was coming his way.

				Dan tensed.

				He tugged against the ropes with all his might, pain creeping up his arms. The footsteps drew closer, and then, abruptly, they stopped.

				It sounded like the person was right outside the door.

			

			
				Although he couldn’t see anything, he could sense someone’s presence, and when he listened hard enough, he could hear the person breathing. Dan went stock-still. Whoever the person was must be aware that he was in here.

				Why hadn’t they announced themselves?

				He was tied up, after all. What harm could he possibly do them?

				The door cracked open, and a thin patch of moonlight appeared on the floor. A second later a shadow slipped inside. The door clicked shut.

				Dan’s forehead dripped with sweat. He heard a footstep. Then another. The person was right in front of him. A whispered voice broke the silence.

				“Stay quiet.”

				All of a sudden a pale light flicked on, and he saw the frightened visage of Sandy in front of him. In her hands was a knife. She reached toward him, and for a split second, Dan feared she was going to stab him.

				Instead, she sawed at the ropes on his legs, fraying the fibers and breaking him free. When she was finished, she cut loose his hands.

				Dan stood, shaking out the stiffness that had set into his limbs. The circulation slowly returned to his legs, and he had to fight from falling. Sandy was staring at him.

				“Get out of here,” she hissed.

				He looked at her in surprise.

				“How’d you get in here? How’d you escape?”

				“The others set me free, but Reginald isn’t happy. Everyone’s arguing, and it’s not looking good for you.”

			

			
				“Where’s my daughter?”

				“I already broke her loose. You need to get out of here, Dan, and never look back.”

				Sandy reached over to hand him something. He saw that it was a set of keys. When he looked down at them, he instantly recognized the keychain. They were his—one of them belonged to the stolen station wagon.

				“Quinn’s already inside. Follow me and keep as low as possible. We don’t want to alert the guard.”

				“Didn’t they see you coming over here?”

				“I slipped out while they were arguing. Come on, there’s no time to explain.”

				“Aren’t you coming?”

				She hesitated. “No. I can’t. People need me here. I can’t leave them behind.”

				Before Dan knew it the girl was treading across the floor and opening the door. He followed behind her, his limbs still aching from his restraints. When he slipped out into the night, the cool air soothed his skin, and he drew a silent breath as he hunkered down behind her.

				Sandy led him over to the fence, away from the main building, and behind the warehouse. Dan did his best to pad his footsteps, knowing that one wrong move could alert the others. Sandy was taking a huge risk by helping him—surely the others would figure out what she’d done, and she’d have to explain herself.

				In any case, he was grateful.

				He kept low to the ground as he ran. Soon they’d made it behind the building. By the light of the moon, he could see several shapes behind the lot, and recognized one of them as the station wagon.

			

			
				When he got close, he saw a shadow in the backseat. Quinn.


				His heart flooded with relief, and he cracked the driver’s door and slipped inside. His daughter lunged for his shoulders, and he clung to her for a second before locating the key.

				“Daddy,” she whispered, crying.

				“It’s ok,” he responded. “Everything will be all right.”

				Sandy remained outside the vehicle. She crouched beside the driver’s side door, whispering instructions.

				“They’ll be looking for me soon. I have to leave. I think you should be able to drive through the gate. From what I’ve seen, it’s not the sturdiest.”

				“Why don’t you come with us?”

				“I need to make sure the others are safe. Everyone needs to know about Reginald before it’s too late.”

				“Won’t you be in danger?”

				“I’ll be fine. It’s a risk I have to take.”

				Dan reached out and took the girl’s hand.

				“Thank you, Sandy.”

				“It’s the least I can do. You saved my life. Just give me two minutes so I can get back to the others.”

				Before Dan could reply, the girl had clicked the door closed. He watched as she slipped away from them and disappeared around the warehouse. Once she’d gone, he inserted the key into the ignition and drew a breath.

				Stay cool.

				Dan turned the key. The engine sprang to life around them, and he locked the doors.

			

			
				“Hold on, Quinn,” he said.

				He threw the vehicle into drive and hit the accelerator, launching the car across the dirt lot. Before he knew it, he was careening out from behind the building and into the heart of the property. He kept the lights off and aimed straight for the gate.

				To his right, he saw several doors fly open from the main building, a stream of figures spill out from inside.

				“Daddy! Are we going to make it?”

				“I sure hope so! Hold on and buckle your seatbelt!”

				He headed for the section in between the two entrance gates, praying that the force of the impact would split them apart, and then braced himself in his seat. The car collided with the metal and continued through it, separating the fence with a clatter. The station wagon plowed out into the night, roaring away from the lumberyard and the people running behind them.

				When they’d cleared the vicinity, Dan turned to look behind him.

				“Are you all right?”

				“I’m fine, Dad.”

				“Did they hurt you?”

				“No.”

				He exhaled, watching the rearview and the road behind them. Although he was certain that Reginald would follow, he was confident that they’d gotten a good head start. In no time they’d reached an adjacent road, and Dan swerved down it, taking a shortcut to avoid the main thoroughfares.

				Up above him, the sky glowed a magnificent blue, and the stars shined a fluorescent light from the heavens. One star in particular shone brighter than the others, and he took a second to admire it, once again thankful to be alive.

			

			
				“Where are we going, Daddy?”

				“I think it’s time to find Aunt Meredith.”

				Although he couldn’t see her face, he could hear Quinn breathing a sigh of relief in the backseat.
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				Meredith had never liked driving in the dark. The roads always seemed narrower than in the daytime, and the painted white and yellow lines reminded her of a maze. As she left the town of Settler’s Creek behind, she did her best to focus on the road, but found her gaze wandering to the fields around her.

				At any minute, she expected a legion of former townspeople to crop up in front of her, blocking the road and clambering for the vehicle.

				So far the path had been clear.

				She peered over at John, who was throwing cautious looks out the window. The nearest town was Coventry, and though they were halfway there, she had a sinking feeling that things wouldn’t be much different.

				In any case, she had another destination in mind: the Texas border.

				Regardless of how the infection had travelled, there were bound to be military personnel there, and hopefully, medical assistance. She tried to dispel the rumors she’d heard about the border—about people being turned away, or worse—and convince herself that they’d find help.

				She squinted at the road ahead, her vision blurring. Meredith was exhausted. Ever since she woke up in the morning, the day had been a jumble of horrific events, and she still hadn’t had a chance to digest them all.

				She didn’t know if she ever would.

				The road took a slight curve, and a sign sprang into view. John jolted at the sight of it; Meredith’s pulse quickened. They’d reached the Coventry limits. Although they were in no immediate danger, they were both on edge.

			

			
				Before long they passed the first houses on the edge of town. From the looks of it, the lights were still on: Coventry had power. Meredith slowed the truck and glanced in the windows, watching spastic shadows roam back and forth from within.

				Things weren’t looking good.

				“Keep going,” John said, his voice somber.

				She adjusted her foot from the brake to the gas, picking up speed again. The deeper into town they got, the more prevalent the houses and buildings became. Instead of providing relief, the sight of civilization brought more anxiety; multitudes of creatures wandered outside, hungry and on the prowl.

				A few of them flung their bodies at the vehicle as Meredith drove by, and she did her best to avoid any knee-jerk reactions at the wheel. The last thing she needed was to lose control. If she crashed the pickup, the things would be on them in seconds.

				Although she was able to avoid most of them, several connected with the vehicle, and each time she jumped. She’d given John her rifle—his was out of bullets—and he held it next to the closed window.

				By the time they’d reached the center of town, the streets had erupted in chaos. There were several abandoned vehicles in the road—the owners either gone or infected—and one of the buildings was aflame. Creatures spilled from the mouth of the burning structure, clawing at the yellow flames that surrounded them.

			

			
				There were no survivors that Meredith could see.

				She twisted the wheel, avoiding a pair of cars that had been left in the road.

				“We need to get out of here,” John said. “The last thing we need is to be trapped.”

				“Tell me about it.”

				She navigated between the wreckage, doing her best to avoid a collision, and turned down one of the lesser-known streets. Having grown up in the area, she knew the town almost as well as her own, and it was time to get out of it.

				In a few minutes she’d cleared the town center and was heading westward. The border was just a few miles away.

				Junked vehicles lined the roadway; creatures ambled in nearby fields.

				“Do you think anyone will be there?” Meredith asked.

				“The last I heard the roads were sealed off and they weren’t letting anyone through. That was almost a day ago, though. This whole thing came on so quick. Who knows what it will be like now.”

				“Everything just happened so fast…first Sheila, then Ben and Marcy, the doctor…”

				Meredith’s eyes welled up. John lowered the rifle and reached over to comfort her.

				“There’s nothing else you could have done, Meredith.”

				“I know,” she whispered. “I just wish this whole thing was over and things would go back to normal.”

				“It can’t go on like this forever,” he said. “Something has to give.”
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				Meredith could see the border approaching from a distance—a plethora of colored and flashing lights on the horizon. Rather than driving faster, she reduced her pace, suddenly aware that reaching it could mean danger or death as much as help or assistance.

				There was no way to know.

				To her relief, John seemed more alert than he had all night. He sat straight in his chair, Meredith’s rifle propped on his leg. His eyes bore into the night like two dark coals, scanning the distance from the vehicle’s interior.

				No matter what the future brought, one thing was clear: Meredith would need all the help she could get.

				The flashing yellows, blues, and reds grew from dots to bulbs, and before she knew it she was upon them, the pickup crunching to a halt on the asphalt. She kept a distance of fifty feet, the headlights splashing onto the scene before them.

				The border between Texas and Oklahoma on I-40 consisted of a three-lane highway on each side, with a dirt-encrusted median in the center. Above it was a perpendicular bridge that rose about fifty feet in the air. Normally traffic flowed through the area without impediment, crossing between states without issue or restriction.

				Now the road before them was completely sealed off.

				A row of military tanks, trucks, and police cars lined the street, creating a barricade that extended through the median. Cars had been abandoned on the roadside; doors and trunks left open, the owners nowhere in sight. Meredith stared into the lights, searching for signs of rescue. As she did, the lights seemed to grow brighter, more invasive.

			

			
				In order to gain visibility, she’d have to move closer. She’d just started to roll forward when a voice rang into the night, sending her foot flying back to the brake.

				“Drop your weapon and exit the vehicle!”

				She jumped slightly and glanced over at John. He held the rifle steadfast, as if reluctant to give it up.

				“Put it down, John,” she whispered. “We don’t want to get shot.”

				He sighed nervously and lowered the weapon.

				The voice called out again—from the sounds of it, the person was speaking through a bullhorn, perhaps the speakers of a cruiser. John rolled down the window and tossed the rifle into the street. It hit with a clatter.

				“Stay here, Meredith. I’ll talk to them.”

				He gave her a reassuring stare, but she could see that his hands were shaking. Before she could protest, he opened the passenger’s door and stepped out onto the pavement. She watched as he took a hesitant step toward the lights.

				No sooner had he started moving than the voice returned.

				“Stay where you are! Don’t come any closer!”

				The person did their best to sound firm and commanding, but Meredith could hear a timbre of fear. John froze in place, awaiting instructions.

			

			
				Meredith peered through the glare, but could make out only blurred shapes. She heard the distant crackle of a radio, the purr of an engine. It was impossible to discern the voice’s origin.

				Something was off.

				It should be obvious John wasn’t infected. He’d followed the person’s orders, after all, and he was standing in the street unarmed. Why wasn’t anyone coming to greet him?

				“We need help!” John shouted.

				His words echoed into the street and died. For a minute Meredith was convinced that they were alone, that the voice had been a figment of their imaginations. John took a step forward and raised his hands higher.

				“We’re just looking for a doctor! For some information! Please!”

				The lights pulsed brighter. The radio fizzed from afar.

				And then gunshots filled the air.

				Meredith screamed, clutching the side of her head. Through the windshield, she saw John dive to the ground, saw bullets searing the ground around him. He screamed something at her, but his words were muffled, and she was unable to make them out.

				This can’t be happening. Not now. Not after all we’ve been through.

				She reached for the door handle and flung open the door. She needed to get to John. She needed to help him.

				Bullets pelted the other side of the metal, shaking it on its hinges. She cried out and ducked back into the car, bumping the steering wheel with her head. Pain coursed through her skull, and all of a sudden she was crying—shaking and crying—and the windshield was shattering above her.

			

			
				Why were they doing this? Why would someone shoot without provocation?

				Meredith tried to make sense of it all, but there was no sense to be had. Glass spilled against the console, and shards dug into her hair and hands.

				“John!” she shrieked.

				Was he still alive? Where was he?

				Meredith reached for the shifter and put the vehicle into drive. She poked her head up, hoping to get a glimpse of him, and saw John on the ground. It looked like he was moving.

				He’s alive. I just need to get to him.

				She hit the gas and rolled forward and positioned the car between the shooter and her fallen companion. The gunfire had ceased. Was the man reloading? Was he taking better aim? Knowing she didn’t have much time, she lunged over into the passenger’s seat and flung open the door, revealing John’s startled face in front of her.

				“Get in!” she screamed.

				John pushed himself to his knees and scrambled inside, slamming the door shut behind him. Meredith hit the gas.

				Behind them, the gunfire continued in short bursts, tearing into the trunk of the vehicle. She swerved from left to right, terrified that the shooter might hit a tire, and dipped her head below the steering wheel.

				Her feet and hands felt like rubber; she fought to maintain control. When she’d gained about fifty feet of distance from the barricade, she sat up.

			

			
				Tears streaked her face, and she struggled to breathe.

				In the rearview, she watched the lights disappearing behind them, winking off one by one as if to remind them of all the people they’d lost.
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				The mountain roads were curved and worn, but a welcome reprieve from the tattered streets of St. Matthews. Given the obstacles that Dan and Quinn had encountered the past few days, the dangers of nature seemed pale in comparison, and he took the turns with the ease of someone who’d driven them many times before.

				Because of his familiarity with the area, Dan had taken the shortest possible route to the town’s edge, and thus far, he’d seen no signs of being pursued. With each passing mile he was more confident that they’d lost Reginald and his group. Despite Reginald’s vendetta against him, he was pretty sure the man had given up.

				The risk of attack or infection surely outweighed the need to chase them down.

				While driving, he’d had Quinn turn on the overhead lights and check the backseat for their belongings. While their personal items had been left untouched, the food had been taken. His daughter had only located one box in the backseat—an errant package that had somehow escaped discovery.

				Other than that, they were without food or drink.

				In addition, all of their weapons had been cleared out except for a lone pistol Dan had stashed underneath the seat.

				All these things were bad, but they could’ve been worse. Dan and Quinn could have been tortured, killed, or infected. And yet they were alive. Having escaped imprisonment, Dan did his best to focus on the mission at hand.

			

			
				Get to Meredith Tilly’s, no matter what the cost.

				After Quinn had finished checking the vehicle, he had her climb up into the front seat and buckle herself in. While searching in the backseat, she’d located her teddy bear, and she squeezed the animal with both arms, as if afraid to let it go again.

				The two rode in relative quiet, breaking the silence only a few times to inquire on each other’s comfort. Within a few hours of traveling, Dan glanced over to find his daughter asleep.

				Before long the sun had poked through the trees, providing whispers of safety and freedom. Dan picked up the pace as the roads leveled out, carrying them one step closer to their destination.

				I-40 sprawled out in the distance, intersecting with the mountain road, and he felt a shiver creep through his veins. He could already see the detritus and debris that lined both sides of the highway, and he had a sinking feeling that their journey would soon be stalled.

				At the base of the road was a single stop sign. He pulled to a stop to gauge the safest route of travel. The interstate reminded him of the town they’d come from, only compressed and contained—cars piled against one another, RV’s overturned, and belongings smashed and scattered, all trapped within a space too small to hold them.

				Unless he was to drive over the wreckage, Dan could see no way around it. The only other option was to drive off the road and into the desert; by the looks of it, several had tried and failed.

				He glanced down at the shifter, which sported the option of four-wheel-drive. Then he studied his daughter’s sleeping form next to him. If the station wagon were to get stuck, they’d be stranded on the open road with no access to shelter. On the other hand, they’d already come this far, and he doubted things would get any easier. Regardless of the risks, he had an obligation to get his daughter to safety.

			

			
				He engaged the lever and rolled forward into the desert, trading the hum of the pavement for the crunch of compacted sand.
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				The tires of the Subaru Outback groaned in protest as they propelled the vehicle over the bristled underbrush. Although Dan did his best to create a clear path, avoiding nature was impossible. Every few feet, small shrubs and bushes scraped the exterior, and rocks pummeled the undercarriage.

				If he’d been driving a truck or an SUV, navigation would have been easier, but he’d make do with what he had.

				After a few minutes, the rumble awakened his daughter, and Quinn stared at him with wide eyes, frightened by the noise.

				“It’s OK,” he said, reassuring her.

				He returned his hands to the wheel, steering clear of a fallen motorcycle. The rider still clung to the handlebars, his legs missing below the knees.

				Dan kept as close to the highway as he could. To lose sight of it would be to lose track of their whereabouts. Even with their bearings intact, the journey would be difficult enough.

				After several miles of rocky terrain the desert leveled and smoothed, and Dan was able to focus on the interstate, looking for a way back on. Quinn had been keeping watch as well. She pointed to an open area beside two overturned sedans.

			

			
				“Daddy, maybe we can get back on there!”

				Dan concurred. A few seconds later, he drove the car over the lip of the asphalt and back onto the interstate. Although there were still some obstacles, the driving was manageable, and Dan appreciated the return to pavement.

				Having traversed the White Mountains, the remainder of their journey was flat and straight. From memory, Dan recalled that I-40 ran adjacent to Settler’s Creek; they would just need to travel the two hundred miles to get there.

				The sun was still inching up the horizon, revealing more and more of its form, and bands of light penetrated the vehicle’s interior. Dan squinted from the glare, doing his best to make out the road ahead. By his guess it was about six in the morning.

				He’d just lowered the sun visor when he saw something ahead; something moving several hundred feet away. Quinn had noticed it too, and she shot up straight in her seat, pointing at the source.

				“What’s that?” she asked.

				From what Dan could tell, it was a passenger van; two figures were moving on the rooftop. As the station wagon crept closer, the occupants had hunkered down, doing their best to remain unnoticed.

				“It looks like people,” he said.

				“Are you sure?”

			

			
				He gave her a sideways glance, noting the fear in her eyes. On their current course they’d be passing within several feet of the stopped vehicle. Although it didn’t appear the figures on top were infected, he couldn’t be certain, and he didn’t want to take any chances.

				He shot a look off the highway, contemplating taking to the desert once again. It wasn’t his preferred method of travel, but it would be better to be safe than sorry. He moved the vehicle into the slow lane, approaching the edge of the highway, and prepared to leave the road.

				No sooner did he make the maneuver than he saw something gleaming from the rooftop of the van. It looked like the two figures were holding something.

				Was it a gun?

				“Get down, Quinn!” he yelled.

				He wrenched the car to the right, peeling off the road and into the dirt beside the highway. The car kicked up a barrage of silt and stone, and Dan cursed himself for the noise. The people remained in place. No gunshots sounded.

				He continued to drive the vehicle forward, running in tandem with the highway, but keeping a fifty-foot buffer zone from the road and the people on it. When they passed the van, the two figures took to their feet and waved their hands. He saw that it was an older man and a woman, and their clothes were dirty and disheveled.

				Dan slowed the vehicle to a halt in the desert.

				Quinn was still holding her head between her knees. When the car stopped, she leaned up to peek over the dashboard.

			

			
				The engine idled. A plume of dust surrounded the car on all sides, wafting into the air and obscuring their view of the interstate. Dan retrieved the pistol and cracked the window.

				About fifty feet away, the two people were making their dismount from the van. The man was watching them from the rooftop while the woman climbed down a metal ladder at the back. Dan eyed them with caution. Although they seemed well intentioned, he knew better than to trust anyone.

				He’d already learned that the hard way.

				The two people departed the van and walked toward the station wagon. Instead of getting out of the vehicle to greet them, Dan remained in his seat, gun cocked out the window, ready to transfer his foot from brake to gas at the slightest hint of trouble.

				As the dust cleared, he got a better look at them. Both were in their mid-fifties and had gray hair and weathered, lined faces. The man was wearing a button-up shirt and long pants; the woman was dressed in jeans and a t-shirt. Even from ten feet away, it was impossible to demarcate the colors—both travelers were covered in a residue of dust and dirt that seemed to penetrate both clothes and skin. In fact, the more he glared at them, the harder it was to tell where garments ended and flesh began. The man had a pair of binoculars around his neck.

				When the two had come within ten feet of the vehicle, they stopped abruptly, noticing the gun pointed at them through the window.

				“Please…” the man said, holding his hands in the air. “We don’t want any trouble.”

			

			
				“Are you armed?” Dan asked.

				The two of them shook their heads in unison. He looked them up and down but saw no sign that they were lying. He instructed them to back away from the vehicle, then stepped out to join them, keeping his pistol ready.

				“Where are you headed?” he asked them.

				The man and woman exchanged a worried glance, then pointed west, the way Dan and Quinn had come from.

				“We’re trying to reach our son,” the woman said, blinking back tears.

				The man reached over and took the woman’s hand, squeezing it tight.

				“We’ve been on the road for days. Our son lives in Phoenix, and we’ve been doing our best to reach him.”

				“We’re from Oklahoma,” the man explained. “At first we stayed put and watched the news, but after a while we couldn’t take it anymore. We haven’t heard from Isaac in over a week, and we needed to do something.”

				Dan nodded, feeling a wave of sympathy. He glanced back at his daughter, once again grateful that they were together.

				“Where are you from?” the man asked.

				“St. Matthews,” Dan said, pointing behind him. “A little town over the mountains.”

				“How are things there?”

				“Not good.”

				The man looked at his wife again, then cleared his throat. He reached into his pocket and pulled out a photo of a young man in his twenties with short dark hair.

			

			
				“I know this is a long shot, but have you seen my son?”

				The couple paused, both of them biting their lips in anticipation. Dan’s eyes wandered to the interstate behind them, where a pair of bodies lined the road.

				“I’m sorry, I haven’t,” he said.

				The man and woman exhaled and pulled each other close. In this world of carnage, sometimes the best news was no news at all. The man let go of his wife’s hand and pointed back at the van.

				“Are either of you hungry?”

				Dan furrowed his brow. In the last few hours, he and his daughter had already consumed the last bit of food that had been left in the station wagon. Even though he didn’t feel like eating, his stomach felt hollow and empty, and he imagined his daughter probably felt the same way.

				“Yes, but—”

				“The food we have is safe,” the man said. “It’s wrapped up in red packages. You don’t have to worry.”

				“We stole it from the men in white coats,” the woman explained.

				For the first time all day, Dan felt a surge of hope. He motioned for his daughter to join him, and when she exited the vehicle, the two of them followed the couple back to the van.
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				“My name’s Roberta Smith,” the woman said. “And this is my husband Ken.”

				The woman sat cross-legged in the back of the van, and she smiled at Dan and Quinn with warmth they hadn’t seen in a while. The man was digging through a backpack he had stashed there, and he pulled out several packages of dried fruits and passed them out to the group.

				“When I saw you two driving up the road, I hid all our things,” the man explained.

				He stuck out a grimy hand, and Dan took it. Dan introduced him and his daughter.

				“I’m Dan, and this is my daughter Quinn.”

				“Quinn! What a pretty name!” Roberta said.

				The little girl blushed as she dug into her apple slices. Dan surveyed the back of the van. At one time it’d contained several rows of seats, but it appeared they’d been removed. A sleeping bag lined the floor, and several items of clothes had been scattered across the interior.

				“Is this your vehicle?” Dan asked.

				“No, we found it here. We’ve mostly been traveling on foot. We lost our vehicle back in Texas when we got a flat tire. Within minutes we were swarmed by the infected, and we barely made it out alive. Since then we’ve been camping out during the day and making our progress at night.”

				“It’s been dangerous with those men in white coats out there,” Roberta added. “We came across one of their vans when they weren’t around. That’s how we got this food.”

			

			
				Ken held up the backpack he’d been rifling through.

				“It didn’t take us long to figure out what was going on. We’re pretty sure the infection is spread through the food and water supply.”

				Dan nodded, surprised at their astuteness. While he ate his food, he ran through the events in St. Matthews: the start of the infection, their run-ins with the agents, and their escape from town. He did his best to narrate the story without rehashing the violence, and he left out the part about Julie. Quinn had been through enough. The last thing he wanted to do was reopen the wound.

				While he was talking, the Smiths shook their heads in disbelief. From the sounds of it, they’d left Oklahoma before things got bad; most of the troubles they’d encountered had been on the road.

				“I just hope we find Isaac soon.” Roberta lowered her eyes.

				“We’ll find him, honey,” Ken said. “No matter how long it takes.”

				The couple held hands again. In spite of what was happening, it was obvious they’d drawn strength from each other, and Dan couldn’t help but think of his own wife. What would it have been like if they’d survived together? He could only imagine that Julie would be as strong as Roberta. He felt a pang of sorrow, and he did his best to swallow it with the last of his fruit.

				Ken finished his meal and wandered to the front of the vehicle. Dan watched as the man pressed the binoculars to his eyes, rotating the lenses back and forth over the ruined road.

			

			
				“I haven’t seen any of the infected in a while,” Ken said. “It’s probably been a day since we ran into one of them.”

				“I wonder if they’re dying out,” Dan suggested. “Maybe the infection is running its course.”

				“We can only hope.”

				The two exchanged a wry smile.

				“So where are you headed?” Ken asked.

				“We’re headed to Oklahoma to find my sister-in-law. She lives in Settler’s Creek, just over the Texas border. We’re hoping nothing’s hit there yet.”

				“Well, everything seemed OK when we left. But we’ve run into a few people on the road since, and it sounds like it’s spreading.”

				Dan swallowed the lump in his throat. Ever since leaving the salvage yard, he’d clung steadfast to the goal of reaching Meredith, hoping to find safe haven. If the virus had truly spread into Oklahoma—and more specifically, Settler’s Creek—then their travels would be for naught.

				Sensing his anxiety, Ken put a hand on his shoulder.

				“Everything will work out, Dan. Have faith.”

				The older man had put down his binoculars and smiled. Despite his tattered clothes and dirt-stained face, his eyes radiated a sense of hope. Dan did his best to smile back.

				“We should probably get going soon. We’ve troubled you folks enough.”

				“Nonsense. You’re not leaving until we give you some food for the road.”

				Dan wrinkled his brow. “There’s no way I could take anything from you.”

			

			
				“I insist. You have a daughter to feed, Dan, and the last thing I’d want is for the two of you to starve.”

				Ken walked past Dan and to the back of the van. He picked up his backpack and tossed it to his wife. She picked it up without hesitation.

				“Roberta, would you mind packing up some food for these folks? I’m going to keep my eyes peeled out front.”

				“Sure thing.”

				Ken gave her a loving smile before returning to his post.

				The older woman sifted through the contents of the bag, pulling out several tightly wrapped packages and placing them on the floor. On the floor behind her was another backpack. She dumped out the contents and began to fill it with the things she’d sorted for Dan and Quinn.

				“You don’t have to do this.”

				“It’s the least we can do. You’ve given us a lot of insight on what’s in store for us on the road ahead, and for that we are grateful. Anything that helps us to find Isaac is a huge help.”

				When the woman was finished, she handed the packed bag to Quinn. The little girl hefted it in her hands and gave her a smile.

				“Are we leaving, Daddy?”

				“Yes, we should really get going.”

				Dan patted his pocket, ensuring he had his keys, and then looked toward one of the side windows. He peeked around one of the drawn shades, spotting the station wagon in the distance. Everything looked as it did before.

				No sooner had he let down the shade than Ken’s voice rang from the driver’s seat.

			

			
				“I wouldn’t leave just yet.”

				“What do you mean?”

				“There’s trouble headed our way.”
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				Even before he took sight of it, Dan could hear the rumble of a vehicle in the desert. The noise was loud and undeniable, and it made his heart hammer in his chest. For the past half an hour, he’d been given a subtle reprieve from the dangers of the road, but now his survival instincts were knocking louder than ever.

				“Stay down!” he hissed to Quinn and Roberta.

				The two huddled behind the passenger’s seat, their eyes roaming the vehicle. Ken had stooped below the dashboard. Dan crawled up to meet him.

				“Who is it?” he whispered.

				Ken looked over at him. The shine in his eyes had long since faded; in its place was an expression of worry.

				“I’m not sure. I don’t think it’s the agents, and it certainly isn’t the creatures. Whoever it is doesn’t look friendly.”

				Dan had already withdrawn his weapon. He snuck a glance over the dashboard, keeping his head as low as possible.

				The vehicle was approaching from the west. By the shape and size, he was unable to get a read on the make and model.

				“Can I borrow the binoculars?”

				Ken handed them to him and he held the lenses to his face. With the vehicle magnified, he was able to make out more of the structure. It appeared to be an SUV—similar to the ones used by the agents—but the sides had been reinforced with metal brackets, and knives and pieces of sharp metal had been attached to the exterior. The hood had been spray-painted with graffiti.

			

			
				Hanging out the windows were several men in dirt-stained fatigues. They whooped into the air as the vehicle advanced, their eyes roving the littered highway.

				At present they were about a half-mile away, but soon they’d be upon the station wagon that Dan had left parked in the desert. He grimaced and shook his head. Although he wasn’t certain who they were, it was clear that they were up to no good.

				He’d seen their type before, but usually on the other end of a pair of handcuffs.

				He looked over at the man next to him.

				“Ken, I need you to go in back with the girls.”

				The man took his instruction without argument, clambering into the back of the van. Dan inched backward, positioning himself behind the passenger’s seat, and kept his gun at chest level. If they were lucky, the men in fatigues would pass by without detecting them.

				At the same time, he knew better than to expect it.

				The roar of the engine grew louder, as did the cries. In another situation, the men might have been a group of friends on a road trip, a circle of comrades out for a night on the town.

				Not now.

			

			
				Dan watched them with growing dread. If they were to be discovered, they’d be outmatched. By the looks of it, there were four men in the vehicle, and not one of them appeared friendly.

				He cast a quick look behind him. The others were huddled on the floor. The mini-van contained several windows, but all of them had curtains and shades, and all of them were covered. He noticed the sleeping bag and clothes on the floor, and he motioned toward them.

				“Hide underneath,” he hissed to his companions.

				The three people behind him scurried underneath the belongings. Even with the garments over them, they were hardly concealed—anyone who happened upon them would surely inspect the van further.

				He turned his attention back out the front window. The SUV had stopped beside a pickup truck. The two men in back jumped out, jeering into the air. He saw that they carried assault rifles in their hands. Both had unkempt beards and baseball caps; one of them was wearing a stained white jacket rather than fatigues.

				Although they didn’t appear to be agents, they carried both the armament and the clothing of those responsible for the infection. Apparently these men had overpowered some of the agents; by the looks of it, they’d taken their vehicle and their gear.

				The two men approached the pickup and tore open the doors. A dead body spilled out from inside and onto the highway, collapsing in a pile of limbs. The man in the white jacket—the pseudo agent—fired at the corpse with his rifle, his laughter spilling into the air. The other man hopped into the driver’s seat and threw a handful of loose objects out the side, scattering coins, papers, and clothing across the pavement.

			

			
				Apparently finding nothing of interest, the men moved on to the bed of the truck. They peered into the cab, dragging the tips of their rifles along the edge.

				There were three vehicles in between the pickup and the minivan—a Jeep, a sedan, and a sports car. Before long, the men would reach the vehicle Dan and his companions were hiding in and they’d be exposed. He watched in silence, mind racing.

				He had six bullets in the gun he was holding. In order to use it, he’d need to get a drop on the men outside. If he started a firefight from within the vehicle, Ken, Roberta, and Quinn were likely to get hit in the crossfire.

				He couldn’t allow that to happen.

				Outside, the two men on foot had moved on to the Jeep. The one in fatigues busted out the window with the end of his rifle and stared inside. The sound of glass shattering sent a ripple of fear through Dan’s body.

				He had to take action. If he didn’t, he might not get another chance.

				He climbed into the passenger’s seat, then he cracked the door and jumped out onto the interstate.
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				Meredith and John held hands as they traveled I-40. They were going the wrong way—eastbound in a westbound lane—but that was the least of their worries. Given the events they’d just lived through, they were lucky to be alive.

				“How’re you feeling, John?”

				He shrugged and looked down at his wounded leg.

				“I think I ripped a stitch. I might need your help again.”

				She smiled and squeezed his hand. Her fingers shook in his.

				“No problem.”

				“I think we can rule out finding any help at the border.”

				“I just can’t believe it. None of it makes any sense. Why would they shoot at us? You did everything they asked.”

				“They’re probably scared, Meredith, the same as us.”

				The two rode in silence for several minutes. The wind gusted in through the shattered windshield, making it difficult to talk, and the open air made Meredith feel vulnerable and exposed.

				Since leaving the border, the sun had crept above the distant plains, ushering in a brand new day. Meredith surveyed the road ahead, doing her best to lose herself in the landscape.

				Along the edge of the highway she noticed several broken-down vehicles, doors hanging ajar, passengers missing. She wondered where the occupants had gone and whether they’d been infected. The roadside contained an endless maze of cornfields, and she could imagine the creatures roaming between the stalks in search of victims.

			

			
				The image made her shudder.

				“What should we do, John?” she asked.

				“I think we should find a good place to lock down for a while.”

				“That’s easier said than done. With the town in the state that it is, I can’t think of a single place that might be safe.”

				“How about your house?”

				Meredith paused. “You know, that might not be a bad idea. At least it’s in a secluded area. That way if someone approaches we’ll be able to see them.”

				“You said there was no one there when you left, right?”

				“No. Everything was normal until I got to Sheila’s house.”

				“If something looks amiss, we can always leave. But I think we need time to regroup.”

				Meredith agreed.

				Having formulated a plan, the two fell into silence once again. The scent of the surrounding fields filtered into the vehicle—a combination of grass, hay, and dirt—and Meredith huffed in a breath, doing her best to focus on getting home.

				A few miles later they approached the exit for Coventry, and she took the turn, glad to rejoin the flow of traffic. The off-ramp was deserted, but she could see lights in the distance; a subtle reminder of what was waiting for them. Hours earlier, both Coventry and Settler’s Creek had been brimming with creatures; she could only assume that things had gotten worse.

			

			
				“You wouldn’t happen to know any shortcuts, would you?” John asked her.

				Meredith furrowed her brow. When they’d crossed town before, they’d at least had the protection of the front windshield, as well as several rifles. Now they had nothing.

				Getting through town would be even more dangerous.

				“I know an alternate route, but it hasn’t been used in years.”

				“What is it?”

				“State Route 63. It used to be a shortcut connecting Coventry to Settler’s Creek, but I don’t even think it’s functional anymore. Last time I checked it was blocked off.”

				“Well, I’d say it’s worth a try. The less of those things we see, the better.”

				“Agreed.”

				A few minutes down the road, prior to the town limits, Meredith swung the pickup onto a hidden road in between two patches of field grass. It’d been years since she’d taken the route, but her memory served her well; before long, the truck tires were bouncing over the rugged asphalt. She clenched the wheel with both hands, staring at the forsaken road in front of them.

				Weeds sprang from every crack, and yellowed grass marked its borders. It was as if nature had sensed a weakness and was intent on swallowing the pavement whole.

				“You weren’t kidding about this road,” John mused.

			

			
				“I told you it was a little rough around the edges.”

				“Didn’t you say it was blocked off?”

				“I thought so.”

				As if in response, a gated barrier became visible in the distance. A minute later, Meredith tapped the brake and the pickup ground to a halt.

				On either side of the road were cement blocks; between them was a large metal pole. On foot, the barrier would be no obstacle—they’d simply duck underneath. In a car they’d have to drive around.

				“Time for a little off-roading,” Meredith said.

				She yanked the steering wheel to the left and pulled into the overgrowth, field grass whipping at the vehicle’s exterior. Once they’d gained clearance, she started swerving toward the road.

				She was so preoccupied that she didn’t notice the upcoming car until John warned her.

				“Look out!” he yelled.

				She mashed the brake, stopping just inches shy of a Camaro parked in the middle of the field. Her body jolted back and forth against the seatbelt.

				“What the hell?”

				Both John and Meredith stared out the broken windshield at the phantom vehicle. Because of its low height and the length of the weeds, she’d failed to notice it.

				Although the vehicle was white, the paint job had faded. The exterior was chipped and cracked, and there was a dent on the bumper. The rear window was dark and tinted, and although Meredith did her best to see through it, she was unable to make out anything inside. The trunk was slightly ajar, and it shifted up and down with the gust of a distant breeze.

			

			
				John shifted uncomfortably.

				“We should back up and go around it, get the hell out of here.”

				“I’m not sure I can do that, John.”

				“What do you mean? Why not?”

				“I know who this car belongs to.”
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				Meredith stared at the back of the Camaro for a solid minute before deciding to get out. Between the make, model, and the license plate, she’d instantly recognized the vehicle as belonging to one of the shop owners in Settler’s Creek.

				The owner’s name was Mark Robins.

				If Mark had somehow survived the infection, it would make sense that he would have driven outside of town for help. What didn’t make sense was why he’d chosen to stop here.

				She studied the vehicle warily, expecting the man to emerge, but the car remained silent. Undeterred, she reached for the door handle, intending to seek the man out. If he was in trouble, she needed to help.

				“Meredith, please stay here,” John said.

				“I know the owner. This is Mark Robins’ car. I need to make sure he’s OK.”

				Ignoring the warning of her companion, she lifted the handle and jumped out into the grass. From the other side of the vehicle, she heard John follow suit. His feet crunched through the grass, and he met her at the Camaro’s trunk.

			

			
				She gave him a worried look.

				“Mark? Are you in there?” she called.

				She paused for a response, but heard only the wind whipping through the tall grass around her. From somewhere overhead, a bird emitted a single cry.

				“Mark?”

				She spun in a circle and scanned the fields around them, but saw no one approaching. She took a step toward the driver’s side of the Camaro. Although it was possible the man had wandered off into the grass, she had the instinctive feeling that he was inside.

				John tailed close behind. She took another step.

				When she got to the driver’s side window, her mouth hung open. Mark was hunched over the steering wheel, unmoving. It looked like he was dead. She cried out and reached for the door handle.

				“Mark! Oh my God!”

				John lunged to stop her, but before he had a chance, she’d whipped open the door. The man inside was lifeless, still.

				And then, without warning, he wasn’t.

				The man turned his head to face them, his cheek still pressed against the steering wheel. His eyes were red and glossy, his cheeks filled with veins. He opened his mouth to speak, and to Meredith’s surprise, a set of words escaped.

				“Help me,” he muttered.

				His voice was cracked, barely audible. At the sound of his words, Meredith dropped to her knees and leaned into the Camaro.

			

			
				“Mark? What happened to you?” she whispered.

				Tears slid from her eyes. She’d known Mark for years. As the sole proprietor of the town’s convenience store, she’d always known him to be boisterous and larger than life. Even in the hardest times, he was the first one to crack a joke, the first one to make the townsfolk smile. To see him in this condition—weak and in the throes of death—was more than she could handle.

				The man attempted to respond, but his words were dull and muted. Meredith scoured his body for injuries. Other than his appearance, he seemed untouched.

				“Stay back, Meredith. He’s infected.”

				Although she heard John’s words, she was unable to heed them. She’d already seen too many of the townsfolk die—she couldn’t give up on Mark like all the others. Clearly he needed help. If she could just get him to a doctor, a hospital…

				“Meredith!”

				John tugged on her shoulder, pulling her away from the seemingly infected man. She covered her face with her hands and sobbed. Since speaking last, Mark had closed his eyes, and his head had slid down the steering wheel, sinking into his chest.

				“I know how hard this is, but you have to step back.”

				John reached out and took her in his embrace. She rocked silently with him for several seconds, finding comfort in his arms, and tried to pretend that she was anywhere but here. When she closed her eyes, the world was normal, and everyone she knew was safe.

			

			
				Sheila, Ben and Marcy, Mark, Julie…

				Her illusion shattered with a scream. When she opened her eyes, Mark had shifted in his seat and was staring at them again. This time he was awake and alert, and his eyes blazed with violence.

				“Watch out!”

				John threw Meredith behind him just as the man leapt from the Camaro. In less than a minute, Mark had been overtaken by infection, and he tackled John to the ground in a tangle of arms and legs.

				Meredith screamed, but with little effect.

				The friendly shop owner she’d known before was gone. In his place was a creature bent on their demise.
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				Dan’s pulse climbed as his feet hit the pavement. The men in fatigues were only two car-lengths away. The SUV had stopped in the desert, and the driver watched his comrades intently, blowing a whiff of smoke in the air from a cigarette in his hand. The man in the passenger’s seat stared in the other direction.

				Dan was completely in the open, but he hadn’t been seen.

				Once the men noticed him they’d open fire. Of that he was certain. In order to protect his daughter and their two companions, he needed to lead the attackers away from the minivan.

				Adjacent to the vehicle was another car, and he scurried across the pavement toward it. While he was running, he heard the two men on foot smash the remaining windows of the Jeep. His heart buckled.

				Focus, Dan, focus.

				If he were to have any chance at overtaking the men, he’d have to keep his calm and rely on his police training. Several lives depended on it. He made it to the back of the car, crouched next to the trunk, and held his gun ready.

				After waiting several seconds, he poked his head over the vehicle. The two men on foot had opened the doors of the Jeep and were rifling through the interior.

				He needed to get farther away.

				Behind him were several other vehicles. He scampered to the next one right as one of the men began to yell.

			

			
				“Over there! I saw someone!”

				“Now we’re talking!” one of the men screamed. “And I was just getting bored.”

				Dan heard the patter of approaching feet, and he ducked behind the trunk, hunkering down as low as his body would allow.

				“There he is!”

				“I see him!”

				A volley of bullets sprayed into the car behind him—a red station wagon—and Dan covered his head as the windshield shattered. When the noise stopped, he stood and fired a round at the two oncoming men. The bullet ricocheted off a nearby vehicle.

				“He’s armed!” one of the men screamed.

				The two men ducked out of sight, using the cover of a blue hatchback. The SUV was at a dead stop, and the men inside were poking their guns out the window.

				“There’s only one of them!” the driver called.

				That’s right, Dan thought. Come on.


				He crept on all fours to the back of the red station wagon, then darted to the next vehicle, making his way farther from the mini-van. Shouts and footfalls echoed from behind him; the men were in hot pursuit.

				If he were lucky, maybe they’d run out of ammunition. Then he’d have a better chance at taking them down. As if in response, a burst of gunfire followed in his wake. He kept low to the ground, his breath heaving.

				He had five shots of his own. Not nearly enough. He’d have to shoot for accuracy, and given that his targets were moving, that could prove difficult.

			

			
				At the same time, Dan had been the best shot on the force. Back when Sheriff Turner had been alive, he’d often commended Dan on his accuracy at the shooting range, and the other officers had admired his skill.

				He thought of his fallen comrades and felt his body flood with anger.

				Clearly the men pursuing him had survived the infection, but rather than being grateful, they’d chosen to do others harm. The thought made him sick, and he clenched his teeth.

				Dan leapt up from hiding and drew a bead on one of the approaching men. The man cried out in surprise, as if he’d been expecting his target to flee. Dan squeezed off a round, striking the man square in the chest. The man reeled to the pavement.

				The second man was right behind the first. Before the man could react, Dan fired again, striking him in the forehead. The man tumbled backward, dropping his rifle to the ground with a clatter.

				The men in the SUV had rolled from the desert to the road, navigating between several vehicles in an attempt to get to him. Rather than running, Dan ducked behind the blue hatchback and aimed at the oncoming vehicle.

				The SUV stopped twenty feet away, and the man in the passenger’s seat hung out the window.

				“Looks like we have a little standoff here,” the man chided.

				The driver revved the engine. Dan pointed the pistol at the man.

				“What do you want?” he asked.

			

			
				The man snorted. “Nothing in particular. Just having a little fun.” He made a noise in his throat and spit a wad of phlegm into the street. “Are you going to put that down and surrender, or are we gonna have to come after you?”

				“Why are you doing this?”

				The man shrugged. “Why not? You just killed two of us. And I bet it felt good, didn’t it?”

				“I shot them in self defense.”

				“Sure you did.”

				The driver revved the engine again. Dan glanced around him, taking in his options. There were several more cars behind him. He could make his way backward, putting some distance between him and the men. But then what? It was obvious they weren’t going to leave until he was dead, and even then they still might search the surrounding vehicles.

				The minivan remained still in the distance. He flicked his gaze toward it, wondering if his daughter was watching him right now, whether or not she was scared.

				“Did you see that, Carl?” the man in the passenger’s seat asked his friend. “He was looking at the minivan. I think you’re right. I bet there are more of them in there. What do you say we leave this fucker and go check?”

				The man stared at Dan, waiting for his reaction. Dan did his best to remain calm, though his heart was pounding. He eyed the men with his hand on the trigger. Even if he was outmatched and outgunned, he would do his best to stop them.

				He couldn’t let them get to his companions.

			

			
				“How about this,” the driver said. “If you give yourself up, we’ll let the others go.”

				The man in the passenger’s seat sneered at Dan; it was obvious he was lying.

				“I don’t think so,” Dan responded.

				He took careful aim, and before the man could retort, he fired off a shot and pierced the man in the neck. Blood seeped from the wound; his head sunk into his chest. The rifle fell from his grasp and hit the pavement.

				Dan adjusted his aim to the driver, but the SUV had started moving in reverse, careening back out into the desert. He squeezed off several more rounds—his last—but they bounced uselessly off the hood of the vehicle.

				Out of bullets, he watched helplessly as the SUV cruised westbound. It took him a second to realize what was happening. When he did, he sprinted frantically after it, lungs heaving.

				The driver was on a collision course with the minivan.
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				Dan cast his pistol aside and raced after the moving vehicle. He screamed a warning to his companions, but his voice seemed thin, inadequate.

				He envisioned Ken, Roberta, and Quinn hiding beneath the sleeping bag and blankets, oblivious to what was coming, and his stomach dropped.

				The SUV barged forth, picking up speed. The tires kicked up dust around it; the engine soared. Although he couldn’t see the driver, he imagined the man sneering as he aimed at the vehicle, ready to risk his own life to get to the other survivors.

			

			
				Dan had never felt more powerless.

				He watched in horror as the SUV collided with the side of the minivan, crunching into the exterior. The vehicle rocked on its axles from the impact; the side windows shattered. From somewhere inside, he heard the occupants scream.

				He was only twenty feet away now, and he pushed his body as fast as he was able, suppressing the fear that he was too late.

				The SUV tires continued to spin. Dan wondered if the man inside was still trying to do damage or if his foot was stuck on the gas.

				He reached the driver’s side door in a rage and ripped it open. The man inside was bruised and bloodied, and he was reaching for an assault rifle on the seat.

				Dan grabbed him and threw him into the dirt. The man groaned in pain. It looked like he’d injured his leg. Dan retrieved the assault rifle and slammed the door shut. He pointed it at the man.

				“One move and you’re dead.”

				With the immediate threat alleviated, he raced to check on the occupants of the minivan.

				He needed to find his daughter.

				He raced to the driver’s door and yanked, but the frame must’ve bent from the impact, and it wouldn’t budge. He cupped his hand over his eyes and peered inside. There was no sign of the occupants.

				“Quinn!” he shouted.

				He tore around the front of the vehicle, afraid of what he might find on the other side. When he reached it, he panicked. Ken and Roberta were stooped down on the pavement. Quinn was in between them.

			

			
				“Is she OK?”

				Roberta looked up as he approached, her eyes filled with concern.

				“She’s fine. Just shaken up is all.”

				Dan knelt in front of her. Quinn looked up at him, eyes brimming with tears, and then flung her arms around his neck. He held her close.

				“I thought they shot you, Dad.”

				“I’m fine, honey, don’t worry about me,” he whispered. “Are you all right?”

				“I’m OK.”

				“Were you inside when—?”

				Roberta stood and interjected.

				“Ken was watching what was going on. He already had the door open, and we were able to get out in time.”

				Dan glanced back at the minivan, where the side door was ajar. Through the opening he could see inside the interior; the driver’s side had been crunched inwards like a bent can.

				“Where’s the driver?” Ken asked.

				“I left him on the other side.”

				“I’ll run and check on him.”

				The older man grabbed the assault rifle from Dan and got to his feet, then disappeared around the other side of the minivan. Dan remained on the ground with his daughter.

				Each time they’d been separated, he’d felt a wave of guilt wash over him that was difficult to ignore. He hated leaving Quinn alone. Anytime she was in danger, he felt like a failure, like he’d made the wrong decision.

			

			
				In spite of that, she’d managed to stay safe. In just a week she’d already grown up so much.

				“You’re a brave girl,” he said to her. She looked up at him with wet eyes, and he kissed her head. “I’m proud of you.”

				“I’m proud of you, too, Dad.”

				He gave her a squeeze and rose to his feet. Roberta was already standing, and she gave them a contagious smile.

				“You two are lucky to have one another. I can tell you have a special bond, and it makes me happy to see it.”

				“Thanks, Roberta. I appreciate you taking care of her.”

				Dan surveyed the highway in both directions, half-expecting to see another truck or vehicle closing in, but the area remained quiet. A few seconds later he heard the trickle of conversation from the other side of the vehicle, and he assumed it was Ken and the SUV driver.

				“I’ll be back,” he said to Quinn and Roberta.

				He stalked around the vehicle to the other side. The driver of the SUV was still on the ground. Ken had the weapon trained on him.

				“I think his leg’s broken,” Ken said.

				The man groaned in response, as if to confirm the theory. His leg was bent unnaturally and he clutched it with both hands.

				“Help me,” the man whispered.

				Dan stared at the man, feeling his chest tighten with rage. He pictured his daughter in the minivan, what would have happened if Ken hadn’t seen the SUV coming. Although the impact may not have killed her, she would’ve been seriously injured.

			

			
				“After what you’ve done, we have every right to leave you here.”

				“You can’t. I-I need a doctor.”

				Dan glared at the man. “You’re on your own.”

				“You can’t leave me here.”

				“Watch me.”

				“I’ll take him.”

				Dan looked up in surprise. Ken had lowered the weapon, and he breathed a sigh.

				“Me and Roberta will do our best to get him help.”

				“I don’t think that’s a good idea, Ken. With his broken leg, he’ll be unable to walk. If you come across those things, they’ll be on you in seconds.”

				“We can always drive.”

				Ken’s eyes switched from Dan’s face to the SUV; Dan followed his stare. Despite the collision, the front end appeared to be intact. By the looks of it, the bumper had absorbed most of the damage.

				“Let me see if it’s still drivable.”

				Dan walked over to the vehicle and jumped inside. The keys were still in the ignition. He fired the engine and put the car in reverse. The minivan groaned as the bumper dislodged from its side, but Dan was able to pull the car away.

				“I’m no mechanic, but it seems OK,” he called out to Ken.

				“Let me have a look,” Ken said.

				He popped the hood, and he and Ken checked the vehicle. Although it was impossible to be certain, it appeared that there was no mechanical damage, and no obvious leaks from the undercarriage. It appeared the vehicle was in working order. Dan smirked at the exterior—the body covered in metal plating, the knives fastened on the side, the graffiti on the hood.

			

			
				“It’s a beast, but it should get you where you need to go,” Dan said. “In fact, the way they’ve rigged this thing, it’s probably safer than my station wagon. It’s higher off the ground, and with the weapons on the side…”

				“Why don’t you take it, Dan?”

				“We already have the—”

				“We’ll take the station wagon. You need to protect your daughter.”

				“But you’ll have the extra passenger…”

				“It will be easier to get him in and out. I mean it. Take the SUV.”

				Dan looked back out into the desert, where his Subaru Outback sat in the dirt and sand. In spite of its sentimental value, he was being offered something safer, and right now, he needed all the security he could get.

				“Thank you, Ken.”

				“No need to thank me. You’ve helped us more than we’ve helped you. You’ve saved our lives. And we’re forever grateful.”

				The girls had emerged from the other side of the vehicle. Quinn ran to Dan’s side, embracing him, and Roberta joined her husband. Dan smiled at the couple.

				“I wish you nothing but the best of luck in finding Isaac.”

				“Thanks, Dan, we really appreciate it. I know we’ll find him. We have faith.”

			

			
				The group exchanged hugs, and then they all began to pack the vehicles.
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				Meredith watched helplessly as the creature—the shop owner she’d once known as Mark Robins—overpowered John and pinned him on the grass. For the moment John was holding it at bay, but Meredith knew it was only a matter of time until the thing broke loose and tore into him.

				All around her were empty fields; no sign of any weapons.

				The Camaro. Mark has to have something in there.

				She ducked into the parked car and searched frantically, but found nothing except clothes and food wrappers. The vehicle smelled of sweat and cigarette butts, and she recoiled at the odor. Outside the vehicle, John grunted as he fended the creature off, the creature hissing on top of him.

				She leapt back out of the Camaro, suddenly remembering the open trunk.

				There could be a weapon inside.

				She ran the three steps to the rear of the vehicle and threw it open. What she saw made her gasp. Lying in the trunk, a knife lodged in her forehead, was the body of Sarah Robins, Mark’s wife. Her face was pale and contorted, her eyes possessed. Next to her was a shovel.

				Mark must have come to bury her.

				Meredith choked on her bile and grabbed the shovel, fearing that the dead woman would lash out and take hold of her, but the woman remained still. Weapon in hand, she rushed back to John’s aid.

				One of the creature’s hands had broken free from John’s grasp, and it flailed wildly at his face. She raised the shovel and brought it down on the thing’s back. The metal struck its skin with a deep thud, but the creature continued to attack.

			

			
				She backed up and swung again. This time she connected with its head, knocking the thing sideways and onto the grass. John scrambled to his feet and out of reach.

				Meredith advanced on the creature, the shovel held high above her head. The creature—the man she’d once known as Mark Robins—glared at her with empty eyes from the ground.

				She started to swing, then stopped. All she could see was the man she’d known for years, the man who’d joked and bantered with his customers as he rang up their purchases. Mark was one of the most harmless people she’d known. What must it have been like for him to have to kill his infected wife? Had he known he was infected himself?

				John came up beside her and reached for the shovel. The creature hissed at them from the ground.

				“Do you need me to—?”

				She stared at Mark, who’d already risen to a crouch, arms poised to strike.

				“No, I’ve got it,” Meredith said.

				She arched the shovel back over her head and swung as hard as she could. This time she didn’t stop until the creature was dead.
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				“Are you OK?” John asked.

				“I’m fine.”

				Meredith stared at the road ahead, her eyes wide and unblinking. On the horizon was an endless sea of grass. The asphalt was even more cracked and covered than before, and the pickup jolted and bounced as she drove.

			

			
				“I can only imagine what you’re going through,” John said. “You’ve known these people a lot longer than I have.”

				“My whole life.”

				Meredith swallowed, her gaze drifting over the distant fields.

				“I’m sorry all of this happened.”

				“Do you have any idea what this feels like, John? To have to do this to people you knew? People you loved?” she asked.

				“I can’t say that I do.”

				“Of course you don’t.”

				John paused.

				“I’m here for you, Meredith,” he said.

				Meredith glanced over at him, her hands trembling. For some reason, instead of the man she’d once loved, all she saw was the man who had betrayed her.

				“Like you were before? When you lied to me?”

				John went silent.

				“You hurt me, John.”

				“I know, and I feel awful about it. If I could take it all back—do things differently—I would. I should’ve told you the truth.”

				“Damn right you should’ve.”

				Even though it wasn’t the time or place, Meredith couldn’t suppress the swell of anger. She tried to tell herself that it was the adrenaline rush of what had happened to Mark—or perhaps the shock from what had happened to Sheila, Ben, Marcy, and the doctor. Whatever the case, she was unable to stop the words from tumbling from her mouth.

			

			
				“Why couldn’t you have told me the truth sooner?”

				“I was afraid of what you might think. That you might…look at me differently. All I wanted was a fresh start. To leave the past behind.”

				“Have you seen her since?”

				“No. That was the only time. We signed the papers, Meredith. It’s over with.”

				Meredith felt her breathing slow to normal. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw John reaching for her hand and she let him take it. He squeezed her fingertips; his hand was firm and warm.

				“I’m sorry, Meredith—for all of this, for everything. I know this isn’t the time or place to discuss this, but I want a chance to start over, for real this time.”

				She looked over at him. He was staring at her intently, his brown eyes containing the same warmth as when she met him. Before she knew it her anger had dimmed, and in its place was a wave of guilt.

				“Me too,” she said finally. “Maybe I overreacted. It’s just that…I’ve been hurt before, and I couldn’t stand to be hurt again.”

				“You didn’t overreact at all. I deserved it.”

				“I should’ve let you explain. But I was so…angry that you’d lied to me, that I couldn’t see past it.” She sighed. “All of that seems so irrelevant now.”

				He nodded.

				“From now on, John, no more lies.”

				“You saved my life, Meredith. If telling the truth is what you want, that’s the least I can do.”

				John gave her a smile, then leaned over and kissed her cheek.

			

			
				“I love you, Meredith.”

				“I love you, too.”
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				Several miles later the town appeared. Buildings reared their heads over adjacent fields, the sun glancing off their rooftops. Overhead, the birds sang and circled. From this distance, Settler’s Creek seemed calm and familiar, bearing little resemblance to the nightmarish warzone they’d encountered earlier.

				But Meredith knew better.

				Every so often she’d notice hints of movement between the buildings, a subtle reminder of the danger that lurked within. She counted her blessings that they’d been able to take an alternate route.

				At this point, going into town would be a suicide mission.

				Every so often, Meredith drove past an offshoot road that led into town, but she passed without stopping. Presumably they’d be blocked off too, which was just as well.

				Since leaving behind Mark and the Camaro, they’d yet to see another car on the road.

				When they reached the third such turn, Meredith continued driving, intent on passing by it. It wasn’t until John spoke up that she hit the brake.

				“Turn here,” he said.

				“How come? If we go a bit further, it will take us closer to my house and we can avoid more of the main roads.”

			

			
				“Trust me.”

				She turned the wheel just in time, changing course onto the side road, and smiled. For most of her life, Meredith had been the one making the decisions. But the events of the last day had left her physically and emotionally drained. It felt good to have someone to share the burden.

				Much like the previous road, the street was weathered and worn. As they progressed down it, Meredith wrinkled her brow.

				“Doesn’t this come out near the furniture shop?”

				John nodded.

				“What if the infected are still there?”

				“Hopefully they’ve left. We’ll have to be careful.”

				“What are we going to do there?”

				“Trust me.”

				Meredith fell silent. In spite of their rocky past, she did trust John; if he was taking her back to the furniture shop, there must be a reason.

				A few minutes later they approached another barrier similar to the one they’d crossed before, and she swerved around it and into the grass. This time there were no cars buried on the other side, and soon they were back on the main road.

				Meredith’s arms prickled. The last time she’d been on this road, she was rushing to John’s aid. For the past few miles she’d been able to dispel the thoughts of the infected, but now the memories came flooding back.

				She swallowed and continued down the road.

				Before she knew it, the furniture shop had appeared in the distance. She squinted against the sun’s glare, but saw no shapes or shadows around the exterior.

			

			
				“Maybe they’re gone,” she said out loud, as if saying the words would make them true.

				“Hopefully.”

				John dug into the backseat and retrieved the shovel they’d taken from Mark’s Camaro. In the absence of a gun, the garden tool was the next best thing to a weapon.

				Meredith pulled up to the entrance, leaving a twenty-foot buffer zone between the truck and the door. From what she could see, the store was abandoned, deserted. The door was hanging ajar, but there was no movement from inside.

				“Wait here,” John instructed.

				She watched as he climbed out of the vehicle, shovel in hand, and then clicked the door shut behind him. The hum of insects wafted through the broken windshield—a constant reminder of their lack of protection. She kept her foot on the gas and the vehicle in drive, ready to flee at a moment’s notice.

				John’s boots crunched the pavement as he crept toward the store. When he reached the entrance, he used the shovel to open the door and peer inside. Meredith kept her eyes glued to the opening, but saw nothing but furniture inside. If any of the creatures were inside, they were hidden. John slipped through the door.

				She waited in silence. The engine purred. Seconds later, he emerged and gave her the thumbs up.

				“We’re good. Can you pull around back?”

				“What are we here for, John?” she called through the windshield.

			

			
				“Supplies,” he said simply, before heading back into the store.

				She shrugged, then released her foot from the brake and rolled to the rear of the building. John was already on his way out of the store. In his hands was a large piece of wood. He brought it to the pickup’s cab and dropped the door. She noticed he was wincing.

				“Is your leg all right?”

				“I’ll manage. But I could use some help.”

				He grinned at her, and she smiled back. She switched the car into park and hopped out to join him, leaving the engine running. John slid the piece of wood—a four by eight—into the truck and walked back inside.

				John motioned to a pile of wood he had stacked in one of the corners.

				“Luckily I just stocked up the other day.”

				“What’s all this for?”

				“It was for the Daley’s kitchen.”

				“And now?”

				“Now it’s what we’re going to use to board up the windows of your house. If we have any chance at surviving this thing, we’ll have to make sure no one gets inside.”

				“I knew I saved you for a reason.”

				“Never underestimate a woodworker.”

			

			
				



			

	


25

				“I don’t like this thing,” Quinn said, peering out over the windowsill of the SUV. Dan watched as she stretched her seatbelt, straining to get a better view of the graffiti spray-painted on the hood. In spite of her comment, he could tell that she was feeling better. After their run-in with the men in fatigues, she’d been shaken up, terrified. Now she seemed a bit more at ease.

				Although Dan missed the station wagon, Ken had been right—the SUV was more secure than what they’d been driving before. If nothing else, it was higher off the ground, leaving them less vulnerable to the creatures’ attacks.

				Dan’s gaze flitted to the rearview mirror, taking stock of the items they’d packed. Before parting ways with Ken and Roberta, they’d split up the weapons and food, as well as several gas cans that they’d found in the back of the vehicle.

				With a full tank and almost a direct route to Settler’s Creek on I-40, Dan was hopeful they’d have plenty of supplies to last them, allowing him to concentrate on the journey itself.

				Several hours ago, they’d already passed the border into New Mexico. They were making better progress than Dan had hoped.

				After leaving Ken and Roberta, Dan had been lucky enough to encounter several patches of uninhibited highway, allowing him to travel at a higher rate of speed. Whenever obstacles sprung up in the highway, he switched back to the desert and engaged the four-wheel drive.

			

			
				Quinn had been watching the road intently the entire time. Her gaze flitted between the landscape and the debris on the road.

				“Do you remember this drive?” he asked her.

				“I think so.”

				“The last time we made it you were about six years old.”

				“I remember singing along to the radio and counting the cars we passed with Mom. I don’t really remember much else, though.”

				Dan smiled at the memory.

				“I remember that you asked a lot of questions. You were always very curious. I remember you reading aloud all the road signs to make sure we understood them.”

				“Do you think things will ever go back to normal, Dad?”

				“I hope so, honey. They may not be the same as before, but I’m sure they’ll be good again. Just in a different way.”

				Quinn nodded and let her eyes drift back out the window. At the moment they were driving on the desert, but having passed by a few broken-down cars, Dan was getting ready to switch back to the highway.

				Before he could make the switch, his daughter pointed past him.

				“Dad, look!”

				He followed her outstretched hand to the interstate. On the horizon were several figures crouched in the road. Unlike many of the corpses they’d seen on the way, these bodies were moving. Dan slowed the vehicle, instinctively preparing for the worst. He let one hand off the wheel and felt for the Glock 9mm on his lap.

			

			
				Instead of driving back onto the highway, he kept to the desert, veering as close as possible to the edge without getting onto it. The figures grew more distinct as they approached; soon they were driving next to them.

				There were two people on the road, and both were crawling on hands and knees, heads bent. On closer inspection, Dan saw that they weren’t survivors, but two of the creatures. The things craned their necks at the approaching vehicle, but neither made any attempt to stand.

				Convinced they were in no immediate danger, he slowed the vehicle to a halt to study them closer.

				“I don’t like this, Dad. Can we keep going?”

				“I’m sorry, honey. I just want to get a closer look. Something about them seems…different.”

				The creature closest to the vehicle had once been a woman. Her long, stringy hair fell in front of her face, but he could see the whites of her eyes as they wandered from the SUV to the road. Without warning, the woman-creature collapsed on the ground, convulsing.

				“Are they dying?”

				Dan paused.

				“It certainly looks like it.”

				The creature next to her—once an older man with a pointed chin and white and gray stubble—threw a pale arm in their direction and then fell sideways to join his companion.

				A few days prior, one of the agents they’d encountered had indicated that the virus was to last a few weeks. By the looks of it, things were coming to an end much sooner. The thought filled Dan with mixed emotions: on one hand he felt a wave of hope, on the other a hint of sadness for the victims.

			

			
				He fixed his gaze on the two writhing creatures on the ground. Since collapsing, neither had regained their footing. Their cries filled the air—soft, high-pitched moans that wafted over the highway and into the desert beyond.

				For a split second, he wondered if they could feel pain. He certainly hoped not.

				“We better get moving,” he said.

				He let his foot off the brake and continued driving, eyes focused on the road ahead.
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				By the time they reached the Texas border, it was mid-afternoon. In the hours preceding, they’d seen several more creatures on the highway, all in the same condition. They’d seen no signs of any additional survivors.

				For the most part, Dan had been able to keep to the breakdown lane, riding adjacent to the littered cars and motorcycles. Now, as they approached the New Mexico-Texas border, the lanes were clogged solid.

				Dan brought the SUV to a halt and surveyed the scene. The interstate was a wall of cars. Were it not for the desert around them, Dan could have easily mistaken the highway for a city street in the middle of rush hour.

				Vehicles were wedged and sandwiched in every direction, motorcycles and RV’s all fighting for the same spot in the road. Beyond them was a silent blockade of military vehicles.

			

			
				It was the first glimmer of government intervention he’d seen.

				The sight of the camouflaged vehicles gave Dan a sudden chill, though he didn’t know why. In the past, the greens and blacks would have represented a sense of order and stability. Now, they were a sordid reminder that the government had failed.

				He let his gaze drift from one side of the highway to the other. In the middle of the road was a median; overhead was a bridge. In neither direction did he see an indication that someone was alive.

				He threw the SUV into park.

				“What are you doing, Dad?”

				“It looks like nobody’s home. But there’s a possibility we can reach someone from one of the military vehicles.”

				“Do you think someone will be able to help us?”

				“It’s a possibility.”

				Dan looked back and forth between the road and daughter. The distance between the SUV and the military blockade was a few hundred feet. He expected her face to be lined with worry, but instead she met his eyes with resolve.

				“Go, Dad. I’ll be fine.”

				“Are you sure?”

				She nodded. He handed her the 9mm from his lap.

				“I’ll keep you in my line of sight at all times. If you see something and I don’t, honk the horn.”

				“Got it.”

			

			
				He smiled and patted her head, then dipped into the back seat for another weapon. Pistol in hand, he stepped out onto the open highway.

				He shut the door and scoured the area.

				In order to proceed, they’d need to drive off the road. The desert landscape was getting more and more difficult to navigate—a new crop of green shrubs and bushes had appeared at the road’s edge. Although they hadn’t had any issues yet, he hoped they didn’t pop a tire.

				He glared at the five military Humvees that were parked behind a row of barracks.

				I wish we could take one of those.

				But getting them out would be impossible. Each was flanked on all sides by pedestrian vehicles. There would be no way to get them free.

				He let his gaze drift up and down the road. He could only imagine the panic that must have inspired the scene. All around him were bodies—both on the road and in the cars—and most were days old.

				As he walked up the interstate, he came across a few bodies that looked like the infected.

				Like the rest, these were lifeless and still, but these were fresh.

				Is it over?

				He shook his head at the scene and kept moving. After all they’d been through, it was hard to believe that it might come to an end. The last week had seemed like a never-ending battle, a war that held no victors.

				He closed in on one of the Humvees. The door was ajar; a dead soldier in army gear was hanging out of the driver’s seat. Dan worked his way to the passenger’s side of the vehicle, then he opened the door and got inside. He rifled through the interior, finding a few rations and some papers. None of the paperwork made any sense.

			

			
				He was reaching for the glove box when he heard a hissing noise that resembled static. It was coming from the dead solider in the driver’s seat. He followed the noise until he found the source—a handheld radio by the man’s feet.

				He picked it up and held down the button.

				“Hello? Is anyone there?”

				He let go of the button, but the fuzz persisted.

				“Hello?”

				He twisted several knobs and tried again, but there was no response.

				Dammit.

				He set the radio on the seat and wrenched open the glove box, but found nothing. Discouraged, he slid out of the vehicle. His boots had just hit the asphalt when he heard a voice answer him on the radio.

				“Johnson?”

				He leapt back into the vehicle and retrieved the radio, tapped the button. His heart was pounding.

				“Hello? Can you hear me?”

				“Yes, I hear you.”

				“This is Officer Dan Lowery from the St. Matthews Arizona police department. Whom am I speaking to?”

				“This is Lt. Simmons from the United States Army at Fort Hood. Are you alone, Officer?”

				Dan glanced at the inanimate figure next to him. The soldier’s eyes were rolled back in his head, his mouth agape.

			

			
				“I think so. I’m with my daughter, but it doesn’t look like anyone else survived.”

				The radio was silent for a second. Dan repeated himself.

				“Did you catch that?” he asked.

				“I heard you, Officer.”

				“We’re on I-40 at the border to Texas, on the New Mexico side. Can you send help?”

				“I would if I could. But I’m the only one here.”

				“What do you mean?”

				“Everyone else is dead, Officer Lowery.”

				The line returned to silence, and Dan felt his chest tighten. The hope he’d felt just seconds before dimmed.

				“Are you OK?”

				“I wish I could say I was, but I think I’ve been infected. And even if I wasn’t, I’m surrounded on all sides. There’s no way out of this room I’m in.”

				“Maybe I can help you, if you’ll—”

				“Believe me, Officer, if there was a way out of here, I’d know how to get to it. And in any case, it’s too late for me.”

				“I’m sorry.”

				“It’s not your fault.”

				“Lieutenant?”

				“Yes, sir.”

				“How bad is this thing?”

				“It’s bad. As far as we know, the southwest is gone. We’re working on preserving the borders to the surrounding states, but last I heard, it wasn’t looking good.”

				“How about Oklahoma? Has it hit there yet? That’s where we’re headed.”

			

			
				“I think you might be out of luck, Officer. As far as I know, it’s already crept over the state line. Even if you could get there safely, I wouldn’t advise it.”

				Dan clutched the phone, his hand shaking. His entire plan—his last remaining hope—had just been shut down.

				“What would you suggest we do?”

				“I’d head north. Try to get ahead of this thing, if you can.”

				“Do you know if—”

				“I’m sorry, Officer, but I need to go.”

				“But Lieutenant, I still have more—”

				“If you don’t mind, sir, I’d like to finish this letter I’m writing to my kids before it’s too late. Best of luck, Officer.”

				Dan tried speaking several more times, but the man on the other end was gone. He stared out across the interstate at his daughter, over the wreckage that had become their lives, and did his best not to scream.
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				“What’d the man say, Daddy?”

				“He didn’t know much, honey. He’s trying to get to someplace safe, like us.”

				“Are we going to meet up with him?”

				“I don’t think so. It’d be too far of a drive, and too dangerous.”

				Dan steered the vehicle off the road, weaving around a pair of bushes while his daughter peered through the windshield at the road ahead. Beside them, a green sign announced their arrival into Texas.

			

			
				“Where are we going?”

				“We’re going to Oklahoma.”

				“We’re still going to Aunt Meredith’s, right?”

				“Of course.”

				“How much longer do we have?”

				“We’re almost there. If we get moving, we should be able to make it before nightfall.”

				“Daddy?”

				“Yes?”

				“I can’t wait to see her.”

				“Me, neither, sweetheart. Me neither.”
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				Meredith held the board to the living room window while John tapped the nail.

				“Is this the last one?” she asked.

				“I think so. We should do another walk-thru to be sure.”

				In the past few hours, they’d systematically boarded up all the lower windows in the house. They’d started by using the wood in the furniture shop, then they’d taken loose pieces of wood they’d found in Meredith’s barn.

				When they were finished, Meredith sat on the edge of the couch to catch her breath. Her arms were sore from the lifting, cutting, and nailing, but it was a small price to pay for security.

				Even with the windows boarded, she knew they wouldn’t be safe enough.

				Despite still being in danger, being at home and surrounded by familiar belongings had given her a sense of calm. In some way, it seemed like the events of the last day had been the product of her imagination, that she was still feeling the effects of a lingering nightmare.

				Her property looked the same as it always did—rows of grass and corn in the backyard, a wire fence lining the roadside in the front. Past the driveway she could see the red barn that she’d recently repainted. There were no signs that anything unusual had occurred in the area, and no signs of the infected.

				Still, she knew that things could change at any moment. And because of that, she needed to stay mentally prepared.

			

			
				Meredith reached up and massaged her temples, fighting off a migraine headache. She was suddenly hit with a wave of exhaustion. She hadn’t slept at all the night before, and it was catching up to her. As if sensing her mood, Ernie jumped onto her lap and started lapping at her face with his tongue. She smiled and gently pushed him down, then scratched him behind the ears.

				It’d been good to reunite with him again. She felt guilty for even leaving him in the first place.

				“I’m sorry I left you for so long, boy,” she told him. “It won’t happen again.”

				John paced the house, still favoring his injured leg. Since arriving home, she’d changed the bandage and cleaned it, but she could tell he was still in pain. She watched as he padded from one room to another, doing his best to put on a brave front. In spite of being in the house, she could tell he was still unsettled.

				“You don’t have any other guns in the house, do you, Meredith?”

				“No,” she replied. Having lost both of their rifles during their journey, they were virtually defenseless.

				“Maybe one of the neighbors has one.”

				“I don’t think we should go back out there, John,” she said. “We should probably just hang tight.”

				John glanced at the floor of the living room, where he’d collected a pile of makeshift weapons. In the stack were several garden tools, some knives, and some two-by-fours.

				“If we get surrounded again—like I did at the furniture shop—we’re going to be in trouble,” he said.

			

			
				Meredith sighed. They’d just reached the house a few hours ago, and already they were talking about leaving. The thought made her nervous and uncomfortable.

				“I don’t know, John. With your leg, I think you really need to rest.”

				“I’m feeling a lot better. You did a hell of a job stitching me back together.”

				He sat down beside her, placed his hand on her leg, and smiled.

				“Flattery will get you everywhere,” she said. She leaned over and kissed him on the lips, then wrinkled her nose. “You need a bath.”

				“Maybe I’ll take one later.”

				“Who knows how long the power will last. You might as well take one while things are quiet.”

				“I’ll take one when I get back.”

				“I can see where this conversation is headed. No matter what I say, you’re insisting on going out.” She shook her head.

				“Do you think the Sanders will have a rifle?”

				Meredith thought for a minute. Aside from Sheila Guthright, Ben and Marcy were her closest neighbors. Although she couldn’t swear that they had a rifle, it was possible they might.

				“I think that would be the safest bet. Their house is only a few minutes away.”

				Resolved, John stood up and walked toward the door.

				“I’ll be back before you know it,” he said.

				“John, wait!”

				Meredith stood and walked after him. Before he could leave, she grabbed him by the arm.

			

			
				“There’s no way I’m letting you go alone. I’m coming with you.”

				“Meredith—”

				“No arguments, John. Let’s get going.”
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				After a quick debate, it was decided that John would drive the pickup. Although his left foot was injured, his right was unimpaired, and he insisted on giving Meredith a break.

				Meredith watched closely out the passenger’s-side window, purveying the endless fields, but saw nothing suspicious. Ernie sat on her lap, sucking in the air from the open window. Rather than leaving him behind, she’d decided to take him.

				If something were to happen, she didn’t want to leave him behind again.

				Regardless, she could only hope that the journey was quick and safe. If all went well, they’d be home in half an hour. Maybe less.

				They made the drive in silence. The air was thick with tension and uncertainty, but Meredith was glad to be next to John once again. When she looked over at him, she was filled with a sense of hope and completeness that she hadn’t felt in a while. She just wished that she’d made the realization sooner, that circumstances were different.

				The Sanders’ home was about a half mile up the road; in no time the house was in view. The house, a white ranch with black shutters, sat several hundred feet from the road. Leading up to it was a driveway of crushed stone.

			

			
				Unlike many of their neighbors, the Sanders didn’t rely on their land for income. Ben worked from home as a computer developer, and Marcy taught second grade in the local elementary school. Because of that, the land was sprawling and mostly untouched. As far as she could tell, it was unoccupied.

				John turned the pickup into the driveway. The crunch of stone seemed to shatter the quiet around them; Meredith envisioned a horde of creatures emerging from the horizon, awakened by the approaching vehicle, but none came.

				Seconds later they’d pulled up next to the house.

				John let the vehicle idle.

				“Do you think the door’s open?” he asked.

				“I know where they keep the spare key.” Meredith shifted in her seat. “I’ll go inside.”

				“Nonsense.”

				“I know the layout of the house better than you do. It’ll take me less time to search it.”

				“Skip it, Meredith. I’m coming with you.”

				John smiled, and she felt a surge of warmth. Meredith exited the vehicle. John did the same. The two of them followed a stone walkway to the front of the house, eyes fixed on the door and windows. Everything seemed locked and secured. Perhaps whatever happened to Ben and Marcy had occurred after they’d already left.

				When they reached the front door, Meredith stooped off the front step and retrieved the spare key, which was hidden underneath a fake rock next to the landing. She inserted the key into the front door and waited.

			

			
				There were no sounds from within. The area remained quiet save the idling of the pickup in the driveway behind them. She turned the key and pushed.

				The door opened without a sound.

				After a moment’s hesitation, the two of them stepped through the threshold.

				The interior of the house was far different from the exterior. From a distance, the house seemed peaceful, undisturbed. Inside, the home was in disarray. Lamps were knocked over, tables were overturned, and furniture was shifted. They had entered through the living room; past it was the kitchen. Meredith could see the open back door from here, which appeared to have been busted open.

				It was as if the house had been ransacked.

				In previous visits the house had been in perfect order, everything in place. Marcy had always kept an immaculate home. The scene was unsettling, to say the least.

				“Come on,” Meredith said, tugging John’s arm.

				Even though she knew the Sanders were dead, she still felt like an intruder.

				She led John through the living room and into the dining room, then down a lone corridor beyond it. Although she wasn’t positive where the rifle would be—she wasn’t even sure they had one—she guessed that it would be in the bedroom.

				The bedroom was cluttered and torn apart. Meredith let go of John’s hand, and the two began their search. It didn’t take more than a minute to find what they were looking for. In the corner of the room was a gun cabinet.

			

			
				“Over here!”

				The oak cabinet was long and rectangular, sporting a beveled glass front and a keyhole on the side. Inside the cabinet was an identical pair of .22 caliber rifles.

				“His and hers.” John gave a wry grin.

				Meredith tried the door, but it was locked and wouldn’t budge.

				“Dammit. We need a key,” she said.

				She looked around the room, wondering where the key might be located. Was it on one of the Sanders’ key chains? If so, it was possible that the keys might be in Ben or Marcy’s pockets. If they couldn’t find a key, they’d have to break the glass.

				Aside from the gun cabinet, the room contained two bureaus, a bed, and a nightstand. Meredith moved toward the surrounding furniture and began opening drawers, starting with the closest bureau. She rifled through piles of underwear, socks, and t-shirts, but saw no sign of a key.

				John ducked out into the hallway.

				“I’ll check the kitchen,” he said. “If we don’t find it, we’ll break it open.”

				Meredith checked each drawer in turn, but with no luck. Having finished with the bureaus, she moved on to the nightstand. Inside the lone drawer was a pair of watches, a stack of jewelry, and two pairs of reading glasses.

				Underneath was a key.

				“I’ve got it!” she shouted.

				From the other room, she heard John rummaging through kitchen drawers. It appeared he hadn’t heard her. Undaunted, she brought the key over to the gun cabinet and slipped it into the lock. It fit perfectly. She turned, listened for the click, and then opened the door.

			

			
				She removed each of the rifles from their perches and laid them on the bed. The weapons felt good in her hands. Inside the cabinet were also several boxes of shells, and she pulled them out and set them next to the guns.

				It wasn’t until she shut the cabinet that she realized the other room had gone quiet.

				“John?”

				The house was silent. She peered into the hall but saw no sign of him. Where had he gone? She picked up one of the rifles and walked toward the doorway, her breath accelerating with each step. If he’d been in trouble, surely she would have heard it.

				Wouldn’t she have?

				The hallway was vacant. Down at the end, she could make out half of the kitchen and dining room, but saw no sign of the companion she’d arrived with. Rather than call out his name again, she treaded lightly, doing her best to deaden her footsteps on the floorboards.

				What if he’d turned?

				After all they’d been through, it was a possibility she’d never even considered. But now, walking through the silent household, she felt panic spreading like tendrils through her body.

				Everyone else in town had already been infected. What if John was next? Hell, what if she was? There was no way to know. Right?

				She crept forward, reaching the kitchen, and then stopped. The archway to the living room was on her left, and she glared into the room, hoping to find evidence of her missing companion.

			

			
				When she finally caught sight of him, she breathed a sigh of relief. John was pressed against the far wall staring at her.

				She advanced another step, but he held up his pointer finger to stop her. She followed his gaze to the other end of the kitchen and through the open back door.

				Pacing back and forth in a small garden was one of the creatures.

				The thing was wearing blue overalls and a baseball cap; Meredith recognized it as Paul Stevens, one of her distant neighbors. From what she could tell, Paul hadn’t seen them.

				Meredith kept to the edge of the kitchen, making her way along a refrigerator, cabinets, and a sink. Her hope was that she could reach the back door and close it. She clutched the rifle to her chest, hoping that she wouldn’t have to use it.

				When she reached the doorway, she peered outside. The creature had stopped next to a vine of tomatoes, sniffing the air. Meredith reached for the door handle. The hinges of the door swung outward. In order to reach it, she’d need to expose her arm outside, risking being seen. The creature was only twenty feet away.

				She reached out and clasped her fingers around the handle. Before she could pull it, Paul Stevens turned and looked at her. She cried out in surprise and slammed the door. Seconds later he began pounding against it with his fists. She flipped the catch and engaged the deadbolt.

			

			
				“I think that’s our cue to leave,” John said.

				Meredith held up her weapon.

				“The other rifle is in the bedroom. I found shells, too.”

				“Let’s grab them and get the hell out of here.”

				The two of them flew for the bedroom, gathered the remaining gun and ammunition, and made for the front door. If they were lucky, the locked back door would keep Paul Stevens occupied for a while.

				As they exited the house, Meredith could still see the back door rattling against the frame. She slammed the front door shut behind them, raced for the truck, and jumped inside.

				Ernie began to bark, his nose in the air, and she did her best to calm him down. John switched into reverse and backed up in a U-turn, then roared down the driveway.

				“That was a close call,” John said, wiping a bead of sweat from his brow.

				“I’m glad you saw him before he saw us.”

				She held the rifle between her legs and stared out the window. Although they’d escaped unharmed, the fact that Paul Stevens had made it to the Sanders’ made her concerned. Where there was one thing roaming, there’d be others, and eventually they’d make their way to Meredith’s house.

				She just hoped that when the time came, they’d be able to ward them off. John looked over at her, seeming to read her thoughts.

				“Do you still want to go back home?”

				“Yes. If this is the end, John, there’s no place I’d rather be.”

			

			
				He nodded and took her hand. Outside, the sights had returned to normal. Grass, fields, and sun abounded. She could already see her house on the horizon, and she tried to dispel thoughts that this would be the last time she’d see it from this angle.

				A few seconds later, John pulled the pickup into her driveway.

				Ernie had begun to pace on her lap, twisting in circles as if he were nervous.

				“What’s wrong, boy?”

				She scratched his head, but he continued to act anxious. Soon after he stopped in place and barked.

				“What’s gotten into you?” she asked, patting his head.

				When she followed the dog’s stare, she saw what’d spooked him. Parked at the top of her driveway, covered in metal and graffiti, was a car she didn’t recognize.
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				Dan sat in the SUV and stared at the empty driveway. His heart sank. The windows of Meredith Tilly’s house were boarded up; there was no sign of life from inside. He’d tried knocking on the doors several times, but to no avail.

				It was possible she didn’t even live here anymore.

				How long has it been, Dan? Five years?

				He shouldn’t have let things go on this long. He should have patched things up years ago.

				He thought back to the arguments that his wife and sister-in-law had had. In hindsight, everything seemed so insignificant. There was no reason that Quinn should have been kept from her aunt for so long, no excuse for him not picking up a phone. Even if Julie hadn’t called her, he should’ve called her himself.

				Unfortunately, letting things go had been easier than fighting for them.

				He put his head down on the steering wheel and sighed. Out of the corner of his eye, he could see his daughter watching him. He knew that he had to be strong, but all he felt like doing was giving up.

				“Dad?”

				He felt a hand on his arm, and he clenched his eyes shut.

				“Dad?”

				He breathed a long sigh.

				“What is it, honey?”

				“Someone’s coming up the driveway.”

				Dan snapped to attention. He jolted upright, removed his pistol, and turned his head. His daughter was right. Advancing toward them was a black pickup truck. He squinted but was unable to make out the details of its occupants through the sun’s glare. From what he could tell, there were two people in the vehicle.

			

			
				It looked like a man was driving.

				“Who is it, Dad?”

				“I’m not sure.”

				Dan had parked the SUV facing toward the house. In hindsight, he should’ve backed into reverse. He just hadn’t expected to find the house empty.

				In truth, he hadn’t known what to expect.

				The last few hours felt like a blur of highways and desert, and his body was stiff from constant driving and lack of sleep.

				Now, as he stared at the approaching vehicle, he wondered what would happen next. Would they be forced to flee again? After days of fighting and days of struggle, would they be once again displaced?

				The pickup truck rolled to a halt behind them.

				Dan kept one hand on the gun, one on the wheel.

				The door of the pickup opened, and the man inside aimed the barrel of a rifle at the back of the SUV. Dan tensed, ready to throw the vehicle in reverse. Before he could make a move, something dark and black leapt from the inside of the pickup and darted toward the SUV.

				“Dad! It’s Ernie!”

				Before Dan could stop her, his daughter sprang from the car. The dog made a flying leap for her arms, and she caught him in mid-air, laughing as his pink tongue lapped at her face.

				Dan opened the door himself, lowering his gun. A man and a woman had disembarked the pickup and were now in full view. On the driver’s side was a tall, dark-haired man wearing a t-shirt and jeans.

			

			
				On the passenger’s side was Meredith Tilly.

				It took Dan a second to recognize her. His sister-in-law’s blonde hair was longer than he remembered, and her features had aged, though only slightly. In spite of her differences in appearance, she was by all accounts a beautiful woman, and she reminded him of Julie. He strode forward across the asphalt, heading in her direction.

				Meredith met him halfway, tears already streaking her face. She dropped the rifle she was holding and embraced him, and he clenched her tight.

				“Oh my God,” she whispered into his ear. “Is it really you?”

				Quinn had put down the dog, and it ran circles around their legs, doing its best to jump in between them. Meredith tilted her head back and looked at Quinn.

				“Quinn! My God, you’re so big!”

				She stooped to her knees and opened her arms, and Dan watched his daughter run to meet her.

				“Aunt Meredith!”

				The two of them hugged for a solid minute, the dog working its way between them. Dan walked over to the man he didn’t recognize and extended his hand.

				“I’m Dan Lowery, Meredith’s brother-in-law.”

				“John Parish,” the other man said. “I’m Meredith’s…”

				“We’re dating,” Meredith interrupted, a smile on her face.

			

			
				A second later her expression faded. She looked back at the SUV, trying to get a better view of the inside, and then turned to look at Dan.

				“Julie…?” she whispered. Her eyes welled up.

				Dan shook his head, his throat suddenly filled with a lump he couldn’t swallow. His daughter had resumed playing with the dog, and he waited until she was out of earshot before he spoke.

				“She turned, Meredith. I’m so sorry. There was nothing we could do.”

				Meredith lowered her head and clenched her eyes shut. Dan watched as she struggled to compose herself, her breathing coming in short gasps. Dan felt needles of emotion prick him from the inside, but he struggled to remain calm.

				He had to be strong for his daughter.

				A few seconds later Meredith cleared her throat and picked up the rifle, still leaning on John.

				“Why don’t you two come on inside? We can talk there.” She pointed to the boarded up windows. “It’s not exactly the Ritz-Carlton, but it’s safer than standing out here.”

				Dan attempted a smile and called to his daughter. The four of them locked the vehicles and stepped inside, Ernie in tow.
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				“Can I go upstairs, Dad?”

				“Yes, but be careful.”

				Dan watched as his daughter bounded up the stairs two at a time, eager to explore their new surroundings. Before they’d settled in, Meredith and John had searched the premises, double-checking that nothing had gotten inside.

			

			
				The house was clear.

				With Quinn on the upper level, the three adults each took a seat in the dining room. They had sprawled their weapons across the table, making a collage of guns and handles, and Dan had brought in his stockpile of food and drink. Every so often, John would stand and check out the windows, watching for signs of trouble.

				Dan stared across the table at Meredith. Although she’d composed herself, he could see that her eyes were still moist.

				“I don’t know where to begin,” he said.

				“Me neither.”

				“Things have been so chaotic the past few days that it feels like we’ve been living this forever.”

				“I know the feeling.”

				Dan launched into his story, narrating the events of the past few days in detail. Meredith and John listened intently, heads propped in their hands. Every so often they stopped to ask questions. Having been outside the contamination zone—at least until recently—they had no knowledge of the agents, no insight into the cause of the virus. Dan briefed them as best he could. He concluded with the dying infected they’d seen on the road in New Mexico and Texas.

				“I think its coming to an end, at least for the people who were first afflicted. But from what you guys have told me it sounds like it’s just started here.”

				“Everything was fine until yesterday morning. We’d been checking up on each other each day—the neighbors and myself—and nobody had seen anything out of the ordinary.”

			

			
				Meredith recounted her own tale, briefing him on her battles with the neighbors, John’s rescue, and the subsequent struggle to return home.

				When she was finished, Dan pursed his lips.

				“I think if we wait this thing out, we have a fighting chance. We have everything we need here: food, water, and a place to hunker down. Not to mention that this place is pretty secluded. Even if those things were to show up, we’ll have plenty of warning.”

				Meredith leaned across the table and took his hands.

				“I’m so glad you came,” she said.

				Dan nodded. “Me too. If you hadn’t been here, I’m not sure what we would’ve done.”

				“I can’t believe how grown up Quinn has gotten. When I saw her last, she was about half the size that she is now. She reminds me so much of…”

				Meredith’s voice trailed off and she wiped at her face.

				“She’s been my rock through this whole thing. Without her, I’m not sure what I would’ve done.”

				Dan sighed and stood from the table. John was at the back window, peering through a crack between two boards. He gave one last stare and then rejoined his comrades.

				“Can I get you something to drink, Dan?”

				“As a matter of fact, I wouldn’t mind something.”

				John retrieved a glass from a kitchen cabinet and began to fill it with one of the waters Dan had brought in.

			

			
				Despite the fact that they were in an infected area, Dan felt more secure than he had in days. The house looked the same as he remembered it. The living room and dining room were still wallpapered with a country pattern, the walls adorned with pictures and knick-knacks. Although he hadn’t been here in over five years, the place had barely changed.

				He focused his attention on one of the pictures hanging on the wall—a family portrait of Julie, Meredith, and their parents. In the photograph, Julie appeared to be in elementary school—her hair was long and braided, her smile wide. Her arm was around her sister.

				Meredith was right. Quinn did look like her mother. He’d always known it, but the longer he looked at the picture, the more he saw the resemblance.

				In light of the situation, Dan was glad that they’d managed to make it to Settler’s Creek. In some ways, it felt like they’d returned home.

				Julie would have wanted it this way.

				Meredith caught his attention and smiled. She followed his gaze to the picture.

				“Julie was eight years old there, and I was six. Can you believe it? Look at my outfit.”

				In the photograph, Meredith was wearing a pair of overalls, a white t-shirt, and a straw hat—a fitting ensemble for a farmer’s daughter. The two of them chuckled.

				“You always knew what you wanted,” John said, returning with the glass of water.

			

			
				“I still do.” Meredith smiled.

				Dan took a sip of the beverage, letting it linger in his mouth before swallowing.

				“I’m glad you kept this place,” he said.

				“You are?”

				“Yes.”

				“Thanks, Dan. It means a lot to hear you say that.”

				The three sat in silence for a minute, taking in the peacefulness of the moment. From upstairs, Dan could hear the patter of dog and child feet on the hardwood, and he smiled at the sound.

				A moment later, before they could get used to things, the peacefulness was interrupted.

				“Dad! Come quick!”

				Quinn’s voice echoed down the stairs, a timbre of fear reflected in her words. Dan and the others bolted from their chairs. They raced up the steps, meeting the little girl at the top of the landing.

				“Out the front window!” she said.

				She took off running into Meredith’s bedroom, weaving around the queen-sized bed and over to the window. Unlike the ones downstairs, this window hadn’t been boarded up, and they had a clear view of the front lawn.

				Dusk had settled over the countryside, casting a maroon glow over the tips of the grass. And on the horizon, just past the road, a horde of creatures advanced.
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				“Quick! To the cars!” Dan yelled.

				He grabbed his daughter’s shoulders and led her to the doorway. Outside, he could hear the groans and undulations of the infected growing closer.

				There wasn’t much time.

				He started to descend the stairs and then stopped. Meredith and John had remained in the room; neither had moved.

				“Meredith! John! We have to go! Now!”

				He stared at them with wide eyes, waiting for them to react. Quinn waved her hands, as well, but they stayed in place.

				“I’m not going, Dan,” Meredith said.

				“Are you kidding me?”

				She shook her head.

				Dan opened his mouth to argue, but quickly closed it. He recognized the look on her face, the tone in her voice. It was the same resolve she’d had when deciding to keep the farm all those years ago. No matter what he said or did, he wouldn’t be able to change her mind.

				“I’m staying, too,” John said. His tone was calm and insistent, and he held onto Meredith with a steady hand.

				Dan alternated his gaze between them and the window, watching the creatures spill across the property. If he and his daughter left now, it was possible that they’d make it to the SUV in time. But he’d have to decide soon.

				Quinn grabbed his arm. “Daddy, we can’t leave Aunt Tilly. We need to stay. We can help!”

			

			
				Dan leaned down and gripped his daughter’s shoulders, looked her in the eye. He was surprised to see that she was calm and composed. Just a few minutes ago she’d been playing with the dog, mindful of the adults talking downstairs. Now it was as if a switch had been flipped and she was ready to do what it took to survive.

				For the past week, they’d been running and hiding, moving from one place to the next. In all that time, they’d never settled down and never gotten secure. On top of that, they’d driven hours to get here, surviving threats in all directions, and had been fortunate enough to find Meredith alive.

				There was no way they could leave her behind.

				It was time to take a stand.

				“We’re staying with you.”

				He saw a flicker of emotion cross Meredith’s eyes, and John gave her a squeeze.

				“Let’s get downstairs and get prepared. We need all hands on deck. Quinn, come with me,” Dan said.

				Meredith and John sprang into action, racing past them to get downstairs.

				Dan glanced back out the window to assess the situation. The creatures were spread across the lawn; in under a minute, they’d gained ground and overtaken the fence.

				“Let’s go!” he told Quinn.

				The two of them raced to the lower level, where they could already hear the scrape and clatter of weapons being hefted.

				Within seconds, the pounding of fists had erupted all around them. Windowpanes shattered, and hands and nails raked at the boards. The creatures had them surrounded.

			

			
				“Never mind the guns. Barricade the door!” Dan yelled.

				He signaled to John, and the two of them slid one of the living room couches in front of the door, which was already buckling from the weight of multiple bodies against it. Once it was in place, they each grabbed an end of a nearby loveseat and carried it over to the back door.

				“Do you have any more wood? I don’t think the furniture is going to be enough.”

				John shook his head. “We used everything we had.”

				On the floor was the pile of weapons that Meredith and John had gathered earlier—knives, garden tools, and hand tools.

				“You two protect the downstairs. Quinn and I will go to the second level and see if we can pick some off through the window. If things get bad, yell.”

				John nodded. “Got it.”

				Dan watched as the two of them retrieved knives from the floor, then each of them grabbed a rifle from the dining room table. Meredith sprang for the nearest boarded window—where a set of fingers had wormed their way through the cracks—and began to thrust a kitchen knife through the opening. The creatures hissed and spit from the other side.

				Dan hoisted a rifle of his own and handed a pistol to Quinn.

				“Let’s go!” he told her.

				The two of them pounded up the stairs, rounding the hallway and back into the main bedroom. When Dan looked out, his mouth fell open. The creatures fell over each other in a swarm, each trying to get ahead of the pack. They groped the house with hungry hands, eyes focused on the house and the people within. He noticed a few trying to clamber up the side, but the smooth vinyl provided little assistance, and they slid back to the ground without finding purchase.

			

			
				Dan unlatched the window lock and flung up the sash. Then he lifted the screen and poked the tip of the rifle outside. With limited ammunition, his best bet was to aim for the thickest pockets of their attackers. If he could pick off those closest to the house, perhaps he could incapacitate several with one shot.

				It was hardly a solution, but it was the best he could come up with for now.

				The bedroom was seated on the corner of the house. When he looked down, he could see the boarded-up windows of the dining room, and when he looked diagonal he could see the front porch. A cluster of creatures hovered against the front door, limbs flailing.

				“Stay back, Quinn!”

				His daughter stood behind him and blocked her ears.

				He fired off a shot, watching two heads explode and another thing collapse from a gunshot wound to the chest. The fallen creatures were quickly overtaken, the porch still a teeming mass of flesh.

				Dan aimed carefully. Fired again. The shot hit home, sending another few creatures sprawling off the porch and onto the lawn.

			

			
				The sound of wood cracking distracted him, and when he looked down, he saw that the things had broken one of the boards that covered the living room window. He trained the rifle at the culprits, squeezing off several more shots to stave them off.

				Despite his accurate shooting, they were hopelessly outmatched. There were more creatures than bullets, and even if he used his shots sparingly, there’d be no way to kill them all.

				“Dan!”

				Shouting erupted from downstairs, and he reared back from the window. Meredith was calling for assistance. Quinn squeezed in next to him and pointed her pistol through the window.

				“I’ve got it, Dad,” she said.

				He patted her on the back and rushed to the stairwell just as gunfire erupted from below. He took the stairs two at a time, his breath ragged.

				Meredith and John clung to their rifles, taking turns firing through a broken-out window in the back of the dining room. Two boards had given way; the nails had been ripped out of the wall. One by one the creatures poked their heads through the hole.

				“We need to board it back up!” Meredith shouted.

				“On the floor!” John shouted to Dan.

				Dan put down his rifle, scooped up a box and the tool, and walked toward the opening.

				“Hold your fire!” he shouted. “I need help!”

				With the last burst of gunfire, the window had been temporarily cleared. Dan grabbed hold of one of the loose boards and put it back in place. Meredith scooted over next to him and held it while he fumbled with the nails. A pair of grotesque hands pushed against the other side, and Meredith lost her hold.

			

			
				“Dammit!” she cried.

				Dan swung the hammer through the window frame, battering it against the creature’s skull, and the thing toppled to the ground.

				“Try again!”

				Meredith resumed putting it in place; this time Dan was able to get ahold of a nail and begun pounding. The board continued to shake. Undaunted, he grabbed an additional nail and hammered it into the wood. With one board in place, he reached for the next, dodging a pair of mottled gray hands.

				He swung the hammer through the opening again. This time he caught the creature with the claw-end, and the metal dug into the thing’s scalp. He pulled upwards and pried it loose, spraying the room with a stream of fluid.

				After another minute of struggle, Meredith and Dan had repositioned the second board and covered the window. Even still, others were beginning to give way; it was only a matter of time before one broke.

				“This isn’t going to work for long!” Dan yelled.

				“How many of them are there?”

				“Too many! We need a better plan!”

				John had taken hold of the knife, and had returned to jabbing it through the cracks in between the boards. Dan swiveled around the house. In each of the gaps, indiscernible masses flitted back and forth. Occasionally he saw an eye, an ear, or a nose, but he was unable to tell one from the next.

				Dan grabbed a knife and joined his companions, watching the scene with increasing dread. With the windows covered and the lights on, he felt like an animal in a cage, the subject of a failed science experiment. For the past week, he and his daughter had been able to cheat death, staying one step ahead of the carnage that followed them.

			

			
				Now they’d painted themselves into a corner.

				Or rather, he’d painted them into a corner.

				We shouldn’t have stayed here. We should’ve left.

				Try as he might, Dan was unable to dispel the thought that he’d made a mistake. And this time, that mistake was going to cost them.
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				Meredith cringed as she thrust the blade between the boards. Each time she stabbed, the knife made a sickening crunch, and every time she pulled it back, it contained a new smattering of fluid.

				Just a week ago her greatest worry had been producing enough vegetables to haul to the local farm stand. Now she was engaged in a struggle for her life, sticking a kitchen knife into the townspeople’s flesh. The thought made her sick to her stomach.

				At the same time, there were no other options.

				It was Meredith’s own hubris that made her stay, and now she’d put others in danger as well. She should’ve agreed to leave the farm. She shouldn’t have stayed. A house could be replaced, but there’d be no replacing the ones she loved.

				I’m sorry, she thought.

				Rather than speak, she continued to stab through the window, thrusting and plunging while the others next to her did the same. If she let up for one minute, the creatures would prevail, and she wasn’t about to let that happen. Not willingly, at least.

				Not while I have any fight left in me.

				A gunshot rang out from upstairs, and she jumped at the sound. Dan fled his post at the window.

				“I’ll be back!” he yelled.

				She watched him disappear upstairs, saying a silent prayer that Quinn was all right. In spite of all the little girl had been through—in spite of losing her mother—she possessed a resilience that Meredith couldn’t believe. She could already tell that Quinn would grow up into an amazing woman.

			

			
				She just hoped they’d all be there to see it.

				I have to figure a way out of this. There must be a way to get rid of these things.

				Although it was possible they’d lose interest, she wasn’t banking on it. The more likely scenario was that they’d get in the house first. Sooner or later they’d break through the doors and windows.

				There had to be a way to distract them somehow, to lure them away.

				Think, Meredith, think.

				She wracked her brain, searching for an answer. Behind her, Ernie’s nails clicked the hardwood as he paced the house, running from window to window. His bark filled the house. Meredith turned to check on him, then returned her gaze to the window.

				There was no way they could shoot all the creatures, not with their limited ammunition. But what if they could lead them away and contain them?

				A thought struck her.

				“Dan!” she shouted.

				She heard several more gunshots from upstairs. The noise echoed through the house. Afterward, the voice of her brother-in-law wafted down the staircase.

				“We’re all right!” he said. “Just holding them back!”

				She looked next to her at John, who was thrusting his knife through the adjacent window. He met her eyes, perhaps sensing she had an idea.

				“What is it?” he asked.

			

			
				“We need to lure these things away from the house.”

				“How are we going to do that? We can’t even get outside.”

				“If one of us can get out, maybe we can lead them to the barn. Maybe we can trap them inside.”

				“I love you, Meredith, but that’s the craziest idea I’ve ever heard.”

				She dropped her knife to the floor and bridged the gap between them, grabbing hold of the fabric of his shirt.

				“If we don’t do something, we’re going to die in here.”

				“Leaving now would be suicide.”

				The boarded windows in front of them shook and rattled.

				“And staying here isn’t?”

				John stared at her, his face hardening with resolve. “I’ll go,” he said.

				“No offense, but with your wounded leg you wouldn’t last a second. And I know this property like the back of my hand. If anybody stands a chance out there, it’s me. If I can lure them away, you, Dan, and Quinn can get to the SUV.”

				John opened his mouth to speak, but she silenced him. The groans of the creatures increased in volume, as if they were preparing to step through the walls themselves. She kissed him on the lips.

				“I’ll be back.”

				Without giving him a chance to respond, she darted from the dining room and up the stairs. John was right—the odds were stacked against her. Regardless, she owed it to her companions to try.
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				“I don’t like this idea one bit,” Dan said, shaking his head. “You can’t go out there. Not now.”

				Meredith looked out the window of the second bedroom. Beyond it was a sloped roof about ten feet across that formed an overhang over the front porch. In the driveway were the two cars.

				“I can get to the truck, Dan. All I need is a distraction.”

				“There are too many of them. Even if we could draw them away, they’d be back in seconds. It’s just too risky.”

				Meredith furrowed her brow. Below them, several of the creatures leapt up and slid down the vinyl siding. The overhang was about fifteen feet from the ground, just out of reach from their groping fingers. Dan clutched his pistol.

				“How much ammunition do we have left?”

				“I’m not sure, but it can’t be much. Listen, Meredith, I wouldn’t feel right letting you go out there.”

				She handed him the rifle she held in her hands.

				“You’re the best shot we have. We need you in here to hold them back.”

				He shook his head while she continued.

				“It’s my fault that everybody’s chosen to stay here, Dan. If we’d left sooner, we could’ve gotten away. Now we’re all trapped. Let me make this right. I can get us out of this. You just have to trust me.” She grabbed his shoulders and looked him in the eye.

				After a long hesitation, he nodded.

			

			
				“Please be careful, Meredith. And don’t take any chances. If things get bad, just keep driving.”

				“I will. I promise.”

				Meredith lifted her leg over the windowsill and climbed onto the roof. She patted the top of her pants, verifying she still had a pistol, and then tapped her pockets for the keys. The creatures stared up at her, eyes glossed and hollow. She looked back at the window, taking in the worried forms of her brother-in-law and niece.

				“Are you ready?” Dan asked.

				“Go,” she mouthed.

				She heard Dan and Quinn flee from the windowsill, then footsteps padding down the stairwell. Moments later she heard all three of her companions screaming and shouting from somewhere in the back of the house to create a distraction. She flattened herself against the vinyl siding.

				The creatures below her changed direction, moving in tandem like a frightened herd. Were it not for their incessant moans and salivating mouths, it might have seemed like they were wounded prey fleeing an unseen predator, scared for their lives.

				The yelling and banging continued. Meredith watched them leave, her heart pounding as she contemplated what she was about to do.

				The ground was fifteen feet below her. If she were to twist or sprain something, that would be the end. Once she was on the ground, she’d be fair game for all of them. Even one would be enough to incapacitate her.

				She clenched her eyes shut and thought of her sister.

			

			
				You can do this, Meredith. You have no other choice.

				Then, before she could have second thoughts, she crept to the edge and leapt off.

				Meredith was only in the air for a second, but the sensation of falling seemed to last much longer. Before she could cry out, the ground sprung to meet her, and Meredith did her best to roll and absorb the impact. Her shoulder throbbed, but she was otherwise intact, and she was quickly able to roll sideways and away from the house.

				When she came to a stop, she got to her feet and assessed her surroundings.

				She’d made it to the ground in one piece.

				Although the majority of the creatures had relocated, a few lingered, and they scrambled in her direction at the sight of her. Meredith withdrew her pistol and fired two rounds, striking the first in the head, the second in the arm. Without further hesitation, she broke into a run toward the pickup.

				The shrieks of the creatures were even louder outside, and each one pierced her heart with a needle of fear. Within seconds, heavy footfalls thundered against the grass behind her.

				She kept her eyes focused on the vehicle in front of her, knowing that she couldn’t afford to look back.

				To stop moving was to die.

				When she reached the truck, she fumbled with the key, trying to fit it into the lock.

				Come on!

				The noise from her pursuers grew louder. She found the opening and turned the key, listening to the door unlock. Then she grabbed the handle, wrenched it open, and jumped inside. No sooner had she shut the door than bodies slammed into the exterior. When she looked to the left, she saw three vacant faces staring through the window.

			

			
				She locked the doors and started the vehicle. The engine purred underneath her, and she found herself filled with a new fear. What if the vehicle died?

				Don’t think about that now, Meredith.

				She threw the vehicle into drive and hit the gas, propelling the vehicle forward. The tires found purchase on something—either on asphalt or on limbs—and the vehicle roared up the driveway, slowly veering toward the grass.

				She eyed the moving masses in the rearview. Even with the speed of the vehicle, she wouldn’t gain much ground on the creatures. As soon as the pickup stopped moving, they’d narrow the gap.

				This isn’t going to work, she thought frantically.

				But it was too late. She’d already come this far. She had to try.

				When she cleared the house, she saw where the bulk of the things were located—the majority of them were in the backyard. From inside, it’d been impossible to gauge how many of them there were. Now, she had a clear view of their situation. There had to be at least fifty of them. Things were looking grim.

				The creatures pounded their fists at the boarded-up windows, their faces gnarled and gruesome. It looked like several pieces of wood had caved. She stopped the vehicle about twenty feet from the barn and honked the horn, keeping her eyes on the house. A few of the creatures began to follow the noise, but most remained in place. She needed to lure them away from the property, to the fields behind it.

			

			
				“Come on!” she screamed.

				She rolled down the window and stuck her head out. In the driver’s side mirror, she could see the things behind her getting closer.

				“Over here, you pieces of shit!”

				She waved her left arm out the window, pounding the horn with her fist. The creatures moaned louder, and one by one they fled the house and moved toward her. At this point she’d gained the attention of almost all of them. Once she’d led them far enough away, Dan, Quinn, and John could escape out the front.

				Here they come. Be ready.

				She glanced in front of her. The barn door was shut. She shook her head at her earlier idea. There would have been no way to corral the things inside.

				She revved the gas, keeping one foot on the brake, watching the cluster of creatures grow closer. At this point they were almost on top of her. She eyed the fields off to her right. If she waited any longer, they’d be clawing at the pickup.

				She was just about to take her foot off the brake when she heard an ear-piercing scream from the house. She turned her head just in time to see one of the boarded windows cave. Through the opening, she saw that Dan, Quinn, and John were still inside. Not one of them had escaped.

				Behind her, a stream of creatures turned back for the house.

				No! Wrong way!

			

			
				Despite her efforts, Meredith had failed. The things swarmed the rear windows; a few wandered back to the front. The remaining creatures were closing in on the pickup, preparing to lunge. She had to move. She had to keep going. Dan’s words echoed in her head.

				“If things get bad, just keep driving.”


				But she couldn’t do that. She couldn’t leave them behind.

				I need to do something. I can’t let them die in there.

				She glanced back at the barn. There had to be something she could use inside, something to deter them. Out of nowhere, an idea struck her.

				It was a long shot. Probably even more so than what she had just attempted. But they were running out of time, and it was all she had.

				She had to act.

				Meredith let her foot off the brake and barreled forward, crashing against the doors and caving them inward. She drove ten feet into the barn and ground to a halt. Then she threw open the door and leapt out, the engine still running.

				Her pursuers were gaining ground. She could hear their feet plodding against the grass. The barn was dark and shadowed, but there was no time to turn on the lights. She moved forward by memory, skirting around an ensemble of lawn equipment and hay, and felt for the two things she’d come to find. Her hands finally graced the side of one of the objects. She grabbed the two five-gallon metal canisters and hefted them back to the car, then jumped inside.

			

			
				The creatures had reached the barn entrance, and they crashed through the doors, as if sensing that their window of opportunity was closing. She heard hands on the back of the pickup, but before the things could progress any further, she slammed the car into reverse, knocking them backward. The vehicle rose and the tires crushed something beneath the tread.

				Suddenly she was out in the open again. Dusk was closing in, and so was the horde.

				Thank God she’d gotten to the propane. She just hoped Dan was as good of a shot as he claimed.

				The back of the house was flooded with creatures. Meredith drove a few hundred feet from the barn, honking the horn, keeping an eye on the window where she’d seen her companions. In the rearview mirror, she saw a flood of the things chasing behind her.

				This isn’t going to work. There’s no way.

				She ignored her inner voice filled with fear and doubt, and concentrated on leaving a buffer zone around the house. Even if she couldn’t get rid of all of the creatures, maybe they could get rid of enough to escape. When she’d reached a distance of several hundred feet, she stopped the vehicle and grabbed the propane. Then she jumped out of the truck and placed the canisters on the ground.

				Dammit. She needed a lighter.

				She dove back into the truck and tore through the glove box, remembering there used to be one in there. Come on. Where was it? She remembered seeing one—an old red one that her father used to use. She’d left it in the glove compartment, thinking it might come in handy some time.

			

			
				And now that time had come.

				She pushed aside several bundles of paperwork, finding nothing, and then suddenly it was in her hand. She grabbed hold of it and leapt back outside, fumbling with the canisters.

				She opened each of the nozzles. When the gas was flowing, she flicked the lighter, lighting each one and watching the flame take hold. Once they were lit, she hopped back in the truck and looked back at the house.

				The first-floor windows were empty. No sign of Dan. Where was he?

				She watched as several of the creatures wormed their way through the open window where she’d seen her companions before.

				Dammit!

				A mound of creatures raced toward her. She scanned the upper windows, hoping for a glimpse of her brother-in-law, but there was none to be found. Chances were that he was preoccupied, battling the creatures that were trying to break in. If that were the case she was out of luck. Too late.

				The creatures advanced, snarling and moaning. In seconds she’d be overtaken.

				She let her foot off the brake, ready to move, ready to let the plan go.

				And then a face appeared in the upper bedroom window. She saw a hand—Dan waving to her, motioning for her to move—and she hit the accelerator. He’d seen her. He knew what she was trying to do.

				The pickup raced forward, and she hit the gas, knowing she had to gain as much distance as possible. Within seconds she’d traveled to the driveway. She kept her eyes glued to the rearview mirror, waiting for the explosion to follow.

			

			
				She heard a gunshot. Then two.

				At first there was nothing. The creatures that had been pursuing her—about fifty or so, from the looks of it—started to disperse. A pit formed in her stomach, and she fought to suppress it.

				And then she heard it—an explosion that rocked the air.

				She glanced into the rearview mirror. The lawn behind her had become a ball of flame, casting orange and yellow ripples across the property. She hit the brake and ducked down in her seat, unsure of how far the shrapnel would travel, fearing that the vehicle would be hit. From behind her, the creatures shrieked and groaned.

				She remained low, hands shaking, unsure of what to expect.

				Would it be enough to incapacitate the bulk of the creatures?

				When the noise had subsided, she raised her head and peered behind her at the tattered lawn. The creatures had been decimated. Pieces of them were scattered across the grass; of those that remained, most were on fire. She watched them stagger sideways across the grass, their features melting under the lick of yellow flame.

				A voice cried out in the distance, and she struggled to make out the words. She strained her ears, and suddenly the message became clear. It was Dan; he was shouting at her from the house.

			

			
				“Swing the truck back around!”

				Although she could barely hear him, she complied, yanking the wheel and driving back toward the explosion site. When she reached the vicinity, she kept to the perimeter of the yard—far enough away to avoid the burning creatures. Every few seconds the rifle clapped, and she watched the remaining creatures drop to the ground one by one, reduced to a mangled pile of skin.

				When she reached the house, she pulled up to the broken rear window. Several creatures still milled about, and she fired off the remaining rounds of her pistol to hold them off.

				Where were the others?

				She stared through the opening, waiting for her companions to appear, but there was no sign of them. She glanced back into the yard. Though they’d incapacitated the majority of the creatures, they hadn’t killed them all. Several of the things were unscathed, and when they took notice of Meredith in the pickup, they ambled toward her.

				“Come on!” she shouted through the window.

				A few seconds later she saw movement, and suddenly her companions were spilling from inside.

				“Let’s go!” she shouted.

				Dan and Quinn appeared first, John limping behind them. One of the roaming creatures tried to snag Quinn, but Dan fired off a shot, knocking it to the ground. The air was thick with smoke and flame, and the three of them coughed from the smell.

				A second later they were throwing the doors open and jumping inside, filling the vehicle with smoke and sweat. Meredith hit the gas.

			

			
				The pickup sprang to life, propelling them across the lawn and onto the driveway. Behind them, a cluster of fiery bodies danced across the lawn, knocking against one another like broken marionettes. Meredith blinked hard and forced herself to look away.

				Once they were out of immediate danger, she glanced at the seat next to her.

				Quinn sat in the passenger’s seat, her head buried in her lap. Meredith reached over and caressed the girl’s hair.

				“It’s OK, sweetie,” she said with a smile. “We made it.”
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				“Are you sure you’re OK with this, Meredith?” John asked. His face was lined with worry.

				Meredith leaned on her shovel. Below her was the charred body of Paul Stevens, her old neighbor—the creature she’d seen at Ben and Marcy Sanders house. He must have traveled to the farm at some point during the attack.

				“I’ll be fine,” she said.

				It had been over a day since they’d left the farm. Meredith surveyed the backyard, which was still covered in bodies.

				They’d been picking up remains for hours: hefting them into tarps, dragging them to the pickup, driving them to a remote corner of the lot. Meredith had insisted that they give the townsfolk a proper burial.

				No one had argued.

				In order to spare Quinn from the gory scene, Dan and his daughter had remained at the Sanders’ house. Inside they’d found an assortment of blocks, puzzles, and dolls. After arriving, Meredith had recalled that the Sanders had had a niece; they’d probably kept the toys there for when she visited. In any case, they’d been a welcome distraction for both Dan and his daughter.

				Meredith stuck her shovel into the blackened lawn and wiped a bead of sweat from her forehead. She looked over at John, who still held a look of concern.

				“Do you think it’s over?”

			

			
				“I hope we’ve seen the worst of it,” John said.

				She let her gaze drift to the house. Although the downstairs windows were boarded up, a few lights blazed upstairs. After all that had happened, it was a miracle the power was still on. She wondered how long it would last. With no one to maintain the power plant, it was possible that it would be cut off soon, but she was grateful for every moment they had it on.

				“Are you sure you want to stay in town?”

				“I’ve never been more sure of anything in my life,” she said. “I’m through running. From my family, from the infection, from you…”

				She let her shovel fall to the dirt and walked over to John, and the two locked lips under the inviting rays of the sun.

				“Thank you, Meredith.”

				“For what?”

				“For giving me a second chance.”
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				“I wish this place had more bedrooms,” Meredith said, fluffing the pillows and sheets she’d set on the floor of the Sanders’ bedroom.

				“Are you kidding me?” Dan laughed. “This is the best setup we’ve had in days.”

				She had set up Dan and Quinn in the second bedroom; she and John would sleep in the master. For the remainder of the night, they’d agreed to take shifts watching over the property. Since leaving Meredith’s farm, there’d been no other signs of danger, but none of them wanted to take any chances.

			

			
				It was a small price to pay for stability.

				Meredith had agreed to take the first shift. Although she was tired, she knew that Dan and Quinn must be exhausted. They’d been on the run for days; they deserved to get some rest.

				“Are you comfortable, Quinn?”

				The little girl smiled at her from the bed through half-closed eyes. They’d been talking a few minutes, and already her niece was starting to relax. Meredith leaned over and kissed her on the head.

				“I’m so glad you came to find me.”

				“Me too, Aunt Meredith.”

				Dan had arranged himself on the floor next to the bed. Meredith noticed he’d chosen a spot by the window. Even though it wasn’t his turn to watch, she was sure he’d been keeping an eye out just the same.

				The thought gave her comfort, and she smiled down at him in appreciation.

				“Try to get some sleep,” she told them.

				“We will,” Quinn said.

				“Goodnight.”

				Meredith walked out of the bedroom, snapping the light off behind her.

				When she went downstairs, John was in the kitchen, rifle propped at his side.

				“Do you see anything?” she asked him.

				“No. We’re all clear for now. Why don’t you head into the bedroom and get some sleep?”

				“No, you go ahead and rest, John. I’ll wake you up in a few hours when I get tired.”

				“You sure?”

			

			
				“Positive.”

				He handed her the rifle. In the wake of the attack, they had only a few guns left with ammunition. Those they had left were stacked on the dining room table, easily accessible to anyone keeping watch. Since arriving, they’d cleaned up the house; Meredith had even transported some of her pictures and belongings from the farm. Between the fumes of the propane and the smell of the bodies, they’d decided to vacate her old house, at least for now.

				John kissed her on the cheek and headed upstairs. She looked after him, then switched her focus to the boarded windows. Through the course of her shift, she’d make the rounds to all of them, keeping a careful watch on the premises.

				Hopefully that would allow her comrades to sleep.

				The wind gusted from outside, blowing a gentle breeze through the cracks and crevices. It was still summertime, and the fresh air felt refreshing against her skin. In the coming days they’d have to figure things out. They’d need to reinforce the windows, get more weapons, figure out a long-term plan.

				But for now, she was just grateful that they’d all found each other, and that they’d all survived another day. In the wake of what had happened, there wasn’t much more she could ask for.

				Something brushed past her leg, and she jumped before realizing it was Ernie. He launched into the air, aiming for her arms, and she smiled. She picked him up and held him close.

				The dog lapped at her face. Since arriving at the Sanders’, he’d spent most of his time pacing, doing his best to get adjusted. Now it seemed like he was settling down.

			

			
				“You know what, Ernie? We’re going to get through this,” she whispered. “And no matter what happens, we’re all going to be OK.”
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				For the first time in days, Dan awoke not to the sounds of a disturbance, but to the smell of a home-cooked meal. He rolled over in his sheets and rubbed at his eyes. Even though he’d lain down, he hadn’t expected to sleep.

				He glanced up at the bed next to him. The sheets were rumpled; his daughter was gone. For a split second he felt a tinge of worry, then he heard the sounds of laughter from the other room.

				It was a sound he hadn’t heard in a while, and it felt damn good to hear it again.

				He rose to his feet and looked out the window, which he’d kept open. The sun shone through the windowpane, promising another day of light and warmth, and a few birds circled overhead. He ignored the memories in his head and did his best to focus on the smells coming from the kitchen.

				Still fully dressed, he turned and walked across the room, then padded down the stairwell. The dining room table was set. Meredith and Quinn sat across from each other, and John sat at the window with a plate on his lap.

				“Am I the last one up?” Dan asked.

				The rest of them smiled.

				“You almost missed lunch, Dad!” Quinn said.

				Meredith pointed to a place setting at the head of the table, where a plate full of garden-fresh potatoes and vegetables awaited. Dan pulled out the chair and sat, feeling more grateful than he had in days. He took a bite of his potatoes. Even though they were a little cold, he found himself thinking they were the best he’d tasted.

			

			
				Sometimes a meal was only as good as the company you kept, and right now, he couldn’t have asked for better companions.

				“How are things looking outside, John?”

				“All clear since last night.”

				“That’s great news.”

				Dan took another forkful of food and wiped his chin with a napkin. He studied the man perched at the window. In all the commotion of the night before, he’d hardly gotten the chance to know him.

				“So what did you used to do, John? I mean, before all this…”

				“I was a woodworker. I have a furniture shop in town. That’s how Meredith and I met, actually.”

				Meredith pointed to the boarded windows, which they’d transported from the farm. “All this wood was from his store.”

				“You seem like a good guy to have around.”

				The four shared a laugh. Quinn speared a piece of tomato with her fork, dropping it onto the floor on the way to her mouth. Ernie swooped in to pick it up.

				“Ernie!” Meredith scolded. “Mind your manners.”

				The dog licked Quinn’s pant leg in apology. She patted him on the head, leaning down to give him a kiss of her own.

				“It’s OK, Ernie. I would’ve shared it with you anyway.”

				When everyone had finished eating, Meredith stood from the table and reached for the empty plates.

				“Anyone for seconds?”

			

			
				Dan paused for a moment. His stomach was still rumbling; it’d been a while since they’d had a decent meal.

				“Sure,” he said.

				Meredith retrieved the dishes and returned to the counter.

				“How long do you want to stay here?” she asked.

				Dan paused, glancing around the room at his companions. For the first time in over a week, he had no pressing desire to leave. In just over a day, the Sanders’ had become not only a place of shelter, but also a place of familiarity; a place that felt like home.

				“I’ll have to check our appointment book. We don’t have anywhere to be, do we Quinn?”

				The little girl shook her head and smiled.

				“Well, I have enough food to last for a while,” Meredith said. “Between the crops I brought from the farm and the packages you brought from the car, we should be all set for a while.”

				“That’s great news.”

				“I also saw a nice garden out back. I’ll bet we can harvest the crops.”

				“Excellent,” Dan said.

				“There’s a catch,” she said, holding up her finger.

				“What is it?”

				“I’ll need help. Anyone who wants to eat is going to have to work for it.” Meredith grinned.

				Quinn immediately raised her hand. “I’ll help you, Aunt Meredith!”

				“Anything for a meal!” Dan quipped.

				The group laughed. John rose from his perch.

				“You don’t have to worry; Meredith is a great teacher. Before helping her on the farm, I couldn’t even look at a plant without killing it.”

			

			
				“Now he’s a regular farmhand,” Meredith said, punching his arm.

				“We’ll need to figure out schedules for keeping watch, too. Maybe take some trips into town for more supplies.”

				“Let’s talk about that later,” Dan said, giving the others a warm smile. “For now, let’s just enjoy our meal.”

				The others nodded and turned to other conversation.

				Within minutes, laughter filled the room. In the coming days, they’d have a lot of things to figure out. But all that could wait. Regardless of what had transpired, regardless of what the world had become, they’d found each other.

				And right now, that was the only thing that mattered.
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PART ONE – HUNTED

			

			
				



			

	


1

				“Over here!”

				The men were coming. Through the haze, Noah could hear the rumble of motors and the cry of voices. He struggled to open his eyes, but they were swollen shut. His face burned with pain.

				After a few attempts, he cracked his eyelids. The rays of the midday sun pierced his retinas, and he squinted to reduce the glare. The fact that he was alive was either a miracle or a curse; at the moment, he couldn’t decide which. He wiggled his fingers and toes. As far as he could tell, nothing was broken.

				But that didn’t make him feel any better.

				He lifted his head, biting back a fresh swell of pain. He was lying in the forest, about fifty feet from the road. Around him was a legion of pines. Just minutes ago, he’d been thrashing through the underbrush, hoping to find respite in the depths of the forest. After expending his last bit of energy, he’d dropped to the ground behind one of the large, sap-covered trunks.

				Now he lay exhausted, listening to his pursuers approach.

				He patted his pockets, hoping to find something he’d missed, but his ripped khaki shorts were empty. His only hope was to summon enough strength to continue.

				If he didn’t move, he’d die.

				He thought of his family in Portland and clenched his teeth. For the past few days, the image of Mom, Dad, and Ricky had been the only thing keeping him going. Now he found himself wondering if he’d ever see them again.

			

			
				Don’t give up now.

				Noah forced himself to his knees, ignoring his aching muscles, and crawled through the thickets. Keep low, and keep moving. He needed to put distance between himself and the road. If the men couldn’t find him, perhaps they’d grow bored and stop looking so closely; maybe they’d even give up.

				The forest floor crackled under the weight of men’s footsteps. The men had stopped talking, but their breathing echoed through the trees behind him. In a matter of minutes, Noah had become their target, their prey. Seconds after seeing him, they’d forced his truck off the road and into a tree.

				If only he’d taken another road…

				For the past few days, he’d been practicing the art of avoidance, doing his best to steer clear of the infected and the survivors. After a few close calls with trigger-happy lunatics, he’d been hesitant to trust anyone. At the same time, he’d known the solitude couldn’t last forever. Sooner or later he’d be forced to fight or flee. As much as he hated to admit it, his current situation was long overdue.

				He should’ve stayed at the salvage yard in Arizona.

				Leaving his former companions behind had been one of the hardest things he’d had to do, and the guilt had eaten at him for days. He could only pray that Sam, Delta, Dan, and Quinn were safe.

				But he needed to find his family. Whether they were alive or dead, he needed to find them. He needed to know.


			

			
				He scrambled ahead through the forest, listening to the snap of underbrush behind him, using his pursuers’ movements as cover. When they moved, he moved. When they stopped, he stopped. He darted from tree to tree, using the thick trunks for cover as if he were in the real-life version of a video game.

				His vision was still bleary from losing his glasses. His prescription was weak, but he’d been wearing them regularly for driving, and his eyes struggled to adjust.

				Beads of sweat dotted his forehead. Over the course of the day, the sun had grown progressively hotter, and as he ran, it enveloped him like a warm blanket. Aside from his tattered shorts, Noah was wearing only a polo shirt and shoes. He should’ve been comfortable, but instead, he was red and overheated.

				One of the men coughed.

				Noah ducked behind a tree. After a few seconds, he peered behind him. On the road, a few hundred feet away, he could see his pickup truck. All four tires had been flattened; the hood was smoking. One of the men was standing guard next to it.

				His pursuers weren’t letting him get away. If he doubled back, he’d be trapped. His only hope was to head deeper into the woods.

				Hide or move.

				Noah clambered forward. Given that the men had rifles, he was hopelessly outmatched. There was no way he could face them.

				One glimpse of him and they’d shoot.

				He continued on. After several more minutes of running, he realized the men had stopped. He listened closely as their low, muffled voices seeped through the forest. What were they talking about? What were they planning?

			

			
				Noah assessed his situation. The forest in front of him was thick with foliage, but there was a clearing in the distance.

				If he could get to it, perhaps he’d find help.

				The area he was in wasn’t exactly brimming with people, but civilization had to exist somewhere. He stared at the distant patch of light, gauging how many steps it would take him to get there.

				Twenty? Twenty-five? How far could he go before he was shot down?

				Staying where he was would mean certain death. He’d rather die on his feet than be mowed down on his knees.

				Behind him, the forest fell into silence.

				He flexed his hands and prepared himself to run.

				This is it, Noah. This is your last chance at escape.

				Gritting his teeth, he broke from the trees and ran.

			

			
				



			

	


2

				Caddy Stevens had been fleeing all her life. The fact that she was doing it now wasn’t a big surprise.

				As she weaved through the streets of Chester, the town she’d called home for most of her life, she realized that not much had changed. The buildings were still old and decrepit, the air still smelled like a landfill, and the streets were filled with garbage.

				The only difference was the hordes of infected trying to kill her.

				Sure, things had been cleaner a few days ago, but not by much. The railing on the library steps was still loose, the abandoned steel mill was still run-down, and the gas stations still sported outdated pumps and inflated prices.

				Yep—the only obvious difference was the people. Now, instead of talking behind backs and whispering in circles, they were coming at her head-on, mouths open and nails extended.

				At least they were forthright for a change.

				Caddy bounded through the alleyway between Thomas and Stanley Streets, vaulting over a fallen garbage can, praying to God she wouldn’t trip and fall. The creature behind her was one of the fastest she’d seen. Even though she’d gotten a head start, the thing was right on her tail, its rancid breath reeking in the mid-afternoon air.

				The thing used to be Tommy Prentiss, the star of the high school track team.

				If there was one thing Caddy had learned, it was that the infection didn’t discriminate.

			

			
				Caddy was in decent shape herself. Although she wasn’t a sports fanatic, she’d kept active after graduating high school, jogging several miles each night after work. She’d mostly shied away from the drinking and partying that many of her friends engaged in, preferring the quiet company of a book to a Sunday-morning hangover.

				Up until a few days ago, she’d been a waitress at the town diner, hoping to save enough money to attend community college next fall. Those plans had gone out the window when her boss had tried to take a bite out of her.

				In any case, Caddy was grateful she’d been spared the infection. For whatever reason, she was alive, and so was her mother. Her main goal now was to bring back the food she’d ransacked from the A&P.

				Having cleared the alleyway, Caddy sprinted out into the street. Her breath came in short gasps; her lungs burned. She hoped she’d have enough stamina to outrun her pursuer.

				Caddy would’ve preferred stealth to speed, but Tommy had given her no choice. He’d surprised her in the back aisle of the A&P, teeth bared, and she’d barely gotten out alive.

				And she wasn’t in the clear yet.

				She flew down the block past a cluster of brick buildings, worried that more of the infected would pick up the chase. From what she’d seen, most of the creatures had remained in the area, picking through the remnants of the survivors like pigeons hunting for scraps. If others joined the pursuit, she wasn’t convinced she could outrun them.

			

			
				She was having enough trouble with Tommy alone.

				Earlier, she’d been in her mother’s car, but after the infected had surrounded her, Caddy had crashed it into a pole. Now she was alone and on foot. The gun holstered at her side was empty. All she had left was a knife and the bag of groceries she was carrying. She needed more weapons, but now wasn’t the time to search for them.

				She clutched the canvas bag to her chest, doing her best to keep hold of it. If she dropped the food and water, the entire trip would’ve been for nothing. And then what would become of her mother?

				Caddy shuddered at the scenario. She couldn’t think about that. Not now.

				Get home first. Worry later, she told herself.

				At the end of the block, the row of buildings ended, giving way to a desolate two-lane road. Caddy’s house was minutes away, but in order to get there, she’d have to run in the open. The fact that Tommy was chasing her made things difficult.

				She’d have to throw him off. She couldn’t lead him home.

				As if on cue, the footsteps behind her grew louder.

				Tommy was gaining ground.

				She stared at the last building on the road. It was one she recognized. Town Line Diner. In spite of the chaos below, the neon letters remained optimistically intact. It was as if her former workplace were preparing for a stream of customers, oblivious to the fact that the world had ended.

				If she wanted to ward off Tommy Prentiss, going into the diner might be her best shot. At least she knew the layout. Maybe she could throw him off; perhaps she could even trap him inside.

			

			
				There was no way she could outrun him. Not much longer, anyway.

				Caddy veered from the sidewalk and ran up the steps of the diner. She yanked at the door, relieved to find it open. If it’d been locked, she would’ve been screwed. She slipped through the entrance just as Tommy bashed into the other side of the glass. His mouth hung open, exposing a row of bloodstained teeth. Several of them had been chipped or broken; his tongue flailed in his mouth.

				And to think I kissed him once. Gross.

				Caddy pulled the door closed, ignoring the pounding of Tommy’s hands. She slipped the lock into place. Her chest heaved as she scanned the restaurant behind her.

				It’d been four days since she’d fled the diner. In the meantime, the bodies had started to decompose, though she still recognized some of the patrons she’d served.

				And somewhere inside was the body of her boss—the woman she’d killed three days earlier. Caddy swallowed and did her best to dispel the thought.

				Bang!

				She spun to find Tommy crashing against the glass, his face contorted with rage. She didn’t have much time. Caddy started along the counter, her shoes sliding on the linoleum. Behind it was the entrance to the back room as well as an exit.

				She’d only gone two steps when the front door caved.

				Tommy had gotten inside.

			

			
				



			

	


3

				Noah looked over his shoulder as he crossed the clearing, certain the men would be right on his tail. Would he hear the gunshot before he felt the bullet, or would the two be simultaneous?

				He’d already been shot once; thankfully, he’d only been nicked. It was a feeling he hoped to never have again. Despite his fears, the forest seemed empty. He saw no sign of his pursuers. Had he lost them? The thought filled him with hope. At the same time, he knew better than to trust his surroundings.

				In a world gone mad, no one was safe.

				Across the clearing was a cluster of shrubs. He navigated toward them, sweat clinging to his forehead. The ground was soft and malleable, a welcome change from the thick crunch of the forest.

				When he reached the thicket, he immersed himself in it, grateful for the cover. The forest was a maze of trunks and trees, and he continued on hands and knees, still weak and wounded. His best bet was to stay low and keep his distance from the street.

				What would his next move be? His truck was out of commission. He could return to it and survey the contents, but he was certain the men had taken everything.

				For all intents and purposes, he was back to square one.

				The pickup had contained all his belongings: his weapons, his clothing, and his uncontaminated food. Without it, he’d been robbed not only of a means of transportation, but a way to survive.

			

			
				He needed a weapon.

				He scanned the forest as he crawled, looking for a loose branch or stick. Anything would be better than his bare hands.

				After a few more feet, he encountered a fallen tree. The trunk was rife with branches. He searched for a limb of suitable size—something he could carry—and wrestled it from the bark. The branch broke with a snap. The stick was about three feet long and several inches wide, sporting a jagged end from where he’d ripped it free.

				It was a far cry from the weapons he’d had in the truck, but it’d have to do.

				It’d been several minutes since he’d last heard the men. He stopped to catch his breath, resting against the thick trunk of a tree. He was exhausted. It felt like he’d been running forever, though he knew it’d probably been only a few minutes.

				After a while, the sound of his ragged breathing was drowned out by the sounds of nature. He could hear birds cawing, insects chirping, and the faint rustle of the wind. Out of nowhere, he imagined his body decomposing in the forest, and he felt a shudder run the length of his body.

				If he died, how would his family ever find out what had happened to him?

				The thought filled him with a tremor of emotion. At this point, Portland seemed farther away than ever.

				The past few days had been something out of a nightmare, one he’d hardly had a chance to process. Earlier in the week, he’d rented a van with his best friend, making his way from Albuquerque to Las Vegas. They’d made it two hundred miles before the infection hit.

			

			
				And now Kendall was dead. Killed by his hands.

				Noah tried to force the thought from his mind, but it’d already taken hold. He could still see his best friend’s expression as he’d stabbed the shiv into Kendall’s neck; his mouth had been agape, his infected flesh spitting blood like a geyser—

				Stop it.

				Noah clenched his teeth, trying to rid his mind of the image. The only thing he needed to concern himself with was surviving and getting home. Everything else was just noise.

				His brain had too much to bear.

				He staggered to his feet. In the past few seconds, the woods had grown louder. It was as if the creatures of the forest had picked up on the silence, intent on filling the void. It took him a second to realize that it wasn’t the sound of nature he was hearing, but the sound of men.

				His pursuers had found him.

				Noah plunged through the forest, the crack of rifles echoing around him.

				Bullets pinged off the trees; branches snapped beneath his feet. He could hear the men shouting as they ran, taunting him as they fired.

				There were two voices. He wasn’t sure where the rest had gone, but he didn’t have time to think about it.

				The stick was heavy in his hands. If it weren’t his only weapon, Noah might’ve dropped it. He did his best to gain ground, knowing he was hopelessly outmatched and out of strength.

			

			
				His options were few.

				Though the forest was thick, he couldn’t see a place that would provide permanent cover. The men had him in their sights. If he were to duck behind a tree, surely they’d find him.

				A gunshot connected with a nearby oak. One of the men laughed. Were they missing him on purpose? Were they delaying the inevitable? His brain couldn’t process the reason behind their violence. It made no sense. He’d never met these men before; he’d never wronged them. And yet here they were trying to end his life.

				It was as if everything had gone out the window when the infection had taken over.

				He could only guess that the men had been waiting for an event such as this one, ready to capitalize on the chaos and insanity. In just a few short days, Noah had seen a host of unspeakable acts.

				Even now, the images of what he’d seen still haunted him. Worst of all were the things he’d done himself.

				Noah had almost given up hope when he spotted a cluster of sticks and limbs stacked against a tree. It looked like something an animal had built. The foliage was thick and brown, obscuring his view of the inside.

				Regardless of its origins, it might provide cover. Desperate, he fell to his knees and crawled inside.

				The men were several hundred feet behind him. He scooted into hiding, hoping they hadn’t seen him. A minute later, the footsteps ceased.

				“Where’d he go?”

			

			
				“I don’t see him.”

				“Split up. We’ll find him.”

				Noah held his breath, peering out between the sticks. He could see the figures of the two men in the distance. One skirted behind a cluster of trees and out of sight. The other headed toward him.

				Noah gripped the tree branch in his hands, sweat dripping from his brow. The adrenaline of the chase had prevented him from getting a good look at his attackers. Now he found himself wishing he could look away.

				The man coming in his direction was wearing a button-up flannel shirt, blue jeans, and black boots. His shaggy hair stuck out in clumps, and it looked like he hadn’t shaved in days. His jaw was set, his teeth clenched together. His rifle swayed from left to right as he scanned the forest.

				Noah remained still. Because of the limited space, he’d been forced into a crouch; branches jutted just above his head. He glanced behind him. There was an opening on the other side of the shelter. At any moment, the man would spot him and he’d be forced to run through it.

				Noah’s purple polo shirt might as well be a homing beacon in the forest. Once he was out in the open, there’d be no disguising his presence.

				The man was fifty feet away and closing. Forty. Noah inched backward on hands and knees, ready to run.

				He scoured the forest, searching for the second man, but he was nowhere in sight.

				The homemade shelter butted against a thick oak. Noah crept backward through the opening, slipping behind the nearby trunk. His pursuer stopped a few feet away. His gaze settled on Noah’s former hiding place.

			

			
				Had Noah been found?

				For a second, Noah was convinced the man could see him, that he was waiting him out. Each passing second was part of the man’s sick game, a quest to prolong the kill.

				But Noah couldn’t let that happen. He couldn’t give up on his family.

				Not now. Not ever.

				Noah leapt out from behind the oak. The man stepped back in surprise, his mouth hanging open. Before the man could react, Noah gored him in the neck with his stick. He twisted the jagged branch into the man’s throat, embedding it deeper into his flesh. The man clutched his neck in agony, blood spurting from the newly opened wound. His rifle clattered to the ground. Noah let go of the branch and stepped back.

				His eyes grew wide as he surveyed what he had done. But there was no time to second-guess his actions.

				He scooped up the weapon, spinning to face the forest. The second man was already in view, closing ground.

				“You son of a bitch!” the man yelled.

				Noah fired the rifle through the trees, but his shot went wide. He had no idea how many bullets were left. He barely knew how to aim.

				“Stay the fuck away from me!” he screamed.

				He fired again, watching the man take cover behind a nearby tree. The man he’d stabbed gurgled and writhed on the ground. Noah kept his gun trained on the forest in front of him, slowly backing away from the scene.

			

			
				His entire body was shaking; the rifle felt like lead in his hands.

				There was a large tree to his right. He moved toward it, watching for signs of the second attacker. He’d almost made it when the man appeared. Noah fired again. The weapon bucked in his hands; this time, the man screamed.

				Had he hit him? Was it over? Noah wasn’t waiting to find out.

				Trembling, he fled through the forest.
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				Tommy advanced through the diner.

				Caddy stumbled over a spilled ketchup bottle, dropping her bag of provisions. Apples and oranges and cans rolled across the tile. She cried out as her hip banged against one of the stools, and she struggled to maintain her balance.

				Dammit.

				It was too late. The food she’d scavenged was gone. Caddy skirted toward the end of the counter, dodging a host of debris. She’d almost made it when a hand latched onto the back of her shirt.

				She ripped free and swung around to face her attacker.

				Tommy was almost on top of her. His eyes—formerly deep and blue—were now an inky shade of black. It’d been years since she’d spoken to him, but she’d seen him working at his father’s hardware store. She tried to remember the last conversation they’d had, but drew a blank.

				Did it even matter anymore?

				Caddy withdrew her knife. Tommy pawed the air, testing the waters. Caddy inched backward, trying to gauge the distance behind her. If she made a break for the counter, he’d catch her.

				She couldn’t risk it. She had to stand and fight.

				She studied the man—creature—in front of her. Tommy was over six feet tall and weighed about two hundred pounds. There was no way she could knock him off-balance. She could come at him with the knife, but if she missed…

				The creature swung.

			

			
				His arm came within inches of her, and Caddy barely ducked the blow. She stumbled backward, fumbling with the tops of the barstools. Tommy was off-balance. Go. Go.


				Caddy fled deeper into the diner. Glass and food crunched under her shoes. She leapt over a carcass on the floor. In no time she’d maneuvered around the counter, heading for the open door that led to the back room.

				The place where she’d left her boss’s body.

				But there was no time to think about that now. Caddy could only run. Run and hide and try to stay alive.

				She whipped through the doorway, Tommy right behind her, and tried to slam it shut. The wood crashed into his bulky frame, splintering and cracking under his weight.

				So much for keeping him out.

				The back room was a mess of shelves and condiments, most of which she’d knocked over during her last shift. Underneath one of them was the body of Darlene Tanner, the head waitress. The woman’s body had started to decompose, filling the air with the fetid odor of her flesh. Caddy’s eyes watered at the sight and smell.

				The rear door was twenty feet away. To Caddy’s dismay, it was closed.

				Even if she were to make a break for it, she’d have to contend with shelves and debris. There was no time. She pedaled backward, watching her attacker.

				Tommy sprang. This time, there was no dodging him.

			

			
				The young man crashed into her, taking her to the floor. His breath hit her like a tidal wave—a mix of salt and sand and sewage. His teeth clicked and clacked, his hands burrowed into her clothing. She clung to her knife, fighting for leverage, using both hands and feet to ward him off.

				She’d been in a similar position with him in high school—on the night they’d shared conversation and a kiss—but back then, the situation had been different. At the time she’d been enamored with the high school track star. He’d been a senior and she’d been a junior; he’d been popular, while she’d barely been noticed. They’d been flirting for weeks in class, and after several awkward conversations, he’d invited her to watch his practice.

				They’d been sitting on the bleachers at Chester High when it happened. Caddy had spent the last few hours cheering from the sidelines while Tommy had stolen glances at her from the field. By the time they’d sat together on the stands, shortly after everyone else had gone home, there was no doubt in her mind that he was going to kiss her.

				The attention had made her feel special and wanted, the opposite of the way she’d felt for most of her life.

				The opposite of the way she felt now.

				Tommy’s body stank of garbage, and his weight was like an anvil threatening to crush her. Caddy bucked and writhed, doing everything in her power to break free.

				“Get off me!” she shouted.

				If Tommy understood her, he made no effort to comply.

			

			
				With both of her arms pinned, she was helpless. Tommy leaned closer, mouth inches from her face, preparing to bite.

				Come on, Caddy!

				She pushed with all her strength.

				Mercifully, her right arm—the one that held the knife—slid free, and she reared back and jabbed it into Tommy’s ribcage. The creature wheezed and thrashed on top of her.

				Caddy continued to stab him. Once. Twice. Three times. With each blow, his grip weakened. Finally, she slid out from beneath him.

				Tommy remained on the ground, fluid leaking from his wounds, but he showed no signs of pain. After a few seconds, he clambered to his knees, hissing and spitting, repositioning for attack.

				Caddy couldn’t allow that. With a feral cry—one she hardly recognized as her own—she leapt up and plunged the blade into the top of his skull.

				Tommy Prentiss faltered, then sank to the floor.

				He hadn’t been that great a kisser, anyway.
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				Noah ran through the forest for what felt like miles. The punishing rays of the sun made him feel light-headed; his legs felt like dumbbells. His throat was parched and sore. He needed water. He needed rest. But he couldn’t allow himself to stop.

				Not until he was certain he was safe.

				The forest was a multitude of hiding places, and any one of them could be fortressing the men. He hadn’t heard them for miles, but he wasn’t convinced he was in the clear.

				He’d killed two of them. That meant others would be coming.

				He was sure of it.

				Tears streaked his face as he relived what had just occurred. The memory of the man’s impaled neck was imprinted on his brain. He’d already added it to his collection of memories: an image of bloodshed and savagery stockpiled for eternal playback.

				The images shuffled like flashcards.

				Overhead, the caw of a bird startled him, and he aimed the rifle at the sky. Calm down, Noah. It took several minutes for his heart rate to settle. He wiped a stream of sweat from his forehead and took a deep breath.

				It wasn’t just the men he was afraid of. It was also the infected.

				It’d been half a day since he’d seen one of the creatures, and he was long overdue. At any moment, he expected one of them to pop out and attack him. If he ran into one on foot, he wasn’t sure what he’d do. Discharging his weapon would give away his location.

			

			
				If he fired, the men would find him.

				He continued through the forest. Each passing minute felt like an hour. After walking for miles, he heard the distant sound of an engine. His heart thundered. Had his pursuers circled around on some unseen road, intending to flush him out?

				He halted.

				The engine increased in volume. Whatever it was, it was getting closer. He peered through the forest until he could make out an object through the trees. He saw a blurred shape—an outline of doors and tires—and his body went rigid.

				To his surprise, the vehicle wasn’t the Ford pickup that had chased him, but a vehicle painted black and green.

				Camouflage. Was it an army truck?

				Noah’s legs wobbled, and he clung to the bark of the nearest tree to keep his balance. If it was indeed an army vehicle, he needed to get to the road. Perhaps the men inside could assist him. At the very least, they could bring him somewhere safe.

				He forced himself onward. The vehicle was out of sight, but he could hear the roar of others.

				Hurry!

				He weaved through the underbrush, doing his best to follow the clearest path. Several times he tripped, but each time he caught himself and managed to keep upright. The trees slipped by like silent sentinels.

				He was almost to the road. He could see pavement through the trees, the yellow lines that marked the street’s center.

			

			
				“Over here! Help!” he shouted.

				He emerged from the forest, heart brimming with hope. Over the past few days, he’d seen his best friend die, his former comrades wounded, and a slew of people infected or killed. Through it all, he’d held out hope of rescue, even though it had seemed futile.

				And now here it was right in front of him. All he needed to do was get to it.

				He ran up the road, his shoes slapping the pavement. His lungs heaved, his vision blurred. Even if the men were behind him, the presence of the military would stave them off. Right?

				They wouldn’t gun him down in the open. Would they?

				He continued up the road until he’d run several hundred feet from where he emerged. His head was still throbbing.

				It took him a few more seconds to realize the noises had faded. If there had been more vehicles, they’d already passed. He looked in all directions, but the road was desolate.

				Had he been seeing things?

				He didn’t think so, but the longer he waited, the deeper his doubt became.

				For several minutes he stared up the road, waiting for the vehicles to return. But there were no more noises and nothing in sight.

				The prospect of rescue, if it had ever been there at all, was gone.
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				Caddy waded through the tall grass, watching the center of Chester fade in the distance. In front of her was a thick section of forest. She made her way toward it, her canvas bag looped over one shoulder, the knife in her hand.

				Her pulse was still pounding from her encounter with Tommy, and she couldn’t get the image of Darlene out of her head. She’d killed them. She’d killed them both.

				The worst part was, they hadn’t been the only ones. In just a few short days she’d been forced to do things she’d never dreamed of, things she’d do anything to forget. And yet, she’d had to do those things to survive. If Caddy hadn’t reacted the way she had, she and her mother would both be dead.

				She tried to convince herself of these things as she raced through the knee-high grass, the blades whipping against her pant legs. It was times like these that made her feel like she was dreaming, that she’d wake up in the morning with a clear head and a clean conscience.

				Each new day was a grim reminder that her actions were real.

				Caddy pressed on. To her right she could make out the asphalt of the road. The sight of it filled her with sadness.

				If she’d been alone, Caddy would have taken the two-lane street, letting it lead her away from the town and its memories.

				Growing up, she’d buried her nose in travel books and catalogs, taking in the sights and scenery, planning the day she’d make her exit from Chester. Despite all her dreaming and planning, she’d never been able to make her hopes a reality.

			

			
				When she was fourteen, her mother had been diagnosed with early-onset Alzheimer’s.

				According to the doctors, the disease was genetic. Caddy’s great aunt had had it as well. Her mother’s signs had been subtle at first—a forgotten word here or there, an occasional moment of disorientation.

				After Caddy had expressed her concern, her mother had agreed to go to the doctor. It had taken several weeks of testing to determine the problem.

				The diagnosis had devastated them both.

				In the beginning, things hadn’t changed. Caddy had continued to go to school; her mother had continued to go to work. A year later, her mother’s symptoms had gotten worse. She remembered one incident in particular.

				They’d been eating dinner, discussing the events of the day, when her mother had stopped mid-bite to stare at her.

				“What day is it?” she’d asked.

				Caddy had studied her mother for a minute before answering. They’d just spoken about what they’d do on Sunday. And now her mother was looking at her with a blank expression. Caddy had gently reminded her of the day.

				Her mother had responded by slamming down her fork.

				According to the doctor, the disease could be accompanied by changes in mood and personality. Caddy’s greatest fear was that her mother wouldn’t be her mother anymore. Caddy had excused herself from the table, and then had spent the next half hour in her bedroom, crying silently so her mother wouldn’t hear.

			

			
				Over the next few years, her mother’s condition had worsened. Her mother had been forced to leave her job, and Caddy had been forced to pick up extra hours at work to pitch in. In addition to going to school, she’d taken over the majority of the bills, watching her mother’s savings slowly diminish. Because the disease had struck her mother at a young age, state resources were limited.

				Caddy dreaded the day they’d need to hire a caregiver.

				As a result, the last four years had been a blur of work and school. Due to her mother’s condition, Caddy had spent most of her free time working. Her social life had been nonexistent. The only time she’d gotten out was to take a jog in the evenings, and only after her mother was situated.

				Come to think of it, her single kiss with Tommy Prentiss had been one of the highlights of her teenage years, but that wasn’t saying much.

				For the past eighteen years, Caddy had dreamed of the day when she could get out of Chester. And now, with the world in shambles, she couldn’t see it ever happening.

				Four days ago, all of the townsfolk had been transformed into raving lunatics, infected by a virus she couldn’t comprehend. Almost instantaneously, communication with the outside world had been lost.

				Frightened and alone, Caddy had managed to reach her house in time, securing the property as best she could. On the way home, she’d managed to lift a handgun from a fallen resident. When she’d reached her mother, the woman had been terrified and confused.

			

			
				Explaining the situation had been difficult, and keeping her mother calm and quiet had become a full-time job.

				With her mother in the condition she was in, Caddy couldn’t risk fleeing town.

				In the beginning, she’d taken small trips out of the neighborhood, doing her best to locate a working phone. But her efforts had been in vain. There’d been no sign of help and no means of assistance.

				And so Caddy survived and waited, hoping rescue was on the horizon. At the same time, she didn’t let her hopes get too high. For most of her life, Caddy had lived under the weight of unfairness and disappointment, and she was hesitant to get her hopes up now. The only thing she asked was that she and her mother live out their days together.

				If this was the end, there was no one she’d rather spend it with.

				Having crossed the open field, Caddy darted into the cover of the trees, heading toward the street she’d forever call home.
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				Caddy had almost reached her house when she saw the young man stumbling through the trees. She stopped dead in her tracks, brandishing her knife in front of her. It’d been several days since she’d seen another survivor, and the ones she had seen in the past hadn’t been friendly.

			

			
				She slid behind the nearest tree, uncertain if he’d seen her. The young man was walking perpendicular to her. If she kept walking, she’d run into him. She waited a few seconds, listening for a change in his footsteps, a sign that he’d heard her, but he continued without hesitating.

				She peered around the tree.

				Although the man was several hundred feet away, she could see that he was in bad shape. His face was marred with blood, and he walked with a limp. In his hands was a rifle. She considered calling out to him, announcing her presence, but decided against it.

				The last thing she needed was to get shot.

				Instead she watched him disappear through the trees, unwilling to risk her safety and her mother’s. Her mind flashed back to the first days of the infection.

				There’d been other survivors at first. She’d watched them from the locked doors of her home, doing her best to keep her mother away from the windows. She’d even tried helping some of them.

				But one by one the people had turned.

				Their once-friendly faces had become masks of infection, former neighbors and teachers and grocery-store workers transformed into nothing more than snarling beasts. And so she’d learned to hide and keep quiet, knowing that one false move could precipitate the end.

				The only way to stay safe was to remain hidden.

				It was too dangerous to be out in the open. If she’d had food at home, she wouldn’t have gone outside in the first place. Engaging another survivor—especially one who was armed—would be irresponsible.

			

			
				Her mother was waiting for her.

				Caddy waited until the young man was out of sight, proceeding only when he was little more than a speck through the trees. She held the knife in front of her, searching the trees for signs that he wasn’t alone.

				Where there was one survivor, there could be others.

				The forest remained silent. She snuck through the trees, doing her best to muffle her footsteps, and headed toward home. The house was only minutes away. A ripple of fear washed over her. In another circumstance, the presence of another living person might have been reassuring, but instead it filled her with worry.

				Something about the young man’s disheveled appearance had rattled her. Where was he going, and what were his intentions? What if he stumbled on their house?

				Would he try to rob them like the others had?

				The young man was almost out of sight, but if she concentrated, she could see the hue of his purple shirt through the wilderness.

				Without warning, he collapsed.

				Caddy covered her hand with her mouth. Was he dead? There was no way he’d last on his own. If she didn’t help him, he’d be discovered by the infected.

				Caddy swallowed.

				Pushing her worries aside, she darted toward the fallen man.
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				It took Noah a full minute to realize he’d fallen. For the past few hours, he’d been running and hiding and surviving and his body had finally had enough. His head was pounding; his nerves were frayed. He squinted at the sun.

				The forest felt like it went on forever.

				He was no longer certain where he was or what direction he was traveling. Up until now he’d been following the progression of the sun, navigating his way west. Now he wasn’t sure where he’d ended up.

				Was he going the right way? Was there another road ahead?

				For all he knew, Noah had doubled back and was heading into the arms of his pursuers. He tried to sit up but fell. His consciousness was fading and he was powerless to stop it.

				Sooner or later someone would find him. Whether it would be the men or the infected, he wasn’t sure. Did it even make a difference anymore?

				Either one would end his life.

				His mind spit images of the creatures. He saw them tearing and biting and clawing, their faces barely human. He clenched his eyes shut, hoping to rid himself of the images, but the creatures had already morphed into the men chasing him. Their faces sneered and snarled as they pursued him through the wilderness, laughing at his futile attempts at escape.

				But he’d killed them. One of them, at least.

				He’d stabbed the man through the neck with a stick, and the man had bled all over the forest floor. And then he’d shot another. The vision returned to him through the haze, and suddenly he was gagging and coughing and hoping he could forget.

			

			
				He was no better than all the rest. Maybe he deserved to die in the woods.

				The heat of the sun enveloped him and his eyes fluttered closed.

				It took him a few seconds to realize there was someone was standing over him.

				A hand grabbed his arm. Noah tried to struggle, but he was too weak. Somewhere beside him was the rifle, but he had no strength to grab it.

				“It’s all right,” someone whispered.

				Noah forced his eyes open. Through the glare of the sun he could make out a young woman. Her blonde hair was tied in a ponytail and she was holding a bottle of water.

				“Don’t make any sudden movements,” she warned. She flashed his rifle at him.

				Noah parted his lips to speak, but his throat wouldn’t cooperate.

				“What’s your name?” she asked.

				He tried to find his voice, but his mouth was dry, his lips chapped. The girl handed him the bottle of water and scampered back a few feet, as if she was afraid of him. He took the water, ready to drink, but then thought better of it.

				What if it contained the virus?

				He pulled himself to a sitting position while the girl eyed him with concern.

				“You should drink it. It’ll help.”

				He shook his head and cleared his throat.

				“I can’t,” he said.

			

			
				The girl’s brow furrowed. “What do you mean?”

				“It might be infected.”

				Having spoken the words, he swiveled his head around the forest, as if one of the creatures might spring out at any moment.

				“What’s your name?” the girl repeated.

				“Noah.”

				“Can you walk, Noah?”

				“I’m not sure.”

				“Let me help you.”

				The girl lowered the rifle and moved toward him. She held out her arm and he took it. Regardless of who this girl was, one thing was clear: he wouldn’t make it without her assistance.

				The girl pulled him to his feet. Noah wobbled but stayed upright, head still spinning. He clung to her for support.

				“Where are we?” he asked.

				“Chester.”

				“Am I still in Colorado?”

				“Yes.”

				“I thought that—”

				“Save your energy. If you want to live, we need to move.”

				“Where are we going?”

				“Does it matter?”

				Noah smiled grimly. Even though they had just met, the truth lay unspoken between them.

				Wherever they were going was the same as where they’d been: nothing was ever certain, and no one was safe.
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				Noah clung to the girl’s arm, letting her lead the way as they progressed through the forest. Her appearance had given him renewed strength. The prospect of shelter, real shelter, was enough to propel him forward and sustain him.

				Food and drink would be next. But he’d have to worry about that later.

				For the first few minutes, they walked in silence, focusing on the mission at hand. He noticed the girl had a knife and a pistol holstered at her side, but she was carrying Noah’s rifle in her hand, aiming it at the forest in front of them.

				He’d let her take it without issue. If it weren’t for her, he’d already be dead.

				Before long, the light of a clearing emerged. The sky shone a magnificent blue as the warm rays of the sun slipped through the trees. He trudged toward the clearing, hoping they’d find solace there.

				The forest seemed to have grown darker with every step, and he was grateful for the chance to get out. After a few minutes, the girl spoke.

				“I’m Caddy,” she said in a hushed tone.

				“Thanks, Caddy. I thought I was going to die in there.”

				“Don’t thank me yet. We’ve still got a ways to go.”

				The girl looked over at him, her eyes coated in fear. Whatever she’d seen in the last few days was probably as bad as what he’d seen—maybe even worse. There was no way she’d survived this long unscathed. She pointed through the trees.

				“My house is beyond that clearing. It’s on a small dead-end street.”

				“Are you alone?”

			

			
				“No.” Caddy paused. “I’m with my mother.”

				Noah sensed she was uncomfortable with the discussion, so he allowed the conversation to fade. He put his efforts into walking—one step at a time, one foot in front of the other. The sooner they reached her house, the sooner he could recuperate.

				The sooner he could come up with a plan.

				As they traveled, he continued to glance behind them, looking for the men who’d pursued him. There was a chance they were watching. Even though he had a companion and a rifle, the odds were still against him.

				If anything happened to Caddy, he’d feel guilty. They’d only just met, but already he felt responsible for her. She could have easily gone past him in the woods; instead, she’d chosen to stop.

				These days, compassion was rewarded with death.

				Caddy noticed him looking over his shoulder.

				“Is someone after you?”

				Noah hesitated. “No. Yes. I mean—I took care of them, but there may be more coming.”

				The girl drew back. He tried to put himself in her shoes. To her he was a stranger, no more familiar than the men who’d pursued him. How did she know he wouldn’t murder her? He did his best to explain.

				“They ran me off the road this morning and chased me into the forest,” he clarified. “Then they did this.”

				He pointed to his face. He could only guess what he looked like, but he was sure it wasn’t pretty.

				“They took everything I had and ruined my truck,” he continued. “I barely got away. The only way I survived was by taking one of their weapons.”

			

			
				He motioned to the rifle she was holding. Caddy nodded. She took hold of his arm again, but this time he noticed her grip wasn’t as tight.

				He’d have to earn her trust. Given their circumstances, he couldn’t expect much more than that.

				The trees had started to thin and Noah could make out the road beyond them. The last time he’d seen pavement was when he’d seen the army vehicle. He still wasn’t sure if he’d been hallucinating or if it’d been real.

				“I thought I saw an army vehicle on the road back a ways,” he said. “Did you see it?”

				The girl shook her head.

				“We should go look for it. We might be able to get help,” Noah said.

				Noah furrowed his brow and looked behind them. How far back had the men been? In his efforts to escape them, he’d been traipsing the forest forever. Now he’d lost track of where he’d been.

				“I think it might have been a few miles that way.”

				The girl gave him a look. “Are you sure?”

				“No,” he admitted.

				“You’re in no shape to travel. We should get back to my house.”

				He nodded and kept his eyes glued to the road ahead.

				Where there was a road, there were bound to be vehicles. Maybe even the men who were after him. He pictured the black F150 that had run his truck off the road and shuddered with fear. The men had struck without warning, ramming his vehicle. He couldn’t recall their faces, but he remembered there were five of them.

			

			
				That meant there were three more.

				Noah had been so preoccupied with getting away that he hadn’t been able to identify them. In his mind, the men were a jumble of beards and laughter, a faceless mass that delighted in his pain.

				Killing two should’ve been vindication, but instead it made him feel hollow. No one should be forced to do that.

				Noah stepped through trees, leaning on Caddy for support. They were almost to the edge of the road. At the bottom he could see a row of houses.

				“Mine is the last one on the right,” Caddy said.

				“Have you seen any infected here?”

				“Not since last night.”

				She tugged him along, quickening their pace. After a few more steps, she ducked behind a tree and she pulled a pair of mini-binoculars from her pocket.

				“Where’d you get those?”

				“They’re my mother’s. She likes watching the birds.”

				Noah watched as she surveyed the landscape, then turned his attention to the neighborhood below. The properties were at the bottom of a decline about a half-mile away. There were eight in total, each identical in shape and size. Prior to the infection, the neighborhood was probably quaint and desirable; now it was littered with debris.

				Noah could see cars parked in the center of the road, their wheels turned at odd angles, their drivers nowhere in sight. Garbage cans were emptied onto the street; garden tools and hoses were strewn about the yards. Noah didn’t see any bodies, but he assumed they had to be somewhere. In contrast with the eerie calm, the neighborhood looked like it’d been demolished, and he could only imagine the struggles that had taken place there.

			

			
				Caddy swiveled the binoculars from left to right while Noah kept an eye out behind them.

				“All clear?” he whispered after a minute.

				The sun beat down from above and Noah wiped his face with his torn shirtsleeve.

				Caddy grabbed hold of his arm. Her entire body had stiffened.

				“Oh no!” she hissed.

				She pointed to her house and handed Noah the binoculars. Something was moving in the backyard. He was surprised he hadn’t noticed it before.

				He pressed the lenses to his face.

				A woman in her forties was leaning out the second-floor window of the house. Beneath her was a cluster of the infected.
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				“I knew I shouldn’t have left her alone,” Caddy said, her voice trembling.

				She scooped up the rifle and headed for the road. Noah ran after her, his legs shaking.

				“Wait!” he yelled.

				The girl looked back at him frantically.

				“What are you doing?”

				“I’ll think of something. That’s my mother down there. I have to get to her.”

				Caddy turned away. Before she could leave, he grabbed her arm.

				“Stop!” he insisted. “You can’t just race down there. They’ll be all over you.”

				“They might get in the house.”

				“What if you run out of bullets? What if you—”

				“I’ll lead them away. I’ve done it before.”

				The girl tried to pull away from him, but Noah kept his grip. He knew too well what she was going through. At the same time, he knew carelessness would get her killed. He stared down the street, studying the neighborhood.

				“What about taking one of the cars?”

				Caddy stared at him for a moment.

				“Are the keys in them?” he asked.

				“I think so,” she said. “At least, they were a few days ago.”

				“Let’s check.”

				Before Caddy could argue, Noah let go of her hand and scrambled off, heading in the direction of the nearest vehicle. After a few seconds he heard her footsteps echoing behind him.

			

			
				The noise of the creatures wafted across the neighborhood—a low ululation that sent shivers through Noah’s body. The murmur was a vivid reminder of what they were up against.

				In just a few days, it’d become the soundtrack to his life.

				He hoped Caddy’s mother could hold out until they arrived. Although he assumed the house was boarded up, it was still possible the creatures could get inside.

				He shook the thought from his mind and started to run. The adrenaline had flipped a switch inside him, forcing him to push past the pain. There was no time to rest. Not when a life was at stake.

				Caddy overtook him. She leveled the rifle in front of her, legs pounding the earth as she ran. The gap between them and the sedan narrowed.

				The creatures’ cries had increased in volume. He could no longer see the backyard, but Noah could hear the woman screaming.

				We’re coming, he thought frantically.

				Caddy reached the car first. She peered inside, then threw the door open and hopped into the driver’s seat. Noah noticed the exterior was speckled with blood and the rear windshield was smashed. He ripped open the passenger side door and jumped in.

				The engine sputtered. Caddy cursed as she turned the key. Finally, the car started. She threw the rifle onto Noah’s lap and put the vehicle into drive.

				“What’s the plan?” she yelled.

				“Drive around back and I’ll try to pick them off.”

			

			
				Noah lowered the window and hefted the rifle over the sill. He set his sights on the house as they drove toward it, heart hammering.

				Caddy’s house was a two-story Victorian with a railed porch, vinyl siding, and a plethora of windows. As they drove toward it, he got a better look into the home. The first floor had been sealed off with furniture and boards. The upper windows were clear.

				The sedan hummed as Caddy tore down the street. When they reached her house, she veered onto the lawn.

				Noah swallowed. Having gained proximity to the house, he could now hear the creatures banging against the siding. The sound echoed off the walls of the adjacent house. Through the binoculars, he’d only seen a handful of them. Were there more than he’d thought?

				He steadied the rifle.

				The sedan plowed through the grass, bucking as it ran over a lawn chair. Noah jolted in his seat, doing his best to maintain his position. In the urgency of the chase, he hadn’t put on his seatbelt. He reached over and threw it on. The last thing he needed was to fall out the window or be thrown against the glass.

				He braced himself as Caddy swerved around the side of the house, coming up on the backyard. A few of the creatures had broken formation. They wandered in front of the vehicle, poised for attack. Noah leaned out the window and took aim. Before he could fire, Caddy shouted at him.

				“Never mind! Duck!”

			

			
				To his surprise, instead of driving next to the creatures, she swerved right at them, sending two of them sprawling over the hood. Noah held his arms in front of his face, certain the windshield would shatter, but it remained intact. The things scattered like bowling pins, one to the left, one to the right, both sliding down the windowpane and out of view.

				“Holy shit!” Noah cried.

				Caddy turned the wheel, aiming for three more creatures at the base of the window.

				The things had already begun to scatter, and Caddy connected with only one of them, pitching it backward and onto the grass. The others chased after the passing vehicle.

				Noah looked back at the house. Caddy’s mother hung from the top window, waving her arms in distress.

				“Help!” she shrieked.

				Noah turned his attention back to the windshield. To his dismay, the car was headed straight for the neighbor’s detached garage.

				“Look out!”

				“I see it!”

				Caddy swerved, but she was too late. The sedan barreled into the side of the garage. The hood crinkled; the tires spun and spit grass. She threw the car into reverse, but it wouldn’t budge.

				“Dammit!” she yelled.

				“They’re right behind us!”

				Noah reached for the button to roll up the window. But there wasn’t time. The creatures were already on top of them, dragging their nails along the side of the car. Before Noah could react, one of them poked its head inside and grabbed him.

			

			
				He cried out and thrust the rifle in its face. At one time the thing had been a man with a goatee and shaggy hair; now it was little more than a monster. Noah squeezed the trigger, watching the top of its head explode. A backdraft of gore sprayed over the seats and his clothing, enveloping his nose and mouth.

				Caddy began to scream.

				He swung the rifle in the other direction, but one of the creatures had already reached through the open window and pulled her from the car. She flailed and kicked, but it had her by the hair, and she slid over the top of the windowsill and into the grass.

				“Caddy!”

				Noah whipped open the passenger door. His hands were slippery with blood, the rifle wet with remains. He toppled onto the grass, mouth pooled with adrenaline.

				From the second story of the house, he could still hear Caddy’s mother screaming. He staggered around the back of the vehicle to Caddy. The air reeked of exhaust and engine fluids.

				When he reached the other side, he found Caddy struggling with the infected. Her shirt had been torn open, and the thing held a clump of her hair in its fist.

				“Get it off me!” she shrieked.

				The creature bucked and flailed. Noah raised the rifle, but found himself unable to fire. The thing was right on top of her. What if he missed? What if he hit Caddy?

			

			
				Instead he ran up and swung his rifle stock. The weapon connected with its head, but the thing persisted. Frantic, Noah hit it again, but the creature continued to claw. He surveyed the landscape.

				Something glistened in the grass. Caddy’s knife.

				He grabbed hold of it and held it over the creature.

				Noah plunged the blade into its skull, sending it reeling back onto the grass. Caddy rolled out from under it.

				The thing writhed several times and then went still.

				Noah struggled for breath, his lungs heaving. He tried to focus, but his body was exhausted. All around him was noise: the hum of the car engine, the thud of his heartbeat, the whimpers of Caddy and her mother. He closed his eyes and reopened them, but the noises didn’t go away. Instead they converged into one, like a single entity threatening to take him over.

				His brain had reached its tipping point. Rather than fighting his way back to reality, Noah had tuned it all out.

				He looked up at the sky. The eternal blue was as magnificent as it had ever been; the sun shone against the horizon. He let the rifle slip through his fingers and to the ground.

				All around him was death and chaos, but the world above was as beautiful as it had been a few weeks ago, whispering promises of freedom and serenity. If only he could transport himself there…if only he could escape the nightmare he’d found himself in…

				If only he could…

			

			
				Noah collapsed.
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				He awoke to a face he didn’t recognize. A woman with shoulder-length brown hair was smiling at him, pressing a cloth to his forehead. He was resting on a soft surface, his body stiff and sore. He attempted to sit up, but his head was swimming.

				“Who are you?” the woman asked.

				Noah opened his mouth to answer. Another voice cut him off.

				“This is Noah, Mom. He’s our guest.”

				Noah turned his head to find Caddy standing beside him, her lips pursed with concern.

				He tried to sit up, but his body was still weak.

				“Lie down and relax,” she said.

				“What happened?”

				“You passed out.”

				“Did we get all of them?”

				“Yes. They’re gone for now. Don’t worry.”

				Noah reclined on the bed, letting his shoulders sink into the pillow. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d slept in a bed. In fact, the last few nights he’d hardly slept at all.

				The simple comfort of a mattress felt like heaven.

				“Take this,” Caddy said, handing him a cup of water.

				He creased his brow.

				“It’s from a spring in the woods. Behind the house.” She beckoned toward the window. “After what you told me, I went out and filled a few containers.”

				Noah took the cup, still confused. “How did you know where to find it?”

			

			
				“I’ve lived here my entire life. I know these woods inside and out. Besides, I read a lot.”

				“What about bacteria? Did you boil it first? If you didn’t boil it, we could—”

				“Already did. My mother and I have a small camping stove. It won’t be the best thing you’ve ever tasted, but it’ll keep you hydrated.”

				Noah took a long sip. The liquid was lukewarm but refreshing. He glanced over at Caddy’s mother and introduced himself.

				“I’m Noah.”

				“I’m Theresa,” the woman said. “Are you feeling better? You were asleep for most of the day.”

				“I’m fine, thanks to you both.”

				Theresa smiled, but he saw her brow furrow. In spite of her friendly demeanor, she seemed confused.

				Caddy looked over at the woman. “Mom, can you give us a minute?”

				Theresa padded from the room, giving a few confused glances over her shoulder on the way out. Caddy took a seat in her chair and pulled it close to the bed.

				“My mother has Alzheimer’s,” she said. She looked down at her hands, wringing them together. “It’s been a hard road. We don’t have any other family, so things have been difficult. And now with all this going on…it feels like her confusion has gotten worse.”

				“I can only imagine.”

				“I’ve done my best to keep her calm, but it’s been difficult to explain all this. Even when I do, she forgets.”

			

			
				Noah heaved a sigh. He couldn’t picture what the Theresa’s life must be like. It’d been hard for people without her disease to accept the situation.

				“Leaving her alone makes me worried sick,” Caddy said.

				She pointed to the doorway, where a slew of colored Post-It notes were attached to the doorframe. He read one of them. “Stay in the House. Be Back Soon.”

				“Does she understand what they mean?”

				“Usually, but not this last time. If we hadn’t gotten here, I’m not sure what would’ve happened. Thank God she didn’t leave the house.”

				“I’m glad we got here in time.”

				Caddy sighed.

				“So what’s going on, Noah? Is this some kind of poison?”

				“My understanding is that it’s a virus.”

				Noah went on to explain everything he knew, narrating his journey from Albuquerque to White Mist, his subsequent travels with the other survivors, and their run-in with the agents.

				“So this whole thing was planned?”

				“It sounds that way. The people who did this are trying to wipe out the population. The infection didn’t get all of us, so they’ve been systematically eliminating the survivors. I think some of us might be immune. Have you seen any of the men in white coats in town?”

				Caddy shook her head. “No, I haven’t, thank God. I’ve had enough on my plate with the creatures.”

				The girl dipped her head. Noah tried to envision what her life had been like. When the infection had hit, he’d been traveling on the highway, miles away from the place he’d called home.

			

			
				He couldn’t imagine watching his hometown disintegrate.

				“Are there any other survivors?” he asked.

				“You’re the first person I’ve run into in days.”

				“Well, thanks for stopping to help me. If you hadn’t, I would’ve been dead.”

				“Don’t worry about it. It’s nice to have company for a change. Besides, it’ll do my mother good. She loves visitors.”

				As if on cue, Caddy’s mother called out from the other room.

				“I should go check on her,” Caddy said. “I’ll be back.”

				“No problem.”

				“Stay here and rest. If anything happens, I’ll come get you.”

				Caddy stood and slipped from the room. With his host gone, Noah studied his surroundings.

				By the looks of it, he was in a guest bedroom on the first floor. The walls were an ocean blue, decorated with paintings of boats, sandbars, and seashells. A starfish sat above the doorframe. Even though they were a thousand miles from the ocean, the setting was calm and serene.

				He closed his eyes and envisioned a swell of waves lapping at a beach outside. Anything was preferable to the nightmare he’d found himself in.

				The last time he’d been to the beach was several years ago in Portland. He’d accompanied his parents to Cannon Beach, and they’d strolled on the sand for hours, admiring the magnificent rock outcroppings and taking in the scenery.

			

			
				The memories hit him like a tidal wave. He tried to dismiss them and fall back asleep, but his mind was too restless.

				He sat up. Muffled chatter filtered in from the other room. His head was still sore, and his body ached, but the rest had done him good.

				His stomach rumbled. Although his thirst was quenched, he could still use some food.

				He got to his feet. His clothes were ripped and stained, and he hadn’t showered in days. He felt a wave of embarrassment. Had the two women noticed when they’d carried him inside? He hoped not.

				There were two windows in the room: one on the front wall and one on the right. Both had been covered by furniture and boards had been nailed across the panes.

				He peered out the front window. Through a crack in the barricade, he was able to get a glimpse of the neighborhood. The houses were silent and still. He stared into the windows across the street, expecting to see faces peering back at him, but the houses appeared empty.

				So Caddy hadn’t been lying. By the looks of it, she and her mother were the only survivors. If there’d been anyone else in the neighborhood, they’d already fled.

				His thoughts roamed to the creatures in the backyard. Even though they’d disposed of that bunch, there were bound to be others. The three of them could hide here for a while, but they’d need food and weapons.

				If they were going to stay, they’d need a plan.
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				“I thought you were asleep,” Caddy said. She frowned at Noah, her face filled with concern.

				“My brain won’t shut off. It’ll be dark soon, anyway, and we need to keep watch.”

				He peered around the living room. The center was wide open—all of the furniture had been shifted in front of the windows. It was as if magnets had been implanted into the walls, sucking the contents of the house against the sheetrock. Theresa sat in a lone armchair in the corner, a magazine on her lap.

				He followed Caddy into the kitchen. With the sun setting, the house had taken on an eerie aura. Shadows crept into corners; shapes shifted on walls. Several times, Noah caught himself staring at boxes or pieces of furniture, certain the objects would come to life and grab him.

				The kitchen windows were boarded, allowing little light into the room. Caddy led him to a counter near the sink. On top of it was a pile of supplies. He let his gaze wander over a pile of flashlights, batteries, and knives. He noticed there were no firearms.

				“I’ve been collecting whatever I can,” Caddy whispered. “I got most of this from the neighborhood. A lot of the houses had already been picked over and the food was gone.”

				“When did that happen?”

				Caddy sighed.

				“About two days after the infection. Two cars pulled through with looters. They wrecked what was left of the neighborhood and took everything they could find.”

			

			
				“Did they come in here?”

				“They tried, but I threatened to shoot them. I said there were others with me.”

				“And they believed you?”

				“The pistol helped.” Caddy gave a grim smile and patted the pistol at her waist. “I guess they figured I wasn’t worth the trouble. Unfortunately, I ran out of bullets.”

				“Is this everything you have?”

				“Yes. I was going to try and get more, but the infected had other plans.”

				“The infected. That’s what I’ve been calling them, too.”

				Caddy shrugged. “It seems to fit.”

				“You don’t have anything else?”

				“Nothing except your rifle.”

				“We’ll have to figure something out,” Noah said. “But not tonight. We should plan on staying inside. It’s too dangerous to go out in the dark.”

				“Agreed.”

				“We’ll need food as well. I wouldn’t trust anything you got from town. The last thing we need is for one of us to get infected. I think our best bet is to check my truck. Maybe the men who attacked me left something behind.”

				Caddy nodded.

				Noah sifted through the weapons on the counter. Among them was a six-inch kitchen knife. As he inspected the blade, he shook his head in disbelief. Just a few days ago, his biggest worry had been keeping the gas tank filled and paying his rent every month.

				Now he was searching for the most dangerous weapon he could find.

			

			
				But he had no choice. To fight back was to stay alive. That was why he’d killed Kendall back in Arizona; that was why he’d killed those men in the woods…

				“Are you all right?” Caddy asked.

				Noah snapped to attention, realizing he was staring absently at the knife.

				“I’m fine,” he said. “Just bad memories, that’s all.”

				“I understand. I haven’t slept in days,” she confided.

				He looked up at her. Despite the growing darkness, he could see dark circles beneath her eyes.

				“I’m worried about my family,” Noah said. “I haven’t spoken to any of them in a week. The last family member I spoke to was my father, and I can hardly remember the conversation. It seems like a year ago that we talked.”

				“Ever since the infection, the days last forever. And the nights—well, they’re even worse.”

				“Tell me about it.”

				“Things have to get better. That’s what I keep telling myself.”

				Noah nodded and set the knife on the counter. “You’re lucky to have your mother here. It seems like having her here has kept you steady.”

				“She’s the most important person in my life. And she’s also the most courageous. Every day she wakes up with a smile on her face, even though she has no idea what the day will bring…sometimes I think she’s better off not knowing.”

				Caddy leaned over the sink, peering through the boards that barred the window.

			

			
				“It’s getting dark outside. Do you want to watch the front or the back?”

				“Why don’t you get some rest, Caddy? I can handle it. I’ll be lookout while you and your mother sleep.”

				“But I should really—”

				“I mean it.”

				Hearing his insistence, Caddy backed away from the counter and thanked him. She handed him the rifle.

				“There’re only three bullets left,” she warned. “Make ’em count.”

				“Got it.”

				Caddy smiled and exited the kitchen. He listened as she coaxed her mother from the chair, then led her upstairs and into one of the second-floor bedrooms.

				Regardless of the violence and bloodshed she’d seen, Caddy had somehow managed to hold it together. Her resilience gave him a sense of hope, a sense that maybe Noah could see his own family again.

				And at that moment, that was exactly what he needed.
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				Noah stared out the window, watching the shadows deepen. For the past few hours he’d been roaming the house, keeping vigil over the neighborhood. His hands blanched from holding the rifle. Although he’d slept, exhaustion had slipped back over him, reminding him of the sleep he’d lost.

				Up until an hour ago, he’d still heard Caddy and Theresa tossing and turning in their beds upstairs, but they’d since quieted. He imagined neither of them had slept much since the infection had hit. He couldn’t blame them.

				These days, to sleep was to risk one’s life.

				He’d been lucky Caddy had found him in the woods. In spite of the misfortunes he’d suffered, Noah was alive, and that was enough to give him hope. Having survived the ordeal of the past few days, he was one step closer to Portland, one step closer to his family.

				He’d get there. No matter what it took.

				In the meantime, he needed food. His stomach was hollow and empty. The growl of hunger had grown to a roar over the course of the day. The last time he’d eaten had been twelve hours ago.

				That morning, he’d pulled into an open field and torn into a box of rice cakes. He’d been rationing his food for days, only eating when absolutely necessary. By his calculations, the food from the salvage yard would’ve been enough to get him home.

				And now it was all gone. Or so he suspected.

				But he’d find out in the morning.

			

			
				His brow furrowed as he peered out the window. Across the street, he saw what appeared to be a possum. He clenched his hands around the rifle. For a split second, he contemplated stepping outside and stalking it down.

				If it weren’t for the noise a gunshot would make, he might’ve killed it for food.

				If there was nothing in his truck, they’d have to consider other options.

				Noah sighed and stepped away from the window. He’d been watching out the front for several minutes, and it was time to change positions. He padded across the house and into the kitchen, gazing at the walls around him.

				The last time he’d felt safe was in the salvage yard. He thought back to the RV he’d slept in and to the companions who’d kept him company.

				He missed Delta most of all. He could still see her face clear as day, her blue eyes watering when he’d told her he was leaving. Ever since he’d departed, his guilt had weighed on his conscience, threatening to crush him. They hadn’t known each other long, but they’d shared a kiss, and he’d been thinking about her for days.

				He hoped he’d see her again one day.

				Noah took up residence in the kitchen. A few minutes later he switched positions to the front bedroom. The neighborhood remained calm and quiet. If there was anything lurking in the shadows, it remained hidden.

				A few hours later, the sun crept over the distant hills, igniting the landscape with the promise of a new day.
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				Footsteps sounded on the stairs behind him.

				Noah turned, holding the rifle against his shoulder.

				“Good morning!” he said.

				Caddy smiled at him as she walked into the living room. Her mother was right behind her. Theresa eyed him warily, brow furrowed.

				“Who’s this, Caddy?”

				“This is Noah, Mom. He’s watching over the house. Remember? I was telling you about him upstairs.”

				Theresa looked unsure, but she smiled and extended her hand. Noah gave it a gentle squeeze.

				“How’d you sleep?” he asked.

				The older woman lit up. “Pretty well, thanks. I had the strangest dreams, though.”

				“I’m glad you got some rest.”

				“I was just telling Mom we were going to take a trip for food,” Caddy said, giving Noah a glance.

				“I’m starving,” the woman said in response.

				Noah nodded. “Me, too. Hopefully, we’ll all have a nice breakfast.”

				After chatting with Theresa for a minute, he followed Caddy into the kitchen.

				“How about you? Were you able to rest?” he asked her.

				“A little,” she replied. “It was hard to relax, though.”

				He noticed she’d changed her clothes, and he could smell the faint scent of deodorant and perfume. Noah looked down at his tattered outfit.

				“I almost forgot. I have a T-shirt you can borrow.” She grinned. “No offense.”

			

			
				“I’ll probably take you up on that.”

				“So where’s your truck?”

				Noah described the location where he’d been run off the road.

				“It sounds like you were on Iron Street.”

				The name sounded familiar. He’d originally been on US-50W, but after seeing signs of danger, he’d detoured to another road. It was then that he’d run into the men in the black pickup.

				“How far is that from here?” Noah asked.

				“A few miles.”

				He remembered the battered sedan they’d jumped in the day before.

				“Is there another car we can take?”

				“Most of them have keys, but if not, we could probably locate them in one of the neighbor’s houses.”

				Noah nodded. With the infected in the area, the last thing he wanted to do was to travel on foot. Caddy began walking into the other room.

				“I’ll scope out our options,” she said.

				Before she could get far, Noah called her back.

				“I was thinking, Caddy. You should probably stay here with your mother. After what happened yesterday, I don’t think you should leave her alone.”

				He sensed that Caddy was trying to concoct an argument, but words failed her. He could only imagine what her life must’ve been like. For years she’d shouldered the burden of taking care of the both herself and her mother. The prospect of assistance must’ve become foreign to her.

				Before she could speak, he cut her off.

			

			
				“I mean it, Caddy. I can do this. I’ll just drive out and take a look. If there’s nothing left in the pickup, I’ll come right back.”

				“Are you sure?”

				“Positive. I’ll need directions.”

				“I’ll write them down. There aren’t many turns.”

				He crossed the kitchen and joined her at the doorway to the living room. They watched Theresa for a moment as she flipped through the pages of a magazine. Caddy tapped his arm.

				“Noah?”

				“What?”

				“Thank you.”

				He followed her upstairs and into Theresa’s bedroom. From there, the two of them inspected the vehicles in the neighborhood. There were several cars in the road—an SUV, a station wagon, and a sedan. All three were dented and battered, the windows smashed. None appeared to be in great shape.

				He continued searching. After a few seconds, he noticed the neighbor’s garage open across the street. A car was still in the bay.

				“What about that one?”

				“That’s Mrs. McDonald’s new hybrid.”

				“It looks nice.”

				“She barely drove the thing. I guess she won’t have much use for it now.”

				“It looks reliable.”

				“It is.”

				Noah glanced at the girl next to him. Her hands were folded on the windowsill, the rifle between her legs. She gave him a grim smile.

			

			
				“Do you know where they went?”

				“The McDonalds? I saw them wander off a few days ago. All of them were infected.”

				“I’m sorry.”

				“They were nice, but I didn’t know them too well. They just moved in.”

				“Was it always just the two of you? You and your mom?”

				“Yep. I never knew my father. He left when I was a little girl, and I barely remember him.”

				“Is he alive?”

				Caddy shrugged. “I have no idea. He’s never tried to contact me. It doesn’t bother me, though. It’s hard to miss something that was never there.”

				“That makes sense. You’ve held things together pretty well.”

				“What choice do I have? My mother needs me.” Caddy turned her glance from the street to the sky. “I’ve always wanted to get out of Chester, but after all this, I don’t see much point. Everything I’ve ever needed is right here.”

				“Your mother?”

				Caddy nodded. He could see tears in her eyes. She leaned back from the window to look at him.

				“There are so many people who lose their parents at a young age and never get to see them again. But I get to see Mom every day, and that’s enough to make me happy. Things could be worse.”

				“That’s a good point,” Noah said.

				“Even when times are tough, I still get to spend time with her, and that means a lot.”

				Caddy wiped her face. Noah thought back to his own childhood, to his parents and Ricky, and felt a pit in his stomach.

			

			
				Although they’d had rough times, their lives seemed so easy in comparison. They’d always had food on the table, a place to sleep—things Noah had taken for granted. If he made it back, he’d never take those things for granted again.

				Caddy cleared her throat. “So what’s the deal? Have you decided on a car?”

				“I think I’m going for the hybrid.”

				“Good choice.”

				Noah scanned the McDonald residence. For the most part, the building was similar to Caddy’s. With the exception of the attached garage, the structure was identical. He just hoped the keys were accessible and easy to find.

				“I’ll keep a lookout from the window,” Caddy said. “If I see anything, I’ll yell.”

				“Thanks.”

				“You got it.”

				Noah got to his feet. As he started toward the door, he hesitated. For the first time in days, he felt some semblance of normalcy, the illusion of being safe. It was a welcome change from the uncertainty of the road.

				He was halfway through the doorway when Caddy tapped him on the shoulder. He spun to find her holding out the rifle.

				“Take this. You’ll need it.”

				“Are you sure? That’s the only one we have. I was going to take the knives from the kitchen.”

				“We’ll manage, Noah. We always have.”

				She smiled and walked back to the window.

				Noah clutched the rifle as he left the bedroom. Since leaving the salvage yard, he’d avoided all human contact, both with survivors and the infected. It felt good to have found Caddy and her mother, two normal people in a world that seemed to have flipped upside down.

			

			
				At the same time, it filled him with a sense of worry. What if he were to lose them too?

				As he walked down the stairs, he tried to dispel the image that he was descending into the pits of hell, and that leaving the house would mean saying another goodbye.
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				Being in the open was liberating and terrifying.

				Noah pointed the rifle in front of him as he crept through the sunlit yard. Because he’d slipped out through a back entrance, the door closest to him was blocked and barricaded. The house might as well have been miles away.

				There would be no getting back inside easily.

				He glanced behind him at the windows. True to her word, Caddy remained in the upstairs bedroom, watching him through the screen. He gave her a half-hearted wave and returned his focus to the yard.

				Aside from the tire tracks from the sedan, the lawn was lush and green. He stepped across the soft earth, doing his best not to call attention to himself.

				He glanced at the houses around him. Caddy’s house was the last one on the street; all the remaining properties lay to his left. The McDonalds’ house was directly across the road. The garage door hung open like a trap, beckoning him inside. He could still make out the silhouette of the car in its bay.

				Noah surveyed the rest of the house. The bulk of the windows were smashed; clothing was strewn across the lawn. Through the broken panes he could make out the shadows of furniture, but not much else. Without power, the interior was dark, and he imagined a plethora of creatures waiting to pounce on him inside.

				According to Caddy, the McDonalds had lived there with their daughter Isabelle. At one time, the property had been well maintained, but now it resembled little more than a squat house.

			

			
				Noah left the grass behind and stepped onto the street. Without the shade of the house, the sun beat down harder, and he wiped his head with his sleeve. He picked up his pace.

				Should he enter through the garage or the front door? Both were open. Hopefully the McDonalds hadn’t left with the car keys on them. Maybe he could find a spare key.

				He stared at the back of the hybrid, smiling at the vanity license plate. “MCDNLDZ”. In the scope of what was going on, the tag seemed irrelevant, dated. He veered onto the lawn and headed for the garage. He’d check the vehicle first, just in case. Maybe the keys had been left in it.

				In contrast to the rest of the neighborhood, the driveway was new and unmarked. He wondered if it had just been redone. He could envision the family planning their lives there, oblivious to the chaos that was soon to follow. As far as he could tell, the neighborhood was nice.

				In different circumstances, Noah wouldn’t have minded living in it.

				He stalked up the driveway and entered the one-car garage. The building was just wide enough for one vehicle, but there were a few garden tools on either side. He shuffled past them, doing his best not to disturb the quiet.

				The vehicle’s windows were tinted. He pointed the rifle at the car and did his best to peer inside. The seats were spotless. There was no one hiding inside that he could see.

			

			
				He tried the driver’s side door handle. It was locked. A quick pull on the other doors yielded the same result.

				So much for things being easy.

				He glared at the door leading into the house. Like the front door, it was ajar, but he could make out little of the house’s interior. He made his way around the car until he’d reached it.

				Before entering, he paused, listening for signs of danger. The house was silent. He slipped through the doorway, leading with his rifle.

				The first room was the kitchen. He was immediately greeted by a diorama of pots and pans. Kitchenware was strewn across the counters, as if someone had torn through the room when the infection hit. Was the mess from the residents or the intruders?

				It was possible the clutter was the result of the looters Caddy had mentioned.

				He scanned the counters for a set of keys, hoping they’d be within reach. Stacks of paperwork and bills were littered across the floor. He kicked them aside but found nothing of interest.

				A thought struck him.

				If the keys had been out in the open, the looters would’ve snatched them. The more likely scenario was that they were hidden. Noah decided to switch tactics, starting with the more out-of-reach places. He gave the open drawers a cursory glance, then switched focus to the cabinets.

				Neither yielded the keys.

				After a fruitless search, he moved on to the dining room. The remainder of the property was in no better shape than the kitchen. Noah stepped over broken furniture and debris, half-expecting to find dead bodies on the floor or a stray animal that had wandered in from outside.

			

			
				To his relief, he found neither.

				After exhausting the ground floor, he moved on to the upstairs. If he couldn’t find the keys, he’d cut his losses and leave. There were other vehicles on the street. Even as damaged as they were, one of them was bound to be drivable.

				He took the stairs a step at a time, leading with his rifle. The wooden steps groaned. He shuddered at the sound. He reminded himself that Caddy was keeping watch outside, that if something were to follow after him, she’d surely call his name.

				At the same time, he was out of sight.

				He needed to be careful.

				When he’d reached the landing, he looked left and right, getting a feel for the layout. There were two doors to his left—a bathroom and a master bedroom. To the right were two others. One looked like an office, the other a child’s bedroom. He took a left, heading for the master.

				Perhaps the keys were in there.

				He eased into the hallway. As he proceeded, he couldn’t help but picture the people who had once walked the same path—both the family that resided here, and the intruders who had come after. Knowing he was walking the same rooms was enough to give him chills.

				The house felt like a prop, a cardboard cutout, and he couldn’t imagine people living in it.

				The master bedroom was disheveled but in slightly better shape than the downstairs. Noah figured the owners had been elsewhere when the infection hit; perhaps the looters hadn’t come this far.

			

			
				Noah noticed a pair of jeans sticking out from the far side of the bed. They were long and skinny, and looked like they belonged to a woman. Were they Mrs. McDonald’s? He bent down and scooped them up.

				Something rattled inside one of the pockets. The keys, he thought.

				He patted the pants until he found the source of the noise, then fished out a keychain. He recognized the Toyota emblem on the largest key and felt his heart skip a beat.

				He’d found it.

				He let the pants fall to the floor and stuck the keychain in his pocket. Feeling accomplished, he turned toward the doorway.

				A bang sounded from across the hall.

				The noise seemed to come out of nowhere—a series of intermittent raps. He froze in place, hands shaking on the rifle. He stared through the open door of the master bedroom into the darkened hall.

				The noise stopped.

				There were two doors across the hallway, the office and the child’s bedroom. In neither did he see what could have caused the disturbance.

				He stared for a full minute, but the noise didn’t repeat.

				Maybe he’d been hearing things. His nerves were on edge, after all. Over the past few days, his life had become a series of traumas, each more gruesome than the next. Perhaps his senses were finally failing him.

			

			
				He took a tentative step toward the doorway, making his way around the bed. The rifle felt like rubber in his hands. Even though he’d fired the weapon several times, he still wasn’t confident in his aim. The three bullets inside were hardly enough to make him feel secure.

				He swallowed the lump in his throat and took another step. Even though the noise had stopped, he found himself trying to recreate the sound. Where had it originated? Had it been in his head? He didn’t know which scenario was worse. If the attacker was real, at least he had an idea what he was up against, but if he’d lost his grip…

				The bang repeated. One loud knock followed by two smaller ones.

				It was coming from the child’s bedroom. Inside he could see stuffed animals and dolls on a bureau, a poster of a pop star. The door was twenty feet away. His glance leapt to the stairwell, which was only half the distance.

				If he could reach it quietly, he could get out. He had no idea what might be lurking in the bedroom, but he had no desire to find out. He must’ve made too much noise in the kitchen.

				Dammit.

				He took a few harried steps into the hallway. The banging resumed. It was almost as if whatever was in that room was aware of what he was doing and was trying to stop him. But they were too late.

				He’d already reached the stairwell, and he clopped down the stairs, no longer concerned about making noise. The house was already making him feel trapped and claustrophobic, and his only thought was to get out.

			

			
				He was stopped by a whimper.

				The banging had been replaced by a soft mewling. The noise floated down the staircase like a siren song, beckoning him backward. A thought struck him. What if there was a survivor upstairs?

				What if Isabelle had survived?

				He clutched the rifle, torn by a new dilemma. He tried to remember what Caddy had said about the family. He was certain she’d said they were all infected, but what if she’d been mistaken? What if the young girl was hiding in her room, alone and scared?

				What if the knock had been a cry for help?

				Noah aimed the rifle up the stairs, heart thundering. Out of nowhere, he pictured his own family. For all he knew, Mom and Dad and Ricky were still alive. But Isabelle’s family had been stripped away. If he didn’t save her, who would?

				His mind screamed at him to turn around, to run out of the house, but his conscience pulled him backward. Before he knew it, he was climbing the stairs. He needed to be certain.

				The whimper came again. This time there was no mistaking the sound. It was from a little girl.

				Noah reached the landing and stared through the half-open doorway into the child’s bedroom. From this angle, he could see a bedpost and the corner of the bureau, but no signs of Isabelle. He took one step. Then two.

				His view became clearer, but the right half of the room was still obstructed. He noticed a closet in the far left corner. Would she be hiding there? Or would she be out in the open?

			

			
				He slipped through the opening, holding the rifle at chest level. The last thing he wanted to do was scare her, but he didn’t want to take any chances, either.

				In contrast to the rest of the house, the room was clean. There were a few dolls and toys on the floor, but the place didn’t appear to have been ransacked. Perhaps the looters—as unconscionable as they were—had decided to give the child’s room a pass. Either that or there was nothing of value inside.

				Did anything even have value anymore?

				He’d just taken another step when he saw an outfit lying on the bed: a child-sized skirt, complete with leggings and shoes.

				Had Isabelle been hiding here all along? Was she too frightened to leave? He envisioned her tidying her room and playing with her things, trying to recreate some semblance of normalcy in a world that’d gone haywire. What if she’d been alive the entire time, waiting for her parents to return?


				He needed to find her. He needed to get her out of here.

				He moved deeper into the room. There was no one in plain sight. That left two hiding spots: the girl was either in the closet or under the bed. He bent down until his face was level with the floor. A white bed skirt surrounded the mattress. He reached out with his hand, thought better of it, and used the barrel of his rifle instead.

				The underside of the bed was a myriad of shadows. He scanned from left to right, searching the dark corners. His eyes landed on a shoebox, a stuffed animal, and a pile of clothes, but there was no one underneath.

			

			
				Until there was.

				Noah jumped back as something moved under the bed.

				“Isabelle?” he hissed.

				The room was silent.

				He crept back over, keeping a safe distance from the mattress. The girl must be afraid. He couldn’t blame her. If he were in her shoes, he couldn’t be dragged out of hiding, either.

				He lifted the bed skirt again, hoping to coax her out. Before he could locate her, something darted out at him. Noah fumbled for the rifle and struggled to take aim.

				It wasn’t the girl, but a gerbil.

				The animal skirted past him, frantic. He watched as it scurried out of sight and disappeared into the hallway. Noah looked across the room. An empty cage was sitting next to the bureau, the door open. Inside it was a vacant exercise wheel.

				Someone must have let the gerbil out.

				Noah’s pulse still roared behind his ears. He shook his head. At least he wasn’t hearing things. He might be crazy, but his senses were intact.

				He got to his feet, doing his best to dust off the fear that had plagued him since entering the house.

				The closet door crashed open, revealing the snarling visage of Isabelle.
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				The infected girl was on him before he could fire a shot. She tackled him to the ground with unbelievable strength. It was as if the virus had supplied her with superhuman capabilities, giving her the brute force of someone twice her size. Noah fought to keep her at bay, recoiling as her teeth grew near.

				He still had a grip on the rifle, but the weapon was sideways. Unable to fire it, he attempted to use it as a blockade, a last-ditch barrier between him and the ravenous little girl.

				He stared into her eyes—two black marbles without reflection or emotion. Her skin was gray and wrinkled, as if ready to peel off her and reveal a new person underneath.

				He pushed the rifle away from him, hoping to throw the little girl off, but Isabelle kept her deadly grip on the stock and barrel. She snapped at him over the top, doing her best to gnaw his flesh.

				Noah turned his head. If the girl got ahold of him, it’d be over. Once she took the first bite, she’d keep tearing and clawing until he was dead. He needed to get out from underneath her. He needed to break free.

				A second later he got his opening.

				He thrust his knee upward, catching her in the stomach. The girl let out a screech and released her grasp on the gun.

				Noah shoved the rifle upwards, connecting with her jaw, and sent the little girl reeling onto the floor. Then he scampered to his feet. He raised the gun, intending to fire off a round, but Isabelle had already pounced.

			

			
				Noah fell backward against the bed. The frame slid across the floor a few inches; the clothes tumbled off and onto the carpet. Isabelle flailed at the bed, tearing at the bed sheets in an attempt to get at him. He could see the door out of the corner of his eye, but he didn’t dare make a run for it.

				The second his back was turned, she’d shred him.

				Instead he rolled across the bed, avoiding her reaching hands, and got to his feet on the other side. He took aim with the rifle.

				Isabelle stopped, as if sensing her predicament. He studied her face, searching for any semblance of the little girl she once was. She looked left and right, black eyes swiveling as they scanned the dolls and posters that’d once occupied her time. Did she have any recollection of what she’d been? Did she have any idea what had happened to her?

				“Isabelle!” Noah called.

				He paused, finger on the trigger, holding a bead on her head. He’d killed several of the things before, but he’d never faced one so young. The girl finished surveying the room and eyed him from the other side of the bed.

				“Isabelle!” he repeated. “Can you hear me?”

				Her face relaxed for a moment. He watched as she lowered her arms and sniffed the air. Could she understand what he was saying? Were his words getting through? The little girl stopped snarling. Her dark eyes locked on his face.

				“I can help you,” he tried. “If you’ll listen to me. We have a safe place across—”

			

			
				The infected girl leapt from the bed, letting out a shriek that filled the room. Her mouth hung open in rage; her hands clawed the air.

				Noah fired.

				The shot connected with her head. Isabelle fell to the bed like an empty sack, a lifeless body comprised of clothes and hair. Her hands went still.

				Tears streaked Noah’s face, blurring his view of the room and the body. He circled around the bed, still pointing the rifle, but the little girl was dead. There was nothing he could’ve done.

				There never had been.

				He remained in the room for several seconds, staring at the girl and her belongings. He tried to tell himself it wasn’t his fault. In the end he’d pulled the trigger, but it was the men perpetrating the infection who’d loaded the gun.

				Maybe the agents were right. Maybe mankind’s destiny had been decided from the beginning. Maybe they were all meant to die.

				Noah wiped his face on his sleeve. Even if he somehow survived this nightmare, there’d be no taking back what he’d done, and no forgetting it.

				Keeping one hand on the gun, he knelt down and picked up the clothes that had spilled to the floor, then draped them over the little girl’s face.
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				When he returned to the road, the sun was shining. He held his hand over his eyes to avoid the glare and inspected the ruined street. Because of the gunshot, he’d expected a horde to approach at any minute, putting off his plans to leave.

			

			
				Instead, the street was calm and silent.

				He patted his pockets, worried he’d dropped the car key in the scuffle, but he found it in his shorts.

				He shifted his gaze to the window across the street, looking for Caddy, but she was gone. Had she heard the gunshot? He couldn’t imagine she hadn’t.

				As if in response, footsteps echoed in front of him and Caddy ran down the walkway.

				In her hands was a knife.

				“Are you OK?” she called.

				Noah glanced back at the house he’d just come from. He opened his mouth to speak, but couldn’t find the words. Isabelle had been Caddy’s neighbor. Even though his life had been at stake, even though he’d only been protecting himself, he still felt a wave of guilt. If only he could’ve done something differently…

				“What happened? I heard a gunshot.”

				Caddy looked him up and down, checking for wounds.

				“One of them got inside the house,” he said finally. “But I took care of it.”

				“I was worried about you.”

				“I’m OK.”

				“Did you find the keys?”

				Noah jangled the keychain in the air. The sight of it seemed to brighten Caddy’s face.

				“Is your mother all right?” he asked.

				“She’s fine. She heard the gunshot, but I was able to calm her down.”

			

			
				“That’s a relief.”

				Noah did a quick survey of the area, still wary of the noise. He could only hope there were no creatures close by, and if there were, that they were otherwise engaged. Hopefully, the fact that he’d fired inside had muffled the noise.

				“Sorry about that. I didn’t mean to make a commotion. You should get back inside,” he said to Caddy. “It’s not safe out here. I’m going to wait a few minutes, make sure no more of them show up, and then I’m going to head out.”

				“Are you sure?”

				“Yep. I’ll make it quick. If I don’t find anything, I’ll come back.”

				“OK. I’ll head back inside and keep watch.”

				In spite of her statement, she lingered. She gave him a long look, as if she were afraid she might not see him again.

				“Be careful, Noah,” she warned.

				“I will.”

				Without another word, she padded up the driveway and disappeared around the back of the house.

				Noah retreated back to the McDonalds’ garage, stuffing the encounter with the little girl back in his memory banks. His mind was cluttered as it was; there was no time to deal with it now.

				He had a mission to undertake.

				If he didn’t find provisions for himself and his companions, the three of them would starve. He forced the image of the little girl to dissolve as he walked back across the street and to the garage. When he reached the car, he retrieved the key from his pocket and used it on the driver’s side door.

			

			
				The interior lights popped on at the helm. Noah opened the door, taking in the smell of fresh leather. In a world where everything was falling apart, the car was a refreshing change. Noah got inside and shut the door.

				He placed the rifle on the seat next to him and started the engine. The car purred around him. The hybrid vehicle was nearly silent; it would provide good cover in the deserted streets. He’d never driven one before. In comparison to this, all his rides had been gas-guzzling antiques.

				This is as good as it gets, he thought.

				He forced a smile and put the car into reverse, then rolled out into the road. The sun shone at his back; warm rays bounced off the console. As he shifted the car into drive, he gave one last glance at Caddy’s house. Although he couldn’t be sure, he thought he noticed a dark shadow waving at him in the upstairs window.
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				Noah placed the directions on his lap. According to Caddy, his truck was only a few miles up the road; it shouldn’t take him long to get to it. He just hoped he wouldn’t encounter anyone else on the way. His only thought was to get safely to his destination and back.

				Outside Caddy’s neighborhood, the area gave way to trees and forest. Noah flicked his attention from the road to the rearview mirror, expecting someone to fall in behind him and give chase. It’d been over a day since he’d been run off the road, and driving the streets still gave him a sense of unease.

				As he’d learned thus far, danger was inescapable; the only thing prolonging his life was luck and time.

				In any case, being in the vehicle was better than being on foot, and he was grateful for the cover. The windows and doors provided a layer of protection he hadn’t had while in the woods.

				The roads were straight, with an occasional curve. Every time Noah took a turn he cringed, expecting to find some new source of danger around the corner. Other than a few abandoned vehicles, however, the road stayed empty.

				Noah would’ve liked to wait longer to return. But the longer he waited, the less chance there’d be something in the truck. With looters running rampant, it wouldn’t take long for the vehicle to be picked over, if there was anything left to pick through at all.

				He maintained a speed of forty-five, doing his best to avoid the wreckage and debris. A popped tire could get him killed. Changing it would mean he’d have to get out of the vehicle, and getting out would mean he’d be exposed to danger.

			

			
				He waited for a straightaway before glancing down at the directions.

				According to the loopy scrawl of Caddy’s handwriting, the next turn should be coming up. He’d take Whited Street. After that he’d travel only a few minutes before reaching the abandoned pickup.

				He’d just glanced up when a figure stepped onto the road in front of him.

				Noah cried out in surprise and stomped the brakes. The tires screeched as he tried to avoid the oncoming pedestrian; he tugged at the wheel, doing his best to swerve. The two were on a collision course.

				There was no time to change direction, no time to hit the horn.

				The car collided with the pedestrian, flinging the figure over the hood and onto the pavement. Noah came to a stop in time to see the body rolling in the road behind him. Heart pounding, he threw the vehicle into park and exited.

				What had he done? Had he killed someone?

				It took him a second to determine the figure was still moving. The person groaned from the pavement, writhing back and forth in agony. He jogged over to the person’s side, bile creeping up his windpipe. The thought of injuring someone else was enough to make him sick.

				He’d already been responsible for enough bloodshed.

				It wasn’t until he reached the person’s side that he noticed something was off. The figure was moving erratically, and the groans weren’t cries of pain, but cries of hunger. Noah crouched on the asphalt five feet away.

			

			
				“Hello?” he tried.

				The figure swiveled, revealing grayed skin and an opened mouth.

				The creature had once been a man with short gray hair and a moustache. The thing snapped at Noah, trying to reach him, but its legs were incapacitated. Noah stared at it for several seconds, filled with relief.

				There was a wallet lying on the road next to it.

				Noah reached over and snatched the wallet from the pavement. He flipped it open, reading the name on the license inside.

				“Benjamin McDonald,” he muttered.

				The address was nearly identical to Caddy’s. He glanced at the hybrid, then back at the thing on the ground. The creature had pulled itself onto its elbows and was sliding across the pavement, scraping open fresh layers of skin to get to him. Noah retreated several steps.

				In his mission to get to the truck, he’d accidentally found Isabelle’s father.

				Had they been together at one time? Had they separated? He doubted the creature was cognizant, but either way, seeing it crippled struck a chord in him.

				Nobody deserved this. Neither the man nor his family.

				Noah reached into his belt and removed a kitchen knife he’d brought from Caddy’s. The creature continued to crawl toward him, eyes glazed.

			

			
				“I’m sorry,” he said.

				He raised the knife over his head and rammed it into the creature’s skull.
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				The roads were starting to look familiar. According to Caddy, Noah’s truck was only a few miles west of her house. He was getting close.

				All around him were tall oaks and pines, their limbs reaching into the heavens. There were no houses in sight. Unlike the streets he’d just been on, this one was clean and undisturbed. Not a car in sight. He remembered the scenery from a day earlier. At the time, he’d been grateful for a reprieve from the destruction.

				Now he knew better.

				His mind flashed back to the moment he’d noticed the black truck looming behind him. He’d known the vehicle wasn’t a good sign. He just hadn’t known how bad a sign it was.

				The men inside had ridden up alongside him, heads hanging out the windows. He’d tried to accelerate, but his pickup had been old; theirs had been faster. Before he knew it, they’d struck him like a battering ram. Noah had instinctively turned to the right, edging into the breakdown lane, driving dangerously close to the forest.

				The men had persisted, screaming at him, shouting things he couldn’t hear. Between the adrenaline and the focus needed to stay on the road, he’d barely had time to look at them, let alone hatch a plan. Instead, he had clung to the steering wheel and done his best not to lose control.

			

			
				It wasn’t until the F150 raced in front of him and applied the brakes that he’d lost all hope.

				Despite his best efforts, Noah had skidded off the pavement and into the trees. He’d been reaching for his gun when the driver’s side window had shattered. Hands had pulled him from the vehicle; fists had pummeled his face.

				The pain had been immediate and intense. Before he knew it, Noah had been on the ground, wincing as boots kicked his ribcage. The men had continued to shout. This time he’d caught bits and pieces of the conversation.

				“Get him in the face!”

				“This is our town! Do you hear me?”

				“Stay the fuck down!”

				It wasn’t until Noah had lain still that the beating had subsided. He’d waited several seconds, then uncovered his head and tried to crawl. To his surprise, the men had let him, laughing as he inched his way across the road and into the nearby forest.

				It was sheer luck that he’d escaped.

				Noah shuddered at the memory.

				He glanced in the rearview mirror now, expecting to see the running lights and grill of the F150 behind him, but the road was clear.

				The asphalt hummed beneath the tires. He shifted in his seat, anxious to get his mission over with. He only hoped that it wouldn’t be in vain, that there’d be something for him to find. The alternative would be far more risky. Without safe food, the three of them would have to subsist on whatever they could find, trusting in his theory that they were immune.

			

			
				It was a risk Noah would rather not take.

				The road curved. He took the turn with one hand, the other clutching the rifle on his lap. He could see his pickup in the distance now—a spectral shape on the horizon. The sight of it made him pale.

				He slowed the car as he approached. When he was twenty feet away, he stopped. Noah surveyed the forest around the vehicle, as if the trees themselves would come alive and grab him, but the limbs were still. The day was windless and calm. For a second, Noah imagined he was the last man on earth, that the vehicle on the road was nothing more than an artifact.

				Although he’d been in the pickup only yesterday, the vehicle seemed foreign and strange. Seeing nothing in the area, he let his foot off the gas and rolled closer.

				The quiet prevailed.

				He pulled along the driver’s side door of the pickup and put the car in park. After one last look around the area, he opened the door. He did his best to remain silent, exiting the vehicle with rifle in hand.

				The pickup was in worse shape than he’d imagined. The hood had been dented and battered; the tires were flattened to the pavement. The driver’s door was open a crack, revealing an interior that had been shredded. The men hadn’t left anything to chance.

				If Noah had circled back, he would’ve been out of luck.

				He sighed as he opened the door. With the truck in this condition, the prospect of finding food was slim. More than likely, the men had raided his provisions and taken his weapons. The truck door groaned as he opened it. He slipped inside.

			

			
				The seats were ripped and torn, foam spilling from the insides. His atlas had been ruined; pages had been pulled from the binding and scattered. He sifted through the remnants, trying to find the map of Oregon. If it was there, it was lost in the debris. Tears stung his eyes.

				In the past week he’d suffered far greater losses, but something about the ruined truck hit him with a wave of emotion. It signified the depths of how far mankind had sunk, how uncaring and violent and cruel these men truly were.

				It hadn’t been enough to beat him down and hunt him through the forest; they’d had to make sure his all his belongings were destroyed as well.

				Their goal hadn’t been just to kill him; it had been to defile his existence.

				Noah wiped his face with the back of his hand. He peered into the backseat. As expected, the weapons he’d carried before were gone. The food was gone as well, though he could see traces of crumbs that had been left behind. A few errant wrappers lay on the seat.

				He bent down and reached underneath the passenger seat, clearing a few loose pages of his atlas. A small, wrapped package caught his eye. It’d been wedged between the bolts and the side of the car; perhaps it had been kicked there by accident. He reached in and pulled it out.

				A single package of dried fruit lay in his hand: the last remnant of his safe food.

			

			
				He stared at it for a second, mind teetering between anger and hope. The package wouldn’t last more than a sitting. When split among the three of them, it was little more than a handful—just enough for a small meal, but not enough to make a difference.

				He gritted his teeth. If he hadn’t been so desperate, he might’ve flung the food against the console. Instead, he slipped it into his shorts and fled the vehicle.

				Noah swiveled from left to right. There was still no one else in view, but he knew not to push his luck. If someone were to approach, he’d be an immediate target. The hybrid purred beside him, beckoning him to get inside.

				To get to Caddy’s, he’d have to turn and head in the opposite direction. But straight ahead was the road to Portland. For a brief second, he contemplated continuing his journey. He had a bit of food, a reliable car, and a rifle—hardly enough to ensure his safety, but enough to give him a head start.

				Caddy had saved his life, but he’d already repaid the favor. Did he owe her any more? He couldn’t stay in Chester forever. By her own admission, Caddy wasn’t planning on leaving any time soon.

				He wrestled with the decision while staring at the road.

				It would be so easy to throw the car into drive, hit the gas, and never look back. But if he did that, he’d be no better than the animals that had hunted him down.

			

			
				What if Caddy came looking for him? What if she were to die in the process?

				He couldn’t live with that on his conscience. As much as he wanted to return to his family, he’d need to wait a little longer.

				He sighed and put the car in reverse, heading back in the direction of his new companions.
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				Charles Osbourne watched the young man through the trees, his blood roiling. Not only had the kid survived, but he’d also had the nerve to return to his truck, thinking they’d be stupid enough to leave something behind.

				“Dumb son of a bitch,” he muttered to the two men next to him.

				Charles had parked their pickup behind a cluster of oaks, just off a dirt trail that led off the road. It was a spot that most people didn’t know about, and one that most passersby would’ve overlooked. Having grown up in the town next to Chester, Charles knew the ins and outs of the roadway, and that put him at an advantage.

				They weren’t going to lose Chester. Not like they’d lost Wardstown.

				Charles had chosen the town because there’d been no evidence of survivors. It was time for a fresh start.

				Just a week prior, he’d been in a prison transport van on the way to the Sterling Correctional Facility. This would’ve been his third time in prison, and according to the judge, it would’ve been his last. After his latest assault conviction, Charles was told he’d never see the light of day again.

				What the judge hadn’t predicted was the world ending.

				On his way to prison, the roads had caved to violence. In the blink of an eye, the population seemed to have succumbed to infection. There’d been two drivers in the transport van. One minute they’d been talking, the next they’d been tearing each other limb from limb. If Charles hadn’t been separated from them by a metal partition, he’d have been dead already.

			

			
				For almost a day, he’d remained in the back of the van, shackled and unable to get out. He’d watched as the world conceded to chaos: cars crashing into one another, survivors being torn to bits, and the infected running rampant.

				None of it had bothered Charles. Not one bit.

				The only thing on his mind had been escape.

				After screaming for help for hours, Charles had finally been rescued by several frantic pedestrians. He’d coaxed them into getting the keys from the dead driver, then convinced them to set him free.

				He’d repaid them by killing them. If and when the world went back to normal, the last things he needed were witnesses.

				Charles wouldn’t let anyone ruin his chance at a new life. Just like he wouldn’t let any outsiders compromise his town. He watched the young man search through the pickup, his rage building.

				He looked over at the man in the passenger seat.

				“We should come up on him,” Gary said, scratching the stubble on his chin. “Cut him off from leaving.”

				Charles studied the road, thinking it through. Although their F150 had a V6 engine in it, it looked like the kid had picked up a new car. If they were to come out of hiding now, there was a chance he’d get away.

				Besides, he’d much rather follow him.

				Where there was one survivor, there might be others. He’d rather take care of all of them at once. It would save him the trouble later.

			

			
				The fact that the young man was alive infuriated Charles. It’d been Jose’s decision to let the kid run, thinking it’d be more fun that way.

				But that hadn’t happened.

				Instead, the piece of shit had killed Ronnie and Jose. Had somehow gotten a leg up on them. And then he’d given them all the slip. For that, the kid was going to get it worse than he had before. The little fucker would pay for what he’d done.

				Charles was going to see to it.

				He turned to the boy in the backseat. William was rocking back and forth in his seat, his teeth clenched. In his hands was a paring knife. William was only fourteen years old. Ronnie had been his father.

				“I want to be the one to do it,” William hissed.

				The boy stared at Charles with a mixture of fear and rage in his eyes, his hands shaking.

				“Relax,” Charles said. “You’ll get your chance. I promise.”

				He turned back around. A hundred feet ahead, the taillights of the car had flickered. The vehicle started in reverse. In just a few seconds, it’d pass by them.

				Charles hunkered down in his seat and beckoned for his companions to do the same. Once the vehicle had gone by, he’d pull out from behind the trees and navigate back onto the roadway. He watched as the car soared past.

				Then he pulled out and hit the gas.
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				Noah wasn’t expecting much when he flipped on the car radio, but he did it anyway. Ever since leaving the salvage yard, it had become a ritual. Periodically, he’d check each station, hoping to hear a voice, even though he’d never heard one before.

				It was hard to believe that almost everyone was dead. It didn’t seem possible.

				As usual, the stations carried nothing but static. The banter of disc jockeys was long gone, replaced by a wall of white noise. Not a single song graced the airwaves. He’d gotten the same effect in his pickup truck. Even in a brand-new car, presumably with better reception, nothing had changed.

				Discouraged, he turned down the volume and focused on the road. The drive back to Caddy’s was only a few minutes long. He wondered how Caddy and her mother were faring in his absence. He could only hope that no other creatures had shown up in the meantime. His biggest fear was to find the house broken into and disordered, his two companions missing. He doubted that would be the case, but he steeled himself for the possibility.

				He’d already learned to expect the worst. In this new world, there was no room for certainty.

				The only certainties were living and dying, and even those had room for interpretation. What happened to the minds and bodies of the infected? Did they continue to feel pain?

				These questions had plagued him from the beginning, and as yet he’d received no answers. For the past week, he’d lived on suppositions and guesses, navigating his way through a world that was no longer familiar.

			

			
				Noah didn’t know if he’d ever learn the truth.

				He gazed into the forest on the side of the road, wondering how many creatures were roaming through the trees. Would they ever stop moving? For all he knew, they’d wander forever.

				He could identify with the sentiment.

				For the past week, he’d essentially been homeless, with no home base or safe haven. But somewhere out there was the house he’d grown up in, and hopefully, the house that still contained his parents.

				When he got back to Caddy’s, he’d figure out a plan to get there, even if it took weeks—months—to do it.

				He was pondering these questions when he saw movement in the rearview mirror. He jumped to attention, heart pounding. He’d just rounded a corner, and somewhere behind him, he thought he’d seen a vehicle. He stared into the mirror, but there was nothing there.

				Had he been imagining things?

				He kept his focus on the road behind him, but all he could see was pavement and foliage. If someone had been there, they’d either turned off or were lagging behind.

				Maybe they’d never been there at all. He reminded himself of the military vehicles and shook his head. Perhaps his mind was starting to fabricate danger, as well.

				No matter what he’d seen, Noah couldn’t be certain of his safety until he’d gotten off the road. He stepped on the gas, trying to gain as much ground as he could. The speedometer climbed to sixty. With no one else in view, he concentrated on getting back to Caddy’s.

			

			
				Before long, he was turning into her neighborhood. Noah decreased speed, not wanting to lure the attention of any creatures in the area, and navigated around the abandoned cars. His eyes darted to Caddy’s house. From what he could tell, the exterior was the same as he’d left it; the windows were boarded up, and there was no sign of additional debris. He sighed with relief.

				Even so, he wouldn’t count his blessings yet. Not until he’d ascertained that the people inside were safe.

				Rather than returning the car to the McDonalds’ garage, he drove it up Caddy’s driveway and put it in park. Then he glanced at the back of the house. Everything seemed in order. If there had been intruders while he was gone, there was no evidence of them.

				He was about to remove the key from the ignition when he heard a faint crackle from the speakers.

				Was someone transmitting something?

				He turned up the volume and flipped the dial, tuning in to a broadcast. The voice belonged to man, and his timbre was low and muffled, as if he were speaking in an enclosed space.

				“…Please get to us and we will bring you to safety. I repeat. There is a military checkpoint at the border of Utah and Colorado on Interstate 70. Any survivors in the area should report to this location. We have food and shelter. Do not eat or drink anything. Repeat: do not eat or drink anything. The food and water in the area have been contaminated, and the virus is spread through ingestion. If you can hear this message, please get to us and we will bring you to safety.”


			

			
				It took Noah a minute to digest what he was hearing. He listened to the message several more times, staring at the speakers, unable to believe the man’s words. For days, he’d been struggling to survive, certain the entire world was crumbling, certain he was condemned to die.

				And now, in the blink of an eye, there was a chance at rescue.

				He removed the key from the ignition and opened the door. He had to tell Caddy. He had to get them out of here. If there really was an evacuation site, they needed to reach it before it was too late. He shut the door and raced for the house.

				He’d only gone a few steps when he heard someone scream.
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				Noah barreled through the backyard. Had someone broken into the house? Was he too late already?

				He pushed the broadcast to the back of his mind. If he couldn’t get his companions to safety, there’d be no point in…

				The scream rang out again.

				Noah reached the back door and did his best to peer inside. The other side of the pane was barricaded with furniture; the windows were covered. Try as he might, he was unable to see inside. He rapped on the door, frantic, gripping his rifle. Had one of the other entrances been breached? If not, how had someone gotten in?

			

			
				“Caddy!” he yelled.

				He stepped back, intending on kicking down the door. Normally Caddy would’ve cleared the entrance, but by the sound of it, she was unable to. He darted toward the door, raising his foot. Before he could strike, noises sprang from the other side.

				“Wait one second!” Caddy called.

				Confused, Noah stopped and retreated a few feet. He heard the scrape of furniture being moved, and then the door swung open, revealing the pale face of his companion. Caddy glanced past him, perusing the yard, then waved him in.

				“Come on in,” she said.

				Noah hesitated for a second. He watched as Caddy stepped away from the door and grabbed hold of her mother, who stood shaking in the kitchen. He saw no one else inside.

				“What happened?” he asked as he entered. “I heard screaming.”

				“Mom just had a…scare. We’re all right.”

				He eyed Theresa, who was still trembling. Her face looked like it had aged since he last saw her. She was wearing a bathrobe and slippers and she had a magazine tucked under one arm. She pointed at him as he entered.

				“Who’s this?” she asked.

				“This is Noah, Mom,” Caddy explained.

				Noah waved at the woman, doing his best to look nonthreatening. Realizing he still had the rifle, he laid it on the counter. Then he turned and closed the door behind him.

			

			
				When he was finished, Caddy was staring at him.

				“Any luck?” she asked.

				He pulled the box of fruit from his pocket and laid it on the counter. The girl glanced at it. Her face fell.

				“That’s it?”

				“Unfortunately. Are you both OK?”

				“Yes. We saw one of the infected an hour ago, and Mom’s been upset ever since. Then she heard your car. She wants to leave, but I’ve been explaining to her that we have to stay.”

				Caddy gave her mother a firm squeeze, and the woman smiled.

				“It’s going to be fine, Ms. Stevens,” Noah offered.

				“Do you really think so?”

				“I do. We’re safe in here.”

				“What if one of them gets in the house?”

				“We’ll make sure that doesn’t happen.”

				Noah surveyed the woman’s face. She was still smiling, but he saw fear and uncertainty behind her stare. He gave Caddy a glance.

				“Do you have a second?” he asked her.

				“Sure.”

				Caddy led her mother into the living room. After helping her into the recliner, she rejoined Noah in the kitchen.

				“I heard someone on the radio.”

				“Is that what that noise was?”

				“Yes, I’m sorry.”

				“Mom thought someone was coming to get us.”

				“I didn’t mean to scare her. Listen, Caddy, this is good news. There’s a military checkpoint set up on I-70. They’re urging everyone to get there as soon as possible.”

			

			
				He stared at her for a minute, letting the news sink in. Her eyes, formerly downcast, lit up with hope.

				“Do you think it’s real?”

				“It sounded real. I mean, there are no guarantees, but I think it’s the best shot we have at getting out of here.”

				Caddy glanced back at her mother, who was rocking in the recliner. She walked over to the kitchen counter and slowly placed her palms on the surface. Noah watched as she surveyed the room, studying each of the kitchen cabinets in turn.

				“All my life I’ve wanted to get out of here, but I never really thought it would happen. And now that everything has fallen apart…”

				She turned, still whispering so her mother couldn’t hear.

				“Where are we going to go, Noah?”

				“Well, it sounds like the evacuation point is—”

				“No, I mean, where are we going to go afterward? What if this thing keeps spreading and spreading?” Caddy looked at him, tears in her eyes. “It’s been hard enough keeping my mother calm in her own home. How can I take her on the road, away from the place she’s lived for twelve years?”

				Noah sighed. The girl had a point. Taking Theresa on the road would be difficult at best. Even if he didn’t take into account the infected, the road was filled with lunatics, people who seemed to have lost all sense of right and wrong.

			

			
				How would they keep her safe?

				At the same time, there was no way they could stay. Things weren’t going to get any better; he knew that much.

				“I understand how hard this is, Caddy. I really do. But there’s nothing left for you here. There really isn’t. All it will take is one of the infected getting in here and that’d be the end of it. And God forbid those looters come back.”

				Caddy covered her face with her hands.

				“I know you’re right,” she whispered. “But I can’t imagine taking her out there. It’s been so hard, you know?”

				“Maybe once the military gets things under control, you can come back. Maybe once things settle down…”

				Caddy let out a heavy breath, wiping her eyes. She gazed around the house. Her eyes settled on her mother.

				“I know this is the right thing to do. I just need a few minutes before I tell my mother.”

				Without another word, she walked from the room, eyes averted.

				“Where are you going?”

				“To pack.”
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				Noah stayed downstairs with Theresa while Caddy packed. For the most part, the upstairs remained quiet, but every once in a while he heard the dull thud of a closet door or the thump of a bureau.

				He knew enough to give her space.

				He couldn’t imagine the girl’s thought process. For the duration of Noah’s journey, his only consideration had been getting home. He couldn’t imagine having to leave home behind.

				His thoughts drifted to his apartment in Las Vegas. Had the infection spread there as well? With Kendall gone, he couldn’t picture ever returning. At the same time, all his belongings were there—his clothes, his music, his photographs. He wondered if anyone had happened on his apartment while he’d been gone.

				Right now, it was possible someone was hiding out there.

				If so, he decided he wouldn’t mind. He wasn’t using it, after all. If it could give someone else shelter, then so be it.

				He walked into the living room, where he found Theresa thumbing through one of her magazines.

				“Anything good in there?” he asked.

				She looked up at him. Her face seemed to have relaxed since the scare a few minutes earlier.

				“Not really,” she said, her lips creasing into a smile. “Just the same old garbage.”

				She placed the magazine on the floor and looked at him.

			

			
				“Are we leaving, Noah?”

				Noah stared at her for a second, then nodded. He wondered if the woman had heard them or if she’d put the pieces together herself. In any case, the last thing he wanted to do was lie. “Yes. Very soon.”

				“I’m going to miss this place,” she lamented. “Did you know that Caddy and I have lived here since she was six?”

				He shook his head, studying the woman. In the short time he’d known her, this was the most lucid he’d seen her. It was as if a switch had flipped inside her, prepping her for the journey.

				“That’s a long time,” he said. “It sounds like you’ve enjoyed it here.”

				“Caddy always loved the woods. We used to take walks all the time. But not so much anymore…at least I don’t think we have…”

				“Things have a way of getting hectic.”

				Theresa dabbed at her eyes. “I really appreciate all Caddy’s done for me. She’s been a big help.”

				“It certainly seems like it.”

				“Are you from around here, Noah?”

				“No, I’m from Portland. I’m hoping to get back there soon.”

				“That’s a long ways away. I’ll bet your parents miss you.”

				“I’ll bet they do.”

				Noah swallowed. In the days he’d been on the road, this was the closest his plans had come to fruition. He’d already traveled hundreds of miles. If he could survive a few more days, if he could get to the checkpoint, there was a possibility he’d make it home.

			

			
				His dreams were more tangible than ever. He walked over to the front windows, intent on peering outside.

				Quiet footfalls on the stairs interrupted him. He turned his attention to the staircase. Caddy had emerged from the second floor, a duffel bag slung over each shoulder.

				“I packed some things, Mom. We’re going to leave for a while.”

				Her mother turned to face her. “Thank you, honey. Noah and I were just talking about that.”

				“Is there anything special you want to take?”

				Theresa looked around the room. Her gaze stopped on a pile of framed pictures.

				“How about those?”

				“Of course,” Caddy said. She scooped them from the floor and placed them in one of the bags.

				Noah could see that Caddy had packed light. If there was one thing they’d both learned, it was that there was little room for sentimentality in their new world. In the heat of the chase, there were only two things that could be counted on: legs to run with and weapons to hold.

				There was no telling what they’d encounter on the way to the checkpoint.

				“I packed a few shirts for you, as well,” Caddy said to Noah.

				“Thanks. Hopefully, they’ll fit a little better than this one.”

				He pointed to the T-shirt he’d borrowed from her earlier, which clung to his arms and stomach. It was a size too small, and he’d barely squeezed into it. Regardless, he was grateful to have changed out of his beat-up purple polo.

			

			
				He pointed at the kitchen counter in the next room, indicating the pile of makeshift weapons.

				“Do you have anything we can carry them in?”

				“I have another bag we can keep them in. We can put it in the front seat.”

				Noah led the way into the kitchen, the two women behind him. The air was filled with silent apprehension. He could only imagine what must be going through Theresa and Caddy’s heads. Once they left the house, they’d be leaving the safety of four walls behind.

				He reached for the dried fruits on the counter. He was starving, and he assumed his companions were as well.

				“How about a farewell meal?” he asked, giving a thin smile.

				His companions nodded. He broke open the box and dumped the contents into their hands, then took a scoop of his own.

				“To new beginnings,” he said.

				Caddy and Theresa smiled, their eyes brimming with tears.

				“To new beginnings,” Caddy whispered.
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				After a careful sweep of the area, Noah slung the bags over his shoulder and took them to the car, holding the rifle in one hand.

				Aside from the creature Caddy had mentioned earlier, Noah hadn’t seen any activity in the neighborhood. He just hoped they could depart without incident.

			

			
				As he walked to the car, the air felt calm and serene. If it weren’t for the wreckage and the bodies, he could’ve mistaken the neighborhood for a movie set, with cameramen filming from the shadows.

				The sun shone strong above him. Since he’d returned to the house, it had moved toward the west. Noah knew it would be wise to get on the road before nightfall. In the dark, they’d have to use the headlights, which would make them too easily seen. They’d be better off traveling in the daytime, when they’d have a clear view of the threats around them.

				His hope was to reach the checkpoint before dusk.

				As he threw the bags in the car, Noah glanced at the radio. When they got on the road, he’d check for the broadcast again. Even if it was no longer transmitting, he was positive of what he’d heard. The man’s words had been unmistakable.

				Nothing was going to stop Noah from leaving.

				Having loaded up the vehicle, he returned to the back door, ready to escort his companions across the lawn. Caddy and Theresa waited for him, their eyes filled with apprehension.

				“Come on, Ms. Stevens,” he said, holding out his hand.

				The woman took it while Caddy shut the door. Noah led her across the small walkway and into the yard. When she reached the grass, the woman glanced into the sky, soaking in the rays of the sun. Noah figured it’d been days since she’d been outdoors. With the constant threat of the infected, he assumed Caddy had kept her in the house.

			

			
				The three of them headed for the vehicle. Noah kept watch over the yard, expecting a swarm of infected to overtake them, but the property was quiet.

				When they reached the car, the three of them took one last look at the property. The rear wall was daubed with blood and gore, the grass stained crimson. Despite its present ugliness, Noah was certain the building contained a host of fond memories for its two occupants, and he was sorry to see it go.

				“Are you ready?” he asked the two of them.

				The women nodded.

				He opened the rear passenger door and ushered Theresa inside. She glanced through the front windshield at the house’s detached garage.

				“We should really repaint this thing someday,” she said, pointing to the weathered walls.

				“That’d be nice,” Noah said.

				He swallowed the lump in his throat and opened the driver’s side door. Caddy had already taken the front passenger seat. He slipped inside and closed the door, then started the engine. The doors locked automatically.

				Before switching the car into reverse, he flipped on the radio.

				He was greeted by static.

				There was nothing resembling a voice. Had the broadcast been turned off? Had it moved to another station?

				Noah fiddled with the knobs. With each rotation of the dial, he encountered only more of the same noise. He flicked the radio from AM to FM and back again, but there was nothing to find. He could feel Caddy’s eyes on him.

			

			
				He knew he hadn’t been hearing things. The broadcast had been there.

				“I know what I heard,” he muttered. “It was here…”

				He continued maneuvering the dial, shaking his head. Although neither of his companions had questioned him, he felt the need to justify his plan, to assure them their efforts wouldn’t be in vain. Either way, the decision had been made to leave.

				Caddy patted his leg.

				“We should probably get going,” she said. “Sooner or later those things are going to show up. I didn’t come this far to be somebody’s lunch.”

				He looked over at her and smiled. In the backseat, Theresa was still watching the sky, her eyes glued to the roving clouds and the sun.

				Noah removed his hand from the radio and put his hand on the shifter. The car hummed as it switched into reverse. He put his arm over the seat, backing down the driveway.

				He’d only gotten halfway down the driveway when he heard the gunshot.

				The crack echoed through the neighborhood, shattering the silence. Almost instantaneously, the rear windshield spiderwebbed, sending shards of glass into the vehicle.

				Theresa’s head bobbed forward, blood spraying from an exit wound in her forehead.

				Caddy screamed.

				Noah’s hand raced for the shifter.

				He couldn’t help himself, even though he knew the woman in the backseat was dead.
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				“Good shot, William,” Charles said, nodding at the boy next to him.

				The boy’s hands were shaking; his eyes were wide and glazed. He squinted as he peered over the sight of the rifle. The tan vehicle roared back up the driveway, tires screeching. Another gunshot rocked the room from Charles’ left. He looked over at the adjacent window to find Gary grinning.

				“Got the tires! They’re not going anywhere!”

				Gary gripped his rifle and continued to fire.

				The three of them—Charles, Gary, and William—were holed up in a two-story house across the street. After following the young man’s car back to the neighborhood, they’d parked the F150 in the woods and entered through a back window. For the past few minutes, they’d been keeping an eye on the house, waiting for its occupants to emerge.

				Charles had been right in his assumption. The kid in the vehicle hadn’t been alone. There were others with him.

				From now on, Charles would listen to his gut. And right now it was telling him these people needed to be smoked out and killed. The town was already overrun; the last thing they needed were more survivors to contend with.

				Besides, they had a score to settle with the young man. They needed to pay him back for what he’d done to Ronnie and Jose.

				Chester was theirs. If the son of a bitch thought he could hide out here, he was sorely mistaken.

				The young man fled the car; with him was a young woman of about the same age. Charles wasn’t sure if they’d just met or if they were related, but he made a mental note to find out before he killed them.

			

			
				A rifle shot cracked again from across the room. The bullet pinged off the vehicle. Charles looked over at his companion.

				“Hold your fire, Gary. Let’s take them alive. William wants the young man for himself.” He patted the boy on the shoulder. “Right, William?”

				The boy nodded.

				Charles had had his doubts about William, but he was already starting to prove himself. With the boy’s father gone, Charles knew he’d have to take him under his wing. He’d never had a son of his own. All his relatives had died or disowned him.

				The only person he’d ever been able to count on was himself. But now that the world was dead, he needed a few good men on his side.

				“Keep watching the exits,” Charles told his companions.

				The man and woman had disappeared into the backyard. By the looks of it, they’d escaped back into the house. But that didn’t matter. Charles was a patient man. The world had already ended, after all. He had plenty of time to spare.

				Gary and William leaned back from the windows and hunkered down against the wall. He smiled at them.

				They’d wait until nightfall, and then they’d take the survivors down together.
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				Noah slammed the kitchen door and replaced the wooden table that had barricaded it. His heart beat like a trip-hammer. His rifle lay on the floor. He’d barely managed to grab it before exiting the vehicle.

				Caddy furled and unfurled her fists, her face red and tear-stricken. In order to escape, Noah had pulled her from the car, wrenching her from the vehicle that had quickly become a death trap. She hadn’t spoken since the first gunshot.

				It seemed like she was in shock.

				There was no way to reverse time. Theresa was dead and there was nothing either of them could do about it.

				After a few seconds of silence, Caddy erupted.

				“My mother!” she shrieked. “We have to go back outside!”

				Noah placed his hands on her shoulders, trying to keep her calm.

				“We can’t. They’ll shoot us.”

				“We can’t leave her behind!”

				“She’s gone, Caddy. I’m sorry.”

				Caddy’s eyes blazed and she held her hands out like claws.

				“This is your fault!” she screamed. “You convinced us to leave the house! We were safe here!”

				Caddy tried to push past Noah, reaching for the door, but he held up his hands to stop her. Her body collided with his. She pounded him with her fists, but Noah held his ground.

				“You son of a bitch! You killed her!”

			

			
				Before Noah could speak, Caddy raced away from him and up the stairs. He heard the thump of footsteps as she ascended, then the sound of a door slamming. Outside, the neighborhood had returned to silence.

				He strained his ears, but there was no evidence of their attackers. If the shooters were coming in after them, they were keeping quiet.

				Rather than chase after Caddy, Noah grabbed the rifle and stalked to the front of the house. He needed to assess the situation immediately. Somewhere out there, the shooters were waiting.

				He reviewed the chaos of the last few minutes, trying to gain a clue as to where the shooters might be. It had sounded like the gunshots had come from across the street.

				Was it the same men he’d encountered before? Had they followed him back from the truck? If so, he’d led them straight back to Caddy and Theresa. He knew he should have waited.

				He was to blame for Theresa’s death.

				He’d killed the woman, all for a box of dried fruit.

				Noah fought the urge to vomit. He staggered to the front window, choking down his bile, and peered between the slats in the wood. The street was lifeless and empty. He saw no extraneous vehicles, no men crouching between the properties.

				The gunshots had come from higher up. The more he thought about it, the more he was certain.

				He shifted his gaze to the houses across the street. All of the properties were as destroyed as he remembered them, but the one across the street had the windows open. He didn’t remember that from before.

			

			
				He peered into the house, looking for the tip of a rifle, the silhouette of a face, but the windows were dark. If the men were inside, they were either hiding or out of sight.

				Or they were making their way over.

				Noah wondered how long their attackers had been watching them. Had they seen the three of them getting into the car? Had they been biding their time? The thought made him feel queasy.

				He needed to get to Caddy. He needed to calm her down. What if she was at one of the upstairs windows, exposed? If she did anything foolish, she’d be killed. Theresa was gone and she’d be next…

				Noah clambered up the staircase, still gripping the rifle. As he traversed the stairs, a thought hit him. All their other weapons were in the car. As of now, the gun was the only thing they had to defend themselves.

				They were even worse off than before.

				Noah took the stairs two at a time, his legs quaking. He listened for Caddy’s location, but heard nothing. The house had fallen eerily silent. He had the sudden, disturbing thought that he was alone, and that Caddy had disappeared.

				But he knew that couldn’t be the case. He’d seen her seconds earlier. She had to be here. Right?

				When he reached the landing, he looked left and right. Only one of the doors was closed: the door to Caddy’s bedroom. He sprinted over and grabbed the handle. The door was locked. He pressed his ear to the wood. Though he couldn’t see inside, he could hear the faint sound of crying from within.

			

			
				“Open the door!” he hissed.

				The girl didn’t answer. She continued to sob.

				He jiggled the handle, hoping to pop it free, but the door wouldn’t budge. He rapped on the wood, balancing his need to be quiet with his need to get inside. The last thing they needed was to give away their location to the men outside.

				He needed to get her out of there.

				“Caddy!” he hissed. “Open up! We need to get the hell out of here!”

				Silence.

				“Open the door!”

				More silence.

				If she didn’t open the door, he’d break it down. Time was of the essence, and theirs was rapidly running out. He took a step back, intending to kick below the doorknob, but before he could, the door opened.

				Caddy stood at the threshold, her face tear-stained and defeated.

				“We have to leave or we’re going to die,” Noah told her.

				“I don’t care anymore.”

				“We need a plan to…”

				“Will this plan be as good as your last one?”

				Noah gritted his teeth. The image of Theresa’s face reappeared. He envisioned the blood running from the hole in her forehead, the way her eyes had glazed as she’d slumped over in the seat. He couldn’t think about that right now.

				Once he went down that road, he’d never come back.

				“I’m sorry, Caddy, for all of this. But if we don’t figure out a way to leave, we’re going to be next.”

			

			
				Caddy stared at him, her eyes brimming with tears. She didn’t speak.

				“I didn’t know your mother that well, but I know she’d have wanted you to live.”

				Caddy fell into his arms. He squeezed her tight, doing his best to console her. The world had become a horrible, awful place. Hell, it probably always had been.

				But if they didn’t find a way out of the house, they’d be the next to die.
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				“I don’t see them,” Caddy whispered.

				Caddy and Noah peered out the upstairs window, keeping their heads down. Next to them was a paring knife that Caddy had found in the back of a kitchen drawer. Other than the rifle and the knife, the two of them were weaponless.

				Noah scanned the upstairs windows of the house across the street. Thus far, he’d seen nothing. He was almost positive their attackers had been there, but there was no way to know if they’d left.

				They could be anywhere.

				It was possible they’d fled the neighborhood, but Noah wasn’t banking on it. And there was no way he’d risk venturing outside. Not without knowing what was out there.

				Thinking back, he remembered several voices among the gunshots, though he couldn’t distinguish the exact number. Try as he might, he was unable to dismiss the thought that it was the same men. Their voices held a haunting familiarity. It was as if his past was doomed to follow him, clinging to his life like a shadow.

			

			
				He snuck a glance at Caddy. Her face was still streaked and stained, but for the past few minutes, she’d kept her composure. At some point they’d need to recover Theresa’s body from the car. They couldn’t leave her there forever. The thought of the woman’s body sitting outside seemed so wrong, so defiling. He felt his fear harden into anger.

				Whoever was out there would pay for what they’d done.

				He returned his glance to the empty road. The fact that they had yet to see their attackers bothered him.

				The silence was torture.

				“We should split up,” Noah said. “Watch both sides of the house.”

				He looked to his companion for agreement. Between the two of them, they could cover both the front and rear. They’d also have to pay attention to the sides. It would be difficult to cover everything.

				“I’ll take my mom’s bedroom,” Caddy suggested. “I can watch the back and the right side.”

				“OK. I’ll stay here and watch front and left.”

				Noah looked back at the door. A part of him wanted them to stick together, to barricade the entrance and remain in one room. But then they’d be trapped.

				The best plan, for now, was to try and pinpoint the men’s location. Sooner or later they’d have to reveal themselves, or so he hoped.

				Caddy padded from the room.

			

			
				With his companion out of sight, the silence returned. Noah stared over the windowsill, watching the sun graze the sky and clouds float over the distant hills. In no time, it would be dusk. What then? What if the men didn’t emerge?

				They couldn’t stay forever.

				Noah ran through their options.

				Their best bet was to take another car. Battered or not, they were still the closest and most reliable means of transportation.

				After a few minutes, his legs started to cramp, but he forced himself to remain still. The last thing he wanted was for someone to see him in the window.

				One well-placed shot and that would be the end of it.

				Having kept vigil for a while, he ducked down and scampered across the room, heading for the window on the opposite side. He lifted the blinds and peered at the left side of the property. The house next door was almost an exact replica of the one he was in—white vinyl siding, gray shutters, and two floors. The only difference was the smashed windows. He peered into the shadowed rooms, but saw no human-like shapes hovering in their midst.

				The house reminded him of his home in Portland.

				He hoped to live long enough to see it again.

				He switched focus back to the other window, intent on changing positions, when a frantic hiss wafted from the next room.

				“Noah! Come quick!”
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				Noah darted for the doorway, his heart hammering. For the last few minutes, he’d been lulled into a false sense of calm, but now the sense of urgency had returned.

				Caddy’s voice was frantic and uneven. He clutched the rifle in his sweaty palms, certain he’d have to use it. Thank God he’d grabbed it from the car.

				He entered the hallway and caught sight of Caddy’s hunched figure in the other bedroom. By the looks of it, she wasn’t hurt, but her eyes suggested something was horribly wrong. She pointed to the window. Noah scrambled over and stopped next to her.

				Something was moving behind the garage.

				Noah couldn’t see anything, but he heard the shuffle of footsteps, the scrape of something along the rear wall. The detached garage was about twenty feet high. Even though they were on the second floor, they couldn’t see behind it.

				The two of them listened while the rustling grew louder.

				Noah glanced at the rifle. In order to get off a shot, they’d need to lift the window and the screen; both actions would leave them exposed to attack.

				The safest move was to wait.

				Noah stared at the corner of the garage, waiting for a glimpse of their attackers. He grabbed hold of Caddy’s arm.

				“Get ready.”

				“What are we going to do?”

			

			
				“I’m not sure yet, but we need to be ready to run. We only have three bullets left in this thing.” He motioned to the rifle.

				Outside, the footsteps ceased.

				Noah craned his neck over the sill. Did their attackers know which room they were in? Was it possible they’d heard Caddy? Maybe they were testing the waters, trying to lure them out. The prospect made him nervous.

				He waited for the noise to resume, but the silence continued. Minutes passed. There was no way they’d been mistaken. Someone was behind the garage. Waiting. He was sure of it. It must be a trap.

				“I’m going to check the other room again. Make sure they aren’t surrounding us.”

				Caddy gave him a worried glance. He backed away from the window, still in a crouch, and turned in the other direction. He’d only gone a few feet when she signaled him to wait.

				He scampered back to join her. The noises had returned. This time they were louder than before; they sounded like they were right at the edge of the garage. He heard a bang, as if someone had inadvertently struck the wall.

				A shape emerged from behind the garage. To his surprise, the form didn’t belong to a person, but to one of the infected.

				A woman—or what had formerly been a woman—came into view, her shoulder-length hair clumped to her head, a pair of glasses dangling from her face. Her lips were smeared with blood—evidence of a recent meal. Her eyes wandered the yard as if she were looking for an object she’d lost.

			

			
				Caddy covered her mouth with her hand.

				“What is it?” Noah asked.

				“That’s Mrs. McDonald.”

				The two of them watched as the woman perused the yard, stepping over the grass and debris. Without warning, she paused and stared up at the window they were hiding behind. Noah pulled Caddy’s arm and the two of them ducked.

				“Did she see us?”

				“I don’t know. Stay down.”

				Noah bit his lip, trying to remain calm and quiet. Although the house was boarded, the last thing they needed was for the creature to notice them. They were in enough trouble as it was. After a few seconds, Noah raised his head, just enough to allow him a glimpse of the thing. Mrs. McDonald had resumed walking. He watched as she headed toward the driveway. If she’d seen them, she made no acknowledgement of their presence.

				Caddy popped up beside him, joining the watch.

				Mrs. McDonald scraped along the driveway, shuffling on battered and bruised legs. Noah noticed that she was slower than some of the creatures he’d seen before. It was almost as if the infection was taking its toll on her body.

				Was she dying?

				He recalled what one of the agents had said back at the salvage yard. According to the agent, the creatures wouldn’t last forever. Was it possible their lifespan was limited? He recalled the things that had attacked the house earlier. None had seemed weakened, but it was possible the virus affected each creature differently.

			

			
				Mrs. McDonald swayed from left to right. She looked like she was having a dizzy spell or a vertigo attack. Out of nowhere, she stopped. The car was directly in her path. She craned her neck to look at it, as if suddenly hit with a wave of recognition.

				Did she remember that the vehicle used to be hers?

				The creature swiped at her glasses, as if attempting to straighten them on her nose, and leaned down to inspect the vehicle. In the backseat, Noah could still make out the slumped form of Caddy’s mother.

				To his horror, Mrs. McDonald slid her hands along the exterior, looking for the door handle. Her hands smeared blood and fluid on the window as she walked.

				“No!” Caddy yelled.

				But Caddy’s cry was too late. The creature had already located the handle, and she pulled the door open with a tug.

				Noah watched as Mrs. McDonald plunged into the backseat, hovered over Theresa’s still-warm body, and began to feast.
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				Caddy grabbed the rifle from Noah’s hands and raced down the stairs. Noah ran after her.

				“What are you doing?” he hissed. “You can’t go out there!”

				The girl ignored him. She moaned as she raced down the stairs, her entire body shaking.

				“Caddy—stop!”

			

			
				“She’s not going out like this. No way in hell.”

				“There are men out there with guns! You can’t just—”

				Noah made a grab for her, but she flung him off, her face red with emotion. She plowed through the living room and into the kitchen, then slid the table away from the back door.

				“Caddy! I can’t let you do this!”

				Noah lunged for her again. This time she raised the rifle at him. He stepped back and threw up his hands in alarm.

				“Stay back or I’ll shoot!” she cried.

				She turned away from him and flipped the latches on the back door, flung it open. Then she charged out onto the lawn.

				Noah ran after her. Regardless of how irrationally she was behaving, he needed to save her. He couldn’t let her go out there to die. The rays of the setting sun hit his eyes and he staggered in the direction of the vehicle. In the time they’d been inside, the sky had darkened.

				By the time he’d reached her, Caddy was aiming the rifle into the backseat of the car. Mrs. McDonald was in the backseat, gorging herself on Theresa’s remains.

				Before he could stop her, Caddy fired. The resultant crack bounced off the walls of garage, echoing through the quiet neighborhood. Mrs. McDonald fell forward into the car, her head demolished.

				Still sobbing, Caddy lowered the rifle.

				“Caddy! Come on!”

				Noah tugged at his companion’s arm, desperate to wrench her back toward the house. Gunfire rang out. This time it wasn’t from Caddy’s rifle, but from somewhere across the street. Bullets pierced the rear of the vehicle and dinged off the bumper.

			

			
				He pulled Caddy off the pavement, out of the line of fire.

				Behind the house was a clearing, followed by a patch of woods. Noah glanced back at Caddy. Maybe it was time to make their escape.

				“This way!” he shouted, pulling her along with him.

				His feet plodded through the grass. He clutched the paring knife, expecting to be assaulted by the infected on the way. Where there was one, there were bound to be others.

				They’d only run a few feet when they saw a man emerge from the forest. Though he was about five hundred feet away, the object in his hands was unmistakable. The man fired a shot in their direction. Noah and Caddy turned on their heels.

				A bullet hit the grass to their right, just missing them. There was no time to stop, no time to shoot. Noah’s worst fears had been confirmed. The men were the same ones he’d run into before. Not only were they outgunned; they were also surrounded.

				Noah made a charge for the house, listening to Caddy’s ragged breathing behind him. The house was twenty feet away; the door was open. Thankfully, they hadn’t gotten far. The two barreled back into the house, and Noah slammed the door shut behind them.

				They immediately moved the table in front of the door. Outside, Noah could hear the cries of men, the sounds of hunters closing in.

			

			
				Noah had put a target on his back, and it was one that could only be erased with blood.
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				Noah grabbed Caddy’s hand and led her up the stairs, hoping to gain distance from the men. Each footstep bought them a second of time, but he knew it wasn’t nearly enough. They were outnumbered and surrounded. The best he could hope for was a place to hole up, a minute to think.

				Each passing second reeked of the end.

				Their feet pounded up the stairs. It was too late to disguise their location; there were only so many places they could hide. When the men got inside, they’d search every inch of the house. It was only a matter of time before the others found them.

				When they reached the landing, Caddy grabbed his hand and pointed above them. A hatchway was embedded in the ceiling, leading to an attic. Noah hadn’t noticed it before, but the sight of it gave him hope.

				He dove for the ceiling, pushing aside the plasterboard. There were no stairs that he could see.

				“How do we get in?”

				“A stepladder,” Caddy hissed. “Follow me!”

				She darted to a nearby closet, ripped open the door, and pulled out a ladder. The two of them fumbled with the metal rungs, doing their best to unfold it. Outside, the cries of the men had died down, but Noah could hear banging on the doors and windows.

				Time was running out.

				Once the ladder was in place, Caddy started to climb. Noah watched her disappear through the opening, then followed suit. When he’d reached the top rung he handed her the rifle, grabbed the lip of the entrance, and pulled himself into the darkness.

			

			
				One of the doors caved downstairs. Shouts echoed from below, beams of light flashed through the living room. With the sun rapidly waning, the house had grown progressively darker.

				Frantic, Noah reached back for the ladder. He closed his hands around it while Caddy held his legs. Although the ladder wasn’t heavy, it was bulky and open and there was no time to close it. It scraped the side of the entrance as he pulled it up.

				One of the flashlights swung up the stairs.

				Noah pitched backward just in time. The ladder landed next to him, cushioned by the soft insulation of the attic. In the darkness, he saw Caddy’s silhouette as she scrambled to replace the cover. The room quieted.

				Though the attic contained no windows, Noah could see the outline of several air vents on either side of the room. The ceiling was low and tapered on each end.

				He remained in a crouch, gun aimed at the hatchway.

				The two of them held their breath, listening to the muffled sounds of the men beneath them. Noah heard footsteps on the stairs, the creak of furniture. The men had gone silent. They were in stealth mode, focused on finding their targets. It was only a matter of time before they noticed the attic entrance.

				Noah glanced around them. From what he could tell, both the ceiling and the floor were made of unfinished plywood, the floor stuffed with insulation. Would the men fire through the ceiling at them? How far would the bullets go? He had little knowledge of weaponry and could only guess at the results. In any case, he didn’t think their predicament was a good one. He surveyed the room, looking for something they could use, but saw only a few small cardboard boxes.

			

			
				He couldn’t imagine what their next move could be. With only one exit in sight, escape was impossible. He glanced at his companion. His eyes had adjusted to the darkness, but he could only make out her silhouette. Was she praying? Waiting for the end?

				Had he come this far to die in an attic? He’d traveled hundreds of miles, escaped swarms of the infected, and outmaneuvered the agents, and now his life would be snuffed out. He’d never make it to his family; they’d never know what had happened to him.

				His hands quivered on the rifle. There were only two bullets left in the gun. Two bullets left to take down God knew how many men. Were there two down there? Three? There was no way to know.

				He glanced at Caddy, then at himself. Two bullets…

				The thought struck him out of nowhere, and his heart stammered. In all the time he’d spent running, the thought had never crossed his mind, and now here it was all the same. Could he turn the gun on himself? On Caddy? Would that be preferable to what these men would put them through?

				He could only assume the men would make him suffer. Noah had killed their companions, after all, and that would carry a steep price. Caddy’s fate would be an unfortunate by-product of the company she kept.

			

			
				He clenched his teeth, considering the option. But there was no time to discuss it with his companion. A single whisper could lead the men to them.

				The thud of footfalls broke his train of thought.

				Noah tensed up, ready to shoot. He kept his aim on the entrance, waiting for the entrance to open and a head to emerge. But Noah had the ladder. The ceiling was about seven feet above the hallway floor; it would take two of the men to get inside, one to boost the other.

				That didn’t mean they couldn’t open fire.

				The footsteps slowed. Someone was on the landing. Noah heard the rustle of clothing, the hiss of breath. What was the man doing? Had he discovered their hiding place? Noah envisioned the assailant’s eyes as he gazed from room to room. It was only a matter of time before he looked up…

				The floorboards creaked.

				Noah winced, waiting for the gunfire. He felt his body tense; his legs cramped from maintaining the same pose.

				Two bullets…

				Once Noah made his decision, there’d be no going back. The men would know their position. He kept his aim at the attic entrance, waiting for a sign of movement. He hoped he didn’t fire by accident. One slip of the finger could lead to the end. He had to wait for the precise moment. If he fired too early…

				The footsteps resumed.

				The man below them continued down the hallway, heading in the direction of Caddy’s room. Noah expelled the breath he’d been holding.

			

			
				Whether it was fate or luck, he wasn’t sure, but one of those had bought him time.
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				Minutes passed. Every so often, Noah and Caddy heard the scuff of a boot, the wrinkle of fabric. The men moved through the house like shadows, eliminating each potential hiding place, one at a time.

				Every footfall was a step closer to discovery; every second brought them closer to death. Noah had to think of something. Without talking to his companion, concocting a plan would be impossible. He needed to get closer to her. He needed to speak. At the same time, he needed to avoid being heard.

				It was a risk he had to take.

				Noah inched over to his companion, his legs grazing the insulation. The fiberglass irritated his skin. He kept one hand on the rifle, the other on the nearest beam, hoping he wouldn’t fall. To his relief, he reached Caddy without a sound. He gripped her shoulder and pulled her close.

				“Open the hatch. Slowly.”

				He pointed to the attic entrance, hoping she’d heard him. Caddy nodded that she understood. Noah backed away to give her room.

				He bit his lip, watching her slide the entrance open an inch. Somewhere below them, a closet door slid on its tracks.

				When Caddy was finished, Noah waved her away, beckoning for her to get clear. He shimmied over to the entrance and looked through the small opening.

			

			
				He saw two shadows in the living room, two figures that resembled specters in the dark. There was no one on the stairwell. He switched his focus to Caddy’s room, where he’d last heard noise. A third shadow was coming toward them.

				Noah pointed his rifle through the crack, taking aim at the hallway below. He prayed the man hadn’t seen him. If the man had noticed the gap, they were done.

				He waited.

				Caddy had retreated to the shadows. He could only hope she was far enough away to avoid the fallout from what he was about to do. Once he fired, their hiding place would be exposed.

				He swallowed and willed time to pass, willed the whole thing to be over.

				Regardless of what Noah did next, confrontation was inevitable. If the men didn’t find them now, they’d find them eventually. They knew Caddy and Noah were in the house. Was it better to wait for discovery or to use the small advantage they had?

				Noah felt like he was standing on a cliff, looking over the edge into a dark abyss. He could either jump or wait to be pushed.

				If he was going jump, he might as well do it now.

				The shadow walked underneath him.

				Noah fired.

				The blast was ear-piercing. Noah clung to the rifle, deafened by the sound. Below him, he watched the shadow fall to the ground with a thud. The figures in the living room ducked from view. Instead of retreating, Noah cast aside the attic entrance and plummeted into the hallway below. He landed on top of the fallen man, his feet stumbling on clothes and flesh.

			

			
				The next few seconds were a blur.

				He took aim down the stairwell, firing off the remaining round. Then he fell to his knees and scoured the carpet for the other man’s weapon.

				His ears were screaming from the gunshot, like twin fighter jets soaring behind his eardrums. His hands came across the other rifle and he switched it out for his own. Before he could aim, a burst of light flashed from the landing below, and something hit the wall above him.

				Noah scampered across the hall and into Caddy’s bedroom, flinging the door shut behind him. He dove over the bed and hit the floor with a thump. His lungs were heaving; his hands shook on the rifle. The men were going to pursue him.

				There was no question in his mind.

				He’d killed another one of them, and there would be payback.

				The shot had been from close range; there was no way the man had survived.

				A part of him hoped—prayed—that the men would retreat, but he knew that wouldn’t be the case. If anything, he’d only intensified their rage.

				He peered over the top of the bed, expecting to see the door fly open, to see shadows in the hallway, but the door remained closed.

				He pictured Caddy in the attic. He hoped to God she’d stay there. He hadn’t shared the details of his plan with her, because there hadn’t been time. In the heat of the moment, he’d made the decision to leave the attic, to engage their attackers, and it was one he’d live or die with.

			

			
				Noah was using himself as bait.

				This was his mess, and he was going to get them out of it.
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				Charles watched as the young man fled from the shadowed hallway above him. He clenched his teeth. The smell of cordite wafted by his nose, remnants of gunfire indoors. Somewhere upstairs, a door slammed.

				His senses were overloaded, his entire body on edge, but it was Charles’ anger that hit him the hardest.

				Gary, one of his only remaining companions, was dead.

				Even without looking, he knew it. He knew it as instinctively as he knew the young man was hiding in the bedroom, as surely as he knew the girl was still hiding in the attic. The three of them had stormed into the house with the intention of taking the young man alive, of letting William have his revenge, but now Charles wanted the young man’s blood for himself.

				He’d known Gary only a few days, but the two had quickly bonded. They’d served time together, though they’d been in different wings. And over the past few days, they’d hunted down several survivors, killed handfuls of the infected, and passed time together discussing weapons and ammunition.

				Gary was the brother he’d never had. And now Gary was gone.

				He’d send William after the girl. He wanted the young man for himself.

				He was sure the kid would understand. If he didn’t, he’d make him.

				Charles flicked on his flashlight, illuminating the carpeted stairs and the body on the landing. Gary’s corpse lay motionless, his head splattered against the wall. In the ceiling above him was the entrance to the attic.

			

			
				If Charles had been the first to go upstairs, he’d have seen the attic entrance right away. He was surprised Gary hadn’t. It had been a fatal oversight.

				But none of that mattered now.

				His friend was dead, and the piece of shit responsible was within reach. They could’ve killed him on the road, but they’d made the mistake of letting him run.

				Charles wouldn’t make that mistake again.

				He glanced back at William and gestured to the attic door. He grabbed the kid’s head and pulled him close, hissed in his ear.

				“The girl’s the one who made him do it. She’s the one responsible for your father’s death. Go get her. She’s in the attic.”

				Before the kid could protest, Charles dug his nails into the kid’s shoulder. There was no time for arguments.

				He heard William swallow as they mounted the stairs.
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				Caddy’s ears were still ringing from the gunshot. She’d covered them before the blast, but it’d been even louder than she anticipated.

				Now she sat alone and in the dark, staring at the empty space her companion had once occupied. Although she’d expected Noah to shoot, she hadn’t expected him to leave. A string of commotion had followed his exit, indicating he’d made it to the bedroom.

				She just hoped to God he was OK.

				The house returned to silence.

				Caddy clutched the paring knife in her hand, feeling unprepared and unprotected. With Noah gone, she found herself torn between self-preservation and the need to assist him. But what could she do? Even if she wanted to help, she was, for the most part, unarmed.

				Heart thumping, she crawled for cover.

				Caddy backed away from the hole in the floor, finding her way along the beams, doing her best to gain distance. If her goal was to hide, she’d need to act quickly. She needed to get out of sight and out of the line of fire. Before she knew it, she’d navigated to the end of the room and wedged herself into a corner.

				The attic was relatively empty. Because it was hard to access, she and her mother barely used it for storage. A few boxes of her childhood belongings lined the crawlspace, but nothing inside could help her. The insulation scratched her skin. Caddy kept still. She’d done enough moving already; it was time to lie low.

			

			
				With the attic door uncovered, the sounds of the house were more noticeable, wafting into the attic. The ringing in her ears had started to subside, allowing her to hear.

				Someone was coming.

				Caddy gripped the knife in her hand, knowing it would be useless if they found her. The image of her mother being killed replayed in her mind. She could still see her mother’s face as she’d pitched over in the seat, eyes glazed, blood oozing from the wound.

				Would she be next?

				For the past few weeks, she’d been so focused on survival that she’d hardly considered her death. Her main goal had been to take care of her mother, and that instinct had overridden everything else. She’d refused to face the possibility of dying, because dying would mean leaving her only relative stranded.

				Now that she was alone, death felt closer than ever.

				The sound of a voice broke her from her trance. Someone was speaking in the hallway, or maybe in the bedroom. That meant Noah was in danger. Caddy’s chest grew tight at the thought of losing her companion.

				Even though she’d been angry with him, had blamed him for her mother’s death, she knew it wasn’t his fault. He’d only been trying to help. She understood that now as clearly as she understood what was happening below.

				Noah had sacrificed his safety for hers.

			

			
				She’d pulled him from the forest, saved him from being hunted and killed, and in return he’d put himself in a position of danger. It was a karmic cycle, a trade of good deeds, but it was a cycle that was coming to an end for both of them.

				There was no way she could save him now.

				Noah was on his own.
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				Noah hunkered down behind the bed, his mind reeling. He’d been in danger before, but he’d never felt so trapped. In his previous encounters, he’d always been out in the open. And though things might have looked futile, there’d always been a place to run.

				Now he was trapped in a corner, forced to fight.

				The walls of the room seemed to be closing in, threatening to compact him into a pile of bones and skin. He could discern the outlines of things he’d barely noticed before—posters, boxes, folded piles of clothing. He aimed over the top of the bed, waiting for the door to open, anticipating his cue to fire.

				He had no idea how much ammunition was in the rifle he’d taken, but he hoped it was enough to give him a chance.

				After the firefight in the hallway, he’d expected his attackers to charge after him, but he’d yet to hear any noise. The silence made him nervous. It meant his attackers were calculating their next move.

				He wondered if they were suppressing their emotions or if they didn’t care about their fallen companion at all.

			

			
				Noah blinked back a trickle of sweat. He didn’t dare wipe his face. To do that would be to take his hands off the rifle. He couldn’t do that now, not with the men in close proximity. He’d hold his position until he was sure they were dead and gone.

				Or until they killed him. Whichever happened first.

				But then what would become of Caddy?

				Once Noah was disposed of, the men would search the house until they found her. Guilt washed over him.

				He thought back to the salvage yard, the place he’d been just a few days ago. What would’ve happened if he’d stayed? Could this entire situation have been avoided? He circled back to choices he’d already made, pretending he could select a different path. He’d do anything to go back and do it over again. If there were a way to make that happen, he’d take it…

				His arms tingled; whether it was from the adrenaline or his cramped position, he wasn’t sure. His ears were still ringing. He couldn’t trust them to warn him of impending danger. He’d have to rely on visual cues.

				He kept his eyes fixed on the door, waiting for it to swing inward. At the first sign of movement, he’d fire.

				After another minute, he heard something through the ringing. This time it wasn’t the sound of gunfire or feet, but the sound of a voice.

				“Come out and we’ll let the girl live.”
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				Caddy was still hiding in the corner when she saw the man’s head appear. At first she thought she was imagining things, but the longer she stared, the more she was certain of what she was seeing.

				The scrape of boots on wood confirmed her fears.

				Someone was joining her in the attic.

				The person grunted, straining as he lifted himself up. At the moment, the figure was little more than a silhouette. Was it Noah? Had he found his way back up?

				For a split second she considered calling out, but quickly rejected the idea.

				Instead, she tucked herself into a ball, wishing she had something better to hide behind. In her current location, the only thing she had going for her was distance. She squinted into the darkness. The man was breathing hard and heavy. It didn’t sound like Noah. She held the knife at arm’s length away from her.

				Whoever the person was, she wanted him to know she was armed, that she was willing to fight. She wouldn’t allow herself to be victimized.

				She wouldn’t be shot down like her mother.

				The man had made it into the crawl space. She saw the shadow turn and survey the attic. The person was holding a rifle. Her hands quivered. If it were her companion, he would’ve called out to her by now. She was sure of it.

				Caddy held her breath as the man turned on a flashlight. The beam splayed from left to right, illuminating the raw boards of the ceiling. She watched as it played off the cardboard boxes. The man was still winded, his breath coming in short gasps. She could see his outline in the backlight. It wasn’t Noah, but a man several years younger.

			

			
				The young man—boy—had blonde shaggy hair and a thin frame, and his eyes swayed nervously from left to right.

				Caddy covered her mouth with her hand. She wasn’t sure what she’d expected their attackers to look like, but she certainly hadn’t expected this. The boy searching for her could’ve been one of her neighbors or one of her younger classmates in school. In fact, although she didn’t recognize him, he looked familiar, as though she might’ve seen him before.

				Perhaps he’d eaten at her diner; maybe he’d even played for an opposing sports team in one of the neighboring towns.

				And now he was trying to kill her.

				Caddy had trouble processing the thought. How could the events of the new world have changed this young man so much? Had he always been troubled? A part of her thought about calling out to him, about trying to reason with him. Could he really kill her in cold blood? She didn’t see how that was possible.

				Even if she’d wanted to speak, fear had a firm hold on her tongue, and she knew she should remain quiet. There was no telling what this kid might do.

				The flashlight swiveled closer.

				Caddy buried her head in her arms, as if she could make herself invisible. The knife wobbled in her grip. She had the brief and unreasonable thought that if she couldn’t see him, he couldn’t see her. Why couldn’t it work that way? Please don’t let him see me…


			

			
				She held the position for several seconds.

				She peeked over her forearm just as the light stopped its search.

				The young man was staring at her.

				He remained quiet, studying her in the bright beam. Because of the light, she could no longer see his face, and his silence filled her with terror. Should she get up and run? Should she lunge at him? The young man was between her and the entrance. There was no getting around him.

				She remained in place, contemplating her next move, if there was even one to make. Whatever she did next could determine the duration of her short life. Before she could act, the young man spoke.

				“I see you,” he said simply.

				His voice was monotone, devoid of emotion. As if Caddy were of no more interest to him than the boxes or the ceiling. She opened her mouth to speak, but couldn’t find the words.

				Noise rang out below her, and she strained to see past the flashlight. Despite her efforts, everything behind him was a glare.

				“Stay away from me,” she managed. She could hear shouting from downstairs, the scuff of boots in the hallway. Her voice grew frantic. “Get out of my house.”

				“I can’t do that,” the young man said. “My father died because of you.”

				He lowered the flashlight and started to advance.
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				“Did you hear me?” the man yelled through the door.

				Noah didn’t answer. Instead, he let the words sink in, certain the man was lying to him. Even if he gave himself up, there was no way this man would let Caddy live.

				Things had gone too far.

				The world had succumbed to lawlessness and disorder. There were no more rules, no more accountability. Once Noah was dead, these men would do what they wanted, regardless of the promises they’d made.

				He was uncertain of most things, but Noah was sure of this.

				He pictured the men’s faces as they’d beaten him down, the bob of Theresa’s head as she’d fallen forward in the car. In all likelihood, the man was standing clear of the door, out of harm’s way. But Noah would test that theory.

				He gritted his teeth and fired off a round.

				The bullet slammed into the door, cracking the wood. He heard the rustle of movement, but heard no indication that he’d hit the man on the other side. He adjusted his aim.

				Giving up wasn’t an option.

				He just hoped he could ward them off long enough to keep his companion safe.

				A gunshot exploded from the hallway, impacting the other side of the bed. Noah ducked down, grateful the bullet had missed. He’d keep them at bay as long as he could.

			

			
				He glanced behind him at the window. The shade was drawn, but he could see moonlight creeping around the edges. For a split second he pictured himself jumping through it. But he was on the second floor. The fall was sure to injure him, and besides, he couldn’t strand Caddy.

				He couldn’t leave her here. Not with these men.

				He crept to the edge of the bed and peered around. To his surprise, the door had creaked open, allowing a partial view of the hallway. The last bullet must’ve knocked it loose. There was no one in sight. He steadied his rifle and aimed it around the side of the mattress just as something struck him in the head.

				Noah’s face bounced off the wood floor. He was immediately hit with a wave of dizziness, and he lost his grip on the rifle.

				“You mother fucker!” a voice yelled.

				He struggled to see in the darkness. A man was standing over him, pinning him down with his boot. Deafened by the gunfire, Noah must not have heard him enter.

				The man had gotten the jump on him, and now he was going to pay the price.

				The man brought his rifle down on Noah’s forehead. Noah was immediately overwhelmed with pain. His vision blurred; he struggled to maintain consciousness.

				He’d failed himself. He’d failed Caddy.

				Hands dragged him across the room. He tried to struggle, tried to fight back, but his fingers clawed at the air, useless and without direction. Blood dripped from his forehead into his eyes, dulling his senses even further.

			

			
				The man pulled him toward the doorway. Noah’s eyes fluttered. In the hallway, he could make out a dozen shapes, shadowy figures trudging toward him. There were more of the men than he’d thought. Even if he’d managed to outlast his attacker, the man had a small army behind him. There was no way he could’ve won.

				The thought brought Noah little relief.

				His last conscious thought was of Caddy.

				I’m sorry I failed you…
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				When Noah awoke, gunfire was all around him. He was lying on the floor of the bedroom, and his head was throbbing. He had no idea how long he’d been out. He tried to crawl, but his strength was sapped.

				The man who’d hit him was firing at something in the hallway. He’d dropped the flashlight he’d been holding, and it turned on and rolled back and forth on the floor, illuminating bits and pieces of the room.

				What was happening? Who was he shooting?

				It took him a second to recognize the shapes in front of him. What he’d thought was a small army of men was actually a cluster of creatures. He was able to decipher it now, though he was still disoriented.

				The house had been flooded with the infected.

				They must’ve heard the gunshots and been drawn from the surrounding area. When they’d entered the house, the men must’ve left something open. A window. A door. Whatever it was didn’t matter anymore. What mattered was that there was no longer one threat, but two.

			

			
				Noah had to get to safety.

				He pulled himself along with his elbows, ignoring the pain in his skull. He needed to get underneath the bed. He could see his attacker in his peripheral vision, but the man was preoccupied. It looked like he’d pulled a knife and was using it to stab the things in front of him. Noah slid along the floor, his T-shirt bunching up against him, until he’d reached the bedframe.

				The man cried out behind him. For a second Noah thought he’d been spotted. It took him a second to realize the man was screaming in pain. Noah kept his eyes in front of him, kept crawling. Soon he was sliding underneath the bed frame, his skin chafed from the effort. He pivoted with his hands until he was facing the doorway.

				The house was a chorus of noise. Groaning. Crashes. The sickening sound of metal against flesh. And through it all, the infernal ringing in his ears.

				Noah heard the man grunt. Had he been hurt? Bitten? The bed skirt was blocking his vision, and he knew better than to peer out. If he looked, he’d expose his position. He couldn’t afford the risk.

				He wiped the blood from his eyes, smearing it across his forehead. His head was wet with sweat; he could smell the scent of his own blood in the air. The odor hit him with a new fear—even if his attacker were to be overtaken, the creatures would smell him.

				Where was Caddy? He clenched his hands, feeling powerless. More than anything, he wanted to help her, but he couldn’t reveal himself, not without condemning himself to death.

			

			
				The bed had become his shield, a temporary respite from the chaos around him. Sooner or later he’d be discovered, but for now all he could was wait and pray.

				For both himself and Caddy.
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				The gunshots were never ending. Cries and commotion filled the air, overloading Caddy’s senses, threatening her focus.

				The young man with the rifle continued to crawl toward her.

				Every few seconds she caught a glimpse of his face, an emotionless mask with eyes, a nose, and a mouth. The person coming toward her seemed oblivious to the chaos around him, a shell of a man whose sole purpose was to rend her limb from limb. In truth, she wasn’t sure what he was going to do, but one thing was for certain: she couldn’t wait around to find out.

				Caddy broke free of her trance and scurried across the beams, veering to avoid his path. After a few feet of crawling, she realized the blade in her hand was hampering her movement, and she transferred it to her mouth. The taste of metal was cold and bitter, but she bit down as hard as she could, terrified she’d drop it.

				The young man scrambled forward on his knees.

				She feinted left, then right, but in each case he compensated, doing his best to get in the way. Finally, with ten feet between them, he stopped and pointed his rifle.

				“Enough!” he shouted.

				She retrieved the knife from her mouth, holding it up with a shaking hand.

				“Let me go,” she whispered. “I’ve done nothing to you.”

				The young man didn’t answer; he only grinned. She stared into his eyes, barely more than pupils in the dim lighting. She wondered if he’d gone insane. Perhaps the violence and bloodshed of the past week had permanently scarred him, stripping away his emotion.

			

			
				Perhaps he’d never had any to begin with.

				The young man held his rifle on her as he balanced on one of the beams. In his other hand he held the flashlight.

				“Drop the knife or I’ll shoot,” he said.

				Although he had her outmatched, she couldn’t give up.

				Rather than casting the knife aside, she placed it on the beam in front of her, still within reach. The young man watched her with intensity. He motioned with his rifle for her to come to him.

				A loud gunshot broke their concentration. Caddy heard thumping on the stairs, a parade of bodies stampeding through the house. What was going on? Were there more of these men below? It wasn’t until she heard a chorus of groans that she realized what was going on.

				The house had been breached by the undead.

				The young man across from her glanced at the entrance. This was her chance, her only chance.

				If she didn’t react now, she’d never have another one.

				Caddy scooped up the knife and ran across the beams, lunging at the boy before she lost her balance. At the last second he raised his rifle, but he was too late. She knocked him from his perch, plunging the two of them into the insulation.

				The young man sank through the fibers. His weapon discharged. The flashlight pitched into the darkness, clattering into a distant corner.

			

			
				All that Caddy could see was the boy’s writhing silhouette, and she stuck the knife into the mass, hoping to incapacitate him. The young man cried out in pain and struck her with his fist, catching her in the nose. She tasted blood in her mouth, but she kept on. Stabbed him again. The blade stuck in his side.

				The floor caved.

				The young man disappeared from beneath her, plummeting through the insulation and into the hallway below. Caddy flung her arms out for a handhold—somewhere, anywhere—and found purchase on a beam. She dangled in the air, legs kicking beneath her, and struggled to pull herself back up.

				She heard shrieks of pain below her. Hands grabbed at her shoes and ankles. The infected. Caddy kicked them away, their fingers sliding across her skin. She strained and pulled with all her might, working against the weight of her body, knowing if she fell it would be over.

				The creatures let go of her. Apparently, they’d found something else to occupy their time. She listened as they ripped and tore at the young man who’d been threatening her.

				If she didn’t pull herself up, she’d be next.

				Come on, Caddy. Just like gym class.

				She’d never been much of a gymnast, but she could certainly do a pull-up. Right? She had to try. There was no other way. She kicked and flailed until finally her feet caught hold of the wall, and she used the momentum to force herself upwards.

			

			
				The creatures groaned.

				Caddy boosted herself over the beam and out of reach of the infected, flopping onto one of the beams. The landing knocked the wind out of her. She crawled away from the opening, doing her best to distance herself from the grisly scene below.

				Her knife was gone. The rifle was gone.

				But so was her attacker.

				She expelled a short breath. Even with the man dead, she knew she wasn’t safe. The things had overtaken the house. She was still trapped.

				And on top of that, she had no idea where Noah had gone. Caddy held still, listening for her companion, but all she could hear was the slapping of bloodied gums below her.
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				Noah lay under the bed, listening to the pounding of feet on the floor and the ululations of hungry creatures. The gunshots had ceased, and the infected were in a frenzy. Had they overtaken the man? It certainly appeared that way. In fact, it looked like they were gorging on two figures. The sounds of ripping and tearing reverberated through the house, filling his stomach with dread. It was a sound he’d heard too many times over the past week.

				It would be the sound of his demise, too, unless he could find a way out.

				Noah peered out from underneath the bed skirt. By the looks of it, the creatures were occupied with their meal; he didn’t see any in the room. He emerged from underneath the bed, fearing something would take hold of him the second he was in the open, but he made it out unhindered.

				He forced himself to his feet.

				The hallway was filled with the things. There’d be no going out the way he came in. Where was Caddy? He needed to find her, but he couldn’t compromise his position. The last thing he needed was for the creatures to notice him.

				He glanced left and right, assessing his situation. Next to the open door was Caddy’s bureau. He needed to secure the room. He darted to the door, slammed it shut. The wooden center was filled with bullet holes. It wouldn’t hold for long. He dashed over to the end of the bureau and pushed.

				Something crashed against the door. The creatures must’ve heard him. He heaved with all his strength, sliding the piece of furniture in place just as a hand burst through the fractured door. The creature clawed at the opening, trying to tear into him, but Noah was already out of reach.

			

			
				The barricade wouldn’t last long. He needed to reinforce it somehow.

				He also needed to find his companion.

				“Caddy!” he yelled.

				His voice wavered, drowned out by the increasing moans of the creatures. One by one, they were gathering by the other side of the door.

				The flashlight was still on the floor. He scooped it up and looked around the dark room. The only other piece of furniture was the bed. Could he remove the mattress? He tore at the sheets, trying to get ahold of it. He located a handle on the side of the mattress and tugged until he’d slid it off the box spring.

				Once the mattress was on the floor, he slid it across the hardwood with his feet, then shoved his fingers underneath and hefted it onto the bureau. The mattress wobbled.

				Even if he were able to stand it up, it would topple over easily.

				This isn’t going to work. The creatures pounded on the other side of the door; another hand wedged its way through the crack.

				The wood was splintering. It was only a matter of time before it caved.

				“Caddy!” Noah screamed.

				Was she still in the attic? Had she gotten out? He ran to the window and peered outside. The yard was dark and ominous, though he could see several creatures trudging across the lawn. There was no sign of Caddy.

			

			
				The door creaked under the weight of the creatures. Dammit. No. Noah raced to the closet and threw it open, hoping to find something he could use to brace the door. He was probably too late already. In seconds the creatures would be inside the room, and then he’d be overtaken, eaten, and killed.

				He rummaged through the closet. There was nothing but clothes and shoeboxes inside, nothing large enough to make a difference. Nothing that could—

				“Noah!”

				A voice screamed his name.

				“Caddy?”

				The sound was coming from directly above him, in the ceiling.

				“Is that you?” he cried.

				“Yes! I’m still in the attic!”

				“Are you OK?”

				“I’m fine!”

				“I need help! They’re almost through the door!”

				Noah waited for a response, but Caddy had gone silent. He heard a series of thumps above him, then nothing. Where had she gone? He sifted through the clothing, frantically searching for a weapon. All the objects he came across were small; none could provide him any help.

				He was about to turn away when he heard a crash above him. He looked up to see a hole in the ceiling and a beam of light shining down on him.

				“Watch your head!” Caddy yelled.

				Noah stepped back as Caddy kicked through the plaster. A second later, her shoes disappeared and he saw her hands snake through the opening.

			

			
				“Come on! Hurry!”

				He jumped up but fell short. Behind him, the door finally gave way, and he heard the creatures crawling over the bureau.

				“Dammit!” he cried.

				“Use the shelf!”

				He grabbed the edge of the closet shelf and pulled himself upward. This time, he was able to grab Caddy’s fingers.

				The girl’s strength was barely enough to hold him, and he immediately switched his grip to one of the beams. He kicked off the wall and made it into the attic just as the creatures careened across the bedroom.

				Having reached the attic, he stomped the shelf below him, intending to break it. The last thing he wanted was for the things to follow him up. After a few kicks, he felt the shelf cave, tumbling to the floor below, taking the clothes down with it.

				Noah scrambled away from the opening just as several creatures entered the closet. He lay on his back, bracing himself on a beam. His breathing was fast and hard.

				“Are you OK?” Caddy hissed.

				“Never better.”

				He attempted a smile, but his heart was racing. They sat in the darkness, listening to the sounds of the creatures trying to get to them.
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				Hours passed.

				In the meantime, Caddy had covered the attic entrance, but the creatures still gathered at the other two holes in the ceiling.

				The two survivors sat trapped and weaponless, surrounded by the groans of the infected and the sound of nails scratching at the walls. A few times it sounded like the creatures had gained a handhold, but each time they slid back down, unable to gain traction.

				Noah wasn’t sure how long their luck would last.

				Through the vents, he could see daylight emerging. The world seemed miles away. Given their situation, the outside world might as well be another country, another planet.

				There was no way to reach it and no way to get out.

				Noah’s tailbone ached from sitting on the hard beams. His muscles were stiff; his head throbbed from where he’d been struck. He could only imagine what he looked like. Over the past few days he’d been beaten and abused, hunted and attacked. What he needed more than anything was medical attention, though he doubted he’d ever receive it.

				Caddy remained next to him, her knees drawn up to her chest.

				“How many do you think are down there?” she asked.

				Noah shook his head. “A dozen? Maybe more? There’s no telling how many have wandered in.”

				“Maybe they’ll leave eventually.”

				Caddy’s comment hung in the air. Neither one wanted to admit it, but there was little chance the things would forget about them. Now that they’d been spotted, the things would station themselves there indefinitely.

			

			
				“I’m sorry, Noah. For everything.”

				Noah glanced over at his companion. Her eyes were wet with tears; her shirt was wet with blood. Through the emerging rays of the sun, he was able to make out the thin lines of her face, which seemed to sag in defeat.

				“What for?”

				“For blowing up at you.”

				“It’s OK. You don’t have to apologize.”

				“It’s just that…I can’t believe it. I can’t believe she’s dead.”

				“I know. It doesn’t seem real. None of this does.”

				Caddy wiped her face and stared through the vent.

				“Do you think the checkpoint is still out there? Do you think it’s for real?”

				“It sure sounded like it.”

				“We need to get to it, Noah. I’m not sure how, but we need to find a way…”

				Noah sighed. He pulled himself into a crouch and crawled across the attic. He could feel Caddy’s eyes watching him. When he got to the hole over the bedroom, he snuck a glance over the edge. At the sight of him, the creatures began falling over each other, hissing in unison. He backed out of sight.

				“How bad is it?” Caddy called from across the attic.

				He shook his head. “It’s bad.”

				Although he couldn’t tell how many were down there, he knew there was no way to force through them. Noah stared across the room at the boxes that Caddy and her mother had kept in storage. Earlier they’d perused them, hoping to find a weapon, but all they’d found were children’s toys. Caddy had explained that her mother had been sentimental. The toys were from when she was a baby, and Theresa had been reluctant to get rid of them.

			

			
				At the time they’d seemed useless. Now Noah had an idea.

				“How attached are you to the things in those boxes?” he asked.

				Caddy shrugged. “At this point, does it matter?”
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				Noah and Caddy hovered over the opening to the closet, peering into the room below. Several of the creatures tilted their heads upward at the sight of them, reaching out with mottled hands to try to grab them.

				Noah dangled the stuffed sheep in the air.

				A melodic song rang from the sheep’s stomach, filling the air with its high-pitched notes. The creatures below them waved their arms in frenzy.

				“I guess they like it.” He smiled.

				He watched as more of the creatures tumbled into the bedroom, fighting each other to get through the hole in the door. The things rolled across the bureau and tumbled onto the hardwood. One creature in particular—formerly a woman with stringy black hair— opened its mouth, emitting a screech through a set of broken teeth.

				He rewound the lever on the side of the sheep and pitched it through the hole. The stuffed animal bounced off one of the creature’s heads and disappeared in a mound of flesh. The creatures hissed and bent over it, hoping to find some warm flesh within.

				Noah beckoned to the boxes, which contained a slew of other stuffed animals and toys.

				“All right, let’s give it a shot!”

				Across from him, Caddy had already dug out a teddy bear. She squeezed the thing’s stomach, setting off a pair of flashing lights and a lullaby. Then she fired it through the opening.

				Noah tore through the boxes beside him, setting off mini-keyboards, fake plastic guitars, and miniature zoos. To his relief, most had batteries, and most still worked. He threw each of them from the attic to the bedroom, aiming over the heads of the infected. They bounced across the hardwood and scattered across the room, creating a chorus of dissonant songs.

			

			
				Between the musical toys and the ever-increasing groans of the creatures, the room quickly became a hotbed of noise and movement. Soon the majority of the creatures had migrated from the hallway to the bedroom.

				“Time to go!” he yelled.

				Caddy was still working on a teddy bear, and he grabbed hold of her arm, motioning her to the other side of the attic. She winged the toy through the opening and scampered after him.

				Noah’s knees hurt from crawling, but he crept forward as fast as he was able, knowing their time was limited. At best, they’d created a temporary distraction. Once the stuffed animals stopped making noise, the creatures would turn their attention elsewhere.

				They pushed on through the attic, making their way to the main opening. When they reached it, Noah flung aside the door and stared down into the hallway.

				The ground below them was clear. He could see a few straggling creatures down the hall, but none in the immediate vicinity.

				He could also make out the two rifles. Both were sitting in puddles of human remains.

				Noah glanced back at Caddy and gave her the thumbs up. Then he leapt down into the hallway.

			

			
				He crouched as he landed, hoping to dampen his fall. Once he’d hit the ground, he looked left and right to ensure nothing was approaching, then lunged for the closest rifle.

				He’d just grabbed hold of it when he heard Caddy hit the floor behind him. He spun, handing it to her, and then snatched the other one for himself. The weapons were wet with blood and gore, and he choked back the bile in his throat. Something shiny amidst the remains caught his attention, and he reached down and grabbed it out of instinct.

				A set of keys.

				Several of the creatures had noticed them from the end of the hallway. They’d abandoned what they were doing and started in Noah and Caddy’s direction.

				“Come on! Hurry!”

				Noah plunged down the stairs, Caddy at his heels. He aimed the rifle in front of him. He had no idea how many bullets were left, if there were any left at all.

				When he reached the living room, a creature was waiting. It lunged at him with outstretched hands, saliva dripping from its gaping mouth. He aimed the barrel in its direction and pulled the trigger, sending it reeling to the floor with a tumultuous blast.

				The rest of the living room was clear.

				“Let’s go!” he cried, ears shrieking from the gunshot.

				He could sense movement behind him, but not from Caddy. The house shook from the impact of feet on the stairs; the creatures had broken from the bedroom and were storming after them.

			

			
				The kitchen was in shambles—broken dishes and plates scattered across the floor, drawers and cabinets hanging at odd angles. One of the things was climbing through the window above the sink; either the boards had given way or they’d been destroyed by the men. The back door was still barricaded and closed.

				Noah swung the butt end of the rifle, cracking the creature’s skull and knocking it back outside. Then he leapt on the kitchen counter and turned to help Caddy. She scrambled up beside him, her feet sliding on the stainless steel of the sink. He ushered her through the opening and then followed suit. The creature he’d hit was still on the ground, attempting to regain its balance. They ran past it without delay, daylight washing over them.

				He could already hear the cries of the things behind them.

				The car in the driveway had been smashed and ruined. The tires had been flattened. The back door remained open; the interior was filled with blood and remains. The two of them tore past it and down the driveway. There was no time for reflection now. There was only time for survival.

				Noah’s feet pounded on the pavement as he ran, the rifle swinging in front of him. He scoured the street as he ran, certain they’d have more creatures to contend with. Given the noise, both from the gunshots and the creatures, there was sure to be an influx of the things in the area.

				Caddy had caught up to him, and the two of them ran side by side.

			

			
				They crossed the street, shoes slapping the asphalt in unison, searching for a way out. They scanned the other vehicles in the road, but none were drivable. It looked like the men had gotten to them as well.

				“Keep going!” Caddy shouted.

				Noah shot a look behind him. A swarm of creatures was careening down the driveway, falling over each other in an attempt to get to them. They had to gain ground, and they had to do it fast.

				He continued off the asphalt and onto the grass, racing toward the McDonalds’. The longer they stayed in the open, the more likely it was they’d be overtaken. They had no option but to run inside. He was about to veer into the house when he saw something in the distance.

				Behind the neighborhood, hidden in the trees, was a black pickup truck.

				The memory returned, and he patted his pocket. Inside it were the keys he’d taken from the house.

				“Caddy! Over there!” he yelled, pointing to the distant woods.

				But she’d seen it as well. Running in tandem, the two of them flew past the McDonalds’ house and into the tall grass. Noah could hear a chorus of moans behind him, but he dared not look back. A second lost could mean the difference between life and death. He knew that all too well.

				Halfway across the lot, he saw movement in the field. Several creatures were hiding in the tall grass. Unlike the others, these were on their hands and knees, crawling through the weeds. They cried out at the sight of Caddy and Noah, but made little attempt to get to them. Their faces were sagged and decaying, their mouths agape.

			

			
				Was it really true? Were they dying?

				There was no time to think about that now.

				Noah cast the thought aside and pushed harder. The F150 was only a few hundred feet away, tucked behind a cluster of trees. He could see it clearly now—the shiny grille, the thick tires, the headlights mounted on top. The vehicle gave him a shiver of fear as he recalled the men who had once driven it.

				But he couldn’t think about that now, either.

				He dug into his pockets and removed the slippery keychain, mashing the buttons on the remote as he ran. The lights of the pickup flashed, the vehicle beeped. It was as if the truck had been waiting for them all along.

				In no time they’d reached the pickup. Noah darted around to the driver’s seat and flung open the door. The vehicle smelled of tobacco, dirt, and old food. He leapt in and jammed the key in the ignition. Caddy took the passenger seat, and she slammed the door shut behind her.

				To Noah’s relief, the engine fired without hesitation. He pulled the door shut and threw the vehicle into drive just as a gray pair of hands slapped the vehicle. He stomped the accelerator, driving out from the cover of the trees.

				A horde of creatures was spread across the grass-covered field, arms waving as if they were air traffic controllers on a runway.

				Noah swerved back and forth, trying to avoid the lunging bodies. To his left was the neighborhood they’d abandoned; to his right was thick forest. The trees were too dense to navigate.

			

			
				He’d have to aim for the road.

				He cut a diagonal path through the field to the top of Caddy’s street. The vehicle jolted as they ran over something; whether it was a rock or one of the infected, Noah wasn’t certain. He gritted his teeth and continued covering ground.

				Within seconds they’d hit asphalt, tires bouncing over the curb. They’d left the majority of the creatures behind; only a few stragglers remained on the roadway. Noah swerved deftly to avoid them and raced to the street’s end.

				When he’d reached the stop sign, he glanced over at Caddy to ensure she was unhurt. She gave him a faint smile. Her rifle was propped expectantly on her lap, and her eyes darted between him and the road.

				“Well, what are you waiting for?” she asked, punching his arm. “Let’s get the hell out of here.”
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				Having traversed the roads several times in several days, Noah felt a sense of familiarity as he drove them. In spite of that, he took the turns with caution.

				If there was one thing he’d learned, it was not to take his safety for granted.

				Caddy held both rifles in her lap. Her head swiveled in all directions, assessing the roadway for signs of danger. It felt good to have a companion. Just a few days ago he’d been alone, forced to play the role of both navigator and scout. The presence of another person alleviated some of his concerns.

				Beneath the rumble of the tires, Noah could make out the faint static of the radio. He’d turned it on once they’d cleared the neighborhood, hoping for a repeat of the broadcast he’d heard. So far, he’d heard nothing.

				After a few minutes, Caddy turned and looked behind the seats.

				“Holy shit,” she whispered.

				“What is it?”

				“Jackpot.”

				She pulled several items from the cab and placed them next to her. Noah snuck a glance. In addition to several weapons, she’d located some of the food from his pickup.

				“You’re kidding me.”

				He shook his head in disbelief. Over the past few days, it felt like his luck had gotten worse and worse. Every turn had introduced a new form of danger, and one by one his amenities had been stripped away. The discovery of the food seemed like a miracle. Before he could say another word, Caddy began tearing into one of the packages.

			

			
				“I’ve never had apple cinnamon rice cakes before.”

				Noah let loose a laugh.

				“You’re in for a treat.”

				Caddy offered him a handful; Noah reached out and popped several mini rice cakes in his mouth. Now that the immediate threat was behind them, his stomach was growling, and he was grateful for the chance to eat. The two of them crunched the food.

				“There are even a few cans of gas in the truck bed,” Caddy added. “So we have that covered.”

				After they’d consumed the entire package of rice cakes, Caddy flipped open the glove compartment and rustled through the car’s paperwork. She pulled out a tattered registration, unfolded it, and read the name printed on front.

				“Norman Gateway,” she said.

				Noah’s stomach fluttered. He wondered who the man had been. In all likelihood, the truck had been stolen. He doubted any of the men had owned it.

				Regardless of its past, the F150 was providing them with a safe means of transportation, and for that he was relieved.

				Having tossed aside the registration, Caddy pulled out a stack of folded road maps. She used one to pinpoint their location.

				“We’ll want to go west for several miles,” she said, pointing to the horizon. “Connect with I-70. After that, we should be able to make it in a few hours.”

				He nodded. They’d only been traveling for a little while, but already the road was starting to hypnotize him. The smooth pavement and yellow lines seemed to stretch on forever.

			

			
				Noah realized he’d gone another night without sleeping. His eyelids were heavy; his hands were white from gripping the wheel. He shook his head back and forth to clear his drowsiness.

				“Are you OK?” Caddy asked. “I can take over if you want.”

				Noah smiled. “I’m a road warrior. I’ll be fine.”

				For a second he pictured his best friend Kendall next to him. Just a week earlier, they’d been on a similar journey. It was hard to believe how much had changed since then. The past seemed like another world, a moment in time that could never be recaptured.

				He blinked hard, trying to restore his focus to the road. The street had come to a fork. He slowed the vehicle.

				“Where do I go?”

				“Veer right.”

				Noah took the turn. He surveyed the newly revealed landscape.

				What was once a safe rural road now bore the marks of the violence—the street was filled with abandoned vehicles and the remains of the infected. As he passed by the properties, he half expected to see the occupants running out from inside, waving their arms for assistance.

				If there were any survivors, they remained in hiding.

				A few times he spotted movement in nearby fields—gray heads turning, arms reaching for the road. But the creatures were behind him almost as soon as he spotted them.

			

			
				He thought back to the things he’d seen in the field by Caddy’s house. Was it possible the infection was running its course? If so, would it eventually stop all of them? He could only speculate.

				In any case, he hoped that things were coming to an end. Life on the road—being homeless, starving, and in danger—was an existence from which he was ready to resign.

				Noah gazed to his left. They’d entered a clear patch of road, and rolling, grass-covered hills made up the landscape. A cluster of pine trees hung in the distance, branches climbing up into the pale blue sky.

				The scenery was beautiful.

				For a moment, Noah was able to pretend that everything was normal, that he and Caddy were just a pair of friends out on a leisurely drive.

				“You know what’s funny?” Caddy asked. “I’ve spent most of my life wishing I could leave, and now that I’m finally doing it, I’m realizing I’m going to miss my hometown.”

				Noah smiled. “I know what you mean. Ever since this whole thing started, all I can think about is Portland. I guess you don’t know what you’ve got till it’s gone.”

				Caddy laughed. “Old sayings never lie.”

				A burst of static on the radio interrupted their conversation. Noah jumped to attention, reaching for the dial. In between the static was a voice. He spun the knob from left to right, trying to home in on the signal. After a few seconds he could make out the words.

			

			
				“Repeat, all survivors in the area should report to the checkpoint on I-70 to receive food, shelter, and medical treatment.”

				Noah looked over at Caddy. Her face lit up, her mouth hung open. Unable to contain himself, he yelled into the air and pulled his companion in for a hug.
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				Noah kept the broadcast on while they drove, afraid the man’s voice would fade and disappear. Thankfully, it remained clear and strong.

				According to the map they’d found, the location was only an hour away. Noah found it hard to believe that assistance could be so close. For the past few days, his journey had seemed impossible, the road from St. Matthews to Portland longer than ever. Not only would the checkpoint provide them with food and a safe haven, it would bring him one step closer to home.

				Right now, he couldn’t envision traveling hundreds of miles straight. He wasn’t even sure if it’d be possible. Between road blockages, the agents, and the infected, his trip had already undergone several detours. He’d already been forced off his original path.

				It was a wonder he’d made any progress at all.

				“Do you think they’ll have showers there?” Caddy asked, her face still beaming.

				Noah looked down and wrinkled his nose. “I sure hope so. For everyone’s sake.”

			

			
				They laughed.

				“I’m not sure what I’m looking forward to more—a change of clothes or a hot meal. Right now, either of those would seem like heaven,” Caddy said.

				Noah eyed the few remaining packages of food on the seat, feeling the urge to tear one open in celebration, but he knew better. If the past week had taught him anything, it was that commodities like food were too scarce to waste.

				After several miles of uninhabited road, the car started up an incline. Noah stared at the gas gauge.

				The gas had drained to an eighth of a tank.

				“I’m going to pull over and fill up,” he mentioned.

				“Are you sure that’s a good idea?”

				Caddy beckoned to the road ahead, where a few abandoned cars had cropped up. He studied the horizon, but saw no signs of movement.

				“I’ll get past them, just in case,” he said.

				The girl nodded, and he kept driving. The vehicles grew closer—two sedans that seemed to have run off the road in tandem. Noah wondered if they’d been in an accident. Perhaps the drivers had been so anxious to escape that they’d collided with one another. One of the driver’s side doors was hanging open into the road. He took the left lane to avoid hitting it.

				It was then that he noticed the arm waving from the interior.

				Noah hit the brakes as they passed by. He stared into the open vehicle. A bloodied man was hunched over in the seat. His eyes followed the F150 as they passed by.

				“Did you see that?” Noah asked. “There was someone alive in there!”

			

			
				“Maybe it was one of the infected.”

				“I don’t think so.”

				Caddy craned her neck behind them. Noah kept his eyes on the rearview mirror, but they’d already made progress up the road, making it impossible to see.

				“It looked like a survivor. We should go back.”

				He saw fear in Caddy’s eyes. She swallowed but said nothing. Noah kept his foot off the gas and brake, letting the vehicle coast. He contemplated the options. They could continue past the man and send back help when they reached the military compound.

				But in that amount of time, the man might be dead. Besides, what if they never reached the checkpoint? What if there was no checkpoint after all?

				Noah thought back to where he’d been just a few days ago. If Caddy had decided to pass him by, he was positive he would’ve died.

				He applied the brakes and pulled off the road, then turned the vehicle in the other direction. The tires kicked up gravel as they transitioned from dirt to pavement.

				“Is there a first aid kit in the glove compartment?”

				Caddy shook her head. “I didn’t see one.”

				“Shit.”

				“I’ll look again.”

				Caddy dumped open the bin, sifting through the papers while Noah picked up speed. The broken-down vehicle—and the figure inside—loomed closer. As they approached, Noah could see that the man’s arm was still moving, waving them down as if using the last strength he could muster.

			

			
				Noah skidded to a halt across the street from the downed car. He could see the man inside more clearly now. The survivor was middle-aged, with a scruffy beard and disheveled hair. Blood flecked his face and stomach. It looked like he’d been severely injured. His seatbelt hung loose from his chest; one hand lay in his lap.

				Noah threw the vehicle into park and grabbed the door handle.

				“Wait here!” he cried.

				Noah threw open the door. The sun glanced off his face, and he shielded his eyes from the glare. He’d only taken a step when Caddy screamed.

				Her warning hit him too late.

				Noah saw a flash of movement as the man raised his arm, then the glint of a gun.

				The impact of the bullet knocked Noah backward. In an instant, his body became a tidal wave of pain.
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				“Oh shit, oh shit, oh shit…”

				Caddy tried to contain her panic. Try as she might, she was unable to control herself. The words ran out of her mouth like gunfire, spraying the air as she drove the F150 down the road.

				If she hadn’t pulled her rifle and shot the man, Noah surely would’ve been killed. But it was too late. The damage was done.

				Now she could only pray. Drive and pray…

				Noah lay in the passenger seat next to her, his eyes opening and closing, blood gushing from underneath the bandanna she’d tied to his arm. She’d been able to pull him back into the vehicle, but only with enormous effort. He’d been lucid for a few minutes, but now he was starting to lose consciousness. If he didn’t get help soon, he’d die.

				She’d tried to warn him. She’d seen the man pulling his weapon. But by that time it’d already been too late—Noah had stepped out of the vehicle.

				Her eyes flicked to the rearview. She watched the survivor’s car disappear. She had no idea why the man had fired, and now she’d never know.

				The reason didn’t matter. The only thing that mattered was getting Noah to the checkpoint.

				As she drove, the sound of static filled the vehicle. Noah had left the radio on. The announcer’s voice bled over the airwaves, repeating the same message over and over. Beside her, Noah gasped for breath.

				She stomped the accelerator, the map dangling from her hands as she clenched the wheel. She’d been foolish to let him turn back. She should’ve insisted they keep going.

			

			
				They’d almost made it, for God’s sake.

				She studied the gas gauge, remembering what Noah had said minutes before turning around. The needle hovered on the red line. They hadn’t stopped to refuel, but she couldn’t worry about that now. She’d have to take the chance of running out; time was of the essence.

				Each passing second felt like an eternity, an impediment to getting Noah assistance. She found herself wishing she could fast-forward time. If she could skip to the checkpoint, everything would be OK. She’d get her friend help and he’d survive and then they’d figure out what came next.

				And he was her friend.

				For the short time they’d known each other, Caddy had grown fond of him. In some ways, he felt like her brother. The thought of losing him felt like needles in her heart. They’d already been through so much together, and now that they were reaching the last leg of their journey, she couldn’t let him slip away.

				She couldn’t lose him like she’d lost her mother.

				Besides, there were people waiting for him. He had family to get back to.

				More than anything, Noah had to reach them. And the only thing standing in his way was the set of roads before her.

				Caddy floored the accelerator. She swerved as she took the turns, listening to the shift and rustle of objects behind her. Gas cans clanked in the trunk bed.

			

			
				She looked over at Noah. Her companion had slumped over in the seat, eyes fluttering. She hadn’t buckled his seatbelt, afraid she’d injure him, but now she was wondering if she should have. As she took the turns, his body pitched and heaved, inching farther down in the seat.

				His arm was covered in blood. Even with the bandanna tied over the wound, blood soaked through the fabric, dripping onto his bare skin and staining the seat.

				In just a few minutes, Noah’s groans had reduced to a whisper.

				“Hang in there, buddy. Stay with me,” she said.

				The checkpoint couldn’t be much farther. They’d already driven most of the distance; at the rate of speed she was driving, the trip couldn’t take too long.

				She’d get him there if it was the last thing she did.
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				Caddy slowed at the sight of brake lights. Up ahead was a line of cars, a fence, and a row of vehicles in camouflage brown and green.

				Ahead of her was help.

				She watched as several helicopters cut across the sky, their blades whirling above them.

				After all she’d been through, the prospect of assistance seemed surreal. If she’d had more time, Caddy might’ve questioned what she was seeing. Instead, she tore ahead, the pickup’s engine roaring.

				There was no time for reflection. There was only time to act.

			

			
				In spite of the traffic in front of her, she kept her speed the same, veering around the cars and into the breakdown lane. A few frightened faces turned in her direction, specters behind glass, but she plowed forth, concerned only with getting her friend to safety.

				Noah hadn’t made a sound in several minutes. She was terrified she was too late.

				Five hundred feet from the blockade, she heard the blare of a megaphone.

				“Stop the vehicle right now or we’ll shoot!”

				She hit the brakes. Guns poked up from behind vehicles, rifles pointed in her direction. The pickup ground to a halt. A cluster of soldiers ran for cover, ducking behind the military vehicles. She jabbed the button on the driver’s door and rolled down the window.

				“Help! I need help! I have someone in here who’s been shot!”

				“Step out of the vehicle!” the man on the megaphone blared.

				Caddy complied, keeping her arms over her head as she exited.

				“On your knees!”

				She dropped to the ground as instructed. The soldiers moved into formation around her. A few others trained their rifles on the vehicle, keeping a buffer between themselves and the pickup.

				“My friend’s in the car!” she screamed. “He needs help!”

				She glanced into the vehicle, realizing that Noah had fallen over in the seat. His eyes were closed, his mouth hung open. He looked dead.

			

			
				“Hurry!”

				The soldiers were wearing masks. They picked her up off the ground and frisked her, then locked her in handcuffs. Several crept over to inspect the vehicle. When they’d reached the passenger side window, one of the soldiers yelled to the others.

				“We have a man down! He needs medical attention!”

				Caddy felt tears slipping down her face. She cried as two of the men led her away.

				“This is just a precaution, ma’am,” one of them stated.

				She nodded that she understood, following them away from the vehicle and toward the encampment. As she walked across the dirt, she kept her eyes on the scene behind her, watching several paramedics in hazmat suits jog over from behind the fences. Two more followed, wheeling a stretcher.

				“I want to go wherever he goes,” she managed through her tears.

				“I’m sorry, ma’am, but you need to come with us. We have procedures in place.”

				She glanced at the soldier, hoping to convince him, but his face was stoic. In spite of what was happening, his presence filled her with a sense of relief. It represented some of the law and order that seemed to have disappeared over the last week.

				She just hoped Noah lived to see it.
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				Caddy sat in a small, enclosed trailer with the doors and windows shut. Thick shades barred light from the outside. The only light provided was from a lamp on a nearby table, and she squinted against its glare. From somewhere outside, she heard the hum of a generator.

				On one side of her was a man with brown hair and dark eyebrows. On the other was a man with shaggy gray hair and a moustache. Both of them scrutinized her for a minute before speaking.

				“What’s your full name?”

				“Caddy Stevens.”

				“And where did you say you were from again?”

				“Chester, Colorado.”

				“Who is the young man you’re with?”

				“His name is Noah Chambers. Is he OK? Is my friend OK?”

				The two of them glanced at each other, their expressions impossible to read. The man with gray hair looked down and began typing on a tablet.

				“He’s being treated,” he said.

				Caddy stared at the man’s computer, hoping to catch a glimpse of what he was doing, but the screen was hidden from view.

				The man with dark hair took over the conversation.

				“Have you felt any unusual symptoms in the past twenty-four hours? Nausea? Headaches? Fever?”

				“No. I already told the medical personnel all this. You already ran your tests, remember?”

				She held up her arm, indicating the bandage from where her blood had been taken. The last hour had been a blur of tests, exams, and people in white suits, and she’d cooperated without protest. Her only thought had been of her friend.

			

			
				“Any unexplained changes in mood? Depression? Anger?”

				Caddy felt a surge of frustration. Her friend was severely injured—possibly dying—and here she was being forced to answer more questions.

				“How do you expect me to feel? My friend has been shot. All I want to do is see him!”

				“Once we’ve finished here, you can check on your friend. What have you eaten for the past day or so?”

				“I don’t have the virus. Your tests should’ve concluded that. I must be immune like everyone else here. Now, if you’ll let me out of these cuffs, I’d like to check on my friend.”

				The men exchanged a glance.

				“Can you describe the last few days for us? How did you get here?”

				Caddy shook her head. It was clear the men weren’t going to let her go—not until she’d proven her story. Without further prompting, she dove into the details of her survival. She told of her struggles in town, the way she’d boarded up her house, and her meeting with Noah. She told of the men who had tried to kill her, the death of her mother, and their subsequent escape.

				Then she relayed what Noah had told her about the agents. She told the men of the safe food they’d discovered in the truck, how they suspected they were immune, and how they’d heard the broadcast.

				The men watched her with interest, but neither seemed surprised. A few times they nodded; the older man typed. It was as if they were listening to the story they’d expected to hear and were waiting for confirmation of what they already knew.

			

			
				When she’d finished, the men gave each other a look. After a few seconds the older man produced a set of keys. He set the tablet down and rose from his chair.

				“We may have more questions for you later,” he said dryly.

				“When can I see my friend?”

				“Private Peters will show you to your temporary living quarters. She can take you to medical. After that, you’ll need to stay in the compound, and you won’t be able to leave until things are cleared.”

				“How long will that take?”

				“We don’t know yet.”

				“Is there a cure for this thing? How far has the virus spread?”

				“We’re not at liberty to discuss that. When we have more information, we’ll—”

				“Forget it.” Caddy nodded to her cuffed wrists. “I just want to see Noah.”
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				After leaving the trailer, Caddy was introduced to a female soldier whose nametag read “Peters.” The woman, who sported cropped red hair and had a thin scar on her chin, led Caddy to her living quarters.

				“Your friend is in surgery. You won’t be able to see him for a while.”

				“How long is a while?”

				“We don’t know yet.”

			

			
				Caddy opened her mouth to argue, but the expression on the woman’s face told her that the answer was final.

				The living area consisted of row after row of faded green tents. Survivors mingled among them, talking to each other or sitting on folded camp chairs set up in the aisles. Caddy could smell food. In spite of her worry, her mouth began to water.

				“After you get cleaned up, you’ll probably want to get something to eat. There’s food and water located at the end of the aisle.”

				Peters gestured into the distance, past the rows of tents.

				“Thanks,” Caddy said.

				As they continued walking, Caddy peered into a nearby tent, catching sight of a woman on a cot. Several small children were playing cards on the ground. Although the accommodations weren’t luxurious, they were a welcome sight to someone who had been forced to take to the road.

				Caddy felt her demeanor begin to soften. Back in the trailer, she’d been angry at her situation, worried about Noah. Now she realized she was in a far better situation than she’d been before. At home, she’d been living in constant danger from both lunatics and the infected. Here she’d have food, water, and shelter, as well as protection from the chaos.

				Peters led her through the row of tents, sidestepping several survivors who were engrossed in conversation. Caddy heard the words “National Guard” and “state of emergency” among the discussions. She tried to eavesdrop, but by the time she tuned in to a speaker, the person was already behind them.

			

			
				“How many survivors are staying here?” she asked Peters.

				“Eighty-four, last count I had. We have people coming in from all over. Word is spreading.”

				“Aren’t there camps like this all over?”

				Peters gave her a sideways glance. “There were, but they didn’t last long. As you can imagine, it’s been difficult to reach people in the contaminated zones. You should be safe now, though. We have plenty of reinforcements on the way.”

				As if on cue, the whir of a helicopter sounded overhead. Caddy glanced up, watching the blades of what looked like a news helicopter cut across the sky. Several more military aircraft hung in the distance. Once the noise had dissipated, she resumed conversation.

				“Has the virus been contained? Have you found the agents?”

				The soldier looked away. Caddy could tell she’d heard her, but the woman wasn’t answering. After a few more steps, Peters pulled her into an empty green tent.

				“This will be your living quarters for now. Under the cot, you’ll find a change of clothes and a blanket. As I mentioned, you’ll find food and water in the last tent at the end of the row.”

				The woman started to leave. Before she could leave, Caddy grabbed her arm.

				“Wait.”

				“What is it?”

				“You must have more information. My friend has family in Portland. When he gets out of surgery, he’ll need to know they’re safe. How far has this thing spread?”

			

			
				Peters sighed.

				“Everyone north of Utah is fine, as far as we know. We’re working on restoring communications everywhere else, so we should have more information soon. I can’t tell you much more than that.”

				“What about the agents? What about the people responsible?”

				The soldier stepped out of the tent, glanced in both directions, and then ducked back inside.

				“Look, Caddy, I can tell you know a little more about what’s going on than most, so I’ll let you in on what I know. But you better not utter a word. They’d have my damn uniform for this.”

				“I will. I promise.”

				“We’ve already located most of the agents. Right now we’re working on capturing the remainder and securing the contamination zones. Hang tight. It’s only a matter of time until we have this thing contained,” Peters said. She bit her lip and motioned around the tent. “Now try to get comfortable. I’ll let you know when your friend is out of surgery.”

				Before Caddy could ask her anything further, the woman had disappeared.
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				Caddy surveyed the small tent. Although there were two cots, it looked like she was the only occupant. There were two packages under each cot, presumably containing clothes. Other than that, the place was barren.

			

			
				She patted her pockets. Her jeans were empty. She didn’t even have her license. The only things she’d brought were the weapons and food in the truck, and those things had already been confiscated.

				She sat on the cot for a few seconds and put her head in her hands. No matter how she tried to distract herself, her thoughts kept returning to Noah. With her mother gone and her whole town dead, he was the only thing she had left. The wait was unbearable. Peters had promised to relay news of his condition, but she wondered how long that would take. Considering the line of cars she’d seen outside, the military had more pressing concerns.

				With nothing else to do, she decided to walk to the food tent.

				Although she couldn’t fathom eating, her stomach was snarling. It’d probably do her good to have a meal. In addition, she might be able to get information from the other survivors.

				Maybe she could even find Noah’s whereabouts.

				Caddy parted the folds of her tent and stepped out. She was immediately assaulted by conversation. Inside the tent, the noise had been in the background, but now it was louder than ever—a steady hum of chatter that wafted over the campground. Everywhere she looked, she saw survivors. Some held plates of food; others were holding beverages. She looked for Peters, but the woman was gone.

				Caddy began walking along the center aisle, navigating her way around the other people. A few of them glanced in her direction, perhaps recognizing that she hadn’t been there before. She felt them sizing her up as she passed by.

			

			
				Her original plan had been to get some information, but now she was getting anxious. Caddy was alone and unarmed. Even though she was in a military campsite, there was no telling what kind of people she would run into. If someone decided to attack her, to kill her, it could be minutes before help arrived.

				By then she’d be dead.

				She continued down the aisle, doing her best to blend in and not draw attention to herself. About halfway to the food tent, she noticed a heavyset man sitting in a chair. His face seemed round and friendly. There were a few groups chatting it up around him, but he appeared to be alone.

				She paused for a second, debating whether to speak with him. Before she could make a decision, he met her eyes.

				“You just get here?” he asked.

				Caddy instinctively glanced left and right.

				“Yes,” she answered, after a pause.

				“I’m Gordon. I’m not a murderer or anything.”

				The man smiled. He gave a half-hearted shrug, as if expecting her to move on. Instead, Caddy walked over and extended her hand.

				“I’m Caddy.”

				Gordon reached out and shook her hand. His grasp was weak, as if the life had been drained out of him. He seemed upset.

				“Where are you from, Gordon?” she asked the man.

				“I’m from New Mexico.”

				“That’s quite a ways from here. How’d you end up in Colorado?”

			

			
				The large man sighed. “My wife and I were some of the first people to leave. I saw what was going on, and I knew we needed to get the hell out of there.” He paused. “Things were going good at first. We got my RV on the road before there was even any traffic. We were able to get all the way to Arizona before Mary turned.”

				The man wiped at his eyes, and his face looked like someone had knocked the wind out of him. Caddy gave him a sympathetic glance.

				“I lost someone close to me, too. My mother,” she whispered.

				The words sounded surreal as she said them. She glanced away from Gordon, her own eyes watering. She stared at the tent behind him. For a second, she was certain her mother would come popping out at any moment, explaining the whole thing had been a joke.

				But she knew that wouldn’t happen. She’d seen the woman shot right in front of her eyes. There was no coming back from that.

				“Are you here alone?” Gordon asked.

				“I’m with a friend, but he’s in surgery. He was shot on the way in.”

				“I’m sorry to hear that.”

				“I’m hoping he’ll be OK. They’re supposed to come get me when I can see him, but I’m not sure when that’ll be.”

				“Hopefully it won’t be too much longer. I know they have a lot of injured folks on the way in, but hopefully he beat the rush.”

				“What do you mean?”

			

			
				“There’s a whole slew of people coming in from Salt Lake. A lot of them were in rough shape. Rumor has it they were being held hostage in some compound there.”

				“Held hostage?”

				“That’s what I heard. A lot of messed-up things have happened since the infection. Nothing surprises me anymore.” Gordon shook his head. “I’ve seen neighbors killing neighbors, people tied to trucks, people shot down in the streets…”

				Caddy nodded. She looked off into the distance, remembering some of her own tales. She imagined all of the survivors had a story. If they lived to tell about it, their stories would haunt them all.

				“Well, it was nice meeting you, Gordon. I’m going to get some food.”

				Gordon nodded. “Be careful, and be sure to watch your back. Even with the military presence, things can get ugly real quick.”

				“I appreciate the warning.”

				Caddy rose to her feet and dusted off her pants. Then she headed off to get some food.
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				The food, like the accommodations, wasn’t the greatest. The meatloaf was dry and pasty; the mashed potatoes were out of a can. But to Caddy, it might as well have been a four-course meal or a coveted dish from a five-star restaurant.

				She hadn’t realized how deprived her stomach had been until just now. It only took her a few seconds to devour the entire plateful, and when she was finished, she found herself looking for seconds. The chef, a military man bearing the nametag Sanders, made it clear the food was being rationed.

				“I’d give you more, but there are several carloads of people coming in,” he told Caddy. “I want to make sure I have enough.”

				“Don’t worry about it. Thanks for the meal.”

				She threw her paper plate in the oversized garbage bin and headed back to her tent. As she walked, she stared into the distance, hoping to catch a glimpse of Peters. Although she was glad she’d eaten, she didn’t want to miss any news about Noah.

				If she didn’t hear anything soon, she’d track him down herself.

				On the way back, she caught snippets of conversation from those around her. The site was abuzz with news of the incoming survivors. She paused next to a young couple, a man and a woman, drawn in by what they were saying.

				“The people were held captive and tortured,” the woman said. “They said it happened at a compound outside of Salt Lake.”

				“Where?”

			

			
				“Nobody knows. Somewhere in the mountains.”

				“Who told you?”

				“One of the survivors they rescued. She was telling the staff about it on the way in. They were trying to keep her quiet, but I overheard.”

				Caddy lingered by a nearby tent, hoping to glean some more information. After a few more seconds, the couple spotted her. The woman met her eyes.

				“You’re not one of them, are you?”

				“One of whom?” Caddy asked, feigning ignorance.

				“One of the people that was held hostage.”

				“No. I came from Chester with my friend. He was taken by medical.”

				The woman glanced around the campsite, as if suddenly afraid someone was eavesdropping. “We’re supposed to be getting a bunch of new arrivals. Randall and I are worried we might run out of room.”

				The man nodded his head.

				“We’ve been here a few weeks now, and this is the most crowded we’ve seen it.”

				The woman recounted what she’d heard about the hostages. Caddy listened as if she hadn’t already heard it.

				“Apparently, this whole virus is some sort of terrorist attack or something. The group responsible was raided a few days ago, and most of them were killed. That’s where the hostages came from.”

				The man broke in. “We’re hoping this means it’s over.”

				Caddy opened her mouth to speak, but quickly closed it. Although she knew more about the agents, she’d promised Peters she wouldn’t repeat anything. Besides, she didn’t want to incite panic. She’d keep quiet. Maybe it was better that they didn’t know.

			

			
				“Where are they keeping the wounded?” she asked.

				The woman pointed over the tents.

				“On the western perimeter, past the living quarters. There are several trailers. The white tents are for the people who are stable. One of our old neighbors was brought there.”

				“Hopefully that’s where my friend is.”

				“I hope you find him,” the woman said.

				Caddy thanked the pair and headed off down the aisle. She’d done enough waiting around. It was time to locate Noah.

				[image: Horror-01.psd]


				She was interrupted by gunfire.

				Caddy ducked to the ground and covered her head, certain she was about to be struck down. Had the creatures gotten inside? Had the agents? It took her several seconds to realize she was the only one panicking.

				The other survivors milled around her, going about their business. A few glanced down at her with a knowing look. Feeling foolish, Caddy got to her feet and looked for the source of the noise.

				Along the eastern perimeter, outside the fence, several soldiers were firing at the infected. She watched as two of the creatures staggered toward the campsite, arms dangling at their sides. It looked like they were on the brink of death.

				Within seconds, they were mowed down by automatic weaponry. The creatures sank to the earth.

			

			
				Caddy sucked in a breath and continued down the aisle.

				On the way, she looked for her living quarters. It took her a second to determine which tent was hers; none of them were numbered. Her only clue was a pair of familiar neighbors hovering around the site next door. There was no indication Peters had been there.

				As she continued walking, she saw the trailer where she’d been questioned. The doors were closed; the blinds were drawn. She wondered if the two men were still inside, giving someone else the third degree.

				Was the infection really coming to an end?

				Caddy looked around at the other survivors. All of them were dirt-stained and tired, but several were smiling. Two young children pushed each other playfully in front of her. Their mother walked behind them, scolding them with a half-hearted lash of the tongue.

				Just a few hours ago, Caddy couldn’t imagine ever having a sense of normalcy.

				But now, surrounded by a community of other survivors, her hope was renewed. With the infection under control, they’d be forced to rebuild, forced to move on. Memories would fade, even if they’d never be forgotten.

				People would continue to exist, because like it or not, time would continue passing.

				Caddy pictured her mother’s face, and her eyes moistened. Already, the memories were growing dim. When Caddy closed her eyes, she could envision her mother’s smile, the way she’d looked when she laughed, but without the woman in front of her, it was difficult to remember all the details. It was like trying to remember a single frame of a movie whose title she could barely remember.

			

			
				She didn’t even have a picture. She’d have to go back and get one. Sometime. Somehow.

				But right now, she had more immediate concerns. She needed to find Noah.

				Caddy blew past the trailers, veering around the first row of tents and making her way to the western fences. The campsite was larger than she’d thought. Although she could see the white tents the woman had described, they seemed miles away.

				The area was teeming with soldiers. She slowed her pace and avoided eye contact. The last thing she needed was to be stopped and turned away. A few of them wrinkled their brows, but she kept on, acting as if she had every right to be there.

				She wasn’t sure what their restrictions were, but she wasn’t about to ask. When she reached the first of the tents, she peered through the flaps. Inside were several rows of cots. Most of the patients inside were hooked up to IVs; many were unconscious. She scanned the faces, her heart lurching, suddenly certain she was too late.

				After staring for several seconds, she moved on. She’d only walked a few steps when she bumped into a nurse in a white uniform.

				“I’m sorry!” she said.

				The woman gave her an agitated look. It looked like she was in a hurry.

				“I’m looking for my friend. He was shot in the arm and he was taken here.”

			

			
				“You shouldn’t be here. We have a lot of wounded people in these tents, and we barely have the staff to tend to them. One of the soldiers can escort you back—”

				“Please. I need to see him. His name is Noah Chambers.”

				Without realizing it, Caddy began to cry. The nurse softened her demeanor.

				“What does he look like?”

				“Short brown hair, green eyes, early twenties…”

				“We just finished stitching him up a little while ago. He’s in the next tent.”

				“Is he OK?”

				“He’s sore and disoriented, but he’ll live.”

				“Thank you so much. Really.”

				“If anyone gives you any flack, tell them Nurse Locksley said to let you in.”

				Caddy thanked the woman again and strode toward the adjacent tent. Her heart was still thudding in her chest. Despite the woman’s reassurances, she needed to find Noah. She needed to verify he was OK.

				What if the nurse had gotten the wrong patient? What if it wasn’t him?

				When she reached the next tent, she rushed inside. Her eyes darted from one patient to the next, her concern deepening. Unlike the patients in the other tent, some of these were awake, and each of them eyed Caddy with confusion, as if expecting visitors of their own. There was no sign of Noah.

				She walked to the center of the tent, sidestepping several medical personnel. After a few seconds, one of them grabbed her arm.

			

			
				“Can I help you?” a male orderly asked, frowning.

				“I’m looking for Noah Chambers,” she said. She let her gaze wander as she talked, still scanning the rows for her friend.

				“What does he look like?”

				“Brown hair, skinny. Green eyes.”

				“We have a lot of people in here like that. You’re going to have to—”

				“Never mind, I see him.”

				Caddy broke loose and darted from his grasp.

				“Hold on. Let me just—”

				“Nurse Locksley said it was OK,” she called behind her.

				Before the orderly could stop her, Caddy reached the far end of the tent. Noah was tucked underneath several blankets, his arm bandaged. Even from across the tent, she’d recognized his thin form. His head was turned to the side, and his eyes were closed. Caddy’s face streamed with tears as she ran to his side.

				To her surprise, there were already two visitors with him.
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				In his dream, Noah was surrounded.

				All around him were the mouths and flesh of the infected. Their bodies hurtled at him from every direction; their nails scratched at his skin. He did his best to dodge them, but he couldn’t seem to walk. His feet felt like they were rooted in cement.

				He was walled in. Trapped.

				All he could do was close his eyes and shield his face, hoping they somehow wouldn’t get to him. His arm throbbed. One of them must have taken a bite out of him.

				He had to do something. He had to get free.

				He kicked his legs and cried out, but he met resistance. It felt like his limbs were encased in concrete; he was powerless to move. There had to be a way out, a way to get to his family.

				He opened his eyes to a sea of faces.

				This time they were faces he recognized. Standing around him were his mother, father, and brother.

				Susan Chambers’ brown hair was matted and tangled, her teeth rotten. James Chambers stared at him with sightless eyes, and Ricky’s mouth was covered in gore. They’d all been infected. He hadn’t gotten to them in time.

				There’d be no happy reunion, no saying goodbye.

				Noah screamed. Without warning, the haze cleared.

				He was lying in a white-walled room, surrounded by the beeps and clicks of machinery. It took him a second to determine where he was, and even longer to remember what had happened.

			

			
				I was shot. Caddy pulled me into the truck, and we were driving to the checkpoint.

				Did we make it?

				He looked down, noticing a bandage on his arm. He must’ve been treated. But where was Caddy? Was she here, too?

				“Noah?”

				A voice was calling his name. He recognized the pitch and tone, but it didn’t belong to Caddy. He shifted his focus to the chairs next to him.

				Three people were sitting next to his hospital bed. All of them were people he recognized. Two of them were people he’d never thought he’d see again.

				“Sam? Delta?”

				The older man smiled. Aside from a few cuts and bruises, his tan face looked exactly the same as Noah remembered it.

				“You made it, kid.”

				“Am I dreaming?”

				Delta laughed. She reached over and patted Noah on the leg. Her blue eyes were big and round and full of concern. Her long dark hair had been tied back in a ponytail, and she looked just as beautiful as when he’d last seen her.

				“We’ve got to stop meeting like this,” she said.

				He smiled. The last time they’d been together, they’d shared a kiss. He still remembered the taste of her lips as she’d pressed them to his. To see her again made his heart leap.

				“I can’t believe you’re here,” he said, still groggy from sleep. “All of you.”

				Caddy sat next to them, beaming. The sight of his three friends together was surreal, but it was one he could get used to. Despite the odds, all of them had survived, and all of them were here together.

			

			
				Noah glanced at his arm.

				“How’s it feel?” Caddy asked.

				“They must have me on some good meds, because I don’t feel a thing,” he said.

				His companions laughed. Hearing the commotion, one of the nurses stepped over to his bed.

				“How’re you feeling, Mr. Chambers?” the nurse asked.

				“I’ve been better, but I’ve been worse.”

				“We’re going to keep you in here for a little while, then we’re going to get you set up in your own living quarters. You’re going to need a lot of rest.”

				Noah smiled. “That sounds great about now.”

				“Your friends can stay a few more minutes. Then we’ll need them to leave.”

				“OK, thanks.”

				The nurse skirted away, headed for another patient. Noah turned his attention back to his companions.

				“I don’t know where to begin,” he said. “So much has happened…”

				Delta shook her head. “Don’t think about that now. The important thing is that we all made it.”

				“We’ll have plenty of time to talk,” Sam said. “You should just try and relax.”

				Noah’s brow furrowed.

				“What about Dan and Quinn? Are they here, too, somewhere?”

				Sam shook his head.

				“They stayed at the salvage yard. That was the last we saw of them. But if I had to bet, they’re doing fine. Dan is a resourceful guy. I’m sure we’ll hear from him sooner or later.”

			

			
				“We told the military where they were,” Delta said. “Their descriptions, the location of the salvage yard. They promised to send troops to find them. Hopefully, when this is over, we can all reconnect.”

				Noah nodded. He was still in awe that his two friends had made it, that somehow fate had brought them together. Several minutes ago, his brain had been filled with images and nightmares; now his mind was filled with relief.

				The sight of his companions made him want to spring from his bed and hug them. At the same time, he knew he was in no shape to do so.

				“I don’t want to get you guys in trouble,” he said. “Why don’t you go and get some food. There is food here, right?”

				“Of course,” Caddy confirmed. “And it’s damn good, too. Better than those rice cakes.”

				“We were on a steady diet of cereal for days before getting here,” Delta said with a grin.

				The three of them stood, stretching their legs. It looked like they’d been there a while. Noah felt his heart swell at the thought of them keeping vigil.

				“Thanks for watching over me,” he said. “All of you.”

				“No problem,” Sam said.

				The older man turned away, and then stopped.

				“Oh, Noah,” he said. “I almost forgot.”

				Sam reached into his pocket and pulled out a cellphone. He tapped the screen and put the receiver to his ear.

				“He’s awake,” he said to someone on the other end. “Sure, I’ll put him on.”

			

			
				Noah frowned in confusion as Sam held out the phone.

				“Here you go,” he said. “It’s your mom.”
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				Noah smiled at his companions from his cot, balancing the tray of food on his lap. “You weren’t joking. This beats anything I’ve had in weeks.”

				He reached for a fork, still favoring his left arm, and Delta swooped in to assist.

				“Easy there, hotshot,” she said. “Remember what the nurses said. Don’t overexert yourself.”

				Noah smiled and leaned back, grateful for the help. From somewhere outside the tent, a single gunshot rang out, but none of them bothered to look.

				Over the past few days, the gunfire had grown less and less frequent, and the sightings of the creatures had been fewer and farther between. Although the campsite was still in lockdown, information had begun to trickle down to the residents. The news was positive.

				The infection had been contained.

				The creatures were dying out.

				Soon, they’d all get to go home.

				The military was still tight-lipped with the details, but the vibe of the campsite had changed from one of fear to one of hope. Noah noticed many of the soldiers smiling, and talk of returning home to family abounded.

				He glanced at his friends with nostalgia. The three of them were sitting on the cot across from his. It was only a matter of time before they all disbanded and went their separate ways. At some point, some point soon, life would change again.

			

			
				This time he hoped it would be for the better.

				“What are your plans for when we get out of here?” Noah asked them, spearing a forkful of eggs.

				Delta and Sam looked at each other.

				“Sam and I talked about going to the West Coast,” Delta said. “There’s nothing left for me in Oklahoma. I take it you’re going home?”

				Noah nodded. “My mom would have my head if I went anywhere else.”

				His friends chuckled.

				He glanced over at Caddy, who was staring at her shoes. He noticed she hadn’t answered.

				“I have an idea, Caddy,” he said. “Why don’t you come home with me? My mom loves company, and we have a spare bedroom.”

				“I couldn’t…” Her voice trailed off.

				“I mean it,” he insisted. “Come. You’ll love it there. Portland’s beautiful, especially in the fall.”

				The girl looked up and smiled. “I did always say I needed to get out of Chester.”

				“It’s settled, then.”

				Noah met Delta’s eyes across the tent. Though they’d been at the campsite for several days, neither of them had discussed the kiss at the salvage yard. In some ways, it felt like a dream. Hell, everything they’d been through did.

				Noah still wasn’t sure what it had meant, if it had meant anything at all. But with the future wide open, they’d have plenty of time to figure it out.

			

			
				“Why don’t you two come, as well? We can roll out the sleeping bags. My mom will have a field day.”

				“Thanks for the offer, but I have my heart set on California,” Sam said. “I’ve been landlocked for too long.”

				Delta smirked.

				“What’s so funny?” Sam asked.

				“Nothing. I’m just picturing you by the Hollywood sign.”

				Sam swatted at Delta and the four of them laughed.

				“What about you, Delta?” Noah asked.

				“I promised Sam I’d accompany him to the West Coast. After that, though, who knows? I’ve never been to Portland.”

				She gave Noah a playful grin, and his heart skipped a beat. His gaze drifted over his companions. Just a week ago, they’d all been complete strangers, people whose lives were headed in different directions. It was as if some cosmic force had brought them together, each playing a role in the others’ survival.

				Whatever roads they ended up taking, Noah would carry them with him.

				Even if this was goodbye, they’d see each other again.

			

			
				



			

	


EPILOGUE

				“So this is it, huh?”

				Caddy smiled as she looked up at the brown Victorian. Noah followed her gaze and took in the familiar lines and curves of the house. Two cars sat in the driveway.

				“You weren’t lying. This is beautiful,” Caddy said.

				The residential street was lined with oaks and pines, their branches extending into the sky above. The houses looked the same as Noah remembered them. He recognized several of his neighbors walking in the street, dogs padding in front of them. It was as if his hometown had been sealed off and preserved, waiting for him to return.

				He paused in the driveway, scanning the windows. He’d told his mother when to expect him, but they were several hours later than he’d planned. He wondered if she was waiting behind one of the panes.

				He drew a breath and headed up the walkway, Caddy following behind him. The lawn was full and green, and he admired the beauty of the landscape with fresh eyes. It was a far cry from the ruined streets he’d been through.

				A far cry from the things he’d seen.

				The steps creaked underfoot as he walked up them. His heart thudded in his chest, but this time with pleasant anticipation.

				Before he could ring the bell, the door swung open.

				Sarah Chambers stood in the door, an apron slung over her front. His mother looked skinnier than when he’d last seen her, but her face still held the warmth he remembered. Her eyes welled up at the sight of him.

			

			
				She flung the door open and took him into her arms.

				Their embrace lasted a full minute. Noah could feel his mother’s tears on his cheek, and he suppressed tears of his own. After their greeting, he introduced the girl behind him.

				“This is Caddy,” he said.

				Noah’s mother didn’t hesitate. She took hold of the girl, wrapping her in a hug.

				“I’m Mrs. Chambers,” she said. “Oh, who am I kidding? Call me Sarah.”

				Sarah Chambers ushered the two of them inside. Noah’s father was waiting in the doorway. Like Noah, he was thin and of medium height, and he was wearing a polo shirt and jeans. He grabbed hold of Noah as he entered.

				“Thank God you made it, son. Ricky’s on his way.”

				Noah blinked back the tears. Outside, he’d almost been able to convince himself that he’d been on a trip, that the horrors he’d seen were all part of his imagination. It was as if the sight of his parents made everything real again.

				His father greeted Caddy without prompting.

				“It’s a privilege to meet you. We owe you for taking care of our son,” he said. “If there’s anything you need—anything at all—just let us know.”

				“I was hoping Caddy could stay for a while,” Noah suggested.

				“Absolutely.”

			

			
				After the greetings and introductions had finished, Noah, his dad, and Caddy took seats in the living room while Sarah went off to get beverages.

				“It’s been so difficult watching all this, wondering where you were,” Noah’s father said. “Your mother and I prayed every day you’d come home to us. To see you both here is just…it’s amazing, is all.”

				“It must have been difficult hearing about everything going on.”

				“No one would allow us to leave the state. The borders were all blocked off. The president was on the news almost nonstop, and they kept calling it a national emergency. It was chaos at first. Hell, it probably still is. But I’m sure what happened here is nothing compared to what you two have seen.”

				Noah’s eyes fell. The three of them hung in silence for a minute, listening to the clink of glasses in the kitchen. They were interrupted by the sound of the front door opening.

				“That must be Ricky,” Noah’s father said, padding from the room.

				Noah looked over at the chair next to him, expecting to find Caddy uncomfortable. To his surprise, she was smiling.

				“This is great,” she said. “Your parents are so sweet.”

				“You think?”

				“Definitely. Your Dad reminds me of Ward Cleaver.”

				“Who?”

				“You know, from Leave it to Beaver? My mom used to watch the old reruns on TV.”

				“I’ll take your word for it,” Noah said with a smile.

			

			
				Caddy punched him on the leg.

				“Don’t worry. It’s a good thing.”

				The screen door opened and closed; familiar voices wafted in from the hallway. Noah rose from the recliner he was sitting on and walked across the room. Ricky was standing at the front door, his wife Jenny on his arm. When he saw Noah, his face lit up and he ran to greet him.

				The two gripped each other in a tight hug.

				“I missed you, bro,” Ricky said, voice quavering.

				“I missed you, too.”

				“No more road trips, OK?”

				“You got it.”

				Noah sniffed and let his brother go.

				Jenny introduced herself to Caddy, then gave Noah a hug as well. After they’d finished saying hello, the group moved back into the living room. Sarah fetched drinks for Ricky and Jenny and set them on the table.

				“We’ve been glued to the TV every day,” Ricky said. “We were so worried. We saw that things were getting under control, but I can’t imagine where everyone will go from here. With so many people dead, all those states in ruins…we’re just grateful you made it back.”

				Jenny confirmed his feelings with a nod.

				“I thought about you guys every day,” Noah said.

				“I knew you’d make it back. I never doubted it for a second.”

				The room quieted while everyone sipped their drinks. After a few seconds, Noah’s father cleared his throat.

				“I don’t know if this is the time, but Ricky has some news,” he announced.

			

			
				“James!” Sarah scolded. She placed her hands on her hips, doing her best to feign disgust, but Noah could tell his mother was excited.

				“The cat’s out of the bag already,” Ricky said. He looked at his wife, then back at Noah. “Do you want to tell him, or should I?”

				Jenny sucked in a breath. After a few seconds, she rubbed her stomach and looked at Noah.

				“You’re going to be an uncle,” she said.

				Noah burst from his chair, unable to contain himself, hugging everyone in turn. It was as if the room had been waiting for the news. The undercurrent of trepidation slipped away, replaced by a moment of joy.

				“We were waiting to tell everyone,” Ricky explained. “And then all of this…”

				Noah shrugged. “Thank God I made it back to hear it.”

				“Have you picked out a name?” Caddy asked.

				“Not yet. We were hoping Noah could help us come up with one.”

				Noah leaned forward in his chair. “Do you know if it’s a boy or a girl?”

				“A boy,” Jenny said. “We just found out this week.”

				There was a pause while Noah rubbed his chin.

				“I don’t think I’d feel right picking out a first name.” The family groaned its displeasure. “But I have an idea for a middle name.”

				“Sure,” Ricky said. “Let’s hear it.”

				“How about Kendall?”

				The room went silent. After a few seconds, all heads bobbed in unison.

			

			
				“I like it,” Sarah said.

				“Me too,” Jenny agreed.

				The conversation drifted to talk of first names. Noah remained quiet, saying a silent prayer for his fallen friend, wishing he were here to witness this moment. Things were far from over. There’d be a lot to face in the days ahead. Questions. Mourning. Rebuilding.

				But on his way home, Noah had made a promise to himself.

				No matter what obstacles marked his future, he’d face them head on. Like his friend had. Like they all had.

				And above all, he’d never forget.

			

			
				



			

	


BOOK SIX: SANCTUARY
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PART ONE – ENDLESS FIGHT

			

			
				



			

	


1

				Meredith awoke with a scream lodged in her throat.

				She stifled the sound and bolted upright, her eyes rolling around the dark room. Although she was vaguely aware she’d been dreaming, the memory still lingered, and she was stuck between the realm of nightmares and reality.

				She could only remember bits and pieces of what she’d seen—infected bodies tumbling over one another like a tidal wave, her companions torn apart in the aftermath. She held her hand over her heart, hoping to quell its ferocious beating, but it pounded like a jackhammer.

				Where was everybody?

				Although some part of her knew she’d had a nightmare, another part of her was still scared—terrified—that she’d discover her companions missing. Her eyes flitted around the room, taking in the dark outlines of two bureaus, a mirror, and a painting on the wall. She swiveled to her left. John was breathing deeply in the bed next to her, undisturbed. Ernie, her black poodle, was sleeping between his legs.

				She strained her ears, thinking she’d hear something amiss, but the house was quiet. She could hear the faint din of crickets outside, but that was it.

				See, Meredith? Just a dream.

				She did her best to convince herself but couldn’t shake the feeling that something was wrong. She had a choice to make. She could either lie back down and do her best to sleep, or she could make a quick pass of the house.

			

			
				She swung her legs off the bed and reached for the gun on the bedside table. The piece was where she’d left it, ready to provide comfort. She retrieved it and stood upright, trying to dampen the creak of the floorboards. The last thing she wanted was to wake Quinn in the next room.

				A cool breeze filtered in through the cracks of the boarded window next to her. The power had gone out several days ago. Even before that, they hadn’t been using air conditioners or fans.

				These days, noise was best kept to a minimum.

				She peered out the window. The backyard was open and empty. The pale light of the moon shone off the grass; the wind rustled the blades. A few bats fluttered overhead, searching for prey in the cover of night.

				She proceeded through the bedroom, keeping her eye on the closed door. In her former life, she’d slept with it open, but she’d resorted to shutting it.

				It was one more layer of protection against the infected, should they get inside.

				When she reached the door, she put her hand on the knob and paused. Her heart collided with her ribcage. In this new world, she was wary of entrances and exits. Once a door was closed, there was no telling what was on the other side.

				She froze, listening. More crickets. The hoot of an owl.

				Then footsteps.

				Meredith’s blood raced. She clutched the gun and glanced over her shoulder. She contemplated waking John, but thought better of it. It was probably just Dan, keeping watch. It’d been his turn to keep guard.

			

			
				Calm down, Meredith. It’s just your brother-in-law.

				She swallowed and twisted the doorknob.

				Despite the warm temperature of the house, the knob was cold in her hand, and it deepened her fear. She turned the knob all the way to the left, then stopped and waited.

				The footsteps ceased. Someone was listening. Listening for her.

				She strained her ears, trying to decipher who—or what—was in the house. Was she imagining things? Was she still in the throes of a nightmare?

				She squeezed tighter on the gun, flexing her fingers to verify she was awake. If this was a nightmare, it was the most vivid one she’d ever had.

				She sucked in a breath and opened the door.

				The hinges creaked quietly. The hallway was dark, but she could detect the faint glow of a flashlight from the kitchen. Dan? She crept into the hall, inching forward on shaky legs. She glanced to her right, but there were no other shapes in the hall around her. The door to Quinn’s bedroom was closed. If there was an intruder in the house, she couldn’t see them.

				She aimed the pistol at chest level. To her right was an open door leading to a bathroom. She peered inside, but saw nothing unusual. They’d been staying at the Sanders’ house for a few days, and she was already accustomed to the layout. The objects in the bathroom were all familiar. The shower curtain hung open; no shadows lurked in the tub.

			

			
				She kept going. At the end of the hall, she stopped. The kitchen was on her right; the living room was on the left. In neither did she see anyone—or anything. But a flashlight—Dan’s—was on the floor in the kitchen, rolling softly back and forth on the linoleum.

				She knew she’d heard something.

				Groggy or not, she hadn’t been dreaming.

				She took two more steps, her anxiety mounting, and peered into the kitchen. Through the pale glow of the flashlight, she saw an empty chair by the back window.

				Dan was gone.

				Her eyes darted to the door. It was still barricaded. The windows were still boarded, untouched. Had Dan gone outside? If so, how? They’d been using the back door to enter and exit. The front door was also blocked off. She couldn’t imagine him leaving—at least not without telling anyone.

				She swiveled in all directions, suddenly afraid that the house was unguarded, that she was the only thing standing between something and the rest of her companions. All the shadows seemed unfamiliar and menacing, and she pointed the gun at each of them in turn.

				She’d just taken another step when someone called her name.

				“Meredith!” a voice hissed from the living room.

				She turned to face the noise. To her left, next to a sofa, a dark shadow crouched down, hiding. It was Dan. She hadn’t spotted him before. She blew a nervous breath and walked over to join him.

				“My God, Dan! I thought someone was in the house!” she scolded. She hunkered down beside him, her hands still shaking. “You scared the hell out of me!”

			

			
				“I’m sorry.”

				“Is everything all right?” she asked.

				“We have company.”

				Dan gestured through a crack in the boarded living room window, then scrambled back so she could take a look. Meredith took his place and squinted across the front yard. Deep on the horizon, a group of creatures was creeping toward the house.

				“We need to wake the others!” Meredith said.

				“Let’s wait. I’ve been watching them for about ten minutes. They’re going pretty slow—I think they’re almost dead. I can take care of them without disturbing everyone.”

				“I don’t think that’s a good idea. Not in the dark.”

				Dan was already upright, walking across the room. She followed him into the kitchen. On the way, she listened for signs of John, Quinn, or Ernie, but it sounded like they were still asleep.

				Dan leaned over and whispered in her ear.

				“There’s no reason to alarm everyone,” he said.

				Meredith sucked in a bated breath. For the past few days, they’d seen only a few of the creatures, and the ones they’d seen had been easy enough to take care of in the daytime. At the same time, the prospect of Dan going outside alone—and at night—made her uncomfortable.

				She watched nervously as Dan headed for the back door.

				“Are you sure you don’t need help?” she asked.

				“I’m sure. Stay here and keep watch.” Dan patted his gun holster. On his hip were several knives. “I’ll be fine.”

			

			
				He moved toward the barricade, grabbed the edge of a table, and began moving it. Meredith assisted him. Once the path was clear, Dan unlocked the back door.

				“Be back in a few,” he said.

				Before she could respond, he swung open the door and stepped out into the night.

				Meredith watched him creep along the side of the house. She kept one hand on the door, the other on her pistol, straining to keep him in view. Within seconds, he’d rounded the corner and was out of sight, headed for the front yard.

				She exhaled and closed the door, locking it. As she did, she tried to dispel the thought that her brother-in-law would never return.

				He’s a police officer, Meredith. He survived an eight-hundred-mile journey to get here. We’ve survived several days in this house. He’ll be fine.

				In spite of her attempts to reassure herself, she was still uneasy. After securing the back door, she padded across the house to the front window and bent down to keep watch. She stared out into the front yard.

				The moon had emerged from behind a set of clouds, and it hung like a pendant in the sky, casting a pale glow over the landscape. She scoured the property, locating the shadowed form of Dan as he traveled across the grass. His movements were graceful and soundless, as if he were nothing more than a projection superimposed on a backdrop.

				Three shadows clambered toward him.

			

			
				She covered her mouth with her palm, hoping to calm her breathing. She’d coexisted with danger since the contamination began, but it was difficult to contain her panic. What if Dan never came back? What if something happened to him, and Quinn lost her only remaining parent?

				She watched as Dan skirted closer to the shadows. She could see the glint of a knife in his hand, and he raised it into the air as he approached the creatures. The things were moving erratically, wobbling as they walked. It shouldn’t be difficult for him to dispose of them—not in the weakened condition they were in. He was probably using the knife to avoid the sound of gunfire.

				He swung the blade, felling the one closest to him.

				One down, she thought.

				She heard a faint groan in the distance—the death cry of an infected—and felt a glimmer of sorrow. No matter how many creatures they killed, it never felt any better. She felt awful about what the people had become. It wasn’t their fault; they hadn’t asked for this.

				Her only hope was that they were beyond pain.

				Dan approached another of the shadows, and he jabbed at it, sending it to its knees. Then he rammed the blade into its shadowed head.

				Two down, she thought.

				She watched him circle the remaining creature. The thing was stumbling forward, hands outstretched, making a half-hearted attempt to get to him. In the moonlight, it resembled a broken puppet, a figurine dangling on half of its strings. Dan lashed out at it.

			

			
				He missed. The thing lunged.

				Meredith watched as Dan lost his balance and pitched sideways onto the grass. The creature, which had looked weak just moments before, seemed to regain its strength. It leapt for Dan and toppled him over. The two combatants slipped out of sight. Meredith shot to her feet, adrenaline coursing through her body.

				Dammit. What have I done? Why did I let him go out there alone?

				Oh God.

				She darted for the door, unlocked it, and threw it open. The night air rushed in to greet her. She charged into the yard and to the front of the house, gun drawn. When she cleared the building, she scoured the landscape for her brother-in-law, but there was no sign of him. The moon had skirted behind the clouds, pitching the yard into near darkness.

				Where the hell was he?

				She ran in the direction she remembered him being, her feet pounding the grass. Gone were the moving shadows she’d seen before. All she could see were the tips of the grass. In her panic, she hadn’t grabbed a flashlight.

				A string of scenarios tumbled through her mind as she ran—each worse than the last. Was Dan injured? Dead?

				She was halfway across the front lawn when she heard ragged breathing from the ground. She slowed her gait and advanced, pointing her gun.

				“Dan?” she whispered, her voice trembling.

			

			
				A figure sat upright on the lawn. Meredith scrambled to make sense of the scene. She could see the outline of several bodies. But who was who? Her hands shook.

				“Is that you?” she asked again.

				Silence prevailed. Then a voice surprised her.

				“That one gave me a run for my money,” Dan whispered, out of breath.

				She exhaled loudly. “You had me worried, Dan.”

				“I’m fine.”

				Meredith shook her head. Her fear had abated, and in its place was a wave of anger. “You should’ve let me come with you.”

				“I didn’t mean to scare you.”

				She offered her arm, and Dan took it and got to his feet. When he’d regained his breath, they started back toward the house.

				Meredith and Dan trekked across the lawn. Meredith’s heart rate, formerly a gallop, had decreased to something near normal. She stared at the dark shape of the house. In spite of their situation, the Sanders’ house had become a safe haven, and she’d started to think of it as home.

				A few days prior, she’d reunited with John, and they’d grown closer than ever. In addition, Dan and Quinn had survived a journey from St. Matthews, Arizona, reaching her alive and well.

				Given the circumstances, what more could Meredith ask for?

				They walked past the side of the house and headed around back. In her haste, Meredith had left the back door open. A faint glow was coming from the kitchen.

			

			
				A shadow stood at the threshold. John. They must’ve woken him. She smiled. She could see her boyfriend’s face in the glow of a flashlight. He cast the beam in their direction, his face creased with worry. Ernie stood by his feet.

				“It’s okay!” Meredith called out. “There were a few infected in the yard, but Dan took care of them!”

				John’s face didn’t relax.

				“I need you both inside!” he said. “Something’s wrong with Quinn!”

			

			
				



			

	


2

				Meredith’s stomach turned end over end as she raced for the doorway. All thoughts of the prior battle had been cast aside, replaced by thoughts of getting to her niece.

				Quinn was in danger.

				The thought was almost more than Meredith could handle. She yelled for John, but he’d already fled the doorway and was starting back inside the house. She cleared the threshold, competing for space with Dan, following the bob of John’s flashlight.

				When she reached Quinn’s bedroom, John was kneeling on the floor next to her, shining the light on the little girl’s face. Her complexion was ashen, and she was gagging and coughing.

				“Quinn, what’s wrong?” Meredith asked.

				She placed her hand on the girl’s forehead. Dan crouched next to her, his face twisted with worry. Quinn pointed to her throat.

				“I can’t breathe,” she managed.

				In the midst of her coughing fit, the little girl had kicked off the blankets, and her body looked thin and pale.

				“I’ll get her some water,” John said, darting for the kitchen.

				“Relax, honey,” Dan said. “Tell me what hurts.”

				John returned with a bottle of water, and he uncapped it and handed it to Quinn. She managed to sit up and take a few sips. The girl had stopped coughing, but she was wheezing. Underneath her head were two pillows. Dan reached over and pulled one out. He frowned. “This is a feather pillow. I don’t remember her having this last night.”

			

			
				“Did you pull that from the closet, sweetie?” Meredith asked.

				The little girl nodded.

				“This probably triggered her asthma. It’s been getting worse lately,” Dan said, placing it on the floor. He brushed the hair from her face. “It’s going to be okay, sweetie. We’re here with you. You’re going to be fine.”

				Meredith smiled.

				They stayed with her awhile, until her wheezing had subsided. When she was breathing normally again, Dan looked at Meredith.

				“Is there a pharmacy in town?” he asked.

				“Yes, a few miles away.”

				“I’d feel better if we had an inhaler on hand, just in case.”

				“I can go to the pharmacy,” Meredith offered.

				“I’ll go,” Dan argued. “It’s too dangerous. Why don’t you stay here and I’ll—”

				“I’m more familiar with Settler’s Creek than you are. I can get in and out in a hurry.”

				“Meredith’s got a point,” John piped up. “She knows this town better than anyone. I’ll go with her, and we’ll be in and out in no time.”

				“Why don’t you wait until daytime,” Dan said.

				“It’s almost daylight,” John said. “Don’t worry, Dan. We’ll take care of it.”

				Meredith nodded in agreement. She brushed the hair from Quinn’s face, then kissed her forehead. The little girl’s skin was hot and clammy.

				“We’ll be back in a while, sweetheart. Just stay with your daddy and hang tight. Okay?”

			

			
				“All right,” Quinn said, putting on a brave face.

				Despite the little girl’s words, Meredith could sense that she was frightened. It didn’t seem fair this should happen—not after losing her mother, not after all the violence she’d seen.

				Meredith and John walked out of the bedroom with Dan close behind.

				“Don’t take any chances. If things look too bad out there…”

				“We’ll turn right around and come back,” Meredith promised.

				Dan nodded grimly. He gave her a quick hug, then returned to the bedroom.

				Meredith walked through the hallway and into the kitchen. As she maneuvered through the house, she surveyed the objects on the counter. The group had amassed a stash of food and supplies. Their original plan had been to stay at the Sanders’ as long as they could, living off the land and making use of their provisions.

				Meredith couldn’t help but think that plan would change soon.

				She snatched a set of car keys from the counter and stuffed them into her pocket. John was already at the back door, and she heard him sigh as he unlocked it.

				“Ready?” he asked.

				She nodded. “As I’ll ever be.”
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				As Meredith crossed the threshold, the fear she’d felt moments earlier crawled back inside her, as if it’d been waiting outside by the door. She and John crept across the property, rounding the house and entering the front yard. The moon glinted off the tips of the grass and cast vague shadows, but when she strained, she could discern the lumps of the three dead creatures on the lawn.

			

			
				To her left were the outlines of the two cars they’d kept at the property—Meredith’s pickup truck with its shattered front window and the graffiti-covered SUV Dan had found on I-40.

				Meredith walked toward the SUV. Of the two vehicles, the SUV was more protected. The sides were reinforced with sheets of metal. Sharp objects protruded from the side. Unlike the pickup truck’s, its windshield was intact.

				She unlocked the doors, got inside, and stuck the key in the ignition. John scooted in the front passenger seat. Through the windshield, she could see the dim outline of the house they’d left. She started the car and turned on the headlights, then reversed. As she pulled down the driveway, she thought she saw the glow of a flashlight behind one of the boarded windows—Dan watching her, perhaps—but couldn’t be certain.

				She turned her attention to the road. It’d been several days since they’d been to the center of town. The thought of it had her stomach in tangles.

				“You don’t have to do this, Meredith,” John said, sensing her unease. “If you give me directions, I can take care of it.”

				“No. I’m going, John.”

				John fell silent, as if he knew not to argue, and Meredith felt both guilty and grateful at the same time. Through all the obstacles they’d faced, John had been her pillar of support, her link to sanity, and she appreciated every minute she was able to spend with him. The headlights bobbed up and down on the asphalt as they backed down the driveway.

			

			
				Out of habit, Meredith stopped at the end, checking the rural two-lane road for traffic. The street was empty. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d seen a moving car other than her own. She hit the gas and reversed into the street, then started for town.

				As they drove, the streetlights passed over them like sightless orbs, dim and menacing. She kept her speed even and her vehicle in the lane, despite having little expectation they’d have company on the road.

				“I hate leaving them,” Meredith said, referring to Dan and Quinn.

				She watched the Sanders’ house disappear in the rearview mirror. It was one of the few times they’d been separated since Dan and Quinn had arrived. On most of the supply runs they’d taken, they’d gone together.

				“I know what you mean,” John said.

				Meredith smiled. John had only recently met her brother-in-law and niece, but they’d gotten along like old friends.

				“I can’t believe how grown-up Quinn has gotten. You wouldn’t believe it, John. When I last saw her, she was only this high.” She held her hand near her waist. “I hope she’ll be okay. That asthma attack had me worried.”

			

			
				“I’m sure she’ll be fine,” John reassured her. “Once we get her medicine, she’ll be in good shape.”

				Meredith smiled. In spite of John’s optimism, she was nervous.

				She reached over and brushed his hand, searching for his fingers. He took hold of her. She noticed his other hand didn’t leave his pistol.

			

			
				



			

	


3

				When Meredith and John reached the edge of town, the first corners of daylight were creeping into the sky. It’d been days since they’d traveled, and the streets filled Meredith with a sense of foreboding. Even though the roads were empty, the painted white and yellow lines were like a roadmap to the death and destruction that awaited them.

				As they rounded a bend, she saw a familiar building.

				John’s furniture store.

				She let her foot off the gas as they passed, allowing them to get a better look. The place where John had worked seemed foreign and strange, as if they’d left it behind years ago instead of days. The door hung open; the exterior was battered and stained.

				Meredith glanced at her riding companion. The building had once been his dream, his livelihood. Now it was nothing more than a reminder of the horrors they’d both endured.

				John stared at it in silence.

				She swallowed and hit the gas, paying attention to the road. A mile down the road, the scenery gave way to buildings. Several abandoned cars lined the roadside, and she studied them for signs of life.

				“I don’t remember those cars.” She pointed to the roadside.

				“I don’t either. We’ll have to keep a lookout. Maybe there are other survivors in town.”

				The two of them fell silent. Meredith had grown so accustomed to her small group that it almost seemed odd to think others might be occupying Settler’s Creek. It felt like the entire town had become their own personal refuge, and the rest of the world had succumbed to chaos.

			

			
				Farther down the road, a group of infected congregated in the street, their bodies swaying as they walked. Meredith swerved to avoid them, as if they were nothing more than cones on an obstacle course.

				“They really are getting slower,” she observed.

				John shifted in his seat.

				“Hopefully this’ll be over soon,” he said. “I can’t wait to get out of here for good.”

				The infected moaned, answering some unspoken question. Meredith scanned the faces for people she recognized, but was relieved to find only strangers.

				She knew she wouldn’t be so lucky in town.

				Before long, they’d reached the town center. Commercial and residential buildings sprung up to meet them, like movie props that had been constructed for the occasion. She perused the doorways and signs, comparing her memories of the town with the ghost town before her.

				Gone were the quaint activities of the townspeople—the farmers selling produce, the store owners cleaning windows, the patrons strolling the sidewalks. The streets were a mix of dead bodies and the roaming infected, and the scene made her nauseous.

				Despite the chaos, there were fewer infected than Meredith remembered. Upon entering the town, she’d expected to be surrounded. But the infected were more spread out. A few of the creatures wandered into the vicinity, but most remained in place, glaring at the SUV with empty eyes, as if they knew the end was near.

			

			
				After navigating a few more streets, Meredith sighted the pharmacy in the distance. The front windows had been busted; bottles and merchandise were flung on the sidewalk and street.

				“I’ll pull around back,” she said.

				John sat rigid in his seat, his gun raised, as if the cold reality of leaving the vehicle had just hit him. Whether the creatures were slow or not, walking among them was dangerous.

				Meredith swerved down a narrow alley between two buildings. She veered around behind the pharmacy. The back door hung open, as if the employees were waiting inside, ready to assist with whatever they needed. But she knew that was far from the case. She parked so that John’s door was parallel to the entrance, about fifteen feet away—enough space to provide a buffer zone if something was lurking inside, but close enough to make a hasty retreat if needed.

				She surveyed the open building. The store seemed empty. She reached for the driver’s door, but John grabbed her arm.

				“If it looks bad, we leave,” he said. “Agreed?”

				She nodded. As slow as the creatures seemed, she knew it was easy to be swarmed. Their eyes met for a brief second—the possibility of death passing between them unspoken—and then the two of them exited the vehicle.
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				Tim Keller ignored the girl’s screams.

				He’d heard plenty of screams before, and the sound was nothing new. It was as commonplace as the rustle of the wind or birds chirping overhead. His victims were always screaming, trying to change their circumstances, trying to change his mind.

				None of them ever succeeded.

				He’d found the girl in the back of a pickup truck, lodged between several bags of clothing and a mattress. She’d been in rough shape—half-starved and dehydrated, nursing several wounds. He’d coaxed her from hiding, offering assistance and a safer place to stay.

				As soon as he’d gained her trust, he’d attacked her and tied her up. Now it was time for the real fun to begin.

				He watched with a smile as she struggled against her bonds. He’d secured her to a bike rack in the center of town, tying her hands to one of the metal poles, but he’d left her feet free. Then he’d climbed onto a nearby rooftop—close enough to watch, but far enough away to avoid danger.

				At the end of the street, a dozen infected milled in her direction. The girl screamed at Keller to release her. She strained against the bike rack, pulling so hard that it scraped across the ground, moving an inch at a time.

				That was the beauty of it.

				With every scrape, every scream, she was drawing the things to her, and yet she was powerless to keep quiet. She was so close to freedom and yet so far. Panic had taken over, and she was fighting with everything she had to break free.

			

			
				Keller laughed. He withdrew a pack of cigarettes from his pocket and lit one up, drawing a deep breath. He’d never bought into the agents’ philosophies.

				He’d called bullshit from the beginning.

				A few days ago, he’d been stationed in Oklahoma City with a group of other agents when they’d received word that their compound had been breached. In just a few days, the entire plan had been compromised, and the majority of the leaders had been killed or taken into custody. From what he’d heard, the government was working to restore order.

				He didn’t give a shit about the agents’ plan.

				Sure, he agreed with the basic premise of what the agents were trying to accomplish. But he didn’t care about the details. His motivations were simple and selfish.

				He wanted civilization to fall so he could play in the remains.

				And that time had come.

				As soon as Tim had received word that the compound had been attacked, he’d jumped at the opportunity, picking off his group of agents one by one. He’d waited until they were in close quarters, and then he’d slit their throats. As fun as that sounded, it hadn’t been enjoyable. He’d rather have taken his time.

				But he’d done what he had to do. He’d made sacrifices to ensure he’d have this time to himself.

				Half the thrill was in the anticipation.

			

			
				Like the anticipation of watching the girl in front of him struggle.

				Sooner or later, the infected would reach her, drawn by her screams. And when they did, they’d tear her apart. And Tim would be there, waiting for that moment, savoring every second.

				What good was bloodshed if it couldn’t be enjoyed?
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				Meredith left the keys in the vehicle, the engine running.

				Other than the hum of the SUV’s engine, the area was quiet. She shut the door quietly, trying to preserve the calm. Even so, the hinges creaked, and the noise felt like an alarm. Her footsteps sounded like a stampede.

				John walked a few steps ahead of her. She raised her pistol and advanced toward the door of the pharmacy, falling in line behind him. She noticed he was still favoring his left leg. A few days prior, he’d been injured in a battle with the creatures, and though he was healing well, he hadn’t fully recovered.

				The thought of his injury gave her a shiver of unease. It was a sordid reminder of their mortality. But she didn’t want to think about that. Not now.

				She followed John through the door.

				The pharmacy was a maze of overturned shelves and prescription bottles. Meredith stepped carefully, knowing one misplaced foot could bring the attention of the creatures. She scanned the store with nervous eyes. Sports drinks littered the floor, their caps torn off, the liquid spilled and puddled. Several packages of chips had been opened and scattered, as if someone had been interrupted while trying to consume them. The air was thick with blood.

				In spite of that, she saw no bodies. She continued forward, grateful to be spared the carnage for a change.

				John was already on his knees, digging quietly through the bottles and debris.

			

			
				“Cover me,” he whispered, nodding to the front window.

				Through the smashed panes, she saw several creatures meandering on the street, about fifty yards away. Their mouths hung open, tongues darting between missing teeth. Their bodies were pale and scabbed. A week ago, the sight would have been frightening and unreal, and Meredith would have found herself questioning both her vision and her sanity. Now the creatures were as commonplace as the buzzards flying overhead.

				It was as if she and John were the intruders, not the other way around. They were outnumbered, and the best course of action was to avoid confrontation.

				John was still scavenging the floor when one of the infected glanced at them through the broken storefront window. Meredith went stock-still, hoping its gaze wouldn’t linger. The creature had short gray hair and wore a construction cap. Two others shuffled behind it.

				The pistol felt slippery in her palms.

				She opened her mouth to alert John, but her fear kept her quiet. The thing’s eyes penetrated the store. She watched its head cock to the side, as if it were an animal rather than a man, a predator in human’s clothing.

				“John,” she whispered.

				“I’ve got something,” John hissed from the ground.

				She let her attention fall for a second—just long enough to see John holding up several small boxes—and then flicked her eyes back to the window. The creature was moving toward the pharmacy. Faster than expected.

			

			
				“We have to go,” she urged.

				John took to his feet. At the same time, the creature broke into a run. It groaned as it advanced, the construction cap wobbling on its head. A crash sounded from elsewhere in the room.

				“Come on!” Meredith shouted, no longer concerned with the noise.

				She tugged John’s arm, and they darted back through the pharmacy. Meredith raced through the open back door and toward the vehicle, as if the SUV were a magnet, her body a charged piece of metal.

				She maneuvered around the driver’s side and ripped open the door. She was about to jump in when she heard a cry from behind her. She halted and spun.

				“John!”

				Somehow, the creature with the construction cap had caught up to him, and it had latched onto his shirt. He struggled to knock it off. Meredith’s fingers slid off the door handle. She dashed to help him, raising her gun.

				Before she could assist, John raised his gun and fired, and the thing tumbled off. The boxes he’d grabbed fell to the ground. Through the open door, Meredith saw several more things careening through the store, clambering over debris and prescription bottles to get to them.

				“Leave the medicine, John!” she screamed.

				But John ignored her. He hunched to the ground, recovering the boxes.

			

			
				“Come on!” Meredith screamed.

				John scooped up the medicine just as a handful of creatures spilled through the opening. Meredith aimed her gun.

				“Look out!”

				She squeezed the trigger. The blast rippled through the air, overpowering the creatures’ cries. One of the creatures fell to its knees, tripping up another. But more were coming. The gunfire had bought them time. That was all. John scrambled for the passenger door and threw it open. Meredith raced for the driver’s side. They jumped inside and locked the vehicle, listening to hands pound the exterior.

				The creatures piled out from doorways and alleys.

				It was as if the things had been in hibernation, waiting for the chance to strike. But there was no time to reflect, no time to decipher where they’d come from. Meredith hit the gas and peeled down the street. A few of the creatures clung to the vehicle—one on the passenger-side mirror and another on the hood—but she swerved until they fell off.

				She watched the creatures tumble to the pavement in the rearview. Several more trickled from nearby buildings, as if they were multiplying rather than emerging. Meredith sped past them, relieved to have gotten away.

				“That was close,” John breathed.

				His eyes met hers, and she felt a flood of relief. Just seconds ago, she’d been in danger of losing John—again. The world was an endless cycle of adrenaline and danger, each day another dodge from death.

			

			
				John opened the boxes, perusing the inhalers and canisters.

				“I hope this is the right stuff,” he said.

				“Me, too.”

				She focused on the road, maintaining an even speed. There were a few creatures around them, but none in immediate proximity. She took another turn and rejoined the main thoroughfare.

				Her heart knocked in frantic rhythm. It’d been another dangerous encounter, but at least they’d gotten Quinn’s medicine.

				Her breathing leveled out as she passed the next few blocks. The emerging sun was bright and warm. Aside from the danger they’d just put themselves in, despite the fact that the world had ended, it was a beautiful day. She hoped Quinn was holding up all right. Meredith concentrated on the road, looking forward to putting the trip behind them and getting back to the Sanders’.

				Her trance was shattered by a scream.

				“What was that?” John bolted upright in his seat.

				Meredith glanced in the rearview mirror, trying to pinpoint the source of the noise, but saw only a few roaming creatures.

				“Was that one of them?”

				John shook his head. “I don’t think so. It sounded human.”

				The scream came again.

				“Someone else is out there,” John confirmed.

				They looked at each other for a split second. The screaming had stopped, but Meredith could still hear it echoing in her head.

				“Maybe it was—”

			

			
				The scream turned into a bloodcurdling shriek. It was coming from one of the adjacent streets. Meredith hit the brake and pulled to the side of the road. They couldn’t leave another survivor behind. Not while the person was within earshot, not while Meredith and John were in a position to help.

				She looked at John and swallowed. He nodded.

				Meredith did a U-turn in the road.

			

			
				



			

	


6

				Keller took one last swig of his soda before heaving it from the rooftop. He watched the can plummet, then bounce off the pavement below. The hollow clink drew the attention of several of the creatures, but only for a second—after a brief pause, they returned to devouring the girl.

				It was a beautiful morning, indeed.

				The girl had just stopped screaming, and already Keller missed the noise. Even though she’d gone silent, he could still hear the sound repeating in his ears—a chorus of anguish that he’d cherish forever. Now he contented himself with watching the creatures tear at her remains.

				He smiled at the scene, wiping a thin line of soda from his upper lip. It was still hard to believe he was a free man—free from the agents, free from the rules and constraints of society.

				Even so, it wouldn’t last forever. Sooner or later, someone would restore order. But the infection had bought him some time, that was for sure. And he planned to take full advantage.

				He swung his legs in the air, feeling a tingle of excitement course through him. It was the same feeling he remembered from his childhood—the surge of endorphins that accompanied getting away with something he shouldn’t be doing.

				It was a feeling he was getting used to lately.

				He wiped his hand on his jeans, cleaning off some of the dirt and grime that resided there. He’d switched into plain clothes a few days ago, ditching his agent’s uniform in an abandoned apartment. He’d been lucky enough to find an outfit of comparable size. It hadn’t taken much effort.

			

			
				It was easy to find what you needed when there was no one else around.

				Keller picked up his automatic rifle and stood. Below him, the creatures moaned in a frenzy. They toppled and fell over one another, each trying to secure a piece of the fresh carcass. In spite of what people might think, it wasn’t much different from the world from a week ago. Everyone was always trying to get one step ahead, one more piece of whatever they were looking for. It was a rat race without an end, and one Keller was proud to no longer be a part of.

				Long ago, he’d learned that it was useless to acquire. It was only worthwhile to destroy. Who needed things when they could so easily be stripped away? The only things that mattered were pleasure and pain. Those were worth striving for.

				He’d heard it said once that the only things that stuck with a person—that really adhered to the core of their being—were memories based on trauma and pain. Everything else eventually slipped away, erased by the passage of time.

				It was his goal to build a foundation of those memories. To forget everything that had led him to this point, and work on building a new beginning.

				It was one he deserved, after all. And one that made him feel alive.

				He took aim at the clambering horde below him. The groaning had increased to an uproar. Several of the things were holding up pieces of the girl, displaying their prizes to the world. He aimed at one of them and prepared to squeeze the trigger.

			

			
				He was distracted by movement up the street.

				He lowered the automatic rifle and peered off the rooftop. About a block away, a graffiti-covered SUV was hurtling forward, turning down the block where the girl had once been. Who the hell is that? Keller had been in town several days and had seen very few signs of life. Aside from the girl—or what was left of her—he’d only run into a few other survivors, and he’d already disposed of them.

				It was possible these newcomers had arrived from somewhere else. Maybe they were from a surrounding city—perhaps the outskirts of town.

				In any case, he’d make use of them.

				He’d have to tread carefully, of course. There were others like him out there. He was smart enough to know that. He’d already run into a few nasty sons of bitches. Luckily, he’d been able to overpower them; in a few cases, he’d outwitted them.

				He’d have to see which camp these newcomers fell into.

				He kept his eyes on the approaching vehicle, watching it turn onto the block below. It looked like there were two people inside —a man and a woman. The woman was driving. He watched as the SUV screeched to a halt, suddenly faced by the mob of blood-crazed infected. The tires squealed as it went into reverse. He heard shouting from the vehicle’s occupants, cries of panic. Perhaps they’d heard the screaming and had come to help. If so, they were exactly the type of people he was looking for.

				Keller did his best to stifle his excitement.

				He leaned down and placed the automatic rifle on the rooftop, then regained his stance. The vehicle was making a turn. The driver had cleared the block and was trying to turn the vehicle. The SUV was right below him.

			

			
				Keller shouted frantically at the vehicle, waving his hands.

				“Help! Please!”

				The vehicle continued moving, as if the occupants hadn’t heard him. He cupped his hands over his mouth and yelled louder. His voice echoed off the street below, bouncing off the buildings.

				Finally, a man’s head poked out from the passenger side of the vehicle.

				“Help!” Keller yelled again, his voice hoarse from the strain.

				He waved at the man in the SUV, trying to impress his panic upon him. The man ducked back inside for a second, then popped back out.

				“Hold on!” the man yelled. “We’ll swing around the other side of the building and get you! Can you get down?”

				“I think so!” Keller shouted.

				“We’ll meet you out front!” the man said as he ducked back inside.

				Keller nodded, trying to suppress his smile. He watched the SUV disappear around the block, then headed for the center of the rooftop. He removed the barricade, opened the door, and descended the stairwell.

				Things were going perfectly already.
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				Dan was getting worried. It’d been over an hour since John and Meredith had left. In that time, the sun had crept over the horizon, the birds had filled the air with chatter, and the outside world had brightened. He paced the house, stealing glances from behind boarded windows, listening for the sound of the SUV’s engine.

				His eyes flitted around the rooms. In spite of the chaos outside, the house was clean and in order. Meredith had spent time organizing their belongings, making sure the rooms were neat and arranged. Having a system ensured they could get to everything at a moment’s notice. It also made the house more livable.

				If we’re going to spend time here, we might as well enjoy it, Meredith had suggested.

				Dan perused the stacks of weapons on the kitchen counter. Instead of giving him comfort, they fueled his unease. They were a reminder that Meredith was still out there, that she and John were in harm’s way.

				At least they’re together.

				Over the past few days, Dan had grown to like John. John had proven himself to be honest and dependable, and Dan was glad he’d offered to accompany Meredith. He just hoped the two of them would make it back safe.

				He also hoped they’d gotten Quinn’s medicine.

				Dan slid his forefinger along his pistol. In some small, paranoid way, he’d expected the creatures to swarm the house when the others had left, as if they’d sense the building was less secure. Luckily, that hadn’t happened.

			

			
				The creatures were vicious and violent, but they weren’t that cunning.

				He padded down the hall to check on Quinn.

				About twenty minutes ago, Quinn had fallen asleep. He peered in now, watching her. She seemed so calm and serene.

				How long had she been having the asthma attack? He pictured Quinn lying in bed, too respectful to rouse the others. In spite of that, Quinn was growing more resilient by the day. Although he’d tried to shelter her, she’d seen and been through more than he cared to imagine.

				He was grateful she’d held up as well as she had.

				He mulled over the events of the past few days. Thanks to the agents’ food, as well as the vegetables they’d procured from the Sanders’ garden, they’d been able to eat and drink without worry, limiting their concerns to the wandering infected. At the same time, he knew their supplies wouldn’t last. Sooner or later they’d run out of provisions.

				Should they leave first?

				Would it be better to set out for one of the surrounding states while they still had supplies? Head up north? As much as Dan appreciated the position they were in, he knew it wasn’t permanent.

				Each minute they stayed was a blessing, but also a gamble.

				He walked back to the kitchen and perused the items on the counter, envisioning packing them in the SUV. Although they’d talked about departing, no one had felt comfortable committing to a timeline. Not with the infected still roaming the streets. Their tentative plan had been to wait out the virus, watching for signs that the infected had perished.

			

			
				He peered out into the backyard, catching sight of the bodies of the infected he’d killed. A few birds picked at the remains, their beaks jabbing and spearing in unison. It was as if they were performing a mundane task rather than consuming something that had once been alive. He’d have to bury the bodies.

				The stench of death was one Dan would never get used to.

				He longed for the day when he’d never have to smell it again.

				He pictured his daughter in the bedroom. Even from the kitchen, he could hear the faint sound of her breathing. A firm resolve took root in the pit of Dan’s stomach.

				One way or the other, they’d make it through this. He’d get Quinn to safety for good.

				I promise you, honey.
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				Meredith flung her arm over the seat and went into reverse. In front of them, she could hear the roar of the infected, their cries filling the empty streets. The woman had ceased screaming. The only evidence left that she’d existed was her blood-covered remains wrapped around the hands of the creatures that had devoured her. They waved their arms at Meredith and John’s vehicle as if trying to flag them down. Meredith and John were too late.

				But there was another survivor. A man on the roof.

				“Swing around to the other side of the building and we’ll pick him up!” John yelled.

				Having gained some clearance from the horde, Meredith attempted a U-turn. The power steering squeaked and groaned as she wrenched the wheel. Several of the creatures had finished their meal, and they broke away from the feast, staggering toward the vehicle.

				A few of them lunged, but Meredith gunned the accelerator and took off down the road. John kept his eyes on the mirrors while she looked for an unobstructed place to turn. They’d ended up on Prospect Street, one of the main thoroughfares of the town. There were several cut-through roads nearby. Unfortunately, most of them were obstructed.

				She finally found a turnoff a few blocks down, and she cut the wheel and tore down it. Even though they’d escaped the gruesome scene, the creatures were still following them. She could hear their groans in the distance. They didn’t have much time.

			

			
				She veered left and cut back onto a parallel street.

				“Do you think he made it down from the roof?” she asked.

				“I sure as hell hope so.”

				Meredith peered behind them. In just a few minutes, the car had become a moving target. As they passed by entrances and alleyways, several more infected sprung from the shadows, as if woken from sleep. Maybe they’d reserved their strength for one last run at the survivors.

				The building the man had been standing on was a few blocks up. It was a factory, and the front contained a multitude of doors and docks. Although some of the doors were intact, others were smashed, and she could see inside through several gaping holes. From the looks of it, the building was far from secure. It was no wonder the man had ended up on the roof.

				She pulled up along front, but there was no sign of the survivor.

				“Shit,” John muttered. He fingered his pistol, eyeing the street warily. The immediate vicinity was clear, but they could sense movement around them, a ripple that seemed to be spreading.

				Meredith clenched the steering wheel, trying to stave off panic. Up until this moment, they’d been on the move, running on a constant stream of adrenaline, and now they were stagnant. Should they leave? Should they wait? She glanced at the horn, wondering if she should hit it to signal the man.

			

			
				“What should we do?” she asked.

				“Sit tight. Give him another minute.”

				“Okay.”

				The engine purred beneath them, as if they were nothing more than motorists at a red light, waiting for a signal. A crash sounded in the distance. Then an inhuman wail. The town was teeming with infected. Even though Meredith couldn’t see them, she could feel them moving in the direction of the SUV, guided by some pheromone-driven instinct.

				The instinct to kill and to consume.

				She squinted, struggling to see inside the rows of smashed windows and doors. The building was shrouded in darkness. If the survivor was inside, there was no sign of him.

				She glanced at the road ahead. She lowered the window.

				“Hello?” she yelled.

				Her voice bounced off the front of the buildings, and she heard several groans in response. Not quite the answer she was looking for.

				“What if he’s already dead?” she asked.

				“I’ll go inside,” John suggested, already reaching for the door handle. “Just for a minute. If I don’t see anything, I’ll come right back out and we’ll leave.”

				“John, no. I mean it.”

				“I’ll be quick, Meredith.”

				He tugged the handle and jumped out into the street, robbing her of the chance to argue. She locked the doors behind him. Her heart thudded in her chest; her nerves prickled her insides.

				John took off at a run, sprinting around several bodies to get to the nearest entrance. When he reached a partially opened garage door, he paused and peered into the darkness. Then he ducked underneath.

			

			
				With John out of sight, Meredith’s dread increased tenfold. Her eyes jumped from place to place. The street. The side-mirrors. The rearview. A few of the creatures scrambled down a neighboring street, making their way toward her.

				Come on, John.

				As awful as she felt for the other man, they couldn’t wait forever. They’d be no help to anyone if they were dead.

				Hurry up. Get out of there.

				She repeated the words in her head like a mantra, as if saying them would coax her companion into appearing. But the building remained dark and lifeless, just as it’d been when he’d entered.

				A few other creatures slunk from nearby buildings. They locked their sights on the SUV, approaching fast. She lifted the gun from her lap, aiming it at the driver’s-side window. Her feet were shaking. Without realizing it, her foot slipped off the brake, and the car rolled forward.

				“Dammit!”

				The movement startled her, and she jolted in her seat. The creatures were getting close.

				For a split second, she imagined throwing the car into park and hopping out, going in after John. But that’d be suicide. There’d be no way she’d make it back to the SUV in time.

				She rolled the window down a crack, desperate.

				“John!” she screamed. “Where are you?”

				No answer.

			

			
				“We need to leave!”

				One of the creatures hissed from behind the SUV, only ten feet away. She heard a bang from her right and saw the face of an infected pressed against the passenger-side glass.

				Meredith screamed.

				The infected person’s teeth were yellowed and caked with blood, its eyes black and hollow. It opened its mouth wide, shrieking. She couldn’t wait any longer. She had to move.

				She’d just started to accelerate when a gunshot rang out. The infected dropped from sight, and a voice sprung from outside the SUV. Someone tugged on the passenger-side door handle, and John’s face appeared at the glass, as if he’d been there all along.

				“Open up, Meredith!” he shouted.

				She reached over and manually unlocked his door. He swung it open, his breath ragged, his face red. “Open the back, too!” he yelled.

				She spun in her seat and followed his gaze, surprised to find another man waiting at the window.

				[image: Horror-01.psd]


				The car, which had been silent just moments before, was now filled with the gasps and commotion of men. John began to navigate, directing Meredith as she pulled away from the scene. The newcomer huffed nervously.

				“Over there! Look out!” John yelled.

				Meredith took the turns with unsteady hands.

				The newly emerged infected were everywhere, swarming the street. Between the shouts, the noise of the car, and the gunshots, the SUV had drawn out the remaining creatures in the area. Several bodies glanced off the hood of the car, and Meredith swerved left and right as if she were a grand prix driver in an obstacle course.

			

			
				Before long, she’d maneuvered out of the area, and she cut down several streets, heading for the road that would take them home.

				Her heart pumped furiously; sweat clung to her brow.

				“That was some good driving,” the man in the backseat said.

				Meredith took in the passenger for the first time.

				“Thanks,” she replied. “Are you all right, mister?”

				“I’ll manage,” the man said.

				The man glanced at his lap, then back up at her in the mirror. His hair was dark and disheveled, his eyes brown and piercing.

				“If I’m hurt, I certainly don’t feel it,” he added with a smile.

				Her body surged with relief. Somehow they’d gotten out of the situation intact. Not only her and John, but this man, as well.

				“What’s your name?” she asked.

				“Tim. Tim Keller.”

				“I’m Meredith, and this is John.”

				“John and I introduced ourselves in the factory building,” he said. “I owe you my life. If you hadn’t come, I’d have been stuck up there forever.”

				“Are you from Settler’s Creek?” Meredith asked. She didn’t recognize him.

				“No,” Tim replied. “I’m from Texas. I hit the road shortly after all this shit happened. I’ve been trapped in that factory building for days. When I heard screaming, I went up to the roof to see what was going on, but by the time I got there…that poor girl was already getting ripped apart.”

			

			
				The man wiped his eyes.

				“There was nothing you could’ve done,” Meredith said. “Nothing any of us could’ve done.”

				“If I’d gone to the street instead of the roof…”

				“Don’t blame yourself. There’s no way you could’ve been prepared for this. No way any of us could. You wouldn’t have been able to fight all of them.”

				The words brought tears to Meredith’s eyes. The guilt the man was feeling was the same thing she’d struggled with since Julie’s death. Although she was grateful to have been reunited with Dan and Quinn, the loss of her only sister gnawed at her soul, tearing away a piece at a time. Her life had become an endless game of what ifs and should haves, and she didn’t know if she’d ever rid herself of the blame.

				“Are you folks alone?” Tim asked.

				“No,” Meredith replied. She paused, sizing the man up. Although she was hesitant to trust anyone, he seemed nice enough. “We’re staying with my brother-in-law and my niece at a house outside town.”

				“At least you all ended up together.”

				“They came from Arizona,” Meredith clarified. “My sister lived there, too, but she was infected. She didn’t survive.”

				Tim nodded gravely.

				“I’m sorry to hear that. I lost my entire family in this thing. I think we’ll all have lost someone before this is done.”
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				Dan was still at the back window when he heard a car coming up the driveway. Meredith and John. Relief overtook him, and he wiped his brow. A few minutes prior, he’d heard Quinn stirring.

				“Quinn? You awake?”

				He heard her muffled response from the bedroom as he walked to the living room. He peered out between the boards. The SUV was parked in the driveway. He squinted as he tried to identify the forms through the windshield.

				To his surprise, Meredith and John weren’t the only occupants.

				A man he didn’t recognize was in the backseat. Was it one of Meredith’s friends from town? He watched as the three of them departed the vehicle. From what he could tell, the occupants were uninjured. Thank God.


				“Daddy?”

				Dan looked away from the window to find his daughter padding into the living room. She rubbed her eyes. Her hair was tangled and she looked more rested than before, although to his worried ear, she still sounded slightly out of breath.

				“Is Aunt Meredith back?”

				“Yes, honey. She made it. And she looks fine. I’m going to go outside and meet them. Why don’t you stay here?”

				The little girl nodded. He made his way to the rear door, removed the barricade, and opened it. He stepped outside.

			

			
				The three SUV occupants came around the corner—Meredith, then John, then the stranger. Meredith and John were still carrying the weapons they’d left with, but the new man was unarmed.

				“We made it,” Meredith said, the relief on her face apparent.

				“And we got what we needed. At least, I think we did.” John reached into his pocket, pulling out several inhalers and refill canisters. He handed them to Dan.

				Dan nodded. “This is perfect. Thanks. I’m going to give Quinn a dose when we get inside. Who’s this?”

				The man with dark hair gave him a nod. “I’m Tim Keller. Meredith and John saved my life.”

				“Are you from town?”

				“No. I’m from Texas, actually.”

				“How’d you get to Settler’s Creek?”

				“I’ve been on the road for days. I’ve been trying to get away from everything that was happening out west, but it just seems to get worse and worse the farther I go. My car broke down two days ago, and I’ve been stuck in town ever since. I ended up in a factory building.”

				Tim heaved a sigh. By the looks of it, he’d been through as much as the rest of them.

				Dan glanced at the empty fields around them, catching a glimpse of the dead bodies. “Okay. Let’s get inside. We can talk more in there.”

				The four of them entered the house.

				When they stepped through the door, Quinn caught sight of Meredith and John. She immediately sprung for them.

			

			
				“I missed you, Aunt Meredith.”

				“Missed you, too, kiddo,” Meredith said, hugging her.

				“Don’t leave me again.”

				“I won’t.”

				After securing the door, Dan gave Quinn a dose of the inhaler. Then he offered Tim some food and water, which the man gratefully accepted.

				“Thanks. It’s been a hard couple of days, as you can imagine.”

				“I’m sure it has,” Dan said.

				The group hovered around the new man in a half-circle. It’d been days since they’d encountered another survivor, and Tim’s appearance added not only a tinge of hope, but also a welcome reprieve from their isolated existence.

				The group waited impatiently for him to finish his water.

				“Did you see anyone else in town?” Dan asked, once the man had swallowed.

				“Nope. Nobody except the woman we lost.”

				Dan furrowed his brow. “Woman?”

				“There was another survivor in town,” Meredith explained. “But we didn’t make it to her in time. The creatures got to her. Tim was on top of a factory building when we spotted him.”

				Dan nodded gravely.

				“For a while I thought everyone was dead, and it was just me and those things,” Tim said, shaking his head.

				“Well, it could be worse.” Dan shrugged. “Sometimes I think we’re better off not running into anyone, with all the maniacs that are out there.” He eyed the newcomer as he said it, trying to gauge the man’s intentions. From what he could tell, Tim was being honest. But he couldn’t be too careful.

			

			
				“I hear you.”

				“Where did you say you were from again?” Dan quizzed.

				“Texas. San Antonio.”

				“So you must have arrived on I-40,” Dan said.

				“Yep. It looked like the military had a blockade in place at one time, but when I got there, they were all dead,” Tim said, his eyes downcast. “I’m surprised I made it this far.”

				Dan nodded. He briefed the man on the situation as far as they knew it. He explained the role of the agents, the theory that the virus was contracted through contaminated food and drink, and the suspicion that the survivors were immune. He concluded with his daughter’s asthma attack.

				“I’m sorry to hear about your troubles, young lady,” Tim said, giving Quinn a smile. “But I’m sure glad you got your medicine.”

				After finishing the food Dan had given him, Tim stifled a yawn. His eyes were glazed and bloodshot.

				“Listen,” Dan said. “We have beds in the other room, if you’d like to get some rest.”

				“I’d feel bad sleeping. Can I help you out with something?”

				“You just got here, Tim. There’ll be plenty of time for that. Get some rest.”

				“I’ll show you to the bedroom,” Meredith offered.

				Tim thanked the group, and Meredith led him out of the kitchen and down the hallway. Dan watched him walk off.

			

			
				As far as Dan could tell, Tim was another civilian caught in the madness. Dan was still in awe that the man was alive and that his companions had found him. In a world where everyone seemed to have died, finding another survivor seemed nothing short of a miracle.
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				“I’ll take its legs,” Dan said.

				Dan grabbed the infected body by the ankles, and John tucked his hands under its armpits. They lifted the body off the ground and carried it across the grass, heading for a makeshift burial ground they’d established a few days earlier.

				In the daylight, Dan was able to make out the details of the creature. The infected person had once been a man in his fifties with a button-up work shirt and dusty, blood-drenched jeans. Dan pegged him for a farmer or factory worker from town. Although it was possible Meredith had known him, she hadn’t mentioned anything, and Dan hadn’t pressed the issue. Dan and John had offered to remove the bodies while she stayed inside.

				It was bad enough watching the world disintegrate, but it was worse when the afflicted were people you had known. He’d told her to keep a close eye on Quinn and Tim.

				The mid-morning sun streamed down from above. Dan blinked the sweat from his eyes.

				“How bad is it in town?” he asked John.

				“There are still a lot of them. But they seem slower.”

			

			
				“I’m hoping they’ll all end up like these.”

				Dan glanced down at the dead infected they were carrying, recalling how lethargic it’d been, and John nodded. They shuffled sideways until they’d reached the edge of the property. A patch of dirt marked the grave where they’d buried the infected over the past few days. They’d left a shovel nearby.

				Dan started digging.

				“I appreciate you going to town like that,” he said. “I was worried about Quinn.”

				“It’s the least I can do. She’s a good kid.”

				Dan smiled with pride. “She sure is. What do you think of Tim?”

				“He seems nice. He was awfully upset about the survivor we lost in town. Meredith and I caught a glimpse of what happened to the girl. It wasn’t pretty. Those things were all over her, man—there wasn’t much left when we got there.”

				“Does he seem stable?”

				Dan set down his shovel, meeting John’s eyes.

				“I think so,” John replied. “But I mean, how stable are any of us, really?”

				Dan sighed. “This whole thing is enough to break anybody. I told Meredith to keep alert, just in case. He seems nice, but you can never be too careful. How about you, John? How are you coping?”

				“Some days I feel fine, but other days I sit back and think about all of it…and it’s almost more than I can handle, you know?”

				“I know the feeling.”

				“I keep hoping I’ll wake up one morning and things will be different.”

				“Me too. But they’ll get better. They have to. Once we can get out of here, we’ll find help. I’m confident it’s out there. We just have to wait for the right time to leave.”

			

			
				“I agree.”

				“Once those things die out, we’ll get the hell out of here.”

				With the hole dug, the men hoisted the body into the grave, then shoveled dirt on top of it. They returned to the backyard, repeating the process two more times. When the last infected had been buried, Dan speared the shovel into the ground next to the shallow graves and stopped to catch his breath.

				John gazed at the burial plots.

				“Do you want to say anything?” Dan asked.

				“No.” John shook his head. “Whatever was left of these people died a long time ago.”

				Dan agreed. Without another word, they departed for the house.
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				Keller lay on the bed with his eyes closed, pretending he was asleep. After all the things he’d seen and done, he should’ve been tired, but instead, he was wide awake. His brain felt like it was on fast forward.

				Meredith and Quinn’s voices wafted in from the other room. It took every ounce of control he had not to go out and take advantage of them. He envisioned the stash of weapons he’d seen on the counter, the piles of neatly organized provisions next to them.

				In a matter of seconds, he could have a weapon in his hand, and he could be shooting them or slitting one of their throats. He was confident he could overpower them. That wasn’t the issue. The problem was the men outside. Once they heard the commotion, they’d come running. He could probably stave them off for a while, giving him time to do what he wanted, but there was a risk he wouldn’t get out alive.

				The smartest move was to bide his time. That way he could arrange scenarios that were new and exciting—things he hadn’t already done.

				He thought of the girl he’d killed in town. They’d bought his story about her. The only regret he had was leaving his automatic rifle on the rooftop. But he’d done what he had to do. It was best to appear weak and unarmed to garner their sympathy and their trust.

				He could always get another weapon later.

				In the living room, the girls’ voices grew a decibel louder. They were playing a card game; by the sounds of it, Quinn was winning. Keller opened his eyes, inched out of the covers, and placed his feet on the floor. The room was simple and plain, stripped of most of the furniture. The two windows had been boarded up, allowing a few thin rays of sunlight inside.

			

			
				He paused, making sure no one had heard him, and then stood, hoping the floors wouldn’t creak. They didn’t. His boots were next to the bed. He left them there and padded across the room in his socks.

				Meredith had closed the door after showing him to the bedroom. He kept his eyes locked on it, listening to the noises from the other room. After a moment, he put his hand on the doorknob. He gave it a slight turn.

				It moved soundlessly.

				Using two hands, he guided the door open. Within seconds, he had a partial view of the hallway. Although he couldn’t see the living room in its entirety, he caught a glimpse of the two girls. Meredith had set up next to one of the windows. Every few seconds, she glanced outside, keeping watch while playing cards.

				His eyes drifted over her skin. It’d feel so good to cut her.

				He felt his pulse ratcheting up. He envisioned gliding down the hall and reaching one of the weapons in the kitchen. He’d even smile while he did it. They’d never know what was coming. His eyes wandered to the pistol on the table next to Meredith.

				Dan and John had been gone for about twenty minutes, and they’d likely be back soon. He retreated from the doorway and pulled the door back into place. It clicked loudly.

			

			
				Dammit.

				He froze and gritted his teeth. The girls had stopped talking. Had they heard him? It didn’t matter. He’d say he was getting up to go to the bathroom, or that he wasn’t able to sleep.

				Who’d blame him, after all he’d been through? Keller grinned.

				“Was that Tim?” he heard Quinn ask.

				“I don’t think so. Let’s keep it down so we don’t wake him.”

				The girls resumed their conversation, speaking at a lower volume. Keller stifled a laugh. Even though he wasn’t tired, maybe it was time to sleep. He’d need to recharge in order to accomplish all the things he had planned.

				He tiptoed back to bed and slid under the covers.

				Then he fell peacefully to sleep.
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				Dan looked up at the sky, thinking he’d heard something overhead. “What was that?”

				John furrowed his brow. “I didn’t hear anything.”

				They glanced at the horizon, but there was no sign of activity. Dan removed his pistol, holding it at waist level. The day was hot and windless, and the area had returned to quiet, interrupted only by the occasional caws of birds.

				“I must be imagining things.” Dan shrugged.

				“You look tired, Dan. When’s the last time you had any sleep?”

				The pair continued walking, and Dan did his best to remember. Between Quinn’s asthma attack, his altercation with the creatures, and his night watch, he hadn’t slept in nearly twenty-four hours.

				“Man, it has been a while.”

				“Why don’t you take a turn when we get back inside,” John offered. “Meredith and I will hold everything down.”

				Dan stretched his arms, trying to shake out the tiredness, but the truth was that he was exhausted. He envisioned the bed waiting inside, and felt a swell of gratitude. Given what they’d been through, it felt good to have halfway decent accommodations.

				When they reached the back door of the house, Dan rapped lightly to alert his sister-in-law. He heard the sound of objects being moved, then the door swung open to admit them. Quinn was in the living room, bent over a game of cards. Meredith smiled.

			

			
				“She’s beating me, Dan.”

				“She’s ruthless at ‘go fish,’” Dan said with a smile.

				“It’s not ‘go fish,’ Daddy. I’m too old for that. Meredith taught me how to play poker.”

				Dan shook his head, but kept his smile. He walked in, letting John in behind them, and then set up the barricade.

				“Everything calm out there?” he asked Meredith, who’d reclaimed her seat by the front window.

				“No problems. Tim’s still asleep. Judging by how tired he looked, I’m guessing he’ll be out for a while.”

				“I’m exhausted,” Dan admitted. “I might take a nap myself.”

				“Go ahead,” Meredith replied.

				“Daddy, want to play poker with me when you wake up?” Quinn asked, her eyes hopeful.

				“That sounds nice, honey. Maybe we’ll have some lunch, then we’ll play. Does that sound all right to everyone?”

				The group agreed, and Dan bid them all goodnight. As he walked down the hall to the second bedroom, he stopped at the first door, listening for sounds from the man inside. He heard a thin snore.

				Tim has the right idea, Dan thought.

				The way things had been, it was best to get all the sleep you could while you could get it.
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				After napping, Dan prepared a lunch of fresh vegetables for his companions. When they were finished eating, he played cards with Quinn while Meredith and John kept watch out the windows.

			

			
				“I’ll deal, Daddy,” Quinn said.

				Dan smiled and sat back in the chair, watching his daughter shuffle. It was amazing how much she’d grown. Despite the atrocities they’d witnessed, despite the losses they’d suffered, she possessed the courage of someone well past her age.

				If only Julie were alive to see her…

				Dan stifled a yawn. He’d slept, but rest had been fitful, filled with twisted versions of the things he’d been through. Thankfully, the details of his nightmares had faded. He heard a door open down the hall, and Tim walked in and sat on a nearby couch. The man’s clothing was dirt-stained and disheveled, but he’d removed some of the grime from his face.

				“How’d you sleep?” Dan asked.

				“Better than at the factory building,” Tim replied.

				“You said you were there for two days?”

				“Yes. Every time I tried to leave, the things swarmed me. I kept running back inside and finding rooms to lock myself in. Each time, it took the things hours to leave. I’d hear them groaning as they wandered through the building. I don’t think I slept an hour. It wasn’t until they found that girl that they all wandered outside.”

				“It sounds awful, what happened to her.”

				Tim nodded. “It was. If it weren’t for Meredith and John, I’d probably still be in that building, waiting to be torn apart, just like her…” Tim lowered his head, wiping his eyes.

				“There was nothing you could’ve done,” Dan assured him.

			

			
				Tim composed himself and stared at the wall. Dan felt a surge of pity for the man. He reached out to accept several cards from Quinn. “You’re from San Antonio, right?”

				“Yep. I’ve lived there most of my life, until recently.”

				“What’d you do for work?”

				“Odd jobs, mostly. Some painting, some carpentry. Whatever I could find to pay the bills. My whole family lived there, but none of them survived…I was the only one who wasn’t infected. That’s why I took to the road.”

				“I’m sorry to hear about your family.”

				Dan stared at the cards in his hand, plagued with losses of his own. Just a few weeks ago, his life had been filled with co-workers and friends, people he’d never imagined leaving behind. He was still studying the cards when John poked his head out from the kitchen. “Dan, I forgot to mention we’re out of gas.”

				“We are?”

				“Yep,” he said. “I noticed it on the way back from town.”

				“Do we have an extra can?”

				“It’s almost gone. We’ve used it up running for supplies over the past few days. We’re going to need more.”

				Dan nodded. Given the supply runs they’d been taking, he wasn’t surprised. The SUV consumed more fuel than his station wagon did. Meredith crossed from the kitchen into the living room.

				“We’ve already searched most of the surrounding neighbors’ houses,” she said. “But there are a few more streets up north we haven’t been to.”

			

			
				“How far?”

				“About a ten-minute drive.”

				Dan nodded. Although their luck might’ve held up this far, there was no telling when they’d need to leave in a hurry. It was best to be prepared. He glanced at the cracks between the boarded windows, catching a glimpse of the sun. It was mid-afternoon. That should give them plenty of time to make a run before nightfall.

				“I’d rather not wait on it.”

				“Do you think we should all go? Maybe Quinn should stay here with one of us,” John suggested.

				“I’ll go alone,” Dan said. “I’ll be fine. Can you give me directions, Meredith?”

				“Okay. You sure you don’t want me to come?” She bit her lip. Although she’d been calm a minute before, the prospect of leaving seemed to have unsettled her. It looked like she was still rattled from her trip to town.

				“I’ll go,” Tim said.

				Dan looked over in surprise. He was still getting used to the idea of another person in the group, let alone another pair of hands to help. But the offer was a welcome one nonetheless. He glanced at Meredith and John. Neither argued.

				“I appreciate it, Tim,” Dan said. He stood and handed the cards to Meredith. “Would you mind taking over?”

				Meredith smiled. “Sure.”

				Quinn frowned at him. “Another rain check, Daddy?”

				“I’m sorry. We’ll finish when I get back,” Dan said.

			

			
				“Don’t worry, Daddy, I understand,” Quinn said. She smiled as he kissed her forehead.

				Dan checked the pistol and knives on his waist. Then he motioned for Tim to follow him to the kitchen. He sorted through the weapons they had stockpiled there.

				“How good a shot are you?” Dan asked. He studied Tim’s face. Tim seemed nervous, but eager to help.

				“I’m not the greatest, but I can handle myself.”

				Dan selected a pistol and some spare ammunition for the man. Then Dan grabbed several more guns for himself—a rifle, another pistol, and extra ammo. He listened as Meredith relayed directions to the neighborhood. After committing them to memory, Dan moved the barricade and unlocked the back door.

				“We’ll be back soon,” he called over his shoulder.

				“Be careful,” Meredith warned.

				Quinn said goodbye from somewhere inside. It sounded like she was still focused on the cards. Dan sighed. As nerve-wracking as it was leaving her behind, at least she’d be with John and Meredith.

				He glanced over at his new companion.

				“You ready?”

				Tim smiled nervously. “Yep. Let’s get this over with.”
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				Dan gazed at the roadside from behind the wheel of the SUV. Grassy fields covered the landscape in all directions, making the faded road seem like it’d been paved by mistake. Over the past few days, Dan had gotten familiar with roads surrounding the Sanders’ farm, but the lack of development never failed to surprise him. As small as St. Matthews was, it was more densely populated than this.

				The landscape in Oklahoma was sparse and beautiful.

				He glanced at his companion. Tim turned his pistol in his hand, as if he were holding a weapon for the first time. Dan wondered if the man had lied about using one.

				“Are you sure you’re okay with using the gun?”

				“Yes.”

				“Have you killed many of them?” Dan inquired. “The creatures?”

				The man grimaced. “At least a dozen. It never sits right with me, though. Every time I do it, I wonder if there might be a cure for this thing, and if I might be killing someone who could be saved.”

				Dan thought back to his time in St. Matthews. He’d felt the same way. He could still recall the first encounters he’d had with the creatures—with Julie in his dining room, with the things in his living room and garage. The infected had invaded his home. His life. They’d taken over everything, and nothing had been the same since.

				“I used to feel that way, too,” Dan admitted. “You know what I started telling myself, when I wonder if I’m doing the right thing?”

			

			
				Tim shook his head.

				“I tell myself that we all have to survive, and when this ends, we’ll have to accept what we’ve done and move on.”

				“I sure hope so,” Tim said.

				Dan glanced back out the window.

				Outside, he recognized several of the houses they’d already searched. Like the Sanders’ farm, most of the properties were set back from the road and sat at the end of long driveways. As he passed each one, he envisioned the layout of the rooms, the items they’d taken, and the bodies they’d encountered. He hoped the houses they were traveling to now would be empty. A vacant home was a symbol of hope. Where there were no bodies, there was a chance the residents were still safe and alive. That gave Dan faith that he and his companions would one day find sanctuary of their own.

				Meredith’s directions were accurate, and soon Dan spotted several houses in the distance. He pulled into the driveway of the first one, approaching at a crawl. The house was light blue, with black shutters and a wide porch. The front door was open. Several porch chairs sat empty, as if the occupants had gone inside for a beverage refill and would be out momentarily.

				He doubted that was the case.

				Next to the house was a two-car detached garage. The doors were open. A single battered car occupied one of the parking spaces. The other spot was taken by a tractor and tools. Dan parked the SUV and stared at the open front door, then rolled down the window a crack. He listened. The property was silent. He looked out over the lawn. It was well maintained. Though he couldn’t quite see mow marks, he could envision them in the grass.

			

			
				Tim waited for instructions.

				“Let’s check the house first,” Dan said. “Make sure we don’t have company. We don’t want any surprises.”

				Leaving the key in the ignition, he opened the door and started up the driveway, cutting across the grass. He motioned for his companion to follow. Through the front door, he spotted an empty living room and a kitchen. He crept closer. The layout was similar to the Sanders’. Everything appeared in order.

				Seeing nothing suspicious, Dan walked up the steps and stepped across the threshold, aiming his gun. He was immediately greeted by the smell of death. He coughed and lifted his collar above his nose. Behind him, Tim gagged.

				Farther in the living room, two bodies were sprawled on the floor, their entrails unraveled. The creatures had gotten to them. Flies buzzed and circled, and Dan shooed them away.

				He stepped past the gruesome scene and into the kitchen. Other than the insects, the house was silent and still, as if the place had been vacant for a long time. Dan noticed a few kitchen drawers were hanging open. The place had already been stripped. It looked like they hadn’t been the first people to come across the place.

				After checking the house, they headed for the garage.

			

			
				“I’m sure they’ll have a gas can, with that tractor in there,” Dan said. “Hopefully no one took it already.”

				The garage smelled of damp wood and grass clippings. The sedan was ransacked, the tires flattened. Dan lowered his gun and searched near the tractor. Tim walked around the sedan, exploring the other side.

				Dan noted some gardening tools, bags of mulch, and watering cans. Past them, hidden behind flowerpots, was a gas can. Dan felt a surge of relief. He read the label on a dirty piece of masking tape that had been adhered to the side. “Straight gas. We’re in luck.”

				He hefted the gas can in the air. At the same time, something flashed in his peripheral vision. When he looked up, Tim was pointing the pistol at him.

				Before Dan could react, Tim fired.

				Dan dropped to the ground, but he was too late to avoid a bullet. The gas can clattered to the cement. He waited for the pain of being shot, but it never came.

				Instead, he heard a groan a few feet behind him, then the thud of a body hitting the garage floor. When he spun, Dan saw a creature flailing on the ground, blood spitting from its neck. The thing was tall and thin, sporting a baseball cap and a ragged beard. Its shirt was covered in gore.

				He hadn’t even heard it enter.

				The creature gave one final heave and grew still.

				“Holy shit.” Dan looked at Tim incredulously. “You saved my ass.”

			

			
				“I didn’t mean to scare you.”

				“I thought you weren’t a good shot?”

				Tim smiled and wiped a bead of sweat from his forehead.

				“I guess I got lucky.”
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				Thankfully, the gas can was full, and after loading the can into the SUV, Dan and Tim drove toward the next house. Adrenaline still coursed through Dan’s body. If it weren’t for the watchful eyes of his companion, he would’ve been wounded, maybe even killed. Perhaps the man was more experienced than he let on.

				“I appreciate what you did for me back there, Tim,” Dan said.

				“No problem. It’s the least I can do, considering what you folks have done for me.” Tim smiled. “You saved my life.”

				“Where’d you learn to shoot like that?”

				“My dad used to take me to the ranges when I was a kid. He always said I had a knack for it, but I didn’t believe him.”

				“Well, lucky for me, your dad was right.”

				There was no fuel at the second property, but at the third, they found another gallon of gas. Satisfied with the take, Dan and Tim returned to the SUV, heading back in the direction of the Sanders’. Late afternoon was approaching, and the sun had lowered slightly in the sky. The diminishing light was a reminder for Dan to keep moving. Nightfall was hours away, but one could never count on safe travels.

			

			
				What they’d just encountered was proof of that. Thank God Tim had been there to help him.

				Tim stared out the window, taking in the rolling fields and hills. Dan wondered what was going through the man’s mind. For the past week, Dan’s life had been filled with silent prayer—thanking God for each day he and the others survived. Maybe Tim was having similar thoughts.

				After a few moments, Tim broke the silence. “Meredith mentioned you folks might be heading out east.”

				“That’s the plan. Once the infected get weaker, we’re going to head for safety.”

				“It’ll be strange when the infected are gone.” Tim paused, staring wistfully at the road. “So many people dead…so many lives lost…”

				“I hear you. But it’ll be safer, at least.”

				“Yep,” Tim said. “No question about that.”
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				With Dan and Tim out of sight, John’s fears fermented. The girls sat across from him, engaged in a card game, but he was much too restless to sit and play. After watching them a while, John got up and paced the house. He explored each room, checking and re-checking the cabinets and drawers, as if he might’ve missed something in the days prior. Ernie followed him, panting happily, his paws clicking the hardwood.

				John felt bad going through the Sanders’ belongings. Even though he knew they were deceased, it didn’t seem right. He’d met the Sanders several times while dating Meredith, and they’d seemed like nice people. It was hard to imagine them transformed into snarling, rabid beasts. He was glad he hadn’t had to witness that.

				After perusing the kitchen and the bedrooms, John wandered back into the living room. “I’m going to head outside and get some air,” he told the girls.

				“Okay,” Meredith said.

				“Will you be all right?”

				“We’ll be fine.”

				John removed the barricade and stepped out into the yard. Meredith secured the house behind him. The fresh air was a blessing after being indoors. For the past week, John had felt cooped up and contained. John preferred the smell of the grass and the natural gust of the wind to the stale air of a house.

				He looked out over the Sanders’ sprawling property. In front of him was the small garden they’d been tending. Several semi-ripe tomatoes hung on the vine, sharing space with cucumbers, squash, and carrots. At the end of the driveway was the barn, which they’d locked to avoid the prying hands of the creatures. The property stretched as far as the eye could see, transforming from well-kept grass to untended fields and brush.

			

			
				There were no other properties in sight.

				He was startled by the sound of an engine. Dan and Tim. John headed for the driveway. He stared past Meredith’s pickup, expecting to find the graffiti-covered SUV rolling toward him. But there was nothing there.

				He listened as the noise increased, but saw nothing in the driveway or the road. His brow furrowed. It took him a minute to realize the noise wasn’t coming from the driveway, but from the sky. He looked up.

				A chopper was flying in the distance. John lifted his hand to his head, using his palm as a visor. The helicopter was a mile or so from the property.

				His heart filled with hope, then fear. Was it help?

				“John? Do you hear that?”

				When he glanced behind him, Meredith was running out into the yard.

				She sprinted in the direction of the chopper, waving her hands, but the helicopter was too far away to see them. They screamed into the sky until their voices were hoarse, but in less than a minute, the chopper was out of sight. The pilot stayed his course.

				“Dammit!” John yelled.

				He held his side, fighting for breath. Meredith did the same. While regaining his breath, John studied the sky, hoping the aircraft would return, but there was no sign of it.

			

			
				“This is good news,” John said, after a minute. “This means someone’s out there. This means we’re not alone.”

				“Did you see the markings? It looked like the military,” Meredith said, her face flushed.

				“Where do you think it was headed?”

				“It looked like it was flying toward Abbotsville.”

				Abbotsville, the town adjacent to Settler’s Creek, had a population twice the size of the one they were in. Or at least, it had before the infection.

				The pair fell silent, then turned toward the house. Quinn was standing in the doorway.

				“Did they see us, Aunt Meredith?” the little girl asked.

				“I don’t think so, sweetie,” Meredith replied. “But it looks like they’re headed for the next town over.”

				Quinn’s face lit up with hope. “Do you think they’ll come back?”

				“I’m not sure,” Meredith admitted. “But if we can get to Abbotsville in time, maybe we can…”

				“…Get the heck out of here,” Quinn finished. She smiled.

				The little girl’s hope was contagious. John couldn’t help the feeling that maybe somehow, things were going to turn around. The group stood in a huddle for several seconds, processing what they’d seen and heard. As dangerous as leaving would be, the helicopter was the most promising thing they’d seen in days.

				“We have to tell Dan as soon as he gets back,” Meredith said. They were almost at the house when John heard another engine. This time it was a car. He caught a glimpse of the SUV coming up the driveway.

			

			
				“That’s them,” John said.

				John, Quinn, and Meredith walked down to meet them. The sight of the SUV made John grin. Between the metal sheets on the side and the graffiti, the vehicle looked like a ridiculous movie prop, a car fit for the screen rather than the road.

				When Dan and Tim pulled up and parked, Dan exited the driver’s side, and Quinn jogged over to greet him.

				“Did you see it, Daddy? Did you see the helicopter? We’re going to get out of here!”

				Dan embraced his daughter, but John could tell he was confused. John confirmed Quinn’s story.

				“A chopper just passed by us.” He pointed to the distant skyline. “Meredith said it looked like the military. They were headed toward Abbotsville. Did you see it?”

				“No, we didn’t,” Dan said. John watched his face, which radiated a glimmer of hope. “This is good news. We should probably head out. Try to follow it.”

				Tim walked up beside them. He looked worried.

				“Do you think that’s a good idea?” Tim asked. “What if it keeps going? What if it doesn’t stop?”

				“It’s worth the risk,” John said.

				“I agree,” said Dan.

				Meredith was grinning. It was the happiest she’d looked in days.

				“I don’t mean to be pessimistic,” Tim said, “but what if it’s somebody besides the military? If it turns out to be nothing, we’ll all be risking our lives. Maybe a few of us should go and send back help.”

			

			
				“You’re welcome to hang here, Tim. But as far as the group goes, we’re going together,” Dan said. His eyes were filled with resolve.

				The others nodded in unison.

				Tim looked at the others, then back at Dan.

				“If that’s the case, I’m coming, too.”
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				Dan placed the last bag of food in the trunk. “Is that everything?”

				“Yep,” Meredith answered.

				The others hovered near the vehicle, keeping a close eye on the property. The sky had turned a rust-colored red, the sun hidden by a swell of clouds. Since the others had sighted the helicopter, they’d seen no further signs of humanity.

				If Dan had seen the chopper himself, he might’ve questioned his sanity, perhaps chalking it up to exhaustion. But John, Quinn, and Meredith had all laid eyes on it.

				He reminded himself of that fact as they prepped the vehicle, stashing the last of their belongings into the cargo area in back. He just hoped they’d make it before dark. Being outside after nightfall was a circumstance he’d rather avoid.

				Meredith insisted on Ernie riding up front, though they’d taken a crate just in case. They’d also taken their remaining food, their weapons cache, and spare clothing.

				If things went well, they’d never return.

				With the SUV packed, the group got into the vehicle. Meredith offered to drive, as she was most familiar with the area, and Dan sat in the passenger seat with Ernie. John, Quinn, and Tim rode in back.

				Once they were all in the car, Meredith cranked the engine. The SUV roared to life, breaking the silence that had settled over the farm.

				Meredith glanced at the Sanders’. “I’m going to miss this place.”

			

			
				“It’s been nice,” Dan agreed.

				Meredith sighed and backed down the driveway. Dan watched the building recede, his mind skipping ahead to the journey. No longer would they have the four walls of the building to protect them.

				They were on their own.

				The drive began peacefully—rolling fields dominated the landscape, with an occasional farmhouse dotting the areas between. Abbotsville was west of Settler’s Creek, opposite the way Dan had driven with Tim for gas. Dan recalled traveling the same road when he’d come in from Arizona. He picked out several landmarks he recognized: several houses and some cars that had been abandoned.

				Meredith glanced at the scenery, probably immersed in memories of her own. He could sympathize with her. Dan had been sentimental leaving St. Matthews, too. It had been difficult knowing he’d probably never return.

				“How were the roads in Abbotsville? Do you remember, Tim?”

				Tim leaned between the seats.

				“They were pretty clogged,” he replied. “But that was a few days ago. I’m not sure what they’re like now.”

				Dan nodded and glanced out the window. Several infected emerged from the tall grass, as if they’d been summoned. They stared at the passing vehicle, their heads turning like swivels on a stick. Dan tried to recall what Abbotsville looked like, but it was just another faded memory, another dead town in a slew of dead towns he’d passed.

				Ernie whined. Meredith reached over and scratched his ears. “It’s all right, Ernie,” she consoled.

			

			
				“How big is Abbotsville?” Dan asked her.

				“Larger than Settler’s Creek. We should have a few options to get in if some of the roads are blocked.”

				Dan fell silent. Although they’d settled on getting to Abbotsville, he had no idea what would happen when they arrived. In the ideal scenario, they’d find help waiting, ready to assist with food, shelter, and provisions. He had no idea what to do if that wasn’t the case. They’d be back where they started.

				The last thing he wanted to do was turn around.

				For days, Dan had planned their departure, envisioning what it’d be like to leave Settler’s Creek. As secluded as the town seemed, danger lurked in all directions—there was no true safety in a lawless land. Even if the infected were to die out, there’d still be the matter of looters, lunatics, or worse.

				He owed it to his companions to get them to safety.

				Meredith took the turns with practiced ease, leading them through the rural roads. Dan was already accustomed to the scenery. The endless fields were as commonplace to him as the desert shrubs or the White Mountains had once been. It seemed like months ago that he’d left St. Matthews, though it’d only been a week.

				He still recalled moving to St. Matthews a decade ago. At the time, Dan had been a fresh-faced cop, a young father building his family and his career. St. Matthews had been small and quaint, and he’d enjoyed getting to know the town and its residents. His dream had been to move up the ranks, to provide a stable life for his Julie and Quinn. He’d never imagined it all being stripped away.

			

			
				His definition of stability had changed since then, in addition to the scenery. Now a secure life was as simple—and as fragile—as breathing, eating, and surviving.

				They’d just taken a turn when Dan saw a water tower in the distance. The bulbous white structure loomed over the landscape. There was a small building next to it. He recalled passing it on the way from Arizona.

				“Daddy, didn’t we drive by that on the way to Meredith’s?”

				He glanced in the backseat to find Quinn watching it in awe. “Yep, we did, honey.”

				“It looks different.”

				“What do you mean?”

				Dan leaned forward, peering out the windshield, trying to determine what his daughter saw. He cupped his hand over his eyes to reduce the glare. The tower rose several hundred feet in the air and was supported by a pole in the center. Four ladders led to a railed, circular area where people could stand. A black logo was emblazoned on the side. Dan hadn’t recognized the company name.

				Now, the logo was covered by a message in red paint. Dan squinted as they approached. He stiffened when he read the word.

				“Help,” he said aloud, as if he was interpreting for the others.

				Dan tightened his grip on the pistol. He glanced around the roadway, empty except for the tower hovering in the distance. Either someone was here, or they had been in the past few days. He studied the water tower, but saw no sign of life. It wasn’t until they got closer that he saw movement. Something was on the ground at the base of the tower.

			

			
				“Stop the car,” he said suddenly.

				Surprised, Meredith coasted to the side of the road and parked. The water tower was about a hundred feet from the road. A cluster of infected were stationed at the bottom, tearing into a body. Their movements were slow and laborious. A pair of shoes wiggled at the center of the commotion.

				The victim was moving.

				“Stay here,” Dan ordered, getting out of the vehicle. He grabbed a rifle to complement his pistol. Then he shut the door.

				Dan crept onto the road’s shoulder, his shoes crunching pebbles and sand. He kept his eye on the grisly scene, ready to flee at the first sign of trouble. The infected were moving slowly—there were only five, and he wasn’t worried about outrunning them. But he’d have to be careful just the same. When he got closer, he caught a glimpse of the victim. Judging by the build, the person underneath them was male.

				“Hello?” Dan called.

				The victim—if he was still alive—was silent. The only sounds were the wind whipping through the grass and the guttural moans of the chewing infected.

				They turned their heads and looked at him, starting to stand. One of the creatures let go of the victim’s leg. It stopped moving. The man hadn’t been moving, after all.

			

			
				He’d been dead for a while.

				Dan grimaced at the gory scene. The man’s features had been torn off and eaten, his stomach eviscerated. His neck and arms were bent at irregular angles. Dan gazed up at the water tower, then back at the ground. The man had either jumped or fallen.

				Either that, or the creatures had somehow gotten up and torn him down.

				Dan noticed a larger horde in the distance. It looked like this group had broken off from the pack. He envisioned them surrounding the base of the water tower, pawing at the rungs of the ladder. He could only imagine the victim’s terror.

				The infected had broken away from their meal and were starting toward him. Dan covered his mouth, giving the scene one last glance, then jogged back to the car. The red letters on the water tower were seared into his mind. Help. Another person had needlessly died.

				If they’d happened by earlier, perhaps the man would still be alive.
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				Keller watched out the window as Dan surveyed the scene. He contained a smile. He didn’t need to see the details of what had happened, because he’d already been here. He’d been meaning to check back on the man at the water tower.

				He’d wondered how he’d fared.

				A few days prior, Keller had passed the man on the way to town. The man had waved frantically for help. Keller had stopped the car he’d been driving and gotten out. A handful of creatures had been groping at the base of the tower, shrieking up at the man who was several hundred feet out of reach. Every so often, they’d found footing on one of the ladders, but they were unable to find the proper coordination to climb the rungs. The man had been frantic, tear-stricken. He’d begged Keller to dispose of the creatures. He’d begged Keller to rescue him. On the horizon, another horde of creatures had been advancing toward the commotion.

				Keller had only laughed.

				Keller had spoken with the man, verifying he had no weapons, food, or drink. Then he’d gotten back into his car and hit the horn. He’d blared it for a full minute before whooping into the air and driving off, leaving the frenzied creatures behind, drawing more of them to the area. Over the next day, he’d checked on the man several times, verifying the creatures were still holding the man at bay, laughing at the victim’s plight. The man had pleaded for help, but Keller had only taunted him, watching from afar.

				After a while, Keller had gotten bored and left.

			

			
				He’d been meaning to make it back. He’d made bets on how long the man would last. Would the man die of thirst before the creatures got to him? Or would he try to get down? Keller smirked as he surveyed the results of his experiment. He’d never considered the man might jump.

				Perhaps he’d fallen or been pulled down.

				In any case, the outcome was the same. He’d died, just like Dan, Quinn, Meredith, and John eventually would.

				The only question was how Keller would dispose of his new companions.
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				Dan watched the water tower recede in the mirror, reflecting gravely on what he’d seen. A few minutes ago, he’d been hopeful but nervous. His mood had since darkened. They were only miles from the Sanders farm, but already it felt like they were stranded without safety.

				He was still staring out the window when Ernie began to bark.

				“What is it, Ernie?” Meredith asked, as if the animal might answer.

				The dog’s stubbed tail crept between his legs, his ears reared back. They’d been driving for several minutes, and Meredith had taken a turn onto another road. The road was empty, but on their right, Dan noticed a barn set far back in the distance. The dog continued to bark.

				“Keep driving,” Dan told Meredith, his eyes locked on the landscape. Thoughts of the man on the water tower were still fresh in his mind.

				He leaned his gun on the windowsill, searching for the source of the dog’s irritation. The barn’s paint was red and faded; several of the wood panels were cracked and hanging loose. A few hundred feet to the left of it was a house.

				“Any idea who lives there?” Dan asked.

				“I think the house is vacant. It used to belong to Bobby Adamson, but he died a few years back. His children were going to sell the farm, last I heard.”

				Dan nodded and kept looking, but he didn’t see anyone on the property.

				They were almost past the house when Ernie leapt up against the windowpane, whining. It took Dan a moment to see what the dog was looking at. A child had emerged from the barn—a boy about Quinn’s age. The boy sprinted toward the car.

			

			
				“Meredith! Stop!” Dan shouted.

				Meredith ground to a halt, pulling to the road’s shoulder. The boy dashed toward them, his arms swinging wildly at his sides. His shirt and pants were torn, his face smudged with dirt.

				“Don’t leave!” he screamed.

				Dan surveyed the newcomer, looking for weapons or injuries, but found neither. He rolled down the window and greeted the boy, who was still catching his breath.

				“Thank God you stopped,” the boy said.

				“Are you all right?” Dan asked.

				“I’m fine, but my mother’s been hurt. Please, mister, you’ve got to help us!”

				“Where is she?”

				“In the barn. Her leg is broken. We were trying to get away from those things…”

				The boy’s face was streaked with tears. He ran his fingers through mussed, dirty hair.

				“Get in,” Dan said.

				Dan opened the passenger-side door, letting the boy scoot into the seat with him. Then he pointed down a long, overgrown driveway. Meredith started driving toward the barn. Ernie circled on Dan’s lap, licking the newcomer, excited that his companions had listened to him.

				“What’s your name?” Dan asked the kid.

				“Grant.”

				“Are you and your mother alone?”

			

			
				“Yes. We’ve been trying to get somewhere safe for days, but everywhere we go, we keep running into those things. We lost our car a few days ago. It was stolen.”

				“How’d your mother break her leg?”

				“We were hiding in a loft in the barn, and she fell.” Grant shook his head sadly. “We’d been staying in the house, but a few of those things got inside, and it wasn’t safe anymore. We’ve been hiding in the barn ever since. We had nowhere else to go.”

				“Are you from Settler’s Creek?”

				“No. We’re from Haddam. It’s a few towns over,” he explained.

				Meredith nodded. “Haddam’s to the west of here.”

				The SUV trundled up the overgrown driveway. Dan’s gaze wandered from the barn to the house, which was several hundred feet away. The front door hung open; the windows were smashed. Nothing moved.

				About three hundred yards from the road, the driveway forked, leading to the barn on the right and the house on the left. Meredith veered for the barn.

				The barn looked even more dilapidated than it had from the road. The door hung on rusty hinges, and grass sprung from cracks in the driveway, as if intent on swallowing the building whole. When they got within ten feet, Meredith stamped the brake, and Grant jumped out of the vehicle. Dan got out behind him.

				“Everyone stay here,” he instructed.

				The passengers stared at him anxiously.

				“Do you need help?” John asked.

			

			
				Dan shook his head. “Not yet. Let me make sure it’s safe first.”

				Dan turned and headed for the barn door, his gun drawn. Grant had already disappeared through the doors, as if the building had sucked him inside.

				“Grant?” Dan called, slowing his pace.

				He paused at the barn door. Even in the daylight, the interior was dark and shadowed, the windows covered with grime. He crept forward in an officer’s stance.

				“Grant?” he called again.

				“Over here!” the boy answered.

				Dan took another few steps, waiting for his eyes to adjust. After a few seconds, the shadows relinquished the hunched shape of the boy. He was leaning over a figure on the ground, sniffling.

				“Step back,” Dan called. “Don’t worry, ma’am. We’re here to help you!”

				The woman moaned in response. Dan started toward her. The barn was fifty feet deep. He could make out the outlines of a tractor, several bales of hay, and a row of workbenches on the left-hand wall. True to Grant’s word, there was a loft above where the woman was lying.

				“Ma’am, it’s going to be all right.”

				Dan holstered his pistol. He’d only taken another step when he saw a flash of metal.

				Something wasn’t right.

				Dan dove for cover just as a bullet tore into the side of the barn. Grant skittered into the shadows. Dan darted behind the workbenches, looking for the entrance, just in time to see the barn door swing closed.

			

			
				It was a trap.

				Another bullet ricocheted above him. With the doors shuttered, the barn was immersed in darkness; it was impossible to discern what he was up against. Dan heard the scuff of shoes, then a woman’s voice.

				“Throw your weapon in the middle of the barn!”

				Dan considered making a run for it, but the thought of a bullet in the back swayed him. He stayed in hiding.

				“Better throw it, asshole! We have your friends outside!”

				Cries of panic rose from outside the building. Dan’s heart sank. Dammit. Whoever these people were, they’d gotten to his daughter. They’d gotten to Meredith, John, and Tim. He tossed his pistol into the darkness. The piece made a dull thud somewhere in front of him. He reached for one of the knives at his belt, but before he could get to it, a flashlight winked on, blinding him, and something hard struck him in the face. Dan keeled over, his vision blurring. He felt hands on his body, patting him down, removing his knives.

				A gun pressed against his temple.

				“You can come out now, Grant,” the woman said.

				Dan heard footsteps in the darkness. He struggled to get his bearings, but his head was swimming, and the gun kept him subdued. The flashlight played over his face.

				“Did I do all right, Mom?” Grant asked, taking hold of the flashlight. “I said you broke your leg, just like you told me.”

				“You did great,” the woman affirmed.

			

			
				She tugged on Dan’s arm, leading him with the gun.

				“Get up,” she demanded, her voice taking on a deeper tone. “If you try anything, my husband will shoot your friends.”

				Dan struggled to his feet, his head throbbing. He cursed himself for stopping the vehicle. They’d been lured in, trapped, and taken advantage of, and now they were at the mercy of the people who held them captive.
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				The woman led Dan toward the barn entrance. A few feet in front of him was the scuff of shoes, presumably from the boy.

				“Why are you doing this?” Dan asked.

				The woman drew a deep, nervous breath. Instead of answering, she pushed the barrel of the gun into the back of Dan’s neck.

				“Let us go,” Dan tried. “We’re not looking for trouble.”

				“Be quiet,” the woman hissed through clenched teeth.

				“We’ve done nothing to you.”

				“We’re trying to stay alive, same as everyone else.”

				“What do you want?”

				“Your food, your weapons, your supplies. Anything that can help us.”

				“Why don’t we work together? Wouldn’t that be easier?”

				“We already have enough mouths to feed.”

				The woman shuffled him to the door. With each stride, Dan contemplated making a rash move, wondering if he could overtake her. But if he were dead, he’d be of no help to his daughter. No help to the group.

				If he failed, he’d be shot and killed.

				Dan swallowed and complied. He trudged toward the barn doors, his pulse pounding in his neck. When they’d reached the doors, he heard a doorknob turn, then the door swinging open.

				Daylight washed over the barn. Grant slipped back into the shadows, but the woman kept Dan at gunpoint.

			

			
				The doors of the SUV were open. Meredith, John, Quinn, and Tim were kneeling in the grass, their hands laced behind their heads. Their eyes were laden with fear. A man in a blue work shirt trained a gun on them.

				“Are you okay?” Dan called out.

				“We’re fine!” Meredith said, her voice quivering.

				The woman gave him a cautionary nudge, warning him not to try anything.

				“Do what we say, and they’ll stay that way,” the woman said.

				Dan turned his attention to the SUV. Ernie was in the driver’s seat, barking hysterically.

				“Go on! Git!” the man in the work shirt yelled at the dog.

				He waved his gun, as if the animal might understand. After a few moments, Ernie leapt into the dirt and raced to Meredith.

				“What do you have in here?” the man asked Dan, motioning to the SUV.

				Dan didn’t answer. He sized the man up. Aside from the blue work shirt, the man was wearing boots and jeans. He had a light beard and narrow, nervous eyes. Before the infection, Dan might’ve taken him for a contractor or a tradesman. Now he was simply another survivor competing for resources.

				The man furrowed his brow. Then he walked to the back of the SUV and lifted the door, still pointing his gun at the people in the dirt. He hooted in excitement.

				“Holy shit, Nancy! It’s a goldmine! Weapons, food, clothing!” he pulled a few things out, holding them up so his wife could take a look. “Everything we need!”

			

			
				Nancy snorted. “You hear that, Grant? We’re set for a while! Good job!”

				“Thanks, Mom,” the boy said quietly from the barn.

				“Don’t do this,” Dan tried.

				The man lowered the lift gate. “Where you folks headed?”

				Dan felt a swell of anger. The thought of losing the SUV—of losing their supplies, their food, and their safety—was almost too much to bear, and he struggled to contain his emotion.

				“I asked you a question!” the man barked, anger rippling through his eyes. He walked over to Quinn and pressed the gun to the back of her head. Quinn whimpered.

				“Okay, okay!” Dan said. “Leave her alone. I’ll tell you what you want.”

				“I asked where you folks are headed.”

				“We’re on the way to Abbotsville. We saw a helicopter about an hour ago; it looked like the military. We’re trying to find help, just like you. We’re good people trying to survive.”

				The man fell silent, processing the information. His eyes softened. “Do you really think the military’s close?”

				“I believe so. Why don’t we find them together?” Dan offered.

				The man stared at him for a moment. Before he could respond, the woman interrupted. “He’s lying, Ted. Let’s get in the vehicle and get out of here. Forget them.”

			

			
				The man lowered his gun. “But if he’s telling the truth, Nance—”

				“They can fend for themselves. Do you remember what happened to Chloe, Ted? Or have you already forgotten your own daughter?”

				The woman behind Dan was shaking. He couldn’t see her face, but he could sense her pain. He imagined they’d been betrayed before. Ted’s face grew hard again, and he leveled the gun at Quinn.

				“Get over with the others!” he shouted.

				The woman pushed Dan over to his companions and instructed him to kneel in the dirt. Dan complied, folding his fingers behind his head.

				“Come on, Grant!” the woman yelled into the barn. “Let’s go!”

				The woman walked toward the barn to collect her son. For the first time, Dan got a look at his female captor. Nancy’s hair was long and dark, her face specked with dirt. Her clothes were torn. In another time and place, she might’ve been a friend of Julie’s, someone who would’ve arranged play dates and carpools.

				But not anymore.

				Grant emerged from the barn at a half-run, joining his mother. As they walked to the SUV, they eyed the people on the ground. For the first time, Dan thought he saw a ripple of guilt on their faces, as if they’d just realized what they were doing. And then the look dissolved and they climbed into the SUV.

				Ted kept his gun trained on the group. Dan watched him. For a second time, he envisioned lunging at the man, attempting to reclaim their possessions. But any move he made carried the danger of death, either for himself or his companions. He couldn’t jeopardize their safety.

			

			
				When Grant and Nancy were settled, the man walked over to the vehicle and jumped into the driver’s side, still pointing his weapon.

				“At least leave us some food and guns,” Dan pleaded. “We have nothing.”

				The man hesitated.

				“Ted! Let’s go!” the woman screamed.

				“But Nance—”

				“Now!”

				The man reached for the door. Before shutting it, he called out to Dan. “I’ll leave a pistol at the end of the driveway. That’s the best I can do.” He closed the door and revved the engine, then careened away from the barn.

				Dan sprung to his feet, watching the vehicle go. His body surged with anger. His companions stood beside him, shaking, terrified. He contemplated running after the vehicle, trying to catch up to it, but he knew it’d be useless.

				He’d more likely be shot than accomplish anything.

				When the SUV reached the road, Dan saw the woman roll down the window and toss a pistol into the dirt. Then the vehicle sped off, tires screeching, making off with the rest of their belongings.
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				Keller watched the family speed off in the SUV. He would’ve liked to kill them, but he’d known it would’ve been too risky. Even if he could’ve overtaken Ted, either Nancy or Grant might’ve shot him. The safest plan was to wait.

				After all, he still had Dan, John, Quinn, and Meredith.

				With the initial shock of the holdup over, Keller trudged alongside his companions as they made their way to the end of the driveway.

				“This is my fault,” Dan said to him. “We should’ve kept going. We shouldn’t have stopped…”

				“There was no way you could’ve known,” Keller assured him.

				“It’s not your fault, Dan,” Meredith agreed.

				Dan shrugged, but his guilt was written on his face. Keller watched as Dan squeezed his daughter, taking her under his arm. Meredith and John clung to each other for support. Keller felt a ripple of jealousy. Some people didn’t realize how lucky they had it.

				But they would. Soon.

				When they reached the end of the driveway, Dan scooped the pistol from the dirt. It was the one he’d been carrying prior to the holdup. Keller watched him check the clip, count the bullets, and tuck it into his holster.

				“No spare ammunition,” Dan lamented. “No water. No food. Nothing.”

				“I can’t believe they took everything,” Meredith said. She shook her head in anger. “How are we going to defend ourselves?”

			

			
				“Those pieces of garbage,” John fumed.

				The group went silent.

				“They didn’t get everything,” Keller piped up.

				The group turned to look at him. He reached down and pulled up his right pant leg, revealing a sheathed knife. He slid it out and turned it in his hands. “My lucky knife,” he explained. “I’ve been carrying it since Texas.”

				“At least it’s something,” Meredith said.

				“It’s not much, but it’s better than nothing.”

				Dan nodded. “We’ll have to stick together. A gun and a knife won’t do us much good if we run into a horde of those things.”

				The group agreed. Having reached the road, they looked left and right. There was no sign of the SUV. Brown, golden-tipped fields stretched in all directions. The sun played off the road, creating yellow mirages on the asphalt.

				“How far to Abbotsville, Meredith?” Dan asked.

				“By car? No more than twenty minutes. On foot, it could take a while.”

				“We have a decision to make,” Dan said. He gestured toward the horizon. “We can either continue to Abbotsville, take our chances, or we can head back to the farm.”

				Keller watched the rest of the group, awaiting their response. In truth, he didn’t give a shit where they went. Any place was as good as the next. The group contemplated the decision quietly, glancing at each other for guidance.

				To Keller’s surprise, Quinn spoke first.

				“I don’t want to go back to the Sanders’,” she said. “I want to keep going and find help, Daddy. I want to get to Abbotsville.”

			

			
				“I agree, Dan,” John chimed in. “This might be our best shot at getting out of here. I understand the odds, but if we head back now, we might miss the opportunity.”

				Meredith nodded. The group looked at Keller. “What do you think, Tim?” Dan asked.

				“I’m in,” Keller said.

				With the vote unanimous, Dan suggested doing a quick sweep of the barn and the house, ensuring they weren’t leaving any weapons or supplies behind. He led the others back up the driveway.

				Keller fell in line, eyeing the group. He turned the knife in his hands.

				He imagined spearing John or Dan in the neck, but he knew that’d be a waste. He’d hold off a bit longer. His heart swelled with hate at the sight of Dan with his daughter. It reminded him of the time he’d spent with his mother.

				And those were memories he’d rather forget. In spite of his attempts to repress them, thoughts of his childhood came trickling back.
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				Keller had spent his childhood in South Dakota.

				He’d grown up in a small house with his mother. He’d never known his father. Although Maria Keller had raised him, she’d barely spent time with him, preferring to leave Tim in the care of others. When she wasn’t working, she gambled away the little money she made, spending the rest on drugs and alcohol.

			

			
				And so Keller spent most of his childhood in the homes of strangers, with people who doled out more abuse than care.

				Even now, the worst incidents haunted him when he closed his eyes at night. When Keller was four years old, he’d been burned by a meth addict named Katrina. The woman had warned him several times not to come near the stove, but being only four years old, Keller hadn’t listened. When he’d approached to ask her a question, Katrina had grabbed his hand and stuck it against a hot metal frying pan. Afterward, she’d iced his wound and begged him not to tell his mother. He’d confessed when she’d picked him up.

				Maria Keller had shrugged and told him he should’ve listened.

				Another time, his mother left him with a cocaine addict named Grayson. Grayson locked Keller in a closet for an entire weekend, with no food, nothing to play with. All he was given was a bottle of water. A few minutes before his mother was due to pick him up, Grayson let Keller out. Keller’s mother had ignored his story—if she believed him, she didn’t care.

				When Keller was eleven, his mother had finally abandoned him. She’d driven him to a fast food restaurant, given him three dollars for food, and sent him inside. When he’d come out, she’d been gone.

				For the next seven years, Keller spent time in and out of orphanages and foster homes, receiving care that wasn’t much different from what he’d received from his mother. When he was eighteen, he was finally released from the system. By that time, he’d made a promise: he’d find his mother, and he’d pay her back for the shit life he’d had.

			

			
				He finally located Maria in a motel room, strung out on drugs, half-starved. When his mother saw him, she cried, apologizing for the life of abuse and abandonment he’d endured. Then she’d asked him for money.

				He’d responded by strangling her.

				The police attributed Maria’s death to a drug deal gone bad, and Keller was never questioned. With his mother dead, Keller found himself just as lost and angry as he had been before.

				For several years, he switched jobs, changed locations, and sought treatment for the abuse he’d suffered, but nothing satiated his desire for retribution.

				Nothing felt as good as what he’d done in that hotel room.

				So he decided to take out his frustrations on others instead. Although Keller had no control over what had happened in his own life, it was possible to impact the lives of others—people who had things better than him, people who took their privileged lives for granted. He’d cope with his battered childhood by harming others.

				He’d take away others’ happiness to make up for what he’d lost.

				The infection was a godsend, a gift for all the bullshit he’d endured. And Dan, Quinn, Meredith, and John were just another step toward vindication.
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				Having checked the barn and farmhouse and finding nothing, Dan led the group back down the driveway. They traveled in silence for several minutes, keeping watch on the surrounding fields and the road. In just a few hours, they’d lost the safety of the Sanders’ farmhouse, and now they’d lost the SUV and supplies.

				Dan didn’t know how much more could be stripped away. Hopefully they wouldn’t need to worry about it much longer.

				Hopefully there’d be help in Abbotsville.

				As they walked, Dan kept his ears perked for motors. These days, the sound of an engine was more likely to bring danger than assistance. Part of him wondered if the family in the SUV would have a change of heart and return to offer assistance, but he knew better than to expect it.

				The road was bordered by four-foot-high grass. Dan kept on the lookout for infected lurking in the weeds.

				“Stick to the shoulder,” he told his companions. “That way we can duck in the grass at the first sign of trouble.”

				They weaved from the pavement to the dirt, walking on the edge of the field. They traveled in pairs—Dan and Quinn in the front, John and Meredith behind them, Tim and Ernie following up the rear. The grass bent easily underfoot, whipping against Dan’s pant legs. Though he didn’t like being without a vehicle, Dan assuaged his fears with the fact that the infected were slower than they had once been. If they ran into any creatures, he and his companions would take a wide berth around them.

			

			
				Dan looked over his shoulder. The house and the barn were little more than specks in the distance. He prayed they’d made the right decision in leaving the Sanders’. The only thing between them and the infected now was the thin grass and the grace of God.

				“Daddy?” Quinn asked.

				“Yes?”

				“Do you think the boy will survive?”

				“The one who robbed us?”

				“Yes.”

				Dan paused. “I’m not sure.”

				“Was he a bad person?”

				“No. I don’t think he was.”

				“Why’d he do this to us, then?”

				“Sometimes good people do bad things when they’re scared.”

				“I don’t want Grant to die, Daddy. Even after what he did.”

				“I’m sure he’ll be fine, honey.” He swallowed as he said the words, unsure if he believed them. Given their situation, they had enough to worry about.

				They continued talking in hushed tones. Dan was grateful for the conversation and the time with his daughter—anything to help distract him from the uneasiness of the journey. At the same time, he kept a wary eye on the road.

				His daughter was telling him a story about Ernie when Dan noticed several figures hovering in the distance. He gestured for his companions to duck.

				A few hundred feet away, a small pack of creatures was wading through the grass. Their movements were slow and unsteady, and they walked in silence. Dan’s heart galloped. In the waning sun, the figures resembled a group of mangled scarecrows making their way toward some unknown destination.

			

			
				Dan and his companions remained hidden for several minutes, until Dan’s legs were cramped and his forehead was glossed with sweat. Once the infected had moved on, he resumed his pace and beckoned for his companions to follow.
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				A few miles later, Dan saw billowing smoke in the distance.

				Gray tendrils drifted into the sky, feeding the anxious feeling in his stomach. Since leaving the barn, they’d seen no other survivors, but their encounter with the robbers had thinned Dan’s nerves. He gripped his pistol and motioned for his companions to keep low.

				“What is it?” Meredith hissed.

				“I’m not sure. It’s coming from behind a house up ahead.”

				A white house with a gray roof had appeared, and the smoke was emanating from behind it. Dan’s first instinct was to steer clear of the property, but the prospect of help propelled him onward. What if there was someone who could assist them?

				What if there was a vehicle they could take?

				“When we get closer, I’ll sneak ahead and assess the scene,” he said.

				They continued through the grass, hunkering down to avoid notice. As they progressed, the odor of smoke grew stronger, filling Dan’s nose. He turned and motioned for his companions to stay put. Meredith grabbed Ernie and held him in her lap.

			

			
				“Be careful,” she mouthed.

				Dan nodded. He squeezed Quinn’s shoulder before parting ways. Having broken from the group, Dan increased his pace, snaking through the blades. He was reminded of his police training, when he’d been required to complete obstacle courses in certain time limits to prove his stamina. But this test had far greater ramifications—a single misstep could lead to death, and there were no retakes or do-overs in the land of the infected.

				The house seemed to grow in size as he approached, and soon he was a few hundred feet away. The exterior was weathered and worn, covered in chipped paint. The windows were cracked. The backyard contained a single oak tree and a barn. As he crawled closer, Dan saw the yellow flames from a fire pit, and he heard men’s voices. Two men were keeping company by the fire, laughing and chatting it up.

				He flattened against the grass. The ground was soft and pliant; the smell of fresh soil filled his nose. The men were drinking beers in chairs by the fire, rifles on their laps. One of them sported a ponytail; the other was thin and balding. Twenty feet away, tethered to an oak tree, was one of the infected. The creature was a woman in her sixties with short white hair. Thin gray arms sprouted from her dress, and she lunged at the men, snapping and snarling.

			

			
				The men faced another direction.

				Every so often, they stopped to taunt her, throwing sticks and beer cans at her battered body. They were in the middle of conversation when the woman moaned.

				“Calm down, Mom,” the man with the ponytail yelled. “It’s not my fault we finally inherited the house.”

				The other man belched. “Yeah, Mom. It only took us forty years. You tough old bird.”

				The men laughed. Something else caught Dan’s attention. His eyes roamed to a clothesline run from the oak tree to the house. Hanging by the hair were the severed heads of several infected. He choked and covered his mouth.

				“Be happy we kept you around, Mom. Our neighbors weren’t so lucky,” the balding man jested.

				Dan swallowed in disgust. In the last week, he’d been forced to kill numerous infected, but he’d never done it with pride, and he’d never gone out of his way to slay them. The fact that these men treated them as trophies was sickening. The infected had once been parents, friends, and neighbors…

				Wives…

				He repressed the image of Julie and surveyed the rest of the property. A battered pickup truck was parked at the end of the driveway, two hundred feet from the fire. As smug as these men were, it was possible they’d left the keys in it. They were clearly intoxicated, and they didn’t appear to be the smartest men he’d encountered, judging by the noise they made. Besides, the smoke was sure to draw the attention of others. It had drawn Dan, after all.

			

			
				Maybe that was their plan.

				The men glanced at the fields around them in between slugs of beer, patting the rifles on their laps.

				Dan inched backward, intent on reporting back to the others. He’d already ruled out the possibility that these men would help them. At the same time, he hadn’t ruled out taking their truck. If the keys were in it, perhaps Dan and his crew had a shot at taking it. Perhaps they could get to Abbotsville before dark.

				The irony of taking someone else’s vehicle wasn’t lost on him. Just an hour ago, their own SUV had been stolen. But Dan had no qualms about stealing from these men. Not after what they’d done to their mother and to the infected they’d slaughtered.

				Dan had only backtracked a few feet when he heard noises from across the property. Past the oak tree, several creatures had emerged from the adjacent field. The men sprung from their chairs, whooping and hollering.

				“Here we go, Marvin! Fresh kill!”

				“Is it my turn or yours?”

				“I think it’s yours, bro.”

				The men pointed their rifles, jeering and laughing. The infected resembled floating specters in the tall grass, the lower halves of their bodies obscured. When they staggered into the open, they locked eyes with the men, pawing the air. The frontrunner was a woman in a floral print dress. She groaned as she advanced. Marvin—the man with the ponytail—squeezed off a round from his rifle, striking her in the kneecap. The woman-creature toppled and fell. She continued clambering toward him, dragging herself on her wounded leg.

			

			
				“Don’t go far, girly!” Marvin shouted with glee. “You’re a pretty one. I’m going to enjoy cutting you up!”

				The other man pointed his rifle at the next creature. He whistled as he adjusted his aim.

				“Let’s see…arm? Leg? Shoulder? Whaddya think, Marvin?”

				“Whatever, Jed. Just don’t kill it! We might not get any more for a while.”

				“I won’t, I won’t.”

				Jed fired a bullet into the thing’s ankle, watching it pitch sideways onto the grass. He laughed, mimicking its movements, doing an exaggerated fall of his own. Then he ran forward and kicked it in the head. The thing crawled like a squished ant refusing to die. He withdrew a knife from his belt and shanked its leg, pinning it to the ground.

				The last creature was a man in overalls with short, wiry hair. The creature ambled over the injured bodies of its companions, oblivious to its fate. Marvin turned his rifle around and struck the creature in the face with the butt-end, laughing as it dropped to the ground.

				“What do you think, Mom?” Marvin called over to the infected woman tied to the tree. “We’re getting pretty good at this, huh? Don’t worry, your turn is coming soon enough.”

				The infected woman clawed the air, straining against the rope around her waist. If she understood her sons’ words, she made no acknowledgement of them.

			

			
				“I don’t think she gives a shit.” Jed guffawed.

				After incapacitating the three creatures, the men returned to the fire. They retrieved pitchforks and used them to pin the creatures to the ground. Then they took out knives and began carving them up.

				Dan swallowed the bile in his throat. He crawled backwards in the grass, intent on getting back to his companions.
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				When Dan returned, Meredith, John, and Tim were waiting for him, wide-eyed and nervous. Ernie whined in Meredith’s lap.

				“Is everything okay?” Meredith hissed. “We heard gunshots. We were about to come after you.”

				“Everything’s fine,” Dan said.

				He narrated what he’d seen, sparing the details for Quinn. In the distance, he could still see a thin trickle of smoke coming from behind the house, and he heard the faint voices of the men. The sky was deep orange. Sunset was approaching.

				“I was thinking about trying to get to their truck,” he said. “But I’m not sure it’s a good idea. Those men are dangerous. We should keep going. Maybe we’ll have better luck at the next house.”

				Meredith glanced at the sky. “I hate to say it, Dan, but I don’t think we’re going to get another chance. This road is pretty desolate. I don’t think we’ll run into another house for a while.”

				“How far until the next property?”

				“A few miles? There aren’t many on this road, from what I remember. We’re in the middle of the country.”

			

			
				Dan followed her gaze to the sky, his brow furrowing with concern. He recalled the creatures they’d seen drifting silently through the fields. If they encountered one or more of them in the dark, the outcome wouldn’t be good.

				“What makes you think the keys will be in the truck?” John asked.

				“This isn’t Detroit, John. Lots of people leave their keys in their trucks in the country.” Meredith gave a half smile.

				Tim piped up. “Listen, I have a plan. I think I can sneak in there and distract those men if someone wants to check the truck for keys. What do you think?”

				“I think if you have a plan, I’d love to hear it,” Dan said.
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				Keller smiled as he wove through the grass, the blades caressing his jeans. He glanced behind him, catching sight of his companions’ silhouettes as they crossed the street. For the first time in over a day, he was free and alone and alive. Each hour within the group was torture. He longed for the ability to express his desires, to break free of the boring social etiquette and the meaningless conversations.

				He’d been stifled for too long already.

				For most of his life, Keller had controlled his urges, striving to fit within society’s framework. His days were spent working meaningless jobs, smiling and kowtowing to his superiors. His nights were his freedom. After a long shift as a groundskeeper or a maintenance worker, he spent the twilight hours hunting, searching for people alone in the park or couples too caught up in each other to notice him. Each time he killed, the cleanup took longer than the encounter, and each one had only incited his hunger and rage.

				But not anymore. The agents had opened the world up to his desires.

				Now that the infection had hit, there was no cleanup, no one to answer to. The only person controlling his urges was Keller. It was time to unleash his desires.

				Keller crawled to the edge of grass and surveyed the men’s backyard. Dan’s description was accurate. The two brothers, Marvin and Jed, were cutting up the infected, separating limbs from bodies, laughing as they worked. It was a ritual he knew well, having done it multiple times himself. Keller wondered if the men had partaken in violence prior to the infection, or if they’d contained themselves until recently.

			

			
				Maybe he’d ask before killing them.

				The men were in the middle of the yard, just past the fire. Diagonally to Keller’s right was the shed; fifteen feet to the left of it was the oak tree. The infected woman strained against her bindings, shrieking at the gruesome scene. Keller snuck through the grass, keeping an eye on the men, gaining confidence as he crawled. Even if the men saw him, he’d take care of them. He didn’t even need Dan’s gun. The man had offered it, but Keller had insisted he keep it to protect his family.

				Keller planned on taking it later, anyway.

				He reached the edge of the grass. He was ten feet from the shed. Keller glanced at the men, confirming they were distracted, and then sprinted to the small building. When he reached it, he pressed his back against the wall and waited. The fire crackled; the men laughed.

				The infected woman moaned.

				No one heard him. He peered around the side of the shed, confirming he was safe, and then worked his way around the shed. When he’d reached the far side, he peered around at the oak tree.

				The sun had slid from view, tinting the yard orange. Jed stoked the fire with an infected limb, then returned to his perch next to Marvin.

				Keller sprinted for the oak tree, his heart battering against his ribcage. As he made his way across the lawn, his body felt like it was on automatic, his brain running a program. It was the feeling he always felt before he killed, the feeling of maximizing his potential. The feeling of being alive. He stole a glance down the driveway and past the pickup, thinking he might see his companions crouched in the grass across the street, but they were too far away. When he reached the oak tree, he clung to the back of it. The infected woman hissed from the other side.

			

			
				Using his knife, Keller cut her loose.

				He peered around the trunk, watching her stagger across the lawn. He smiled as she found her targets. The sadistic celebration of the brothers was cut short, replaced by their surprised, terrified screams.

				“Holy shit! Mom?!”

				“How did she—?”

				Keller ducked out of sight, letting chaos ensue. When he peered back around the tree, he saw the woman shoving fistfuls of Jed into her mouth. Marvin had been wounded. He stumbled toward her, his arm bleeding, and gored her in the back.

				Keller broke from the tree, covering the gap between him and Marvin, clutching his knife. In seconds he’d pulled Marvin away from his mother, and he thrust the knife into the man’s side. Keller felt the wet spurt of blood on his hand, but he continued stabbing, listening to Marvin gasp for breath. The knife felt like a third hand as he weaved it in and out of the man’s side and stomach. When Marvin finally stopped struggling, Keller threw him to the ground.

				The infected woman continued to feast on Jed, oblivious to the knife protruding from her back where Marvin had stabbed her. Keller bent down and wiped his hands on the grass. His pulse was pounding, but he felt good—better than he had in quite some time. He rode the waves of adrenaline and bliss, listening to the slap of the old woman’s gums as she finished eating her son. When she’d completed her meal, she turned to look at him, her black eyes reflecting the glow of the firelight.

			

			
				Keller stared at the infected woman for a moment, trying to read her expression. Her mouth hung open, dripping gore. Perhaps she was grateful for the moment of freedom.

				Without another thought, Keller advanced and plunged the blade into her forehead, then removed it, watching her topple face-first into the mess she’d made.
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				After parting ways with Tim, the others trekked across the street, Ernie in tow. They dipped into the field at the other side of the road and stole toward the house. The thought of Tim out there alone, armed with only a knife, made Dan nervous. He envisioned the heads of the infected that Marvin and Jed had hung on the clothesline, then imagined them driving pitchforks into the wounded creatures they’d captured. If the brothers caught sight of Tim, he was certain Tim would face a similar fate.

				He’d warned Tim not to take any chances. He’d even argued with the man about going, but Tim had insisted on executing the plan. Over the course of a day, the man had proven himself a trustworthy ally, and Dan was grateful he’d accompanied them. He just hoped Tim would be quiet and careful.

				The building loomed closer. The house was no more attractive from the front than the rear; the windows were cracked, the paint was peeling, the porch bannisters were broken.

				When they reached the property line, Dan, Quinn, John, and Meredith peered across the street and down the driveway. The pickup was unguarded. By the sounds of it, the brothers were still engaged in their gory business. However, both the men and the fire were out of view. Meredith crouched next to Dan, watching. Behind them, John and Quinn perused the fields, ensuring no creatures approached their location.

				“Do you see Tim?” Meredith whispered.

				Dan shook his head. “No.”

			

			
				“I hope he’s okay.”

				“Me too. He promised he’d get out of there at the first sign of trouble.”

				They kept their eyes glued to the pickup, waiting for a sign from their companion. An occasional burst of laughter pierced the air. Dan clutched his pistol with both hands. He heard Meredith sucking in one nervous breath after another. Moments later, a shadow darted out from behind the shed. Tim, Dan thought. Tim raced across the yard and out of sight. Dan waited for a reaction from the men, some sign that Tim had completed his mission, but there was nothing.

				Then screams erupted. Dan heard the infected woman groan, the unmistakable sounds of men in pain.

				He scrambled to his feet, scanning the driveway. Had he missed Tim’s signal? As soon as Dan saw the man, he was to run to the truck and check for keys.

				“Stay down!” he hissed to his companions.

				Dan started across the street, heart stammering. He stared at the slice of backyard that was visible from the road, but saw only the outline of the shed and the flicker of the distant, dwindling fire. He was halfway across the street when a figure raced toward him. It was Tim. Tim was out of breath, carrying two rifles.

				“Tim!” he hissed. “You all right?”

				“I’m fine!”

				“What happened?”

				“They’re dead. Their mother took care of them. But I got the keys. They’re in my pocket. We should hurry; I heard more activity behind the shed. There are more infected coming.”

			

			
				Dan turned and called for his companions. “Come on!”

				Meredith, John, Quinn, and Ernie burst from the field, headed for the driveway. Tim opened the pickup and handed Dan the keys. Tim’s hands were covered in blood.

				“Are you sure you’re okay?” Dan asked, his breath heaving.

				“I’m fine,” Tim said. “I had to dig for the keys. Marvin had them in his pocket. It wasn’t pretty.”

				Dan surveyed the interior of the truck. The vehicle was a two-seater, with little room behind the seats. The vehicle was filled with bottles and trash. He ushered Meredith and Quinn and Ernie inside and gave Meredith the keys. Then he closed the door. He motioned for Tim and John to jump in the truck bed, then did so himself.

				Meredith fired the engine.

				The pickup growled in protest, as if it hadn’t been started in days, and a puff of exhaust billowed out the back. Dan rapped on the window.

				“All set!” he yelled. “Get out of here, Meredith!”
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				Dan watched the sun start to set from the bed of the pickup. The breeze was cool against his skin. He closed his eyes and rested his head against the cab window, remembering what he’d seen Jed and Marvin do. The image of the brothers slicing the infected was imprinted in his brain like a nightmare he kept reliving. The fact that Tim reported them dead gave him no satisfaction. They were just two more dead faces in the graveyard of his mind.

				It felt like days since Dan had slept, though it’d only been hours. His hair was matted with sweat; his clothes were filthy from a day’s worth of travel. He’d give anything for an uninterrupted night’s sleep, though he doubted that would happen soon.

				The nap he’d taken earlier did little to sate his need for rest.

				Tim and John were on either side of him, holding the rifles Tim had secured. Every so often, Dan attempted conversation, but for the most part, his words were lost to the wind.

				Fields whipped past them, the scenery both beautiful and foreboding. Several times, Dan witnessed the infected stalking through the grass or hovering by the roadside. The creatures barely responded to the pickup. It was as if they’d already decided the truck wasn’t worth the effort, or that they couldn’t reach it.

				Dan was glad to be in a vehicle rather than on foot.

				A sign for Abbotsville flitted past. Ten miles. As exhausted as Dan was, he was glad to be making progress. His eyes drifted to the sky, as if to conjure the chopper the others had seen, but the horizon remained dim and cloudless, devoid of life. The sun slipped farther into the east.

			

			
				Dan tried to repress his biggest fear—that they’d find no help in Abbotsville, and that darkness would descend before they found shelter. The thought of being outside and alone with the creatures was a frightening one. As if to reinforce his fears, Meredith turned the headlights on.

				The pickup hit a bump in the road, and Dan jolted in the pickup bed. He turned around. The road curved. Several houses appeared at the road’s edge, dim and lifeless. When he looked back his companions, he noticed Tim’s face had darkened.

				“What is it, Tim?” he asked.

				“I thought I saw something up ahead.”

				“What was it? People? A car?”

				“I’m not sure. It was past those houses. Around the curve.”

				Dan stared between the two front seats, his eyes playing over the road. He raised his hand to rap the glass, ready to alert Meredith. He kept his eyes glued to the road. No sooner had the curve straightened than he saw a large mass of bodies walking away from them, about a hundred feet away. Even in the sun’s dying glare, Dan could tell they were infected. The horde swaggered as it moved, limbs and heads cocked at odd angles. A few creatures crawled on hands and knees, as if they were soldiers in a trench, hell-bent on escaping a warzone.

				“Meredith!” Dan shouted, banging the glass.

			

			
				She careened to a halt. A few dozen bodies turned in their direction. More creatures spilled from the tall grass at the roadside, as if they’d been hiding in the cover of the landscape, waiting for someone to happen by. The infected had already swarmed the vehicle.

				“Turn around, Meredith!” Dan yelled.

				Meredith reversed, but the creatures had already flanked the vehicle on both sides. Quinn screamed, the sound of her voice muffled by the closed windows.

				John and Tim stood in the truck bed, knocking back the creeping hands that were already trying to get up and over. Dan kicked at several as they threw their elbows over the truck bed. The pickup’s tires whirred, stuck on a mountain of bodies—both standing and fallen.

				“We’re stuck!” Meredith yelled from the cab, revving the accelerator.

				The infected raked the sides of the vehicle, glaring at the passengers with black eyes and open mouths. Ernie’s barks were like gun bursts.

				“Try driving forward!” Dan cried. His words were lost in the moans of the infected.

				Meredith made an effort, but the street was dense with the things. Dan kicked at an infected dangling over the side of the truck bed. It pressed its hands to the floor as if it were an insect adhering to a flytrap. He gave it another swift boot, sending it tumbling backward. Beside him, Tim and John fought similar battles.

				In his peripheral vision, Dan saw Tim raise his rifle and fire. The gun blast screamed in Dan’s eardrums. Fists pounded on the side of the vehicle like beats in a tribal song. Across from Dan, one of the creatures had gotten over the passenger side, and it shrieked and got to its feet. Dan lifted his gun, but before he could squeeze off a shot, the thing barreled into him, pitching him to the side of the truck bed. Dan wobbled, the hiss of the creatures behind him overshadowing the ringing in his ears. He caught his balance just in time to avoid falling. The creature mushed against him, its teeth inches away. Dan pushed it off him, pressed the pistol into its chest, and fired, giving him enough leeway to pitch it over the side.

			

			
				It fell into a shrieking mound of others.

				Meredith continued to change gears, alternating between drive and reverse. One of the headlights burst, pitching the road into semi-darkness. Quinn screamed louder.

				The vehicle began to roll.

				Dan felt a wave of relief. He continued to fight back the swarm, countering the groping hands around him. But they were clearing the mob.

				“Keep going, Meredith!” he shouted.

				He glanced quickly at the cab, verifying Meredith and Quinn were still out of danger. They were. When he turned back, he saw something that made his heart somersault.

				John had pitched over the edge of the truck bed. The man screamed in anguish as he fell.

				“John!”

				A wave of cold terror washed over Dan. He lunged for the man, but he wasn’t in time to reach him. Tim was yelling, but Dan could hardly hear the words.

				“I couldn’t hold onto him!” Tim shouted. “He fell!”

			

			
				“Meredith! Stop!” Dan banged on the glass, as if the urgency of his request might save his friend. But he knew it was too late.

				Meredith screeched to a halt.

				Dan knocked back the bodies, scanning the place where John had fallen, but discerned little more than a mountain of outstretched limbs. He finally spotted his companion at the bottom of the horde, simultaneously being trampled and eaten. John had stopped screaming, his final moments drowned out by the roar of the infected.

				“No!” Dan screamed.

				He raised his pistol and fired. The bullets hit several of the infected, sending a few of the creatures reeling. But more took their place, tearing at John. The man’s body was lifeless, still. The infected shrieked louder, as if the taste of blood had deepened their resolve to get to the others.

				The window opened, and Meredith’s voice rang out from the cab.

				“Where is he?” she yelled frantically.

				“He’s gone!” Dan booted another infected off the side. “We have to leave!”

				Tim fired next to him. Another infected fell backward.

				“I’m not leaving without him!” Meredith shrieked.

				She pounded the steering wheel, shouting uselessly for John. The mob thickened. If they didn’t leave, they’d share his fate.

				“Meredith! Drive now, before it’s too late!”

				She didn’t answer.

				“Now!” Dan barked again, with as much force as he could muster.

			

			
				Suddenly the vehicle was careening backward, crunching bodies and limbs under its tires. Meredith reversed fifty feet and turned the wheel. Then she drove forward, heading in the opposite direction. Dan crouched down, clutching at the floor to keep his balance. His eyes met Tim’s. The man looked like he was in shock. They’d successfully gotten away from the mob, but not in time to save their friend.

				The vehicle sped off into the night with one less passenger.
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				How could this have happened? Meredith was still in shock.

				She uttered the words over and over in her head. In the rearview mirror, she watched the bodies of the infected sway in the taillights’ glow, like dancers in the street. The remaining headlight of the truck barely lit up the road in front of her. It felt like she was living in a nightmare.

				Her brain was functioning several steps behind reality.

				John can’t be dead. He can’t be.

				She’d seen him just a few minutes ago, swinging his rifle, fighting the infected with as much vigor as the others. For all she knew, he was still back there, waiting for them at the side of the road. Dan must be mistaken.

				Meredith swerved to the side of the road and parked. Quinn sobbed quietly next to her.

				Meredith opened the cab window, unbuckled her seatbelt, and stuck her head out. “We need to go back! John’s still alive,” she screamed at Dan, as much to convince herself as to convince him. “He’s there, he’s waiting…”

				“He isn’t, Meredith,” Dan said.

				“I saw him, Meredith. He didn’t make it. They got him.” Tim crept across the truck bed. “It was my fault. One of them grabbed hold of his rifle, and he tried to hold onto it, but they pulled him over. I couldn’t catch him in time…”

				“Are you sure he’s gone…?” she whispered.

				Meredith stared from Dan to Tim. Both men nodded. She clenched her eyes shut, tears streaming down her face. Then she closed the window and buckled her seatbelt. Quinn leaned against her. The little girl cried silently.

			

			
				Meredith dried her face with her shirt and shifted into drive.

				The pickup rattled and groaned beneath her. She could still hear the distant moans of the infected, and she pictured them feasting on John. Feasting on the man she loved. Stop it, Meredith. If she envisioned the scene any longer, she’d lose it completely. She focused on driving, immersing her body in the task, trying to figure out the next turn.

				Memories of John came rushing back.

				They’d had a tumultuous year together, but over the past few days, they’d grown closer than they’d ever been. She recalled rescuing him from the furniture store, tending his wounds at the movie theater. The battle they’d had at her farm. They’d survived all of it together.

				The thought that John had been taken away didn’t seem real. It was as if he’d magically appear next to her, ready to continue to Abbotsville.

				She stared out the window, her brain barely able to process the surroundings.

				A few times, she spotted creatures roaming in the grass in the setting sun, like animals that had been freed from captivity, grazing in the wild. In just a week, the world had passed from the governance of man to the oversight of the infected. Somehow she’d accepted that.

				But how could she accept this?

				Quinn had stopped crying, and she lay silently in Meredith’s lap, as if she’d expended the last of her strength. Meredith thought back to the chopper she’d seen, to the expression of hope on John’s face. They’d shared that hope together.

			

			
				She couldn’t let it die with him. She needed to press on.

				She gritted her teeth and drove. They’d already backtracked several miles. But Abbotsville wasn’t far. When they got there, they’d find help. She repeated that mantra in her head, pushing the pickup truck harder. She needed a goal. Something to take her mind off what had happened.

				Soon she’d reached a cut-through road, and she veered down it, slowing just enough to make the turn. The tires keened as she changed direction. A few more houses flitted past.

				Quinn sat up.

				“Something’s wrong, Aunt Meredith,” she said, pointing at the console.

				Meredith glanced at the dash. The truck was lit with the glow of emergency lights. Although Meredith didn’t understand all of them, one of them stuck out to her: “Check Engine.” Quinn was right.

				“Crap. Not now,” she whispered.

				The vehicle slowed. Meredith pumped the gas pedal, but nothing happened—the engine had ceased. She wrenched the steering wheel, barely muscling the vehicle onto the shoulder as it coasted to a stop.

				All at once, the area was consumed by quiet. Without the hum of the motor, the landscape seemed deathly still. The truck’s lone headlight burned into the darkness. Meredith glanced at the side of the road, certain the shadows would reveal the dripping mouths of the creatures, but the landscape was dark and impossible to discern. The wind kicked up from behind them.

			

			
				Meredith tried restarting the engine, but the key clicked uselessly in the ignition.

				“Dammit,” she whispered.

				“What are we going to do, Aunt Meredith?” Quinn stared at her with frightened eyes.

				Meredith glanced at her companions in the truck bed, who were already aiming their guns at the dark fields.

				“I don’t know, honey,” she said. “I just don’t know.”
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				Dan stood with his hand on the lip of the opened hood, Tim next to him. They’d located a flashlight in the vehicle’s glove box, and they shined it over the engine. Quinn stood nearby, clutching Meredith. Meredith was silent and somber.

				They tried starting the vehicle several more times, but it wouldn’t turn over. When they looked underneath the car, they discovered fluid leaking in several places. The vehicle must’ve been damaged in their run-in with the creatures.

				“I wish one of us was a mechanic,” Tim murmured.

				“I know enough to get by, but this is beyond me,” Dan said. “Even if I knew how to fix it, I’m sure we’d need parts, and I doubt I’d be able to do anything in the dark.”

				Dan took a step back, canvassing the area. The road was deserted. Grassy, unkempt fields surrounded them in all directions. Despite the quietude around them, he couldn’t help but picture the horde they’d just escaped. He looked over at Quinn, remembering her asthma attack the night before.

				She’d been fine since, but her medicine was gone. It’d been stolen with the SUV.

				What if something triggered another attack?

				“As much as I’d like to make it to Abbotsville, I think we need to find a place to stay. It’s too dangerous to walk out here at night,” Dan said.

				His companions nodded in agreement.

				“I spotted a house not too long ago,” Meredith offered, her eyes distant. “It looked empty.”

			

			
				Dan sighed. “Okay. Let’s grab what we can and get moving. Hopefully it won’t take long to get there.”

				They searched the pickup in silence, looking for anything they might be able to take, but aside from the flashlight, the pickup contained only trash. Dan closed the door and locked the vehicle, just in case. Then he shut off the flashlight, letting his eyes adjust to the dark.

				“I’m going to keep the light off so we don’t attract any attention,” he said. “Let’s keep the noise to a minimum.”

				They trekked down the road, shoulder to shoulder, maintaining a buffer zone from the surrounding fields. Dan kept his pistol drawn; Tim held their remaining rifle. Ernie padded beside them. The aura of fear was worsened by the loss of their companion, and Dan couldn’t help but feel guilt at what had happened.

				There must’ve been something he could do. Some way he could’ve prevented it…

				Dan ran the details in his mind several times, as if to change the situation, but there was no way to reverse it. John was gone. He’d only known the man a few days, but the man had already become a good friend.

				After walking for a while, Ernie slowed his gait, and Meredith scooped him up. Dan felt for the animal. It’d been a long day, especially for a dog with short legs. Hopefully, their trek would be brief.

				The moon was bright and full, casting a glare over the road. Shimmers of light danced off the fields around them, illuminating the tips of grass and the lines painted on the road. The air filled with the hum of insects. Dan no longer trusted their surroundings, especially when he could hardly see them.

			

			
				Something shifted in the grass to their right.

				Dan swung his pistol toward the noise. Meredith and Quinn drew closer together, sandwiching themselves in the middle of the group. Tim walked a step ahead, training his rifle on the sound.

				“What was that?” he hissed.

				Another noise rustled to the left. The group swiveled, and Quinn let out a startled cry. Ernie adjusted in Meredith’s arms. Dan scrutinized the shadows on both sides of the road, his heart stammering. He glanced behind them, but the truck was out of view. There was nothing ahead of them, nowhere to run. No sign of the house Meredith had spoken of.

				A creature burst from the grass. It clambered forward on hands and knees, headed for Dan. He kicked it in the head, feeling its face cave beneath his boot. The thing continued groping for him. He stomped it again, grinding its face into the pavement. Movement grabbed his attention.

				Another two creatures had emerged from the other side of the road, crawling in similar fashion. The grass was alive with movement.

				“Save your bullets!” Dan screamed.

				Tim charged at the creatures, knocking them back with the butt end of the rifle. Another creature emerged near Dan, but unlike the first few, this one was on its feet. It clambered on unsteady legs, a shadow in the dark. He kicked it in the knees, sending it toppling over, avoiding its outstretched hands.

			

			
				Another creature appeared behind them. Quinn screamed. It had gotten hold of her leg. Dan lunged to save her, but before he could get there, Meredith bashed it with her foot, Ernie still in her arms. The thing crumpled to the pavement. She grunted as she delivered another kick to its face. Several of the things were still moving, slithering like snakes on the pavement. There was more activity in the grass.

				They’d never be able to fight them all. They had to flee.

				“Run!” he shouted.

				The group flew down the road, shoes clomping the asphalt. They heaved thick, heavy breaths as they dashed down the street. All concern for noise had been cast aside, outweighed by the need to get to safety. Dan scoured the landscape, but saw no sign of the house. He glanced over his shoulder, making out a band of jagged silhouettes, a legion of creatures that looked like they’d crawled from hell to take them. He could still hear the scrape of their limbs as they pulled themselves along the asphalt. As frightening as the creatures were, they were slow, incapacitated, and after the group had run for several minutes, the ululations faded.

				Dan and his group slowed, exhausted and gasping for breath. They approached a turn in the road, and finally, staring into the night, Dan saw a looming shadow.

				“That’s it!” Meredith hissed, pointing at the landscape ahead. “That’s the house!”

				The building was little more than a dark mass on the horizon. As expected, there were no lights. They kept a brisk pace until they reached the property, still wary of the fields around them.

			

			
				When they reached the house, Dan decided to go in first while the others waited outside. There was no sign of the creatures they’d left behind. It seemed as if they’d lost them in the night. He walked onto the porch and tried the door. It was unlocked.

				He nudged it open.

				“Wait here,” he instructed.

				Although he’d brought the flashlight, he didn’t turn it on until he’d gotten inside. To Dan’s surprise, the house was in decent shape. The doors and windows were intact; the interior was clean and uncluttered. Dan searched each room, envisioning danger at every turn, but the house was empty. On the kitchen table, he found two place settings—plates, knives, and forks that would never be used. A pot of water sat on the stove, filled with half-cooked pasta. The water was yellow with starch. Perhaps the occupants had been surprised during dinner. Either that, or they’d decided they were no longer hungry.

				Upstairs, Dan found a Bible lying on a bed and an impression of someone’s body on the blankets. What had happened to the house’s occupants? Were they dead? Infected? He contrived a slew of scenarios, but drew no conclusions. It was as if the owners had vanished, leaving only traces of their existence behind.

				For a brief moment, he thought of his own home in St. Matthews. When he closed his eyes, Dan could still picture the layout of the rooms—the position of the furniture, the color of the carpets, the keepsakes they’d hung on walls. His wife’s dead body on the dining room floor. He forced the thought from his head and finished his inspection.

			

			
				When he’d completed his walk-through, he returned to the front door and peered through the threshold. Meredith, Quinn, and Tim were waiting expectantly.

				“All clear,” he whispered. “Come on in.”

				He beckoned for the others to follow. The group immediately started looking for objects to protect the windows and doors, as if they’d been running the drill for years. Without a word, tables and chairs were turned into barricades, household items were stacked, and shades were drawn. Dan assisted Tim in pushing the refrigerator in front of the rear door. When they were finished, the group paused for breath.

				Despite the ghostly aura of the home, Dan was happy there were no bodies to contend with, at least.

				“Did you find any weapons?” Meredith asked.

				“No. But we should double-check the closets and drawers.”

				The group worked systematically from room to room, rummaging quietly through the occupants’ belongings. They found no guns, but they located several flashlights and candles, as well as a few kitchen knives. When they’d finished, they regrouped in the living room.

				“Don’t use the flashlights unless you have to,” he warned.

				“Where do you want to sleep?” Tim asked.

				“There are a few bedrooms upstairs,” Dan said.

				“I doubt I’ll be able to sleep. Maybe I’ll keep watch,” Meredith replied.

			

			
				The group stood in somber silence. Although no one spoke, it was evident John was on each of their minds. Meredith broke the quiet with a sniffle.

				“I’m sorry, Meredith,” Dan said. He found her in the darkness and embraced her. Quinn made her way to the group and wrapped her arms around them both. He could hear the little girl crying softly.

				“We’re going to make it,” Dan said. “We just have to keep going. That’s what he would’ve wanted us to do.”

				After a few minutes, the group disbanded. Meredith and Quinn wiped their faces.

				“I’m going to head out at first light and try to find a vehicle,” Dan said.

				“Alone?” Tim asked.

				“That might be safest.”

				“With all those things out there…?”

				“I’ll be fine. I’ll head in the opposite direction. If anything goes wrong, I’ll hightail it back here,” Dan said. “I don’t want Quinn out there any more than necessary. Not with her asthma.”

				“I’m feeling fine, Daddy,” she said.

				“I don’t want to risk it.”

				“Understood,” Tim said, but Dan could sense his uneasiness. “I’ll come with you, if you’d like.”

				Dan glanced at Meredith, who was little more than a shadow in the flashlight’s glow. “Are comfortable staying here with Quinn?”

				“That’s fine. As long as I have a weapon.”

				“I’ll leave you my rifle,” Tim suggested.

				“Sounds like a plan. Hopefully we’ll find a vehicle nearby,” Dan said. “Then we’ll drive back and head to Abbotsville.”

			

			
				Meredith was still composing herself.

				“There was nothing any of us could do,” Dan reiterated, pushing aside his own doubts. “Now let’s try to get some sleep.”
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				Dan undid the sheets and helped Quinn into bed. She’d chosen the upstairs bedroom, the one with the Bible on the bed. He’d already checked the pillows to ensure they weren’t made of feathers.

				The bed was only a single, but he found some spare sheets and another pillow in the hall closet. Under protest, Tim took the master bedroom. Quinn had chosen this one, and Dan hadn’t wanted to argue. Her day had been tough enough already. As strange as it felt using someone else’s belongings, Dan gotten used to it at the Sanders’. If the occupants of this house were still out there, he hoped they wouldn’t mind.

				As soon as Quinn was settled, he shut off the flashlight.

				Dan lay on the floor and closed his eyes. Visions of the day’s events swirled in his head. He saw the family at the barn: the father’s face filled with anger and fear, the woman and the boy watching them as they got into the SUV. Then he saw Jed and Marvin hacking away at the bodies of the infected. Lastly, he saw John’s body, mangled and buried in a scrum of the infected.

				Quinn’s voice jarred him from thought.

				“Daddy?”

			

			
				“Yes?”

				“Can we read for a few minutes?”

				“You want to read?”

				“Yes, for a few minutes before bed. The way we used to.”

				Dan was quiet for a minute. He recalled what he’d told the group downstairs. Don’t use the flashlights unless you have to.


				“We have to keep the lights off, honey. I’m sorry. We might attract the creatures.”

				“We can put the flashlight under the covers, and no one will see it. I’m having trouble sleeping.”

				Dan sighed. He recalled the visions that’d plagued him a minute earlier. He wasn’t sure he’d be able to sleep, either. Not after the day they’d had.

				“Okay,” he conceded.

				Though he couldn’t see Quinn’s face, he envisioned her smiling. He crept from the floor to the bed and took a seat next to her. Then he pulled the covers over their heads and flicked on the flashlight.

				“What do you want to read?” he whispered.

				He noticed Quinn already had the Bible in her hands and was thumbing through it. The pages were filled with highlighted passages and handwritten notes. The writing was in neat cursive, reminding him of his grandmother’s. He’d always been close to Nana Lowery. Quinn had never met the woman; she’d died before the little girl was born.

				“Nana used to write notes like that.”

				“She did?”

				“Yep. I probably never told you, but she used to take notes in almost every book she read. You could always tell when you received a book from Nana.” Dan smiled at the memory.

			

			
				“What’d she write about?”

				“Usually her thoughts about what she was reading, or passages she’d like to come back to. When she was finished, she’d lend the books to us. I used to think her notes were better than the books.”

				“Did Nana read the Bible?”

				“All the time. She’d read passages to us before bedtime, when we’d sleep over.”

				“I never met Nana, did I?”

				“Nope. She passed away a few years before you were born. She was a great woman, Quinn. I’ll tell you more about her sometime.”

				“That’d be great.”

				Quinn picked out a passage, and Dan started reading. After a few minutes, he saw her eyes closing. He took the book and placed it on the bed. Quinn’s eyes fluttered back open.

				“Daddy?”

				“Yes, honey?”

				“I didn’t really want to read. I was just scared,” she admitted. “It’s dark in here.”

				He held the flashlight under the covers for a moment and kissed her forehead. “Don’t worry, sweetheart. I’ll be right on the floor next to you.”

				“Will you be gone when I wake up?”

				“Yes, but not for long,” he said. “I’ll be back as soon as I find a car.”

				“Promise me you’ll be careful, Daddy.”

				“I will. Stay close to Aunt Meredith. Tim and I will be back before you know it.”

				Dan kissed her again, then shut off the flashlight and snuck back to his blankets.
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				Keller lay in bed, listening to Dan and Quinn’s conversation through the wall. His stomach churned. With the lights off, the bed could’ve been his own childhood bedroom, the voices those of his mother and her friends. Only those voices were never soft and soothing—they were loud and boisterous, and they’d always been accompanied by the clink of bottles, the sharing of substances.

				His childhood sleeping hours had been erratic, interrupted. Because of that, he’d learned to ignore the noise in the background, focusing on getting rest when he could find it. But he didn’t want to rest now.

				He was too busy thinking of John.

				How he’d pushed the man from the bed of the truck. How he’d successfully killed the man in front of his friends, and how he hadn’t gotten caught. The image made Tim smile. He could still see the man’s face as the creatures had overtaken him, the look of surprise and horror as John had realized what was happening. But that knowledge had died with him. Dan, Quinn, and Meredith would never find out.

				He was able to absorb their pain. To live their loss through their eyes.

				In some ways, it was the closest to family Tim had ever gotten.

				Listening to Dan and Quinn in the next room, he realized he needed that feeling again. It was an experience he hadn’t had before. In the old world, his kills had been quick and calculated, his enjoyment dulled by the need to cover up what he was doing. He no longer needed to abide by those rules.

			

			
				John’s death had satiated him in ways his previous kills hadn’t. He was able to see the look on his companions’ faces and live their emotions firsthand. It opened up a new world to him, a new way to create and absorb memories that would last forever.

				He’d separate Dan from his family next. Then he’d bring the news back to Meredith and Quinn. With Dan gone, he’d be free to take his time with them.

				Killing John had been spontaneous. But he was glad he’d done it.

				It was exactly what he was looking for. Soon he’d replace a childhood of weakness with an adulthood of strength, and he’d rebuild the tainted memories that haunted him. Tim sucked deep breaths in the darkness, listening to John’s screams echo in his head. It was time to move on to the others.
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				When Dan opened his eyes, it was morning. His head was pounding from the previous day’s exertion, and he was groggy from sleep. He was surprised he’d been able to sleep at all, given what they’d been through. He crept down the stairs so as not to wake the others. Meredith was still awake.

				She gave him a thin smile as he walked in. She was sitting in a rocking chair by the living room window, holding Tim’s rifle. Ernie sat by her feet.

				“Were you able to get any sleep?” she whispered.

				“A little,” Dan admitted.

				She parted the shade, allowing a few rays of morning light to creep in. “How about Quinn?”

				“Yep. She’s still conked out. I didn’t want to wake her. Thanks for keeping watch, Meredith,” he said.

				“There wasn’t much to watch over. It was quiet.” She wiped her face, and he could tell she’d been crying. “I kept staring out the window all night, thinking I’d see John coming down the street. A few times, I swore I did. But when I looked, there was nothing there.”

				“I know how hard this is.”

				Dan put his hand on her shoulder, and she turned to look at him. “Promise me you’ll be careful, Dan. I can’t go through this again. I can’t stand to lose anyone else.”

				“I’ll be careful.”

				Meredith stood. She set the gun on the floor and embraced him, and he could feel the wet trickle of tears on his face. He swallowed and let go.

			

			
				Tim padded downstairs, as if he’d been waiting. He looked like he hadn’t slept much.

				“Ready to get a move on?” Tim asked.

				Dan nodded. They said goodbye to Meredith and headed for the door.
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				Dan watched the house recede behind him. In the past week, he’d rarely been apart from the girls, and the idea of leaving made him uneasy. At the same time, he knew he and Tim had the best chance at getting a vehicle and making it back in short order.

				He jogged with his pistol drawn. Tim jogged with his blade. Dan had a kitchen knife tucked in his belt, as well, but it hardly made him feel any better. The thought of the horde of creatures they’d seen earlier was unsettling. Weapons alone wouldn’t ward them all off. Their best bet was to stay low and out of sight, in the hopes that they could avoid confrontation.

				Endless fields spanned both sides of the road. Overgrown grass sprung from the ground, as if intent on reaching the heavens. The sky was a cloudless blue.

				Dan and Tim kept to the road’s edge—close enough that they could hide in the field if they needed to, but far enough not to compromise their safety. Dan had no idea what might be lurking within the fields, and he wasn’t about to risk traversing them. As they jogged, Dan kept an eye on the street.

				In another situation, an approaching car might be a welcome sight, but he knew better than to think that now.

			

			
				“Thanks for coming with me. I hope Meredith and Quinn will be all right,” Dan said.

				“I’m sure they’ll be fine. I didn’t feel right letting you go alone. I figured you could use a hand. I might not be a police officer, but I’ll do my best to pitch in.”

				Dan nodded. They’d done a good job securing the house, and they shouldn’t be gone long. Meredith and Quinn will be fine, he told himself.

				He resumed traveling, trying to cast aside his worry.

				Tim matched his pace. They moved in silence for several minutes, keeping a watchful eye on the land around them. After a while, they settled into a rhythm.

				“I don’t think I slept more than an hour last night,” Tim confessed.

				“Me neither,” Dan said.

				“That was awful, what happened to John. I’ve been trying to stay positive. I keep telling myself this is the day we’ll reach help. That we’ll find that helicopter, the military, something…”

				“Me too.”

				“Do you have any other family, Dan? Or is it just you, Quinn, and Meredith?”

				“Just us.”

				“That’s too bad. Meredith told me about your wife. I’m sorry for your loss.”

				“I tried my best to save her. There was just nothing I could do. She was one of the first people to be infected. I don’t know what’s worse—being killed by one of those things or becoming one of them.”

			

			
				“I understand. I miss my family, too. Losing people is one of the worst things to deal with.”

				They walked in silence for a few minutes. Dan thought of Quinn’s hopeful eyes while he’d read her the Bible, the expression of concern on Meredith’s face when he’d left.

				“Losing John just reinforces my reason for being here,” Dan said.

				“What reason do you think that is?”

				“To protect the ones I have left.”

				“That would make a little more sense, wouldn’t it?” Tim smiled grimly.

				They rounded another bend, the next stretch of scenery interchangeable with the last. Birds flew overhead, cawing, as if intent on guiding them.

				“How far did Meredith say the next house was?” Tim asked.

				“It should be close, if I recall correctly.”

				“That’s what I thought. I sure hope so. I’m getting a stitch in my side.”

				Dan slowed his pace. Because of his former position on the force, he’d stayed in good shape, but he’d neglected to consider the shape of his companion.

				“Sorry. Why don’t we slow down a bit?”

				Dan reduced his speed to a walk, allowing Tim to catch his wind. They kept a comfortable pace for several minutes. Soon they approached a bend in the road. Dan shielded his face with his hand. As they approached the turn, he glimpsed something other than fields.

				“That must be it!” Dan said.

				Tim followed his gaze, breathing a sigh of excitement. On the horizon, like an answer to their prayers, was a white farmhouse. Next to it was a garage.

			

			
				“Come on, Tim, let’s go!” Dan said.
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				Dan approached the property with caution, his gun leveled in front of him. From what he could tell, the house was vacant, but he couldn’t take any chances. Tim approached with similar hesitation, holding his knife. Dan was grateful to have backup.

				The house was a shingled Victorian with a railed porch and an abundance of windows. Next to it was a detached garage, the doors closed. As they entered the property, Dan glanced at the mailbox, noting the name “Stodley” in painted letters on the side.

				Dan scanned the windows of the house, half-expecting to see a face peering at him from the interior, but saw only dust and grime. This house was more unkempt than the one they’d stayed at, and he got the distinct feeling that it’d been vacant for more than a week.

				He glanced over at Tim, who was awaiting direction.

				“I’ll check the house,” Dan mouthed. “Wait here.”

				Tim nodded in acknowledgement.

				Dan crept across the lawn to the front porch, muting his footsteps as he ascended. Despite his best efforts, he was unable to quell the creak of old wood, and his nerves felt like they’d been prodded with a hot poker. The front door was open a crack, as if the occupants had left in a hurry.

				Either that, or someone had gone in uninvited.

				He used his boot to kick open the door, then stepped back and aimed his gun inside. Noticing several cobwebs draped across the doorframe, he relaxed slightly. He doubted anyone was inside.

			

			
				After clearing the house, he exited the front door.

				“No one,” he said to Tim.

				They made their way to the garage. Dan peered through the dust-covered windows, catching a glimpse of a vehicle inside. He reached down and pulled the handle. To his relief, it opened without resistance.

				“Check it out,” Tim said, pointing to the car in front of them.

				The vehicle—a white Ford Falcon from the ’70s—seemed to be in mint condition.

				“Nice,” Dan muttered, grateful for the stroke of luck.

				“Did you see any keys inside the house?”

				“If they were there, I didn’t see them.”

				Dan proceeded to the driver’s-side door and peered inside. The lock was unengaged. He opened the door and got inside. On a hunch, he folded down the visor and found a spare key taped to the other side.

				“It’s like someone knew we were coming,” he remarked with a smile.

				“Does it have gas?” Tim asked.

				“We’ll find out in a minute.”

				Dan inserted the key and turned it to the “on” position, watching the gas gauge climb. The vehicle had a half tank.

				“Let’s see if it fires,” he said, turning the key.

				The vehicle roared to life. Relief washed over him. Not only had they found a vehicle, but it was in good working order, and it had enough gas to keep them going. Dan set his gun on his lap and looked behind him, ready to instruct Tim to get inside.

			

			
				A fist struck him in the face.

				Dan’s vision went bleary, and his cheek burned with pain. He reached for the gun in his lap, but before he could retrieve it, someone hit him again. Dan’s head sagged against the headrest. Through the haze, he saw his attacker pluck the gun and take aim at his head.

				It was Tim.

				In a flash, three thoughts hit Dan: he’d been deceived, he’d been lied to, and he was going to die.
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				Meredith watched Quinn, a pit in her stomach. Ever since Dan had left, she’d been trying to quell the little girl’s unease. But she was grateful Tim had accompanied him.

				At least there were two of them out there. That increased the odds.

				Elsewhere in the house, the floorboards creaked. Ernie was pacing again. The dog seemed just as nervous as his companions.

				Quinn was leafing through several magazines she’d found on the bedroom nightstand. Every once in a while, she’d stop on a page and stare at the words, but Meredith suspected she was immersed in thought.

				“Do you think the owners will ever come back here?”

				“It’s possible.”

				“If they don’t, maybe we can move in.” Quinn smiled.

				“It’s a nice house. But I’d rather go somewhere safe. Wouldn’t you? Somewhere we don’t have to worry about things as much?”

				“I’d like to get to Abbotsville. But the most important thing is that we’re all together.”

				Meredith patted her on the knee. “That’s sweet of you to say.”

				Quinn put down the magazine, her eyes tearing. “I miss John.”

				Meredith gave her a squeeze, fighting back tears of her own. “So do I, honey. But I know he’d want us to keep going. We’ll get through this, though. I know we will. We’ll find somewhere safe.”

			

			
				Quinn smiled, and Meredith blotted her face. After a few more minutes, Meredith glanced at the doorway, then stood. “Will you be all right up here by yourself? I need to get back to my watch.”

				“I’m fine, Aunt Meredith. I’ll be twelve soon, you know.”

				“Okay.” Meredith blushed as she walked across the room. It was times like these that she recalled how much she’d missed. “You have a birthday coming up, right?”

				“August fifth.”

				“We should celebrate. Wherever we are.”

				The little girl’s eyes lit up. Maybe giving Quinn something to hope for would help offset the pain she’d had to endure. Meredith exited the room and walked downstairs. She checked out each of the windows, ensuring there was no sign of trouble. Then she wandered to a hutch in the living room. She plucked up a framed picture. In the midst of all the activity, she’d barely noticed the photograph.

				The picture inside showed a man and woman, about sixty years old. A group of four children was kneeling in front of them. She assumed they were the couple’s grandchildren. She perused the rest of the hutch, noting a few other pictures of the same couple, and determined they were the house’s owners. Or had been.

				Next to where the picture had been were four sealed envelopes.

				“Robert, Louis, Emma, and Teri,” she read aloud, shuffling through them.

				Letters to the grandchildren, she thought.

			

			
				Meredith recalled the partially cooked meal in the kitchen, the place setting for two. There’d been no car in the driveway. She wondered what had prompted the couple to leave, and if they’d made it somewhere safe. Why hadn’t they taken the letters? Maybe there hadn’t been time.

				She placed the couple’s belongings back on the hutch.

				Her anxiety deepened.

				Though she regretted letting Dan and Tim leave, she understood Dan’s reasoning—if a horde of creatures were to catch up to them while they were on foot, it’d be a catastrophe. He’d do anything to keep his daughter out of harm’s way. And so would Meredith.

				They’ll be back soon, she told herself.

				She walked over to one of the living room windows and lifted the blind. The countryside was sprawling and beautiful, the way it always had been. Not only did she miss the Sanders’, but she also missed her own farm. In any case, she knew they had to move on, that it wasn’t safe to stay in Settler’s Creek. Meredith sighed.

				She looked at the sky, hoping to see another helicopter flying overhead, evidence they were heading in the right direction.

				The sky was empty.
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				Dan struggled against the pain. If he didn’t react, he was going to die. Tim ordered him to get out, his words rising above the noise of the car engine.

				“Did you hear me?” Tim screamed.

				But Dan was in a haze. His mind flickered through the events of the past few days: Tim shooting the creature in the garage, Tim distracting Jed and Marvin, the conversation they’d had about family.

				It had all been lies.

				Dan didn’t know what the man’s intentions were, but there was no time to guess. He couldn’t let this man kill him. He sagged against the steering wheel, letting his arms dangle, feigning unconsciousness.

				Then he lunged for the shifter.

				All at once the car was in reverse, careening out of the garage. Dan stomped the gas. Tim grabbed at the door, but his efforts were in vain. Dan heard a gunshot, and glass shattered to his right—the passenger-side window had been hit. The vehicle rolled back down the driveway, Dan fighting to keep the wheel straight. He’d left his attacker behind, but Tim was crouched in the driveway, taking aim at the windshield. Another gunshot rang out. This one collided with the front end.

				The car bottomed out as it hit the road. Dan cut the wheel just as another gunshot thudded into the passenger-side door. Tim screamed at him to stop, but Dan continued in reverse, wrenching the wheel in hopes that he could straighten out. The driver’s door was still partway open, and it swung wildly with the car’s momentum.

			

			
				He needed to change course. Meredith and Quinn were the other way.

				He needed to get back to them.

				He stared in front of him, noticing Tim dart out into the road. Several more gunshots rocked the air, and Dan swerved. His head was pounding. He lost control of the vehicle, and it fishtailed into the nearby grass. Dan revved the gas, trying to reverse, but to no avail. The car was stuck in the field.

				Shit, shit, shit!

				In the background, Dan heard the patter of feet on the pavement. He stared down at his waist. He still had the kitchen knife. He withdrew it and held it in his shaky hand. His head was throbbing. There was no time to waste on the vehicle—if he didn’t get out, he’d die. Dan tumbled into the grass and crawled. He made his way to the back of the vehicle and ducked low in the four-foot-high grass, immersing himself in the field. He crawled.

				The footsteps dulled. Tim had reached the grass. Dan kept crawling, weaving through the field, gaining distance from his attacker. Wet blood trickled down his forehead, and he gasped quietly for breath.

				The knife shook in his hand; his vision was bleary. Police training aside, he was no match for a gun. Not with only a knife, and not in the condition he was in. His only option was to keep moving.

				The footsteps paused. Dan peered behind him, thinking he’d catch a glimpse of Tim, but all he saw was grass. The car door groaned. A moment later, the ignition shut off. Dan resumed crawling.

				Hide…hide…

			

			
				He heard nothing behind him, and the silence inspired him to increase his pace. He changed direction several times, hoping to thwart the man, looking for openings between the blades. The rasp of his breathing was loud and unforgiving. He fought to control it.

				Where was Tim?

				Dan stopped crawling and listened. He waited a few seconds, certain he’d hear footsteps, the man breathing—something. But all was quiet.

				He raised himself to a crouch. He held the knife in front of him and inched above the grass, hoping to get a bead on his attacker. The sun beat down from overhead. He could see the car in the distance, but it didn’t look like Tim was in it. From what he could tell, the street was empty.

				Boots crunched the grass.

				When Dan swiveled his head, he was just in time to catch Tim barreling at him from the side.

				They collided. Dan lashed out with the knife, but he was too late; Tim grabbed his arm and pinned it to the ground. With his other hand, Tim pummeled him in the face with the butt end of the gun, and Dan winced in pain. Were it not for the blows he’d suffered earlier, Dan might’ve had a fighting chance. But Tim had taken him by surprise.

				He was already at a disadvantage.

				Tim continued to strike him. Dan clawed at his attacker with his free hand, reaching for the man’s neck, but in his weakened state, he could barely defend himself. Dan was out of breath, out of strength. His head swam.

				“I’m going to enjoy this, Dan. I’m going to enjoy killing you, and then I’m going to enjoy cutting up Quinn and Meredith. I’ve been waiting for this.”

			

			
				He caught a glimpse of Tim’s face through the haze. The man was smiling. Tim was still pinning Dan’s knife hand, and Dan struggled to get it free. He needed to do something. If he didn’t, he’d die.

				Conjuring his last bit of strength, Dan threw back an elbow, connecting with the man’s face. Then he pulled his knife hand free. Dan turned and stabbed without aim. Tim stumbled and cried out as the knife penetrated his body. Dan didn’t know where he’d lodged the knife, but he didn’t wait around to find out. He scrambled for the grass.

				The pistol discharged, and a bullet whizzed by his head.

				Dan tumbled into the grass and crawled, throwing himself among the blades. He scrambled forward. He waited for the pain of a bullet, but it never came. He sucked in one shallow breath after another, suppressing the feeling that he was going to die. Tim cried out from somewhere behind him, cursing his name.

				Hurry…

				Dan kept moving, weaving a frantic pattern through the blades. He recalled the house they’d been at. He couldn’t be far. If he could reach it, maybe he could find cover. A weapon. Something.

				He proceeded in what he thought was the right direction, grass whipping at his sore face. His head swam, dizziness threatening to pull him under. But he was making progress. The thin rustle of commotion was getting farther off course, as if Tim had lost track of him. Dan paused and inched his head up, hoping to catch a glimpse of the house he was heading toward. A hundred feet away, he saw the roof of the garage. Tim was nowhere to be found.

			

			
				A car engine fired in the distance. The Ford Falcon. Tim must’ve gotten it started. In a flash, it hit him. Tim was no longer behind him, but for a reason.

				He was heading back for Quinn and Meredith.

				Dan struggled to find his footing, but the pain was unbearable. He fell into the grass, his head spinning, and the world pulled him under.

				[image: Horror-01.psd]


				Dan attempted to open his eyes, but his lids were caked shut. He couldn’t see a thing. The pain hit him at once. His face and ribs burned; his limbs felt like they were stuck to the ground. He groaned. It felt like his body had been through surgery and some sadistic doctor had woken him without medication.

				Only a crazed surgeon wasn’t responsible for this. It was Tim. The man who’d once posed as a friend, the man who’d kill Quinn and Meredith if Dan didn’t stop him. The memories filtered back, as if they’d been poured slowly into a hole in his brain, and they pressured Dan to open his eyes. When he did, the rays of the sun blinded him. He was still in the field. But Tim was gone. He’d driven off in the car.

				Goddammit. No…

				Dan pulled himself to a sitting position. The world was a nauseating mixture of sun and grass, and it spun around him, as if he were the sole attendee of a carnival ride. He forced himself to slow down, balancing his panic with the knowledge that if he moved too quickly, he’d plunge back into unconsciousness.

			

			
				After what felt like minutes, he sat upright and peered back through the broken grass. The bent blades looked like a twisted Halloween maze. He remembered crawling on his stomach, trying to get away. He needed to get to the house, to see if there was another vehicle he could take. Meredith and Quinn needed him.

				Even if he had walk on broken legs or shimmy on busted knees, he’d get to them.

				Dan wasn’t sure if anything was broken. He hadn’t gotten that far yet. But he was about to find out. He pushed off the ground to find his footing. The world spun faster. His legs wobbled, but worked. Fighting the overwhelming urge to vomit, he took a few uneasy steps, pawing at the tall grass for support. He fell twice before finding his rhythm, but soon he was making progress, working his way back to the distant driveway.

				When he reached it, he found an empty driveway, an empty garage. No means of transportation. He stared into the distance but saw no other properties. He couldn’t risk continuing. He had to double back to the house with Meredith and Quinn.

				Anger charged through Dan’s body, pushing him to walk faster. He glanced at his waist, taking in his empty holster and the empty place where his knife had been. He was defenseless.

				As he walked, Dan pictured the twisted face of the man who’d attacked him, the smile that’d revealed who Tim really was. Normally Dan was able to discern people’s true nature from a single encounter. After years on the force, he’d acquired a knack for reading people’s character. But Tim had been able to mask his intentions, as if he were a skilled actor playing a role. Dan’s doubts had been swayed by Tim’s earnest attempts to help, by the way Tim had expressed concern for the people around him.

			

			
				All of it had been a lie. Dan should’ve known by the precision by with which the man had slaughtered the creature at the barn. His only question was why the man had waited to reveal himself.

				Why hadn’t he attacked Dan earlier? Instead, he’d gotten close to the group.

				Perhaps that had been his game all along.

				Dan staggered from the grass to the road, his legs threatening to spill from under him. He fought a wave of nausea and continued onward. No matter what had happened, one thing was certain: he needed to get to Meredith and Quinn.
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				Keller snarled as he drove off down the road. The pain in his injured leg was bordering on agony. He’d already pulled out the blade and wrapped his wound, but the blood seeped through. The knife lay on the seat next to him.

				He was enraged by what had happened but anxious to get back to Meredith and Quinn. He’d already formulated a backup plan. That was one of the reasons he’d survived so long in the new world.

				In a few minutes, he’d reach the house where Meredith and Quinn were staying. He already had a story prepared. He’d tell them Dan had been injured and they needed to get to him. Then he’d take them somewhere else and kill them.

				He’d tell them about Dan while was torturing them. He’d tell them Dan was dead.

				His new plan sated his anger.

				Dan would live the rest of his life in torment, knowing that he’d failed his family. It wasn’t Tim’s plan of choice, but it was a good one nonetheless.

				After he’d flayed Meredith and Quinn, he’d head in the opposite direction from Abbotsville. He had no desire to find help. Keller was already living out his dreams, and he wasn’t about to let them end.
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				Meredith and Quinn were in the upstairs bedroom when they heard a car approaching. Meredith darted for the window.

				She reached it and parted the shade, expecting to see her companions. What she saw made her blood freeze. There was a car in the distance, but it was coming from the opposite direction from where Dan or Tim had gone.

				It wasn’t them.

				The vehicle, a small black sedan, was approaching fast. There were two occupants, but neither fit the profile of the men she knew. What if they slowed down? What if they stopped?

				“It’s not Dan and Tim!” she hissed. “They’re coming from the wrong way.”

				She glanced back at Quinn. The little girl’s eyes were wide, her face ashen. Meredith surveyed the room. On the same wall as the door was a bureau. She considered pushing it in front of the door. But if she were to do that, they’d be trapped. She envisioned the barricades at each of the entrances. Even if they wanted to flee, she’d have to remove them, and without making noise.

				“Hold tight,” she whispered, as much to herself as to Quinn.

				Hopefully the car would pass them by.

				She stared back out the window, her pulse soaring. Just a minute ago, Meredith had been prepared to reunite with her companions and head to Abbotsville. And now she was being forced to hunker and hide.

			

			
				The car was about a hundred yards up the road. The vehicle slowed, and her heart jumped. She crouched so she was just at eye-level, the shade barely parted.

				The car weaved to the left shoulder, driving in the wrong lane. The occupants turned their heads as they surveyed the house. The driver adjusted in his seat, and she caught the glint of a gun in his lap. He rolled down the window and jabbed his finger outside.

				Keep going. Keep going.

				The car rolled a few feet farther.

				The car stopped.

				Meredith’s heart knocked in violent rhythm. Ernie sat up on the bed, his ears perked. The sedan purred as the driver idled the engine. The driver’s door opened. A man’s leg swung onto the pavement.

				Dirt-covered jeans. Black boots.

				Meredith watched with growing dread as the man came into view. The man was dark-skinned, with a black T-shirt and the beginnings of a beard. He was wearing a baseball cap. In his hands was a rifle. He spit on the pavement and advanced toward the house, studying the interior. He furrowed his brow.

				Meredith released the shade and ducked. After a few seconds of quiet, she risked another glance. She saw the passenger rummaging through the glove box. After a minute, he emerged and joined his friend. The passenger was a heavyset man in his fifties with shaggy gray hair and a white shirt. He was holding a pistol. The voices of the men echoed off the front of the house. Without the hum of appliances, the property was silent, catching every sound.

			

			
				“It looks like the place is empty,” the second man said. His voice was low, with a southern drawl. “I don’t see any cars.”

				That’s right, Meredith thought. Keep moving.


				“No blood and no bodies in the yard.” The fat man shrugged. “That’s a first.”

				“Wouldn’t you rather find someone alive? I’m getting bored. I could use a little fun.” The other man laughed.

				“Dead or alive, I don’t really give a shit. As long as there are supplies.”

				To her dismay, they started toward the house.

				The man in the black T-shirt stared at the windows. Meredith slipped out of sight, letting the shade flatten. She held her breath, as if the extra precaution might affect their decision, as if she could ward off danger. She glanced at Quinn, who was clutching her chest in fear.

				“That last house was empty. Do you think we should bother?” the first man said.

				“Might as well check it out.”

				The words were like a switch, turning Meredith’s anxiety to panic. She swallowed the acidic taste in her mouth. They needed to run out the back door.

				If the men searched the house, there was a good chance they’d be discovered. If they could make it outside, maybe they could hide in the grass.

				“Quinn,” she hissed. “Let’s go.”

				She motioned for Quinn to follow her. Ernie jumped off the bed and ran over, his tail pumping. She grabbed hold of him, hoping to keep him quiet. If he barked…if he made noise…

			

			
				She snuck into the hallway, carrying Ernie, Quinn in tow.

				They crept down the stairs, trying not to make a sound. Boots creaked the front porch. One of the men coughed. She heard them trying the door.

				“Locked,” the driver said.

				“I’ll shoot it open,” said the other.

				“Really? Why not just kick it down? Come on, man. Save bullets.”

				“All right, all right…”

				She heard one of the men back up, then the sound of boots stamping across the porch. The ensuing bang made Meredith’s heart skip. Wood splintered and caved. Meredith and Quinn had made it down the stairs, headed for the back door. She hugged Ernie tight, praying he didn’t bark. The footsteps retreated, probably preparing for another kick.

				When they reached the living room, she crept over to Quinn, her heart pounding furiously. “Help me move the barricade,” she whispered.

				The little girl nodded.

				Meredith set down the rifle, but kept hold of Ernie. She lifted the table with one hand, Quinn assisting her. The small kitchen table was light enough to move without noise. They started clearing the chairs.

				Another boot kicked the front door. The man swore from the other side. Meredith worked faster, her pulse racing. The men kicked again. The door was about to give way. There was no time…

				Meredith glanced at the windows in the kitchen, but they were blocked, the shades drawn. There’d be no getting through them, not without making noise. The men kicked the door again.

			

			
				“Back upstairs!” Meredith whispered.

				If they couldn’t get out, they’d have to hide. She tugged Quinn’s hand and they darted back up the staircase. They’d just made it to the bedroom when the front door gave way. She heard the wood splinter, then the sound of the men kicking away the pieces. The couch slid across the hardwood. Meredith motioned for the closet. She slid the door open, praying the tracks didn’t squeak. They didn’t. Meredith ducked inside with Ernie, shushing him. Then she closed the door, pitching them into darkness.

				The men were in the house. She heard them climbing over the couch, scuffing the floor with their boots.

				“Anyone home?” One of the men snickered.

				“It looks like someone was here recently.”

				“I’ll check upstairs. You check down here.”

				Footsteps creaked the floor, then the stairs; a procession that could only end in death. Meredith clung to Ernie and Quinn, praying silently, aiming the rifle at the closet door. As soon as it opened, she’d fire. The stairs groaned under the weight of a man’s feet, getting closer. The man had reached the bedroom. She heard the hiss of his breath, the subtle creak of the floorboards adjusting. Just a few steps and he’d find them. Just a few steps and…

				A car engine sounded in the distance.

				“You hear that, Marty?” the man in the room asked.

				Meredith froze. The footsteps retreated, making their way back down the stairs and outside. She sucked in a breath, surprised she could still breathe at all, and rolled open the closet door. She hissed for Quinn to stay put, and then crept over to the window and glanced outside. Another car was on the horizon.

			

			
				Was it Dan and Tim?

				This one was coming from the right direction. The men ran out into the street and raised their rifles, aiming at the approaching vehicle.
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				Dan struggled as he walked down the road, trying to get back to Quinn and Meredith. The pain in his head had become overbearing, and he fell to his knees and vomited. The bile burned his throat, adding to the dizziness that threatened to pull him under.

				He couldn’t give up. Not here. Not now. He still had a ways to go to get to Meredith and Quinn. Their faces appeared through the haze, like spectral guides coaxing him onward. He glanced behind him, but he’d already lost sight of the house. He was making progress, as slow and excruciating as it was.

				The images of his daughter and sister-in-law pushed him back to standing. He walked several more paces. His eyes narrowed and came into focus, then fixated on a sign a hundred yards ahead. In order to make progress, he’d set goals. He clambered toward the diagonal white sign. There was nothing else in sight. His only companions were the dense golden fields that surrounded either side of the road, and the bright, blinding sun that seemed more foe than friend.

				He flicked his gaze to the road, hoping to find a weapon he could use when he got to the house. He ignored the fact that he could barely walk, let alone carry it.

				The country road was barren. No cars, bodies, or debris. For a moment, he considered the idea that he’d dreamt the events of the past week, or that he was dreaming now. Either would be preferable to this. He envisioned waking up at his house in St. Matthews, Julie nestled under his arm. It was a scenario he’d give anything to relive.

			

			
				He knew that couldn’t happen.

				He concentrated on the sign, trying to read the words. He remembered passing it on the way. It was white and faded with age, the black letters cracked. On its face was a route number. Seventy-one. The number meant little to him now, other than a point of focus.

				The image of Julie disappeared, supplanted by a memory of Quinn. He remembered the hope that had glistened on her face as she’d opted to go to Abbotsville. Despite all she’d been through, Quinn had kept her faith, refusing to give up. If his daughter could find that strength, so could he.

				He stared at the distant sign, letting the numbers blur until they’d become a pixelated version of his daughter, her face calm and inspiring. She stared at him with her mother’s eyes. She closed her eyes and drifted to sleep. After a few seconds, her mouth cracked open, and she opened her jaw to reveal a mouthful of dirt-stained teeth.

				It wasn’t Quinn, after all. It was one of them. The infected.

				Dan’s eyes snapped open as he realized what was coming. One of the creatures—a mottled gray woman with sallow cheeks and inky eyes—was staggering toward him. It plodded forward on shaky legs, as if Dan were advancing toward some twisted version of himself.

				Before he knew it, the creature was upon him, its hands unfurled like claws. Dan held up his arms to defend himself, but the thing lashed out with sharp nails, trying for his skin. It closed its mouth and opened it, as if its jaw was on a hinge. Its teeth clacked together with a sickening crunch.

			

			
				Using what little momentum he had, Dan pushed the creature backward, hoping to topple it over, but the infected woman kept on, inspired by its weakened prey. He grabbed hold of the thing’s hands. They swayed back and forth like lovers in a dance, waiting for the final note to tear each other apart.

				Dan gave the thing another heave. This time the creature lost its balance and fell to the pavement. Dan skirted around it, avoiding its reaching hands, and continued walking. He was parallel to the sign now. Seventy-one. He’d made it to his landmark.

				The knowledge gave him little comfort. Reaching it only resulted in a new obstacle.

				The creature was back on its feet. He heard it scrabbling behind him.

				He glanced over his shoulder and saw it coming toward him, faster this time. While Dan’s strength was waning, the creature’s seemed to be growing. He shuffled forward, trying to gain distance, but the thing had caught up, and it grabbed hold of him. Its claws dug through his shirt, sparking a wave of pain.

				Anger took hold of him.

				Dan spun, shook the thing off, and grabbed hold of its shirt. Then he thrust its head into the sign. The creature connected with the metal, its skull caving. Dan grabbed hold of it again, his anger mounting, and whipped it into the sign again, watching its nose burst. Fluid and bone leaked from its face.

			

			
				The thing’s mouth flapped like a broken drawbridge.

				Dan didn’t stop attacking it. He kept ramming its head repeatedly into the metal until its face was a dripping, pulverized mess of skin, an inanimate object that barely looked human. When he was finished, he watched it fall to the ground in a heap. He wiped his hands on the sign, smearing off some of the gore, and then staggered down the road to find his family.
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				Meredith watched the approaching car with a mixture of relief and terror. The men aimed their guns at the driver, prompting the new car to slow down. The driver decelerated, coming to a stop twenty feet from the scene.

				Meredith’s heart did a somersault. It was Tim, all right. But Dan was missing. Tim sat in the driver’s seat, unmoving, as if he were a commuter at a traffic stop rather than a man about to be killed.

				“Get out of the car!” the man in the black T-shirt barked. He waved his gun.

				Tim stayed put. He rolled down the window. “I’m not looking for trouble,” he called out. “I’m just passing through.”

				“Get the fuck out!” the second man said.

				This time there was no warning. The second man fired a shot; the bullet skimmed the pavement near the driver’s door. Meredith jumped at the report. In an instant, her fears swam to the surface: Tim would be shot, and they’d be discovered, dragged out, and killed. Dan was already dead. Something must’ve happened. Why else wasn’t he here?

				Don’t think that way, Meredith.

				She lifted her rifle toward the window, considering her options, each more suicidal than the last. She couldn’t let these men kill Tim. But the need to protect Quinn kept her grounded.

				She watched as Tim opened the driver’s door.

				“Are you armed?” the fat man demanded.

				“I have a pistol,” Tim said.

				Dan’s.

			

			
				“Throw it on the pavement. Step out slowly.”

				Tim complied, the clatter of the weapon like the final, resigned act of a condemned man. He stepped out of the vehicle, hands raised. Then he stepped away from the car. Meredith noticed his leg was bleeding. The armed men closed in on him. The man in the black T-shirt trained his gun on Tim while the other moved in to frisk him. After patting him down, the fat man guarded him while the other searched the vehicle.

				“Nice ride,” he remarked with a sneer. “Where’d you get it?”

				“I found it in someone’s garage,” Tim answered.

				Tim’s demeanor was surprisingly calm. Meredith doubted she’d be able to hold it together as well. Especially when he was already wounded. The man in the black T-shirt ducked inside the car, rifling through the interior. Meredith glanced over at Quinn, who was awaiting instruction. They’d already gotten a head start on the barricade; the back door was almost unblocked.

				We should get out of here.

				The thought hit her with such force that she started to stand. She should take Quinn and go out the back door, make a run for it…maybe they could get away. But they couldn’t leave Tim. Could they?

				Commotion drew her attention back to the window.

				When she peered back outside, she was shocked to see Tim holding the gun to the fat man’s head. Somehow, he’d taken control. The man in the black T-shirt was at the door of Tim’s vehicle, aiming his weapon at Tim.

			

			
				“Drop it! Now!” Tim shouted.

				The man in the black T-shirt’s face went slack, as if he was considering his options. He set the gun on the asphalt.

				“Kick it over!” Tim screamed.

				The man did as he was told. Somehow—miraculously—the situation had reversed. Meredith sighed in relief, but it wasn’t enough to settle her nerves.

				“What’s going on, Aunt Meredith?” Quinn whispered from across the room.

				“Nothing, honey. Stay where you are. Things are going to be okay. We’re going to get out of here soon.”

				Hopefully Tim could defuse the situation. She’d wait until things were safe, then collect Quinn and go out to meet him. They’d find out what happened to Dan and they’d…

				An explosion rang out as Tim fired at the fat man’s head. Blood sprayed from the side of the man’s skull, and the dropped to the ground in a heap. Tim fired at the man in the dark T-shirt, connecting with his shoulder, sending him reeling back into the open car. Then Tim sprung, pulling the man out and disarming him. He slammed the man into the side of the car.

				The man cried out in pain, his black T-shirt wet with blood.

				“You son of a bitch! You think you can come in here and take what’s mine?” Tim screamed. He glanced at the front door of the house. It looked like he’d noticed it was open. “They were mine! You hear me? You had no right!”

			

			
				He pistol-whipped the man. The man’s head ricocheted against the car. Blood sprayed from the corners of the man’s mouth.

				“You’ve fucked everything up!”

				Tim whipped the man again, then again, each blow harder than the last, his anger intensifying. He shrieked in rage, as if the man might answer him, but the man was already non-responsive, his face caved in a crimson mask. He was probably already dead. Meredith clasped her hand over her mouth, stifling her terror.

				After several more blows, Tim released the man and he slid to the pavement. His legs folded as he fell. He hit the ground with a dull thud. He didn’t move.

				Tim stood in place for a minute, still holding the gun.

				Then he turned toward the house.

				His face was a twisted mess of rage and insanity. The man she was looking at bore little resemblance to the man they’d traveled with, but she could tell it was the true man, the one who had lurked there all along. In an instant, everything became clear.

				Tim had killed Dan. And he was coming for them next.
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				Meredith let go of the shade. Tim was coming, and he’d find them. It was too late to flee. The front door was open, and he was walking inside.

				She raced across the room and shut the bedroom door. It clicked into place. She fumbled for the handle, locking it. Ernie had wriggled free from Quinn’s grasp and out into the bedroom, barking uncontrollably. His feet slid across the hardwood. There was no time to silence him.

				“Quinn! Help me with the bureau!”

				The little girl emerged from the closet and ran to assist her. The bureau was on the same wall as the door, and it ground against the floor as they pushed it over.

				“Meredith? Quinn?” Tim yelled.

				He sounded surprised, as if he’d already counted them dead. She heard his accelerated breathing in the living room, the creak of his boots on the floor. Meredith ushered Quinn back to the closet, watching her slip inside. Then she darted behind the bed and aimed the rifle at the door. She prayed Tim would leave, that this nightmare would end. But she knew it wouldn’t. The only thing between her and the unhinged man was a door and a bureau.

				“Where are you?” he called again, his voice cracked.

				She pictured the dead man’s blood-ridden face outside and swallowed the urge to be sick.

				She heard the creak of hardwood as he checked the ground floor. Feet hit the stairs. Ernie barked violently, as if his vocal cords were enough to ward the man off. The footsteps stopped outside the bedroom.

			

			
				The door rattled.

				Finding it locked, Tim roared in anger. Meredith stared at the thin door, envisioning the man on the other side—not the man who’d shared the journey with them, but the man who’d slaughtered the men in the street. It was as if Tim had transformed into another person, some bizarre version of the infected. But she knew his behavior wasn’t the result of any virus.

				He was sick, but in a different way.

				“Open the damn door!” he screamed, his control depleted.

				She contemplated firing at the door, but was terrified to waste her bullets. Without a clear shot, she’d be expending her ammunition needlessly. Maybe he’ll go away…maybe he’ll leave us alone…


				As slim as the hope was, she held onto it.

				The man pounded again. Meredith stared at the barricaded door, as if the man would suddenly break through the center, his face bloodstained and maddened. But the door remained intact. Outside, Meredith heard the whip of the wind, the chatter of insects. When she concentrated, she heard Quinn’s nervous breathing from the closet. More than anything, she wanted to comfort the little girl, to assure her things were all right. But they weren’t.

				Dan was dead. Tim must’ve killed him.

				Meredith couldn’t process that right now. She needed all her concentration to get them out of the situation. Even if the barricade staved off the raving man for a while, he’d find his way in, and then only time and bullets would determine who lived and who died. She stared at the rifle in her hands. Only four shots left. No spare ammunition. Tim had the pistol, at least, and probably the rifles from the men he’d killed outside.

			

			
				For several minutes, silence prevailed. Then the footsteps retreated. Meredith tried to pinpoint Tim’s location, but she couldn’t determine where he’d gone. She pictured the two cars out in the road—the one Tim had arrived in, and the one the men had driven. For a split second, she fantasized about running to the window, throwing it open, and jumping. But that wouldn’t work.

				They were on the second floor. They’d be more apt to break a leg than get to safety.

				Meredith detected the man’s footsteps again. Tim was in the next room—the master bedroom he’d slept in. Meredith scrambled to the foot of the bed so that it was between her and the wall to the next room. She pictured the man firing through the wall, striking her with a bullet.

				Instead, he knocked.

				One rap. Then two.

				As if to taunt her. As if it were a game, and not three people embroiled in a struggle for their lives. Meredith gritted her teeth. If only she had a clear shot…if she knew how thick the wall was…

				She wanted nothing more than to shoot the bastard.

				The man knocked again. This time he was at the bedroom door again. Meredith startled. She hadn’t even heard him make his way back down the hall. She dove to the other side of the bed, taking cover.

			

			
				“Meredith? Quinn? I know you’re in there.”

				Meredith didn’t answer.

				“I know you saw me outside. I want to explain myself.”

				Meredith resisted the urge to reply. Anything she said would give away her location, allowing the man to home in on her. She was already cornered and trapped, confined in a bedroom that felt more like a tomb than a safe haven. But it could be worse. I could be out there, beaten and shot like those men…


				Something crashed against the bedroom door, and it wobbled. Tim was either throwing himself against it, or hitting it with an object. She kept her finger on the trigger, ready to fire at the sight of him.

				“Stay back!” she yelled reflexively, breaking the silence.

				“I know you saw what I did to those men. I lost it, Meredith. They were going to kill you and Quinn. With the front door open, I thought they already had. I was angry.”

				Meredith ignored him. The man’s words were meaningless; she’d already seen what he did. She’d heard his words. She hunkered behind the bed, her rifle tight in her grip.

				“Where’s Dan?” she called, trying to hide the quiver in her voice.

				The hallway went silent for a second. “He’s coming. He found another vehicle. He’s a few minutes behind me. Open up and we’ll talk about it.”

				“I don’t believe you.”

				“He said he’s going to take us to Abbotsville.”

			

			
				“Where is he?!” Meredith shouted, her rage overtaking her fear.

				Tim stifled laughter. “He’s dead, Meredith. I beat his face into a pulp, just like I did to the men outside. And then I shot him.”

				Meredith closed her eyes. The door rattled. Tim laughed.

				“You son of a bitch,” Meredith hissed. She kept the rifle pointed at the door, ignoring the tears that rolled down her cheeks.

				[image: Horror-01.psd]


				Five excruciating minutes passed.

				In that time, Meredith heard Tim pacing the house, walking from one room to the next. Every once in a while, he’d smash something, displaying his anger that they wouldn’t open up. She held her position next to the bed. Quinn cried softly in the closet. Each one of the girl’s muffled sobs was like a needle to her heart. Quinn had heard everything. She knew her father was dead, and there was no way Meredith could comfort her.

				Not without compromising their safety.

				Meredith shook with anger. She wanted nothing more than to break down the door and find Tim, to end his life for what he’d done. Instead, she was forced to wait for the moment when he’d break down the door. As soon as he came into view, she’d shoot him. There was no question in her mind.

				But what if she missed? She couldn’t entertain the possibility. She couldn’t fail. Soon, he’d come through the door, and she’d be ready. She both desired that moment and feared it, and the longer she waited, the more restless she became.

			

			
				The footsteps returned. Tim was in the hallway again.

				“Do I hear crying in there, Meredith?” Tim called through the door. “Are you upset about Dan?”

				The sound of Tim speaking Dan’s name felt sacrilegious, disgusting. He’d beaten and shot him as if the man was nothing more than a piece of garbage. He shouldn’t be allowed to say the man’s name. He had no right.

				She clenched her teeth, refusing to respond. She tried to determine his location. It sounded like he was a few feet to the right of the door.

				“I’m sorry I killed your father, Quinn.”

				The little girl sniffled.

				Keep talking, asshole.

				Meredith aimed at the wall, using the sound of Tim’s voice to determine where he was standing. If Tim wouldn’t make the first move, she’d do it herself. She clenched the trigger, preparing to fire.

				“You should’ve seen John. He didn’t look so hot when I pushed him off that truck.”

				What was he talking about?

				Meredith hesitated. Her heart raced. Between the adrenaline of the altercation and her concern for Dan, she hadn’t had time to put the pieces together. Had Tim been responsible for John’s death?

				“Did you hear me, Meredith? I shoved him off the pickup. He reached out to me for help, but I did nothing. I watched him die.”

				Meredith squeezed the trigger of her rifle. The blast was deafening. The bullet chewed through the wall, and she heard Tim cry out. She stared at the wall, making out the hole where the bullet had penetrated. She swallowed and waited. The hall had gone silent. Tim had gone silent.

			

			
				Was he dead? Wounded?

				She knew better than to make assumptions. I hope I hit you, you motherfucker. Meredith’s gaze alternated between the door, the wall, and the bureau, as if one of those things might lend her a clue. Quinn readjusted.

				“Aunt Meredith?” she whispered from the closet.

				“Stay put,” Meredith called back.

				The girl obeyed. Ernie had stopped barking, but he was still pacing the floor. His movements made Meredith nervous. She wanted desperately to quiet the dog down, to stop him from moving, but she didn’t dare let her guard down.

				How long would she wait before going out there? Had she really killed Tim? It seemed implausible, but each second of silence lent weight to the theory.

				She strained her ears, hoping for a footstep. A groan. Anything that would give her a clue as to what had happened. She stared at the wall, trying to visualize what Tim might look like dead in the hallway, but could only envision his sneering face as he’d brutalized the men outside.

				She imagined removing the bureau, opening the door, and finding him on the ground. He’d look dead, but when she reached out to check, he’d spring to life and grab her, and then he’d—

				She heard a scrape in the hallway.

				Meredith jolted to attention, her hands shaking. She aimed the rifle at the hole in the wall, then the door. Ernie began to pant, his mouth open, tongue dangling. A cold fear washed over Meredith’s body, as if someone were drowning her in a tub of ice. She listened for an additional sound—confirmation of the first—but heard nothing.

			

			
				Another minute passed.

				Maybe it hadn’t been a scrape in the hallway. Maybe it’d been Quinn in the closet, or Ernie’s nails scratching the hardwood. She wasn’t sure of anything anymore. Some part of her thought she was dreaming, that she’d wake up at her farm, or at the Sanders’. That John and Dan would still be alive. That none of this had happened.

				She gripped the rifle and tried to will that reality to life, hoping she’d be ripped from this new world and back into the old one—

				A crash erupted from the bedroom door. The door buckled. Meredith heard the splinter of wood, then a man’s fierce breathing as he reared back for another blow. There was no question what was happening now.

				Tim was still alive. And he wasn’t going to rest until he got in.
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				“Stay back!” Meredith screamed.

				She fired off another round, hardly thinking about the wasted bullet; her only thought was to keep the man out. The bullet pierced through the wood, splintering it further. Tim’s efforts had created a hole in the door. Just above the bureau, she could see movement through the opening. He disappeared again.

				This time, she heard noises in the hallway, proof that he was alive.

				“You’re forgetting something, Meredith!” he yelled, his voice ragged. “I gave you that rifle. You’re almost out of bullets, and we both know it.”

				Her eyes flicked to the rifle, as if he might be lying. But Tim was right. Shit. Shit. Shit. She cursed internally, staring over the side of the bed at the hole in the door. She could see the opposite side of the hallway. The sight of it filled her with fear. Her eyes darted around the room, looking for something else to barricade the door with. But there was nothing save the bed and the thin mattress that were already providing her cover. She was terrified to move, certain Tim would seize the advantage.

				Footsteps tromped the floor. Another flash of movement rippled through the door’s opening—a man’s boot—and suddenly another chunk of the door was knocked inward. Tim ducked out of sight before she could fire. She couldn’t spare the bullets.

				If she shot him, she had to connect.

				She heard a shuffle in the hallway, and then the bureau toppled over, crashing to the floor. Tim skittered back down the hallway. Suddenly the door was in clear view, a gaping hole in the center.

			

			
				She and Quinn were unprotected.

				Frantic, Meredith pushed the bed, sliding it toward the broken door. She’d only gotten a few feet when the tip of a pistol appeared in the doorway. She screamed as a bullet ripped past her head, embedding itself in the wall next to the closet. She ducked back below the mattress.

				“The next one hits Quinn in the closet!” Tim shouted.

				Quinn began to whimper. Meredith glanced back at the girl’s hiding place, suddenly afraid that a bullet had already found its mark, but was relieved to find the two bullet holes in the wall. The little girl was unharmed, for now.

				“Toss your rifle and come on out, Meredith. Do that, and I’ll spare Quinn.”

				No answer.

				“What do you say, Meredith? That’s not a bad proposal, is it?” Tim laughed again, and she felt a surge of anger, an uncontrollable urge to rush into the hall and shoot him. Maybe she could get to him before he got to Quinn. Even if Meredith were injured, Quinn would have a chance.

				She didn’t believe the man’s words. Not one bit.

				“I’m not going to say it twice,” Tim added.

				Meredith ran through each of her options, but they were all flawed, all likely to end in death. Even if she gave herself up, there was little chance the man would keep his promise. She’d seen what he did to the men outside. He’d already confessed what he’d done to John and Dan.

			

			
				What else could she do? Dammit.


				“I’m coming out,” she said, but she remained behind the mattress.

				“The rifle, Meredith.”

				“I’m throwing it.”

				She held onto the weapon for another minute, hoping the man might reveal himself, but the doorway stayed empty.

				“There won’t be another warning before I shoot Quinn,” he said, his voice calm, deadpan.

				Despite his earlier outbursts, Tim sounded eerily controlled, as if he knew what he was doing, and she knew he was telling the truth.

				Meredith crept to the edge of the bed and dropped the rifle. She made a loud clatter, letting him know she’d complied. Then she slid it over to the door. The sight of the rifle moving away felt like a resignation of death. She bit her lip, trying to quell her fear. The rifle came to rest next to the door. She watched and waited. After a few seconds, she saw Tim reaching through the hole in the door.

				Meredith slowly removed the knife she had tucked in her pants.

				Then she lunged for him.
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				Dan could see the house a mile away. Ever since his encounter with the creature, he’d been running on a surge of adrenaline, propelled by the terror that his family would be killed. His legs ached from exhaustion.

				He kept his sights on the property, suppressing the anxiety that came with it. At the moment, the house was nothing more than a blurry shape. He could make out two cars in the road. One was the Ford Falcon Tim had been driving. The other he’d never seen.

				The sight of two cars deepened his fear. Dan knew nothing about the man they’d been traveling with. Whatever Tim had told him was a lie. There was a possibility the man had accomplices, people who’d been trailing them, waiting for an opportunity. Dan shuddered.

				He kept on, jogging through the pain, discerning more details as he ran. It looked like there were bodies in the road. He could barely make them out in the distance. Nothing moved.

				He hoped to God they weren’t Meredith and Quinn.

				The only thing that mattered was reaching the house, verifying his family was uninjured, verifying they were still alive. Dan refused to consider the alternative. Gunshots sounded in the distance.

				He panicked and pushed harder.

			

			
				



			

	


37

				Meredith threw herself at the doorway, knowing it might be the last move she made. Tim had already retrieved the rifle, and he yanked it through the broken door, trying to keep it from her. But that was his mistake. Meredith wasn’t going for the rifle.

				She was going for him.

				She lodged the knife in his arm. He cried out in agony. The gun discharged, wedging a bullet in the wall. She released the knife and grappled for the rifle. She caught hold of it. They tangled through the gap in the door, the broken wood scraping their arms and shoulders as they engaged in a push and pull. Tim had his pistol in his hand, as well. She let go of the rifle and reached for his pistol hand, catching hold of his wrist.

				Tim yanked forward, smashing Meredith’s head into the intact part of the door. But she didn’t relent. She felt blood trickling down her face, but she kept firm, knowing that if she let go, she’d die.

				“You bitch!” Tim growled.

				The man was pulling harder, setting her off balance. She needed to do something.

				Meredith wedged her boots against the bottom of the door and pulled. In a last-ditch effort, she let go of the pistol and grabbed the rifle with both hands. She tugged. All at once, the gun was in her hand and she was flying backward. She skidded back on the floor and aimed at the doorway.

				She fired.

				Tim dove, but not before the bullet pierced his side. He cried out in pain and toppled out of sight. She heard him crawling down the hallway, gasping for breath. She reached for the door lock, hit the button, and twisted the door open. Then she aimed around the threshold.

			

			
				A bullet struck the wall, and she ducked back inside the bedroom, her heart surging.

				Tim was still armed.

				“You goddamn bitch!” he roared. His breathing was loud and labored.

				Meredith clung to the wall, hoping to keep a barrier between her and the enraged, wounded man. She had two bullets left in the gun. She knew it, and Tim knew it. But Tim was wounded. She’d lodged a knife in his arm, and she’d shot him. She’d also seen him limping outside. She held her breath and waited, hoping his condition would give her an advantage.

				She glanced back at the closet, verifying Quinn was still hidden. Ernie barked furiously. Over the last few minutes, the sound of the dog had become a backdrop to the commotion, an addition to the chaos.

				She heard Tim sliding down the hallway, dragging himself like a wounded animal. She resisted the urge to peer around and check on him, envisioning a bullet to the face. She’d wait and bide her time. Maybe the blood loss would be enough to pull him under. Maybe the son of a bitch will die.


				After a few more seconds, the noise in the hall stopped. The lack of sound was almost as frightening as the man’s voice. Had he pulled himself into the master bedroom? Was he reloading? She considered poking her head around the corner, but was terrified of what might happen. She pictured the man at the end of the hallway, his back against the wall, waiting for her to stick her head out so he could fire. I won’t even feel the bullet. I’ll drop to the floor, dead, and he’ll step over my body on his way to Quinn.


			

			
				But she’d have to look. Eventually. Meredith swallowed and leaned down to the floor. Then she risked a glance. The hallway was empty, but puddles of blood lined the floor leading to the bedroom. Tim was hunkered down, biding his time. Or else he was dead. Meredith retreated back into the bedroom.

				They needed to get out of here.

				Meredith darted to the closet door and slid it open, quietly. Quinn poked her head from the darkness, her face wet and tear-stained.

				“When I say so, you need to run down the stairs and out of the house,” Meredith whispered.

				Quinn nodded.

				“Follow me,” Meredith hissed.

				The little girl did. They made their way to the door.

				Meredith held up her finger, instructing Quinn to wait, and then peered back into the hall. Nothing. When she concentrated, she could still detect wheezing from the master bedroom.

				Meredith pulled her close and whispered in her ear. “Take Ernie and run outside. Get into one of the cars. If I’m not right behind you, lock the doors. Don’t look at anything else. I love you, Quinn.”

				Quinn gripped Meredith tighter. Meredith gave her a squeeze and pulled away.

				“Get ready,” she mouthed.

			

			
				Quinn scooped up the dog. Meredith took a breath and leaned around the corner, verifying the hallway was clear. Then she stepped into the open and aimed the rifle in front of her.

				“Go!” she hissed.

				Quinn flew past her, rounding the corner and forging down the stairs. Meredith stared at the open door of the master bedroom. No Tim. She backed down the hallway, her finger on the trigger, but no one appeared. When she’d cleared the corner, she turned and bolted down the stairs.

				Quinn had already reached the landing and was halfway across the living room, approaching the open front door. Meredith felt a surge of hope.

				Maybe we’ll make it out of this. Maybe we’ll get to the car and we can—

				Footsteps plodded behind Meredith. Meredith swiveled to find Tim charging at her, his shirt soaked in blood, his eyes rabid. She raised the gun, but not before he’d plowed into her, sending the two of them careening down the stairs.

				In an instant, Meredith’s world became a sea of motion; her body tumbled end over end, the rifle flew from her grasp. Her bones and joints rattled as they hit the stairs. Each rotation brought a new surge of pain, a new burst of nausea. All at once she was on the living room floor, Tim on top of her.

				He pummeled her face. He’d lost his pistol, but it didn’t matter. The pain from his knuckles was excruciating and relentless, and all Meredith could do was to hold up her hands in defense. The smell of blood overwhelmed her—whether it was Tim’s or hers, she couldn’t tell. Her body felt bruised and broken from the fall, and she fought unconsciousness, knowing once she blacked out, she’d never wake up. She opened her mouth to yell, as if words might ward off her attacker, but found she was already screaming.

			

			
				Meredith clung to one last hope. That Quinn had made it to the car, and that she’d locked herself inside.

				I should’ve taught her to drive…I should’ve…

				Meredith blacked out.
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				Dan closed in on the property, his heart plunging as he appraised the scene. A larger man was sprawled on the pavement, a gunshot wound in his head. A second man in a dark T-shirt was lying next to the vehicle, his face demolished, the blood still fresh. There were no weapons nearby. Gunshots rang from inside the house.

				Keep going. Get to Meredith and Quinn.

				His eyes leapt from the pavement to the house. The front door was hanging open, caved. He continued running, his shoes slapping the pavement, and veered onto the lawn. He’d just entered the grass when he saw a figure running out from within. He raised his hands in defense, ready to fight, but lowered them when he saw who it was.

				It wasn’t his attacker. It was Quinn.

				“Quinn!”

				Dan’s voice was cracked, hoarse. The little girl raced to his side and wrapped her arms around him. Her panicked sobs tore at his soul. She gasped for breath, speaking words he couldn’t make out.

				“Where’s Meredith?” Dan asked.

				He looked down at his daughter, but before she could answer, screams came from inside. He glanced over his shoulder at the cars. The door to the black vehicle was open.

				“Get inside, Quinn! Lock the doors!”

				He waited a split second, just enough to ensure she was inside, then tore for the front porch. He was on the sidewalk now, running as fast as his body would allow, propelled by his will to get to Meredith. His body begged for respite. But he couldn’t stop. He leapt onto the porch stairs, tripping over the first step, catching himself on the railing. His head was woozy. The world spun. Keep going!


			

			
				He heard screams. Commotion.

				He righted himself and climbed the remainder of the stairs, reaching the landing. When he crossed the threshold, he saw Tim sitting on top of Meredith, shaking her lifeless body, his knuckles dripping blood.

				Dan was overtaken by a swell of rage. He charged across the room. All thoughts of his own safety were cast aside, outweighed by his need to destroy this man. Tim had killed Meredith. He’d killed John. He’d ruined the lives of who knew how many others. Tim glanced up in surprise, as if he’d forgotten Dan existed, as if he’d forgotten the man he’d almost killed.

				Tim’s eyes were emotionless narrow slits, devoid of compassion.

				Dan grabbed hold of Tim, thrusting him off Meredith. Tim fell sideways; his head bashed the bottom of the stairs. He sunk next to the staircase in a heap. Dan straddled him, hitting him in the face, bloodying his knuckles and gritting his teeth. Everything in front of him had become a haze. Through his anger, he could see the man had been shot. His shirt was soaked in blood. His side was bleeding. Dan focused on the man’s wounds, his only intent to inflict pain on the fallen man, to punish him for what he’d done.

				In this new world, there was no one else left to provide judgment.

			

			
				Tim managed a few weak blows, but Dan fought through them, casting aside Tim’s hands. Compared to what Dan been through the past few hours, the pain was bearable, and it only served to remind him of what the man had done.

				The sight of Meredith’s beaten body was glued to Dan’s mind, a visual he couldn’t erase. And that was enough to inspire Dan to keep swinging until Tim’s face was a cracked, bloodied version of what it used to be. The man coughed and spat blood. Finally Dan relented, his fist cocked.

				“You son of a bitch,” Dan hissed, his voice sounding nothing like his own.

				Tim smiled, displaying red, stained teeth.

				Dan reared his fist, but Tim held up his hands to stop him. The man slowly wiped the blood from his face. “You were right earlier,” Tim said.

				“About what?” Dan demanded.

				“You must be here for a reason,” Tim said, his speech slurred by his ruined mouth.

				“You’re damn right.”

				“You want to know something else?”

				“I don’t give a shit about what you have to say. You’re just another sick fuck like the rest of them,” Dan spat.

				“I was one of the agents.” The man smiled, as if the words were a secret between them.

				“I don’t give a shit who you are.” Dan felt his anger boil. He gritted his teeth, prepared to strike. He’d heard enough. He’d take care of this man and then he’d—

				“Stop!”

			

			
				A voice halted him. Dan swiveled. He raised his fists defensively, but stopped when he saw whom the voice belonged to. It was Meredith. She was on her feet, the pistol in her hand. Her face was bloodied, her eyes blackened.

				“Get off him, Dan. He’s had enough.”

				Dan stared at her a moment, still in the throes of anger. He looked back at the man beneath him. Blood dribbled from Tim’s mouth and over his chin. His eyes were puffed, bloodshot. Meredith motioned to Dan again.

				He ran to her side and grabbed hold of her.

				“Meredith! Are you all right?” he asked.

				“I’m fine,” Meredith replied, her eyes still glued to Tim.

				Tim attempted to stand, but winced and fell back. His head smacked the bottom stair. Blood spurted from his wounds; his face was a battered mess.

				“Go ahead and do it,” Tim whispered. “I’ve had my fun.”

				“I bet you have,” Dan said through clenched teeth.

				Dan started toward him, fist raised, but Meredith called him off. She leveled the gun. “You deserve to die for what you did to John,” she said. “We should’ve left you on top of that building.”

				“You’re probably right,” Tim said with a smile.

				“Meredith, you don’t have to—” Dan started.

				Meredith fired. The bullet struck the man’s chest, and Tim’s body spasmed from the impact. She emptied the clip into Tim’s body, his chest jolting with each bullet, as if he was engaged in some primitive dance.

			

			
				And then he slouched and went still.

				Meredith remained in place, the gun still raised, as if Tim would spring back to life and attack them. But he didn’t move. Dan walked over and took her arm, lowering the pistol. Meredith began to cry, as if the reality of what had occurred—of what Tim had done, of losing John—had just hit her. He held onto her for several seconds.

				“I need to check on Quinn,” Dan said, his anger morphing to concern.

				Dan walked across the living room, stepping over the remnants of the barricade. He peered out the doorway. Quinn was in the black car where he’d left her, her face pressed to the window. She gave him a nervous wave.

				His body flooded with relief.

				Dan took a last look at Tim. The man was lifeless and still, bearing little resemblance to the man they’d traveled with earlier. Meredith was still watching over him.

				“We’ve been here long enough, Meredith,” he said. “He doesn’t deserve another minute.”
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				They took the Ford Falcon. Dan, Meredith, and Quinn packed the usable items from the house—weapons, ammunition, and medical supplies—and departed without delay. Although Dan and Meredith were in tattered condition, they decided to dress their wounds on the road.

				None of them desired to stay at the house any longer.

				Dan watched the bloody scene recede. In the passenger mirror, he saw the dead men lying facedown in the street, unmoving—another testament to Tim’s legacy of bloodshed. Dan said a silent prayer they’d be the last bodies he’d encounter.

				While they’d packed, Meredith had filled him in on the events that had occurred prior to his arrival. Although senseless and brutal, none of them surprised him.

				He glanced over his shoulder. Quinn and Ernie met his eyes from the backseat. The little girl was patting the dog, and they stared at him expectantly.

				“We don’t have much longer,” Dan promised.

				Quinn nodded. After all they’d been through, her trust in him was unshaken, and it was enough to stir Dan’s emotion.

				He turned his attention to the road, picking out the signs and markers that had led him back to his companions. The journey was lost in a haze, as if it were a nightmare he’d had, the details lost. But it didn’t matter. He didn’t need to recount the steps. What mattered was that he’d made it.

				Meredith and Quinn were alive.

			

			
				He rummaged through some of the supplies he’d taken from the house, picking out several gauze pads and alcohol. Then he lowered the visor over the passenger seat and took himself in. After a week on the road, Dan felt different, as if he’d been deployed in a war. The man staring back at him had gaunt features and sallow, puffed eyes. Blood stained his cheeks and ran in trails from his forehead.

				He could no longer pinpoint the source of the injuries. They were lost in a battle he’d rather forget, remnants of a journey that spanned countless miles.

				Since the infection had begun, each day had seemed the equivalent of two. He could no longer recall what it was like to be stable. The road had become a home for him and his daughter, as dangerous as it was. Even the Sanders’, with its promise of safety, had only provided temporary respite. He’d known it couldn’t last forever.

				Hopefully, their journey would end soon.

				He dabbed at his face, wincing as he glanced over at Meredith. Her features were just as blemished.

				“Do you want to pull over?” he asked her. “Clean up?”

				“No. I’d rather keep going,” she said.

				Meredith’s face was filled with resolve. It was an expression Dan had seen on Julie, back when she’d been alive. He smiled at the resemblance.

				His eyes roamed the vehicle. The interior was still in pristine shape, as if he’d imagined the events that had transpired earlier. It was hard to imagine he’d almost died in here. He tried to forget the Ford Falcon had almost been his final resting place.

				It was a means to get them to Abbotsville. Nothing more.

			

			
				The vehicle hummed over the road, renewing his hope with each passing mile. Dan was grateful to be off his feet. He’d pushed himself past the point of exhaustion, and his body begged for reprieve. But he couldn’t sleep. Not until they’d reached their destination.

				If there was really help in Abbotsville, he wanted to be awake to see it.
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				As they traveled closer, they began to see bodies of the dead infected on the road. Dan was reminded of his journey several days prior, when he and Quinn had fled St. Matthews for Oklahoma. The bodies were a grim reminder that the agents had succeeded in their plan.

				But they were also a symbol of hope. Things were ending here, too.

				Meredith swerved around several fallen bodies, their hands stretched in front of them, as if they’d been waiting for one final passerby to latch onto. None of them moved. They passed several farmhouses, the yards vacant and haunting. No survivors ran out to greet them.

				Meredith navigated several more turns, and her eyes fluttered. Dan reached over and touched her arm, startling her.

				“You okay?”

				“I’m fine,” she said. “Just a little dizzy.”

				“Do you want me to take over?”

				“No. We’re getting close. The town limits are only a few miles away. After that, it’s only a short distance to the center.”

			

			
				He watched her cling tighter to the steering wheel. As they drove, the houses around them appeared in greater frequency. It was as if the landscape was leading them to safety, one building at a time. Dan fought the inclination to believe it. He was already conjuring backup plans, ways to defend themselves and change course, should they find nothing in Abbotsville.

				He was hopeful but practical.

				They’d gone a few more miles when Dan saw a familiar vehicle in the distance. The white, hulking car had been driven off the road and into a patch of grass.

				The SUV.

				“Look,” he whispered, as if the occupants might hear him. Meredith slowed, but only slightly.

				They’d already learned their lesson.

				Dan held a rifle at the ready as they passed by. All the vehicle’s doors were open, including the back lift gate. No one was inside. Bloodstains spattered the SUV’s interior. Meredith let her foot off the gas and coasted past. Dan swallowed, thinking of the family who had robbed them. It looked like Ted, Nancy, and Grant were dead.

				Karma had already caught up to them.

				Several yards past the SUV, he instructed Meredith to stop. He recalled the food they’d had in the vehicle. In all likelihood it was gone, but he’d check in case.

				“I’d like to think we’ll find assistance in Abbotsville, but we can’t rely on it,” he said. “I’m going to search for supplies. I’ll be right back.”

			

			
				Meredith agreed. She stopped.

				“Be ready to move,” Dan warned as he disembarked.

				He crept back to the SUV and studied the surroundings. Remains were scattered around the grass, but the bulk of the bodies was gone—it looked like they’d been pulled into the nearby field and consumed. The interior of the vehicle was ripped and shredded, the contents strewn everywhere. Dan saw nothing of value inside. The creatures had gotten to the family, and looters had finished the job.

				Judging by the dried bloodstains, it looked like the events had transpired much earlier. The infected that had done this were probably as dead as the family they’d feasted on.

				He gave a final look at the car and walked back to the Falcon. Meredith, Quinn, and Ernie were waiting. Dan got inside and shut the door.

				“Find anything?” Meredith asked hopefully.

				“No.” He held up his empty hands.

				“Are they dead, Daddy?” Quinn asked from the backseat.

				“It looks like it, honey.”

				“Even Grant?”

				He nodded. Without another word, he locked the door and Meredith accelerated, leaving the gruesome scene behind.
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				It was late morning when they reached the Abbotsville limits. The sun rose higher, coating the horizon yellow. Dan kept a watchful eye on their surroundings, paying close attention to the sky, searching for the chopper.

				It’d been over a day since Meredith, John, and Quinn had seen it. Even if it had been here at one time, it was probably long gone. Dan considered the events that had transpired since they’d left the Sanders’.

				It felt like they’d ventured out a week ago, rather than a day.

				They’d been through so much.

				They’d lost so much.

				But his hope hadn’t dimmed completely. He couldn’t give up now. He desperately wanted to provide a life for Quinn, to pull her through the darkness and to the other side, whatever that side might contain. Whatever life came after, they’d get to it together.

				He was ripped from his thoughts by the sound of Ernie whining. Dan glanced backward. The dog had leapt from Quinn’s arms and was standing on the backseat, ears cocked. Dan swiveled.

				“Dan! Look up ahead!”

				Meredith was pointing to the end of the road. An intersection had sprung up about a half mile away. Traveling perpendicular to them, like illusions in the sunlight, were the silhouettes of several army vehicles.

				The vehicles moved across the road silently, as if they were specters of Dan’s imagination. The sun glinted off the camouflage. Dan watched in disbelief, convinced the vehicles would disappear. He envisioned reaching the intersection to find them stopped or stalled out, the occupants ripped apart and scattered. But the vehicles kept moving. There was no question they were real. With each passing second, they crept farther into the distance, and Dan found his old fear replaced by a new one: what if they lost sight of them? What if they missed their chance?

			

			
				“Speed up, Meredith!” he shouted.

				She was already accelerating. The asphalt hummed beneath the tires as the Falcon flew toward the line of vehicles. The army had passed the intersection, but Meredith swung right, chasing after them. Soon she’d narrowed the gap. Dan’s heart thundered as they got close.

				The last car in the procession was a Jeep.

				The vehicle stopped, and the soldiers trained their rifles on the approaching car. One of them barked orders for Meredith to halt. She complied. The ensuing silence was as long and unreal as the entire journey had been. The men stared at them without moving. After a moment, one of them spoke.

				“Throw your weapons out of the car! Now!”

				Dan slowly lowered the rifle he was holding, and he rolled down the window and called out to them. “I’m going to toss my rifle in the street!” He did, and the clatter still made him cringe. In his old life, he’d lived with a weapon in his holster; now he lived with one in his hand. He felt naked without it.

				“Is there anything else in the vehicle?” the soldier yelled.

			

			
				“We have a few more weapons in here.”

				“Toss them out. Slowly.”

				Dan complied, retrieving them from between the seats and tossing them onto the asphalt. The soldiers instructed them to exit the vehicle, hands raised. Dan swallowed and glanced at his companions. Meredith, Quinn, and Ernie stared at him, their eyes laced with emotion. He smiled.

				In spite of his anxiety, safety was closer than ever.

				“Here goes nothing,” he said, opening the door.

				He stepped out onto the pavement.
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				“You’re a police officer?”

				“Yes, my name is Dan Lowery, and I’m a patrolman in the St. Matthews, Arizona police department.”

				“How’d you get to Oklahoma, Officer Lowery?”

				“It’s a long story.”

				“I’m listening, officer.”

				“I traveled in several vehicles, all with my daughter, Quinn.”

				“That’s a hell of a long way. Were you alone the whole time?”

				Dan paused, thinking back to the people he’d encountered on the way—both the people he’d met, and the people he’d lost. There were too many to name.

				Their faces and names were ingrained in his memory.

				He launched into his tale. He recounted the stories of his loved ones and co-workers in St. Matthews. Julie. Sheriff Turner. Howard Barrett. Mickey Sonstrom. He told of the other survivors who’d assisted him: Sam, Delta, and Noah. He also spoke of Sam and Delta’s trip to Salt Lake City, and Noah’s journey home to Portland. The events seemed like they’d occurred in some other time, at some place much farther than St. Matthews. It was hard to believe they’d happened to him.

			

			
				Dan paused for breath. The soldier across from him was wearing camouflage fatigues, holding a rifle in his lap. The name on his outfit said Greene. His eyes were dark and severe.

				“And you said Howard Barrett was a member of the agents?”

				“Yes.”

				“Please continue, Officer Lowery.”

				Dan narrated the remainder of their journey, starting with the days after leaving St. Matthews and culminating in their time at the Sanders’. Then he relayed the details of their journey over the past few days, including their battle with Tim Keller and the loss of their friend John. When he was finished, the soldier stared at him, processing what he’d heard.

				“Can I ask you a question?” Dan said.

				“Go ahead.”

				“Have the agents been captured?”

				“I can’t give out those details.”

				Dan recalled the conversation he’d heard in St. Matthews. “I heard their compound was overrun,” he said. “One of them said as much. I caught word over one of the vehicles in their van when I was staying at the salvage yard in St. Matthews.”

			

			
				“I’m not at liberty to discuss that, Officer.”

				“Please, Sgt. Greene. After all we’ve been through, I need to know that we’re safe. I need to know these people have been eradicated.”

				Sgt. Greene folded his hands over his rifle, his eyes wandering Dan’s battered face. After a moment, his expression softened. He spoke.

				“I appreciate what you did out there, Officer Lowery. I admire your courage in getting to your sister-in-law, and in keeping your daughter safe. I’m going to share some information with you, but I trust you’ll keep it confidential.”

				Dan nodded. Sgt. Greene cleared his throat and continued.

				“About a week ago, your companions managed to infiltrate the compound in Salt Lake City. In the process of that raid, they managed to free about a dozen people being held captive there, and they were able to wound or kill many of the agents. Our forces arrived shortly after. We managed to contain the rest of them. There are a few agents still out there, but we feel confident the danger has been defused.”

				“Are Sam and Delta still alive?” Dan swallowed, afraid to hear the answer.

				“Yes,” Sgt. Greene confirmed. “They made it to a camp outside of Colorado. Last I heard they were still being debriefed. Noah Chambers is there, as well. He was able to corroborate their story.”

				Dan’s anxiety lifted.

				“What about the infection? Has it been contained?”

				“The affected areas are being evacuated, and the contaminated products have been identified. The CDC believes the threat is contained. We’ll keep working to ensure that happens. For now, focus on your family, and getting better.”

			

			
				Dan felt a swell of relief.

				“Where are we heading now?”

				“We might have some further questions for you when we reach camp. We’ve set up a temporary base on the other side of Abbotsville. You’ll be transported there along with the other survivors from the area.”

				“How many are there?”

				Greene shook his head. “Not as many as we’d hoped. There are five other people in the transport vehicle now. About two hundred total at camp.”

				“How long will we be there?” Dan asked.

				“We’re still sorting this thing out, as you can imagine,” Greene said. “But we’ll give you news when we can.”

				Dan opened his mouth to speak, but was hit with a wave of dizziness.

				“You’ve been through a lot, Officer Lowery. Try to relax. We’ll reunite you with Quinn as soon as medical is through,” Greene assured him. “We’ll have more treatment and supplies at the camp.”

				Dan nodded. The man asked him a few more questions, and Dan answered to the best of his ability. Once they’d finished, the man told him he’d be moving to the transport vehicle. “Everything’s under control, Officer. The worst of it is over.”

				Dan nodded and thanked Greene for his assistance. He followed the man out of the Humvee. Quinn and Meredith were waiting. When they saw Dan emerge, they ran to his side and clung to him. He gave them a tight embrace.

			

			
				The soldiers led them to the transport vehicle.

				“I can’t believe this is happening,” Meredith said to Dan. “It seems unreal.”

				She was clutching a towel to her face, and Dan could see she’d been bandaged. She was in pain, but she’d heal. We all will. Quinn hurried alongside him, tugging his arm. She looked nervous and excited at the same time.

				“They say they have food there, Daddy. And a place to sleep.”

				“That’s great news.”

				“You’ll even get your own tent,” one of the soldiers confirmed. He ushered them to the vehicle. “We have showers set up, and food and water as well. I’m sure you’re all starving.” He opened the back door and helped them each inside.

				“Thanks,” Dan said.

				“No problem,” the soldier replied. “We’ll be there in twenty minutes. Hang tight.”

				When they’d all climbed in, the soldier shut the door.

				There were four other survivors already in the seats. They welcomed the newcomers with nervous nods, their faces tearstained, their eyes reflective of the things they’d seen. Dan surveyed each of them. His eyes roamed to a far corner of the truck, where another survivor was hiding in the shadows. It was a young boy. Unlike the other survivors, his face was familiar.

				“Grant?” Dan asked.

				He stepped over to the boy. Grant hugged his knees to his chest, covering his face. His T-shirt was stained, torn. He peeked out between splayed fingers, as if Dan might lash out at the sight of him.

			

			
				Quinn grabbed Dan’s arm. “Daddy! He’s alive!”

				Dan walked through the vehicle and took a seat next to the frightened boy. Grant peered up at him, still afraid.

				“I’m sorry for what I did,” Grant pleaded, the tears already flowing. “I didn’t mean to hurt anyone—”

				“I know. It’s not your fault,” Dan said.

				He patted the boy’s arm, then gestured for Meredith and Quinn to sit. The rest of the survivors looked on in silence, their faces weary and sympathetic. Grant uncovered his face and looked up at Dan.

				“Are you alone?” Dan asked him.

				“Yes.” Without prompting, Grant described what had happened to his parents. “We ran into a group of the infected on the road. My dad tried to swerve around them, but he ended up going off the road. And then they attacked us. There were so many. I tried to fight them off, but there was nothing I could do. I was so afraid. I ran away…but Mom and Dad didn’t make it.”

				“I’m sorry to hear that, Grant,” Dan said.

				“I didn’t mean to leave them behind. You believe me, don’t you?”

				“I believe you,” Dan said. He put his arm around the boy, and the boy sobbed into his shirt. Dan glanced at Meredith and Quinn, whose eyes were wet with tears.

				“We’re going to be okay, Grant. All of us. It’s over.”
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				Dan watched out the window as the buildings flitted past. Each one stood empty and still, a monument to the nightmares that’d been lived inside. Dan recognized several of them from his previous travels. He looked down at his lap. Quinn was nestled there. The hum of the truck was soothing, and he watched her eyes flutter and close.

				For the first time in two weeks, he felt safe and secure, confident that things were going to get better. The hope he’d nourished for over a week had become a reality. It was unbelievable what they’d been through, but somehow they’d made it.

				Meredith sat next to him, providing comfort to Grant. The boy leaned against her, his eyes wide as he stared out the windows. The other survivors in the vehicle were quiet. They’d already introduced themselves, and though they’d shared bits and pieces of their stories, they were anxiously awaiting camp.

				There’d be plenty of time for talk later.

				After twenty minutes, Dan saw a row of tents and military vehicles on the horizon. Soldiers scurried to and from the entrance, and several survivors hung behind the fence, as if they’d been awaiting their arrival. The sky was bright and radiant; several choppers clung to the horizon. Dan recognized a few of them as the military, several more as belonging to news crews.

				Dan looked over at Meredith. Despite her wounds, she managed a smile. Neither of them spoke. There was no need.

				They’d made it.

			

			
				



			

	


EPILOGUE

				Dan set down his hammer and peered out through the half-finished window of the California house. The sun glinted through the trees, reflecting off the rooftops of the neighboring buildings. In the distance, he heard the sounds of hammers and saws, people chatting it up as they worked on the new constructions. Their voices were hopeful and excited.

				He glanced next to him. Quinn was wearing a tool belt several sizes too large for her. She smiled as she met his gaze.

				“Need something, Daddy?”

				“Nope. Just taking a breather,” Dan said.

				He patted her head and took a breath of fresh air. He glanced at the cars and trucks that lined the street outside. A few people milled about, waving their hands and talking. All of them were calm, composed.

				It was a scene he was still getting used to.

				“You know what, Daddy? I think I’m going to like it here,” Quinn said.

				“Me too, honey,” Dan said.

				He turned and surveyed the newly constructed house. At the moment, it was little more than a frame, but it’d be finished soon enough. The rooms were about the size of their house in St. Matthews. Unlike their old home, this one had two floors.

				Another change, but a good one.

				Downstairs, he heard the clink of hammers, the scrape of tools. A few seconds later, footsteps ascended the stairs. Meredith entered the room, carrying several bottles of water. She offered one each to Dan and Quinn.

			

			
				“Are you thirsty?” she asked.

				“I sure am!” Dan reached out for a drink. “Thanks!”

				Quinn took one as well.

				Dan uncapped the bottle and took a slow drink as Meredith glanced around the room.

				“The house is coming along great, Dan.”

				“I know. I can’t believe it.”

				“I met a few more neighbors from the end of the road. They came from Arizona.”

				“Really? No kidding.”

				Over the past week, Dan had met a slew of neighbors and volunteers, and he was still attaching names to faces. He took another sip of his drink and set it on the windowsill. A few seconds later, another pair of footsteps charged up the stairs. Grant darted into the room, his face lit with a smile.

				“Another car pulled up outside. I think we’re getting more help!”

				“Great!” Dan said. “We could use it.”

				“I’ve been helping out downstairs.”

				“That’s excellent, Grant. You’re doing a great job.”

				He watched the boy disappear down the stairs. Meredith had been granted temporary custody of the boy. If all went well, she’d provide him with a permanent home. Dan glanced out the window, catching sight of a new vehicle parked on the road. The occupants were still inside.

				“Why don’t we go downstairs and introduce ourselves?” Meredith suggested.

			

			
				“That sounds like a great idea,” Dan said. “Let’s go.”

				The three of them walked downstairs, admiring the wood walls and beams that would soon comprise their home. As Dan stepped through the living room, a few volunteers took a break from their work to nod hello. He returned the greeting, casting them a genuine smile.

				Dan stepped out into the yard, fighting the glare of the sun. He shielded his eyes with his hand, catching a glimpse of the people emerging from the car.

				He was surprised to find they weren’t volunteers, but people he knew. People he hadn’t seen in a long time.

				“Oh, my God…” he called out. “Sam? Delta? Noah? Is that you?”

				His former companions rushed over to greet him, bags of tools under their arms. Dan’s eyes welled up.

				“We figured we’d lend a hand,” Sam said.

				Dan embraced Sam, then the others. His eyes roamed from one to the other. Their faces were wet with emotion. Sam’s face was tanner than he remembered, Delta’s eyes were wide and vibrant, and Noah wore a genuine smile. Although Dan had spoken with them recently, he’d had no idea they were coming.

				He hadn’t seen them since the salvage yard.

				“How’d you know we were here?”

				“I called and set it up,” Meredith said, her face beaming. “I gave them directions.”

				“When we heard about the new house, we offered to pitch in,” Delta explained. “It’s nice to meet you in person, Meredith.”

			

			
				“You too!” Meredith said.

				Dan shook his head in disbelief, still shocked to see his companions together and in one place. Quinn and Grant greeted the newcomers. Quinn couldn’t seem to stop smiling.

				“I’m not sure what to say,” Dan said.

				“Well, I hope you have room for a few more sets of hands.” Noah laughed. “Otherwise, I’ll have a long trip back to Portland.”

				“Of course! Come on inside,” Dan said.

				He led them into the house, unable to contain his emotion. When he’d last seen his companions, the world was uncertain, plagued with danger and death. The infection had robbed each of them of friends, family, and each other. But somehow they’d found their way back.

				Somehow they’d survived.

				“I don’t even know where to begin,” Dan said.

				“Me neither.” Sam laughed.

				“Are you still in San Francisco?” Dan asked Sam and Delta.

				“Yep, we’re in the Bay Area,” Delta answered.

				“How do you like it?”

				“We love it. Noah’s been staying with us for the last few days. He came out to visit.”

				Delta looked over at Noah, who smiled and took her hand.

				“What about Caddy?” Dan asked Noah. “Did she come, too?” Dan had never met the girl, but Noah had told him a lot about her.

				“She stayed in Portland. She wanted to meet you, but she’s back in school. She couldn’t slip away. She’s trying to finish her degree.”

			

			
				“That’s great news. I’m sure I’ll meet her sometime. Would anyone like a drink of water?” Dan asked. “I don’t have much else, as you can tell.” He gestured to the empty house, and his companions laughed.

				“Don’t worry about it,” Sam joked. “We didn’t come here to relax. We came here to work.”

				“I won’t argue with you, then.”

				Dan laughed and led them upstairs. He reviewed the tasks that needed completing while his companions listened. When he was through, he gazed at all of them. “Anyone have questions?” he asked.

				“Not now. But I’m sure I’ll have a ton as we go,” Delta admitted. “I’ve never built a house before.”

				“I’ll guide you through it,” Sam said. “Enough talk. Let’s get to work!”

				The group scattered, helping each other with their tasks. Dan surveyed their faces, unable to suppress his smile. He couldn’t wait to catch up, to hear more from his companions. But that’d come later.

				Right now, it was time to enjoy the moment.
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PREFACE

				At the end of Contamination 6, I mentioned that there would be several standalone novels in the same world.

				I decided to call this novel Contamination 7 (as opposed to a standalone title), as it follows the story of Sandy and Reginald, both of whom were introduced in Book Four. I think it makes the most sense for readers to have read the rest of the series before this book.

				The book picks up almost immediately after we left Sandy, so you’ll see a brief cameo appearance by Dan and Quinn, whose story concluded in Book Six.

				I hope you enjoy this return to the characters and the world of Contamination. I know I did!

				Happy reading!

				 

				Tyler Piperbrook

				June, 2016

			

			
				



			

	


BOOK FOUR RECAP

				While trying to escape St. Matthews, Dan and Quinn rescue a girl named Sandy from the roof of a bank. Afterward, Reginald Morris, a criminal scavenging for supplies in town, steals Dan’s station wagon.

				Sandy tells Dan and Quinn she’s been staying with Reginald and some others at the lumberyard, but that she was unaware of Reginald’s criminal past. Unwilling to lose his uncontaminated food and supplies, Dan heads to the lumberyard in pursuit of his vehicle.

				When they arrive, a young man named Charlie, who is guarding the gate, agrees to bring them in. Paranoid, or perhaps unstable, Reginald shoots Charlie, entraps and ties up Dan and Quinn, and interrogates them.

				While the others are arguing, Sandy frees Dan and Quinn and leads them to their station wagon. She tells them to escape while she stays behind to help the others.

			

			
				



			

	


PART ONE – TWO SIDES

			

			
				



			

	


1

				What have I done?

				Sandy looked over her shoulder, catching a last glimpse of the station wagon that hung in the shadows. Dan and Quinn were huddled inside. In just a few minutes, the police officer and his daughter would drive off, leaving Sandy to face Reginald. Or at least, that was the plan.

				She’d freed them and told them to leave. Sandy couldn’t abandon the rest of the people in the lumberyard.

				Hector, Marcia, Anabel, and Finn needed her help.

				Doubt clawed at her mind like a rabid animal. What if she’d made a mistake? What if she’d done the exact thing that would get her killed? Heaving frantic breaths, Sandy rounded the corner of the warehouse, leaving the vehicle behind. Her hope was that she could get back inside the building quickly and avoid implication.

				She slid her hand along the wall, looking for the exit door in the pale moonlight. She found it halfway down. Twisting the doorknob, she sucked in a breath and snuck back inside. Loud, angry voices told her the others were still arguing about Dan’s fate. Reginald was the loudest. What Reginald didn’t realize was that Sandy had already made the decision for him.

				She moved through a dark office, listening for Dan and Quinn’s car. Nothing. Had Reginald done something to it? Had he disabled the vehicle somehow?

			

			
				She didn’t see how, or when, but it was possible.

				At least no one was guarding the gate outside. Everyone must be inside, arguing. She weaved between several desks and office chairs, following the glow of the lantern light that splashed over the main warehouse in the adjacent room. Through a dusty, dirt-streaked window, she saw Hector waving his hands at Reginald. Hector was a middle-aged, Hispanic man with a round frame. His hair was dark and thinning. His arguments to save Dan didn’t appear to be getting through. Behind Hector were his family—his wife Marcia and his six-year-old daughter Anabel. A young man named Finn stood next to them.

				Reginald’s hand fell to his holstered pistol, malice in his eyes. Behind him were Billy, Simon, and Tom—a group of men that had been interrogating Dan and Quinn. Although they’d expressed doubt in killing Dan earlier, they appeared to have been swayed by the promise of safe food and water.

				Using the commotion to her advantage, Sandy slipped back into the main warehouse, avoiding everyone’s eyes. Her fear was that some clue on her face might give away what she’d done. Hector’s and Reginald’s’ voices echoed off the cavernous ceiling. She breathed a sigh of relief, realizing the others were too preoccupied to notice her.

				“Dan’s lying!” Reginald spat, stepping closer to Hector. “We need to take care of him! He’s involved in what’s happening.”

				“How can we be sure?” Hector asked.

				“I know he’s in on it.” Reginald pursed his lips emphatically. “No one could have all the information he does and not be involved. If you believe him, he’s one of the only ones who survived in St. Matthews. And he’s the only one with safe food and water. Isn’t that proof enough?”

			

			
				“I want to talk to him,” Hector said plaintively. “I want to find out for myself.”

				“He’s dangerous. He and his daughter need to go,” Billy agreed from beside Reginald.

				Hector fell silent for a moment. He looked over at Simon and Tom. “What do you think? Do you agree with this?”

				The men traded an anxious glance and nodded.

				Hector turned back to face Marcia, whose eyes glistened with tears. She shook her head no. Anabel was crying and holding onto her. Hector put his head in his hands. “I don’t know how we’re even considering this. You’re talking about killing a police officer. I won’t have any part in harming them. When this is over, I’ll have to live with myself. Can you do the same?”

				Reginald took a bold step toward Hector. “If you don’t agree, you and your family can leave. The food stays here.”

				Sandy’s eyes roamed between Reginald, Simon, Billy, and Tom. She wanted to step in, but she feared her intrusion might escalate the situation.

				“So you’re going to starve us?” Hector repeated.

				Reginald’s face reddened under the glow of the lanterns. It looked like he was sweating. “You haven’t been out there recently,” he shouted. “You don’t know what it’s like!”

				“I know exactly what it’s like,” Hector tried, motioning to his family. “We survived and got here from New Mexico. Remember?”

			

			
				“But you haven’t done shit since. All you’ve done is keep guard. You haven’t even gone on any supply runs. You don’t deserve the food and water I found in that station wagon.” Reginald cracked his neck. His eyes were wild and nervous; it was obvious the new world had cracked his already-violent mind. Or maybe something else was going on. His body was shaking.

				Hector held up his hands. “With the rest of the food contaminated, we’ll have nothing to eat. You’re threatening us with infection, probably death.”

				Reginald reached for his gun. “Come any closer, and I’ll do worse than that.”

				Fear crossed Hector’s face. Reginald stared at him with the expression of a man past his threats.

				Before anything could happen, Sandy stepped in and held up her hands. “Stop! We don’t need to argue like this.”

				Reginald broke his combative stare and turned to face her. She kept stoic, even though she wanted nothing more than to disappear, or run from the room.

				“There’s no need to argue,” she continued. “The only reason we’re alive is because we’ve worked together. We need to cooperate.”

				Reginald blew an explosive breath. “You changed that by bringing Dan and Quinn here. This is your fault! You could’ve gotten all of us killed!”

				“I didn’t mean any harm by it. I was trying to help them, like they helped me in town.”

				Reginald’s eyes narrowed as he took a step toward her. It seemed like he’d already forgotten about Hector and had focused his rage on her.

			

			
				“Reginald, please, leave her alone,” Hector said.

				Sandy held up her hands to defend herself. Before she could finish her sentence, a car engine started outside. Everyone’s attention turned to the windows, where headlights illuminated the pane. Tires crunched furiously as a car shot by, spitting up gravel, kicking up dust.

				“What the hell?” Reginald shouted.

				Dan and Quinn! Sandy thought.
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				Reginald, Simon, Tom, and Billy drew their guns and raced for the door, opening it in time to see a car battering through the gate.

				“Goddamit!” Reginald screamed in rage.

				The armed men raced into the parking lot. Gunshots split the air. The people left in the warehouse looked around frantically. Reginald’s men had the only guns. It was an unlucky coincidence. Or a planned one, Sandy thought. She looked over at Hector, who had a knife tucked in his belt. She had one, also, from freeing Dan and Quinn. The others had small blades. Anabel buried her face in Marcia’s shirt. Finn held up his hands, as if he might stop a bullet.

				“We need to get out of here!” Sandy told them.

				Hector nodded, fear in his eyes. Before they could determine a plan, Reginald raced back in the room. Simon was right behind him.

				“Don’t let them out of your sight! I don’t trust them!” Reginald yelled.

				Simon waved his pistol, eliciting gasps of fear from the people in the room. And then Reginald ran back outside. A few more bullets sounded from outside; moments later, a second car shot past the warehouse. Clouds of dust blew through the open doorway, creating a murky blackness.

				And then both vehicles were gone and the warehouse was silent.

				Sandy watched Simon. Her hope was that he wouldn’t figure out what she’d done until she could figure out a way to get these people to safety.

			

			
				She sized up Simon. He was in good shape—his arms were toned and tanned underneath his white muscle shirt. One of his arms had a full sleeve of tattoos. She’d gone on several supply runs with him, discussing lost family and sharing hopes of rescue, but those conversations seemed to have been forgotten in Reginald’s spreading paranoia.

				“Hand over your weapons!” Simon demanded.

				Sandy watched him for a second, defiance flickering in her eyes before she reluctantly dug into her jeans. She pulled out her knife, dropping it in the dirt.

				“The rest of you, too!” Simon ordered, waving his gun.

				Hector relinquished his knife. The others dropped their small blades in the dirt and held up empty hands. Simon bent down and retrieved the weapons, then patted them down. When he was satisfied they were unarmed, he stepped back, trading his attention between them and the doorway. There was no sign of Reginald and his men, no sign of Dan and Quinn. The roar of car engines had segued to the sound of night insects.

				Simon walked to the doorway, peered out into the night, and said, “The gate’s open. Shit.” He took a few steps into the parking lot, torn between guarding the people he’d been told to watch and shutting it. Finally, he seemed to make a decision. “Come with me.”

				He waved his pistol, herding the people in the warehouse in front of him. Sandy walked single-file with her scared companions as they entered the parking lot. The smell of burned tires was a stinging reminder that Dan and Quinn had escaped, while Sandy and the others were left behind.

			

			
				“If you don’t trust us, why not let us leave, like Reginald said?” Hector asked Simon.

				“Be quiet.” Simon’s face grew hard. “We don’t know how many creatures we might’ve stirred up with all the noise.”

				He flicked on a flashlight, illuminating the dusty parking lot and instructing them to hurry. Sandy swallowed and covered her mouth as she walked over the gravel, trying not to choke on dust, following the thin beam of Simon’s flashlight. Between the dust and the darkness, she could barely see; every shadow resembled a creature, hissing and waiting to pounce.

				The front gates were broken open where Dan had crashed through them. Simon swiveled his flashlight until he found the lock and chains in the gravel. Then he shone the beam on Sandy and the others, waving them over to the fence.

				“We can help you,” Sandy started. “You don’t have to do this.”

				“Keep quiet, I said.”

				Simon scooped up the chains and lock and dug for the keys to the lock, keeping a wary eye on them. Sandy had the frantic thought that they should run through the gates, but they were more likely to get shot than get away. She looked over at Hector, who was holding Marcia and Anabel close. Finn watched her with a hopeless expression.

				While Simon was busy with the gate, Marcia hissed at Sandy, “I saw you slipping out before. What were you doing?”

			

			
				A feeling of panic washed over Sandy. She didn’t think anyone had noticed. Taking a chance, she admitted, “I cut Dan and Quinn loose.”

				“My God,” Hector said, mouth agape.

				“Reginald will kill you!” Marcia whispered.

				Sandy looked over at Simon, who was still securing the gates. “He’ll kill all of us, if we don’t get out of here. You heard his threats. You’ve seen what he’s done. Something’s wrong with him. We need to leave. If we don’t, we’ll die.”

				The others looked around nervously. Before they could concoct a plan, Simon swung the gates closed and locked them in. Sandy watched the entrance with the sinking feeling that none of them would ever see the other side of it again.
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				Sandy looked over her shoulder, praying she wouldn’t see headlights past the fence. Reginald would be back soon, with or without Dan and Quinn. And when he returned, their chances at escape would be slim.

				She needed to figure something out. Fast.

				With no choice but to walk quietly ahead of Simon, Sandy and the others entered the warehouse, surveying the shelves full of lumber and supplies. In the time Sandy had been staying here, she’d gotten used to the smell of wood and the odor of grease and equipment. Those scents were familiar enough to feel a little like home. But not anymore. Now the lumberyard was a place from which they needed to escape.

				Simon closed the door and stationed himself in front of it, pointing his pistol at them. He instructed them to stand ten feet away. Mind brimming with desperate thoughts, Sandy attempted to rationalize with him.

				“This is about food,” Sandy guessed.

				Simon remained quiet.

				“You’re afraid Reginald will starve you, just like he threatened to do to Hector and his family,” Sandy said.

				Simon looked away.

				“Reginald killed Charlie. What makes you think he won’t kill the rest of us?”

				“Charlie’s death was an accident,” Simon argued, but without Reginald around, he didn’t sound as convinced.

			

			
				“He’s persuaded every one of that. But it’s not true. I was there.”

				Simon chewed his lip. “So was I. Reginald’s been fair with me,” he said. “He’s the one who found the lumberyard. He’s the one who’s kept us safe this long.”

				“But he’s turned against Hector and his family, and now he’s turned against me. He’ll do the same to you, as soon as you do something he doesn’t like.”

				“I’ll take that up with him when the time comes.”

				Realizing that her words weren’t having an effect, Sandy struggled to think of another argument. Anabel cried, holding Marcia tightly, peering out from the folds of her mother’s shirt.

				“Listen, Simon,” Hector tried again, taking a slow step toward him. “There’s no reason to hold us here. Let us leave, like Reginald said. We won’t come back.”

				“Quiet,” Simon warned.

				“There will be fewer mouths to feed without us,” Hector pleaded. “You’ll have a better chance at survival if we’re not here.”

				Simon pointed his pistol directly at Hector’s chest. “I’m not doing a thing until Reginald’s back.”

				“What if he dies? What if he doesn’t come back?” Sandy asked.

				Simon turned toward her. A curious expression crossed his face, and Sandy took a guess as to what that might mean. “You know where the supplies are.”

				“No, I don’t.”

				“You do,” Sandy said again. “I can tell by your expression.”

			

			
				Simon pursed his lips, but didn’t say anything.

				“This might be the chance we need to escape, Simon. If we take those supplies and leave, we might be able to find help. There has to be someone else out there—the military, the National Guard. We’ve talked about it on our supply runs. I know you’ve lost your sister. I lost my brother. We’ve all been through enough, Simon. We deserve to live.”

				“I don’t believe anyone’s out there anymore.” Simon’s face grew sad as he said the words. “The only thing I know for sure is what’s here. And that’s why I’m staying.”

				“For how long? Until Reginald decides he doesn’t want to feed you anymore?”

				Simon bit his lip as he grew angry. “He won’t starve me,” he said, but his eyes harbored doubts.

				“He might, if he has to decide between feeding you and feeding himself. Reginald stole Dan’s station wagon and left me to die while we were in St. Matthews. He has no allegiance to anyone. He’s a convict, Simon.”

				“We’ve all done things,” Simon said, waving his hand dismissively.

				Sandy noticed Simon’s eyes looked darker than she remembered. She realized she didn’t know him well. He’d told her that he was a construction worker from Tucson, and that he’d escaped the creatures and made his way to St. Matthews after losing his sister. Regardless of what he might be hiding, the immediate threat was that she’d see headlights coming back toward the lumberyard. If Reginald returned, their hopes would be crushed.

				“The food is just a temporary fix,” she argued. “We’ll need more of it. Whatever we have here won’t last more than a few weeks.”

			

			
				“How will we find more?” Simon asked, the gun wavering in his hands.

				Sensing she was getting through to him, Sandy persisted, “We can take the food and water, and we can look for help. We’ll have a better chance at surviving together than staying with Reginald.”

				Simon opened and closed his mouth as he thought of an answer. Instead of replying, he looked over his shoulder, as if Reginald might be listening and waiting to accuse him.

				“You can blame me if something happens,” Hector said, stepping forward. “I have nothing left to lose.”

				Simon looked from one of them to the other. His eyes lingered on Anabel, who shielded her face while staying next to her mother. Finally, he lowered his gun and pointed at the shelves of lumber on the far side of the warehouse.

				“I saw where Reginald hid the supplies. If we’re going to take them, we better hurry.”
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				“Reginald didn’t think I saw where he put them, but I did,” Simon explained as he hurried to a far corner of the warehouse. He threw a panicked look over his shoulder, as if Reginald might come charging through the door. He stopped and motioned toward a shelf about ten feet off the ground, holding up a lantern, illuminating stacks of wood.

				“We should probably guard the door,” he said.

				“Finn, will you watch for Reginald’s car?” Sandy called. “Let us know if you see headlights.”

				“Will do.”

				Finn ran across the warehouse and toward the entrance. He cracked the door and peered through. Simon moved a stepladder with wheels to the shelf.

				“I’ll climb,” Sandy suggested. “I’m smaller, so I can move faster.”

				Simon nodded reluctantly, holding his gun at waist-level. “Okay.”

				He watched Sandy climb to the top of the ladder. She put her leg onto the shelf, straining, and pulled herself up and onto a stack of wood. The wood shifted as two boards clanked together, sending an echo through the warehouse.

				“Crap,” she swore.

				“All the way back, you’ll see several garbage bags,” Simon called up.

				Sandy scooted forward, using her hands to guide her. The shadowy light of the lantern barely lit the shelf on which she was crawling. For a moment, she envisioned creatures emerging from the wall and dragging her into the recesses of the warehouse, consuming her. Hot sweat poured down her face as she crawled across the boards. And then her hands were on the bags, and she was scooting back to the edge of the shelf and passing one down.

			

			
				“Here you go!” she said to Simon.

				He climbed up to meet her. They repeated the process several more times, until four bags of food sat on the warehouse floor.

				“Last one,” Sandy said, scooting in and retrieving another.

				She paused before handing it down. A sting of guilt hit her. By taking all the supplies, she’d effectively be condemning Reginald, Billy, and Tom to death if the theory that they were immune wasn’t true. But wasn’t that the same fate with which Reginald threatened all of them?

				Sucking in a breath, she passed the bag down to Simon.

				A scream ripped their attention across the warehouse. Finn stumbled back through the doorway, flailing his arms. One of the creatures was latched onto him. He fell to the ground as the creature tore away a mouthful of his neck, hissing and groaning. Panic and confusion hit Sandy as she tried to figure out what was happening.

				“Finn!” she screamed, scooting from her perch on the shelf.

				Hector, Marcia, Anabel, and Simon were already racing for him. Sandy rushed down the ladder. Finn’s screams of agony pierced through the warehouse. His hands flailed wildly at his sides as he tried to get out from underneath the thing that was pinning him down. Sandy ran across the warehouse, feeling powerless and too far away. Hector and Marcia reached Finn first, tugging at the creature’s arms, but the creature was latched onto Finn, its long, dark hair swinging back and forth over its face as it attacked. Sandy couldn’t even tell if it was male or female.

			

			
				“Stay back!” Simon shouted, reaching the scene and aiming his pistol. He shot the creature in the head, sending it sprawling face first on top of Finn. The others reached in and pulled it off.

				But it was too late.

				Finn spat mouthfuls of blood and grabbed his neck.

				“Jesus!” Sandy screamed as she took his side.

				Finn groped blindly, as if someone, or something, might help him.

				Another hiss drew their attention to the doorway. A creature ran at them from the parking lot. Hector slammed the door, but not in time. The hungry, writhing thing wedged itself in the frame, fighting and scratching. Sandy joined Hector, jumping to her feet and ramming the door with her shoulder, hoping to knock the thing back into the parking lot. The creature shrieked rabidly. Suddenly, it snaked an arm around the door and grabbed hold of Hector.

				“Hector!” Sandy shrieked.

				She tried to pry it off, but the creature had a firm grip.

				An enraged yell sounded from behind them. Sandy turned. Simon rushed at the creature with Hector’s knife. He stabbed the creature in the arm. All at once the creature recoiled, giving them enough room to slam the door closed. Hector bolted the door with a click.

			

			
				“Thanks,” Hector told Simon, panting for breath.

				Simon nodded. The room went a decibel quieter. Outside, the groans of several other creatures echoed from the parking lot.

				“How the hell are they getting in?” Simon asked in confusion.

				“They must’ve slipped in before we got the gate closed,” Sandy guessed, gasping. “Either that, or they found another way.”

				“All the commotion probably drew all of them from the area,” Simon said. “We need to get out of here before it gets worse, if they haven’t overrun the place already.”

				Anabel let out a frightened sob as she knelt next to Finn’s body. In the frenzy of the attack, Sandy had momentarily been distracted. She looked back at her companion, but Finn had gone lifeless. His eyes were eerily vacant, as if he’d died hours ago instead of seconds. Sandy wrung her hands, wishing there was a way to revive the lifeless young man, even though he was beyond saving. She exchanged a desperate glance with Hector.

				“I found some towels!” Marcia said, appearing from behind them a beat too late.

				She dropped them as she realized there was no bringing him back. Sandy bent down next to Finn’s motionless body, a wave of guilt crashing over her. This was her fault. She’d told Finn to keep guard. But how could she have known? She wiped tears from her eyes.

				A crash drew her attention back to the door. The door shook violently as more creatures threw themselves against it. Sandy pictured the things bashing their faces and bodies apart, willing to obliterate the last remnants of their humanity to procure a meal.

			

			
				“We have to get out of here,” she said.

				“Did you see how many of them were out there?” Simon asked, watching the door.

				“I’m not sure, but Reginald will be back soon,” Hector said. “And then we’ll have even more trouble. We should see if we can make it to the truck.”

				Sandy looked between Finn and the bags of supplies across the warehouse, listening to the cries of the creatures outside. Finn’s death couldn’t be for nothing. They needed to get out of the lumberyard.

				“Maybe only a few got in,” Simon said with a shrug.

				Sandy nodded, hoping to God he was right.
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				The creatures pounded the warehouse door as Sandy, Simon, Hector, Marcia, and Anabel ran toward the office. Sandy fought the grief in her stomach. Finn shouldn’t have died like that. But there was no time to mourn him now. They picked up the bags of food and water and ran into the next room, weaving around desks and chairs. When they reached the side door, they huddled next to it and regrouped.

				“The pickup is past the next building,” Simon whispered. “We’ll have to go through the alley, into the parking lot to get to it. We won’t be able to fit by the fence in back.”

				Sandy nodded, knowing that was true.

				“Here,” Simon hissed, handing her something in the dark.

				Sandy reached out and felt her knife. She took it appreciatively. He handed the blades back to the others. She still didn’t trust Simon, but he’d redeemed himself by saving Hector, and she didn’t have time to question his loyalty.

				A few errant shrieks pierced the lumberyard, but none seemed close.

				“I’ll go first,” Simon whispered, opening the door and leading with his gun.

				Before anyone could respond, he snapped on his flashlight and crept into the alley. His body was little more than a silhouette as he took a few steps, casting light on the ground, giving just enough visibility to guide them. Gathering courage, Sandy and the others followed. They moved as a terrified unit, muffling the sound of the bags in their arms. Sandy snuck quietly over the gravel. The alley felt like it extended for miles, even though it was only a hundred feet.

			

			
				Reaching the end, Sandy stared into the dusty parking lot as the shrieks grew louder. Some of the creatures were inside the fence, but she guessed more were outside of it, as well. Plenty of them would come. They always did. Sandy kept her eyes on Simon’s flashlight, hurrying after him.

				A creature jumped from the blackness.

				Simon cried out and raised his pistol, shooting it, sending it sprawling back into the dark. Marcia screamed as another creature emerged from the dust, latching onto Hector. Hector cried out and pushed it off, sending it tumbling to the ground. He knelt down and speared it with his knife.

				Sandy looked around frantically. Before she could catch her bearings, another creature was scrabbling for her, arms outstretched. She raised her hands, dropped her bag, and met it with her knife, fending off its snapping teeth. Panic fought with survival instinct as the world became a vicious, biting mass and the creature overtook her. She smelled the dank odor of blood, sweat, and whoever had last fallen victim to it. Sandy tried stabbing, but the thing twisted one of Sandy’s fingers. She cried out and kicked it in the leg, freeing herself, leaping backwards.

				With a scream, she ran at it and sank her knife into its forehead. She pulled out the blade. The creature’s eyes rolled back in its head and it fell.

				Sandy breathed and stepped back.

			

			
				“Are you okay?” Simon asked.

				“I’m fine!” Sandy hissed, collecting her bag. “Let’s go!”

				They raced through the parking lot and past the next building. The windows were dark and dirt-streaked, harboring who knew what manner of danger. Hector cursed as he tripped on a pile of loose stones. Marcia and Anabel ran next to him. Sandy clutched her knife and her bag. Hisses drifted from the blackness, as if the creatures were surrounding them in all directions. It was impossible to tell how many, or where they were.

				Rounding the corner of the building, they came upon the white pickup. Simon shone the flashlight, searching for the door handle. He dug in his pocket for the keys.

				“Get in!” he yelled, as he opened the door.

				He jumped into the driver’s seat while Hector and his family tumbled into the back. Sandy raced for the passenger’s side. Dirty exhaust plumed into the air as Simon started the engine. The truck’s interior lights illuminated his hardened face.

				“Drive!” Sandy shouted as she got in.

				Simon clutched the wheel. He reached for the shifter.

				Before he could drive, the driver’s side window shattered.

				Glass sprayed the interior. Reaching hands groped for Simon. He craned his head away from the window, stomping the gas, but the truck was still in park.

				“Dammit!” he shouted.

				He grunted as the pistol was knocked from his hands. Sandy reached frantically for the shifter. She found reverse. The tires squealed as the vehicle careened backward. Sandy felt a jolt as they ran over something, and then they were backing wildly through the parking lot.

			

			
				Sandy’s stomach plummeted as one of the creatures tore at the passenger’s side mirror. Simon reclaimed the wheel, but not in time.

				“Look out!” Sandy screamed.

				The rear of the truck collided with one of the lumberyard buildings. Sandy’s head snapped forward and she threw her arms in front of her, protecting her face. She flew back in her seat as the vehicle stopped. She sat in stunned silence while she caught her breath, listening to the moans of the oncoming creatures. Her body ached from the impact, but nothing seemed broken. At least, she didn’t think so. She looked over her shoulder, surveying the people in the backseat. Everyone was fine, except Hector, who had suffered a bloody gash in his forehead.

				“Hector!” Marcia exclaimed.

				The tires spun and stopped, spun and stopped. Sandy listened to the purr of the engine and the snarls of running creatures that were quickly catching up.

				“Get out of here, Simon!” she shrieked.

				The backseat came alive as Marcia and Anabel screamed similar things. Simon hit the gas. The vehicle groaned in protest as it unglued from the building.

				The pickup flew forward.

				Several creatures emerged from the darkness, throwing their bodies at the vehicle and bouncing off the side. The headlights illuminated several snarling, vicious faces. The creatures’ eyes were jet-black.

			

			
				Simon steered toward the gate, which was already open.

				The creatures had knocked it down.

				Sandy winced as a creature glanced off the front bumper. One ran straight for Simon’s window, but he turned the wheel and clipped it with the front of the truck, sending the creature reeling back with a screech. They plowed through several more bodies, each one causing enough impact to convince Sandy they were going to stall or stop.

				But they didn’t. They kept going.

				Soon, they were driving through the gates. And then they were away from the lumberyard, careening into the night.
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				Reginald’s blood raced as he gripped the steering wheel of the Buick. He stared into the dusty road as a few creatures emerged from the road’s shoulder, roused by the noise of the car’s engine. He could no longer see Dan’s station wagon. The fucker had gotten enough of a jump to lose him.

				“Hopefully none of those things will show up at the lumberyard,” Billy said.

				“Let someone else worry about it,” Reginald snarled, his eyes flitting back and forth across the road.

				He felt a shiver up his arms as the meth he’d shot up coursed through his veins. His pulse was beating so fast he could feel it behind his eyeballs. He had a stockpile in the lumberyard, several boxes he’d tucked away in one of the furthest shacks. He didn’t think anyone knew about it.

				That was the first thing he’d done when the shit hit the fan.

				Get to the dealer…

				Find the stash…

				The motherfucker had already been dead, his face chewed off by one of the creatures.

				That meant the stuff was Reginald’s. It hadn’t gone easily, though. Several others had had the same idea as Reginald. No sooner had he discovered the dealer’s hiding place than he’d been interrupted. Two people had come into the room, yelling and screaming. Reginald had pounded their faces in with the first thing he’d come across—a baseball bat. He barely remembered what they looked like, because the celebration that had ensued afterward had been enough to forget about what he’d done.

			

			
				Reginald smiled. He’d do the same thing to Dan, once he caught him.

				Anger overtook Reginald. He wanted nothing more than to find Dan and pay him back for everything he’d been through. Not only for escaping the lumberyard, but also for the things he’d done prior to the end of the world.

				It’d been a year since Reginald had been released from jail. In the past decade, he’d wasted several years of his life in a cage, all because of Dan Lowery. Dan had first arrested him in 2008 for car theft, and he’d shown him no sympathy. Neither had the judge, who had given Reginald a strict probation that he’d unwittingly violated, landing him in jail.

				To be fair, Reginald had learned a lot while in prison. He’d learned how to fight, how to steal, and how to survive a beating.

				He wanted to share those lessons with Dan.

				He’d kill Dan Lowery when he found him, and he’d make his daughter watch.

				White commercial buildings lined either side of the road, illuminated for brief seconds by the Buick’s headlights. Reginald, Billy, and Tom checked the cross streets, parking lots, and main thoroughfare for signs of Dan. Reginald wasn’t sure how Dan and Quinn had escaped, but it didn’t much matter anymore. Dan’s escape was further proof of his guilt. That would give Reginald the excuse to kill him, no matter what the others said.

				The meth running through his body was like a jolt of energy, revving him up and making him see more clearly than anyone else around him. Reginald wiped his nose.

			

			
				“Reginald, watch out!” Billy shouted.

				Reginald swerved around a creature that had stumbled into the road, black eyes flashing. He cried out and straightened the car, increasing speed.
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				Sandy gasped for breath as she looked behind them at the lumberyard, watching it disappear into the blackness. Wind whipped through the broken driver’s side window, reminding her of the hands that had been reaching for Simon just moments earlier.

				At least we got away.

				Hector groaned in the backseat.

				“Hector, are you all right?” Sandy asked, turning her attention to the injured man.

				“I-I think so,” Hector called over the wind. He ran his fingers over the gash in his forehead, smearing blood down his face. His eyes were wide and confused.

				“My God, Hector,” Marcia said, shaking her head with concern.

				Sandy reached up and turned on the overhead light. Hector looked between Sandy and the others. His face was a twisted mask of pain.

				“I hit my head right there,” Hector explained, pointing at the back of Simon’s seat. Blood stained the metal bars below the headrest. “I didn’t have time to brace myself.”

				“We need to stop the bleeding,” Marcia said, looking around.

				Sandy dug through the glove compartment, searching for something with which to assist him. She found a few napkins tucked between some registration papers and handed them back to Marcia. Marcia held them against the wound. Sandy looked at Simon. He drove in grim silence, watching the road.

			

			
				Sandy checked herself over. She was unharmed, except for some aches and a splitting headache from being jolted around during the collision.

				Maybe it was the horror of what her life had become.

				Ever since the start of the contamination, her life had been a flurry of running, fighting, and surviving, doing things she’d never thought she’d have to do.

				A week ago, she’d been living in an apartment with her brother, Ben. On the day the world ended, she’d come home after her shift, finding him in the hallway of their apartment complex feasting on another tenant. He’d been infected. He’d chased her down the hallway. Frantic, she’d raced into their apartment, barely dodging his groping hands as he’d crashed through the door behind her. In a last, desperate attempt to get away, she’d locked herself in the bathroom, but he’d slammed against the door until he’d burst in.

				If it weren’t for the hair dryer she’d left on the sink, Ben would’ve killed her. Sandy shuddered as she pictured what she’d done to her brother. His dented, bloodied face still haunted her nightmares. Ben had been her older brother, the one she’d turned to when life’s problems were too much.

				And now Ben was dead.

				When Sandy was twelve, Sandy and Ben’s parents had died in a car accident. The loss had devastated both of them. She’d considered dropping out of school, but Ben had pulled her out of her depression, convincing her to keep going. He’d supported her dreams, helped her pull her life together, and persuaded her to finish high school and college. After she’d graduated, he’d encouraged her to pursue her passion of becoming a hairdresser. She’d finished her training and obtained a job at a local salon in St. Matthews. Her goal was to one day own her own shop.

			

			
				And now that goal was gone, and Ben was no longer there to encourage her.

				Sandy pushed back the painful memory that Finn’s death had conjured. She didn’t have time for it right now. She needed to help the people in the truck. In the preceding days, she’d found ways to survive, scrounging for supplies in St. Matthews, hiding, avoiding the creatures. She hoped she could do the same thing now.

				She tried to convince herself Ben would be proud of her.

				“I don’t know where I’m going,” Simon said, interrupting her thoughts.

				“You’re from Tucson,” Sandy recalled.

				“Yeah, I’m not too familiar with St. Matthews.”

				“Stay on 4th North.”

				She surveyed the dark road ahead as Simon shook the broken glass from his lap with his pistol.

				Sandy asked, “Do you have any spare ammunition?”

				“A few magazines,” Simon said, patting his pants. “Reginald, Billy, and Tom took the rest.”

				Looking up the road, she pointed to a passing sign. “When we get to the intersection, take a left. We can decide what to do from there.”

				Simon nodded.

			

			
				Sandy turned off the overhead light and looked behind them again. She half-expected to see a pair of headlights following them, weaving back and forth over the road. But the road was empty. Where were Reginald, Billy, and Tom? She hoped that Dan and Quinn had gotten away.

				Dan’s a police officer. He should be safe.

				Sandy told herself that, even though she wasn’t sure. She had enough to worry about. At least she’d gotten the others out of the lumberyard.

				She turned her attention to the people in the backseat. Hector’s eyes fluttered open and closed. It looked like he was fighting for consciousness.

				“I think I’ve stopped the bleeding,” Marcia explained. “But he’s in pain.”

				“I hope he doesn’t have a concussion,” Sandy said.

				“How would we be able to tell?” Marcia asked.

				“I had a bicycling accident when I was a kid. My parents kept me awake for twenty-four hours so they could watch me,” Sandy explained. “I don’t know much else, but I remember that. It’s probably a good idea to keep him alert.”

				Worry creased Marcia’s brow as she nodded. “Stay with us, Hector. Don’t close your eyes. Okay?”

				Sandy wished they had a place to lie him down, or keep better watch over him. One thing was certain: stopping wouldn’t be smart.

				“There’s the turn,” Sandy said, pointing it out to Simon as he took it. “If we stay straight, we’ll hit the downtown area. I doubt we want to go that way. Our best bet is to head away from St. Matthews.”

				“Over the mountains?” Simon asked, pointing in the distance.

			

			
				“Maybe,” Sandy said. She watched him. “How much gas do we have?”

				Simon read the fuel gauge. “We’re almost empty.”

				Sandy swallowed. They’d been meaning to get more gas on the next trip to town. “We’ll look for a place to stop,” she called over the backseat to Marcia. “Maybe we’ll find something to help Hector. But first we should get far away from the lumberyard.”

				The moon cast beams of light through the sparse trees around them as they kept driving. Small, one-story commercial buildings appeared on the roadside, their windows smashed by looters, creatures, or both. Sandy kept an eye on the mountains in the distance that served as a border around the town. She’d always loved the views in St. Matthews, but now the entire town felt foreign and strange, as if she’d warped into some nightmarish reality. She wondered whether she’d spend the rest of her days with the creatures a step behind.

				What if Simon was right, and they were truly the last ones left?

				Fleeting shadows ran through the trees. Every so often, a guttural screech emanated from the darkness. The broken driver’s side window reinforced a feeling of danger. Sandy hoped they wouldn’t run into Reginald on the road. The truck might as well be a bullhorn, echoing in the night. Anyone around would hear them.

				“Do you think Reginald caught up with Dan and Quinn?” she asked Simon.

				Simon shifted in his seat. He grimaced. “I hope not, for their sake.”

			

			
				Sandy watched Simon. What she wanted to say, but didn’t dare, was that she still wasn’t sure if she could trust him, either, after what he’d done at the lumberyard. But for now, she’d keep that to herself.

				He’s the only one with a gun.
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				Reginald, Billy, and Tom had driven far enough from the lumberyard that the commercial area had segued to the center of town. Several times, Reginald turned down cross streets and tore through alleyways, certain he’d find the station wagon. Each time he was angered to find only bodies, cars, and wreckage.

				“Maybe we should get back to the lumberyard,” Tom suggested. “The cop and his daughter are probably already dead.”

				“They’re not,” Reginald snapped, unwilling to believe otherwise. “We’ll find them.”

				“Our supplies are back there,” Billy said, cranking a thumb over his shoulder.

				“We’re not turning around yet,” Reginald said, wiping the sweat from his brow. “Maybe in a while, but not yet.”

				He watched the buildings around him, envisioning the station wagon in each parking lot. He crooked his head as he turned down a corner, certain he’d find what he was looking for.

				Where was the station wagon?

				At any moment it’d materialize. At any moment, it’d—

				Reginald took a quick turn, screeching the tires. The car jolted as he ran over a tipped garbage can. He looked in the rearview and saw it rolling away.

				“Dammit.”

				“What are you doing?” Billy asked.

				“I saw lights ahead,” Reginald said, his mind spitting thoughts faster than he could process them. Or maybe he was just thinking more clearly than the others.

			

			
				“Are you sure?” Billy asked, leaning forward and bracing his arms against the dashboard.

				Reginald increased speed as the road straightened and the headlights revealed a slew of sideways automobiles. He weaved around them, narrowly missing them, looking for the twin beams he’d seen. Where was Dan? Was it someone else? Dark shapes flitted by the Buick as they passed a slew of telephone poles. He doubted someone else would be driving in the same area, at the same time. In the past few days, they hadn’t seen many survivors.

				He scrutinized every object, searching for the station wagon. His eyes were sharp and focused as he pushed the vehicle faster. Whoever it was, he’d catch up to them.
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				“I see a gas station up ahead,” Sandy noted, pointing.

				Simon tapped the brakes as they approached an eerily deserted parking lot. A dark, square building sat in the middle. The moon illuminated several shadowed gas pumps, the boxes and hoses resembling mythical creatures coiled in slumber. Sandy saw no cars, as if the employees had known what was coming and had closed down. The more likely scenario was that they’d gone for help and never found it.

				“It looks deserted,” Simon agreed.

				“Maybe we can find fuel, or something for Hector,” Sandy said. “But we better make it quick. It’s not safe out here with Reginald driving around. Or with those things everywhere.”

				Simon hesitated a moment. “The power won’t be on. We’ll have to find a can.”

				Sandy nodded, familiar with the routine.

				Simon pulled into the parking lot. The headlights illuminated the building’s windows, revealing several broken ones. Other than that, there didn’t appear to be much evidence of looting. Sandy looked around. The nearest buildings were a few hundred feet away. She didn’t see any of the creatures. Maybe they’d have a stroke of luck and get in and out safely.

				Simon pulled to a stop and let the car idle. He looked at Sandy.

				“Are you coming?” he asked.

				She hesitated, recalling how he’d held a gun on her. They’d gotten along fine on previous supply runs, but things had changed.

			

			
				“I know you don’t trust me. But if we don’t get some gas and get away from here, Reginald will find us,” Simon said.

				She turned to the backseat and asked Marcia, “Will you be all right here?”

				Marcia nodded. “Sure. Be careful.”

				Sandy didn’t have to ask to know the double meaning behind that statement.

				She swallowed and exited the vehicle.

				[image: Horror-01.psd]


				Sandy crept alongside Simon as they walked toward the gas station. She clutched her knife in a sweaty hand. Looking back at the truck, she saw the silhouettes of Marcia, Hector, and Anabel, watching.

				“I hope they’ll be all right,” Sandy whispered.

				“They’ll be fine. We just have to make it quick.”

				She followed Simon toward the gas station’s entrance. He shone the light on the gas station’s broken windows, revealing fractured glass and an interior filled with scattered merchandise. She hoped the people who had raided the store were gone, and that they’d left behind something useful.

				The front door was locked, but they found a broken window large enough to climb through.

				Sandy quelled the sound of her footsteps on broken glass as she tiptoed inside. She immediately went to the door and unlocked it. That would be a safer way to escape. She listened for scuttling sounds warning them they weren’t alone. The air was quiet and still. Sandy recalled a birthday she’d had when her parents had surprised her. They’d taken her out to the store, and when they’d gotten back, her family and friends had been ready to spring out and sing to her. Birthdays like that had ended after her parents had died.

			

			
				Maybe if we hadn’t moved from Chicago to St. Matthews, Ben would still be alive.

				Sandy repressed the thought. For all she knew, Chicago was just as devastated as St. Matthews.

				Having determined that the store was empty, Simon investigated a tipped shelf full of medicine, pointing it out to Sandy.

				“Pain relievers,” he whispered.

				Sandy pocketed several bottles of ibuprofen. She also found some gauze and alcohol, and she carried them with her. Sandy and Simon searched the rest of the store, finding little they could use except another flashlight and some batteries. The food and drinks were tempting, but dangerous. Who knew what was contaminated?

				“I don’t see any gas cans in here,” Simon hissed. “They’ve probably already been taken. Let’s check the storage room.”

				Sandy nodded and followed. They walked over torn packages of food and scattered drinks until they reached an open door in the back that looked like it had been kicked down. The door hung on one hinge; the middle was dented with a mark the size of a man’s boot.

				Walking through, Sandy found herself in a backroom nearly the size of the store. A familiar, fetid odor reached her nose as she surveyed several rows of merchandise. Her heart beat faster as she looked for the source, but couldn’t find it.

			

			
				“Be careful,” Simon warned.

				She held her breath as they snuck down the first aisle, exploring the shelves and floor, looking for gasoline. On each shelf she saw only items they couldn’t use: open soda cans, packages of food that had been ripped open by looters or brave, scavenging animals.

				Walking ahead of Sandy, Simon led the way and shone the flashlight down the next aisle. An exclamation from him made her jump. She held up her knife. Sandy was certain she’d find a hissing, bloodthirsty creature. Instead she found Simon gaping at something.

				“Jesus,” he muttered, pointing at the end of the aisle.

				In between two shelves full of food, a gas station attendant laid motionless, legs splayed out in front of him, his uniform shirt smeared in blood, his face half-chewed off. Sandy gagged. She’d seen plenty of bodies in similar conditions while in St. Matthews center, but it never dulled the shock.

				“Looks like he was planning a getaway,” Simon said.

				He moved his light from the dead body to a tipped can of gasoline and a backpack stuffed with scavenged supplies. He reached for the gas can.

				Most was spilled and puddled on the floor, but there was still some inside. Simon righted the container with caution, as if the already-rotting corpse might come alive and accuse him of stealing. Then he rifled through the bag, finding only toiletries and food they couldn’t trust.

			

			
				“I didn’t see any cars outside.”

				“Me, neither. Maybe his vehicle was stolen.”

				“Either way, this gas can will do us more good than it’ll do him.”

				[image: Horror-01.psd]


				Exiting the store, Sandy looked for the shadows of her companions in the truck’s backseat. She was relieved to see Hector, Marcia, and Anabel craning their heads in anticipation of their return. She breathed an anxious sigh. The parking lot was as desolate as when they’d left it.

				Simon used the gas can to replenish the truck while Sandy stood next to him. A guttural cry in the distance made her tense. She looked around, but couldn’t see the creature stalking them.

				“We’re lucky to have gotten in and out,” Simon said. “Now let’s get the hell out of here.”
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				“Over there!” Billy cried to Reginald.

				Reginald clenched the wheel as headlights appeared in the distance. He knew he hadn’t been mistaken.

				He watched a car swerve down a street in the distance, knocking aside debris and trying to get away. Dan was probably inside, and scared. He should be. Reginald stomped the gas, narrowly missing one of the infected. The creature stumbled backward and stared after them as it disappeared into the night.

				Billy and Tom shifted nervously in their seats, aiming their rifles out the windows. Reaching the place where he’d last seen the vehicle, Reginald mimicked the vehicle’s turn, throwing on his high beams. He didn’t care if Dan knew he was coming.

				Dan couldn’t stop him now.

				They entered a dense street filled with shops and two and three-story buildings. Reginald squinted as he determined their location. Having lived in St. Matthews most of his life, he was familiar with the roads, but the absence of power threw off his sense of direction. Old landmarks were covered up or destroyed. Rubbish and debris filled streets normally filled with people and traffic. He took several turns and narrowed the gap with the distant vehicle.

				A few blocks away, several broken-down, abandoned vehicles cluttered the street. The other driver was forced to hit the brakes. After weaving in and out of a few of them, the street became impassable and the driver stopped.

			

			
				“Here we go!” Reginald yelled to the others. “We got ‘em!”

				Reginald weaved dangerously around a downed bicycle and a broken television, blocking the other car. Bright taillights illuminated the trunk. Reginald frowned.

				It wasn’t a station wagon. It was a red sedan.

				Had Dan and Quinn changed vehicles? He didn’t see how, or when, but it was possible. Perhaps they meant to throw him off. Before Reginald could make sense of the situation, two people rushed from the vehicle in a crouch, heading into a nearby building. Reginald squinted, trying to make them out in the dark. He parked the Buick and threw open the door.

				To Tom and Billy, he said, “Let’s go!”

				“It doesn’t look like them!” Tom protested.

				“Let’s go!” Reginald repeated.

				He jumped from the vehicle and surveyed the interior of the sedan. A warning bell announced the door was ajar. The interior lights blazed, revealing an empty vehicle. Reginald reached over and shut the door, silencing the annoying noise. He looked at the building. The people had run inside an old-fashioned restaurant with two stories, a front porch containing tipped, broken tables and chairs, and smashed windows.

				Reginald stalked from the road to the porch, his men behind him. The front door hung on one hinge. From somewhere inside, footsteps clapped up a flight of stairs. Reginald moved at a crouch, pistol pointed, knowing better than to run into an ambush.

			

			
				“Stay low and watch out,” he warned Billy and Tom.

				He looked around the debris-ridden street, verifying that none of the creatures were close by, then walked from the sidewalk to the porch, stepping around smashed plates and silverware. He signaled Billy and Tom to flank the front door.

				The building’s interior was pitch black. He heard people panting and running, then a crash as someone knocked into something. A panicked cry echoed through the building.

				I’ve got them now.

				If Dan and Quinn had weapons, they’d have warned him to stay back, not run in fear. Reginald smiled. He pulled a flashlight from his pants and flicked it on. He shone it inside the restaurant, revealing a large dining room that had probably once been eloquent, but was now trashed and littered with furniture. The air reeked of rotten food that had been prepared and left out to fester. Several bodies were sprawled on the floor, half-eaten and obviously dead. A balcony overlooked the enormous dining room, extending around the perimeter of the upper floor. He shone his light up at the railing, catching sight of a face.

				“Upstairs!” he hissed.

				The face disappeared and the footsteps continued.

				Reginald’s mirth turned to anger. Dan and Quinn had outwitted him; they’d gotten away. Not only had they escaped, but they were taunting him, leading him on a chase to avoid retribution. He let that anger drive him as he rushed into the building with Billy and Tom, angling his flashlight up the stairs. He snuck up them quietly, keeping low as he and his men hustled up to the second floor. Reginald had the advantage. Dan and Quinn were running in the dark, but he had a light, and he had them outgunned.

			

			
				Reaching the second floor, Reginald hesitated. More tables and chairs were scattered everywhere. The railing was broken away in several places where people had fought with the creatures and failed. Reginald saw several open doorways along the outskirts of the floor. The footsteps had ceased. Wherever Dan and Quinn were hiding, he’d uncover them.

				He’d check every goddamned room.

				He moved to the first door, shone his light in, and motioned for Billy and Tom to aim their rifles. The room was filled with supplies—folded tablecloths and napkins on shelves. They moved on to a second doorway, looking into a small, secluded dining room with several chewed, decaying bodies. Nothing.

				Reginald swung his pistol into the third room, a similar layout as the second, with knocked over furniture. A breeze kicked up from outside, blowing through the smashed out windows, kicking up curtains. There were no closets or doors. He saw nothing behind the tipped, battered furniture. He was about to leave when he spotted an overturned table in the corner. Unlike the rest of the room, this appeared to be purposefully positioned. Signaling Billy and Tom, Reginald shone his light on the table. Then he slowly backed away.

				He took cover behind the doorway.

				He hissed, “Got you now, you fuckers.”

			

			
				The room went artificially still.

				Someone was here. He could feel it.

				“Come out now, and I’ll spare Quinn.”

				Reginald was lying, of course. He had no intention of keeping his word. He watched intently for movement, ready to fire at the first sign of a weapon. He’d prefer to take Dan alive, but he’d do what he had to. He was about to speak again when a man with dark hair stepped slowly from behind the table, holding up a broken table leg, surrendering. The man’s eyes flitted nervously around the room as he watched the doorway. Reginald made the surprise determination that it wasn’t Dan.

				“Please,” the man pleaded. “It’s just my girlfriend and I. We were looking for help. We saw someone chasing us.”

				A female voice echoed from behind the table. “Don’t shoot! We don’t mean any harm!”

				A pulse of anger ran through Reginald. These people weren’t Dan. They’d wasted his time. They’d distracted him enough that he’d lost whatever lead he had. He looked back at Billy and Tom, who watched him with confused expressions.

				Reginald fired at the dark-haired man, catching him in the stomach. The man dropped to his knees, blood leaking from his gut as the broken table leg clattered to the floor. His lips quivered in surprise. He looked at Reginald with a combination of shock and terror, clasping his hands over the fresh wound. Reginald felt a strange feeling of elation.

				He shone the light on the bleeding, begging man.

				“Y-you shot me!” the man gurgled, as if Reginald might take back what he’d done.

			

			
				Billy and Tom backed away from Reginald. They lowered their weapons, as if they might run away.

				Reginald shot the man in the head. A sense of righteousness coursed through him as he watched the man crumple.

				“Jesus!” Billy muttered.

				Reginald stepped toward the table. A girl ran out from behind it, heading toward the far corner of the room. She screamed as she fled, dragging her hands along the wall, pleading for her life. She stumbled near the broken windows. Reginald followed her with his pistol, gritting his teeth, shining the flashlight in her eyes, blinding her. She held her hands in front of her face.

				Before he could shoot, the girl lost her balance and toppled through the open window, landing at the base of the building with a thud. And then the night was silent again, except for the cool breeze blowing through the windows.
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				Sandy, Simon, Hector, Marcia, and Anabel drove away from the gas station, watching several creatures emerge from the shadows. A few of them raced toward the truck, but Simon was easily able to outrun them. Soon they were far enough away to relax slightly.

				Sandy gave Marcia the pain relievers and supplies they’d collected from the gas station. Marcia administered them to Hector, who used one of the bottled waters from the bags to swallow the pills.

				After driving a few more miles, the scenery transitioned from a commercial area to an area of wide, open desert. Sandy realized she hadn’t seen a building in a while. Night insects chittered around them. Sandy recalled drives she’d taken in the desert with Ben, taking in scenery, escaping the worries of the workweek. Those drives had always been accompanied with discussions of dreams, goals, and the things they missed about their childhood and their parents. Thinking about them now, Sandy had a twinge of nostalgia.

				Times like that were much different than the silent, nervous drive she was taking now.

				“Something’s wrong,” Simon said, looking at the dashboard.

				“What is it?” Sandy asked.

				“We’re overheating.”

				Sandy snapped her attention to the temperature gauge, which shuddered above the top line. The engine light popped on. “Why is that happening?”

			

			
				“We either damaged something or it’s a mechanical issue,” Simon said, pounding the wheel.

				“Shit,” Sandy said.

				“What do we do?” Marcia asked worriedly from the backseat.

				“Ideally, we fix it. But I don’t have any tools. And I won’t be able to see much at night. We’ll have to at least wait until the engine cools off. Goddamnit,” Simon cursed.

				Sandy recalled the thumps she’d felt during their escape. Any one of them could’ve damaged the underside of the vehicle. Before she could speculate further, Simon pulled off the road and shut off the car. He pulled the flashlight from his pocket and reached for the door handle.

				“I’ll get out and take a look, even though I doubt I can do anything,” he grunted.

				Simon popped the hood, opened the door, and stepped out into the street with the gun. A moment later, she saw him shining his flashlight under the hood. She looked in the backseat. Hector, Marcia, and Anabel watched Sandy with frightened expressions.

				“I still don’t trust him,” Marcia whispered to Sandy. “If we hadn’t talked sense into him, we would’ve still been at the lumberyard.”

				“If he betrayed us once, he might do it again,” Hector said worriedly.

				Sandy nodded. “I don’t know what to think, either. Regardless, if we don’t have a vehicle, we’re going to have bigger problems than Simon. I’m going to get out and keep watch.”

				“I’ll come with you,” Hector said adamantly, starting to get up.

			

			
				“No. You should rest.”

				Marcia reinforced Sandy’s suggestion by holding Hector’s arm.

				“I’ll be careful,” Sandy persuaded them. “If I see any of those things around, I’ll warn you.”

				She opened the door and stepped onto the side of the road. She surveyed the flat, vacant landscape. The moon illuminated patchy scrub brush. There were no buildings close by. To the north hung the White Mountains. Simon was focused on the engine. He creased his face as he jiggled some wires. Finally, he tucked his pistol in his pants and flashed his light at the undercarriage.

				“I need to look underneath,” he said. “Can you cover me?”

				Simon watched her for a moment, as if he might not trust her, then hunched down and slid underneath the truck, shining the flashlight. Sandy held her knife, looking up and down the street, her heart beating fast and hard. They were broken down, stuck in this hellish nightmare together. Regardless of what happened at the lumberyard, they had to find a way out.

				Sandy looked up at the White Mountains.

				She pursed her brow as she scrutinized a tall building in the distance, trying to determine exactly where they were. The darkness was disorienting. She was on the verge of recognition when Simon emerged from underneath the truck, his face grave in the orange glow of the flashlight.

				“I think I found the problem,” he said.

				Sandy’s heart fluttered. “What is it?”

			

			
				“The oil pan has a hole. That explains why we’re overheating.” Simon returned to the engine and checked the dipstick. “Yep. The tank’s dry.”

				“We can’t drive, then?”

				“We’ll crack the head gasket if we do,” Simon explained. “Besides, we won’t get far with the truck in this condition. Our best bet is to find another vehicle.”

				Sandy looked up and down the road, but saw no other cars, abandoned or otherwise. From inside, she heard Marcia checking on Hector. Sandy was worried about him. She was worried about all of them. Her headache still blazed behind her eyes, and her body ached from the collision.

				Refocusing on the building in the distance, she realized they were near the St. Matthews Elementary School.

				“Do you know what that building is?” Simon asked.

				“Yes. That’s the St. Matthews Elementary School.”

				“Is that where you went to school?” Simon asked.

				“No. I grew up in Chicago. I moved here a few years ago with my brother.”

				“That’s right,” Simon said, remembering. “Your brother died at the start of this. I’m sorry.”

				Sandy cleared her throat and pushed away the awful memory. “In any case, the elementary school might be a good place to hole up until morning. Since it’s summertime, there might not have been anyone in the building.”

				“That sounds like a good plan.”

				“Can we drive there?”

				“It’s possible, but we’d risk ruining the only vehicle we have. We should wait a half hour until it cools off. But it’d probably be quicker to walk.”

			

			
				“Okay. I just hope Hector is up for it.”

				[image: Horror-01.psd]


				Hector groaned as they helped him out of the backseat. “I’ll stop complaining now,” he joked, but the expression on his face showed he was still in pain. “I’m just a little dizzy.”

				“Take it easy, Hector,” Marcia said.

				Sandy stared up the street, as if the elementary school might’ve disappeared. But it was there, looming in the distance, looking less like a school and more like some haunted attraction, waiting for some foolhardy people to come near it. She saw no cars or signs of life around it.

				“We should take as much food as we can comfortably carry,” Simon suggested. “We can hide the rest.”

				Simon and Sandy retrieved a few bags and carried them, hiding the remainder of the food and water under the seats. Marcia and Anabel helped Hector.

				“Stay quiet,” Simon said, turning his pistol in his hands.

				They started up the road in a nervous group, leaving the truck behind. Sandy glanced back at the vacant vehicle. With each step, they were farther from a refuge. But the truck wasn’t much of a refuge, anyway. With its missing window, the vehicle would only stave off the creatures for only a few moments.

				We need better protection than that.

				The humid air stuck to Sandy’s skin, making her tank top feel sticky. She wiped away the sweat from her forehead. A deep quiet had settled over the moonlit road, amplifying the occasional scuff of their shoes and the intermittent screech of night animals. Hector seemed to be walking fine, though she heard him sucking in pained breaths every now and again. Marcia and Anabel stuck by his side. Sandy and Simon kept on either end of the group.

			

			
				Sandy stared at the school in the distance, grateful they’d found it, but nervous about what they might find there. The desolate building might mean safety. But it also might mean that others had chosen the same location, and those people might be as ill-intentioned as Reginald.

				Loud footsteps made her look over at her companions. She was about to warn them to be quiet when she realized it wasn’t them.

				Sandy grabbed Marcia’s arm, forcing her and the others to a halt as the footsteps continued slapping the earth.

				Getting closer.

				Something was approaching from the side of the road.

				Simon swiveled, aiming his gun. Sandy caught a glimpse of a figure sprinting through the desert shrubs in the moonlight. Its rabid snarls gave it away as one of the creatures. She saw a bare chest, a few scraps of clothing hanging from a weathered body. Marcia gasped and backpedaled with Hector and Anabel. Sandy dropped her bag of food and clutched her knife.

				“I’ve got it!” she said.

				“I’ll shoot!” Simon said.

			

			
				“No. You’ll make too much noise,” Sandy countered.

				The creature ran in the direction of Hector and his family, but Sandy stepped in front of them, causing it to redirect its focus. Her heart pounded fiercely as the thing got close enough to smell. Without a word, she thrust her knife into the thing’s face, listening to the slick sound of blade meeting flesh. She pulled the knife free, blood splattering her face. She grimaced and stepped back. The thing collapsed.

				“Jesus, Sandy,” Hector exclaimed.

				More footsteps interrupted their relief.

				Sandy looked in all directions. Another two creatures were running down the road, but Simon was ready with his pistol this time. There was no time to be quiet. He walked straight at them, creating a buffer from the group and firing. The first bullet went wide, ricocheting off the asphalt. The second connected. The first creature plummeted to the ground in a heap, emitting a last snarl and slapping the road. The second fell behind it as Simon shot it with a bullet in the head. The gunshots echoed through the street and off the distant mountains. Sandy exhaled as the desert fell quiet.

				She wiped the blood from her cheeks, thankful that they’d survived.

				“So much for staying undetected,” Simon muttered.

				“More will come from the commotion,” Sandy said, recalling the lumberyard. “We need to get moving.”
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				They moved down the road at a faster pace. Even Hector seemed to have found a burst of strength, moving quietly and without complaint. Simon led the group while Sandy stuck alongside the others.

				The distant building grew closer. Looking back, Sandy could no longer see the truck, as if night had swooped in and devoured it. They’d taken the keys, but Sandy found herself wondering if they’d ever return.

				The future was as uncertain as it had been at the lumberyard with Reginald. Like everything else, the elementary school was a temporary destination.

				The days of scrounging, hiding, and hoping were back.

				Sandy recalled the times she’d spent huddled alone in buildings, thinking she was the last survivor, with only the screeches of hunting creatures to keep her company. Those had been the times she’d questioned her faith and her sanity. She’d prayed often, wondering when she’d see her brother again in some afterlife, or whether she’d die alone and unburied. If there were a higher power, why would He condemn her to loneliness? Why would He condemn her to inevitable death? She still hadn’t decided why that could be.

				Reginald had been the first to find her. He’d located her in a flower shop, where she’d been hiding behind the counter with a knife and a bag full of supplies. He’d coaxed her out, brought her to the lumberyard, and promised her safety, introducing her to the others. In hindsight, he probably only wanted someone to help guard the gates.

			

			
				She should never have followed him.

				But how was she to know how violent he’d turn out to be?

				They walked toward the massive, brick building. The school was several floors high, set back from the road, surrounded by a parking lot that spilled into a larger paved area around back. Sandy looked for cars, but didn’t see any.

				Only maintenance workers were likely to have been in the building. That might make it a safe stronghold. They could rest and gather supplies before moving on. Hopefully, they’d find a more stable vehicle than the truck.

				They detoured from the road into the parking lot, keeping quiet. Simon kept the flashlight off. Sandy searched the dark windows on all floors of the building, expecting to hear hissing, hungry creatures waiting for a meal, but heard no clues that the building was occupied. The parking lot and the front entrance were silent and still.

				“Let’s check the back,” Simon whispered.

				Cautiously optimistic, Sandy followed him as he led the group from the front of the building to the rear. The lot was empty save a single vehicle occupying a spot near the rear entrance.

				Simon appraised it from a hundred feet away. He halted.

				“What is it?” Sandy hissed.

				“Someone’s inside.” Simon raised his pistol, pointing at the vehicle and creeping closer.

				Sandy motioned for the others to stay back. She hung behind Simon, holding her breath. She readied her knife. From the faint light of the moon, she made out a beat-up sedan. She couldn’t see any more details than that.

			

			
				Simon flicked the flashlight on, shining its beam over the car, revealing a sprinkle of glass by the driver’s side window and a flat tire. He moved the light up to the driver’s side door, illuminating a half-eaten face.

				Sandy jumped. It looked like the person had been there for days. The person’s face was gray and missing pieces, probably scavenged by birds and predators.

				“Poor bastard,” Sandy whispered.

				Having determined nothing threatening was inside the vehicle, Simon walked up and inspected the car. “It’s got a flat, but there might be a spare. The keys are in it. Let’s see if it starts.”

				Sandy watched as Simon reached through the window and past the corpse. The flashlight moved, exposing a tangle of black hair, a thin flannel shirt. The person had probably been a maintenance worker. Sandy had seen plenty of corpses, but something about this one, alone in a parking lot, was especially unsettling.

				Simon found a key in the ignition and turned it. The vehicle clicked but didn’t turn over.

				“Dammit,” he said. “Looks like we’re going inside.”
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				The keys from the dead maintenance worker’s car opened the school. Simon swung the back door open slowly, aiming his gun into a silent, dark hallway.

			

			
				“I’ll go first,” he said, leading with the pistol.

				The others followed. Sandy smelled the distinct odor of bleach from a set of bathroom doors, as if the school had been cleaned prior to the infection. Most of the classroom doors were open. They swept each one with the flashlight. When they were finished checking, Hector took a staggering step, catching himself on the wall.

				“Hector!” Marcia whispered.

				“I’m sorry. I’m just a little woozy,” he replied.

				Simon motioned to one of the doors labeled ‘Break Room’. “Why don’t you go in there and wait while I check the rest of the building?” he said.

				“Are you sure?” Sandy asked.

				“Yes. I’ll be fine. I’ll come back as soon as I’m done,” Simon said.

				He handed Sandy the bag of food he’d been carrying. Sandy took it as he headed off down the hallway without a word. She watched his flashlight disappear.

				“Come on,” Marcia said, watching him go. “He wouldn’t have given us the food if he planned on leaving. Let’s get Hector to a place where he can lie down.”

				Sandy followed the others into the break room. The moon shone through the windows, illuminating coffee machines, a microwave oven, and condiments on the counters. In the center of the room were a couch and several chairs. A foul smell grew worse as they got farther into the room. Marcia coughed. Sandy saw what looked like a plate of food that had been left out on the counter.

			

			
				“Someone missed dinner,” Hector said, attempting a smile.

				“I don’t think the smell is just from that,” Sandy said, pointing at an oversized refrigerator. “Everything inside is probably rotten. We shouldn’t open the door.”

				“Come on over to the couch,” Marcia said, directing Hector toward it. “You should rest, honey.”

				“I’m fine,” Hector said.

				Despite protesting, he sat down with a sigh of relief. Marcia and Anabel sat next to him, keeping him company. After shutting and locking the door, Sandy found some napkins on the counter and gave them to Marcia. She took them gratefully, dabbing the remainder of the blood from Hector’s face.

				Sandy looked out across the parking lot, afraid that they might’ve drawn more creatures with the noise they’d made earlier, but all she saw were the silhouettes of the mountains and the empty, lifeless road.

				Her mind wandered to the dead, half-eaten man in the car. If they hadn’t left the lumberyard, she had no doubt that they would’ve died, too—either from the creatures, or from Reginald.

				“Thank God we got away,” Marcia said, echoing Sandy’s thoughts.

				“And we have food and water, too,” Sandy added, setting her and Simon’s bags on the counter. “Things could be worse.”

				“I feel awful for Finn,” Hector said. “He shouldn’t have died like that.”

				“We did what we could,” Marcia said with a quiet sniffle.

			

			
				Marcia hugged Anabel tight. Anabel remained quiet, burying herself in her mother’s embrace. It seemed like she was in shock. Why wouldn’t she be? The events since the infection had rattled all of them, forcing them to endure things no one should have to face. Sandy listened as Simon’s footsteps in the hallway got quieter. A door creaked, and the hallway fell silent.

				“Do you think we’ll be able to find a vehicle in the morning?” Hector asked.

				“I hope so,” said Sandy. “Going into the mountains on foot would be even more dangerous than staying here.”

				“I wish we had some more weapons,” Hector said.

				Sandy walked over to the counters and sifted through the plastic utensils. She opened a few drawers and quietly rifled through them, but she couldn’t see much in the dark. She’d have to wait for Simon.

				“If we can survive the night, maybe we can check the utility shed,” Sandy said. “I saw one in back.”

				She doubted the school would have much weaponry. But they’d search just the same. She walked back to the others and leaned against one of the walls.

				“You did a brave thing,” Hector said out of the blue.

				“What do you mean?”

				“Rescuing Dan and Quinn.” Hector nodded. “I’m not sure I would’ve had the guts to do that. You probably saved their lives.”

				“I hope so. It was the best I could do for them, given the situation. I hope Reginald didn’t find them.”

			

			
				Sandy closed her eyes. The headache she’d had earlier had subsided, but her arms were sore. She’d heard that the aftereffects of a collision could sometimes take days to appear. She hoped she was experiencing the worst of it. Staring into the dark, her thoughts roamed to Ben. She wondered how things would’ve turned out differently if her brother had been here. Where would they be? Would they already be someplace far away?

				She still saw his snarling, twisted face coming at her.

				A gunshot ripped the thought away.

				“What was that?” Hector asked, sitting up from the couch.

				“Simon,” Sandy said frantically.
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				Sandy ran to the break room door, as if an onslaught of creatures might burst through it. She put her body weight against it. But the hallway was silent. She no longer heard footsteps, or any sign that Simon was alive.

				“Where the hell is he?” Hector whispered, taking up a position next to her.

				“I don’t know.”

				One part of her wanted to rush into the hallway and determine if Simon was okay. The other knew she should remain in silence, preserving their safety.

				She looked across the room, catching sight of Marcia’s and Anabel’s trembling silhouettes. Looking out the windows and into the parking lot, Sandy saw nothing that might’ve caused the noise.

				One of the creatures might be inside. Or maybe something else happened?

				Simon would’ve yelled for help, wouldn’t he? Sandy swallowed and tried to reassure herself that nothing was wrong, even though her heart galloped with fear. She put her ear against the door.

				A thump from the end of the hallway gave her a spike of fear.

				Sandy looked around the room, locating the couch and chairs. Reinforcing the thin entrance might be the only thing that saved them from being eaten. But Sandy was frozen in place. The instinct to stay still was greater than the motivation to move.

				Another noise sounded in the hallway. It sounded like a door clicking shut. Something scratched the floor at the end of the hallway. Sandy strained her ears, resisting the urge to call Simon’s name, fearful she’d lure something else instead.

			

			
				Hector’s face was little more than a featureless oval.

				A knock rattled the door.

				Sandy stifled a cry as a thin beam of light appeared in the crack underneath the frame.

				“It’s me,” Simon hissed.
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				“One of those things was on the second floor, but I took care of it. I found this in the nurse’s office,” Simon said, handing over a medical kit as they let him in. “I figured we could use more supplies.”

				Sandy watched Simon. He didn’t appear to be injured. She took the kit and stashed it near one of the bags of food.

				“The gunshot had us worried,” she admitted. “What the hell happened?”

				“There was a broken window in one of the classrooms on the first floor,” Simon said. “It looks like one of those things had slithered through it. I moved a few desks in front of the opening to help stop others from getting in. Then I locked the door. Hopefully the building helped muffle the gunshot.”

				Sandy blew a nervous breath. Her uneasy nerves had become the norm, and they’d saved her life more than once. Looking at the door, she asked, “What do you think, Simon? Will we be safe for the night?”

				Simon paused. “I think so. If we see anything coming, we have a few exits to choose from. I made sure all the entrances are locked.” He held up the set of keys he was carrying.

			

			
				Feeling more relaxed, Sandy exhaled. Exhaustion had been riding on her shoulders all day. It’d be good to sleep, even though she wasn’t sure she’d be able to. With the immediate danger over, she felt a pang of hunger. Meals had become a task, to be taken care of in between running and surviving.

				“Is anyone hungry?” she asked.

				“I could use a drink,” Hector admitted.

				Sandy opened one of the bags of safe food and began digging. Simon assisted with his flashlight. Inside she found bottles of water and provisions wrapped in red packaging—supplies that had once belonged to the agents, the people who had perpetrated the contamination, according to Dan.

				“We should ration it,” she said, as if someone might argue. No one did. She passed out enough water bottles so that each person had his or her own.

				Having accepted a bottle of water, Simon turned off his flashlight and hunched down on the floor next to Sandy. A different type of silence settled over the room, now that Simon had joined them.

				“I probably should’ve said this earlier, but I’m sorry for what happened at the lumberyard.” He cleared his throat.

				The people in the room stayed quiet. No one accepted the apology. They just listened.

				“I want to say there are reasons for it, but they’re probably just excuses.” Simon paused to take a deep breath. “Watching my sister die in Tucson was one of the hardest things I’ve ever faced. And the things I saw afterward were just as bad. I know we’ve all seen similar things, and I’m not saying I’m special. But I think something inside of me broke at that moment, and that led me to make some selfish decisions at the lumberyard.”

			

			
				Hector cleared his throat and clung to his family. After a pause, he said, “I appreciate you owning up to that, Simon.”

				Simon continued. “Hearing all those things Dan said about the agents made me nervous. To think that someone caused this intentionally was almost impossible to believe. Or maybe I didn’t want to believe it. I don’t expect you to trust me right away. But I hope we can work together. Nobody else should have to die like Finn did.”

				“Of course not,” Marcia said, making the sign of the cross. “Let’s hope we can keep safe.”

				Some of the tension seemed to deflate from the room as Simon drank from his water bottle. He seemed as relieved as the others, now that he’d aired some of his thoughts. He cleared his throat. “Do you think we’re really immune, like Dan said?”

				“If so, it wouldn’t matter what we ate or drank,” Sandy said. “But we shouldn’t take any chances.”

				“That’s a smart idea. We don’t know how long the infection takes to kick in,” Hector agreed.

				“The fact that we’re still here is a miracle,” Marcia agreed quietly from the couch. “Someone must be watching over us.”

				Sandy uncapped her water and took a small swig. She swallowed, trying to remember the last uninterrupted rest she’d had.

				Anabel’s small voice piped up beside Marcia. “Can we eat now, Mom? I’m hungry.”

			

			
				They chuckled nervously. Sandy reached back into the bag and pulled out a package, reading the label aloud. “Crackers,” she said. “That sounds great about now. Doesn’t it, Anabel?”

				“Yes.”

				Sandy smiled. Despite what they’d been through, they’d escaped the lumberyard. They’d survived the truck issues and gotten to the school building. Aside from some cuts and bruises, they were relatively intact. She allowed a smile to linger on her face as she passed out the food to the people in the room. They ate in silence, each person running through the events that had led them there. When they were finished, Hector stood and offered his family the couch.

				“Why don’t you rest here,” he told Marcia and Anabel. “I’ll take the first watch, since I need to stay awake anyway.”

				“Someone should watch you,” Marcia scolded. “What if you fall asleep by accident? You still might have a concussion.”

				Simon cut in. “I’ll keep an eye on you.”

				“You will?” Hector asked.

				“I’m already wide awake,” Simon continued. “And besides, I don’t think I’d be able to sleep, after killing that thing upstairs.”

				“I know the feeling,” Sandy said. “The adrenaline of killing those things in the street still has me wide awake. I can take second shift, if you’d like.”

				“We shouldn’t need much more than that,” Simon said. “It’ll be daylight soon. We can search the school again in the morning and figure out a plan. There have to be more cars close by.”

			

			
				“I saw a utility shed in back,” Sandy repeated.

				“That sounds good. We should check it.”

				“I’m just glad we’re out of the lumberyard,” Sandy said.

				“I hope we never see Reginald again,” Marcia agreed.

				The group settled into the most comfortable places they could find. Sandy lay on an area rug on the floor, using a bag of packaged food to prop up her head. Marcia and Anabel lay on the couch cushions, while Hector lay on the couch without pillows. Simon took a spot in a chair by the window, looking out over the vacant, moonlit parking lot, the gun in his lap.

				“I’ll check on you from time to time,” Simon told Hector.

				“Sounds good,” Hector replied. “Goodnight, everybody.”
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				Reginald stared around him at the darkened city. Never in his life had he wanted to see lights so badly—some sign that his pursuits weren’t pointless. He’d have to turn around soon. They’d been driving for almost an hour, and they’d been away from the lumberyard for way too long. He didn’t trust Simon. And he certainly didn’t trust Hector, Sandy, or the others. He wiped a band of sweat from his forehead.

				They were probably already plotting against him, stealing his things.

				More than likely, Dan was over the mountains, heading to some other town.

				Reginald had wasted too much time pursuing that other vehicle.

				He’d killed his chance at revenge.

				Dammit.

				Billy and Tom shifted in their seats, nervously watching the road. Their confidence seemed to have eroded after the confrontation with those people in the restaurant. Billy and Tom were weak. Useless. Reginald had a good mind to drop them off somewhere and let them find their way back. He doubted they’d survive until morning.

				“We should turn around,” Billy tried, measuring his words. “I don’t think we’re going to find them.”

				“I’m checking Route 191 first,” Reginald said after a pause. “We’ll see if we can see lights in the city when we get some elevation on the mountains.”

				Billy and Tom exchanged a look that they thought Reginald didn’t see. His anger flared as he thought about how useless their trip had been.

			

			
				Thick, sloping rock faces appeared to the right of the vehicle as he ascended the mountain road, creeping toward the road’s shoulder. There were no guardrails. He looked over the edge, wondering if Dan’s car had ended up in some ditch.

				Maybe I scared the fucker so bad he ran off the road.

				That thought almost made Reginald laugh.

				Maybe I’ll find him in time to finish him off.

				“Watch out!” Billy shouted.

				Too late, Reginald swerved as one of the creatures appeared in the road. The Buick jerked to the side. Reginald started to yell, but he didn’t have time to formulate a sentence before they were in the air. He clipped the creature, sending it tumbling off the mountain.

				And then they were following it.

				He pumped the brakes and turned the wheel. Nothing happened. The headlights pierced the empty air in front of him as the car turned sideways, throwing Reginald into Billy. He regurgitated the crackers he’d eaten earlier, projectile-vomiting sideways onto his friend. Billy’s and Tom’s screams filled the air as the car kissed the mountain ravine and slid. Reginald tried to scream, but before he could, his world went black.
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				Sandy didn’t realize she’d fallen asleep until she’d woken up in the middle of a large room.

				People strode by her in all directions. Some were clients from her salon; others were neighbors from her apartment building. Some were people she’d never met. Their features were blurry as they hurried into a room she couldn’t see. She tried to turn, but her legs were rooted in place.

				Someone screamed.

				Sandy clenched her teeth and forced herself to turn.

				The walls felt like they were moving. Behind her, a large archway led into a white-walled room. Several creatures were quietly feeding on the people she’d seen walking by. None were screaming. None were defending themselves. They succumbed to their fates as if they were enjoying a spa, rather than being ripped apart and consumed. Blood soaked the floor, puddling around the dying people.

				Someone bumped her arm. Sandy startled and looked left.

				One of her neighbors—Marc, a short man with a shaved head—walked past her without a word. She opened her mouth, trying to warn him not to walk in the other room, but she had no voice. Her legs were frozen as she tried to run after him. She watched in horror as he kept walking, stepping through the archway, only to be pulled to the floor and consumed. He fell so that he was facing Sandy, staring at her with hollow eyes as the creatures dug into his stomach, pulled out his insides, and feasted. His eyes went from alive to dull. Sandy felt a well of emotion as she cursed whatever force prevented her from moving.

			

			
				Another bump startled her. She looked to the right to find her brother.

				Ben. Ben!

				Ben lit up at seeing her. His brown hair hung over his eyes, and his smile was as genuine as she remembered. Sandy’s heart pounded with joy at seeing him again. She made a move to reach out to him, to hold him. Instead of returning the gesture, Ben lowered his eyes as if to apologize, and then walked past her, heading toward the killing room.

				No!

				Sandy’s joy turned to terror as she watched Ben pass through the archway filled with blood and gore and pieces of people she knew. She fought against the force that was holding her down, willing her legs to move, but her efforts were useless. She couldn’t move. She couldn’t talk. Frantic tears rolled down her cheeks as she watched the creatures pull Ben to the ground. His legs buckled; his arms swayed, but he did nothing to stop the tearing hands or the vicious teeth. He succumbed to his fate without resistance, consumed without a fight.

				Finally, Sandy managed a scream.

				The sound was shrill, long, and piercing—nothing like her own. She screamed for what felt like forever, until hands tugged at her shoulders, consoling her. But they weren’t consoling her. They were waking her up.

				Sandy’s eyes snapped open as a frantic voice whispered in her ear.

			

			
				“Sandy! Get up! Something’s wrong!”
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				Moans filled the air as Sandy came alert. She was still in the dark break room at the elementary school. Marcia was waking her up, motioning to the windows. Sandy looked over to find creatures’ hands sliding up and down the pane, searching for a way in. Every so often, one of the hands would slap the window, causing her a jolt of panic.

				Looking around, Sandy found the huddled shapes of the rest of her companions hiding behind the couch. She sat up quietly, located her knife, and crawled to join them. Marcia was right behind her.

				When they reached the couch, Sandy heard a thin whimper from the smallest shadow. Hector was holding Anabel close, his hand clamped over her mouth to try and quiet her. Her anxious breathing filled the air.

				The creatures continued smacking the windows. Sandy heard the screeches of others walking the property, searching for survivors. Her heart pounded as she tried to determine how long she’d slept. It couldn’t have been long. The room was still black, save the light of the moon that illuminated the silhouettes of the things around her. Across the room, she saw the remnants of the meal they’d eaten before bedding down. Past them were the counters and cabinets. It felt like she’d awoken into a continuation of her nightmare.

				She wasn’t sure which was worse.

				The creatures increased their violent banging, as if they knew what was on the other side of the glass. Had they seen Hector or Simon? Sandy didn’t know. It certainly felt as if the creatures knew exactly where they were. She looked across the room at the door, trying to recreate the layout of the school in her mind, planning an escape route.

			

			
				A loud slap on the window made her jump. The others stiffened. Sandy peered up slowly, watching one of the creatures tap the glass. The fear in the room was a tangible, living being, hovering over them, waiting to strike. Sandy gripped her knife, waiting for the sound of shattering glass that would signal her to move, to fight, to run.

				All at once, hands slid off the glass and the noises subsided. The groans moved farther away. Sandy heard footsteps as the creatures changed direction.

				“They’re passing through,” Simon whispered, just loud enough that they could hear him. “I don’t think they saw us.”

				Sandy swallowed as the creatures moved farther down the building, testing more windows. She recalled the broken pane in the classroom that Simon had barricaded the night before, having the sudden fear that one of the creatures would find it, knock it open, and lead the others inside.

				They waited in the same position for what felt like forever, until Sandy’s legs were cramped and her hands lost circulation from holding the knife so tightly. And then the noises were far enough away that she could barely hear them, blending with the sounds of night insects and the subtle gusts of the wind.

				Simon sat up and blew a relieved breath.

				“Hector and I saw them coming a few minutes ago,” he explained, a little more loudly now that the creatures were gone. “We woke everyone up in case we needed to fight or run.”

			

			
				Sandy nodded. She got up slowly, peering over the couch. The grass and the parking lot were vacant. She scurried over to the windows, keeping a few feet away from the glass, as if they might explode inwards and admit the creatures. Her fear was that one of them was hovering quietly outside, waiting to signal the others. But she knew they weren’t that intelligent or coordinated. At least, not that she’d encountered so far. The night was quiet and still. Deep in the distance, she saw a few shapes stalking down the road.

				“They’re leaving,” she affirmed. “Do you want me to take a shift?”

				“You only slept an hour,” Hector said. “Why don’t you get some more rest?”

				Sandy started to argue, but Hector insisted. Marcia and Anabel settled back into the couch, relieved, but shaken. Sandy reclaimed her spot on the floor, wondering how she’d fall back to sleep with the adrenaline still coursing through her. She closed her eyes. After a long while of thinking and listening, she drifted.

				This time, she didn’t dream.
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				When Sandy opened her eyes, Simon was stationed at the window, shielding his face from the morning sun. Hector was searching the drawers and cabinets in the break room. Sandy felt a wave of guilt as she realized that neither had woken her up to take a shift.

				“You let me sleep,” she told them.

				“We figured you could use the rest.” Hector smiled and turned from sifting through one of the drawers. He held up a kitchen knife, tucking it into his waistband along with his other knife.

				Sandy blinked and sat up. Most of her nights lately were spent battling nightmares, or expecting to be stirred. She was surprised to find that she was more rested than usual. She glanced over to find Anabel quietly eating some crackers with her mother. Marcia sat behind her, untangling knots from her daughter’s hair.

				“How’d you sleep?” Sandy asked them.

				“Not great, but a little,” Marcia said, as she put the package of crackers back in one of the bags.

				Sandy turned to Hector, who was sliding one of the drawers shut. “Did you find anything else?”

				Hector shook his head. “No. An elementary school isn’t exactly a storehouse for weapons.” He smiled grimly. “We checked the rest of the rooms while you were sleeping. We were able to see a little better in the daylight.”

				Sandy stood and walked over to where Simon was standing at the windows. He pointed at several smudged, dirty handprints on the panes.

			

			
				“We got lucky last night,” he said.

				“Thank God they didn’t see us,” Sandy agreed.

				She looked out the window, imagining a plague of creatures storming up the road, intent on breaking into the school, but the road was empty. The mountains stood like distant sentinels, providing a comforting landmark. For a moment, she was almost able to pretend that they were a group of travelers on a trip, heading out to go camping. But she knew better.

				“I was thinking we could check the utility shed, like you suggested,” Simon said. “Maybe we’ll get lucky and find some oil for the truck, and something to patch it.”

				“Maybe it’ll have some tools,” Sandy added.

				“What if we don’t find anything?” Marcia asked from behind them. “Will we still be able to drive the truck?”

				“It’ll probably overheat quickly. We can take our chances, if we have to. Hopefully we can find another vehicle in the mountains before that happens. I don’t think traveling on foot is the smartest move. Especially after what we saw last night.”

				Sandy nodded. She looked at the others, then at the walls around them. After the visit from the creatures the night before, the school felt safer than going outside. For a moment, she considered the possibility of staying. But she knew that would only be a temporary solution. Looking at the worried faces of the others, she wondered if they were mulling over the same things.

				“Does everyone agree we should leave?” she asked, posing the question to the group.

			

			
				Hector looked at his family and nodded. “We understood the risks when we left. We need to find help. The supplies we have will only last so long.”

				“I agree,” Marcia added.

				“Are you feeling any better today, Hector?” Sandy asked.

				“Much,” Hector said, touching his forehead. Sandy noticed most of the blood had been cleaned off. At the same time, his eyes had the puffy appearance of someone who hadn’t slept.

				“You still look tired, though,” Sandy observed.

				“Why don’t Sandy and I check the utility shed, while you and your family rest a bit more?” Simon suggested. “We’ll make sure no creatures are in the area. Then we’ll come back and get you.”

				Hector opened and closed his mouth as if he were about to argue. Finally, he said, “Okay, but if you run into any trouble, please let us know. We’ll keep watch out the front window. If we see anything, we’ll alert you.”

				“Sounds good,” Simon said.
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				Sandy and Simon walked down the empty hall of the school and toward the back of the building. The sound of their footsteps reinforced the feeling that they were the only survivors left in the world. Sandy looked around at the walls. They were filled with drawings and projects made by the students. She admired paper plates turned into human faces, Styrofoam cups turned into insects, and superhero finger paintings with various colors. She prayed the children who made them were somehow alive and safe.

				That sentiment led to anger. The agents—the men in white coats—were callous and uncaring. She’d seen enough of their destruction to know that. In the time she’d been in St. Matthews, she’d watched children and adults infected, their bodies and minds warped by the contamination.

				The same thing could’ve happened to Anabel. It could happen to any of them.

				Sandy prayed that they were immune, as Dan had theorized. She followed Simon out the back door as they walked into the parking lot. The sun was warm and misleading, promising normalcy, as if today might be any other day, and she might be enjoying a coveted day off instead of fighting for survival. Sandy couldn’t envision things ever returning to normal. Not now, and certainly not soon.

				They moved in the direction of the utility shed, which was located at the rear south corner of the schoolyard, a few hundred yards from the main building. Sandy swallowed the pit in her stomach as they passed the half-eaten man in the car. He’d fallen forward and hung over the steering wheel, as if he’d finally given up. Or maybe more scavengers had found him. Sandy shuddered.

			

			
				Simon’s shoulders heaved as he kept a brisk pace. His t-shirt was stained with blood and sweat. He kept silent, holding his gun, intent on his mission rather than making comfortable conversation. Sandy found herself more at ease with him after his confessions the previous night. Although she still had a degree of wariness, she trusted him as much as she trusted anyone else in this new world.

				Simon was helping them, and for now, that was enough.

				They kept to the parking lot’s edge, looking over their shoulders, keeping an eye on the desert. Unlike at night, they had a clear view of their surroundings.

				When they reached the utility shed, Simon located the key on the maintenance worker’s keychain. He unlocked the door, taking a stance as he pushed it open with his foot. Junked-out lawn mowers, weed whackers, and garden tools greeted them. He and Sandy stepped in.

				“It doesn’t look like anyone’s been in here in a while,” Simon observed as he looked at the neat, organized shelves on the walls. He pointed at two shovels hung on hooks. “We might be able to use those if we take them.”

				“For sure,” Sandy agreed as she looked around further, noticing a garden rake on the wall and a box cutter on a small table. None of the weapons were ideal, but they were better than fighting with bare hands, and a welcome addition to the knives they carried. They’d take them.

			

			
				“The true question now is whether we can find some tools and oil,” Simon said, pursing his lips and looking around.

				They perused the shelves and racks for something that might get the truck going, but didn’t find much. Bags of fertilizer, topsoil, and mulch were stacked in a corner. Simon knelt next to a cardboard box and rifled through it. Sandy watched him take out a dusty baseball glove. He stopped to examine it. An expression of sadness crossed his face as he turned it over in his hands.

				“Were you a baseball player?” Sandy asked.

				Simon slowly exhaled. “No. My sister played. Softball.”

				Simon blinked hard and set the glove on the ground.

				“I’m sorry,” Sandy said. “I know you were close.”

				“We were,” Simon agreed. “I used to go to all her games. Growing up, our parents worked a lot, and we always supported each other. In many ways, it felt like we raised each other.”

				“Are your parents still alive?” Sandy asked, realizing Simon had never elaborated on the rest of his family.

				“I haven’t spoken to them in years,” Simon said. “They live in Denver. But my sister was always there to support me.”

				For the second time since they’d left, she saw a crack in Simon’s exterior. He wiped his face, but didn’t say anything further.

				Speaking of Simon’s family hit Sandy with a memory of her own. She blew a breath. “Ben used to play baseball. We’ve talked about him several times, but I never told you that I killed him.”

			

			
				Simon looked up at her. His normally hard expression remained soft. “You don’t have to tell me anything,” he said.

				“I’m not sure why, but I want to.”

				Whether it was the nightmare of Ben flooding back to her, or the kinship of the moment, she wasn’t sure, but she started talking. Simon watched her while she spoke. He didn’t comment or interrupt. He didn’t judge. Sandy relayed the details about her parents’ car accident when she was twelve, then she spoke about Ben, and how he was the only one to push her along when all she wanted was to give up.

				“We didn’t have any close relatives. For a while, we lived with a distant aunt, but after a while, her sympathy ran out and we became a burden. As soon as we were old enough to live on our own, we moved out and got an apartment. Eventually we moved to St. Matthews. All Ben and I had was each other. When people in town started becoming infected, my first thought was to get back to him. I went back to our apartment complex, and that’s when I found him in the hallway, eating someone.”

				“He turned,” Simon surmised.

				“Yes.” Sandy swallowed the lump in her throat. “He was on top of Mrs. Lindblad, one of our neighbors. He’d already killed her. He was…chewing on her neck.”

				“What’d you do?”

				Sandy told how she’d been forced to kill him. Then she relayed how she’d been forced to flee. “I never got a chance to bury him. I wanted to, but those things were everywhere. I had to get out. Just like we had to do with Finn.”

			

			
				Sandy didn’t realize she was crying until the tears were streaming down her face and she could no longer speak. She turned to face the wall, unsure why she’d trusted this man over the others, especially after Simon’s questionable actions. But she’d already told her story. There was no taking it back. She blinked, surprised when Simon got to his feet and gave her a hug.

				The gesture was brief, but consoling.

				“I’m sorry about your brother,” he said, letting go.

				“I had a dream about him last night. Maybe that’s why I can’t get him out of my head.”

				“The dreams are the worst part,” Simon agreed. “When we wake up, we have to accept reality all over again.”

				They hung in silence for a moment, watching each other. Finally, Simon packed the baseball glove silently into the box, his eyes roaming to the wall. Sandy bit back memories of her own. Breaking free of her bad memories, she knelt down and searched through a box next to him. They found no oil, but they did locate a few tools for the truck.

				They were just gathering things together when a car engine sounded in the distance.

				Sandy looked around. For a moment, she was convinced she was hearing things, or that her memories were causing her to create noises. But Simon was swiveling, too.

				“Is someone coming?” he asked, sneaking back to the door. He peered out, his expression changing from reflection to fear. Panic surged through Sandy as he hissed, “A minivan. It’s coming toward the school.”
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				Reginald squinted through an arrangement of colors as warmth hit his face. The last few syllables of some forgotten warning were on his tongue. He closed his mouth and tried clearing his throat, but couldn’t muster any saliva.

				Where am I?

				Reginald blinked as he came to consciousness. His vision cleared, revealing a spider web of crooked lines along the Buick’s windshield. He tried to sit up, but his seatbelt held him in place. He didn’t even remember putting the seatbelt on. The feeling of being trapped overtook him, but his sore muscles forced him to slow down and think.

				His lap felt warm. Years of experience with similar feelings—side effects of drugs—made him wonder if he’d let his bladder loose. He looked down, but instead of dark urine, he saw Billy lying on top of him. Blood gushed from Billy’s head onto Reginald’s pants. Billy’s face was mashed and unrecognizable. Reginald dry-heaved and tried to get away from the dead man. Before he could, Billy latched onto him.

				“Get off of me!” Reginald yelled, flailing wildly.

				It took him a second to realize it wasn’t Billy grabbing him, but that it was his seatbelt. Reginald reached around Billy’s body, frantically hitting the clasp and undoing it. When he freed himself, he noticed someone else in his peripheral vision. Reginald turned around, locating Tom. The man’s head was bent over between his legs. He wasn’t moving, either.

				“Tom?” Reginald’s voice was raspy, unsure. The man didn’t answer him.

			

			
				I’m the only one who survived.

				A momentary sense of elation hit Reginald, tempered by the realization that he might be injured and not know it. He checked himself for wounds, but found only a few scrapes. Looking in the twisted rearview mirror, he saw some shallow cuts on his face. The blood on his pants seemed to be Billy’s.

				Reginald had no idea where he was. The last thing he recalled was driving up the mountains on Route 191, trying to spot Dan before heading back to the lumberyard. Even that memory was blurry and distorted, as if he couldn’t trust it. Reginald reached for the door, peering out through the cracked windshield, noticing the thick, looming tree the car had wrapped around. Brush and foliage extended as far as Reginald could see. He’d reached the bottom of an incline.

				I’m somewhere in the mountains.

				Shifting out from underneath Billy, Reginald wriggled out of the vehicle and found purchase in the dirt and grass. His legs were shaky. He held the top of the door to keep upright, peering back in at his companions, but they remained in the same positions. A glint of metal on the floor reminded him of the gun he’d been carrying. Reginald reached in and grabbed it. Another gun was on the floor underneath Billy, wedged beneath the dead man’s leg. He didn’t see Tom’s weapon. Leaving the door open, Reginald made his way around the car, gritting his teeth at a few sparks of pain in his legs. He was sore, but nothing felt broken. It seemed like the few scratches and cuts were his only injuries.

			

			
				He reached the passenger’s side door and tugged on the handle, grunting as he reached inside and claimed Billy’s gun. As he got out, he gave a cursory glance at the totaled car, wrapped so tightly around the tree that he couldn’t imagine what it had looked like when it drove. He’d never get it working.

				He had no transportation. No food. All Reginald could think about was the lumberyard.

				He needed more meth.
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				Simon held the pistol in his hands as he peered through the crack in the door of the utility shed, fear melting the sympathy in his expression. Sandy joined him, looking out as the sound of the car engine got closer. From their vantage point, Sandy saw only the sliver of road past the school that a few inches of the open door allowed, and the distant form of the approaching vehicle. She knew better than to open the door all the way.

				“What should we do?” she hissed.

				“Stay put. Maybe it’ll keep going,” Simon said, but his tone indicated that he wasn’t sure.

				They hung next to the door as the car approached, waiting for a glimpse of whomever was inside. Sandy realized that, while her initial reaction was fear, there was a possibility the vehicle contained someone who was willing to help.

				Maybe someone is looking for survivors.

				She tabled that hope as she saw the vehicle’s occupants. Two men with guns were inside, leaning out the windows and surveying the landscape, their faces hard and determined. The car slowed and its brake lights flashed as it approached the school. Her heart sunk.

				“Shit,” Simon muttered.

				“They must’ve seen our truck down the road,” Sandy guessed. “That means they might’ve found the rest of our supplies.”

				That fear was made worse by the fact that the men were coming closer. The van slowed and turned into the school parking lot. Within seconds, the vehicle was out of view. The brakes squeaked. A door opened. A man said something she couldn’t hear, and footsteps pounded the pavement in front of the building.

			

			
				“They’ll find Hector and his family,” Sandy hissed, her pulse pounding behind her temples.

				“I’m sure they’ll hide,” Simon tried, but his shaky voice showed he wasn’t convinced.

				A moment later, glass shattered and the men burst into the school.
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				By the time Reginald had reached the top of the incline, he’d forgotten all about Billy and Tom. His companions were worthless. They’d proven that in the city. He’d be better off without them. He concentrated on pushing his legs up the hill, using roots and shrubs to catch his balance. Though he wasn’t sure where he was going, Reginald knew he needed to reach the road. That would give him the best chance of figuring out where he was, and making it back to the lumberyard.

				That would get him back to his stash.

				The sun beat down overhead, baking blood and sweat into stains on his clothes. He’d never get rid of that foul odor. Reginald cursed. He tried to remember the last time he’d showered, but couldn’t. Staying alive—and high—had become more of a priority.

				He grunted as his ankle twisted on a rock. He pushed off it and caught his balance, sending the stone tumbling down the ravine as fresh pain sparked in his leg, making him angry.

				Dan and Quinn did this to me.

				Reginald gritted his teeth as he found someone to blame. Here he was, grunting and sweating like a pig while they stole away, laughing. They’d evaded him like he was nothing. And the people at the lumberyard were no better. Hector and the rest of them probably thought he was dead. They were probably locking him out and stealing his food and supplies.

				And his meth.

			

			
				Fuckers.

				Anger propelled him harder and faster, until he was at the lip of the road, scrambling and pulling himself to the asphalt. He looked up and down the vacant roadway, but saw no one.

				Of course he didn’t.

				Reginald was alone on this god-forsaken mountain. Hell, probably in this whole town. His high was long gone, and Reginald was agitated. Jittery. It’d be a long walk back to the lumberyard, unless he could secure a vehicle. He carried the rifle and pistol pointed in front of him as he stole down the street.
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				Hector hugged his family as he listened to the armed men burst into the downstairs hallway of the elementary school. He’d been watching them from the window. He’d seen their guns. He knew the looks on the men’s faces. They were the same looks he’d seen on some of the people in New Mexico, and then St. Matthews, after the infected had spread and the weak had been separated from the strong.

				Hector liked to think he and his family were some of the strong, but having witnessed some of the brutal things people could do, he knew they had to be smart, too. Hector had learned there were times when they should hold their ground, and times when they should hide.

				Now was one of those latter times.

				Between his injury and their lack of weapons, he and his family wouldn’t be able to get the upper hand.

				A few moments earlier, Hector had led Marcia and Anabel to the second floor, in hopes of gaining another layer of protection. He looked around the room in which they’d shut themselves. Broken copying machines, old rotary telephones, and shelves filled the room. They were in a supply room with no windows. At the time, it had seemed safer than the classrooms with their windows and glass panes in the doors. Now he questioned that logic.

				Hector stared at the door across the room, which was locked with a thin bolt. He doubted the door would withstand a well-placed kick. In Hector’s hands was the largest of his knives and a telephone. It was a last-ditch defense, good only for hurling at someone, should they break in. Marcia had her knife out, too.

			

			
				He listened intently as the men’s voices grew louder downstairs. They were working their way through the building. Doors banged against walls. Every so often, a desk scraped against the floor as the men ransacked a room. Hector wasn’t sure what they were looking for, but he knew better than to risk himself and his family by coming out.

				His last, desperate hope was that the men would skip the second floor.

				Maybe they’ll lose interest and move on.

				Where were Sandy and Simon?

				Hector knew better than to rely on his companions. If they were smart, they were hiding, too. Hector met Marcia’s eyes as she looked between him and the door. If he could speak, he’d conjure some inspiring words that would give her and Anabel the courage to face yet another nightmare. Instead he could only listen as the men got closer, unwilling to risk it.

				His heart sank as footsteps hit the stairs. The men got closer.

				“Be quiet,” he mouthed. Marcia and Anabel nodded, tears in their eyes. The men’s conversation drifted down the hallway as they reached the second floor landing. Each footstep was a reminder of how fragile the family’s position was. All they could do was listen and wait.

				“This place brings back shitty memories,” one of the men said, chuckling quietly. “I hated school.”

				“If we find something here, it’ll be worth the detour,” a second voice said. “We’ll have plenty of time to stare at each other on the mountain.”

			

			
				“What if we can’t find the place?”

				“We have the map. And the notes they gave us.”

				“They might’ve been lying.”

				“Well, we can’t ask them now.” The second man laughed. “And besides, we’ll find out soon enough, won’t we?”

				A door smashed against a wall down the hallway. “This place fucking stinks like bleach.”

				“Believe me, if we find someone to have a little fun with first, it’ll be worth it.”

				Hector’s blood ran cold. He tried to make sense of what the men were talking about. Whatever their conversation meant, they sounded as violent as some others they’d run into. He swallowed and herded his family behind him. He raised the telephone and the knife.

				Shoes squeaked on the linoleum as the men kicked in another door.

				“I’m telling you, whoever was here already left, Dwight.”

				“We’ll check the rest of the floor first. Then we’ll get the hell out of here.”

				Hector’s hope turned to despair as the footsteps grew louder. It sounded like the men were a room away. He flexed his hands, preparing for what might be the last confrontation of his life.
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				Simon and Sandy peeked through the crack in the doorframe of the utility shed, hoping to determine the men’s location. Bangs echoed from inside the building as the men made their way through the school. The smell of garden tools and cut grass filled Sandy’s nostrils. She felt claustrophobic, trapped. She wanted nothing more than to leave the utility shed and get to Hector, Marcia, and Anabel.

				“We need to help them,” she whispered frantically to Simon.

				“If we go out, we risk getting killed,” Simon hissed. “We have to hope they’ll stay hidden.”

				“What if they don’t?”

				A particularly loud crash made them both tense up. Simon wiped his face and blew a breath, thinking. After a few seconds, he said, “All right. Stay close and follow me.”

				Without giving her a chance to answer, Simon pushed open the door and ran in a crouch, making his way across the parking lot. Sandy followed, her pulse knocking violently as she anticipated the gunshot that would take her to the ground.

				None came.

				She looked toward the distant, tree-filled mountains, hit with the sudden, selfish feeling to run. But losing Ben had taught her a lesson about guilt that she wouldn’t soon forget.

				She’d help her friends, even if it meant putting herself in danger. That was the promise she’d made, after she’d freed Dan and Quinn and hadn’t gone with them.

			

			
				Simon motioned her toward the building. Sandy swallowed the acidic taste in her throat and followed him as they reached the back entrance of the school in a quick dash. Soon they were standing at either side of the door. Inside, Sandy heard the muffled voices of men. It sounded like they’d already passed by the break room.

				“They’re upstairs,” Simon mouthed.

				Sandy clung to the hope that Hector and his family hadn’t been found. Simon scooted over, hissing quietly in her ear, “Let’s check the break room first. Maybe Hector and his family are still there. We can signal them and leave.”

				Sandy nodded. Simon unlocked the door and glanced into the building. The men continued kicking open doors on the upper floor. Simon mouthed the words, “one, two, three,” and then they were whipping down the hallway.

				Sandy’s heart pounded like a jackhammer as she flew by classroom after classroom. Most of the doors hung open. In the middle of the hallway, she saw the break room where they’d slept. The door hung ajar. Sandy suppressed the thought that Hector, Marcia, and Anabel were inside, riddled with blood and bullets. But she hadn’t heard gunshots. She hadn’t heard shouts.

				They had to be alive.

				At least, she told herself that.

				Sandy and Simon reached the door and peered cautiously inside. The couches and chairs had been moved sideways, but no one was there, as if the room was home to ghosts. The bags of food were gone.

			

			
				Hector and his family took them.

				The realization was both relieving and frightening. It meant Hector and his family were safe, at the moment. But the men would find them if they looked hard enough. And when they did—

				A scream pierced the air.

				The noise was high-pitched, terrified, and unmistakably Marcia’s. Sandy and Simon raced back into the hallway.
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				Reginald walked until the sun rose in the sky and warm rays of heat penetrated the boughs of the trees. He was parched. He tried to determine what time of day it was. It felt like mid-day. In the time he’d been walking, he hadn’t seen a car. Neither had he seen any signs of life.

				But that made sense, now that the world was over.

				He needed to find a car, or some unfortunate survivor he could convince to give him a ride. At least, he told himself that as he fought through his headache.

				He ground his teeth together, a habit he’d picked up without realizing it, and pressed his lips together. His throat was so dry that he couldn’t think about anything other than getting some water.

				Reginald cursed as he walked down the road. His best chance was back at the lumberyard. He didn’t know if he could wait that long for uncontaminated fluid. His hands shook as he held the rifle and the pistol in his hands, making him increasingly agitated. He looked up and down the winding, wooded road, wishing a car would appear and give him another option.

				He’d gone another half mile when he saw a log cabin through the trees, a few hundred feet from the road. He chewed his lips and wandered from the road into the forest. Where there was a cabin, there might be cars, or maybe a stream or a brook nearby, something that would be safe to drink so he could quench his intolerable thirst.

			

			
				He hated the woods.
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				Marcia screamed as a boot hit the door. Hector shielded his wife and daughter, fear slamming his stomach. Marcia’s scream had given them away, but they would’ve been discovered anyway.

				“Stay back!” Hector shouted through the door, throwing as much ferocity into his voice as he could muster. He held the phone over his head as if it was a bomb he might set off, instead of a useless electronic device.

				“Who’s in there?” one of the men shouted, as if Hector might answer honestly. It sounded like the men had stepped back to regroup.

				“Get back or I’ll shoot!” Hector screamed, grabbing for a desperate ploy.

				The men were quiet, as if they were contemplating what he’d said. He heard a few whispers, then a stifled laugh.

				“If you had a gun, we’d know it by now,” the second man said. “The people who aren’t dead already aren’t afraid to shoot.”

				The guess was accurate, though Hector would never admit it. “I’m going to warn you one more time, and the next warning is a bullet,” he yelled. “Get the hell out of here!”

				“You’re on foot,” the first man guessed, as if Hector hadn’t spoken. “We saw your truck down the road. It looks like you need help. We’ll give you a ride.”

				The hallway went silent. As much as Hector would like to believe the lie, he’d already heard the men talking. They were ill intentioned, like too many others in this new world. They’d boasted about killing others. At least, it sounded like it.

			

			
				“The police are right up the road,” the second man added. “We’ll bring you to them.”

				Lies, Hector thought. He knew the rest of the force in St. Matthews was dead. Dan had passed that information along to Sandy. For all Hector knew, so were the police in every other town.

				“We don’t need help,” Hector said, trying to control the waver in his voice. “I told you to get away from the door. We can manage just fine.”

				The hallway remained quiet. Hector prayed the men might leave. Instead, the door handle rattled. Anabel cried out in fright. Panic and rage surged through Hector. If he had a weapon, he’d shoot through the door, just like he’d promised, and he’d keep firing until these men were dead.

				Footsteps echoed in the hall. Suddenly, the door caved and a boot appeared in the center. The boot twisted and turned as the man attached to it tried to pull it free. Hector looked around, pointing to a small space between a copier and a table where Marcia and Anabel could hide.

				“Get in there!” he hissed.

				Hector pressed himself flat against the wall as the boot retracted. He lifted the phone over his head. As soon as the door opened, he’d hurl it. Then he’d charge with his knife. He knew he was no match for a gun; his best hope was taking the men by surprise. He didn’t have any other options. He couldn’t let his family be subjected to the whims of these men.

				The door burst open, smashing against the wall. Hector hurled the phone, watching it clatter uselessly in the hallway as the men retreated. Hector saw they were wearing jeans, boots, and grimy white t-shirts. They smiled at him. Desperation washed over him as he saw them looking past him at Marcia and Anabel.

			

			
				“Leave them alone!” he cried.

				Hector needed to do something. If he didn’t, his family would be victimized. He’d seen enough people in similar situations to know that. The closest man was fifteen feet away. Hector held up his knife. If he could reach him in time, maybe he could do something. The man took a step closer, smiling as he raised his rifle and pointed it at Hector’s chest.

				“Stay back, you son of a bitch!” Hector yelled.

				A gunshot ripped through the air, knocking into the man.

				The man toppled sideways and landed on top of his weapon. The other shrieked in pain as a bullet tore through his calf. He dropped to the ground, too, losing his gun and crawling toward Hector and safety.

				Hector wouldn’t let him get to him or his family.

				Hector tackled the man to the ground as he came through the doorway. His knife skittered from his grasp, but he didn’t let that stop him. He swung a fist at the man, striking him in the face. He hit him again, and again, thinking of his family and all the people who had fallen prey to men with similar intentions. He thought of what this man would do if he reached them.

				The man cried out in pain and struck back, thrusting his knee out, catching Hector in the groin. Hector doubled over and fell back. He heard footsteps and shouts in the hallway, but he didn’t have time to confirm whom they belonged to. The man was reaching for something on his ankle. A gun.


			

			
				Hector was about to dive for cover when another gunshot sounded and the man fell back to the floor. Looking up, Hector found Simon hovering in the entrance of the supply room, his pistol raised. His teeth were clenched, as if he might shoot the man again, even though the man was already dead.
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				“Are you hurt?” Simon asked.

				“You saved us,” Hector said, unable to contain the emotion in his voice.

				“Are you okay, though?” Sandy asked.

				“We’re fine,” Hector said, looking at his family to make sure.

				Marcia and Anabel wiggled out from behind the copying machine and embraced Hector. Hector’s body stung from the blows he’d taken, but the pain was nothing compared to what he’d feel if Simon hadn’t stepped in. Sandy watched them worriedly.

				Hector studied the two dead men on the floor, as if they might spring to life and attack him again. Their eyes were rolled back in their heads; last, venomous words stuck on their lips.

				“We saw them pulling in when we were in the utility shed,” Sandy explained. “We came as soon as we could.”

				Without another word, Sandy collected the men’s weapons from the ground. She looked them over and handed a rifle to Hector. Hector didn’t know a lot about firearms. He’d only used them a few times while guarding the shack at the lumberyard.

			

			
				“Take it,” Sandy said.

				“I’m not the greatest shot,” he admitted.

				“Me, neither,” Sandy said, holding the pistol she’d taken from the man’s ankle holster. “But I have a feeling by the end of this, we’re going to need to be.”
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				Sandy patted the pockets of the dead men on the ground while Simon acquainted Hector with the rifle. She grimaced as she rolled one of the dead men over. She’d patted down a few dead people in St. Matthews, but she’d always done it with a sick feeling in her stomach.

				The first man’s pockets were empty except for a can of chewing tobacco, a handful of lint, and a wallet. She slipped out his license and read the name. Dwight Pickman. The name meant nothing to her. She rifled through a stack of credit cards and membership licenses, but nothing stuck out. The man was the same as any other violent person she’d seen since the infection had hit, taking advantage of people’s weaknesses, rather than trying to help. A bitter, angry pit took root in her stomach. The unprovoked cruelty of these men reinforced her disappointment in humanity.

				This is how we treat each other when the walls break down? Like animals?

				The second man’s name was Samuel Black, according to his wallet. He had a set of keys and a folded piece of paper. Sandy took them and stepped back, as if he might come to life, reach over, and snatch them. Being around the dead men gave her a prickle of unease that she wanted to be rid of.

				Marcia had taken Anabel away from the gory scene, calming her down at the end of the hallway. “It’s going to be okay, honey,” Marcia said. “We’re going to be all right.”

				Sandy wondered how many times Marcia had told her similar things. Too many, she was sure. Having finished their conversation about the rifle, Simon and Hector walked over and rejoined Sandy.

			

			
				“What did you find?” Simon asked.

				“Some spare ammunition, and some keys,” Sandy said. “And this.” She held up a piece of paper and unfolded it, determining it was the page of an atlas with handwritten notes scribbled along the edges.

				“What the hell is that?” Simon wondered.

				“I heard them talking,” Hector said, furrowing his brow as he put something together. “It sounded like they killed some people and took it. They mentioned a room on the mountain, and a map. It sounded like someone made notes for them.”

				“A room in the White Mountains?” Sandy asked, furrowing her brow.

				“I think so. I assumed they were headed to a hideaway of some kind.”

				“Can I see that?” Simon asked, reaching for the atlas page.

				“Sure.” Sandy handed it over. She watched as he traced his hand over the pictures and lines, reading the words scrawled on the side of the map.

				“I’ve heard rumors of preppers creating bunkers in the mountains, usually in the vicinity of White Mountain Lake,” Simon said. “Between the mountains and the thick forest, you could get lost and no one would ever find you, if you picked the right spot. We originally talked about getting away, but this might be another option if we can’t find help.”

				“Can you read what it says?”

				“It’s a little hard to make out, but we might be able to decipher it.”

			

			
				“How far away is this place?” Sandy asked.

				Simon paused as he studied the paper. “I’m not too familiar with the area, being from Tucson, but I’ve read some maps before. It looks like this place is about ten miles from here. If they have supplies there, chances are they’ll be safe to eat. Most of these guys stockpile things for years.”

				“We can get supplies and decide what to do from there,” Sandy added.

				“Maybe we can wait it out until things are safer.”

				“How will we know that?” Hector asked.

				“I’m not sure,” Simon admitted, shrugging his shoulders. “It’s an option, that’s all.”

				Simon and Sandy watched Hector as he contemplated their words. He scratched his chin and looked at his family. “From everything we’ve seen, that sounds like a better plan than waiting here. I say we do it.”

				[image: Horror-01.psd]


				A soft wind blew through Sandy’s hair as she surveyed the beat-up minivan. Simon crept toward the vehicle. The others hung back, pointing the weapons they’d taken from the dead men, cautiously watching. Although Sandy had only seen two men inside, she knew better than to trust that assessment. There might be others.

				Simon scurried alongside the van and looked through the tinted windows. After a moment, he proclaimed it was empty.

				Sandy exhaled. Not only was she grateful to be out of danger, but also she was grateful to be away from the dead men. She prayed they’d be the last violent people they’d meet, though she knew better than to believe it.

			

			
				“It looks like they found the rest of the supplies from our truck,” Simon pointed out, holding up some familiar red packages of food and water. “They must’ve stopped before they came here.”

				“That will save us the trip back,” Sandy said gratefully.
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				Reginald walked through the trees, falling against a few of them. Maybe he was more fucked up from the accident than he realized. Despite the aches in his body, he couldn’t stop his thoughts from wandering. He needed water. He needed—

				Reginald tensed as movement skittered through the trees. Was someone stalking him? He squinted from the glare of the sun, trying to determine who was hunting him down. He raised his rifle. Hearing nothing, he took a tentative step, startling several birds into taking flight from a distant perch. He whipped his gun in their direction. He looked all around, certain he’d find someone staring at him, or one of the creatures, salivating, waiting to pounce.

				Nothing.

				Mustering his courage, Reginald forced another step. If he saw someone, he’d shoot them. He’d take the fucker out, whoever it was. No one would harm him. He paused before walking further, realizing the forest had settled into the same quiet as before. He wiped sweat from his brow with his arm as he dismissed whatever illusion he’d convinced himself he’d seen.

				He’d gone another twenty feet when something appeared through the trees. He stopped in his tracks, pointing his pistol and his rifle. A figure stood a hundred yards away, unmoving. Reginald saw glimpses of dark clothing and a hat. He couldn’t make out any of the person’s features. He tried to remain still, even though his body was shaking.

			

			
				If you come any closer, motherfucker…

				The person hung in the shadows, watching. Reginald waited and aimed. Whoever it was, he’d blast them back to whatever hell they came from. Despite his bravado, Reginald found himself glancing over his shoulder, gauging the distance to the road.

				The person bounded toward him. Their feet crunched over leaves and branches as they skirted trees and scraggly brush, gaining ground. Reginald fired twice, sending bullets pinging off the trees. The person was moving too fast and too erratically to hit. Reginald swore and backpedaled a few steps, his face drenched with sweat. Between the glare of the sun and his shaking hands, he couldn’t get off another shot. It seemed like there were two people running at him, even though he knew there was only one.

				Dammit!

				Hisses filled the air. The person—thing—got closer. Reginald saw a bearded, dirt-stained face underneath the hat, and hands outstretched in anticipation of digging into his flesh. The creature’s eyes were black. He wouldn’t let it get to him.

				He fired off several more shots, landing one in the creature’s arm. The thing swayed but kept coming, getting close enough that he could see its red, stained teeth before he fired again.

				This time he struck the creature in the head and the thing toppled to the ground in a heap. He watched the creature as if it might come back to life, even though he’d obviously killed it. He blinked the sweat from his eyes, his heart racing so fast he could feel it through his body.

			

			
				“Piece of shit,” Reginald muttered, gaining some of his courage back.

				He swiveled around the forest as if more might be waiting to spring at him, even though the woods had gone silent. Satisfied he was alone, Reginald wiped his face and kept walking.
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				Before leaving the school, Sandy and the others repacked the food in the minivan, as well as the medical supplies Simon had found the night before. They also packed a few things from the utility shed: the shovels, the box cutter, and a few tools.

				“You never know when we might need them,” Simon said, as they shut the back door.

				Sandy agreed. She looked over at her companions, grateful that they’d made it this far. Every day seemed like a gift in a world that didn’t have many favors left to give.

				“Do you want me to drive?” she asked, thankful for the rest she’d gotten.

				“Sure,” Simon said.

				Sandy dug out the keys and got in the driver’s seat. Hector, Marcia, and Anabel rode in back, while Simon took the passenger’s seat, studying the atlas page.

				Sandy clenched the wheel as they drove out of the elementary school parking lot and toward the distant mountains. The sun cast beaming rays onto the asphalt, creating a shimmering glare. She had to squint to see. Sandy took in their surroundings. The rising, majestic landscape seemed more suited for photographs than reality. The sloping mountains rose and fell gracefully, as if they were made of fluid rather than earth and stone, their sides speckled with trees and green foliage.

				“I remember coming this way with my brother,” Sandy recalled wistfully. “We used to take drives all the time when we first moved, before things got busy.”

			

			
				“They always do,” Simon said.

				“I’d give anything for one last drive with him.”

				“I’d been meaning to take a camping trip with my sister. I never thought I’d make it up here this way.”

				Sandy smiled grimly. “Have you ever been to the White Mountains?”

				“No,” Simon said. “I heard a lot about it, while living in Tucson. I know the camping is supposed to be really nice.”

				“How long have you lived in Tucson?”

				“Only about a year. I was still getting used to the area.”

				Sandy nodded. She watched as several buildings passed by the roadside—one-story constructs that looked like they hadn’t harbored life in years. Occasionally they drove past a splattered, gruesome carcass on the road as they got closer to the mountains. Sandy imagined fleeing survivors running over the things on their way to safety. She’d seen plenty of that in the beginning, back when there had been enough survivors that she couldn’t count them all. Now they’d be lucky to find one.

				She glanced down at the pistol in her lap, feeling safer with it in her possession. It was much better than the knife she was carrying. Simon held one of the dead men’s rifles. He’d given his pistol to Marcia, while Hector took the other rifle.

				They were armed better than they’d been before. At least that was a relief.

				Thick, ponderosa pines sprung up as they curved onto Route 191, headed into the mountains. Sandy had envisioned taking this route many times, usually while keeping watch at the lumberyard, or huddled in some building in the center of town, praying she’d escape and find help. She’d dreamed of rescue so many times that it felt unreal to be driving here now.

			

			
				St. Matthews was a wasteland, a place littered with bodies and bones and the remnants of a life that she knew was over. The sight of several creatures wandering in the woods reinforced that thought.

				“Look out!” Anabel said from the backseat, pointing at one of them, who had sprung out into the road. Its black eyes surveyed the vehicle. Sandy swerved away from it. Another creature ran from the woods, tearing after the minivan.

				“Jesus,” Marcia mumbled.

				“They seem more animal than human,” Hector observed, leaning forward. “It’s hard to believe these were somebody’s neighbors, their friends.”

				“I miss the people back home,” Marcia said with a sniffle.

				“You’re from Truth or Consequences, right?”

				“Yes,” Hector confirmed. “In New Mexico.”

				“Did you have a lot of family there?” Sandy asked them, sensing their sadness. Although they’d talked about their escape, she didn’t remember hearing much about their relatives.

				“We had some family.” Hector lowered his head. “Marcia’s aunt and uncle. And lots of friends in town. We tried finding them when this happened, but most of them were caught up in the rush of people trying to leave—the people who hadn’t turned, of course. They didn’t make it. We found Marcia’s aunt and uncle in a line of cars a few blocks away from their house. Lots of others were killed alongside them.”

			

			
				“Hector didn’t want to leave until he knew what happened to them,” Marcia said.

				“That was brave of you,” Sandy said.

				Hector sighed and hugged Marcia. “I thought I could save them. Maybe I should’ve known better. We spent several days sneaking from building to building, hiding from those things, but things only seemed to get worse. That’s when we came to St. Matthews, hoping things would be better. I wish we were right.”

				Sandy nodded grimly.

				They drove past a few other creatures lingering in the trees, who were watching intently, as if Sandy and her companions might pull over and open the doors, allowing them inside. Soon the creatures disappeared and they were left with only thick forest on either side of the road.

				“Hopefully we’ll see less of those things as we travel up into the mountains,” Simon suggested.

				Sandy clung to that thought as the road curved sharply upward. She wiped a line of sweat from her forehead. With the day getting hotter, the interior of the minivan was growing warmer, as well. Sandy rolled the window down as far as she dared. Looking in the rearview, she saw Hector, Marcia, and Anabel sweating, too.

				Sandy flicked on the air conditioning, but the unit only growled, spitting hot air.

				“I guess that doesn’t work,” Sandy said.

				“Better than being stuck out there.” Hector waved an arm, gesturing out the window.

			

			
				They drove until the trees got thicker and shielded the vehicle from some of the heat. Signs warned of an altitude climb. A few marked turn-off roads that led to campgrounds and retreats. Sandy had been into the mountains before, but the lack of guardrails was still surprising. She’d heard of several accidents on the roadways, when camping and alcohol had mixed. Often people had gotten careless and forgotten their steep surroundings.

				She looked over to find Simon studying the map.

				“Any idea where I’m going?”

				He furrowed his brow. “It looks like the map directs us to a campground. Wherever this place is, most of the path will be on foot after that.”

				“That makes sense,” Sandy said. “Whoever built it must’ve hidden it.”

				“Stay on the main road for now.”

				They drove for a while, taking the turns slowly to account for the dangerous travel. The campground signs seemed to have gotten fewer and farther apart. The roads Sandy saw were little more than paths that wound to places they couldn’t see.

				A gasp from the backseat made her tense and hit the brakes. “What is it?” she asked.

				She turned, noticing Hector pointing at something down the road. She followed his finger. A figure moved in the distance, but she couldn’t make out many details. She swallowed and reduced speed. Simon sat forward, holding his rifle.

				The vehicle slowed to a crawl.

				With each rotation of the tires, Sandy made out a little more of the distant, moving figure. It was a woman, pinned to a tree at the edge of the road. Her long hair whipped back and forth over her face as she shrieked in agony. She waved desperate, pleading hands at them. It wasn’t until they were twenty yards away that Sandy saw the long knife protruding from her belly.

			

			
				“Oh my God!” Hector said.

				“We have to help her!” Marcia cried.

				Simon leaned forward and turned in his seat, as if someone might be waiting to spring out and ambush them. Sandy saw no one in the vicinity.

				“What do we do?” she hissed.

				“Pull up slowly,” Simon instructed. “Keep an eye out. We’ll help her.”

				Sandy looked in the rearview mirror. The road was narrow enough that turning around wouldn’t be easy. Looking back at the pinned person, she wondered what sort of monster would leave a person to bleed out and die. But she knew. People like the men they’d encountered at the elementary school, or some of the men they’d met in town.

				She crept slowly as they approached the woman. The woman’s cries of pain drifted through the cracked windows. Sandy kept her foot on the brake as they rolled adjacent to her.

				“We’re here to help!” she called.

				Without warning, the woman turned toward them, her hair falling from her face and her cries turning to moans. She looked at them with crazed, black eyes. She was infected. Her mouth turned into a snarl and her teeth snapped viciously. It looked like she’d been there awhile.

				Sandy froze in terror as she read a message that had been spray painted across the woman’s tattered shirt: “Hell is here.”
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				Reginald walked faster as he reached the log cabin. Several windows on the cabin had been smashed out, leaving shards of glass stuck to the pane. He got close enough to see the front door hanging open.

				He rounded the corner, aiming his pistol and his rifle. No one greeted him or stopped him. Other than the creature he’d killed outside, he hadn’t seen anything else wandering nearby. He crept toward the cabin entrance until he felt secure that no one was inside. Then he stepped through the threshold, avoiding piles of clothing and supplies that had been smashed and raided. Several bags of snacks were scattered on the ground. An empty bottle of water lay on the floor, as if to taunt him. Reginald swore at the reminder of how thirsty he was. He wouldn’t drink from the bottle, even though he saw several drops inside. He wouldn’t be foolish enough to infect himself. He scanned the rest of the room, finding a mattress without sheets and a few tipped over chairs. A wave of tiredness crept over him. Reginald blinked, fighting the urge to lie down.

				He needed rest.

				But he needed to get to the lumberyard first.

				He turned and faced the door again, noticing a few glimmers of color through the trees. He swung his rifle in their direction, his heart racing, until he realized the objects were merely clothing hung up to dry. The garments looked like they belonged to another cabin.

				He’d check the rest of the area first before returning to the road.

			

			
				Reginald took a step forward, stumbling as a wave of exhaustion swept over him. He paused. His face and shirt were damp from sweat. His limbs were spongy. Regardless of what his plans were, he needed to rest for a moment.

				Reginald walked over to the cabin door, but instead of going through it, he shut it. Thankfully, the lock was intact. He staggered backward and lay on the bed, aiming his gun at the door and convincing himself that if anyone came at him, he’d hear them.

				He’d hear them, and then he’d…

				Reginald passed out.
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				A meek voice from the backseat made Sandy turn her eyes to the rearview. Anabel was whispering something to her mother. A minute later Marcia spoke up.

				“Anabel has to use the bathroom,” Marcia said. Her tone was almost apologetic.

				“I’m sorry,” Anabel added quietly.

				“Don’t worry about it.” Sandy smiled through her nervousness. She looked at Simon, who was scanning the road. “Do you think it’s safe? Or should we go farther?”

				Since passing the infected woman on the tree, they’d seen no further signs of danger, or any survivors. But that didn’t dispel her unease.

				Simon surveyed the trees. “I see a turnoff up ahead. Let’s try it.”

				Sandy was wary as she pulled into the beaten, gravel-covered roadway, but she didn’t see any signs of life. Trees flecked the road on either side. She took the turn slowly, curving through some trees to get out of view of the road, driving only far enough to conceal them and turn the minivan around.

				“I’ll step out first and make sure the area is clear,” Simon said, carrying his rifle.

				“Maybe we should all go,” Hector suggested. “I’m not sure when we’ll get another chance.”

				“Not a bad idea. Give me a minute.”

				Simon stepped out and looked around. After a few seconds, he motioned for the occupants to join him. Marcia, Hector, and Anabel hurried behind a nearby tree. Sandy kept her eyes on their surroundings, as if the forest might unleash a cavalcade of creatures. But it was empty. After using the bathroom, Sandy returned and stood next to Simon while Hector and Marcia finished up with Anabel.

			

			
				“We’ve probably only driven a few miles,” Simon said, glancing at the atlas page.

				“I’m afraid to drive too fast,” Sandy remarked.

				“Of course. Some of the turns are sharp.”

				“What do the notes say?”

				“They give landmarks, but they’re a little vague.”

				“Hopefully we’ll be able to follow them when we get there.”

				Sandy flexed her hands and looked at the deserted woods. The quiet was refreshing after spending days in the city, with only the hungry groans of the creatures to keep her company.

				“This beats St. Matthews,” she said as the cool wind rustled her hair.

				“In a lot of ways, yes,” Simon agreed. “But I’m still worried about what might be out there.”

				Sandy looked over at the rusted minivan behind them. Her fear had been that the vehicle would die, leaving them stranded. Thankfully it had been reliable. The light wind ceased, allowing the rustling trees to settle.

				When they did, Sandy noticed another noise. Footsteps bled through the trees.

				“Do you hear that?” she hissed.

				“What?” Simon asked.

				Sandy cocked her head. “Someone’s coming.”

				She looked behind them, trying to grab Hector, Marcia, and Anabel’s attention. They weren’t looking.

			

			
				“Over there,” Simon whispered, pulling her attention to a patch of trees diagonal to them. His face grew fearful with alarm. “I hear it now.”

				Sandy aimed her gun at the empty patch of woods, watching a few leaves drift to the ground. The footsteps were getting closer. Sandy’s eyes flicked to the minivan. They were close enough that they could get back inside easily, if they needed to, but they’d have to wait for Hector and his family. She turned and caught Hector’s eyes as he emerged from behind the tree. She gestured with her pistol at the opposite side of the woods. Hector, Marcia, and Anabel scurried over toward Simon and Sandy.

				They were halfway to the minivan when a tattered, bedraggled woman emerged from the forest. Her face was pale with fear as she yelled, “Help!”
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				The woman’s gray hair swayed over her shoulders as she yelled for assistance. Her face was fearful and confused.

				“Stay back!” Simon warned her, aiming his rifle. “Hector, get your family in the car!”

				Hector and his family got into the minivan. Sandy kept her gun trained. The appearance of the woman—in the middle of the woods, far from others—was enough to shake any comfort she had. The woman halted twenty yards away from them. Judging by her weathered skin and wrinkles, she was in her late sixties. Her dress was ripped and stained. She held up her hands in a placating gesture.

				“Please don’t shoot!” she pleaded. “My husband needs help!”

				Sandy looked past the woman, as if her appearance might be distracting them from some other danger.

				“Please, I know how hard it is to trust someone—believe me, I do. What else can I say to convince you I’m not lying?”

				“Are you alone?” Simon asked, making it clear he didn’t believe her.

				“Yes! I left my husband behind. He’s too injured to travel.”

				“Where is he?” Simon asked.

				“He’s in an RV down the woods,” she said, gesturing behind her. “I’ve been hiding here, waiting for someone to come. I’m not sure what to do!”

				Simon eyed her with doubt. “And you think we can help you?”

			

			
				“Some people took our car and everything we had. Harold tried to stand up to them, but they stabbed him before they left.” The woman watched Sandy and the others fearfully, as if they might do the same to her. “I have nothing left to lose. That’s the only reason I came out. If you leave me, he’ll die. And I won’t last much longer without food and water.”

				Sandy and Simon watched the woman.

				“When did this happen?”

				“Yesterday. I barely got Harold back to the RV. He’s bleeding pretty badly.”

				“Are you armed?” Simon asked.

				“No,” the woman smoothed out her dress to prove it. “They took everything, like I said.”

				Simon instructed her to turn around, but she seemed weaponless. After another glance around the woods, he lowered his gun. Sandy followed his lead. The woman approached cautiously, as if they might change their minds and shoot.

				“Please don’t leave me,” she pleaded.

				“Have you seen any of the creatures around?” Simon asked.

				The woman shook her head. “Not in a while. But if you go far enough, you’ll find them. They’re everywhere.”

				“Is there anyone else up here?”

				“Most of the people in the campsites have been infected or killed. We’ve been up here for a day with no food and water. That’s when we found the RV. If we don’t get help, we’ll die either way.”

				Sandy blew a breath. The woman’s report confirmed everything she’d feared. “Does the RV drive?”

			

			
				“No. It’s broken.”

				“What’s your name?” she asked the woman.

				“Donna.”

				Sandy introduced herself and the others. “How far did you say the RV is from here, Donna?”

				Donna pulled herself together, turned, and pointed. “It’s right through those trees, a few minutes away. It’d be quicker if we drove. But I don’t blame you if you don’t want me in your car. I can walk next to you, if you’d like.”

				Sandy looked at the minivan. She recalled the medical supplies they’d found at the elementary school. They might be able to help the injured man. They couldn’t leave these people to die.

				“We should take her,” Hector piped up from inside the vehicle. “See if we can help her husband.”

				Sandy nodded and looked at Simon. After a brief, silent consensus, they waved the woman into the car.
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				Between the supplies and the new passenger, the minivan was crowded. Sandy and Simon reentered the front seats while Hector, Marcia, Anabel, and Donna squeezed in the back. Donna directed Sandy down the road.

				“Keep going,” she said. “You can’t miss it. It’s the only RV here. I haven’t seen any other buildings or any other vehicles, but I didn’t want to leave Harold too long.”

			

			
				“You said the RV doesn’t run?” Sandy asked.

				“No,” Donna said. “We tried starting it, but it wouldn’t even turn over. It looks like it was abandoned a while ago. If it drove, I’d take it for help. Even though I doubt I’d find any.”

				Sandy watched their surroundings as thick trees bordered either side of the road. A few picnic tables were chained to the trees, garbage bins knocked over next to them. Sandy saw a stiff, decaying body a few feet in the woods.

				“Everyone else must’ve left when things started getting bad,” Donna explained. “I haven’t seen the men who robbed us. They must be long gone.”

				“I understand.”

				While they were driving, Donna continued her story. “Harold and I were taking a road trip before all this started. We were going from Albuquerque to St. Matthews. Harold had just retired. This was supposed to be our romantic getaway.” Donna shook her head as tears welled in her eyes. “And then this happened. We’ve been fighting off those things for days, looking for help everywhere. When we finally saw a car, we pulled in. And then the people we met robbed us.”

				“You said Harold was stabbed?” Sandy asked.

				“Yes. Yesterday. He’s been getting worse and worse. I’ve tried to do what I can for him, but he’s not responding.” Donna broke into a gasping sob and covered her face with her hands as the gravity of her situation hit her.

				They drove for a few minutes, crunching over gravel, looking for the RV. Simon kept his rifle in his hands as he surveyed the woods. They passed by several more spray-painted, unreadable signs until they reached a straightaway.

			

			
				“Over there!” Donna spoke up, gesturing toward a dirt trail.

				True to her word, a white RV sat at the end.

				Sandy turned off the gravel road and onto the dirt. The people in the backseat tensed and sat forward. The minivan fought with the bumps in the road as they tried to get a better look at the vehicle. The RV was dingy, surrounded by picnic tables and a fire pit that had long since burned out. It was parked perpendicular to the dirt road. The front of it looked like a truck—the driver’s and passenger’s seats were inside. It was about thirty-five feet long. Movement from the side of it drew their attention. A person had appeared from around the back.

				Simon aimed his rifle at Donna. “Who the hell’s that?” he asked, staring back at her, as if she might’ve lured them into a trap.

				“I don’t know!” Donna said frantically. “Harold and I are alone, I swear!”

				They watched the person walk down the side of the RV, rapping on the exterior, reaching for the windows. It didn’t take them long to determine it was a creature. The creature had short, cropped hair, and it moaned as it pawed at the panes. Sandy’s heart sank as another creature with long hair joined it. The things moved down the side of the RV, scraping and banging as if they knew someone was inside.

				Sandy stopped a hundred yards away and appraised the scene.

				“Harold’s in there!” Donna whispered urgently. “He won’t be able to defend himself, if they get in!”

			

			
				Simon looked from the creatures to the people in the minivan. “If what you said is true, there are certainly more creatures in the area. Shooting them will draw others.”

				“Or people like the ones who robbed you,” Sandy agreed.

				“Let’s take care of them quietly,” Simon said. “Is the door to the RV locked?”

				“Yes,” Donna said.

				“That’ll buy us some time.”

				“I have the key.” Donna pulled a key from her shoe.

				Simon looked into the backseat. “Why don’t the rest of you stay here while Sandy and I get out.”

				“No. I’m going,” Hector said.

				“Stay here with your family,” Simon told him. “Keep them safe.”

				Hector shook his head. “Not this time. I want to do this.”

				“Hector—” Marcia started.

				“I’ve sat out long enough, Marcia. I want to help. I want to pull my weight.”

				His tone overrode argument. The others traded apprehensive looks with Hector as he shuffled seats, getting out. Sandy left the engine running and joined Hector outside. They shut their doors with care, creeping through a few tall pines and getting farther away from the vehicle, approaching the creatures. Sandy clutched her knife and looked at Hector.

				“There are only two of them,” she said in a whisper. “We should be able to take care of them without much noise.”

			

			
				Hector nodded. “Okay.”

				They ducked behind a thick tree within twenty yards of the RV. The creatures didn’t seem to notice their arrival—the shorter-haired one angrily pounded one of the windows, while the long-haired thing smacked the wall in frustration. Hector watched Sandy with wide eyes as they prepared a next move. Sandy clenched the knife in her hand. The prospect of voluntarily facing one of the things was never a welcome thought, but they’d do what they had to.

				“I’ll take the one on the left,” she whispered.

				“I’ll take the one on the right.”

				After a quick signal, Sandy stepped out from the RV and charged, Hector behind her. Her shoes flew over a bed of pine needles and brush as she ran quickly and quietly. The creature she was aiming for didn’t notice her until the last second, when it turned, exposing a set of dingy, stained teeth. She sunk the knife into its forehead before it could attack. She pulled the blade loose. The second creature was already coming at her, but Hector intercepted, cracking its skull with the barrel of his rifle. The thing fell against the RV, snarling and flailing. He hit it again with a blow to the head, watching it collapse. The creature sank into the pine needles, its eyes dull.

				Sandy and Hector backed away from the downed creatures, their breath surging.

				Sandy wiped her blade in the grass as she searched the forest for others. They stepped back from the RV as another moan piped up.

			

			
				“Behind you!” she called to Hector. One of the creatures barreled out from the front of the RV and toward him. Dodging its groping hands, Hector flung an arm out and grabbed its shirt, pulling it off-balance and flinging it to the ground. The creature’s blonde hair hung in tattered strips to its face and it snarled. Hector stomped its head with his boot, over and over, grinding its face into the ground until it stopped moving. When he was finished, he bent down, gasping for breath.

				“That’ll wake you up,” he said as he made a face.

				They remained in place for several seconds, listening to the keen of the wind through the trees. The attack seemed over. Sandy turned her attention to the curtained windows of the RV, expecting to find a grateful survivor peering at them through the panes, but the RV was lifeless. They checked all sides for more creatures, but found nothing else.

				“Let’s get back to the others,” Hector said quietly. “Then we’ll go inside.”
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				Sandy, Hector, Simon, Marcia, Anabel and Donna stood by the side entrance of the RV while Donna inserted the key. The door was located toward the middle, several feet behind the passenger’s seat.

				Before opening the door, Donna called quietly, “It’s me, Harold! Everything’s okay!”

				She waited for an answer. When she didn’t receive one, she gave the others a worried glance and opened the door. Sandy felt a surge of fear as she recalled other times she’d entered a room or a building, unwittingly rousing a group of creatures. She knew the door had been locked. And the RV didn’t appear to have been compromised.

				Still…

				A whiff of something awful floated out to them. Sandy covered her mouth and nose at the recognizable odor of blood. She watched as Donna mounted the stairs, disappearing into the dark interior. When she’d reached the landing, Donna turned and waved them up.

				“It’s okay,” she whispered. “Harold’s in here.”

				Despite Donna’s reassurances, Sandy and Simon crept up the stairs cautiously, wielding their guns in anticipation of an attack.

				New odors washed over Sandy as she reached the landing. She smelled rotten food, mold, and people’s sweat. She envisioned Donna and Harold holed up in the RV, afraid to leave, trapped with the remnants of the people who used to live there. She’d been in similar situations in St. Matthews. They were never ideal.

			

			
				As her eyes adjusted to the dark, she saw a couch, an eating area, and several curtained windows on the right-hand wall. A wall of cabinets and appliances—including a stove and a mounted television—were on the left. The room was dark. She drew her attention toward the back of the RV. Past a small section in the middle, which seemed to contain a bathroom, she saw a bed with a man in it. He wasn’t moving.

				Donna gasped as she ran toward the back of the RV and took his side.

				“Harold?” she called frantically. “Harold! Please talk to me!” Donna wailed and knelt by her husband, frantically trying to rouse him, but he didn’t stir.

				Sandy and Simon reached her side, carrying the medical supplies they’d brought from the minivan, trying to get a closer look, while Hector, Marcia, and Anabel hung by the side door.

				Donna pressed her fingers to his neck. “He has no pulse!” She looked at them, as if someone might be playing a cruel trick on her.

				“See if he’s breathing,” Sandy tried, leaning down next to him. Her hope was to hear a thin rasp, something to give them hope. The man was lifeless.

				“Can we open the curtains?” Hector asked.

				“Yes,” Donna said, reaching over the bed and drawing up a curtain. “I was keeping them closed to avoid notice.”

				The new light revealed a man much older than sixty. Or maybe it was the result of his wounded condition. He wasn’t moving. He wasn’t speaking. His eyes were dim and sightless, and he stared at a spot on the ceiling, his lips blue. His shirt was soaked with blood, and several towels were laid over him, pressed over what must be the wound in his stomach.

			

			
				Sandy lowered the medical supplies as she and the others realized the man was past saving.

				“I’m sorry,” Sandy said.

				“No!” Donna said, looking around wildly. She shook Harold, as if he might wake up and speak with her, but the man was silent and still. “Harold, please wake up!”

				Sandy, Simon, and Hector watched her with a grave expression. Donna’s insistent words segued into mournful moans as she realized what the others already had. Harold was dead. Looking behind her, Sandy saw Marcia leading Anabel out the side door of the RV, forcing the girl to look away.

				Sandy lowered her head, praying Harold’s death was the last casualty she’d have to witness.
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				“We’d been waiting for years to travel,” Donna said, drying her tears as Sandy sat next to her on the couch. “I can’t believe this. He wanted to show me the world. And now that will never happen.”

				“I’m sorry,” Sandy said, patting the woman’s knee.

				Simon and Hector covered up the body with a sheet while Marcia and Anabel waited outside.

				Sensing Donna needed distraction, Sandy asked, “He retired recently?”

				“Yes. He was a travel agent for forty years,” Donna said, smiling through her tears. “You’d think we would’ve gotten out more. But we only got to see a few places he booked trips to. He was so busy working, you know. Things got harder with the Internet. But Harold never gave up. That’s how he was. He was dedicated to his business; he ran it for forty years. A few months ago, he retired and told me he’d take me around the world. He was going to make up for all the time we’d lost.”

			

			
				“He sounds like a hardworking person.”

				Donna exhaled a shuddering breath. “He was. I just wish I’d been able to help him.”

				“You did your best,” Sandy affirmed. “That’s all any of us can do.”

				“I tried moving him a few times, hoping we could go somewhere and find help. But he wasn’t up for it. If those things came, or those men returned, they would’ve run us down, especially in his condition.”

				Sandy lowered her head. The guilt Donna was feeling reminded her of the guilt she felt for Ben. She couldn’t count how many times she’d relived her brother’s last moments, wishing that things had gone differently.

				Hector and Simon joined Sandy and Donna on the couch, uttering condolences. Donna thanked them. The smell in the RV seemed to be getting worse, and Sandy had the pressing urge to get out. She suddenly felt trapped, claustrophobic. She stood, looking back at the body lying on the bed. Donna followed her gaze.

				“Can we bury him?” Donna asked numbly.

				After a pause, Simon said, “We have two shovels in the trunk.”

			

			
				“I’ll help dig,” Hector offered.
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				They located a spot in the woods a hundred yards from the RV where the dirt was soft enough to unearth. Using the shovels they’d taken from the elementary school, Simon and Hector scooped dirt into a pile. Marcia and Anabel remained on the other side of the RV, away from the gory scene. Sandy comforted Donna, trying to remain stoic as she watched Harold’s motionless body.

				Sweat rolled down Simon’s forehead. Neither he nor Hector spoke as they finished digging, wiping sweat from their brows and laying their shovels on the forest floor. When they were finished, they took hold of Harold’s arms and legs and gently placed him in the makeshift grave. They paused, listening to the chirping birds and watching a swooping hawk search for prey. Sunlight poured through the thick boughs of the overhanging trees.

				Donna knelt down next to Harold, but couldn’t seem to manage any words.

				“I’ll say a prayer, if you’d like,” Simon offered, quietly.

				Donna nodded, wiping her eyes. Simon recited a prayer that sounded familiar, but she couldn’t be sure. Sandy barely registered the meaning of those phrases, and yet they somehow gave her a measure of comfort. When Simon finished, he leaned on his shovel and watched Donna.

				“Take all the time you need,” he said quietly as he turned away. “We’ll cover him when you’re done.”

				Donna cried quietly for a few minutes on her knees. She dabbed at the tears on her face, which seemed never-ending. Finally, her expression grew hard. “I hope the bastards who did this rot in hell.” She reached out for Simon’s shovel. “I need to do this.”

			

			
				Simon nodded and gave it to her. Donna scooped dirt over her husband while the others watched, sweating, as if the exertion might distract her from her grief. When she was finished, she patted the ground and stepped back. Her face softened into a wave of emotion. She knelt back down.

				“You were my best friend for forty-five years, Harold. I couldn’t have asked for a better soul mate. I hope you rest in peace. Wherever you are, I’m sure it’s better than here.”

				Before she could break down again, Donna turned and walked away.

				[image: Horror-01.psd]


				Sandy, Hector, and Simon followed Donna through the trees, sympathy on their faces. The RV stood silent and still, a monument to Harold. The forest had turned preternaturally quiet, as if the animals were respectfully mourning his death. Sandy looked above them. Was God watching them, or had He already forsaken them? She didn’t know what to believe anymore. She’d seen too much death.

				She thought back to the families she’d seen in the beginning of the infection, sticking together as the carnage unfolded around them. She’d seen people fall, people carried, and people left behind. Inevitably, families had been separated.

			

			
				The death of Donna’s husband was a grim reminder of that.

				They walked in silence, their footsteps the only sound as they approached the RV. Donna’s occasional sniffle broke the quiet. They were halfway to the RV when Sandy realized the quiet was deeper than it should’ve been.

				Something was missing.

				“Where are Marcia and Anabel?” she asked.

				“Marcia?” Hector called, frowning as he increased his pace.

				Sandy, Simon, and Donna joined in, calling them.

				“Marcia? Anabel?”

				Past the RV, the minivan sat on the dirt road, idle and empty. Sandy, Hector, and Simon raised their guns. The forest suddenly felt menacing and sinister, as if it’d come to life and snatched Marcia and Anabel away. They’d been right on the other side of the RV a few moments ago. Sandy was sure of it. She’d heard them. At least, she thought she had.

				Hector called out again with no response. They were within twenty yards of the RV, walking faster. Marcia had a gun. If something had happened, they would’ve heard it.

				When they rounded the corner, they saw the reason for the silence. Marcia stood trembling on the other side of the RV, her hands raised, her gun on the ground.

				Thirty feet away from her, staring at them with violent, angry eyes, Reginald pointed a gun at the side of Anabel’s head and shouted, “Take a step and I blow her head off!”
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				“Let my daughter go!” Hector cried, prompting Reginald to tighten his grip around Anabel’s neck and take a step backward with her.

				Marcia sobbed and held up her hands. “Please!”

				Sandy, Simon, and Hector lowered their guns, terrified they’d make a wrong move that would cause the little girl’s death. Donna gasped and watched Reginald. Reginald’s eyes blazed as he looked over all of them. He looked confused, angry. His hands shook. In one, he held a pistol to Anabel’s temple. In the other, he held a rifle, his arm snaked around the little girl’s neck. His face was cut and scratched, as if he’d been involved in a struggle or a fight.

				Sandy tried to determine how things had gone so wrong, so quickly. Where had Reginald come from? Why was he here? There wasn’t time to speculate.

				“Everyone put your guns on the ground! Now!” he snarled.

				Sandy bent down and set her pistol on the ground. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Simon and Hector doing the same. They backed away from the weapons.

				“Get your hands on the RV!”

				With Anabel’s life at stake, they had no choice but to comply. Sandy walked over and placed her hands on the vehicle’s exterior, fearful that the next sound she heard would be a bullet. She kept her eyes on the RV and said a silent prayer. Behind her, she heard Reginald bend down and pick up the guns. He backed up, keeping a tight grip on Anabel, collecting them in a pile by his feet.

			

			
				“Who has the keys to the van?” he demanded.

				After a second of silence, Sandy said, “I do.” She pulled them slowly from her pocket and tossed them behind her. She listened to Reginald slide them backward with his foot. Anabel whimpered as Reginald bent down and grabbed them from the dirt.

				“Listen, this doesn’t have to go any further,” Hector said.

				“The hell it doesn’t,” Reginald snarled, looking at each of them. “I knew I couldn’t trust you. You left the lumberyard. You took the supplies and you left.”

				The group remained silent. After a brief pause, Simon said calmly, “The lumberyard was overrun by those things.”

				“Bullshit,” Reginald snarled. “You took everything and you left.”

				“That’s not the way it happened. If you’ll listen, I’ll explain.”

				“Shut up.” Reginald fell quiet for a moment, seeming to notice Donna for the first time. “Who’s this?”

				“They helped me,” Donna spoke up, her voice wavering as she turned to look over her shoulder. “My husband died. They helped me bury him.”

				Sandy took a peek back at Reginald. His face was expressionless, as if he didn’t register emotion. His gaze drifted back to the others.

				“Where are Billy and Tom?” Simon asked.

				A flicker of confusion went through Reginald’s face as he recalled something. “They’re dead.”

				“What happened to them?”

			

			
				“Does it matter? Now, where is it?”

				Simon was unable to hide his confusion. “Where’s what?”

				Reginald squeezed Anabel’s neck harder, eliciting a cry of pain. “Where is it?” he shouted. “I know you took it!”

				“Please!” Sandy said. “If you’re looking for the food and water, it’s in the minivan. You can take all of it, if you need to, but let Anabel go.”

				“That’s not what I mean, and you know it!” Reginald shouted, growing enraged.

				Somewhere in the distant trees, an animal skittered to safety, causing Reginald to turn wildly in all directions. He blinked a line of sweat from his eyes and adjusted his grip on Anabel. He stared at the minivan. For a moment, Sandy considered running at him, grabbing the gun, and wrenching Anabel from his arms. But the idea was as foolish as it was impossible.

				She looked down at her waist, catching sight of the knife protruding from her pants. The others had knives, too, but they’d be no match for a gun. In any case, it didn’t look like Reginald had noticed. She hoped it stayed that way.

				“Turn around!” Reginald yelled, noticing Sandy peering over her shoulder.

				“Whatever you’re looking for, we’ll help you find it,” Hector said.

				“Keep your backs turned, I said!”

				Reginald pulled Anabel back and forth to the van, bringing the weapons with him. “I’ll find what I’m looking for myself. You better hope it’s in there, for the little girl’s sake.”

			

			
				“Please!” Marcia called over her shoulder.

				Reginald ignored her. He opened the van and transferred the weapons from the ground to the passenger’s seat. Then he started rummaging through the vehicle’s interior. His frustration found its way into curses as he didn’t find what he was looking for. Sandy looked desperately at Hector, Marcia, Donna, and Simon, hoping someone might have a solution. She glanced at her knife again.

				“If we try anything, he’ll kill us,” Hector replied, noticing Sandy’s gaze.

				“Don’t tempt him. Please,” Marcia added.

				“Does anyone know what he’s looking for?” Simon asked.

				They shook their heads.

				Without warning, Donna seemed to decide on something, turning around and taking a step.

				“Donna, where are you going?” Marcia hissed.

				Donna ignored her. “You don’t need to do this,” Donna called over to Reginald, holding her hands in the air and walking toward the minivan. “There’s no need for violence.”

				“Stay the fuck back!” Reginald warned. Sandy looked over her shoulder, her heart thrumming in her chest.

				“I just lost my husband. We don’t need to put another family through that,” Donna continued. “These are good people.”

				“Donna, please!” Marcia whispered. “Get back here!”

				Donna continued, “My husband died because of a group of violent men. They took everything we had. They stabbed Harold. I couldn’t take care of him, and he died. That’s when these people stopped to help me. If they hadn’t, I might’ve died up here, too.”

			

			
				Reginald raised his gun. “Why do you think I give a shit about your husband? And why do you think I give a shit about you?”

				“Donna!” Marcia cried. “Please get back here!”

				Reginald fired.

				Donna screamed in pain as a bullet struck her in the leg, dropping her to the ground. The world descended into chaos as people turned, pleaded, and tried to help her up. Reginald warned them to stay back. He waved his guns until they scurried back to the RV.

				“Get your hands on the wall!”

				Reginald walked over and tried to force Donna to stand, but she only screamed in pain, holding her leg.

				“Where is it?” he shouted at all of them, growing even more infuriated.

				“We don’t know!” Marcia said earnestly. “If you let us know what you’re looking for, we can help you!”

				The campsite went quiet except for the frantic breathing of the people against the RV and Donna’s sobbing. For a moment, Sandy was sure Reginald would fire at each of them in turn, ending all their lives.

				Without a word, he strode back to the minivan.

				A cold pit grew in Sandy’s stomach. Sandy caught Marcia’s eyes, which were wide and coated with fear. For a second time, she considered running at Reginald with her knife.

			

			
				“As soon as he doesn’t find what he’s looking for, he’s going to kill her!” Hector whispered.

				Reginald’s cursing and swearing floated over from the minivan as he rifled through the interior. Sandy gave a cautious glance over her shoulder. She saw him searching under the seats, checking the glove compartment, keeping Anabel close enough to harm her if they tried anything.

				Donna had settled into a low wail of pain as she clutched her leg. Hopelessness and desperation washed over Sandy. She looked around, thinking she’d see another vehicle—Reginald’s—but she saw nothing but forest.

				Each bang from the minivan brought Reginald closer to a rage that they couldn’t calm. After a few more minutes of searching, he slammed the door and dragged Anabel back over to the RV. This time he planted himself behind Simon, placing a gun to the back of his head.

				“I’m done with the bullshit. You took my shit, traitor,” he said, giving no room for argument. “You found what I had in the lumberyard, and you took it. I’m going to give you one chance to tell me where it is, and then I’m going to shoot you. And then I’ll shoot each one of you until someone answers.”

				Simon remained quiet. Sandy watched Simon’s expression as he stood next to her. The look of fear and uncertainty in his eyes showed that he was just as clueless as the rest of them. He opened his mouth, preparing what might be the last response of his life.

				Something moved behind Reginald.

				It was Donna.
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				Donna bashed into Reginald’s legs with a feral rage, sending him off balance enough to make him let go of his rifle. Anabel screamed and scurried away. Donna bit Reginald’s leg as he fought to stay upright.

				“Let go of me, you bitch!”

				Donna hung on. Reginald raised his pistol, trying to shoot her, but she clawed his arms, batting it away. At the same time, Sandy dove for Reginald’s dropped rifle while Simon jumped at Reginald. Suddenly Donna was crawling away, and Simon was fighting for the pistol.

				“Get Anabel in the RV!” Sandy yelled at Hector and Marcia.

				They raced for the RV, ushering their daughter to safety. The pistol swung wildly in all directions as Simon and Reginald fought for it. Sandy tried aiming the rifle at Reginald, but couldn’t get off a shot in the commotion.

				The pistol discharged. Birds took flight in the forest as a bullet screamed through the trees. Sandy repeatedly tried to get close, but each time, a swinging arm blocked her from intercepting. Blood ran from Reginald’s nose as he fought and kicked. Simon grunted as he tried to overpower him. The gun went off again. Suddenly Simon and Reginald were on the ground, fighting. Sandy spun to check on Donna. She was no longer crawling.

				One of the bullets had struck her in the side of the head. Blood puddled from a bullet wound, and she lay perfectly still on her stomach.

			

			
				“No!” Sandy screamed, racing over to the woman.

				Donna was motionless, her mouth open in a surprised grimace of death. Sandy spun and pointed the rifle at the battling men, her body coursing with adrenaline and fear. It looked like Simon had gotten the upper hand. He pinned one of Reginald’s arms—the one with the pistol—above his head, and he pummeled him in the face. Reginald cried out and spat blood. Simon ripped the gun free. Reginald made one last lunge, taking Simon by surprise and knocking it from his hands. The pistol skittered underneath the RV.

				And then Reginald was on his feet and running.

				Simon screamed his name, chasing him into the woods.

				“Simon! Where are you going?” Sandy yelled after him.

				“He has the keys!” Simon called as he pursued Reginald.

				Before she could make a decision as to whether to follow, they disappeared into the thick brush. Commotion drew Sandy’s attention to the forest in the opposite direction. A group of four creatures had emerged, sprinting toward the RV.

				Sandy’s heart pounded as she aimed the rifle, hoping to cut some of them off. She fired. Her aim was good enough to wound one of them, and it toppled sideways. She fired several more times, catching another in the chest, causing it to fall on its face. Two others charged, swiping the air as they anticipated consuming her. Sandy managed to hit another in the head before the remaining creature was too close to shoot. She swung the butt of the rifle, bashing it in the face as it approached, cracking out a few of its already-chipped teeth. The creature snarled and fell to one knee. She struck it again, knocking it to the ground, then hovered over it and finished it off with a blow to the skull.

			

			
				She ran over to the wounded creatures, yanking out her knife and finishing them off. Looking up, she saw more creatures emerging from the forest.

				“Simon!” she yelled at the empty forest.

				There was no sign of the fleeing men.

				More hisses forced her to spin and assess the situation. The creatures were flooding from all directions, drawn by the noise. She looked at the RV, envisioning Hector, Marcia, and Anabel inside, alone and unarmed. Making a decision, Sandy ran to the minivan to collect the weapons Reginald had stashed there. She hoped she had enough time.

				She ripped open the door, grabbing what she could before panic made her run. She’d managed to get another pistol and a rifle, adding to the one rifle she had. She left one rifle behind. The creatures were too close to delay any longer.

				Sandy sprinted past Donna’s lifeless body. There was no time to mourn.

				Soon she was pounding on the RV door, screaming Hector, Marcia, and Anabel’s names as they let her inside.
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				As the trees thickened, Simon questioned what he was doing. The adrenaline and the commotion—and the fact that Reginald had the keys—had prompted him to run after him, but now he questioned that judgment. Groans emanated from the forest. The creatures were everywhere. The keys to the minivan would be useless without the means to get the others inside and drive it.

				He turned, thinking of heading back, when he caught sight of a creature in a tattered jacket, coming swiftly in his direction. He spun and kept running. Reginald stumbled through the trees, glancing over his shoulder at Simon. His face was lined with sweat and blood. Simon recalled what he’d seen before taking off after Reginald. Donna had been shot in the struggle. It looked like she was dead. That knowledge gave Simon a surge of anger. He let that drive him as he kept moving.

				Even though his lungs were burning, Simon was in decent shape. In Tucson, he’d worked construction, and although the gigs had been sporadic, he’d kept himself active. He increased pace and narrowed the gap with Reginald. Looking behind him, he noticed he’d lost the creature. He gritted his teeth and pushed on.

				Rounding a tree, he saw Reginald slowing down in the distance. Reginald was hovering next to a thick tree trunk for balance, looking back at Simon, a frightened expression in his eyes. For a moment, Simon thought that Reginald was going to give up. Or maybe he’s planning something. Simon patted his pockets. Reginald had taken their guns, but he hadn’t noticed their knives. That fact might help Simon. He pulled out the blade, keeping it low so Reginald wouldn’t see it.

			

			
				“Reginald!” he called, holding the man’s gaze.

				Just when Simon thought he might catch up, Reginald ran at full speed again, dipping around a few trees and out of sight. Simon frowned as he tried to decipher where he’d gone. The creatures were gaining ground again. The crashes and wails behind him were signals that Simon needed to keep moving, whether he pursued Reginald or not.

				Simon kept going, keeping his eye on the forest for places that Reginald might hide and attack him. He saw no sign of the panting, bloodied man. If he could catch sight of him, at least he’d—

				Simon slid.

				One minute he was running, the next he was barreling down a ravine, fighting for balance, groping at rocks and dirt. Brush and weeds snagged his T-shirt and pants, sending spears of pain through him as he fell. He fought to control his descent, catching hold of several jutting branches, losing hold of them almost as soon as he grasped them. His knife slipped from his hand. Simon cried out as he struck a thin tree and tumbled forward onto his stomach. And then he was at the bottom, his body catching up to the toll of pain. His breath was gone. Simon squinted from the glare of the sun as he landed, trying to catch his bearings. The wind blew, carrying the groans of the creatures from somewhere above him.

				He wasn’t safe.

			

			
				He pushed off the ground, forcing himself through the aches and wounds, and found uneasy purchase. He looked for his knife, but it was lost in a sea of sliding sand and gravel, buried in the side of the ravine somewhere. He wouldn’t find it without effort. He took a staggering step forward and caught his breath.

				He didn’t notice Reginald until he was already lunging, Simon’s knife in his hand.
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				Sandy slammed the RV door shut while Hector, Marcia, and Anabel watched her.

				“Where’s Simon?” Hector asked worriedly.

				“He went after Reginald. He was trying to get the keys to the van.”

				“Dammit.” Hector shook his head. “He’ll never make it back. Those things are everywhere.”

				“We’re going to have to try and fight them off,” Sandy said. Even as she said the words, she felt a pit of dread in her stomach that she couldn’t shake. She’d seen what had happened when the creatures had surrounded others, and it never ended well.

				She passed Hector and Marcia the weapons she’d been able to grab. Hector carried a rifle while Marcia carried the pistol, and Sandy kept Reginald’s rifle. Footsteps shook the earth as the creatures flew through the campground, moaning and screeching, getting closer to the RV.

				“Is there anywhere we can put Anabel?”

				“There’s a bathroom in the middle of the RV,” Marcia said, terror on her face.

				Sandy spun as she assessed the vehicle. The RV was much smaller now that she was trying to determine its defensibility. Small windows surrounded the bed in the back. The right-hand wall was solid and lined with cabinets, so that was relatively secure. The left-hand side worried her. The windows above the couch and the small eating area were large enough for the creatures to break and gain access. The front windshield was covered with a sun blinder, which might protect them from the infected trying to peer inside, but did nothing to reinforce the glass. The windows next to the driver and passenger’s seats were also breakable.

			

			
				If only this damn thing drove.

				Sandy walked over to one of the curtained windows and slid her finger between the fabric and the glass, peering out. The view provided her with more terror than relief.

				“How many are out there?” Hector asked her.

				“Too many,” Sandy said in a panic. “They’re approaching from all sides.”

				They stepped back as they listened to the creatures shrieking, assuming positions in the middle of the RV. Sandy wondered if Hector was harboring the same hope that she was: that somehow, the creatures would change direction and leave them alone. A pair of pounding hands shattered that hope. Nails slid down the RV. Another set of hands smacked the side. Sandy and Hector huddled close, as if the creatures might burst through the walls and grab them.

				“We should block the side door,” Sandy said, pointing at the entrance they’d come through.

				“Is the couch bolted down?” Hector asked.

				“I’m not sure. Let’s try it.”

				They took either end of the couch, grunting as they pulled. Thankfully, the couch wasn’t secured, and they were able to slide it in front of the door. If the creatures got in, the couch wouldn’t buy them much more than time.

				“How about the table? Maybe we can prop that against the windows,” Hector suggested, pointing to the eating area.

			

			
				Sandy tried to move it. “It’s bolted down.”

				A particularly loud screech made her jump. The RV groaned as one of the creatures rammed against the side. A few more creatures followed suit. Sandy heard several creatures pounding at the windows near the bed in back. Thankfully, those windows were small enough that she didn’t think they could get through that way. But that didn’t make her feel any better. Sandy felt like she was submerged in some underground vessel that was crashing into a rocky reef, infected tearing at the hull.

				One of the creature’s hands slapped the glass of the passenger’s side window. She saw a twisted, infected face appear against the pane, looking in at them. They remained still as it searched from left to right. Once it found a way in, it’d lead others.

				Marcia rejoined them as they stood in the middle of the RV, spinning and watching each noise as they pointed their guns, waiting for the moment when the vehicle was breached.
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				Simon leapt to the side, barely avoiding a slice from Reginald’s knife. Reginald’s face twisted in violent rage as he swung at Simon. The aches and pains in Simon’s body were overridden by the primal knowledge that if he didn’t move, he’d die. He backed away, trying to keep his balance on the rocky, sandy slope and get clear of a swing. Behind Reginald were thick trees. Getting around Reginald wasn’t an option, at the moment. Going backwards was a recipe for death.

				Simon avoided another jab, throwing up his hands instinctively to stop the sharp blade. Without a gun or his knife, he was defenseless.

				“Fucking traitor.” Reginald’s face was hard and unwavering. Sweat poured down his brow. Simon knew there would be no reasoning with the irrational, crazed man, but self-preservation urged him to try.

				“We don’t need to do this, Reginald!” Simon tried. “We can talk!”

				Reginald’s answer was another swing. Simon dodged.

				“The lumberyard was overrun,” Simon said. “Those things ran through the gate. We were looking for you.”

				Another swing. Another dodge.

				“Bullshit! You think I believe that? You took everything! You took my shit!”

				“Reginald!”

				“Shut the fuck up!” Reginald spat.

				Reginald’s face was unforgiving as he lunged again. Simon avoided the blow, but lost his footing. He fell to the ground, losing his breath as he landed hard on his back. A shimmer of pain ran through his spine as he tried to stand. Reginald hovered over him. Simon raised his forearms instinctively, trying to protect his face, catching the tip of Reginald’s knife. He cried out as hot blood trickled down his forearm. He rolled, trying desperately to get away from his attacker. But Reginald was on his feet and quicker. Reginald jabbed the knife downwards at Simon’s face. Simon barely avoided it. The blade embedded in the dirt.

			

			
				Reginald pulled the knife out and dove at Simon.

				Suddenly Simon was underneath Reginald, barely catching hold of Reginald’s wrist as he tried to stab downward. He struggled to keep the blade at bay.

				“Reginald, stop!” he managed, between gritted teeth.

				Reginald’s face was determined as he pushed the blade. Whether it was Simon’s weakened condition, or Reginald’s intense rage, Simon wasn’t sure, but he was losing. He strained as sweat poured down his face. He’d faced death many times in the past week, but nothing like this.

				Noise from upslope drew their attention. Reginald flicked his gaze upward. Stones rolled down the ravine, loosened by the creatures that were making their way down. Moans filled the air. Taking the opportunity, Simon kneed Reginald in the groin. Reginald cried out and tried to protect his body, but he was too late. Simon pushed him off but lost hold of the knife. Suddenly Simon was on the move, staggering away from the hill as the creature’s groans filled the air.

			

			
				He looked back to find Reginald scrambling to his feet with the knife, facing a handful of creatures that were sliding down the ravine, surrounding him.
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				“They’re going to get in!” Marcia cried frantically as she swiveled around the RV.

				Sandy could no longer guess how many of the things were out there. She looked out of the nearest curtain, assessing the situation again. Innumerable pairs of hands pawed greedily at the side of the RV. Mottled faces and blood-caked, hungry mouths hung open when they saw her. A wave of helplessness washed over her as she let the curtain go. She’d fought the creatures plenty of times, but never this many, and never at once. Each bang on the windows was a reminder that they were in an oversized container that might as well be a human cage.

				“If they get in, conserve your bullets,” Sandy said, trying to think logically. She held up her knife. “Use your knives when you can.”

				Hector and Marcia nodded, pulling out their blades.

				A window above the eating area shattered.

				They cried out and stepped back as a hand wormed its way over the sill, then an elbow. A creature mustered its strength to get up and over. Luckily, the window was tall enough to make the thing struggle.

				“I’ve got it!” yelled Hector as he raced toward the thing, stabbing its arm.

				Blood spurted from the creature’s new wound and it lost its grip and fell. Another took its place, scrambling and pulling harder, getting two arms over before Hector kicked its fingers, managing to send it tumbling. A writhing mass of others fought for its place, screeching and hissing. Another window shattered, and suddenly more creatures were clambering over the top of the eating area.

			

			
				“Come on!” Sandy yelled to Marcia. “We have to help!”

				They raced over and joined Hector, stabbing the things with their knives. Sandy did her best to stay away from open mouths and groping hands. She stepped back as a creature thrust its arm over the sill, trying to catch hold of her. Marcia darted in and stabbed the creature with her knife, knocking it back.

				Sandy plunged her knife into creatures’ heads and arms—whatever she saw first. She stabbed relentlessly, until her arm was sore and the creatures felt like they were one violent mass, bent on taking over the RV. A third window shattered. Sandy swiveled her attention to it. Marcia ran over to it, trying to stop a creature from getting in.

				Marcia screamed. One moment she was defending the window, the next she was fighting to keep from going over the sill. A creature had caught hold of her hair, pulling. Marcia lost hold of her pistol, dropping it into a mound of creatures. She tried wrenching herself free, but the creature had too tight a grip.

				“Marcia!” Hector screamed, grabbing Marcia’s waist and trying to pull her backwards. More creatures mimicked the first creature’s success, jumping up and snagging Marcia’s hair. The creatures were like rabid animals, sensing weakness.

				Sandy raised her pistol, running over to the window and shooting the first thing in the side, prompting it to let go and fall over the sill. It took a clump of Marcia’s hair with it. The things seemed as if they were multiplying, climbing over one another to get to the screaming woman. Hector managed to pull Marcia backward and into the RV, but not without her losing another clump of hair. All at once the three of them were in the middle, watching the creatures snake their arms over the windowsills.

			

			
				Marcia was red-faced. Tears were in her eyes as she nursed her bleeding, sore scalp. “I lost my gun,” she said.

				“There’s too many,” Hector breathed.

				Sandy looked around the room for some miracle that would stop the creatures from coming in. But the only way to stop them was fighting them. With no other choice, she swung her pistol back toward the open windows and kept firing.
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				Simon ran until his sides ached and he could no longer hear the moans of the creatures. Looking back over his shoulder, he’d lost sight of Reginald. Gunshots sounded deep in the distance in the opposite direction. He didn’t need to see the source to know that it was his companions. He’d run into an area of deep forest, with tree trunks thicker than his body. Several creatures coursed through the distant trees, changing direction, heading toward the faraway noise. Simon kept low, avoiding being spotted.

				He hoped the creatures fighting Reginald had taken care of him.

				He deserved to die for what he’d done to Charlie and to Donna.

				And for all Simon knew, what he’d done to Billy and Tom.

				Son of a bitch.

				He gritted his teeth as he tried to quell the aching in his body. The fight with Reginald and the fall down the hill had sapped his strength. He needed to keep going.

				Simon snuck through oaks and pines, hiding behind the thick trunks when he needed to, heading in the general direction of the RV. He couldn’t allow his friends to be killed the way his sister had been. The memory of Rebecca’s dying, pained face still haunted him. Even after his efforts to save her, he’d been too late.

				He couldn’t have the deaths of Sandy, Hector, Marcia, and Anabel on his conscience, too. He hadn’t realized it before, but he understood why he’d stayed with them now—they’d given him hope that there was something on the other side of this.

			

			
				He let that thought drive him as he skirted through the trees, picking up speed as he ran for the RV.

				He barely saw Reginald stepping out from behind the tree.

				Pain lanced through Simon’s left shoulder as he managed to turn, avoiding a knife in the back. He cried out, reflexively reaching for the blade embedded in his shoulder. Reginald was already attempting to pull it out. Simon spun and pushed the man away, thrusting him into a tree.

				Reginald’s face was marred with blood. His eyes darted wildly and his shirt hung off of him. Bite marks flecked his stomach. He ran at Simon, but Simon held up his hands, meeting him. Simon’s shoulder screamed from the stuck blade, but there was no time to deal with the pain. There was only time to fight, to live.

				Reginald shrieked in rage and clutched onto Simon. Simon threw him sideways. Reginald exhaled as the breath was knocked from him. Simon cocked back his right arm and punched Reginald in the face. He punched him again, causing Reginald to cough and spit blood. Reginald skirted to the side. His eyes blazed as he watched the knife.

				He lunged. Simon tried avoiding him, but Reginald caught the knife handle, twisting it. Flashes of light crossed Simon’s eyes as he fought against the intense pain. He flung a fist, catching Reginald in the nose, bursting it open.

			

			
				“You son of a bitch!” Reginald screamed.

				He held his broken nose and stepped backward.

				As Simon’s vision cleared, he surveyed the area in which they were fighting. Branches stuck out at all angles from the trunks of fallen trees. Reginald had backed up next to one of them. Simon didn’t wait for the right moment.

				He charged, knocking into Reginald with all his weight, thinking of Charlie, and Donna, and his companions that were left behind in the RV. He thought of Reginald’s threats to starve them, and his empty promises to keep them safe.

				Dan had been right. So had Sandy.

				Simon hurled Reginald backward and into the fallen tree. Reginald cried out as he landed on one of the severed, sharp branches, the pointed end coming through his stomach, spraying his blood all over Simon. Reginald looked from Simon to the wound, as if it might be some illusion.

				And then Reginald’s head slumped forward, his eyes staring blankly at the forest as they lost light.
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				Sandy, Hector, and Marcia shot the creatures that were climbing over the windowsill. Every few seconds, a vicious face would appear, and they’d shoot it back, watching the thing plummet into a mob of others. They’d given up on using knives in favor of guns. It was too dangerous to get close to the creatures, with so many in close proximity.

				The banging continued on all sides of the RV. Sandy feared the vehicle would start to sway, topple over, and pin them inside. The possibility was unlikely, but who knew what was possible anymore? A while ago, she was living a quiet, normal life, enjoying time with her brother.

				Now she was engaged in a bitter struggle for her life.

				Some of their shots connected, but others dinged off the interior of the RV. The world had become a chaotic combination of groans and gunfire. Sandy felt as if she’d descended into a hellish warzone, battling creatures that were closer to demons than humans. The smell of blood from Harold’s body hung in the air, a reminder that Sandy and the others might join him soon. She had a quick thought of Simon, and wondered if he’d fared any better, but she didn’t have time to think about it further. One of the creatures ripped away her attention.

				Sandy aimed at a longhaired, scraggly creature that had gotten a leg up over the windowsill. Its boot was caked with dirt. Its face was stained with blood. She pulled the trigger, but missed. She fired again. Her gun clicked empty.

			

			
				“Dammit! I’m out!” she yelled to the others.

				Hector and Marcia moved to cover her while she fumbled to reload, tucking in a new magazine. She joined the others in blasting the things, watching as several more creatures toppled out of view. Once their ammunition was out, they’d have no choice but to fight in close quarters.

				A particularly loud bang drew her attention to the front of the vehicle. She looked around, panicked. Had one of the creatures gotten in?

				“Shit! Over there!” Hector yelled, pulling her attention to the front windshield. One of the creatures crawled over the glass. She could see its shadow through the visor. More creatures joined it. The windshield groaned underneath the creatures’ boots and bare, bloodied feet. Several of them jumped up and down on the pane.

				She looked around for something that might prevent the glass from caving, even though that was probably impossible.

				The pane shattered.

				Creatures poured through the pane and onto the front seats and the dashboard, oblivious to the fragments of glass that were cutting them. Their black eyes darted around the vehicle as they spotted Sandy, Hector, and Marcia. Sandy backpedaled, trying to gain distance while firing at them. The creatures clambered over the steering wheel, trampling the windshield protector. Sandy bumped into Marcia and Hector.

				They fired as a single unit at the salivating, hissing infected. More creatures converged on the opening.
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				Simon’s arm burned as he ran, but he didn’t think any arteries or nerves were damaged, because he could move it. As soon as he’d been away from Reginald, he’d pulled out the knife, but now he questioned that decision. Blood leaked from the wound. He’d tied it up with a strip of his t-shirt, but that was only helping so much. He didn’t have time to analyze it further.

				He needed to get to the RV.

				He patted his pocket, ensuring that the van keys he’d taken from Reginald were still there. He raced in the direction of the gunshots, which were still loud and prevalent enough to convince him that his friends were still alive. Simon heaved thick breaths as he ran through the forest, heading toward an incline that led to a higher elevation. That was where the RV was. At least, he thought so.

				He listened to gunfire echo through the forest, fearing it would stop and make him lose his way. His legs ached as he pushed himself up the incline, moving diagonally to cover more ground. The slope was rocky and peppered with shrubs and trees, but he used his good hand to hang on to them, helping him along. When he reached the top, he located the RV through the trees.

				The creatures had surrounded the vehicle. Even from a distance, he saw the things crawling over the windshield and leaping up at the windows. The side windows had been smashed. He heard groans and stamping feet from inside. Simon ran toward the scene. His fear was that his friends would die the same way so many others had—trapped in a place they thought was safe, which had turned into a tomb.

			

			
				A shout echoed from the RV. Simon’s blood raced as he got within a hundred yards. He looked around the campsite, his brain screaming at him to react. The minivan was positioned between him and the RV. Although the creatures had breached the RV, they’d left the minivan alone.

				He sprinted toward the minivan, certain that the creatures would turn toward him in a single mass, but they remained preoccupied with the RV. Once they saw him, they’d charge. He just hoped for a few moments of reprieve—enough to get to the vehicle. He slipped through the trees as his arm pulsed pain, begging him to slow down. But he didn’t. And then he was at the van, opening the door, hopping in.

				One of the rifles was sitting in the passenger’s seat. The other weapons were gone. Sandy must’ve grabbed what she could. At least, that was his guess. He recalled the pistol that had skittered under the RV, but that wouldn’t help him now.

				Simon grabbed the rifle, stuck it on his lap, and started the van.

				A handful of creatures turned in his direction.

				Simon stomped the gas, steered toward the RV, stuck his rifle out the window, and fired. One of the creatures fell from the gunshot, while another hit the bumper of the minivan, tumbling sideways. Simon took a wide berth as he drove past the RV, keeping to the fringes of the hungry fray and driving over an open patch of forest. Rocks rumbled under the tires as he traveled over hard terrain. He shot several more creatures, balancing the wheel, knowing that if he stopped moving, he’d die.

			

			
				He swerved past the RV and into the woods, narrowly avoiding a cluster of trees, and turned so he could spin around for another pass. Several of the creatures broke from the RV and ran, catching up. Simon hit the gas and raced forward, nicking the side of a tree with the front bumper.

				He laid on the horn.

				The noise was loud and piercing, overshadowing the hungry din of the creatures.

				More of them broke from what they were doing and started following him. He let go of the horn and shot a few that were in proximity of the driver’s side, sending them sprawling. Catching a glimpse through the RV’s windshield, he saw movement inside.

				“Sandy! Hector! Marcia!” he cried.

				He gritted his teeth and rammed into several other creatures as he swung back onto the dirt road. The minivan groaned in protest. Facing the RV, he watched as more creatures flooded toward him. He hit the horn several more times to keep their attention. Simon sped forward again, calling his companions’ names. He heard a screamed response from inside the RV.

				Someone was alive.


				Using that noise to drive him, he fired his rifle out the window, drawing the attention of more creatures as he spun the wheel to turn around. The creatures gave chase, their eyes black and their expressions hungry. Simon headed for the dirt road, hoping he could lead them away.
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				“Where’s he going?” Hector asked, looking out the windows as the minivan sped off.

				Sandy’s shock at seeing Simon alive was overshadowed by the fact that he was in danger. More of the creatures flooded from the RV to the minivan, following the moving target. Hector stabbed a few who were still trying to climb in the sills. Sandy slipped her blade into several of the creatures that had come in through the front windshield. Soon, nothing was left moving.

				Bodies of the dead were sprawled over the seats and on the floor. Blood oozed into the seats. The odor of death filled the air. But the creatures were gone.

				She looked back at Hector and Marcia. “We’re not safe here,” she warned, cleaning her knife on the floor.

				“We need to leave,” Hector agreed. “Is everyone okay?”

				Marcia nodded. Her face was cut in several places, and her hair hung unevenly in spots where some of it had been ripped out. Hector had similar cuts and scrapes, but he seemed intact. They walked through the RV to retrieve Anabel. When they opened the bathroom door, Anabel leapt for her mother, holding Marcia tightly. Sandy felt a surge of warmth at seeing the girl unharmed.

				“Simon will be back,” Sandy said aloud, not wanting to consider the alternative.

				“Where can we go that he’ll find us?” Marcia asked.

			

			
				Sandy thought about what Donna had told them. There was a chance they’d find other buildings, but they’d have to roam farther. She hadn’t seen anything when they’d pulled into the campground.

				“We’ve probably stirred up every creature for miles. Even if we found another place, Simon might miss us. I’m not sure where we should go,” Hector said.

				Sandy bit her lip, frustrated. She looked out the windows, but saw nowhere else they could hide.

				Then she looked up.
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				They waited on the roof for an hour for Simon. During that time, the sun beat through the trees overhead and the crows circled, probably waiting for a crack at the dead creatures below. Before climbing up onto the RV’s roof, they’d pulled Donna’s body into an area of shade. It was the best they could do at that moment.

				A few times, meandering creatures stalked through the trees, searching for them. One actually came close enough to poke through the remains of its brethren. Each time Sandy, Hector, Marcia, and Anabel ducked flat, keeping unnoticed. Although the noise had drawn more creatures, the lack of recent gunshots seemed to have worked in their favor.

				Sandy knew their luck wouldn’t last.

				Watching one of the creatures wander out of earshot, Sandy said, “I wonder if they remember what they were.”

			

			
				“If they do, they must be horrified at what their lives have become,” Hector said.

				Sandy’s thoughts returned to Simon. It’d been a long time since she’d heard the sounds of the minivan. Long enough that she didn’t want to think about what might’ve happened to him.

				“How long should we wait?” Hector asked, voicing the unspoken question.

				Sandy sighed nervously. “I’m not sure. Even if we wanted to leave, we have no way of getting out of here, except on foot.”

				She wanted to believe that Simon had survived, but the more time that passed, the greater her doubts grew. He’d effectively led the creatures away. He’d saved them. But what if he’d died? She swallowed as she thought back to what Simon had said at the elementary school.

				Nobody else should have to die like Finn.

				She prayed those words weren’t a premonition. A day ago, she never would’ve believed that Simon would be concerned about their welfare, but he’d proved to be a trusted ally since they’d left the lumberyard. He’d saved Hector and his family. He’d helped them all. She thought back to the conversation she’d shared with him in the utility shed, and the expression of sympathy he’d shown her.

				Please let him be alive.

				The purr of an engine interrupted her doomed thinking.

				“Do you hear that?” Hector asked.

				“Yes,” Sandy said, sitting up.

				They stared into the distance, watching a vehicle approach. The trees masked its shape, but it looked to be the same color as the minivan. It wasn’t until she saw Simon driving that Sandy scrambled to her feet, waving. The van raced around the corner and pulled from the gravel onto the dirt road by the RV. The exterior was dented and stained. The driver’s window was smashed. Simon looked up at them, attempting a smile before he slumped over against the steering wheel.
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				“Jesus Cristo!” Hector exclaimed as they scrambled down the ladder of the RV.

				Sandy reached Simon first. His hands were still on the wheel. He’d managed to put the minivan in park before falling over, but she saw a serious injury on his arm that looked like it’d been wrapped up with a piece of t-shirt. His face was cut and bleeding. His clothing was ripped. On his lap was the rifle she hadn’t been able to carry from the minivan. Creatures’ remains were spackled to the side of it.

				“Simon!” she hissed, frantic that he might’ve died.

				Simon’s eyes were half-closed. She tried leaning him back in the seat and talking to him, but he barely responded. Without wanting to, Sandy recalled Harold. Maybe Simon had lost too much blood already.

				“I’ll get the medical supplies!” Marcia cried, racing to the back of the minivan.

				“And some water!” Sandy called after her.

				Hector and Sandy tried to revive the wounded man, with little result.

				“Simon, can you hear us?” Sandy asked, peering in at the man.

				He groaned.

				“Thank God. He’s alive. Everything’s going to be all right, okay?” Sandy said.

				He opened his eyes slightly and nodded. He seemed lucid, but exhausted.

				Taking the water from Marcia, Sandy gently undid the piece of t-shirt with which he’d wrapped his injury. Underneath was a bloody stab wound.

			

			
				“Is this from Reginald?” Sandy surmised.

				Simon nodded.

				“Is he dead?”

				Another nod.

				“Help me hold him up, Hector,” Sandy requested. There was no time to think about the events that had transpired. Right now she needed to help her friend.

				Hector assisted while they gently sat Simon upright and addressed the wound.

				“Marcia, would you mind keeping watch for us?”

				Marcia nodded and aimed her pistol over the forest. Sandy used water and gauze to clean the wound, then re-bandaged it the best she could. The injury looked painful, but it seemed like he could move his arm. That was a good sign.

				In an ideal world, Simon would need stitches, but they didn’t have the supplies to do any more that what she did.

				“We should go,” Hector said nervously, looking around.

				“Let’s get him in the back seat,” Sandy said. “We’re going to help you out of the van, okay, Simon?”

				“Okay,” he croaked.

				Hector, Marcia, and Sandy lifted Simon from the front seat, tucking their hands underneath his armpits. They brought him around to the back seat. He walked unsteadily, but made the transition. When they had him inside, Sandy took the driver’s seat while Hector rode next to her. Marcia and Anabel stayed in the back with Simon.

			

			
				The forest around them had succumbed to silence. Sandy felt a wave of uneasy déjà vu. She surveyed the scattered bodies of the dead that covered the ground and the bloodied hood of the RV. Somewhere in the woods lay Donna’s body. They wouldn’t have time to bury her, just like they hadn’t had the chance to bury Finn.

				As if sensing her thoughts, Hector said, “Let’s get as far away from this area as we can.”
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				Sandy couldn’t stop checking the rearview mirror as they left the campground. They saw no more creatures. Marcia tended Simon, managing to get him to swallow some water and pain medication. He mumbled his appreciation. Sandy knew the medication would take some time to kick in, and it wouldn’t alleviate the discomfort of a stab wound, but she was grateful they had something.

				Sandy watched the road around them, as if the creatures might spring a coordinated attack, even though she hadn’t seen any in a while. Simon must’ve taken care of most of the things in the area.

				Simon said he’d killed Reginald.

				Though she wasn’t one to harbor vindictive thoughts, Sandy hoped Reginald was lying somewhere in a ditch, unable to harm them. He’d killed Charlie. He’d indirectly killed Donna. She hoped his reign of terror was done.

				The ponderosa pines were thick with branches, making the area peaceful and serene. Sandy was more on edge than before, if that was possible. She was worried about Simon.

			

			
				Looking at Simon’s hunched figure in the backseat, she prayed he’d be all right.

				“Where are we going?” Hector asked, pulling her from her thoughts.

				“I’m not sure,” she responded. “I didn’t realize it at first, but I’ve been driving deeper into the mountains.”

				“Do you think the bunker is still the best plan?” Hector asked.

				“I don’t know,” Sandy said with a sigh.

				“I wish we could find help,” Marcia said. “Real help.”

				They were surprised when Simon uttered something from the backseat. “Keep going.”

				He readjusted, pulling the map from his pocket. He passed it up to them. Hector turned in surprise, accepting it. “You need stitches. We need a doctor.”

				“I don’t think we’ll find one,” Simon managed. “I’ll survive. We’ll figure it out when we get to the bunker.”

				Hector was quiet a moment. “But what if the bunker’s not there? For all we know, we won’t be able to follow these directions. Or maybe the place doesn’t exist.”

				Hector was voicing everyone’s worst fear.

				“It’s worth a try,” Simon managed to say, before closing his eyes and slipping into whatever pain-induced haze he’d been in.

				“How close are we to the bunker?” Marcia asked.

				“About ten miles.” Sandy blew a breath. She exchanged a look with Hector as they considered their options. “I think Simon’s right. After what we’ve seen in the mountains, the bunker might be our only option.”
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				Hector studied the map, trying to decipher it. “After the turnoff, the rest of the distance is on foot. It looks like this place is in the mountains.”

				“That’s what Simon said.”

				Sandy’s heart plummeted as she thought about the journey. Simon was weak and in pain. How could they expect him to make that journey? They’d have to figure it out when they got there.

				She clamped her hands on the wheel as the road kept ascending, curving and twisting over mountain ranges, revealing a view that was both breathtaking and terrifying. Sandy had never been afraid of heights, but then again, she’d never faced heights such as these. She pictured the minivan tumbling off a turn and pitching them to a bloody death, where no one would find them. Who was left to look for them?

				They drove the ten miles in relative silence, alternating between checking their surroundings and checking on Simon, making sure he was all right. Finally, they approached a brown, rectangular sign.

				“That’s it,” Hector said, pointing to the side of the road.

				Sandy studied the area. Unlike the campsite they’d stopped in before, this one had tents and cars. She knew it was normal for tourists to be in the mountains, but vehicles and shelters meant the infected.

				She slowed to a crawl. Heat poured through the broken driver’s side window. They’d cleaned some of the blood and fluid from the minivan’s interior, but the smell still lingered, and there was still glass on the floor. Hector reached for the rifle on his lap, and Sandy gripped her pistol. They’d expended most of their ammunition in the RV battling the creatures.

			

			
				The campground around them was quiet and still, as if it had been waiting for someone to appear. The cars were lifeless. Many of the doors were left open, as if the owners had stepped out and intended to return. The tents hung open, flapping in the soft breeze. A few of the sleeping bags contained moving bodies, but she knew better than to think the people weren’t infected. The air smelled of death and decay, things rotting in the sweltering heat.

				Sandy held her breath and kept driving.

				Passing another tent, she saw one of the creatures moving erratically from wall to wall, pressing on the fabric, hissing. It looked like a small child; someone must’ve trapped it, rather than killing it. Sandy felt a wave of sadness.

				They kept going, winding through the campground streets while Hector studied the directions, and the tents and cars grew farther and farther apart. Every so often, a body lay on the asphalt, half-eaten by rodents.

				Soon they’d reached a narrow dirt road with only a few vacant tents. A station wagon sat idly, the back window smashed. Sandy had a brief thought of Dan and Quinn, but this vehicle was red instead of blue. She wondered if she’d ever see them again.

				“I think this is where we’re supposed to park,” Hector noted.

			

			
				“Okay. We walk now?” Sandy asked.

				Hector nodded. They looked at the thick woods, trying to determine the danger lurking between the trees. But they’d never be rid of it. They’d have to forge ahead, just like they’d done since the start of the infection, just like they’d done since leaving the lumberyard. Sandy pulled into a spot away from the tents and station wagon.

				To her surprise, Simon’s eyes were open when she looked in the rearview.

				“I’m not staying here, so don’t even ask,” he mumbled.
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				They walked through the forest in a tight group, helping Simon and carrying several bags of supplies. Sandy was reminded of the walk from the truck to the school, only this time, they moved much more slowly due to Simon’s injury. Sandy understood why he’d insisted on coming.

				After all they’d been through, was one place any safer than another?

				She recalled the people in St. Matthews she’d seen running, driving, and hunkering down. Whether or not they got caught always depended on luck, or the will of God. She wasn’t sure which.

				Looking at Simon, noticing he seemed more lucid than he had an hour ago, she asked, “What happened to Reginald?”

				A look crossed Simon’s face as he gathered the strength to speak. “He got ahold of my knife, and he tried to kill me. I was barely able to fend him off.”

			

			
				He relayed the rest of his story, skipping some of the specifics. Sandy got the picture of how gruesome the battle had been. It didn’t make her feel any sense of justice. She watched Simon as he spoke, still in disbelief that he’d survived.

				“He would’ve killed me in those woods, the way he did Charlie, or Donna.”

				Sandy nodded. “Of course he would’ve. You did what you had to.”

				“What about the creatures that were chasing the van?” Marcia asked.

				“I picked off as many as I could while I lured them away. I was so preoccupied that I hit a tree. They surrounded me. That’s when they smashed the window. I shot as many as I could, but I ran out of ammunition. And then I used my knife. I can still feel them on me, their teeth clacking together while they tried to devour me alive. I’m still not sure how I got away.”

				Sandy watched his pained expression. It certainly explained his disheveled, ripped clothing. Hearing his story was enough to make her relive those moments of claustrophobia, when all she’d heard were the groans of the creatures in St. Matthews.

				Once we get to the bunker, it’ll all be worth it.

				They snuck through the forest, supporting Simon while Hector traced the map. Using the sun as a guide, they tried to keep a consistent direction.

				“We’re looking for a hill that leads into a mountain. It should be close.”

				They passed several clusters of trees that Sandy swore she’d seen before, though she couldn’t be sure. The landmarks all looked the same after a while. After a few miles, they found the hill that Hector had spoken about.

			

			
				“That’s it,” he hissed. “That’s the next thing on the map.”
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				They hiked with renewed vigor, helping Simon up the steep hill. The thick trees segued into a sparse overlook. Through a thick patch of foliage, Sandy saw a landscape of mountains and blue sky. Birds were circling and swooping, spotting things of interest and diving out of sight. Soon they were out of the foliage and walking up the thin ridge of a mountain.

				Looking over the edge, Sandy felt the same vertigo she’d experienced while driving on the windy mountain roads, but this was worse. She steadied herself and tightened her stomach. Sandy forced herself to look away from the massive drop. They were deep in the White Mountains, far away from anyone who might be able to assist, even if times were normal. She clutched Simon’s arm, helping him over a patch of rocks so he wouldn’t slip, as he grunted in pain. She balanced her bag of food.

				“Maybe I should’ve stayed in the van,” he said with a grim smile.

				“And miss this beautiful trip?” Sandy asked. “How could you?”

				Simon grinned weakly. They measured their steps on the narrow path, forcing themselves to look straight ahead. The only navigable path snaked near the edge of a fall a hundred feet down. Roots and weeds jutted from every crevice where they were walking. The area was overgrown and treacherous. Had they not been following a map, they would never have followed it.

				When she dared take a glance, Sandy saw mountains rising in every direction. The landscape was breathtaking, but dangerous enough that she couldn’t allow herself to be distracted for too long.

			

			
				Soon, they reached a flatter portion of the mountain, where the ridge became a flat, wide expanse of smooth rock. Looking behind her, Sandy saw that they were halfway around the mountain. The view was incredible. Thick mountain crags jutted out above and below them. Hector stopped, cupping his hand over his eyes as he read the map. He pointed to a distant valley.

				“See that patch of land down there?” he asked, gesturing at the flowing green grass. “That’s the end of the directions.”

				Sandy felt a surge of excitement. That excitement quickly turned into doubt. The land was wild and untouched, as if neither humans nor animals had ever set foot on it. She couldn’t imagine anyone building anything out here.

				She paused to catch her breath while Simon halted beside her. She looked out across the smooth rock landscape, wiping a stream of sweat from her brow.

				“You’re sure that’s where the map ends?” she asked Hector.

				He bit his lip. “Yep.”

				“I guess we have no choice but to go down and check it out.”
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				They searched between the thick blades of grass in the valley for a door. Hector handed Sandy the map, but she was as puzzled by the scrawled notes as he was. The last few notes were unreadable. She saw nothing that looked man-made, buried or otherwise.

			

			
				“I don’t see how this can be it,” she said.

				Beyond the grassy plain was another rising mountain. Pointed crags warned of an equally dangerous journey. The day was getting late. If they’d been misled, or had taken a wrong turn, they’d have to consider the possibility of camping on the flat, grassy valley.

				Sandy stared into the distance. On the other side of the valley, following the base of the next mountain, she noticed a long, narrow body of water.

				“What’s that?” he asked.

				They hadn’t noticed it at first, due to several large boulders along the edge. The brook was flowing behind them. The sight renewed her hope.

				“It looks like a brook,” Hector commented.

				A body of water meant something to drink. Sandy wasn’t sure how clean the water would be, but it must be better than the contaminated liquid in town. She considered the bottles of clean water they had in the bags—bottles that could be refilled.

				Maybe the hideaway had never been a hideaway at all.

				Maybe the place was a shelter without walls.

				The long grass tickled Sandy’s ankles as they walked to the brook. The air smelled clean and pure. Sandy had a feeling of exhilarating freedom unlike any she’d had in a while. She knelt down next to the water. The others did the same. Sandy slipped her hands into the cold, surging brook, testing the current, letting the water flow past her hands. She set down her gun and bag of food. Next to her, Hector, Marcia, and Anabel did the same. For a moment, they were able to forget some of the horrors they’d lived through. Maybe this was the end of their journey.

			

			
				Maybe this is what they were meant to find.

				Sandy closed her eyes, absorbing that feeling of the cold water on her hands. When she opened them, she noticed a man tucked into the large outcropping of rock next to them. He held a gun as he peeked out from the crevices.

				“Don’t move,” he said.
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				“Don’t move,” the man repeated.

				Sandy, Simon, Hector, Marcia, and Anabel froze. Their hands were still dipped in the brook, their guns on the bank next to them. The man was twenty feet away. His face was flecked with stubble. A tan hunter’s cap on his head covered sprouts of gray hair.

				Sandy removed her hands to raise them.

				“I said don’t move!” the man yelled, forcing her to freeze.

				His voice carried over the gentle rush of the water. The others held a tense silence as they waited for him to speak again. They’d been through enough to know that responding might lead to shooting.

				“I knew someone would come,” he said, regaining his calm as he held his position. “You must have my sons’ map.”

				No one answered.

				“You do,” he guessed.

				Receiving no response to his question, the man crept out from behind the rock, watching them intently. Sandy had the instinct to run, but she knew she’d never get far enough away to avoid a bullet.

				“Did you kill them?” the man asked. “Did you kill my boys?”

				Sandy’s heart sank as she remembered the dead bodies of the men at the elementary school. She could still see their pale lips, their vacant eyes.

				“They’re dead, aren’t they?” The man shook his gun and waited for an answer. This time, anger flashed in his face.

			

			
				Hector spoke up quietly. “They tried to kill my family. We defended ourselves.”

				“My sons wouldn’t harm anyone.” The man shook his head.

				Sandy recalled the looks of violence in the men’s eyes as they’d stalked Hector and his family. Sandy didn’t need to second-guess herself to know they were ill intentioned.

				“Wait a minute,” Hector said, recalling something. “The men who tried to kill us took the map from others. They forced someone to write the directions on it.”

				“What are you talking about?”

				“They forced your boys to give it to them. I overheard them talking,” Hector explained. He described the men they’d encountered.

				“I know their names,” Sandy interrupted. “Dwight Pickman and Samuel Black. Do those names sound familiar?”

				“No.” Anger and doubt crossed over the man’s face. He sucked in deep, tense breaths as he surveyed them. He kept his aim on them. “Why should I believe you?”

				“Check the handwriting on the map,” Sandy said, nodding at Hector to give it to him. “Maybe it belongs to your boys.”

				Moving slowly, Hector recovered the map from his pocket and handed it to the man, who took it carefully and studied it.

				After a moment, he shook his head. “This handwriting doesn’t belong to either of my sons. For all I know, you wrote this.”

			

			
				“We defended ourselves from these other men. I’m not sure what else I can say to convince you,” Hector said.

				The man sighed and took a step back, surveying the mountains in the distance. For a moment, Sandy was certain he’d turn the gun back on them. Instead, he looked at them with sadness in his eyes. “I knew something went wrong when they didn’t arrive. My sons should’ve been here days ago.”

				“They were going to meet you here?” Sandy guessed.

				“That was my hope.” The man spat on the ground. “My boys thought I was crazy, always preparing and talking about the end of the world. But I knew something would happen one day. I just wasn’t sure what. I took them up here once. I gave them the map.”

				“I’m sorry,” Sandy said, softly. “Are you up here alone?”

				The man watched her for a moment, as if he still couldn’t trust her. “I used to come up here with my wife, Martha. But she died a few years ago. Colon cancer.”

				“I’m sorry,” Sandy said.

				“She’s probably better off, not having to live through this hell.” The man looked away.

				“There’s a possibility your sons are still out there,” Sandy said hopefully.

				The man shook his head. “When this started, I went looking for them in town. I found their car a few streets from my house. It was full of blood. I never found the bodies.”

				“You’ve been keeping watch, waiting for them,” Sandy guessed.

			

			
				The man nodded. “I kept telling myself they were coming. Maybe I was foolish. When I saw you coming down the mountain, I assumed you killed them.”

				Sandy felt a wave of sadness for the man. It seemed like he’d lost as much as the rest of them. She was surprised when he chuckled.

				“What is it?” she asked.

				“Even though they were in danger, my boys must’ve remembered what I taught them.”

				“What do you mean?”

				“My boys gave those men the wrong directions.”

				Hector looked around the field, confused. “So there’s no shelter here?”

				“Not in the valley,” the man replied with a sad smile as he cranked a thumb over his shoulder at the incline. “My shelter’s on the mountain.”
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				“My name’s Carter,” the man said as he led them across a shallow part of the brook, where stones and sticks made a natural pathway across the water. Sandy introduced herself and the others.

				“I appreciate you helping us,” said Sandy, following closely behind him. “I appreciate you trusting us.”

				“I have an intuition about people,” Carter said. “If you had lied about the map, I might’ve shot you,” he admitted.

				As they walked, Sandy relayed the story they’d heard from Dan about the contamination.

				“I always knew this would happen. This, or something like it.” Carter looked into the distance. “Things are bad out there. The world seems to be getting worse—terrorism, shootings, and murders every time you turn around. No one has any respect for each other anymore. The world is a lawless place. I figured it was only a matter of time until society disintegrated.”

				Carter led them around the base of a mountain, keeping the brook in view until they ascended a heavy incline. They trekked through mountain trails that seemed untouched by the hands of man, gaining a view even more spectacular than the one they’d seen before. Sandy wondered if anyone besides Carter had been up here in many years. She doubted it.

				They followed the curve of a mountain, passing several deep openings underneath the crags of the cliff. She was surprised when Carter disappeared underneath one of them.

			

			
				“Under here,” he called over his shoulder.

				She and the others ducked down, following him into a small opening in the mountainside that would’ve been imperceptible to someone who wasn’t looking for it. Soon they were standing upright, and Carter was leading them through a manmade door that was barely visible in the shadows. The door opened into a room about twenty feet wide and twenty feet long—large enough to accommodate all of them. Carter lit several lanterns, which looked like they were solar-powered. Canned goods were stacked on shelves next to the walls. Everywhere she looked, Sandy saw supplies: fishing lures, rods, sleeping bags, medical supplies. Through a smaller, carved out door, she saw a room with a cot and several camping chairs.

				“It took me years of preparation to build this,” Carter said, answering her unspoken question. “I have enough supplies here to last for many years.”

				Sandy marveled at the supply of canned goods, the quantity of which she might’ve expected to find in a basement, not in a room on some deserted mountain.

				“And you built this by yourself?” Simon asked.

				“It took a lot of probing, and some digging.” Carter smiled. “And a lot of research. The closest you can get to this place by car is a few miles. Martha helped me pick the spot. She used to humor me, before she died. I’m not sure she ever believed me, fully, but she was a good woman.”

				Clearing his throat, Carter walked to one of the shelves and brought out a medical kit. He beckoned to Simon. “Let me have a look at that wound. I can probably stitch you up.”

			

			
				Simon unwrapped the makeshift bandage. “I was stabbed by a man that was trying to kill us,” he explained. “We’ve run into some bad luck, as you can imagine.”

				“I believe it.” Carter pulled out one of the camping stools so Simon could sit. He inspected the wound. “I used to be a paramedic in my younger years.”

				Simon nodded.

				“You’ll probably want some of this, first,” Carter said, retrieving a bottle of bourbon from a shelf.

				“Thanks,” Simon said, taking the bottle and swigging off it.

				While Carter prepared to stitch up Simon, Hector asked, “You said you were a paramedic?”

				“Yes, in my twenties,” Carter said. “For most of my life, I was a history professor.”

				Sandy looked at him, surprised. “A history professor?”

				“I retired a few years ago. Studying history is what prompted me to build all this,” Carter explained. “I’ve seen what humanity does to itself over the years. I’ve seen the cycles of violence repeated. The world has become too self-absorbed. Technology hasn’t helped us any, in that regard. I knew it was only a matter of time until society collapsed. That’s when I began searching for a place like this. About five years ago, I found it, and I started building. It’s a work in progress.”

				Having prepared for giving stitches, Carter went to work with practiced hands. Simon flinched several times, but did his best to keep a brave face.

			

			
				“Do you think the agents are really behind this?”

				Carter nodded knowingly. “Yes. In fact, nothing you told me is a surprise.”

				“What do you mean?” Sandy asked.

				“I’ve been listening to transmissions, piecing things together since I’ve been up here.” Carter took a breath. “I have a shelf full of radios in the other room. The people you’re speaking about have been planning this for years. They’ve been waiting for this moment, and for a perfect first target. St. Matthews was ground zero for the contamination.”
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				“How can you know that?” Hector asked, an expression of shock on his face.

				“There’s a network out there, Hector, people like me who are hunkered down and listening to things. St. Matthews was the first target for these men. They used it as a test run so they could infect other areas. Their goal was to get rid of enough of us to cause a collapse, so they could take over and build a new civilization.”

				Sandy digested the information. “Unbelievable. How far has this spread?”

				“Texas, Oklahoma, Colorado, New Mexico, and Arizona. But it seems to have been contained now.”

				“By the government?”

				“No.” Carter grinned. “By civilians. A few days ago, some people located the compound housing the agents and killed many of them. I don’t know all the details, but that’s what I heard from some of my transmissions.”

				“That must mean the army is out there,” Sandy asked, hope blossoming inside her.

				“Yes. According to what I heard, the military is setting up a compound in St. Matthews, among other places. They were headed here from the White Sands Missile Range in New Mexico.”

				“Did they arrive?”

				“I’m not sure. That was the last I heard,” Carter admitted. “The radios have been fairly quiet.”

				Sandy shook her head incredulously.

				“If there is a compound in St. Matthews, then we can find help, real help,” Sandy said, unable to contain her excitement. “Your sons might even be there.”

			

			
				Carter shook his head. “I know better than to believe that.”

				“Don’t you want to find out for sure?”

				Carter watched them silently for a moment. “I might be a foolish old man, but I have no desire to go back to St. Matthews. Not now, not ever.”

				“What are you going to do?” Hector asked. “Stay up here forever?”

				“Why not?” Carter shrugged, pointing to a bow on the wall. “I can hunt. I can fish. I have water from the brook to boil and drink. I have plenty of supplies. I’ve been preparing for something like this for most of my life. I’ll get by, like I always do.”

				“Won’t it be dangerous living out here? You’ll have no way to get help quickly, if something should happen,” Sandy said.

				“No more dangerous than living out there.”

				Sandy frowned. She wasn’t ready to accept his answer. “Your sons might be looking for you. I know you think they’re dead, but you have to have hope.”

				“If, by the grace of God, my sons survived, they’ll know where to look for me. Otherwise, I have no reason to go back.”

				Sandy blew a sad breath, but she understood the man’s reasoning. Still, she felt a strong urge to get to the compound.

				“We should leave now,” Sandy said. “We shouldn’t waste any more time. If they’re really setting up a compound in St. Matthews, it’s in our best interest to get there.”

				“I wouldn’t suggest leaving now, unless you want to go through the mountains in the dark. Those creatures are everywhere, and traveling with flashlights isn’t a smart move. It’ll be dusk soon. I’d suggest leaving in the morning.”

			

			
				“He’s probably right,” Simon agreed.

				“Get some rest,” Carter said. “I’ll cook you some dinner. Afterward, I’ll see if I can get more concrete information.”

				“I don’t know how to thank you,” Sandy said.

				“Don’t,” Carter said. “The only thing I ask is that you tell no one about where I’m staying. I don’t want anyone else showing up here. I’ve trusted you. I’ve brought you in. Don’t make me regret it.”

				Sandy and the others nodded. They wouldn’t break their promise. Sandy closed her eyes and reopened them. She was still in disbelief of what she’d heard. For the first time since the contamination started, she felt a sense of real hope—a hope that was calling to her from beyond the shelter door.
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				Carter took out a small burner and a pot, opened a can of beans, and put them over the flame. They watched quietly as Carter cooked and dished out portions of beans for them.

				“I don’t understand how these people could get away with this,” Hector said. “It seems insane.”

				Carter didn’t seem as shocked as them. “We are the most advanced we’ve ever been, but at the same time, we’re the most vulnerable. The whole world is interconnected. That leads to a lot of great possibilities, but also some horrific ones.”

			

			
				Sandy told them how her credit card information had once been stolen. “Nothing is truly safe, is it?”

				“The government can’t regulate all the technology we’re developing. And they certainly can’t keep watch over everyone. I’m sure there are a lot of people who want this to happen, people who desire it badly enough that they’d find a way to coordinate it, no matter how much time or money it takes.”

				“Do you think the government knew about any of this?” Sandy asked.

				“Who knows?” Carter shrugged. “My guess is that they didn’t know what was happening until it had already been done. All they can do now is clean up the aftermath.”

				“I hope it’s really over,” Marcia said, biting her lip.

				“There’s no way to know for sure,” Carter said.

				They finished eating, assisting Carter in cleaning up the dishes. Sandy was surprised to find that her stomach was sated by the meal. Perhaps it was the knowledge that, for the moment, they were safe, and that the possibility of rescue—real rescue—was close. She smiled at Simon as he put away some of Carter’s supplies. He seemed to be doing better than he had been before. For a moment, Sandy almost convinced herself she was a guest in someone’s home, and that soon they’d say their goodbyes, heading home to the same apartments and houses they’d left. It was hard to believe that those places were probably ravaged.

				They grew quiet as they contemplated their journey in the morning. Carter pointed out several places where they could sleep, offering them sleeping bags and blankets.

			

			
				“These were going to be for my wife and sons. At least someone will use them.” His sad smile seemed genuine. “I’m going to listen to some broadcasts while you rest. See if I can find some confirmation that the compound is being set up.”

				“Thanks, Carter,” Sandy said, and she meant it.

				“I’m sure you’re tired, but before you get some sleep, you should see the view,” Carter said with a knowing smile.

				“What do you mean?” Sandy asked.

				“We’re pretty high up. You won’t believe what you can see from here.”
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				The sun had just started descending beyond the distant mountains, casting an amber orange glow in the sky. Lingering beams of light illuminated the hills and peaks over which they’d traveled.

				“Carter was right. It’s beautiful,” Sandy said to the others.

				Simon, Hector, Marcia, and Anabel agreed.

				They watched the sun sink lower and darkness creep in, each of them quiet and reflective. After a while, Hector and his family went inside to clean up and get ready for bed while Sandy remained outside with Simon. They stood in silence for a while.

				“When I was in that minivan, watching the creatures coming at me, I thought I was dead,” Simon said to Sandy. “I never thought I’d be standing here right now.”

				Sandy smiled. In truth, she’d harbored some of those same thoughts, though she’d prayed he’d be all right. “Every morning I wake up, I wonder what horror the next day will bring. But for the first time in a while, I’m looking forward to tomorrow.”

			

			
				“Do you think we’ll reach the compound?” Simon asked.

				“I don’t see why not,” Sandy said. “We’ve gotten through everything else. Hopefully it exists, though I get nervous about Carter’s warnings. Do you think something like this will happen again?”

				Simon sighed. “I think Carter’s right to be cautious. But I have a good feeling about this compound. For the first time in a while, I have a feeling we’re going to be all right.”

				“I want to believe that.”

				“Then do it.”

				Simon reached over and found her hand. She squeezed him back. They stood next to each other in a comfortable silence for several more minutes, taking in the stars and the hoots of night animals, and then retired to the bunker to get some sleep.
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				They packed their belongings at first light. Overnight, Carter had gotten an approximate location of where the compound was located, though he couldn’t say for sure whether it was still there.

				“The radios were quiet all night,” he said. “I’m not sure what’s happening. Are you sure you want to leave?”

				Sandy looked at the others briefly before nodding. “Yes. We have to try. If things don’t go as planned, we can always come back, right?”

				“Of course.”

				Carter sent them with additional food to complement the supplies they had, as well as a compass. He gave them explicit instructions on how to reach the campsite, though they’d traveled that way the day before. Even though he’d known them a short time, he seemed worried about them. When they’d exhausted the last of their plans, they headed for the door.

				“Thanks for everything, Carter,” Sandy told him.

				“Don’t mention it,” he said as he led them to the door. He lingered, watching them with a look of nostalgia. Maybe he was thinking about his sons.

				“Are you sure you’re not coming?” Sandy looked at him, hoping he might change his mind.

				Carter remained steadfast. “I’m sure. If you find my sons, please tell them I’m alive. They’ll know where to find me.”

				They nodded, saying farewell. And then he was opening the door for them, and they were traveling the same path they’d come the day before. Sandy glanced over her shoulder several times as they walked down the steep, narrow mountain, giving Carter a wave as they descended.

			

			
				And then he was out of sight.

				She wondered what the coming days would bring for him, what his life would be like. A part of her couldn’t imagine living in the secluded hideaway alone, with only the mountains and the distant valleys and forest for company. Another part of her decided it might be liberating.

				She wished nothing but the best for him.
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				The trip went faster than the day before. With a night’s rest under their belts, and Simon stitched up, they were able to pick up the pace. They hiked the same valley and mountain path they’d taken the day before, recognizing several landmarks. Even Anabel kept up with the grownups, her small legs pumping as she hiked.

				“Are we going home now?” she asked Hector and Marcia.

				“I’m not sure, honey,” Hector said. “But we’ll see.”

				Sandy had barely blinked before several hours had passed. They traveled over the hill and through the thick forest, approaching the campground. The minivan was in the same place in which they had left it. Two creatures hovered around the vehicle, staring through the open driver’s side window. Their hisses carried over the wind. It had been long enough since they’d seen one of the creatures that Sandy had almost convinced herself they weren’t real.

			

			
				They disposed of the things with knives to the head, and then packed their belongings inside. Other than a thin layer of pine needles stuck to the windshield, the vehicle was untouched. They got inside with haste and assumed the positions that had become routine, by now.

				“Are you sure you’re up for driving?” Hector asked Sandy.

				“Yes,” she said, “I want to.”

				She looked in the backseat. Marcia and Anabel gave her frightened but hopeful smiles. Simon gave her a confident nod.

				She started the car. Several creatures lurked through the campsite as they drove through it, staring at the vehicle.

				“Is it just me, or are they moving slower than before?” Sandy asked.

				Hector watched them with a curious expression on his face. “Maybe they’re tired. Maybe they’ve had enough.”

				“I think we all have,” Simon agreed.
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				The journey down the mountain was uneventful. They passed several abandoned, wrecked vehicles, but the turnoffs to the campsites looked just as deserted as when they’d passed them on the way up. Sandy’s foot began to tire from driving. She felt as if she were constantly hitting the brakes, descending down a mountain that was treacherous to climb, and was no less treacherous to descend. She kept away from the edge and steered with caution.

				Soon they were rolling into town. Sandy kept her eyes on the lifeless streets. Her hope was that they’d see a cavalry of military and police officers, waiting for them, but the town was as empty as before. The wind gusted, carrying several papers over the hood of the minivan. One of them stuck to the grille, flapping and unsticking.

				“What if something happened, and no one’s here?” she asked.

				The others watched the road in silence, hit with the first moment of despair since leaving.

				“We need to get across town,” Hector said, pointing at one of the turns. “That’s the only way we’ll know for sure.”

				Sandy took the turns with a practiced ease, driving around wrecked vehicles and rubbish that would’ve been out of place just a while ago, but was commonplace now. They drove through some of the same streets they’d traveled before, heading to the other side of town, keeping away from the main roads. Soon they were approaching the street to which Carter had directed them.

			

			
				Gunshots pierced the air.

				Sandy stiffened and clutched the wheel.

				“What was that?” Marcia whispered from the backseat.

				She slowed the vehicle to a crawl as she tried to determine the source of the noise. In the backseat, Simon, Marcia, and Anabel strained to get a better view.

				They scrutinized the area, looking past industrial buildings that had sprung up on either side of the road. Cars turned at various angles blocked their view of the roadway. The noise seemed to be coming from a few streets away.

				“The commotion is coming from where we’re headed,” Hector said nervously. “Should we turn around?”

				A spike of fear coursed through Sandy at the thought of coming across more violent, crazed individuals.

				“Wait. I see something,” Hector said, peering out the windshield.

				Suddenly, Anabel spoke up. “Army people!”

				Several men in army fatigues came into view as they rounded a bend, pointing guns at creatures in the road, shooting them down. As they curved with the road, Sandy saw a line of military Humvees and jeeps parked across the street—a glimmer of order in an otherwise chaotic landscape. Groups of men with masks uncurled a fence, staking it off in the ground. Behind them, a few more were setting up tents. The men in fatigues looked up, noticing the minivan.

			

			
				“My God,” Marcia said as she hugged Anabel. “Carter was right.”
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				“Put your guns on the floor,” Hector said as he looked at the others. “We don’t want them to think we’re dangerous.”

				Sandy pulled up, stopping several hundred feet away from the soldiers. She let the vehicle idle as several soldiers cautiously approached them. Men wearing masks came up to the driver’s side, instructing Sandy and the others to put their hands in the air. They complied without argument. Sandy watched the approaching soldiers in disbelief, still shocked to see them, still shocked that it wasn’t a dream.

				One of the soldiers took the lead. His hair was dark underneath his military cap.

				“Are you armed?” he called in.

				“Our weapons are on the floor.”

				“We’ll need you to leave them where they are.”

				“Of course.” Sandy swallowed, caught between nervousness and relief.

				“Are any of you infected?” he asked, as several people in white Hazmat suits approached the vehicle.

				“No,” Sandy said, realizing how lucky she was to speak those words.

				“We’ll need to check you out.”

				“Of course. I can’t believe you’re here.”

				“You’re the first survivors we’ve found alive in St. Matthews. I’m Sgt. Hicks.”
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				Gunfire rattled in the background as Sgt. Hicks led them to a medical tent that was just being set up. They watched as a bustle of military, CDC, and other teams established fences outside the perimeter, while others warded off the roaming infected.

				“You’ll need to be tested for signs of the infection,” Sgt. Hicks explained, as they waited for the team to get supplies in place. “We need to make sure you aren’t a danger to anyone.”

				“I understand,” Sandy said.

				Hicks cleared his throat as he prepared more instructions. “You’ll spend a few hours in medical, being tested and observed. When you’re finished and cleared, we’ll take statements.” He paused, his demeanor turning from stern to compassionate. “I know you’ve been through a lot. Frankly, we could use all the information we can get.”

				Sandy and her companions followed Hicks to a medical tent, where they were tested and observed. The examinations felt like they went on forever—pokes, prods and blood tests, questions that Sandy felt like she answered several times. But she understood the precaution. Being tested was better than the alternative: being left to deal with the creatures in a violent, unpredictable world. She was glad they’d gotten to safety.

				When they’d finished, Hicks brought them to a long, white trailer. Sandy waited her turn while Simon went first. A military woman with the name badge “Johnson” was ordered to stand guard next to them while the fences were still being finished.

				Turning to Hector, Sandy said, “I never thought I’d see this much order again.”

			

			
				“It’s unbelievable,” Hector marveled.

				The gunfire had died down, but the soldiers had taken to walking the perimeter, surveying the mountains and the roads. Others unfolded tents, setting them up with ease. In one tent, Sandy saw people unpacking what looked like cooking supplies. She hadn’t eaten much since leaving Carter’s. They’d only had a light breakfast. Her stomach grumbled at the thought of food.

				“We’ll get you something to eat soon,” said Johnson, determining the reason behind Sandy’s gaze. Johnson’s smile was stoic, but warm.

				Before Sandy could answer, the trailer door opened and Simon came out, watching her.

				“Your turn,” he told Sandy.
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				The trailer was as clean and organized as the rest of camp. Several shelves full of files and computers lined one wall. The floor was immaculate. Hicks and another man with white hair sat in chairs opposite Sandy, taking notes as they questioned her.

				The men exchanged a glance before asking, “If you wouldn’t mind, we’d like you to tell the story of how you ended up here.”

				Sandy launched into her tale without hesitation, telling of how she’d discovered her brother, how she’d hid out in St. Matthews, and how they’d escaped the lumberyard. She said that they’d begun searching for help in the mountains, but had returned when they hadn’t found it. She made sure to give them information on Dan and Quinn, but she left out anything about Carter.

				“You’re lucky to be alive,” Hicks told her. His expression seemed genuine.

				“How long will we be staying here?” Sandy asked.

				“We’re not sure yet,” the second man admitted. “We’re in the beginning stages of knowing the scope of this thing. But your information will be helpful as we try to find others.”

				“I hope there are others to find,” Sandy said.

				“We’ve had some encouraging reports from some of the other camps,” Hicks told her. “I have faith.”
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				Sandy stood next to Simon as they looked over the newly constructed fences and tents, marveling at how empty they looked. In the coming days, those tents would fill with people, if Hicks were to be believed.

			

			
				“There are bound to be other people who were immune,” Simon said, watching the campsite.

				“I hope so.”

				Behind them, Hector, Marcia, and Anabel hugged each other, grateful to be alive and safe. Sandy waited until Johnson had roamed farther away before she said anything else.

				“What did you tell them?” Sandy asked, looking sideways at the trailer where they’d been questioned.

				“The truth, for the most part,” Simon said.

				“Did you say anything about Carter?” Sandy asked.

				“No.” Simon shook his head, a smile crossing his face. “I wouldn’t break that promise. The others won’t, either.”

				“Good,” Sandy said. She smiled and looked up at the mountains, picturing Carter sitting on some distant perch, watching them. She hoped he found peace, whether or not he found his sons. “We owe him for helping us.”

				She switched her focus to the soldiers milling around the campsite, some of who had finished setting up tents. She wondered which ones would house them. Would they have their own? Sandy couldn’t imagine having a living space that she didn’t share. Even at the lumberyard, she’d been lucky to get a spot to sleep on that wasn’t right next to the others, with the constant need to keep guard over one another.

			

			
				Her thoughts were interrupted by the sound of a car rolling up to the gate. Some of the soldiers stiffened. They made for the entrance, guns drawn as a brown sedan with scrapes and dents came to a slow stop in front of the compound.

				“Who’s that?” Simon asked, frowning.

				“I’m not sure.” Sandy shared his expression as they jogged toward the gate.

				As they got closer, she half-hoped she’d find someone she recognized, but she’d never seen the people before. A man with a beard was hugging what appeared to be his wife. The survivors talked excitedly, pointing at the campground with the same look of hope that Sandy had probably just a few hours ago. The men in Hazmat suits led them from the vehicle, taking the same precautions they’d taken with Sandy and her group. Sandy bit her lip as she watched them.

				“What were you thinking?” Simon asked.

				“I was just thinking it might be Dan and Quinn,” Sandy admitted. “Or Carter’s sons.”

				“Me, too,” Simon said.

				They watched the newcomers talk animatedly for several minutes as the gates were opened and they were led inside. More men in protective suits surrounded them, ushering them toward the medical trailer.

				“Dan and Quinn were heading over the mountains, right?” Simon asked.

				“Yes. That was what they said. I was hoping we’d run into them while we were up there.”

				Simon stared down the road as he reflected on it. “You remember what I said about finding the compound?”

			

			
				“Of course. You said you had a good feeling about it.”

				“Well, I have a good feeling about Dan and Quinn, too.”

				Sandy smiled. “You know what? So do I.”

				She let her smile linger as she took Simon’s arm, leading him back toward the tents, where the smell of fresh cooked food drifted over the campsite.
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				THE END

			

			
				



			

	


AFTERWORD

				Hello!

				 

				If you’re reading this, I’ll assume that you have finished reading the Contamination Super Boxed Set Books 0-7. If so, I’d like to thank you for your interest and support. Each of these books has been a pleasure to write, and I hope you have enjoyed reading them as much as I’ve enjoyed writing them.

				What’s next? If you haven’t checked out the standalone book Contamination: Dead Instinct, you can get that book now. I’ve had some requests for a follow-up to that story, so you never know when that might appear.

				Again, please accept my eternal thanks for reading this far. I have a lot of other stories planned (both zombie-related and otherwise), and hopefully we will meet again at some point in the future!

				Want more? Leave a review and let me know. Reviews are like report cards. I never know what grade I’m going to get, but I always hope for an “A”.

				 

				Until next time,

				-Tyler William Piperbrook

				October 2016

				 

				P.S. For a preview of Contamination: Dead Instinct, simply flip the page!
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PART ONE – SITUATION DEGENERATES

			

			
				



			

	


1

				“If you say a word, I’ll kill you,” Ken said, pointing the gun at the man next to him. He pulled the man behind the liquor store counter, his gaze flitting across the aisles. Ken’s wife was crouched on his right. She stared at him with panicked eyes. She was holding a gun, too, but she’d never used one.

				Ken peered over the counter, past the aisles and through the shattered storefront windows. Two men in dark T-shirts were heading toward the store, their boots crushing gravel. Both were tall and muscled—in much better shape than Ken—and both wore army pants. One of them sported a moustache, and his face was twisted in a grin.

				In his hand was the head of one of the infected.

				Ken had watched the man slice it from an already-dead body in the parking lot, joking with his friend at the mess he’d made. Now he was holding it by the hair. Ken could only guess what the man would do to him and his wife if they were found.

				He watched in horror as the man tossed the head across the parking lot. The head rolled across the pavement, picking up speed, and then ricocheted off a nearby Dumpster.

				A week ago, a virus had ravaged the Southwest, overtaking the majority of the population with sickness. Once-normal people had been turned into bloodthirsty lunatics, bent on rending the survivors limb from limb. Those that hadn’t turned wished they had. Aside from the roaming infected, the streets were filled with violent, sadistic individuals.

			

			
				Men like the ones outside.

				Ken swallowed as he watched them approach. Their voices echoed across the parking lot.

				“Let’s have a look in the store,” the mustached man said to his friend, gesturing toward the building.

				“Sounds good.”

				“Is David in there?”

				“Damned if I know. The fucker is always taking off. I told him to wait, but he wouldn’t listen…”

				The two men advanced toward the store.

				Ken heard a muffled cough to his left and turned to face the man he was pointing the gun at. The man was covered in dirt and blood, and his forehead was bleeding. A few minutes earlier, the man had stumbled on him and Roberta and tried to attack them.

				Luckily, Ken had gotten the upper hand.

				“Let me go, or they’ll kill you,” the man hissed.

				Ken jabbed the pistol into the man’s side, prompting him to be quiet. The truth was, the men would kill them either way if they were discovered.

				Ken’s eyes darted to the rear of the store. Behind him was a back door that was barricaded with boxes and shelves. More than likely, a survivor had secured the door back when the infection began. There’d be no getting through it easily. He met Roberta’s eyes. He could tell she was contemplating the same thing.

				“We’ll never make it,” he whispered to her.

				She nodded, tears forming in the corners of her eyes.

				“At least let me stretch,” the injured man complained. “My legs are getting cramped. Both of you have guns, anyway. What do you think I’m going to do?”

			

			
				Ken looked at his pistol, then back at the man.

				“No way. Keep still.”

				Even if he wanted to let the man go, it was too late. All he could do now was try to keep the man quiet in the hopes that the three of them could stay undetected.

				The men in the parking lot were getting closer, surveying the convenience store with rabid eyes. Every once in a while, they gestured toward a dead body on the ground, snickering at the chaos around them.

				Ken couldn’t comprehend the cruelty of some men. But then again, he’d always been a God-fearing man, and he’d let his faith guide his actions. It was unfair to assume everyone did the same. He let one hand off the gun and felt for the cross around his neck.

				Something brushed his pant leg, and he startled. When he looked down, he found his wife’s hand clenched to the fabric of his ripped jeans. He’d been married to Roberta for twenty-five years. He loved her more than life itself.

				He couldn’t let it end this way. Not here, not now.

				He let go of the cross and laced fingers with his wife.

				The men in the road had reached the store’s entrance. Ken watched the mustached man rip open the door, then heard him chuckle.

				“Will you look at this, Willy?”

				His friend leaned over his shoulder.

				“A thirty-pack. Untouched. Now that’s some lucky shit, right there.”

			

			
				Willy slapped the mustached man on the back, letting out a hoot.

				“Hot damn, Tony, and I thought we’d be sober all afternoon!”

				The mustached man—Tony—reached down and tugged at the closed carton, snatching a can of beer from inside. For a split second, he juggled his beverage and his gun, working to open the container. He popped the can, releasing a spray of carbonation.

				The men laughed as the beer dripped onto the floor.

				They were twenty yards away.

				Ken contemplated breaking his cover and firing at them. Although he wasn’t the best shot, he had a fair chance at hitting one of them, and he’d have the element of surprise on his side. As if she sensed his thought, Roberta tightened her grip on his hand. He sucked in a breath and waited.

				He couldn’t justify shooting a man in cold blood.

				He couldn’t.

				He kept his eyes glued on the men, peering at them between the bars of a cigarette display case. The store was a mess. It looked like it’d been raided several times over; most of the items had been ripped open, stolen, or consumed. Before the men had arrived, Ken and Roberta had gone inside in hopes of finding supplies.

				Now Ken wished he’d never come in at all.

				He watched as Tony guzzled the beer he’d opened, foam dripping off his chin. Willy laughed.

				“Gimme one, Tony.”

				Tony frowned.

			

			
				“Get your own, you lazy son of a bitch.”

				Willy leaned down and retrieved a can, sliding it out of the carton. Ken noticed both men’s shirts were stained with blood, and their hands were covered in dirt. He wondered how long they’d been on the road.

				He could only guess at how many people they’d killed.

				“Why don’t we see if there’s any money in the register?” Tony suggested.

				“You really think there’s anything in there?”

				“Worth a look. If things ever go back to normal, we might need it. If we find any cash, we’ll split it.”

				“What about David?”

				“He’s not here. He missed the boat.”

				The two men laughed.

				Ken’s eyes darted across the counter. The cash register hung open to his right, just above Roberta’s head. He caught a glimpse of his wife’s expression—her eyes had widened, and her hand shook in his.

				He pried himself from her grasp and placed both hands on the gun.

				Willy stepped in the direction of the counter, still sipping his beer. His eyes roamed the tipped display cases on the counter, passing a string of untouched lotto tickets, a case of chewing tobacco, and a pack of cigarettes. A second later, they locked on the register. He took another step.

				Ken ducked lower into the shadows. He watched the opposite end of the counter—the place where the man would eventually appear—and waited, his gun still trained on the man he held hostage.

				At any moment, he’d be forced into a confrontation, and once that happened, there’d be no going back. He knew he couldn’t hesitate. A second lost would mean a missed opportunity, and a missed opportunity would cost them their lives.

			

			
				There’d be no reasoning with these men. He could sense it.

				He tightened his grip on the gun handle, gritting his teeth so hard he thought they’d crack. He could feel his pulse beating through his neck, the driving rhythm of a song on its last chorus.

				He heard footsteps from the other side of the counter. The crack of another beer can. In just a few seconds he and his wife would be exposed. He cast a sideways glance at his prisoner, just in time to catch the man stifling a cough.

				“You hear that, Willy?”

				“Hear what?”

				Ken’s heart leapt in his chest.

				“I heard something.”

				The room went silent for a minute as both men listened. Ken stared at David, prodding his gun deep into the man’s stomach, warning him to keep quiet.

				“I don’t think so, man. You must be drunk already,” Willy chided.

				Ken held his breath, keeping his aim on the end of the counter. His eyes ran across spilled snack displays and scattered packs of cigarettes. He heard the clink of a can being set on the floor.

				“I’m not messing around, man. I have perfect hearing. In fact, my mother said—”

				“I don’t give a fuck what your mother said.”

				The room quieted. Ken heard the scuffle of boots on the floor, the sound of men breathing. After a few seconds, a voice broke the silence.

			

			
				“I think it was just a car passing by,” Willy said.

				“All right. Let’s go check it out.”

				“Where’s David?”

				“Who cares? He’ll catch up.”

				Two pairs of feet crunched the floor again, this time headed in the opposite direction. Ken felt a flood of relief. Just moments ago, he’d been ready to engage in a gunfight—one that could have cost them their lives. And now, by a stroke of luck, the crisis had been averted.

				His gaze wandered to his wife, then to the man next to him. Both appeared as relieved as he was. He adjusted his stance on the ground, fighting the cramps that had crept into his legs, listening to footsteps fade in the distance. He’d wait a minute; then he’d risk a glance.

				He was about to look over the counter when David screamed.

				“In here! Help! They’ve got me hostage!”

				Ken leapt at the man, hoping to silence him, but it was too late. The footsteps had changed direction.

				The men were racing back to the store.

				[image: Horror-01.psd]


				Want to read more?
Get it HERE on Amazon!
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**REVIEWS**

				Also, if you enjoyed the series, PLEASE leave a review, as this would be a HUGE help in allowing others to discover my works and will allow me to keep doing what I love most: writing!

				 

				Take care and happy reading!

				 

				-Tyler
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