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OUTAGE

When newlyweds Abby and Rob awaken, the power is out, the neighborhood is covered in snow, and the house is freezing.

They’ll soon find out that the storm is the least of their worries.

Somewhere outside, something else is lurking. Waiting for the chance to strike…

 

OUTAGE 2: THE AWAKENING

Tom Sotheby has escaped the forest, but he is far from safe. His wife has been butchered. The town he once knew is a barren white wasteland.

And the beasts won’t rest until he’s dead.

His only hope is to get to town, to safety he isn’t sure exists…

 

OUTAGE 3: VENGEANCE

Beaten, bloodied, and stripped of those he loves, Tom Sotheby is determined to ward off the beasts. As he prepares for the final hours of the night, he’ll need to summon every ounce of strength and courage he has.

Will he survive the Great Storm, or will the beasts claim his life?
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Prologue

Leon Hamilton awoke to a wall of static. He blinked twice, watching black and white spots dance across the television screen. His left hand clutched the beer he’d been working on; his legs were stiff and asleep.

“Aw, hell,” he muttered.

Adeline was going to kill him. He’d promised to be in bed hours ago, but he’d fallen asleep again. That was the third time this week.

Now he was going to wake her when he got into bed. His late-night television habit had long been a source of conflict, and one he’d promised to work on. Now he was going to get his ass reamed.

Leon set the half-empty beer on the end table next to him. He was surprised he hadn’t dropped it. If he had, he’d have been in even more trouble. The only thing his wife liked better than sleep was a clean house.

A beer stain would mean the end of him.

After setting down his beer, he reached for the television remote. He was about to shut off the set when he noticed something. According to the clock on the television, it was ten past eleven, but already the cable box had turned off. Usually, the timer lasted for a good five hours.

That’s strange, he thought.

Maybe there was an issue with the cable. He contemplated checking the wires but thought better of taking the time to do it now. He was in enough trouble as it was. He decided to leave it until the morning. He got to his feet and clicked the power button on the remote. The television winked off.




Still groggy, Leon stretched, shaking off the remnants of sleep, and started through the den. The glow of kitchen appliances filtered in from the next room. In front of him were an open kitchen and living room; in between was a small hallway that led to a bathroom. Adeline was sleeping upstairs. They’d talked about downsizing after the kids had moved out, but they hadn’t gotten around to it yet.

Leon padded through the kitchen, trying to make as little noise as possible. If he could avoid waking Adeline, maybe he could dodge her verbal assault until morning. Maybe she won’t even know I was up. He smiled at the thought. He took the hallway on his left and studied the bathroom. After a careful internal debate, he detoured into it.

As worried as he was about the noise, he had to piss.

The bathroom floor consisted of tile. Leon could feel the cold through his socks, creeping into the arches of his feet and numbing his toes.

He nudged the door closed to a crack and headed for the toilet. A lone green nightlight occupied the outlet above the sink, casting an ethereal glow through the room. Leon unzipped his fly. Above him was a window, and he stared through the pane while he relieved himself.

It was then that he noticed the snow.

Large white flakes drifted past the window, obscuring his view of the outside. His brow furrowed. He hadn’t heard mention of snow in the forecast. It was only October, after all—much too early for a storm. He blinked a few times to ensure he wasn’t imagining things, but the snow continued.




So that’s why it’s so damn cold in here, he thought.

With a shrug, Leon finished his business and headed to the sink, aiming to wash his hands. He’d just reached for the faucet when the nightlight went out.

What the hell?

He held still for a minute, confused. Had the bulb burned out? If so, he had some of the worst luck ever. First the cable and now this, he thought. He felt around the wall for the device, thinking he could coax it into working. It took a second for him to realize the whole house had gone silent.

The power was out.

Leon paused, his hand on the nightlight. The routine hum of appliances had ceased, plunging the house into absolute quiet. Outside, the wind kicked up a notch, peppering snow against the windowpane. Although there were no lights on the side of the house, he could see the white powder by the pale light of the sky.

Dammit. That meant the heat wouldn’t work, either.

Shaking his head, Leon inched open the bathroom door and stepped into the hallway. One of the floorboards creaked. He cursed under his breath, listening for Adeline.

He was about to head upstairs to the bedroom when he heard a clatter. Leon jumped and swiveled around in the dark house. It took him a second to realize the noise hadn’t come from within the house, but from the yard.




What the hell was that?

He backed away from the doorway. Had animals gotten into the garbage again? He thought he’d warded them off for good last time. Dammit.

He could hear his wife snoring upstairs. She’d be pissed if the animals made a mess. The last thing he wanted to do was go outside, but the thought of Adeline chewing him out prompted him to head back into the kitchen and get his coat. On his way, he peered out the sliding glass doors in the living room, but saw nothing. He pulled on his jacket, then walked through the kitchen and to the back door.

A pair of boots lay on the floor mat. He retrieved them and slipped them on. When he’d finished dressing, he turned his attention outside. The wind had picked up, and it battered against the windowpane, casting a layer of white over the small, rectangular windows. Out of habit, he flicked on the light switch.

The backyard remained dark.

The garbage bins were about a hundred feet away, next to the shed. He peered into the night but could make out little more than their outlines in the snow. There was no sign of any animals.

Perhaps the raccoons had already scurried away.

For a second, he contemplated going to bed. But if he did, and the animals made a mess, he’d feel Adeline’s wrath for sure.

He reached for a broom beside the refrigerator, then opened the back door. He was immediately hit with a blast of cold. Leon folded his arms across his chest. It was freezing.

He’d make quick work of the animals, then scoot back inside.




He stepped into the yard, immediately blinded by the falling snow. In just a few minutes the storm had intensified, and he could no longer see more than a few feet in front of him. There were already several inches of snow on the ground. He shielded his face with his arms and took another step, wielding the broom. His legs faltered.

Leon was groggy, and half-drunk to boot. I shouldn’t have had that many beers before bedtime. I should’ve gone to bed. If he’d skipped watching television, he’d be asleep right now. But it was too late for that.

He picked up his pace, boots crunching the snow. The shed loomed closer. Through the blizzard, he could now make out the white vinyl siding and the black shutters that matched his house. The two garbage bins sat next to it. Neither appeared to have been disturbed. False alarm, he thought. If the critters had been trying to get in, there was no sign of them now.

He looked to his right. Past the neighbor’s fence, he could see the shadowed hulk of the house next door. The raised ranch was dark.

They’re probably asleep. Like I should be.

Whatever he’d heard must not have been the garbage cans. Perhaps he was imagining things. Leon was tired as hell, after all.

He turned his attention back to the house and began slogging his way through the snow. In front of him he could see the outline of the back door, which he’d left open a crack. He was almost there. He blinked to clear the ice that clung to his eyelashes.




It was then that he sensed something behind him.

Leon paused mid-stride, tightening his grip on the broom. His feet quaked from the cold, and his face felt like it was going numb. In spite of that, he smiled. The stupid raccoons probably thought they were going to pull one over on him. Maybe they were trying to wait him out. If that was the case, they had another thing coming.

He spun and peered into the darkness. The shed and the garbage cans were exactly as he remembered them.

Next to them, cloaked in shadow, was a pair of eyes.

Leon blinked twice to ensure he wasn’t seeing things, but the image persisted: twin embers looking at him from the left-hand side of the shed.

Was he imagining things? Was he more drunk than he thought? He squinted, but could only make out a shadowed mass behind the cans. Whatever it was, it was big. Much bigger than any raccoon.

He’d need more than a broom.

Before he could react, the thing moved.

Leon fell back a step, almost losing his balance. The thing watched his movements, tracking him like prey. Though he couldn’t see what the thing was, he could sense that it was dangerous, that it meant him harm, and he fought the overpowering urge to run.

Whatever it was would sense his fear.

He wasn’t sure of much, but that he knew.

He backpedaled slowly, testing each step. Although he wasn’t far from the door, he knew that running might provoke a predator to attack. If he could get just a little farther, he could clear the doorway. Then he’d slam the door and call animal control.




The police. Someone. Anyone. Someone would take care of it, and afterward, he’d get some sleep.

The thing moved again.

Leon repeated his plan in his head as he inched backward, his heart knocking against his ribcage. He was getting close to the door. He could see the house in his peripheral vision; he was almost there.

Before he could reach the door, the shape emerged from the shadows, illuminated by the pale wintry sky. The animal—thing—was the size of a man, but it walked on both hands and feet, its body covered in coarse dark hair. It sniffed the air as it came toward him, eyes blazing.

Leon attempted to turn, but in his panic, he tripped. The snow had already accumulated several inches, and he stumbled in the crevice of his own footprints. Suddenly he was flat on his back.

He pushed off the ground, scrambling to right himself, but he was too late.

The creature was already loping toward him, and before he knew it the thing was hovering over him, its warm breath misting the air. Leon opened his mouth to scream, but no sound came out. His heart thundered.

He watched as the creature tilted its head to the sky as if performing some ancient ritual. Tendons stretched, nostrils flared. Its eyes roved the night, perusing the heavens, then lowered and locked on his face.




The last thing Leon saw was a set of jagged teeth and claws. He screamed as the creature ripped into him, its nails severing his head from his body.

His last conscious thought was of Adeline.

In his haste, he’d neglected to shut the door.











	


PART ONE – THE STORM













	


Chapter One

Abby Tanner awoke to a series of cracks and thumps, and she sat upright in her bed, certain the roof was about to cave in. The room was dark, but the windows contained an eerie glow, as if someone were shining car headlights on the back of the shades.

She patted the bed around her. To her left were her iPod headphones. To her right was her husband. Abby normally fell asleep to her favorite podcast, letting the soothing sounds usher her to sleep, but the iPod had long since shut off.

Her husband continued to snore.

Dammit, Rob. The man could sleep through a tornado.

She slid her fingers into her armpits, searching for a hint of warmth. Abby was wearing only a T-shirt and shorts. Normally the temperature in the house was hot and dry, but not tonight.

Tonight it was damn near freezing.

She held her breath and listened for the sound of the furnace. It was only October, but she’d become accustomed to the noise. On a typical night, she could hear it rattling and groaning, doing its best to maintain the seventy-degree temperature Rob set it to. Tonight it was silent.

Had it broken?

Perhaps the noise was the sound of the furnace crapping out. She’d known they’d needed a new one. During the inspection, the technician had mentioned it’d only be good for another few seasons.

Damn it. Right before winter, and on a cold night to boot.




She peered next to her at the bedside table, but the alarm clock had gone dark.

So it wasn’t just the furnace. The power was out, too. Not only did they have no heat, there was no electricity, either.

Great. Just great.

Outside, something snapped.

The noise was loud, almost like a crack of lightning, and Abby stiffened. After a few seconds, she heard a muffled thud from the backyard.

She reached over and shook her husband, hoping to rouse him, but Rob continued to snore. Annoyed, she lowered her bare feet to the carpet. The floorboards creaked underneath her weight. With the electricity and the heat off, the house had become a conduit for sound, and every noise lingered.

She held her breath as she padded across the room.

The bed was five feet from the windows, and the windows were covered in gray vinyl shades. Abby often had trouble sleeping, and she’d insisted on getting the thickest ones they could find.

She walked across the room, the carpet cold against her toes. How long had they been without power? The house was frigid.

She kept her eyes locked on the shades, studying the strange backlight that crept around the edges. They lived on a cul-de-sac, and there were only four other houses on the street. Most of their neighbors were quiet and kept to themselves. None were usually awake past ten o’clock.




So where was the light coming from?

She reached for the nearest window and parted the shade.

Immediately she was hit with a sea of white. The road and houses were covered in snow, the sharp lines of rooftops and gutters softened by round edges. Across the street, a burned-out streetlight hung like a teardrop, keeping vigil over the darkened neighborhood. The sky was an ominous gray.

She’d had no idea it was supposed to snow. In fact, from what she remembered, the weather was supposed to be clear. She hadn’t even thought it snowed this early in the season. At the same time, the weather in Connecticut was unpredictable, and the forecast tended to change by the minute.

If she’d learned anything at all, it was that.

The storm explained the brightness at the windows. It also explained the power outage. The wires were blanketed with snow. One of them must’ve been disabled.

She perused the windows of the neighboring houses but saw no lights. The two houses across the street—the Pierces’ and the Morgans’—were dark and desolate. Although she only had a partial view of the Hamiltons’ next door, their house appeared dark as well.

The only other house was at the end of the cul-de-sac, a brown contemporary that was set back from the road. She hadn’t had a chance to meet the owner yet, but it appeared he was without power, too.

At least we’re not in this alone.

She lowered the shade. More than likely, someone else had already called in the outage, but she’d phone it in just in case. It could take a while for the utility trucks to arrive.




It was a Friday night, after all, and probably after hours. Besides, it was snowing.

She was about to step away from the window when she heard another crack. Her heart jumped. Abby returned, hands shaking, and peered back outside. A tree limb had broken from an enormous pine across the street, and it hurtled to the ground, landing with a whump in the neighbor’s front yard.

“Holy shit,” Abby whispered, holding her hand over her mouth.

She surveyed the trees. All of the branches were sagging with snow. Because it was early in the season, the leaves hadn’t even fallen, and the excess weight was causing the branches to break. What if one of them fell and hit the house? What if one of them crushed her while she was sleeping?

Abby pictured a tree branch bursting through the ceiling and goring her through the stomach. Gross, Abby. She’d always had a vivid imagination, but now she found herself wishing she could turn it off.

A gust of wind blew. In the span of a few minutes, it seemed like the storm had worsened.

Other than the wind, the neighborhood had taken on an eerie quiet, and Abby had the sudden fear that she and Rob were alone, that all the neighbors had disappeared. She stared into the neighboring windows, expecting to see a pale face peering back at her—some evidence that someone else was watching—but all the shades were closed. A lone car sat in the Pierces’ driveway across the street. The Morgans’ vehicles were presumably in the garage. If either family was at home, no one was awake.




All the more reason to make that call.

She let go of the shade and scrambled for her cellphone. As she fumbled with the nightstand, she heard her husband groan. It sounded like he’d turned over.

“Rob?” she hissed.

The quiet was unnerving, and it made her feel as if she should be quiet, too.

No answer. The wind churned; the trees creaked and swayed. She located her cellphone and tapped the button on the side. Her fingers were stiff and frozen, and she wiggled them to restore the circulation. She glanced at the phone. As she waited for it to spring to life, she had the sudden premonition that the battery would be dead, that the phone would have no service.

The phone lit up without issue.

She stared at the screen. 12:21 a.m. It was earlier than she’d thought. That meant it would be dark for six more hours.

By that time, the house would be an igloo.

She brought up the Internet on the phone and attempted to find the number for the electric company. The webpage was loading, but slowly.

“Rob!” she hissed again.

She set the phone on the nightstand and crawled into bed. Then she took hold of Rob’s T-shirt and gave him a shake.

“Wake up, honey,” she whispered. “The power’s out and it’s snowing.”




The shadowed figure rolled onto his back but didn’t speak. She waited a few seconds before shaking him again. By the glow of the window, she could make out his eyes. It looked like they were open.

“You awake?”

Rob blinked, but didn’t answer.

Outside, the wind gusted. A shiver ran the length of her body, and she clutched her hands to her chest. Why wasn’t he answering? Was her husband messing with her? He’d been known to play pranks before, but she doubted that was the case now. Not tonight. Not at this hour.

“I’m serious, Rob. Wake up. I’m scared.”

She shook him again. Nothing. She reached back and grabbed the phone, then shined it on his face.

This time Rob’s voice broke through the silence.

“What the heck, Abs!” he said, his throat cracked and hoarse.

Abby sighed with relief.

In the light of the cellphone, she could make out her husband’s wrinkled brow, his bearded face. He wiped his eyes and stared at her, confused.

“What time is it?”

“Just after twelve. The power’s out.”

Rob blew on his hands.

“Why’s it so cold in here?” he asked.

“The furnace is down. It’s a freaking blizzard outside.”

She watched as her husband processed the information. Normally Rob was quick on the uptake, but given that he’d just woken up, she’d cut him some slack. After a few seconds, he nodded.




“Dammit. And we just went grocery shopping.” He rolled his eyes.

“I’m going to call the power company and report it.”

“Good idea. How long have you been awake?”

“Just a few minutes. The neighbors are probably still sleeping. I’m not sure if anyone’s called it in yet.”

“OK.”

With her husband awake, Abby felt her fear subside. She returned her attention to the phone. The Internet was still loading, and she tapped the screen to refresh it. Rob sat up next to her on the bed.

“I’m gonna hit the bathroom,” he said.

“OK. I’ll wait for the number to come up.”

“Do you want to use the home phone?”

“No, it’s fine. I’ll call from here.”

“OK. We’ll go back to sleep afterward.”

Yeah, right, she thought. She wouldn’t be able to sleep. Not through this.

The bedsprings creaked as Rob dismounted the other side. She heard the pad of his footsteps on the carpet, then the slap of feet on the hardwood as he reached the hall. The house was a raised ranch, and the only bathroom was upstairs. She listened as he clicked the door closed. Although they’d been married a year and together for four, Rob still liked his privacy. She shook her head and smiled.

She glanced back at the phone. The webpage still hadn’t loaded, and she was growing impatient. Perhaps she’d use the home phone as Rob had suggested, even if it meant walking through the cold house to get it. She could get the number from the directory. She felt a sudden draft from the window, and her bare legs prickled.




I should put on long pants.

She slid off the bed and made her way to the dresser. The bureau was stationed right next to the window. She used the light from her iPhone to illuminate the second drawer, then opened it and picked out a pair of gray sweatpants and a sweatshirt.

After changing into them, she sidled back to the window. From the other room, she could hear Rob finishing up in the bathroom. It sounded like he was washing his hands.

At least the water works.

Even so, they wouldn’t have hot water for long. Not with an electric water heater.

She cracked the shade and peered back outside.

The snow was coming down furiously. The flakes were as big as any she had ever seen, and Abby’s mouth dropped at the sight of them. In the driveway, the couple’s Honda Civic looked like a cloud with antennas and tires, and the street was paved a lustrous white.

Abby was about to step away when something caught her attention.

Across the street, in the Pierces’ driveway, something had moved.

She went stock-still and squinted into the night. But there was nothing there.

Was she imagining things? She wiped her eyes, trying to rid herself of sleep. Then she saw it again. Something was out there, all right. It looked like an animal, but she couldn’t be sure. The shape slipped around the back of the Pierces’ house and out of sight. She cupped her hand, holding it over her forehead to block the snow’s glare, but the form was gone.




She looked over her shoulder.

“Rob? Are you almost done? There’s something outside.”

She turned back to the window. This time she saw the figure in plain sight—it was a person coming down the Pierces’ driveway.

The person was wearing a thick, hooded coat and gloves. It looked like John Pierce. She watched as John idled toward his Nissan SUV.

So she hadn’t been imagining things.

John was carrying a tote bag, and he opened the door of the car and got inside. The vehicle’s interior lights came on, and she saw another person in the passenger seat. Were the Pierces leaving?

The vehicle’s headlights flashed; the engine rumbled. A second later, the rear windshield wipers started to move. The blades struggled against the snow, creating a mini-avalanche that tumbled onto the ground below.

The car went into reverse, fishtailing on the slippery driveway, then switched to drive.

Abby watched the vehicle roll down the road and disappear around the bend.

The wind continued to howl.

A cold fear seized hold of her chest. We need to leave.

The thought hit her with such force that she reeled back from the window. She pulled out her phone and looked at the time. 12:43 a.m. The snow continued to cascade to the ground below, flakes sticking to the glass. Every minute they waited would make it more difficult to get out. The couple’s Civic could barely drive in the summertime, let alone the winter.




She and Rob only had one car. They’d been meaning to buy another one, but they were still getting settled.

With the Pierces gone, the neighborhood suddenly felt empty and abandoned, as if she and Rob were the last survivors on a sinking ship. In a matter of moments they’d be overtaken by the elements, buried in a sea of white powder, condemned to die and—

Stop it, Abby.

She tried to calm herself, but her thoughts were running rampant.

The house felt colder than ever.

“Rob?”

Abby hadn’t heard her husband in several minutes. She dropped the shade and listened, certain he’d have returned by now. There were no sounds save the occasional creak of the floors. The wind quaked.

“Rob, where the hell are you?”

She tried to compose herself, but her voice was shaking. The house seemed cold and menacing and uninhabitable, and she stared at the ceiling, certain a branch would come crashing through the plaster at any moment.

Don’t be silly. You’ll be fine. The Morgans and the Hamiltons are still here, and so is the new neighbor at the end of the street.




Abby sucked in a slow breath, doing her best to calm herself down. If worse came to worst, she’d walk to the Hamiltons’. It was possible they had a generator. The power would be restored soon. They weren’t going to be stranded in the middle of the storm without help. There were plenty of options.

Get ahold of yourself, Abby.

She was overreacting, as usual. Her vivid imagination had gotten the best of her. Calm down and stop worrying so much. She felt her pulse start to decelerate, and she even cracked a smile.

Her smiled faded when another car started up outside.













	


Chapter Two

Abby watched the Morgans’ silver Chevy Blazer roll down the street, the somber light of the sky glinting off the hubcaps. The driver and passenger were staring straight ahead, two silhouettes forged in shadow. Neither of them gave Abby’s house a glance.

“Rob? Where are you, Goddammit?”

There was no answer from the other room.

She moved toward the doorway, hands tucked under her armpits. Her lungs felt like ice. If the lights had been on, Abby swore she would’ve been able to see her breath. When she reached the edge of the bedroom, she heard noises from the other end of the house.

“Rob?”

She choked back a sob. She was scared now, really scared, and if her husband didn’t answer her soon—

“In here!” Rob called.

His voice was still hoarse, as if he was in the process of waking up. Either that or he’s freezing to death. She stepped out into the hallway, trading the plush of carpet for the smooth gloss of hardwood. Across from the bedroom was a door leading to an office. Eventually Abby and Rob had hoped to use it as a nursery, but they hadn’t settled on a timeline.

There’d be plenty of time for that later, Rob had said.

Now she was starting to wonder if she’d die of frostbite first.

She continued down the hall, passing the open bathroom door on her left. About ten feet farther on, the house opened up into the living and dining areas. She navigated her way by the light of the cellphone. The windows in the adjacent room were uncovered, and the pale light of the sky glinted through the windows.




Rob was kneeling by the large bay window in the living room. His nose was pressed to the glass.

“Why didn’t you answer?” Abby demanded.

“I was just messing with you.” Rob grinned, and he punched her arm. “This is some storm, huh?”

His words were more of a statement than a question.

“You can say that again,” she said.

“You didn’t hear anything on the news today, did you?”

“Nope. Not a thing. I didn’t even know it could snow in October.”

Rob turned to look at her, his unkempt hair sticking out at odd angles. She’d told him he needed a haircut, but he’d insisted on letting it grow.

She often teased him about his appearance, but his non-conventional looks were one of the things that had drawn her to him in the first place. Rob was a graphic designer, and his artistic nature extended from his trade to his appearance.

She walked over and put her hands on his shoulders.

“Did you get ahold of the power company?” he asked.

“No. The Internet is crawling. I’m going to use the phone book.”

“I think we have an old electric bill in the kitchen drawer. It should have the phone number on it.”




“OK. Thanks.”

She started to walk away and then hesitated.

“Did you see the Pierces and the Morgans pulling out? I think we should leave.”

“I saw them. They’re a bunch of wussies. We’ll be fine.”

Abby shook her head. Instead of being comforted, she was worried. The two of them were from Georgia, and this was their first winter in New England. She’d seen plenty of snowstorms, but all of them had been from the safe, warm confines of a Vermont ski lodge.

None of them had been like this.

Sensing her unease, her husband waved her back to the window.

“Come here, baby,” he said.

She walked over and bent down next to him, letting him pull her in for a kiss.

“We’ll be fine.”

“I’m worried, Rob. Every time I hear something snap I think a tree’s going to fall on top of us.”

“That’s what we have homeowner’s insurance for, right?”

“What if one of them comes through the roof and hits us? What if a branch falls on the car?”

“You need stop worrying so much,” he said. “Think of it as an adventure. It’ll be romantic. We’ll have the whole street to ourselves. We can cuddle in bed and get warm.”

She forced a smile. “Famous last words. They’ll find our frozen bodies stuck together in the spring when the snow thaws.”




“Would that be so bad? At least we’d be together.”

She squeezed him tight and then stood up again. Rob reached for her, but she avoided his hands.

“Where are you going?” he asked, feigning hurt feelings.

“I have to call the power company. No one else is going to do it.” She smiled into the darkness. “I’ll be right back.”

Abby stepped away from her husband’s crouched figure and headed into the kitchen. When she reached the counter next to the stove, she slid open the top drawer and sifted through the papers inside using the light of her cellphone. Checkbook. Mortgage statement. Stamp book. She finally found the latest electric bill on the bottom of the pile, and she pulled it out, searching for the number. She located it on the bottom of the statement.

“Got it,” she muttered to no one in particular.

She tapped a few buttons on her phone and started dialing. While she waited for the number to connect, she walked over to the sink and peered out onto the deck. The porch, which was normally gray in color, now shone a glossy white. She flicked on one of the nearby light switches, but the backyard remained dark.

After a few rings, the phone connected. She followed the automated prompts until she’d reached the reporting line.

“Please enter the phone number for the location in which you are reporting an outage.”

She punched in her home number.

“Is the property without power located at 5 Jameson Street in Plainfield?”




She confirmed that it was.

“The outage in your area has already been reported. At this time, there is no estimated time of restoration. Updates will be posted as soon as they are available.”

Abby held the phone away from her ear and stared at it in disbelief. After a few seconds, she hit the number again, listening to the message repeat.

“Well, that’s just great.”

A few hours ago, she hadn’t even been aware there was a storm. Now they were stuck without heat and power, with no way of knowing when it would return.

She held her hands to her face to capture the warmth from her cheeks. The house contained a fireplace, but they hadn’t gotten it cleaned yet. Even if they had, they didn’t have any firewood.

Welcome to New England, Abby.

“Honey?” she called, trying to keep her composure. “I have bad news.”

She sucked in a cold breath and stuffed the phone back into her pocket, then returned to the living room. Rob was still kneeling at the window, staring intently at the storm. She shared the news with him.

“We need to leave. I don’t want to stay here anymore. This house is just going to get colder and colder.”

Rob kept his nose pressed to the glass. Outside, a gust of wind spattered snow across the pane. After a few seconds, he sighed.

“You know what, Abs? I think you’re right.”
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“Where should we go?” Rob asked.

“I don’t know. A motel? Anything would be better than this icebox.”

Rob continued to rifle through the cabinets. After a few more seconds, he held up the flashlight in triumph. There was a click, and then he illuminated Abby’s face in a bright white beam. She squinted through the glare.

“Really, Rob?”

“Sorry.” Rob laughed and lowered the flashlight. “Where do you think everyone else went?”

“Probably to stay with family.”

Her husband lowered his eyes. She could tell he was trying to avoid an argument. It’d been Rob’s idea to move to Connecticut. He’d been offered a job at a design firm, and they’d chosen to follow his career rather than stay in Georgia.

Although she’d agreed to move, it was times like this that made her wish they’d stayed close to relatives.

Rob pulled out a handful of candles and placed them on the counter next to the stove.

“What are those for?”

“Backup.”

“Backup for what?”

“In case the car won’t start.”

Abby’s face grew pale.

“Don’t even joke like that,” she said.

“I’m sorry, honey. I’m sure we’ll be fine. I’ll go fire up the car. Why don’t you start packing?”

Rob handed her the flashlight, then kissed her on the forehead.

“Relax. Everything will work out just fine.”




“You really think so?”

“It’s a winter storm, Abby. I’m sure we’ll get a lot more of them before the end of the season. We’ll survive. We’ll just have to be better prepared next time.”

Abby remained doubtful, but she followed her husband through the kitchen anyway. Cold or not, at least she was with the man she loved.

And that was all that counted, right?

She heaved a sigh, her socks sliding across the hardwood.

Till death do us part, Abby.

If they couldn’t get the car started, maybe death would come sooner than she thought.













	


Chapter Three

Abby laid two duffel bags on the bed. Using the flashlight, she trekked to the bureau and picked out several sets of thick winter clothing.

The cold air nipped at her hands and cheeks.

Thank God we don’t have any children.


If they did, her worries would have been amplified. But she did want them. Someday.

After packing her things, she made her way over to Rob’s bureau. It was difficult to prepare when they didn’t know how long they’d be gone. Would it be one day? Two?

She had no idea how long they’d have to wait for the power to return. In all likelihood, the electric company wouldn’t send out trucks until the storm had subsided, and who knew how long that’d be. She’d seen how slippery the roads were when the neighbors left. She doubted the plows were even out yet. She stowed a few of Rob’s clothing items and zipped up the bags.

They’d have to make do.

She hefted the luggage over her shoulder and made her way to the kitchen. In the pantry were several of her prescriptions—her Lexapro and her Xanax. She’d be a basket case without them. She needed to grab them.

While in the kitchen, she paused at the refrigerator. Should she grab food and water, as well? She wrestled with the decision, but thought better of it. With the power out, it’d be best to leave the refrigerator closed. She didn’t want the food to spoil.




There’d be plenty of amenities at the hotel.

She finished packing and returned to the living room. The bay window, formerly dim, now cast an eerie glow over the hardwood floor, as if the moon was piercing through the clouds. Through the pane, she could make out Rob clearing off the vehicle.

The fear she’d felt before suddenly returned, slithering inside her like an animal burrowing for winter. Her heart began to race, and she scurried down the hallway and headed for the closet.

Get your coat and get out of here.

The thought filled her with urgency, and she rifled through the closet, shining the light of the flashlight over an assortment of jackets and coats. Why was she so afraid? The cold and the storm were enough to make anyone feel uneasy, but Abby felt something deeper than that. Ever since waking up, the world had seemed foreign and out of control, and she was hard-pressed to find comfort in anything.

It must be the new house.

They’d only lived here for two months. She’d done her best to settle into her new life, but things were still unfamiliar, and she was still getting adjusted. It didn’t help that she had yet to find a job.

Back in Georgia, she’d been an account executive for a newspaper, but the job market in Connecticut had been tougher than she’d anticipated. She was discouraged, but hopeful that she’d find something soon.

She selected a coat and shut the closet door.

Inside the pockets were a hat and gloves. She retrieved them and put them on. Once she was all suited up, she padded back toward the living room. The duffel bags were still sitting in the middle of the floor—two lumpy shapes resting on the hardwood.




She’d just picked them up when she heard a yelp from outside. Her heart thundered in her chest, and she lost her grip on the flashlight. It clattered to the floor and rolled.

She raced to the window.

Her husband was flat on his back in the snow, next to the car. Frantic, she rapped on the glass.

“Rob! Are you all right?”

Her voice echoed through the empty house, bouncing off walls and corners.

Rob moved. He raised a gloved hand and waved at her, then dusted off his snow-covered jacket. He got to his feet and smiled.

“I’m OK!” he yelled into the night. “I just slipped!”

His voice rang through the seemingly deserted neighborhood, echoing off the walls of the adjacent properties.

She glanced instinctively around the street, waiting for a light to flick on from a nearby window, but the houses remained dark.

She watched Rob struggle to his feet, one hand on his winter hat, the other on his ice scraper.

Although he’d cleaned off almost the entire vehicle, the snow had already deposited a fresh layer over the windows.

Get out now or you never will, Abby’s mind whispered.

With that thought, she collected her bags and headed down the stairs.
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Abby held her gloved hands to the heating vents, soaking in the warmth of the car’s engine. Although the Civic wasn’t the best in the snow, the heat was incredible. Rob leaned in through the open driver’s side door.

“Wait here. I’ll go shovel behind us,” he said. “Then we can get the hell out of here.”

Abby nodded, watching her husband shut the door. She stared out the windows, but they were still fogged. She reached over and wiped the inside of the windshield with her glove. Then she hit the wipers. The blades slid back and forth, clearing her view of the driveway and the house.

She peered at the raised ranch. The house sported gray vinyl siding with blue shutters; the roof was new. They’d gotten a good deal on the property, but she knew they’d made some concessions.

It was times like this she wished they had a garage.

That would’ve made things easier, she thought.

She watched as her husband trekked to the back of the house for a shovel. The backyard was surrounded by chain-link fence, and he struggled to push open the gate, fighting against the weight of the snow. When he’d gotten through, he headed for the shed. The windows around her had started to defrost.

Her gaze wandered to the neighboring houses. Now that she was outside, the street seemed less menacing than it had before. The windows of the adjacent properties were still dark and empty, but the light of the snow and the sky illuminated the buildings, making them seem almost majestic.




She glanced at the Hamiltons’ next door, but saw no sign of activity. The house at the end of the cul-de-sac was equally deserted, though she saw the new neighbor’s yellow Jeep in the driveway.

Abby blew out a breath and rotated her fingers in front of the heating vents.

Like hot dogs on an open fire, she thought, letting out a chuckle. It was a comparison Rob had made once, and she’d always remembered it.

It was easier to feel better when she was warm, when the weight of the cold and the fear of loneliness were nothing but a memory. Abby couldn’t imagine a life without simple amenities. It was times like these that made her appreciate what she had.

When the power came back on, she’d kiss the radiators.

Well, maybe I won’t go that far.

She laughed to herself.

She glanced back at the Pierces’ and the Morgans’. She wondered if they’d already reached their destinations. She guessed that they had. Right now, they were probably asleep, enjoying the warmth of a friend or family member’s couch. She couldn’t blame them. This storm is for the birds.

Movement distracted her. When she looked up, she found Rob approaching with a shovel. He gave her a healthy grin, snow glancing off the hood of his coat. She smiled and waved, grateful she didn’t have to exit the vehicle.

Although Rob could be stubborn, he was always a gentleman.

A few seconds later she heard the scrape of the shovel against the pavement, and she reclined in her seat, soaking in the heater’s warmth. She was tired. Exhausted. She’d been up for almost an hour, and by the looks of it, she’d be up for several more. At least neither of them had to work in the morning. Rob had weekends off.




With her eyes closed and the heat blasting, Abby dozed. She envisioned herself at the beach, clad only in a swimsuit, her toes in the sand.

Maybe we’ll go on a cruise this year, she thought. She quickly dismissed the idea. Yeah right, we’d need money for that.

She opened her eyes just as the door opened.

“Ready to go?” Rob asked.

Abby grinned.

“Yep. Let’s blow this joint.”













	


Chapter Four

The driveway was short and flat. Within seconds the Civic had rolled out into the road, the tires humming on compacted snow. Rob had shoveled a few feet behind the vehicle, allowing them to get out. After exiting the driveway, Rob switched the car into drive.

“Ready for that warm hotel?” he asked.

“You bet.”

Her husband gave her a smile, and Abby felt a tinge of excitement in her stomach. It was a feeling she hadn’t had in years; the feeling that she was about to embark on an uncertain journey, but one that would bring them closer together. Despite the odds, they’d make it to the hotel. They’d rise up against the storm, battle the elements, and live to tell about it.

It’d be a good story for their kids one day.

Abby laughed inside. She buckled her seatbelt and waited for the Civic to propel them out of the snow-covered neighborhood and to safety.

Only it didn’t.

Instead, the vehicle glided forward a few inches and then stopped, stuck in what must be six inches of snow. Rob revved the engine, but the tires were lodged in place.

“You’ve got to be kidding me,” he said.

Abby glanced out the window, her hopes dashed. Seconds earlier, she’d been enjoying the warm heat, confident they’d escape the neighborhood that had become their prison.

Now they were trapped just ten feet from the driveway.




It was as if nature had carefully orchestrated this scenario, watching it play out with prescient glee. Abby looked back at the house, half-expecting to see a face laughing at them from the shadows, but the panes were dark.

Rob switched the vehicle into reverse, a look of determination on his face. The vehicle inched backward and stopped. He threw it back into drive and stomped the accelerator again. The vehicle flew forward, running up the snow like a ramp, then slid hopelessly back into the grooves.

They were completely stuck.

“What are we going to do?” Abby asked.

Rob sighed. “Take the wheel. I’ll push.”

She looked over at her husband, then back at the snow outside.

“I don’t know, Rob. What if we get out of the neighborhood and then we get stuck again?”

She studied the road in front of them. The street perpendicular to theirs—the one they’d have to take to town—was heavily wooded; the closest neighborhood was almost a mile away.

“We won’t, honey. We’ll get out of here. No matter what.”

Abby could see the look of resolve in her husband’s eyes. According to the Civic’s dashboard, the temperature was eighteen degrees. Was she imagining it, or was it getting colder? Even with the heat blaring, she could feel the chill creeping in through the heating vents. She contemplated arguing with her husband, but decided to hold her tongue.




“Make sure you wear your gloves, honey,” she instructed. “I wouldn’t want you to get frostbite.”

She tried to remain positive, but in reality, Abby was more worried than she let on. If they couldn’t get out of here—to someplace warm—they might be in real danger.

She pushed open the door, ready to walk around and take the driver’s seat. She’d just jumped out when an arctic blast blew from outside. Abby battled with the door, fighting to keep it open. Dammit. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d been this cold.

Once the wind died down, she stepped outside and made her way around to the driver’s seat. The snow was well past her ankles; her boots felt like concrete. If she couldn’t walk comfortably, how could they drive? She listened for the sounds of a plow but heard nothing.

Didn’t the state have a budget for these things? Where the hell were the trucks?

She heaved a sigh and took Rob’s former position in the driver’s chair. Her husband walked to the rear of the vehicle, his breath visible in the night air. She left the door open a crack and waited for his instructions.

“When I say ‘Go,’ hit the gas,” he yelled.

“OK.”

She heard the slap of his hands on the trunk, and a moment later, he gave the signal. Abby hit the accelerator, doing a silent prayer that the car would move, that they’d escape the trench they’d found themselves in. At the same time, she knew it wouldn’t do any good.




They were hopelessly rooted in place.

Even if they made it to the end of the street, they were bound to get stuck on one of the secondary roads. She was pretty sure the streets were impassable. She hadn’t heard any cars since her neighbors had left.

And yet both the Pierces and the Morgans were safely away. Why didn’t we leave sooner?

She glanced back at her husband in the ice and snow, watching him grunt and groan, and felt a tinge of resentment. She’d suggested they leave from the beginning. If only Rob had listened…

Cut it out, Abby. It’s not his fault.

She tried to convert her frustration into blame, but only managed a sigh.

Rob hadn’t caused the snowstorm. She knew that. The truth was, if they’d left earlier, they might’ve gotten stuck just the same. Both the Pierces and the Morgans had SUVs, and both vehicles were better equipped for the snow than the couple’s Civic.

The whole situation was just bad luck.

Bad luck and bad weather.

The tires continued to spin. She peered back at her husband, hit with a wave of guilt. He brushed off the snow on his hat.

“The car’s not moving,” Rob said, his mouth trembling with the cold.

“I know. It’s OK.”

Abby gave him a sympathetic glance. Beads of ice clung to the lining of his hood, and his face was flushed.

“What are we gonna do, Abs?”

“Maybe we can try shoveling around the tires?”




Rob paused for a moment, scanning the snow-covered road. She could tell he was thinking, but the situation was grim, at best.

“Do we have any sand?” he asked.

“Nope. It’s still so early in the season… I know we talked about getting some…”

“Dammit. We should’ve gone to the hardware store…”

Rob’s voice trailed off. He brushed his beard with the back of his glove and stared at the sky. In their four years together, she’d rarely seen him defeated.

“I’m sorry, Abs,” he said. “I wanted to get us out of here.”

“Listen, honey, it’s OK. We’ll be fine. We’ll go back inside and bundle up until the power comes back on. I have a spare comforter in the attic.”

He nodded, looking less than convinced.

“At least we got stuck here and not somewhere down the street. Can you imagine that? Can you picture walking home in this?”

As if on cue, the wind kicked up a stream of snow, knocking a layer of powder from the houses and power lines. Rob covered his face with his hands.

“Let’s get inside before we freeze to death,” she yelled.

“What about the car?” he asked.

“Leave it for now. If anyone else is home, they won’t be getting out anyway. In any case, it doesn’t look like the plows will be coming for a while.”

Abby reached back inside the car, pulled the key from the ignition, and cut the engine. Rob came up alongside her, offering his arm. She was about to shut the door when something in the road caught her attention.




Abby froze.

“Rob!” she hissed.

She motioned in front of them.

Standing at the end of the street, motionless, was a man covered in ice and snow.
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Rob followed Abby’s gaze. “Who the hell’s that?”

Abby’s heart beat like a trip-hammer. The man stared at them. His arms hung at his sides, and his thick winter coat was covered in a layer of white. If Abby hadn’t known better, she would’ve mistaken him for a statue, a figure sculpted in snow.

“I don’t know,” Abby whispered.

“Is that our new neighbor?”

“I’m not sure. I’ve only seen him a few times.”

Abby remembered the large, cream-colored moving truck that had accompanied the man’s arrival, but she’d barely seen the man himself. She’d been meaning to walk down and introduce herself, but she’d been too busy lately. With the holidays coming, her search for work…

“What do you think he wants?” Rob asked.

“Maybe he wants to check if we have power.”

“Why? Isn’t that obvious by now?”

“All the other cars are gone. We’re the only ones home, except for the Hamiltons.”

“I thought they left already, too.”

“If they did, I didn’t see them.”

Abby gave the man a hesitant wave, but he didn’t return the gesture. She felt a cold pit in her stomach, but this time it had nothing to do with the temperature.




“Should I go talk to him?” Rob asked.

“I don’t know. He’s acting weird.”

“Maybe he has frostbite.”

“I don’t know, Rob. He’s staring right at us. Why won’t he wave?”

“I’m not sure.”

Rob wrung his hands together, his cheeks red from the cold. His face transformed from an expression of defeat to concern.

“Hello!” he called out to the man.

In the distance, the man just stared, his face indiscernible beneath the hood of his coat. Rob shrugged.

“Maybe he’s just as cold as we are.”

“We should go inside, Rob.”

“I’ll tell you what. Why don’t you go inside and dig out that comforter. I’ll go talk to him.”

“I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

“He’s in the same predicament as us. Maybe he has some information about the power.”

Abby clung to her husband’s arm, hoping to dissuade him, but she could tell by the look in his eye that he’d made up his mind. Though he might’ve failed at getting the car unstuck, he was insistent on doing this. She swallowed, the lump in her throat as cold as ice.

“I’m not leaving you out here, Rob. I’ll wait.”

“Abs…” Rob sighed. “At least stay in the car where it’s warm.”

“OK,” she conceded.

She ducked back into the vehicle, the cold fabric of her coat creasing against her skin. Once in the driver’s seat, she shut the door, but she didn’t bother restarting the engine.




She watched her husband through the front windshield. He was already ten feet from the car, plodding his way to the end of the road. The neighbor remained in place, like a specter that had escaped from her dreams.

Why isn’t he moving?

The fact that he’d made no effort to greet them was disconcerting. Either the man was sick or cold, or just plain weird. In any case, she didn’t feel right letting her husband walk over to him. As she watched Rob trudge farther from the car, she wished she’d made a better effort to stop him.

Everything will be fine.

She tried to convince herself of that fact, even though her hands were shaking. Without thinking, she reached over and locked the doors. Her mother and father always said she was her own worst enemy, letting situations fester until they became worse than they were.

Now she could see what they meant.

She was letting her imagination get the best of her. Again.

Reel it in, Abby, her father used to say.

With the car turned off, condensation had crept over the windows once again, and she wiped at the glass with a gloved hand. It looked like her husband had reached the man. Rob was waving his hands around, expressing his frustration at being stuck. She saw him pointing to the car.

See, they’re talking. Everything’s fine. I should probably go out and join them.




She moved her hand to the door handle, but couldn’t convince herself to open it. Within seconds, the front windshield was completely fogged and covered. She sighed.

She’d wait for her husband to get back, and when he returned, they’d go back to the house together.

With the heat off, the car had cooled considerably, and she found herself rubbing her gloved hands together to keep warm. She patted the car keys in her pocket. Come on, Rob. If her husband didn’t hurry, she’d start the car again.

Several minutes passed.

Abby closed her eyes and reopened them. Regardless of the temperature, she felt herself falling asleep. She’d only slept a few hours, and she was exhausted. It’d be good to slip back under the covers, that was for sure.

Her husband would keep her warm.

Abby’s anxiety began to dissipate, and in its place was the sense of adventure. Who needed a hotel, anyway? They’d have just as much fun at home.

They’d make this work. Even if they had to use every blanket in the house to keep warm, they’d manage. As long as they kept their spirits up, they’d get through the storm, with or without power.

She smiled at the thought.

It’d been several minutes, and she was getting cold again. Rob still wasn’t back.

She reached into her sweatpants for the car keys, intent on starting the engine. She’d just closed her fist around them when something crashed against the windshield.

The glass spiderwebbed under the weight of a body, and a figure slid down the pane.




Abby screamed.













	


Chapter Five

Abby watched the person slide down the window, then heard the sound of a body hitting the snow.

“Rob?” she whimpered.

Rivulets of blood and snow trickled down the glass, obscuring her view. Oh my God. She opened her mouth to scream again, but panic stifled the sound.

Rob! OhmyGodOhmyGod…

She reached for the door handle and then stopped. She couldn’t go out there. The neighbor was probably waiting for her. The man knew she was in the car.

She’d known he was dangerous; she’d known something wasn’t right.

She slid down in her seat, doing her best to hide. The body had cleared some of the snow off the windshield, and she had a partial view of the road through the cracked glass. Her heart thumped.

There was no one else in the road.

She sat frozen in the seat for several seconds, afraid to speak, afraid to move. She tried to convince herself that nothing she’d seen was real, that the body was a figment of her imagination. Soon she’d wake up in the driver’s seat of the car, cursing herself for falling asleep.

There was no way this could be happening.

Not to her. Not to Rob.

The wind raged, kicking up a cloud of snow and obscuring her view. She squinted to see through it, envisioning her husband’s body on the street. He was injured.




She needed to get out and help him.

Abby swiveled around the car, searching for anything she could use as a weapon. The car was barren. The only things in sight were a pile of soda cans and some paperwork. She reached under the seats, hoping to find something—anything—but her hands came up empty.

She patted her pockets until she came across something solid. Her cellphone. That was it. She’d call the police and get help.

Hurry! Dial!

Her mind raced as she pulled it out, tore off her gloves, and swiped the screen. She pulled up the keypad, fingers shaking, and tapped out the numbers 9-1-1. She hit the connect button and waited. Nothing happened.

Was the battery dead?

Frantic, she stared at the screen, trying to determine what was wrong. The phone blinked at her, as if the device were confused. It took Abby a second to process what was happening. The battery was fine.

The service was out.

Just an hour earlier she’d had several bars, but now there were none. Whether it was related to the storm or not, she wasn’t sure, but the phone couldn’t help her right now. There was no sign of her husband.

Was he lying in the snow, bleeding to death? Would he die without her?

Abby wasn’t trained in any medical procedures. She’d seen CPR done on TV, but that was it. Still, she had to do something.




She had to help him.

Where was the man who did this?

Snow had blanketed the windows again, obscuring her surroundings. Her neighbor could be anywhere. Waiting. Although it was possible the man had left her husband for dead, there was a chance he was still in the area. He’d seen Abby. He’d seen them both. He knew she was in here, for God’s sake.

I even waved to him.

The thought chilled her bones. She thought of the way the man had stared at her, the way he’d refused to return her gesture. She’d known something was off about him. She shouldn’t have sent Rob out there alone.

Oh God, what have I done?

But it was too late.

She threw on her gloves and reached for the door handle.

Hurry! Rob’s bleeding and he’s dying and he’s on the ground. You need to get to him before that man does.

Resisting every instinct in her body, she hit the unlock button. The doors clicked. For a brief, terror-filled second, she was certain the man who had attacked her husband would fling open the doors and pull her from inside, but no one did.

The man’s gone. He’s probably running right now, thinking I’ve called the police.

She tried to convince herself of the idea as she pushed open the door. The hinges creaked as the door swung open. The snow whipped all around her.

Abby threw herself into the storm. The chill bit into her bones, finding its way through the crevices of her jacket. She scanned the street, but saw nothing. Rob wasn’t in front of the car. That meant he’d fallen on the passenger side.




She took a tentative step. Then another. The wind heaved, and she held up her hands to shield her eyes.

“Rob?” she called out, her voice cracking.

She glanced around frantically, but there was no one else in sight. She trudged forward, making slow progress against the wind. She cleared the tire. Then the front quarter panel. Then the hood. A few more steps and she’d see the passenger side of the vehicle.

Keep going.

A puff of snow blew from the roof of the car, temporarily blinding her. She battled the whipping white flakes with her sleeves. When her vision finally cleared, she crept to the front of the car, then leaned forward past the hood.

Rob’s body was gone.

All that remained was a puddle of his blood in the snow.
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Abby spun in a circle, hoping to discern her husband’s whereabouts. She saw several tracks in the snow, but most of them were caved and filled in, and it was impossible to tell which direction they were going. Some were going up the Pierces’ driveway; some were going up the street. To make matters worse, there were also the tracks they’d made around the vehicle. The snow was coming down harder than ever, obscuring her vision. It was as if the storm had taken her husband and was intent on covering its tracks behind it.




But Rob had landed here. She knew it. She wasn’t crazy.

The proof was in the snow—bright splashes of blood that colored the white powder red. She looked back at the windshield and traced the cracked pane with her eyes. Rob was out here, and he needed help.

She needed to call the police. She needed to get to the landline.

Abby ran for the house. Her throat felt tight, as if someone was restricting her windpipe, and she struggled to breathe. Though she was terrified, she knew she needed to focus. In order to help Rob—to save him—she’d need to pull it together. Every second he was missing could mean the difference between life and death. The neighbor was out there somewhere, and so was her husband.

Rob’s probably dead right now.

Stop it. Don’t think that way.

The snow slid into her boots, creeping around her socks and skin, and the wind whipped at her cheeks. She ran faster, certain that hands would appear and grab her, but she continued unimpeded.

She was almost at the front door when she heard a muffled cry from behind her. Abby spun, her eyes darting to the Pierces’ driveway. The sound was coming from their backyard.

“Rob!” she screamed.

No answer.

She turned back to her house. She needed to call the police. But what if Rob died before they arrived? What if she could help her husband now?




Dammit…what do I do…?

The cry rang out again, fainter this time. Swallowing her fear, she changed direction and raced for the Pierces’ property. She wasn’t sure what she could do, but she had to do something. She couldn’t let her husband die. Her heart beat in a frantic rhythm. She tried calling for Rob again, but her voice was weak and winded, and she could barely produce a sound.

She charged up the Pierces’ driveway.

She could see more evidence of Rob’s whereabouts now—intermittent splotches of his blood in the snow heading toward the backyard. In her panic, she must’ve missed them. There were footprints, as well, but it was impossible to tell whose or how many.

She followed the tracks, her boots twisting sideways on the snow-covered ground, surveying the area with frantic eyes. Soon she’d reached the edge of the house. Still no Rob. If she didn’t find him soon, she’d head back to her house and call the police. But she had to check. She had to see where the noise had originated.

She couldn’t leave him out here to die.

The backyard slowly revealed itself to her. As she reached the end of the driveway, she saw the tree line, the Pierces’ snow-covered shed, and then the deck.

Then she saw the body in the middle of the yard.

Rob’s clothing was gone—torn off and missing. His chest cavity was open and exposed, his ribs jutting out from the center. His face was caved in. Destroyed. She couldn’t even make out where his beard ended and his neck began…




My husband…

She clasped her hand over her mouth, her eyes roaming to the thing above him.

Something was crouched over him, feasting on his remains.











	


PART TWO – THE CHASE













	


Chapter Six

Abby didn’t even realize she was running until she was halfway across the snow-covered street. The snow hit her face like pellets, cutting into her cold skin, and her eyes watered from the sting.

Something was behind her, and whatever it was wasn’t human.

She’d barely gotten a glimpse of it before her legs had started moving. And yet the sight of it was already imprinted on her brain.

The animal—thing—was the size of a man, but its body was covered in coarse dark hair. When it’d caught sight of her, it’d sniffed the air, eyes blazing, then loped toward her on two legs.

That’s when she’d run.

And now she could feel it behind her as she closed the gap between her and the front door. She kept her eyes glued to the doorway, as if the blue-painted door were a portal to safety. She could hear the thing snorting behind her, breathing through a nose too long to be human, and her heart felt like it was going to burst.

What the fuck was it? What the hell was going on?

There was no time to sort through her feelings, no time to reconcile what she’d seen. Whatever it was, something was behind her, and she knew that stopping would mean death. The thing was ready to tear into her, to rend her limb from limb, just like it’d done to Rob minutes earlier.

Rob is dead oh my God…




She dashed up the single stair leading to the front door, her boots sliding on a conglomeration of ice and snow, and crashed against the frame. The key. She needed the key. Her hands fumbled in the pocket of her sweatpants, where she’d stashed her keychain.

Something snarled behind her. Hurry! Dammit! Hurry!

She had no idea why it hadn’t reached her yet, but she knew better than to look. A second’s delay would mean the end. Suddenly the key was in her hand and she was sliding it into the cold metal lock, her gloved hands barely able to coordinate with each other. She bashed her thumb against the knob and pushed. The door gave way, and Abby tumbled inside. She spun, and as she slammed the door shut, she caught one last glimpse of the thing behind her.

Eyes red. Snout pointed skyward. Waiting for her.

She engaged the lock and sank to her knees against the door. Sobs burst from her mouth like water from a broken dam. She pressed her hands against her face, unable to hold back the sound. Her husband was outside. Dead. And she was next.

Even though Abby had gotten inside, the thin door had only bought her a measure of time. She had no doubts that the thing would be coming for her. She needed to pull herself together. She needed to call for help.

She wiped the tears from her cheeks, her eyes still bleary. The house was dark and cold. She pulled herself to her feet. Her coat rustled against the single windowpane in the front door, and she jumped at the sound. Was the thing still out there? She swallowed the lump in her throat, wanting nothing more than to climb the stairs in front of her.




But she had to look. She had to.

Abby could feel the blood pulsing through her neck. She turned, propping her gloved hands against the door. Her fingers felt numb and detached, and so did her brain. She peered through the pane and held her breath.

The yard was empty. She could still see the Civic in the road. The hood and roof were spackled white, the windows misted. Rob’s blood still stained the snow.

Bile crept up Abby’s esophagus. It was her fault. She’d done this. She’d let her husband go off alone.

She sank to her knees, fighting off alternating waves of guilt and sickness. Her legs felt like rubber, and she couldn’t fathom moving.

But she had to.

Or she’d be next.

She needed to call for help. The landline.

Abby turned and mounted the stairs, her legs unsteady. When she reached the kitchen, she snatched the receiver from the wall and jabbed the power button. But there was no dial tone. She mashed all the buttons, plugged and unplugged the cord. It was no use. The line was dead. Probably disabled by the storm.

No. Dammit. No.

Frantic, she patted the pocket of her sweatpants, searching for her cellphone, but it wasn’t there. It must have fallen out. Probably while I was running. Rob would’ve had his cellphone on him.




It was as if every option available to her had been eliminated. The only way to get help was to go back out there, where the thing was waiting for her.

She crept over to the living room window, heart knocking.

Through the windowpane, she could see the snow still bursting from the sky, as if intent on burying her inside. She had the sudden vision of the house encased in snow with the windows pasted shut, and she swallowed.

She scanned the front of the house for the creature’s tracks—some evidence that it had been there—but couldn’t discern much through the storm. Rob’s blood already held a thin coating of snow. If it weren’t for the pink splotches, she might be able to convince herself that all of this was a nightmare, a hallucination. She’d give anything for this all to go away, for her to wake up and discover it’d been a dream.

But she knew it wasn’t.

She scrambled across the room and back to the kitchen, her mind racing. As she did so, she felt the sudden urge to keep quiet. Even though the thing knew she was inside, she had the sudden, irrational sense that she could escape detection. If she stayed silent, it would go away. Right?

She crept along the counter.

Something flashed by the kitchen window, and she ducked next to the sink. She squinted into the backyard. The deck and property were exactly as she remembered them—covered in snow. No sign of the creature.




But it was out there. Probably circling the house.

She slid open one of the kitchen drawers.

No matter what happened next, she needed a weapon. A way to defend herself.

Her hands shook as she dug through the utensils: a whisk, a wooden spoon, and the beaters for a mixer. Finally she located a large kitchen knife, and she pulled it out and wielded it in front of her. The pale light of the windows glinted off the blade, and she fought the sick feeling in her gut. Abby had never killed anything before.

She was a goddamn vegetarian, for Christ’s sake.

But the thing outside wasn’t. Whatever it was, she knew that much. It’d already devoured Rob, and she was next. Her body shimmered with fear. Just minutes ago, she’d been in the house with her husband, making plans to go to the hotel. They were going to get warm and get some sleep, and they were going to forget all about this snowstorm.

How could this have happened so fast? How could the world have spiraled out of control in just a few hours?

She closed the kitchen drawer. She was about to peer out the window again when a crash emanated from downstairs.

Abby went stock-still. Her hands shook on the knife. She heard the sprinkle of glass on cement, then the sound of feet hitting the floor.

Ohmygod…

It’s in here. It’s coming for me.

She lunged for the back door, but quickly stopped herself. The creature had entered through one of the back windows; if she went out that way, she’d be in close proximity to it. Instead, she padded into the living room, scanning for places to hide. Her mind flitted from one room to the next, picturing the places she could go: the closet, the bathroom, the attic…




Where should I go?

Downstairs, a piece of furniture clattered against the wall. Her heart leapt like a springboard. She couldn’t stay here. It wasn’t safe. She needed to get out of the house.

Her cellphone was somewhere outside.

Go, Abby, go.

She crossed back into the living room, grabbing one last peek out the front window. The scene was unchanged.

She leapt down the stairs, balancing the need to be quiet with the need to move. When she reached the landing, she twisted the door lock. She could hear the beast breathing downstairs below her, moving through the basement. The path to the Pierces’ backyard was straight—about a few hundred feet or so. If she could avoid being seen, she could reach her cellphone in under a minute. All she had to do was find it.

Heart crashing against her ribcage, she snapped open the lock and flung open the door. Cold air rushed in to greet her. She clutched the knife, then ran out into it.













	


Chapter Seven

Abby ran until her breath heaved, her lungs burned, and her legs were sore. The snow crunched beneath her boots. Even though she’d traveled the yard just minutes ago, it seemed to stretch on forever, as if she were trekking across some great plain, passing from one existence to the next.

That was the way she’d felt all night. Nothing seemed real, and yet she was horribly certain that it was.

The neighborhood was silent and calm, but she could hear the sounds of the creature behind her, making its way through the basement. She hadn’t shut the door. Hadn’t had time. Her eyes flew across the neighborhood, praying someone else would appear, but the landscape was desolate and white. It was as if the entire world was gone and buried, and Abby was the last person alive.

For all she knew, she might be.

The Morgans and the Pierces were gone. She knew that much. There was no sign of the Hamiltons. The only other person she’d seen was the man at the end of the road, and she assumed he was dead or eaten.

Unless he was the creature behind her.

It seemed impossible. But given the world she’d been thrust into, she had no choice but to consider it. But not right now.

She had to focus on getting to that cellphone. Even if she had no service, she might be able to find bars somewhere.




Her eyes flew back to the Pierces’ driveway.

She bounded forward, her boots grappling with the snow beneath her, and scanned the ground for her phone as she ran. There was no sign of it. She kept her head down as she passed the Civic, immersed in her mission, terrified to look behind her. Below her were the tracks she’d made on the way in, as well as tracks from the beast—she could see them now, and the prints were larger than those of any animal she’d seen. Both sets of prints were coated with a fresh layer of snow.

Soon she’d reached the backyard. She rounded the house, following her path, and came upon pieces of Rob. She immediately gagged.

Abby fell to her knees and retched into the snow. She continued until her stomach was empty and her throat burned. When she was finished, she wiped her face with her glove.

OhGodOhGod….

A crash sprang from somewhere behind her. She scrounged through the snow, making arm-shaped impressions across the pavement, searching frantically for her phone.

The snow parted with ease.

The same way Rob’s body parted for the creature.

But she couldn’t think about that. Not now.

She kept her focus on the ground, ignoring the grisly scene in front of her. If she didn’t find help, Abby was as good as dead.

All at once, the noises behind her stopped.

She shot a harried glance back down the driveway. The area was vacant. No sign of the creature. Where the hell was it? Was it fucking with her? The moment she let her guard down, it’d be on her. She could feel it.




She had to keep moving.

If she couldn’t call for help, she’d run to find it. She’d try the Hamiltons’ house, the other neighbor’s. Somewhere. Anywhere.

She was about to flee when her hands came across something solid. She dug the frozen carcass of her phone from the snow, then held it up and swiped at the screen. Her gloves were in the way.

Frantic, she ripped them off, dropped the knife in the snow. Her fingers flew over the screen, but the device wouldn’t register. The screen stayed dark and cold. The cellphone had either frozen or gotten wet. In any case, it was dead.

The Hamiltons. She’d get to the Hamiltons. There was still a chance they might be home. She hadn’t seen them leave. Maybe they’d heard the commotion and remained inside. Maybe they’d called the cops.


She retrieved the knife and got to her feet, then started to run. Despite the cold, she was sweating, and her skin felt clammy and hot underneath her coat. When she got back to the road, she stared at the open door of her house, certain something would come barreling out after her, but nothing did.

Where the hell was the thing? It must be biding its time. Tracking her. Stalking her like an animal in the wild.

But what the hell could it be? It’d been on two legs, for God’s sake. What the hell was it?

Abby fought for breath, refusing to slow her pace.

Her body was torqued on adrenaline, fueled by fear and shock, and she flew through the snow with speed she didn’t know she had. The Hamiltons’ property was lined with tall, wiry hedges, and their house was set back from the road. The driveway was fifty feet farther down the street. She forged through the brambles until she reached the yard. The garage door was closed. No way to tell if a car was inside.




She prayed that they were home. Maybe they were hunkered by the window, watching her approach. She pictured the tall, sinewy frame of Leon Hamilton, perhaps with a cellphone in his hand, and felt a surge of hope. Both Leon and his wife Adeline were retired. She’d had only a handful of conversations with them, but they seemed like nice people.

No matter what the hour, they wouldn’t turn her away.

The front door was shut and the windows were dark. If there was anyone behind the glass, they remained hidden. She reached the doorstep without incident and mashed the doorbell. The chime rang through the house—a dissonant tone, as if the batteries needed replacing. There was no answer from within. A few seconds later, she resorted to her fists.

The sound of her knocking filled the air, bouncing off the neighboring houses. She pressed her ear against the door, hoping to hear voices, but the building was silent.

Come on…

A sob crept into her throat. She jiggled the doorknob, hoping to find it unlocked, but the lock was snug.

Dammit, dammit, dammit…




Her attention flew to the house at the end of the cul-de-sac. The yellow Jeep sat in the driveway. Could she take it? Could she find the keys? She fled the Hamiltons’ doorstep and headed toward it. The snow was well past her ankles, like superglue trying to hold her back.

A minute later she was in the street. The new neighbor’s house was still several hundred yards away. She continued on, the ice and snow wriggling their way into her boots.

What had Rob’s last moments been like? Had he already been dead when he hit the windshield? Had he felt himself being torn apart?

Stop. Don’t think about it. Don’t think about—

A tree branch plummeted to the ground in front of her, and Abby cried out. She veered around the fallen limb as she progressed from road to driveway. A few more branches cracked from somewhere above her.

If the creature didn’t get her, the storm would.

She was almost at the Jeep. Maybe it was open. Maybe the man had left the keys inside.

Maybe, maybe, maybe…

She prayed for a miracle.

Soon she’d reached the vehicle, and she searched for the door handle, casting aside snow to find it. The door was locked. She tugged several times, but to no avail. She tried each of the other doors in turn, but encountered the same result. The Jeep was secure. No way inside.

She backed up a step, her heart racing so fast that she could barely think. The house. Try the house. She looked up at the silent building, expecting to find a light on, but the structure was dark. She made her way past the Jeep and toward it.




She’d only gotten a few feet when she stopped.

Something was gliding through the trees on the left side of the property. She saw a black object against a white backdrop, then caught a glimpse of eyes and teeth.

The thing had found her.

Abby turned on her heel and ran.













	


Chapter Eight

The beast watched her through the trees. It could smell her scent from several hundred yards away—the odor of fear and sweat, cutting through the air like the sharp edge of the knife she was holding. It didn’t care about knives. There were a lot of things it didn’t care about.

It didn’t have to. It could heal from most of them.

Ever since the start of the storm, the neighborhood had become the beast’s playground, its hunting quarters, and it would do whatever it pleased. The snow was little more than a prop in its game, a backdrop for the kill. It had waited for this moment for what seemed like forever, and now that it was here, the beast could barely contain itself.

But it would. For the moment.

The beast was getting better at controlling its rage. It had lived with it for so long that it’d been forced to. The man inside had learned to keep the beast’s secret, knowing that exposing itself would lead to persecution.

But soon all restraint would come to an end.

The beast waded through the snow, the steam of its breath moistening its teeth. It could still taste bits of flesh on its tongue, remnants of the man it had killed. It would go back for the rest of him when it was finished with the girl. But right now the girl was more important. It had plans for her.

It watched her stagger through the trees, retreating the way she had come. The beast kept its distance, letting her get ahead. Letting her think she was safe.




Pellets of snow pummeled its fur, but the beast kept moving. Its tail sliced the air behind it. All around the forest, it could hear the padding of paws, the sound of creatures burrowing into holes. The beast was the largest and the strongest, and they all knew it.

None of them would contest its presence.

The world has opened itself up to the beast, and it planned to take full advantage.

The storm had come at last.

It bared its teeth, letting the hunger build.













	


Chapter Nine

Abby wasn’t positive if the creature had seen her. Wasn’t sure if she’d been spotted. But she knew she had to get away. Even if she had to run forever, she’d keep going until she found help.

Between the new neighbor’s house and the Hamiltons’ was a wall of trees and brush. She dove through it, grateful for the cover. The thing would find her easily on the road. Her best bet was to stay hidden.

She hadn’t even heard it slipping through the trees. The thing looked like it was built for the elements, built for the hunt, and the sight of it made her legs feel like liquid.

For all she knew, it was right behind her now, though she didn’t dare look. She tried to control her emotions, but she could hear a whimper in her throat, the sound of everything she’d seen threatening to erupt.

Stay quiet. Don’t let it hear you.

Her boots scuffed the snow, and she did her best to dampen the sound. She wove through the thickets and brush, knocking the snow off thin branches.

A hundred yards ahead was the side of the Hamiltons’ house. She fought her way back to it. After several minutes of snagging on wiry brambles, she broke free of the underbrush and dashed out into the open backyard. The property consisted of a small yard. Beyond it was a shed and the forest.

Movement sounded from somewhere behind her. She heard the crunch of a footstep, the hiss of something inhuman. It was getting closer. She glanced over her shoulder, but saw nothing. The snow continued to fall, sticking to her eyelashes and obscuring her vision.




She glanced at the rear wall of the house, discerning a wall of windows and a set of sliding glass doors.

The thing would overtake her before she could get in the woods.

She needed to get in the house.

She flew past the windows until she got to the sliders. The double doors were sealed, frosted over from the cold. She slid her gloves down the glass until she found a handle, then tugged on it. The doors held firm.

Fuckohfuckohfuck…

She continued along the house, passing several more windows, approaching the back door. What if she couldn’t get inside? Her heart pounded as she considered the outcome. If the door was locked, she’d be trapped. Out of options.

She’d have made the wrong decision. The one that had gotten her killed.

She swallowed as she reached the door, then blinked twice to ensure she wasn’t dreaming.

The door was open.
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Abby half staggered, half fell into the house. Her legs ached from running, and her face was lined with sweat. When she got past the threshold, she spun and shut the door behind her, fumbling for the lock. The deadbolt clicked into place.




All at once she was thrust into quiet.

The appliances were off, and the lights were out.

Outside, she’d had the occasional gust of wind to contend with, but here there was nothing. She stared around the room. At first everything was dark, but after a few seconds, she could identify the outlines of countertops and cabinets. It appeared she was in the Hamiltons’ kitchen. She’d never been in their house before.

She peered out the back window, waiting for the dark-furred creature to pound against the pane, sending the door reeling inward, but the yard was as desolate as she’d left it. To the left, she could see the path she’d taken from the neighbor’s house. Straight ahead was the shed and the tree line.

There was no sign of the creature.

“Hello?” she hissed.

She stepped deeper into the house. Were the Hamiltons still here? She considered calling out louder, announcing her presence, but fear held her back. Any noise could alert the creature. Instead she crept across the room, looking for signs of life or a phone.

Her knife clanged against a countertop, and she recoiled. The house was a myriad of lines and shapes. To her left was a room that looked like a den. She saw a couch, a recliner, and a flat-screen television. To her right was the living room.

In the absence of heat, the house had taken on a bitter chill, and she could smell the faint remnants of an earlier meal.

She finally saw a dark object on the wall that looked like a phone, and she made her way toward it.




Abby maneuvered around a set of table and chairs, eyes locked on the shape she’d seen. Her feet crunched objects on the floor. She couldn’t determine what the mess she was stepping on was, but it felt like pasta or some other dried foods.

The Hamiltons must’ve left in a hurry, judging by the open door.

When she finally reached the phone, she grabbed hold of the receiver and placed it against her ear. Nothing. Her heart dropped in her chest. She tapped the button, hoping for a dial tone or a person, but the line was dead.

Dammit, dammit, dammit…

Just to be certain, she bent down and followed the cord to the wall, scurrying to locate the jack.

Her feet bumped against something on the floor.

Abby stopped.

What was that?

She bent down and peered into the darkness, trying to identify the shape in front of her. It took her a second to determine what it was. She immediately gagged. Below her was a pair of eyes. A nose. A mouth. A body.


The smell of copper stung her eyes, and Abby stumbled back, barely keeping hold of the knife. She dropped the phone, and it smashed against the floor.

“Leon? Adeline?”

The body didn’t answer.

Her eyes darted to the back door, but it was still closed.

The beast had been here.




She stumbled into the living room, trying to distance herself from the scene. Even though she couldn’t make out the details, she knew the person she’d stumbled across was dead. Probably had been for a while.

But that was only one of the Hamiltons. Where was the other?

Abby swallowed the acidic taste in her throat. She held the knife in front of her, as if something might leap out from the shadows and grab her. Her heart beat in frantic rhythm. If someone was still here, maybe she could find the person. Maybe they’d escape this madness together.

Although she wasn’t familiar with the layout of the Hamiltons’ house, she could see a hallway and a set of stairs to her left. In front of her was more furniture. The sliders were on the right wall of the living room.

She swiveled in all directions. Her eyes flew from furniture to floor, searching for a human form. She was about to press on when something drew her attention to the sliders.

A dark shape lurked on the other side of the pane.













	


Chapter Ten

Abby froze, watching the figure through the condensation in the glass. The thing was standing upright, elongated nose in the air, arms held in front of it. It appeared to be looking sideways, staring at the door she’d entered.

It knew she was in here.

Her body screamed at her to move, but she stayed rooted in place. The smell of blood filled her nose. Ever since she’d discovered the body, the odor seemed to have grown stronger and more pungent. She fought the urge to heave, even though she had nothing left to expel.

The creature tilted its head toward the glass doors. The movement was animalistic, but she could detect a trace of something human. Without warning, it snorted a wisp of hot air onto the pane. Its breath cleared a spot in the glass, and it peered inside, its red eyes surveying the room. Abby felt a scream build in her throat. Her hands shook violently, and she clung to the knife.

Stay still, stay still, staystill…

The thing was twenty feet away. Even though it was through a window, Abby couldn’t help but feel like it was right next to her. It raked at the window with a furred arm, testing the strength of the glass, and then stepped back.

It’s coming inside.

Abby steeled herself to run, her right hand clasped around the blade. As soon as the thing spotted her, she’d turn and flee for her life, however short her life might be. Her eyes darted from the creature to the hallway, frantically determining the path she’d take.




She watched the beast’s eyes through the glass. For a second, she was positive they’d stopped.

Without warning, the thing turned its head, gave one last chuff, and loped from sight. Abby expelled the breath she’d been holding. Had she escaped detection? Had it missed her? She relaxed her grip on the knife.

It didn’t see me…It didn’t see me.

She repeated the words in her head, still unable to believe them.

Her body was still shaking, and she fought to contain her panic. Somehow she’d avoided its attention…somehow she’d gone unnoticed…

Somehow she’d get away…

The back door shook. She heard the rattle of the doorknob and the scratch of claws, then the squeak of wood in the doorframe.

This time Abby didn’t wait. She bolted in the opposite direction, heading for the front end of the house. The hallway was only ten feet long, and in less than a second, she’d reached the foyer. Ahead of her was the front door. To her right was a set of stairs.

Which way? Whichway?

The door would lead her back outside. But upstairs, she might be able to hide. She’d already tried running, and she hadn’t gotten far…

She grappled with the decision. The back door shook. At any second, it would topple inward and admit the creature.

She grabbed the front door and felt wildly for the locks. Then she undid the deadbolt, turned the handle, and flung open the door. Cold air and snow spat from the outside.




The back door exploded from behind her.

Abby turned tail and raced up the staircase.

She ran on the balls of her feet, praying the stairs wouldn’t squeak underfoot. One excess noise would alert the thing to her plan, if it hadn’t smelled her already. Her hope was to throw it off long enough to hide.

The image of Rob paraded through her head. He’d been powerless against the thing, and so had the body in the kitchen. She didn’t even know who the body belonged to. Whether it was Leon or Adeline, she could only guess.

Even with the lights on, she doubted she’d recognize the body, if it was as mangled as Rob’s had been.

She skimmed up the steps, listening to the crash of objects below her. The thing was in the kitchen. Ripping up fabric. Tearing at the walls.

Making its way through the house in a rage.

All stealth had been cast aside. Its mission now was to find and destroy her.

She tripped on something unidentifiable, sending her sprawling on all fours, and she used her hands and feet to scramble up the remaining steps. Once on the landing, her eyes darted left and right, trying to make sense of the darkness. The pale wash of the outdoors filtered through several uncovered windows, and she strained to absorb the light. She could see doorways on either side of her. On a whim, she veered right. A dark doorframe beckoned, and she headed straight for it.




At the last second, she caught a glimpse of the beast in the foyer.

The thing was standing next to the front door. It reared up on its haunches, head swiveling beneath a low-hung chandelier. It was seven feet tall. Maybe more.

She pitched herself into the dark room, her body surging with adrenaline. The room was black and impenetrable. She waved her hands in front of her, catching hold of nothing but empty air. She got the sense it was a bedroom or an office. Something large.

Wherever she was, the shades were drawn.

She maneuvered deeper inside, her hands outstretched, hoping to detect any obstacles before she bumped into them. Her fingers encountered a bed, and she grabbed frantically at the bedspread, looking for a way underneath.

The thing was still in the house. She could hear its breath and the clack of its jowls. At any moment it would ascend the stairs and come after her. She grappled with the sheets, lost in the folds.

Dammit! Come on!

Suddenly she’d created an opening, and she wriggled her way underneath. The bed was about a foot off the ground—barely high enough to wedge herself under. As she slid under it, she couldn’t help but feel she’d be trapped, claustrophobic. If the thing found her, there’d be no getting out easily.

She was buried underneath the mattress.

The house had fallen silent again. There was no longer any noise from downstairs—the breathing and sniffing had stopped. She held still. Her heart hammered against the floorboards. Had the beast left? Had it taken the bait? She waited a full minute, certain she’d hear a scrape or a scuff, but the quiet prevailed.




Abby swallowed a breath.

She inched out from beneath the bed. The house remained silent.

Even if it had gone, she knew it would be back. Once it didn’t find her outside, it would return. She needed to get out of the house.

In her head, she formulated an escape plan: out the back door, into the woods. Help might be waiting on the other side of the forest—a house with a working phone, a neighbor who could provide refuge. She knew her chances were slim, but at the same time, she couldn’t afford to stay.

She slid back into the open, careful not to drag her knife on the floor. Once upright, she glanced around the room. Her eyes were still adjusting, and she could see shapes around her, objects lurking in the dark. Every one of them looked like the beast.

What if it was in here with her?

She swallowed back the thought and got to her feet, wincing at the soft rustle of her jacket. Across the room, she could see the faint outline of a window. She crept toward it, intending to look outside. She needed confirmation that the creature had left. Some proof that she was alone in the house.

Her boots creaked; her socks pressed against her toes. Her limbs were raw and cold. When she reached the window, she found the corner of the shade and lifted it up. The glow of the outdoors crept past her, illuminating the room. She kept a safe distance from the glass to avoid detection.




The neighborhood was emblazoned in white. From her position on the second floor, she had a bird’s-eye view of the road, and she inspected the area with fear-soaked eyes. To her left was the faint outline of her raised ranch; on the road was her snow-covered Honda.

The creature was nowhere in sight.

All she could make out was a red trail in the middle of the street. It looked like the last pieces of Rob had been dragged out and consumed.













	


Chapter Eleven

Abby covered her mouth with her hand. The only thing worse than knowing her husband was dead was the knowledge that the creature had eaten him. She clenched her eyes shut, trying to dispel the image.

Rob was dead. She’d known it before, but now it was final.

There’d be no burial, no saying goodbye. The tears began to flow again, and her eyes flicked to the house next door—hers and Rob’s. She could make out a hint of vinyl siding, bits and pieces of the snow-covered roof. It had been Rob’s idea to move here, and she’d followed him. If they’d stayed in Georgia, this never would’ve happened.

She remembered her mother’s words when she’d left for Connecticut. The change will be good for you, sweetheart. It’s good to have new experiences in life. Six months ago, Georgia had been the only home she’d ever known, and Abby had been reluctant to leave. But her mother had instilled confidence in her, assuring Abby that she was making the right move.

And so Abby had taken the plunge. Now she was starting to regret it.

But she needed to trust her instincts now. She needed to get out of here.

The life she’d had with Rob was over.

She glanced behind her, using the brief light of the window to determine her path. It was then that she noticed the body in the room. In the darkness, she hadn’t detected it before.




She seized up.

A woman was lying on the bed. She could just make out Adeline’s portly frame on the bed, her wiry hair. Her head was tilted too far back, and one of her slippers was missing. On her lap was a pistol. Abby let go of the shade and darted to the woman’s side.

She whispered the woman’s name, but there was no response.

Abby checked the woman for a pulse. The body was lifeless and still. She swallowed and reached for the gun, taking it in her hands. The barrel was cold. Metallic. Was it even loaded? She didn’t know. She could only assume Adeline hadn’t gotten the chance to fire it.

If she had, Abby would’ve heard it.

The creature must’ve gotten to her first.

Abby reeled back from the bed, suddenly positive that she was alone. The Pierces and the Morgans had left. The Hamiltons were dead.

The only person left was the man at the end of the cul-de-sac, and the beast—and she suspected the two were one and the same.

Getting to another neighborhood was her only bet.

Abby put one foot in front of the other, clutching the knife and the gun, and treaded across the room. Before long, she’d cleared the bedroom and reentered the hallway.

She peered over the railing. The front door was still open. Beads of snow drifted in from outside, covering the foyer like an icy welcome mat. The world outside was white and silent, betraying nothing about the events that had transpired. Abby kept her eyes glued to the doorway. With each step, she could see more of the neighborhood—snow and gray sky and houses with their shapes twisted and deformed.




When she reached the top landing, she took a breath. The stairs seemed to unfold before her. For a moment, she convinced herself that the carpeted steps were the only things separating her from the monster, that when she started down them, she’d give up her only advantage. But she had to move. Had to continue.

Staying would mean death.

She stared down the steps and out the front door, ready to take the first step.

She was about to move when she saw a mass of fur barreling toward the house.

Abby stepped back. Her heart leapt in her chest. The thing glided across the terrain, soundless except for the crunch of paws on powder. She spun and grabbed for the nearest door handle, then ducked into a small bathroom.

Although her instinct was to slam the door shut and barricade herself inside, she closed it to a crack instead. Through the opening, over the top of the railing, she could see the foyer, the open door, and the advancing beast.

She’d waited too long. She should’ve left sooner.

She felt around in the dark, locating a counter and a sink, and placed the knife on top of it. Then she placed both hands on the gun and held it at chest level.

She’d never fired one before. She knew where the trigger was and how to hold it, but nothing more. She prayed the thing had bullets, that it was ready to fire.




The creature had reached the front step. She watched it switch from four limbs to two, standing upright and huffing the air. Her breath caught in her throat, and she backed away from the bathroom door, taking aim through the crack. Once it climbed the stairs and came into view, she’d shoot.

She hoped it wouldn’t. She hoped it would leave. But the fact of the matter was that it had already come and gone once. If it was back, it was back for good.

The beast stepped through the front door. It extended its nose into the air, wagged its mane. She could make out its eyes in the semi-darkness—red and piercing, and they seemed to swallow the room with each pass, as if willing her to emerge. Its body darkened the doorway, and she saw the outlines of bristled fur. Claws. Teeth.

She could smell it, too. The musk of the outdoors, the odor of a fresh kill. Abby said a silent prayer, her lips moving soundlessly. The beast took one plodding step, then another, establishing the house as its own.

She aimed her weapon through the crack, wondering if she’d have the chance to use it. Adeline had meant to. And now she was dead.

The creature hit the first stair.

Abby heard the muffled thump of a foot, the hiss of hot breath gliding through teeth. She stared through the crack in the door, afraid to blink. Because the opening was small, the creature had slipped from view; the only clue she had to its whereabouts was the sound of it ascending the steps.




She could only guess at its location.

The footsteps continued.

Thump. Thump.

Abby strained to recall how many steps there were. Ten? Twelve? How many until the creature was right in front of her?

The open front door seemed to beckon her. For a moment, she considered darting out into the hallway and throwing herself over the railing. Would it be worth the risk of injury? Would she survive long enough to escape?

She swallowed, but held her position. The gun was heavy in her hands.

What if there were no bullets? What if she missed? What if—

Abby paused, noticing a break in the noise. The beast had either reached the landing, or it had heard her swallow. Did it know where she was? Could it sense her?

Her hands trembled.

The beast snorted.

Abby jumped, barely keeping hold of the gun. Nothing appeared. The sliver of hallway in front of her was vacant. But she could sense the thing’s presence.

It was right behind the door.

It chuffed again. The stench of blood and beast was overwhelming, drowning out her other senses. She repressed the urge to be sick.

The thing’s head appeared. At first, all she could see was the tip of its nose, but then she saw an eye, the matted fold of an ear. The thing was only a few feet away—close enough to reach out and grab her.




In the time she’d been running, this was the closest she’d been to it. The closest she’d come to death.

She held the gun and prepared to squeeze the trigger.

The thing continued down the hallway.

Abby exhaled. Her body felt like it was stretched taut, and her mind spit rapid-fire. She heard the faint creak of a floorboard from down the hall. The thing had gone into the bedroom.

Move.

The word popped into her brain as if it had been planted there, and suddenly Abby was pulling open the door and slipping into the hallway. There was no time to question what she was doing.

There was only time to act.

She glanced left, glimpsing the creature’s shadow. Although she couldn’t be certain, it looked like it was facing the other direction. Without hesitation, she crept down the hallway, heading for the stairs. The carpet kept her cover, and soon she was departing the landing and making her way down the stairs.

Her body moved as if it were on autopilot; she couldn’t feel her legs. It was as if some outside force were propelling her down the stairs, guiding her to safety. She fixed her eyes on the open door, fighting the urge to look behind her. Only five more steps. She was going to make it. The beast was still occupied. It hadn’t gotten a look at her. She’d survive, even though all the others had died.

She’d get help and then—




Something struck her from behind, and Abby toppled down the remaining stairs. The gun and the knife flew from her grasp, skittering into unseen corners. She hit the foyer hard, deprived of air, and cried out as blood sprayed inside her mouth.

Claws grabbed her head and slammed her into the ground.











	


PART THREE – THE KILL













	


Chapter Twelve

Abby awoke with a start. She wasn’t sure how long she’d been out, but it couldn’t have been long, judging by the fact that she was still alive. But something was on top of her. The creature had her pinned.

She struggled and writhed under the weight of its body, and its breath threatened to smother her. If it didn’t rip her open, she’d die from being crushed.

From what she could tell, she was still in the foyer, lying on her stomach. In the corner of her eye she could see the open door; behind her were flashes of movement. Her vision was still bleary from passing out. She pushed with all her strength, but the thing had her immobilized.

Was this how Rob had felt?

Tears savaged her eyes, and before she knew it she was crying and fighting, spitting and lashing out. The thing behind her snarled, as if hoping to subdue her, but she ignored it and began to scream.

“Stop! Get off me!”

She knew the words were useless, but her mind was ramped up on adrenaline, her synapses firing at breakneck speed. Abby’s instincts had taken over, and she’d do anything she could to stay alive.

She had the sudden realization that she was cold, and she ceased screaming.

I’m cut. He’s torn me open.

She waited for the unbearable pain to overtake her, but it never came. It took her a second to realize that only her coat had been ripped.

Abby wriggled back and forth, sloughing off her jacket. The beast tore at the fabric, and she could feel the tips of its nails digging into her skin. Suddenly she was free, and she ignored the pain and pushed herself off the carpet.




She began to crawl.

She tried to forget the creature behind her, concentrating instead on gaining distance from it. At any moment it would pounce on her, but right now, at this second, she was free. If she could maneuver her way to the door, maybe she could escape. Even though the logistics were against her, Abby’s brain kept her moving.

Before long, wet snowflakes kissed her skin. She was outside.

The cold around her intensified, but she pressed on. Blood trickled down her cheeks. Her head must’ve been cut open when the thing slammed her head against the ground. But that didn’t matter. She might be injured, but she was alive. If she could just keep moving—

The beast took hold of her legs and ripped her backward, as if she were little more than its plaything. She slid over the threshold of the house and back inside, her stomach scraping against the snow and carpet.

“No!” she shrieked.

But her words were weak and unheeded. Her leg exploded in pain as something tore into it.

Abby had been foolish to think she could escape the beast. It was faster. Stronger. Inhuman. Any advantage she’d had had been given up when she’d been spotted. Without weapons, she was as good as dead.




The thing tugged her again, and Abby slid sideways like a wet mop, her bloodied leg sliding across the floor. The room was starting to spin. The beast had her in its grasp, and she was powerless to stop it. She speared the floor with her fingernails, but they scraped uselessly against the hardwood, and she was unable to find traction.

Her eyes flitted from corner to corner. Searching for something—anything—that could help her.

Then she spotted the gun.

It was little more than a glint in the darkness, but she could make it out across the foyer. The creature shook her back and forth, trying to shake the fight out of her, but she kept her eyes focused on it.

The gun was ten feet away. Butted against the far wall. If she could reach it…

The beast lifted her by the leg, intent on flipping her over, but Abby lashed out and kicked it in the chest. The thing lost its grasp, and she started to move. It grabbed onto her boot, but Abby slid her foot free.

All of a sudden she was crawling on hands and knees, faster than she’d ever crawled before. Her clothes hung in tatters, threatening to slow her down. But Abby held fast to her mission. She kept her eyes fixed on the gun, her mind on what she needed to do. Before she knew it, the piece was in her hands.

Abby turned and squeezed the trigger.

The shot was deafening, ripping through the foyer of the house and echoing up the stairs. She heard a yelp—not the snarl of a predator but the cry of outwitted prey—and the creature fell to the floor. The storm howled, throwing a gust of wind through the open doorway.




Was it dead?

Abby didn’t wait to find out. She grabbed her missing boot and ran into the night.
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The snow had stopped. She slipped on her boot, heart still pounding, and trudged across a neighborhood that now resembled a wilderness.

Abby kept on, despite the gnawing ache in her leg and the pain in her skull. Several times she looked behind her, expecting to find the creature in pursuit, but all she could see was the pink trail of blood from her leg, dripping like a slow leak from a rusty hose.

She needed help. She needed medical attention, and she needed the police.

The snow was now about eight inches deep, and she trudged through it with all the speed she could muster. Her sweatpants and shirt were ripped; her coat was gone. The cold bit at her exposed skin. She passed by her house, then by the stranded Civic. The puddle of her husband’s blood was covered over in white, the vehicle a monument to his existence.

She was hit with a sudden thought, and she paused and tugged at the rear door handle. The door opened with effort, groaning on half-frozen hinges. Her bags were in the trunk, but there was a hoodie on the backseat. She retrieved it and pulled it on. The fabric wasn’t the thickest, but it warmed her several degrees. There was no use delaying any longer. The car was stuck, and she needed to get out of here. She slammed the door shut and kept moving.




The intersecting road was several hundred yards away. If she could reach it, she might find help. Although she hadn’t seen a car pass in several hours, the road was her best chance at escaping the neighborhood.

The wind had died down, plunging the neighborhood into a new depth of quiet. All Abby could hear was the puff of breath from her lungs and the occasional whimper that escaped her lips. She listened for sounds around her—the crunch of a footstep, the wheeze of a second set of lungs—but the area was mercifully silent.

She did her best to rid her mind of the beast, concentrating instead on a new set of odds before her: getting herself help before she bled to death or the cold consumed her. Whichever came first.

Though she was covering ground, Abby’s pace was uneven. Her head was swimming and she felt off balance. Even so, she was able to make progress, and after a few minutes she’d traversed the length of the street.

The intersection of Jameson and Pickney was marked with a stop sign. Next to it was a metal pole with two road markers. In better weather, Abby could expect to see a car every few minutes or so. Tonight, the street was empty.

She looked to her left and to her right, finding nothing but trees and snow. Normally she appreciated the rural setting, but tonight it filled her with desperation. The nearest neighborhood wasn’t for a mile in either direction.




Help seemed light years away.

She staggered out onto the roadway, scouring the road for tire tracks. Her hope was to see indentations in the snow, some evidence that a car had recently passed. It was possible one had gone by while she’d been at the Hamiltons’, maybe even while she’d been passed out.

The snow looked untouched. If someone had driven by, it’d been a while.

In any case, she needed to keep moving. The longer she remained in place, the dizzier she became, and Abby had the sinking feeling that she was about to lose consciousness.

Before plowing ahead, she scanned the road in both directions. There was no sign of headlights. The road to her left led to the center of town. She bore in that direction.

As she cleared the intersection, she gave one last glance behind her. She caught sight of her house in the distance and fought the sickening feeling that now came with the image.

Keep moving.

As she walked, she wiggled her fingers and toes, hoping to restore some of the circulation she’d lost. Although the snow had ceased, the cold had intensified, and it adhered to her like a new layer of skin. The trees on either side of the road loomed over her like a platoon of many-armed guards.

Each footstep was more difficult than the last; her muscles felt like rubber. She’d been on these roads numerous times, but never on foot. Abby tried to envision the neighborhood in front of her, but couldn’t gauge how far she’d traveled. Without landmarks to guide her, the road seemed to stretch on forever, and each patch of forest seemed identical to the last.




Come on, Abby.

She had to make it. She hadn’t come this far to die.

Rob would’ve wanted her to continue.

She gritted her teeth, holding back tears, and charged ahead. After a few minutes, she noticed something glowing on the trees ahead. She squinted and wiped her face, but the light was still there. It took her a minute to identify the source.

A car was coming up from her rear.

Abby spun. In the distance, she could make out the silhouette of a vehicle. It seemed to glide across the snow, its form illuminated in the backlight of its high beams. The engine purred louder as it approached.

This was it. Help at last.

Abby raced out into the road, heart racing, and then collapsed.













	


Chapter Thirteen

Headlights threatened to blind her.

Abby tried to sit up, but her body refused to cooperate. She’d fallen on her side, facing the vehicle, and she peered through the glare. Despite her efforts, she was unable to make out anything but lines and shadows. After a few seconds, a voice sprang from the light.

“Are you all right, ma’am?”

She opened her mouth to answer, but her lips were frozen. She wiped her face with a gloved hand. She was still holding the gun. She lowered it to her side and pulled herself into a sitting position.

Snow clung to her sweatpants and hoodie. She brushed at it with an unsteady hand, eyes bleary. A car door opened and shut, and footsteps crunched the snow. A few seconds later, a man knelt beside her.

“Are you OK?”

The man was wearing a knit cap and a coat. Gray hair sprang from the sides of his hat, and his face was creased with worry.

“I-I think so,” Abby managed.

She tried to get to her feet, but gravity pulled her back to the ground.

“Wait a sec, I’ll help you up.”

The man held out his arm, and she took hold of his sleeve. She staggered to her feet, noticing a puddle of blood where her leg had landed.

“Christ, you’re bleeding!” the man observed. He stared at the snow where she’d been lying, then caught sight of the gun. He immediately backed away.




“We don’t want any trouble, miss.”

“I was attacked…please…”

The man eyed her nervously.

“There’s something out there. It got my husband…my neighbors…” she pleaded.

The man glanced back at the vehicle, and Abby saw another person sitting in the passenger seat.

“We can help you, but you have to put that thing away,” the man said.

Abby tucked the pistol in the lip of her sweatpants. Once it was out of sight, the man helped her over to the SUV and into the backseat. She slid across the cushions, wincing at the pain in her leg. She was immediately hit with a blast of warmth. She closed her eyes and absorbed the heat.

When she opened her eyes, a woman with curly gray hair was staring at her from the front seat.

“I’m Lorena Sotheby, and this is my husband Tom. It looks like you’re bleeding pretty badly. Let me help you.”

The woman climbed into the backseat while her husband took the driver’s seat. Abby noticed the woman was holding a T-shirt in her hand, and she began to wrap it around Abby’s leg.

“I’m sorry, but we don’t have a first aid kit. How long have you been outside, sweetheart?”

“A few hours, I think,” Abby guessed.

“You must be freezing.”

Abby attempted to answer, but her teeth were chattering too hard. The SUV hummed as Tom put it into drive, and before long they were rolling over the snow-covered road. From the front seat, she heard the sounds of numbers being dialed on a cellphone.




“What happened?” Lorena asked, still tending to her leg.

Abby opened her mouth to speak, but couldn’t find the words. For the past few minutes, she’d been so caught up in her survival that she’d been able to repress what she’d seen. Now the images came flooding back, like a nightmare long forgotten.

“There was something in my neighborhood. S-some kind of animal or something. It attacked my husband, my neighbors, and it almost got me.”

Lorena gave her a long look.

“Where are you from?”

“I live on Jameson Street. The one you just passed.”

The woman’s eyes, which had already been filled with worry, seemed to darken. Her gaze flitted to the front seat. Tom was looking at her in the rearview mirror.

“What did this thing look like?”

“You’re not going to believe me, but it looked sort of like a—”

“A wolf?”

Abby swallowed and nodded. “But bigger. The size of a man. How’d you—?”

She looked from the rearview to the woman next to her. Lorena’s eyes were wide and sympathetic.

“They’re everywhere, honey. We’ve been trying to call the police for hours.”

Abby’s heart knocked against her ribcage. From the front seat, she could hear the sound of Tom cursing. It sounded like his phone had no service. Although she hadn’t noticed it before, there was a rifle lying on the passenger seat.




“This can’t be happening,” she whispered.

Lorena shook her head. “That’s what we’ve been saying.”

Abby’s gaze flew around the road, but the outside was dark and glossy, as if they were traveling across the arctic tundra. She had the sudden fear that the tires would lock up, that they’d get stuck in a patch of snow the way she and Rob had earlier, but the car continued.

They’re everywhere, honey…

Lorena’s words rattled in Abby’s head like a penny in a tin can, and try as she might, she was powerless to dismiss them. She instinctively felt for her own weapon, even though she had little faith that it would protect her.

The car had fallen silent, but she could hear the faint sound of static through the radio as Tom adjusted the dials. A few of the stations were playing music, and he flipped by them, searching for a voice.

“Where are you from?” Abby asked.

“We live in the neighborhood back there,” Lorena said, pointing to the road behind them. “The things broke into the house, and Tom shot at one of them.”

“Did you see anyone else in the neighborhood?”

“A lot of people left when the storm got bad, but we decided to stick it out. Tom and I have a generator. After those things broke in, we got the hell out of there as fast as we could. Everyone else that was left in the neighborhood was killed.”

A gust of wind blew again from outside, lifting currents of snow over the hood. Tom hit the windshield wipers, and Abby watched as they slogged back and forth over the snow, grinding it against the windshield.




“Dammit,” Tom spat. “If we can get to town, maybe we can track down help. I just wish these wipers would cooperate.”

She heard the whir of a motor, and then saw a streak of washer fluid hit the pane. The wipers were stuck. Tom hit a lever, increasing their speed. Finally the snow gave in, toppling to the side.

“You said the thing attacked your husband?” he called back.

“Yes. He…died.”

Abby could barely formulate the words. Once she’d spoken them, she lowered her head and cried into her hands. Lorena reached over to console her.

“It’s OK, honey. We’re going to get you out of here.”

Progress on the road was slow. Because of the snow’s depth, the tires of the SUV fought to keep traction, and Tom fought to control the wheel. The vehicle swayed back and forth, as if they were aboard an ocean liner, fighting the current of a stormy sea. Abby resumed her watch out the windows, alternating her gaze between the road and the forest.

Although they’d been driving for several minutes, she was hard-pressed to determine their location. The trees were swathed in snow, and she recognized none of the landmarks that would’ve been apparent to her in drier weather.

Heat blasted from the vents around her.

“Is that too much for you?” Tom asked.

“No, I’m fine. Thanks.”




Her body was starting to warm to the vehicle’s temperature, but her mind was still numb. Detached. She blinked hard, letting her eyes close. If it weren’t for the adrenaline coursing through her veins, she might’ve succumbed to exhaustion. Her mind wandered the events from the previous hours, replaying them over and over, as if they were stuck on a loop.

Her husband’s body…the battle with the creature…

It was hard to imagine continuing life without Rob. They’d been together for four years, and married for one, but already it felt like an eternity. They’d sworn to spend their lives together, and now it was over.

Even if she escaped the neighborhood—even if she never went back—the memories would haunt her forever. She wasn’t positive of much, not anymore, but she was positive of that.

“Hang in there,” Lorena said from beside her. “We’ll get through this, honey.”

“I hope so,” Abby whispered.
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When Abby opened her eyes, there was a large, snow-covered object parked diagonally on the road front of them. It took her a few seconds to determine it was a car. The exterior was glossed in white, but she could see patches of green paint sticking out from underneath. The taillights were still lit.

Tom flashed the high beams, but there was no response from the driver.

“I’m going to pull up next to them,” Tom said.




“Do you think that’s a good idea? Maybe we should just keep going,” Lorena said.

The woman was trying to remain calm, but Abby could hear her voice shaking. Tom glanced at her.

“Whoever’s inside might be stuck. We can’t leave them out here.”

Abby studied the stalled vehicle. The driver’s side window was rolled down a crack, and she could make out a faint glow from somewhere inside.

Tom applied the brakes, and she felt the tires of the SUV slide on the slippery snow. She watched the forest on either side of her, expecting something to spring from the trees, but nothing did. She turned her attention back to the vehicle. The SUV’s headlights bounced off the driver’s side mirror, and she thought she glimpsed a person’s silhouette inside.

Tom pulled up next to the car, letting the SUV idle. Then he hit one of the buttons to lower the passenger side window.

“Are you OK?” Tom yelled across the car.

The person in the vehicle was little more than a shadow. Tom leaned farther and called out again. Lorena swiped at the condensation on the glass in the back window. Abby peered over, trying to get a better look through it.

After a minute of silence, Tom turned around, craning past the headrest.

“It looks like there’s someone in the driver’s seat,” he said.

He threw the SUV into park.

“I’ll hop out and check. I’ll only be a minute. Keep the doors locked.”




Both Abby and Lorena opened their mouths to argue, but before they could stop him, Tom grabbed the rifle and ripped open the driver’s side door. He hopped into the snow, then closed the door behind him. The doors locked. Abby heard the crunch of his boots on powder, then saw his illuminated figure in the glare of the headlights.

In spite of his bravado, he seemed afraid.

Abby and Lorena swiveled in all directions, their heads turning in unison. Since stopping the vehicle, the sky seemed to have grown darker. The snow continued to fall from overhead, blotting the windows and evaporating on the hood like melted butter. Abby swallowed, fighting the feeling of panic that threatened to overtake her once again. She kept her eyes glued to the windows, her hands clutched on the back of the driver’s seat.

When Tom reached the driver’s side of the vehicle, he rapped on the glass, his rifle under his arm.

“Don’t worry, we’re here to help!” he called out.

There was no answer.

For a brief, selfish moment, Abby wanted nothing more than to leave the scene behind, for Tom to come back and for them to keep driving. But if the person was in trouble, she knew it’d be wrong to leave them behind.

If it weren’t for Tom and Lorena, she’d be out there alone herself.

Tom knocked on the window again, but there was still no response. He waited another moment, then tugged on the door handle and swung the door open.

He immediately stumbled back in the snow.




“Holy Jesus!” he cried.

He raced back to the SUV, struggling to keep his footing. The rifle bounced in his hands. When he reached the vehicle, he jumped into the driver’s seat and slammed the door.

“What happened?” Lorena asked.

Tom didn’t answer. His eyes were blazing, and his face was ashen. He threw the vehicle into drive and hit the accelerator. Without a word, he propelled the SUV forward. The wipers dragged across the windowpane.

Lorena put her hand on her husband’s shoulder.

“It’ll be OK, honey.”

Abby heard him swallow, but he still didn’t reply.

As they passed the stalled vehicle, Abby’s eyes wandered to the open door. Her stomach immediately soured.

The driver was a man in his forties. His throat had been ripped out, and his organs were spilled across his stomach.

She clutched her hands over her mouth, fighting the urge to vomit. Her mind sputtered. She blinked several times, trying to rid her mind of the image she had seen, but it was already planted in her memory. In the past few hours, Abby had seen more bloodshed than she’d seen in a lifetime, and she wanted nothing more than to leave it behind.

For the next few minutes, the car plunged into a somber silence.

The SUV hummed over the roadway as it picked up speed.

Abby kept her eyes glued to the trees, her eyes skimming the dark, snow-laden branches. Town was only a few miles away. Soon they’d reach it, and soon they’d find help. There had to be other people out there, people who could assist them. As awful and unbelievable as the whole night had been, there had to be safety somewhere.




They’d only gone a half-mile when the windshield wipers stalled again.

“Dammit!” Tom swore, his voice cracked and broken.

He hit the lever, turning the wipers on and off again, and finally got them moving.

“That’s better,” he murmured.

He sighed and returned his hands to the steering wheel. The wipers cast the snow aside, clearing the pane. When the windshield came clean, all three of them froze.

Something was standing in the road in front of them.

Lorena began to scream.













	


Chapter Fourteen

Tom hit the brakes, and the vehicle swerved. The headlights glanced off the shape in the road, giving it a split second of illumination. Abby saw a host of familiar features: a protruding nose, jagged fingernails, and a mouth opened into a roar. In the middle of the creature’s chest was a blood-encrusted wound.

A remnant from when she’d shot it.

She fished for her gun, bracing herself with one hand on the back of the driver’s seat. The SUV had lost traction, and it spun soundlessly in the night, unable to find purchase. The headlights speared the landscape—illuminating trees, then road, then beast. When the car finally stopped, Abby’s pulse spiked.

The creature was bounding toward them.

Tom let go of the steering wheel and lunged for his rifle. Before he could reach it, the thing landed on the hood and started pounding on the glass. One of the headlights went out, pitching the road into further darkness and obscuring the creature’s form. The windshield spiderwebbed under furred hands.

Abby retrieved her gun. She tried pointing it over the headrest, but Tom was in the way, and he cried out as she bumped into him. Lorena was still screaming, and the sound filled the interior of the car. Something keened below them. It took Abby a moment to realize it was the sound of tires, spinning without traction.

She stared at the door next to her, unsure whether to stay inside or get out. Both decisions reeked of danger and death, and neither screamed out as the solution. Before she could act, she heard the click of a lock, and Lorena flung open her door and stumbled out into the night.




“No!” Abby screamed.

But she was too late. The woman was still shrieking, and she fled through the snow and out of sight. Wind whipped through the open door, catching Abby in its draft. In the front seat, Tom had recovered his rifle, and he aimed it at the creature on the windshield. He fired off a round, punching a hole in the glass, but not before the beast leapt from sight, climbing over the hood of the car and after Lorena.

“Lorena!” Tom screeched, his face a frightened mess.

Pieces of glass cascaded in from the windshield. The car was compromised.

The only thing left was to get out.

Tom ripped at the driver’s side door handle, muttering words that Abby couldn’t understand. She glanced behind her, hoping to catch a glimpse of Lorena and the creature, but she could see little in the darkness. Rather than depart through the open door, she unlocked her own and pitched it open, stepping back out into the cold.

She aimed her gun in front of her, uncertain whether she had bullets, uncertain whether it would fire. Her luck had held out once, but she had little confidence that it would continue.

Tom exited behind her. He swung the rifle in front of him, frantic, staring past Abby. They surveyed the white landscape, but the road was empty. Somewhere off to their right, deep in the forest, they heard screams.




“I’m going after her!” Tom huffed, his breath white and visible.

“I’m coming, too!”

Despite Abby’s weakened state, the prospect of leaving these people alone—especially after they’d helped her—didn’t seem right. Tom didn’t argue, and before she knew it, they were traipsing into the woods in the direction of the screams.

The snow in the forest was thicker than on the road. Whether it was the underbrush or the drifts, Abby wasn’t sure, but the powder was well past her knees. She forged ahead, ignoring the bite in her legs and skin, knowing this might be her final journey. Even if she got out of this—even if she didn’t die from frostbite or pneumonia or blood loss—her prospect of survival was slim.

If these things were everywhere, there’d be no escaping them.

She gritted her teeth and tried to focus.

“Lorena!” Tom shouted, the word echoing through the tree trunks.

Lorena continued to scream, but her words were indecipherable. In spite of that, it sounded like Tom and Abby were getting closer. Had the creature caught up with her? Abby could only imagine the beast had had no trouble narrowing the gap. From everything she’d seen, the thing was fast—the snow wouldn’t have proved an issue.

Tom and Abby stumbled on, following the tracks in the snow through the somber light of the sky. She could hear the ragged breathing of the man next to her, but neither of them spoke. It was as if breath were their only commodity, and neither wanted to waste it.




She looked over her shoulder. Abby could still see the one working headlight of the car, shining into the woods without purpose or direction. Since they’d entered the forest, the landscape seemed to have grown darker. With each passing step, it felt like the tree limbs were reaching down to them, ready to pluck them from the ground.

Abby swiveled her attention to the foreground. It took her a moment to realize Lorena’s cries had stopped.

“Lorena!” Tom yelled.

Tom stopped in the snow, scanning the trees in all directions, and Abby pointed her pistol at the shadows.

“Where the hell is she?” Tom screamed. He swiveled his head in panic. “Lorena! Answer me, dammit! Where are you?”

Abby felt a sense of helplessness creep over her. It was the same feeling she’d had earlier, when she’d found Rob’s body ripped apart. It was as if the world around them had swooped in, tightening a noose around their necks, and there was nothing either of them could do to stop it.

All they could do was wait for the end.













	


Chapter Fifteen

A noise rang out from their left, and Abby and Tom spun, shifting their aim to a patch of trees. The forest creaked and swayed; several branches shed their snow. Abby watched as the white powder filtered to the ground. There was no sign of the beast. No sign of Lorena.

But the sound had to have come from somewhere.

She glanced over at Tom. The rifle bobbed up and down in his grasp.

“Lorena!” he screamed, his cries more desperate by the second.

He waved the rifle at the trees, as if demanding an answer. Abby’s teeth chattered. The cold bit at her skin, working its way into every nook and orifice. Now that they’d stopped moving, she had one less thing to distract her, and the pain in her leg had intensified.

Her leg felt like it was burning.

She glanced down at her calf, but could only see the outline of the makeshift bandage Lorena had applied for her. Without treatment, the injury would get worse. But there was nothing she could do at the moment.

“Let’s head that way,” Tom said, beckoning to the trees where the noise had originated.

He took a step forward, and Abby followed. They’d only gone a few feet when something flew through the air.

The object landed with a thud about five feet in front of them, and Abby screamed.

Tom stumbled backward.




It took them only a second to determine what it was.

Lorena’s mangled body lay in front of them in the snow. Her head hung like a dovetail joint, nearly twisted from her neck. Her chest cavity had been flayed open, and several ribs spilled from inside.

“No!” Tom fell to his knees beside her, his body wracked with sobs.

Abby’s pulse climbed. She pointed the gun through the trees, waiting for the beast to emerge. Every shadow appeared to be moving, and her eyes flitted from one shape to the next, waiting for something to stick out.

The forest had taken on an eerie silence, as if the world had stopped breathing.

Suddenly a pair of glowing eyes appeared in front of them. She saw the creature gliding toward them, its oversized limbs crunching snow. She squeezed off a shot from her pistol, but the shot went wide. She fired again, but missed. The beast continued, unfazed.

Tom sprang to his feet and aimed his rifle.

She heard a grunt as he squeezed the trigger, then the explosion of the gunshot. This time the beast reeled backward. Tom had struck his mark, but the creature kept coming, shaking the wound off like a bee sting. It was only a hundred yards away. Closing fast.

Abby struggled to aim her pistol, but her grip faltered. Her head was starting to pound, and she felt dizzy and hot. Sweat leaked from her brow. The world around her was spiraling out of control, and she was caught in the tempest.




Was she in shock? Dying?

Her leg pulsed, radiating heat. She tried to cry out, but her tongue didn’t seem to work. She heard several more gunshots from Tom’s rifle.

Through the haze, she saw the beast sway. A few of the bullets connected, slowing it down, but it refused to stop. She tried to aim her pistol, but couldn’t.

The gun slipped from Abby’s hand. Her ears were ringing, and she clasped her hands over her head, trying to plug the noise.

The creature was only feet away from Tom. She saw him thrust the tip of the rifle at its head and fire another shot.

Pain rippled through her head like a migraine.

She fell to her knees and clutched her temples. Another gunshot. Another burst of pain. She called out for Tom, but he didn’t answer. The world had gone black, and she couldn’t see.

All at once, the forest was quiet.

The pain subsided. Abby could hear herself breathing again, her lungs gasping for air. She opened her eyes and unfurled her hands from her head. Tom was standing a few feet away, clutching the rifle. He was staring at her.

“Are you OK, Abby?”

“I-I think so.” She nodded.

She followed his gaze to the beast, which had fallen to the ground in front of him. The creature looked smaller than it had before. She stared at the shadow for several seconds before determining the difference.

It wasn’t the beast anymore, but a man. The man began to stir.




Tom circled around it, pointing the rifle.

“Stay the fuck down!” he ordered.

The man sat up, clenching his head in his hands. His clothing was almost nonexistent; his body was littered with wounds. When he removed his hands from his face, Abby let out a gasp.

“Rob?”

“Abby?”

Her husband pushed himself off the ground, staggering to his feet. Tom stepped back in the snow, still pointing the rifle.

“Who the hell is this?”

“My husband! Don’t shoot!”

Abby regained her footing and took a step toward him, but her eyes stopped when she caught a glimpse of his face. The man standing before her was her husband, but his face was still wrong. Fur still clung in patches to his face, and his ears jutted off his head.

“Rob? I-I thought you were dead,” she whispered. “I saw your body…”

Rob wavered from side to side. She saw a glimmer of jagged teeth in his mouth, and when he spoke, his voice was low and guttural.

“That wasn’t me, Abs,” he said.

The image of the body flashed in front of her. She pictured the mutilated remains in the Pierces’ backyard—clothes gone, body ripped to pieces. At the time, she’d been certain it was her husband. But now she realized it couldn’t have been.

“Who was it, then?” she whispered.

“Our new neighbor.”




“From the end of the road?”

He nodded.

“But I thought something was wrong with him…he wasn’t moving…he wouldn’t wave…”

“He was in shock. He’d already seen one of us feeding.”

That meant Rob had—

“Y-you killed him. You killed Leon and Adeline…”

Tom sprang from the shadows, jabbing his rifle at Rob’s head.

“And you killed Lorena! You son of a bitch!”

Rob bowed his head, refusing to meet the man’s gaze. Abby stared at her husband, still in shock. Was he sick? Diseased? Maybe this wasn’t his fault. Maybe something had taken hold of him that he couldn’t control, and he was as much a victim as anyone else. There had to be an explanation…

“What’s going on, Rob? What happened?”

“This is the Great Storm, Abs. The one we’ve been waiting for.”

“The one who’s been waiting for?”

“Us. All of us.”

He lifted his hands in the air. Something howled in the distance, and Abby’s hands tightened on the pistol. She looked over at Tom just in time to see him squeeze the trigger of the rifle. Her heart crashed in her chest.

The gun clicked, empty.

“Goddamit!” Tom yelled. He backed away, losing his grip on the rifle.

“What the hell are you?” Abby whispered, tears streaking her face.

“I’m what I’m supposed to be. The same thing you’ll be soon.”




Rob’s head cocked to the side, studying her. She followed his red eyes down to the wound on her leg. The wound he’d given her. He bared his teeth.

“I told you I’d always take care of you, Abs. And I meant it.”

“No,” she whispered.

“Why do you think we moved up north? We made it just in time.”

She pictured the beast chasing her through the neighborhood. She’d always been one step ahead, one step from death. But only because he’d allowed it. He’d wanted her alive. He’d wanted to change her.

“I can’t,” she said, tears forming in the corners of her eyes. “I can’t do this.”

“We’ll start over, for real this time. We’ll be free.”

Abby pointed the pistol at his face, searching for signs of the man she’d loved, but all she could see were reminders of the beast. Her eyes wandered back to Lorena’s gutted body, and she felt sick once again.

“You’re disgusting,” she said.

Rob growled.

“How could you kill these people?”

“To be fair, I didn’t kill Leon or Adeline. That must’ve been one of the others.” Rob’s head twitched. “But I would have. If I’d gotten to them first.”

“You’re sick.”

“I am what I am. I’ve accepted it. So should you.”

“No.”

She took a step forward, solidifying her aim. The tears were flowing again, and she blinked them back. Rob’s body was unmarked. It was as if the gunshot wounds Tom had inflicted had already healed.




She might not be able to kill Rob with the gun.

But she’d sure as hell try.

She was about to squeeze the trigger when her body went into convulsions. Abby staggered in the snow, trying to keep her balance. The gun slipped from her grasp, hitting the ground with a thud. This time her entire body felt hot, as if some foreign matter was consuming her.

She noticed Tom was still backing away from them. His hands shook, and he was barely able to hold the rifle.

“Go!” she screamed. “Run!”

Rob took a step toward Tom, but Abby moved to intercept him, placing her body in the way. Her head was filled with pressure. Her skin felt raw and elastic. She opened her mouth to warn him to stay back, but all that came out was a snarl.

Tom fled through the trees.

Before Rob could pursue him, Abby leapt at her husband, fangs bared.













	


Chapter Sixteen

Two furred bodies collided. In the instant Abby leapt at Rob, he’d shifted into the beast as well, and he emitted a glottal roar as they collapsed into the snow.

Abby’s mind was filled with a string of images and noise. Although she could still think, her body felt like it had been usurped by some higher power, taken over by some instinct she couldn’t understand. Her senses overwhelmed her as she grappled.

She could smell Lorena’s blood in her nose. Tom’s sweat as he fled through the forest. The musk of her transformed skin. And above it all, she could smell Rob’s breath, laced with the blood of the people he’d killed.

The stench was on his breath and his claws, and she huffed it in as she fought against him, reminding herself of the things he had done.

They rolled across the snow in a heap, each of them clawing and tearing, each trying to get a handhold. The pain in Abby’s leg had subsided into the background, allowing her to focus.

Several times she tried to speak, but nothing came out—only a growl. Her body was larger, different than before, and she had to work to control it. After several seconds of struggle, she managed to roll on top of Rob, and he bucked and writhed beneath her. She pressed against him with the weight of her body.

She glared at the beast below her. His eyes blazed red, and he stared at her as if she were nothing more than prey.




Although Abby was bigger than she’d been before, Rob was stronger, and he hurled her backward and onto the snow. Abby sank into the powder, her fur matted white. Ice clung to her fur and paws. She realized she was no longer cold. The sting of the elements had disappeared after her transformation, as if she was born and bred for the snow.

A snarl drew her attention. She rolled to the side just in time to avoid Rob’s lunging body, and he sank to the earth next to her. She could hear his heartbeat in his chest, and the thump was so loud that for a second she thought it was her own. She took to her feet and faced him, but Rob had already regained his balance.

The two wolves circled each other, hands outstretched, maws open, as if adhering to some ancient ritual. Abby’s eyes penetrated the darkness, searching for an opening. Across from her, her husband did the same. The snow parted and churned beneath their feet. Rob took a menacing swipe, and she ducked to the side, narrowly avoiding it. She returned with a swipe of her own.

They continued the dance for almost a minute, testing each other, each of them waiting for the opportunity to lunge. Abby’s mind was consumed by the battle. In just a few minutes, she’d forgotten about the people her husband had killed, and her mind was fixated on the opponent across from her. It was as if her brain had made the decision to kill, and all that was left was for her body to carry out the orders.

Somewhere in her subconscious, she could smell burned rubber. Tom had reached the car, and was doing his best to free the tires. Rob sniffed the air, as if he, too, sensed the man escaping.




Out of nowhere, Abby’s eyes flitted to Lorena’s corpse. The coppery odor of blood filled her nasal cavity, drifting into her mouth.

This time, instead of making her sick, the scent made her hungry.

She stared back at her husband. Although his claws still hung in the air, she noticed he’d taken a step backward. No words had passed between them, but his message seemed to hang in the air. Join me.

Her nostrils flared, and suddenly she could smell the scent of a dozen other wolves lurking through the forest. It was as if they’d been hovering close by, waiting for her to accept his invitation.

Her mind spun, a revolving wheel of thoughts that spanned the length of her life. She saw her first kiss, her high school graduation, the day she’d met Rob.

Her mind hung on that last memory, and she felt something stir deep within her.

This didn’t have to be the end. It could be the beginning.

Join me. Join us.

Abby felt a swell of emotions building inside her. Despite her best efforts, she was losing the battle. Her fists clenched and unclenched, and her claws dug into her skin. The scent of Lorena’s body next to her was driving her to madness, and she needed to act, needed to do something. Abby let out a guttural roar, bellowing into the air and into the trees around her.

Her husband took a step toward where Tom had fled. Abby’s eyes wandered back to his, but she didn’t move.




She couldn’t do this. She couldn’t be this.

With a snarl, she lunged at her husband.

Abby put her full weight into the pounce, and suddenly Rob was beneath her. She tore at her husband, ripping into his face, his skin, hoping to peel back what she’d become. She felt the hot spurt of blood hit her face, but instead of recoiling, she reveled in it, biting and scratching and tearing until the thing beneath her was little more than a pulp, a tattered carpet of fur and skin.

She could taste the texture of flesh in her mouth, and she rolled it on her tongue, then spat it out, fighting the impulse to swallow.

She continued tearing at him even as the rest of the pack sprang from the trees around her, ripping into her sides and shredding her skin. She was surrounded. No way out.

She tried to fight them off, but the creatures had her flanked on all sides. She saw blobs of fur and eyes, glimmers of teeth and claws, and pain exploded through her body. Her limbs were useless and limp. Despite her struggle, Abby’s consciousness began to slip.

With the last of her energy, she let out one final roar—for herself, for her husband, and for all the people she was powerless to save.

The last thing she heard was the whir of Tom’s tires in the distance.

At least one of us got away…

 








	



OUTAGE 2: THE AWAKENING
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Prologue

Tom Sotheby pounded the wheel of the SUV, his eyes alternating between the forest and the road. He revved the accelerator, listening to the tires scream, but the vehicle remained hopelessly stuck in the snow. He wasn’t safe. Not yet.

“Come on, you piece of shit!”

Growls and commotion spit from the trees, reminding him of the grisly scene he’d escaped. He let his foot off the gas pedal, then stomped it again. The wheels spun. Even if he survived the night, he had no idea what would become of him. His wife Lorena was dead. Gutted like a piece of meat. And he was next.

I can’t believe Lorena’s gone…

And so was Abby.

He felt a pang of sorrow for the girl he’d rescued. She’d been one of them. She’d been bitten, and she’d turned. In the throes of her transformation, she’d thrown herself into the fray and traded her life for Tom’s.

He couldn’t let that be in vain.

He dried his tears and glanced at the passenger’s seat, eyeing the rifle he’d managed to salvage. The gun was empty. Even if it were loaded, it’d be useless against the creatures in the forest. He’d already spent his ammunition and failed. He had no extra rounds. In the frenzy of his escape, there’d been no chance to grab Abby’s gun.

What the hell were these things?

He’d never seen anything like them. From what he could tell, they used to be human, but they’d become something else—beasts with claws and fur, elongated noses, and pointed teeth. Animals birthed for hunting.




He toggled between reverse and drive. The SUV lurched back and forth. The road was bathed in snow—eight inches, if he had to guess. It’d been difficult to drive a half hour ago, and it would be even harder now. He stared through the cracked windshield, watching snow spit from the sky. The wipers scraped back and forth over fractured glass.

Squeak…squeak…

“Come on!”

The four-wheel-drive was engaged. Even with the extra power, the SUV wouldn’t move. Tom peered through the driver’s side window, certain the beasts were almost upon him. The noise in the forest had ceased. They must’ve taken care of Abby.

They’d be coming for him next.

Tom revved the gas again. If he couldn’t get the SUV moving, he’d head out on foot. There was little hope he’d outrun the beasts, but he’d damn well try. Sweat trickled from his brow and adhered to his face. He could see his breath in front of him. Even with the heat on, the vehicle was freezing—cold air poured through the cracks in the windshield, and it fought against the warmth.

The tires spun.

Tom gritted his teeth and grabbed for the empty rifle. He reached for the door handle, ready to flee. He stopped when he saw what was waiting for him.

A pack of shadows had emerged from the forest. He saw a glimmer of red eyes, the glint of claws and teeth. The beasts raced toward him. He drew back and mashed the door lock button, then shifted into drive.




He dropped the rifle in his lap and slammed the gas pedal.

Move, you son of a bitch!

The vehicle climbed and stopped, climbed and stopped. The beasts were three hundred feet away, spewing from the forest like ants from a dirt mound. He watched as they loped faster, gaining ground. Tom pushed the pedal to the floor.

“Goddammit! If this thing would just—”

The vehicle lurched. Miraculously, the tires grabbed the snow and stuck, and suddenly the SUV was rolling down the snow-blanketed street. Tom’s heart pumped faster with each rotation of the tires.

Holy shit…

The things veered from the woods to the road. Closing in.

Tom couldn’t tell how many there were. At the moment, they were nothing more than a myriad of shadows, a legion of creatures that seemed like they’d come from hell to take him.

Maybe he was in hell. He could think of no better explanation.

The world had transformed from something he knew to something he didn’t. Gone were the familiar, paved streets that he’d known; all that was left was this barren white tundra—the perfect killing ground for the beasts.

The SUV gained momentum, but not fast enough. Tom heard a scraping sound along the driver’s door and looked over to find a furred hand at the window. He cried out and let go of the steering wheel, instinctively protecting his face. The thing clawed at the pane, raking its nails along the slippery glass.




“Get away from me!” he shouted.

He snatched the empty rifle from his lap. He knew it wouldn’t do him any good, but his instincts had taken over, and they screamed at him to do something. He held the weapon against the window, as if the mere sight of it would dissuade the beast, but the thing continued to scratch the glass. Its eyes were red and inhuman.

The vehicle picked up momentum, and Tom fought to stay on the road. The thing growled at him through the window. After a few more moments, the beast slipped from the car. The rest of the creatures lagged behind. He stared at them in the rearview mirror—dark demons with red eyes. Watching. Waiting.

Their motives were simple: they wouldn’t rest until they got to him.

And when they did, they’d rip him apart.











	


PART ONE – THE COLLAPSE













	


Chapter One

Two hours earlier…

 

“What’s going on, honey?” Lorena stood at the porch door, peering into the garage at Tom. She folded her arms across her pajamas and rubbed her eyes.

“I’m starting the generator,” Tom said. “The power’s out.”

He shined the flashlight on the gas can in front of him.

“It’s freezing in here. Did you see all the snow?” Lorena asked.

“Unbelievable. And in October, to boot.”

“You’re not late for work, are you?” Lorena whispered in the semi-darkness.

Tom rechecked the time on his cell phone. It was one in the morning—much too early to think about work. For the past few months, he’d worked the weekend shift as an elementary school janitor, trying to earn extra money. He normally didn’t leave until four o’ clock. Weekdays were spent at the manufacturing plant.

“It’s still early. I’ll catch a few more hours of sleep before I head in. Maybe I’ll get dressed before I lay down, so I won’t wake you up.”

“The roads are covered in snow, Tom. Do you think it’s safe?” Lorena asked.

She shifted in the doorway, her voice wavering. Tom glanced over at the SUV. If there was one thing he knew, it was that there was no way to guarantee safety in weather like this. He swallowed his concern.




“I’ll take the Highlander. I’ll be fine.”

Lorena didn’t argue. He could tell she was still nervous. Tom double-checked the generator’s gas tank, verifying it was full, then set down the gas can.

“I’m going to open the garage and vent the fumes, honey. It’ll get cold fast. Why don’t you head inside? I’ll meet you in a minute,” he said.

Lorena reluctantly agreed, shuffling back into the house and closing the door. Tom shone the flashlight on the generator, replaced the gas cap, and walked over to the wide, single-bay garage door. He reached for the handle. The metal was cold against his fingertips, reminding him of how cold he was. Tom was still in his pajamas, and the chill of the garage was arresting.

He pulled up the garage door.

Opening the garage was like exposing another world. Tom stood at the threshold, peering out at the stark white neighborhood. The houses were covered in soft, rounded edges; the roofs were blanketed in snow. White pellets flung their way past Tom and into the garage, as if they, too, were trying to escape the nasty weather. The houses in the neighborhood were silent and still. No one was awake.

At least, not that Tom could tell.

“They’re probably better off,” he muttered.

He looked back at the generator. He felt guilty about starting it, but his house was set back from the road. Hopefully he wouldn’t disturb anyone. He didn’t want to subject Lorena to the cold.

She’d been through enough over the last few years.




Shrugging off his reservations, he walked back into the garage and wheeled the generator so the exhaust was facing outside. Then he pulled the cord. The engine roared to life. He peered outside guiltily, but saw no evidence that he’d woken anyone.

He padded back through the garage and to the kitchen door, shaking off his boots. Then he opened the door to the mudroom and reentered the house. Lorena was waiting in the kitchen. She was holding a flashlight of her own.

“Why don’t you head back to bed? I’ll meet you in a minute. I have to switch on the power in the basement.”

“It’s okay. I’ll wait here for you.” She smiled. “You’re not going to blow snow tonight, are you?”

“No, I’ll wait until tomorrow after my shift.”

Tom played the beam of his flashlight upward a little, exposing her face. Lorena’s eyes were soft and kind. At forty-five, she looked better than when they’d married. Despite that, Tom still saw the sadness that lurked below her expression. The loss of their son Jeremy still hung between them, even when they didn’t speak about it.

Tom leaned over and kissed her, promising he’d be right back.

“Don’t go wandering around in the dark,” he warned.

“I won’t,” she swore.

He headed for the basement, opened the door, and made his way down. As he descended the stairs, he heard the dull drone of the generator through the walls. He wondered how widespread the outage was. Was the whole street out of power?




Was the whole town?

There was a chance Tom would arrive at the elementary school in a few hours and be without power. If that were the case, he wouldn’t be able to do much. But he’d make the attempt. Tom always prided himself on being reliable, and he didn’t want to miss his shift. Besides, he needed the money. They were fixing up the house. Once it was renovated, they’d sell it.

That was the promise he’d made Lorena.

He played the flashlight over the basement, revealing the oil tank, the hot water heater, and the circuit breaker. Next to the circuit breaker was a single lever. He’d installed the generator so that it was easy to use. When the lever was pulled, the house switched to the hookup in the garage. He wanted to ensure Lorena was always provided for, in case something happened. It was a morbid thought, but it was better to be prepared. The future could be callous and unpredictable.

Jeremy’s death had proved that.

Jeremy had died during a winter storm like this one. Three years ago, he’d been driving home from a friend’s house when he’d skidded off the road and flipped over a guardrail. Tom would never forget the moment the police had come to the door. He could still recall the officer’s somber face. Since then, every snowstorm was a reminder of Jeremy’s passing—both for him and Lorena.

Tom bit back his emotion and walked the remaining steps toward the circuit breaker. He shined the flashlight and pulled the lever. From upstairs, he heard the creak of a floorboard—probably Lorena waiting for him. Her uneasiness transcended the space between them. He tucked the flashlight under his arm and reached for the light switch.




A thud emanated from the backyard.

What the hell?

Tom paused. He swiveled toward the rear of the house and listened. All was still. He waited a second, then reached for the light switch. The thud came again. He grabbed the flashlight and shined it at one of the rear windows, looking for the source of the disturbance. Snowflakes drifted past the small pane. The window was at ground level; the lower half was obscured with white powder. He could barely see outside.

Tom crept across the basement toward the window, leaving the light off.

“Lorena?” he hissed in the direction of the stairwell.

Nobody answered. The noise came again. It was definitely from somewhere out back. Tom kept his eyes glued to the small window, afraid to look away, afraid he might miss whatever it was. Was it a burglar? Was someone trying to break in?

He thought of his gun—upstairs in the bedroom, tucked in the closet.

It was two floors away, much too far away to get to it quickly. But he wouldn’t panic. Not yet. He’d see what the sound was before alarming Lorena. It was probably something normal, something explainable.

He didn’t want to frighten his wife unnecessarily.

He stole past his tool bench until he’d reached the basement window, then stood on his tiptoes and peered over the windowsill, aiming his flashlight. When he looked above the snowdrift, he was surprised to find the yard was illuminated, even in the middle of the night. The moon crept stealthily from behind the clouds.




He never recalled seeing the moon during a storm.

That’s strange, he thought.

The backyard was a white replica of the one he knew. Snow decorated the trees, the yard, and the deck. Nothing was out of order. No animals. No intruders. He scoured the landscape. After a minute, he located the cause of the disturbance. Two medium-sized branches had fallen in the yard. Snow and leaves clung to the sides, making impressions in the white-covered ground. The limbs must’ve broken off with the weight of the snow.

It was strange, but explainable.

Relieved, Tom returned to the light switch and flipped it. The room brightened. At the same time, the furnace kicked on with a rumble, filling the basement with sound. Lorena’s footsteps arose from upstairs.

It was as if restoring the power had returned everything else to normal.

Tom sighed with relief and flicked off his flashlight. Before heading to the stairs, he took one last glance out the window, watching quiet snow flit past the pane.

He sighed and headed back upstairs.

Lorena was waiting for him by the kitchen window. The kitchen light was on. She stared out into the backyard, her eyes locked on the landscape. She spun as he entered. She must’ve seen the concern on Tom’s face. She frowned.




“Everything okay with the power?” she asked.

“Yeah. Everything’s fine. I heard some tree branches falling in the backyard, that’s all. They startled me.”

Lorena pointed out the window. “I know—I saw them. Another one just fell in the woods.”

Tom nodded. “It’s because of the early snow. It must be weighing them down. I don’t recall ever having a storm like this in October. It’s very strange.”

Lorena lowered her gaze.

“You all right, Lorena?” he asked.

She nodded, tears glistening in her eyes. He knew what she was thinking about, because he was thinking the same thing.

“I wish you didn’t have to work,” she whispered. “The roads are only going to get worse.”

Tom took his wife’s hand. “Don’t worry, I’ll be careful. I’ll be home before you know it. I need this job, honey. Once we get the place updated, once we get the contractors in here…”

They’d talked about moving for over a year. Their plan was to go down south. After Jeremy had died, the house had become a mausoleum, a place to hang their coats and eat their meals. Nothing more.

“Let’s head back upstairs and get some sleep,” Tom suggested.

He turned on the hall light and snapped off the light in the kitchen, then led his wife to the staircase. They climbed the stairs and reached the hall, making their way into the master bedroom.

The alarm blinked twelve o’clock. Tom set the time and put on his work clothes. Then he placed his boots near the bed. He climbed beneath the sheets, where Lorena was waiting. She reached over and took his hand, giving it a squeeze. He doubted she’d be able to sleep. He wouldn’t, either.




He’d have to get up for his shift soon, anyway.

The generator pulsed from the garage. Tom wondered how his neighbors were making out. One or two had generators, but not all of them did. There was a possibility one of them would come to the house in the morning.

If so, that was fine with him.

Tom closed his eyes and let his mind drift. Every so often, a branch cracked and fell outside, but he ignored it. A car started outside. Then another. He assumed his neighbors were leaving to get somewhere warm. He ignored that, too. He needed to get rest; otherwise he’d be exhausted for his shift.

He contemplated what he’d do after work. When he got home, he and Lorena would spend the day together. They’d make the best of the situation. They’d make hot chocolate and watch television, and he’d blow snow. Someday, someday soon, they’d leave the house behind and move. They needed a fresh start.

A scream wrenched him from his thoughts.

Tom bolted upright in bed and flung the sheets aside, heart knocking.

“What was that?” he hissed.

Lorena stirred beside him. She reached out and touched his arm, as if she were afraid he’d vanished. Tom swung his legs off the bed, the floor cold against his socks. He climbed from bed and started for the window, his pulse climbing. He parted the shade and looked outside.




What he saw made his body tremble.

In the middle of the road, something he couldn’t identify—a furred animal, a creature—was tearing into one of his neighbors. Tom’s blood froze. Whatever the thing was, it was larger than a man.

“Oh, my God…” he whispered.

“What is it?” Lorena breathed from across the room.

“Lorena, get the gun!”













	


Chapter Two

Tom stared out the bedroom window while Lorena ran to the closet. His legs felt rooted in place. The man in the street was Desmond Smith, his neighbor. Desmond was being mangled. His stomach was torn open and he was screaming. The beast had its back turned, but Tom saw bits and pieces of its visage—hands that resembled claws, a gaping maw; a snout larger than any animal he’d ever seen.

“Lorena! Hurry!”

Tom lunged for his boots. He frantically put them on. Behind him, Lorena threw the closet door open, rifling through objects to get to the gun. Tom let go of the shade and ran for his wife. He saw her shadowed form making its way back to him. She had the gun. Tom reached out and took it, staving off the panic that filled his stomach. He’d never used it before. Not for something like this.

Tom clicked off the safety and raced back to the window. Desmond had stopped screaming. His carcass lay motionless in the snow, his remains strewn across the snow-covered street. The creature loped in the other direction, making its way toward Desmond’s house. Tom saw flashes of movement through the open doorway. Another creature—identical to the first, only larger—was already inside. A scream erupted from the top floor. Probably Tori Smith, Desmond’s wife. Further down the street, another creature burst through a window, spraying glass into the snow.

The things were everywhere.




Lorena came up beside him and clasped her hand over her mouth, stifling a scream. Tom spun her away from the window just as a series of bangs erupted from downstairs. He swallowed as he recalled the open garage. It was only a matter of time until one of the things burst into the mudroom, then the kitchen. He didn’t even have any idea what they were, what might be happening, but he knew he had to react. If he didn’t, he and Lorena would die.

“Come on!”

He grabbed his cell phone off the nightstand and raced to the bedroom door, glancing frantically around the room. He considered pushing the bureau in front of the door, but the screams outside told him it wouldn’t make a difference. The house felt like a cage with four walls, a trap rather than a place of safety.

The basement…

If they could get down there, maybe they could lock themselves in the furnace room. Call the police. The door was sturdy. Maybe he’d push the shelves in front of it.

“Downstairs!” he hissed.

Tom aimed his gun as they crossed the bedroom threshold. He peered down the stairs. The house suddenly felt dark and foreboding, menacing. He was suddenly certain one of the things was already inside, waiting to pounce. He kept the lights off. Anything he did might draw their attention.

They crept down the stairs one at a time, staring at the front door. Lorena gripped his arm as if she were falling off a ledge, her nails digging into his skin. The glass windows beside the door were frosted with ice. With each step, Tom saw a blurred piece of the street—houses and yards, snow whipping past. When they were halfway down, Tom caught sight of Desmond’s body. The man was flat on his back, his carcass covered in gore. His wife, Tori, was sprawled next to him. She was already dead.




One of the creatures must’ve dragged her outside.

Tom shuddered and took another step, peering right and left up the street. The neighborhood was a replica of similar scenes. Opened doors, shredded bodies. They’re dead. All of them.


Even without seeing his neighbors, he knew, the same way he’d known Jeremy was dead when the police knocked on his door. And he knew they’d be next if they didn’t hurry.

“Come on!” he hissed, urging his wife downstairs.

They’d just reached the landing when something slammed against the front door. Tom and Lorena froze. A fur-covered hand raked the glass. Tom glanced back at the staircase, contemplating running back up to the bedroom. The porch creaked with the weight of the creature. He could sense the thing on the other side of the door, just as he was certain it sensed him.

He aimed his gun as a red eye pressed against the glass.

“Stay still,” he hissed to Lorena through clenched teeth.

Lorena stiffened next to him; Tom’s breath caught in his throat. The creature’s breath fogged up the window. Tom saw the glint of teeth, a black, snarled face. After a few seconds, the beast vanished.




Where was it?

Tom and Lorena took another step. A roar escaped from the other side of the door—a terrifying, primal sound unlike anything Tom had ever heard.

And then the door buckled.

“Go!” he shouted.

They raced from the foyer into the dining room, skirting chairs, passing the dining room table. Tom’s boots slipped and slid on the hardwood, as if the house itself was conspiring to kill them. Adrenaline coursed through his body, propelling him faster. He moved by muscle memory alone, darting through the kitchen without the assistance of the lighting, each step enveloping him further in darkness.

Behind him, the front door caved.

Lorena lost her grasp on his arm, but stayed right beside him as they reached the basement door.

He’d just grabbed hold of the door handle when a window shattered in the den. Lorena screamed. Feet pounded from the rear of the house, crunching over glass. They’re inside! The things are inside! Tom flung open the basement door and stared into the darkness, ready to forge down into it. But a voice in his head stopped him.

Don’t go down there.


The thought hit him with such force that he reeled backward. They couldn’t go down to the basement. If they did, they’d never leave.

“Come on!”

At the last second, Tom changed direction, pulling Lorena with him. Her panicked gasps echoed through the kitchen. He groped the kitchen counter in search of the keys, finding them right next to the microwave where he’d left them. He snagged them as he ran to the mudroom door, clawing at the lock. He’d opened the damned door a million times before, but between the adrenaline and the terror, his fingers felt numb and useless. Come on!




“Hurry, Tom!”

Something bounded through the kitchen behind them. Tom unlocked the door and flung it open, barreling through it and into the mudroom, Lorena almost toppling him over. Tom spun, trying to pull the door closed. But the creature was already at the threshold, pawing the air. Tom raised the rifle and fired.

The blast echoed through the doorway.

The gun shook in his hands; the creature toppled sideways. It slammed against the kitchen counter, scattering several dishes onto the floor. Tom could barely make out its features in the darkness.

But it wasn’t dead. It kept coming.

“Go!” Tom screamed.

They bolted through the garage door and into the garage, almost falling down the steps. They were immediately hit with a blast of white. Between the light of the sky and the falling snow, the garage was bathed in an ethereal glow. The generator spat loudly from across the bay. There was just enough room to get the SUV out around it.

“Get in the car!” Tom shouted.

He ran to the driver’s door of the SUV and squeezed the unlock button on his keychain. He ripped the door open and leapt inside. As he inserted the key in the ignition, he prayed the vehicle would start. It did.




He searched for Lorena, who was already at the passenger’s door, opening it and jumping inside. His head snapped to the garage. The creature was in the bay, hurtling toward them. Tom reversed. He gunned the accelerator, flinging his arm over the seat, narrowly avoiding the front wall of the garage and the generator, his only intention to get out and away from the madness.

Lorena screamed. Her shriek sounded far away, as if she were across a canyon rather than sitting in the seat next to him.

Something crashed into the hood of the vehicle, but Tom kept going, steering backward until he reached the road. He heard a thud as something fell off the vehicle. He switched into drive and hit the gas. In the rearview, several more creatures emerged from the houses, carrying bodies covered in gore. The neighborhood Tom had known was gone, replaced by a sickening mixture of red and white.

Tom gritted his teeth. He kept driving.

He didn’t stop, not even when he hit the main road.













	


Chapter Three

Holy shit, holy shit…

Tom struggled to control his breathing. He and Lorena drove through the snow-ridden streets, searching for signs of life. The houses around them were dark, the driveways empty. It looked like most of the occupants had left before the storm got bad.

“What’s going on?” Lorena whimpered.

“I don’t know, honey. I don’t know.”

Tom barely felt coherent. His mind spat images of what he’d seen. Without the creatures in front of him, he questioned his vision and his sanity. Was he living some nightmare, some twisted hallucination? For a few moments, he entertained the possibility that he was still in bed, that he’d imagined the bloody scene.

Was he having a night terror? God knows he’d had plenty of them after Jeremy died. But Lorena was here next to him, and she’d seen it, too.

If it was a nightmare, they were in it together.

He patted his pocket, searching for his cell phone. It was still there. Thank God he’d grabbed it. He pulled it out and swiped the screen, waiting for the phone to spring to life. He kept one eye on the road as he dialed. He hit speakerphone. The phone was silent. He dialed again, thinking he must’ve done something wrong, that he’d punched the numbers incorrectly.

But he hadn’t.

There was no service.

The storm had probably interrupted it. Tom’s cell phone reception was shoddy, even on a good day.




“Shit,” he whispered.

The tires skidded over the slippery snow. The steering wheel jerked in his hands. Tom tossed the cell phone to Lorena. “Keep trying the police.” Even as he said the words, he wasn’t sure what the police would do.

“Okay,” she said vacantly.

Tom looked over at her. Lorena’s whole body was shaking, as if the gravity of what they’d seen was threatening to pull her under.

“It’ll be all right, Lorena. We’ll make it through this,” he said, though he was far from sure. He’d spoken the words so many times over the years that they felt empty, meaningless. It was one thing losing a son to an accident.

It was another explaining this.

“Did you see the Smiths? Did you see what happened to Desmond and Tori?” Lorena whimpered.

“I saw them, honey. Try to calm down.”

“What if they’re still alive? What if we could’ve helped them?”

“They’re dead, Lorena.” Tom shook his head. “I’m sure of it. Even if they were alive, we wouldn’t be able to do anything. I shot that thing in the kitchen, and it didn’t stop. Did you see it? Whatever the hell these things are, we won’t be able to stop them. I’m not even sure the police will.”

He clenched the steering wheel, trying to quell the pit in his stomach. In spite of the irrational, unbelievable things they’d seen, they’d made it out alive. Somehow, they’d survived.

“Any luck with the phone?” he asked.




“Nothing,” Lorena said.

“Keep trying. We’re bound to have better service when we hit the main road.”

He wasn’t sure what calling someone would do. But they had to try, at least. He glanced over to find Lorena’s teeth chattering. She was still in her pajamas. In the urgency of the moment, she hadn’t had time to get dressed. Tom at least had his work clothes and boots.

“I think there’s a winter jacket in the backseat,” he said. “Why don’t you grab it?”

Tom eyed the street in front of him. At the moment, it looked more like arctic tundra than a residential back road. He was driving on a wooded, houseless street, but eventually he’d end up on Arcadia Road, which led to a main thoroughfare.

From there, it was a fifteen-minute drive to town. In good weather, at least.

Lorena returned from the backseat. She’d located two jackets, a hat, and some boots. She handed a coat to Tom, and he unbuckled his seatbelt and wriggled into one of the jackets. When he had it on, Lorena slipped a knit hat over his head. She tried to smile, but the expression fell flat.

The SUV swayed back and forth over the road. The precipitation was deepening, and Tom had the frightening premonition that they’d be stuck and stranded. Tom scanned the white, snow-covered trees around them. Several branches lay in the road, creating obstacles for the SUV. He weaved around them with rigid, clenched hands.

The closest neighborhood was miles away. He pondered the empty houses he’d passed. He wondered if anyone else was home.




He hadn’t seen a storm like this in several years, and certainly not in October. It didn’t look like the plows were out. That explained the depth of the snow in the roads.

Those that had gotten out were lucky they had.

Tom shivered. Although the heat was blasting, it did little to restore the warmth to his body. They drove in silence for several minutes, Lorena checking the cell phone, murmuring in distress. Tom tried to focus on the things he could control: driving to get help, telling the authorities what they’d seen. What would he say?

He recalled Desmond’s torn, mangled body. The image felt like a scene from a television show, rather than something he’d witnessed. The creatures were fit more for nightmares than reality. Would anyone believe him?

He pictured the beast’s eyes as it had watched them through the windowpane—sizing them up, ready to burst through glass and wood if it needed to. If they’d gone to the basement, Tom had no doubt they would’ve been ripped apart like the others.

Desmond and Tori were dead. So were Nick and Sarah. So was everyone they’d lived alongside for the past twenty years. They’re all dead…

Tom was so immersed in his thoughts that he almost didn’t see the shadows among the trees. When he did, he stiffened.

“Oh, my God, Tom, look over there…” Lorena whispered.

The fear he’d felt at his house burrowed back inside him, clawing at his nerves. He stared out the driver’s side window. The road was bordered with pine trees. White, skeletal branches protruded from the trunks, as if the limbs were trying to escape the weight of the snow.




Running among the trees were several of the beasts.

Tom kept driving, watching the creatures glide across the landscape. Every so often, one of them gazed at the road, red eyes glinting in the darkness.

“Holy shit,” he said. “They’re following us.”

Tom hit the gas, balancing caution with the need to escape. If we get stuck, if the vehicle dies…

Lorena pounded frantically at the phone. The beasts increased speed, barreling closer to the road, loping on four limbs. The engine growled; the tires churned through the snow. Tom was so preoccupied with the beasts that he neglected to pay attention to what was in front of him. He swerved to the right just in time to avoid a tree branch. The road was littered with debris. The SUV tires were sturdy, but not sturdy enough to avoid a flat.

“How close are they?” he shouted.

“They’re getting close, Tom! Go faster!”

Tom navigated around another branch. Sweat trickled from his forehead. In his peripheral vision, he saw several of the beasts falling over one another, as if engaged in a competition rather than hunting as a pack. He imagined them vying for the first taste of blood, anticipating the kill to come. Their growls spit from the forest.

Tom careened around several more branches in the road. Although he saw most of the obstacles in the headlights, he was worried about those he couldn’t see, those that might be buried. As if to prove his point, a loud rattle tore at the undercarriage.




He grimaced and kept going.

After clearing the fallen limbs, Tom accelerated and risked a glance out the driver’s side window. The beasts were falling behind. He drove for several more minutes, increasing speed as he encountered a straightaway. Soon, he’d surpassed them. Their shadows lingered in the trees and then disappeared.

He and Lorena were safe for the moment, however long the moment lasted.

He blew a nervous breath. “Check the phone again, Lorena.” He tried to remain positive, but his hope waned. The snow fell harder. Even with the defroster on, the pellets clung to the windshield, gumming up his windshield wipers.

“Nothing,” Lorena said.

Tom took several more turns, falling into a rhythm, focusing on the drive. The snow was deepening, and he needed to keep momentum. He traded glances between the road and the white-tipped foliage on either side of the road. For a moment, Tom was convinced they’d warped into some alternate reality, one where civilization had disappeared. He could no longer imagine anyone living here. It was as if the snow had buried the neighborhoods that once existed.

After he’d driven for several minutes, slanted rooftops pierced the skyline, patches of black fighting their way through the snow’s coating. Tom stared at the buildings as if they might disappear. It took him a few seconds to recognize where he was. He was approaching Jameson Street, a street he passed every day on the way to work. Everything looked so different now.




Lorena broke his concentration. “Tom! Look out!”

Tom snapped to attention. His foot flew to the brake. Up ahead, a girl was trudging into the headlight’s glow, her face pale and bruised, her clothing disheveled. He slid to a halt, pumping the brakes, coming to a stop within ten feet of her. The headlights illuminated her battered body.

“Stay here!” Tom ordered.

He grabbed his rifle and threw the vehicle into park. When he opened the door, the cold hit him at once, enveloping his body. He jumped out, leaving the door open, and ran toward the girl. The snow grabbed his ankles, trying to trip him up. The girl was trembling, injured. He was almost at her side when she collapsed. He knelt down next to her, noticing her leg was bleeding.

“Are you all right, ma’am?”

Tom helped the girl to her feet and started ushering her back to the vehicle. She didn’t answer.

“Are you okay?” he asked again.

This time, some words tumbled from her mouth.

“I-I think so.”

The girl was wearing sweatpants and a winter coat, but judging by her ragged breathing, she’d been out in the cold for some time. They swayed in the gust of the wind, fighting the elements, two insignificant figures against a sea of white. It was then that Tom noticed the gun in her hand. He told her to put it away. Thankfully, she complied. He asked about her leg as they narrowed the gap to the car, making their way to the rear door.




A few minutes later, the girl would tell him her name was Abby.

Half an hour later, she’d become one of them.













	


Chapter Four

Tom swallowed at the memories. Both Abby and Lorena were gone. All that was left now were he and the creatures in the forest. He concentrated on the road, gripping the steering wheel of the SUV. Snow cascaded in front of him, obscuring his view.

He’d lost the beasts, but he wasn’t out of danger yet.

According to the speedometer, he was going forty miles an hour—a moderate speed for dry conditions, but a dangerous one in the snow. He’d experienced enough New England winters to realize that hitting a single patch of slippery ice or snow could cause a crash. If he crashed, that’d be the end of him. Just like it had been the end for Jeremy.

If he didn’t die from the collision, he’d be torn apart by the creatures.

Tom reviewed what he knew. What he thought he knew.

The beasts were human. Or at least, they had been at one time. He’d seen Abby transform—her body contorting into something fit for nightmares. He’d also heard one of the creatures speak. Rob, Abby’s husband, had confessed to his killings before he’d ripped her apart.

He’d been proud of what he’d done.

Somehow the beasts had known the storm was coming. Somehow they’d sensed what was going to happen. It was as if nature had served up the perfect recipe to suit their needs, and they’d been ready to take advantage.




But none of those facts helped him now. With his empty rifle, Tom was nearly defenseless against the things.

He surveyed the landscape. The sky emptied snow.

He patted the compartment between the seats, searching for his cell phone. He was unable to contact the police before, but maybe he’d have better luck now. He located his phone and swiped the screen. The device remained dark. He tried again with no luck. Shit.

The battery was dead. It hadn’t gotten a full charge. The power had been out for most of the night. Remember?

He tossed the phone on the seat, fighting a wave of hopelessness.

Stay focused, Tom.

He fought the feeling that he was alone.

Tom found it hard to imagine he was the only one left out here, but given what he’d seen, he wouldn’t be surprised. It was as if some higher power had passed judgment on the world, sending its minions to rend humanity apart, one limb at a time. Tom had always lived his life in a fair manner. But the world had become a cruel, violent place.

Maybe God had finally had enough.

Tom had questioned the existence of God a lot over the past few years, especially after what had happened to Jeremy. How could a caring God take away the most important thing he had? How could a loving God put a family through so much pain? If mankind was being punished, the pieces certainly fit.




Perhaps he was truly the last man alive, condemned to this white wasteland.

Tom shook his head to clear his thoughts.

Out of nowhere, lights blazed in front of him. Tom squinted through the cracked windshield. A vehicle was stalled in the road, turned sideways in the snow, its headlights pointed into the woods. Two people in heavy coats were bent over the trunk. When they noticed Tom’s SUV, they turned and waved their hands.

People! Survivors!

Tom heart leapt in his throat. A minute ago, he was convinced he was in hell, but the appearance of people reignited his hope. He caught sight of the people’s faces in the headlights’ glow—two frightened pairs of eyes looking at him. It looked like a young couple.

Tom slowed the SUV. The couple’s vehicle had broken down in the center of the road. He took a wide berth, pulling up next to it. As he reduced speed, he fought the fear that if he stopped, he wouldn’t be able to get going again. He’d take that chance.

He couldn’t leave these people stranded.

He couldn’t.

He swallowed his concern and rolled to a stop. Before getting out, he stared into the forest’s edge. The trees were dark and looming. He unlocked the door and threw it open.

The couple was waiting for him. They trudged over to his door.

“You-you stopped,” the girl said. She looked surprised.

She was wearing a thick winter coat, and the hood formed an oval around her face. Her cheeks were red, her lips were dry, and specks of blood marred her complexion. Her male companion was equally disheveled. His face was stained with grease; his coat sleeves were ripped. In spite of their tattered condition, they were alive, and they were speaking to him.




Tom’s hope amplified.

“You’re not going to believe it. There are these things out there—” the young man started.

Tom interrupted him. “I know, kid. Hurry and get in.”
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When the young couple was situated, Tom grabbed the shifter.

“What are your names?” Tom asked.

“I’m Billy, and this is my girlfriend, Ashley.”

Tom felt Billy’s eyes on him as he hit the gas. He turned the wheel, listening to the tires spin. After a few seconds of struggle, the car lurched forward. The girl in the backseat whimpered. It looked like she was in shock.

“Did you call the police, Billy?”

“We tried, but there’s no service,” Billy explained. He reached into his pants and pulled out his cell phone, as if suddenly unsure. He began swiping the screen. The kid had taken his hood off, and shaggy dark hair fell over his eyes.

Tom held out the rifle.

“Here, take this.”

“Thanks, I-I guess. I’ve never fired a gun, though.”

“Don’t worry, you won’t have to. It’s out of ammunition. But it’s all I got. It’s better than nothing. If they come for us, maybe we can hit them with it.”




The kid nodded, but he seemed less than relieved.

Tom maneuvered the SUV around the couple’s car, kicking up snow as they progressed. Billy stared at his abandoned vehicle, as if it would spring to life and follow them.

The oncoming road was as white as the road behind them. There was no evidence that anyone had traveled it recently. The SUV was growing colder by the second. Even with the vents blasting, the heat was no match for the winter chill. The wind whistled through the bullet hole in the glass, keening through the cracked pane.

“How long have you been out here?” Tom asked.

“An hour, I think,” Billy answered, his eyes wide.

“Where do you live?”

“Locust Lane. We’re in the Quail Hollow Apartments. We were watching a movie when the power went out. The next thing we knew, we heard crashes from the building across the street. When we looked out the window, we saw Bill Stevenson, our neighbor, walking around his living room. And then he…he…”

The kid paused, and Tom heard him suck in a breath.

“It’s okay,” Tom said. “You don’t have to—”

“He turned,” Ashley called from the backseat. Tom’s eyes switched to the rearview mirror. The girl was rocking back and forth, biting her lip. Her gloved hands were clenched together. “We saw him stagger outside. And then one of our other neighbors came outside to talk to him, to see what was going on, and he killed her. There were more things like him. Patti Laroque. Mrs. Henry. They were everywhere. They…they killed everyone in the complex…”




“I understand. We’re going to get out of here, sweetheart. Don’t worry.”

Tom did his best to be positive, though his stomach was tangled in knots. Somewhere behind him, the creatures were watching. Biding their time. He pictured them lurking in the trees, though he couldn’t see them.

He was so caught up in watching the rearview that he didn’t notice the opening to a street on his left until he was upon it. The black-and-white street sign blended with the landscape, and the snow blurred any delineation between road and shoulder.

He stared down a residential road. Loomis Avenue.

In the distance he saw several houses, but no sign of people. There was a chance they’d find help in the neighborhood—a cell phone, a landline—but Tom didn’t want to risk it.

If they stopped for too long, the beasts would catch up.

“Keep going…”Ashley whispered from the backseat, as if reading his thoughts.

“I won’t stop until we get to town,” Tom said.

“Where are we going?” Billy asked.

“The police station,” Tom replied.

“There might be cops at the shelter. Or at least a place to hide.”

Tom glanced at his companion, confused. “Shelter?”




“Yeah,” Billy said. “Me and Ashley heard something about it on the radio. Right after the power went out, they were directing people to the Knights of Columbus.”

“Really?”

“They said they had a generator. They were going to provide food and a place to sleep for the people without power. But that was before these things came out. That was the last thing we heard. I wish we’d taken the radio, but we barely got out of there in time. Maybe there’ll be cops there, or at least some other people.”

Tom caught a glimpse of Ashley in the backseat. She’d taken off her gloves, and she pulled at her fingertips. Blonde hair poked out of her hood at jagged angles. Her eyes were wide and vacant.

“They ate them. All of them,” she whispered.

“I think she’s in shock,” Billy said in a low voice.

He glanced at Tom, his own face ashen.

“I don’t blame her,” Tom said. He sighed. “The shelter’s on the way to the police station. We’ll stop there first.”

Billy smiled weakly. “Okay.”

Tom envisioned the roads they’d have to travel. He’d lived in Plainfield his whole life; he was familiar with the layout. At the end of the two-mile road was a stoplight. Once they reached it, the Knights of Columbus was a ten-minute drive. The last time he’d been there had been for a fireman’s dinner. He and Lorena had had pasta with meatballs.

The meal didn’t seem quite so appetizing now.

He stared at the fuel gauge. To his relief, the SUV had a full tank of gas. If it weren’t for the vehicle, he didn’t know where he’d be…




Probably back in the woods, with Lorena…

Thank God we’re moving.

Ashley was still rocking in the backseat, her movement visible in the rearview mirror.

“I’m going to climb in back with her. Is that okay?” Billy asked.

“I think that’d be a good idea,” Tom said.

He watched as Billy climbed over the seats, taking the rifle with him. He began consoling his girlfriend.

“It’ll be fine, Ash. We’ll get to the shelter.”

“They ate them. They ate Fred and Sylvia and Terry and…”

“I know. Try not to think about it. We’re going to get help.”

“I can still hear them…the way they screamed…”

“Calm down. We’ll make it.”

Tom swallowed. He wanted to believe the kid’s words, but his faith was dissolving.













	


Chapter Five

The street light at the end of the road was dead and covered in snow. It swung back and forth on the wire, as if ready to give up and topple off. Tom eyed it with deepening fear. He’d expected the power to be out all over town, but the lack of life was disheartening.

The intersection was desolate, deserted.

Rather than stopping beneath the traffic light, he kept moving, afraid that a loss of speed would mean a loss of traction. As he entered the intersection, he glanced left and right out of habit, though he was certain no one was coming.

He took a right down Woodford Avenue.

Woodford was a main thoroughfare. Commercial buildings lined either side of the road, their white walls blending with the falling snow. The parking lots were empty. Several dull streetlights hung over them, as if they’d been tasked to keep vigil but had forgotten how.

Tire tracks marred the snow-covered road. They were caved in and obscured, but visible. Tom couldn’t tell when they’d been made. Perhaps earlier, when others had fled the neighborhood. He followed the grooves, hoping to find better traction.

“Keep an eye on the buildings. Let me know if you see anyone,” he instructed his companions. He didn’t plan on stopping.

But if they were to see a cop, a survivor…

Tom traced the snow-covered buildings, searching for human presence. The doors and windows were dark. None were open; none seemed to harbor life. They passed another commercial complex, drifts of white snow clinging to the brick faces of the buildings. Big, white flakes fluttered and fell.




The moon emanated from behind the clouds.

Tom stared up at it. He recalled movies and television shows he’d seen. Were the moon and the beasts connected? The idea seemed ludicrous, insane, but he had no better answers.

They passed a warehouse on the side of the road, a bar that had been boarded and closed. Tom had driven these roads numerous times on his way to work, but he’d never paid much attention to the buildings. They were nothing more than splashes of color in the backdrop of his morning commute.

At the corner of the next intersection was a three-story factory building. This one he recognized. It was a brick building with a green garage door at the base; a partially covered sign that said “Machine Shop” adhered to the front.

He recalled seeing a pickup in the parking lot on previous trips.

It was there.

The vehicle was old and rusted. Even with the covering of snow, specks of yellow paint poked through. The lights were off in the building. But they were normally on. He stared in the windows as they passed, searching for clues as to whether it was inhabited. He surveyed each floor, scanning for signs of life. And then, right before he gave up, he saw something—a faint light moving behind one of the upper windows.

He hovered over the brake, straining for a better look. Billy interrupted him.




“Tom! Watch out!”

Tom’s foot flew to the brake as something darted in front of the vehicle.

Tom saw the fur before he felt the impact. His heart jolted. He jerked the wheel, hoping to avoid the beast, but he was too late. The SUV slammed into the creature. Before Tom knew it, the vehicle was sliding on a patch of ice, skidding on the grooves he’d been riding in.

The tires locked and screeched.

Tom yelled in panic.

He tried to correct course, but couldn’t—the vehicle barreled straight for a telephone pole. The hood connected with the pole, crinkling upwards. Smoke poured from the engine. Tom tried putting the vehicle into reverse, but the tires spun and spit snow, and a second later, the engine ceased.

Tom glanced out the windows. The beast was nowhere in sight.

He tried restarting the engine. Nothing.

“Where’d it go?” Ashley whimpered from the backseat.

“I don’t know. I don’t see it.”

Tom craned his neck out the windows. He could barely feel his fingers. His nerve endings were dull from the cold; his adrenaline was firing. He turned the key into the “off” position and tried starting the car again, but the engine wouldn’t turn over. The dashboard was aglow with multi-colored lights. The windows were fogged.

Billy and Ashley shifted in the backseat as they peered out the vehicle. Billy gripped the empty rifle, Ashley’s head buried in his shoulder. With the engine off, the area pitched back into silence. The only sound was the thwip of snow against the windshield.




“Where the hell did it go?” Billy asked again.

Tom stared out the misted windows.

Billy started speaking again, but Tom silenced him. A noise had crept into earshot. Somewhere outside, an animal was whining.

The whining was shallow and high-pitched, coming from outside the passenger’s side door. It sounded like the bray of something wounded, something in pain. The creature must be injured. Otherwise it’d be trying to get inside.

Right?

Tom scanned the vehicle, searching for a weapon he’d missed, but all he found was loose change, empty cans. There was nothing they could use. No way to defend themselves, other than an empty rifle and their bare hands. There was nothing except…a tire iron. He had one in back. He didn’t know why he hadn’t thought of it before.

“Billy,” he hissed. “Look over the seat behind you. There should be a tire iron back there.”

The kid nodded and turned in his seat. Ashley lifted her head to allow him to slip free. The blood on her face—formerly dried—was wet with tears, smeared like a Halloween mask. Tom watched Billy slide over the seat, navigating his way in back. A few seconds later, he emerged with the tire iron and passed it to Tom.

With the weapon in hand, Tom felt a little more protected, but no less afraid. The beast’s whining had stopped. He glared out the passenger’s side window, but the pane was fogged.




Billy and Ashley watched him from the backseat.

Tom scooted over to the passenger’s seat, took a deep breath, and slowly wiped away the condensation. As the window came clean, he imagined a bestial face on the other side, glaring at him with bloodshot eyes.

What he saw was a lump of black fur lying ten feet away in the snow.

He exhaled in relief. The creature was motionless. No whining. No movement. He gave a stiff nod at the window, then turned to face Billy and Ashley.

“I think it’s dead,” he pronounced, quietly.

In the distance, one of the beasts howled. The noise sent a surge of dread down Tom’s spine.

“Are you sure?” Billy asked. “What if it’s just knocked out?”

“I can’t tell,” Tom admitted. “But if we stay in here, we won’t last the night. They’ll get to us. It’s not safe in here.” He pointed to the cracked, bullet-scarred windshield, the smoking engine. The creatures would find them. “We need to get out of here.”

“I’m not going out there,” Ashley said, her teeth chattering. “No way. Not with that thing.”

Tom furrowed his brow and looked up at the factory building. He recalled the light he’d seen before the crash. The SUV had ended up on the side of the road, parallel to the building. The rusted pickup and the green garage door were three hundred feet away. The building might be unlocked. Either that, or maybe they’d find the keys in the pickup. It was a long shot, but they didn’t have many options.




“I thought I saw something in one of the windows before we crashed,” Tom said, pointing to one of the dark windows. “A light. There might be someone inside. Maybe we can find help.”

He stared at the building, but the light had vanished. They had to do something.

“Let’s go,” Tom whispered.

Neither of Tom’s companions moved. It was obvious they weren’t going to leave, not with the beast outside. For a moment, Tom considered locking them in the SUV and venturing out for help, bringing back the police, but the image of Lorena’s eviscerated body made him swallow the idea.

He couldn’t leave them behind.

He needed to convince them the beast was dead, as sickening and terrifying as the idea was. He swallowed his fear and reached for the door handle.

“Wait here,” he said. “I’ll make sure it’s safe.”

He opened the door and stepped out into the cold.











	


PART TWO – THE FALLEN













	


Chapter Six

The bitter chill of the wind made Tom’s eyes and nose water. His knit cap and coat were barely sufficient to brave the conditions. He wasn’t even wearing gloves.

He shut the door. Somewhere behind him, Billy or Ashley engaged the locks with a click. Tom gripped the tire iron with numb hands and trudged forth, his boots like lead in the deep snow, working his way around the front of the SUV. Smoke billowed from the hood; the air reeked of engine fluids. The hood of the vehicle was melded around the telephone pole. Tom took only a cursory glance at the damage.

He had more pressing concerns.

He focused on the lump of black fur on the other side of the vehicle. It’d fallen about ten feet from the passenger’s side. He peered around the hood, rabid fear gnawing his insides. He held up the tire iron, prepared to strike or to flee, whichever option seemed wiser.

The beast didn’t move. The snow was stained with its blood.

Tom stared, but couldn’t determine the origin or the nature of its wounds. The thing was lying facedown. Maybe they’d killed it with the SUV, and if they had, there was a good chance they could all be killed. It meant he and his companions had a chance at defending themselves.

Something flashed in his peripheral vision, and Tom’s gaze roamed upwards. The light had reappeared. It was coming from one of the upper floors. The light bobbed back and forth; after a few seconds, someone shone it against the window. Do they see us? Tom waved his hands. His heart surged with hope.




He needed to get Billy and Ashley, and they needed to run to the building.

He gave a precautionary glance at the thing on the ground.  

Only the thing wasn’t there anymore. It was on its feet.

Suddenly the beast was standing fifteen feet away, glaring at Tom across the hood of the vehicle, a dark shadow in the glow of the headlights. Its eyes burned—red and rabid and full of aggression. He hadn’t even heard it move. It raised its claws and opened its maw, letting out a guttural snarl.

Tom stumbled backward.

Any wounds the beast had were gone now. His mind flashed to the beast he had shot earlier that evening. How many gunshots had he fired? How many bullets had it seemed to absorb? Tom swallowed the acidic taste that crept into his throat. He took another tentative, terrified step toward the driver’s door. His only hope was to get back in the car. The beast took a step of its own, matching his pace, coming toward the hood.

Inside the vehicle, something creaked. Tom heard Ashley whimpering through the glass. Were his companions watching him? Would they unlock the door? In a way, he wouldn’t blame them if they didn’t. The beast snarled and leapt onto the vehicle.

Tom lunged for the door handle. He grabbed it and pulled upwards, but it thudded uselessly against the doorframe. He heard Billy or Ashley unlocking it, but not in time.




The beast was already off the car and on him.

Tom smelled the thing before he felt the pain. Its breath was rancid, rotten. The beast tackled him to the snow. He sank through the deep powder and to the asphalt, clenching the tire iron.

He swung the weapon in front of him, but missed. The area around him was dark and noxious. The beast hovered over him, tearing at the snow, its claws no more than flashes in the near-darkness. He heard his coat rip. The hiss of the creature’s breath. Tom cried out, but his voice was drowned out by the crazed growls of the beast.

He swung again. His blow was weak and uncoordinated, but somehow he connected with the thing’s jowl. He felt something crack—its teeth, perhaps—and the thing roared and backed away. Tom struggled to right himself.

He scrambled to his feet. The beast was standing several steps away. Tom took a defensive swing, hoping to drive it back, but it was already advancing, raising its arms. It let out a final, haunting bellow.

Tom pictured Lorena and raised the tire iron. If he were going to be killed, he’d do it on his own terms: on his feet and fighting, with the image of his wife on his mind.

A gunshot cracked across the night.

The wolf’s head spattered crimson across the snow, and it dropped to the ground in front of him, coming to rest inches from his boots. Tom lowered the tire iron, terrified and confused, but alive. He stepped back and stared at the beast for several seconds, certain it would spring to life and resume its attack, but it remained still.




He glanced all around the snow-ridden street, trying to find the source of the explosion. Movement from the nearby building drew his eye. In one of the upper windows—the window he’d been looking at—a man was hanging out the window, a rifle tucked under his arm.

“Over here!” the man yelled, waving his arms. “Get to the garage and I’ll open the door!”

The rear door of the SUV groaned and cracked open. Billy’s face poked through.

“Are you all right, Tom?” Billy asked, his cheeks ashen.

“Grab Ashley! Let’s go!” Tom hissed.

The door opened and Billy and Ashley spilled out onto the snow. Tom forged across the landscape, making a wide berth around the body of the fallen creature, working his way toward the building.

His pulse roared behind his ears. Just moments before, he’d been prepared to die, ready to rejoin his wife in whatever-came-after.

The fact that he was alive was a miracle.

The snow in the parking lot was deeper than the road. Tom lifted his legs above the ground, as if he were engaged in a workout. Progress was painfully slow. Several times he glanced over his shoulder at the beast, but it didn’t move. Sweat slid from his knit cap and onto his brow.

The man watched them from the window. A few seconds later, he called out again.

“I’ll be right down!”

Tom got a glimpse of the man in the flashlight’s glow before he disappeared. He was wearing a baseball hat, and he appeared to be in his late fifties, several years older than Tom.




The window slid shut. For a second, Tom fought the dreadful feeling that they were alone, that the man would leave them stranded. But they had no other options.

They ran past the rusted pickup, the snow piled high in the bed. Tom stole a glance at the interior. He could barely see through the snow-covered windows. When they reached the green garage door, they stepped underneath an overhang, shielding their faces from the pelting snow.

Tom spun to face the parking lot. He surveyed the open landscape, expecting to see dots of black fur on the distance, chasing them, but all he saw was the fallen body of the dead beast and the smoking SUV they’d left behind.

He glanced at Billy and Ashley. Their cheeks were red from running, their breaths hard and heavy. Billy held the empty rifle. Neither spoke.

Footsteps sounded from inside the building. The three spun to face the bay door. Tom heard the sound of gears grinding on tracks, and suddenly there was a gaping hole before him, a man standing in view. The man lowered his rifle.

“I’m Mark,” he said. “Hurry up and get inside.”













	


Chapter Seven

The man ushered them through the garage door, casting nervous glances into the parking lot. Then he lowered the door. Before it closed, Tom caught a glimpse of several industrial machines in the moon’s light. He recognized them as woodworking machines. In a former life, he’d been a cabinetmaker. Before he could study the rest of the room, the room went black.

Tom had a moment of anxiety.

He didn’t know this man or what his intentions were. What if Mark attacked them—or worse? Tom reached out to confirm Billy and Ashley’s whereabouts. The girl startled.

“It’s all right. It’s just me,” Tom said. “I’m just making sure we’re all here.”

He clutched the tire iron, just in case.

A flashlight flicked on. Mark shined it on each of them, his eyes roving between them. His face was backlit in the glow, allowing Tom a better look at him. The man was sporting a Titleist baseball cap and a day’s worth of stubble.

“I was watching out the window,” he said. “I saw you guys crash back there.”

“Thanks for shooting that thing,” Tom replied. “I probably would’ve died if you hadn’t. But how’d you—?”

“Not now. We need to get upstairs. There’ll be more coming, after all the noise we’ve made. I hope they didn’t see the light.”

Mark gave them a hard stare and then changed direction, heading further into the building. Tom paused for a second, enough to verify Billy and Ashley were next to him, and then followed the bobbing light through the room. Mark moved fast. Tom struggled to keep up, skirting industrial machines and boxes, objects that were little more than silhouettes in the backlight of the flashlight. The air was dank and cold, but less frigid than outside. When they reached the edge of the room, Mark disappeared through a doorway and mounted a stairwell. Tom glanced over his shoulder, fearful that he’d find the garage door open and vicious, slavering beasts on their tail.




The room remained dark.

They forged up the stairs, Mark pointing the flashlight over his head, as if they were miners in a cavern, exploring the twists and turns of some long-forgotten ruins. The staircase was steep and wooden, and Tom concentrated on quieting his footsteps as they walked. No matter how many walls and doors they hid behind, he didn’t feel safe.

He’d never feel safe again.

When they reached the third floor, Mark paused at a doorway, using a key to unlock a wide, wooden door. He opened it and stuck his gun through the entrance. He scrutinized the room before proceeding. Then he led Tom, Billy, and Ashley into a room that smelled of grease and sawdust.

Once they were inside, Mark locked the door.

“Help me barricade the door,” he said to Tom, shining the flashlight on an industrial saw that looked like it’d been used for that purpose.

Tom set his tire iron on top of the machine, then unlocked the wheels and rolled the machine in place. When the door was secure, they paused to catch their breath. Mark wiped his face with his sleeve.




“Thanks for letting us in,” Ashley said, breaking the silence.

Mark nodded. He eyed each of them in the pale glow of the flashlight. His eyes were ringed and bloodshot; it looked like he hadn’t slept in days.

“What’s going on out there?” Tom asked.

Mark cleared his throat. “Damned if I know,” he said.

He avoided their eyes as he walked toward an open window across the room. The room was square, about fifty feet wide and long. Tom, Billy, and Ashley followed him, dodging tables and machinery that adorned the floor space. A row of large windows lined the opposite wall, allowing moonlight to seep into the room’s edges. The windowsills were only a few feet off the ground. Before Tom could get acquainted, Mark switched off the flashlight.

“We need to call the police,” Tom said.

“Can’t. Phone lines are dead,” Mark said. “I tried.”

“Do you have a cell phone?”

“A prepaid. I left it at home. I don’t use it much, anyway. I mostly use the landline.” Mark reached out, swung the window inwards, and latched it closed. Tom assumed it was where he’d fired at the beast.

“What do you think we should do?” Tom asked.

“Stay here and wait out the storm. Even if we got a hold of someone, no one would know what to do with these things.”

“What are they?” Tom asked.




Mark hunkered by the window, but didn’t answer. Did he know more than he let on?

Tom walked across the room, keeping his voice low. “I saw people changing into them,” he said. “A man and a woman, they transformed. These things are human underneath.”

“I know that already. Look.” Mark crouched next to one of the windows and pointed. Tom hunkered beside him and followed his hand. Across the parking lot, Tom saw his crumpled SUV wrapped around the telephone pole, the headlights blazing. Next to it was the barely-clothed body of a human. It took him a second to realize it was the creature who’d attacked him earlier.

“You killed it.”

“That wasn’t the first one, either.” Mark adjusted his rifle.

“I don’t understand. I shot one of them an hour ago. I put six goddamn bullets in the thing, and it barely wounded it. In fact, I’m pretty sure it even—”

“Healed?” Mark asked, his eyes wide and manic.

“Yes. How’d you know that?”

“Because that’s what happened when I shot one for the first time.”

“What do you mean?”

“I didn’t use the ammunition my brother gave me, and the thing got back up and attacked me. But I’ve wizened up since then.”

“I don’t understand.”

“I should’ve listened to my brother. I should’ve listened to Colton.” Mark reached into his coat pocket and pulled out a handful of bullets. He held them next to the window, allowing the glare to capture the silver surface. “If I’d used these the first time, I wouldn’t have had a problem. I won’t make that mistake again.”




Tom felt an inkling of something he’d known before. Something he should’ve known. And yet he’d refused to believe it. Couldn’t believe it. Things like this shouldn’t be happening in the real world, not outside the realm of fantasy and television. For the second time that night, he entertained the idea that he was dreaming, that the entire night had been an elaborate hoax. But the chill in his bones and the cold fear in his stomach told him it was real. And so did the body outside, lying in the snow.

Mark replaced the ammunition in his pocket and stared out the window, his rifle tucked rigidly under his arm.

“Where’s your brother now?” Tom asked.

“He’s dead,” Mark answered.

Tom’s fear was replaced with pity. Up until now, Mark had seemed hard, calloused. Uncaring. But now he understood why. He recalled Lorena’s gutted body in the forest, his guilt at leaving her behind. He lowered his eyes. “Did they get to him?”

“No. I did.” Mark stared over at him, his eyes lit by the moonlight. “He was one of them. I had to kill my brother.”













	


Chapter Eight

Tom, Billy, and Ashley drew back in shock. Mark watched out the window in silence for a minute, ensuring the landscape was quiet. Then he began speaking. His voice was eerily calm, despite the tale he told.

“My brother’s name was Colton. For the past twenty years, we’ve owned this machine shop,” Mark said. “It was passed down to us from our father. About a year ago, Colton started behaving strangely. He started telling me he was having strange dreams. Violent dreams. In these dreams, he did awful things to people, and he was unable to stop himself. He felt sick about it. I told him he shouldn’t worry about it; plenty of people had nightmares.”

Mark readjusted.

“After a while, I got the feeling Colton might’ve actually done these things. One day I asked him point blank. Colton started to cry. He told me he’d done all of it, but that it wasn’t him. That something else had taken him over; had changed him.”

“Like the things outside,” Ashley whispered.

“Yes, but not quite. A year earlier, he explained, he’d met a woman at a bar. They’d hit it off and he’d taken her to a hotel. They were both drunk. He and the woman were on the bed together when the woman bit him. She ripped a chunk from his shoulder. Colton threatened to go to the police, but she pleaded with him not to. He kicked her out of the room.”

“Later that night, Colton started feeling sick. He was lying in the motel room, unable to sleep, when he started convulsing. Colton managed to get to the bathroom, but he thought he was dying. His body started…changing. His limbs stretched. He tried to hold it back, but it felt like something was inside of him, trying to get out. When he looked in the mirror, he saw what he’d become, and he went into shock. He collapsed on the floor and blacked out.”




“The next morning, Colton woke up covered in blood. It wasn’t his. He knew he’d done something horrible, but at the same time, he knew he’d be locked up, whether he remembered it or not.”

Mark cleared his throat quietly. He stared out the window while he talked.

“The change kept happening. Colton started handcuffing his wrist to the bed at night, thinking he could control himself, but when he woke up, the cuffs were on the floor and he was covered in remains. Eventually, he started remembering things. The memories made it impossible for him to focus. He started drinking nightly. One night, a few months after the first incident, he ran into the same woman at the bar.”

“They got to talking; they ended up at the hotel again. Colton was so intoxicated he’d probably forgotten what she’d done. He told her everything. He confessed all the things he’d done, everything that had happened. Instead of being terrified, the woman smiled and told him that she was the one who’d changed him. That she’d seen something in him.” Mark swallowed. “That’s why she’d bitten him. That’s why she’d turned him into what he was. She told him what he’d become. What they all are.”

“What are they?” Tom asked, afraid to hear the answer.




“They’re wolves, Tom. Lycans.” The light of the window illuminated enough of Mark’s face to tell he was serious.

“How did your brother react?”

“He went into a fit of rage, screaming at the woman to fix what she’d done. But there was no going back. She told him he was a coward, that she’d made a mistake in turning him. And then she left and he never saw her again.”

Tom gazed outside the window, as if speaking about the creatures would somehow call them to the building. He shook his head in disbelief. The story confirmed everything that had happened. For the past few hours, the rational part of his brain had been in constant battle with his senses, trying to disprove what he was seeing. But Mark’s story gave it a layer of truth.

“So… You said you killed him?” Billy asked after a moment, breaking the quiet. The young man leaned forward, listening attentively.

“After he confessed, he wanted me to. He said there were more like him. He’d seen them in the night; he’d even talked to a few of them. He told me he’d already tried to kill himself, but couldn’t. It was like the beast inside him wouldn’t allow it.” Mark patted his coat pocket. “He gave me the bullets I showed you, but I wouldn’t hear of doing that to him. He said he had a whole stash of bullets at home, and that I should use them to protect myself. I told him he was crazy. I still didn’t believe him, you understand. I didn’t want to feed his delusions.”

“What happened?” Tom asked.




Mark shook his head sadly. “We tried to move past it. Colton stopped talking about it as much. But he continued drinking. A few days ago, he warned me that I wouldn’t be able to ignore it much longer. He said a storm was coming, that all the beasts were waiting for it. A bunch of them had migrated to the northeast in preparation, he said. It was one of the few times they could kill without fear, without repercussion. They all knew it was coming, like they sensed it in the air or something. While man was preoccupied, they’d feast, he said. They called it The Great Storm.”

A cold terror gripped hold of Tom. He turned to look in the darkness behind him, as if the machines themselves would spring to life, but the room stayed silent and still.

“What happened to Colton?” Billy asked.

Mark shook his head. “Earlier today, while Colton and I were working, he made me promise to keep an eye on him. He said we should lock ourselves in here tonight. He was crying. I promised to do it. I still didn’t believe him, you understand. I thought this whole thing was a hallucination, and after tonight he’d have no choice but to get help. So I locked all the doors. And then the storm hit. Everything was fine, at first, and then he…he turned. His whole body, his whole face…”

“Where is he now?” Billy whispered.

Mark raised his arm and pointed across the room. His eyes glistened with tears in the pale light of the window. “He’s in that storage room. I killed him. And when this is over, I’m going to bury him where he’ll never be found.”













	


Chapter Nine

Tom stared across the room at the door. Billy and Ashley inched backward.

“Don’t worry,” Mark assured them. “He’s dead. I made sure of it. Colton’s finally at peace.”

The door was little more than an outline in the dark. Tom fought the fear that the man-beast would come bursting from inside, rending them to pieces. Mark had already confessed to killing his brother, but Tom had never considered the dead man might be so close.

Mark patted the rifle in his lap. “Colton was right about everything. After he turned, he came at me like I was nothing, like we weren’t even blood. I shot him several times, but he kept coming. I finally locked myself in that storage room. That’s where I’d stashed the bullets he gave me. If I hadn’t found them, I’d be dead right now.” Mark swallowed.

The group peered through the window, watching wind kick up the snow outside.

“So what do we do?” Ashley whispered.

Mark sighed. “I have a feeling if we wait out this storm, we’ll be all right. That’s what Colton said. According to my brother, the beasts only hunt by the light of the moon. This storm has significance. They knew it was coming; they’ve been waiting for it. They knew most of us wouldn’t be prepared.” He pointed to the sky outside, where the outline of the moon hung behind the storm clouds. “I think it’s something in their blood that tells them what’s coming, kind of like animals sensing a change in barometric pressure. They’ve detected the storm for a while. Their senses are like animals, only much more heightened.”




Tom thought back to a few hours earlier, when he’d stared at the moon through his basement window. If only he’d understood what it meant. If he had, maybe Lorena would still be alive.

But how could he have?

Tom gripped the tire iron and glanced back at Billy, who was still carrying the empty rifle. If they were going to survive the storm, they’d need to be prepared.

“Are there any other weapons in here?” he asked Mark.

Mark shook his head. “I have some tools. But they won’t be much defense against the things. The only thing I’m sure of is this.” He held up his rifle. “Why don’t we load yours with the ammunition I have left? Is that a .22?”

Tom nodded. “Yes, it’s an older one. With a tubular magazine.”

Billy handed over the rifle, and Mark loaded it with the remaining bullets he’d gotten from Colton. He handed the weapon to Tom. When Mark was finished, there were six rounds in the gun—not enough to make Tom feel safe, but definitely an improvement.

“I should’ve listened and taken the rest of Colton’s ammunition.” Mark sighed. “But I didn’t want to acknowledge what he was saying. I thought I was helping him by ignoring him.”

“Where does he live?”

“Over on Chestnut Street. Number twenty-three. It’s a yellow house at the end of the cul-de-sac, a good eight miles away on the other side of town. He said his basement was filled with supplies.”




“Dammit.”

“If we were closer, we might have a chance at getting them. But I don’t think we should risk going out there. I think we’re better off hunkering down in here.” Mark set the flashlight on the floor next to him.

Tom recalled how he’d seen the light earlier, and felt a surge of gratitude.

“I saw the light before we crashed,” Tom said.

“I was trying to signal you,” Mark explained. “I saw the creature coming up behind you and knew you’d need help. Thank God it worked out.”

“I appreciate it,” Tom said again. “If you hadn’t shot that thing, I don’t know where we’d be.”

The group fell silent, listening to the keening wind and the creak of the old building. The air grew colder by the minute. Without the distraction of conversation, Tom felt the chill of the building working through his joints, numbing his fingers and toes. He was gloveless. His boots were filled with ice.

He stared out the frosted windows, taking in the parking lot and the road. Spirals of smoke still wafted from the SUV. The dead man-beast lay nearby. The body was covered in a thin layer of snow, partially buried by the elements. Tom wondered how long it would take until the man was fully covered.

The parking lot across the street was deep and wide and filled with snow. The buildings were lifeless. Tom stared at each of them as if for the first time. The storm had painted them with a thick white brush. All of them looked the same. Tom’s eyes started to glaze. The longer he stared, he started seeing things: creatures in every doorway, faces in every grime-covered window. He blinked to rid himself of the images.




After a few moments, he peered into the room behind him, acquainting himself with the building. He recalled the stairs they’d traveled to get here.

“How many floors are in this building? Three?” he whispered to Mark.

“Yes. We’re on the top floor,” Mark affirmed.

“How many exits?”

“Four—two in the back, one on the side, and one in the front. I blocked all of them after what happened to Colton. The only way out is the way you came in. I left the garage unblocked so I could get to my truck as a last resort.”

“Do you think it’ll drive if we need it?”

“Not likely.” Mark gave a grim smile, his stubble-covered face illuminated by the light of the window. “That truck is hard to start on a good day. I don’t think it’d get far in this weather. Besides, driving a vehicle out there is the equivalent of wearing a bull’s-eye.”

Tom nodded, noting his downed SUV. Even his vehicle—newer and more reliable than the truck—had barely navigated the deep snow. Mark was probably right. The best option was to stay put. If they could outlast the storm, someone would drive by eventually. Help would come.

It had to come.

They hung near to the window, keeping a watchful eye but maintaining their distance. Out of the corner of his eye, Tom saw Billy hugging Ashley, assuring her things would be all right.




He hoped to God it was true.

After an uneventful half hour, movement up the road drew Tom’s attention. He readied his gun. The group tensed—a series of gasps and rustled coats. A vehicle was approaching in the distance, coming from the same direction they’d traveled. At the moment, it was several blocks away. He pictured a police car bursting onto the scene, ready to provide assistance. But it wasn’t a cruiser. It was a pedestrian vehicle. The car weaved back and forth over the snow as if it were a ship on rough water, its dark paint illuminated by the moon’s glow. It was a station wagon with two occupants.

A pit grew in Tom’s stomach.

“What do we do?” whispered Ashley. “Should we signal them?”

She scurried over and grabbed Mark’s flashlight, prepared to turn it on. Mark reached over and stopped her. “No. Don’t,” he warned. “Look.”

He pointed out the window. In the time they’d been watching, a pack of furred shadows had emerged from a building near the station wagon. They barreled at the car with remarkable speed, cutting across the snow as if it were dry, flat pavement. The station wagon swerved; the occupants screamed in the distance.

At the moment, the beasts were little more than black objects on the white landscape. They were almost at the car.

“Oh, God!” Ashley slapped her hand over her mouth. “We have to do something!”




Tom’s heart sputtered. He sprang for the closest window and fiddled with the latch. He wasn’t sure how he could help, but he needed to do something. He unlocked the window and pushed it open, letting in a rush of cold air, sticking his gun through the crevice. He aimed. He wasn’t the best shot—he hadn’t hunted in years—but maybe he could ward the things off. Worst case, maybe he could distract them.

Mark pushed open the window next to him, taking a similar position.

But the beasts were too far away.

Tom swiveled his sights from the one creature to the next, but they were well out of range. In mere seconds, they’d enveloped the car. Several sprang on the hood, raking and clawing at the exterior. A few pounded the windows. Tom recalled his encounter in the SUV. It felt like he was watching an alternate reality, a twisted replay of the fate he’d almost endured.

He felt hopeless and powerless.

Growls and commotion filled the air. A window shattered. The station wagon veered off the road and into a building, the occupants screaming. The beasts were already pulling them out of the car. Tom prepared to fire, hoping he could distract the things, but Mark stopped him.

“Don’t shoot,” Mark hissed, voice trembling. “We’ll only draw their attention. It’s too late.”

“But we can’t just—” Tom trembled and lowered the gun, knowing Mark was right.

The two occupants were thrust into the snow. The beasts clawed at their bodies, dragging pieces of flesh and clothing across the landscape. The people flailed, squirmed, and finally stopped moving. The creatures buried their faces in the carnage and feasted.




Tom drew back from the window, covering his mouth with his hand. He resisted the urge to be sick. In just seconds, the wintry scene was awash in blood. Ashley cried into Billy’s shoulder, her quiet gasps filling the room.

“Be quiet,” Mark managed, his own voice quivering. He leaned over and closed his window, beckoning Tom to do the same. They latched them silently.

Tom lowered his gun and put his head in his hands.

“There was nothing we could’ve done,” Mark reassured him.

Tom gritted his teeth. Over the course of the night, he’d seen more bloodshed than he had in his lifetime: Lorena, Abby, and now these people. It was as if some cruel god was piling on the tragedy, seeing how much he could take.

And the worst part was, it was far from over.













	


Chapter Ten

The beasts feasted for several minutes, reveling in the gore they’d created. The station wagon bore silent witness. From a distance, the scene felt surreal, as if Tom were observing a cable show documentary rather than witnessing something in front of him. He swallowed. The gory remains of the station wagon’s occupants could just as easily have been them, had they been outside.

The wind snarled, rattling the windows, misting Tom’s view of the scene. When it finally cleared, the beasts had finished their meal. Almost in unison, they spread out across the landscape, heads swiveling in all directions, eyes scouring the street. Several darted for the SUV. Tom’s pulse spiked. He watched as they closed the gap with incredible speed, loping on furred, inhuman legs. If he hadn’t known better, he would’ve insisted they’d never been human—creatures that had originated in some faraway place, rather than on Earth.

His eyes roamed to the body by the SUV. The man had sunk further into the snow, but pieces of him remained uncovered. Within seconds the beasts were hovering over him, inspecting the ground. They glanced from the SUV to the body then back again. For a moment, Tom was certain they were constructing the story from the snow. Did they have the ability to reason? Did they have the ability to discern what had happened?

They raised their heads, extended their snouts into the air, and sniffed.

They looked at the building.




Tom and his companions ducked, their breathing rapid and fearful. Tom stared at a spot below the windowsill, his gaze unmoving, as if the slightest bit of motion would draw the creatures near. He listened for any clue as to what the creatures were doing, but heard nothing. The wind gusted. The building creaked. Tom realized he was sweating. Despite the chill in the air, his heart was pounding furiously, warming his upper body. He glanced over at Mark. The man’s face was fraught with fear.

After a few torturous moments, Tom clutched the windowsill and pulled himself up. He peered through the glass, inspecting the world an inch at a time. He saw the buildings across the street. The snow blanketed road. The SUV. No sign of the creatures. Where were they? His gaze wandered to the station wagon, then to the opposite end of the road. Nothing.

“Are they gone?” Ashley whispered.

Her words were so meek that for a moment Tom was sure he was imagining them. It wasn’t until she asked again that he answered.

“I think so,” he said.

One by one his companions resumed their positions. The world outside had returned back to what it was, with the exception of the bloodied bodies and the station wagon.

“Hey, wait a minute,” Mark said. “The one I killed is gone.”

Tom studied the area by the SUV. Mark was right. The man’s body had vanished.

“Where the hell is it?” Tom whispered. He scoured the ground but saw no sign of it.




“Maybe they cleaned up after themselves,” Billy offered. “Maybe they’re getting rid of the evidence.”

“What about the cars? The bodies?” Mark asked.

“I bet they’re protecting their own.”

Billy’s words sent a shudder down Tom’s spine. They suggested a level of cunning that was almost as frightening as the beast’s primordial nature. He swallowed the thought.

They watched in silence for several minutes, the only sound the occasional creak of their boots. The wind blew in intermittent gusts, rerouting the falling snow. In another scenario, the authorities would arrive soon to take control of the scene, snapping photographs and tagging remains.

The isolation reigned.

A long, triumphant howl sounded in the distance.

Tom considered the way the beasts had torn into the station wagon, the way they’d shattered the windows and ripped the people from inside. “Is there anything else we can use to block the door?” he asked Mark. “Do you think that table saw is enough?”

“We can push a lathe in front of it. Maybe stack some boxes.”

“Let’s do it.” Tom backed away from the window and motioned to Billy and Ashley. “Stay here and keep watch.”

He made his way across the room, following Mark’s shadowed form. The industrial machines hung like statues in the dark, forcing him to weave around them. Tom only had a vague sense of what the room looked like in the light. The building was as much a mystery to him as the creatures outside. In another situation, he might’ve been intimidated by the darkness, but now he was grateful for the cover.




After walking a few steps, Mark winked on his flashlight and played the beam across the floor, illuminating the machine they’d placed in front of it earlier. The door was wooden and seemed sturdy, but Tom knew better than to trust it. They walked to a nearby corner.

“Help me stack those boxes,” Mark said, shining the light to a nearby corner. Tom retrieved several, helping Mark carry and stack them. They piled them on top of the machine, covering the top half of the door. Then they moved another machine behind the first. This one didn’t have wheels, and was more difficult to move. They grunted as they slid it across the floor.

When they were finished, Tom wiped the dust onto his jeans. His heart hammered against his ribcage; his body was sweating from the exertion, but it felt good to keep busy. Anything to keep from dwelling on the bloodshed he’d seen outside. He caught his breath and peered back across the room at the windows. Billy and Ashley’s frames were silhouetted against the snow. Billy had his arm around the girl. To a casual observer, they might be mistaken for a young couple admiring the first snow.

Mark watched them, as well.

“Are they your neighbors?”

“Technically. But I’ve never met them. Their car stalled on Arcadia and I picked them up.”

“They’re lucky you stopped.”

Tom nodded solemnly. “If you call that luck. It’s awful, what they’ve had to witness.”




“They don’t have any other family close by?”

“I don’t think so. At least, none that they mentioned.”

“I don’t know if that makes things worse or better,” Mark said. “The thought of losing any more family is terrible.”

“I know what you mean.” Tom shook his head grimly.

“Do you live alone, Tom?”

“No. I was with my wife.” Tom struggled to keep his emotions at bay. “I lost her on the way here. She was killed by one of them.”

“I’m so sorry,” Mark said. He scuffed the ground with his boot. “I’m glad you made it, though. We’re going to get through this, Tom.”

Mark patted his shoulder. Tom agreed and stared across the room at the window. The moon shone bright through the clouds. Its presence was like a spectral warning, commanding they stay hidden.
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Another hour passed. Or what Tom guessed was an hour. He resumed his position next to the window, keeping an uneasy vigil next to his companions. Ashley barely moved. She tucked her head in Billy’s arm, cloaking her face from the landscape outside. Tom was worried about her mental state. Were it not for the occasional sound of her breathing, he might’ve thought the girl was injured, maybe even dead. Billy drew nervous breaths of his own. Every so often, he checked on his girlfriend.

“Are you two holding up all right?” Tom whispered.




“I wish we’d made it to the shelter,” Billy admitted. “If that thing hadn’t run out in front of us, maybe we would’ve gotten to the police.”

“I know. But at least we’re safe for the moment. There’s no way to know if anyone’s even there. We’ll find help in the morning. I’m sure of it.”

Billy nodded, his face still troubled. Tom changed the subject.

“How long have you two lived in town?” he asked, as much to distract himself as to distract the couple.

“About a year,” Billy answered. “We moved out of our parents’ houses and got an apartment together. We’re from West Hartford.”

“How long have you been dating?”

“Two years—since senior year in high school. We met in Chemistry.”

“I was never good at Chemistry.” Tom smiled.

“Me neither.” Billy laughed nervously. “Ashley used to help me with my homework.”

At the sound of her name, Ashley poked her head from beneath Billy’s arm and glanced at Tom. Her face was still ashen, but Tom thought he detected a faint smile.

“Billy would buy me dinner every time he passed a test.”

Tom laughed softly. “That’s a nice way to get to know each other. Are you both in college?” he asked.

“We’re at Tunxis Community. But we’re saving to transfer to Central Connecticut.”

Tom eyed the couple, his thoughts drifting to Jeremy. Jeremy had always done well in school. He’d even tutored several students in the younger grades. If Jeremy had still been alive, he would’ve been finishing college about now.




Tom sighed and turned back to the window. Outside, the flakes continued to fall. The SUV had stopped smoking; the hood was covered in a layer of white. The depth of the snow seemed to have doubled. Tom measured the precipitation by the tires of the SUV, which seemed to be sinking into the landscape.

He looked back at the station wagon. The occupants were half-buried next to it, their remains painted white by the storm. He made a mental note of where they’d fallen. If and when he got out of here alive, he’d communicate those details to the police.

Tom wondered if others were hunkered nearby. Certainly, others must be doing the same things they were. Not everyone could’ve been killed so fast.

He imagined a roomful of people on their haunches, nervously anticipating the end. Maybe even in a building nearby.

Billy tugged his arm.

“I see something!” Billy hissed.

Tom followed his gaze to a building diagonal from the machine shop. The building was the same height as the one they were in—it contained three floors and a wealth of windows. Billy was pointing at the floor across from them. To Tom’s surprise, a light was flickering behind one of the panes. Tom saw the outline of a face.

“Is that a woman?”

Tom squinted, wondering if he was seeing things, but clearly, Billy saw the woman, too. The woman moved, her face little more than a reflection in the glass. Tom, Mark, Billy, and Ashley hunched over the windowsill, their noses fogging up the windowpanes as they tried to get a better look. From a distance of about five hundred feet, the woman’s face was little more than a featureless oval. Tom pressed his hand against the glass, trying to capture the woman’s attention.




Was she signaling them?

Maybe she’d already contacted the police.

A ripple of hope made its way through the others. Soon they were all waving at the woman. Her head swiveled. Tom caught a glimpse of a pink winter jacket in the dim, flickering light.

“Does she see us?” Ashley asked, pressing her own hands against the pane. She reached out as if she could touch the lady.

“I’m not sure,” Tom said.

“Over here!” Billy mouthed.

The woman’s head swayed back and forth over the building, then over the lifeless landscape. It looked like she was in a trance. Tom set down his rifle and joined his companions in waving. He desperately wanted to run outside, to get to her, but he’d never make it. In a night filled with violent, snarling creatures, a few hundred feet might as well be a mile.

“Keep the noise to a minimum,” Mark warned, “We don’t want to alert any of those things.”

Billy and Ashley quieted down. Tom stared at the woman. He wondered if she’d witnessed the same things they had.

Maybe she’d seen worse.

“I have an idea,” Ashley said.

Before anyone could ask what it was, Ashley snatched the flashlight and flicked it on. She waved it at the window. “Hello!” she cried, her demeanor emboldened by the light.




“Shut that off!” Mark hissed, trying to grab it, but Ashley pulled the flashlight away.

“Hold on a second! She sees us!” Ashley said.

The woman held her lighter closer to the window. She pressed her face against the glass, shouting words they couldn’t hear. She’d seen them.

“We have to get to her! She needs help!” Ashley urged, her voice a blend of nervousness and excitement.

Mark made another grab for the flashlight. This time he caught hold of it. He tugged it away and shut it off, grunting in anger.

Tom shook his head. “We can’t run out there blindly. It’s too dangerous.”

The woman continued to wave; after a few seconds, she tried to open the window. It was stuck. The woman pointed across the street at them, then at herself. Then she ducked from view.

“What’s she doing?” Billy asked.

A sudden pang of fear hit Tom’s gut.

“I think she’s coming over,” Tom said. He held his palms flat against the window, as if to warn the woman. “Stay put!” he whispered softly, as if she might hear him.

But it was too late. The woman was gone.

Billy and Ashley panicked, the ripple of hope turning to panic. Mark opened one of the windows and held his rifle over the sill. Tom followed suit. He studied the entrance of the building, praying the woman would smarten up and stay inside. The landscape was calm. Alluring.




Don’t go out there, he shouted internally.

“Keep an eye on the road,” Mark hissed, his rifle swaying back and forth. “If she comes out, we have to cover her.”

Tom’s heart hammered. He squinted as he studied the landscape, prepared to fire at the first sign of trouble. The front door of the building moved. A patch of snow fell off the top of the door, cascading to the ground.

“Dammit. Here she comes,” Mark hissed.

Tom squinted and kept his aim. He saw the sleeve of a coat, the pale glow of a lighter. It looked like she was peering out into the street. He recalled what had happened to the station wagon’s occupants. They hadn’t had a chance. The creatures had swarmed them in seconds. This woman would be even more vulnerable—on foot and alone, without a car to protect her.

As soon as the woman emerged, he’d shout at her. He’d do what it took to keep her safe.

Before he got the chance, something banged on the garage door downstairs, startling them.

“What was that?” Ashley cried.

Tom looked into the darkness behind them, then back outside. “I’m not sure.”

“It couldn’t be the woman. She hasn’t even come out yet,” Mark said, his voice shaking.

The banging came again—louder and more violent this time. It sounded like the garage door was buckling. Mark stuck his head out the window, inspecting the ground below them, and then leaned back inside. He swung his rifle in front of him.




“Shit!” he hissed. “We have bigger problems. They’ve found us!”











	


PART THREE – THE ATTACK













	


Chapter Eleven

Tom, Mark, Billy, and Ashley hunkered by the windows, listening to the crashing sounds below them.

“How many are there?” Tom asked.

“I can’t tell!” Mark’s voice wavered. “At least five! Maybe more!”

Tom stood and turned toward the window he’d opened, the cold air rifling against his face. He stuck his gun outside. The ground was fifty feet below. For a brief moment, he feared one of the beasts might leap up and pull him from his perch. The thought was unreasonable, and yet, after everything he’d seen, nothing seemed out of the question.

He braced his knees against the windowsill and leaned outward. The beasts were mashed up against the building in a frenzy. He heard claws tearing at the garage, the heaves of animals that knew what was on the other side. The things piled over each other in a barrage of limbs, clusters of black fur moving faster than Tom could imagine. He gritted his teeth and took aim.

He fired.

The bullet punctured one of the creatures—a furred arm, a face, a torso—he wasn’t sure, but the ensuing howl made him recoil, as if the sound itself might attack him. The beast fell to the ground, creating a hole in the pack. Four others looked up. They stared at him with red eyes, snapping and snarling. He took aim at another and fired, but missed. The bullet ripped into the snow.

Movement to his left snagged his attention. Mark was leaning out the adjacent window. The man fired a round of his own, striking another of the things. The creature toppled to the ground, spraying fluid. It didn’t get up. The remaining beasts growled and scattered, racing to the other side of the building and loping out of view.




Tom held his position at the window. His eyes wandered to the fallen beasts. He felt some small sense of satisfaction, though he knew it wouldn’t last. He looked over at Mark.

“The bullets work,” he said.

“Yes. But we’re going to run out of ammunition soon,” Mark warned. His face was pale in the moonlight. “Save what you have.”

As if on cue, a series of bangs erupted from the rear of the building. A pit formed in Tom’s stomach. Despite his hope, they hadn’t scared the things off—they’d merely redirected them. He and Mark ducked back into the building.

“How stable are the doors downstairs?” Tom asked.

“I barricaded them as best as I could. But I don’t think it’ll stop them for long. Not after what we’ve seen.”

Crashes echoed around the neighborhood, bouncing off the adjacent walls. With the neighborhood silent, each thud took on a life of its own, reverberating off walls and alleys. The noise was as terrifying as the beasts—it signified they were closing in.

Tom glanced across the street, searching for the woman they’d seen earlier. In the hysteria of the moment, he’d forgotten her. The parking lot was empty. The door had closed.




But in the distance, he heard screaming. He surveyed the building. It took him a second to determine the windows had been smashed.

No. Not her, too.

Movement drew his attention. More beasts emerged on the horizon. Creatures appeared from alleyways and corners, speckling the landscape black. Their snarls carried with the wind. They converged on the building as if it were a single entity, a fresh carcass fit for consumption.

Tom gritted his teeth and repositioned at the window. The moon’s pale glow seeped into the room. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Billy holding his tire iron into the air, threatening the shadows around them. Ashley clung to him for support.

“We’ll never last in here,” she whispered.

The realization hit Tom like a punch to the stomach. Even though they’d killed several of the beasts—as encouraging as that was—there was no way they could take them all. Sooner or later the things would get inside. He clenched the rifle in his hand, envisioning the four remaining bullets inside. Mark had six, by his count.

How far would the bullets go?

He felt trapped. Caged. It was the way he’d felt back at his house, knowing that reprieve was only temporary. He glanced down, surveying the fifty-foot drop to the ground—much too high to consider jumping without serious injury.

That was a last resort.

A crash emanated from downstairs. Tom heard the sound of glass shattering, objects being trampled. The beasts were inside.




“Over by the entrance!” Mark yelled, pulling Tom’s arm. “We need to get a clear shot once they get to the door! We need to hold them back!”

“What about us?” Billy asked frantically, holding up his tire iron.

“Stay put.”

“I want to help!” Billy arched his back. He wielded the tire iron with bravado, even though Tom could tell he was afraid.

“You should hunker down,” Tom said. “Protect Ashley.”

The girl was clutching her boyfriend’s arm, her body wracked with fear.

“Why don’t you go in there?” Mark shouted, pointed at the storage room.

“No way. We’re not going in there with that thing,” Billy said. “No offense.”

Tom swallowed. The banging downstairs had grown to a crescendo. Ashley pulled Billy’s arm, her face contorted with fright.

“Let’s go, Billy! We have to hide.”

“But what if that thing is—”

“I’ll bring you over,” Tom said, wielding his rifle. “Come on!” He collected Billy and Ashley and instructed her to bring the flashlight.

Mark ran toward the barricaded door, skirting machines and tables, while Tom led the frightened kids toward the eastern end of the room. Ashley winked on the flashlight and shined it at the storage room, sniffling as she ran. When they reached the door, Tom raised his gun and sucked in a breath. He threw it open.




Mark’s brother, Colton, lay on the floor, his naked body marred with bullet holes. His eyes were wide and staring at the ceiling. The room smelled of copper, sweat, and animal musk.

Tom lowered his gun. Whatever Colton had been was gone. Tom ushered Billy and Ashley in the room and told them to stay quiet. They complied, sidestepping past the body and further into the room.

“Stay put until I come get you,” Tom said.

“What if you don’t?” Ashley asked, her eyes frantic.

“I will,” Tom said simply.

He shut the door without a word, hit with a needle of guilt. There was no time to consider it further. The crashing in the building was getting closer. The things were making their way through the lower level. He flew through the room, leading with the gun. He saw Mark’s outline by the door, silhouetted by the moonlight. He wove past several machines, bumping unseen objects on his way over.

He reached his new companion and took aim at the door, staring at the shadows of the machines they’d used to block it. Growls emanated from the bowels of the building. The moon lanced through the windows.

“Get ready,” Mark whispered. “They’re getting near the stairs.”

Tom swallowed. He wasn’t even close to ready.

But he had no choice but to prepare.













	


Chapter Twelve

Mark gritted his teeth. He stared at the door. The noises from the building’s basement froze his blood, but in more ways than he let on. His conscience was riddled with guilt. Everything he’d told Tom, Billy, and Ashley was true. He hadn’t made up a single bit of it.

The only thing he’d held back was the bite he’d received from Colton.

Mark’s arm burned with pain. The blood soaked through the bandage. Earlier, he’d used a spare shirt to wrap himself up, hiding the wound under his coat. He hadn’t intended to get this close to his companions.

The last thing he wanted was to put them in jeopardy.

When he’d first seen them out the window, he’d been inspecting his wound with the flashlight, coming to grips with his fate. He hadn’t meant to signal them. During the battle with his brother, he’d been bitten. Now, he was as condemned as Colton had been.

It was ironic. Mark had spent months denying what his brother told him, only to be cursed himself.

His plan had been to use the gun on himself. At least that way, he’d be spared the agony of getting innocent blood on his hands.

He’d seen what the guilt had done to Colton.

And then he’d spotted the group out the window, seen the beast coming toward them. Tom, Ashley, and Billy had been attacked so close to the building that he knew he could make a difference. He’d decided to assist them and bring them inside. His hope was to share his story, to keep them safe, and to warn them.




When they were safe, he’d ask Tom to end his life. He’d have Tom bury him and Colton together.

But the urges were already kicking in, overriding his senses and his body. Each time he tried to speak, the beast inside quieted Mark’s tongue, as if it were trying to preserve itself. The moon was like a silent foe.

And now more of the creatures—his brethren, as despicable as they were—were in the building. Even if Mark’s fate were determined, he’d do his best to save his companions.

His head pounded from fighting the change. Sweat leaked from his brow. He recalled Colton’s ramblings. According to his brother, some of the beasts were able to control themselves more than others. Colton had never succeeded in controlling his demons. He’d succumbed to depression and drink.

But maybe Mark could stave off his. Maybe he could keep his companions safe before it was too late.

His heart pounded so hard he thought it would burst from his body. His hands trembled on the rifle. A ripple of pain washed over him, pounding through his skull and extending down his arms and legs. His eyes felt like they were bulging from their sockets. It was only a matter of time until the change consumed him. Then he would be as powerless as Colton was, as condemned as the creatures downstairs.

The moon poured through the windows, spurring on his transformation.




He glanced over at Tom in the semi-darkness, but his companion wasn’t looking.

Tom’s focus was still on the door.













	


Chapter Thirteen

Ashley huddled in the storage room next to Billy, the smell of the dead body wafting into her nostrils. The room was a sickening mixture of grease, sawdust, and blood. She shined the flashlight around the storage room, taking in the shelving, the ceiling, and the floor.

The room was dank and uncomfortable. She’d rather be anywhere else than here.

But hiding out in the room, like most things in life, had become a game of patience. She glanced over at Billy, taking in his soft countenance in the glow of the flashlight, and smiled.

“How’d I do?” she asked.

“Great,” he said, smiling back at her. “They have no idea.”

He brushed his shaggy hair from his face. She leaned in close and nuzzled his neck. As disgusting as it was to be cooped in the room, surrounded by the blood of their brethren, it was only a matter of time until they succumbed to their true selves.

Once Tom and Mark were distracted, she and Billy would make their transformation. They’d spring from the closet and partake in what they’d been waiting for. In truth, Ashley had hoped for a larger crowd. But she’d settle for Mark and Tom. Her main concern was that the others might reach them first.

She wanted them for herself.

“Should we go out there?” Ashley asked innocently, batting a playful eye at Billy.

“Give it a minute. Wait until they’re good and distracted,” Billy said.




She nodded. She trusted Billy. Billy was the most logical of the pair; Ashley tended to be impulsive. If it were up to her, she would’ve eviscerated Mark and Tom a while ago. In fact, she would’ve killed Tom in the street when they first met him.

Ashley and Billy had killed many times in the past, but always in secret, always in remote areas. They’d never bided their time like this. That was the promise they’d made each other when they encountered Tom—that they’d wait for a better opportunity, hoping he’d lead them to other survivors. Her goal had been to get inside the shelter before turning. That way they’d have a roomful of victims to themselves. But they couldn’t wait anymore.

They were going to lose their prey if they didn’t act.

Somewhere deep in the building, she heard the snarls of her brethren. Footsteps pounded the last set of stairs and feral cries filled the air. Ashley felt a sensation of warmth, of rightness, in what they were about to do. It was a feeling she’d had ever since the storm started. It was a feeling she could get used to.

They’d all known the storm was coming. It was as ingrained in the beasts as the need to kill. But none of them knew the exact timing. Until a few hours ago, it was nothing more than a feeling in her bones, an instinct as primal as the phases of the moon or the chill of winter. A few of their kind had even moved north in anticipation.

And now the storm was upon them.

She looked up at Billy, admiring how far they’d come. She was so glad they’d found each other. They’d learned to control their urges over the past few years together.




They’d started with Billy’s parents.

Dave and Sherry were always trying to keep them apart, restricting their time together, limiting their interactions. And so she and Billy had lured them out into the woods a few summers ago. When they were far enough into the wilderness, Billy and Ashley had changed, killing them and disposing of their remains.

Ever since, she and Billy had been inseparable.

It was moments like that one that made her feel invincible.

Moments like that, and the one they were about to have.

“You ready?” she asked Billy.

“You bet.” He smiled.

She sucked in a breath, recalling the guns Mark and Tom had. They’d have to surprise them. But that wouldn’t be an issue. Not as long as she and Billy were together. They’d get through it, like they’d gotten through everything else.

She and Billy held hands as they started to change.













	


Chapter Fourteen

Tom listened to the clatter and chaos from the ground floor of the building. The creatures scraped at walls and overturned objects. Tom imagined them falling over each other like animals in a pet shop cage, fighting for scraps, the weakest among them destined to die. But he knew that was far from the case.

None of the things were weak, and if anyone was destined to die, it was he and his companions.

He gripped the gun with anxious hands. He felt like an inmate on death row, waiting for the final walk. Animal footsteps hit the stairs below. Nails clicked on the cement. He imagined the things loping on four legs, using all their limbs to make the climb. He recalled what Mark had said earlier. There were two other floors below them. Both locked. His last, frantic hope was that somehow the creatures would get hung up or distracted, that they’d never make it to where they were hiding.

He knew the chances of that were nonexistent.

The creatures had gotten into the building; it wouldn’t take them long to knock down less fortified entrances. Besides, they probably smelled them.

Pounding ensued on one of the doors below them. Claws scratched wood. Creatures snarled in savage, intermittent bursts. The creatures were on the second floor landing. For a moment, Tom imagined that the beasts were on the hunt for someone else, and he was merely eavesdropping. It was hard to imagine he and his companions were the targets. He prayed the lower door would hold, if for no other reason than to buy him time.




The door burst open, crashing against the inner wall. The beasts tore through the room below them. More feet pounded on the bottom stairs, a swath of creatures joining the others. The noises were louder and more amplified than before. They’re right below us. Sniffing us out.

Tom looked down, as if a set of claws might burst through the floorboards and pull him under. He looked over at Mark. Mark’s body shook; he looked panicked and wild. After a few chaotic seconds, the noises changed direction, heading back for the stairs.

The creatures mounted the last flight.

Tom swiveled back to the door, staring at the machines and boxes in front of them as if to double the barricade’s weight and size.

Inhuman feet scratched the staircase. And then the first, raging claw pounded against the wood fifteen feet away. The noise sent shards of fear through Tom’s body. The pounding was so incessant, the growls so loud, that for a moment Tom thought the beasts were already inside the room with them. He recalled Billy and Ashley, hiding in the storage room. Maybe they’ll survive.

Maybe they have a chance, at least.

He pointed his weapon at the door, keeping a steady aim. His rifle felt small and insignificant. Wood splintered. One of the machines groaned.

Tom’s finger shook on the trigger, begging him to fire, but he held onto his bullets as if he were holding onto his last breath of air. Once he started shooting, Tom knew he wouldn’t be able to stop. The beasts would keep coming, and he’d fire until he was out of ammunition, out of breath, or both.




A loud crack split the air. It sounded like the creatures were already inside. It took a second for Tom to realize the noise wasn’t coming from in front of him, but from behind.

He spun to find the storage room door open.

The flashlight—Ashley’s flashlight—spun in circles on the floor, illuminating two shadows that were emerging from the darkness. In the intermittent light, he caught glimpses of the couple they’d left behind.

Only the couple wasn’t the couple anymore. It was two of them.

Billy and Ashley were changing, their shapes twisting and transforming, flesh becoming fur. In a matter of seconds, their faces went from human to animal, noses elongating into snouts, teeth enlarging. Ashley—or the beast that had formerly been the girl—took a few staggering steps forward, closing the gap between them.

“Mark! Look out!” Tom shouted.

He spun and made a grab for his companion. Only Mark wasn’t Mark anymore, either.

Mark had changed, too.













	


Chapter Fifteen

Tom dove for the far side of the room. His heart beat like a jackhammer. He got to his knees, took several frantic steps back, and fired his rifle. He wasn’t even sure what he was aiming at anymore. The bullet struck the far side of the room, its path indiscernible. The creatures were coming too fast.

Holy shit, I can’t believe Billy, Ashley, and Mark all turned…

I can’t believe I’m alone…

But there was no time to process the surprise, only time to react. Tom ran further, searching desperately for cover. The room was bathed in an ethereal white glow. He located a machine and scrambled behind it, sticking his gun out the side. One of the creatures bashed against the other side. The machine inched backward, and Tom scrambled to move with it.

The beast hurled itself against the machine again, forcing it backward, sending Tom reeling into a pile of nails and tools. He couldn’t see what he was stepping on, but he knew enough not to fall. One of the machine’s wheels dug into his ankles, and a spark of pain shot up his leg. He cried out and fell backward, hitting the wall with a thud. The creature growled. It leapt on top of the machine. He saw its gaping maw in the glow of the moonlight. It swiped for his face; he ducked to avoid its claw.

A howl pierced the air.

Another beast collided with the one on top of the machine, taking it to the ground. Was it Mark? The two of them fell, tangled in a flurry of limbs. Tom couldn’t even tell who was who anymore. He’d lost track. In just a minute, Tom had gone from a roomful of companions to a roomful of beasts, and for the second time that night, he was confused and alone.




The two beasts clawed and spat, fighting each other in a rage. They slammed into the machine again and rolled in another direction, sending tools and equipment tumbling to the floor. Were they fighting over him? Tom sank lower in his perch, trying to make himself invisible. His only hope was to ride out the nightmare.

His chances of survival were slim. Even if the beasts destroyed each other, there were still the creatures pounding on the door. Sooner or later, the room would be overrun.

The third creature flew past the other side of the machine. Tom thrust his gun over the top and fired again. The bullet glanced off something on the far side of the room. He had no idea what he’d hit. Between the shock and his nerves, his aim was awful. He waited for the thing to come after him.

Only it wasn’t coming for him. It was racing toward the others.

Across the room, the fighting continued. The two beasts ripped at each other, punctuating the air with cries and growls. They slammed against the walls, shaking the room and adding to the compendium of noise.

The pounding on the door continued.

The gunshots might as well have been bait for the beasts on the other side, luring the remainder of the things in. It was only a matter of time until the door caved.




Tom regrouped behind the machine, clutching his weapon. The third beast had immersed itself in the ensuing battle. It sounded like all three were in a vicious tangle, intent on shredding each other to death. Tom wasn’t certain what was going on, but whatever it was had bought him time.

He needed a course of action, a means to escape.

He couldn’t battle all the beasts with the two shots in his gun.

He glanced around the room, taking in the silhouettes of the other machines, the windows on the far wall. Once again, he dismissed jumping. He peered around his hiding spot and caught a glimpse of the open storage room door, the flashlight still shining on the ground.

Maybe he could hide in there. It was a last, desperate attempt, but it was better than nothing.

Across the room, one of the beasts cried out in pain. Another howled. It sounded like one of them was wounded, perhaps in its death throes. The other two continued fighting, tumbling across the floor. Claws scraped against wood. Loud, throaty growls filled the air. Tom felt like he was in some devil’s den, an arena encased with ice instead of fire. The winner of the battle didn’t matter, because whoever was left would feast on Tom.

The machines against the door started to slide.

Tom peered out from his hiding place. The figures across the room were little more than a blur of movement. Tearing sounds emanated from in front of him—awful, horrific noises that reminded him of Desmond, of Lorena, of Abby. He stepped out of his hiding place, intent on running for the storage room.




And then the noise subsided.

Tom glared over the top of the machine. Two beasts turned to face him, eyes glowing. They were about fifty feet away. Tom raised his rifle at the larger silhouette, aiming for center mass. They stared at him, as if they knew what was coming.

Time slowed to a sludgy crawl.

Tom squeezed the trigger. The bullet struck the center of the thing, inciting a blood-curdling shriek. It threw its claws in the air, giving a last baleful shriek, and then collapsed to the floor. He aimed at the other. Fired.

But the second creature had already sprung. The bullet struck it in the stomach; it howled in pain, but it didn’t stop. It shook its head from side to side, casting the pain aside.

Then it sprang for Tom.













	


Chapter Sixteen

The second beast was Ashley. Tom could tell by its smaller size, though its demeanor was no less frightening. The other two beasts were on the ground, their moonlit forms lifeless.

Tom squeezed the trigger again, hoping he had a bullet left. He didn’t.

The creature—Ashley—staggered toward him.

Tom turned on his heel and raced across the room. Ashley followed, her feet scraping the wood floor. He’d wounded her, but at the moment, that didn’t matter. She was still alive, and she was coming for him. He wove aimlessly through the room, narrowly avoiding tables and boxes, trying to get away. To his left, he heard the creak of weakening wood. The door shook with the fury of the beasts. He wasn’t sure how long he’d avoid Ashley while they were locked in the same room. It was a battle of speed and energy.

The only thing keeping him alive was the beast’s wounded condition.

He spotted the storage room door. It was still open. He saw the dim glow of the flashlight Ashley had dropped earlier, splashing over Colton’s dead body.

He veered in that direction. It was hardly a place of safety, but it was something. He skirted past a small table filled with objects, making a grab for something—anything—that might help him, but succeeded only in knocking several tools from their perch. Ashley was almost on him. He felt her hot breath on the back of his neck, her guttural cries laced with pain.




He’d almost reached the storage room when Ashley batted him from behind, knocking him off his feet. Tom flew through the air, landing on his gun, the wind knocked from his stomach. He rolled to the side, terrified of being filleted. But Ashley had already descended. The world became a suffocating mass of fur and blood. Tom kicked and squirmed, clutching the gun, his face buried in the creature’s stomach. He pushed upward, trying to move, trying to breathe. The smell of musk and blood—of stretched, transformed skin—made him gag. The creature slammed him into the ground. Pain burst in his shoulders.

He shoved again, but the beast had a firm grip, its resolve deepened by its impending kill. He felt himself slipping into a world devoid of hope, absent of everyone he knew. The beast slammed him to the ground again. He saw the glint of its teeth as it opened its jaws.

Instead of being afraid, Tom was consumed with anger.

He thought of Lorena. Not the gutted, disemboweled carcass in the woods, but the smiling woman he’d lost. These creatures had taken her. They’d taken everything. He gave another thrust, using the last of his strength, and this time, the creature budged. Its claws ripped free from his coat. He gritted his teeth, smashing the empty rifle into its stomach.

He must’ve hit its wound.

Whatever he hit, he wasn’t sure, but it was enough to send Ashley reeling off him, howling in pain. He rolled and moved in a half-crawl across the floor, contending with dust and debris, heading for the opposite end of the room.




His only thought was to gain distance from the beast.

The creature grabbed hold of him, tossing him into the side of a table. He pulled himself upright and resumed crawling.

He heard the barricaded door crack, and the noise in the hall grew louder. Several boxes tumbled from the top of the machine.

He wheezed for breath. The smell of the creature invaded his lungs, as if it was still on top of him, smothering him. The beast was right behind him. Tom stood and staggered. He heard the ragged breath of the wounded creature, its claws clicking the floor as it loped after him. He picked up the pace, stumbling across the room. A thought hit him.

A goal.

He followed the thin light of the windows, scanning the room. His hip collided with the corner of a table. He cried out in pain and kept going. Ten feet from the door, he saw a pile of Mark’s ripped garments. Ashley was almost on top of him. He glanced in all directions. Finally, he spotted Mark’s gun. It had landed at the base of one of the windows. The beasts must’ve knocked it away during the scuffle.

Ashley leapt at him. Tom dove.

He heard Ashley hit the wall behind him, snarling and shrieking. He was almost at the weapon. Just a few more steps and he’d have it…

He claimed the man’s gun and fumbled, trying to decipher which end was which. The light of the window behind him illuminated his hands, but in his panic, he wasn’t sure of anything. His heart pounded uncontrollably.




He spun and aimed.

Ashley had recovered from hitting the wall. Her red eyes glowed in the dark. She let out a roar and pounced.

He fired.

The bullet hit its mark, striking her in the face, but Ashley kept coming, the gravity of her pounce setting her in motion. She slammed into Tom at full force, knocking them both over the windowsill and against the glass. The window shattered.

All at once, they were falling.

Tom kicked his legs to find footing, but found none. The gun flew from his grasp. Cold air and snow whipped at his face, stinging his cheeks. Pain lanced his side. The creature had a hold of him, clutching him in a firm, final death grip. Even if he’d already killed it, it’d take him to the other side. He’d never survive the fall.

The ground sprang to meet them—a blurry mass of white.

Tom’s last, panicked thought was to put the beast between him and the ground. He twisted and spun, clutching the thing’s ratty fur, burying his face its stomach. And then he was hitting ground, the beast’s body beneath him, sinking into the snow.

Both Tom and the creature’s bodies shuddered from the impact. Tom heard the soft rain of shattered glass around him, and then everything went quiet and still.
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Tom lay still for several seconds, listening to the whipping wind and the cries of the creatures inside the building. His pulse beat in his neck.

Am I alive?


He moved his arms and his legs, testing one limb at a time. Then he craned his head, inspecting the white world around him. He’d landed beneath the snowline. For a brief moment, he imagined he was buried beneath a drift, encased in a world of white. But the tips of trees and buildings in the distance proved otherwise.

Tom’s body stung from the impact. His shoulders ached from where the creature had slammed him into the floor; his bare fingers were numb and caked with snow. His mouth was bitter with the taste of fur and fluids. He spat. The creature below him was still warm.

Warm, but limp.

The smell of its body sickened him, and he rolled to get away from it, suddenly feeling claustrophobic. But he couldn’t. The creature had him in its claws. Shit, shit, shit! Tom kicked frantically before realizing its lifeless claw was still embedded in his coat. He pulled its arm free and fell flat on his back.

The wintry moon peered through the storm’s glaze, mocking him.

His eyes roamed to the window. The height he’d fallen from was dizzying, even from the ground. He pulled himself to his knees, vying for footing. His head spun, and he held out his arms to steady himself.

He searched for the rifle.

He finally located it fifteen feet away, the barrel poking up from the ground.




He waded toward it, ignoring the burning pain in his body. Growls spit from the building, as if the structure itself might uproot and follow him. His only instinct was to retrieve the weapon and protect himself. He walked like a man possessed, his sights fixed on the handle. Snow cascaded in front of him, marring his vision, sticking to his face. His hands were cold and sticky with the creature’s blood. When he reached the gun, he pulled it loose from the snow.

He spun. He aimed.

Movement flitted past the upper-floor windows. The things weren’t outside. Not yet. He wasn’t sure where they were, but he had no time to spare. He tore his eyes from the building and trudged in the opposite direction.

The snow tugged at his boots, like a white demon trying to pull him underground. He evaded its grasp and kept going. He eyed the rusted pickup truck. For a second, he considered running toward it, but Mark had the keys. Even if Tom could get inside, it would only provide temporary reprieve.

The SUV was equally useless.

His eyes darted to the building they’d been watching before—the one where the woman had been.

They’d gotten her, too. The door was closed; the windows were broken.

Shit, shit, shit…

He considered making his way over, hunkering inside the building, but he’d find little safety inside.

He gazed up the street at the station wagon. The vehicle was still; the headlights were smashed.




But Tom noticed something he hadn’t before.

There was something trailing from the back of it. Thin plumes of exhaust were wafting into the air.

The vehicle was still running. The surprised occupants had never shut it off.

He huffed cold breaths as he veered from the parking lot to the street. The air was freezing; any warmth from his body was counteracted by the wind. He’d lost his knit cap. His fingers were frozen on the handle of the rifle. With each step, he expected to hear the crunch of footsteps on the snow, pursuing him. But all he heard was frantic commotion inside the building.

Get to the car…

Tom felt like a piece of game roaming blindly into a predator’s landscape, a mouse dropped into a snake’s cage. Each step brought him closer to the maws of death.

Mark’s words echoed through his head. Driving is like sending a homing beacon to those things. But they’d already been detected inside the building. They’d been detected at his house with Lorena. Was any place better than another?

The car was a gamble. But so was everything else at this point.

Another crash echoed behind him; the things were thumping down the stairs. In a matter of moments they’d exit the building. He was halfway to the car. Maybe I should’ve headed for the building.

It was probably too late, either way he sliced it.













	


Chapter Seventeen

Tom pushed himself as fast as he was able. He ignored the images that wracked his mind and the noises behind him. He convinced himself the station wagon was the physical incarnate of safety, wrapped in a two-ton casing of metal and wires. He clomped across the snow, his mind repeating the steps he’d need to take to flee the scene.

Get in the car. Close the door. Reverse.

The station wagon had come to rest against one of the buildings. His guess was that it was stuck in drive, motionless without a foot to press the pedal. As he got closer, he repressed the idea that the car would be wedged in place, that he’d be as powerless as the people who’d been pulled from the interior.

There was no time for doubt.

Somewhere behind him, the creatures crashed through one of the doors. The noise escalated from a contained din to a full-fledged roar. Footsteps and snarls escaped from the building’s interior, filling the air.

Tom refused to look back. He forced himself onward, knowing a second’s hesitation would cost him his life.

His boots slid on hidden ice. Tom grabbed the air, nearly falling, but kept his balance. He kept going. The station wagon was thirty yards away. Twenty. He skirted around the half-buried remains of the vehicle’s occupants, holding back vomit. He saw an arm. A torso. Body parts so mangled and caked with snow and blood that he could barely identify them.




Keep going!

He closed in on the vehicle, changing direction enough that he saw dots of movement in his peripheral vision. The beasts had surpassed the parking lot in half the time it’d taken him to traverse it. But it didn’t matter.

He was at the car.

Tom banged into the rear bumper, following the outline of the vehicle until he’d reached the driver’s side door. He flung it open. The window was smashed out, the interior riddled with glass. He heard the crunch of snow somewhere behind him. He leapt inside.

Revved the engine. Reversed.

The car whirred and groaned for several seconds before it started moving. His eyes instinctively flicked to the rearview. A mob of beasts canvassed the landscape, striding toward him. He cried out and hit the accelerator. The car flew backward, crunching over the tracks it’d made, spinning out in the snow. He changed gears and hit the gas.

All at once Tom was cruising forward, the station wagon gliding back and forth over the snow, the all-wheel-drive proving true to its namesake. A legion of creatures ran in pursuit, flooding the landscape, but he was several hundred yards ahead of them.

You pieces of shit. He rounded the corner and hit the gas, pushing the vehicle faster than was safe to drive. If he were to escape, he’d have to gain distance, no matter what the cost.

He’d rather die than let them have him.

He took another turn at the end of the block, the engine grinding, gaining more of a buffer zone. He kept his eye on the rearview mirror, watching the creatures disappear. He kept staring, even after they were gone.




The vehicle swerved and the tires spit snow. He flexed numb, stiff fingers. His body felt like it was coming apart at the seams—beaten and sore and exhausted. His mind was plagued with the things he’d seen, the people he’d lost. Lorena. Abby. His neighbors.

In spite of that, Tom felt more focused than he had in hours.

He clutched the steering wheel and took another turn, approaching West Main Street. His body was rigid in the driver’s seat.

For the first time all night, Tom Sotheby knew exactly where he was going.











	


OUTAGE 3: VENGEANCE
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PART ONE – THE PREPARATION











	


Chapter One


In the frenzy of his escape, Tom barely noticed the glass littering the station wagon’s seats. Several shards dug painfully into his skin, reminding him of the open window and the previous passengers that had been ripped out and shredded in the snow. He shuddered at the memory.

He couldn’t end up like those people. He wouldn’t.

He reached next to him, patting the area between the station wagon seats, finding a pair of winter gloves. He used them to swipe the shards from the seat to the floor. He slipped them on. His body was stiff and frozen, but his anger drove him. He reached over and turned up the heat, listening to it hiss through the vents, fighting with the cold that whipped through the open window. The station wagon hummed through desolate, lifeless streets. He might as well have been the first man to pass this way. Ever.


Not only was he without Lorena, he was without Mark, Billy, and Ashley. Their deaths left him feeling bitter and empty. How long had Billy and Ashley been waiting to attack him? Would they have stayed at his side for the remainder of the night before they feasted on him?

He grew enraged at the thought.

Their betrayal left him hollow and untrusting, wary of anyone he might meet. On top of that, he was still confused about Mark’s transformation. The man had clearly been distraught by the death of his brother, and he’d seemed genuine in his attempts to help. But he’d turned, too.




It was possible Mark had tried to save Tom’s life.

It no longer mattered.

What mattered was that Tom had a destination. A purpose.

The vehicle’s tires ground against the snow, kicking up patches of white. Cold air whipped through the shattered driver’s side window. Every so often, Tom glanced in the rearview mirror, convinced he saw movement, but it was simply the cascade of white that had plagued him since he’d awoken hours earlier. He was past the point of denial. He knew things would never be normal again.

Tom navigated the barren roads, his years of familiarity guiding him. With the machine shop and the beasts behind him, the town felt empty. The dark, lifeless buildings and the dead streetlights looked like they’d always been that way.

Plainfield was a stranger, deadlier version of the one he knew.

He let go of the wheel and reached for the gun on his lap. The handle of the rifle was cold—even through the fabric of his gloves. He caught sight of the station wagon’s interior. Coffee cups and loose change littered the passenger’s side floor; the glove box hung ajar. He saw nothing helpful. The former occupants had probably been as frightened and confused as he’d been. They’d probably had no way to defend themselves.

A white street sign to his right grabbed his attention. Tom reclaimed the wheel and took the turn. The vehicle went wide, sliding sideways on the snow-covered road, and he almost missed the side street. He corrected course, listening to the tires spin.




Dammit.

He was driving fast—too fast. Some part of him wanted to stop the car and rush outside, to take down as many of the creatures as he could. But he’d run out of bullets before he ran out of beasts.

He couldn’t let them win that easily. He had to get to Colton’s.

He turned onto New Britain Avenue, a thin, commercial road lined with evenly spaced office buildings. He recognized the frosted storefronts of a pizza place, a florist shop, and a lawyer’s office. On a weekday, he’d expect a flurry of pedestrians and parked cars, but now, the street offered only snowdrifts and shadows. The road was narrow and nerve-wracking.

A blur of motion drew his attention to a nearby alley. Tom snagged the rifle and thrust it over the windowsill. Between two brick buildings, something had moved. What was it? He was unable to see more than ten feet past a set of dumpsters, but he could make out a dark shadow.

A beast burst from the darkness.

The creature loped full speed at the vehicle, its claws dripping with the remains of a recent meal.

Tom’s rage boiled.

Come get it, you piece of shit.


He gripped the rifle and fired. The bullet caught the creature in its opened mouth, snapping its head back and sending it reeling to the ground. It writhed for a second and grew still. Tom slowed, trying to get a better glimpse of the alley from which it had emerged, wondering if its victim was still alive. He saw no evidence.




He kept driving.

He stared at the dead beast in the driver’s side mirror, feeling the satisfaction a predator must feel after the kill. The beast’s gory end was fitting for its existence.

It serves the thing right.

It serves it goddamn right.

Tom caught a glimpse of his face in the rearview mirror. His eyes were dark, his expression vacant. His hair was caked with blood and snow. He barely recognized himself. He was sore, in need of warmth and treatment. But all that would have to wait.

Only four more miles to Colton’s house, he thought grimly. Only four more miles…













	


Chapter Two

Tom stared at each of the street signs as if it was for the first time, afraid that they might disappear. The way that things were going, he no longer trusted his eyes. Everything needed to be checked and rechecked. Verified.

He glanced at the clock. Two a.m. By some miracle, he’d survived half the night. Whether it was his own dogged determination or God’s will, he wasn’t sure, but he wouldn’t take it for granted. Tom would make it to Colton’s, and he’d get to morning. He’d use the ammunition to fend the things off, provided it was there.

Mark’s words echoed through his head.

“If we wait out this storm, we’ll be all right.”

Tom wanted to believe those words. More than anything, he wanted to live, if only to spite the beasts. In many ways, giving up would be easier—he’d see Lorena, he’d finally get rest for his weary body. That is, if such an afterlife existed. But he wouldn’t give the creatures the satisfaction.

They’d reveled in enough carnage as it was.

The buildings around him were dark and vacant, but he sensed the beasts, lurking in shadows and alleyways. He kept his gun pointed out the window, ready to fend them off. The only thing worse than having a gaping, shattered hole next to your head was leaving it unguarded. He’d learned plenty of lessons tonight.

Tom stared into the white gloom. Snow pelted the windshield, blurring his vision past a hundred feet. The street was silent save the mechanical noises of the station wagon and the frigid whip of the wind. He drove for several unobstructed miles, watching deserted commercial buildings whip past. The power lines sagged from the weight of the snow, forming a convoluted maze. The trees and roads were ravaged by the storm. The frozen, dark buildings were reminiscent of an earlier, more archaic time. He looked for the fork in the road, the one that would lead him to the neighborhood containing Colton’s house.




Instead, he caught sight of something else.

Silhouettes in the road drew his attention. He squinted through the falling snow, discerning objects on the road. This time, it wasn’t the beasts, but a string of cars. The vehicles were lined up in the road’s center, as if the commercial street were a parking lot, instead of a thoroughfare. Tom swerved to avoid them. He drove alongside them, unable to stop staring. The cars had collided with one another. The hoods and bumpers were crinkled upwards, the windows shattered. Blood and remains lined their interiors.

His stomach hitched at the sight of a woman sitting in a driver’s seat. Her neck was titled sideways, her insides painted down the front of her winter jacket. A duffel bag sat on the seat next to her.

Had she been headed to the shelter?

He saw no movement in any of the vehicles, no signs of life. The beasts had been brutal and thorough. Tom glanced in all directions, certain he’d find the creatures nearby, but the slaughter seemed like it’d happened some time ago.




He resumed normal speed, suppressing his nausea. Up ahead was the fork he was looking for. The street split off in two directions, bisected by a large, empty diner. To the right, several miles away, were the shelter and the police station. To the left was the street leading to Colton’s.

Tom glanced in the rearview mirror at the stalled cars. The police wouldn’t be able to help him now.

No one would.

Tom was on his own.

He took a left-hand turn.
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Colton’s road was a small, dead end street removed from the center of town. Within a few minutes, he was upon it. Although Tom had never been up the road, he’d passed it numerous times.

As he turned down the street, he appraised the houses that lined either side of the narrow, snow-covered road. The buildings were quaint and close together, the properties small and flat. Tom saw no lights in any of the windows; no evidence that anyone was home. He scanned the road for tire tracks, but found none. Anyone who’d left had probably done so a long time ago.

They were either very smart or very dead.

The road made him nervous, more so than the previous streets. If he had to turn around quickly, he’d be running over one of the snowy lawns, risking getting stuck. He hoped he wouldn’t have to make a quick getaway.

Tom scrutinized the houses. He recalled the address number: twenty-three Chestnut Street. A yellow house at the end of the cul-de-sac. Mark’s voice echoed in his head like a ghost’s. Tom had the sudden, nervous thought that the man had been lying. But why would he have been? Everything Mark had said had proven true—Colton’s death, the significance of the moon, the bullets being the only things to hurt the beasts.




What could he gain by lying about the ammunition at Colton’s house?

Tom reassured himself as he kept driving. He glanced at the properties, searching for the right one. Between the ethereal glow of the moon and the yellow hue of the headlights, they all looked identical. Snow clung to their faces and obscured the numbers. The road ended in two hundred feet. He stared straight ahead, squinting through a copse of white-minted trees, finally catching sight of a small house tucked at the end of the cul-de-sac.

That had to be it.

He pulled to the end of the street.

To his dismay, a long driveway preceded the house. Tom swallowed, fighting the sinking premonition that he’d get stuck or attacked. Tall, snow-tipped pine trees lined the perimeter of the yard. The foliage extended past the house and into the backyard, which was heavily wooded. Rather than slowing down, Tom increased speed, building momentum as he transitioned to the driveway.

The tires skidded left and right over the snow.

The driveway went as far as the building’s edge; there was no garage. He rolled fifty feet and stopped near a set of stairs. At the top of them was a side door leading into the house.




The wind gusted, flinging a batch of flurries through the driver’s window. Tom squinted. When his vision cleared, he scoured the trees, but nothing leapt out at him. Still, the car was a homing beacon for the creatures, and he no longer wanted to be in it. He kept a firm grip on his rifle, surveying the house, and then cut the headlights and planned his entrance.

Between the urgency of his escape and the determination to get to Colton’s, he’d barely thought about getting inside. He doubted he’d find a key under the doormat. He’d probably have to break a window. The noise would attract attention.

But what choice did he have?

He stared at the building, as if Colton might be waiting, ready to open the door. But nobody was home.

Colton’s dead. Remember?

Rifle in hand, Tom stepped out into the open night, leaving the car running. His boots sank in deep snow. He cracked the car door, just in case he had to make a beeline back to it. He trudged for the set of stairs. Tom surveyed the dimly lit landscape as he mounted the steps. His legs felt stiff and asleep. It felt like he’d been in the car for hours, though it’d certainly been much shorter.

He grabbed the railing for support. The bars were rusted, worn. The screen door hung on a single hinge. He doubted the beasts had done the damage; it looked like Colton’s house was naturally unkempt. He tried the door, but it was locked. Several glass panes lined the upper half. Without hesitation, Tom turned his rifle backward and shattered one of them, listening to glass cascade to the interior floor.




He reached inside, unlocked the deadbolt, and swung open the door.

He paused at the threshold, huffing in a breath of stale air. The house stank of beer and spoiled food. He could barely see the interior. The only illumination was the pale light of the moon, spilling several feet inside. He stepped over debris—clothing, paper, and dishes—and walked inside. He tiptoed to the refrigerator, a looming mass on the right-hand wall, and creaked it open, confirming there was no power. The stench of rotten food intensified, and he covered his mouth with his hand. He shut the door and made his way to the counter, looking for a flashlight. There has to be one somewhere. He searched the drawers. To his relief, he found one, and he tested it by pressing it against his coat. It worked.

The basement. That’s where he needed to go.

He shined the flashlight on the floor, creeping through the dirty, dank house. He pictured Colton living alone, drinking away the hours he didn’t spend killing. The image was as depressing as it was horrifying. That was no kind of life. But was this? Sneaking through the night, praying for safety? Tom’s resolve hardened. He’d destroy the things before they got to him. He’d find the stash, and he’d defend himself against the creatures until morning.

He’d survive.

He crept into the next room. The dining room table was strewn with unopened mail and dishes. He continued into the foyer. To his right was a door that looked like it led to the basement. Before opening it, he searched the rest of the house. The living room was empty; so was the only bedroom and small bathroom. His initial suspicions about Colton’s personal habits had been correct. The lack of upkeep extended from the exterior to the interior, evidenced by littered microwave dinners and scattered piles of DVD’s. The bathroom reeked of mildew and mold.




Before heading to the basement, Tom glanced out a window next to the front door. He could just see the tail pipe of the station wagon, billowing smoke into the night. The street was empty.

And then it wasn’t.

Two shadows lurked near one of the neighboring properties—large, bounding figures moving with their heads down. They were hunting. Hunting for him.

Hurry.

Dammit.

Balancing his rifle and flashlight, Tom sprang for the cellar. He grimaced as he snuck down the musty stairs, shutting and locking the door behind him. The door was thin. If the creatures followed him, it wouldn’t hold for long. But he had to keep going. He only had a few bullets in his rifle. His ammunition wouldn’t last long. God forbid he missed a shot…

He swiveled the flashlight in front of him, heart ramming his chest.

The basement was in worse shape than the upstairs, if that were possible. Bloodstained clothing spilled from the bottom steps into the room. Tom covered his mouth in repulsion. Perhaps the clothes had been ruined by Colton’s nightly excursions. Farther into the room, Tom saw a battered washer and dryer and several pull-chain lights. No sign of weapons. Outside, the beasts howled. His panic heightened. They must’ve caught his scent.




Come on. There has to be a stash somewhere. Where is it?

He snuck past the washer and dryer, rounding the stairs. The ground was cracked, riddled with divots, as if the house were conspiring to swallow him whole. He stepped over empty soda bottles, a damaged air conditioner, and an overturned metal rack. He was about to give up when he spotted a freezer chest on the opposite side of the basement.

That must be it.


He dashed toward it.

In the flashlight’s glow, he saw a single metal lock holding the chest shut. He stuck the light in the crook of his arm, turned the rifle around, and bashed the lock, trying to make quick work of it. The noise echoed through the basement. Tom cringed, but heard no repercussions to his action. He raised the gun and struck the lock again, breaking it open. He removed the lock and threw open the chest.

His eyes widened.

Mark hadn’t been lying.

What he found wasn’t what he’d expected, but it was more than he had hoped. The chest contained two pistols, another rifle, and numerous boxes of ammunition. He opened one of the boxes. Silver bullets glinted in the flashlight’s gleam. He thanked whatever God had gotten him here safely. Tom removed each of the guns, imagining Colton’s state of mind as he’d purchased them. He probably thought they’d benefit him and his brother, but Mark hadn’t listened.




And now both Mark and Colton were dead. Tom swallowed.

He had just enough time to check that the weapons were loaded before a crash echoed from somewhere above him. The beasts were coming. Tom swiveled his rifle at the stairs, almost dropping the flashlight. He groped for the switch, found it, and clicked it off.

The basement suddenly felt colder, more closed off than before. Weapons or not, Tom was far from safe. The door at the top of the stairs was locked, but the door was flimsy protection. Once the creatures bashed into it—

The crash came again.

It was coming from the side of the house where he’d entered.

Tom pictured the beasts inhaling his smell, salivating with hunger. He tucked both pistols in his jacket, kept hold of his rifle, and felt his way along the wall to the stairs. Aside from a few small windows, the door was the only entrance and exit. The basement was hardly the stronghold he’d envisioned.

But it would work. He’d make it work.

The next crash was accompanied by the hungry panting of creatures and the sound of paws scratching the house’s exterior. The kitchen door caved. Tom gritted his teeth as it slammed against the wall and the creatures entered the house.

Feet scampered through the upstairs. Nails dragged over hardwood; whines and growls filled the rooms. The creatures plowed their way through Colton’s belongings. He listened as they searched room to room, performing the same ritual he’d carried out moments earlier. The creatures snarled as they tripped over one another, fighting for the first taste of flesh.




And then they were at the cellar door. Tom swallowed as one of them pressed against the wood, giving it a tentative swipe. They’d found him.

Just like they did at his house.

Just like they did at the machine shop.

The difference was, this time Tom wasn’t going to wait for them to attack. Tom aimed the rifle at the door and fired.













	


Chapter Three

Tom squeezed off two shots, listening to a high-pitched yelp as one of the things fell on the other side of the door. Another took its place, tearing at the wood until the door crashed inwards.

Tom fired again, using his memory of the layout and the commotion of the creatures to guide him. Another wounded bray emanated from above him, and something tumbled down the stairs. Tom heard the irregular thump of a body bouncing off the wooden steps and coming to rest. Tom fired several more rounds into the darkness where it had landed, bent on destroying the thing. He backed against the wall. He flicked on the flashlight.

The creature was dead. Its mouth was agape in a last guttural growl, its chest open and gushing blood. He aimed the light up the stairs, following the path of its descent, and located its companion. The other beast lay dead at the top landing.

Holy shit.

Tom exhaled and lowered the gun. He listened. With the creatures disposed of, an eerie calm settled over the house. Soft snow pattered against the upstairs windows; from somewhere outside, he heard the station wagon purring gently. He studied the beast on the floor, trying to make sense of its existence. Its eyes were red, its snout long and curved. Its claws were opaque and stained with blood. Up until now, he’d barely gotten a look at one of the things.

The beast was as gruesome in death as it’d been in life.




He saw no reason for the beasts’ existence, other than pain and suffering. No reason for remorse. After watching it for a minute, Tom treaded past it and up the stairs, intent on securing the house. He pointed the flashlight as he ascended, keeping his eye on the beast at the top of the stairs. The creature stared absently at the ceiling, its claws furled to its chest.

He stepped around it and glanced cautiously out the living room window. He aimed his flashlight at the floor. The street was empty. If any of the other creatures had heard the commotion, they weren’t in close proximity. Grey smoke bled from the back of the station wagon. Tom had the sudden urge to go outside and shut the car off, fearing it would draw attention, but it wasn’t safe to do so. Instead he verified that the front door was deadbolted, and then stalked toward the kitchen.

He aimed his pistol in front of him, treading through the dining room, veering past the overturned dining room table and the scattered mail. The kitchen floor was slippery with tracked snow. A gaping hole remained where the kitchen door had been. The door had been bashed against the nearby wall, the glass panes broken out. He crept over and wedged it shut, fighting against a broken hinge. He’d need to reinforce the door. Tom trekked to the stove, the closest appliance, and tucked his pistol in his pants. He set down his flashlight. With effort, he was able to wrench the stove from place and skid it across the floor. He grunted and strained, finally managing to slide it in front of the door.




He listened. Heard nothing.

With the stove in place, he felt safer, but not safe enough. The windows were unprotected. So was the front door. Any of those could provide access for the creatures. With the right tools, Tom could carve up the dining room table and block the windows. But how long would the barricade last? He’d seen what the barricade had done for him at the factory building.

He settled for using the dining room table to block the front door. When he was finished, he headed for the basement.

It was the most defensible place he had—one entrance and exit, a small pile of weapons and ammunition. If his guess was correct, he only had a few more hours of moonlight. Only a few more hours to survive.

Tom shut the already-cracked basement door and headed downstairs to wait.
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A half hour passed in silence.

The lack of noise was as unbearable as listening to the beasts. With each passing second, Tom expected to hear growls and scrapes, clues that his hiding spot was compromised. Instead he heard the gust of wind and the light kiss of snow against the basement windows.

He glanced at the floor around him. He’d spread out and reloaded the weapons, keeping them in easy reach. Two rifles—the one he’d carried in, as well as the one he’d found. Two pistols. A stack of ammunition next to him on the floor. He shined his flashlight into the basement corner.




The body of the dead beast stared at him. By the time he’d returned from the kitchen, the thing in the basement had changed into human form. The creature had become an unassuming man with white hair and a stubble-covered chin. The man was naked, dripping blood from several gunshot wounds to his chest. Tom had gotten lucky in hitting him. The man’s eyes, once red and feral, had returned to something near normal. Tom wasn’t sure how long it took for them to transform, but it seemed to happen a few minutes after they were killed. He considered dragging the man upstairs, but doing that would leave him too vulnerable, and would make too much noise. He settled for moving him into the corner.

Even still, the man’s presence was unnerving.

Several times, Tom shined the flashlight on the body, certain the man was looking at him, but each time his fears were unfounded. After an hour of waiting, Tom’s eyes fluttered. He pinched himself, using the pain to stay alert. He’d hardly gotten any sleep the night before. The sheer exertion of fighting, fleeing, and driving had sapped his strength. He knew he couldn’t close his eyes. To do that would expose him to further danger.

So he sat upright against the wall and thought about Lorena.

For the past few hours, he’d known his wife was dead. But Tom hadn’t processed it. Hadn’t had a chance. The night had been a flurry of battles and interactions, with no quiet time to mourn. He recalled the gruesome, torn carcass that had been flung at him in the woods, trying to reconcile that image with the loving memory of his wife.




He couldn’t.

Unable to stifle his emotion, Tom started to cry. He buried his head in his hands, suppressing his sobs with the cold, stiff sleeves of his jacket. Tears stung his face. As painful as his memories were, they kept him focused and awake. He recalled his wedding to Lorena twenty-eight years ago. Her father had given her away. She’d been beautiful. Tom had paced their apartment that morning, excited, but apprehensive that something might go wrong. It hadn’t. The day had been as perfect as they’d hoped. His memory was as clear today as the day it had happened, and so was his love for Lorena.

The beasts could never take that away.

When he’d finished crying, Tom resumed staring at the top of the stairs. The door was shut, but it was severely cracked. The little measure of security seemed pitiful compared to what he was up against.

Before he could conjure a fix, a thump emanated from outside, startling him. Tom looked around the room. It took him a second to recognize what the noise was. It was the branches falling outside, just like they’d done back at his house. The storm was snapping the weakest of the limbs, just like the beasts had snatched the weakest of the townsfolk.

Tom felt a small, burning pride that he was still alive.

Even if he died, he’d have lasted a hell of lot longer than the others. For all he knew, he was the last man in all of Plainfield. Hell, maybe the last man in the world. Tom let that thought comfort him as he kept his vigil. He shined the flashlight on the dead man-beast at the other end of the room, cursing its existence and blaming it for his loneliness.




He shut off the light.













	


Chapter Four

Tom didn’t realize he’d been dozing until he was awoken by a scratching noise. He jolted upright and aimed his gun into the darkness. The flashlight rolled on the floor next to him, gently. He must’ve bumped it when he’d awoken.

He hoped he had.

His body surged with fear. What if one of the things was in the room? Any comfort level he’d had was extinguished by closing his eyes. He grabbed hold of the flashlight and felt for the switch. Before turning it on, he paused, wondering if something was already watching him. If it were one of the creatures, it would’ve attacked me already. Wouldn’t it have?


Tom flicked on the flashlight. He shone the beam back and forth over the basement, adrenaline coursing through his body. The stairs were vacant, the door shut. He swung the light over to the other side of the room, expecting to find the dead man-beast missing or skulking in the shadows, but the body was in the same position it had been before. He sighed with relief. Perhaps a mouse had paid him a visit. He shuddered to think of the rodent running over him while he slept, but it was better than the alternative.

The flashlight flickered.

The batteries were dying.

He’d have to keep it off. The flashlight was his only source of illumination. His lifeline. Even if there were another one in the kitchen, he wouldn’t go back up there now. He’d stay where he was, even if it meant hiding in the dark.




No sooner had he shut off the light than the scratching noise came again. He cranked his head toward one of the windows across the basement. This time he couldn’t convince himself it was a rodent. The noise was coming from the other side of the pane. Tom scrambled to his feet and padded toward the window. Pale moonlight crept in through the glass, illuminating the corners of the basement. Half of the window was covered in snow. His heart hammered. If one of the creatures were trying to get inside, he’d kill it, just like he’d done the others.

He aimed his rifle at the small, rectangular window.

He got within five feet, stopped, listened. The noise had ceased. He peered out into the night, catching a glimpse of moonlight through the trees overhead. There was nothing there. And then there was.

A human hand swiped at the glass.

Tom leapt back in surprise, so taken aback that he almost lost his balance. He pointed the gun at the window and watched. A woman’s face appeared. She pressed her nose against the glass, her face streaked with blood and tears, her hair covered in snow. She crouched on her hands and knees and mouthed words at him. Could she see him?

It felt like she was looking right at him. Tom shuddered.

“Help…” the woman groaned.

The word was so quiet it was barely audible. Tom froze. He stared at the woman, still in disbelief that she was real, still in shock that she was talking to him. For a minute, he entertained the idea that he was still asleep, that the woman was a dream. At any moment, he’d wake up amidst a pile of weapons, alone. As if to prove her existence, the woman raked the pane harder, her hand trembling from the cold. Somewhere outside, Tom heard the sound of footsteps crunching the snow.




Something was after her.

The woman looked behind her in terror, then frantically clawed the window. She mouthed, “help” again, her eyes so wide they looked like they’d burst. Tom kept his gun rigid. He recalled the faces of Billy and Ashley when he’d first picked them up—their faces had been frightened, too. But that had been a trap. Was this? Was the woman trying to lure him out?

Tears slid down her cheeks. It looked like she was on the verge of a meltdown.

If she was deceiving him, her act was convincing.

Tom lowered his gun. Even if he smashed the basement window, he wouldn’t be able to fit her through. The only way to get to her would be to go outside, jeopardizing his safety. He peered around the dark room. As ill suited for a stand as the basement was, it was the only security he had.

Before he could devise a plan, the woman disappeared from the glass and ran from the window, her footsteps fading in the other direction. From the opposite side of the house came a second set of footsteps.

Two creatures were after her. Maybe more.

Tom scrambled for his weapons. The image of the station wagon’s occupants was still fresh in his mind. He hadn’t been able to help them. But he could help this woman, if he could get to her in time.




He stuffed the pistols in his jacket, then raced up the stairs, aiming his rifle. Each step he took produced a new spark of fear, a looming sense that he was making a mistake. But Tom cast aside his doubts. To ignore this woman would make him complicit in her death. How could he live with himself if he didn’t try to help?

He reached the door and fumbled for the thin latch, unlocking it. He kept his flashlight low. He ripped open the door, hand shaking, and aimed his gun. The foyer was lifeless. The body of the beast he’d killed earlier had turned into a disheveled, bloodied man. With only a cursory glance at the man, Tom sprang for the dining room table and removed it. He glanced out the window on the side of the door, but saw no sign of the woman. She’d run into the woods behind the house. He’d have to go back there to find her.

He opened the front door. The cold slithered inside like a dying, stray animal.

He raced out into the night.

The station wagon no longer trailed smoke. Either the vehicle had died or it’d run out of gas. The woman must have come from another direction. She must not have seen it.

Tom raced to the left of the house—the place where he’d last seen the woman—pointing his rifle and flashlight in front of him. The snow yanked at his feet; the wind tugged at his jacket. He saw nothing but shadows and broken tree limbs in the vicinity.




He stepped over fallen branches, running until he could see the woman’s impressions by the window where she’d been crouching. Her footsteps led in the other direction. He chased after them, fighting the feeling that he was walking into a trap. He heard movement through the forest ahead of him. His footsteps felt obnoxiously loud. If he made too much noise, if the things detected him, he’d—

Out of nowhere, a dark mass raced at him from the trees. Snarling.

Tom steadied his rifle and fired. The bullet tore into the creature’s leg, sending it to one knee, jaws biting the air. He fired again, striking it in the chest, knocking it facedown into the snow. There was no time to regroup. Another beast ran at him from the same direction, faster than the other had been.

Tom took aim, his pulse climbing. He fired at the looming shape. To his dismay, the bullet ricocheted off a nearby tree. He adjusted his aim and fired again, but he was too late. The beast crashed into him, knocking him backward into the snow. The flashlight fell. Tom rolled. Snow caked his mouth and nose, suffocating him. He tore free and clambered to his feet, staggering through the moonlight to get a bead his attacker, clutching his rifle. The shadowed form of the beast lunged again. Tom swung his gun, knocking it in the face. But the beast kept coming. It snarled and threshed, tearing the fabric of Tom’s jacket. Tom cried out, anticipating pain. The sleeve of his jacket tore.

He attempted to raise his rifle, but the thing was faster, knocking the weapon from his hands. Real terror coursed through his body—not the fear of being wounded, but the fear of being seconds from death. Tom took a tentative step back. The creature’s hot breath filled the air between them. He thrust his hand into his jacket pocket. He grabbed for one of the pistols. He could feel the handle, but his fingers were stiff, numb, uncoordinated. Come on! Get it out! Before the beast made a final lunge, he wrenched it loose and fired a bullet into the creature’s midsection. He shot the thing several more times, watching the beast writhe, falter, and fall backward on the snow.




And then it was over.

Or so he thought.

Before Tom could recover, a woman’s scream erupted from the trees.













	


Chapter Five

Tom raced toward the commotion. He’d lost his flashlight and his rifle, but there was no time to search for them. He’d use his pistols. The woman needed his help.

She’s alive, he thought frantically. She’s alive.


The need for survival had been replaced by the urge to help. He followed the direction of the noise, listening to the woman’s shrill cry, punctuated by the snarls of the creatures. The commotion was coming from a patch of forest in front of him.

As Tom ran, the falling snow froze on his face; the temperature of his body fought with the icy chill of the air. He trekked deeper into the trees, ignoring the strangling fear that threatened to overtake him. He’d gone from a place of relative safety to a place without walls, a place where every shadow was an enemy. He stumbled over patches of overturned snow, tripping over footprints he couldn’t see. Whether they were the woman’s or a beast’s, he wasn’t sure. The moon provided a listless glow that barely penetrated the thick canopy of trees.

He closed the gap between him and the commotion until he made out another ferocious, writhing shape in the darkness. One of the beasts had the woman cornered. She scooted frantically around a tree, using the trunk to shield her body. The beast clawed at the bark, circling the base to get to her.

“Over here!” Tom screamed.

The creature spun, its eyes like burning embers, and focused on Tom. Tom raised his pistol and fired. The bullet struck the beast in the chest, sending it sideways. But it kept coming. The creature staggered toward him with the rabid aggression of a wounded animal, making one last play for its attacker. For a moment, Tom recalled Rob, Abby’s husband, shaking off rifle bullets like bee stings. But that was before Tom carried Colton’s ammunition.




That was before Tom knew what he was up against.

Tom gritted his teeth and squeezed the trigger several more times, watching the creature twitch and flail, finding its home on the forest floor. Tom released the breath he’d been holding.

The woman ran out from behind the tree and toward him, her frantic gasps proof that she was alive.

“Stay back,” Tom warned, keeping his pistol drawn.

She stopped fifteen feet away, confused. She held her hands in the air. Tom watched her. The adrenaline of battle had been replaced by a more rational fear.

“Have you been bitten?” he asked.

“N-no,” she replied.

“Are you sure?”

“I-I’m sure.”

Tom glanced down at his own jacket. Though the first creature had clawed him, it hadn’t broken skin. Thank God. As far as he knew, the transformation could only be induced by a bite.

He instructed the woman to approach, but halted her a few feet away. He couldn’t be too careful. He kept an eye on the trees, wary of his surroundings. The noise of the gunshots still rang in his ears. Any beasts in the area would’ve heard the commotion. He had no idea how many were lurking nearby, and no desire to find out.




“We need to get out of here,” he said. “Follow me.”

She nodded.

They backtracked to the house, replicating the path they’d traveled. Halfway to the building, he located his flashlight and rifle. Tom pulled them from the snow, taking a wide berth around the body of the creature that lay near them.

“You’re not going to hurt me, are you?” the woman asked.

“I wouldn’t have saved you if I was,” he replied simply.

His voice sounded foreign and strange, as if he hadn’t spoken in days. It seemed like a lifetime ago that he’d been at the machine shop, even longer since he’d been in his own neighborhood. The night was a never-ending trail of tragedy and adrenaline, each encounter more frightening than the last. He wasn’t sure how much more his body could take.

He led the woman through the front door of the house, shining the flashlight at the threshold. She gasped when she saw the naked man on the floor.

“He was one of them,” Tom explained, closing the door.

He watched her face while he spoke. Her eyes revealed nothing but fear. He shined the light on her jacket and pants, inspecting her for wounds. True to her word, the woman didn’t appear to be bitten.

“What’s your name?” he asked.




“Rosemary,” she whispered. She wiped the tears from her face. Her eyes were dark and ringed. Long, straight black hair hung over her winter jacket.

“How’d you find me?” Tom asked, motioning to the house around them. He wondered if she’d seen the car.

“I saw a light in the basement.”

“Were you coming from the street?”

“No. From the woods. I was running to get away.”

He watched her for a second. She seemed truthful. Besides, he couldn’t imagine her perpetrating a scheme like the one he’d seen outside. If he hadn’t saved her, Rosemary would be dead by now. He was pretty sure of that.

“I’m going to check the house, make sure nothing got inside. Then we’re going to head to the basement. Keep quiet, and don’t touch anything, okay, Rosemary?” he asked.

“Okay.”

After inspecting the house, Tom led Rosemary downstairs, closing the door behind them and locking it. On the way, he warned her about the other body in the basement. She sniffled, but didn’t say anything. She walked hesitantly, as if one of the beasts might spring from the shadows and grab her.

When they reached the basement, Rosemary clung to the wall and scanned her surroundings. Her eyes stopped on a pile of bloody clothes that Tom had kicked into a corner.

“Are we alone down here?” she whispered.

“Yes.”

“Does anyone else live in the house?”

“It isn’t mine. I was told to come here. It’s a long story,” Tom said.




Spotting his weapons, Rosemary’s eyes widened.

“Where’d you get all of this?” she whispered.

“I’ll explain in a minute,” Tom said. “We’ll be here for a while, so we’ll have plenty of time to talk.”

He kept his voice low and the flashlight pointed at the ground. He walked over to the Colton’s freezer chest, reloading the pistols and his rifle. When he was finished, he covered the small windows with Colton’s dirty clothes, ensuring that nothing else could see inside. Then he walked back over to Rosemary.

“Do you live nearby?” he asked her.

“I’m from a few streets over. I was driving to meet my kids when those things ran out in front of my car…” She paused, her hands still shaking. “I went off the road and into a tree. They almost caught me, but I ran through the woods and ended up here. Somehow I lost the things, but they found me again…”

“Where are your kids now?”

“They’re at the shelter. They were coming home from my motherin-law’s. She lives in Massachusetts. I let them spend the night there last night.”

“How’d they end up at the shelter?”

“I called them and told him we’d lost power, that the house was freezing. They said the roads were bad, but that they were already close to town. They’d heard they were housing people at the Knights of Columbus, that they’d meet me there. I packed some clothes for them. I was supposed to go straight to the shelter…”

“When’d you last talk to them?” Tom asked.




Rosemary wrung her hands. “A few hours ago. I couldn’t get my car out of the driveway. I tried calling before I left, but my cellphone had no service, and the landline was out. I assume it’s from the storm. We don’t have a generator.” She paced the room, her panic mounting. Then she patted her pockets, pulling out her cellphone. “Dammit. I still have no service. I can’t stay here. I need to get to my family.”

“Where’s your husband?”

“He died a few months ago.” Rosemary wiped her eyes. “Stomach cancer.”

“I’m sorry to hear that.”

Rosemary nodded but kept her head down.

“We can’t leave,” Tom said definitively. “Not with those beasts out there. It’s too dangerous.” He knew that better than anyone. He chewed his lip, staring at the dead beast in the corner.

Rosemary shook her head. “I can’t let those things get to my kids. Jason and Jeffrey must be so scared…Jason’s seventeen, but Jeffrey’s only eleven. Jason’s always taken care of his little brother. But how are they going to handle this?”

She cried softly into her hands. Tom tried to comfort her, but she only shook her head. After a while, she glanced nervously at the dead creature.

“What are these things, Tom?” Rosemary asked.

“Werewolves. Lycans,” Tom said, reiterating what he’d been told.

“I…I can’t believe that…” Rosemary looked at him in disbelief. “It doesn’t seem real. I keep thinking this is all a nightmare, that I’ll wake up and it’ll be over.”

“I felt that way at first. But not anymore.”




“If this isn’t your house, then how did you get here?” Rosemary asked.

Tom took a deep breath before launching into his story. Collecting his thoughts, he told his tale, starting with the first time he’d woken up, back when he’d gone to start the generator. He explained how he and his wife had escaped from the neighborhood and away from the beasts. Then he told of Lorena’s death, his dealings with Ashley and Billy, his narrow escape from the machine shop. Finally he told her about Mark and Colton and the house he’d been led to, and his discovery of the stash.

“When I came here, I found this.” He motioned to the rifles, pistols, and ammunition. “As far as I know, this is the only thing that will kill them. These bullets were specially made.”

“So you’re saying if we can survive the night, things will return to normal?”

“I don’t know about normal, but less dangerous, at least.”

Rosemary stared vacantly at the wall, digesting what Tom had said. “How far do you think this thing has spread, Tom?”

“I have no idea. At first I thought it was just in town. But now I’m not so sure.”

“This snowstorm came out of nowhere…”

“I know. I don’t think anyone was prepared for it. And that’s what they were counting on.”

“What happens to the beasts in the morning? Do they change back?”

Tom nodded. “As far as I know, they become human when the moon goes down. That’s the hope, at least.”




Rosemary slunk to the floor, covering her face with her hands. “What if they don’t?”

Tom placed one of the pistols in his lap. Next to him, Rosemary breathed heavily. It was a lot to take in. For anyone. Just a few hours ago, Tom was as shell-shocked as she was. If he hadn’t been living in danger—breathing it—for as many hours as he had, he might not have believed the stories himself.

“It’ll be okay, Rosemary,” he said, trying to sound convincing. “We’ll get through this.”

“My kids are out there. I need to get to them.”

“I’m sure Jason and Jeffrey are hunkered down somewhere,” Tom reassured her, knowing it was far from a guarantee. “As soon as it’s morning, we’ll go look for them.”

“What if morning’s too late?”

Tom stared at her. He didn’t have an answer.













	


Chapter Six

“I can’t stay here,” Rosemary repeated, as if it were a mantra.

Tom ignored her. He swiveled his gaze from the now-covered windows to the door, keeping alert for danger. In the short time he’d been there, he’d already acclimated to Colton’s dirty house. The grime-covered walls had become a place of relative safety.

“Have you ever fired a gun?” he asked Rosemary.

“No,” she admitted.

“You’re going to need to learn, if you want to survive the night.”

“Okay.”

“I’m sure this is the last thing you expected you’d be doing. But we’re going to have to work together if we want to get out of this.”

Rosemary agreed, and Tom handed her a pistol. He showed her how to load it, aim, and fire. Rosemary took the pistol, her hands shaking. She gripped the gun and aimed at the cellar door, testing it out. With the weapon in her hands, she seemed a little more confident, but no less terrified. Tom’s lesson was hardly a substitute for experience, but it would have to do.

He caught a better glimpse of her face. In the frenzy of the escape, Tom had barely had time to study her features. Underneath her smeared makeup, Rosemary had soft eyes and a kind face. She was in her mid-thirties, if he had to guess.

“Were you in the army?” she asked him.

“No,” Tom said. “I used to hunt when I was younger. My dad taught me how to shoot.”




“That makes sense. My husband Ron’s an accountant. He doesn’t know much about that sort of thing.” She cast a despondent glance at the floor. “I’m sorry. It’s only been a few months since he died. Sometimes I think he’s still with us.”

“I understand.” And he did. Tom held up the flashlight. “I’m going to shut this off and preserve the batteries. I’m afraid it’ll die.”

“Okay.”

Before shutting it off, Tom caught a glimpse of the dead beast in the corner. Prior to tonight, Tom had never shot anything remotely human. It was incredible how much had changed. He flicked off the light. The basement fell silent save their bated breathing.

Somewhere deep in the distance, a long, soulless howl echoed into the sky.

“One minute we were asleep, the next the neighborhood was filled with them,” Tom said, shaking his head in the dark. “I can’t believe how quickly this all happened.”

“I knew something was going to happen tonight. Call it mother’s intuition. I couldn’t stop thinking about Jason and Jeffrey. I pictured something happening to them. It’s awful having that feeling, you know? Especially now that I’m right.”

Tom agreed. He knew that feeling well. Even with Jeremy gone, he still got it himself. Jeremy’s absence was like a phantom limb.

“I knew I should’ve gone with them to my motherin-law’s.” Rosemary blew a guilt-ridden breath.

“There’s no way you could’ve known about this.”




“Maybe not this, exactly, but something. I should’ve trusted my instincts.”

“I’m sure they’re at the shelter,” Tom said, though he wasn’t convinced.

“If I’d taken a different route, maybe I’d be with them. Maybe I could’ve avoided those things and gotten there.” Rosemary was quiet for a second. “The car you took to get here. Does it work?”

Tom could already read her intentions. “I left it running, but it shut off. The gas might’ve run out. Either that, or something else is wrong with it.”

In the darkness, Rosemary chewed her lips. “If we get it started, I bet we can make it to the shelter,” she said.

“That wouldn’t be a good idea, Rosemary.”

“Maybe those things have wandered off. We haven’t heard anything in a while. The Knights of Columbus is only six miles away. We could drive without stopping. I need to get to Jason and Jeffrey.”

Tom envisioned the stalled, bloodied procession he’d encountered on the way in. He and Rosemary were lucky to have survived as long as they had. “It’s not safe to leave. I’ve seen what they can do, Rosemary. They’ll surround us. They’ll get inside the vehicle.”

“With all these weapons, we have to try.” Rosemary’s tone turned from fear to anger. “My family needs me.”

“You won’t be able to help them if you’re dead. We need to wait until morning.”

He heard her shifting in the dark, wiping her face. Then she stood. “I need to get to them, Tom. If you won’t go with me, I’ll go myself.”




He heard her digging through the pile of weapons. Tom’s pulse climbed. If anything happened to Rosemary, he’d feel responsible. Although he barely knew her, he’d taken her in; he was obligated to keep her safe.

“I can’t let you leave,” he tried.

Rosemary ignored him. She took hold of a weapon and darted for the stairs. He called after her, but she kept going. He followed her up the steps, fearful of the noise. “Rosemary! Get back here.”

“What are you going to do? Force me to stay?”

“No, but I—”

“If you had children, Tom, you’d understand.”

The image of Jeremy crept into Tom’s mind. He envisioned his son playing baseball, his face after he’d aced his driver’s test. Rosemary must’ve assumed he was childless. “I did have a son. His name was Jeremy. He passed away a few years ago.”

Rosemary paused, distracted from her mission. “I didn’t mean what I said, Tom,” she whispered.

“It’s okay.”

“What happened to him?”

“He died on the way to a friend’s house. He was driving in a snowstorm like this one. It happened five years ago. He was taking a corner, and he lost traction and the car flipped over a guardrail. He didn’t make it. He would’ve been twenty-two this year.”

“Jesus.” Rosemary exhaled. The story of Jeremy seemed to have doused her anger. “I’m really sorry about that.”

“Don’t worry about it.”

After a pause, she spoke. “I know you would’ve done anything to save his life, Tom.”




“Of course I would’ve.” Tom cleared his throat. He’d have traded his life to keep his son alive.

“Then you understand that I have to go.” She fiddled with the door handle in the dark. This time, Tom didn’t argue. “I can’t sit down here in some basement any longer. Not while they’re out there. Not while they’re scared.”

Rosemary unlocked the door and opened it. After listening for a moment, Tom snapped on the flashlight and called after her.

“Wait up, Rosemary. If we’re going, we’ll need all the ammunition we can take.”
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The air outside was frigid, but the snow had relented. Wisps of white floated past them, enjoying a ride from the wind. Tom and Rosemary made a cautious dash to the driveway. The station wagon was blanketed in snow. If it weren’t for the antennas, Tom might’ve mistaken the vehicle for a bump in the landscape.

When he reached the driver’s side door, Tom peered through the broken-out window. The station wagon was as empty as he’d left it. Shards of glass still clung to the passenger’s seat; the glove box hung open.

“Cover me while I try to start it,” he said to Rosemary.

Tom opened the door, brushed the snow from the driver’s seat, and jumped in. Rosemary kept guard, aiming her pistol at the landscape. The temperature of the car was as frigid as the air outside. All the heat had escaped out the open window. The dash was lit with multi-colored lights, indicating the vehicle had shut off. The fuel gauge showed half a tank. Tom bit his lip, turned the key, and prayed the vehicle would start.




It did.

The engine protested but turned over. Tom felt a surge of relief. He hit the windshield wipers, but they wouldn’t budge. The snow was too thick.

“We’ll need to clear off the windows,” he said. He exited and handed Rosemary an ice scraper he found in the backseat.

After clearing off the car, they made trips into the house to carry out the ammunition. Before leaving, Tom shut the front door of Colton’s house. There was a chance they’d be back. Between the weather and the beasts, nowhere was safe, and no plan was certain.

Rosemary settled into the passenger’s seat as Tom took the wheel.

“You sure about this?” he asked Rosemary.

She nodded. Her eyes were laced with fear, but she showed no signs of changing her mind. “Yep.”

“Keep a lookout. Warn me if you see anything.”

Rosemary managed a smile. “Will do, Tom. Thanks. You didn’t have to do this.”

“Yes, I did,” he said.

He gave her a faint smile, then put the vehicle into reverse.













	


Chapter Seven

Tom kept the lights off as they backed out of Colton’s. The motion of the vehicle was enough to betray them, but Tom didn’t want to attract any more attention. The tires struggled over the thick snow, as hesitant now as they’d been when he arrived. He put his arm over the passenger seat and stared behind them, watching the street get closer. When he reached the road, he did a U-turn.

Tom stuck his head out the window, surveying the empty driveways around them. There were no other cars in view. Several of the houses had garages, but he was unsure if they contained cars. The engine sputtered slightly as they pulled down the street.

“Is the car working all right?” Rosemary asked.

“It seems like it,” Tom muttered. “The engine’s probably just cold, like we are.”

Rosemary shivered in agreement.

Tom nodded and kept driving. They passed the quiet, deserted houses. Tom surveyed each of the windows, expecting to see something peering out at them—a face, a flashlight pointed in their direction; worse yet, the glowing eyes of one of the beasts. They saw none of those. Tom wondered if any residents were still in their homes, terrified and confused. He saw several shattered windows that he hadn’t noticed on the way in. The door of one house hung off its hinges, a gaping hole marking the threshold. He pictured a resident waiting in his home, gun in his lap, waiting to blow a hole in the first person he saw.




Frankly, he wouldn’t blame him.

He kept driving.

At the end of the road, he turned to Rosemary.

“Which route did your kids take to the shelter?” he asked.

She looked left and right, catching her bearings. “They’d have been coming from the opposite direction, from the highway. We should go directly there. We wouldn’t have passed them.”

Tom nodded. “That makes sense. If we don’t find them, we can backtrack to the interstate.”

Rosemary agreed. She craned her neck as they pulled out of Colton’s neighborhood. The prospect of finding her children seemed to have rejuvenated her, temporarily staving off her fear. She pointed down the road toward a row of houses that were as dark as the ones they’d passed.

“That’s where I ran off the road,” Rosemary stated, pointing toward a barely visible street sign. Despite her remark, she made no suggestion of returning. Both her car and its possessions were lost—at least for now.

Tom rolled out onto the main road, grateful to be out of the neighborhood. After a few turns, they entered a commercial thoroughfare. The road was wide and devoid of trees. The open land meant fewer hiding places for the creatures. Tom was grateful for that, at least.

He tipped his rifle over the windowsill. The gaping hole from the broken window was like an invitation to the beasts. He noticed Rosemary turning the pistol in her hands. If it came down to it, he’d have to count on her to shoot. If they encountered a cluster of the things, he wouldn’t be able to fight them all himself.




He hoped she could handle it.

They passed underneath several dead streetlights. A snapped cable hung from one of the telephone poles, dangling in the road, creating a hazard for any would-be commuters.

Tom shook his head at how little that mattered now.

The buildings on either side of them were as lifeless as the neighborhoods they’d left behind. Tom found himself looking for differences in the landscape, clues that someone had traveled here. Once again, he had the sinking, depressed feeling that everyone was gone. But he and Rosemary had found each other. That had to count for something. The woman’s search for her children had inspired him.

Tom couldn’t envision returning home. Not now. Not ever. Lorena was gone. Jeremy was dead. There was a chance this woman’s family was alive, and that he could reunite them. Her quest had become his. As dangerous as their mission was, it was better to be on the move than waiting in a dank cellar, prepared to die.

They’d only gone a few blocks when Tom saw movement next to one of the distant buildings. He clutched his rifle and stared out the windshield.

“Be ready,” he told Rosemary.

She nodded. He hoped she was.













	


Chapter Eight

Ahead of them was a block of brick buildings, each identical in the snow’s coating. In the time they’d been driving, movement had become apparent between them. Tom steered toward the opposite side of the street, keeping a buffer zone from the approaching danger.

He aimed his gun and prepared to shoot.

The movement became more pronounced, and soon a figure emerged from between the buildings. To Tom’s surprise, the movement didn’t belong to a beast, but to a survivor. The man staggered out from an alley and ran out into the road. He was wearing a t-shirt and pajama pants, as if he’d been pulled from bed and into the worst nightmare of his life. His face was contorted in confusion and fear. He cried for help as he stumbled out into the street.

“Oh my God, Tom!” Rosemary shouted, pointing. “We have to stop!”

“Please!” the man shrieked.

The man entered the street, coughing up blood. The front of his shirt was stained red. His face was pale, his eyes laced with terror. He stopped a few hundred feet in front of them and collapsed to his knees.

Tom rammed the brakes.

“We have to get him in the car!” Rosemary hissed.

“We will!” Tom said. “Hold on!”

He decelerated, startled at the sight of another survivor. Just a moment ago, he’d been ready to ward off another of the beasts. The sight of the man was unexpected. But it was also a relief. He just hoped they could provide some assistance to the severely wounded man. He wasn’t sure if the hospitals were accessible, but they could determine that later.




Tom clung to the wheel as they grew closer to the man’s fallen figure.

Before Tom could get close, one of the beasts tore out from a building and across the road, as if it’d been lying in wait. The man shrieked and crawled backward, but the beast was on him before he could make ground. The creature slashed the man’s neck. Then it wrapped its claws around the man’s skull and twisted.

The man’s head detached.

The beast howled, casting aside the headless corpse and dropping the severed appendage. The snow around the body turned pink. Then the beast descended and began to feed. It looked up at them with hungry eyes and a mouthful of flesh.

Tom’s mouth dropped open in horror. He leaned out the window and fired, but his shot missed. The beast rose from the man and hurtled toward the vehicle.

“Drive! Drive!” Rosemary screamed.

Tom swerved, but his reduced speed had cost him. He collided with the beast, whose body ripped the driver’s side mirror clean off. The beast’s snarls heightened as it ran behind the car.

Rosemary shrieked in panic.

The creature slashed the back of the car with its claws. The station wagon struggled to regain traction, the tires spinning in the snow. The engine stammered.




Please don’t stall, Tom thought frantically.


The beast dug its nails into the vehicle, working its way to the driver’s side window. Tom clung to the steering wheel with one hand, aiming the rifle out the window with the other. He fired, but missed.

Glass shattered behind him. The beast reached inside the backseat, clawing the back of Tom’s headrest. Tom ducked to avoid its swiping claws.

“Shit!” he yelled in panic. With the beast right behind him, he barely had room to escape its savage swipes. He didn’t dare take his foot off the accelerator.

Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Rosemary spin in the passenger’s seat, flattening herself against the dashboard and aiming her gun. She screamed at the invading beast and fired. The gunshot was deafening in the confines of the car. The creature fell from the vehicle and landed somewhere outside. At the same time, the tires caught hold, and Tom reclaimed the wheel. He steered the station wagon away from the fallen monster.

He looked in the rearview mirror, watching the beast struggle on the ground. The headless body of the man lay on the ground behind the creature.

“Jesus…” Rosemary whispered, her face ashen. She lowered her gun.

Tom fought a wave of bile. “It’s okay. We’re okay,” he said aloud, as if trying to convince himself.

Tom touched the back of his head. His fear was that he’d sustained some serious, numbing wound. But he was mercifully intact.

The image of the headless man collapsing in the snow replayed in his head. He recalled the look of terror on the man’s face when he’d run out into the road. One minute the man had been making a last, desperate attempt to escape, the next he’d been dead.




“God help us,” Tom whispered.













	


Chapter Nine

Tom drove for several blocks without turning while snow emptied from the sky. When they’d driven a safe distance from the gory scene, he stuck his head out the window and assessed the damage. He stared at the empty place where the driver’s side mirror had been, observing deep gouges on the side of the vehicle. Air gusted through both broken windows. It was as if the beasts were tearing the car apart piece-by-piece.

He stuck his head back inside.

“How’s it look?” Rosemary asked from beside him.

“It’s a little damaged, but I think it’ll make it,” he said. He glanced over at Rosemary, who was still shaking. “You all right?”

“I’m fine,” she confirmed.

Tom exhaled. Given the hours he’d been alone, it felt good to have someone with him, watching his back. Rosemary’s survival instinct had saved his life. His ears rang from the gunshot.

“Thanks for shooting that thing,” he said.

“N—No problem,” she said. “I didn’t even think about what I was doing. It was so big I couldn’t miss it.”

Tom wiped a bead of sweat from his forehead, composing himself. His thoughts returned to the man they’d tried to save.

“What happened to that guy was awful,” he said, shaking his head. “I’ve seen a lot of things tonight, but dammit…” His voice trailed off.

“I wish we’d gotten to him sooner.”




“Even if we were able, I think he was too far gone,” Tom said gravely.

They kept an uneasy vigil for the next few miles as they drove through another commercial center. Around them sprung up several fences, blocking off the perimeter of a slew of industrial buildings. The parking lots were empty. For a second, Tom contemplated finding a way past the fences and locking themselves inside.

Certainly they’d be safer there.

He looked over at Rosemary. Their encounter with the vicious beast was sobering. “Are you sure you want to go to the shelter? Maybe we should hole up somewhere. Those buildings over there are—”

“Keep going.”

Her knuckles were white on the gun’s handle, her lips clenched tight. As shaken as she was, Rosemary was resolved. Tom respected her determination. He curved with the road, bypassing a snow-embossed stop sign. The tires spun as they acclimated to the next street.

They passed several more cars, stalled out and abandoned. Most were small sedans, their bodies swallowed by the snow.

“What kind of car was Jason driving?” he asked Rosemary.

“A Nissan Rogue,” she said. “It was Ron’s old car.”

“What color?”

“Black.”

Tom envisioned the trail of dead cars he’d passed on the way to Colton’s. None of them had been black SUV’s.




“It’s pretty good in the snow,” Rosemary said, as if sensing his thoughts. “Jason and Jeffrey should’ve had no trouble getting to the shelter.” Despite her words, he could sense her uneasiness.

They rode past several more commercial buildings—brick, square structures that housed manufacturing facilities. Tom was reminded of his own job during the week. Aside from his job at the elementary school on weekends, Tom worked for an assembly-line tool manufacturer. His job was to do quality analysis of the tools, ensuring they were up to standard. His position was repetitive, but stable. He enjoyed the company of his co-workers. Most were local residents that he’d known for years.

Most were probably dead.

The thought hit him with such force that his nerves stung. Tom found himself wondering if he’d ever return. Even if things returned to normal, he couldn’t envision clocking in for his shift at the plant, resuming his inspections. His former life was as dead as the bodies he’d encountered.

Soon they passed underneath a bridge. Next to the road was a large field, beyond which was the Plainfield Airport. In the warmer months, Tom might see a small aircraft departing or descending. Tonight the sky was empty. No stars or clouds glossed the horizon, only the gaping, ominous outline of the moon.

Rosemary sat up in the passenger’s seat, eyes glued to the sky.

“I’ve never seen the moon during a storm like this.”

“It’s eerie, all right,” Tom agreed.




Rosemary stared up at the glowing round orb, her face illuminated in the glow. Her coat seemed too big for her body. Tom found himself thinking how frail and fragile they were, compared to what they were up against. The man who’d lost his head was proof of that. Soon they’d passed the airport and reached another road.

“The Knights of Columbus is only a few miles away,” Tom announced as he blew past a stop sign.

“I know. I live here, too, remember?” Rosemary said, giving him a grim smile.

Tom returned the gesture.

They drove until they reached the town center. The buildings were tall and aged, the windows prevalent and spacious. For a second, Tom pretended he was on a simple errand, picking groceries up or getting his wife some flowers. It only took a second to determine things were different.

The town center looked like a crime scene. The storefronts were smashed and bloodstained, the buildings splattered red. A sense of dread burrowed inside Tom. He pictured a cordon of police cars blocking the road, counting the casualties. But the street was silent and empty. The cars at the side of the road were equally abandoned.

Tom stared at the side of the road, catching sight of a pink patch of snow on the hood of a Chevy Suburban. A body jutted out from the curb, legs splayed at irregular angles. A block farther, he saw another body, this one lying on the white-covered sidewalk. Another hung limply from a fractured window. The person looked like he or she had been impaled on the jagged glass.




“Jesus,” Tom muttered.

“It’s like no one even exists anymore,” Rosemary whispered.

“That’s what it’s felt like, all night,” Tom agreed, his stomach tight.

Tom kept his eyes glued to the buildings. Despite the apparent vacancy, he sensed something deep in the bowels of the stores. The street had become a living, breathing entity, watching them and tracking their movements. He held his breath, as if the simple act alone might disguise the purr of the car engine as the vehicle glided through the snow.

He prayed they’d pass unimpeded.

They had no such luck.

They’d gone another few blocks before Rosemary went rigid. Tom’s blood froze.

In the recesses of the shattered, caved buildings, movement began where there had been none before. The wind hissed, blowing a squall of snow across the hood of the station wagon.

Rosemary stifled a gasp. Tom looked left and right. A pack of beasts lurked around the edges of buildings and emptied from the interiors of buildings on both sides of the street. A chorus of repressed growls filled the air, bubbling into full-fledged roars. Tom grabbed the rifle from his lap, aiming it out the window. The creatures crept into the road. They moved slowly at first, as if they were emerging from hibernation, testing their balance. And then they ran.

A handful of beasts loped into the street in front of them, the moonlight illuminating the tips of their claws. Tom tried to adjust the vehicle’s path, but there was no getting around them. In mere moments, the road had been effectively blocked. Tom knew how quick the things were. There was no time to turn around.




“We’re trapped!” Rosemary hissed.

She was right. There was no way to steer clear of the creatures; the station wagon was on a collision course for them. Tom had the panicked, hopeless feeling of outwitted prey.

“We’ll have to shoot our way through!” Tom yelled.

Instead of slowing down, he pressed the gas pedal to the floor. The engine groaned and stuck for a second, as if the station wagon was as stunned as the occupants. And then they were barreling forward, directly at the beasts. Tom watched them get closer, his breath stuck in his throat.

“Hang on!” he yelled.

The ensuing collision was like striking a brick wall. Tom jolted as several creatures collided with the grill. Claws shrieked against metal; bodies tumbled over the hood. At the same time, more beasts ran up to the sides of the vehicle, slicing through the opened windows. Tom shot his rifle through the open driver’s side, hitting several and sending them back into the street. Even as he fended them off, others took their place. Rosemary screamed as one of the passenger’s side windows shattered.

The station wagon kept going, fighting through the scrum of beasts. Tom’s world became a flurry of gunshots and commotion. He fired. Fired again. His hands came off the wheel as he battled the creatures, ramming the gun barrel out the window and firing. He heard the crack of Rosemary’s pistol beside him, her panicked screams punctuating the air. Beasts toppled and fell from the car. For what felt like an eternity, the world was a blur of motion and noise.




And then the vehicle was weaving onto the road’s shoulder, speeding toward one of the buildings. Realizing where he was headed, Tom yanked the wheel, wrenching the car back on course.

Wounded howls filled the night behind them. He looked in the rearview, watching the beasts writhe in the road.

Tom wiped his cheeks. His face was spattered with blood and remains; the air was thick with the musky scent of the creatures. The car cut through the snow and continued as if nothing had happened.

Rosemary swiveled in all directions, her pistol drawn to her chest as if she were praying. Her hair was mussed and tangled, her face lit with panic.

“Are you all right?” Tom asked.

“I-I’m okay,” she managed.

They rode for the next mile in silence, glancing over their shoulders. Neither wanted to admit they’d survived the encounter. Saying the words might negate their escape.













	


Chapter Ten

“We need to reload,” Tom said.

Rosemary nodded. She retrieved the spare ammunition, and Tom walked her through it. He took stock of their location. Barring any more encounters, they were getting close to the shelter.

Tom kept the rifle pointed out the window. Rosemary hung her pistol over the windowsill next to her. The moonlit buildings flitted by and dispersed. They’d entered a less dense part of town. The lack of buildings was relieving—it meant fewer places to conceal the beasts. If they were to be attacked again, they’d have more notice, but that didn’t make Tom feel too comforted.

He reflected on what had just occurred. What they’d survived.

As expected, the beasts had been quick and vile. Tom was just grateful they’d been able to fend the things off. He prayed they’d left the worst of it behind, but he wasn’t foolish enough to think that was the case.

Rosemary fell into a reflective silence. Whether it was nerves, or anticipation of reaching the shelter, he wasn’t sure. It was probably both. In their decision to leave, neither had spoken about the possibility that Jason and Jeffrey hadn’t made it there. Any number of pitfalls could have waylaid them. The beasts were a sobering reminder of that fact.

“How long have you lived here?” he asked Rosemary, hoping to calm her nerves.




“Ten years,” she answered, her eyes still glued to the outdoors.

“Where’d you come from?”

“Windsor. Most of my family lives out of state.”

“How’d you end up in Plainfield?”

“Ron’s family is from Ashford, so we moved to Plainfield to be closer to them.”

“That makes sense. My wife and I did the same thing. Our parents are no longer with us.” Sensing that his companion was hardly listening, Tom exhaled. “We’re almost at the shelter, Rosemary. We’ll find them. If they’re not there, we’ll keep looking until we locate them.”

Tom knew he was telling her things she wanted to hear, but it felt like they were the right things to say. Rosemary’s eyes shifted as she watched the road. He imagined her retrieving images of her family, clinging to hopeful thoughts.

If Tom had any family left, he’d be doing the same thing.

While his companion was deep in thought, Tom delved into memories of his own. He stared out into the open parking lots around them. The last time he’d gone to the Knights of Columbus was several summers ago. The sun had been high in the sky and his wife had been sitting beside him. They’d gone for the fireman’s dinner, met with the townsfolk, and conversed about town events. Tom recalled admiring the grasses that covered the abandoned lots on either side of the street. Now the open area resembled nothing more than a snow-covered tundra. The storm had paved over the landscape, much as it had paved over his nostalgia.




His memories of Plainfield had been tainted, drowned by newer, horrifying images. He doubted he’d be able to look at the town streets the same way again.

They were only a few blocks from the shelter. Several buildings cropped up at the road’s edge, silent guides leading them to their destination. Soon they’d have a verdict; they’d know whether Rosemary’s family had safely arrived. Tom prayed for their well-being. He assessed the area around them, looking for clues as to what they’d find.

To his relief, the area was unaffected by the slaughter. The doors and windows of the nearest buildings were intact; no abandoned cars lined the roadway. He had the instinctive thought they might be able to use the buildings for later refuge.

He strained to see past the headlights. A few seconds later, the next block became apparent.

And then he saw it. The shelter. He recognized the crest of the Knights of Columbus on a tall metal sign by the road, visible even through the falling snow. The sign was dull. The streetlights were off. He gripped the wheel as they approached, looking for signs of life.

To his surprise, the parking lot was filled with cars.











	


PART TWO – THE SHELTER













	


Chapter Eleven

“We made it,” Tom muttered, almost in disbelief.

The Knights of Columbus building stood alone in the parking lot. Tom stared up at the dimmed sign as they pulled in. The fact that they’d reached their destination felt unreal. He changed focus to the dozen white-embossed cars around them, thinking they’d disappear before his eyes. The vehicles felt like a mirage, a projection. He steeled himself for the possibility that he’d awaken from a dream and find himself buried in a tangle of beasts.

Among the cars was a police cruiser.

“The police are here!” Rosemary cried. A second later, she said, “I see Ron’s car! Jason and Jeffrey must be here, too!”

She pointed toward a large, black SUV. She reached for the door handle.

“Wait a second,” Tom said. “Be careful.”

A low grumbling noise emitted from somewhere in back. It took Tom a second to identify what it was. A generator.

The noise replaced his fear with hope.

The place had power.

He surveyed the parking lot closer. The vehicles looked like they hadn’t moved in hours. Filled-in tire tracks zigged and zagged between the aisles. His attention roamed to the building. The KOC was large and rectangular, made of yellow-painted brick. A recent renovation had left the surrounding lots treeless and empty.

The side entrance—visible from the parking lot—consisted of two glass doors. Both were closed. He’d pulled up in the first aisle, thirty feet from the door. Two paper signs were affixed to the doors, but he couldn’t read the writing from their position.




“Let’s go, Tom!” Rosemary urged.

“Hold on. Let’s take as much ammunition as we can,” he said cautiously, stuffing several boxes of bullets into his coat.

He followed the same procedure he’d taken at the house, leaving the car running and the driver’s side door open. Then he stepped out into the lot. The snow in the parking was less dense than the road, probably due to the cars compacting it with their tires. Rosemary disembarked, and they crept toward the entrance, wary of blind spots, places the beasts might hide. To Tom’s relief, he saw nothing lurking between the cars.

Rosemary approached the black SUV, which was parked in the front row. She wiped the windows, peering inside. She tried the door handle, but it was locked.

“Nothing,” she announced. “They must be inside the building.”

They crept past the vehicle and continued. Tom kept his rifle ready, aiming at the glass doors leading into the hall. When they got closer, he read the pieces of paper affixed to the inside panes.

Temporary Shelter. Food, drinks, and heat!

Despite the rumbling generator, the building was dark. Tom peered through the doors, but couldn’t see past the first few feet of the foyer. It took him a second to realize there was a second, wooden door guarding the hall.




How long has it been, Tom? A few years?

He reached for the handle of one of the glass doors, convinced it’d be locked. But it wasn’t. He pulled the door open and aimed his pistol into the foyer. Boot marks lined the floor—scuffs and dirty, tracked snow. The foyer was warm, pulling heat from somewhere inside the building. He felt a measure of relief. The door shut gently behind them, closing out the icy wind and snow.

He glanced at Rosemary. She smiled through her nervousness. She still clutched her gun. Despite the odds, they’d managed to get here together. They’d battled the creatures in town and survived. Tom drew a breath and reached for the door handle. For a second, he imagined his family waiting for him, ready to receive him with open arms. He envisioned Lorena’s gentle smile, Jeremy’s infectious laugh. But he knew that could never be. The best he could hope for was a reunion for Rosemary.

He opened the door.

Tom stuck his pistol through the entrance, ready for something to leap out at him, but nothing did. The room was dark save a glimmer of light from somewhere in the back. He stepped through the threshold, aware of Rosemary close behind him. In the back of the room were a bar, several cabinets, and stacks of folded tables and chairs.

The door clicked shut.

The odor of cleaning products and food wafted into his nose—reminders of past gatherings. But there was something else in the air, too, and it filled Tom with dread. He looked down. Tom covered his mouth with his hand, suddenly hit with the oppressive odor of blood. Rosemary gagged.




The hall was covered in human remains. Tom and Rosemary stumbled backward, keeling over in the wake of what looked like a massacre. Tom could make out the outline of a hand. A head. An arm. The generator growled from behind the building, providing power for people who no longer needed it.

“No,” Rosemary gasped. “It can’t be…”

She glanced frantically around the room, as if the gory scene might disappear.

“Jason! Jeffrey!” she cried.

She waded through the carnage, scouring the floor. Her boots squeaked and slid as she moved. Tom grabbed hold of her.

“We have to go!” he urged. The hall had transformed from a place of respite to a place of unspeakable terror.

“Let go of me!” she said, wrenching free. “I have to find them! I have to find Jason and Jeffrey!”

She strode further into the room, her distressed cries growing louder by the second. Each set of remains was worse than the last. The bodies had been chewed, savaged, torn apart. Tom ran after Rosemary, stepping through the mess. The contents of his stomach swirled. He wasn’t certain what he’d expected, but it hadn’t been this. He whirled left and right. The walls were splashed with blood; so was the door they’d walked through.

Even the bar at the other end of the room was coated with remains.

The generator droned and droned. Emotionless.

They had to leave. As difficult and horrendous as it would be, they had to leave. Tom raced across the room. He caught up with Rosemary. She bent over a toy truck on the floor, heaving frantic gasps.




“This is Jeffrey’s,” she said, pulling it from a puddle of blood. “I’d recognize it anywhere.”

She looked down at the small, gutted carcass next to it. It was impossible to tell to whom the body belonged. The dim lighting provided only a sickly, yellow glow. For once, Tom was grateful for the lack of visibility. He tugged her coat.

“Come on, Rosemary,” he demanded.

She stared at the remains as if they might spring to life. Tom grabbed her by the arm. Before they could move, something crashed outside.

They froze.

Tom spun in the semi-darkness, aiming his gun at the door through which they’d entered. The crash came again. It sounded like something was shattering the windows of the vehicles. The generator lulled, just for a second, giving them a moment of eerie respite. Rosemary dropped the truck to the floor. It landed with a betraying thump.

“Come on, we have to get out of here,” Tom urged.

Rosemary’s hands fell to her sides, but she remained stiff. It looked like she was in shock. Tom dragged her by the coat, leading her further into the building. They couldn’t go out the way they’d come in. Something was out there. There had to be another place to hide. He headed for the bar in the back and the light just behind it. With each step, the blood on the floor grabbed at their boots, squeaking and groaning like the last wishes of the dead.

They stepped over the endless carnage. Pieces of people were everywhere. It was hard to believe the remains had been human beings.




People as real as his companion next to him, as real as Lorena…

Keep going. Tom didn’t have time to think about it.


A phone sat on top of the bar. The receiver was off the hook, dangling from a frayed cord. Tom ran past it, headed for a break at the end of the bar. Behind it was a closed door. Tom wasn’t sure where it went, but wherever it led was better than here.

Please be open.

The crashes were right behind them. The beasts had reached the outside entrance. Although Tom couldn’t see the creatures, he heard them, and that was enough to propel him forward. It sounded like a large group—more than they’d be able to handle with a few guns alone.

They’d just passed the end of the bar when the door behind it cracked open. Tom ground to a halt, clutching Rosemary. She let out a stifled scream.

They stopped ten feet short of the door, aiming their guns at the threshold. A dim light crept out from another room. Something was emerging from the other side. They were walled in. Trapped.

Rosemary let out a final, resigned cry.

And then a man peered through the crack, his face pale, lips shivering. Tom stared at the man for a moment, surprised.

“Back here!” the man hissed. “Hurry!”

They did.













	


Chapter Twelve

The man ushered them frantically through the door. Tom and Rosemary plowed across the threshold, tripping over each other like cars of a derailed train. They fled into the next room, clinging to each other for support. Clattering continued from somewhere behind them—claws pounding doors, bodies scraping against windows.

The door clicked closed behind them, and the man sprang for a metal table. The legs ground against the floor as he pushed it. Tom set down his rifle and jumped to the man’s aid. They hoisted the table, barricading the door. When they were finished, Tom stepped back and surveyed their rescuer.

The man was older, in his early sixties. Thin, wispy white hair barely covered his scalp. His collared shirt had the name “Paul” stitched on it.

“Thanks, Paul,” Tom panted, catching his breath.

“No problem,” Paul said. “We heard voices. We knew we had to do something.”

Tom surveyed the room. In the frenzy of their arrival, he hadn’t noticed there were others. A pale light shone from somewhere in the middle of the room, illuminating three frightened figures hiding under a long counter on the left-hand side of the room. None looked like Jason and Jeffrey.

They’d entered a large kitchen in the back of the Knights Of Columbus. The room was about fifty feet wide and a hundred feet long. The counter contained a built-in sink. On the other side of the room were an oversized refrigerator and a metal preparation table. Several cabinets were opened, rummaged through. There were no windows. A door on the right-hand wall hung open, revealing a small broom closet.




On the opposite side of the room was a door that Tom presumed led outside. It was barricaded. The floor was wet with tracked blood.

Tom scoped out the three other survivors. Aside from Paul, there was a heavyset man, a woman in her forties with frizzy hair, and a black man with oil-stained workpants. The survivors stared at Tom and Rosemary from beneath the counter, their faces a mixture of fear and confusion.

“Are you here to help us?” the frizzy-haired woman asked.

They eyed his rifle, as if the weapon itself might lead them to safety.

“We came here looking for her children,” Tom explained, barely able to get the words out. He motioned to Rosemary, but a loud crash distracted him.

Tom spun back to the barricade. The noise was coming from the next room.

The survivors tensed and stared at the door, stifling gasps. Nails clicked and clacked on the hardwood of the hall. Tom heard the sound of windows shattering. Tom readied his rifle. The beasts sounded like they were tearing down the walls, deconstructing the hall piece by piece. After a few seconds, the door buckled.

“Help!” Paul hissed.

Tom and Paul grabbed the table, holding it in place. Tom’s body jolted with each successive bang. Rosemary assisted.




“We need the rest of you!” Paul called to the others.

Tom glanced behind them. The black man scrambled to his feet and darted over, bracing his feet against the floor and holding the edge of the shuddering table. The fat man took a little longer to stand, struggling with his sizeable midsection, and then got to his feet and joined the others. The frizzy-haired woman remained in place, crying underneath the table. The survivors held the table for several seconds, fighting against the invisible weight on the other side of the door.

Snarls laced the air, making Tom question whether the beasts had already gotten inside. But they hadn’t. Not yet. He held tight to his rifle and gritted his teeth.

The bucking increased in force, and the group pushed back to compensate. The door felt like it was going to split down the middle. The fat man yelled, his eyes bulging as he fought the groaning table.

Suddenly, without cause, the noises abated. The survivors glanced at each other nervously, awaiting confirmation that the beasts were gone.

Paul put a shaky finger to his lips.

Tom perked his ears. He heard a few animal footfalls in the snow somewhere outside the building, then the constant hum of the generator. Other than that, the hall went silent.

“They’ve done this several times,” Paul whispered. “I think they’re messing with us.”

Tom stared at the door in shock. He clutched his rifle. The din of the beasts was over, but he knew they were far from safe. Rosemary let go of the table, wiping the tears from her eyes. She surveyed the frightened faces of the people around them. Her fear turned to hope. “My two boys,” she whispered, her voice wavering. “Have you seen them? They’re eleven and seventeen years old.”




The other people shook their heads.

“We’ve only been here a little while,” Paul explained.

“Nobody’s seen them?” Rosemary asked again, her hope wilting. “Maybe they got away…they must’ve gotten away…”

The survivors shook their heads. Tom could tell none of them wanted to speak their minds—the children were probably dead and devoured in the next room. Tom lowered his eyes to the sticky wet blood on the floor. It looked like the carnage had been brought in from the other room.

“What happened here?” he asked Paul.

“This must’ve happened before we got here,” Paul said, pointing at the mess. “When we got here, everyone was dead. My guess is that the creatures got in through that door over there and killed everyone who was in the hall.”

Tom nodded. That explained why they hadn’t seen evidence outside.

The black man noticed the extra pistols tucked in Tom and Rosemary’s jackets. “You’ve got extra weapons.”

Tom stared at the man. As relieved as he was to find survivors, he was hesitant to give them out. “Yes,” he said simply.

Paul switched topics. “How many of the things do you think are out there?”




“More than we can take on, by the sounds of it,” Tom said.

“I knew I should’ve stayed at home,” the fat man muttered under his breath.

“Shut up,” the black man snapped. “You’re getting on my nerves, Sven.”

“Likewise,” the fat man retorted.

“Quiet, you two,” Paul hissed.

The two survivors glared at each other. Tom studied his new companions. “I caught a few of your names. Who are all of you?”

“I’m Sven,” the fat man said.

The black man said, “Frederick.”

The woman with the frizzy hair peered out from below the counter. She glanced around the room, as if the walls might come alive and grab her. “Sherry,” she said.

Paul motioned to his shirt, confirming the obvious. “I’m Paul, the co-owner of the hall.”

“I’m Tom and this is Rosemary. Did you come together?” Tom asked.

“No. I was by myself,” Paul explained. “When I got here an hour ago, I found the others hiding in the kitchen. Those things were prowling everywhere. Thankfully these people let me inside.”

“What about the police?” Tom asked. “I saw a cruiser outside.”

“That’s the last of Officer Hoyt out there.” Paul swallowed and motioned past the door. “At least, I think it is. He was supposed to keep watch over the shelter. That’s what my partner John said when I talked to him on the phone. That was hours ago. John didn’t make it, either. I saw his jacket in the other room.”




“We tried calling for help, but we have no service.” Sven coughed, his stomach rippling through his shirt. He pulled his cellphone from his pocket and shook it. “It’s this fucking storm. Now we’re trapped.”

“My cellphone has no service, either,” Rosemary added.

Tom pointed at the door on the opposite side of the room. “Is that the only other exit?”

Paul nodded. “Yep. We blocked it off earlier.”

“Well, that’s a start,” Tom said, pursing his lips.

“We have nothing to defend ourselves with. The others took the knives from the cabinets,” Paul finally spoke up.

Tom frowned. “Others?”

“There were two more of us,” Paul explained. “They tried to go for help an hour ago. We heard screaming down the street, and then the screaming stopped. They never came back.”

“You gotta give us those guns, Tom,” Frederick said, growing frantic. He eyed the spare pistols in Tom and Rosemary’s jackets. “We need something to protect ourselves.”

“Is that all you got?” Sven asked, furrowing his brow.

“Yep—just the rifle in my hand, and the pistol in my jacket. Same with Rosemary.”

“That means you’ve got two extra,” Frederick insisted.

“No shit, genius.” Sven shook his head. “But who gets them?”




“I’m sure we can come up with a plan,” Paul suggested. “We’ll need to figure this out.”

“Maybe those things are gone for good this time. Isn’t that what you said before, Frederick?” Sven muttered. “Maybe you don’t need one.”

“Screw you, man.” Frederick shook his head. “If it wasn’t for you, they would’ve left. You’re the loudest motherfucker in here. Every time they get close, you start screaming like a schoolgirl.”

The survivors glared at each other. Hoping to defuse the situation, Tom offered, “It wouldn’t have much mattered. They can smell us.”

“How do you know that?” Frederick asked.

“Their senses are keener than ours.”

“What makes you the expert?” Sven snorted.

“Because I’ve killed a few of them,” Tom said. The others stared at him for a moment, respect building in their eyes.

“It sounds like you know what you’re doing, Tom,” Paul said. “I’m glad you’re here.”

“Hopefully you can help us,” Sherry murmured from her hiding spot underneath the counter. “Hopefully you can get us out of here.”

“We’ll do our best to get through this.” Tom shrugged gravely.

“I don’t believe they can be killed,” Sven spat. “One of my neighbors shot one and the thing didn’t even stop. It kept coming, and then it killed him.” Sven pointed at Tom and shook his head. “I think this man’s a liar.”

Tom bristled, but didn’t respond.

“Why don’t you let him explain?” Frederick shot back at Sven. “Shut your fat mouth for a change.”




“Guys, settle down,” Paul said. “None of this is helping.”

Reluctantly, the people in the room quieted. Out of nowhere, Rosemary cleared her throat and stepped forward. She stood with her arms clasped to her chest, shaking. “Tom’s telling the truth. He’s killed them. We both have.”

“How?” Sven demanded.

“The bullets inside these guns work against them,” she said, tapping the side of her pistol. “They’re special.”

“What’s so special about your bullets?” Sven demanded.

“It’s a long story,” Tom said exhaustedly.

“By the looks of it, we aren’t getting out of here anytime soon, so you might as well tell it,” Sven grunted.













	


Chapter Thirteen

Tom told of their trip to the Knights of Columbus and the creatures they’d killed on the way. Paul, Frederick, and Sven listened intently, while Sherry clung to the underside of the counter. Rosemary was silent. She stared at the barricaded door, as if her kids might come walking through it at any moment.

“How many of these things have you killed?” Frederick asked.

Tom counted in his head. “At least a dozen,” he said. “Maybe more.” The men looked at him as if the number were a badge of honor.

“They can heal. But not from your bullets?”

“I told you, this ammunition was made to kill them.” Tom held up a box from his pocket, displaying the silver slugs inside.

“This is unbelievable.” Frederick slapped his forehead. “If I hadn’t seen half the shit I’ve seen, I’d say you were hallucinating.”

“So we wait until morning, and then we’ll be safe.” Sven pulled out his cellphone. He swore when he saw it had no service. “Dammit. This is the last phone between us, and I have no way to charge it. It’s already four a.m. Sunrise should be in a few hours. Do you think we can ward them off until then?”

“I doubt it,” Paul said grimly. “Those things are getting riled up out there.”

In the time they’d been talking, the banging noises had resumed outside. The creatures tore up the parking lot. The shrill cry of a car alarm pierced the air. A window shattered. Tom heard the sound of a CD blaring over the car speakers. He recognized the song. It was Kenny Roger’s “Lucille”, a song his wife used to listen to. A few hours ago, the song might’ve provided happy nostalgia. Now it was a reminder of all he’d lost, and a portent of the bloodshed to come.




The music played in the background while the survivors talked.

“If they’re so strong, why haven’t they busted down the doors?” Frederick asked.

“They could’ve easily pushed through the barricade,” Paul agreed. “You felt how strong they were. It seemed like they were holding back.”

“I think you’re right, Paul. They’re fucking with us,” Sven said. “Maybe we’re the last people in town, and they’re saving us until the end.”

From underneath the counter, Sherry let out a frightened cry, hugging her knees. The others looked newly afraid.

“That’s a possibility,” Tom said. He reiterated how Billy and Ashley had traveled with him for several hours, biding their time before attacking. “This could be a sport to them.”

“What if we’re the last people alive in the whole world?” Sven asked. “What if they’re going to savor every bite? I bet they’ll like the taste of you, Frederick.”

“Shut up, Sven,” Frederick said.

“Right before daybreak, they’ll pop in here and eat their fill,” Sven said smugly.

“I said shut up!” Frederick yelled, louder.

“Guys! Pipe down!” Paul’s face reddened with anger.




Sherry mumbled something under her breath, rocking back and forth. Rosemary left the group and went over to comfort the other woman.

“Is Sherry all right?” Tom asked.

“She’s been like this all night,” Paul explained quietly. “One minute she’s with it, the next she’s catatonic. Her family was killed on the way here.”

“That’s awful. I understand how she’s feeling,” Tom said.

“I’ve tried to comfort her, but it doesn’t do much good. Damned if I know what to say. What can I say? The way this is going, we’ll all be next.”

They watched as Rosemary leaned farther under the table. “It’s going to be all right,” she said again, reaching out to the woman.

Sherry looked up, her eyes manic. “How can you say that? Your boys are dead in the other room. You saw what happened in there. What do you know?”

Rosemary’s face wilted. She got to her feet and rejoined the others. It looked like she was barely holding it together. Sven and Frederick, quiet since their latest squabble, turned their attention back to the group.

“So what do you propose we do?” Frederick asked Tom. Tom noticed the man still eyeing his guns.

“We barricade the place the best we can. We wait. We ward them off until sunup. If we do that, we’ll have a chance at surviving.”

“But we’ve already barricaded the place with everything we have,” Paul said, throwing his hands in the air. “I’m not sure what else we can do.”

“How about the metal preparation table?” Tom pointed to the right side of the room, motioning to the long, empty table. “Can we use that?”




“It’s bolted down,” Paul said.

“Do you have tools?”

“No.” Paul thought on it for a moment. “Actually, we might. I think there’s an old tool kit in one of these cabinets. It might be kind of rusty, but I can check…”

“What about guns? Let’s talk about those,” Frederick said again. “We should talk about who gets the extra ones.”

“Let’s barricade the door first. Then we can talk.”

Tom followed Paul over to a cabinet above the counter, watching Paul push aside a few stacks of papers. After a bit of searching, he emerged with a small metal toolbox. Inside were a handful of dust-covered tools. Tom grabbed an adjustable wrench and took it to the nearest table. On the way, he noticed Rosemary wringing her hands.

“Rosemary, can you watch the door?” he asked, hoping to distract her. She agreed quietly and walked over to the hall entrance.

“There’s another adjustable wrench in there,” he told Paul. “Grab it and start working on the other end of the table.” Noticing Sven and Frederick standing impatiently by the counter, he said, “Sven. Frederick. Can you move the refrigerator? Try to budge it in front of the door where Rosemary’s standing. Maybe you can move the table and put the refrigerator by the door, then put the table behind it.”

The men grunted and walked to the other side of the room. Tom bent to his knees and used the wrench to work on one of the bolts on the table. The bolt was orange and rusted; it barely moved. Tom gritted his teeth and tried harder while Paul worked on another one. Finally, it came free. He and Paul unbolted the table and took opposite ends, sliding it across the floor. The metal squeaked and protested as they butted it against the door leading outside.




Across the room, Frederick and Sven managed to move the appliance in front of the other door. They argued while they worked. The consistent drone of the generator and the blaring music drowned out their voices. The song had changed to an easy rock number. The music only deepened Tom’s unease. He pictured a slew of beasts outside, ready to barge in and consume them.

The beasts raged and rioted.

Obviously the beasts knew they were here. Why hadn’t they broken the doors down? He figured his earlier theory seemed plausible. Perhaps delaying the kills made their meals even more satisfying. Tom watched Sven and Frederick place the table behind the refrigerator.

“Do you think the barricades will hold?” Paul asked.

“It’ll slow them down, at least. We need every advantage we can get.”

Having finished with their tasks, Frederick and Sven walked over to join the others. “So what do you say, Tom? Are you going to hand out those extra pistols?” Frederick asked.

Tom dusted off his pants. He studied the others. “Have any of you fired a gun?”

Frederick and Sven shook their heads. Sherry didn’t respond. After a pause, Paul spoke up, his voice surprisingly calm and even.




“I have,” he said. “My cousins were in the service.”

“Are you a good shot?”

“Yessir. But it’s been a while. I was supposed to join the service, but I busted my knee in high school, and it hasn’t been the same since.”

Tom stared at the man, taking in his calm demeanor, trying not to envision him turning into one of the beasts. Then he glanced at Sven and Frederick, whose eyes still blazed with anger. What if the men turned on each other? Neither had fired a gun before. The prospect of arming any of them seemed not only dangerous, but irresponsible.

At the same time, Tom couldn’t hoard the weapons. The survivors deserved to defend themselves. He needed help.

“Rosemary, give Paul your spare pistol.”

Rosemary pulled it out and handed it over. She kept hold of her rifle. Paul nodded as he inspected the weapon. True to his word, he seemed comfortable with the piece.

“I have one extra,” Tom said.

“I should get it,” Sven said definitively.

“I don’t think so,” Frederick argued. “It should be me.”

Tom looked the men up and down. Sven’s eyes were red and bloodshot. Frederick seemed slightly more composed. Tom’s gaze stopped on Frederick.

“I’m a quick learner,” Frederick piped up. “I’ll do whatever you say.”

Sensing Tom’s decision, Sven threw up his hands. “What the fuck? You’re going to give that piece of shit a gun? Are you serious? He doesn’t know anything.”




“Whoever doesn’t have a weapon can grab hammers, screwdrivers, whatever you want from the toolbox,” Paul suggested. “We can rally together.”

“Fuck this,” Sven spat. “I don’t need your tools. I don’t need any of you.”

“Why don’t you calm down, man?” Frederick suggested. “You’re not helping.”

Sven barged over to Frederick, his eyes dark with rage, jabbing a finger in the black man’s chest. Frederick puffed up and raised his fists. They bumped arms and stared at each other.

“You’ve been talking shit all night. I’m getting sick of it.”

“Oh yeah? And what are you gonna do?” Frederick spat.

“I’m going to pound your ugly head in,” Sven said.

Their eyes widened with rage. Sven’s lips curled into a sneer.

“Knock it off! Both of you!” Paul said.

Sven spun to face the hall owner. “Mind your business, Paul! I’ve been listening to you order us around all night. I don’t need your shit, either!”

Paul’s face grew stern. He turned the pistol in his hand, making sure the men saw it. “If you don’t like it, leave my hall,” he said. Without blinking, he pointed toward the barricade. “I’ll open the door for you, if you’d like.”

Sven and Frederick grew silent. They stared at Paul for several seconds, seething. Then they backed away from each other. The creatures pounded on one of the vehicles outside, howling. The scream of another car alarm pierced the air, startling the group.




“I’m going to hold the other pistol until everyone cools off,” Tom said.

“Agreed,” Paul concurred.

Sven and Frederick stalked to another corner of the room, shaking their heads.

Once they were out of earshot, Tom sighed. “I appreciate your help, Paul.”

“My pleasure. I’ve wanted to put them in their place all night. I understand the situation isn’t ideal, but I’m sick of their attitude. They’ve spent more time fighting than trying to help.”

“It certainly seems like it,” Tom said.

“We’re not going to survive by arguing.”

“Very true.”

Across the room, Sven and Frederick shook their heads angrily, but neither said a word.













	


Chapter Fourteen

Listening to the beasts was like awaiting one’s own funeral. The things growled and roared, smashing and breaking everything in the parking lot. Car alarms blared, windshields shattered, tires deflated. Even if Tom and the others could get outside, Tom had no doubt the beasts had destroyed every vehicle, every last chance at escape. Tom envisioned the station wagon in pieces, buried and scattered. As exaggerated as the image might be, he knew they were trapped.

When he couldn’t stand the racket, Tom crept over to check on Rosemary. She was huddled next to the counter by herself, keeping her distance from the angered Sven and Frederick. Her hands shook as she held her gun.

“How’re you holding up?” Tom asked.

Rosemary looked at him with woeful, depressed eyes. “I can’t believe what happened in the other room,” she moaned. “I want to believe they made it out of here…”

“There’s a chance they did. It was hard to tell who was what out there, Rosemary. Just because you found Jeffrey’s truck—”

Rosemary lowered her eyes. “I should’ve listened to my intuition…”

“We’ll keep looking in the morning,” Tom offered. “We’ll find them.”

“If we make it to morning,” Rosemary whispered, listening to the beasts outside. She clutched her stomach with grief. Tom squeezed her shoulder reassuringly and got to his feet.




Tom strode to the back door to resume his watch.

On the way, he passed Sherry, who was still holed up underneath the counter. She bowed her head. She didn’t meet his eyes. Without wanting to, Tom envisioned her face contorting and stretching, turning into one of the creatures. Her fried, frizzy hair could just as easily become a clump of fur. He shook off the image and blew an anxious breath. Sherry wouldn’t be much help to anyone. If and when they got through this, she’d need psychiatric help.

We all will.

He’d keep an eye on all of them.

Outside, the beasts razed.

Sven and Frederick eyed him warily. They’d each grabbed tools from the toolbox and were standing in the center of the room. Frederick clutched a claw hammer; Sven held a screwdriver in his meaty fist. Neither looked happy. Tom took a spot at the back door. He stared at the opposite end of the room, meeting Paul’s gaze. The older man had agreed to guard the interior door. In the pale glow of the kitchen lights, his face looked ashen and weathered.

The crashing from the parking lot continued. Tom pictured the creatures bathing in the entrails of those they’d killed, licking blood and bone from matted paws. It made him even more grateful to be alive.

Each minute was a godsend, every breath borrowed. Tom gazed across the room at Sven, who’d pulled out his cellphone and begun shaking it. Tom assumed there was still no service. He considered asking the man for the time, but didn’t want to engage him.




He looked around the windowless room. He wished he had a view of the sky; that would be as good a timepiece as any. The moon was their enemy, and its disappearance would mean a chance at living.

It would also give him a bead on what they were up against. Right now, they had no outside visibility. He envisioned the whole town of beasts congregating in the parking lot, growing in number like fans at a rock concert. It certainly sounded like that.

A noise at the door distracted his attention.

Tom’s pulse spiked.

One of them was right outside.

He aimed his gun, glaring at the tables and chairs in front of the door as if they might spring to life. He heard a huff of air through animal nostrils, loud enough that it rose above the din. The door rattled—gently, at first, then harder.

The survivors gasped in terror.

“I told you, man, they ain’t gonna leave us alone,” Frederick hissed through clenched teeth.

“And some of us are defenseless,” Sven added. “You motherfuckers don’t know what you’re doing.”

A thump rattled the door, and it shook in the frame. Claws scraped the exterior from top to bottom. Tom imagined the door splitting down the middle like a ripped curtain, revealing the beasts on the other side. But it remained locked, standing, and barricaded. Tom drew a bead on it. Sweat leaked from his brow. He let it drip without wiping it.

The room around him suddenly felt cold and isolated, sealed off from the world that he’d known. Without visibility to what was outside, the beasts could be anywhere. Tom pictured the survivors transported to another place and time. Anything would be preferable to what they were going through. He stared without blinking; certain he saw the outline of a paw. He shook his head to rid his brain of the image.




The door shook again. One of the stacked chairs wobbled.

Another creature had joined the first. The two of them batted the door in tandem, knocking one of the chairs loose from the top of the table. The chair fell sideways and clattered to the floor. Sherry screamed, and Rosemary tried to quiet her. But it was no use. The beasts knew they were in here.

The only decision was when to enter.

The creatures rammed the door. Each successive bang felt like a punch to Tom’s stomach, heightening his fear. His joints ached from maintaining his stance; his grip was so tight on the gun that he barely felt his fingers.

And then, out of nowhere, something tugged his jacket.

Tom spun, so tense that he nearly pulled the trigger. He leapt away from whatever was grabbing him, just in time to see it was Frederick. The man had lifted Tom’s spare pistol from his jacket, and he leapt back with murderous intent in his eyes.

“Stay back!” he warned.

Tom raised his hands in shock, so surprised he didn’t have time to readjust his aim. Frederick’s hands shook as he aimed the gun. The beasts continued pounding on the door.




“Frederick, what are you doing?”

“I said stay back!” Frederick hollered again. His eyes were large and manic.

“Put it down!” Paul yelled from across the room.

Frederick turned over his shoulder, waving the gun. The older man ducked for cover. Frederick turned back to Tom, biting his lip.

“This doesn’t have to—” Tom started.

“Get out of my fucking way!”

Frederick waved the gun again, and this time Tom had the foresight to duck. The black man fired. The bullet ricocheted off one of the chairs on top of the barricade. Frederick fired again, then again, the bullets going wide and clanking into the wall.

“Leave us alone, you motherfuckers!” Frederick roared at the beasts.

Tom knelt on the floor and covered his head with his hands, certain that one of the bullets would find a home in his skull. The shooting continued for several more seconds. Sherry screamed—a long, shrill sound that sounded more animal than human. And then the shooting stopped.

Frederick heaved thick breaths. Tom raised his head and looked around the room, certain he’d find one of his companions dead or injured. But the others were unhurt. They raised their heads, shivering in shock and surprise, assessing each other for wounds.

Frederick kept his aim at the door. He kept squeezing the trigger even though the gun was empty. His loud, uneven breath filled the room.

Out of nowhere, a body slammed into Frederick.

The black man flew to the floor, a blast of air escaping his stomach as he hit the ground. Sven grunted and growled as he wrestled for the gun. Frederick screamed obscenities, but kept a grip on the pistol. Sven grabbed hold of his hand, beating his fingers into the ground until he released the gun. The pistol skittered over near Tom. Seizing the opportunity, Tom scurried over and retrieved it. Frederick squirmed and bucked against the weight of the man pinning him down. Paul ran over to the scene and pointed his gun at the tackled man.




“Get off me, man!” Frederick yelled.

Sven didn’t relent. Instead, he grabbed hold of the man’s other arm and held it against the floor. Realizing he was outmatched, Frederick let out one final curse and went still, his eyes blazing defeat.

Tom heard a thud on the door, and he spun and aimed his pistol. The beasts were still outside, but no longer scratching and growling. One of them sniffed curiously, as if intrigued by what was happening.

The beast gave one last snarl, then retreated from the door.













	


Chapter Fifteen

“I’m sorry, man,” Frederick said to the others.

The survivors stood around him in a silent circle. Tom shook his head. Thankfully, no one had been injured. That didn’t make him feel any better. The man’s reckless behavior could have killed him or the others.

“I thought they were coming in. I thought we were about to die,” Frederick tried.

“And what good would you have done?” Sven asked. “You wouldn’t have hit one of those fucking things if it was standing in front of you.” He motioned to the wall, riddled with misplaced bullet holes. “Your aim sucks.”

“You almost killed us.” Paul shook his head angrily. “You almost hit Tom.”

“I apologize,” Frederick repeated. “What else you want me to say?”

He looked at Tom for empathy. Tom exhaled and lowered his gun. He looked over his shoulder, verifying that the door was closed, and then sighed.

Frederick sighed and cast his eyes to the floor. “This shit has me goin’ crazy, all right? Sittin’ in here, waiting for those things to break in and eat us. And you’re tellin’ me I can’t even have a weapon to defend myself. What do you expect me to do?”

“I think we should tie him up,” Sven growled. He looked at the others for approval, but no one agreed.

Tom looked around the circle, catching a glimpse of Sherry. He was surprised to find her standing, looking on with the others. Her face was pale, but sympathetic. She was clutching a hammer. Tom understood Frederick’s panic. As misguided as his actions had been, the man was as scared as the rest of them.




“Let’s all calm down. Frederick, why don’t you come with me and keep watch at the back door? Rosemary, you come, too. Paul and Sven, why don’t you watch the hall entrance with Sherry?”

Everyone agreed. Tom and Rosemary ushered Frederick to the back door, keeping a close eye on him. Tom thought it best to separate Frederick and Sven. Though the encounter was over, he didn’t want to risk any more altercations. They had enough dealing with the creatures outside.

As they took their positions, Tom listened for noises outside the door. The commotion had died down. For a second, Tom had the distinct feeling that the beasts were listening to them. He recalled the creature that had been at the door a few minutes earlier. It had seemed interested, rather than fearful. He doubted the beasts had been staved off by the gunshots. From what he’d observed, the beasts didn’t seem to have any regard for humans, armed or not.

Frederick stood next to the wall, his eyes flitting across the barricade. His rapid breathing subsided. He wiped the sweat from his hands on his oil-stained pants.

“Do you work around here?” Tom asked, hoping to calm the man down.

“I’m a mechanic down at Anthony’s Service Station. Been there six months,” Frederick said.

“How’d you end up here?”

“I stayed late at the shop last night. I was having trouble with my car. Then the shop lost power.” Frederick swallowed. “I heard about the shelter, so I decided to come here. Luckily my car was still drivable. I figured they’d have some damn coffee or something. Now I wish I hadn’t come.”




“I don’t think anywhere else is better,” Tom said. “They’ll sniff us out wherever we go.”

Next to Tom, Rosemary nodded in agreement. Her face was more composed than before. As nerve-wracking as the incident with Frederick had been, it seemed to have distracted her from her grief.

“How’d you find the others?” Tom wondered.

“I ran into Sherry on the way here. Her car had broken down in the cold. I stopped to help her, and then one of those things came out of nowhere. It darted at us from behind the Chinese place. We hopped in my car and came straight here. Somehow we outran it. We were hoping to find the police. Instead we found everybody dead, and then we got trapped here with all those bodies…” Frederick met Rosemary’s gaze and lowered his eyes.

Rosemary bit her lip.

“So Sven and Paul were already here when you arrived?” Tom asked.

“No, only Sven was. I guess he’d just gotten here. When Sherry and I came into the building, Sven ran into the kitchen and tried to shut us out. He’s a rude motherfucker, man. We had to beg him to open the door. And I don’t like begging no one. If it weren’t for those things outside, I would’ve left that son of a bitch by himself. I would’ve let the fucking things eat him.” Frederick looked across the room and scowled, but Sven wasn’t paying attention.




“So that’s why you don’t like him. I figured you guys knew each other.”

“Not before tonight. He looks familiar, though. I probably fixed his busted-ass car.” Frederick gave a wry grin. “Paul was the last to arrive. We let him inside when we heard him banging on the door.”

Tom nodded. Despite Frederick’s careless actions, despite the predicament they were in, it felt good to relax, if only for a second. In spite of what Frederick had done, he didn’t hate the man.

With any luck, they’d all survive.
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They’d kept vigil for another twenty minutes when the generator sputtered. The furnace rattled in the basement. Tom stared across the room at Paul, watching him react.

“The generator’s low on gas,” Paul said. “The tank’s only good for a few hours.”

“Dammit,” Tom swore. “Where’s the generator?”

“Under a canopy out back. We have a hookup back there. We kept a few things running: a few lights, the heat, and the refrigerator. That’s it.”

Tom nodded. There was no way to get to the generator—at least not without opening doors and risking lives. He knew that much.

He glanced around the room. The light was one of the only things keeping them sane. He couldn’t imagine being in the dark, listening to the creatures scrabble at the doors. That was how he’d felt in Colton’s basement. The lack of windows in the kitchen was safe, but disconcerting. They’d be even more vulnerable once the things broke in if they couldn’t see what they were shooting at.




He studied every inch of the room, committing it to memory. The kitchen was large, but it’d feel a lot smaller soon. Other than the small storage closet and the area under the counter, there were few places to seek refuge. The preparation table was no longer an option, unless they wanted to climb beneath the barricade. An empty, dust-ridden gap remained where the refrigerator had been. Sven and Paul sat on their haunches at the other side of the room, whispering. Sherry glanced at them from under the counter, then stared back at the wall. She mouthed words, but no sound came out.

Tom looked at Frederick, speaking quietly. “You said Sherry’s family was killed?”

“Yeah. When I found her on the side of the road, she was alone in her car. I asked her where she was going and she said she didn’t know. I don’t think she’s said more than a few words since then.”

“Is she from Plainfield?”

“If she is, I’ve never seen her.” Frederick shrugged. “But that doesn’t mean much. She could be from anywhere.”

“You didn’t ask her?”

“Nah.”

Tom stared at the woman, his dread growing. What if she was one of them? What if she was like Billy and Ashley? Perhaps her demeanor was all an act, just like theirs. When the lights went out, nothing would stop her from transforming and attacking. As if sensing his suspicions, Sherry turned her head and met his eyes. He smiled at her, but she didn’t acknowledge it. Her eyes were glassy and empty. He looked away.




A chill worked its way through Tom’s body.

That was the other thing. Heat. During their stay in the room, he’d gotten used to the relative warmth. It was much better than the cold outside. But that would go away, too, once the generator went down. The lack of heat would make them lethargic. Less coordinated in a fight. Tom had to store his energy. Although he wasn’t certain of much, he knew he’d need all the stamina he could muster.

Tom looked to his left, noticing movement. Rosemary stood next to him, her face torn with emotion. She’d removed something from her pocket and was staring at it. Jeffrey’s truck. She twirled the sticky, plastic object in her hands, leaving traces of blood on her fingertips. He hadn’t even been aware she’d salvaged it.

“I should’ve gone with them,” she whispered.

“Rosemary…” Tom said. “It’s not your fault.”

“I should’ve gone to my motherin-law’s.” Rosemary blinked back a tear. “If I had, maybe they’d still be alive.”

“You can’t know that.”

“If I’m going to die, I’d rather have died with them.”

Tom swallowed. He wanted to comfort her, but he didn’t have the heart to tell her he’d contemplated similar things.













	


Chapter Sixteen

Since Frederick had fired the pistol, the beasts were surprisingly quiet. Tom pictured them lurking in the dark, determining the best way to get to them. He alternated his gaze between the doors on either side of the room. Was it possible they sensed real danger? He doubted it. They’d shown no fear when attacking him and his comrades at the factory building, and he doubted they’d show fear now.

The more likely option was that they were biding their time.

The lights flickered.

Off. Then on again.

The generator was running out of juice. Tom’s eyes darted around the room. He studied the exits, envisioning the doors caving. For the past few minutes, he’d concentrated on defending their stronghold. What he hadn’t considered was the possibility of escape. What if they could get past the beasts and into the other room? It might come to that.

Tom didn’t know the hall that well. But Paul did. Maybe there was something else in the building that could help them.

He strode over to the man, leaving Rosemary and Frederick to guard the back door. Paul was leaning against the wall by the other barricade. Sven had left his side and resorted to pacing the room. Paul’s face was gaunt and pale. He swallowed nervously when he saw Tom coming.

“How long you figure we’ll have power?”




“Another few minutes, probably,” Paul said. “Once the generator starts running low, it doesn’t take long to shut off. Then we’ll be in the dark. It’ll get cold fast.”

“Where do the other doors lead?” Tom pointed to the entrance Paul was guarding. “I saw a few doors in the main hall, but I didn’t get a good look around.”

Paul spoke without hesitation, as if he were leading a guided tour. “There are four other doors out there. Across the room is the entrance. Then you have the supply closet. Nothing but mops and buckets in there. That’s all the way to the left. Then you have a bathroom. Lastly, there’s the door that leads to the basement.”

“What’s in the basement?”

Paul shook his head. “Not much—just some old boxes and fans. Things we don’t use anymore. John’s war memorabilia, mostly.”

“Who’s John?”

“The co-owner of the hall, remember? He died with the rest of them.” Paul beckoned at the door. “I saw his body among the others. I hardly recognized him. I think that was his arm next to the bar.” Paul swallowed a lump in his throat.

“I’m sorry to hear that.”

Paul looked at the floor. He pursed his lips. “He was a tough son of a bitch. You know, in the ten years I knew John, I never saw the man get emotional. He was very practical. Anytime something went wrong, he’d find the solution. He was like that all his life, from what I hear.”

“Where’d you meet him?”




“He was my neighbor. He lived a few houses down the street from me. I’d known him for years, and I used to attend all his events here at the hall. A few years ago, I retired from Pratt & Whitney, and I was planning to do some volunteer work for him.”

“How’d you end up as co-owner of the hall?”

“A year after I retired, my wife died of a heart attack. You spend all your years working somewhere, with the hope that you’ll enjoy retirement with the one you love. No one prepares you for what happens when your spouse dies.”

“I understand,” Tom said. With Lorena gone, he was in the same situation.

“Gertie used to do all the cooking, the cleaning, the bills. She was the anchor that held the house together. Without her, it felt like the whole house was floating out to sea, and I had no idea where I’d wash up. So I never got around to the volunteer work. And then John and I started talking one day. I used to walk around the neighborhood, you know, to keep my mind occupied. He called me over to his porch.” Paul turned the gun in his hands. “He told me he was getting older, and that he could use my help running the hall. It turns out John had no living relatives. He offered to make me a co-owner. I accepted. We’ve been running this place for five years now. It’s kept me busy, and I’ve grown to love it.”

“It sounds like it came at the perfect time.”

“It did. But now I’m not sure it matters anymore.” Paul bit his lips and stared at the door. “Once those things get in, it’ll all be over, anyway.”

Tom tightened his grip on the gun. “We’ll do what we have to do to stave them off.”




The lights flickered.

“It’s so quiet out there now,” Paul commented. “If I didn’t know better, I’d suggest we go outside to our cars and get the fuck out of here. But that’s probably what they want. There’s nowhere to go except here. I bet they’re enjoying this. The fuckers.”

Tom swallowed. He looked around the room, studying the faces of his companions. Rosemary held Jason’s truck, turning it in her hands, Frederick next to her. Sven had stopped pacing and was staring at the ceiling. Sherry readjusted under the counter, her head in her hands.

Tom dispelled the idea that Paul was right.

“We’ve made it a lot longer than the others,” Tom said. “If we can hold off a bit more, we might just get out of this thing yet.”

“I keep saying to myself, if John was the toughest son of a bitch I knew, and he died, what chance do I have of staying alive?” Paul stared despondently at the wall.

For the past hour, Paul had seemed full of fight, but now he seemed to be losing his resolve. Tom patted him on the shoulder.

“We’ll make it through this.”

Tom recalled Mark saying the same words to him a few hours ago. At the time, Tom had felt reassured. He tried to forget the fact that Mark was dead.

Paul sighed. “You know, Gertie was a big believer in the bible. She was always watching the news, listening to all the shit they spilled about wars and death. She was a positive woman, but every once in a while she slipped into this mode where she was certain the world was ending. I always laughed it off, of course. But now I’m wondering if she was right. Maybe the world is ending.”




Tom studied the rifle in his hands. “You know, Paul, when I was out there alone, I was thinking the same thing. But when I stumbled on that factory building and met Mark, when I learned about Colton’s ammunition, I realized these things could be killed. That made me change my mind. If God wanted us dead, I doubt he’d give us the means to defend ourselves.”

“I guess so,” Paul said, half-convinced.

“It’s up to us to get out of this. Whatever we have to do, we need to do it.”

Paul sighed. “You’re probably right, Tom. But say we survive until morning. Then what? How many people are even alive out there? And what happens to these creatures?”

“We won’t know until then. Hopefully that’ll be the end of it. We’ll see when we get there.”

Paul ignored him. “Even if we get to morning, that’s not going to bring back Gertie. And it’s not going to bring back John.”

Tom looked over at Paul sympathetically. Tom’s eyes immediately widened. In the time they’d been talking, unbeknownst to him, Paul had tucked the pistol underneath his chin. Tom reached for the man, but he was too late.

Before Tom could react, Paul squeezed the trigger and shot himself in the head.













	


Chapter Seventeen

The explosion rocked the room. Gore splattered Tom’s face and clothing. He tasted copper in his mouth, and he screamed, his voice overshadowing the ringing in his ears. Paul’s face, whole just seconds before, was now caved and bloodied. The man’s body went slack as his pistol clattered to the ground.

The others panicked. Sherry’s scream echoed off the walls, and Sven, Frederick, and Rosemary scrambled to make sense of the situation.

Tom’s heart collided with his ribcage. He reached for the man, hoping to rewind time, but there was nothing left to salvage. Paul was dead.

“Oh God!” Rosemary shrieked. She ran over to Tom, flailing her hands. “What happened? What the hell happened?”

“I was just talking with him, and he took the gun…” Tom’s voice trailed off. He tried to wipe the blood from his face, but only succeeded in smearing his jacket with Paul’s remains. He inched away from the body. His stomach felt sick and sour.

“Jesus Christ, man! Jesus Christ!” Frederick yelled.

Frederick and Sven joined Rosemary, surveying the body with terror-stricken eyes. Sherry climbed out from beneath the table. She stood against the wall, shocked and swaying for balance, holding her hammer.

Tom got to his feet. Bile still stung his throat. He glared around the room, as if Paul’s death would spark an immediate reaction from the beasts. But the room was quiet, save the disbelief of his companions and the generator’s constant, soon-to-be nonexistent growl.




He couldn’t believe what he’d witnessed. Paul had seemed despondent, but hell, they all were. To think he would give up now was unbelievable. Not after they’d survived half the night.

He was the most composed of us all.

“That motherfucker. I knew you shouldn’t have given him the gun.” Sven shook his head. “You should’ve given it to me, like I said. Now what are we going to do?”

Tom stared at Paul’s slack, lifeless figure. His body was a grim reminder of the fate that awaited them all. Tom snatched the gun on the ground and tucked it in his pants.

“Well, what are we going to do, Tom? Don’t you have all the answers?” Sven asked again.

Tom ignored the jab.

“Should we put him somewhere?” Frederick asked. 

“I’m not sure,” Tom said.

Tom’s coat was slick with blood and remains. The sight and smell were making him sick. Rosemary handed him a towel she’d located in one of the cabinets. Tom thanked her, then shirked off his jacket and used the towel to clean his face.

“I don’t think it’ll do any of us good staring at him,” he said, after a pause.

“Why don’t we put him in the broom closet?” Rosemary suggested.

“We need to do something, man. Those things probably smell him. They’re probably getting ready to come inside and eat the rest of us,” Frederick said. He stared at Paul’s caved, featureless face, and turned his head. Without warning, he threw up on the floor.




“Aw, man! What the hell? Now we have to smell that all night,” Sven groaned.

Tom shuddered. The room had become a perverse blend of smells and sights. Each second that Paul’s body remained only deepened their anxiety; they needed to do something. “All right. Let’s empty out the closet and put him in there. As awful as this is, it’s not going to do any of us good to keep looking at him.”

Tom headed over to the supply closet, keeping a wary eye on the doors. At any moment, he expected the creatures to fight their way in, preying on the survivors’ panic. He considered what Frederick had said; the creatures probably smelled the fresh odor of blood, even through the sickening mess they’d made in the other room.

Tom opened the door of the closet and removed the supplies with Rosemary’s assistance.

“I heard you two talking, but I wasn’t paying much attention,” she said guiltily. “I wish I’d done something.”

Tom cast aside a dustpan and a broom. “I don’t think there was anything any of us could’ve done. I think he had his mind made up,” Tom said. “We need to push on and keep calm. That’s the only way we’ll have a chance at surviving this.”

Rosemary chewed her lip silently. She removed a pail from the closet and placed it on the floor. “What did he say? You know, before he did it?”




“He was upset, Rosemary. Like we all are.”

Realizing the curtness in his voice, Tom softened his tone. “Can you hold my rifle?” he asked. She agreed. He called to Sven. “Can you help move him?”

Tom walked over to Paul’s body, taking hold of one of his legs. Sven took the other. They slid the dead man across the floor, pulling him over the red square tiles. Paul’s shirt bunched up, absorbing the blood on the floor like a sponge. Tom looked away, focused on the closet. When they reached it, he and Sven each took one of Paul’s arms and lifted him up.

The closet was small and compact, and he barely fit inside. They propped him up, fighting the gravity of his unsupported body, finally managing to shut him inside. When the door closed, he collapsed with a muted thump. Tom dispelled his guilt at stowing Paul away. There was no time for dignity. Not when survival was uncertain. Later, if there were a later, they’d find time to bury the dead.

With Paul out of sight, the others had calmed down somewhat, but the aftermath of the man’s death still hung in the air. Frederick had resorted to pacing the far end of the room, keeping away from the place where Paul had died. Sherry hid away underneath the table. Rosemary hung by Tom’s side; Sven kept an uneasy watch by the front door. Tom saw him eyeing the spare pistols, which Tom had tucked in his pants. He’d have to give them up soon. He was going to need help.

He couldn’t take on the beasts alone.

He’d have to trust the men, like it or not.

“I heard some of what you were saying to Paul,” Rosemary admitted. “It was hard to hear over the generator, but you were asking about the layout of the hall, right?”




“Yes.”

“Did you learn anything that might help us?”

“There are four other doors in the main room. Aside from the main entrance, there’s a door leading to the basement, a bathroom, and a closet. None of that seemed like it’d be much help.”

“Were you thinking of making a break for it?” Rosemary asked.

“No. I was just thinking that if we ended up out there, it’d be good to know where to run.” Tom sighed wearily. He was exhausted and emotionally drained. Watching Paul die had only added to the weight of the tragedies he’d already witnessed that night. His tired, cramped legs were worn out from standing.

“It’s been quiet for a while,” Rosemary whispered, after a pause. “Do you think they’re still out there?”

“I doubt they’ll leave,” Tom answered. “Not without getting to us first.”

“Maybe they’ve found something else that interests them. Maybe they moved on to easier targets.”

Tom shrugged. As appealing as the idea was, he doubted its truthfulness. Before he considered it further, the lights flickered.

Tom glanced at the ceiling. Rosemary shifted uncomfortably.

“How much longer do you think we have?” she asked nervously. “You know, with the power?”

“I’m surprised it’s lasted as long as it has. Paul said it would—”




As if on cue, the generator sputtered.

The lights went out.











	


PART THREE – THE BATTLE













	


Chapter Eighteen

Sherry screamed. Tom’s heart galloped. Even though he’d been expecting the power to fail, it didn’t make it any less frightening. He stared into the gloom, trying to discern the shapes of his companions. He heard the rustle of coats and the swish of pant legs, and a second later, saw the screens of several phones blinking on. Rosemary held hers in the air.

“Tom?” Rosemary whispered.

“I’m here.”

He felt Rosemary’s hand on his arm. Across the room, Sven waved his cellphone through the darkness. “That’s better,” he said.

“I can’t see shit,” Frederick complained from further away.

“Maybe that’s better,” Sven said. “You won’t be able to watch yourself get eaten.”

“Hopefully they get you first, fat boy,” Frederick retorted. He attempted to be insulting, but Tom could tell his retort was half-hearted, laced with fear.

“Does anyone else have phones?” Tom asked.

The others confirmed they didn’t.

“Sven and Rosemary, you should probably keep the phones off,” Tom suggested. “Save the batteries. We might need them later.”

They agreed, and a moment later, the room plunged back into darkness. With the generator dead, the building went silent. There were no noises from the parking lot. The quiet felt like a second entity waiting to spring. Tom stared in the direction of the doors. Once they opened, he’d have seconds to aim. Barely enough time to fire a shot. Right before the power went out, he’d been prepared to pass out the weapons.




Palms slapped the floor in front of him. Someone was coming toward him. Tom heard the person whimpering.

“Who’s there?” he asked, though he’d already guessed.

“Sherry.”

The woman crawled until he felt her hot breath on his face. He smelled the remnants of a previous meal on her breath—some sort of spices and meat. “I want to stay over here by you guys, if that’s all right,” she said.

“Okay,” he said. How could he refuse?

“You have guns,” she clarified, her voice shaking.

Tom swallowed. The woman was right, but he hardly felt like a leader. Tom was as apprehensive as the rest of them. Sherry crouched a few feet away. Though he couldn’t see her, he pictured the woman’s hollow eyes looking at him in the darkness. He felt a surge of uneasiness. It was time to pass out the guns.

Sven stifled a cough. Frederick mumbled something indecipherable.

“Everyone listen up. Let’s meet in the middle. Get in between the two doors. When those things break in, we’ll need every bit of distance and time we can get,” Tom suggested. Nervous grunts of agreement emanated from the darkness.

Tom scurried through the darkness on hands and knees, Rosemary and Sherry behind him. Across from him, Sven and Frederick did the same. The floor was cold through his gloves. Tom smelled cleaning products, vomit, and the coppery odor of Paul’s blood. He gagged. The memory of the gunshot—of Paul’s splattered face—was an image he couldn’t erase.




Soon the five of them met in the room’s center. They shuffled until they were against the wall.

“I’m going to need your help. All of you,” Tom started. “We need to pull it together.”

Whether it was the looming silence or the darkness of the room, he wasn’t sure, but this time there were no arguments. The room was pin drop quiet.

“Sven and Frederick, I know you two have had your differences. But you need to put that aside. Otherwise we’re going to end up like the people in the other room. Is that how you want to end up?”

Sven and Frederick shifted in the darkness.

“Is that how you want to end up?” Tom asked again, forcing them to answer.

“No,” Sven mumbled.

Frederick sighed. “Seeing Paul’s face like that…it was awful. I don’t want to end up like that.”

“Whatever you need us to do, we’ll do it,” Sven concluded.

Tom sucked in a breath and continued.

“Here’s what we’re going to do. I’m going to use Rosemary’s light to show you how to use the pistols. Then, between the four of us, we’ll cover the doors. Sven and Frederick will cover the door to the hall. Rosemary and I will cover the door leading outside. Sherry, stick between us; there’s no way to know which one of them the things will come through.”




“Okay,” Sherry murmured.

“I’m good with that,” Frederick said.

“Me, too,” Sven agreed.

Sven and Frederick listened intently while Tom caught them up to speed on the guns. He reloaded them while the men watched. When he was finished, the men asked several questions, and he answered them the best he could.

“When it’s time to reload, stick together, and we’ll cover each other.” Tom aimed his pistol at the back door. “Now let’s go.”

The two groups shuffled a few feet away from each other, assuming their positions, keeping Sherry in between them. Rosemary shut off the light. The last thing Tom saw was Sherry’s panicked eyes.

With the light off, Tom stared intently into the gloom, expecting to see shapes in the darkness, things springing to life. But the room was black and impenetrable. They remained in silence for several minutes. Listening. Every so often, coats rustled or someone drew a frightened breath. Each noise made Tom’s heart stammer. He pictured beasts in every direction, stalking them. What if one of the beasts was crouched in the darkness? What if his friends had turned?

He tried to convince himself he would’ve heard something.

Billy and Ashley had been vocal and violent, their transformations unmistakable. Their stretching limbs had been punctuated by growls. If someone else turned, he’d hear the person, and he’d take care of them. That was it.




Tom thought back to the time he’d spent in the factory building. It was a little warmer in the Knights of Columbus, but the fear was just as biting. In some ways, the anticipation of the beasts was worse than facing them.

At least in the factory, he had the windows to watch.

Here he had nothing.

They hovered in silence for several minutes, afraid to speak, afraid to move. Outside, the wind kicked up, pelting the building with snow. Tom wondered how much more had piled up in the time he’d been indoors. He envisioned the cars in the parking lot smothered in white. For all he knew, the building itself was encased in ice, impenetrable to the outside world. He cast away the irrational thought and calmed his breathing.

He focused on getting to morning. If he concentrated hard enough, he could picture daylight pushing through the storm, repelling the beasts with the morning sun.

Night couldn’t last forever.

Could it?
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A scratching noise emanated from a distant corner. Tom twisted his head to look, forgetting the light was off. Something skittered across the room. His pulse spiked. It didn’t sound like something large. Probably a rodent. But how could he be sure?

Rosemary and Sven turned on their cellphones, shining them at the distant walls. They saw nothing.

Tom waited for the noise to resume, but it didn’t.




“Rats,” Sven grunted in the near-darkness, after a pause.

Sherry laughed nervously. The sound was unnatural and forced, as if it’d taken her effort to muster. Rosemary clung to Tom’s sleeve and they shut off the lights.

Tom pictured Paul slumped over in the closet, blood leaking from his ruined face. Perhaps the rats had gotten to him already. The memory of the gunshot—of the man’s final, despondent words—was still fresh in Tom’s mind.

The fact that Paul was in the closet still bothered Tom, though he knew there was no time to rectify it. He thought of Lorena’s gutted, unclaimed body. How many others were out in the streets, awaiting a burial they might never receive? Plainfield had become a twenty square-kilometer burial ground, filled with the remnants of the people who used to occupy it.

Tom arched his back, stretching tired, tense limbs. Without his jacket, his arms were goose-bumped. The room would get much colder soon. Without heat, the chill from outside would infiltrate the cracks and crevices of the building, subjecting the occupants to the bitter temperature.

He let his mind wander. After a few minutes, he’d settled into a more comfortable position. A voice sprang from the darkness.

“I’m sorry,” someone whispered.

“Huh?” Tom shifted in the darkness.

“I’m sorry,” a voice repeated. The voice was cracked, distraught. It took Tom a second to recognize Sherry.




“What are you talking about?” Tom asked.

“What happened to my sister and my niece was my fault.” Sherry sniffled. “I lied to Frederick about what happened, and I’m sorry.”

“What do you mean?” Frederick asked.

Sherry took a deep breath. “My sister and my niece were supposed to come with me to the shelter. They were still inside the house, packing. I was supposed to warm up the car.” Sherry paused and wiped her nose in the darkness. “I went outside and cleaned off the car, then I sat in it, waiting. That’s when two of those things came out. At first I thought I was seeing things. It wouldn’t be the first time.”

Tom swallowed. It was the most he’d heard Sherry speak all night, and he was hesitant to interrupt her.

Sherry continued. “I got out of rehab last week and…well, I haven’t been entirely clean. I figured it was my mind playing tricks on me. So I watched and waited as the creatures went inside the house.” Sherry paused to wipe her face. “And then I heard the screams. They were awful, horrible screams. It sounded like bodies being turned inside out. It was even worse knowing it was my relatives, and I wasn’t doing anything to help. But I couldn’t move. I just…couldn’t. So I stayed in my seat. I was so frightened. And then the screams stopped, and I started the car, and I drove, and I kept going until I got stuck on the side of the road. That’s when you found me, Frederick.”

“So you left them behind?” Frederick repeated. “That’s messed up.”

“Yes,” Sherry said, letting out an enormous sob. “What was I going to do? If I went inside, I would’ve died with them. I can’t stop thinking about them. I keep wondering if there’s some chance they’re still alive…if they’re waiting for me…my niece was only eight years old…” Her voice trailed off as she succumbed to her tears. They listened as the woman bawled. Tom tried comforting her, but no words helped the distraught woman.




After a few minutes of crying, Sherry fell silent. Tom thought about what she’d said. It certainly explained how disconsolate she’d been. In some situations, what Sherry had done might be considered horrible, but what help could she have offered her relatives against the beasts, other than dying herself?

What precedent was there to the nightmare they’d found themselves in?
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They’d been sitting still for a while when they heard another noise.

“What’s that?” Frederick whispered.

Tom jolted to attention. Rosemary attempted to turn on her cellphone, but the light wouldn’t come on.

“Dammit. My cellphone’s dead,” she whispered.

“What about yours, Sven?” Tom asked.

“Mine’s running low, too.”

He heard the large man digging into his jacket, and a moment later a thin light came on from ten feet away. The phone illuminated the frightened faces of the survivors.

It quickly blinked and shut off.




“Shit.”

Ever since Sherry’s confession, there’d been little noise outside. Now something was happening. The commotion had started again. The beasts were growing agitated, their guttural growls across the parking lot. They stirred and stomped the snow, filling the air with their snarls.

It sounded like they were moving in a circle. Tom listened as the noises ebbed and flowed, as if the creatures were performing some perverse ritual. He pictured the creatures’ gruesome silhouettes soaking in the last rays of the moon. Were they paying homage to whatever gruesome god had created them? Were they acting on instinct?

The racket reminded Tom of tribal, ancient rituals, things he didn’t understand. Things he didn’t want to understand. He’d do anything for the commotion to stop and for the beasts to disappear.

But he knew that wouldn’t happen.

More than likely, the beasts were preparing for whatever sick slaughter they had in mind. It sounded like the waning of the moon was ramping them up, driving them to frenzy. The beasts collided with one another, growling and panting. The noise instilled a deep panic in Tom—not the fear of dying, but the fear of the moments before death. He couldn’t imagine being sliced apart and devoured. The thought gave him dull aches all over his body, as if his mind was prepping him for the pain.

The beasts roared. They collided against one another, their snarls rising to a crescendo. At last, one final, unifying howl filled the air.

And then the noise stopped.













	


Chapter Nineteen

Without the comforting light of their phones to fall back on, the survivors found themselves immersed in darkness. It was as if some cruel god had stripped them of their hope, one strand at a time.

“They’re coming,” Tom said, keeping his voice low. “Be ready.”

The aura of the beasts loomed like a storm cloud. Even without the assistance of cellphones, Tom’s internal clock estimated that it was almost five o’clock in the morning, late enough that daylight felt like a reality rather than a promise.

But it was a reality they might never see.

The room reeked of blood, vomit, and men’s sweat. Tom crinkled his nose, trying to block out the foul odor, but it was stuck in his nostrils, ingrained in his memory. He listened alertly, exhausted, anxious, hearing more scuttling in the darkness. More than likely, the rodents were waiting in dark hiding places, ready to come out and scavenge whatever was left of the survivors.

Tom clutched the rifle in his hands, aiming into the darkness. A soft parade of footfalls hit the snow outside. Rosemary sucked in a breath.

“You ready?” he whispered.

“I think so,” she said. In the darkness, he heard her swallow. “How can I be? Whatever happens, I appreciate what you’ve done tonight, Tom. Whether we succeeded or not, you helped me.”

Tom nodded. His eyes welled up, but he was unable to answer.




Somewhere in the darkness, he heard Sherry mumbling a prayer. Her voice was hoarse, uneven, but she sounded strangely more comforted than she had before.

Without warning, pounding ensued on the doors around them. Unlike before, these noises were adamant, aggressive. The creatures’ growls were loud and unrestrained, their claws bent on damage. The doors rattled against the barricades. Piles of chairs crashed from the tables, plummeting to the floor. Tables creaked and groaned.

The survivors rose to their feet like defendants in a courtroom, awaiting a verdict. Rosemary clung to Tom, aiming her pistol into the darkness. Tom shifted his attention back and forth between the doors, wondering which would be the first to cave. The doors rattled on weak, protesting hinges. The din of the beasts was loud and unforgiving. Tom longed for the cover of the generator—anything to drown out their nasty snarls.

It’d been hours since he’d seen one of the things, long enough that his mind distorted and exaggerated their appearance, making the creatures seem even worse than he remembered. He couldn’t imagine facing them again. Weapons or not, there were only so many he could take down. Eventually he’d succumb to biting mouths and claws. His companions would die with him, ripped apart in the darkness, food for creatures that were better fit for hell than Earth.

Stop it, Tom.

He forced himself to think back to the words he’d spoken to Sven and the others, rousing speeches that he half-believed. Earlier in the night, he’d been ready to die to take the beasts down, but he’d forgotten the reason.




He’d promised Rosemary they’d find Jason and Jeffrey. Although there was a good chance the children were dead, there was still the possibility they’d escaped. He thought of his own son, facing his last moments in an overturned car. Tom would’ve wanted his son to know he hadn’t stopped trying to reach him.

Rosemary’s children deserved the same thing.

Tom reminded himself of that as the beasts pounded the doors. He’d already killed several of the beasts. He could kill these, too. He kept telling himself these things as the refrigerator slid backward and crashed to the ground. He focused his fear into anger.

The beasts had killed Lorena.

They’d killed Mark, Abby, and others.

They’d slaughtered the whole town.

“Get ready!” he yelled to the others.

“I’m ready! I’m ready to take these motherfuckers down!” Frederick cried.

“Me too!” Sven growled in agreement.

The survivors shifted in the darkness as they got in a position to fire. Tom soaked in the last few moments of relative calm, knowing it’d be over soon.

And then it began.

The first door to break was the one leading to the interior hall. Sven and Frederick cried out as the table legs ground mercilessly against the floor. The door whipped open, slamming against the wall.

Tom caught glimpses of the creatures in the dark. Fragments of moonlight shined through the hall and into the kitchen. The lighting was spotty, but enough to see the first beasts scrambling over the barricade. Frederick and Sven were the first to fire. Their deafening, abrupt gunshots signified the end of the survivors’ refuge. The beasts roared as bullets struck them. Tom heard the sound of collapsing thumps as several of them fell sideways.




“We got ‘em!” Frederick screamed. “Goddammit, we got ‘em!”

“Keep going! Don’t let up!” Tom screamed.

His voice was drowned out by gunfire. Another beast entered the room and fell. Sven whooped in triumph as another beast collapsed. More beasts entered, and Tom aimed his rifle and joined in. He succeeded in striking a few of them down, listening as Rosemary joined in next to him.

They fired intermittently for almost a minute, battling back the beasts, listening to the things’ ghastly bellows. Several creatures tore full-speed, only to be halted by bullets before they got a chance to enter. Some of the bullets missed their mark, but the survivors complemented each other—where one person failed, another hit the target. Finally the doorway cleared, and Tom stared into the moonlit hall, waiting for more to emerge.

“That can’t be all of them,” Frederick whispered, awe-struck. “Can it?”

“There have to be more,” Sven confirmed.

The barricade shuddered behind them, indicating there were more outside, but the main hall looked clear.

“Be careful,” Tom said. “Stay away from the door.”




They huddled in a group, retreating a few steps further from the bodies of the dead beasts that littered the room. Other bodies lay just past the doorway. Some were slumped in the hall. The survivors’ anxious breaths rose above the clatter. Suddenly, without a sound, Sherry pushed past Tom. She ran toward the open door, raising her hammer.

“Sherry! Where are you going?” Tom yelled.

The woman kept running. Whether she’d finally lost it, or was determined to escape, Tom wasn’t sure. Sherry clambered over the mound of dead beasts, navigating around the bodies as if she were running a marathon. He raised his rifle and took a step after her.

“Get back here!” he cried.

“Leave me alone!” she shrieked. “I’m getting out of here!”

Tom watched her clamber over the mountainous bodies, struggling for footing. For a moment, he entertained the idea that she might escape, that there might be a means to get the rest of them out of there.

A dark shadow appeared in the doorway, crushing his hope. Sherry stopped in her tracks. She raised her hammer.

“Get back!” Tom cried, retreating himself.

The incoming beast advanced. It raised its claws to attack. Sherry swung the hammer, her arms shaking in anger.

“You son of a bitch! I’ll kill you!” she shrieked, flailing at the thing.




The creature reared up and shook its head, oblivious to her threats. Tom tried to draw a bead on it, but Sherry’s incessant movement obscured a clear shot. Sherry continued to shout, her voice increasing in volume, filling the room with her crazed words.

The beast cocked its head, stuck in an animal trance.

Then it broke free.

The creature snagged hold of Sherry, lifting her high in the air, dangling her by her throat. She gurgled, her legs kicked weakly beneath her.

“Holy fuck!” Sven screamed.

The creatures slashed her stomach. Tom took aim and fired, shooting the beast’s leg, knowing it was too late. Sherry fell to the ground, a gnarled, screaming heap of blood. The creature fell backward, but another was already leaping through and taking its place, burying its snout into the fallen woman. Her last scream was cut short by the creature’s opened maw. Tom fired again, striking the second beast in the head, sending it reeling to the side.

Those beasts were only the beginning.

There were more. Lots of them.

The open doorway was like a portal to hell, ushering the things inside. Dark, massive bodies lunged through the entrance. Tom saw only bits and pieces of their visages in the dim lighting. The room erupted in screams and movement. Tom backpedaled to join the others. The four remaining survivors readied their guns, their faces lit with terror. Together they fired at the approaching masses. The muzzle flashes of their guns provided brief bursts of illumination, like dance-club strobe lighting. Tom couldn’t even tell what he was hitting. The primal shrieks of the beasts were the only clues he had that he was connecting with anything. His ears rang from gun blasts.




He stepped backward as he fired, wishing there were somewhere to run. But they’d already gone as far as they were able. The remaining barricade shook and rattled behind them. Once it crumbled, there’d be nowhere left to seek refuge.

The survivors were hopelessly pinned. Sven yelled something, but whatever he said was lost in the commotion. Tom gritted his teeth and fired round after round, knowing soon they’d be out of ammunition, swarmed by beasts, hardly in a position to reload. The beasts continued to raid the room.

Furred, vicious bodies howled and toppled over. The only thing delaying the inevitable was the limited width of the doorway. The beasts were forced to contend with their fallen brethren, climbing over them with thick, inhuman limbs. Each time one of them gained ground, either Tom, Rosemary, Sven, or Frederick knocked it back, increasing the size of the mound by the doorway. Tom could no longer see Sherry’s body. It was covered in a carpet of beasts, as if the woman had grown fur and become one of them. Tom had the quick, shuddering thought that his earlier premonition had come true.

The room grew dark as more beasts filled the entrance. Tom could barely see his companions or the things he was shooting at. But soon that wouldn’t matter.




It was almost over.

Rosemary was the first to run out of ammunition. Her terrified shriek was the first sign of the end. Tom saw her falter in his peripheral vision. The ear-splitting sound of gunfire went quieter. He squeezed the trigger. He tried to calculate the number of shots he might have left, but it was pointless. His brain was over-stimulated, addled by commotion and terror. Sven moved forward to take Rosemary’s place, shouting for her to get behind him.

“Try reloading!” Sven screamed. His words were a combination of forced bravery and terror. “I’ll hold them back!” He took a defiant step forward, protecting Rosemary.

One of the creatures scurried over the pile of bodies, growling. Tom fired, but missed. The beast raced across the room and lunged through the air.

Before anyone could do anything, it grabbed hold of Sven.

Too late, Rosemary shrieked a warning.

The thing pitched Sven to the ground. Sven rolled, but there was nowhere for him to maneuver. Tom heard crashing underneath the preparation table. Tom tried to aim but couldn’t see well enough to assist.

The fat man’s final, paralyzed scream pierced the air.

And then the last barricade caved.













	


Chapter Twenty

Tom lost his balance as something struck him in the back. He fell to the floor hard, losing his wind and his grip on the gun. His rifle skittered into the darkness. Gunfire, rife in the air just moments before, had ceased, giving way to the montage of beasts. The area filled with replacement noises—growls and screams, the clatter of falling, displaced objects.

Something else hit Tom in the back of the leg. Pain rippled through his body, and he crawled on hands and knees, moving away from whatever he’d collided with. The floor was sticky with blood. He kept crawling, weaving around the things he could only vaguely discern. He listened for the others.

Frederick and Rosemary screamed unintelligibly. Between the ringing in his ears and the commotion, the room was a wall of noise, and Tom couldn’t decipher anything.

“Rosemary? Frederick?” he screamed.

Straining to listen, he picked out a few phrases.

“Over here!” Rosemary hollered.

From across the room, Frederick screamed, “I can’t see nothin’!”

Their words were a small, hopeless lifeline in a turbid sea. Tom knew they’d be overtaken at any moment. He needed his weapon.

Where the hell was it?

He scooted forward on hands and knees. The beasts had taken over the room. Their claws clicked the floor both in front of him and behind, sending pricks of terror through his body. Their moving bodies blocked off the majority of the light from both ends of the room. Tom’s breath came in jagged gasps. He resisted the urge to get up, to run, fearing his proximity to the ground was the only thing keeping him alive. His hope was that he could shrink low to the ground, making him a smaller target. He desperately wanted to help the others.




But what could he do?

A terrified cry told him Rosemary had gotten to her feet. He heard the slap of her boots on the floor, then the fading sound of her shrieking. It sounded like she’d managed to get outside. She’d made it! He spun to look behind him, hoping to follow suit, but all he made out were masses of movement. Rosemary’s terror-stricken voice faded into the night. He listened as several of the beasts gave chase, their snarls heightening. Several gunshots rang out in the night air.

And then the noises ceased.

No!

Rosemary…!

Tom had failed her. He’d failed them all. Choking on his emotion, he moved forward. Something was coming up behind him. He had to move. He sprang forward, bumping face-first into something warm and musky. He recoiled in terror. The object wasn’t moving. It was one of the dead beasts.

He groped at the still-warm body, clutching its fur. Then he moved his hands down the side, frantically searching for a place to hide. The beast was higher off the ground than he was. It took him a second to determine why. Two dead beasts had fallen on top of each other. Something snorted behind him. Without thinking, Tom burrowed between the two bodies. The cloying odor of beasts threatened to smother him, but Tom kept wriggling, praying to God he could stay hidden.




What if one of the dead beasts sprang to life? What if they aren’t dead?


There was no time to think about it.

Soon he was underneath them, gasping quietly for air. The dead weight of the creature on top of him compressed his lungs. He listened to the snarls of the creatures as they ravaged the room. Objects shattered against walls. Vicious claws tore through the cabinets. He heard the slurp of buried maws, feasting on what he presumed was Sven’s body. Was Frederick dead, too? He hadn’t heard the man in a while. Tom had a stabbing sense of loss that he didn’t have time to digest.

Chances were, he wouldn’t be alive long enough to feel it.

Tom quietly pulled his arms to his face, the instinct to protect himself still strong. He breathed in and out, focused on keeping alive. His heart beat into the body of the beast below him, and he feared he might hear a second heart beating back.

As long as I’m breathing, I’m alive.

He told himself that with each passing second, as the creatures sniffed and snorted around him. Tom stiffened. He recalled how the creatures seemed to detect human presence, no matter where they hid. He held his breath, certain they’d find him.

They’re going to know I’m here, and they’re going to rip the things off me, and then I’ll be ripped open.

He waited for the bodies to be cast aside and for claws to grab him. His pulse pounded in his temples as he held his breath. His lungs begged for oxygen.




Don’t breathe…don’t breathe…

The weight on top of him got heavier. One of the things clambered over the dead beast on top of him. Tom grimaced in pain; his ribs felt like they were being crushed. His head pounded from lack of oxygen.

Once they found him, he’d—

A scream pierced the air. Footsteps pounded from the far end of the room. Someone else was alive. Tom heard pained, desperate curses spilling from a man’s mouth as he fled the room and out into the night. Frederick!


The pressure on top of Tom receded, and suddenly the room erupted in roars and growls as the things chased after the fleeing man. Tom held his breath as the backdrop of noise moved further away. The room went preternaturally still. He let air slip from his mouth, relieving the pressure in his lungs, and tried to wriggle free. He needed freedom. He needed to move.

He needed to help Frederick.

Tom wormed sideways, fighting the fleshy folds of the beasts—skin that seemed like it was intent on trapping him—and found his way into the open. He spat the taste of matted, sticky fur from his mouth. Fresh air filled his lungs as he sucked in his first full breath. He looked around.

With the back door open and no bodies blocking the threshold, moonlight crept in, illuminating the lifeless bodies on the floor. Most were large and inhuman. One was Sven’s. The man had been flayed open and half-eaten. Swallowing sickness and guilt, Tom ran for the back door, watching a pack of beasts chase down Frederick. The man screamed as he limped off into the night, the creatures almost on top of him.




I have to help him!

Tom scoured the room for a weapon, but all he saw were bodies and gore.

No guns.

A sharp cry drew his attention. The creatures had encircled Frederick, and they batted him like cats with a ball of unrolled twine. Frederick’s clothes hung off him, his skin dripped blood. He feinted in several directions, hoping to find an escape route, but each time, the creatures sliced his skin, keeping him in the middle. He doubled over, clutching his pistol.

He has a gun! Thank God, he has a gun…

Frederick pointed it at the creatures and attempted to fire, but the gun clicked empty.

“Get the fuck away from me!” he screamed through panicked breaths.

Before Tom could think about helping, Frederick was knocked to the snow and drowned by beasts. They tore into the man like animals sharing a trough, scratching and vying for bits of food. Frederick gurgled several times and went silent.

No…!

Tom blinked hard and backed away. He stared outside but couldn’t find Rosemary. She was gone, too. And he’d be next. While the creatures were preoccupied with Frederick, he needed to hide. When they were finished, they’d come back.




Tom spun and ran across the bloodstained room. Where could he hide? The thought of being sandwiched between the beasts again made him sick. He couldn’t do that. He’d rather die than be trapped. Keep going.


Snarls ripped through the air behind him. He envisioned the cluster of beasts outside in the snow, crunching over the white landscape to get to him. Tom stepped over massive, fur-covered bodies. In the semi-dark, he saw pairs of eyes and glistening teeth. He envisioned a claw reaching up and grabbing an ankle, ripping him back to the floor, but none did.

He clambered over the mini-mountain of several bodies, resorting to hands and feet to maneuver. His fingers slid through blood-greased fur.

He reached the main hall.

The pungent smell of blood and death was even worse. He recalled the words Paul had spoken earlier. It seemed like days ago instead of hours.

“There are four other doors out there. Across the room is the entrance. Then you have the supply closet. Nothing but mops and buckets in there. That’s all the way to the left. Then you have a bathroom. Lastly, there’s the door that leads to the basement.”

Tom flew through the room, considering his options. He couldn’t go back outside. He’d already ruled that out. Neither the supply closet nor the bathroom would keep him safe. That left the basement. Ironically, while the day grew brighter, Tom would wait for it in another dank, musty hole.

He ignored the carnage around him—Rosemary’s children, John, the hall owner, the others he didn’t know and would never know—and kept moving. His boots skidded through slick, gruesome remains. He slid into the door, groping with shaky fingers for the handle. Please don’t be locked.





It wasn’t.

The knob turned freely in his hand, and Tom pulled the door open. Nothing leapt out at him, but he made out the dim details of a staircase. He glanced over his shoulder. Feral sounds emanated from somewhere behind him, but nothing close.

He drew in a breath, sucking in the unleashed odors of another unused room.

Then he descended into it.













	


Chapter Twenty-One

Halfway down the staircase, Tom stopped and listened. It was unlikely any creatures were down here—the door had been closed, after all—but he couldn’t be certain. He groped the wall, feeling his way down in the dark. Spider webs tickled his fingers and face, proof that the room had been closed off for a while. He felt a small tinge of relief, but not enough to settle his nerves.

He heard the beasts somewhere in the kitchen, but none seemed to have noticed him.

He placed one foot in front of the other, his boots slipping on the dusty stairs. The gloom was thick and impenetrable. Tom navigated with his other four senses, praying he could get somewhere quiet, somewhere safe. Somewhere they couldn’t smell him. Without weapons, his last hope was to hide. He’d wait out the final moments until daybreak in the quietude of the cellar.

Outside, the creatures scampered and howled, tearing through the snow and dragging out the last pieces of Frederick, Rosemary, and Sven. He swallowed his sickness. He couldn’t think about that. Not now.

Instead, Tom pictured the moon succumbing to daylight.

Even an overcast day would be preferable to this.

He made his way down the stairs, fearing he’d feel something warm and furred in front of him, waiting in the darkness. But there was nothing, save the dewy air wrapping its cold arms around him.

The creatures brayed and roared, as if they sensed the finality of the night. He envisioned them holding the remains of their prey up to the heavens, enjoying the last of the moon’s failing rays.




Tom gritted his teeth—both to stop them from chattering, and to dispel thoughts that he’d survived. He had the sudden, irrational notion that the beasts might detect his hope. Tom hunkered in the cold and tried to clear his mind of everything.

I’ve almost made it.

After a while, the noises abated. Tom heard the sound of objects being dragged. Thumps and bangs moved across the room above, from the interior to the outside.

He recalled the way the beasts had hidden the body of the beast Mark had killed outside the machine shop. They must be doing the same thing now. Cleaning up after themselves, taking care of their own.

The process was as sickening as it was logical.

The noises made Tom ill. But they gave him a surge of satisfaction. That’s right, you fuckers. You might’ve killed most of us, but we got some of you, too.

The noises carried on endlessly, filling Tom with a mixture of fear and hope. The dragging sounds were so close it sounded like he could reach up and touch the dead beasts. Finally the floor above him settled into silence. Tom kept his head cocked at the ceiling, as if his ears might’ve stopped working, as if the beasts were playing some trick, but he heard nothing save the fading din of the creatures.

With the beasts gone, Tom exhaled. He relaxed his grip on the flashlight and rubbed his hands together for warmth. He couldn’t see the sky outside. He resigned himself to waiting another hour before he surfaced.




He’d keep an ear out for the creatures in that time.

The night felt like one terrified, held breath, fighting to get out.

Tom battled a swell of emotions—the urge to rejoice as strong as the urge to cry. The sensation of loss was like a pill he’d swallowed hours ago, slowly taking effect. Whether he’d made it or not, Lorena was gone. So were the others. Tom leaned back against one of the cardboard boxes and drank in relief and regret.













	


Chapter Twenty-Two

He was snapped to attention by a creaking floorboard.

Tom sprang upright, scraping against one of the opened boxes behind him. He grabbed hold of it, terrified he’d make more noise. The wind quaked outside, slamming drifts of snow against the building. He heard the release of pressure on the wood above him, the groan of another footstep. The noise was so subtle he had to replay it in his head to believe it.

Who—or what—was up there?

Tom couldn’t be sure. He remained stock-still. He refrained from moving. Any motion he made, no matter how subtle, could give up his presence.

Was it a survivor, looking for help? Was it someone else who had made it to the shelter? Even if it were someone with good intent, Tom couldn’t risk going upstairs. No way in hell. He’d risked enough over the course of the night, and announcing his presence could be the death of both of them.

He resigned to wait and listen.

Another minute passed in silence. Tom chewed his lip, the pain keeping him awake and alert. He imagined the world outside filling with light. He hadn’t heard any indication the creatures were nearby, certainly no signs they were coming back.

The floorboard creaked again. This time the noise was coming from midway across the room above him. The wood groaned and complained as something traveled across it. The steps were faster, louder, more persistent. Something was moving across the hall, coming in the direction of the cellar.




It couldn’t be another survivor.

Nobody would know he was here.

Not unless they smelled him.

Tom raised himself to a crouch. He grabbed the top of one of the boxes for support, reaching inside. He was defenseless. He needed a weapon. Something. His hand slid across picture frames, crinkled newspapers, and hats. He flicked on the flashlight, cupping the end to dampen the beam. He tilted it and shined it into the box. A young, clean-shaven soldier stared back at him from a picture frame. Paul’s words reverberated in his head.

“John’s war memorabilia.”

A sliver of hope battled the fear of adrenaline. The footsteps were almost at the door. Tom brushed aside the items in the box, frantic. He turned his attention to another box—a bigger one—and opened the lid. He cast aside more pictures and papers, heart thrumming. Then he saw something. A long, thin object buried beneath a stack of picture frames. He yanked the thing loose, pulling it out and hoisting it in the air.

Holy shit.

He swallowed.

The antique sword was still in its sheath, the engraved handle poking out from the other end. Tom tucked the flashlight under his arm, pulling the weapon free. He cast the sheath aside, exposing two feet of still-sharp blade.

Tom grabbed the flashlight and snapped it off. He stood.

Before he could prepare for what was on the other side, the door burst open, revealing the massive, snarling visage of one of the beasts at the threshold. The creature’s body filled the doorway. The backlight of the moon revealed its unfurled claws, its opened mouth. It roared, feral and enraged. There was no mistaking its intention.




Not all of the beasts were gone.

This one was here.

Tom’s breath caught in his throat.

He backpedaled and the flashlight clattered to the ground. He raised the sword in the air, realizing at once how unprepared he was for fighting with a blade. With a gun, he could’ve fired from a distance, but with a sword—

The beast leapt.

Tom was immediately knocked backward, landing on his butt and sliding across the floor. Instead of attacking, he rolled, dodging a swipe from the creature’s claws. Its nails screamed against the cement. He cried out and staggered to his feet. The creature was little more than a hulking shadow in the darkness, a final, hellish demon that had come to finish him off.

Tom smelled the musk of its skin and the rancid odor of its breath, tainting the air with blood and meat. The beast lunged. Tom swung the sword. The blade cleaved the thing’s stomach, and it roared and stepped back. Tom recalled the way the things had fallen from the bullets in the gun.

But they had been from silver.

What was this made of?

He had no idea, but he’d find out.

Gritting his teeth, Tom swung the sword. This time the beast was ready, and it leapt to the side, avoiding the blow. Before Tom could recover, the creature batted his leg, sending him reeling backward. He hit the floor hard. Tom knocked against the boxes, toppling them over and rolling among their contents. He scrambled among picture frames, medals, and souvenirs, trying to find purchase.




The beast advanced. Tom gave up trying to stand, scrabbling backward and trying to keep hold of his sword. The blade dragged against the ground. His jeans snagged on something and ripped. The creature hovered over him. Tom raised his sword, but before he could fight, the beast grabbed his arms and launched him sideways into the wall. Tom bashed into the concrete, sharp pain filling his shoulder, the breath ripped out of him.

He sagged to the ground.

Tom ducked as the creature’s claw came at him, scraping the wall where his face had been. He staggered to his feet, realizing how foolish he’d been to think he could fight the thing off. Tom swung the blade without aim, his intent to drive the thing back, to give himself some room. The tip sliced the creature’s skin; hot blood splattered his face. Tom recoiled.

The sword was working.

I wounded it.

Stay back, you piece of shit!

If he had the will or the breath, Tom might’ve yelled the words. Instead he slashed the air, encouraged. The beast faltered. Its eyes blazed with vicious intent, but Tom thought he detected a reflex of fear.




He recalled television shows he’d seen of predators in the wild, hunting with cold calculation. In most cases, the creature’s prey was swallowed before it knew what happened. But in a few cases, the prey turned around and surprised its attacker.

Tom hoped for that same success.

He advanced through the dank, damp cellar, swinging his blade. Somehow, Tom found the strength to yell. His voice was high-pitched and manic, filled with the horrors of everything he’d seen. It didn’t even sound like his own. His hope was to force the thing backward, to gain some leverage or advantage.

Tom raised the sword high in the air. The beast charged, shaking off its wound and clamoring for his flesh. He prayed he wasn’t living his final moments.

With a final yell, Tom stabbed with all his strength.

The blade embedded in the creature’s chest, turning the creature’s roar into a yelp. The force of its charge sent Tom smashing into the concrete wall, connecting them like a single unit.

The creature writhed, frantically trying to free itself from the stuck blade, but Tom held fast to the sword, grinding the blade deeper and gritting his teeth. The stuck sword had become his last recourse, payback for the pain he’d endured, and he channeled the last of his energy into it. The beast squirmed and howled, fighting frantically to get free.

And then it stopped.

Tom kept his hands on the blade, listening to the beast’s last breath disintegrate. The thing snapped its maw one final time, a gruesome, startled gasp lodged in its opened mouth. Its body went slack. Tom followed the thing to the ground, struggling against the weight of its body, keeping the sword in place. It landed with a thud on the ground.




Tom’s winded gasps filled the air.

A voice rang through the cellar.













	


Chapter Twenty-Three

“Is anybody down there?”

The voice was gravelly. Deep. A voice Tom didn’t recognize. A light bobbed at the top of the stairs. Tom lunged for the sword, pulling it free from the dead beast, and clambered for a hiding place. He peered out around the side of a box. A man was descending the staircase, holding a flashlight in his hand.

When the man had taken a few more steps, Tom recognized his outfit. It was a fireman. The fireman wielded an axe in one gloved hand, his mouth stuck open as he surveyed the gory scene. He shined the light around the cellar, illuminating the dead beast, and then caught sight of Tom’s hiding place. Too late, Tom noticed a trail of the creature’s blood that led right to him. Caught in the glare, Tom shielded his eyes and held up his sword.

“Are you all right, mister?” the fireman asked.


Tom froze. He looked down at himself. His jeans had been split in several places. His shirt was spattered with the creature’s blood. But he was alive.

Somehow, he was alive.

“Sir?” the man asked. “Are you hurt?” He shined his light from the creature and back to Tom again. He held his axe in the air. It didn’t take a genius to tell the man was afraid.

“I think I’m all right,” Tom said, his voice wavering. “How’d you know I was down here?”

“I heard yelling. And then it stopped. I didn’t think anyone was alive. I came to see if there were any survivors, but it looks like everyone else is dead.”




“Are the things gone?”

The fireman swallowed. “They’re gone. We watched them run off into the woods when the sun came up.”

“We?”

“Me and a few other survivors I picked up down the road. Thankfully, the truck was high enough off the ground that we could ward them off. It’s been a hell of a night. Enough talk. Let’s get out of here. What’s your name?”

“Tom.”

“You look familiar, Tom. Let’s get you out of here and get you bandaged up. It looks like your leg is hurt. My name’s Al, by the way.” Al took a tentative step toward him, holding out a large, gloved hand. He kept a wary eye on the dead creature, holding his axe as if he might have to use it. Tom stepped out from behind the boxes, walking over to the man, finally relaxing. He shook his hand.

“Don’t worry, everything’s going to be all right, Tom,” Al reassured him. “It’s morning. The rest of them are gone.”

Tom glanced at the dead creature on the floor, furrowing his brow.

Noticing his stare, Al added, “This one must’ve slipped down here just in time.”

“Are you sure?” Tom asked.

Al motioned over his shoulder at the door. “See for yourself.”

Tom stared past the man at the open doorway. Sure enough, the light at the top of the stairs was bright, even without the glow of the flashlight. Tom blew a thick, nervous breath. He refused to believe it was over. Movement from the cellar floor drew Tom’s attention. Tom glanced over his shoulder.




As if on cue, the creature on the floor began contorting. Tom stepped back, instinctively raising the sword. But the creature wasn’t alive. It was changing. He stared at the convulsing, dead creature, watching its transform into its true self—a pale, withered old man.

“You coming, Tom?”

“Yep.”

He winced as he limped toward the staircase, carrying the sword in one tight fist. He followed Al up the staircase. He didn’t let the sword go, not even when they reached the landing.
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Halfway through the hall, Tom heard a truck engine rattling. The noise gave credence to Al’s story. He glanced over at the fireman.

“You’re sure no one else is alive?” Tom asked. “Not even outside?”

“I’m sorry, Tom. You’re the only one. How many people were with you?”

Tom swallowed. “Five. Aside from the people that were already dead when we got here, of course.”

“Nobody else made it, Tom.”

Al gave him a sympathetic glance as they walked through the blood-ridden hall. The coppery odor of dead corpses was just as potent as it was before. The main door was broken down, filtering the rays of light that shone into the room. Tom caught a glimpse of the pale sky through the glass doors. The sun was hidden; the moon was gone.




He kept his eyes peeled, as if the laws of nature might be as corrupt as the vile beings that once roamed the landscape.

But they didn’t seem to be.

He trudged alongside Al, inhaling deeply as they stepped outside. The fresh air was a relief. Tom drank it in like a man who had been starved of it for weeks, rather than hours. The snow had tapered off, allowing only a few errant flakes to float down from the sky. Tom surveyed the parking lot. The cars were as savaged as the bodies in the hall. Windows were smashed; tires were flattened. Several of the doors hung ajar, as if the beasts had found the coordination to open them. The last remnants of several carcasses lay in the snow.

Tom shuddered and looked away.

He’d bury them later.

He swore he would.

They kept walking until they’d passed the parking lot. True to Al’s word, an enormous red fire truck sat in the road. The exterior was dented and splattered with blood. A few shadows moved behind frosted windows, peering out at Tom, but none of them were people he recognized.

Regardless, there were survivors. Not everyone in Plainfield was dead. Tom felt a burning swell of hope.

“Come on,” Al prompted him. “I’m sure the others are scared and waiting.”













	


Chapter Twenty-Four

Al bandaged Tom’s leg in the fire truck while the other survivors looked on. They watched Tom and nervously introduced themselves. Among them were Abraham and Sally, a couple who had hidden on a nearby rooftop, and several children named Silas and Katherine, who had managed to climb into the trees and hide. Tom greeted them with a smile, telling them his name and where he was from.

A welcome blast of warmth hit Tom’s face from the heating vents. He forced a smile.

“I can’t believe you all found each other,” Tom said. “I’m so glad you made it.”

Abraham, Sally, and the children smiled back.

“My hope is that there are others,” Al piped up. “I spoke with several police officers a while ago at the station. Now that those things are gone, we’re going to keep searching for others. We’re going to do our best to recover.”

Al finished with Tom’s bandage. Although his leg hurt, Tom knew how fortunate he’d been. The slice was only a few inches long; it looked worse than it was. He must’ve received it during his battle in the basement.

“We’ll take better care of it later,” Al said. “We’re going to get everyone thoroughly checked out at Uconn.”

As if on cue, the radio on the front dash crackled.

“Al, you there? We got ahold of the medical center. They’re going to bring us supplies.”

“We’re still getting our bearings. We’re going to meet the other officers at the station first,” Al explained, giving a grim smile.




Al put away his supplies and exited the vehicle, heading to the driver’s seat. In the meantime, Tom stared out the window at the pale, gray sky. The snow had stopped falling. The dim outline of the sun was barely evident behind the clouds. Despite the somber weather, Tom was grateful for daylight.

A moment later, the driver’s door swung open and Al hopped inside, shaking the seat with the weight of his body. He gripped the wheel.

“You ready to get out of here?” he asked the fire truck’s occupants.

The question was rhetorical. No one had to answer before he started driving.
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The fire truck hummed as it plowed through the snow-covered streets. Tom stared at the passenger’s side mirror, watching the Knights of Columbus recede. After all he’d been through, he was grateful to leave the blood-ridden place behind.

As they drove to meet the police officers, Tom relayed what he’d been through, sharing stories with the other survivors. His tale matched up with the frightened words of the others. All of them agreed they were lucky to be alive—the children were especially lucky.

Al spoke on the radio. The crackling sound of other voices was a welcome one.

“Almost there,” he told the waiting officers over the radio.

Tom looked into the backseat. He smiled at the sight of Silas and Katherine. They were scared and cold, but alive. They stared out the window with wide, frightened eyes. He was sure they’d lost people. They all had. But they’d move past it. They’d have to. Tom joined them in staring outside, watching the wind kick up puffs of snow. He made plans.




Now that this was over, he’d escape the cold.

He’d move somewhere warm.

Just like he’d promised himself. Just like he’d promised Lorena.

He swallowed and looked into the sky, wondering if his wife was looking back at him.

A few minutes later, the fire truck pulled into a large parking lot with several police cars. Tom’s body jostled as the vehicle navigated through the snow-covered landscape. He stared out the front window. Several people shifted behind the tinted windows of the cruisers as they approached. A police officer talked into a radio.

Al pulled up facing the other vehicles and stopped. He glanced at the passengers. “I’m going to talk with the police officers and see what the plan is.”

“Okay,” Tom said.

“Would you mind coming with me?” Al asked Tom.

Tom looked over at the man, surprised.

“If you’re up for it, I could use your help explaining things. I think you have some good information.”

“No problem. I’d be glad to help.”

Before getting out, Tom glanced into the backseat, checking on Abraham, Sally, and the children. They gave him courageous smiles. “You’ll be all right in here?”




“We’ll be fine.” Sally smiled, clutching the kids. “Thanks for asking.”

Tom hopped out last, his boots padding gently in the snow. He stretched his weary body and closed the door, walking over to join Al. They headed for the group of police officers.

“I sure hope this storm’s over,” Al said.

“Me, too,” Tom muttered.

The police officers headed toward them, talking on radios.

Behind Tom and Al, a lone snowflake kissed the front windowpane of the fire truck. The snowflake melted, leaving a wet splotch against the glass.

Neither of them noticed.













	


Epilogue

Rosemary kept up with her children as they fled through the trees. Cold wind blew through the snow-covered pines, chilling her body through her jacket. When they’d gotten a safe distance from the road, Rosemary stopped and scowled at Jason and Jeffrey.

They averted their eyes and shrank away from her.

“We were supposed to stick together,” she hissed.

The boys stared at the snow. She frowned as she examined their clothes, which were several sizes too big for them.

“Where’d you get those?” she asked, pointing to their outfits.

“We found them,” Jeffrey explained.

“They fit better than what we had on.” Jason shrugged. “The other clothes we had were all ripped.”

“Did you hide? Did anyone see you?”

“No one saw anything, Mom. We ran into the trees when we saw the fire truck.”

“Good.”

“This isn’t our first time, Mom. You know that. We had to find clothes before we could come out.” Jason rolled his eyes.

“We’ve talked about this for weeks. I was supposed to be there with you, driving close by, making sure you were safe. Especially with your father gone…”

The boys’ eyes dropped to the floor again. Neither answered. After a condemning silence, Jason spoke up.

“We were afraid, Mom. We didn’t want to hurt you. That’s why we took the car to the shelter without telling you. We’ve been working on controlling the change, but what if we didn’t recognize you?”




Rosemary sighed. She tried to maintain her anger, but her eyes softened. They were good boys. They’d done what they’d done to protect her. She reached into her pocket and gave Jeffrey back his toy truck. He must’ve dropped it in the hall before he changed—probably right before doing what they’d done. Thank God they’d left the building. If they’d stayed…

Jeffrey took the truck and smiled.

“Where’s your car at, Mom?” Jason asked.

“I got stuck a few streets from home,” Rosemary said. “We’ll have to get it later.”

“How’d you get here, then?”

“I got a ride from someone. I told him whatever I needed to get me to the shelter.” Rosemary answered. “I did what I needed to get to you boys.”

Jason and Jeffrey smiled. Their faces contained the delighted expressions of children who’d gotten away with something.

“They’re getting smarter, you know,” Rosemary warned. “You need to be more careful. If you’d stayed at that hall any longer than you did…”

“We left right after. Dad taught us not to stay in one place for too long.”

Rosemary nodded.

She stared at Jason and Jeffrey, noting the bloodstains on their faces. She swallowed. She’d denied the creatures’ existence once. She’d tried to argue, to make sense of it. But that was back when she first found out what Ron was. She’d almost left him, after he’d changed the kids. She’d refused to undergo the change herself.




She couldn’t do the things her family did.

But her children were her world, and she’d do anything to protect them. No matter what they were. Her gaze drifted to the trees as they continued walking, where several flakes of snow quietly drifted past. Ron’s battle with cancer had been one of the hardest things they’d faced as a family, but they’d gotten through it. Somehow she’d take care of her children.

She’d pick up where Ron left off.

“The storm’s not over, is it?” Jason asked. “I can still feel it.”

“It doesn’t look like it.” Rosemary stared at her children. They met her eyes. “Make sure you stay with me tonight. I mean it.”

Jason and Jeffrey sighed.

“We will, Mom,” Jason said. “We promise.”
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Chapter One

Tom awoke with a start, grappling with the sheets. He stared around the dimly lit room, taking in the stark white walls, the windows, and the sterile cabinets. The beep of machinery floated in from somewhere down the hall.

I’m at the hospital. It’s over.

The reality of his horrifying night came rushing back to him, replacing whatever nightmare he’d been having. His gaze drifted to the television hanging on the wall, then to the empty chairs by his bedside. He was alone. He glanced out the windows. Dull rays of light seeped through the cracks in the blinds.

Was it night or morning?

He blew a long breath and studied the thin outline of his body, tucked beneath several layers of sheets. He was drained, exhausted.

But out of the cold, at least.

He wriggled his hands. The numb sensation was gone.

His leg still hurt, though. He winced as he readjusted, scratching his bandage against the blankets. The dull throb in his calf was a reminder of what he’d been through, a lingering wound from an unthinkable night. He’d had several stitches after being taken to the hospital. The low murmur of voices echoed from somewhere outside his room. He wondered where Abraham, Sally, Silas, and Katherine had ended up. There’d been other survivors, too, but their names were lost in the haze of a day filled with recounted horrors.

If it weren’t for Al’s insistence that Tom stay at the hospital, he might’ve been out there, searching for survivors. He felt a swell of guilt.




We’ll handle it from here, Al had said.

Breaking free of the blankets, Tom swung his socked feet to the floor. The lights flickered. The hospital was running on partial power. He recalled what the nurse had told him. One of the backup generators had failed, and there was only enough power for the necessities. Tom looked around for the nurse that had tended to him, but didn’t see her in the hallway.

What was her name, again?

The pain medication had left him a little lightheaded.

He looked out into the hall. The police had situated Tom and the other survivors on the third floor. The night before, the rest of the building had been ravaged, the occupants dragged into the hallways and consumed. The bed-ridden patients had been easy targets for the creatures. The majority of the staff had been killed.

There were only a few nurses left.

He crept toward the window that stood between him and the hallway, peering into the barely-lit corridor. Two female nurses talked in low tones, motioning with their hands. One of them was the nurse who had bandaged him up. What was her name? Kelsey. That was it. The other nurse was a skinny woman with brown hair. She was trying to remain composed, but Tom could tell she was still struggling with what they’d been through. He doubted either of the nurses would ever forget.

He knew he wouldn’t.




Motion in the corridor drew his attention. One of the police officers—Officer Dickson—walked by and nodded. After studying the hallway a minute, Tom made a slow walk over to the window. He kept a wary eye on the walls, unable to repress the instinctive feeling that claws and mouths would emerge and attack him.

Relax, Tom. It’s over.

He stared around the room, taking in the mussed sheets of the bed he’d left, a small desk, a television, and some cabinets and drawers built into one of the walls. In one of the drawers were his clothing and keys.

He couldn’t imagine using the keys again.

His vehicle was dead; his home was trashed. He had no desire to return to either. Not without Lorena. He finished the trek to the window, treading lightly on his wounded leg, and parted the shade.

He squinted into the murky gloom.

The sun was nearly invisible. Daylight appeared to be waning. I must’ve slept the whole day. The snow had stopped. The parking lot was a tangle of snow-covered cars, trucks, and SUVs. If Tom hadn’t known better, he would’ve assumed the hospital was full. It was hard to believe most of the vehicles were ownerless.

He trained his eyes on a particularly large SUV. Several of the windows were busted out, the broken glass buried by the elements. The gaping holes looked like portals to another world. If only they were, so I could alter what happened.

He leaned closer, inspecting the hospital building. The hospital was rectangular, with four main wings, but there were a few offshoots. He’d barely gotten a chance to take in his surroundings before being led inside.




Two officers were at the front entrance, keeping guard. After setting up the survivors on the third floor, the policemen had divided into groups. Some had gone out to search for survivors. The remainder were stationed around the building. Two officers were outside; one was doing walkthroughs of the floor. According to the surviving lawmen, reinforcements would be coming soon.

Cleanup would be painfully slow.

Plainfield wasn’t the only area affected; the surrounding towns had been ravaged, as well.

I should check the news.

A knock at the door distracted him from his thoughts. He spun, untangling himself from the window cords.

“Shit…” he mumbled.

“Mr. Sotheby?” He recognized Kelsey’s voice from the doorway. “I thought I told you to stay in bed.”

Embarrassed, he said, “Sorry. Just taking a peek outside.”

Kelsey sounded lighthearted, but he detected a hint of fear.

He gave a final glance out the window. The wind knocked some snow from the window ledge. The white powder floated by the window, as if to mock him. He shuddered and stepped away from the window.

Thank God it’s over.
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