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Fire


 

The Undoing
 

 

Things fall apart; the centre cannot hold;
 Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world,
 The blood-dimmed tide is loosed, and everywhere
 The ceremony of innocence is drowned;
William Butler Yeats, The Second Coming


 

One
 

 

Megan Pritchard stretched and yawned. She was only two hours into the graveyard shift, and she had already served three customers. The first had been a laid-back, beer-drinking trucker, the second, a German who reeked of tequila and had trouble keeping it up, and the last, a wild-eyed, fifty-something man who smelled like a dirty ashtray and wouldn’t take no for an answer. Number four, another trucker, was in the bathroom washing up. She sighed and ran her hand across the bed, smoothing the comforter. The toilet flushed.
Any second now.
She arranged herself in a seductive pose, angling her leg to show a hint of pubic hair and squeezing her breasts together like her roommate Heather had taught her. The door opened, and a bear of a man strode in wearing only a stupid grin and a faded black cowboy hat.
“You ready to play, baby?” he drawled. West Texas.
Megan smiled and beckoned with her right index finger. She looked at his crotch. “I’m not sure I can handle you, Ray.”
He blushed at the lie. In truth, she was disappointed in what he brought to the bedroom. At six-foot-three and two hundred and sixty pounds, she figured he’d be packing something more than the tiny sausage poking from the nest of gray hair between his legs. Whatever. I get paid either way.
Ray stepped toward the bed, but she held up her palm. “Hold on, big boy. We need to settle up first.”
His smile faltered for a heartbeat, then was replaced by a boyish flash of uncertainty. He recovered quickly. “Right. Of course.” He picked up his pants from the wooden footstool beside the bathroom and dug out his wallet. Counting out a thick stack of twenties, he placed them on the bedside dresser and took a step back.
Megan scooped up the cash and inspected it, rubbing each bill between her thumb and forefinger to verify its authenticity. She raised an eyebrow as she realized there was an extra hundred dollar bill on top of the pile. “What’s this?”
Ray leered. “A little incentive...”
The bills went into the lockbox bolted to the headboard. She winked. “We’re all set.”
At a hair under five-foot-seven, Megan had the bright-eyed, girl-next-door look that turned men into drooling school boys. She had her mother’s genes to thank for her figure and her father’s for her lustrous black hair, her perky, upturned nose and luminous gray eyes.
She waved him to the fake French-baroque dresser beside her bed, and pulled open the top drawer, revealing a kaleidoscope-colored collection of condoms.
“Take your pick.”
He scratched his chin in thought, and then chose one. Magnum. Of course.
Megan always kept a healthy supply of the king-sized condoms on hand. It was all about the ego; she had learned that early on. And if that’s what got him off, who was she to complain?
She held out her hand. “I’ll take care of that.”
Ray surrendered the package. With an expert touch, she tore open the wrapper and slid the rubber between her teeth and lips. A few seconds later, he was wrapped and ready to go.
She gave him a few quick strokes and pulled him onto the bed. Gazing into his eyes, she asked, “Where do you want me?”
“Let’s start out regular and see how things go.”
“Sure.” She drew him in. This one’s going to be quick, she thought. Hoped.
Top.
Bottom.
Behind.
Top. Again.
Pop!
Another two hundred dollars in her bank account. Easy as pie.
He rolled off and collapsed beside her with a contented smile plastered across his fleshy face.
“Better?” she asked.
Ray grunted and started to check his watch, but she caught his arm and gave his knuckles a kiss, distracting him. Her room, like all the others in the brothel, was a clock-free cocoon, engineered to support an ancient fantasy. With no way to tell time, customers tended to be far more willing to pay for more when it ran out.
He was playing with himself, rubbing against her leg.
What’s this?
She glanced at the digital timer tucked out of Ray’s direct line of sight beside the bed. He had three minutes left in his twenty-minute session. A second round wasn’t out of the question, but it required more cash, something she suspected he didn’t have.
“Let’s cuddle,” she said, resting her head on his chest. His chest hairs tickled her ear.
“Come on, sweetheart. What do you think the extra hundred was for?”
Megan batted her eyelashes at him, put her hand on his, and mirrored his stroking motion.
Gotta run down the clock, she thought.
“If you had a little more money...”
Ray cast his eyes away, mumbling something under his breath. She moved to get up from the bed. He touched her elbow, a desperate, but tender, gesture. “I’m all tapped out...”
Despite her better judgment, Megan felt a twinge of pity. He seemed like a wannabe high roller, the kind of guy that hit it big every once in a while, but was never able to keep it going.
She softened. “I’ll tell you what, we only have a few minutes left…”
“Really?” He perked up.
“How about I...” She nudged his hand aside and took its place. Slow at first, then she picked up the pace as his time grew short.
Ray closed his eyes. “Don’t stop...” She counted in her head: Five, Four, Three. He finished at Two.
He exhaled, long and slow. “You’re amazing, baby, you know that?”
Megan pecked him on the forehead. “I do.” She scooted to the edge of the bed and dangled her feet over, searching for her slippers. “It’s time to go now, big guy.” She gave his belly a playful pat.
Ray let out a groan of protest, but hoisted himself up and joined her. He gathered his clothes and dressed quickly before slinking out of the room and back to whatever life he led outside.
Megan fell back on the bed and lay staring at the ceiling, counting the peaks in the acoustic popcorn finish. She only had a few minutes to clean the room and prepare for the next lineup.
As she was about to get up, a stabbing pain blossomed deep within her gut. She winced, and her eyes teared up. Trying in vain to hold back the inevitable, her hand flew to her mouth.
She barely made it to the bathroom before the contents of her stomach erupted from her mouth in a hot torrent, splattering the rim of the toilet with the half-digested remains of the burrito she had eaten hours earlier. The nausea rolled through her like a raging tsunami; hot waves of uncontrollable agony drained her energy, leaving her whimpering on the floor like a young child.
And then it was gone. Her stomach stopped heaving, her vision cleared, and she felt human again. It was as if the sickness had happened to someone else.
Megan got to her feet and stared down at the toilet in disgust. She pulled a towel from under the sink and wiped her mouth. The room stunk. Rolling out a handful of toilet paper, she wiped down the edges of the toilet, then flushed the sopping paper and floating clumps of half-digested food to oblivion.
Her throat burned, and her diaphragm ached from all of the heaving. She went to the sink, washed her hands, and rinsed her mouth, gargling afterward with a shot of peppermint Scope to banish the vile aftertaste. It didn’t work. She gargled another shot. That’s better.
She turned on the bathroom fan to suck out the smell of puke, and then padded back into the bedroom.
The house doorbell chimed.
Damn it. Already?
With a tired sigh, Megan stripped the cum-soaked sheets from the bed and stuffed them in the hamper, preparing the room for her next client.


 

Two
 

 

Alicia tucked an errant strand of strawberry-blond hair behind her ear and bumped the drawer closed with her hip.
“Seventeen, eighteen, and nineteen is twenty,” she said, handing a fistful of bills and coins to the frazzled housewife on the other side of the counter. The woman shot her a grim smile and pushed her cart into the stream of people heading for the store exit.
Alicia checked her watch. Five minutes until break time. God I need to get out of here. She glanced over her shoulder at the next cashier station. Her best friend Brittany frowned back at her and mouthed the word ‘help!’
Four minutes. Fuck it. I’m out of here. She reached up and flipped off her light, signaling a closed lane. She spun and started walking toward the door.
“Wait! Miss!” Despite her desire to keep walking, her responsible side took over. She stopped and turned.
“I’m on break now. One of the other lanes can help you.” She held firm.
“But you were open just a second ago,” the customer whined, gesturing at the light.
“I’m sorry,” Alicia said, trying to sound sincere. She had no intention of sacrificing her precious fifteen minutes for this pushy bitch.
Technically, she was required to take her break in the rear of the store in the kitchen area, but she wanted to spend her time somewhere a little more interesting. She waved at Dave, the receipt checker, as she breezed past. He ignored her. Dork.
Her Subaru was in the far corner of the parking lot, out of sight of the surveillance cameras. She beeped the car as she approached, and the headlights flashed once.
Once safely ensconced in the car, she popped open the center console, took out her iPod, turned it on, and cranked up the volume. As an afterthought, she pushed the central door lock, sealing herself in. Digging around in her backpack, she pulled out a small Ziploc bag. With dismay, she realized her pot supply was almost exhausted. The ounce she had purchased only a week before was no more than seeds and a few lonely buds. Shit.
She broke the seal on the bag with the tip of her finger and inhaled, reveling in the pungent aroma of the remains of her Super Skunk. She reached into her backpack again and pulled out her bowl, a compact swirled-glass favorite she had had since junior high school.
Someone rapped on her window, and she jumped in surprise. Cupping her pipe in one hand, she put on her most innocent face and peeked out, prepared for the worst.
Fuck me. She relaxed. Brittany stood outside the car grinning like a maniac. Alicia exhaled a sigh of relief and pressed the unlock button.
Brittany slid in beside her. “Thanks. Can you believe the crowds today?”
With a noncommittal shrug, Alicia locked the doors and retrieved her pot. She chose the plumpest bud from her bag and crammed it into her bowl. “Sucks in there.” She lit up.
Brittany eyed her. “It does. I couldn’t take it anymore.”
Alicia snorted, smoke jetting from her nose in twin streams and passed the pipe. They spent the next ten minutes smoking and refilling until only shake remained in the baggie, and they had run out of things to talk about. Alicia laughed to herself.
“What?” Brittany asked, tapping the ashes of the bowl into an empty Diet Coke can.
Alicia shook her head. “It’s nothing.” She checked the clock through heavy-lidded eyes. Three minutes until her break was over. Her life was supposed to have started by now. Instead, here she was, stuck in this shitty Costco in Tempe.
“Are you ready?” Brittany asked, shattering Alicia’s reverie.
“Sure. I guess.” She wasn’t. She could spend all day out here.
She stuffed her pipe and the empty Ziploc into the bottom of her backpack, tucking them under a spare pair of panties. “Okay. Let’s go.”
The girls got out of the car, surrounded by a billowing cloud of smoke, and began the long walk across the hot parking lot. As they neared the front door, Alicia stopped and took Brittany by the elbow. “Do you ever think about leaving here? I mean…”
Brittany gave her a puzzled look. “Not really... Why? What’s wrong?”
Alicia shuffled her feet. “I’m just…tired of this place.” She looked at the ground.
Brittany laughed. “You’re moody because you’re stoned. You always get like this.” She had a point. Brittany arched a perfect eyebrow. “Are you going out tonight?”
Alicia shrugged. “I don’t know. It depends—”
Brittany cut her off. “Call me if you do. I want to get out for a little while.”
“I will.”
They entered the store and went their separate ways. Three more hours, Alicia thought with a pained expression.


 

Three
 

 

Jack leaned on his shovel and ran the back of his hand across his brow, wiping off the accumulated sweat. He stole a glance at his wife Becka and waited in silence as she dumped a shovelful of dirt. “Something to drink?”
She dropped her shovel with a thud. “I thought you’d never ask.”
Jack groaned. His arms tingled, and his shoulders burned. He needed a glass of tea and a few minutes to relax if he had any hope of finishing the job today. Or maybe even a beer.
“Okay. I’ll be back in a minute.” He sank his shovel into a mound of dirt and took off across the yard toward the front porch.
The hole, seven feet long by six wide and a little over a foot deep at the moment, was intended for a koi pond, a surprise birthday present for their twin daughters, Maddie and Ellie. As usual, they didn’t have enough money to hire an excavator, so this had become yet one more in an endless procession of do-it-yourself projects.
The idea had been born two weeks before on a routine trip to Home Depot. He was browsing the tool aisle when she called out to him. “Jack?”
“Huh?” He held a shovel in each hand, trying to decide if the shiny stainless steel model warranted an extra twenty dollars.
“I’ve got an idea,” she said, her voice full of mischief. Uh oh. He knew that tone. Trouble. He gave her his attention. “You know how the girls are into fish…”
Jack nodded. The girls were in the midst of their first small pet phase. From bettas to goldfish to species he couldn’t even pronounce, the house looked like an aquarium, with tanks covering every horizontal surface. Becka’s idea consisted of a second shovel—stainless, he insisted—along with a large, black plastic pond insert and a cheap solar pump.
He suppressed a groan. “Are you sure? What about winter? Won’t it freeze?”
Becka rolled her eyes, took the shovel, and threw it in their cart.
Half an hour later, they were on their way home with the tools in the bed of his pickup along with an eight-by-ten pond.
He strolled into the kitchen, got two glasses from the cabinet over the sink, and then went to the refrigerator. A refreshing wave of chilled air washed over him when he opened the French doors. Damn.... He held them open and wedged his entire six-foot-two frame in as close as possible, savoring the coolness. He stayed in that position for a full minute, eyes half-closed, fantasizing about a mythical afternoon of leisure, a distant memory from the time before the girls. Finally satisfied, he took a half-full pitcher of iced tea from the top shelf and filled their glasses.
On the way out, he grabbed two oatmeal cookies from a plate on the counter, stuffing one into his mouth and pinching the other between the fingers of his free hand. Pushing through the front door, he smiled. Becka was lying in the grass, her eyes closed, her legs dangling into the hole. Covered in dirt and grime, with her dirty-blonde hair plastered against her head, she looked at peace with herself, completely in her element. Her white cotton halter top, the torn one she always wore when working outside in the summer, clung to the curves of her body, leaving little to his imagination. He descended the stairs and crossed the yard with a lascivious grin, fantasizing about what he was going to do with her later in the evening after they put the girls down. That was, if he could stay awake after all this digging. Becka heard him approach and opened her eyes. He handed her a tea and the uneaten cookie.
“Thanks.” She touched the cold drink to her cheek and smiled, glowing.
He drained his own glass and let out a growling belch.
“Excuse me,” he said, embarrassed.
Becka giggled.
Jack touched the still-cool glass to his cheek. “I should have brought the pitcher out. I’m still thirsty. “
Becka sipped again and waved at the house with her free hand. Jack took off.
 

***
 

Becka put her empty glass on a level spot and climbed back into the pit. They had to go down at least one more foot before declaring victory. It would be easy if it weren’t for the damned roots, some the size of her forearm, several even larger. She still couldn’t believe they came from the old cottonwood stump. Jack had laughed off her concerns at first, easily slicing through a bundle with the point of his shovel. But they kept appearing, as if the ground was determined to see them fail.
After three miserable hours and six inches of progress, she had asked “Do you want to try digging somewhere else?”
Jack was adamant. “No. This is the best spot in the yard. Plus, we’re outside the main fence—which is what we wanted.”
As they dug deeper, the roots multiplied. Becka estimated they had spent at least half of their time so far cutting the damned things. A testament to their efforts, a giant pile of shredded bark and root bits teetered beside the hole. They were committed.
She checked her watch. Four thirty. The twins were due to return at six. She shook her head in dismay. This won’t be done in an hour. Maybe not in ten...
She considered calling Jack’s mom and asking if she could keep the kids for a couple more hours, but decided it wasn’t worth the hassle. It almost never was with her mother-in-law.
Becka resumed digging. She wedged her shovel under a particularly stubborn rootball, and leaned on the handle. Throwing her entire body into the effort, she hopped up and down, grunting like a wounded animal. The root popped out, but the shovel kept going, plunging deep before stopping abruptly with a leg-numbing clang.
“What the…?” She knelt and began sifting through the crumbly soil with her gloved hands, sweeping the dirt into a pile behind her.
“What’s that?”
She nearly jumped out of her skin. “Jack! You surprised me!” She pointed at the thing she had uncovered. “I found something!”
“No shit?” Placing the pitcher on the ground, he climbed in beside her and started to help. Jack scratched his head and stood. Listening intently, he stomped hard on the flat metal surface. “Sounds hollow,” he said, perplexed. “I bet we’ve got an old oil tank here.”
Becka didn’t have words to express her frustration. She glared at the new obstacle, fuming inside. This was supposed to be easy.


 

Four
 

 

Megan scrunched her eyes shut, willing herself to sleep. It didn’t work. She was too damned hot. With a frustrated groan, she kicked out from under the sheet and padded across the trailer to the ancient air conditioner. She jabbed the power button, and the machine rattled to life.
On the way back to bed, she snatched the television remote from the coffee table. Her roommate Heather had gone out of town, which meant Megan had the entire trailer to herself. Usually this would be cause for celebration, but for some reason this morning, Megan craved company, wanted to talk to someone real.
The next five days were wide open, her first vacation in over six months, and she planned to use the time to her full advantage. She had a ticket in her purse to Tucson, where her sister lived. All that stood between her and her much-deserved break was the hour-long drive into Vegas. Her thoughts drifted to Chloe. Married with three children and a house in the suburbs, Chloe’s lifestyle was the polar opposite of Megan’s. Despite their differences, the sisters remained close. Megan played the role of favorite aunt to her nieces and nephew, showering them with gifts and treating them like the children she hoped to have some day.
She turned her attention to the television. Infomercial. Flipping through the channels, she settled on a documentary about supervolcanoes in Wyoming. That kind of thing fascinated her. She crawled back on the bed and cranked up the volume. Sleep should be close—she hoped. The Xanax she had popped half an hour ago was already nibbling at the fringe of her consciousness, sanding the rough edges off the night and turning the world into a soft and fuzzy place.
Another difference from Chloe. Or maybe not. Kids seemed the perfect justification for a discreet Xanax habit. She chuckled to herself, amused at their unlikely similarities. She didn’t enjoy using the little blue pills, quite the contrary. But they sure took the edge off after a long night on her back. Anyone who said you could fuck for a living without some sort of self-medication was full of shit in Megan’s book.
Someone knocked on the door. “Yeah? Come in!”
The door swung open and Samantha Cantor, her boss, slipped inside. She nudged the door closed with her heel. Megan sat up. “Sam! Hey! What are you doing here?”
“Have you seen the news yet, Megan?” Sam asked.
Megan cringed. “No. Why? Is something going on?” The last time someone had asked her that was the day the International Space Station had been destroyed by an errant satellite, killing everyone on board.
Sam walked over and made a spot for herself on the edge of the bed. She took the remote and flipped to CNN. Red banners and scrolling text screaming “Breaking News” blanketed the screen. A live shot from a helicopter hovered in the center. The camera jiggled and zoomed several times before finally stabilizing on a crowded street corner.
Megan stared in disbelief as people dashed in and out of the camera’s view, colliding with each other as they raced in every direction. In some cases, they appeared to be wrestling, locked in a gruesome struggle for an unseen prize. The aerial camera focused on a young mother and her infant as a man tackled them from behind, pushing them into the street. As Megan and Sam watched, a speeding police cruiser, lights flashing, drove over all three, swerved out of control, and crashed into the rear of a UPS truck. The camera zoomed back out.
“Oh, my God!” Sam exclaimed.
Megan was confused. The coverage had the vibe of a street shot from some third-world hellhole. Desperate to find the ubiquitous robed men with chicken-scratched signs, she scanned the crowd, but only saw people that looked like herself—like her neighbors back home.
The scene shifted and the profile of the Transamerica Pyramid filled the background. A pall of thick, oily smoke clung to the horizon, blanketing the city with a viscous fog. “That’s San Francisco.” She gulped.
The video feed shrank to a small box in the lower left of the screen and was replaced by a shot of a man with a close-trimmed beard.
“This is Richard Mosby reporting from Washington. The president has declared a national state of emergency given the current events in San Francisco, Washington, and Miami. A press conference is scheduled for the top of the hour. CNN will have live coverage. Please stay tuned for the latest updates.”
Megan nudged the volume down. “What’s he talking about? I don’t understand.”
Sam coughed. “No one knows. It came out of nowhere…the first symptoms start like the flu. Within a couple of hours, people begin to change; they become violent, attacking everyone around them…”
Megan flipped to another news channel. Same thing, different reporters. She grabbed her mobile phone, punched in Chloe’s number, then put the phone to her ear.. She frowned and checked the screen. “It’s not working. I don’t have a signal.”
Sam gave her a sad nod. “They’ve been down for hours. Vegas, too.”
A chill ran through her body, making her shiver. She stared at the screen, willing the signal bars to appear, but they didn’t.
Megan took her laptop from the nightstand and opened her Instant Messenger program. Her sister wasn’t online. Switching to email, she banged out a quick message, asking her to call.
She looked at Sam. “What do we do?”
“Vegas seemed fine, at least a few hours ago.” Sam had been in Vegas the night before negotiating with a strip club owner about a promotional tie-in with the brothel. Sam shrugged and sniffled. “Anyway, I wanted to make sure you knew what was going on. I know you have plans to fly out of Vegas this afternoon... You may want to reconsider.”
Megan got up and went to the window. She peered out, squinting into the sun. Everything appeared normal. Red dirt and rocks stretched as far as she could see. Scrub grass and tumbleweed cooked in the harsh sunlight.
Sam cleared her throat. “I’m heading back into Vegas to get some supplies. Do you want to come along?”
Megan turned around. “I don’t think that’s such a good idea, Sam. What if it’s reached Vegas?”
Sam leaned away and coughed into her hand, a wet, raspy sound like an old, dry chainsaw. “I know. I thought of that, but our regular delivery arrives tomorrow and we’re low on everything. If they don’t show...”
Megan understood her concerns. She shared them. Without their weekly supplies, they wouldn’t survive for long. Life in the desert was unforgiving this time of year with temperatures soaring into the 120s and no rain to speak of. She thought of her last shift and shuddered. Twelve clients in all, breathing on her, her sweat mingling with theirs. Inside of her. Her heart beat faster; her stomach churned. Megan took a deep breath, trying to calm herself. She didn’t feel sick.
Sam picked up on her consternation. “What’s wrong?”
“Nothing.” Megan shook her head.
Sam patted her on the hand and got to her feet. “I’m sure it will all be fine. These things happen…” Her first step was unsteady, as if she had forgotten how to walk. Sweat poured from her brow, falling to the floor in fat drops. Giant stains blossomed from nowhere in the pits of her arms.
Megan straightened, putting a hand out to Sam. “Are you okay?”
As she watched, the color drained from Sam’s cheeks, leaving her face a pasty gray with blood vessels visibly throbbing slowly beneath translucent skin.
As if on autopilot, Sam took another step before she faltered again. She pitched face-first into the narrow gap beside the bed, swiping Megan’s alarm clock on the way down and setting it off. Megan sat in shocked silence, unable to believe what was happening in front of her. The alarm blared. Shit! She leaped across the room and attempted to pull Sam up, but she couldn’t get leverage. The older woman was wedged in, pinned tight at her shoulders.
Megan snaked her hand to Sam’s neck and checked for a pulse. Nothing. She tried the other side, but got the same result. Oh, shit.


 

Five
 

 

Four o’clock. Come on, four o’clock.
Alicia had only one hour left in her shift. Her buzz had worn off a while ago, leaving her tired, cranky, and craving a nap. She couldn’t keep her eyes off the cheap digital clock attached to the top of her register, checking it every time she opened the drawer, and again when she slammed it closed. “Shitty economy,” she muttered under her breath.
“Excuse me?” her current customer, a stylish, middle-aged woman with perfect bangs and a fat glittering rock on her left hand asked.
“I’m sorry. It’s nothing. I’m babbling. I’ve had a bad day.”
“I understand. I was your age once.”
Alicia smiled despite herself. This biddy has a sense of humor. She reached for the first item on the conveyer belt, a giant bottle of Vodka. Curiosity got the better of her. “Big party?”
The woman nodded, fine strands of hair dancing on her forehead. “Yes. My son is graduating from the community college tomorrow.”
Alicia perked up. “Which one?”
“City.”
“No way.” She stopped the conveyor belt. “I know some people over there.”
“His name is Chaz. Chaz Perkins.”
A hot flash of anger coursed through Alicia. She broke eye contact, glanced away, and tried to steady herself.
She had met Chaz a year ago at a friend’s house. He had shown up with one of Alicia’s friends and brought along a good friend of his own—a fat sack of weed. The late-spring party had started in mid-afternoon and raged into the night, providing ample time for Alicia to get way too messed up. She outdid herself, dipping into Chaz’s stash over and over, chasing the perfect high. She had awakened the next morning in the back of his Grand Cherokee.
Sun beamed on her face, making her sweat. The air stank, a toxic mixture of stale pot, beer, and rancid body odor. Worst of all, she was naked from the waist down, and her pants were missing. Her recollection of the previous night fuzzed out sometime around sunset. Looking at Chaz snoring contentedly beside her, she couldn’t fathom what she had been thinking. An oafish, clumsy boy, he had nothing going for him beyond a bottomless stash of weed.
She found her shorts wadded up on the front passenger seat and slipped into them as quietly as she could. Then she crawled out of the truck and dashed down the street to her car.
Later that day, she had gone to the drugstore and picked up two doses of the morning after pill, just in case. She was a ball of nerves as she waited in her doctor’s office a few weeks later, convinced she had caught some horrible disease from Chaz. She got lucky, though, and received a clean bill of health.
She had never spoken to him again, had almost forgotten about the incident until this moment. She tried to smile. “I don’t know him. Sorry.”
“Well, it’s going to be a big party. If you’re looking for something to do, here’s the address.” The woman tore a slip of paper from her checkbook and started scribbling.
“Thanks,” Alicia said, biting back her disgust as she took the paper to be polite. Out of the corner of her eye, she noticed the next customer in line glaring at her. She smiled in return.
Finally, she scanned the woman’s last item, a carton of toothbrushes, and pushed the Total button.
“Joan,” the woman said as she handed over her American Express. She doesn’t give up.
Alicia swiped the card. “Nice to meet you. I’m Alicia.” She studied Joan’s face while the transaction processed. Up close, she looked like she took care of herself. Early forties, maybe forty-five, about her mom’s age, Alicia guessed. And those bangs—just fabulous. She had to fight the urge to ask the name of her hairdresser.
A commotion erupted near the return counter. A young man, the cart jockey, she thought, tore through the entrance, his feet slipping and sliding on the polished concrete floor.
“They’re coming!” People stared at him for a moment, and then returned to their business.
Alicia made eye contact. Big mistake. He dashed to her station, grabbed her by the shoulders, and shook her. “You have to get out of here! Now! They’re in the lot. They’ll be inside any minute!”
Something dripped on her upper arm. He was bleeding on her. “Eww!” She shook him off and pointed at the wound. “Are you okay? Did you cut yourself?”
“No! I’m fine. But that’s what I’m trying to tell you! They’re coming!” He turned and raced away, bumping into her next customer and spilling her cart in the process. Someone outside screamed, causing everyone to crane their heads, searching for the source.
Now Alicia was curious. She took her register keys and went to investigate. Other people, both customers and employees, were drifting in the same direction, drawn by the unexpected drama. When she rounded the corner and was able to see outside, Alicia felt her understanding of the world rip loose and slide away, a little earthquake in her mind.
Across the lot, less than thirty feet away, a man was on his knees, bent over another person, ripping and tearing at their throat. He was pulling enormous, bloody chunks of meat into his mouth and inhaling them like a wild animal.
“Is that real?” Joan asked from beside her.
Alicia had forgotten about her. She shrugged. This was Tempe after all. Anything was possible. Where’s a damn manager when you need one? She cast about, searching for one. A giant hand brushed her shoulder, and the next thing she knew, Big Don Harding, her supervisor, nudged her to the side and pushed past.
Her stomach knotted up. She tasted bile, as if she was going to vomit. “You can’t go outside,” she said.
He gave her a stern glare. “And why not?”
“I…”
He rolled his eyes. “Come on, Alicia. I’m sure it’s some kind of movie promotion or something. Whatever it is, they can’t do it here. Not without getting approval from Corporate.” He started for the exit.
Alicia turned her attention back to the men in the parking lot. The first man was standing and staring at the people clustered around the door. Blood and gore dripped from his face, coating his chest in Technicolor-red. He chewed intently and swallowed the last bits of his meal.
She glanced behind him at the body on the ground. It twitched. Alicia did a double take. She could have sworn the man on the ground had just moved. That’s impossible. As she stared in disbelief, one of his feet kicked out. Then, with a groan, he rolled over and struggled to his feet.
Alicia swallowed hard. The man’s throat was in tatters, the fleshy parts chewed to the point where his vertebrae showed through, glistening white, slick, and greasy. His head tilted at an odd angle, the destroyed muscles of his neck barely supporting the weight of his head.
Customers began backing from the open door, slowly at first, but then with a rising sense of urgency. Alicia sensed the fear sweeping through the crowd; it was an electric current triggering a full-blown panic in the blink of an eye.
“I don’t like this,” she said. “I think you should close up.”
Don was paralyzed, seemingly torn between his duty to the store and his instinct for self-preservation. The man with no throat turned his head, tracking slowly across the front of the building. He stopped and focused on Alicia, his empty gaze boring into her. He began to moan, the sound increasing in intensity until it became a full-fledged roar. He took a shaky step toward her. The other man licked his lips and followed.
Alicia screamed, “Close the fucking doors, Don!”


 

Six
 

 

Cesar smiled, recalling his first journey north—the heat, the people, the sense of hope laced with desperation. What he remembered most vividly was the overwhelming satisfaction of embarking on a grand adventure, of shrugging off his old life and gambling everything on his ability to survive the wilderness and avoid the patrulla fronteriza, the border patrol.
The path undulated like an angry serpent, shattered red and brown rocks fading away to smooth desert floor before abruptly returning. Pebble-filled arroyos crisscrossed the landscape at random intervals, torturing him with constant reminders of nonexistent water.
He got a small sense of comfort from being on this path again, from knowing he wasn’t alone in his quest for a better life. The mental image of thousands of feet marching north on this trail helped put him at ease despite the monumental task ahead.
The sun rode low in the eastern sky. Already blazing, Cesar knew the day would be long and brutal. He figured they had covered twenty-five or thirty kilometers since exiting the old Chevy on the Mexican side of the border. They were well inside the United States by now, far past the point of no return.
The going was slow. His ragtag group consisted of three men like himself, young, fit, and accustomed to working in the hot afternoon sun. However, unlike his first crossing, four women and two small children had also chosen to make the trip.
Cesar was prepared for the journey, had been for as long as he could remember. Ever since his deportation a year earlier following an Immigration and Customs Enforcement raid in Kansas City, he had focused every waking moment on preparations for his return. He had worked three jobs to raise enough cash to pay his coyotero and yet, he had fallen short. A five-hundred-dollar loan from his uncle had carried him over the top.
But the others? He knew little about whether they would survive the heat, the blistering pace, and the abject brutality of the Sonoran desert in the middle of the summer. He hoped so. He felt responsible for them, as if his previous experience north of the border had bestowed some sort of divine responsibility, an unseen burden he dared not abandon.
He took a sip of water and hitched up his jeans. At five-foot-four, with shoulder-length black hair tied in a loose ponytail, Cesar looked like a million other brown men toiling in the American service economy. His most distinguishing feature was his easy grin, an infectious, toothy smile that instantly put people at ease.
He started to spit, and then thought better of it, swallowing his saliva instead. Need to conserve water out here, he chastised himself. Every drop counts…
He took another step and kicked a rock to the side. His thoughts shifted to his family in Mexico. His mother, always overprotective of her youngest son, had gotten hysterical when he told her he was going north again. She had begged and pleaded with him, trying to convince him the Americans would put him in jail this time, lock him away for the rest of his life if he was caught.
His father, an unemployed mechanic, had taken a different approach. He understood the economic realities of Mexico; he saw firsthand the desperation of young men with nowhere to go, with nothing to do. He feared the lure of the drug cartels and realized it was only a matter of time before they swept his son into a life from which he would never return.
“The gringos love us when times are good,” his father had said. “But if things are bad, like now, they will turn on you and make your life miserable. Don’t ever forget that.”
There was a rustling off to Cesar’s right, on the other side of a patch of barrel cactus. Conejo. “Rabbit,” Cesar whispered to himself, practicing his English.
He thought of his cousin Efrain. Is he here? Is he lying feet from me, only bones, or did he make it? Maybe he was caught and is sitting in jail? Efrain had left for Idaho three months earlier, but had never reached his destination. His disappearance, another sad example of the risks involved in going north, had been the talk of the town.
Cesar banished the thought from his mind and continued walking. A short, rock-covered hill rose in front of him. He started climbing. From the other side, below his line of sight, he heard shouting. Cocking his head, he tried to catch the words. It took him a moment to realize they were speaking English. What?
A crippling spike of fear tore through his gut as he crested the rise and got his first glimpse of the scene below. Two white men stood at the front of the line talking to Miguel, the coyotero. They carried menacing assault rifles and were dressed in desert camouflage from head to toe.
Cesar’s first impression was border patrol, but upon closer inspection, he realized he was wrong. Neither man wore insignia on their uniform, nor did they have the close-shaved, professional look he associated with the patrol. Also, one was grossly obese, his belly tumbling over his belt like a sack of flour.
The fat man pointed at him. “You! Up there! Get down here!”
Cesar complied, picking his way carefully down the hill until he joined the rest of the group. As Cesar watched, the fat man barked at Miguel in staccato English, gesturing wildly with the barrel of his gun. His jowls shook like fresh jalea every time he moved his head.
Even more than the sun and the heat, Cesar feared bandits. But these men were something else—something new.
“What do you think is happening?” whispered the woman behind him. Cesar shrugged, trying to remain calm despite the ball of nausea percolating in his gut.
The fat man fired a short burst into the air. Everyone stopped talking. The woman moved closer, and her fingers sought out his arm. “Tengo miedo,” she whispered. I’m scared.
“It’s okay,” Cesar lied.
The gunmen turned away and conversed in hushed tones, gesturing repeatedly at Cesar’s terrified group and pointing north.
Cesar put his hand on the woman’s shoulder. “Get ready to run.” She shook her head vigorously and gestured at the other woman standing to the side with one of the children. “I can’t. That’s my sister and her daughter.” Closing his eyes, Cesar said a quick prayer for the woman and her child.
He checked his rear, looking for other gunmen. It was clear. He visualized a canyon system they had passed a half-kilometer back where he could hide.
Miguel took a step forward, got in the slim gunman’s face, and poked him in the chest. The man laughed and nudged his partner in the ribs. Cesar tensed, preparing for the worst. Faster than Cesar would have expected for a man his size, the fat man raised his rifle and leveled it at Miguel’s face.
One of the children began to cry, calling for his father. Time slowed to a crawl. The gun against Miguel’s head became his everything for an interminable instant, the bridge between the life and death. He couldn’t tear his eyes away.
Crack! Miguel spun away and fell to the ground. A hawk cried out far above them.
“Does anyone else have a problem?” the shooter bellowed.
Cesar swallowed, his throat his own desert. As the murderer trained his gun on the remaining survivors, his partner kneeled beside Miguel’s body and rolled it over. He rifled through the pockets until he found the dead man’s wallet. Flipping it open, he pulled out a handful of pesos and American dollars and dropped them on the corpse’s chest.
We’re going to die now, Cesar realized with sudden clarity. Right here. My family will never know what happened to me. Like Efrain.
Behind him, the woman was praying, repeating the same bible verse. “Padre me protege porque he pecado…”
The man finished his search, and finding nothing of value, got to his feet. He whispered something to his partner.
With a wave of his gun, the fat man pointed at a towering saguaro. “Okay, everyone. By that cactus! Turn out your pockets!” The time to run had passed. Cesar had no choice but to comply. He cursed his cowardice and went to stand beside the cactus.
“On your knees!” the gunman screamed, his high-pitched voice sounding like one from a little girl on a playground. Cesar fell to his knees, closed his eyes, and tried to think about his family.
The men raised their weapons.
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Taos, New Mexico
 

Jack realized Becka had reached the end of her patience when she hauled herself from the pit and plopped down in the grass. She stripped off her gloves, drew her knees up to her chin, and sighed.
“Okay, Bob Vila,” she said with a tired grin. “If that’s a fuel-oil tank, then tell me why it’s buried in our front yard.”
Jack shrugged and gazed at the ground between the house and the barrier, mentally tracing a long-dormant oil supply line to the furnace, which now ran on propane. “I guess that’s how they did things—”
The phone rang, interrupting him
Jack scanned the yard, searching for the phone, then spied it on the front porch where he had left it earlier.
“I’ll get it.” He climbed to his feet. “I need to hit the bathroom anyway.”
Grabbing the cordless phone from the top step, he answered the call.
“Jack! Oh, my God! I’m so glad I got you!” his mother cried from the receiver.
He straightened up, suddenly alert. Something’s wrong with the girls. Before he could ask, she uttered the magic words, “Don’t worry. Maddie and Ellie are fine.”
Jack breathed a sigh of relief.
Her voice reedy with concern, his mother asked, “Have you seen the news this morning?”
“No. We’ve been—”
“Well, turn it on. Now.” Jack’s mother was not one to argue with. At sixty-four, and after raising six children, she knew what she wanted, and she didn’t take no for an answer.
Jack made his way through the door and grabbed the remote. When he turned on the television, the flatscreen snapped to life, filling the room with the saccharine soundtrack from the girls’ favorite cartoon series. He hit the mute button.
Ellie, he thought with a smile. Oldest by a minute and a half, Ellie had an all-consuming passion for everything on the Cartoon Network.
“Ok, Mom. The TV’s on.”
“Good. Now go to CNN.”
Jack fumbled with the buttons, landing first on a gardening show. Cursing, he punched in the numbers again and was rewarded with the CNN logo. A thick red banner crawled across the bottom of the screen. The words ‘Martial law declared,’ printed in tall, bold, white letters, screamed for attention. What the hell? He cranked up the volume.
The camera cut to a long-distance shot. The commentator babbled frantically, talking over the remote reporter. Jack recognized Times Square. It looked nothing like he remembered. The camera swooped to street level.
Chaos. That was the only word he could think of to describe the events playing out on the screen. The streets seethed with people struggling with each other, dashing every which way. The faint pop-pop-pop of gunshots echoed somewhere off-camera.
Wait. He moved forward, trying to get a better view. Is that…? As if reading his mind, the camera panned and tightened on a man in a business suit sawing into the neck of a police officer who was lying in the middle of the street. Jack stared in fascinated disgust as two women joined the scene. One went for the officer’s midsection, and the other latched onto an upper thigh. Blood arced through the air, and the man on the ground writhed in pain. Then he was still.
Jack gasped. “What’s happening, Ma? Did someone attack New York again?”
She let out a low sob. “No… No one knows. Several hours ago, people started getting sick and attacking each other... It’s everywhere. It’s awful…”
Jack was incredulous. His heart pounded. He felt sick to his stomach. “That’s impossible! Everywhere? Who…?”
“Yes. Everywhere. All over the world. Washington, London, Cairo…. everywhere.”
He couldn’t process what she was saying. “Hold on, Mom.”
He went to the front door. “Becka! Something’s going on. Come inside! Quick!”
As he returned his attention to the television, the live shot vanished, replaced by the scrolling ‘Martial law declared’ message and a studio shot. A frazzled-looking young man, not an anchor Jack recognized, fiddled with his tie from his seat behind the main desk.
From off-camera, a staffer appeared and handed the anchorman a slip of paper before dashing back out of sight. The commentator scanned the note and frowned. He reached to his neck and loosened his tie, then wiped his brow. He seemed to age ten years in an instant.
“Ladies and gentlemen, I’ve just learned the president has declared Washington a complete loss. The government is evacuating.” He gave a nervous cough and looked to one side. A million thoughts ran through Jack’s mind. He had friends on the east coast, some in Washington. Becka touched his arm, and he jumped.
“Sorry,” she said. “What’s up?”
He gestured at the television. “There’s something going on back east.”
“It’s everywhere!” his mother corrected. He had forgotten he was still on the phone.
Becka flipped over to MSNBC. Then Fox. The same story was playing on every channel.
Massive simultaneous attacks were occurring around the globe. People were turning on each other and acting like cannibals for no apparent reason.
“The kids!” Becka exclaimed, concern lining her face.
“Mom says they’re fine.” Jack took her hand.
“I’m scared.” Becka said with her eyes still glued to the screen.
He returned his attention to the phone. “We’ll be over in a few, Mom.”
“Okay.” She sounded distracted.
“What is it, Ma?”
She paused for a heartbeat, then answered, “There’s someone at the door.”
Jack’s breath hitched in his throat. “Don’t open it. Lock it and wait for us to get there,” he ordered.
“I’ll see you soon, dear,” she replied. The line went dead.
Jack handed the phone to Becka and went to the kitchen to get his keys. She was still standing there, staring at the television, when he returned. He put his arm around her shoulder. “Becka, honey, we need to go now.”
 

***
 

Five minutes later, he was banging on his mother’s front door. “Ma! It’s us! Let us in!”
The lock snapped loudly, and the door swung open. His mother motioned them through, slamming the door behind them and throwing the deadbolt once they were inside. “Did you see anything?” she asked, peering through the peephole.
Confused, Jack shook his head. “No. Everything looks normal.”
“Is that your son?” a man’s voice called out from the next room.
Jack’s pulse quickened. “Who’s that?”
His mother waved him off. “Don’t worry. It’s only Mr. Carhart, from next door. He can’t get in touch with his family in Atlanta.”
She ushered them into the living room where they found Mr. Carhart sitting in an easy chair nursing an enormous glass of scotch. He looked miserable.
“Where are the girls?” Becka asked immediately.
Jack’s mom pointed at the ceiling. “Upstairs, napping.”
“I’m going to go check on them.” Becka looked at Jack with an obvious invitation to join her.
Jack hesitated, looked at his mom and then back at Becka. “I’ll be right up.”
“Okay,” Becka said.
As Becka climbed out of sight, Jack turned to his mother. “Have you heard anything else about what’s going on?”
She motioned towards the couch. “Yes. But you’re going to want to sit for this…”
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Boise, Idaho
 

Bump.
“Welcome to Boise, ladies and gentleman. The time here is ten forty-three AM. The temperature is seventy-eight degrees. We hope you enjoyed your flight and that you choose to fly with us again.”
Huh?
“Please remain in your seat with your belts fastened until the aircraft comes to a complete stop.”
Kevin Salerno opened his eyes and blinked.
His mouth was gummy and dry, as if someone had stuffed it with damp wool.
“You must’ve had a long trip,” a voice on his right said. Kevin turned his head, following the sound. Sitting next to him was a middle-aged woman with big hair and a little too much makeup for her age. She held a paperback on her lap with her thumb tucked in to save her place. She looked like she was expecting an answer.
“Uh huh,” he said noncommittally.
The plane was still rolling, but Kevin unbuckled his seatbelt anyway. His seatmate gave him a disapproving frown. The plane bumped to a stop, inched forward a few feet, then stopped again. The plane repeated the process twice more before they reached the gate. A chime sounded overhead, and all of the cabin lights flickered to life. The air conditioning kicked in, sending a stream of cool air against his forehead.
“Long trip,” Kevin offered up to his nosy neighbor.
The woman smiled. “I’m going to see my grandkids. What about you?”
Kevin rolled his eyes. Why do people always wait until landing to start talking? Can’t they just leave well enough alone? “Well, I hope you have a good visit,” he said, ignoring her question and fiddling with his seatback.
She smiled, obviously believing he really gave a shit. “Me, too. Are you here for business or pleasure?”
“Neither,” he said, offering no explanation.
She gave him a puzzled look.
“Look, Miss…”
“Martha.” She smiled.
“Martha.” He tried to force a smile, but failed. “I’m sorry, but I’m not very pleasant when I first wake up. I’ve had a really long week, and I just want to get home. I really hope you have a good time in town.”
Martha’s smile collapsed. “I just…”
“I know,” Kevin said. “You just wanted to talk. Not today, though.”
He turned his back on her, leaving her hanging mid-sentence, and stood to retrieve his carry-on from the luggage bin above. Starting in Shanghai the day before—or was it tomorrow? He always got confused—he had been on the move for twenty-two hours. This was the final leg of his trip. All that remained was an hour’s drive home. He was so close he could taste it.
Ten rows forward, in what passed for Business Class in modern American air travel, the flight attendant disarmed the door. It popped open with a whoosh, and instantly the cool and humid ten-thousand-foot pressurized air he had been breathing since Seattle was replaced with the dry air of southern Idaho.
People began filing off of the airplane slowly at first, then picking up speed as they realized their brief period of captivity was finally over. As Kevin entered the jetway, he felt a deep sense of calm wash over his body. He had been on the road for the past two weeks negotiating a deal between his employer and a Shanghai component supplier. He was sick and tired of the road; he only wanted to be home with a beer in his hand and his feet propped up on the railing while he watched the sun set over the western mountains.
The line stopped moving. Passengers collided with each other, slow to react to the sudden stoppage. A chorus of groans echoed up the jet way. Kevin craned his head to see what was going on at the exit, but it was no use. There were too many people.
“Come on,” he muttered. “Move your asses…” In his mind’s eye, he could see his motorcycle waiting for him in the extended-stay parking lot. Another twenty minutes and he’d be roaring west to his cabin in the Boise foothills.
Someone screamed. A gun went off, the sound roaring through the confined space of the jetway like summer thunder. Kevin’s insides turned to ice. He ducked down instinctively, trying to make himself a smaller target. A moment later, the flow of traffic reversed, and he found himself riding a panicked wave of humanity back toward the airplane.
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High above
Western Kansas
 

Captain Mike Pringle scratched his chin as he scanned the instrument cluster of the Boeing 757-200 that was hurtling west at four hundred and twenty knots. Everything checked out, as expected, and his thoughts drifted back to the previous evening.
Stuck in Washington because of severe thunderstorms, he had made the best of a bad situation, spending the night with an exotic Air France hostess named Barbara, who was also grounded by the weather. The sex had been phenomenal, lasting until dawn when he finally collapsed from sheer exhaustion. He had managed to squeeze in a few blissful hours of sleep, barely enough to meet the legal limit.
At forty-four, Mike was doing exactly what he wanted with his life. After a relatively successful career with the Air Force and two tours supporting the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, he had opted for early retirement rather than chase the next set of bars on his shoulder. Life in the military meant long hours and low pay with the constant threat of people shooting at him. That was fine for the young guys, but he had bigger plans.
Since joining United Airlines three years earlier, he had methodically climbed the seniority ladder, to the point where he now spent most of his days high above the flyover states. The next step was to get on the international roster. He figured that was a year, maybe two, away. He didn’t mind. Being a pilot had its perks, especially the steady supply of fresh new women.
He glanced at his copilot, Marty Sellers, and grinned. At fifty-one, the father of five, and a devout Mormon, Marty was the anti-Mike. Strangely enough, the men got along well, and they made a determined effort to work together whenever possible. Mike figured Marty enjoyed living through his exploits, getting a vicarious thrill at glimpsing a life he had forsaken.
“Big weekend plans?” Mike asked, looking to break the monotony of the trip.
Marty folded his novel over his knee and stretched. “Nothing major. Swim meets for my oldest.”
It was Friday morning and they had a hundred and sixty-five people on a nonstop from DC to San Francisco. The flight was running a day late, but for the most part, the passengers weren’t complaining. More storms were predicted for the weekend, and this was the only ticket out of town.
An amber light blazed into life on his console. Cabin call.
His radio squawked. “Sir? This is Brenda. We have a situation back here.” Brenda was serving the rear. He hadn’t worked with her before, but she had seemed professional enough during the preflight introductions. Mike raised an eyebrow at Marty.
“I’m listening…”
“A passenger in 36C. He’s—”
Mike cut her off. “He’s what?”
“He’s having trouble breathing.” A note of panic was creeping into her voice.
Mike relayed the information to Marty, and they exchanged a look of concern. There wasn’t much either of them could do from the cockpit. FAA regulations barred them from leaving their seats to assist, even in the direst emergency.
“Hold on, Brenda. I’ll find out if there’s a doctor on board.”
“Thank you.”
Changing the radio to broadcast to the entire plane, Mike cleared his throat and put on his best voice of authority. “Ladies and gentlemen, we are experiencing a medical emergency. If there are any doctors or trained medical personnel on board, please press the call button located directly over your head. I repeat, if you are a doctor or you have medical training, press the flight attendant call button.” He switched back to speak with Brenda. “Brenda?”
“Yes, Mike?”
“Any luck?”
“Yes, sir. Two passengers. JoAnne is collecting them.” Good. JoAnne was in charge of the center of the plane. Mike had flown with her on several occasions and knew she had a solid head on her shoulders.
“Thanks. Keep me posted.”
“Think it’s serious?” Marty asked as Mike ended the call.
“Beats me. Can you check with ground control and let them know we may need to make an emergency landing?”
Marty nodded. “Sure. At this rate I don’t think we’re ever going to get home.” He began murmuring into the radio. The plane was still a little over three hours from their final destination. If they had to put down early, it probably meant Denver or Salt Lake City.
Mike opened a line to Barbara again. “Barbara?”
She didn’t respond at first, and then, suddenly, she screamed, an earsplitting howl of pain that drilled into Mike’s brain. Mike tore his radio off and held it a few inches away, massaging his sore ears. “What was that?”
“Uh, Mike,” Marty said tentatively. “Denver’s not answering.”
“Just a second Marty—” He dialed the volume down. “Barbara? What’s going on?”
No response. Mike felt a tension headache building. He switched channels to first class. “I’m calling Chad.” Chad was the senior flight attendant on board and should be near the phone. Mike relied upon his crew for a host of duties, not the least of which was security. There was no response. Maybe he’s helping JoAnne, he ruminated, his concern mounting. He tried again. Three rings without an answer.
“Mike.” Marty waved at him.
“What is it?”
“I can’t raise Chicago, either...”
Mike was getting a bad feeling, the sort of tickle he had gotten in Afghanistan when a mission was about to go to shit. It wasn’t something he could put his finger on, just an itch in the back of his mind, like bobbing on the ocean at night and feeling a large animal brushing against your legs.
Marty continued to fiddle with the communications system, switching frequencies, trying to raise the major air traffic control centers along their route, to no avail. “There must be someone else out there.” He punched up a radar screen that displayed the airspace around them.
“Mike. Look!” He pointed at a blip ten miles out and closing. According to the transponder, the signal represented a Continental Airlines flight heading due east at twenty-six thousand feet.
Mike matched frequencies with the other airplane and keyed his transmitter. “Continental Eight Two, this is United Four One requesting ground relay.” He held his breath as he waited for a response.
Finally, after what seemed like eternity, a female voice responded. “United Four One. This is Continental Eight Two. Negative on ground relay. Repeat. Negative on—” There was a sharp BANG, and the communications channel went silent.
“Continental Eight Two. United Four One. Come back.”
Dead air.
As they watched, Continental 82 crossed through twenty thousand feet. Seventeen thousand. Ten thousand. It was going down.
The skies were clear, and Mike bent forward to the cockpit window, scanning for any trace of the other aircraft. It was difficult to see over the nose of the giant Boeing, but he thought he caught a flash of metal far below. He shared a solemn look with Marty. “I think they went down.”
Marty double-checked the radar. Continental 82 had vanished.
Mike pulled out his mobile phone. Three bars. It was a long shot to place a call this high. The plane’s speed relative to the towers on the ground would make holding a signal nearly impossible. “I’m gonna try headquarters,” he said. “They’ll be able to tell us what’s happening.”
Marty looked like he was in shock. Unlike Mike, he had no combat background. He had worked his way up to the right seat via the private aviation world, starting with small commuter aircraft hauling people up and down the West coast and eventually graduating to the big jets.
Mike dialed the switchboard in Chicago and pressed Send. The line rang three times before he was connected. A voicemail recording came on with a stock message explaining that the navigation menu had recently changed and recommending he listen closely to ensure he reached the correct party.
Mike cursed, and praying for an operator, mashed down on the zero button. He needed someone who could tell him what the hell was going on.
Crash!
That was in first class, Mike thought. It sounded like a drink cart tipping over.
He pulled the phone away from his ear and motioned to Marty. The door had a sliding security peephole mounted at eye-level, a means of inspecting the length of the cabin without exposing themselves to anyone trying to take control of the aircraft.
Before Marty could respond, the cockpit door rattled with a direct impact. But it held. Visions of Continental 82 flashed through Mike’s head as he speculated on what was happening in the rear. Thoughts of 9/11 intermingled with his fear. Are we under attack again?
For the first time, Mike was grateful for the reinforced doors. He had bitterly opposed their introduction when they had first been announced. He felt that as a pilot he had a responsibility to show his face to the crew and passengers and to be accessible at all times.
Putting his phone up to his ear, he motioned for Marty to check the door. Marty unfastened his harness and made his way between the seats to the peephole. Sliding the cover aside, he put his eye to the door. There was another impact, and Marty jerked reflexively.
“What is it?” Mike asked, curiosity burning a hole in his gut.
“Hold on.” Marty tried again. Mike watched with anticipation. Meanwhile, the phone continued to ring. Marty took a quick step back, his face ashen. “This is not happening…”
Ashen faced, he returned to his seat.
“Marty?” Mike said. “What’s happening back there? Tell me, damn it!”
Marty’s answer was a rapid shake of his head. His eyes were bugged out, and he looked like he was about to be sick. Mike sighed, placed his cell phone on the console, and climbed out of the pilot’s chair. He approached the peephole cautiously, keeping one eye on Marty.
Mike’s brain refused to process the sight on the other side of the door. He froze, unable to comprehend the atrocity playing out feet from where he stood.
A man was lying on the floor with Chad hunched over him ripping and tearing at the man’s throat like a starving lion on the Serengeti. Greasy bits of flesh and gristle dangled from Chad’s teeth. Splatters of blood coated the cabin, staining the walls a dark red, congealing on the floor in viscous puddles of liquid gore.
A knot of passengers huddled farther back in the center aisle. As Mike prepared to turn away, a ruined face popped up inches from his own on the other side of the door. It mashed against the peephole, blocking his view. Mike held his breath and forced himself to remain still. The figure moved away from the peephole, leaving Mike with a view of the cabin blurred by some unidentifiable bodily fluid. A moment later, the figure charged the door, the force of the impact bending the door in its frame, showing cracks of light from the cabin around the edges.
Mike flailed away from the door.
“What the hell was that?” Marty asked.
“He knows we’re here,” Mike replied, shaking uncontrollably. He sank into his seat and buckled in the safety harness. He had to think, had to land the plane.
“Mike?” Marty asked again.
“I don’t know what’s going on,” Mike snapped. “But we need to get on the ground now.” Pulling on his headset, he began skipping through the radio frequencies, frantically searching for someone, anyone, to guide them in.
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A warm wind pressed at Cesar’s back; sand tickled his back where his shirt had ridden up.
Someone coughed. “Senõr,” a woman hissed. “They’re gone.”
Cesar opened his eyes and stole a glance over his shoulder, bracing himself for the shot that was sure would come. They were gone. “What…?”
She shook her head as if to say she had no idea. “Look!” She frowned and pointed in the opposite direction. Cesar’s eyes followed her outstretched hand. Ten or twenty meters away, on the far side of a narrow arroyo, a lone figure stumbled through the desert.
Cesar struggled to his feet, his knees popping in protest. He scanned his surroundings to be sure the gunmen were truly gone. When he saw no traces of them, he relaxed and turned his attention to the newcomer, whom he now saw was a man.
Something bothered him about the way the man moved. He looked stiff; his steps were forced, as if he wasn’t in control of his own muscles. Maybe he’s delirious? Out of water?
Cesar cringed as the man plowed into a monstrous cholla cactus at full speed, inch-long needles plunging into his body, impaling him a thousand times over. The stranger began a silent struggle with his thorny adversary, twisting and jerking, trying to pull himself loose. Finally, he pulled free and resumed his solitary march, ropy cholla segments trailing in his wake.
“Madre de dios,” Cesar said. “Did you see that?” He waved at the man. “Hola! Senõr!”
Like a fast-moving school of fish, the stranger shifted course, vectoring toward the sound of Cesar’s voice.
“Watch out!” Cesar yelled as the man approached the edge of the arroyo. He cursed. Is he blind? Without a word, the man stepped over the brink and tumbled out of sight.
“We need to help him,” Cesar said, taking off at a run. The others followed.
The soil at the edge was loose and crumbly, shot through with deep furrows from recent rains. There was no sign of the stranger.
“Where did he go?” one of the women asked. “I don’t see him…”
“Down there!” a man to Cesar’s right shouted, pointing at a sharp bend where the creek jogged south. “I think he went that way.”
Cesar squinted. “Wait. What’s that?” There was a something wedged in the rocks at the base of the far wall. “We need to get down there,” Cesar announced. “He might be hurt.” He looked at the others, hoping someone would accompany him. When no one volunteered, he set off by himself.
The first thing he noticed was the smell. Like meat left in the sun, it permeated the air at the bottom of the wash. He picked his way through a nest of sun-bleached saguaro skeletons and grasped for the object. The smell was worse here. Tucking his nose into his shoulder, he wrapped his fingers around the end and tugged. The object popped loose. It took a second for his mind to comprehend what he held in his hands: A human arm, brown and desiccated, skin worn away in patches, yellow-white bone showing through. With a shocked yelp, Cesar dropped the arm and took a step back.
There was a commotion above. A thin stream of dirt trickled onto his shoulder. He glanced up. All faces were focused south, fixated on something he couldn’t see.
“Get out!” one of the men yelled. “He’s coming back!”
Out of the corner of his eye, Cesar saw the arm convulse. Before he could react, the hand latched onto his ankle with a viselike grip and started to squeeze. Cesar screamed and kicked out, trying to dislodge the arm, but it wouldn’t release its grip.
“Hurry,” came the call from above. The wind picked up, pushing up from the south. Cesar gagged at the stench. It was the same smell of putrefied rot attached to his leg, only worse. And it was coming toward him.
He heard the man before he saw him. Grunting and wheezing, what he assumed was the former owner of the arm rounded the bend and lumbered towards Cesar. His remaining arm was outstretched in a sick parody of pleading.
The pressure on Cesar’s ankle eased for a second as the hand scuttled up his leg like an enormous spider. When it reached his calf, it clamped down again, digging bony fingertips into the soft flesh and muscle, triggering a spike of pain that shot through his body. His vision dimmed and he staggered against the wall of the arroyo, barely catching himself on a protruding root. The pain was unlike anything he had ever experienced. He beat at the hand, but that only made it worse. Filthy, broken fingernails dug into the denim of his jeans, scrabbling for bare skin.
Pebbles clattered. Branches snapped. He looked up and saw the man was less than five yards away. Seeing him up close, Cesar finally understood how much trouble he was in. The man was sick. His face was shredded to the bone. Mottled clumps of something sticky covered his scalp. His eyes, what was left of them, were an opaque gray, the color of monsoon storm clouds, filled with thick cataracts.
Setting off with a limp, Cesar headed for a narrow trail leading to the rim. As he ran, the attached hand leaped higher, fingers encircling his knee, squeezing the twin tendons on the back of his leg, making it all but useless.
“Help me!” he cried, frantically searching for the other border crossers. He was halfway up the slope when he finally succumbed to the pain, unable to go any farther.
A furtive glance over his shoulder revealed his pursuer, not far behind, still struggling with the incline.
Cesar dug into his pocket and withdrew his knife. He flipped the blade open. Taking care not to cut himself, he slid it between the hand and his leg and twisted. The knife sank into the desiccated flesh. There was no blood. The grip increased and a sudden bolt of pain lanced down to his foot. He bit back a cry and kept digging.
Finally, with a dry crack, the thumb broke away. The hand tumbled away from his leg and slid down the embankment, disappearing over a ledge.
Cesar wiped the knife blade in the sand, checked his leg, and finding no open wounds, continued his mad dash towards safety.
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Colorado Springs
 

Peter Woo flipped open the lid of his laptop and drummed his fingers on the palm rest, barely able to contain his excitement. He glanced at his mobile phone lying on the couch beside his thigh, and then turned his attention back to the laptop as his screen flashed.
At seventeen, Peter felt he had a pretty good idea how the world worked; God had a plan, and if you followed it, you were golden. If you ignored it, you were on the express train to Hell. Peter was following the plan to the letter, as delivered by Pastor Chuck at Central Baptist Community Church, and he felt little sympathy for anyone who wasn’t doing the same.
After what seemed like an eternity, the laptop finally booted. He swiped his fingertip on the scanner, logging himself in. A few seconds later, he was on Facebook, skipping through his news feed.
Peter was intimately familiar with the idea of Rapture—how, when mankind faced its final battle, Jesus would return to the earth and carry the true believers to Heaven to sit by his side.
That was why he was so excited. His wall told the entire story. The rapture was here...
.
.
.
Johnny Gaston
I just saw a non-believer taken down in the street! Stay strong, everyone!
8 minutes ago - Like this
 

Emily Felt
He is arrived! Praying!
7 minutes ago
Jessica Fox likes this
 

Johnny Gaston
There’s someone at the door… brb
6 minutes ago - Like this
 

Emily Felt
Who was it Johnny?
6 minutes ago - Like this
 

Emily Felt
Johnny? Are you there? Who was it?
4 minutes ago - Like this
 

Chris Neelon
Emily - where are you?
3 minutes ago - Like this
 

Emily Felt
Johnny? Call me, k? Praying for you.
1 minute ago
.
.
.
Peter had to admit, as happy as he was about the rapture, he was scared for his family, for his girlfriend. For himself. Pastor Chuck hadn’t said anything about people eating each other. Come to think of it, he hadn’t seen the pastor on Facebook all day. That was odd. The Pastor was a regular on Facebook, always there to offer a guiding hand.
Peter shrugged. He’s probably busy helping people rapture. He recalled his recent phone call with Molly, his girlfriend of eight months. She had called twenty minutes earlier, crying, saying she had heard gunshots outside her house. Things seemed worse on her end of town, the rapture in full swing. Peter wished he was there with her so they could experience it together. And he would be if it weren’t for his mother. He turned his eyes to the ceiling. She lay just a few feet above, suffering from the end stages of terminal ovarian cancer. He and his father had brought her home from the hospital the week before. Her last round of chemotherapy was a complete disaster, draining her strength and turning her into a ghost of the woman who once ruled the house with an iron fist. The end was close, he knew. He couldn’t help but smile at the timing. Soon he would see his mom in Heaven; she would be strong and healthy like he remembered.
Peter thought it was strange that his dad hadn’t called yet. He picked up his cell phone and checked the time. Two twenty. He said he’d be home by now. He shrugged it off. His father would get home when he did.
He typed in a quick Facebook post, encouraging his friends to ‘hold tight in the name of Jesus. The end is near!’
As he pressed enter, his phone chirped. It was Molly. He picked it up. “Hey.”
“Pete.” She was crying and gasping, almost hyperventilating.
“What is it? Are you okay?”
She blubbered something he couldn’t understand. Something about eating… He slid off the couch and went to the window. When he peered out, he saw nothing but empty street.
“Slow down, Molly,” he said, motioning with his hand even though she couldn’t see it.
She blew her nose loudly in his ear. “They ate them,” she spit out. “The police—all of them.”
Peter was confused. “What do you mean they ate them? What did the police eat?”
“No, Pete!” she shrieked. “The people outside! They ate the police that were shooting at them.” Peter closed his eyes and tilted his head toward the ceiling. She was panicking again.
“I don’t understand what you’re saying, Molly. Try to slow down and start from the beginning.”
She did, and when she was finished, Peter realized he couldn’t wait any longer for his father to get home. If he really loved Molly, he had to go to her right now, to be with her for the end. He checked the street again. Still nothing. His family home was situated in the center of a cul-de-sac, and the closest main road was a half-mile away. Everything looked normal.
He went back to the couch and pulled his computer back into his lap. After entering the address of the local news station in his browser, he clicked on their live traffic cameras. The page finally loaded, displaying a blue screen—a dead video feed.
“Hold on, Molly.” He picked up the remote, turned on the television, and switched it to the same news channel.
A young blonde woman at the anchor desk had her hand up to her ear, her head tilted as she listened to a personal earphone. She was frowning. As he watched, her frown deepened, the corners of her mouth turning her pretty face ugly. She straightened up, rearranged the papers on her desk, and locked her eyes on the camera.
“According to national sources, the president has declared martial law in all fifty states. A twenty-four-hour curfew has been imposed. The Army and National Guard have been mobilized and have orders to shoot anyone violating this curfew.” The anchor shook uncontrollably as she spoke, looking as if she were about to start crying.
“Ladies and gentlemen, my… our advice remains the same. Stay in your homes with your doors and windows locked. There is some form of contagion spreading throughout the country. It causes extreme confusion and violence in those affected, and they are no longer safe to be around. I repeat. Stay indoors. Lock your doors and windows. Do not answer the door for anyone.”
“Molly?”
“Are you coming?” She was crying again.
“Yes.” Peter swallowed. “I’ll be there as soon as I can.”
The anchor woman stood, unclipped her microphone and tossed it on the desk, and then walked off-camera. Peter snapped his laptop shut and stuffed it in his courier bag. There was one last thing to do before he left. He dashed up the carpeted stairs two at a time and raced down the hall to his parents’ room. The door was closed, but he heard the muted sounds of their television on the other side. He rapped on the door with the back of his hand.
“Mom?”
There was no response. Peter hesitated, then knocked again, louder this time. “Mom? Can I come in?”
There was still no answer. That presented a dilemma. She often dozed during the day, when the pain wasn’t too bad. But once, several weeks before, he had entered her room to find her half-naked, hugging the toilet in the master bathroom. He blushed at the memory. The sense of embarrassment at seeing his mother’s naked body had almost made him turn and run. But instead, he had bent down and helped her up. But he couldn’t forget the sight.
He turned the door knob and pushed in with his shoulder, while trying to keep his eyes glued to the floor. Glancing up carefully, he saw that the bed was empty, the sheets twisted into a ball. No. Not again. His spirits sank. Peter pushed the door the rest of the way open and stepped into the room. He wrinkled his nose. What’s that smell? It was like something rotting, like an old Styrofoam meat tray in the kitchen trash he had forgotten to take out.
He went to the bathroom door. It was closed, but he could see light underneath. “Mom! Are you okay?”
That’s a stupid question, he realized as soon as it crossed his lips. Of course she’s not okay.
“Mom?” He knocked.
Crash!
The door rattled in its frame. A chunk of hollow core laminate fell to Peter’s feet. A crack as long as his arm appeared in the top panel. Peter stepped back, wringing his hands. The smell was stronger now. There was another impact, followed by a mad scrabbling on the other side, as if a dog were trapped inside, trying to dig its way through. Peter took a tentative step forward and placed his ear a few inches from the door.
“I’m opening the door now, Mom.” He put his hand on the knob. A guttural moan emanated from the bathroom, deep and long like an old tornado siren. He twisted the knob slowly, trying to guess when the latch would cross the strike plate. Just when he thought it was almost there, the door was wrenched from his hand. His finger caught on the head of a screw in the knob, ripping a deep furrow along the length. Blood poured from his hand.
Peter gasped at the sight before him.
His mother stood hunched and naked in the doorway. The shriveled remains of her breasts swayed like rotten pears; the bones of her hips flared out in bold relief, rigid wings stretching her gray, mottled skin like a bizarre tent made of human flesh. Clotted blood coated her thighs. Something writhed between her legs, something small yet very alive, something that had clawed its way from inside her body.
Peter squeaked in fear. She rushed at him, a feral hunger on her face, focused on her next meal. Just like the people on television, he thought absently. He turned and ran for his life.
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Megan burst from her trailer at full speed. Her eyes were wild as she searched for someone, anyone, who could help her with Sam. The nearest trailer was twenty feet away, diagonal from hers. She sprinted across the baked dirt and tugged on the cheap aluminum door. Locked. The adjacent trailer was the same.
She stood in the hot sun and racked her brain, trying to remember who was working today, and who was off. Katy’s on, she recalled. She said so at dinner last night. A lithesome, African-American woman from Miami, Katy was Megan’s closest friend in the brothel. For reasons Megan still didn’t understand, they had become quick friends when she first arrived, often watching television together between shifts, doing each other’s hair, and even taking shopping trips into Las Vegas.
Megan set off at a dead sprint for the brothel, a five-thousand-square-foot, 1960s-era, ranch-style house . It lay just behind the next trailer.
“Help!” she screamed, as she burst through the rear door. “I need help!” There was no answer. Her pulse boomed in her ears, blotting everything else out. Wait… She heard the television in the ready room, three doors down. Megan raced down the hall, skidding to a stop on the scuffed laminate floor just outside the room where the girls on duty waited to be called for their lineup. Katy and another girl, Melissa, were perched on the edge of a dusty leather sofa. Their eyes were glued to the television.
Megan couldn’t help but look. The screen was divided into four quadrants. The top left displayed an empty news anchor desk while the other three showed remote camera views of various city streets. Wandering aimlessly, figures lurched across the screen. Signs of destruction abounded. Cars sat with their doors open, dead bodies littered the streets, fires blazed in the distance.
Katy tore her gaze from the television. “Megan!” she exclaimed.
Megan gulped like a fish, trying to catch her breath. “I need help! Sam’s in trouble! In my trailer!”
“Have you seen this?” Melissa asked, gesturing at the screen.
Megan nodded. “Yeah, but that’s not important right now. Something’s wrong with Sam!”
Katy unfolded herself from the couch and crossed the room while keeping one eye on the television the entire way. Megan felt like she was about to scream. What the hell is going on here?
“I’m sorry, Megs,” Katy said, finally tearing her attention from the screen. “What’s wrong with her?”
Leaving Melissa behind, Megan grabbed Katy’s hand and yanked her down the hall and out the back door.
She filled Katy in as they ran to her trailer. “We were talking, and she just collapsed. I - I couldn’t find a pulse…I tried…” The trailer door was wide open, swinging in a soft breeze.
As soon as they stepped inside, Megan was assaulted by a fetid tsunami of human shit and rancid body odors. It triggered her gag reflex, almost making her throw up.
“Ew! What is that smell?” Katy asked, holding her nose.
Megan gagged again and put her hand over her mouth. “I don’t know.” Sam was gone.
“She was right there,” Megan insisted, pointing at the floor. “I swear!”
Katy poked her head into the small bathroom. “She’s not in here either.”
A horrible image flashed through Megan’s mind: Sam struggling to her feet, leaving the trailer, wandering into the desert, and dying under the blistering sun. She felt sick. She should have stayed with her.
Someone outside screamed. It went on and on, making the hairs on the back of her neck stand on end.
“What was that?” Megan whispered. Katy shrugged, wide-eyed. They abandoned the stench to race outside and back to the brothel.
Megan tore the back door of the brothel open and pushed inside with Katy in tow. She called out, “Melissa? Are you okay?” Then she listened.
A wave of relief coursed through her as she recognized Sam’s form at the far end of the hall, outside the television room. She must have gone around to the front…
Megan’s relief was shattered a moment later as her eyes finally adjusted to the gloomy interior. Sam, who only minutes before had been lying on her trailer floor with no pulse, was hunched over Melissa, tearing chunks of flesh from her face and wolfing them down like a starving mutt. Melissa fought for her life, pummeling Sam, trying to dislodge her. Blood coated the hallway, enormous abstract splashes on both walls and a pool fanning out on the laminate floor. The house smelled of copper and feces.
Sam growled and tore a chunk from Melissa’s neck. A high-pressure stream of arterial blood spurted forth, coating Sam’s face, seeming to drive her into an even greater frenzy. Melissa stopped struggling and went limp. Katy screamed, and Sam’s head snapped in their direction. Shit!
Pressing down on Melissa’s corpse for leverage, Sam struggled to her feet. She moaned, and a thick chunk of Melissa’s neck escaped her mouth and tumbled to the floor with a juicy plop. Her tongue skittered over her lips licking hungrily at the torrent of gore cascading from her open maw.
She started walking toward Megan and Katy. Quickly gaining speed, Sam charged down the shotgun-style hall with her bare feet slapping wildly. Megan was frozen in place. She felt like she was watching an instant replay on television. Sam’s eyes bored into her with an inhuman determination. She had to move. Right now.
Fingers wrapped around her wrist. It was Katy, tugging her back through the door. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw something that shook her to her very core: Melissa rolling over, climbing to her feet. She spun on her heels and followed in a blind panic.
“Close the door!” Katy yelled once they were outside. Megan turned around and yanked the door shut. They raced back across the graveled area that passed for her front yard. Inside her trailer, Megan slammed the door closed behind them and set the deadbolt with a clunk.
“Oh, my God. Oh, my God. This isn’t happening!” Katy sobbed, pacing around the trailer.
Megan went to the window and pulled the curtain back. “Oh, shit!” She dropped the curtain. “Here she comes!”
Katy stood in the middle of the room hugging herself and quaking. The window in the center of the door shattered, sending shards of glass spraying across the room. A pair of arms plunged through the window, waving around, seeking purchase. Sam roared in frustration.
Megan looked at Katy. “We have to go.” Katy didn’t argue. Grabbing her purse, Megan turned it upside down and dumped it on the bed. “Keys…” Her cell phone, a lipstick, and a pack of cigarettes left over from a long weekend in Vegas tumbled out. And then she spotted her keys.
She snatched them from the bed, but her hands were shaking so badly she almost dropped them.
“How?” Katy asked.
Megan pointed toward the other end of the trailer. “The bathroom window. My car’s right outside.”
“What if they…?”
The door shook and bulged with a brutal impact. The lock wouldn’t hold much longer.
Megan shook her head emphatically and gestured at the front door. “We don’t have a choice.”
“Okay.”
The girls squeezed into the tiny bathroom and slid the thin pocket-door closed. It would offer even less of a barrier than the front door, a few seconds at most. As Megan twisted the thumb-lock, the front door exploded open, and Sam roared. She’s inside! Her insides turned into water.
She raised the bathroom window and stuck her head out. There was no sign of Melissa… yet. Climbing onto the toilet, she began to shimmy through the gap, gouging her ribcage on the sill in the process. With a final push, she tumbled out and landed on the ground beside her car.
She leaped to her feet and reached up, ready to help Katy.
It was too late. Katy was halfway through the window when she was yanked back with a scream. Megan shrieked. “Katy!”
She hopped in the air, trying to see through the window, but it was no use. She was too short. She searched for something to stand on, but couldn’t find anything.
From inside the trailer, she heard muffled cries from Katy as Sam was probably tearing her limb from limb. The crying stopped a moment later, replaced by a sound that reminded her of her childhood dog—a Great Dane named Max—when he ate wet dog food.
“Katy! Come on, Katy.”
Sam appeared at the window with a maniacal smile plastered across her face. When she leaned out, blood dripped from her face and hands down the side of the trailer. She started to wriggle her blood-soaked torso through the window.
Katy was dead, Megan realized. She dashed for her car. Her fire-red Volkswagen Electric was her pride and joy, purchased after a particularly busy month last year. She dropped her keys on the floor twice before she got it started. For a terrifying moment, she thought it wasn’t working. Then she saw the light on the dash. In her rearview mirror, she saw Sam tumble to the ground behind her.
Megan didn’t wait to find out what would happen next. Throwing the car into drive, she mashed down on the accelerator and shot off in a spray of gravel.
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Somewhere in the Pacific Ocean
 

United States Navy Commander Betty Hollister accepted a Diet Coke from her warrant officer and turned her attention back to her display. At thirty-nine years old, she was the first woman in her family to make it out of her ancestral home in Mobile, Alabama, and the first woman to ever command a ballistic nuclear missile submarine for the Navy.
The USS Wyoming had been steaming north-northwest for seven days since leaving their new home base of Pearl Harbor, and they were making good time. All mission parameters were within acceptable ranges except for an intermittent vibration in the screw at eleven knots. If all went according to schedule, the sub would arrive at its duty station in the Bering Sea in the next forty-eight hours. The plan was to patrol for thirty days before moving on to their next duty station, the location of which had yet to be revealed. Commander Hollister took a sip of her drink and placed it in the gimbaled holder beside her right hand. The drink holder was designed to allow her drink to remain level as the sub moved around it.
Life as the first female commander of a boomer exceeded her wildest expectations. When she had first put in her papers to transfer from the carrier service to the submarine forces, her commanding officer, a grizzled veteran of the first Gulf War had given her a quizzical look and raised an eyebrow. “You know the trailblazer takes all the arrows, don’t you?”
Her response had been simple. “I don’t have a choice, sir.” The Navy was all she knew, and like every other aspect of her life, she found she could only move forward, taking on ever-increasing responsibility in an unrelenting quest to remake herself, to leave her past behind.
Hollister’s initial enlistment in the Navy had been a calculated move to avoid suspicion related to the accidental death of a classmate during her senior year of high school.
Only she knew the death was not accidental. Far from it. It had all started the summer between her junior and senior years when her best friend since elementary school, Susan Crawford, had stolen her boyfriend, humiliating her and destroying what had seemed like the perfect relationship with the perfect boy. Hollister was devastated, unable to accept the betrayal. Something shifted deep inside of her, some fundamental piece of her psyche she neither understood nor controlled. With a resolve and cunning that would serve her well in her future naval career, she suppressed her rage and acted as if she accepted the betrayal, even going so far as to offer her congratulations to the new couple, assuring them she bore them no ill will. And then, she waited. Four months later, on the night of homecoming, she made her move.
Shortly after midnight at a post-game party at a classmate’s house, Hollister discovered her ex-boyfriend passed out cold in an overstuffed La-Z-Boy.
Hollister didn’t hesitate. She was alone with him, and she knew Susan was at the other end of the house doing tequila shots with a group of girls from her field hockey team. Pinching his nose closed, Hollister cupped her hand over his mouth and counted to a hundred. The boy barely struggled, throwing out only a few halfhearted kicks as his autonomous nervous system reacted belatedly to the dwindling supply of oxygen. But it was too little, too late.
If I can’t have you, then neither can she.
After verifying he was dead, Hollister slipped from the room and returned to the party. She stayed for another half-hour, acting as if nothing had happened, before slipping out and returning home.
Word spread quickly about the death at the party, and while the official cause of death was ruled an accidental asphyxiation, Betty was able to sleep through the night for the first time in months, finally satisfied justice had been served.
She had enlisted in the Navy the next day. After her first tour of duty, she applied to the Naval Academy, and from that point on, her career took off like a rocket.
Her transfer was official two months after graduation from the Naval Academy. She became the first female executive officer, or XO, serving aboard the USS New Mexico—the only female among an all-male crew. The first few weeks at sea had been brutal, but the crew eventually adjusted to the new reality as she demonstrated her competency as a senior officer. It didn’t hurt that she ruled with an iron fist. Two years later, she had gotten her chance to command the Wyoming.
The Wyoming was loaded with a full complement of twenty-four Trident II D-5 missiles, each carrying eight W88 warheads rated at four hundred and seventy-five kilotons, for a total of over ninety-one megatons of firepower, or over seven thousand times the explosive force unleashed on Hiroshima. It was an awesome responsibility, one Commander Hollister did not take lightly.
She focused on her screen, tabbing through a diagnostic program containing information ranging from water pressure on the double-walled titanium hull down to the status of individual valves and sensors scattered throughout the leviathan. The software was a recent upgrade to the Ohio-class boats, and the Wyoming was the first to employ it in a live setting. So far, Hollister was impressed.
She changed screens to a crew roster and traced a finger down the list of names, reciting them to herself. Her crew was top notch, her executive team hand-picked. She trusted them with her life as they did with theirs. Yawning, she checked the time. There were only two more hours in her shift.
The Navy operated on an eight-hour day while at sea. That practice made some things easier for the people at the bottom of the food chain, but it made life a nightmare for the commander. Although her shift was almost over, she was never really off duty.
“Commander, we have an EAM,” her chief communications officer announced. Tapping and swiping her screen, Hollister pulled the message from the submarine’s central computer to her personal workspace.
“Acknowledged.”
She tried to remember if there was a launch exercise scheduled for today. They occurred periodically during every tour as a tried-and-true means of ensuring the crew was prepared for action. She opened her personal calendar to check and didn’t see anything. Why the Emergency Action Message then?
She paged her executive officer, Lieutenant Andrew Pollard, and began to read.
 

EAM: 1015Z. IMMEDIATE STRATEGIC WEAPON RELEASE AUTHORIZED. TARGET PACKAGE XT-234. AUTHORIZATION YTB778BAC.
 

Hollister sucked in her breath and reread the message. Emergency action messages were short by nature. The system relied upon a miles-long antenna array towed behind the submarine collecting ultra low frequency radio transmissions from enormous land-based radios scattered across the globe. EAMs were wrapped in several layers of encryption and unreadable by anyone other than herself.
She leaned back in her chair and surveyed the bridge crew. She opened a window on her console and pulled up a list of target packages. Hollister didn’t recognize the ‘X’ designator in the targeting package and, as far as she knew, there were no conflicts in the world that could possibly warrant a strategic nuclear response of the magnitude specified in the EAM. Confused, she rubbed her temples.
The target package database appeared, and she paged through the list searching for X-234. When she reached the bottom of the page and didn’t find it, she scrolled back to the top, double-checking in case she had missed it. On the right side of the screen was a slowly pulsing link marked FCON. She scratched her head. She had never noticed it before, despite endless hours on the simulator. She clicked the link and the screen flashed once, and was then replaced with two boxes. The first requested her command authorization code, and the second asked for a mission profile.
“What the hell?”
The command authorization code was a secret string of digits assigned to each officer possessing nuclear weapon release authority. The code served as one half of a key, the other half being provided with the EAM launch profile.
She punched in her code, along with the mission profile, XT-234. The screen flashed red, and the boxes appeared again, empty, but shaded a bright orange. Entering through the forward hatch, her XO finally arrived on the bridge. He came to her side, making a point of not looking directly at her display. He had served with her as far back as her carrier days and was her most trusted advisor.
Biting her lip, Hollister plugged in the command authorization code and the mission profile, and then she pressed Enter.
She gasped in surprise. The screen displayed twenty-four XT-level targeting packages. But it wasn’t the number of packages that alarmed her, it was the targets.
The first entry, XT-102, covered Western and Southern Europe. The next entry, XT-118, had targets in South America—Lima, Rio de Janeiro, São Paolo—as did the next several profiles. She continued scrolling, looking for XT-234. It was at the bottom.
 

Seattle
Los Angeles
San Francisco
Sacramento
Las Vegas
Boise
Phoenix
Honolulu
Portland
 

The list went on and on. She blinked several times to ensure she wasn’t seeing things. Honolulu. That’s
Home.
Hollister slid from her chair and motioned for Pollard to follow her. “Come with me,” she said. “We need to talk.”
“Commander?” Pollard asked once they were in her quarters. Hollister didn’t reply. Instead, she went to her sea locker and rummaged around for a moment before pulling out a full bottle of Glenmorangie scotch and two plastic tumblers. Technically, alcohol wasn’t allowed on Navy vessels. But as commander, she had the authority to bend the rules when she saw fit. And this situation called for a lot of bending. She splashed two fingers into each cup, and then added another. Shoving one toward Pollard, she motioned for him to drink up.
“Is it the EAM?” he asked.
She sighed and cast her eyes at the floor as she drained her scotch. It burned going down, and she felt a familiar ball of warmth blossom in her gut.
She snapped back. “Yes, Andrew. It is about the goddamned EAM.”
“May I ask what is said?”
She nodded. “Full strategic launch. Target package XT-234.”
Pollard gave her a puzzled look. “I’m not familiar with that package.”
“Neither was I.” She went to her terminal and rerouted the display from the bridge. When the list filled her screen, she spun the display around so Pollard could see. Bending in close, he recited each name under his breath as he worked his way to the bottom.
He sucked in his breath and looked up at Hollister when he finished reading. “Holy mother of God! Is this for real?”
She shrugged. “I assume so. I’m not aware of a countermand EAM.”
Pollard drained the remains of his scotch in one gulp and held out his cup for a refill.
Hollister poured for both of them. “I don’t know about you, Andrew, but this violates every oath I’ve ever taken. This is insane.” He looked thoughtful for a moment as he evaluated her statement, then took a sip of his scotch. Hollister knew that by questioning the validity of the targeting package, she was offering him an opening to question her authority and possibly judge her unfit for duty. However, the expression on Pollard’s face and his body language told her that he was just as shocked as she was.
Straightening in his chair, he broke his silence. “I recommend we proceed to periscope depth and attempt direct communication with Pearl.”
Hollister hid her relief. “I concur. Send the order.”
Pollard began entering commands for the bridge while Hollister got up and stalked around the tiny cabin, inspecting, but not seeing the numerous commendations arrayed on the bulkhead. She sensed an abrupt tilt in the deck as the officer at the helm implemented Andrew’s request.
Together, they watched as the depth display on her computer rolled backward with agonizing slowness. Neither said a word, each lost in their own thoughts.
As they approached the surface, Hollister began to tense. She was breaking protocol by ignoring the EAM and surfacing in the open ocean. But she felt she had no choice. She had to know why she was being instructed to launch against the United States. They reached their target depth a minute later, and a hidden series of jets and pumps automatically adjusted the ballast, locking them in place.
Pollard bypassed the radio room and accessed the secure ship-to-shore communications subsystem. This mechanism was much more effective than the Ultra Low Frequency transmission by which they had received the EAM, allowing instantaneous communications either by satellite or direct line-of-sight broadcast to the shore.
“Calling Pearl,” he said, as he pressed the connect icon on the screen. They waited. Hollister started to get a bad feeling. This was highly unusual.
“Try San Diego,” she said after a few seconds, fear percolating inside. Pollard’s fingers flew over the keyboard as he rerouted their request. San Diego was quiet as well.
They spent the next several minutes running through the various contact points in their chain of command before straying outside, first to the other naval vessels, and then to other branches of the armed forces, all to no avail. The military nets were silent.
“Do you know how to tap into the commercial infrastructure?” Hollister asked, frustrated. She knew it was possible, but she had never done it.
“Maybe,” Pollard replied thoughtfully.
“Do it.”
“We should be close enough to Russia to pick up terrestrial digital broadcasts. And we should be able to tap into some commercial satellites as well, pick up international traffic,” he said, chewing his lip. “But you can kiss any hope of keeping our position disguised goodbye.”
She ran her hands through her close-cropped hair. “I don’t care.”
Pollard fiddled with the controls, and a moment later the screen changed to a pixilated broadcast of an empty street. “I think this is Moscow,” Pollard whispered.
Cyrillic lettering scrolled across the bottom of the screen. “Do you speak any Russian?” Hollister asked.
“Nyet,” Pollard said, shaking his head. “I took a semester at the academy, but that was a long time ago.”
“I was afraid of that…” She leaned forward. “Can you turn up the volume?”
Pollard double-checked. “It’s all the way up.”
“Try another channel.”
As he reached for the switch, Hollister grabbed his forearm. “Wait!” Pollard withdrew his hand. “What’s that?” She pointed at the side of the screen where a figure had entered the frame.
They leaned in closer to get a better view. The figure resolved itself to a man after a moment. He was staggering directly toward the camera. There was no intelligence in his eyes, no awareness he was being watched.
“Something’s wrong with him,” Pollard murmured.
Hollister squinted. “I think you’re right...”
As the man drew closer, Hollister gasped. The man, or what was left of him, was a patchwork of flesh and bone, a gnawed travesty of something that should by all accounts be dead. A gaping hole in his midsection glistened in the murky twilight, a slick, hollow cavity devoid of life-sustaining organs. Yet he was walking, moving about as if out for a pleasant stroll.
Hollister and Pollard watched in silence as the man reached the camera and then passed it, going out of view. In the distance, more figures appeared. A healthy-looking young woman sprinted into the frame from somewhere behind the camera. She stopped in the middle of the street and looked around as if searching for a place to hide. Then, she darted from one locked door to another. She turned her head as if she had heard something, and then raced off in the opposite direction.
A moment later, a group of fifty or sixty of the walking wounded entered the camera’s view, moving in the same direction as the woman. They seemed to focus as one, moving in lockstep. A minute later, they disappeared around a corner and were gone.
Hollister cracked her knuckles. “Can you get CNN International?”
“Sure. Hold on a second.” Pollard adjusted the frequency. The screen snapped to life, all traces of pixilation gone. The familiar CNN banner filled the screen. A line of blinking text underneath said ‘Feed Unavailable.’ That was enough for Hollister. Something had happened on the surface, something terrible.
She fixed Pollard with a stare. “Take us to launch depth. Proceed with launch on my authority, Commander Code 83889348HHY-44BN.” Andrew gulped and began relaying her orders.
From her seat, Hollister felt the ship pitch forward, nosing back into the welcome embrace of the ocean.


 

Not yet an epitaph
 

 

I am homesick after mine own kind,
Oh I know that there are folk about me, friendly faces,
But I am homesick after mine own kind.
 

Ezra Pound, In Durance
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Three Months Later
 

Megan stretched and stifled a yawn. She scrubbed a stray bead of sweat from her forehead and wiped it on her pillow. Through the window, she could see the sun starting to sink behind the Tucson Mountains, far across the valley. The last rays of the day flooded her room with a toasty orange glow that reminded her of a dying campfire. Despite the hour, it was still hot. The heat was a dense blanket of misery crushing her spirit, draining every last bit of motivation from her soul. The best she could hope for was to lie still and wait for the relative coolness of evening. Even then, true relief would only arrive in the final hours before dawn, after the heat of the previous day had finally radiated into the night sky.
Whoever invented the concept of hell must have lived in the desert, she mused. To make matters worse, there was the dust. No matter what she did, no matter how much she washed, she couldn’t rid herself of the feeling she was covered with a fine layer of the stuff. It got into everything, her bed, the food, even the water.
She sighed and rolled onto her stomach. At least I’m not alone… She chuckled.
For reasons she hadn’t yet been able to determine, the undead seemed to suffer from the heat as much, if not more, than the living. Not all of them, of course. There were always pockets of the bastards, the outliers, who didn’t obey the rules. They were the ones to watch out for. They would sneak up on you during a supply run and take a chunk out of your ass, putting an end to your miserable existence in a hurry.
There was a knock at her door, a gentle, back-of–the-knuckles rapping. She tensed instinctively, forgetting for a moment where she was, thinking she was back in the brothel and a client was outside her door waiting for his session. She breathed out and forced herself to relax. Came back to the present. Those days are over. Never again. She rolled over and ran her fingers through her hair, smoothing it back. “Come in!”
The door creaked open a few inches, and a smiling brown face peered through the gap. “Megan?”
She sat up. “Everyone’s here,” Cesar Aguilar announced. “Are you ready?”
Something in his tone, the tentative nature of his question, took her back to the first time they had met. Megan’s car had died as the bombs fell on Las Vegas, the engine falling silent as the electromagnetic pulse scrambled the complex electronics embedded within. It was only blind luck that she had been stretched across the seat searching for the instruction manual in the glove box when the sky caught fire. Five seconds earlier and she would have lost her sight to the blast.
With nowhere else to go, she had set out on foot, heading south to her sister Chloe’s place in Arizona. The trip was uneventful except for one night south of Flagstaff when she had encountered a group of three men heading in the opposite direction. Megan was sleeping in an abandoned minivan on the side of the highway when she was suddenly awakened by a beam of light stabbing into her eyes. A man’s face leered at her through the window. A live man.
Fearing the worst, she had grabbed a tire iron and scrambled out the other side of the vehicle, only to land in the arms of a burly man with an iron grip. He snatched her weapon and tossed it to another man she couldn’t see, and then he had spun her around and slammed her against the side of the van. He grabbed her wrists, squeezing them together so hard she thought they would break.
“Are you bitten?” he demanded, his voice dripping with malice and a hint of fear.
Megan shook her head. “No.”
“Check her,” another man said, a little too enthusiastically. Visions of rape and murder raced through her mind, paralyzing her. A few minutes later, it was all over. The man with the iron grip stepped away and turned his back as she began to dress.
“We had to be sure,” he said apologetically. Megan fumed with anger, yet she understood. A bite was a death sentence.
The men had turned out to be part of a small community of survivalists holed up a few miles down the road. Megan was the first live person they had seen in weeks, and they were desperate for news from the outside world.
The next morning, Megan had set off with a pistol, a backpack full of food, two plastic milk jugs full of water, and assurances from the community that she was welcome to return if she didn’t find what she was looking for. It wasn’t until she had reached the outskirts of Tucson that she realized the error of her decision. The city was crawling with undead. They were everywhere she looked. The elements had taken their toll on many, reducing them to desiccated fragments of their former selves. Yet, they were still as hungry as ever, dragging themselves through the sand-swept streets in search of their next meal.
Chloe lived in the northern foothills. Had lived. But by the time Megan arrived, the only thing left of her sister’s house was blackened hillside and a charred foundation; an out-of-control brushfire had taken everything. Chloe and her family were nowhere to be found.
By that point, she was exhausted, and she had nowhere else to go. She had to make a choice. While the undead owned the core of the city, their numbers were sparse along the outskirts. Megan figured as long as she was careful, she could exist on the margins for a while, could continue to survive on scavenged supplies until she figured out her next steps.
She set her sights on Scorpion Canyon, located on the far northeast side. According to the Welcome to Tucson guidebook she had liberated from an abandoned gas station, it had water year-round and was riddled with trails she could use in the event of a zombie attack.
When she arrived at the low-slung ranger station on the edge of the canyon, she wasn’t surprised to find it locked and abandoned. A few minutes later, with the assistance of a large rock from the parking lot, she was inside, gorging herself on half-melted granola bars and bottled water.
She had settled into her new home quickly. Being on her own, she needed little in the way of food. The worst part was the heat and the boredom. She solved the boredom with a cache of paperbacks liberated from a truck in the parking lot. The heat she would have to live with. Air conditioning was a distant memory.
Cesar had come into her life during her first foray from the ranger station. It was early morning, and she was nearing an abandoned convenience store when three people burst from the desert and dashed across the road directly in front of her. As she watched in mute shock, they plunged into the brush on the opposite side and kept going without even acknowledging her. Megan had come to an abrupt stop, unable to believe what she had just seen. Then she set off in pursuit. “Hey!” she yelled. “Wait up!” By the time she caught up, she was panting like a dog and her thighs were chafed raw from her shorts.
The people were filthy, layered in grime from head to toe. Tattered clothes and frayed backpacks told the story of a life on the run. Most telling of all were their faces. Every one of them shared a look of sheer terror, a manic fight-or-flight stare that set her nerves jangling.
She bent over, hands on her knees, and tried to catch her breath. “Who...” she gulped, trying to recover, “are you?”
A short Hispanic man had gestured past her shoulder, in the direction from which they had just come. “We have to move. There are many undead behind us.”
It took a second for Megan to digest what he was saying. “How many?” she finally asked.
He shifted his gaze between her and his traveling companions. “Too many.” They ran.
That day now felt like ancient history. Since then, their numbers had grown by leaps and bounds as word spread amongst the survivors remaining in the city. A hundred and three people now called the Scorpion canyon ranger station home. Most importantly, they were no longer running.
“Megan?”
“Yeah. I’m coming.” She collected her notebook from beside the bed and climbed to her feet. She followed Cesar down the hall, making her way to the front of the house. Unscented candles flickered in the main room, casting dancing shadows on the walls.
“Hey, guys,” Megan said sheepishly.
Seated in front of her on a collection of plush leather couches were most of the other members of the Scorpion Canyon Leadership Council. Fellow survivors and refugees, they were her most trusted friends and confidantes, people with whom she routinely entrusted not only her life, but the lives of the myriad other people living in the compound.
“She rises!” exclaimed a shaggy-haired man of about fifty.
Megan gave him an annoyed grin. “Very funny, Pringle.”
Mike Pringle, or ‘Pringle’ as he liked to be called, threw back his head and guffawed. “I’m just busting your balls, Megan.” Megan bit her tongue, resisting the urge to snap at him. Pringle was always busting someone’s balls.
Six weeks earlier, she and Cesar had found Pringle on the side of I-10, just north of town. Her first impression had been that he was hanging on by a thread, that he was a drifter who would move on in a few days. She was wrong. Within a week, Pringle began to relax, to become part of the community. He was staying. Megan still didn’t know his whole story, only that he had been an airline pilot before, and that he had been flying the day the dead rose. Every time she pressed him on how he had survived, he changed the subject. What she did know was that he had a good head on his shoulders despite his acidic tongue and his initial clumsy attempts to get into her pants. She trusted him. For the most part.
Cesar positioned himself on the arm of an easy chair, an almost imperceptible groan escaping as he eased himself down. His back. Megan’s fingers found a three-inch scar on her left arm and rubbed it. Like everyone else, she had her own battle marks from the war for survival.
She took Cesar’s cue, found a spot on an opposing couch, and tucked her feet beneath her. The air in the room felt charged, as if everyone was holding their breath, waiting.
Cesar coughed into his hand. “I’d like to start by thanking you all for coming over tonight,” he began. “I know we have a lot to do for tomorrow, but this is important.”
Megan knew what was coming. Cesar had briefed her on his plans, using her as a sounding board. “I’m going to cut straight to the point,” he continued.
Pringle shifted in his seat, straightened up and leaned forward. “Well, let’s get on with it, amigo.”
A slight frown, gone before it could gain purchase, flitted across Cesar’s lips. Megan knew he hated it when Pringle called him that, knew how much he bristled at being stereotyped because of the color of his skin.
“We’re staying the course,” Cesar announced. No build-up. No preamble.
Pringle reclined and flicked a non-existent piece of dirt from his knee. “I don’t think that’s such a good idea Cesar.”
Megan’s face grew warm. She shared a sidelong glance with Cesar. “What do you mean?”
Pringle let out an exasperated sigh. “We’ve gone over this a million times.” He stood and walked to the window. “We’ve grown too fast. We’ve got too many people for the supplies on hand. We can’t keep this up.” He turned back to face them.
Megan opened her mouth, but Pringle cut her off. “Plus, there’s been an increase in undead traffic over the past few weeks. Hell, just yesterday we found two of them just down the road, heading toward the gate.”
“And we stopped them,” Cesar interjected, “As we always do.”
Pringle pointed at him. “If you had balls, Cesar, you would have said no to all of these additional people. We were fine at twenty, maybe even thirty. But now we’ve got a crisis on our hands. We’ve got people here who can’t fight their way out of a paper bag, and we’re somehow responsible for them. I’m sick and tired of it!” He took a menacing step toward Cesar.
“So that’s what this is all about?” Cesar replied. “You want to turn people away? Tell them to fend for themselves?” Cesar’s temper flared. “We will not turn anyone away!” Cesar said in slow, even words. “Not as long as I have any say in the matter.”
Pringle’s left eye twitched. Megan thought he was about to explode.
“That’s what we’re here for, isn’t it Cesar? So we all have a say in the matter?” He puffed his chest out, towering over Cesar.
Megan leaped to her feet. “Guys! Back off,” she demanded. “This is crazy!” She wedged herself between the men, and faced Pringle. “I hear what you’re saying, Mike. You feel like we’ve taken on too many people, that we can’t protect or defend them anymore.” Pringle nodded slowly, his eyes full of suspicion.
She turned to Cesar. “And you believe we have a responsibility to protect anyone who wants to join us.” She straightened to her full five-and-a-half feet. “I think I have an idea.”
Cesar raised an eyebrow, and Mike looked skeptical.
She started to lay out her plan.
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Hollister traced a chewed-to-the-quick nail up the thigh of the boy on her bed, winding her way through his wispy black pubic hair and finally stopping at the base of his cock. She wrapped a calloused palm around the shaft and began stroking it with single minded intensity, increasing her pace as she felt him stiffen. The boy moaned and closed his eyes.
“Again?” he mouthed.
A salacious leer spread across her face. “Mmmm hmmm.”
He opened his eyes and watched her work, his face a pathetic mask of revulsion and fatigue. Hollister knew he was worn out, expended. This was her third time in the past hour, after all. Not that she gave a shit. She slicked him down with her mouth, and then climbed on top, plunging herself against him in one brutal motion, burying him deep inside of her.
From her perch, she watched his face with rapt amusement. Faster and faster she moved, skin smacking against skin. Sweat dripped from her brow, splashing on his chest. The boy’s eyes were closed, his mouth a tight grimace as she ground her pelvis against his, filling herself, taking what she had been denied for so long. She felt him going soft, slipping out of her—a sudden absence. He wouldn’t meet her eyes.
With a disgusted groan, Hollister rolled off and flopped onto her back beside him. She pointed at the door. “Get out!” It wasn’t an invitation.
The boy didn’t wait for a second command. Cradling his abused penis, he rolled from the bed and gathered his clothes, then scurried from the room like a whipped dog.
Hollister lazed on the soiled sheets for a minute, reflecting on her evening. One thing was for sure. It was time for a new plaything. She chuckled to herself, amused at the beautiful absurdity of her life.
Prior to the collapse, this type of behavior would have landed her in the brig, or worse, in Leavenworth. Trapped on a ship full of young, virile men, she had often fantasized about starting at the bow and working her way to the stern, fucking her way through the crew one sailor at a time. But not as a Commander in the United States Navy. In a contest between her carnal desires and her passion for Navy life, the Navy had always come out on top. Besides, even if she had found a way to fulfill her fantasies in the civilian world, there would have been complications. There always were.
She recalled the instant she had given the order to fire. Not since the day she received her Navy commission at the Academy had she been so filled with possibility. It was the closest she had ever come to orgasm without a man inside of her, and it had taken everything in her power to maintain a somber face in front of Pollard. Her first priority was survival. The world was turning to shit, and she alone had the knowledge and the skills to survive. Sure, there would be others out there, people who could scavenge, read the winds, or build a campfire. But did they have the desire to remake reality in their image? She didn’t think so.
She sat up and crossed her legs. The room reeked of sex and stale cigarettes, a musky, flat odor that both turned her on and made her nauseous. Still, it smelled better than the inside of a sub.
Her thoughts finally settling, she slid from the bed and pulled on a t-shirt, a pair of loose shorts, and a pair of battered New Balances. She was almost ready. Dipping her finger into a gallon-sized Ziploc on the nightstand, Hollister scooped out an ample pinch of cocaine. She put her finger to her left nostril and snorted, drawing the fine white powder deep into the recesses of her sinus cavity. Her heart responded immediately, hammering in her chest like a caged animal. The room jumped into a sharper focus; energy welled from deep within.
Fortified, she headed for the door. Her heart skipped a beat as she almost collided with Andrew Pollard, who had been waiting on the other side. Had he been listening the entire time?
She scowled. Pollard shot her a half-salute on top of a knowing leer. “I’ve got some news from the scouting party,” he said.
She pushed past, jostling his arm in the process. Papers fluttered to the floor, and he bent to retrieve them.
“How long have you been here, Andrew?” she said, stopping and turning to face him.
“Not long.” He’s lying.
She paused for a moment, thinking back to the young man who had just left. “Please dispose of…” She couldn’t remember his name. “The one who was just here. I’m finished with him.”
“Consider it done.”
She had a new toy in mind. “And make arrangements to bring me someone new tomorrow, maybe the Asian kid that came in with that group from Colorado last week.”
“Of course,” Pollard said. If Pollard had any reservations about serving as her pimp, he didn’t let on. To the contrary, he seemed almost too eager.
“Okay. Let’s hear about the scouting run,” she said, taking off down the hall.
Pollard launched into a rundown of the mission. Fort Huachuca was a sprawling base nestled up against a mountain range, providing a natural barrier for the undead swarms migrating from south to north. Still, the post was a scene of devastation. Abandoned vehicles, flattened fences, and burned-out buildings dominated the landscape. Expended shell casings glinting like discarded diamonds lay scattered across the sun-baked desert floor, evidence of futile battles against an army that never retreated.
As with the military and police installations they had inspected as they traveled through Mexico, it appeared civilians had gravitated to the base in a last-ditch bid for protection. It had been the wrong choice. The soldiers were under orders to protect their base at all costs. Unfortunately for both parties, once the undead infection began spreading through a crowd, the chance of others in the crowd becoming infected grew exponentially. Everyone died. And then they came back.
Weapons and ammunition were readily available, Pollard reported, as was food.
The journey from decorated submarine captain to post-apocalypse survivor had not been without its challenges. When Hollister had grounded the Wyoming in Ensenada, she gave her crew the choice of either following her or going their own way. Most struck out on their own, embarking on personal suicide missions to find their families or die trying. Once the deserters were gone, Hollister had turned to her remaining crew and congratulated them on their decision. And then she laid down the new law of the land. She had executed all but seven of this original group within the first week, solidifying her role as alpha bitch of the new world. The remaining crew had fallen into line, afraid to question her, and now afraid to strike out on their own.
Hollister had the beginnings of a new army. She followed this strategy with everyone they encountered, offering protection and support in the form of food and weapons in exchange for absolute loyalty. Word of mouth served as a powerful motivator for new recruits. She had only executed two others since that day.
They reached the outside door of the warehouse, and she pushed through. Pollard followed, kicking a wedge of wood under the door to prop it open. Hollister fished a pack of cigarettes from her pocket and shook one out. She didn’t offer one to Pollard. She was excited by the potential of a base full of weapons, but also a little overwhelmed. The extent of the destruction was far greater than she had expected, and she worried about the challenges that lay ahead.
She blew smoke in Pollard’s face and smiled as he winced. “It’s too fucking hot here,” she spat. “We need to get out of the desert.” Pollard looked as if he was about to speak, but said nothing.
She sensed his mood. “Yeah, I know. Southern Arizona, and all that. I’ve got no one to blame but myself…”
Pollard rewarded her with a thin smile. “We can be on the road in twenty-four hours,” he offered.
“No.” She knew he meant well. They had adequate fuel and supplies. They had scavenged vehicles in Mexico, vintage cars and trucks built before the proliferation of EMP-sensitive electronics.
Pollard raised his eyebrows. “No?”
“I want to send a scouting team into Tucson before we head out, to see if there’s anything we can use.” Tucson hadn’t been on her sub’s targeting menu, and there was no guarantee another boat, or even a land-based missile, hadn’t been targeted at the city of a million. If, however, the city still existed, it would make their journey that much easier. They might even get lucky and find a military aircraft hardened against EMP. If it was gone, a barren crater, she would add one more ‘X’ to her map of dead zones.
Pollard nodded. “Okay. Tucson it is. I’ll get things rolling.”
Hollister finished her cigarette and flicked the butt toward a clump of prickly pear cactus where it became stuck on a spine, alongside dozens of others. She grinned, pleased with her aim.
Things are coming together.
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Taos, New Mexico
 

Jack watched the candle in the center of the table flicker, the pool of wax around the wick glistening in the soft yellow light. He sighed and put his head in his hands. Across the room, Becka and Ellie were curled together, slumbering under a stained sleeping bag. He wore a dingy, blue t-shirt and jeans. His clothes were stiff with accumulated sweat and grime from the past few weeks. He didn’t care. At least he smelled better than the undead. His thoughts drifted to the moment when he realized how truly screwed humanity was.
After a frantic race to his mother’s house to retrieve the children, he and Becka had spent the next four hours huddled in front of the television, unable to tear themselves away from the macabre images of people attacking and consuming each other in the streets. It was only when the screen went blank and the emergency broadcast tone started blaring that they were able to focus on their situation.
The ski town of Taos, New Mexico was about as far from civilization as you could get and still have modern amenities, and that was its only saving grace. The message that had scrolled by on the bottom of the television screen instructing people to evacuate large cities and keep clear of the changed, even if they were family members, seemed surreal at the time, like something from a bad B-movie. Changed. That was what the media called the undead. Stupid name, Jack thought in hindsight. They were zombies, pure and simple. They were the very same creatures he and his friends in high school had laughed at as they consumed legions of hapless teenagers while stumbling around like brain-dead robots in all of those silly movies. He wasn’t laughing anymore, and he was sure his friends, if they were still alive, weren’t laughing either.
These creatures were the real deal, worse than anything George Romero could have ever dreamed up. And they didn’t shamble. No, these sons of bitches could sprint when they wanted to, at least some of them. And sometimes they were even able to work doors and windows, just like when they had been alive. He felt a momentary twinge of pity for all of the people who had perished trying to reach safety by following the half-baked evacuation orders proposed by the government. Jack had always known in the back of his mind that the west was home to a large portion of the country’s strategic missile forces. But for some reason, he had assumed they were all up north somewhere—Montana, Wyoming, Kansas, maybe even Colorado, but not in New Mexico.
But when the missiles lanced up on the horizon, bright plumes of fire defining their westward trajectories, the reality had smacked him in the face, forcing him to reevaluate everything he believed about the place he had called home. California, he thought. The big cities. Los Angeles. Sacramento. San Francisco. A few minutes later there were a series of chalky-white flashes to the far north, in Colorado—Denver, Colorado Springs, and Pueblo, most likely. And there was at least one large flash to the southeast, Albuquerque. But none for Taos. For that, Jack was thankful.
For everything else, he was furious—because the government’s plan didn’t work. The zombies still came. Only now, in addition to an insatiable hunger for human flesh, they were walking dirty bombs.
He wondered about the rest of the world. According to the news before the power had failed, the undead were on the march across the globe. Europe. China. Africa. The Middle East. Everywhere. He supposed there were others like his family scattered about. Between the nuclear-armed countries, there weren’t enough missiles to destroy the entire world—or were there? He didn’t know anymore. Since the collapse of the cold war, he had stopped paying attention to the whole concept of nuclear Armageddon. Big mistake.
The first zombie had arrived in Taos a week after the bombs fell. It came from somewhere near Albuquerque, maybe closer, and it was in remarkably good condition. In fact, Jack hadn’t even realized it was a zombie until it was almost too late. The creature had strolled down the long driveway to his house with its head swiveling left and right, as if looking for someone. His gait appeared normal enough. The thing that tipped Jack off was the man’s clothing, or lack thereof. He wore no shirt, a pair of cutoff jeans, and one flip-flop, as if he had wandered off from a backyard barbecue. How the flip-flop had stayed on the man’s foot for so long still puzzled Jack.
Madeline had noticed him first. “Daddy. There’s a man outside.” Nothing in her voice indicated alarm. He and Becka had done their best to shield the twins from what was going on around them. They knew it couldn’t last forever, that things had changed irrevocably, but they wanted to delay it as long as possible. That was another mistake, it turned out.
The man noticed them, and like a missile locking onto a target, he had changed direction, heading toward the back porch where they all sat.
Jack stood. “Can I help you?”
The man hadn’t said anything; he just kept coming.
Then Jack saw it. There was a small hole in the man’s chest, a few inches below his left nipple. A line of dried blood snaked down his stomach and around to his back at his waistline.
“Becka! Mom! Get the kids inside. Now!” he yelled. Becka hadn’t wasted a second in herding the girls through the front door.
“Stop right there!” Jack commanded. The man was thirty feet out and accelerating—almost running. “I said stop!” Jack felt the world closing in around him. Time slowed to a crawl. He picked up his Benelli hunting rifle and brought it to his shoulder, leveled the barrel in the man’s direction and curled his finger around the trigger. It had been Becka’s idea to keep a gun close by at all times.
The feel of the cool, slightly oily steel under his index finger sent a wave of calm through Jack’s shaking arms. “I can do this,” he said under his breath.
“Stop right there!” he yelled. “This is your last warning!” He centered the man’s head in his crosshairs. The man opened his mouth and let loose a moan, a low, almost subsonic, guttural roar that made the hairs on Jack’s neck leap to attention.
He squeezed. The gun boomed, and the recoil punched him in the shoulder. The man had stopped in his tracks as the bullet tore through his cranium, turning his head into an airborne mist of bone and congealed blood, fanning out across the yard behind him. He stumbled forward a few more steps before tumbling into the dirt less than five feet from the edge of the porch. Jack lowered the gun and exhaled. So this is it. Behind him, the girls wailed in terror.
Jack had then descended the porch stairs, the boards he had laid so carefully the previous summer squeaking under each step. The man—no, the creature—wasn’t moving. Brain and skull fragments spread out behind its body, coating the grass with a glistening slick of red, black, and gray. Chunks of skull poked up like spring mushrooms after a rainstorm. Jack slung his rifle over his shoulder and grabbed the garden hoe from the porch railing.
“Jack? Are you okay?” The door opened behind him, and Becka stepped out.
He motioned for her to get back inside. “Yeah. Stay inside, Becka.”
He approached the body. Circling around the corpse, he realized the man was in worse shape than he initially thought. He almost gagged at the putrid stench rising from the body, and had pulled his shirt over his nose to block the scent.
The creature’s hand twitched, and Jack took a quick step back. As he stared, the fingers opened and closed, grasping at the air. Fuck…He leaned the hoe against the porch and put the gun back to his shoulder. Taking another step back, he fired another round into what was left of the creature’s head. He was ready for the kick that time. The body jerked once and then was still. There was nothing recognizable as a head above the neck then, only a bloody, dirty pulp.
He retrieved the hoe and poked the corpse one more time to make sure it was really dead.
What the hell do I do now? He didn’t know if the blood was contagious, but he thought it might be. He hadn’t really known anything. He sensed movement behind him and spun around.
Becka was at the foot of the stairs. His mother and the twins were at the door with their mouths agape. Jack dropped the hoe and went to Becka, folding her into his arms.
It hadn’t taken long for more ghouls to arrive. It started with a trickle and grew to an outright flood in no time, hundreds of them in every condition imaginable, swarming through Taos in search of a new food source.
Jack had no way to check for radioactivity. Some were obviously carriers, burned and blackened, skin hanging in strips with bits of skeleton showing through. Those, he shot from a distance whenever possible. Then, miraculously, the wave had subsided. The undead passed them by. They had all breathed a mistaken sigh of relief and started trying to get their lives back to normal, whatever normal was after the end of the world.
Jack cursed himself to this day for letting his guard down. It was only two weeks after the last zombies passed that he had lost his mother and Maddie. He squeezed his eyes shut, trying to halt his recollection of that awful day.
It had started off gray and overcast, colder than usual for late summer, but not unheard of. The twins, as usual, were cute balls of fleece and mittens playing under the watchful eyes of their mother and grandmother. Jack was in the cellar, taking inventory of their food. There were plenty of canned vegetables from Becka’s garden and ample dried food from their last run to Walmart. A generous neighbor had set them up with dried elk before the uprising, enough for the winter ahead. He was in the midst of calculating ration scenarios on a legal pad when he heard the first scream.
Dropping the notebook, he took the stairs two at a time, hoping and praying it wasn’t what he thought it was. He was outside in a second, turning his head every which way, trying to find the source of the screams. Someone fired a small handgun, the pop pop pop sounds underscoring each scream. Becka.
Drawing the SIG Sauer P-229 from the paddle holster attached to the small of his back, he raced to the rear of the house. As he rounded the south corner, he saw the cause of the commotion.
Maddie was on the ground, clutching her forearm and crying. Jack’s mother lay sprawled behind her, blood gushing from a tear in her throat. A few feet beyond, two zombies riddled with bullet holes lay on the ground. Becka was locked in a shooters stance with Ellie cowering behind her, one arm wrapped around her mother’s leg and the other clasping her favorite blue teddy bear. She was whimpering, peering around Becka’s leg at the dead ghouls.
Jack raced to Maddie. Her arm was bleeding, but she was otherwise uninjured. “I need to check on Grandma,” he said. Maddie had nodded at him between sobs.
His mother was already gone. Jack’s pulse, racing at a million miles an hour, had gone into overdrive. If it beat any faster, he feared it would burst from his chest and explode all over the room. She’s infected; she’ll turn any second now. He pushed the thought away and turned his attention back to his daughter. “Are you hurt, honey?” he asked. “Did they bite you?” Please don’t let her be bitten. Please. Please. “Let me see your arm.” She held it out reluctantly.
Jack’s stomach dropped through the ground like a runaway elevator plunging into a pitch dark mineshaft. There was a perfect circular bite wound high on her right forearm. Bone glistened inside. Around the bite, the skin was an angry purple, bruised and crushed by human teeth. Becka came to his side, her pistol at the ready. She split her attention between Jack and Maddie and the surrounding yard, scanning for more zombies.
“It hurts, Daddy,” Maddie cried through clenched teeth. “It hurts...” Jack didn’t know how long it would take for her to turn. But he knew it was inevitable. Bites were one hundred percent fatal.
“Jack!” Becka said, a note of urgency in her voice. “Your mother.” He glanced over his shoulder and saw his mother’s hands and feet twitching. That was fast. Taking Maddie by her good arm, he guided her away, scooping Ellie up as he passed. As he walked by Becka, he mouthed the word “Please” and gestured at his mother’s body.
Becka gave him an almost imperceptible nod of acknowledgement. As quickly as he could, Jack bundled the girls across the huge wraparound front porch and back inside the house. He had kicked the door closed with his heel just as Becka’s gun cracked.
Jack felt a little piece of himself die with the sound. But at that moment, he didn’t have time to mourn. He had to figure out what to do about his daughter. And the clock was ticking.
 

Becka had come inside a few minutes later, her face full of grim resolve. She placed her pistol on the dark mahogany table, the same table that was in Jack’s grandmother’s house when he was a child, and walked stiffly to the couch where Jack sat with the girls. Jack rubbed Maddie’s back and murmured soothing words to calm her. It wasn’t working. Ellie, meanwhile, stood a few feet away, unsure of what was going on.
“I’m sorry, Jack,” Becka whispered. Jack nodded and snorted back a tear. He would mourn his mother later.
Becka knelt in front of Maddie, gazed into her eyes. “I’m here now, honey.”
Maddie pulled from Jack’s arms and buried herself in her mother’s breast. Becka squirmed, angling her body in an attempt to avoid contact with her daughter’s infected blood.
“I’m so cold, Mommy,” Maddie cried. “It hurts...”
“My baby. Oh, my baby.” Becka sobbed into Maddie’s hair before regaining her composure and stiffening up. Jack saw hardness in her eyes that scared him to his core.
“I don’t know how long we have,” he mouthed.
Becka nodded, still unable to speak.
“Is Maddie gonna to be okay?” Ellie squeaked. Becka looked at Jack with pleading eyes. She couldn’t bring herself to answer her daughter. Not yet.
With a sudden jerk, Madeline grew stiff, as if stuck by lightning, and then she sagged in Becka’s arms, limp as a rag doll. Becka lowered her to the floor. “It’s happening.” Tears brimming in her eyes, her mouth set in a grim line, she looked up at Jack.
Jack jumped to his feet, his mind struggling to comprehend how they had gotten to this place. He had no idea what to do, or even if there was anything he could do. He scanned the room, searching for some way to restrain Maddie, some way to avoid putting a bullet in her head like a diseased animal. Like Mom.
Maybe the infection will run its course…Maybe it won’t affect her the way it does everyone else… He knew he was avoiding the inevitable. A simple bite wouldn’t cause a person to go stiff, to pass out. Maddie was infected, and she was going to turn soon.
Jack pointed at the rear of the house. “Ellie! Go to your room and lock the door! Don’t come out until I call you!” Ellie looked uncertain, began crying harder.
“I don’t want to, Daddy. I want Maddie to be okay.” She was shaking like the last leaf on a tree, threatening to blow away forever.
“Ellie! Do as your father says!” Becka commanded in her sternest mother voice. “Right now, young lady!” Ellie’s tears increased, her whole body convulsing with sobs as she tore her gaze between her sister and her parents. With a glare of condemnation that broke Jack’s heart, she turned and fled to her room, slamming the door shut behind her.
Jack stared at Maddie, knowing full well she was about to become a zombie. Her skin was already losing its ruddy tone, changing to a sallow gray as her body shut down.
“She’s gone, Jack.”
He looked up, surprised at the finality in Becka’s voice. He wiped his eyes with the back of his hand. “I know... but I can’t do it.”
“Jack.”
In his mind’s eye, he saw the days and hours from Maddie’s birth up until this awful moment. He tasted salt on the back of his throat, his eyes burned, he felt like he was about to vomit.
Becka put a hand on his shoulder.
Their eyes met. Only for a moment, but it was enough.
“Okay. Get her feet,” he said.
Together they had carried their daughter from the house to the rear of the wood shed. Jack had chosen the shed because there was no way Ellie could see it from inside the house. As gently as he could, he placed Maddie on the ground, propping her against a log he had been meaning to split all summer. She was so small and delicate she didn’t even reach the top. She started to slump to the side, but Becka caught her, straightening her and making sure she was planted firmly against the tree. She kissed the top of Maddie’s head and sat back on her haunches with her eyes closed.
Maddie jerked, her leg skittering a few inches to the side. “Becka!” Jack cautioned. “Watch out!”
Becka stood quickly and moved to his side. She clutched his arm. Jack withdrew his pistol. The metal was cold in his hands. A blocky chunk of death and destruction being put to a use he had never imagined in his worst nightmares. They embraced quickly, squeezing each other with all of their might. Jack never wanted to let go.
Maddie stirred again, and Jack broke their embrace. He took a step back and sighted on the thing that used to be his daughter. Becka sniffed and turned away. His grip on the pistol was sweaty and the gun wavered. He forced himself to focus.
Maddie’s eyes twitched under their lids as the disease worked to figured out how to operate its new host.
Then they opened.
Jack’s gun went off with a deafening roar, scattering the remains of his previous life to the winds and ushering in the brutal reality of the new.


 

 Seventeen
 

 

The sun was finally below the mountains. Candles flickered softly, creating a sense of intimacy in the room—a warm bubble perfect for the discussion at hand.
“You’re both right,” Megan said.
Pringle frowned. “What makes you say that?” Cesar remained silent, a smile tugging at the corners of his mouth. The door creaked opened and Alicia entered.
“Hey, Alicia,” Megan said.
“Sorry I’m late.” Alicia took a seat on the far end of the couch.
Megan pressed on. “Where was I? Oh, yeah. I agree we’ve grown too fast. I mean, look at us. We’ve got all of these people jammed in here, and only a few who know what the hell they’re doing.”
“That’s an understatement,” Pringle spat out, squaring his shoulders for battle. Megan gave him a nod of encouragement. Engaging him was the key. He needed to debate. It was in his nature.
“Yes. It is, and I’m sorry for oversimplifying things. The four of us have been carrying this community on our backs since the start. As much as we want it to succeed, we’re doomed if we don’t change.” Pringle nodded in enthusiastic agreement.
“But…” Megan’s voice dropped an octave, becoming deadly serious. “We can’t turn people away, not without giving them a choice. That’s not who we are. It’s not who I want us to become.” She paused, letting her words hang in the air for emphasis. “We’ve got a good thing here. We’ve got a steady food supply, a decent climate, excluding the summers, and access to a city that wasn’t leveled by nukes…” In an uncharacteristic move, Pringle didn’t object, instead sinking into his seat and giving her his full attention.
“When was the last time a swarm passed this way?” Megan asked.
“Never,” Pringle admitted.
“That’s right. Never. The undead aren’t bothering us. The only time we ever see them on this side of town is when they stray from their pack.”
Cesar shifted in his chair and coughed into his hand. “We will have rules,” he said, taking over from Megan. “Strong rules. Everyone will have responsibilities that they must fulfill if they wish to remain. I know many of the refugees are reluctant to venture into the dead zones, but that can’t continue. We have to spread the risk…”
“And limit the number of newcomers?” Pringle asked, warming up to the idea.
Cesar shook his head. “No. We don’t impose limits. Not yet, at least. However, we will require that anyone who joins us agrees to our rules. If they don’t, then we’ll send them on their way without exception.”
Pringle chewed on this for a moment before responding. “How do you enforce these new rules?”
“That’s where you come in. I want you to be in charge of implementing them, ensuring that they’re fair for everyone in the compound.” Here’s the carrot, Megan thought.
Pringle’s face lit up. Up until now, his responsibilities had been largely undefined. From collecting supplies to shooting undead stragglers and checking for infection in the inbound population, he did it all.
Cesar continued, “The key, Mike, is fairness. These rules don’t mean a thing if they’re not applied to everyone. And as much as I hate it, we’ll have to turn people away at some point. We’ll probably have to eject a few as well when they don’t hold up their end of the bargain.”
“I can think of a handful that we should send packing right now,” Pringle said bitterly.
“He’s right,” Alicia said, breaking her silence. “Just yesterday I got into it with a guy who left the gate unguarded while he took a leak.”
Megan turned to her. “You’re kidding.”
“I wish I was.” Alicia sat up straighter. “And that wasn’t the first time. We can’t afford that type of attitude. If someone screws up like that, my opinion is they’re out of here. No exceptions.”
Cesar held up his hand. “I understand your frustration, Alicia. We’ll take care of it.”
Pringle’s face took on a pained expression. It was clear he had some bones to pick—that he was hoping he could get rid of some particularly useless people. “Okay,” he agreed finally. “I’ll give the newcomers a chance to shape up. One chance.”
Cesar stood and put out his hand. Pringle took it, and they shook, their disagreement buried for the moment. Megan breathed a silent sigh of relief. She knew that the last part pained Cesar. The thought of banishing anyone was anathema to him. Cesar believed every man, woman, and child could contribute to the community if given a chance, and the notion that someone would choose the alternative just didn’t factor into his worldview. After all, it took only one person not taking their guard duties seriously to allow one of the undead inside the perimeter. Once that happened, things would move too fast for anyone to react. They could all be dead or infected within a matter of minutes.
“I think I can make this work,” Pringle added. “I mean, it’s a good step toward what I was thinking.” He scratched his chin. “What about...? Never mind.”
Cesar raised an eyebrow. “What is it, Mike?”
Pringle shook his head and stared off into the distance. “It’s nothing.”
Cesar narrowed his eyes. “Okay then. I’m glad we were able to come to a resolution. This,” he gestured toward the window, “is too important for us to fight among ourselves. It’s all we have left.”
Megan stood. “Is anyone ready for a beer?” It was time to celebrate before the hard work began.


 

Eighteen
 

 

Kevin Salerno ran a torn piece of t-shirt along the barrel of his pistol, taking care to catch all the oil he could see in the glow from his red LED flashlight. His other pistol, a .22, lay on the table beside his right knee, ready in case he needed it. The boy scouts had been right all along. Always be prepared. In four practiced motions, he reassembled the pistol, jammed in a fresh fourteen-round magazine, and chambered a round. He clicked the safety on. Done.
He set the pistol aside, picked up the .22, and began taking it apart by memory. He took a deep breath, rolled his shoulders, and listened for his pulse. The process of cleaning his guns always stirred up conflicting emotions. On one hand, he felt an overwhelming sense of calm, a meditative peace in which everything else in his life faded into the background. Disassemble the weapon, clean it, apply oil, wipe, and then reassemble. Simple, repeatable, and predictable. At the same time, by the time he was finished, he always had a raging hard-on and wanted to fuck. This reaction had embarrassed him until his shrink told him it was normal, something to do with power.
He rolled his shoulders again, cracked his neck, then listened for sounds from outside. No change. A few minutes later, he was done with the second weapon. It went into the holster strapped on his thigh. He picked up the first pistol and went to the window. He peered outside. Although it was dark, he sensed movement around him, a lurking presence, rustling, shifting, ebbing and flowing like a deep, raging river. It was a swarm of the undead, the biggest he had ever seen.
Kevin was camped on the top floor of a mostly-complete condominium complex in Marana, just north of Tucson. Loading his motorcycle with camping gear and bugging out of town before things completely fell apart, he had barely escaped from Boise as the zombie uprising mushroomed out of control. It didn’t take a rocket scientist to realize the extent of what was happening to the world, and he correctly figured the best place to be was anywhere but a major city. He had watched the bombs fall from the side of I-25, weeping uncontrollably as they blanketed his beloved western landscape with brilliant, incandescent flashes and far-off rumbles. The only direction untouched by the bombs was south, so that was where he had headed.
Now that he was there, at the far corner of what remained of the United States, he was second-guessing his decision. There were a lot of undead, far more than he ever expected. It hadn’t been that way when he arrived. When he first rolled into town, he was pleasantly surprised to discover only a few stragglers. He avoided them easily, collecting supplies for the next leg of his trip and allowing himself to relax for the first time in as long as he could remember.
Tucson seemed as good a place as any to take a break, to figure out what to do next—keep going south into Mexico, or head east into New Mexico, Texas, and the Gulf Coast beyond.
But then the undead had arrived. Where they were from, he didn’t know, and it didn’t matter at that point. What did matter was that the swarm seemed to have no end. Thousands upon thousands of undead milled just outside his door. He imagined what it would look like from the air, probably like the great wildebeest migrations in Africa.
He wasn’t able to discern any sort of pattern from his hideout; he couldn’t tell if the swarm would eventually pass by or if it was circling back on itself, a hurricane of rotting flesh. Maybe there wasn’t a pattern; maybe they communicated telepathically, or through their moans. He had no fucking idea.
He crept back from the window and returned to the enormous master bathroom where he had set up camp. Big enough for a couch and his pack, the bathroom served as an adequate hideout in the midst of what was most definitely hostile territory.
The noise was the worst part, a constant rustling, the occasional crash as one of the creatures bumped into something. Fortunately, they didn’t moan unless they saw something they wanted to eat, and thank God, that hadn’t happened. Yet. It freaked him out, put him on edge, and messed with his head. At any moment, one of them could catch his scent, and he would be screwed, with nowhere left to run. He shuddered at the thought. He had long ago decided he would take his own life before he became dinner for one of those sick bastards.
Sinking into the couch, he put his feet up on the dressing table and scratched his forehead with the barrel of the loaded pistol. Before he knew what he was doing, the barrel had traced a line under his jaw and was pressing into the soft flesh of his throat. He caressed the trigger, running his finger along the delicate steel as he would touch a woman. Why not? he asked himself. Why the fuck not? He cocked the hammer. Dug in a little deeper. He scratched at the scruff on his jaw, bending the hairs backward and letting them snap back to attention one by one. It hurt, but in a good way. It reminded him he was still alive.
What else do I have to live for? He had no family to speak of. No wife. No girlfriend. No close friends, at least none that he knew were alive. His parents were both dead, and his brother had died in high school. He was alone in the world. The last man standing. He laughed, a thin, reedy cackle that to his ears sounded like someone else.
The trigger beckoned. Kevin exhaled and removed his finger. Not today. Not now. He eased the hammer down and lowered the gun, laying it on the couch cushion beside his leg. This had become a nightly ritual for him, and he was sure some day he would get the balls to pull the trigger. But not today.
Feeling around in the space under his feet, he retrieved his sleeping bag. He pulled it up and over himself, making sure to tuck it around his feet. He didn’t like sleeping with his feet exposed. These days the monsters under the bed really would bite.
He was snoring within a minute.
 

***
 

Kevin awoke thrashing and bathed in sweat. Sun streamed between the partially open blinds, hot white lines slicing the room into equidistant pieces. Fuck, it’s hot. Yawning, he staggered to his feet and shuffled to the window. He pulled the blinds back a fraction of an inch.
He blinked, unable to believe the sight before him. There wasn’t a single undead in sight. The only evidence of their passing was a few twitching appendages and splattered stains, bodily fluids ground into the asphalt by tens of thousands of feet. He dashed over to the window on the far side of the condominium and peeked out. Nothing. Where the hell did they all go?
His internal clock told him it was around eight or nine. When did they leave? As hard as he tried, Kevin couldn’t recall the moment he had finally fallen asleep. One minute he was curled up on the couch thinking about… something, and the next thing he knew, it was morning. He didn’t like losing control like that, and he especially hated blacking out.
The passing of the horde brought both opportunity and a renewed sense of urgency. He was out of food, and he needed to get back on the road before they returned.
A few minutes later, carrying his backpack and his helmet in his left hand and his pistol in his right, he bounded down the stairs of the condo to the first floor. He put his eye up to the peephole and methodically checked the street in front of the house. The upper floors overhung the ground-level entry, creating a narrow carport barely big enough for a family sedan. All clear.
With as much stealth as he could muster, he unlatched the deadbolt and nudged the door open a crack. The leaves of a young fan palm rustled in the hot breeze, their woody shh shh the only thing he could hear. He listened for a moment and inhaled deeply, searching for the scent of rot. Still clear.
Nudging the door all the way open, he stepped outside, careful not to make any noise. The wind shifted, and with it came a sickly-sweet whiff of putrescent flesh, like a piece of forgotten beef jerky rotting on the floor of his car in the summer. Kevin flattened himself against the wall and raised his .45. Why can’t this ever be easy?
The creature was trapped in the carport of the next condo unit, stuck between an oversized recycling bin and the front bumper of a faded-blue minivan. It was silent, staring in the other direction. Waiting.
Kevin crept to the edge of his carport and peered around the edge. The wind was in his favor for once. The street was clear in both directions. There were no others… that he could see. Hard experience told him where there was one, there would be more. Like deer, the undead traveled in threes.
Slipping his .45 into his leg holster, Kevin withdrew the.22 and clicked off the safety. It was a much quieter gun, perfect for up-close work and unlikely to draw other undead. Running on the balls of his feet, keeping his body low and out of sight, he dashed to the rear of the minivan. The zombie hadn’t caught his scent yet.
He stuck his head around the side of the van and inspected the creature. One thing was clear; it was once a woman. Beyond that, he couldn’t tell. Dark brown and leathery, wrinkled like an old shrunken head, this one was a wreck. Probably radioactive, he decided, noting random bald spots where the creature’s hair had fallen out. He looked closer. Ahh. That’s why it can’t move. It was tangled in a garden hose coiled by the front wheel.
Kevin glanced over his shoulder, ensuring he had an escape route if things went bad. He tapped the muzzle of his pistol against the minivan. Once. Twice. The monster whipped its head around, teeth bared, nostrils flaring as it tried to capture his scent. Its arms came up, reaching for him. Man, that’s an ugly fucker, Kevin thought as he aimed. Must be from Phoenix.
The creature opened its mouth to moan, but before it could make a sound, Kevin pulled the trigger twice. The bullets entered the creature’s head through its left eye socket. They didn’t come out the other side, instead rattling around like rocks in a can, liquefying the remains of its diseased brain like ice cream in a blender. The creature crumpled to the ground, finally at rest.
“Lights out,” Kevin whispered. He checked his rear again. Still clear. A few minutes later, he was roaring south on his motorcycle.
Next stop, Tucson.
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Cesar called the community together the next morning to announce the new rules. Everyone except those on fence patrol was required to attend. No exceptions.
Most took the news well. A few were upset, grumbling amongst themselves. Others seemed ambivalent, resigned to doing whatever was necessary to stay alive. It was about the mix of reactions Megan had expected.
Three brothers interrupted the speech halfway through, announcing they were moving on. They invited anyone who wanted to come to join them. They had no takers.
“We’re better off on our own,” the oldest brother insisted, the fear in his eyes betraying his bravado.
“Idiot,” Pringle muttered under his breath. Megan jabbed an elbow into his ribs and hissed at him to keep it to himself, earning an angry glare in return.
The brothers, the last vestiges of a large fundamentalist Mormon enclave from western Arizona, were intent upon forming their own community. Megan couldn’t fault them. The Scorpion Canyon community was composed of a ragtag mix of beliefs and backgrounds, and although Cesar was a devout Catholic, he took great pains to keep his religion out of daily life inside the fence. “It’s not that I don’t believe this is all part of God’s plan,” he had confessed to Megan one afternoon, “I just think he’s taking a break now, dealing with something else more important.”
His attitude had surprised Megan. It seemed somehow Buddhist, not at all what she expected. The statement had stuck with her, impressed her. It made her think about the future and what was in store for all of them, and for the people outside, survivors still living day-to-day on the margins of the ruined world. Megan had long ago abandoned the idea of a benevolent God. The zombie uprising had only served to solidify her conviction that humanity was on its own.
The first order of business after the announcement was a scavenging mission into town. They were running low on everything from food to ammunition. To Megan’s great satisfaction, Cesar had to turn people away when he asked for volunteers. People were frightened of the undead, but they were more scared of being turned out.
Pringle had been unusually quiet throughout the whole meeting, continuously scanning the audience and observing body language, making notes on people who seemed eager to help and those who kept quiet. The meeting ran for another fifteen minutes, and when it finally broke up, the participants scattered, imbued with a new sense of purpose.
“About tomorrow...” Pringle said as they left the ranger station. She kept walking, motioning for him to follow. He sped up to match her pace. “I want to find a two-way radio while we’re in town. A shortwave or something…”
Megan stopped and faced him. “That’s a great idea, Mike. I bet there’s one down there.”
He met her eyes and stuck his hands in his pockets. “There have to be other people out there. I think it’s time we start looking for them. Learn what’s going on in the rest of the world...”
Megan nodded enthusiastically. “I think so, too. I’m sure Cesar will agree.”
Pringle took his hands out and frowned. “I’m not asking for Cesar’s permission, Megan.”
That caught her off guard. “Oh. I’m sorry. That’s not what I meant. Not at all.”
“Are you sure?” Pringle asked. “Because if you are, then I may have been a little hasty in supporting him.”
Megan touched his forearm. “I think it’s a wonderful idea, Mike. Run with it. See what you can find.”
Pringle moved his arm away from her touch. “I intend to.”
Feeling like there was something else she should say, but unsure of how to vocalize it without sounding patronizing, Megan smiled and took off at a brisk pace for her quarters, leaving Pringle alone in the parking lot. She had a lot to do to get ready for the next day, and she was tired of dealing with his bullshit.


 

Twenty
 

 

The metal security door clanged shut behind Pollard as he stepped out of his trailer into the heat of midmorning. With a quick tug, he checked it to make sure it was securely latched. After sweeping most of the undead from the immediate vicinity, the last thing he wanted was for a straggler to wander into his house and surprise him. It still happened—had happened, in fact, only a week earlier.
Shielding his eyes, he set off at a brisk pace, heading southwest down the palm tree-lined street. The residential section quickly gave way to a commercial district, complete with the requisite cluster of big-box stores and row upon row of abandoned cars. Evidence of the undead rampage was everywhere. A ribcage, half-buried in a sand drift. Dark smears of gore baked into the pavement where people had been dragged from their vehicles and torn to shreds. Cars, filled with former undead, now sporting neat holes in their heads courtesy of his men.
His destination was the Home Depot the next block over. A hot wind pressed at his back. A tumbleweed rolled past, tiny branches scritch scritching the asphalt as it bounced over the curb and became momentarily stuck on a chain link fence. Pollard loved tumbleweeds.
He nodded at the two heavily armed men standing in front of the garden section as he approached. They straightened up and gave him their full attention. The older one saluted. The younger one stuffed a small black book with gold lettering on the cover—a bible, Pollard thought—into his back pocket.
Pollard waved him off. “At ease.”
“Morning, Mr. Pollard,” the younger man, really only a teen, said. The other man was much older, a former Army Ranger named Steve. Pollard didn’t know either of them well.
“How’s he doing?” he asked, looking past the men into the high fence of the garden section.
“Haven’t heard a peep out of him all morning,” the teen answered.
“Hmm. Let’s take a look.” He rubbed his hands together with anticipation. The subject of his curiosity was a man named Christian Fuller. Christian, a middle-aged, former auto mechanic from Bisbee, was quarantined in the garden section while they waited to see if, and when, he would turn. He had been bitten two days earlier when they were clearing the Sonic parking lot a few blocks over. Christian had been in the process of putting down a family of zombies in an old Chevy Suburban with Sonora plates when a zombie crawled out from underneath and took a bite out of his calf. Knowing it was an instant death sentence, he had hid his wound from the rest of his unit, returning to his trailer as if nothing had happened. It was only blind luck that his roommate had caught a glimpse of the bite as Christian was dressing the next morning. Twelve hours had passed by that point, and he still showed no signs of infection. That was highly unusual.
Once his roommate raised the alarm, it was up to Pollard to decide what to do with Christian. His first impulse was to take him out back and put a bullet in his head. Just because. But he was curious. Bites typically resulted in death within an hour or two, and reanimation shortly thereafter. He had decided to wait and see what happened.
Pollard gestured at the door. “Keys?”
“Yes, sir,” the teen responded. He pulled the keys from his pocket and tossed them over.
Pollard approached the gate on full alert. There was no sound from within. Putting his face up to the thick wire mesh, he scanned the cavernous space, searching for Christian. Dead plants. Enormous ceramic pots. Piles of tools. There was no sign of his quarry.
He rattled the gate. There was a low growl from beyond, and he instinctively took a step back. “Fuck!” Christian had turned.
Pollard pointed at Woo. “We need to talk. But first, we’re going in there to check on him.”
Woo’s eyes grew wide. “In there?”
Pollard straightened and rested his hand on the butt of his pistol. He dropped his voice an octave. “Do you have a problem with that, son?”
Woo stole a glance at Steve, and then returned his attention to Pollard. “No, sir. Not at all, Mr. Pollard.”
All morning Pollard had been mulling ways to test the boy. Feeding him to Hollister was a no-win situation for both him and Woo. She would screw him senseless for a week, maybe two, and then tire of him, at which point she would have him shot.
They would toss his corpse into the desert and leave him for the coyotes. He couldn’t let that happen. This was a chance to get someone he trusted inside Hollister’s room to learn just what the hell she was doing, to get a shot at taking her place. But first he had to let the kid in on his plan.
He had long ago abandoned the idea of challenging Hollister directly. As a submarine commander, she had done an adequate job. She was a little harsh on the crew, Pollard thought, but that was to be expected since she was the only woman on an all-male boat.
Ever since reaching land, though, she had changed into something he didn’t recognize, as if her sense of right and wrong had been obliterated along with the cities destroyed by her missiles. Something inside had snapped, or maybe it had snapped earlier, and he had missed it. The more Pollard considered her behavior, the more he realized she may have been flawed from the very beginning. That, unfortunately, made him flawed by association. He couldn’t live with it.
He hoped God, if he still existed, could forgive him for what he had done so far, and especially for what he was about to do in the name of setting things right.
“Weapons ready,” he ordered, drawing his own pistol. Woo raised his rifle, a Browning .30-06, to his shoulder. Steve raised a wicked-looking double-barreled shotgun.
Pollard inserted the key into the lock and turned it slowly. It clunked as the bolt slid free. Through the mesh, he caught a flash of color and heard footsteps as Christian scampered through the space. Pollard held his breath for a second. The zombie, if that’s what Christian was now, wasn’t charging the door. Very strange.
“Cover me,” he said, pulling the gate open just enough to slip through. Woo and Steve followed close behind.
“Lock it,” Pollard said once they were all inside. Woo did. In front of them, a pair of check-out lanes flanked by more gates created a single point of entry into the dead store. Just beyond, brown, wilted plants cluttered the tables and benches to the far wall. A few cacti here and there had survived, splotches of dusky green in a vast sea of dingy brown. Pollard eyed the plants. At least they don’t come back. If they do, we may as well lie down and die.
He called out, “Christian?” Nothing. He did it again, with more conviction in his voice. “Christian? It’s Andrew Pollard. I’ve come to talk to you.” Silence.
“He’s in here somewhere,” Steve whispered. “I saw him.”
Pollard glared at him. “Quiet!” He took a few steps forward, past the end of the registers. Peered around the corner. All clear. Shit. Where the hell did he go?
He heard a crunching sound coming from behind a pallet of mulch. Woo’s eyes grew wide. Pollard pointed at him and motioned to the left. He sent Steve to the right. He put his finger to his lips. Held their eyes until he was sure they understood. He put his finger on the trigger and made for the pallet. Woo followed.
Pollard thought he was ready for what he would find on the other side, but he couldn’t have been more wrong. Christian, a thin and dirty man, was squatting behind the mulch, vigorously slurping the marrow from a splintered femur. He gagged, then choked it back. The femur was from a week-old undead he himself had executed. A morbid grin stretched across his face. I was right!
They do eat each other.
He had suspected this for a while—that if the undead couldn’t find a live food source, they would turn on each other, but he hadn’t seen it in person. Not until today. His first hint had come when he and Hollister were in Northern Mexico. Somehow they had ended up at the tail-end of a long, snaking column of undead traveling in the same general direction. They hung back a safe distance, pacing the zombies, figuring that knowing where they were, and where they were headed, was far more valuable than hurrying to their destination.
Over the course of several days they had encountered numerous corpses that had been picked clean, bones cracked open like discarded sunflower shells, everything consumed but hair and teeth. None of it made sense. Zombies almost always left enough behind to reanimate. But that time, they hadn’t.
He was walking point a few nights later when Hollister had suddenly grabbed his arm and hissed at him to stop right now. She had saved his life. Less than a hundred meters ahead was a small cluster of ghouls. Through the gloom, he and Hollister watched in mute horror as the creatures feasted on someone, wolfing down bits of flesh, tearing at the unlucky soul like a pack of starving hyenas. He couldn’t make it out at the time, but Pollard swore the victim looked a little too ragged to be a living human. And besides, he had thought, how would an uninfected wind up in the middle of a swarm this large?
It hadn’t added up at the time, but now it made perfect sense. They were cannibals. On top of everything else.
Christian eyed them each in turn, a low growl building in his throat. The femur shard clattered to the ground as he rose. Pollard’s gut churned. He hated being this close to the undead. The stench made him ill. Worse than that was the knowledge that they were once people just like him. Sometimes he imagined they even looked like people he knew. Every time he killed one, he gave a silent apology.
“Ready?” he asked. Steve shifted to the right a foot, boxing Christian in. In a sudden moment of clarity, Pollard realized that if Steve shot from his current position, there was a good chance Christian’s blood would spray all over himself and Woo, possibly infecting them.
“Steve!” he yelled. “We’re in your line of fire! Move!” Anger surged through him. His pulse quickened. He should know better. Steve didn’t move. He watched Christian, his eyes like a deer in the headlights. His finger slipped around the trigger.
Pollard nudged Woo with his elbow and nodded at Steve. “Shoot him.”
“Huh?” Woo said, shifting his attention away from Christian.
“You heard me. Shoot him.”
Christian opened his mouth. A moan was percolating deep in the back of his throat.
Steve’s aim wavered. “What the fuck, Pollard?”
With a last uncertain glance, Woo swiveled his aim to Steve and pulled the trigger. Steve spun around as if grabbed from behind, crashed to the floor, and tumbled from view behind a stack of gravel.
Fresh meat. That was all the invitation Christian needed. He dove on Steve with a roar. Steve screamed and thrashed, his feet kicking wildly against the concrete floor. He’s still alive, Pollard realized, sickened. Pollard and Woo watched and waited as Steve struggled with Christian, a losing battle to fight off the creature as it tried to consume him. It didn’t take long. Soon the sounds of Steve’s protests were replaced by the obscene cacophony of teeth rending flesh. Bits of gristle and blood flew indiscriminately, splattering the concrete.
Woo was shaking, the barrel of his gun jittering in crazy figure eights.
Pollard sighed. “Ok. I think that’s enough.” Woo gave him a blank look.
“That was a good shot,” Pollard said, clapping him on the shoulder. He took a step forward and fired two shots into Christian’s head. The zombie crumpled onto Steve’s chest.
Sorry, Steve. He put three bullets into Steve’s face, enough to guarantee he wouldn’t get up again. “Don’t worry,” Pollard said as he turned back to Woo. “You passed the test.”
Woo finally lowered his gun. “The test?” he asked incredulously. “What are you talking about?”
Pollard grinned and motioned at the exit. “Walk with me. I’ll explain everything.”
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They set out in a small convoy the next morning with four diesel pickup trucks liberated from the National Park Service depot adjacent to the Scorpion Canyon Ranger Station. Megan rode in the lead vehicle with Cesar, while Pringle followed in the next truck with Alicia. Four other men occupied the other vehicles bringing up the rear. Fuel wasn’t a problem, at least for the foreseeable future. Diesel kept well, and the buried tank in the depot contained at least 5000 gallons. Beyond the ranger station, there were plenty of other sources of fuel if they ever ran out—enough to last a lifetime. Or until the undead learned to drive.
Today’s raid was focused on food and medical supplies. The number of intact grocery stores had surprised them at first. Canned food was abundant, and it was only a matter of choosing what they wanted to haul back. Next week, Cesar planned to venture deeper into town to search for a rumored hydroponics supply store near the university, in hopes of setting up a sustainable indoor farming operation so they would have fresh produce during the long hot months.
So far, water wasn’t a problem, either. While the river in the canyon was low at the moment, it provided plenty for the meager needs of the community. Still, Megan had her eyes open for some sort of cistern they could use to store water in case of a drought. She figured they could find one at a farm supply store.
They passed dozens of desiccated corpses as they picked their way through the remains of the city. They were true dead, detritus of the initial swarm that had surged through the city consuming everything in their path.
So far, the undead were nowhere to be seen. But that didn’t mean they weren’t there. It just meant they hadn’t detected the convoy’s presence yet. This worried Megan more than she let on.
Cesar slowed the truck and wove through the intersection of Speedway and Kolb, taking care not to get hung up on the wreckage of a black-and-white police cruiser and a crumpled BMW sport utility vehicle. As they cleared the wreck, Megan realized she was grinding her teeth. She took a deep breath and forced herself to relax. Being outside the fence always did this to her. She glanced out at the side-view mirror, searching for the chase vehicles.
One.
Two.
Her heart skipped a beat. Where’s the third? A moment later the truck rumbled into view, swinging wide around the front bumper of the police cruiser. She let out a sigh of relief. The traffic, as packed as it was, offered far too many places for the undead to hide. They were like a live wire in the brush, lurking until someone disturbed them, instantly lethal.
“What the—” Cesar blurted. He stood on the brakes, and the truck jerked to a stop in the center of the road. Megan looked ahead and immediately saw the object of his concern. About a quarter of a mile down the road, there was a solitary figure facing them while sitting astride a motorcycle. The rider was clad from neck to toe in black leathers and wore a shiny black helmet with a smoked visor. It was definitely a man. Though it was impossible to see his face, his broad shoulders and narrow waist left little room for question.
A thousand thoughts raced through Megan’s mind, but the one that set her heart racing was the possibility that they had driven into a trap. She had heard stories from other survivors in the compound and had even seen hints of it herself during her own journey south. Humanity had been reduced to interacting like dogs—bite first and make friends later.
The yellow Motorola radio on the dash squawked. “What’s going on up there?”
Megan answered. “There’s someone ahead. We don’t know if he’s friendly.”
Silence for a second, and then, “I can’t see him.”
“He’s on a motorcycle.” Megan watched Cesar’s face, trying to gauge his reaction to the situation. He looked lost in thought, hands at ten and two on the wheel, thumbs drumming as he pondered their options.
“Hold on, Mike,” Megan said into the radio handset.
The man climbed from his bike and put out his kickstand. He took a step away and checked his surroundings. He started to remove his helmet.
“I don’t see any weapons,” Megan whispered. “What do you think, Cesar?”
He shrugged and pulled a pair of binoculars from the door pocket to scan the area. “I don’t see anyone else.” He scanned behind them. “We go forward,” he finally said, removing his foot from the brake.
As they got within twenty feet of the motorcyclist, Megan was finally able to make out part of his face through the shadow of his helmet. Still, she couldn’t shake the feeling they were driving into some sort of ambush. She craned her head around and scanned the buildings lining the road, searching for anything out of the ordinary.
Ten feet from the motorcycle, Cesar rolled to a stop and threw the truck in park. “Stay here,” he said.
“Not a chance.” Megan grabbed her pistol and reached for the door latch.
Cesar grabbed her forearm, his grip like a vise. “I need you here Megan. Just in case.” He gestured at the man with his other hand. “I want you to get behind the wheel and be ready to go.” The look in his eyes said he wouldn’t take no for an answer.
“Okay,” she agreed. “But I don’t like it.” She cast her eyes down at his hand still gripping her forearm.
He released her. “I’m sorry…”
“Don’t worry about it.” She picked up the radio and told the other vehicles to hold their positions. Cesar exited the truck and walked briskly toward the man. Megan slid behind the wheel and placed her pistol on the dashboard. Just in case.
The motorcycle guy looked a little rough, like he’d been on the road for a long time. Dirt caked his face, and fine lines crinkled at the corners of his eyes as he squinted into the sun. His short blond hair looked greasy, as if it hadn’t been washed in ages. Megan couldn’t hear their discussion over the rumble of the engine, but their body language looked promising.
After a minute, Cesar turned and gestured at the convoy. The man said something with a smile and pointed north. She guessed that was where he had come from. They exchanged a few more words, shook hands, and began walking toward the truck. Megan took the gun off the dash and put it in her lap with the barrel pointed at the door. She straightened in her seat and waited.
Cesar and the man arrived at her window. “Megan, I’d like you to meet Kevin…” Cesar stumbled, obviously having forgotten the man’s last name already.
“Salerno,” the stranger interjected. His voice was deep and full of confidence, and Megan had a sudden intuition he had seen a lot in whatever life he had led before the end of the world. “Nice to meet you,” he said, offering his hand.
“Likewise.” Megan stuck her hand out the window, and they shook.
“Kevin’s been on the road for a while,” Cesar added. Megan noted the desperate hunger in Kevin’s eyes. He’s searching for something.
Cesar pressed on. “He’s going to stay with us for a few days. Maybe more.”
Megan’s mind raced as she considered where Kevin would fit into the community. There was no doubt he was road-hardened. He knew how to drive a bike, perfect for getting through tight traffic situations. Maybe a scout?
“I told him about our scavenging operation. He’s going to help today, and then follow us back afterward.”
“Sounds good.” Actually, it was great, the more people on a raid, the better their chances of success.
“Not many undead around here today, are there?” Kevin commented, inclining his head in Megan’s direction. “But it looks like you guys are loaded for bear.”
“Oh, they’re here,” Cesar responded. He glanced nervously at the surrounding buildings. “I don’t know where yet, but they’re here.” There was a lull in the conversation as they all evaluated their new situation.
Cesar spoke first. “Fall in somewhere in the middle, Kevin. Follow our lead for now, and you’ll be all right.”
“That works.” Kevin pulled on his helmet and turned for his motorcycle. He fired it up and cut a wide circle around the group, placing himself in the middle, just behind Pringle. He sat and idled, waiting for the convoy to lurch forward. By the time Cesar had situated himself behind the wheel, Megan had already briefed the others in the convoy, including Pringle, who seemed oddly ambivalent about the new addition.
They set off. They still had supplies to collect.
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Albuquerque as Jack had known it no longer existed. The only thing left was the blackened stumps of buildings and charred earth as far as he could see. Ash and drifts of fine dust clung to every surface, turning the environment a muted, monochromatic gray. The pervasive stench of death blotted out the once fragrant scent of the high desert. Even the Sandia Mountains hadn’t escaped the devastation. Every tree on the west-facing slope had been burned away, allowing the late-summer rains to scour the denuded hillside, sloughing millions of tons of dirt and rock into the city below. Zombies ruled the countryside. They were everywhere, preserved for all eternity by the great clouds of radiation roiling in the atmosphere.
It was colder than usual, probably ten or fifteen degrees below normal. This was because of the bombs; the dust they had kicked up was blocking the sun’s rays from reaching the earth, cooling the northern hemisphere in a vicious feedback loop that Jack knew wouldn’t end until all of the dust settled. And that could be years.
So they headed south.
It was the only way to survive. He had no idea how far he would have to go to reach a warmer climate, or if the radiation would get them first. He worried about poisonous clouds from southern California and Arizona sweeping over them, but there was little he could do. They had to go south, or they would die.
The terrifying truth was that with civilization gone, Jack and Becka were going to have to learn how to produce their own food. Scavenging would only take them so far; canned goods would last a few years at best, maybe more, but they weren’t the answer to long-term survival. No, to really make it, they had to become modern-day farmers, and the New Mexico high country wasn’t the place for that. not anymore.
He had to laugh at the irony of it all. Before the world collapsed, there had been whole magazines—hell, whole industries—devoted to the idealized notion of getting back to nature, of being self-sufficient. He knew this because he had a stack of those very magazines, complete with glossy full page advertisements for fancy micro-tractors and do-it-yourself solar water heaters, in his bathroom back in Taos.
Jack wiped his brow with his sleeve, scrubbing away a thick rivulet of sweat before it ran into his eyes.
“Are we there yet?” Ellie called out from the rear seat of their ancient Volkswagen camper. “Can we stop for nuggets soon?” Jack opened his mouth to answer, but found he couldn’t make the words come out. A tear leaked from his eye. He wiped it away. Ellie’s question had struck a chord deep inside of him, triggering a flood of memories of better times.
Becka came to his rescue. “No, honey. Not yet.”
Their vehicle was remarkably well-preserved considering it was over a half-century old. There wasn’t a spot of rust on the body, and the engine, clattering and pinging like a sewing machine on steroids, ran like a champ. Finding the pre-electronic-ignition camper on the side of I-25 north of Albuquerque had been a stroke of unbelievable luck, for while he and Becka could walk for days, Ellie was another story. She could only put in six or seven miles on a good day, not nearly enough to get them to their destination, wherever that was. White with broad maroon racing stripes on each side, the camper was immaculate except for a large, dried bloodstain saturating the driver’s seat. Jack had no idea if the blood was infectious, and he wasn’t taking any chances. A blue tarp, liberated from a storage compartment in the rear, solved this problem in short order. Now he just had to deal with the constant crinkling as he shifted around. The sound drove him crazy.
They were running along at fifty miles per hour, having just cleared the southern edge of Albuquerque, when things turned to shit. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw a yellow and black sign announcing they were entering open-range country. That meant the cattle were not behind fences; they were free to move across the road at any time of day or night.
He recalled a trip many years earlier, before Maddie and Ellie were born. He and Becka had been on their way to Denver to visit some college friends. It was early in the morning, just after sunrise, and they had been driving all night, pushing north through a late-spring snowstorm. Becka had spotted it first, as they crested a sharp rise about a hundred miles south of the Colorado border. “What’s that?” she asked, pointing at the road ahead. Jack leaned forward and squinted through the snow, trying to make sense of what he was seeing. It looked like a load of trash had escaped the bed of a pickup truck, but worse. Both northbound lanes were littered with snow-covered obstructions. He lifted his foot from the gas, allowing the car to slow on its own.
Becka’s eyes grew wide. “Oh, my God, Jack! That’s an accident!”
They had come to a stop a few feet away from the remains of a horrific collision between some sort of livestock, probably a cow, and a small car. The car appeared to be a Honda Civic or Toyota Tercel, but they couldn’t tell for sure. Whatever it had been, no amount of repairs would ever make it whole again.
There was nothing left of the driver larger than a child’s lunch box.
“Call 911,” Jack whispered.
Becka had retrieved her phone from her purse and punched in the numbers. A moment later, she frowned and held it out to him. “No signal.”
Jack cursed. That was in the days before the mobile phone companies finished expanding their networks, when it was still possible to get lost in the great empty spaces between the cities of the mountain west. It had taken them over an hour to reach an area with enough cellular reception to report the accident.
The tragedy had been covered in the Denver Post the next morning. The driver, a man of about Jack’s age, had been on his way back from a family reunion in Las Vegas, New Mexico, when he fell asleep at the wheel and encountered a stray cow shortly after midnight.
Jack swallowed the memory away. If that happened now, if we were to hit an animal or if we were to hit anything, there would be no one to call for help… He let out a nervous laugh. It’s just a sign, he told himself. It doesn’t mean anything anymore.
Something moved on the side of the road.
“Hold on!” He tensed up. He didn’t have time to put his hand out to stabilize Becka before the creature darted into their path. It was a runner, one of the irradiated ones from Albuquerque, and it was moving fast, almost sprinting.
A man. One arm. No skin on the side of his head. These images were burned into Jack’s mind as the creature plunged into the scrub on the opposite side of the road. He feathered the brake. The undead never traveled alone. He was right. A second creature appeared as if summoned, and raced into his lane. Jack swerved, but not enough.
The second zombie plowed into the right front corner of the bus, causing its body to explode into a greasy mist of gore. The old VW shuddered and jumped left a few inches as the steering wheel was torn from his grasp. He gripped the wheel and tried to bring it back to straighten the bus. Bang! They slewed violently to the right. Tire!
Jack put every ounce of strength he possessed into straightening the van, but the top-heavy vehicle had its own plans. Time slowed. He felt the tires on the left side of the bus lose contact with the road. They went airborne. A second later, the earth reached up and yanked them back in a vicious embrace. Glass exploded around him in a million glittering fragments. Twisting metal screamed in his ears. Hot sparks peppered his face, minute pinpricks of heat that felt oddly comforting.
And then everything went black.
 

***
 

Consciousness seeped into Jack’s mind with agonizing slowness. The first thing he noticed was the temperature. It was much colder, almost freezing. He was shivering, his entire body quaking uncontrollably. He tried to move. He couldn’t. His hips felt torn, as if some enormous creature had taken hold of either side of his body and wrung him like dish rag. He tried to open his eyes but his lids wouldn’t budge. Glued shut.
“What the hell…?” His head pounded. Blood thrummed in his ears, the rushing boom boom drowning out everything around him. Stretching the muscles of his face, he finally managed to open his eyes. He let out a surprised cry. The world was upside down. No. Wait. He was upside down.
The pain in his hips was from the lap belt digging into his waist and cutting off his circulation. He hung there for a moment and stared. With his right hand, Jack felt for the roof and discovered it was only an inch from the top of his head. Windshield glass lay scattered below, tiny stars twinkling at him from a false night sky.
He groaned. His head was thick, full of itchy wool. His mind tripped over itself, trying to piece together the events that had put him here. It all came back in a terrifying gut-wrenching rush.
“Becka! Ellie!” he shouted. He twisted in his seat, searching for them. Becka wasn’t there. He couldn’t turn far enough to see into the rear. “Becka! Ellie!” he called again.
As he twisted, a lance of pain raced up his arm and into his shoulder, flooding his mind with an agony beyond any he had ever experienced. Bile tumbled down his throat and dribbled onto the roof of his mouth. He vomited an explosive torrent of steaming fluid that gushed back into his upturned nose, choking him.
Looking at his arm, he discovered the source of the pain, a jagged shard of glass, embedded in the meaty part of his upper bicep. Protruding at an obscene angle, the glass was lodged deep inside the muscle, grinding against bone every time he moved. His vision went gray around the edges. He realized he was about to black out. He fought it, wrapping his mind around the wispy tendrils of consciousness as they sprinted away from him, reeling them back in and gathering them close.
Becka. Ellie. Got to find them. Gritting his teeth, Jack grasped the shard with his good hand and tugged with all his might. He couldn’t hold back a scream as the glass slid free. Blood welled up from the wound, then splattered on the roof of the van. Reaching for the belt buckle with his good arm, he took a deep breath and pressed the release.
Although he didn’t have far to fall, the impact still knocked the wind out of him. It seemed as if every square inch of his body had been pummeled during the accident. He lay still for a moment, panting, trying his best not to black out again. Free from his bonds, Jack rolled over and began searching for his family.
They were gone. He crawled to the front passenger seat and took Becka’s seat belt in his hand. Panic welled up as he fingered the ends of the straps. They were torn and shredded, as if something had gnawed through them.
He crawled into the back. It was empty as well. The windows had all imploded, compressed beyond their engineering limits when the bus landed on its roof. A chill desert breeze flowed through the empty frames. He flicked the switch on the dome lamp between his knees. Dead.
His stomach sank. Blood coated every surface, congealing pools soaking through the knees of his jeans and coating his hands as he turned in frantic circles.
Zombies. He sat back on his haunches to consider the situation. This doesn’t make sense. If zombies took them, then why am I still here? Why didn’t they take me, too?
Maybe they had been ejected from the bus as it rolled. Jack’s hopes soared. But no. That wouldn’t explain Becka’s seat belt. Or the blood in the rear. Ellie’s blood. Hell, he couldn’t even remember if Ellie had even been buckled in. Probably not. She hated seat belts.
Jack kicked open the door and crawled onto the desert floor. The sand was cool under his palms. The moon rode high overhead. Midnight, maybe later. I wasn’t out for long. A wave of nausea assaulted him as he struggled to his feet. He put his hands on his knees to stabilize himself and retched, burping up foul acid. He spit.
Mangled beyond repair, the bus lay at the bottom of a shallow wash. Their supplies, ejected during the crash, charted their unexpected departure from the freeway like a trail of enormous breadcrumbs. There was a sleeping bag at his feet, and their Coleman stove lay a few yards beyond. He found his pistol half-buried in the sand a few feet from the bus.
But no Becka. And no Ellie.
Jack scrambled up the embankment, the loose sand crumbling beneath his fingers with each frantic grasp. Finally, he made it to the top. The remains of the ghoul he had hit twitched mindlessly on the shoulder, his muscles contracting and releasing like some mad perpetual-motion machine. Now that his eyes were adjusted to the dark, he realized he could see for miles. The desert glowed as if lit from within.
Jack cupped his hand around his mouth and yelled. “Becka! Ellie!” He listened. Seconds ticked by with no response. Crossing the road, he repeated his call. He waited again. Nothing.
Something snapped behind him. Something brittle. Near the bus. Jack sprinted across the road to the lip of the arroyo and peered in. A ripping sound, like Velcro, split the silence.
Jack’s hopes soared. “Becka?” There was no answer. Jack plunged down the embankment, imagining Becka with a life-threatening injury, unable to answer.
“Becka! Ellie!” he shouted as he dashed around the bus. There was no one there. Jack skidded to a stop. He looked around, puzzled. Where’s it coming from?
His answer came a moment later, when another, louder ripping sound split the night air. It was coming from a few dozen yards farther down the wash, near the corpse of a monstrous cottonwood.
He checked his weapon, ensuring the safety was off. “Becka?” he said in a low voice. “I’m coming…” As quietly as he could, Jack made his way through the arroyo. His heart raced and sweat poured from his forehead despite the cool breeze.
He approached the tree. How a tree this large had been torn loose baffled him. It was easily three feet across, with bleached-white limbs stretching towards the night sky like a spurned lover.
“Becka?” The ripping sound came again. Something moved just a few feet in front of him. Despite the moonlight, Jack wished he had a flashlight. He couldn’t make out any shapes through the jumble of shadows. He stepped forward.
From beneath a tangle of branches, Becka stared up at him, a rictus of agony stretched across her face.
“Ellie. No.”
Ellie was crouched to one side, chewing vigorously on her mother’s limp arm. At the sound of his voice, her head snapped up, and she locked eyes with Jack, the milky-whites seeming to penetrate to the bottom of his soul. Jack took a step back and raised his hands, his gun pointing at the sky.
Ellie leaped to her feet. She growled. Becka didn’t move.
Jack swallowed. Cold washed through his body. He shivered uncontrollably. His teeth began to chatter, causing him to nick his tongue, sending a flood of coppery-tasting blood into his mouth. He swallowed hard.
Ellie stepped over her mother and began lumbering toward him. One leg was obviously broken, twisted and shattered into a useless sack of bone and flesh. Yet, she still came.
Jack centered his pistol on her forehead. And then he pulled the trigger. The shot hit home, and Ellie collapsed to the ground. Silence returned. But he wasn’t done. Becka would rise as well. Maybe in minutes, maybe in hours, but she would come back.
Jack made his way to his wife’s body. He kneeled down beside her and touched her left cheek. It was still warm. He tasted metal in the back of his throat. Cold and antiseptic, bitter. Almost oily. With a quick swipe of his thumb and index finger, he closed Becka’s eyelids. He put his pistol against her forehead.
“I’m sorry, honey.”
He pulled the trigger.
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The parking lot was empty. Or, more accurately, it appeared empty. Megan scanned the storefronts one by one, plumbing the depths of the dark shops lining the strip mall, wishing she could see through the walls to spy the creatures that surely lurked within. The whole day had been this way, with very little undead presence to speak of. That bothered her. Typically, when you didn’t see them coming was when they would pop out of a dark corner and take a chunk out of your ass. She had seen it firsthand, had almost been dinner herself on more than one occasion.
Something about this food raid was making her jumpy, like she felt when she had left the house and forgotten to turn off the oven. She turned to Cesar. “Do you—”
Cesar shushed her. “I know. I feel it too. Something’s off...” She looked over her shoulder at the new guy, Kevin. He was going car to car, checking for trapped ghouls and ensuring the doors were locked. He’s thorough, she decided.
It was silent in the grocery store parking lot, since all of the engines were stopped. That was often the worst part. The sounds of the heavy diesel engines would sometimes bring the undead out en masse, forcing them to abandon a raid. She and Cesar had experimented with using a decoy vehicle, sending it ahead to pull out the lurking ghouls and lead them away, but it seemed that no matter how many were collected, there were always more left behind.
“Mo, you and Rich,” Cesar said, addressing the drivers of the chase vehicles. “I want you guys out here.” He turned to Kevin. “You, too. We’ll be quick.”
The men nodded in agreement and set up positions on either side of the entrance with their weapons pointing out.
Entering an abandoned building was one of Megan’s least favorite activities. Together, she, Cesar, and Pringle forced the front door as quietly as possible and crept inside. Despite the brilliant daylight only a few feet behind them, her eyes couldn’t penetrate the gloom of the interior.
“Fuck,” she whispered under her breath.
“Yes. Fuck,” Cesar agreed. Cesar wasn’t given to cursing, even in the most difficult situation, and that one word told her volumes about how he felt.
“Are you sure you want to do this?” she asked.
“Sí. Yes. The next one is three miles to the South. I don’t want to go that far into town. Not today.”
“Okay then.” Megan took a deep breath. “Let’s get this over with.” Hauling her arm back, she lobbed a fist-sized rock deep into the store.
The response was immediate. A cacophony of moans, the call of the undead.
“Come to Mama,” she said under her breath. One of the creatures came blundering into her vision, getting hung up on an overturned shopping cart for a moment before knocking it aside and vectoring straight toward her position. It looked to have been a soccer mom in its former life. Thirty-something with a cute pair of yoga pants and nearly new running shoes, she was perfectly preserved except for the gaping cavity in her abdomen where all of the internal organs were supposed to be. The soccer mom staggered between a set of cash registers, bumbling and tripping, spinning around in its desperate rush to reach food.
Megan felt the muscles in her neck tense, her jaw ached and her teeth ground relentlessly. She flexed her fingers and forced herself to breathe, to relax. She hefted her mattock, taking comfort at its solidity. At a little over five-feet-long, the device was one of Cesar’s finest creations, a cross between a shovel handle and a traditional mattock. Quick, quiet, and deadly effective at close range, it was the most practical way to dispatch the undead without the siren song of gunshots. Cesar had come up with the idea after a harrowing raid in which they had accidentally attracted half of Tucson’s undead. The blade of the mattock was perfect for slowing them down, removing limbs, and chopping them off at the knees. The spike was custom-built for the head. It was large and heavy enough to penetrate all but the thickest of skulls, able to drop a zombie with a single strike.
Cesar carried a similar weapon, although a slightly beefier version. They also carried pistols in case they were overrun. Everyone carried one extra bullet, just in case. The guns were a last resort. Firing a shot was akin to ringing the dinner bell.
As the soccer mom drew closer, she raised her hands like a baby seeking its mother and ground her teeth. She raced at Megan, a flesh-seeking missile full of deadly intent. Megan stepped to the side at the last second, removing herself from the woman’s direct path. Cesar stood ready to assist. The creature was slow to react, and by the time it realized dinner had moved, Megan was behind it, bringing her spike into its skull with a satisfying crunch.
They took extra care to sterilize their weapons at the end of each engagement. As far as they could tell, the two surefire ways to get infected were to be bitten or to get infected brain matter into an open cut, or in an eye.
“Nice!” Cesar said. Megan couldn’t help feeling a flush of pride at her handiwork. There was more shuffling from the aisles beyond the registers. More moaning.
“Inbound,” Pringle said through clenched teeth.
Next up were two young boys, no more than ten years old. They were faster than the woman, dashing out of the coffee aisle, pausing briefly to fixate on the raiding team, and then scrambling forward. Cesar held up two fingers. He pointed once to the right and once to the left. Then he swiped them straight ahead. A kill box. Megan and Pringle were to funnel the creatures into the center where they could concentrate their efforts. They used the ends of their poles to force the ghouls together, and then with a flash of their blades, sliced the tendons behind their knees. The creatures tumbled to the ground and began thrashing in frustration. With a stern look, Pringle stepped forward and smashed both diseased heads with his aluminum baseball bat, pulping both skulls on the dirty linoleum floor.
They all paused to catch their breath. Aside from Pringle’s wheezing, the store was silent. No more moans. No more undead.
“Here, zombie, zombie,” Pringle chanted, like the child he had just destroyed might have before he had been turned. “Come and get us.”
Cesar gave him a wry grin.
“Cesar?” Kevin sounded alarmed. Cesar held up his hand, motioning for him to wait.
“We’ve got company,” Kevin insisted, the urgency in his voice unmistakable. That changed everything. Megan spun around and dashed through the front door.
Undead were swarming the parking lot, filtering through abandoned cars by the dozens. More were arriving by the second from all directions. Megan’s bowels turned to water. Her pulse skyrocketed. “Cesar?” She croaked.
This was their worst nightmare. This was how the best-laid plans became suicide missions. It was all in the numbers. Fighting one undead was easy. Pop it in the head and down it went. Fighting two was a bit more of a challenge; it could even be fun if you had the right mindset. Fighting dozens, and she noticed even more coming around the northwestern corner, was damned near impossible. They never gave up, never retreated. Their manual weapons lost almost all of their effectiveness when faced with more than three or four. It was time to bring out the guns.
But guns were only so effective. It required a perfect headshot to drop a zombie, and this became exponentially more difficult when they encountered a runner. Up to about three or four meters, Megan could make the kill every time. Beyond that, her accuracy fell off a cliff. And she wasn’t alone.
Cesar looked over his shoulder into the maw of the store and then back out to the rapidly-filling parking lot. “We’re leaving right now,” he announced. “Everybody out! Go! Go! Go!”
They scattered for their vehicles. By this point, zombies were everywhere, blocking the exits, a seething mass of flesh-hungry monsters with one thing on their mind: Dinner.
The truck roared as Cesar swung around looking for space to build up some speed. They were going to have to drive through the crowd, Megan realized with a sinking feeling. Kevin was straddling his motorcycle when one of the creatures reached for his shoulder. Megan watched in awe as he ducked down, drew his shotgun and placed it against the creature’s face. Its head disappeared into a gray-black mist, and the corpse tumbled away. Kevin re-holstered his gun, and ducking and weaving as he searched for a way out, he sped off through the mass of creatures.
“Here we go,” Cesar growled. He punched the accelerator. and the tires squealed in protest. Megan pushed back in her seat, grabbing the armrest with one hand and her pistol with the other. The first couple of undead went down with no problem, bouncing off the hood and tumbling to the side. Then, suddenly, in front of them was a dense cluster moving as one toward the truck.
“Hold on!” Cesar screamed over the roar of the engine, then he plowed straight into them. There was an enormous crash, and before she knew what was happening, the windshield was gone, and one of the things was in her lap. It thrashed wildly, its fetid stink choking her with every breath.
“Get it off of me!” Megan screamed, disgusted at the feel of rotten skin sloughing off as the creature sought purchase on her body. Cesar swerved back and forth, shaking the other creatures loose from the hood, finally finding a gap. They were out of the crowd, and except for the ghoul in the cab with them, they had a clear shot at the road. Megan was frozen in place, watching in detached horror as the creature in her lap tried to bite into her leg.
Formerly a large man in his thirties, the lack of arms, probably torn off during the impact with the truck, made him look like a fat mutant snake as he writhed around in her lap. It was only a matter of time before he got lucky and sank his teeth into her flesh. In a fit of panic, Megan placed her gun against the man’s temple, turned her head away, and fired a single shot. The report obliterated her hearing, turning everything to a low rush of muffled white noise. Cordite permeated the cab for a moment before it was washed away by the wind.
Cesar slammed on the brakes, and they skidded to a stop in the center of the southbound lane. Megan leaped from the truck, and hauled the corpse out by its feet, dumping it unceremoniously on the side of the road.
Then, as she climbed back into the truck, her heart nearly stopped. The entire side of Cesar’s face was covered in a sticky, black, syrupy-looking substance. Zombie brains. She felt herself go cold when she realized what had happened. Back-splatter.
Cesar blinked, put the truck back in gear and started rolling as soon as she was back inside.
“Oh, my God!” She reached for him, but he shrank away, not letting her get the toxic sludge on her fingers.
He shook his head. “You did what you had to do.”
“I didn’t…”she stammered.
He laughed, a high pitched chitter she had never heard from him before. “We all have to go sometime, Megan.” Megan’s heart fell as the words sank in. Cesar didn’t have much time, hours, at most. Probably less.
“Cesar. I’m so sorry,” she said again and again, repeating it as he drove, as if somehow it would undo things. They drove for the next fifteen minutes, weaving through town in a careful circuit designed to throw the undead off of their trail to avoid bringing them to their doorstep. Once they lost sight of the horde, Cesar slowed the truck and pulled to the side of the road. He shifted into Park and left the engine running.
“What are you doing?” Megan asked, alarmed. “We’re nowhere near home.” She knew exactly what he was doing, but she didn’t want to acknowledge it. Cesar didn’t answer. Instead, he leaned forward and rested his chin on his hands which were still on the steering wheel. He stared out at the desert.
The radio squawked. “What’s going on up there?”
Megan answered. “Nothing. Give us a minute.” She threw the radio onto the dash. A bead of sweat trickled from beneath the brim of Cesar’s hat. It rolled down the side of his face and vanished into the collar of his shirt.
“Cesar?” she asked tentatively.
“Megan,” he answered slowly. “I’ve had a good life. Better than anyone...”
“No! You can’t!”
He turned to face her with profound sadness blanketing his face. “I… We have no choice now. You know that.” Megan shook her head, flinging hot tears from her face. Gravel crunched outside her window; instantly, she turned and raised her pistol.
Pringle took a step back, arms raised. “Easy there, Megan. You almost—”
“Mike. Now is not the time!” She turned back to Cesar. “There’s got to be a way. Maybe you’re not even infected.”
“What’s this about infection?” Pringle asked, suddenly serious. He opened the passenger door and leaned inside the truck.
“I got splattered. It got in my eye,” Cesar replied without emotion. “I can feel it inside of me. It burns, deep down.”
“Maybe you’re imagining it?” She offered.
“No. I’m infected.”
“Holy shit, Cesar,” Pringle said. “How did it happen?”
Cesar glanced at Megan. “It doesn’t matter now.” There was a long pause as they all considered the ramifications. The truck rumbled, the engine clattering in the heat.
“I’d like to do it here,” Cesar continued. “This is my home.” Megan looked around. As far as places to die, she could think of a lot worse. They were on the outskirts of town, surrounded by low rolling hills studded with majestic saguaro, prickly pear, and cholla cacti. She bit back a sob.
“We can’t do this without you, Cesar,” she pleaded, sneaking a glance at Pringle.
“Yes, you can,” Cesar replied calmly. “You have to.” She opened her mouth to protest, but there were no more words. “You’re strong, Megan, stronger than you know.” He turned to Pringle. “And, Mike, you’re a good man despite yourself.” Pringle looked at the ground. “Megan, I want you to take over. You have to work together, to be strong, if you want this to succeed, if you want to survive...”
He was sweating more, his shirt growing damp. His skin was sallow, his breaths becoming shorter and shorter. He didn’t have much time left. Cesar forced a smile.
“Why not Mike?” Megan asked.
“Yeah, why not?” Pringle whined. “I’ve been here as long as Megan. I know the people. I know everything.”
Cesar shook his head. “Mike, you’re great at what you do. And you need to keep doing it. Megan... she has a special gift with people. They listen to her. But she can’t do it without you. Your role is essential to making this community work.”
Pringle didn’t respond for a long moment. Finally, he nodded, but something in his eyes told Megan this wasn’t the end of the discussion.
Cesar looked them both in the eye. “Okay, then. That’s settled.” He opened the driver’s side door and climbed from the truck. “I don’t want to put either of you through the trauma of killing me, so I’ll take care of it myself.” Megan moved to hug him, an involuntary response, but Cesar took a step back. He was already gone.
He proceeded to strip off his extra ammunition, his boots, and his radio gear, placing it all in the bed of the truck. He ejected all of the ammunition from his pistol except one bullet, stacking the cartridges in a neat pile on the seat. With a final nod, he turned and strode into the desert, vanishing into the brush forever.
Megan sniffed, wiped her eyes, and moved across the bench seat, taking her place behind the wheel. “You getting in?” she asked Mike. “It sounds like we’ve got a lot to discuss.”
Mike waved his arm at the other truck to let them know they could continue without him, and then climbed into the passenger seat.
With a last glance at the desert that had consumed Cesar, Megan put the truck back in gear and started driving north.
She couldn’t stand to hear the shot.
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Private First Class Jimmy LaTour put a finger over his left nostril and blew gooey chunks of dirt-infused snot on the dung-colored rocks at his feet. He jumped as a fast moving shadow flashed across the ground beside him. He looked up. It was only a hawk, riding a thermal on the hunt. For a second, Jimmy wished he was the bird, able to escape the bounds of earth and fly away. He chuckled at the thought.
The last time he had seen a plane was shortly after he had hooked up with Hollister’s crew. It had been a momentary glint in the heavens, hurtling from east to west before it was swallowed up by the late-afternoon sun. Where it came from and who was flying it, he would never know. He had dutifully reported the sighting to his crew boss, and then promptly forgot about it.
Not that it mattered anymore. Jimmy had long ago abandoned the idea of anyone coming to his rescue. Hell, if the US Army couldn’t even defend their own base, then what chance did anyone else have? He often wondered about the other soldiers in his unit, the men and women still in Afghanistan. Was it as bad over there? Were they still alive? Fortunately for him, he was on leave the day the world died, shacked up with his girlfriend Felecia in a cabin on Mount Lemmon. Felecia was gone now, dragged kicking and screaming from his pickup truck and dismembered before his eyes as they sat in a traffic jam at the main gate. Jimmy had managed to destroy the creatures eating her, but by then it was too late. He put two into her head as she began to claw her way towards him. From there, it was a frantic scramble on foot, ducking and weaving through the feeding frenzy and barely making it through the gate before it closed for good.
That hadn’t lasted long either. By the time the night was out, the base was overrun, zombies swarming through every building, looking for fresh sustenance. Jimmy had hidden. Like a scared little boy, he locked himself inside a walk-in freezer in the mess hall. There he waited.
The first challenge was the cold. That was solved at the end of the third day when the generators failed. Then the heat became a problem, exacerbated by the suffocating stench of rotting food and his own waste. Finally, when he couldn’t stand it anymore, when he reached the point where he figured it would be better to be eaten alive than to die like a trapped animal, he had ventured out. The zombies were gone.
Signs of the battle were everywhere, bits and pieces of corpses, morsels of discarded flesh, and pools of congealed blood. But no one else was alive, and no infected ones remained. He was alone.
Jimmy’s first thought had been to find out what had happened to everyone, to see if anyone else was still alive. That was a dead-end. Without power, communications were no longer an option. Fortunately, the Army was still a largely paper-based organization, and Jimmy found, after a little searching in the base commander’s office, a treasure trove of information about the final hours. What he read cemented his convictions that there was little chance of anyone else being alive.
The infection had come out of nowhere, sweeping across the globe in a matter of hours. The first cases were reported in Sydney, Australia, but that meant little, because within hours, the infection appeared in New York, London, Moscow, and then Los Angeles. The reports were rife with speculation as to the source. A biological weapon run amok? A naturally-occurring pathogen triggered by environmental factors? No one knew, and there was no time to figure it out. It moved too fast.
His final discovery was the most chilling. A set of orders from high in the Defense Department instructed the base commander to prepare for nuclear attack. The government was preparing to launch its entire arsenal of tactical and strategic nuclear weapons against domestic population centers in a last-ditch effort to eradicate the threat.
But that was then. Today, Jimmy was perched high above Tucson, on the southern end of the Rincon mountains, searching for other survivors. Ever since Hollister had rolled into town, his life had regained purpose. He shrugged off his pack, dropped it to his feet, and began to dig around in the top compartment. A moment later, he found what he was looking for. He pulled out a small nylon pouch and brought it to his lips, giving it a loving kiss.
From within, he extracted a green blown-glass pipe and a small plastic bag. He selected a bulbous crystal of methamphetamine and nestled it into the bowl. He struck his lighter and took a long, burning hit, drawing the vapors deep into the far recesses of his lungs. All of his synapses fired at once as the chemicals coursed through his blood stream, sending all thoughts of his old life away with the wind.
I wonder if the undead can get high? he mused, before dismissing it as ridiculous. They didn’t seem to breathe as far as he could tell. Hell, some of them didn’t even have lungs anymore. Where would the smoke go? He chuckled at the image of clouds of sweet smoke billowing from a hollowed-out chest cavity. He laughed again, the high-pitched titter of someone tweaking along the razor edge of sanity.
He took another hit, this time with his eyes open, and relished the sensation as the various shades of brown and muted green dotting the valley below snapped into focus. It was like watching an HD television beside an old piece-of-shit standard set. Reality held little interest for Jimmy at this point, and he was okay with that. Reality was for ordinary people, and he was anything but. He was a survivor, and he intended to keep right on surviving. But that all depended on how he performed in his new role as a scout. It was a big promotion from body-burning. Huge.
Body-burning. What a disgusting job. He used to laugh at vegetarians. Not anymore. He was done with meat. Never again.
That was life in Hollister’s army. Or whatever she was calling it today. It was only a few hundred people so far, but it was growing fast. They were absorbing refugees from the countryside, people who had survived the initial collapse but were now running out of food and ammunition, people who needed someone to follow. That’s why Jimmy was on the ridge; he was scouting Tucson for new recruits. From a safe distance, of course.
Before things went to shit, he had always said that the world was fucked up, that too many people got away with doing too little. Well, that sure wasn’t the case anymore. If you didn’t pull your weight in the new world, then you became zombie-chow. Fast.
Fuck. Tweaking hard. Can’t focus. Jimmy realized it was time to get back to the business of why he had hiked halfway up this godforsaken mountain in the first place. Scouting. He took a quick sip from the water bottle strapped to his waist and then peeled open the bottom half of his pack, exposing a long-range spotter scope. He had practiced with it before leaving Sierra Vista, and he had it assembled and mounted on its tripod in under a minute.
The scope gave him a good view of east Tucson without having to go down into town and risk his ass. He unfolded a map and a small notebook and placed them on the ground beside the tripod. Rocks went on each corner to hold down the notebook.
His job today was simple: Scan this side of the city, the entry and exit points, and put together a summary of what he saw, zombie clusters, road blockages, likely supply sources, and whatever else caught his attention. There was another scout somewhere else on the mountain. He didn’t know who, but he was sure their results would be compared when they returned. He wondered who it was. Hollister and Pollard were sneaky like that, always playing people against each other.
Stop. Gotta stop obsessing over this shit. The meth had a way of doing that. If he didn’t concentrate, his thoughts would run away with themselves, and he wouldn’t get the job done. Then he would be back to burning bodies. Or worse.
He counted backward from ten, settled down, and put his eye to the scope. He swiveled it north and started scanning. A few minutes later, he pulled back and yawned. What a boring fucking job. There was no way he could do it without the rock to help him focus. So far he had noted a handful of grocery stores still standing and at least one sizable cluster of undead stuck inside the chain-link fences of a city park. He checked his map. Lincoln Park. Baseball diamonds, soccer fields, and lots of fences to confuse the stupid bastards. Why the dumb fucks couldn’t find their way out, he didn’t know. Maybe they would wander around in there until they fell apart and rotted away to nothing. It sure looked as if some of them were on the way.
He put his eye back to the scope and panned to the left, toward the south end of town. That’s when he saw it. Four SUVs were heading north on—he checked his map—Kolb, into town. They were passing the Air Force base. The vehicles went under a bridge and disappeared from view.
“Well, hello there,” he said to the wind. “It looks like we’ve got a little company.” It was impossible to see where the convoy was heading; the edge of the mountain range obstructed his view, but north was a safe bet. He pulled out his radio, a military-grade two-way, and cranked up the volume.
“Jimmy to base,” he said, before adding, “over,” like in the movies. There was no response for a moment, and then the radio squawked.
“Go ahead.”
“Uh, yeah. I’m at my scouting post, and I just spotted a convoy heading north into the city. Four vehicles, unarmored, I think. I don’t have an angle on where they’re heading, but they look like locals.” He didn’t know why he said that. It just came out. It was something about their speed and the way they were traveling together. He waited.
“Got it. Good job.”
“What next?”
“Finish your shift and then come on in. Call if you see anything else.”
Jimmy was puzzled. Weren’t they going to do anything? Was that it? Just note down what he had seen and go back to work? He paused, his finger hovering over the transmit button. After a long moment, he decided to let it go. Better not to ask questions.
“Understood,” he answered. “I’ll be back in a few hours.”
“Ride safe.”
That settled, Jimmy turned his attention back to the scope. Then he changed his mind. One more hit, to celebrate. He pulled out his kit and began to reload…
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Hollister put down her report and ran her fingers through her greasy, disheveled hair.
“Fuck me,” she muttered with a frown. She poured two fingers of tequila into a red plastic cup and swirled it around before downing it. Then she poured two more. There’s no way these numbers are right. Three more people had vanished overnight. Counting the group she had executed on Friday, she was down twelve people for the week. She needed to grow her forces, and she needed to do it fast if she wanted to maintain her momentum. Unfortunately, she was going the wrong direction. The ungrateful bastards. The deserters pissed her off like nothing else. She took them in, fed them, and protected them, and all she asked in return was a little loyalty. Sure, life was tough right now. It was tough for everyone. But she didn’t ask anyone to do anything she wouldn’t do herself.
Except maybe cutting rings and jewelry off of the fingers of the dead. She smiled. That job she wouldn’t touch with a ten-foot pole. Pollard had asked her once why she wanted the jewelry, useless as it was in today’s world. The truth was, she didn’t really know. She didn’t have a good reason to collect it other than it made her feel good. For some reason, seeing the dead adorned in the accouterments of their former life triggered an overwhelming sense of loss within her. The only way to make the feeling go away was to remove the jewelry, to take it from the dead and put it somewhere safe.
She supposed she was sick. No. More than ‘supposed.’ She knew she was sick, but who wasn’t? And besides, she couldn’t march down to the ship’s counselor and schedule a therapy session, now could she? No. All she could do was run with it, see where it took her and trust it would turn out all right. There was a knock at her door.
“Enter!”
Pollard came in and stood at attention before her desk. He was a vague shadow of his former military self in stained jeans, a slightly less stained t-shirt, and scuffed brown cowboy boots. Thick leather gloves protruded from his pocket.
“What is it?” Hollister asked impatiently.
Pollard cleared his throat. He seemed to be having a hard time reverting to military formalities, as if it was some foreign concept rather than the lifestyle under which he had invested greater than half of his life. “I just got word from the radio room that one of our scouts spotted survivors in Tucson.”
Hollister raised an eyebrow and sat up straighter. This could be a solution to my personnel problem, she thought. Right out of the blue. “Really? How many?”
“Four vehicles, heading north on the southeast side. They were traveling in formation, according to our scout.”
“Interesting…” She stood and went to the far wall where a map of southern Arizona was plastered. Tiny blue pins covered areas she had cleared. Yellow pins indicated areas yet to be investigated, and red indicated sectors deemed too dangerous, areas overrun with undead or too radioactive. There were a lot of red pins on the map. Tucson however was represented by a single yellow pin. It was the great unknown. She couldn’t have asked for better results.
“How did the city look?” In her mind’s eye, she saw a burnt-out shell seething with undead. Although the bombs hadn’t rained down in this part of the state, it seemed that human nature in the face of crisis was to destroy everything, like a small child who destroys his own toy rather than share it.
“Mostly intact, believe it or not,” Pollard answered. “A fair amount of undead. Nothing we can’t handle.”
Hollister’s mood brightened. Although they were in a highly defensible location in Sierra Vista, well off the major undead swarm paths, she was very interested in securing a supply route into the sprawling Tucson metro area. Very interested. Food, weapons, and supplies would be abundant in the former city of a million. Sierra Vista, while well-stocked, just didn’t have the same depth to offer. Tucson also offered control over the main east-west transit route through this part of the country—Interstate 10. She turned to face Pollard.
“Well then, what are we waiting for?”
Pollard gave her a tight grin. “I’m already on it. We’re pulling together an armed squad to go in and find out who these people are and where they’re located.”
Hollister thought about this for a moment. She held up a finger. “No. I’ve got a better idea.”
Pollard’s face clouded over, his idea scuttled before it left the ground.
“If they’re mobile, then they probably have good resources, both people and materiel. I’d like to send in a mole, someone discreet who can figure out who’s who and what their true strengths are, before we go up against them. A spy.”
In truth, she was primarily interested in keeping her army intact, in not losing any more people, until she figured out a way to turn things around. She had to act fast to prevent the people in Tucson from learning about them, from presenting a more attractive destination for her people.
She chided herself. She didn’t know anything about these others yet, and she was already making plans, getting ahead of herself. They could be stronger than her, though. She shuddered at the thought.
“We need to tread carefully here, Andrew. I want to take these people, whoever they are, but I want to do it with minimal casualties on our side.”
Pollard nodded. “I like it.” She could tell he was warming to the idea.
She gave him a final nudge. “You can do this, Andrew. I know it.” He stood up straighter.
“Find someone you can trust. Give them a radio, and send them over. As soon as possible, tonight if you can.”
Pollard chewed on his new orders for a moment before a big grin blossomed on his face. “I’ve got just the man.”
“Keep me posted,” Hollister said as she poured herself another shot of tequila.
“I will.”
She held up a finger. “And one more thing.”
“Yes?”
“What about that boy you were going to bring me? Woo?”
Pollard gestured at a chair. “Do you mind if I sit?”
Hollister was curious. “Feel free.”
He settled into the chair facing her desk. “I think I have a better use for him…”


 

 Twenty-Six
 

 

Late the next night
 

Jack hated I-10. Despised it. Like a straight shot through hell, it arrowed through the desert with barely a break. Traveling at night, he was making good time, though, far better than he had expected. Becka and Ellie were two days behind him now, buried in makeshift graves on the side of the freeway. He hoped he had gone deep enough to keep them away from the animals, but he wasn’t sure. He tried not to think about it.
He was all alone now. Squeezing his eyes shut, he fought back the tears that had marked his existence since burying the last of his family. It worked this time, but just barely.
The truck he was driving, an ancient Ford F-250, hummed along the ruler-straight highway like a cruise missile. The undead hordes of Albuquerque were far behind now, and surprisingly, he had seen very few since getting on the Interstate. The lack of zombies bothered him, but he wasn’t about to complain, not after Albuquerque. In places, he was forced to slow down to navigate around sand dunes that were growing across the roadway. The marks of man wouldn’t last long without maintenance, he realized. Still, he was surprised with the speed at which it was degrading.
The truck downshifted as he began the climb into the Dragoon mountain range. Large boulders, some the size of houses, some larger, loomed on either the side of the road. Jack cringed at the idea of being trapped in the boulder field with a pack of the undead on his heels. It would be a nightmare of blind corners and innumerable death traps. A few minutes later, the motor stopped whining, and he began the descent. Tucson was only twenty miles ahead.
Thumbing the radio on, he pushed the scan button, and let the tuner cycle through the frequencies, searching for any hint of a signal. The digital display rolled through all available frequencies twice before he gave up and thumbed it off. He hadn’t expected anything, but it was worth a try. Tucson. Jack hadn’t been there in years, not since his early college days when he had dated a girl from the University of Arizona for a few months.
He had good memories of the place, having visited in February, when the weather was at its finest. He supposed it was nothing like that these days; it was probably overrun with the undead, trash everywhere, corpses lining the streets.
This close to town, the possibility of encountering a stray zombie on the road was much higher. As a precaution, he dropped his speed from fifty to forty and strained to look down the road ahead. On several occasions he thought he saw movement in the desert, dark wraiths gliding through the scrub, but he never stopped to investigate. The fuckers could wander around out here until they rotted away to dust as far as he was concerned.
Ten miles. Signs of civilization were becoming more frequent. He slowed again, dropping to thirty miles per hour. He scanned the road, expecting the worst at any moment. Nothing. Then, he saw something ahead that changed everything.
Lights. More than one. Moving. Bobbing. Heading west.
He gunned it.


 

 Twenty-Seven
 

 

A pall of despair settled over the Scorpion Canyon community in the wake of Cesar’s death. People who only days earlier had been ready and willing to take an active role in their survival were now backtracking, falling into old habits. There was even talk of leaving.
In hindsight, it all made perfect sense to Megan. Cesar had been the nexus of their community, the only one who fully understood their immediate needs while also looking days and weeks ahead to predict what was to come. Without him, they were adrift. She was lost. She had no idea how to pull things back together, to restore the nascent sense of hope crushed by his untimely death. And she didn’t have any time left to figure it out.
“Goddamn you, Cesar!” she cursed. “Why’d you have to go and die on me? Why now?”
A single tear escaped her eye, racing down her cheek and plopping on the center of the pages of Cesar’s notebook, which she had been reading. It clung there, glistening in the candle light, a shimmering convex lens magnifying his looping script. She had found the stack of notebooks beside his bed after leaving him in the desert. Inside were meticulous records and plans for the Scorpion Canyon community, ranging from supply inventories to hand-drawn maps of emergency escape routes through the Catalina Mountains and beyond. The notebooks were a treasure trove of unexpected information, and they made her miss Cesar all the more. Feeling frustrated and overwhelmed, she snapped the book shut and returned it to its place on top of the stack.
She got up, went to the door, unlocked it and pulled it open. A soft breeze pushed into the room, bringing with it the intoxicating aroma of creosote and sage. It had rained somewhere close by, she realized. She took a deep breath, drawing in the scent, savoring it. It allowed her to forget her troubles for just a moment. She loved so many things about the desert, but her favorite was the rain; the way the landscape sprang to life at the slightest hint of moisture, exploding into a kaleidoscope of exotic colors and smells, never ceased to amaze her.
A truck engine rumbled somewhere in the distance. It was drawing closer, the sound reverberating up the canyon. Megan tensed. The sun had gone down a half-hour ago. The noise would draw the undead like an army of ants to a pile of sugar. Headlights swept across the front of her building. The truck was just outside the main gate. She set off at a run, yelling at the top of her lungs for help.
The two men on guard duty were already hauling the rolling fence back by the time she arrived, making room for the rumbling vehicle to slip through.
“No! Wait!” she yelled.
The truck, an old blue Ford F-150 King-Cab, pulled into the compound, and the man at the wheel killed the engine.
“What the hell is going on out here?” Pringle asked. He ran up to the driver’s door and banged on the window, making motions for the man inside to roll it down. A second later, the driver’s door creaked open on dry hinges, and Megan saw two men inside, one older and one a teen. Damn it! I don’t need this now!
“You fool!” Pringle shouted. “Do you realize you just rang the dinner bell for every zombie within a five-mile radius?”
Megan put a hand on his shoulder. “Calm down, Mike. They didn’t know. We can deal with this.”
Pringle shook her off. “No, Megan. We can’t. These morons just killed us!”
“I’ve got it,” Kevin announced from her rear.
They turned in unison. “What do you mean?”
“I mean, don’t worry about it. I’ll go out and draw them away, and then I’ll loop back around once it’s quiet.”
Megan and Pringle exchanged a look of uncertainty. The damage was already done; that couldn’t hurt. “Do it,” she ordered.
She turned to the driver. “Mike is right. You’ve put us all at risk.”
The man opened his mouth to protest, but seemed to think better of it. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I wasn’t thinking. Can I do anything to help?”
Pringle shook his head in disgust. “No. You’ve done enough already.”
The driver was a big man, standing a little over six-feet-tall, with collar-length brown hair and a simple, open face. The other man was younger, much younger and Asian. He looked to be in his late teens or early twenties. He was slender, almost effeminate, yet something in his eyes disturbed her, put her on guard.
“Jack Wolfe,” the driver said, holding out his hand.
Megan shook it. “I’m Megan Pritchard. This is Mike Pringle.” She waved at the other people who had come outside to investigate. “And this is our camp.”
“This is Peter Woo,” Jack said, tossing his head at the young man in the passenger seat. “I picked him up on I-10 a few miles east of town.” Peter inclined his head and smiled, but didn’t say anything. Again, that bad feeling.
Kevin roared up on his motorcycle, stopping at the closed gate. The guards hustled over and hauled it open, and a moment later he vanished into the night.
Jack locked eyes with Megan. “Thanks.” He sighed. “I’ve been on the road for a long time…” Megan softened. These men were the first new arrivals in over two weeks. Showing anger was the wrong way to welcome them, even if they did almost bring a swarm with them.
A gun fired far in the distance, the pop pop pop the loudest sound for miles. Megan sucked in a breath. A few seconds later, a shrill horn blared loud and long, cutting through the night like a knife. Kevin. His engine noise wound up like an angry hornet, and then just as quickly faded away into the night as he led the zombies away.
Megan released the breath she had been holding. “I hope he’s okay…”
“Let’s get this truck out of the way,” Pringle said, shattering the moment. He gestured at Woo. “Get behind the wheel, kid. Put it in neutral.” Woo complied.
“You ready?” Pringle asked. He pointed to a spot on the east side of the ranger station. “We’re gonna push it over there, and we’re going to do it as quietly as possible.”
Jack shrugged. “Yeah. Sure.”
“I’ll help,” Megan said, slipping between the men at the tailgate. She sensed an unexpected hostility between them, and she wanted to get a handle on it before it manifested as something more overt. Once they got the truck in place, Woo climbed out. He was taller than Megan expected, almost as tall as Jack.
She turned to Pringle. “Where do you want to put them tonight?”
Pringle scratched his chin while he considered his response. “How about the main lobby? There’s room in the book section…”
“Is that okay with you guys?” Megan asked.
They looked at each other. Jack answered, “We’ll sleep wherever you put us.”
“Yeah,” Woo added.
Megan started tugging at the rope securing the tarp. “Okay, then…let’s get your stuff unloaded, and you can tell us your story—or not, if you’d rather rest up first.”
Jack yawned and looked at Woo. “If you don’t mind, I’d rather get some sleep. It’s been a rough couple of days…”
“Sure. That works.”
With that settled, they set to work unloading the truck.


 

 Twenty-Eight
 

 

The next day
 

How did I not see this coming? Megan chided herself, exasperated. How did I let things go this far? “Listen, Mike. This is what Cesar wanted,” she said in a controlled tone.
Directly across from her, Pringle shot her one of his award-winning smiles, the one that said, “You’re wrong and I’m right, and you just don’t know it yet.” She hated that look. Hated it.
“I beg to differ. That’s what Cesar wanted when he was about to die. But he’s gone, and I believe that as the community grows, we need a different style of leadership, something new, something… stronger.”
Megan seethed inside. Prick. “Look, Mike. This isn’t the military. It’s just not. That’s not what we—”
He interrupted, “Bullshit!” His voice dropped an octave. “You and I both know this isn’t working. The people are looking for a strong leader, and you’re not cutting it. Ask anyone.”
Megan railed internally at the accusation, partly because it pissed her off, but more importantly, because there was a grain of truth to it. Neither she, nor Cesar before her, ruled with an iron fist. It hadn’t been Cesar’s style, and it certainly wasn’t hers, not in a million years.
Mike shook his fist. “Pay attention, Megan. This is important. People are talking. They want change, and they want it now.” Megan’s mind was spinning. She hadn’t heard any rumors of discontent with her leadership, at least none spoken to her face. Maybe that’s the problem? Maybe people are afraid to come to me?
There were certainly people who didn’t fit in. Misfits, people who she never would have socialized with before the apocalypse. But still, even they deserved a chance at safety, at survival. Everyone did. She swallowed her anger, running her palms across her lap in an effort to calm herself. “Let’s just assume, for a second, that there’s something to what you’re saying…”
Pringle leaned forward. Across the room, Alicia studiously flipped through a dog-eared issue of People magazine.
“If that were the case,” Megan continued, “I would have heard something. I’m out in the community every day, working the fences, collecting food, bringing in new people. Why hasn’t anyone come to me? Tell me that.” She cursed herself for sinking to Pringle’s level, but she had crossed the point of no return.
“You just can’t—”
There was a sharp crack from outside. Then another, followed by a sustained burst of AK-47 fire.
“Shit! What now?” Megan yelped, leaping from her chair. “We’ll finish this later!” She drew her gun and raced for the front door. Pringle was right behind her. The gunfire had stopped by the time they reached the door, as if it had never happened. Megan peered out the window on the left side while Pringle looked out the right.
“I don’t see anything,” he said.
“Me either.”
“On three.” Pringle stepped back from the door and dropped into a firing position, covering the portal as Megan flung it open. Nothing. Pringle scuttled forward and scanned the porch beyond. “Clear!” he announced.
They leapfrogged into the street, covering each other, searching for the source of the exchange. It was down the street. Jack, the new man, squatted on his haunches beside two corpses, inspecting them. A few feet beyond, a young man, another recent arrival whose name Megan couldn’t recall, sat in the road, cradling his arm. What the hell? Jack got to his feet as they arrived on the scene, a sad, disgusted look on his face.
“What happened?” Pringle demanded, addressing the man on the ground and ignoring Jack.
“I—” the man started.
Jack stepped between them and straightened to his full height, towering over Pringle. “It was an accident. There was no one at the gate.”
He was talking about the east gate, a large iron security door liberated from a border patrol storage depot and installed on the perimeter fence.
“Are you bitten?” Megan asked the man, already knowing the answer. She had to hear the words from his mouth. Tears came to the man’s eyes, and he choked up, but nodded. Megan dropped her head to her chest and stared at the ground, seeing nothing and everything at the same time.
This was the first infection inside the compound in over a month, the first breach under her watch, and not only did it mean the man was as good as dead, but it also gave Pringle ammunition in his argument against her leadership.
“The gate is secure now,” Jack interjected. “But there’s no sign of the sentry.” It was standard practice to post a rotating sentry on the gate at all times. Everyone in the community took a turn.
“Who was on today?” Megan asked. She felt as if she was watching someone else ask the question, floating above, observing a nasty tragedy unfold beneath her.
Pringle thought for a second before answering. Gate security was his domain. “Tony.” Tony had been with the community for about five weeks. A man of few words, Megan didn’t know much about him, but he had always been reliable. “Has anyone seen him today?” she asked.
They all shook their heads. Great. She couldn’t help feel that this whole thing was rigged. The timing was too much of a coincidence. “Okay,” she said. “We contained it this time.” She met Jack’s eyes and held them. “Thanks for your quick action.”
He shrugged and holstered his weapon. His eyes revealed nothing, a pair of one-way mirrors on his soul. “What happens to him?” Jack asked quietly, eyes flitting to the sobbing man.
“He’s infected. There’s nothing we can—”
Before she could finish her sentence, Pringle drew his weapon, stepped up to the man, and pulled the trigger. The report echoed through the compound and up the canyon beyond.
Megan screamed. “What the hell was that?”
Pringle holstered his gun and turned to her. “No more fucking around, Megan. It’s time to get serious about this community, and it starts right here, right now.”
Megan didn’t know how to respond to this challenge. Pringle’s unilateral action amounted to an execution of an innocent man. Sure, the man had been infected and was as good as dead anyway, but the community had rules. Infected who were mobile had the choice between taking their own lives or having someone else do it for them. Pringle, in his haste, had stripped him of his rights, stolen the last vestiges of the man’s humanity, for his own gain.
“That’s not how we do things here!”
Pringle stared back at her. “It is now!”
Jack took a step back, out of their direct path. It was all Megan could do not to draw her weapon and shoot Pringle. Right here. Right now. But she knew it would do no good. She would lose the trust of the community, would become, in their eyes, no better than him.
“Guys.” It was Jack. Megan turned to him, her gaze full of fire.
She exploded. “What?”
He stepped forward, putting himself between them, and raised his hands in a sign of peace.
That set Pringle off. “Who the fuck do you think you are?” He took a step forward and shoved Jack in the chest.
Yeah, Megan thought. Who the fuck? But inside, she was glad for the interruption. It gave her a precious few seconds, seconds she desperately needed, to cool off before she did something rash.
“You’re right,” Jack said, addressing Pringle. “I’m nobody, just a guy who has a feeling that you guys are about to do something you’ll regret.” He motioned around them with a slight toss of his head. “In case you haven’t noticed, you’ve got an audience.” It was true. A circle had formed around them; the other members of the community were watching with bated breath.
Megan took a deep breath and steadied herself. “You’re right. Let’s take this inside.”
Pringle glanced around and deflated as he realized the stakes. He shook his head. “Not now. I’ve got to get someone on the gate. We’ll talk later.” He glared, his eyes full of murder, then shifted his gaze to Jack. He abruptly spun on his heels and stalked off toward the fence.
“Thanks,” Megan mouthed to Jack, as Pringle moved out of earshot. “That was close.”
Jack held her gaze for a moment, and then moved toward the dead man. “Let’s get these bodies out of here.”


 

 Twenty-Nine
 

 

Later That Night
 

Cast by the intense moonlight filtering through the security bars covering his window, vertical bars of shadow lined the far wall of Pringle’s room. He was in a prison of his own making, he realized. He was one of the few brave enough to sleep in a room with a window on the outside perimeter. The truth was, without a view to the outdoors, even with the ever-present threat of the undead, he would go crazy. Cursing, he rolled over and scrunched up his pillow as he desperately tried to find a more comfortable position. He had to get some sleep.
“Fucking bitch,” he cursed for the thousandth time. “Why can’t she see that she just doesn’t have what it takes to run a community this size? Is she blind? That breach today should be all she needs.” He slammed his fist down on the bed.
The breech. He couldn’t have planned it better if he had tried. Unfortunately, he had had no hand in the event. It was just one of those things. Still, it had worked out well for him...sort of.
Putting a bullet through the infected man’s head, well, that had been a stroke of pure genius. He had always felt that letting the infected choose their own death was ridiculous, a stupid bow to a civilization that no longer existed. You get bit, it’s over. He just hoped someone would have the balls to do the same for him if he was ever in that situation. Coming back as one of the undead was the worst fate he could imagine.
That won’t be a problem, he decided with a devious smile. There’s a whole camp full of people itching to put a bullet in my head now. The thought calmed him. This new world needed people like him, even if they didn’t know it yet. Someone had to make the hard decisions, and they had to make them without hesitation. Or they would all die.
There was another reason for Pringle’s anger, one he loathed to admit—Megan’s repeated rejection in the face of his most charming advances. It was obvious, he thought, that they should be together, yet no matter what he did, or how much he turned on the charm, she wouldn’t give him the time of the day. And now… now, this new guy Jack showed up. It was obvious Megan had something for him. The way she looked at him… the way her eyes lingered on his. Any moron could see she wanted to fuck him.
Every time he saw them together, he wanted to reach out and grab her by the shoulders, shake her and scream, “Can’t you see? I’m right here in front of you!” But it was no use. She would have none of it.
With an angry sigh, Pringle gave up on sleep and pulled a ragged copy of Sun Tzu’s The Art of War and a flashlight from beside his bed, thumbed to the dog-eared page in the middle, and resumed reading. Never a big reader before the uprising, Pringle had been surprised to discover he had a voracious appetite for the written word. He was in the middle of four separate books at the moment, a combination of management and military strategy as well as law enforcement guides, all acquired during supply raids. It was the words in those books that had finally convinced him to make his play on Megan, along with a deep-rooted sense that he could do it better if given an opportunity. The books would fill that gap, he figured, provide the details on how to achieve his goal.
The simplest solution was to kill her, just make her go away once and for all. The problem was, so far, he had been unable to figure out how. He had come close after the breech, and if it weren’t for that bastard Jack, he would have finished her off in the courtyard, taken control, and turned things around in a hurry. In hindsight, he was glad that hadn’t happened. If there was one thing he had learned from Sun Tzu, it was the value of patience. He was close. It was only a matter of time.
The main problem was perception. If he killed Megan and was discovered, he would be cast from the community at best, and at worst, killed on the spot. Despite his reservations about her leadership abilities, she had a loyal following, people who would die for her. That, he could not afford to ignore. He sighed and tried to focus on his book.
As he turned the page, there was a knock at his door. Cocking his head, he listened to see if it was repeated. It came again. Who? He had a vision of Megan coming to his room in the middle of the night to relinquish her power. He dismissed it. Unrealistic. There was another knock, more insistent. It wasn’t a woman’s knock.
“Hold on, hold on,” he said as he crossed the room. “Who’s there?”
“Woo,” came the answer.
Pringle opened the door a few inches and peered through. “What do you want? It’s late.”
Woo looked up and down the hall, as if he expected someone to come along at any moment. “Can I come in? It’s important.”
What the hell? He couldn’t sleep. He figured he might as well see what the kid wanted. He opened the door wide, and Woo entered, glancing over his shoulder one last time.
Pringle motioned him to a chair on the far side of the room. “Drink? I’ve got tequila and water.”
Woo considered the offer. “Tequila.” From a half-empty bottle of Patrón, Pringle poured out two healthy shots and handed one to Woo. Drinking with the kid certainly wasn’t what he had planned for the evening, but why not? He had nothing better to do until morning. And maybe the tequila would help him sleep. He had a fleeting thought, What if the kid is coming on to me? He took a step back, putting some distance between himself and the young man.
Woo sensed his discomfort and laughed. “Shit. Sorry. Don’t worry. I’m not here for that. Not at all,” he said, shaking his head emphatically.
“Then why are you here?” Pringle’s curiosity was piqued. “It’s late.”
“I saw you and that woman Megan arguing earlier.”
Pringle let out a sharp laugh. “Yeah? So did a lot of people. It happens.”
Woo smiled. “I think I may have an answer to your problem.”
Pringle downed his tequila in one gulp and refilled. “I’m listening.”
A conspiratorial smile blossomed on Woo’s lips. “I need your assurance—”
Pringle cut him off with a chop of his hand. “No assurances. Tell me what you came to say or get out.”
Woo looked back at the door, as if reconsidering his decision. Then he turned back to Pringle and started talking. The next half hour flew by as Woo gave him the details on Hollister’s group, painting a picture that filled in all of the holes Pringle saw in his current life, from the no-bullshit approach to community relations to her plans for expansion across the Southwest. Pringle peppered him with questions throughout, growing increasingly excited as Woo had answers for everything. Either this kid is a master bullshit artist, or these guys have already figured things out. Finally, he ran out of questions. He poured them each another shot of tequila, and then reclined in his chair, drumming his fingers on the arm.
Woo had revolutionized his understanding of the new world, provided the answers to his most vexing questions, and most importantly, given him hope, a new lease on life. His head reeled from the potential. Just forty miles away was a group of people who shared his approach to the world. He struggled to maintain a poker face, to keep his excitement from the teen.
“So what do you need from me?” he asked cautiously.
Woo grinned. “I’m glad you asked...”
Pringle leaned forward, unable to contain his excitement anymore, as Woo laid out a plan so simple, so devious, he wondered why he hadn’t thought of it himself.


 

Thirty
 

 

Megan awoke slowly, her semiconscious already sifting through the events of the previous day. The conflict with Pringle weighed heavily on her. She knew she would have to do something soon, make some movement toward a compromise; otherwise, they were all doomed.
Her thoughts turned to Jack. He intrigued her. She replayed their exchange after the zombie incursion. It had triggered something lurking deep within. It made no sense, yet somehow his presence felt right at a primal level, his quiet strength, the way he held his ground against Pringle’s challenge, the casual manner in which he met her gaze, his eyes filled with a lingering sadness. She wanted to be close to him. No. She needed to be close to him. To be with him.
Her face grew hot; she blushed. A devious smile blossomed on her lips. Almost without thinking, she slipped a hand beneath the covers, tracing her fingers along the plane of her belly, then pressing them to the warmth building between her legs. She closed her eyes, imagining Jack above her. For the briefest instant, some small part of her attempted to dismiss the fantasy, to relegate it to a simple infatuation. But it was no use. Her desire triumphed, and she abandoned all pretense at control, succumbing to the rush of the moment. She began to touch herself, slowly at first, then increasing the tempo. Her breath came in ragged gasps. Sweat broke out on her forehead. Her vision dimmed, pinpricks of light flashed at the edges, and then it snapped back into stark clarity as she reached climax. A small moan escaped her lips. She shuddered. “Jack…”
Megan lay still for what seemed an eternity. She panted softly, basking in the afterglow with her eyes closed and a contented smile lingering on her lips. As her euphoria began to fade, she found herself wondering ‘what if’? What if Jack feels the same way? How would it work? Could it work? She opened her eyes, her smile crumbling. It’s impossible. Or is it? She chewed her lip, considering her predicament. Everything was different now. We’ve all done things we never would have done before. All of us. Some worse than others. Regardless, she could easily imagine the look of disgust on his face when she told him of her past. Revulsion. Condemnation.
She shook her head and tried to dismiss the image. There’s nothing I can do about that now. It’s part of who I am. Who I was.
With a dismayed groan, Megan kicked the sheets from her feet and sat up. She shivered, chilled as the light sheen of sweat evaporated. I’ll deal with this later, she told herself as she got up. Right now I have work to do.
Today’s job was a supply run into the center of town. They were planning to loot a construction tool rental company in hopes of finding a trailer-mounted diesel generator. Up until now, the community had survived without electricity, taking water from the stream in the canyon and using candles for light. A generator would give them flexibility to draw from the well as well as the ability to use power tools and the equipment necessary to maintain the vehicles. She even held out hope that they could power up the bank of dark computers in the back of the ranger station and use the satellite dish on the roof to connect to the internet, if it still existed. It would be nice to see if there was anything left of the outside world.
With a renewed sense of purpose, Megan sprang from her bed and began to dress—thick, canvas cargo pants and a cotton tank top. She laced up a pair of heavy hiking boots as well to protect against broken glass. After a quick scan of the room, she decided she was ready to go.
Despite the new complications in her life, Megan found herself whistling as she strapped on her guns and hefted her armored jacket from the chair beside the bed. This is going to get interesting.
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Keep your friends close and your enemies even closer…
Megan repeated this mantra to herself as she drove the old white Park Service truck through the ruins of downtown Tucson. She had been tempted to remain in camp and send Pringle off by himself, but at the last minute she had decided it was best to come along, to attempt some sort of reconciliation through shared sacrifice. It had sounded good back at camp. Now she wasn’t so sure.
In addition to herself and Pringle, Kevin was on his motorcycle serving as a forward scout. He stayed a block ahead of them the entire time, searching for traffic blockages, clusters of undead, anything that could slow them down. Twice so far, he had come roaring back to the convoy, adjusted their course, and sent them down a different combination of streets to avoid an unseen threat.
Megan rode with Pringle, an icy silence wedged between them the entire way. Jack drove the second truck with Beth Fontaine and her boyfriend Marty Jackson, both out of Wilcox. The rental center parking lot was empty, a locked gate serving to keep it free of the undead. Kevin popped the lock in no time, waved them in, and pulled the gate shut behind them. They waited in silence for three full minutes, the clock on the dash ticking as they prepared for the incursion.
The plan was simple. Megan, along with Kevin and Pringle, would go in and clear the building while the others remained on lookout. At the front doors, Megan reviewed the plan one more time. One by one, she stared each person in the eye, reaffirming their interdependence. It was an old trick she had learned right after the 9/11 attacks. She and her sister had been on the way to a vacation in Cancun with their parents. Soon after the cabin doors closed, the pilot had appeared at the front of the cabin. For ten minutes, he walked through the aircraft making eye contact with each and every passenger, reassuring them that he was in control, that they had nothing to worry about. Both she and her sister had been terrified to fly at the time, but the pilot’s actions had put her at ease, allowed her to relax and even enjoy her flight.
She saved Jack for last. It took everything she had not to smile like a stupid kid when she met his eyes. Her face burned. She made it quick, and then turned away.
The front door was already unlocked. They stepped inside. The store appeared untouched, as if the owners had stepped out for lunch only minutes before. The air smelled of grease and gasoline. Lawnmowers, dirt, and something else, an undercurrent, sickly-sweet, slightly cloying, with hints of cinnamon and dried beef. A zombie.
Kevin reached into his pocket and pulled out a handful of ball bearings. With a quick glance at Megan and Pringle, he tossed them deep into the shop, up and over the tall, steel equipment racks. The steel balls shattered the silence of the store as they ricocheted off counters and shelves at the rear. The zombie moaned.
“Damn it,” Kevin muttered. “I hate the ones that have been closed up. They smell the worst.”
Megan grimaced. She hated the indoor ones as well. For some reason, they seemed moister, fleshy bags of putrefying rot that tended to explode into chunks of slimy, decaying flesh at the slightest impact, a far cry from their outdoor brethren who toughened up like an old leather belt under the desert sun.
“Here we go,” she said.
They fanned out. Megan stayed in the center while Pringle went right and Kevin headed left.
“It sounds like only one,” Kevin whispered. Footsteps. Coming closer. The creature moaned again. It was straight ahead. Megan choked down on the grip of her three-pound splitting maul, readying her muscles for action. She glanced to the right, looking for Pringle. He was gone.
What the fuck? “Where’s Pringle?” she hissed at Kevin. Before he could answer, the creature stumbled from the gloom. Morbidly obese in its former life, and standing somewhere north of six-and-a-half-feet tall, it shuffled toward her, ignoring Kevin entirely. The name on the patch over the creature’s breast pocket was “Rod.”
As it came within range, Megan put her weight on her back foot and swung down with her maul, letting loose a blood-curdling scream of rage and frustration in the process. Her swing hit home, plunging into the side of the creature’s head, splitting it open like a melon.
She took a step back and yanked her tool from the creature’s head with a wet sucking sound, wrenching with all of her might. The zombie kept coming. For a terrifying moment, she thought she had missed, that the creature was still attacking, and then, like a tree blowing over in the wind, it pitched forward and crashed to the ground where she had just been standing.
“Nice!” Kevin exclaimed.
Megan allowed herself a brief smile, and turned to scan the front of the store again. “Now where the hell did Mike go?”
Kevin shrugged. “Shit, I don’t know. I wasn’t paying attention.” He took a step into the rear of the store, disappearing into the shadows.
“Light,” Megan reminded him.
“Oh, yeah.” He unclipped an LED Maglite from his belt and flicked it on. She did the same. They played their beams along the aisles leading to the rear where the generators would be stored. There was no sign of Pringle.
“Mike,” she called out softly, then again more forcefully. “This isn’t funny.” Pringle was known for his practical jokes, although why he would pick this moment to play one was beyond her. She stalked over to the front door and opened it. “Did Mike come out here?”
“No,” Jack answered with a concerned frown. “He’s not with you?”
She shook her head. “No. He disappeared.”
“Do you want me to come in? Look for him?”
Megan looked over his shoulder at the street beyond, weighing the risks. She wanted at least three people outside, just in case. “No. Better you stay here.” Jack didn’t look convinced, but he agreed.
“Back in a minute,” Megan said, letting the door swing closed.
Wait...Where’s Kevin?
She took a step toward the rear. “Kevin?” There was a muffled coughing from somewhere in the back. “Kevin?” she cried again, getting worried. “Is that you?”
She stood stock still for a few moments, trying to decipher the sound. It wasn’t a zombie. They didn’t make that noise. No. It sounded like someone had sucked a drink down the wrong pipe and was trying to clear their throat. Like they were choking.
She took off at a run, straight down the center aisle. It was a bad idea, she knew, but she had no choice. As she reached the rental counter stretching across the rear of the building, she saw movement out of the corner of her eye, a door swinging shut. The storage room.
“Mike?” she called out in barely a whisper. “Kevin?” She was answered by a deathly silence. Megan took a deep breath, steeled her nerves, and stepped to the door. She listened carefully. There was someone, or something, inside moving around, faintly scratching. Shuffling. Another zombie? She drew her pistol and thumbed off the safety. She wished she hadn’t told Jack to wait outside; she considered, just for a moment, turning around and getting him. There’s no time. Mike and Kevin may be in trouble… As quietly as possible, she pushed on the door, cringing as the hinges squealed.
The room beyond was as dark as a moonless night. She played her flashlight across the far wall. A figure, coming fast from her right. Too fast to be a zombie.
“What—” Before she could finish, her assailant crashed headlong into her, sending her tumbling to the floor in an ungraceful heap. Her gun discharged with a blinding flash, and her flashlight flew from her hands to clatter away into the darkness, throwing crazy patterns on the walls as it spun. Crack! A powerful blow connected with her jaw, snapping her mouth closed, driving her teeth through the tip of her tongue. Blood exploded into her mouth.
In the time it took her to realize what was going on, her attacker snatched her pistol from her hand and tossed it away on the cool concrete. He straddled her and pinned her hands behind her head, digging a knee in to her stomach to keep her pinned to the floor. Megan squirmed and bucked, trying to break free, and was rewarded with another vicious blow to the face.
“I’ve got her!” her attacker yelled. It was a young man’s voice, one she knew. There was a soft click, and the overhead lights blazed to life, flooding the room with harsh white light.
Megan blinked and gasped in shock. It was Peter Woo, the new kid. “Peter?”
Woo grinned at her and held a finger up to his lips.
“Megan.” The voice came from behind her.
Megan craned her neck. “Mike?” Pringle stepped into her field of view slowly, as if he had all the time in the world.
She spit a glob of blood on the floor. “What the hell are you doing? Where’s Kevin?”
“I said quiet!” Woo said, digging his knee in deeper. Megan grunted at the pain, but didn’t take her eyes from Pringle. Squatting down beside her, Pringle brushed a strand of hair from her eyes. Alternating waves of sorrow and triumph radiated from his face.
He shook his head sadly. “I told you things had to change, but you just wouldn’t listen…”


 

 Thirty-Two
 

 

Jack dug around in his back pocket and fished out a tin of chewing tobacco. He ran his fingernail around the lid, slicing the paper seal. Marty watched him intently.
“Dip?” Jack offered, holding out the open can.
Marty shot a furtive glance in Beth’s direction, and then shook his head. “Thanks. No.”
Jack extended his offer to Beth as well. She declined with a wry grin. He took a pinch and packed it into his lower lip, spitting out the stray flakes. A gun boomed from somewhere deep inside.
“What the hell was that?” Marty asked. He took a step toward the door and plastered his face against the window, cupping it with his hands to eliminate the glare. “Guys! Look!”
Jack opened the door and stuck his head inside. There was no sign of the others. He held a finger to his lips. “Shhhh.”
A second later he yanked the door the rest of the way open. “Something’s wrong. I’m going in,” he said. “Keep an eye on the lot.” Marty grunted his acknowledgment.
The first thing Jack saw was the zombie corpse sprawled on the floor. He noted that it was a clean kill, the head caved in from a frontal assault, gelatinous chunks of brain oozing from a large fissure in the crown. He cocked his head, absorbing the sounds, the feel of the empty store. The gunshot meant something had gone terribly wrong. This was supposed to be a stealth raid.
He heard something. A rhythmic thudding echoed from somewhere in the rear, like someone repeatedly dropping a bag of sand on the ground. “Megan?” he called out. “Pringle?”
The thudding stopped. A second later, it started up again.
“What the..?” Jack took off at a run, choosing the aisle on the far right, directly underneath a line of dust- and grease-caked windows. As he rounded the corner at the rental counter, his legs suddenly flew out from underneath him, sending him sliding into a spinning wire rack of work gloves and safety goggles, knocking it to the floor with an earsplitting crash. He landed hard on the polished concrete, his head bouncing with a resounding crack. His flashlight blinked out on impact. He scrambled to get up, but couldn’t get his feet under him. He kept slipping on something.
Blood. Fighting the urge to vomit, Jack shook his flashlight to restore it. Light flooded out, and he saw the source of the blood. It was Kevin. He was on his back, tucked against the base of a shelf, his throat sliced from ear to ear, the last of his blood draining slowly across the floor.
Zombies don’t use knives. Jack got to his feet and touched his head, feeling for blood. Finding none of his own, he forged ahead. Kevin’s dead. No use stopping. Megan and Mike might still be alive. As he pushed through the storeroom door, the source of the thumping noise became brutally obvious.
Pringle hovered over Megan’s inert form raining blows down on her face. Peter Woo stood behind him, observing the beating with rapt attention.
Jack leveled his gun at Pringle and yelled, “Stop!” Pringle halted mid-punch and looked at Jack with wild eyes. A manic smile danced at the edges of his mouth. Woo slowly reached for his weapon, but withdrew his hand when Jack cocked the hammer on his pistol. Woo took a step back toward the door leading to the outside of the building.
Without changing his aim, Jack flicked his gaze to Megan. He bit back a surge of queasiness as he took in her face. One eye was swollen shut, buried beneath a bruise that seemed to grow as he watched. Blood coated her face from two split lips, and a ragged gash ran from her temple all the way to her left jaw. He could only imagine her agony.
He shifted his gaze to her chest to determine if she was still breathing. He counted. One…two… three. Finally, her chest rose. Jack let out a sigh of relief.
“What the hell are you doing?” he shouted at Pringle.
Pringle laughed a high-pitched, rabid cackle. “It’s none of your damned business. Now get back out front and do your job!” Megan coughed and spit up a geyser of bright red blood.
Jack tightened his grip on his pistol. “Get away from her. Now!”
Out of the corner of his eye, he saw the handle on the steel door at the rear of the storeroom twist violently just before the door flew open, crashing against the wall with an earsplitting clang.
In the time it took Jack to process what was happening, three ghouls spilled into the room and descended upon Woo, who stood nearest to the door. They drug him to the ground and tore into his flesh with an insatiable ferocity. Woo screamed twice, and then went silent.
Two more undead slipped through, bringing the total to five. Pringle scrambled from the zombies, leaving Megan completely exposed.
Jack fired four times, dropping two of the zombies munching on Woo and hitting, but not destroying, the third. Pringle fired at the larger of the zombies at the door, dropping it with his first shot. His second shot went wild, ricocheting from the steel door in a brilliant cascade of sparks. And then his gun jammed.
“Shit!” he threw it aside and reached to his thigh, probably searching for the backup Jack knew he kept strapped there. Before Pringle could get off another shot, the third zombie near Woo rushed him and locked its teeth onto his forearm, ripping and tearing at the exposed flesh.
Pringle screamed and spun away, trying desperately to shake the creature loose. Jack took careful aim and put a bullet into the head of the remaining zombie by the door. Chunks of diseased brains splattered across a crate of small engine oil.
A cacophony of moans built outside the door, more zombies, drawn by the gunfire. Jack sprinted across the room and slammed the door shut just as another monster was about to step through. He flipped the deadbolt. Woo began to reanimate, and Jack shot him in the face before he could complete the process.
At that moment, Pringle managed to get his pistol up and under the jaw of the monster on his arm. He pulled the trigger twice, and the creature’s head exploded in a fine mist, glazing his face in a slimy coating of gore.
“Goddamn it!” Pringle waved around his mangled arm. “Look what that son of a bitch did to me!” Wary of Pringle’s next move, Jack nodded slowly. Regardless of Pringle’s intentions against Megan, he was a doomed man now, and Jack could see by the dull gleam in his eye that Pringle understood this as well. Pringle spit out a chunk of bone shrapnel and scrubbed the gore from his face.
Megan groaned, the sound answered by the incessant moans of the horde of zombies just outside.
“I don’t feel so good,” Pringle said woozily.
Jack wasn’t surprised. The zombie had plenty of time attached to his arm, and all of the motion would have served to accelerate the transfer of the infection from his blood to his brain. Pringle dropped into a cracked plastic chair at the far wall. His gun sat on his lap, his finger still hooked in the trigger guard. He snorted. Keeping one eye on Pringle, Jack took a tentative step toward Megan. As he reached her, he realized Pringle was crying.
He knelt down and whispered into her ear, “Hold tight...we’re getting out of here.” She groaned and tried to roll over. Pringle kept crying.
He scooped her from the floor and backed towards the door, taking care not to jostle her.
As he was about to leave, Pringle called out to him, “Jack.”
Jack eyed him suspiciously. “Yeah?”
“I—tell her I’m sorry…It wasn’t worth it…”
Jack looked down at Megan. Her eyes remained closed. She gave no indication she was aware of the events swirling around her.
“I will,” Jack said with a tight frown. “I will.”
Pringle pressed his gun to the soft flesh under his jaw, closed his eyes, and squeezed the trigger. The gun boomed, and the contents of his skull sprayed the wall behind him. His corpse tumbled from the chair, landing beside Woo in an undignified heap. Jack lingered at the door for a moment, surveying the carnage. Satisfied everything was over, he turned and made his way to the front of the store.
Marty and Beth were sharing a cigarette when he burst through the door. The parking lot was empty. The cigarette fell to the ground, discarded when they saw him and Megan.
“Oh, my God!” Beth gasped. “What happened? Where are the others?”
“They’re dead. We need to go right now!”
“I’ll get the truck,” Marty said, racing off.
“I don’t understand...” Beth trailed off. She came over to Jack and began inspecting Megan’s wounds.
Marty pulled up and hopped out, leaving the truck running. He dashed around to the tailgate and unlatched it with a loud clang. “Put her in here. Beth was an EMT.” Jack nodded and placed Megan gently in the truck bed. Beth followed. With a last concerned glance, Marty returned to the cab. Beth whacked the side of the bed twice, and they took off with a roar.
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Sierra Vista
 

“This is bullshit!” Pollard said, slamming his fist on his desk.
The man seated across from him jumped in surprise. “Sir?”
Pollard stood and pointed at the door. “I’ve heard enough. Get out!”
His anger was fueled by the report he had just received. Food was running low, and despite his continued prodding, Hollister was ignoring him, instead focusing their collection efforts on drugs and weapons.
“We need these drugs,” she had insisted during their last confrontation. “The people expect them. They need them...”
Pollard had exploded at this faulty logic, responding that an army traveled on its stomach, not its nose, something Hollister, with all of her graduate degrees and military experience should have known. The thing that burned him up most of all was she just didn’t seem to care anymore. It was as if she had given up, consigned him and all of the other people following her to a slow and painful death. She seemed perfectly happy to fuck her way through the population, to inhale every gram of cocaine that passed her way, and to let this last vestige of civilization crumble into nothingness.
Pollard’s anger mounted. Sending Woo to Tucson had been a mistake, he now realized. He should have used someone else. He hadn’t heard from the teen since he had left. He had to assume the worst. For all he knew, the kid was a zombie now, stumbling around the desert, searching for his next meal.
In a blind rage, Pollard stormed from his office and stalked across the street, heading straight for Hollister’s quarters. He pushed past her guard and burst into the front room without knocking. “Hollister!” he yelled. “Where are you?”
Music pulsed from the back room and the dank, earthy smell of marijuana permeated the air. Pollard’s blood pressure spiked and a sense of righteous indignation washed through him. His vision constricted to a red-tinged tunnel. Boom, boom, boom. His heart hammered in his chest.
Outside of Hollister’s bedroom door, he discovered a skeletal, barely-dressed young woman passed out on a cracked-leather loveseat. The woman’s shirt rode up her midriff, exposing the bottom half of one plump, silicone-enhanced breast. A bottle of tequila was wedged in her crotch. Her weapon, a silver Colt 1911, lay on the floor, well out of her reach. Pollard trembled, his rage vibrating like a mad tuning fork. This has to stop!
He slammed into the door with his shoulder, and it exploded inward with a bang. He stepped inside Hollister’s lair and sucked in his breath as he took the sight of a mass of bodies writhing on the bed. Snoop Dogg rapped from a battery-powered radio in the corner. Where the fuck does she find these people? He stood there for a moment, absorbing the scene, consumed by the rage burning through his body. He was past the point of no return.
A wall mirror covered by a massive mound of cocaine rested on a chair beside the bed. Sliced-open kilo bags lay discarded on the floor like clear snakeskins. Trash bags full of marijuana were stacked against the far wall. A thick layer of cloying smoke extended from the ceiling almost to the floor, making him gag. No one paid him any attention. Lost in the midst of their drug-fueled orgy, the people on the bed were oblivious to the armed man about to lose his temper for the last time.
Pollard heard a stirring behind him. It was the woman on the couch. She rolled over, let out a long brassy fart, and then fell back into her slumber. He fired five times, one shot for the woman in the hall and four more for the people on the bed. Each shot was like a miniature sun, illuminating the room in a red and orange flare of fury until the gloom snuffed it out. When it was all over, the smell of cordite permeated his nostrils, mercifully blotting out the dried-shit stench of the pot.
Silence flooded into the room as he lowered his gun.
A door creaked open behind him. A loud click broke the calm. “Andrew?”
Pollard’s breath caught in his throat. He blinked. Fuck. He turned.
Hollister stood there, naked, glassy-eyed, glistening and sweaty. A lopsided grin stretched across her mouth. Traces of cocaine ringed her nostrils. She took a step closer, pressing the nickel-plated .38 in her right hand into his forehead.
Pollard croaked. He wet himself. “Betty…”
Her finger closed on the trigger.
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A sour-faced man loomed at the foot of Megan’s bed, staring at her, frowning. Then he was a woman. No. Two women, with sad eyes. Then a man again, but not the same. Then nothing. No one.
Warmth crept around her thighs and then under, coating her ass, wet, like the ocean in the summer. It feels good. Then it became cold, and she hated it. It was morning but it wasn’t. Night. Or is it still morning?
Again.
Christmas day when she was eight. The blue ornament with baby Jesus on the front. Falling, smashing, and disintegrating. Chloe is crying.
Deep in the recesses of her mind, Megan knew something was wrong, but she couldn’t grasp it, couldn’t make it stay still long enough to touch, to name. Reality swirled past as if she were a stationary stone in a stream wearing her away bit by bit.
She slept.
 

***
 

Oh, my God.
“Whu?” Megan slurred, unable to form words through her swollen lips. There was a commotion in the room, the sliding of a chair, the sound of a magazine slapping on tile.
“She’s awake!” a woman called out with delight.
Beth? Megan tried to open her eyes, but only succeeded in getting one open partway. Her left eye wouldn’t budge. It was glued shut. She felt a cool hand on her forearm.
“It’s okay Megan. You’re safe now.” Definitely Beth.
She turned her head to follow the voice, and her friend’s concerned face swam into view for a moment before fading away. She felt sick, like she was going to vomit. Bile rose in the back of her throat. She swallowed it back.
“Jack and the doc will be right here,” Beth murmured.
Megan closed her good eye and let herself relax a bit. Her last memory was Pringle’s face, a screwed-up mask of malignant fury, and his arm raised high. It had been more terrifying than any zombie she had ever encountered. Everything else was blank. No. Not quite. She had snippets of something. Pringle leering at her. This bed. This room, the buzz of cicadas, a cool hand rubbing hers. This is now.
Jack and the doctor—what was his name again? You should know this, Megan—burst into the room. She attempted a smile and felt her lips crack with the effort. The doctor wore a stethoscope and a flannel shirt, unbuttoned so the curly gray hairs on his chest peeked out. Jack was empty-handed, his hair askew as if he had just risen from a long slumber.
The doctor motioned Beth aside and began to examine Megan. Leaning in close, he pried her left eye open wide with his thumb and forefinger and flashed a light into her pupil.
She whimpered. “Ow…” She could see nothing through the eye, yet the light made the back of her brain burn.
“I’m sorry,” the doctor said. “I need to check your concussion.” Jack and Beth watched silently though the whole procedure, lifting her limbs and gently replacing them when the doctor asked, taking care not to bump any of her bruises.
“Roll her over, please,” the doctor instructed. His name is Steve, Megan remembered. A veterinarian. Not a doctor…Jack gave him a questioning look, and then he did as requested.
As they rolled her, her ribs flexed and compressed, sending blinding bolts of pain through her chest. She began to cry. If she had been standing, the pain would have taken her legs right out from under her. She endured another few moments of poking and prodding before the doctor completed his exam with a curt, “Roll her back over, please.”
This time, she tried to anticipate the pain, to brace for it, but it was no use. The same agony sliced into her as they returned her to her back. She almost blacked out. Jack leaned in and brushed away a few stray hairs that had slipped into her eye, his touch sending an instant shiver of pleasure through her body, making her forget the pain for a split-second. Megan wiggled her toes, relieved to see they still did what she asked of them.
“How long…?” She tried to ask.
“A week,” the doctor replied. She blinked. Tears ran down her cheek. Her throat felt thick with snot. Jack shuffled his feet nervously, as if he didn’t know what to say next.
“How am I?” she asked, not able to meet the doctor’s eyes. She couldn’t bear to see his face if it was bad news.
The doctor cleared his throat. “Considering what you went through, you’re in surprisingly good shape. A few broken ribs, a moderate concussion, and your left eye are the only real problems. I haven’t detected any signs of internal bleeding, thank God.”
Megan swallowed. Their medical facilities were sparse. Major trauma was a death sentence, and would be for the foreseeable future, at least until they found a real doctor and better equipment. She brought her fingers up and probed the swollen skin around her bad eye. She felt a thick line of stitches.
The doctor frowned. “About that...” She understood. The eye was gone.
“What’s the last thing you remember?” Jack asked.
“Pringle.”
He and Beth shared a quick glance. “Nothing else?”
“Kevin?” she croaked. “Where is he?”
Beth looked at Jack. “He didn’t make it.”
Megan closed her eye and recited a quick prayer for him. She hadn’t known him very well, but he had seemed capable and confident, a solid addition to the community.
“Alicia?” she asked.
Jack answered with a sad shake of his head. “She disappeared that morning. No one has seen her since that day.”
“Tell me everything,” Megan demanded.
So Jack told her. He started at the point when she, Pringle, and Kevin had disappeared into the building and ended with the moment he found her crumpled on the floor with her life hanging by a thread.
“I can’t believe he did this,” Megan said in a whisper when he finished.
Jack gave her hand a soft squeeze. “I know. Not now.” She wanted to press the point, to get some answers, but she was fading, and all of a sudden, nothing seemed quite as important anymore. Out of the corner of her eye, she noticed the doctor stepping away from her IV with an empty syringe in his hand.
“No…”
But it was too late. Oblivion wrapped her in its soft embrace, and she was gone before she could finish her thought.


 

Next
 

Some say the world will end in fire,
 Some say in ice.
 From what I’ve tasted of desire
 I hold with those who favor fire.
 But if it had to perish twice,
 I think I know enough of hate
 To say that for destruction ice
 Is also great
 And would suffice.
Robert Frost, Fire and Ice
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One week later
 

Megan raised the plastic cup to her mouth and took a sip. She coughed as a stream of lukewarm water went down the wrong pipe. Ouch. She winced and touched a hand to her chest. Her ribs ached. No. Throbbed. Not as bad as yesterday, thankfully, but not much better.
The doctor had said it would be several weeks before the pain went away, weeks until she healed, weeks until she would feel normal again. Whatever that is.
She balanced the cup on her knee and stole a glance at Jack. He sat slowly flipping through one of Cesar’s notebooks in a leather recliner beside the bed. He murmured to himself, lost in his own bubble of concentration, oblivious to her gaze. Megan took another sip, taking care not to choke this time. A child laughed somewhere outside, and she smiled.
Despite her attempts at learning Jack’s story, he somehow managed to always turn the conversation away from himself and back to her, to the community. Something terrible had happened to him, she now realized, something so traumatic it had burned away his capacity for intimacy and left behind a hard, pragmatic core with no capacity for love.
He would heal eventually, she knew. She hoped. In the meantime, she would wait. Still, it pained her to watch him, so strong, yet so distant, trapped inside himself, struggling to exist in a world not of his making. Gone was the shame she had felt the morning before Pringle’s attack. Now, when she gazed into Jack’s eyes, something she did as often as possible, she was overcome with a sense of calm and strength more powerful than any drug. She was afraid she was falling in love. And the timing couldn’t have been worse.
Humanity hung by its fingertips, feet dangling over the precipice of extinction, yet here she was, thinking about this man who had been thrust into her life, dreaming of a future with him despite the staggering odds stacked against them both.
The undead were only a symptom, she had finally realized, a symptom of a broken society that would rather battle each other to the death than compromise for the greater good. It disgusted her.
Megan tried to recall the population of the United States before the collapse. A few hundred million? Maybe more? How many are left now? A soft sigh escaped her lips, and she shook her head in sorrow. It doesn’t matter now. It’s all gone...
Megan could handle the undead. As long as they were careful and avoided drawing any swarms to the community, they would survive. But to be challenged by another group of people? That was beyond belief. It violated everything she had ever believed about humanity. In their time of greatest need, it was inconceivable that they would fight amongst themselves, severing the tenuous thread of humanity that connected them all. It was all they had left.
She drew in a deep breath and tried to push the thoughts aside, to focus on her immediate needs, to trust that everything would work out in the end. It was no use. Her heart pounded in her chest. Butterflies fluttered in her stomach. It’s time.
She unfolded her legs and slid to the edge of the bed. Sensing her movement, Jack looked up.
Megan held out her hand. “Could you help me up? It’s time.”
He leaped from his chair, put her arm around his shoulder and gently lifted her to her feet.
“Are you sure?”
Megan leaned her head against his neck, feeling the whiskers of his beard brush against her face. “I’m ready...”
Jack raised an eyebrow but didn’t argue. His acceptance was unconditional. Arm in arm, they shuffled down the hall and out the door onto the porch. The courtyard was full. It was early, but already hot. People milled about, sticking to the shadows, dodging the late-morning sun.
She slipped from Jack’s grasp and patted his shoulder. “I can do this.”
“Okay.” He stayed close, shadowing her in case her strength faltered.
In halting steps, Megan shuffled to the railing, gripping the warm tubular steel with both hands for support. She steadied herself, her knuckles blanching with the effort. Cords of muscle stood out on her forearms. She stood there for a moment, surveying the community, taking in the mundane bustle of people going about their daily lives.
Across the courtyard a young man noticed her. He stopped. The roll of barbed wire he carried tumbled forgotten to his feet. He called out to a cluster of nearby women and pointed in Megan’s direction. Her stomach flip-flopped with anticipation.
Word spread quickly, and within a few minutes, the entire community stood before her. An excited murmur raced through the crowd. People smiled, raising their children on their shoulders and trying to get as close as possible.
Jack’s hand brushed her elbow. He whispered, “They need you…”
Megan scanned the crowd; her eyes slid from face to face until they became one. A hush descended. Feet shuffled on asphalt. Gravel crunched underfoot. Biting back her pain, Megan stood as straight as she could. She cleared her throat.
Then, with a final glance over her shoulder at Jack, she began to lay out her plan to reclaim humanity.


 

Now
 

The image comes unbidden: a falling man, upside-down, his hands pressed tight against his body, his knee cocked, casual almost, the crisp white of his jacket in stark contrast to the concrete tower looming behind, a horrific instant frozen for all eternity. His fate is certain. His choice is made. He is free.
I open my eyes and peer over the ledge.
They're still there, of course, twelve stories down. Hundreds of them, maybe thousands, mill about the base of the tower, waiting patiently for a meal with a pulse. They don't know I'm here. They don't sense my disgust, my incredulity and abject fury at their mere existence.
They can't. They're dead.
I'm the last person alive on the roof of the Liberty Medical Center, and my time is almost up. Like that man so long ago, events I never could have foreseen have severed the thread of my life, cut short my hopes and dreams, leaving me with but two options: die free or become one of them. If I remain where I stand, the monsters at my back will overwhelm me, consume me whole. Of that I am certain. The only thing holding them back is a two-by-four wedged under a weathered steel door handle. It won't hold. It can't. Not forever.
Black smoke blankets the western horizon, remnants of a fire I cannot see. My house is over there somewhere, three miles to the west. Only a ten minute bike ride. Thirty minutes by foot. It may as well be the other side of the moon now. I wonder what's burning. A small plane went down earlier; a Cessna, I think. It appeared out of the east, flying erratically, wings wobbling and engine sputtering until finally, inevitably, it tumbled into the tree line.
I hear a scraping, a grinding of metal against metal, the soundtrack of my impending doom. The door. Zombies. They're almost through. Despite my better judgment, I sneak a glance over my shoulder. A bloodshot eye meets mine, locking onto me through the finger-sized gap in the door. The owner of the eye, so close to his prize, redoubles his efforts, throwing his full weight against the failing door. Soon. It's only a matter of time.
I spy an empty water bottle, crushed and folded as if it were destined for a recycling bin. I wipe sweat from my forehead. A keening laugh erupts from my throat, a sound I've never made before, never imagined I could make. I clamp my mouth shut and swallow the laugh. This is not funny.
With a soft kick, I send the bottle from the roof, launching it into the air. It hangs in space for a moment, like that old cartoon coyote, waiting for time to catch up. Then, it's gone, tumbling toward the somnambulant mass of creatures waiting below. I watch with detached interest as it spirals to the ground, falling not unlike a leaf, the deformed contours of the plastic bottle triggering unpredictable aerodynamic effects, making it spin and twist in the still, dead air.
The bottle strikes one of the creatures in the head, bounces once, and tumbles to the ground. They react as one. Their sound reaches me a moment later—a deep sonorous moan like a far-off train in the middle of the night. They sense prey. Opportunity. They sense me. Still, they don't look up.
Stupid bastards. The bottle sure got them going. Another laugh escapes.
Metal grinds against metal, making my skin crawl. This is it. I hear footsteps. A roar from behind.
They're out.
My breathing is slow and easy.
I take a step.


A Few Hours Ago…
 

It's Tuesday morning, and it's almost my turn to give a status report when my phone rings. I twitch in surprise and try to suppress the pleased smile tugging at the corners of my mouth. I was hoping for a reason to bail out of this meeting. This may be my lucky day. I make a show of holding up the phone and staring at the screen, not really seeing it but plastering a concerned frown on my face as if I do. “I've got to take this,” I mumble as I push back from the conference table and rush toward the door. My boss raises an inquisitive eyebrow, but I ignore him and slip past.
“This is Chris,” I answer once I'm alone in the hall.
“Mr. Thompson, this is Sergeant McElroy, Houston Police. I'm calling about your—“
“Brother,” I finish. Goddamn it!
Not again.
My brother Dave has always been kind of a fuck up, the kind of guy who would jump off a bridge if all of his friends do it, the kind of guy who thinks nothing of risking his life to impress a girl just to get into her pants—an irresponsible kid in a man’s body, in other words. I almost hate to admit it, but I've always been a little jealous of him. While I've got the steady job, the four-bedroom house in the ‘burbs, and a shiny new Acura, Dave does what he wants, when he wants. He's had more girlfriends than I can count, drives a fast black motorcycle when it's not in the shop, and thinks nothing of drinking a beer for breakfast. In short, he lives life on his terms and makes no apologies about it.
His life isn't perfect, of course. Not even close. Somewhere along the line, he knocked up one of his girlfriends. He has a kid now, a little boy named Max. Max lives with his mom in Dallas, and Dave sees him once a month, or whenever he can scrape up enough gas money to make the trip. He tries to play it off, to act as if he doesn't care, but sometimes I catch a glimpse in his eyes of what the separation is doing to him. He can't help himself, though. He's not cut out to be a father. Hell, if I had little kids, I wouldn't leave them alone with him for a second. I'll never tell him, but I think he'll make a good friend to Max someday. He'll be one of those cool older dads, the kind who lets his teenager drink beer, the kind who recounts endless stories of his wild youth. That's what I hope at least. If not, then I'll really feel sorry for him, and I don't want to go there. Not again.
“There's been an accident,” McElroy says.
This isn't the first time a cop has called me about Dave. The most recent incident was about a year ago when they hauled him in on a drunk-and-disorderly charge. Dave swore up and down he didn't start the fight, that the other guy had insulted his girlfriend or some shit.
“Whatever,” I told him in the parking lot afterward. “The important thing is you didn't get hurt. Or shot.” Houston is like that, thick with wannabe cowboys with serious Rambo complexes.
Dave laughed so hard at that he almost split open the ragged line of stitches in his upper lip. “You worry too much, Chris.” He gingerly traced a finger along his injury. “I would have had him if the cops hadn't shown up.”
The funny thing is, I believed him. Dave is a scrawny little son of a bitch, but when he gets backed into a corner, he turns as mean as a castrated boar. I still have a dent in the back of my skull as proof, payback for screwing one of his girlfriends in high school.
The door opens behind me, and my boss sticks out his head. “Everything okay?”
“I don't know,” I whisper. “Family emergency...”
He gives me a knowing 'aha' and closes the door, leaving me alone again.
“Is it serious?” I ask McElroy.
I hear a mumbling from the other end, as if McElroy is speaking to someone else with his hand covering the mouthpiece.
I sigh, annoyed. “Is it serious?”
“I'm sorry,” McElroy says, returning. “There's something going on over here—a fight in the emergency room. Yes. I mean, no. Your brother is pretty banged up, and he's asking for you.”
I picture Dave stretched out in a hospital bed, a pretty nurse by his side and a fat white cast covering the length of his leg. “He'll live?”
McElroy covers the phone again and shouts something unintelligible to someone on his end. Then, “Yes, Mr. Thompson. He'll live. But like I said, he's asking for you.”
This is better than I expected. Not only do I have an excuse to abandon the meeting, but now I have an excuse to leave work early. An afternoon in a hospital waiting room beats a full day of meetings at work any day.
“I'll be right over.”
I open the door to the conference room and inform my boss I have to leave. I don't give him time to protest.
Five minutes later, I'm ensconced in the leather cocoon of my new Acura, weaving through lunchtime traffic toward the medical center. Traffic is lighter than usual. I pass a cluster of cars on the shoulder. The drivers appear to be arguing with each other, in each other's faces. I don't see any damage to the cars. And then they're behind me.
I pull into the medical center parking lot and find a space. There's nothing near the entrance, so I'm forced to park in the hinterlands. I check my phone for messages as I walk. Nothing. Good.
The hospital lobby is mobbed. People are stacked five deep at the front desk, trying to get the attention of the receptionist. Two police officers stand beside the Coke machine; they look oddly out of place, nervous, as if they don't want to be here. I can't help but notice that they’re both resting their hands on the butts of their guns.
Taking my place at the rear of the crowd, I gird myself for battle. An undercurrent of tension flows around me, through me, circulating, mounting as I wait. An old lady with a bandage on her hand moves to cut in front of me. Stepping forward to block her, I cast an angry glare in her direction, but she's not paying attention.
This isn't working.
Someone at the front, someone I can't see through the mass of angry visitors, is taking too damned long. I recall a nurses’ station around the corner, a few steps inside the emergency room. Detaching myself from the crowd, I set off to find it.
An oversized pair of swinging doors separates the emergency room from the lobby. Plastered prominently in the center of the door, at head height, is a sign reading ‘Hospital Personnel Only.’ Fuck that. I take a deep breath and push through.
The doors bang shut behind me as I survey the emergency room. Nurses and doctors rush about like rats, frantic expressions, clipboards in hand, in what looks like barely controlled pandemonium.
An exam room door creaks open on my right, and a doctor exits. I do a double-take when I realize that his white jacket is soaked through with blood, as if he was on the losing end of a paintball battle. A second later, a police officer comes out. Like the doctor, the cop is drenched in blood, the light blue of his uniform shirt glistening black under the harsh fluorescent lights of the ER. He takes off a pair of safety goggles and rubs the lenses clear with his thumb.
“It's down the hall,” the doctor says to the cop, pointing in the opposite direction.
“Thanks.” As the cop turns, I catch a glimpse of his name tag. McElroy.
“Sir?” I step into his path. “I'm Chris Thompson. We spoke on the phone.”
A confused look flashes over McElroy's face, then vanishes. “Right. Dave Thompson's brother. He was asking for you.”
Duh. “Yes, sir. I came as fast as I could.”
“He's in one of the triage rooms.” He gestures at a line of curtains along the far wall. “He'll be glad you're here.”
I glance in the direction he indicated. All but one of the curtains are drawn. I don’t see Dave. A thought pops into my head. “Officer?”
“Yes?”
“Is my brother in trouble?” I expect him to say yes, to tell me Dave was the cause of some major catastrophe, so I’m surprised when he shakes his head.
“No. Sorry I didn't make that clear on the phone. I was the first responder to his accident. It was a single-vehicle crash, no fault of his.”
A scream erupts from the waiting room. A woman. Then another, louder. A moment passes, and I hear what sounds like furniture crashing over, perhaps the long row of chairs I passed on the way in.
Before I can ask McElroy what's going on, he pushes me aside. His palm is on the butt of his pistol, the safety strap unbuckled. He moves to the door and peers through one of the ten-inch square windows.
“Shit,” he hisses. “Here we go again.”
“Again? What is it?”
But he's already gone. I'm tempted to follow, to find out for myself what's going on, but I need to check on Dave. Besides, McElroy is a cop. He's trained for this sort of stuff.
I grab the closest doctor, a pretty young Indian woman, by the elbow. “Dave Thompson? He's my brother.”
The doctor, Chandra-something-or-other according to the fine blue embroidery over her left breast pocket, stares at me as if I just asked her the meaning of life. She tries to look around me, at the ER where McElroy went.
I snap my fingers in front of her face, forcing her to focus. “Dave Thompson?” I ask again.
She stares at her clipboard. “We moved him upstairs a few minutes ago. Twelfth floor. Orthopedic.” She steps around me. “Excuse me. I have to check on the ER.”
Realizing this is all I'm going to get out of her, I step aside to let her pass. She pushes through the door and is gone.
More shouting comes from the waiting room, then another crash, this one louder, closer to the doors. I decide I'm not going in there. I look around the emergency room for an elevator and see a pair of extra-wide, gurney-sized doors at the far end of the room. I set off in that direction with a determined stride, trying my best to look like I belong.
When I reach the elevators, I find the one on the left is already on the top floor. I push the call button for the other one, and the doors slide open immediately. I step inside and press the button for the twelfth floor, then lean back against the waist-high railing to wait.
Less than a minute later, the elevator chimes softly, and the doors rumble open to the top floor of the building.
Compared to the lobby and the emergency room, the top floor is a ghost town. I look for a nurses’ station and spot one a few yards down the hallway. An overweight woman in a floral print top huddles behind the desk. She's on the phone. She glares at me as I approach, putting me immediately on the defensive. What the hell did I do?
“Dave Thompson?” I mouth, motioning both directions in the hall with my eyes.
“Hold on, Louise,” the woman says into the phone. She puts her call on hold and gives me her attention. “Did you come from the first floor?”
I nod.
“My friend in Records said she heard gunshots in the emergency room. Did you see anything?”
My breath catches in my throat. Gunshots?
“I, uh, no… there was a commotion in the emergency room, but I didn't pay much attention.”
Three ear-splitting tones blast from the public address system speaker mounted in the ceiling. A moment later, there’s a fourth, longer tone, piercing my ears like an ice pick to my brain.
A man's voice booms from hidden speakers: “Attention, hospital staff. This is an emergency broadcast. Medical Center Tower One is on lockdown, effective immediately. Code A1. I repeat, Medical Center Tower One is on lockdown, effective immediately. Code A1. Please exercise extreme caution. Further instructions will follow.”
I lock eyes with the nurse. “What’s Code A1?”
She pulls a binder from a flimsy metal shelf beside her desk. “Good question.” She runs her finger down a series of tabs until she finds one marked A1, then flips the binder open to that page. Her face goes white as she reads.
“Sir,” she says sharply, “I have to ask you to vacate the hallway right now.” She stands up and grabs her purse from under the counter shelf.
My patience is almost exhausted by this point. All I want to do is find Dave.
“I will,” I say, not quite knowing what she means by vacate. “But first, please tell me where my brother is. Dave Thompson. And what the hell is A1?”
She hesitates, looking like she wants to bolt. Finally, after an interminable moment, she leans over her keyboard and types. “A1 means we are under threat of a terrorist attack.”
A terrorist attack? What the hell? Why would a terrorist want to attack a hospital? I straighten and glance over my shoulder at the elevator.
“Twelve eighteen,” she says, breaking me out of my spell. She points to my left. “Down there, on your right.” She fixes me in her gaze for a moment. “I have to go now. We have a rally point. I suggest you go to your brother's room and stay inside until we get the all clear.” She scoots from behind the desk and takes off at a brisk waddle, heading in the opposite direction.
I call out to her. “Miss?”
She ignores me, rounding a corner and disappearing from sight.
I notice her phone isn't blinking anymore. Louise must have gotten tired of waiting.
The hallway is a pulsing hive of activity as orderlies, nurses, and even the occasional doctor race back and forth, closing doors and holding hushed conversations. I head for Dave's room, a new urgency in my step.
Terrorists?
Dave's door is closed. I don't bother knocking.
“Chris!” he croaks when I enter. “What the hell took you so long?”
I step inside and close the door behind me. I test the handle, fearing it may have locked, but it didn’t.
He looks worse than I imagined. Not only does he have a cast on one leg, but he's also got a splint on his left hand. A bandage, stained a faint shade of pink, covers the side of his head. Ouch. My stomach clenches at the sight, a quick twinge of nausea, then I'm fine again.
“How are you feeling?” I ask.
Dave shrugs and tries to smile, but winces instead. “I'm in a lot better shape than my bike if that's any indication.”
“Really? What the hell happened?”
“Fucking deer. Came out of the bushes and clipped my front wheel. That's the last thing I remember.”
I shake my head, imagining what I would have done in his place. “Shit.” I hate deer.
Dave changes the conversation. “What's going on out there? Someone shut my door a minute ago, and it sounds like they're shutting all the doors along the hall. And what in the hell is Code Eight One?”
“A One,” I correct.
“Whatever.”
“I don't know. Something’s going on downstairs. The nurse said something about a terrorist attack, but I think she's full of shit.” I step to the window and peer out at the parking lot. If there's a terrorist attack underway, I can't see any signs of it.
“Terrorists?”
I shrug. “That's what she said.”
“Fuck.” Dave squirms around, as if he’s trying to sit up.
“Hold on, man. Let me help.” I cross the room in two quick steps.
He stops moving. “I'm okay. I had an itch on my ass. I've been sitting here too long.”
I'm not sure what else to say. I pull a chair from beside the window, slide it toward the bed, and take a seat. “Did the doctor say when you can get out?”
Dave rolls his eyes. “They said they want to keep me overnight for observation.” He taps the bandage on his head. “Said I took a good hit.”
“Hmm...”
“Thanks for coming,” Dave says, his voice turning serious. “I didn't know who else to call.”
“No problem,” I say, meaning it.
We sit for a moment, neither speaking, neither sure what to say next. I pull out my phone and check it only to find I have no messages, no excuse for putting a wall between myself and Dave. Seeing my unease, Dave finds the remote control and points it at the television mounted high on the far wall.
Good idea.
The television is already tuned to MSNBC. A reporter, light-skinned Hispanic with a trim mustache, stares off camera. His forehead is slick with sweat. He nods at whoever he’s looking at, then swivels to face his audience. He coughs. “Please hold on, ladies and gentlemen. We're going live to the Center for Disease Control and Prevention any moment now. For those of you just joining this broadcast, the CDC is holding a press conference about the mysterious illness sweeping the country.” He puts his hand to his ear. “And now to the CDC...”
“What’s he talking about?” Dave asks. I shush him.
The camera switches to a shot of a wooden lectern in a dark conference room. Atlanta, I presume. A single glass of water sits on the corner of the lectern nearest the camera. A dark blue curtain covers the wall behind, the letters CDC stenciled in subtle off-white lettering in a repeating pattern.
Dave and I exchange a look of confusion. He moves to change the channel, but I hold up my hand, stopping him. “No. Wait. I want to see this—“
“You're the boss,” he says, balancing the remote on his cast. “What do you—“
I cut him off with a hand gesture as a man steps behind the lectern. Somewhere in his early fifties, the new arrival has the steely-eyed look of a man accustomed to delivering bad news. With wavy gray hair parted down the left side and an immaculate charcoal suit, he could be a doctor or he could only be someone who plays one on television—some sort of administrator.
“Good afternoon, ladies and gentlemen,” the man says. “I'm sorry for calling you here on such short notice, but time is of the essence.” This comment is directed at his local audience. He shifts his eyes to the camera, and his expression changes, grows harder, more intense. His eyes bore into me, rooting me in place.
A text overlay appears on the bottom of the screen, identifying the man as Steven Walberg, Director of the CDC. The top man.
“Over the course of the past several days, scientists and doctors here at the CDC have been tracking the progress of an as-yet unidentified disease. We have been working diligently to understand the source, the spread, and most importantly, the implications for the broader public health of this country, and to an extent, the world.”
Director Walberg clears his throat and takes a sip of water. “It's my unfortunate duty to report that there have been grave developments in our efforts to understand this new illness.“ He pauses, takes another sip of water, then continues, “Over the past forty-eight hours, we have received an increasing number of reports of the disease in geographically disparate areas of the United States. The disease presents like a common cold or flu, at first—high fever, nausea, and confusion. However, we are confident that it is not a variant of the flu you might be familiar with, such as swine or avian. This is something else, something new, something we haven’t seen before. Affected individuals become extremely aggressive as the disease progresses, turning on their caregivers in unpredictable and often violent ways. Due to the rapid and widespread nature of the infection, we suspect the disease is airborne and that it is likely present in all areas of the country.”
Director Walberg motions to his left, and the camera pulls back, revealing a wall-sized video screen. “This is the status of the infection as of two days ago.” He gestures at a map of the United States on the screen. If I squint, I can see a very faint scattering of pink dots clustered in and around the major population centers of the United States.
“And this is six hours ago,” the director says as the image is replaced by an identical map. On this version, the dots are much more obvious, pink blossoms swallowing entire cities. Worse yet, each major center of infection has sprouted tendrils reaching out to surrounding areas, chains of infection leading to countless smaller blobs in smaller communities, connecting everything. “As you can see, this new disease is present in all fifty states as of six hours ago.” He takes another sip of his water.
Dave laughs. “Jesus Christ! Is he kidding?”
“Quiet! I don't know.”
“Given the nature of this threat, the CDC has recommended to the President, and he has agreed, to institute a National Public Health Emergency, effective immediately, in an effort to halt the further spread of the contagion.”
“A little bit late for that,” Dave says with a snort.
Someone, probably a reporter, calls out from off camera, and the director raises his palm in a halting motion. “Hold on, Jim. I'll take your questions in just a minute.”
“To my fellow Americans, rest assured that we at the CDC, along with our partners in the private sector, are doing everything in our power to get this situation under control. You may not have seen any evidence of the illness in your particular city or town yet; however, it is only a matter of time. Our recommendations are to stay inside and avoid contact with others unless absolutely necessary. If you or a loved one becomes ill, take measures to prevent infection, a face mask, for example, and proceed directly to your nearest hospital or medical caregiver. The nation’s medical system has been briefed on this threat, and they are being provided further details as I speak. I can't stress enough the importance of being vigilant. If you see someone behaving erratically, do not approach them. Contact your local law enforcement and let them deal with it. With God's good will, we will come through this unscathed. Further information will be available on the cdc-dot-gov website immediately after this press conference, including a transcript. Now, I have time for a few questions. Jim?”
“Thank you, Director Walberg. Jim Stevens from the Associated Press. Sir, you mentioned the symptoms of the disease and the associated violence; however, you made no mention of mortality rates. What can the general public expect?”
Director Walberg licks his lips. “That's a great question, Jim. I don't have numbers yet. We will provide them as soon as they are available.”
“Sir?” Jim again.
“Next question,” the Director says, ignoring him. “Mary?”
“Mary Carpenter here from the Washington Post. How long has the CDC known about this threat? You said two days. How is that possible? And does it have a name?”
The director's face lights up as a roomful of camera flashes go off at once, all of the reporters hoping to catch his facial expression as he answers a potentially career-killing question.
“First, reports of the disease surfaced a little over ninety-six hours ago in Honolulu. This is not unusual. During any given year, there are thousands of disease outbreaks that do not warrant national attention. In almost all cases, they are geographically isolated and burn out before progressing. This one, unfortunately, is different. And no, we do not have a name yet. As I said, it does not resemble anything we have seen before.”
I shift in my chair, trying to find a more comfortable position.
The director makes a show of glancing at his watch. “I have time for one more question.” His eyes roam the audience of reporters. “Ed.”
“Thank you, sir. Ed Halpern from Reuters. Have there been any indications of infection outside of the United States?”
The director purses his lips and shakes his head. “I'm not at liberty to discuss events outside of CDC jurisdiction at the moment.”
“When, sir?” asks the Associated Press reporter.
“Soon,” the director says, annoyance flashing across his face.
A chorus of shouts rings out in the room as the reporters not selected try to get in one last question.
“Thank you for your time,” the director says. “Please be careful, ladies and gentlemen. This is the real deal.” He turns and walks off camera.
Dave picks up the remote and mutes the television. “This is a joke, right?”
I shrug. “I don't know. It sure sounds that way.” A thought strikes. Hospital. Shit. “We have to get out of here.” I get to my feet.
Dave gives me a perplexed look. “Get out? Why would we want to do that?”
“You know how they always say the worst place to be sick is in the hospital. If this is real, then this place is going to be full of sick people real soon.”
Dave crosses his arms. “I think we should stay. And besides, I'm not going anywhere with this thing on my leg.”
He’s got a point. Where would we go? My place? I don’t think so. That leaves his house, with his dirt-bag roommates, not my idea of the best place to recover from a broken leg.
“Hey! Look!” Dave gestures at the television.
The President is on the screen.
“Quick! Turn it up!”
“…as reported by the CDC, our great nation faces a threat unlike any we have experienced before...”
Dave and I watch the entire speech, barely able to believe the words coming from his mouth—the declaration of martial law effective immediately, the curfew, the mobilization of the National Guard in all fifty states to provide emergency assistance. It sounds as if the world is coming apart around us, yet the hospital room is as quiet as a tomb.
Dave mutes the television again when the President finishes, and turns to me, all sense of skepticism banished from his demeanor. “Can I use your phone?”
“Sure.”
“I've gotta call Jenny and see if she and Max are okay.”
I give him a nod of encouragement. Jenny is Dave's ex-girlfriend and the mother of his son Max. They met four years earlier at a party and dated for a little over two months. Eight months later, Max came screaming into the world. Dave didn't even know he had a son until he heard through a mutual friend. Jenny has a new boyfriend these days, one with a steady job and a kid from another relationship.
I watch the muted television while Dave dials. Information about the curfew scrolls across the bottom of the screen. Phone numbers. Lists of schools that have canceled classes. Businesses closing early. The works. Everything is shutting down, like on 9/11. Around the country, I'm sure, people are glued to their screens as Dave and I are, waiting for whatever comes next.
The floor shakes as something loud and heavy crashes in the hallway, making me nearly jump out of my skin. Dave stops dialing, and holding our breaths, we both stare at the door, waiting for the brushed metal lever to turn down and for someone to burst into the room.
But they don't. The seconds tick by, and finally, I allow myself to exhale.
With a shrug, Dave finishes dialing and places the phone to his ear.
While he’s doing this, I go to the door and place my ear against the cool wood, trying to hear something, anything.
“Aw, come on!” Dave whines. “It says ‘call not completed.’ What the hell?”
I turn to face him. “I'm sure you're not the only one trying to make a call right now. Try again in a minute.”
He ignores me and gets the same result. His face grows red with frustration.
“Is there anyone else you can try?” I ask. “Someone who may be able to get in touch with her?”
Dave shakes his head. “No. Ronny and I got into it last week. He owes me a hundred bucks, and he won’t return my calls.” Ronny is Dave and Jenny's mutual friend, the guy who introduced them.
“Try him anyway.”
Dave glares at me. “Fuck him.” He lies back, trying to make himself comfortable, phone ready in his hand.
The hospital alarm blares. “This is an emergency broadcast,” a male voice says as soon as the alarm stops. “Hospital staff are instructed to—“ A stabbing squeal of electronic feedback erupts from the speaker before he can finish, then all is silent.
The television goes dark, and the steady hiss of cool air from the grate in the ceiling disappears, and right away, the room feels hotter. Or is it only my imagination?
Panic washes over me, coming out of nowhere to wrap its arms around me, enveloping me in a giant cloak of anxiety. I feel like I'm going to puke, like I have to shit. My stomach is a ball of squirming hot meat, turning over on itself, struggling to turn inside-out. I stagger to the chair beside the bed and fall into it. Cold chills race up and down my body, making me shiver uncontrollably.
“Are you okay?” Dave asks, alarmed.
My breath comes in short, ragged gasps, the nausea receding as fast as it came on. My stomach still feels twisted, keeping me on notice. However, the urge to puke has been supplanted by something else—a deep and profound sense of helplessness. The life I thought I knew is unraveling faster than I can comprehend, carrying me away on an inky dark river of uncertainty. Another shiver courses through my body, a sub-dermal shock wave rattling me to my core.
I belch raw stomach acid. “I don't know… I think so.” I climb to my feet and stagger to the window to stare down at the parking lot.
While the parking lot was empty only a few minutes earlier, that’s no longer the case. Two squad cars are parked below, lights flashing and doors open. I imagine puddles collecting under the motors, condensation from the air conditioners running full-blast in the hot Texas sun. I can't see any officers at first. Then, from the car on the left, three quick flashes are followed by the wave of an arm.
They're shooting at something.
“What is it?” Dave asks. “What’s going on?”
I put my hand up to shield the sun burning into my eyes through the window. “I don't know. Something—”
Sharp white flashes of light erupt from behind the door of the cruiser on my right. A second later, the pieces fall into place: the police are firing toward the hospital entrance, at someone inside the building.
I give Dave a play-by-play as the drama unfolds. The battle looks one-sided; no one returns the officers’ fire, the entire exchange occurring in eerie silence. I tap a fingernail against the window and inspect the edge where it meets the windowsill. Triple-paned. That explains it.
The firing escalates, both officers shooting in the same direction at the same time. Small flashes erupt over and over again from their pistols. One of the cops gets to his feet and dives into his car. A moment later, the car rockets backward and spins around, tires churning up great plumes of black smoke as the officer puts the pedal to the floor and tears off in the opposite direction. From my vantage point, I can't see the face of the remaining cop, but his body language tells me all I need to know. He's alone, and he's in trouble.
A man stumbles into view, heading in a straight line toward the remaining cruiser. He looks to be in his mid-forties, maybe a little older. Overweight, bald, and limping, he moves with a plodding, determined pace.
The remaining cop concentrates his fire on the bald man. I watch as the man twitches with each impact, twisting left, then right, yet always reorienting himself, maintaining his path toward the cruiser.
“They're shooting at a man!”
Dave's cast makes a loud thunk as he slides it off the bed and onto the gold-and-brown speckled linoleum floor.
I can't stop watching. The man is almost at the cruiser. He reaches for the door, his arms outstretched in a crude parody of an embrace. Then, I see the trail of blood behind him. A young woman, I think I saw her in the emergency room earlier, comes into my view behind the man. She's headed in the same direction, toward the cop.
The cop fires twice more at the man, then changes his aim to fire at the woman. One of his shots slams into her shoulder, knocking her backward a few feet, seeming to stop her in her tracks. As I watch in disbelief, she spins around in a slow circle until she faces the officer again and resumes her voyage. I want to be there, on the ground, to see what the cop is seeing. At the same time, though, I realize if I were down there, I would want to be anywhere else, anywhere at all.
Dave joins me at the window, the white of his knuckles grasping the window ledge and the tight line of his mouth testaments to his curiosity. I offer my shoulder for him to lean on, and he accepts.
“What the…?“ he asks, pointing at the lone cop.
I only turn my head away for a second, but it’s enough. The man and the woman, both bleeding profusely, reached the cop during my moment of inattention. They descend upon him in a frenzy of flailing arms, smothering him, becoming one with him. Before I know what’s happened, the cop is gone, swallowed up by his attackers.
Dave trembles against me, his entire body vibrating with suppressed fear.
“Do you have the phone?” I ask.
He's glued to the window, to the sight below. He points at the bed.
The phone has full signal. Perfect reception. Opening my contact list, I dial our mother. She lives in Waco, alone ever since our father died. I'm greeted by silence. Pulling it away so I can see the screen, I see the same message Dave saw. All circuits are busy.
“Who are you calling?” he asks.
“Mom.”
“Can you try Jenny again?”
Dave yells before I can dial. “Chris! Come here! The cop. He's okay. He's getting up!” Dave waves frantically, motioning me back to the window.
Sure enough, the cop is using the police cruiser to lever himself onto his feet.
Only, he's not okay. No. He's anything but. Although I can't make out details from my vantage point, it’s obvious something is terribly wrong with him. I blink, not believing my eyes. Again.
The cop, who not a minute earlier carried a sizable gut over his gun belt, appears to have lost his mid-section. His beefy upper body teeters on an impossibly thin waist, all sense of proportion obliterated.
This can't be right. His stomach. It's gone.
As I step away from the window, the nausea comes roaring back, crushing me to my knees as the half-digested remains of my breakfast burrito explode from my mouth.
“We need to get out of here,” I insist as I wipe my mouth clean.
Dave shakes his head vigorously. “No way, man. I'm not going anywhere. Not now. You saw what happened to that cop.”
I leave Dave at the window and cross to the door. I put my hand on the handle, then looked back, hesitating. Maybe he has a point. Maybe we are safer in here. No. We need to find someone in charge.
Then, I hear a soft slap-slap and an intermittent squeak coming from the other side of the door. Stepping to the side of the doorjamb, I grit my teeth and slowly press down on the lever as carefully as humanly possible, praying all the while it doesn't make any noise.
No one listens to my prayer. The latch mechanism makes an ear-splitting KER-CHUNK as it reaches the bottom.
I suck in my breath and stand stock still, my hand a frozen claw on the lever. The sound in the hallway has stopped. I think.
Dave motions at me, telling me to get on with it.
Something in my gut tells me this is a bad idea, maybe the worst idea I've ever had. But I'm committed now. Screwing up my courage, I pull open the door a few inches and peer through the gap.
A woman stands at the door to the next room. She’s young, maybe in her twenties or early thirties, not my type, but definitely attractive with her lustrous blond hair cascading down her back in languorous waves. With a start, I realize I'm staring at the perfect curve of her bare ass peeking out at me from the open folds of her hospital gown. Embarrassed, I avert my gaze. Her right hand clutches a shiny chrome IV rack. A clear plastic line snakes into her forearm from the empty IV bag dangling from the rack.
“There's someone out here,” I whisper as I open the door a little more. “Miss?”
At first, I don't think she hears me, but then the IV rack rolls, tilting toward her as she tightens her grip. Bit by bit, it shifts, the empty bag swinging as if caught by an invisible breeze.
“Miss?” I repeat. “Are you okay?”
My internal alarm blares full-tilt, my fight or flight response pegged hard at flight. The IV bag is empty, and the girl, almost catatonic, ignores me. Maybe she's drugged up on painkillers? Maybe she was in surgery? The possibilities are endless.
Pulling the door open the rest of the way, I move into the hallway and take a tentative half-step toward her. I put out a hand to her, intending to tap her on the shoulder.
Like a dog disturbed from a deep slumber, the girl springs to life. With a feral screech, she twists to face me. The IV spins away, clattering to the floor in a raucous explosion of metal on tile. The line in her arm rips free with a sickening slurp and a jet of blood erupts from the free end, etching a thick line of gore across my chest and neck, barely missing my face.
I leap back, disgusted, and wipe at the spray of bodily fluids slicking my bare skin. “Hey!”
The girl lunges, arms outstretched, grasping for my face, her bony digits curled into makeshift talons, ten tiny pink razor blades. In the span of a heartbeat, I realize that whoever this girl once was is long gone. Twin orbs of bloodshot fury bore into me, burning in their intensity, consuming me.
Out of the corner of my eye, I spy Dave hobbling across the room, leaning against the bed for support. His mouth hangs open, as if he's yelling, but I hear nothing.
BOOM!
The girl accelerates toward me, no longer under her own power.
BOOM! BOOM!
An enormous cavity appears in her chest, blood and gore sprays over me, over the wall, over everything.
“Out of the way!” someone shouts.
BOOM!
The girl's head disintegrates into a soupy mist of bone, blood, and brain matter. The lifeless husk of her body crashes to the floor, skidding to a stop at my feet.
“Mr. Thompson?”
I look up from the dead girl. It's Officer McElroy. He dashes down the hall toward me, his gun clutched in both hands but aimed at the floor. A woman holding a small child follows him, a terrified yet determined grimace on her face.
“McElroy?” I ask, shocked.
McElroy checks over his shoulder as he reaches us. Now that he's close, I can see the resolve in his eyes, and it infects me, displacing my fear, coursing through me in waves.
“What—“
He cuts me off with a shake of his head. “We don't have time. We have to get to the roof. Now! They're coming!”
“Who?” Dave asks from the door. “Who’s coming?”
McElroy gestures at the dead girl. “More like her.”
That's all I need to know. “Which way?”
The woman with the child steps from behind McElroy. Small splotches of blood stain her sage-green pants and flowered blouse. A nurse. “Down the hall.” She points past me. “It's not far.”
“Let's go,” McElroy says. “Our ride will be here any moment.”
I don't understand. “Our ride?”
McElroy glances over his shoulder again, then makes a show of checking his pistol. “My girlfriend. She flies the traffic chopper for KHOU. She's on the way.”
The elevator at the end of the hall opens with a soft bong. We all turn to look, and for a long, painful moment, it seems as if it’s a false alarm, that we’re jumping at our own shadows. Then, slowly, inexorably, a cluster of people spill from of the metal box. They're far enough away that I can't make out details, but it's obvious, even from this distance, that something isn’t right. Something in the way they're moving, stalking, taking their time to sniff the air, seems deliberate yet almost random. One of them, a fat man with no shirt, swivels his head toward us. A sound erupts from his throat, almost a bark, and as one, the group turns and surges in our direction.
“Let's go!” McElroy roars.
As we ascend the stairs to the roof, McElroy takes the rear, firing careful shots at the crowd approaching from behind, cursing as he dispatches each target, cursing twice every time he misses.
The stairs end at a heavy steel door with a push bar. The nurse goes through first, flooding the stairwell with light. I'm next, supporting Dave's weight with my shoulder. I know each step must be an exercise in agony for him as the impacts are transmitted through his cast into his freshly broken leg, but we keep going.
I hear the helicopter before I see it. It's behind us, whipping the air into a frenzy of dust and trash, mussing my hair, drowning out all semblance of thought.
McElroy nudges me from behind, and Dave and I shuffle forward.
“We've got to block it!” McElroy screams. He runs around to the side of the exit, returning a moment later with a piece of two-by-four, which he wedges under the door handle. He stomps down on the wood, locking it in place against the gravel-covered roof.
I don't think it will hold for long. In fact, I know it won't. But maybe it will hold long enough. The last thing I saw before we entered the stairwell was another elevator full of people spilling into the hallway.
We don't have long. There are too many of them.
“This way!” McElroy yells over the clatter of the helicopter. He takes the nurse’s hand and leads her toward the helicopter.
I look at Dave and mouth, “You okay?”
He nods, blinking through tears of agony, and motions for me to go. We set off after McElroy and the nurse. Dave's cast leaves a thick ragged line, a map charting our imminent demise, in the roof gravel as we approach the helicopter.
McElroy is helping the nurse and child into the helicopter when we arrive, pushing from behind. He looks over his shoulder at Dave and me, his mouth a grim line of despair. He shakes his head.
I can't hear a thing at this point; the rotor noise is my world.
My stomach falls off a cliff as I look into the helicopter and realize the cause of McElroy's expression. It's a small machine, the kind of chopper used for traffic reporting and following criminals on the run. Four seats total, one already occupied by the pilot. The nurse holding the child and another man clutching a bare bleeding arm to his chest sit in the two rear seats. I can't be sure, but I think I see teeth marks on the man’s forearm, as if someone has taken a chunk out of him. His eyes are closed, his head tilted against the far door.
There's no more room.
The pilot, a pretty woman with red hair tied back in a ponytail, twists around in her seat and meets my eyes. She looks down, and I see her brow furrow as she struggles with the calculations. She can’t save all of us. We all know it.
Grabbing McElroy, she screams something into his ear. A moment later, he turns to Dave and me and holds up a single finger.
Dave squeezes my shoulder and looks toward the stairwell. His pulse, hot and fast, thunders against me where our skin meets.
Our time is up. Our options have been reduced to a terrible singularity. Only one of us will make it off this roof alive.
Dave’s shout interrupts my thoughts. “Go!” He squeezes my shoulder and tries to push me away, toward the helicopter, toward salvation.
I shoot a glance at McElroy. His gun is out, trained on the stairwell, waiting.
The world tilts.
I'm seventeen. Dave is nineteen. We're on a white-water rafting trip somewhere in Colorado.
The raft tips, and I'm out, free from the boat, swirling, upside down. My back scrapes and grinds along the river bottom; a wall of gray fills my vision, an enormous boulder reaching for me. Water floods into my mouth, up my nose, filling my lungs in an instant, denying me the basic right to scream. Out of nowhere, fingers knit into my hair, grasping, pulling, and ripping so hard it feels as if my scalp is unzipping from my skull.
Sunlight. I'm back in the boat, and Dave is straddling me, pressing on my chest.
The roof. Now.
I grasp Dave and shove him into the helicopter. Tears stream from my eyes as I lean into him and scream, “Find Max and Jenny!”
Dave gapes at me, slack-jawed. Then, with a frantic look in his eye, he wraps me in a spine-crushing hug, squeezing me so tight I'm afraid he's broken me.
And then he's gone, pushed into the chopper by McElroy, stuffed into the impossibly small space like a piece of carryon luggage.
The engine strains as the machine claws its way from the roof. For a second, I don't think they'll make it, that they'll touch down again and push Dave out, but bit by bit, inch by inch, they ascend, the engine noise becoming more regular. The nose of the chopper tilts down, and they lift away, climbing into the clear blue sky, into the future.
Silence descends for a moment as I adjust to the lack of the helicopter sound. I watch as it heads west, racing away from the city center.
An incessant pounding replaces the sound of the helicopter. Behind me. The door. The people.
They're here. They’re coming.
I go to the edge of the roof, to where the helicopter last rested, to where Dave departed, and I try not to think of what it will feel like when I hit the ground.


 Right Now. Again. 
 

A new sound fills the air, the unmistakable whump whump whump of a large helicopter approaching.
I spin around, searching for the source. A wicked-looking dark green machine rises above the adjacent building. Military.
The zombies are almost upon me. Any second now...
I steal a glance over my shoulder at the street far below, searching for a landing spot. Taking a deep breath, I brace myself for impact.
With no warning, a white-hot stream of fire erupts from the door of the helicopter, crawling laser-like across the roof and into the horde of advancing zombies, chewing their diseased corpses to pieces and flinging bits and pieces of mottled flesh across the roof in a blizzard of gore. The noise of the gun is beyond anything I have ever heard, an infinite, rhythmic scream of hot metal slicing through the dense afternoon air, dividing my world into two pieces—certain death and desperate hope.
Mesmerized by the unmitigated carnage surrounding me, I almost don’t notice when the brutal chatter of the gun falls silent. With a slight wobble, the helicopter dips toward the roof. A soldier in blood-splattered desert camouflage waves from the door, motioning for me to climb aboard.
Breathing again, I take a tentative step from the edge. Before I know it, I’m running, racing toward the waiting arms.
I’m alive.


 

Earth


 

 Relentless
 

 

And they shall cover the face of the earth, that one cannot be able to see the earth: and they shall eat the residue of that which is escaped, which remaineth unto you from the hail, and shall eat every tree which groweth for you out of the field.
 

Exodus 10:5
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Arivaca, Arizona
Twenty feet below the desert floor
Early Morning
 

The handheld radio on the couch screeched like a dying animal. “Dad! You’ve got to see this!”
Letting out an exasperated sigh, Ryan Franklin placed the dirty bolt carrier of his AR-15 on the coffee table. He used a clean rag to scrub the residual gun oil from his fingers, then picked up the radio. “Can it wait?”
“No. Hurry!”
Ryan got to his feet and clipped the radio to his belt. He surveyed his work for a moment before calling out to his wife. “I’m going topside for a few minutes, hon. I’ll be right back.”
Paige Franklin poked her head out of the kitchen quarters. “Bring Luke back with you. Breakfast is almost ready.”
“Will do.” Ryan took the first left out of the family room and stopped in front of a heavy steel door. Mounted a few inches above the doorknob was a glowing numeric keypad. Ryan punched in his code, and the mechanism hummed and clicked as the triple-deadbolt disengaged. The door swung open on well-oiled hinges, and a series of lights recessed in the ceiling snapped to life, illuminating a narrow stairwell leading upward. Taking a step into the vestibule, Ryan drew the door shut and gave it an extra tug to ensure the lock engaged.
At the top of the staircase, he entered the same code at another door and passed into a small room with narrow windows on three sides and a heavily fortified door on the fourth. Bulky, rolling steel security shutters covered each window, sealing out the early morning light. A motion-activated LED bulb mounted on the wall filled the room with a weak blue-white glow. Ryan crossed the room to a spiral staircase and started to climb, cursing under his breath with each step, regretting for the thousandth time not having his bum knee fixed before the world ended.
He found Luke crouched in the observation tower at the top of the stairs. Luke had barely celebrated his eleventh birthday when Ryan had bundled him and Paige into his old, but well-maintained Chevy Suburban and made the mad dash for their bunker in Arivaca. In the three years since that day, Ryan’s former life as the senior manager of the Saguaro Villa Resort in northwest Tucson had come to seem like something out of a fever dream. As he lay in bed at night, he often wondered what had become of all the people who had not been as fortunate as he and his family. Were they still alive somewhere? Had they become zombies like so many others?
The irony of their predicament didn’t escape him. His brother-in-law Mitch had been the one to convince him to purchase the bunker in Arivaca. For all of Mitch’s lunatic survivalist ravings, he had been right in the end. Not about the Swine Flu or SARS. Not about a catastrophic economic meltdown. No. None of that. In the end, it turned out to be goddamned zombies. A day never passed when Ryan didn’t thank God for his good fortune. If Luke had been at school, or he at work, or Paige off with one of her friends… well, he preferred not to dwell on what might have been. As it was, two of the other three bunkers in the survival community stood vacant, their owners, including Mitch, never having made it out of the city before things went to shit.
Ryan kneeled beside his son. “Your mom—”
Luke pointed toward the west. “Look. Out there.”
“What is it? Another mountain lion?” Over the past several months, Luke had taken to waking early and climbing the tower to search for wildlife in the nearby desert. His reports of animal sightings had become an eagerly anticipated topic of discussion over breakfast each morning, a welcome distraction for the entire family.
Luke gave an exasperated shake of his head. “No. It’s not a mountain lion.” For the first time, Ryan noticed his son’s shaking hands and the frightened pallor of his face. “Look,” Luke insisted, motioning again at the window.
“Okay.” Ryan sidled up to the eight-by-thirty-six-inch horizontal slit that served double-duty as a window. “But your mom says breakfast is ready. We need to go back downstairs after—”
Ryan’s eyes took a second to adjust to the harsh morning light, but when his brain caught up to the images bouncing off the back of his retinas, Paige’s meal admonitions became the least of his worries.
Less than a hundred yards away, midway between the utility shed where he kept his orange Kubota tractor and the solar panel array, was a small cluster of undead. He did a quick count and came up with twelve, not including those he couldn’t yet see on the far side of the shed.
He rocked back on his heels, using the wall to steady himself. “How long have they been out there?”
Luke swallowed. “I don’t know. I was trying to find that coyote pup I saw the other day. I didn’t notice them until one bumped into the shed. Then I called you.”
Ryan opened his mouth to remind Luke he was supposed to scan the surrounding desert first thing every time he came up, but he bit the words back. What was done was done. The important thing was Luke had called him when he had noticed the intruders.
“I’ve never seen this many before,” Luke whispered, his voice full of undisguised awe. “Not this close…”
Ryan moved to the other windows and peered out, one by one. The rising sun in the east made it difficult to see. He squinted. There. In the distance. Five more. The pack appeared to be heading away from the compound, in the direction of the main road. He returned to Luke’s side and checked the shed again.
“What the hell are they doing?” he said under his breath. He put out his hand. “Let me see your binoculars.”
Luke pulled the glasses from his neck and handed them over.
The first zombie that filled Ryan’s view had been a man in its former life. Tall and skinny, like a basketball player, the creature moved with the grace of a newborn giraffe, staggering and lurching in powerful, almost comical strides, as if one leg was a hair shorter than the other. Its skin was stretched tight across the skull and face, the texture of sun-dried leather. The few remaining wisps of hair on the monster’s head shone translucent, bleached a pale white by the unforgiving desert sun.
Ryan panned across the crowd and examined each zombie in turn, trying to get a feel for their average age. He wanted to know if they were newly turned or if they had been in the desert for a while. Hard experience had taught him the old ones were far easier to dispatch than the freshly turned.
Ryan shifted his gaze to the west. His breath caught in his throat. For a second, he thought his eyes were playing tricks on him, that maybe he was imagining the sight before him. He put down the binoculars and scrubbed at his eyes with his fists, then lifted them and refocused.
It was real. Ragged clusters of corpses stretched far into the desert, the leading edge of a roiling tsunami of undead flesh all headed in the same direction—toward the compound. Despite the relative coolness of the tower, Ryan felt a bead of sweat break loose from his hairline and race down his neck and into his shirt. His hands shook as he adjusted the focus on the binoculars, trying to peer deeper into the desert. The wave of undead had no end. The desert floor was a carpet of peristaltic, rotted flesh.
Ryan let the binoculars fall to his chest. He ran his fingers through his thinning hair and tried to think. Luke was saying something, but his words found no purchase. Ryan’s mind raced as he considered the implications of the approaching swarm. He raised the binoculars again and started counting to get a rough estimate of the numbers involved, but quickly gave up. There were thousands, tens of thousands, maybe more. His rational mind refused to accept what he was seeing. He felt ill.
He stood. “Get your stuff.”
“But—”
“Now!” Ryan barked, sharper than he intended. “We’re going downstairs. I have to call Jim.”
Jim Higgins, the other occupant of the small survivalist community, lived in the adjacent bunker. A former banker in Tucson, he shared his shelter with his wife and elderly father, who suffered from Alzheimer's. None of them were early risers, and they likely had no idea what was headed their way.
With a long face, Luke collected his water bottle and sleeping bag and headed for the stairs.
Ryan took a last look through the window before following his son. His thoughts were a confused jumble as he tried to come up with a plan to keep his family alive against the latest threat.
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Madera Canyon
South of Tucson, Arizona
The Same Time
 

Megan Pritchard let out a frustrated groan and rolled from her back to her stomach. She pushed her face into the wadded-up jacket she was using as a pillow, tugging the coarse fabric up and over her ears in a half-hearted attempt to muffle the sounds of morning and claim a few more precious minutes of sleep. It didn’t work. With a defeated sigh, she cracked her eyes open and found herself staring down the barrel of her own Glock, resting in the same place she had left it only a few hours earlier.
Damn it.
Reluctantly, she allowed wakefulness to wash over her. As she lifted her head from her makeshift pillow, she picked up the muted sounds of men speaking in low tones nearby, the cadence of their conversation easy and relaxed.
“… what was it like?”
Megan smiled at the sound of Jack Wolfe’s voice, reminded once again of how fortunate she had been in meeting him when she had.
Another man spoke, his voice deeper than Jack’s, older, filled with a lifetime of hard living. Archie Henderson.
Megan unzipped her sleeping bag down to her waist and sat up. She blinked and ran her fingers through her hair, smoothing it into place. She collected her gun and slipped it into its holster.
“Megan?” Jack called from outside.
“Yeah,” she answered. “I’m awake. I’ll be down in a second.”
She grasped the door zipper and tugged. The sheer mesh fabric of the tent door collapsed into her lap. With a kick, she sent the sleeping bag to her knees. She grabbed her cowboy hat and perched it on her head, then climbed to her knees and ducked out of the tent.
Metallic rustling noises carried from below as the men gave up on trying to be quiet. Perched on a ledge fifteen feet above the rocky canyon floor, Megan had a commanding view of her surroundings. She waved at Jack, and he returned the gesture. She gave Archie a polite nod.
Retracing her path of a few hours before, she spider-climbed down to the floor of the valley, taking care not to slice her hands on the razor-sharp handholds. Jack’s hands closed around her waist as she neared the bottom. She started at the unexpected touch.
“Thanks,” she murmured as her feet touched dirt. “I’ll be right back.” She dashed a few dozen yards up the canyon and slipped behind a fat boulder they had christened the night before as the “Pissing Stone.” She squatted and pulled her pants down in one motion, barely getting them around her ankles before a hot stream of urine exploded from her body.
She heard a sharp click then the low, throaty roar of their portable gas stove as Jack set about boiling water.
After a quick wipe with a crumpled tissue from her pocket, she stood and pulled up her pants, then headed back to camp.
“How’d you sleep?” Jack asked as she drew close.
Megan gave him a noncommittal shrug. “Okay, I guess. How’re things going down here?”
“Quiet,” Jack said.
“Nice and quiet,” Archie confirmed.
“What were you guys talking about?”
Jack looked at Archie and grinned like a schoolboy. “It turns out Archie used to fly Blackbirds.”
Megan cocked her head in confusion.
“The spy plane,” Archie explained. “Like the one in the Air and Space Museum over on Valencia.”
Megan gave him a vague smile. She had no idea what he was talking about, although she could see Jack was clearly excited about whatever it was.
“I’ll bet you’ve got some good stories,” she said, trying to downplay her ignorance.
“Some day,” Archie said with a proud grin, “I’ll tell you all about it.”
Megan gave him a gracious smile. “I’d like that.”
“Me too,” Jack added. “I love planes.”
The pot on the stove rattled, and Jack killed the gas. He poured equal portions of water into three metal cups, then pulled plastic tubes of instant coffee from his backpack and opened each into a cup. He stirred vigorously, the metal spoon making soft tinking sounds with each turn. He added packets of sugar to two of the cups. “We were waiting until you got up,” he said, handing her one of the sugared coffees. “We didn’t want to make too much of a ruckus.”
Megan wrapped her hands around the cup, savoring the heat radiating through the thin metal. “Thanks.” She blew across the top of the mug.
Archie took a quick sip from the unsweetened cup, wincing at the scalding liquid. “Good stuff.”
Megan was grateful she had drawn the first watch the night before and that she hadn’t had to wake up again in the middle of the night as Jack and Archie had. She still felt a twinge of guilt over Archie, though. At sixty-eight, he was probably suffering the effects of the interrupted night’s sleep a lot more than she would have, but he had insisted.
She raised her cup and motioned at a jumble of discarded camping gear a few dozen yards away. Faded with age and weather, the stuff looked to have been abandoned for years. She had wanted to ask the night before when they had first arrived, but Archie’s reluctance to even acknowledge the remains had deterred her.
Archie’s gaze followed her outstretched hand and sighed. He took a long sip of his coffee. “Yeah,” he said, his voice suddenly sounding tired. “About that…”
Megan shared a surreptitious glance with Jack. She knew he was dying to hear the story as well.
Archie got to his feet and turned away from them, toward the remnants of the former campsite. His voice was barely a whisper when he spoke. “We thought we could ride it out.” He stuffed his hands in his pockets and turned back to them. “There were thirty of us. Neighbors mostly, a few couples. A few loners like myself.”
“All from Green Valley?” Jack asked.
Archie snorted. “Yeah. It was a typical retirement village. You know the type. Golf. Swimming. Square dances. The whole nine yards, all the social bullshit you can think of to keep you busy while you wait to die.” The words rolled off his tongue like something poisonous. “My daughter put me there. She said I couldn’t take care of myself anymore.”
A surprised laugh escaped her. “Sorry. Really?” She couldn’t imagine anyone being so wrong.
Archie nodded gravely. “Really. Her husband…” A scowl creased his mouth, and he shook his head, obviously remembering something, but not offering it up for discussion.
“So?” Megan asked. “You came here?”
Archie’s face became grim. “Yeah. Some of us.”
“There were more?” Jack asked as he reached for his coffee.
“Oh, yeah. There were a few hundred of us old farts in the community. Plus medical staff.”
“Where did the rest go?”
Archie looked up at the sky. “You’ve got to understand, I may not act old all the time…” His eyes dropped to meet Megan’s. “But I am. And a lot of the people there were far older. Really old. Waiting to die old.”
Megan took a sip. “I guess—”
Archie cut her off. “And die they did. Most of them in the first few hours. It was crazy, like nothing I’d ever seen before. People I had known for years were jumping out of their wheelchairs and running around like they were twenty again. They were attacking…” He trailed off. “Anyway,” Archie continued with a shake of his head. “There were a few other ex-military guys there, people who had been in the shit. We got together and decided to head up here, to a place we could defend.”
“Makes sense,” Jack said as he began to break down the stove.
“A handful of people made a dash for the old Titan base down the road. They said they were going to seal themselves up inside and wait it out.”
“What’s the Titan base?” Megan asked, her curiosity piqued.
Archie chuckled. “An old Cold War missile base turned tourist trap. Dumbasses. Every last one of them. There was no food there. No water. It was suicide.”
Jack stuffed the stove into his pack and zipped the top flap closed. “How far away is it?”
Archie shrugged and pointed west. “Shit. I don’t know. Ten miles?” He let out a morbid laugh. “You should have seen it—a convoy of electric golf carts heading into the sunset just like an old western. Everyone was armed to the teeth with their putters and nine-irons.”
Megan didn’t allow herself to laugh at Archie’s gallows humor. It was his memory and his alone. Some of the people had likely been his friends. She wanted to move him past the missile base, to the canyon. “So you came here instead?”
Archie laced his fingers together and cracked his knuckles. “Yeah. Well, I’ve been hiking up here for years. Hunting. Camping. I knew there was food. Water. Shade. It was the only place around that made sense, given what was happening.” He gave his coffee a noisy slurp.
“What happened then?” Megan asked, pretty sure she already knew the answer.
Archie shook his head. “Shit happened. You know how it is. Someone fell asleep. They got in…” He stared at his feet, and a sigh rattled through his body. In that instant, he looked positively ancient. He gestured at the ledge. “I made it up there as things were going to hell. Kept quiet. Drank my own piss for a week. I nearly starved to death waiting those bastards out. Finally, they left.”
“Fuck,” Jack said with a shudder.
“Fuck is right. Once they left, I crawled down. I found some food and water and then went right back up. Just in case. There was barely anything left. Bones. Blood. Lots of blood. Fortunately, the fuckers didn’t care about food and water, so I had plenty.”
“How’d you end up in Scorpion Canyon then?” Megan asked. She had a vague third-hand recollection of Archie’s story, but she wanted to hear it from the source.
Archie cleared his throat and spat. “Well, it took me a few days to get the nerve to come down again. I didn’t know where I was going or what I was going to do. All I knew was I couldn’t stay here any longer. I was on the road for two solid weeks before I saw another living person. For a while there, I thought I was the last one.” He chuckled.
“You went to the Air Force base, right?” Megan asked.
Archie gave a grim nod. “Yeah. I was looking for weapons. Food. Something to drive that wasn’t a burned out, broken-down piece of shit. I figured if anyone was still alive, that’s where they’d be.”
“And?” Jack prompted.
A sharp laugh burst from Archie’s mouth. “It was one of the worst ideas I’ve ever had. The base was dead. A fucking graveyard. The zombies were everywhere. I was about to give up…”
“But you didn’t,” Megan said.
“No. I was close, though.” Archie fixed her in his gaze. “And if you ever repeat that to anyone, I’ll deny it until the day I die.”
“That you were about to give up?”
His expression grew rock hard. “Yeah. You never heard that from me. Henderson men don’t give up, and I’m no exception.”
Megan laughed. “Understood.”
The more time she spent with Archie, the more she appreciated his wry sense of humor. He had an old-fashioned sensibility that intrigued her. Silently, she both cursed and thanked the irascible retiree’s daughter for leaving him to rot in the desert.
Archie sat up straight and stretched. “But enough about me. I want to hear what you think.”
“About?”
Archie waved at their surroundings. “About this place. About making it our new home.”
Megan’s gaze moved past Archie, traveling up the sheer walls lining the mouth of the canyon. “I like it. I didn’t believe you at first when you said there was running water here. It’s a completely different climate than Scorpion Canyon.”
Archie nodded eagerly. “And that’s just the beginning. There are two more springs farther up the canyon. In all the years I’ve been coming up here, they’ve never been dry, not even in the worst of droughts.”
“Good,” Megan said, mentally comparing the abundance of Madera Canyon with the meager resources of their current home on the far side of the valley.
“And there’s a ton of wildlife too. Plenty for hunting,” Archie added. “That is if the zombies haven’t eaten the animals already.”
Megan turned to face Jack. “What do you think?”
Jack grinned. “I don’t know about you, but I’m sold. The only question I have is whether we should move everyone over here at once or keep two camps for a little while. Diversify ourselves a bit.”
“I hadn’t considered that,” Megan said, her brow furrowing. “It could be good to keep spread out, but that means more travel, more chance of pulling in a swarm as we go back and forth.”
Jack nodded. “Good point.”
Archie shuffled across the canyon to the remains of the former settlement. He picked up a weather-beaten woman’s suitcase, inspected it, then dropped it and returned. “With a little work, we can make this place stronger than Scorpion Canyon. We can build a bigger fence and make a real go at surviving long-term. I think we should get busy as soon as possible, then bring everyone over once we’re ready. One trip.”
Megan considered his suggestion. While she was reluctant to keep all of her tenuous population concentrated in one location, she knew intuitively they were not yet strong enough to divide. Maybe in a year. Maybe two. But not at the moment. “I guess that settles it, then,” she said as she dumped the dregs of her coffee on the ground. “It looks like we’re moving.”




Three
 

 

Franklin Compound
Arivaca, Arizona
 

“Jim. Come in. This is Ryan.” Ryan held his breath and waited. On any other day, he would have simply gone upstairs, opened the door, and dashed across the hard-packed dirt courtyard to Jim’s bunker. But not with what was waiting outside.
His radio crackled. “Hey, Ryan. What’s up?” By the cheerful tone, his neighbor clearly had no idea what was going on topside.
“We’ve got company,” Ryan said. “And a lot more inbound.”
Jim didn’t respond right away, but when he did, his voice had lost all of its cheer. “What do you mean?”
Ryan envisioned Jim sitting in his bunker, the layout identical to his own, but with different furniture and decorations. His elderly father would be parked in his ratty leather chair, the twin of the chair he had left back in Marana during the evacuation. Ryan had never seen the original, but he had heard the story enough times to accept it as fact. Felecia, Jim’s third wife, would be somewhere nearby, her hair done up as usual, her makeup flawless.
Paige entered the living room, carrying two plates full of powdered eggs and sizzling bacon. Ryan nudged the AR-15 parts aside and motioned for her to deposit the food on the coffee table.
“Is everything okay?” she whispered as she slid the plates on the scuffed tabletop.
Ryan held up the index finger of his free hand, motioning for her to wait. He pressed the transmit button. “Do me a favor. Take a look outside and call me back.” He put down the radio and plucked a skinny piece of bacon from the plate. “Sorry,” he told Paige before stuffing the bacon into his mouth.
Paige’s face grew stern, and her hands went to her hips. “You didn’t answer my question. I asked if something’s wrong.”
Ryan closed his eyes and gritted his teeth. “Maybe…” He clipped the radio to his belt and opened his arms, urging her to come to him.
Paige shook her head and took a step back. “What is it? What’s going on?”
“Tell her, Dad,” Luke said from the doorway.
Ryan had been hoping to downplay the situation until he had more information and was absolutely sure it was worth worrying her. In theory, they were perfectly safe holed up in the bunker as long as the undead didn’t detect their presence. But he couldn’t dispel the image of the approaching wave. There were so many. Over the years, he had grown accustomed to dealing with the occasional straggler; most of the time a quick shot to the head and a trip to a nearby wash was the extent of his involvement. The mob outside was unlike anything he had ever seen or even imagined. For the first time since arriving in Arivaca, Ryan questioned his ability to protect his family.
He made a snap decision. “There’s a swarm heading in this direction,” he said, keeping a measured, confident voice. “A big one.”
“They’re everywhere,” Luke chimed in, his voice cracking the way it had been recently.
Ryan shot him an angry glare, and Luke looked away.
“So?” Paige said. “We’ve dealt with swarms before.”
“Not on—”
The radio crackled. “Holy shit!” Jim said. “Did you see all of them fuckers out there?”
Paige frowned. Although Jim had been a banker in his previous life, he tended to curse like a sailor when out of earshot of his own wife. Sometimes he forgot Paige had the same sensitivities as Felecia.
“Yeah,” Ryan said, keying the transmitter. “We saw ’em.”
The radio squawked again. “There’s gotta be thousands of them. Hey—”
“Jim?” Ryan asked, alarmed at the break in the transmission.
Jim’s voice came back in a whisper. “I think they know we’re here.”
Ryan’s heart skipped a beat. He closed his eyes and sucked in a deep breath before responding. “What do you mean?”
“I… I’m not sure. I was watching them. Talking to you. One of them turned, and I swear, it locked eyes with me. The next thing I know, it started to moan. Now they’re all doing it! God damn it!”
Ryan’s skin crawled as he caught the unmistakable din of the creatures in the background of Jim’s transmission. His head swam. His vision blurred as a headache blossomed between his temples. If the undead had already detected their presence, it was inevitable they would congregate above, searching for food they knew was somewhere near. Searching for them. If that happened, all bets were off. The undead had no sense of time, no way to know when to give up. A few feet of dirt was nothing to them. They would wait, forever if necessary, while Ryan and his family starved to death like rats.
“Can you take them out?” Ryan asked, scrambling for ideas.
“Negative,” Jim said. “Too much noise.”
Ryan chewed his lip. “Yeah. I get you. Fuck!”
Paige scowled, and he reached out to touch her arm, to reassure her. She brushed him off, turning away and sinking onto the couch. She set to work on the already ragged quicks of her fingernails.
“We need to figure this out,” Jim said. “Before they get here. Find some way to detour them around us.”
Ryan stared at his family, barely seeing them. Jim was right. But the opportunity to create a diversion had vanished as soon as the creatures detected Jim. The only real option left, the one Ryan had hoped to avoid at all costs, was to go outside and dispose of the zombies already in the area. Once that was done, they could hunker down inside and wait for the creatures to pass by overhead.
“Damn it!” he growled, barely able to constrain his frustration. After all of their years of preparation and planning, everything came down to one terrible instant, and in the end, he found himself no better off than that first day back in Tucson.
Steeling himself, he put the radio to his mouth and mashed the transmit button. “Here’s what we’re going to do. You and I are going outside and we’re going to take care of those motherfuckers before they can draw any more attention. Once we’re clear, we’ll figure out how to prevent this from happening again.”
Luke perked up. “We’re going outside?”
Ryan tensed. “We’re not going anywhere!” He glared at Paige, but spoke to Luke. “Jim and I are going out. You’re staying right here with your mother.”
“But Dad…” Luke whined.
“No buts,” Ryan said. “Jim?” he asked into the radio. “You still there?”
Jim answered, his voice full of resignation. “Yeah. I’m here. Let’s get this over with.”
Ryan was already heading for his gun locker as he keyed the radio. “I’ll see you up top in five.”
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While Jack and Archie piled gear into their old forest service pickup truck, Megan set off to take a closer look at the remains of the previous settlement. Based on the mix of tattered fabric and tortured metal poles, she guessed there had been at least eight tents, ranging in size from a small two-person model all the way up to cavernous family-sized versions that had probably held six or eight people each. Among the wreckage, she found several plastic coolers, their contents long ago scoured away by the native denizens of the canyon. Part of her cringed at the idea of constructing a new settlement atop a graveyard, yet at the same time, she knew it was unavoidable. Searching for a spot of unhallowed ground in these times was a fool’s errand at best.
Megan glanced at Archie, watching him joking with Jack as he hefted a backpack into the bed of the truck. The sight tugged at her heartstrings. Archie had known those people. He had lived with them, then had been witness to their slaughter. As much as he tried to hide his emotions, coming back had to have reopened old wounds. Megan wondered if there had been anyone special in the group, someone who had meant as much to Archie as Jack did to her. He didn’t wear a wedding band, and while he had mentioned having a daughter, he hadn’t said anything about other children or a wife. She resolved to find a discreet way to ask him later, once things calmed down.
Her thoughts shifted to the move. The logistics were going to be a nightmare, not to mention the security challenges inherent in getting everyone twenty miles across the valley while remaining undetected by the roving bands of undead. The one hundred and thirty-seven people residing in Scorpion Canyon had settled into a routine, built homes for themselves, and even set up a school. After everything they had experienced, uprooting them was going to be traumatic. She didn’t expect anyone to refuse. Self-preservation was too strong of an instinct for that to happen. But there would be grumbling, and she would have to hold a few hands.
If it weren’t for the damned water, she lamented, none of this would be necessary.
She inhaled deeply, savoring the pristine scent of the uninhabited canyon. It was so different from home, which after years of constant habitation carried the permanent scent of man—food cooking, garbage, and occasionally raw sewage when the wind blew the wrong way. They would do better in the new place, she vowed, make something permanent, a place they could truly call home.
She stole a glance at the clear blue sky. For the second year in a row, the summer monsoon rains had failed to materialize. When summer turned to fall with no hint of natural moisture, Megan had tried to convince herself that winter would provide a respite, that there was still hope to be had. But the rains never came. The streams leading to the mouth of Scorpion Canyon, once reliably fed by snowmelt and a series of shallow springs high in the Catalina Mountains, remained barren and dry. Where water had flowed clean and fresh, there was only dirt and dead vegetation to be found. The community had been subsisting on a combination of bottled water scavenged from Tucson and the amounts they had collected in their cistern. She figured they had at most six weeks of water left, and that was after she had already cut all nonessential uses of the precious liquid, including washing, laundry, and limiting food preparation to dried foods where possible.
She surveyed the mouth of the canyon. It was far narrower than that of Scorpion Canyon, which would work in their favor. They would still have to build a fence to keep the random trickle of undead at bay. Unlike at Scorpion Canyon, however, they had no existing fence infrastructure upon which to start. Living quarters would be another challenge, although not quite as difficult. Scorpion Canyon had blessed them with a fully stocked visitor center with barred windows and easily controlled entrances and exits. None of that existed in the new area. What they did have in their favor was an abundance of recreational vehicles stashed in the garages of neighboring Green Valley. It wouldn’t require too much effort to tow a few of the abandoned vehicles into the canyon for housing. The only challenge would be getting the RVs in without drawing unwanted attention. But that was nothing new. She couldn’t count the number of times they had ventured out on a supply raid, not seen a single zombie the entire time, and then discovered they had somehow picked up a trail of undead a mile long on their return. After the first several times that had happened, she made sure they took a circuitous route so as not to draw any unwanted visitors to home base. They would have to do the same while they were moving and once they had finished the transition.
Megan thought of her old friend Cesar, who had helped her settle Scorpion Canyon shortly after the uprising. She wished he were there to help with the move, to tell her she was making the right decisions. She recalled the grim smile on his face the last time they had spoken. Shortly after he was infected, with a few simple words, he had transferred responsibility for the nascent community to her shoulders and then left her to end his life alone. At the time, she had been terrified at the idea of leading so many people. She had no idea what to do, what to say. Over time and with the help of the people around her, she had picked up the pieces and taken the community in a direction that would have made Cesar proud. She hoped.
She let her eyes follow the line of the road up the canyon. According to Archie, there were ample escape routes through the Santa Rita mountains, although in his words they were a “little steeper” than those in Scorpion Canyon. That was the only downside as far as she could see, and it was something she could live with.
The squawk of a radio shattered the quiet of the morning. Megan set off at a trot for the truck. While they all wore portable radios on their hips, they relied on scavenged military equipment for long-distance communication.
Jack already had the radio out and was speaking into it when she arrived. “It’s Steve,” he mouthed, his eyes full of concern.
Megan held out her hand, and Jack passed her the radio.
“What’s up, Steve?” she asked.
“Hey. We’ve… uh… got a bit of a situation over here.”
The hairs stood up on the back of Megan’s neck. There was no such thing as a ‘bit of a situation’ anymore, not since the dead had begun to walk. She tried to imagine Steve sitting in the main office in the visitor center, his ratty red baseball cap pulled low over his eyes, the blue vest he always wore unzipped halfway, and his feet up on the desk.
“What kind of situation?” she asked, locking eyes with Archie.
“Are you still planning to head back this afternoon?”
Megan gave Jack a confused shrug. “Yeah. We just finished loading the truck. It looks good over here.” She didn’t want to say much more until she had a chance to speak to Steve face to face. Of all of the people who would need handholding, he was at the top of the list.
“You may want to wait a little while. Maybe another night…”
Megan was perplexed. “Why would we want to do that? We’re done over here.”
“Something’s wrong,” Archie whispered.
Megan gave him a concerned nod. “What is it, Steve?”
Steve took a few seconds to respond. “We’ve got a swarm at the gate—”
“A swarm?” Megan gasped. “How big?”
“Fifty. Sixty. A hundred maybe,” Steve replied. She could hear the fear in his voice.
Megan bit her lip. A hundred zombies at the gate was most definitely not a small problem. “How long have they been there?”
Archie stepped away from the truck and began walking downhill, toward the mouth of the canyon. Jack moved in closer to Megan.
“They showed up sometime last night. We went out and took care of them like usual. This morning, though, there were more.”
“Shit,” Megan said, removing her thumb off the transmitter so Steve couldn’t hear.
Jack motioned at the radio. “Ask him if he’s sure of the numbers.”
She pressed the button and relayed the question.
“Yeah. I’m sure,” Steve said. “Hey. Hold on a second.”
“What the hell?” Jack sounded as frustrated as she felt.
Steve’s voice crackled through the tiny speaker again. “We’ve got more inbound. A lot more. They’re all over the place!”
“Hey, guys!” Archie was pointing north, at the mouth of the canyon.
Megan followed his outstretched hand, and her eyes grew wide as she saw the reason for his alarm. A small pack of zombies had entered the roadway near the entrance gate. The group stood stock still, as if waiting for something.
She cursed under her breath and hit the transmit button. “Are you still there, Steve?”
“Yeah, I’m here.”
“Do you have things under control?”
“I… yeah… I think so. They’re congregating a few hundred yards from the fence. I don’t know what the hell they’re doing. They’re just standing there like they’re waiting for something…”
Megan’s mind raced as she tried to figure out what to tell him. It was Steve’s first time dealing with a crisis of this magnitude, and he was probably on the edge of panic. For the first time, she regretted leaving him in charge. She decided to keep it simple and tell him to do exactly what she would do if she were there. “Okay. Keep your eyes on them and, if they make a move, take out as many as you can as quickly and quietly as you can. It looks like we’ve got a few unexpected visitors of our own to deal with. We’ll lay low and talk again in a few hours.”
She heard silence, then a sharp squawk of static. An accidental press of the transmitter perhaps.
“Gotcha,” Steve said a second later. “We’ll handle it. Talk to you soon.”
“Over and out.” She put down the radio and motioned for Jack to follow, then set off at a jog to catch up with Archie.
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Twenty-five. Twenty-six. Twenty-seven.
Ryan gulped. A sour taste flooded his mouth. There were twenty-seven zombies in the courtyard. He pulled his head back from the peephole and put his radio to his mouth. “You’ve got quite the party going on over there.”
“Ha-ha. Very funny,” Jim said. “How many do we have?”
“Twenty-seven.”
“I hope you’re kidding.”
“Nope.”
“Christ. How do you wanna do this?” Jim asked.
Ryan broke down his plan step by step. While the corpses were focused on Jim’s tower, he had a brief window in which they wouldn’t notice his approach from the rear. At least he hoped they wouldn’t. He would sneak up behind them and take out as many as possible with his suppressed Ruger MK II. The pistol, which he had originally acquired for the purpose of teaching Paige and Luke how to shoot, had turned out to be a godsend when it came to dispatching the undead. One pop to the head at close range, and the creatures went down like a sack of potatoes. The only limitation was the magazine, which held only ten rounds. Ryan had four extras, two in each pocket, but he doubted he would get the opportunity to use them all. He cursed himself for wasting his stockpile of Colibri subsonic rounds on varmints and tin cans. If he still had that ammunition, he would have been able to sit in his own observation tower and pick off the bastards in safety. He sighed. Once he had thinned the herd a little, Jim would slip out and join in the slaughter. With any luck, they’d be back inside, safe with their families, inside of ten minutes. With the larger horde almost upon them, ten minutes was all the time they had. They would leave the remains for cleanup later.
Ryan patted the nightstick hanging from his hip. After the Ruger, his police baton was his second favorite weapon for dealing with the undead. Rotted skulls, it turned out, were no match for a blow from the polished hardwood, plus it was a useful defensive tool for holding the creatures off if they happened to get too close.
Placing his fingers under the rough-hewn, two-by-six brace securing the heavy steel tower door, he lifted the bar up and out of the way. He had already unlocked two of the three deadbolts, leaving only a single keypad identical to those securing the stairwell between himself and the horrors waiting outside. With a final glance through the peephole, he punched in the unlock code.
An acrid stench assaulted him as he stepped outside, and it took everything he had not to gag. He cast a glance at Jim’s door, hoping and praying his friend would be ready to move when the time came.
He covered the distance to the rear edge of the mob in a quick dash, the soles of his favorite running shoes barely making a whisper on the hard-packed desert floor. He raised the Ruger as he approached the first zombie, a teenage male about Luke’s age, and squeezed the trigger once. The gun whispered, and the thing that used to be a boy crashed to the ground. So close to the crowd, the sound and the stench made Ryan’s skin crawl. He tried to put it out of his mind, to focus on the task at hand, but he was quickly approaching his limit.
Pivoting to his next target, he placed the muzzle of the Ruger against the creature’s skull and pulled the trigger. The pistol chirped, and the zombie collapsed. Using the same method, he dispatched three more zombies in quick succession. He was down to half a magazine.
Something brushed his shoulder. Spinning, Ryan found himself face to face with an old woman—Native American, some reptilian part of his brain informed him. Her mouth hung open, and a cool, fetid blast of rotten-meat-scented breath rolled over her toothless gums, bathing his face in the stench of abject despair. Ryan choked and tried to breathe through his mouth.
Now, where did you come from? Taking two steps back to put some space between himself and the zombie, he centered his aim on her forehead and squeezed the trigger. The gun spat, and the old woman twitched as the bullet found its mark.
She kept coming.
Ryan cursed and fired again. A neat little hole opened up over her left eye. A viscous stream of liquefied brain matter squirted out, barely missing him.
She kept coming.
Fuck! He was down to three rounds. He heard the sound of feet in the dirt behind him. The guttural moans grew in volume as the horde shifted, zeroing in on him. The woman reached out and shuffled forward. Ryan’s brain raced as he tried to comprehend why she hadn’t gone down. She had two bullets in her head. One should have been enough. Centering his aim on a hairy mole growing in the divot between her eyes, he fired again. One round left. The old woman’s face went slack, and she crashed to the ground at his feet, kicking up a cloud of dust in the process. Ryan glanced over his shoulder and found he was out of room. Two more creatures had flanked him, while the rest of the horde, close to fifteen he figured, bore down on him from the front.
“Jim!” he screamed. “Get out here!”
A rifle cracked above him, and the head of the zombie closest to Ryan disappeared in a black and gray mist. Glancing up, Ryan saw the deadly end of an AR-15 poking through the window, aiming in his general direction. He heard another crack and ducked as the gun fired again.
Ryan ground his teeth in fury. The noise would draw the incoming zombies like flies to shit. He had told Luke to wait underground with his mother until he gave the all clear, and as usual, the boy hadn’t listened.
“Behind you!” Jim called.
Ryan twisted his head in time to see his neighbor raise an old Louisville Slugger and pulverize the skull of a nearby zombie. He hadn’t even heard Jim’s door open.
Meanwhile, the AR-15 continued to chatter as Luke worked his way through the crowd.
Ryan waved at his son and screamed, “God damn it! Stop shooting!”
His plea was answered by a final report, which decapitated an elderly man near the solar panels and sent bits of brain matter and congealed blood sliding down the dull black glass in a slow-motion waterfall of gore.
Luke’s rifle fell silent. There were less than a half-dozen corpses left on their feet, and their attention was divided between Ryan and Jim.
Ryan slipped his gun into his holster and tore the baton from his waist. It was time to get up close and personal.
Jim shrieked.
Spinning toward the source of the noise, Ryan discovered Jim only a few yards away, whirling like an out of control dervish as he tried to shake loose a sun-dried monstrosity that had somehow gotten its fingers laced around his tactical vest. “Jim!” he yelled, as he took off at a sprint.
Ryan wasn’t fast enough. Knocked off balance by the frenetic thrashing of the creature latched to his chest, Jim tumbled to the ground with a scream. In a heartbeat, the creature was at his throat, its teeth sinking in through the soft flesh with a wet tearing sound.
Luke screamed, “Dad! Watch out! Behind you!”
Tearing his attention from the sight of his downed neighbor, Ryan searched for the source of his son’s alarm. When he found it, his blood turned to ice.
A second mob of undead had emerged from behind the shed, and they were heading in his direction. They would be on top of him in seconds. Shouting from the direction of Jim’s tower drew Ryan’s attention. Jim was on his feet again, banging on his door. Blood gushed from a deep wound on the side of his neck. The zombie responsible for the injury lay in the dirt, the contents of its skull a rotten puddle of stench. Jim’s Louisville Slugger lay abandoned a few feet away.
“No!” Ryan screamed.
Jim’s door swung open, and Jim slipped inside his bunker. The door slammed shut behind him, and Ryan heard the electric grind of industrial-grade deadbolts falling into place.
He dashed over and banged his fist against the cool, smooth metal. “Jim! Felecia! You can’t do this! Your family!”
He got no response. His heart sank.
A groan just behind him caused him to jump. A quick glance over his shoulder at the approaching horde told him he was almost out of time.
“Hurry up, Dad!” Luke shouted. The AR-15 started to spit fire as Luke set to work on the new threats.
Abandoning all pretense of an orderly retreat, Ryan ran the fastest twenty-yard dash of his life, his only goal reaching his bunker in one piece. Their plan was blown. Jim was dead. And soon, Ryan feared, he and his family would be, too.
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About half an hour later, the zombies by the gate finally wandered back into the desert. With no other immediate threats, Megan decided to take advantage of their departure delay to hike higher into the canyon and check the condition of the other springs Archie had mentioned. Archie agreed to stay behind and guard the truck, claiming a little alone time with his memories would be good for him and that he could handle any zombie foolish enough to wander into their camp.
By the time she and Jack reached the third spring, Megan was dripping with sweat, and her legs burned with the exertion of the steady uphill climb.
She dipped her fingertips into the sun-dappled water in the primitive stone spring catchment tank beside the trail and flinched. “Holy crap! It’s freezing!”
Jack grinned. “I’ll bet.”
She brought a cupped hand full of water to her mouth and took a tentative sip. She licked her lips and smiled. “It’s good. Clean.” She opened her fingers, and the remaining water dribbled to the ground.
Jack glanced back down the hill. “It’s steep enough we shouldn’t have any problem directing the flow.” He pointed to a flat spot a hundred yards away. “We could probably build a cistern right there.”
Megan followed his gaze. “I like it.” It would be a bitch getting the construction materials so far up the canyon, and it would take time to complete construction, but a cistern up there was definitely within the realm of possibility. However, with three springs, water wouldn’t be a problem for a long time.
“I think we can do a lot more than we did over in Scorpion Canyon,” she said. “Hell, maybe we should put up two cisterns, one here and one near the middle spring as a backup.”
Jack nodded enthusiastically. “I like the idea of a backup.”
Megan pulled her water bottle from her pack and unscrewed the lid. “We should fill up while we’re here.” She dipped the bottle into the tank.
Jack agreed, taking out his own bottle and doing the same.
Megan scanned the nearby forest as she stuffed the full bottle into her pack. “I’m kind of surprised we haven’t seen any wildlife yet. I would have expected to have seen something on the way. I mean, Archie said he used to hunt up here all the time.”
Jack shrugged. “I’m sure they’re here. There are probably animals all around us. They’re just staying out of sight”
Megan hefted her pack. “Yeah. You’re probably right.” She checked her watch. “I’m going to give Archie a call.”
“Okay,” Jack said before taking a sip from his bottle.
Megan unclipped her short-range radio from her belt and put it to her mouth. She pushed the transmit button. “Archie? Are you there?”
The radio emitted a burst of static, then Archie’s voice came through loud and clear. “Yep. How’re things up your way?”
“Good. Really good. The other springs are flowing fine, just like you said. I think we even figured out where to put our first cistern.”
“I told you so!” Archie responded, the excitement in his voice contagious. “Did you guys see the bear?”
Bear? Megan spun around to check all sides of the clearing. “What bear?”
Archie guffawed. “I can’t believe you missed it! It came ambling down the canyon a few minutes after you guys headed up the trail. You must have walked right past it.”
Megan frowned. “You didn’t say anything about bears.”
“Fuck,” Jack muttered. “I hate bears. Nasty creatures.”
Megan gave the nearby brush another nervous glance. “I don’t hate them. I just hate the idea of one more thing out there trying to eat us.”
“Yeah,” Jack said. “Well, at least they aren’t undead.”
Megan grew serious. “We hope.” In truth, no one had any idea if the zombie virus had affected the animal population. They hadn’t seen any signs indicating it had; however, they hadn’t seen enough animals in general to make an accurate determination. Dogs and cats, abundant in Tucson before the outbreak, had all but disappeared. Whether they had been consumed by the undead or had gone feral and vanished into the desert was anyone’s guess. At night, they sometimes heard the distinctive yip-yip-yip of coyotes calling, but none had ever ventured close to the compound. The idea of zombie bears was one she didn’t even want to contemplate.
Jack patted the pistol strapped to his hip. “I don’t think we have to worry about zombie bears. If they were infected, we would have encountered them a long time ago.”
Megan gave him a dubious grin, then keyed the radio. “We’re heading back down now. We should be back in about a half hour, maybe a little longer.”
Archie responsed, “Take your time. It’s all quiet down here.”
“No more signs of our visitors?”
“Nope. All clear.”
“Good. We’ll see you soon.” She clipped the radio to her belt and met Jack’s eyes. “You ready?”
“Always,” he said, lacing his thumbs under his chest strap. “I’m getting kind of hungry.”
“Me too.”
With a determined stride, Megan set off down the hill.
 

***
 

When they rounded the last corner on the trail, Megan did a double take. Archie had moved from his safe perch on the ledge down to the hood of the truck. He had the binoculars up and was focused intently on something in the desert in the direction of the canyon mouth.
After sharing a concerned glance with Jack, she broke into a trot, quickly covering the twenty yards between the edge of the forest and the truck. “Is everything okay?” she asked as she reached Archie’s side.
Archie jumped at the sound of her voice, and his rifle slid off his lap and clattered onto the hood with a hollow clang. Megan caught the weapon before it could roll to the ground and handed it back to him.
“Don’t do that!” Archie snapped. “You damn near gave me a heart attack!”
“Sorry.” She tilted her head in the direction Archie had been staring and gave him a pointed look.
Archie removed the binoculars from around his neck and offered them to her. “See for yourself.”
Megan unslung her pack and dropped it to the ground. She took the binoculars and placed them to her eyes. The image was a blurry mess. She adjusted the focus knob, and the image snapped into stark clarity. “Shit! Where’d they come from?”
“What is it?” Jack asked.
“Trouble.” She swept the binoculars across the valley, trying to estimate how many zombies were there. The creatures were everywhere she looked, staggering along in lockstep as if on some sort of forced march. She passed the binoculars to Jack and turned to Archie. “Where the hell did they come from? Why didn’t you call?”
Archie’s face flushed, and his gaze fell to his feet. “Things were quiet. I… uh… I took a little nap. When I woke up, they were out there. I was about to call, but you came back.” He pointed at the radio sitting on the hood beside him. “They only showed up a few minutes ago.”
The radio in the truck shrieked. Jack reached through the window and grabbed the handset. He listened, then said, “Come again?” with a quizzical expression.
Megan moved closer so she could hear better. “Try again,” she said.
Jack shrugged and thumbed the transmit button. “Steve? This is Jack. Is everything okay over there?”
No response.
“Must have been an accident—” Archie started.
The radio let out another sharp burst of static, cutting him off. Steve’s terrified voice came screaming over the airwaves. “They’re through! They’re inside the gate!”
Inside the gate? What the hell? Megan tore the radio from Jack’s grasp. “What do you mean inside?”
“There are too many of them!” Steve yelled. “They’re everywhere!” The sharp rattle of automatic weapons fire threatened to drown out his voice.
Megan felt sick to her stomach. “Steve! Talk to me! I need to know what’s happening!”
“We need to get over there,” Jack yelled, pulling open the truck door and sliding behind the wheel. “Get your stuff!”
Megan shook her head and held up a finger. “Wait. I want to—”
Steve transmitted again. “Oh, my God! They’re right outside!”
Megan slammed her fist against the roof of the truck and cursed. With Tucson and all of its hazards between them and Scorpion Canyon, it would take at least an hour, maybe two, to pick their way home. That was too long. Steve was on his own, whether she liked it or not.
She tried to think, to come up with a plan that would allow them to delay the inevitable. She keyed the radio. “Can you get everyone into the old mine?” The mine, halfway up the canyon, had more than enough room for the entire population of the camp, though moving everyone there under the face of a zombie invasion would be a logistical nightmare.
“It’s too late,” Steve said, his voice full of defeat. “There are too many…” A pistol shot echoed through the radio, followed by silence.
“Steve!” Megan shouted. “Steve! Come in!”
She looked at Jack, then at Archie. Panic wrapped its icy fingers around her heart. She stared at the radio in her hand, seeing not a piece of useful military hardware, but a vicious animal intent upon taking her life. “Steve!”
There was no response. He was gone.


 

Seven
 

 


Franklin Compound
Arivaca, Arizona
 

By the time Ryan got inside, Luke was already at ground level, his gun trained on the door, his face a grim mask of determination.
“Quick! Help me with this!” Ryan bellowed as a corpse slammed against the other side of the door.
Luke slung his gun over his shoulder and dashed over. Ryan leaned against the door, and Luke slid the heavy wooden crossbar into place. Ryan threw the deadbolts before stopping to catch his breath.
On the other side of the door, the undead raged, the fury of their assault rattling the door in its frame. Their putrescent stench wafted through the cracks around the edge, filling the small room and making Ryan sick to his stomach. Their moans drowned out all thought, a dull roar worming its way into his skull like a dentist’s drill.
Ryan pointed at the door to the bunker. “Downstairs! Now!”
Luke didn’t need to be told twice. His fingers flew over the keypad, and the door snapped open.
A minute later, they piled through the bottom door and into the main living quarters. As Ryan slammed the door behind him, the wail of the creatures on the surface subsided to a distant whine.
He put his hand on Luke’s shoulder and squeezed. “Are you okay?”
Luke was shaking uncontrollably, his teeth chattering as though he had just taken a dip in ice-cold water. He tried to say something, but it came out in a slurred stutter.
Paige flew into the room and dropped to a knee in front of her son. “Luke. Talk to me.”
“I-I’m… okay. I-I think,” Luke stammered.
Paige gave Ryan an accusatory glare. “What happened up there? I heard shooting! What did you do to him?”
Ryan’s vision dimmed, and he leaned against the wall.
“Ryan?” Paige’s anger turned to concern.
He shook his head slowly. Painfully. “We… we screwed up. Jim—”
Paige’s hand flew to her mouth. She had become close with Felecia, mostly out of necessity, as they were the only living women for miles. They spoke frequently on the radio and occasionally visited each other in their respective bunkers. “Oh, no!”
“It gets worse,” Ryan said, pulling away from the wall. “He went back into his bunker afterward. I… I couldn’t stop him.”
“I need to call Felecia,” Paige said, grabbing for his radio.
Ryan put his hand over the handset on his hip and shook his head. “It’s too late.”
“But—”
“He got bit on the neck.”
The color drained from her face. “His family…” Her hand went to her chest, and she looked as if she was about to faint.
Ryan put a hand out to steady her. “I’m sorry.” He sucked in a breath. “But that’s not all—”
He motioned for them to follow him into the living room. Paige sat beside him on the couch. He took her hand in his. Luke settled into an overstuffed beanbag.
Taking care not to leave anything out, Ryan recapped the events on the surface, beginning with his initial attack and finishing off with his mad dash for the safety of the bunker. He left nothing out, describing in excruciating detail the mistakes they had made, and how those errors in judgment had cost Jim and his family their lives, and almost Ryan’s own.
“I’m sorry, Dad,” Luke said at one point. “I shouldn’t have started shooting.”
Ryan wanted to be angry, but he was too grateful to be alive to hold on to the emotion. “It’s okay,” he said in a measured tone. He gave Paige a pointed look. He would have words with her later about why she had allowed Luke to leave her side.
“So what now?” Paige asked, her voice quavering.
Ryan slumped into the couch, defeat clawing at his will to continue. “There are too many of them. There’s no way… we have to go.”
Paige leaned in closer. “I’m sorry. Did you say we have to go?”
Ryan nodded and met her eyes. “Yeah. That’s exactly what I said. There are too many, and there are a lot more coming. There’s no way we can outlast them.”
“But where are we going to go?” Luke asked, worry lines creasing his forehead.
“I don’t know,” Ryan muttered. “East. Away from here.”
“Can’t we ride it out?” Paige asked, her voice rising. “Won’t they give up eventually?”
Ryan didn’t answer. Paige knew full well how the undead acted when they sensed food. And right then, his family was the food. He slid to the edge of the couch and struggled to his feet. “The Suburban is already loaded with food and fuel. Grab your bags and whatever you can’t bear to leave behind. We don’t have much time. I’m… uh… going to go double-check everything.” With a final look around his home, he turned and set off for the far end of the bunker and the access hatch to the garage on the surface.
“But…” Paige pleaded. “Can’t we—”
Ryan looked back over his shoulder. “I’m sorry. We don’t have any choice.” As he turned back toward the garage, he heard her sob, and not for the first time that day, he felt himself die a little inside.
 

***
 

Fifteen minutes later, Ryan and his family were on the surface, sitting inside the Suburban. The engine was off, and the garage door was closed. The keys were in the ignition. Built into a low hillside, the garage had dirt on three sides and on the roof. The incessant roar of the creatures made it almost impossible to think.
Ryan put a hand on Paige’s knee and forced a smile onto his face. The frown he got back told him she wasn’t buying it, that she could see right through his attempt. “Buckle up,” he said. “We’re getting out of here.”
Their seat belts clicked home like gunshots on a still day. Ryan took the remote control from the dashboard. Like the security system inside the house, the garage received all its power from the solar array. He hadn’t checked the mechanics of the door mechanism recently, and he hoped—no, prayed—it would work on the first try. His nightmare scenario was the door only opening partway, enough for the undead to crawl underneath and trap them where they sat. He didn’t know what he feared more: starving to death in the underground bunker or dying in the front seat of his truck.
He turned the key to the first position and watched the needle on the fuel gauge swing to full. The battery meter showed full, courtesy of the trickle charger he had always kept attached. On a long wooden shelf beside the door, he spied a crate of cigarettes. Originally stockpiled to use as barter with the other inhabitants of the compound, they were useless, one more wasted artifact of a dead civilization and yet another reminder of how truly unprepared he had been.
“Brace yourselves,” he said through gritted teeth. Looking in the mirror, he saw Luke tighten his grip on the back of Paige’s seat. “This is going to be ugly.”
Ryan held his breath and turned the key the rest of the way. For a split-second, it seemed the truck wouldn’t start, but then it roared to life. The motor sounded like a jet engine in the enclosed space. The noise drowned out the cries of the undead.
He exchanged a quick glance with Paige. She gave him a slight nod, the signal of encouragement he so desperately needed. He pressed the button on the remote and slipped the truck into drive. His foot remained on the brake.
The garage door rattled and shook like something alive as it trundled up on its tracks. Ryan leaned over the wheel, trying to see out, and when the door finally cleared the hood of the Suburban, he let out a gasp. The entire population of undead in the courtyard had turned from his door and were lurching and staggering in their direction.
“Ryan!” Paige shrieked. “Watch out!”
A lone one-armed corpse appeared at the edge of the garage and slipped through the door. It launched itself at the hood of the truck, the broken nails of its remaining hand scrabbling for purchase on the cool metal as it fumbled its way toward the driver’s side.
Ryan lifted his foot from the brake and jammed the gas pedal to the floor. With tires squealing on polished concrete, the truck rocketed from the garage. The zombie at the hood disappeared, and the truck bounced wildly as the wheels crushed the corpse into the packed desert soil. Ryan gave the brakes a light tap to maintain control and spun the wheel sharply to the right, angling the Suburban away from the courtyard and toward the unmaintained dirt road that would eventually take them to Arivaca Road, three miles to the north.
Stealing a glance in the rearview mirror, he saw Luke craning his neck to survey their surroundings. It was the first time since the uprising any of them had been outside of the compound, and Ryan was sure that to his son, everything looked new and exciting, despite their predicament.
A pair of zombies appeared from behind a drooping cluster of cholla cacti. Ryan sped up, sending the monsters to the same fate as the creature in the garage. The vehicle reached the dirt road a few seconds later.
“Ryan. Look!” Paige pointed at the western horizon.
Ryan did and immediately wished he hadn’t. What had looked like a far-off horde from the tower less than an hour before had grown to something beyond comprehension. Zombies blanketed the landscape.
“Do you see them?” Paige asked, her voice a warbling shriek. “Where did they come from?”
Ryan swallowed and focused on driving. “I wish I knew.” He didn’t really care where they came from, only that they were in his rear-view mirror.
Filled with grim resolve, he increased the pressure on the accelerator.


 

Eight
 

 


Madera Canyon
South of Tucson, Arizona
 

The nearly bald tires of the National Park Service pickup squealed in protest as Jack took the first corner at twenty-five miles an hour above the posted speed limit. Megan cringed when she heard the sound of denim sliding against vinyl on the seat behind her, then felt her window shake in its frame as Archie crashed against her side of the truck. He let out a yelp of pain.
“Sorry,” Jack muttered as he straightened the wheel and jammed down on the gas.
Megan saw a flash of movement ahead, on the opposite side of the road. “Look out!”
A pack of zombies stumbled from the brush, lurching directly into the path of the truck. The first creature disappeared under the left front wheel with a thump, sending the truck bucking violently into the air. Megan flew from her seat and smashed into the headliner. Stars exploded in her vision. Archie screamed. Jack spat a foul curse.
The engine roared, and before Megan had a chance to process what was happening, they plowed into the rest of the cluster. Corpses exploded around them like festering piñatas. Blood, black as night, sprayed across the dusty white hood in viscous fountains of gore. Writhing fragments, diseased body parts long past their expiration date, hammered the dented and battered sheet metal. Through tears of pain, Megan watched in horror as a decapitated head smashed into the windshield directly in front of her, blasting a starry crater into the glass before sailing away over the roof.
The steering wheel spun loose from Jack’s grip, turning in a blur. The truck shook like it was coming apart. Oh shit!
This is it!
Her stomach leaped into her throat as they left the roadway and sailed into the desert. A second later, gravity reasserted its iron grip, and they came crashing down with a thunderous Bang! The truck sank on its springs with the impact before rebounding and once again sending Megan slamming against the roof. She howled in pain and almost blacked out.
Then they were hurtling across a smooth plain littered with towering stands of prickly pear, cholla cactus, and the occasional majestic saguaro. Plant matter burst against the front end of the truck much as the zombies had, the frequency of the impacts multiplying as the vehicle plowed deeper and deeper into the cactus forest.
The truck fishtailed as Jack slammed on the brakes, and Megan reflexively threw her hands toward the dash. Her seat folded forward as Archie hammered her from behind.
They skidded to a stop in a billowing cloud of dust, the wrinkled skeleton of a long dead saguaro cactus towering over them. The engine rattled once. Twice. Then fell silent.
Megan took stock of herself. She wiggled her toes, then her fingers. She coughed and rubbed at the line on her chest where the seatbelt had sliced deep into the soft flesh above and between her breasts. She stole a glance at Jack. He sat hunched over the wheel, rubbing his forehead. A steady gush of blood poured from his mouth, spilling into his crotch.
She reached out with alarm. “You okay?”
He looked at her with a pained grimace. Through the blood, she saw he had bitten clean through his lip. He was hurt, but she figured he would be all right.
“Archie! Are you okay?” Megan found her seatbelt buckle and yanked it open. She twisted so she could see into the rear seat.
Archie answered with a groan and Jack’s seat rocked backward as a liver-spotted hand grasped the headrest and pulled. “Remind me never to ride with you again,” the old man said, rubbing at his shoulder as he slithered onto the seat.
Megan breathed a sigh of relief. “Is anything broken? Bleeding?”
Archie rolled his neck and winced. “No. I’m fine. I’ve seen worse.”
“Fuck,” Jack said through gritted teeth. “That was close.” He pressed his sleeve against his bleeding lip, trying to staunch the flow.
The engine ticked as it cooled, the sound a metronome marking each passing second of their latest disaster.
“Can you—” Jack started, but he fell silent as a crowd of leathery monstrosities emerged from the cactus forest and surged toward the truck in a fleshy wave.
“Start the truck!” Archie yelled from the back seat. “Now!”
Jack cranked the key. The starter motor squealed in protest. The engine didn’t catch.
A low moan rose from the zombie horde, the sound instantly triggering Megan’s fight or flight instincts. She glanced around and saw more of the creatures thrashing their way toward them. Fighting was out of the question.
“Jack?” she whimpered, her fear getting the best of her.
Jack worked the gearshift, going from park to neutral to drive and then back to park again. He sucked in a breath. “Here goes.”
With a lightning fast twist of the wrist, he turned the key. The starter motor let out a feeble shriek of protest, and the engine caught.
“Drive! Drive! Drive!” Megan screamed.
Jack threw the truck into drive and nailed the gas. The tires spun, sending up a rooster-tail of dirt and shredded plants. The zombies were almost upon them.
Jack stared at Megan, paralyzed, helplessness filling his eyes.
Megan leaned forward and grabbed the four-wheel-drive lever. She yanked it into position. The transmission thunked. “Go!”
Jack put the accelerator to the floor again, and the wheels bit into the loose desert soil. The vehicle squirted free just as the first zombie raked its diseased talons across the hood.


 

Nine
 

 


Interstate Nineteen
Thirty Miles south of Tucson
 

The terrible condition of Arivaca road came as an unwelcome surprise to Ryan. Three years of harsh Arizona weather, as well as a complete lack of maintenance, had transformed the once buttery-smooth asphalt into an obstacle course of shifting sands and desert scrub. Storm waters raging through clogged arroyos had carved channels through the blacktop in countless places, forcing him to frequently detour into the nearby desert in search of solid ground. Each time, he had been sure they would become stuck; yet miraculously, they made it through unscathed.
Paige closed her eyes and curled into a ball at the far edge of her seat. Ryan tried to engage her, to comfort her, but each attempt was met with failure as she rebuffed him and drew in tighter on herself. He didn’t know what to do, but he knew he had to do something fast before she got worse. In the rear of the truck, he had stashed a cache of Paige’s anti-anxiety medications, but getting to them would require stopping, and there was no way he was going to do that until he was sure they were well ahead of the zombie horde. He banged the steering wheel in frustration and once again cursed himself for not being better prepared.
Glancing into the rearview mirror, Ryan saw Luke had his nose in a book.
“Whatcha reading?” he asked over his shoulder.
Luke didn’t answer right away.
“Hey, buddy,” Ryan said, waggling his fingers to get his son’s attention. “Whatcha reading?” He heard the sound of the book snapping closed.
“Nothing special.”
“Really?” Ryan asked. “It’s gotta be something good to hold your attention like that.”
Luke held up the book so Ryan could see it in the rearview mirror. Ryan thought he recognized it as one Paige had been reading a few months before the zombies came. Maybe even the last book she had ever purchased. “Isn’t that one of your mom’s?”
“Uh huh.”
“It must be good,” Ryan said, trying to keep the conversation going. He remembered being fourteen, how adults had seemed like aliens at that age. He couldn’t imagine how much worse it was for Luke, given what he had been through.
Luke slid forward on his seat so his head was between his parents’ seats. “It’s really good. It’s not what I expected.”
Ryan cocked his head. “How so?”
“I don’t know. It’s kind of depressing, but kind of hopeful at the same time. It’s about how this girl in the future is trying to stay alive after her country has fallen apart…”
Ryan listened with one ear as Luke described the plot of the story, his voice growing more animated as he took Ryan on a journey through the not-so-imaginary world contained within the pages. The other half of Ryan’s attention was on the road ahead. They were approaching the intersection with Interstate 19, and soon he would turn north, toward Tucson, and eventually Interstate 10, which would take them east, away from their pursuers. He suspected I-19 would be in better shape, and I-10 even more so. He hoped so, at least.
But first he had to deal with Tucson. The notion of going anywhere near the dead city filled Ryan with dread, so much so that he was going to try to stay as far south of the city as possible. If the way was clear, he would drop off the freeway at the Sahuarita exit, and then join up again with I-10 on the east side of town, cutting a wide path around the potential chokehold of the urban corridor. If the exit was blocked, he was prepared to improvise, to a point. His fuel supply would only get them so far, and becoming lost or stuck on the back roads was a very real concern.
They reached the I-19 intersection a few minutes later, and Ryan was relieved to find the road in decent condition, at least better than Arivaca Road. He increased his pressure on the gas pedal as he merged onto the freeway, nudging their speed up to fifty miles per hour.
Paige awoke a few minutes later. “Where are we?” she mumbled through a yawn.
“Nineteen North,” Ryan said. “But not for long. We’re getting off at Sahuarita.”
“Sahuarita? Why there?” Paige asked, suddenly alert.
Ryan kept his eyes on the road. “I want to stay as far south from the city as possible. It’s too risky.”
“Are you sure that’s a good idea? What about the roads?”
Ryan gritted his teeth and tried to bite back his frustration at her sudden criticism of his plans. “We’ll be okay.”
Paige scrubbed at her eyes and turned to face Luke. “How are you doing back there?”
“Fine,” Luke said. “Bored.”
Ryan chuckled to himself. Only a teenager could be bored in their situation.
For the next hour, they passed the time with small bits of conversation about the outside world, dancing around the big decisions looming on the horizon. Ryan found the Sahuarita exit unobstructed, and left I-19 behind. He knew he wasn’t the only one worried about their future, but he wanted to maintain the feeling of normalcy, however fleeting, for as long as possible. His plan was simple: get as far away from Tucson as possible before stopping for the night, preferably somewhere remote with no threat of the undead. He wanted to reach Willcox, maybe farther, but with the slow going on Arivaca road, he feared Benson would be his limit before exhaustion set in. Unfortunately, Paige wouldn’t drive the big SUV, and even if she would, Ryan wasn’t sure he trusted her behind the wheel. He kicked himself for not having taught Luke how to drive. If he had, then they could have pushed further before stopping, maybe even into southern New Mexico. He would rectify that problem soon. It was time for Luke to grow up and take on more responsibility.
The back roads were clear, and the miles fell away faster than he expected. Before he knew it, they were at the sign for the junction with I-10. Ryan put his foot on the brake, slowing the truck to a stop in the center of the road. The engine ticked as he leaned over the wheel to inspect their surroundings.
“Well,” he said. “Here we are.”
“What are you waiting for?” Luke asked.
Paige gave him an expectant look.
“Nothing,” Ryan said, and pressed down on the gas. “Nothing at all.”
He crept up the ramp and stopped again at the top. The freeway was clear in both directions. He closed his eyes and, for a second, imagined he could hear the ghosts of tractor-trailers roaring by, the throaty growl of open-piped motorcycles piloted by weekend desperadoes, the sounds of a world that lived only in his memories. He checked his rearview mirror and blinked in disbelief. A pickup truck was behind them, about a quarter mile back and closing.
“Oh, shit.” Ryan reached for his gun.


 

Ten
Interstate Ten
Tucson City Limits
 

A deathly pall of silence enveloped the truck as Megan and the men raced away from the hordes swarming into Green Valley. Steve’s final words played in a continuous loop in her mind, the raw terror in his voice a bloody mental hangnail she couldn’t resist picking. Every few minutes, she tried to raise him on the radio, to raise anyone who would answer, but each call was met with the same response: dead air. Deep down, she knew it was hopeless, that they had lost the Canyon and everyone inside of it. Yet she persisted. Someone must be alive, she told herself. They have to be. Giving up was not an option, not until she saw it with her own eyes would she allow herself to accept it was all over.
She squeezed her eyes shut and tried not to cry.
It didn’t work.
 

***
 

Megan’s fingernails sank into the warm cracked plastic of the dashboard as she pulled herself forward and tried to peer through the ruined windshield. “Slow down, Jack. There’s something going on up there.”
“What do you—“
“Just do it!” she said.
“What’s happening?” Archie asked from the back seat.
Megan pointed at a truck parked a few hundred yards ahead, at the intersection with I-10. “The brake lights on that truck just flashed.”
“Really?” Archie scooted forward so his head was almost even with her own. “Are you sure?”
“Uh huh. They blinked twice.”
Jack brought their pickup to a rattling stop twenty yards short of the bumper of the other vehicle, a dusty Chevrolet Suburban. The motor rattled and wheezed before settling down to a rough idle.
The seconds ticked by as they watched and waited for signs of life. Megan tried to count heads through the rear window of the other vehicle, but couldn’t see through the tint. She checked the position of the sun and cursed. They didn’t have time for this. They were so close to Scorpion Canyon she could almost taste it.
“Well…” Jack said after a minute. “What next?”
Megan inspected their surroundings, searching for signs of the undead that had been everywhere only a few miles back. She didn’t see any. “I guess we get out. See who it is.”
She heard the telltale ripping sound of Velcro from behind her as Archie unfastened the safety strap on his holster.
“Easy there,” she said, turning to face him. “I don’t want to do anything rash. These people are probably in the same situation as us.”
Archie held up his HK 9mm pistol and met her stare. “My thoughts exactly. Desperate.”
Megan conceded his point. However, since the occupants of the other vehicle hadn’t come out with guns blazing, she figured the chances of problems were growing slimmer with each passing second. She didn’t want to do anything to change that.
“I’m going to check it out,” she announced, her fingers closing around the door latch.
Jack gripped her shoulder. “Wait. I’ll go.”
“No,” Megan said, gently prying his fingers from her arm. “I’ll be okay. Trust me on this.” Jack opened his mouth to protest, but Megan cut him off with a stern shake of her head.
She opened the door and climbed out. The first thing she noticed was the sound, or the lack of it. Aside from the wheezy rumble of the engine, the day was absolutely still, without even a trace of wind. She couldn’t hear the Suburban at all.
She made her way around the front end of the pickup, making sure to keep her hands in plain sight. She caught Jack’s eye and gave him a tight smile. He responded with a frown. The truck, she noted as she passed, was in terrible shape, worse than she had imagined. Both headlights and the radiator grille were gone. The hood was wrinkled and twisted beyond any hope of repair. Bits of flesh, hair, and spiny cactus were packed tightly into the seams of the tortured sheet metal. She shuddered in disgust at the thought of scraping out the mess.
With a purposeful stride, she halved the distance between the truck and the Suburban. She stopped and stole a glance over her shoulder. She could barely make out Jack’s face through the gore-encrusted windshield.
The driver-side door of the Suburban popped open with a groan, and a man climbed out onto the running boards, then hopped to the ground. Megan’s eyes went straight to the compact black pistol wedged in his waistband. She thought of her own gun, which she had left behind in the truck, and wondered if she had made the wrong decision. Too late now, she decided. She forced a congenial smile onto her face.
The man approached slowly, his gaze alternating between her and the truck. His hands, thankfully, remained far away from his gun. Somewhere in his mid-forties, with thinning hair and a slight paunch, he appeared well fed and relatively clean, a far cry from most of the refugees Megan had met since the uprising. He stopped short a few feet from her.
Megan put her fingers to the brim of her cowboy hat and tipped it at him. “Hey there.” Her heart galloped in her chest. This was the part of meeting strangers she dreaded the most, the point at which things could, and often did, go drastically wrong in the blink of an eye. She sensed Jack’s eyes boring into her back of her head and tried to put him out of her mind, to focus on the moment.
The man nodded and gave her a curious stare.
Megan asked, “Which way are you headed?”
The man hooked his thumbs through his belt loops and hitched up his pants. “East.”
“Hmm.” Megan glanced in that direction. “There’s not a lot out there these days.”
The man laughed under his breath. “It doesn’t matter. It’s better than what’s behind us.” He jerked a thumb over his shoulder, toward the city of Tucson.
Megan felt the muscles in her neck tense as she recalled the horrors of the morning.
The man extended his hand and grinned. “I’m Ryan Franklin.”
Megan took his hand and gave it a firm shake. His palm was as dry as sandpaper. “Megan Pritchard. Where are you coming from?”
His gaze flicked to the west. “Arivaca.”
“Where’s that?”
“Down south. Near the border.”
Megan saw movement at the driver’s door of the Suburban. A teenaged boy with shaggy dark hair and thick glasses stuck out his head and waved at her. She locked eyes with him and smiled. The boy disappeared abruptly as a woman began shouting.
“Your family?” she asked, doing her best to suppress an amused grin.
Ryan looked at the Suburban with a pained expression. “Uh huh. And you? Where are you headed?”
Megan pointed to the northwest. “Over there.”
Ryan’s expression fell into a concerned frown. “I don’t think that’s such a good idea.”
Megan crossed her arms over her chest. “We’re not going far. Only to Scorpion Canyon.”
Ryan arched an eyebrow. “Really? Is that home?”
Megan shrugged. “Since this whole thing started.”
Ryan cursed. “I wish I had known…”
“What do you mean?”
He waved his hand dismissively. “Nothing. It doesn’t matter now.”
Sensing there was a story behind the wave, Megan asked, “So what brings you out here?”
Ryan coughed into his hand and cleared his throat. He began to speak, slow at first, but picking up speed as Megan fed him small signals of encouragement. The story poured forth from him, as if it was something he had to hear out loud in order to convince himself it was real. It was a story of a safe and predictable life in a bunker beneath the desert floor, with freeze-dried food, endless electric power from an industrial-grade solar array, showers, clean clothes, and most of the conveniences of the old world. He told her of a swarm bigger than any she had ever heard of, and about how he and his neighbor had tried, but failed to divert it from their compound. With each word Ryan spoke, Megan realized she shared a kinship with him, an inextricable connection with this man she had never met.
She listened with rapt attention, her thoughts churning as she tried to coordinate the timeline of the events in Ryan’s story with what had happened in Scorpion Canyon and Green Valley.
When he was done, Ryan turned her question around, asking her why she was on the road.
Megan told him of their quest for fresh water, of how only that morning they had finally found a reliable supply on the south side of the valley. Then she told him about the attack on Scorpion Canyon.
“I’m so sorry,” he said. “I can’t imagine…”
Megan started to respond, but the words got caught in her throat. She averted her eyes, looking instead at the pickup where Archie and Jack waited. She sniffled and cleared her throat.
“It’s okay,” Ryan said. “You don’t have to talk about it. Not if you don’t want.”
Megan gave a slight nod. “Thanks. I think I’m going to go get my people now. I’m sure they’re wondering what we’re talking about out here.”
Ryan looked at his own vehicle. “That’s a good idea. I’ll be back in a minute.”
Waving at the pickup, Megan motioned for Jack and Archie to join her.
A few minutes later, it was as if both groups had known each other for years. Luke, Ryan’s son, seemed remarkably normal to Megan, considering he had spent the bulk of his teenage years locked in an underground bunker. The boy’s excitement at meeting new people was infectious, lifting the mood of everyone around him. Everyone except his mother, it seemed. Paige Franklin was a different story altogether, barely saying a word beyond hello and shying away from all of Megan’s efforts to engage her in conversation.
All the while, thoughts of the tragedy in Scorpion Canyon scratched at the back of her mind. Finally, unable to resist the temptation any longer, Megan excused herself and made her way back to the truck to try the radio again.
“Are you okay?”
She looked up, startled. It was Ryan. Unbeknownst to her, he had followed her.
“I was going to give the radio another try. It’s been about an hour.”
Ryan leaned against the back of the truck, taking care to avoid touching the areas tainted by infected flesh and blood. His hand went to his chin and he gave it a thoughtful scratch. “You know, don’t you, that this isn’t any ordinary swarm? This is something different, something new.”
“Yeah,” Megan said. “That’s what I’m afraid of.” Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Jack step away from the others and start walking in her direction. Archie remained behind with Luke and Paige.
“What’s going on?” Jack asked in a low voice as he approached.
“We were talking about this morning,” Megan said.
Ryan pushed away from the truck and straightened to his full height. “Look. You saw it for yourself. You heard your friends on the radio, how the zombies came through the fence like it was nothing. They’re coming, and there’s nothing we can do to stop them. I don’t have any idea where they’re coming from, or how many there are, but it’s worse than anything I’ve ever seen, maybe even worse than the uprising itself. We need to go, and we need to go now. If you insist on going back to Scorpion Canyon, you’re on your own.”
“I wasn’t asking you to come with us,” Megan snapped. She looked to Jack in frustration.
Ryan let out an exasperated sigh. “Look. If you don’t believe me, let me at least show you what you’re up against. Then you can make up your mind. Okay?” He set off for his car without waiting for an answer.
Megan opened her mouth to protest, but Ryan was already gone. She followed him with Jack on her heels.
After Ryan retrieved a pair of binoculars from the front seat of the Suburban, he headed down the freeway, striding east along the cracked asphalt. He set a blistering pace, and Megan and Jack struggled to keep up. A few hundred yards down the road, he veered off into the desert and began ascending a short, but steep hill.
When they reached the top, Ryan stopped and pushed his binoculars into Megan’s hand. He pointed northwest, toward the base of the Catalina Mountains. “See for yourself.”
Reluctantly, Megan put the binoculars to her eyes. She trained them in the direction of Scorpion Canyon and gasped. Where she had expected to see open desert with perhaps a few packs of scattered undead, she instead found a landscape teaming with shambling corpses. She tried to wrap her brain around the magnitude of what she was seeing, but it was impossible. There were too many, and they seemed to be everywhere at once, like ants swarming a stray piece of watermelon at a summer picnic. She panned to the south, searching for the road that would take them to the front door of Scorpion Canyon. It was infested as well, impassable by anything less than an armored personnel carrier.
She handed the binoculars to Jack.
“See?” Ryan asked.
Megan did. And for the first time, she allowed herself to acknowledge that Scorpion Canyon, and everyone in it, was really gone.
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Near the Arizona/New Mexico Border
Mid-Morning
 

Megan opened her eyes to discover a breathtaking panorama of snow-capped mountains dominating the eastern horizon. Sweat beaded on her forehead. The right side of her skull throbbed from where she had fallen asleep against the unforgiving glass of the window. A hint of nausea bubbled in her gut.
“Where are we?” she mumbled as she shifted to the inside edge of her seat, out of the sun’s reach. “What time is it?”
“Around ten,” Jack answered. “We’re almost to Las Cruces.”
Megan pushed the hair back from her eyes. “Las Cruces? Already? I can’t believe I slept so long.”
“You needed it,” Jack said, taking her hand in his and giving it a soft squeeze.
Through the hazy fog of exhaustion, Megan tried to recall the last individuals with whom she had spoken in Scorpion Canyon, to put names and faces to those who had perished while she had lived. She wished she’d had the foresight to visit with each and every person before setting out, to tell them all what they had meant to her over the years. At the time though, the expedition, if she could call it that, had seemed at most a routine excursion, barely riskier than a supply run into Tucson. She cursed herself for succumbing to the illusion of normalcy, for letting down her guard and pretending there was anything such as normal anymore.
It’s not supposed to be this way, she lamented. I should have been there.
She leaned into Jack, nestling her head against his shoulder. “I hope it was quick.”
Jack put his arm around her shoulders and squeezed. “Me, too… me, too.”
Megan rubbed at her eyes and sniffled. She wanted to cry. Needed to cry. However, the tears refused to come. Instead, she was suffused with a body-numbing exhaustion the likes of which she had never experienced, not even during her solo trek from Las Vegas to Tucson after the uprising. She wanted nothing more than to go back to sleep and forget about the world, to escape into a place where Scorpion Canyon still lived.
That wasn’t an option. They were alive, and Megan intended to stay that way for as long as possible.
She shifted her position, enjoying the feel of the plush leather seat against her backside. Ryan’s fully loaded Suburban was a far cry from the utilitarian National Park Service pickup they had left behind at the I-10 junction.
Glancing over her shoulder, she saw that Archie was asleep. Luke stared out the window at the passing scenery.
She shifted her attention to Ryan, who was behind the wheel. “How are you doing up there?”
He answered without looking at her. “Tired. And we need gas. We’re down to an eighth of a tank, and that’s the reserve. If we don’t find something soon, we’re all going to be walking.”
Megan heard rustling behind her and turned to look.
Archie was peering at her through heavy-lidded eyes. “Problem?” he asked.
Megan grimaced. “Fuel.”
He put his head back against the headrest. “Of course.” He closed his eyes and appeared to go back to sleep. Luke, she noticed, had cocked his head and was observing their exchange while pretending to read.
The next several minutes passed in an uneasy silence. Megan watched the mountains grow closer. She was about to nod off again when something on the side of the road ahead caught her attention. She grabbed the front headrests and pulled herself forward to get a better look. Paige gave her an annoyed glare, which Megan ignored.
“What’s that?” Megan asked, pointing past Ryan’s shoulder.
Ryan leaned over the wheel and squinted. “I don’t know.”
“We should stop,” Megan insisted.
Ryan’s gaze flicked to the fuel gauge then back to the road. ”We don’t have a lot of—”
“It’s okay,” Megan said. “This’ll be quick.”
With a surreptitious glance at Paige, Ryan tapped the brakes and nosed the truck into the divider between the east and westbound lanes. Gravel crunched and popped beneath the tires as they entered the median.
The Suburban rolled to a stop, and Ryan shifted it into park.
“Can you roll down your window?” Megan asked Jack.
He did, and she slid across the seat so she had a better view.
“It’s a parachute,” Archie announced out of the blue. “Military.”
“A parachute?” Ryan asked. “What’s it doing out here?”
No one had an answer.
He killed the ignition, and the motor fell silent.
“Are we getting out, Dad?” Luke called out from the rear.
“In a minute, son.” Ryan pulled his gun from the center console and placed it in his lap. “Someone should stay here with the truck.”
Archie and Paige agreed to stay, along with Luke. Luke complained about Ryan’s decision, but Ryan didn’t relent.
After a quick weapons check and a hastily constructed plan of what to do in the event of an attack, Megan, Jack, and Ryan climbed from the truck and set out for the parachute.
 

***
 

When they got within ten yards of their destination, the wind gusted hard, filling the free edges of the parachute with air and pressing the gossamer fabric against the unmistakable outline of a human form. Megan broke into a sprint, covering the last several yards in seconds. Falling to her knees in front of the shrouded figure, she pulled great handfuls of slippery fabric away in a frantic attempt to uncover the person. She was almost through when a vise-like grip seized her wrist. The fingers dug deep into the soft flesh of her arm and compressed the bones together in a painful twisting motion. With a shriek, she tried to step back, but her attacker yanked her forward, throwing her off balance and onto her side.
“Jack!” she screamed. “Help!”
Jack rushed to her side and yanked the last bit of fabric free.
Megan recoiled in disgust. A man was strapped upright in a bulky ejection seat. He wore an olive green flight suit with United States markings. An opaque visor stretched across his eyes, hiding his face. An oxygen mask covered his mouth and jaw. With an inhuman burst of strength, her attacker drew her arm toward its mouth, the only thing between its infected teeth and her bare wrist the thick rubber mask.
“Get it off!” Megan shrieked. “Get it off!” She pulled with all her might, but the zombie was too strong.
A muffled groan emanated from behind the mask.
“Watch out,” Jack said, pulling his pistol and aiming at the helmet.
Megan ducked her head and turned away as Jack pulled the trigger. Her ears rang with the crack of the pistol, and the pressure on her wrist vanished. With a quick yank, she tumbled out of the dead pilot’s grasp, tumbling painfully onto her back.
As soon as the initial shock of being alive wore off, Megan burst into laughter. Tears streamed from her eyes, and her belly ached from the sudden outburst. Squeezing her eyes shut, she found herself momentarily paralyzed at the absurdity of their situation, overcome by raw emotion and unable to do anything but cackle like a mad woman.
“What the hell is so funny?” Jack asked.
She swallowed and wiped at her eyes, trying to get control of herself. She held out her hand, and he helped her up. “Nothing. Nothing at all. I’m just happy to be alive.”
“Let me see your arm,” he said with no trace of mirth in his voice. Megan held it up and he inspected it. Another giggle escaped her lips.
“You’re fine,” he announced after a thorough inspection. “He didn’t get through.”
Megan turned as she heard footsteps approaching behind her.
“Is everything okay?” Archie asked. “I thought I heard a shot.”
Jack holstered his gun. “Yeah. Our friend here decided to try to take a bite out of Megan’s arm.” He kicked a puff of dirt at the dead pilot.
Archie’s eyes opened wide as he looked to Megan for confirmation.
“I’m fine,” Megan said as she squatted in front of the zombie pilot. “Thank God he was wearing that mask.” Taking care to avoid the splatter from Jack’s shot, she dug her hands into the pilot’s pockets, starting at the top of his body and working her way down. “Let’s see what we have here.”
She came away with a pocket-sized spiral-bound notebook, a brown leather wallet, a half-empty pack of cigarettes, and an orange plastic lighter. As she recovered each item, she placed them on the ground beside the ejection seat. When she finished, she picked up the wallet and the notebook, and got to her feet. She tossed the wallet to Jack and flipped open the notebook.
As she scanned the pages, Jack thumbed through the wallet and pulled out a picture. He dug through the rest of the billfold, and not finding anything, tossed it in the pilot’s lap. He stared at the picture intently, turning it over and checking the back, then passed it to Ryan, who did the same before handing to Archie. Archie gave it a quick glance and gave it to Megan. Megan noted a smiling young woman and toddler before tucking it behind the last page of the notebook. She continued reading while the others watched.
“Guys. You’re not going to believe this,” she said. “This pilot is from MacDill Air Force Base, in Tampa. There are people there.” She looked up. “We’re not alone.”
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Near the Arizona/New Mexico Border
Back at the Suburban
 

Megan held up a finger, and the excited chatter of the others fell silent. She began to read aloud:
 

5 November
 

It’s been too long since I’ve written anything here. Too much going on, so I’ll try to cover the important stuff. Jean and Mike are settling in pretty well. I was worried at first, as it seemed all Jean wanted to do was cry. She couldn’t even take care of Mike. I thought I had lost her, but she’s been getting better over the past few weeks. Crying less, at least. I wish I knew what changed. Leaving Asheville was hard on her. Hell, it was hard on all of us. If I’d had any idea of what was waiting for us on the road… I don’t know. Maybe I wouldn’t have pushed so hard. We were safe there. At least it seemed so.
The people at MacDill seem decent enough. It’s not like Peters told us, though. This isn’t really a US military facility. Not anymore. I guess I shouldn’t be surprised. I mean, I saw the bombs fall. I watched on the news as the military crumbled under the onslaught. They didn’t stand a chance, not against an enemy who was already dead.
Speaking of Peters, I wonder how he’s faring. I felt like a dick for saying no when he asked me to come with him, but there was no way I was going to leave my own family behind to help him search for his. I just couldn’t. I still can’t imagine the hell he went through being so far away when the shit went down. Not knowing. Fuck that. He said he’s going to bring them back to MacDill when he finds them. I hope he makes it.
 

Megan glanced up from the notebook to gauge the reaction of the others. They urged her to continue.
“The next couple of pages are just doodles,” she announced, thumbing deeper into the notebook. “It looks like it picks up… a few weeks later.”
 

What a week! Major Greene is dead. It happened a few days ago, but I think it was building for a while. It seems a lot of people were pissed at the way he was running things. It came to a head on Sunday night. Poor bastard. They got him while he was sleeping. Lindholm, Smith, and Bingham are running things now. They’re calling themselves a ‘temporary leadership council,’ but I’m pretty sure Bingham is the one running the show. That word “temporary” is only a joke, a way to calm everyone down while he gets his bearings. Jean isn’t taking it well. She’s back to crying again. We had a big fight, and she blamed me for bringing them here.
Fuck.
She’s right. I wish we were still in Asheville. I don’t know what’s going to happen next. The council seems convinced we need to push outside the base, to take the fight to the undead. I think they’re full of shit. We’re not ready. Not even close. And besides, there’s nothing left to reclaim if we wanted to. Nothing but the dead and dying.
 

Ryan cleared his throat and scratched the back of his head. “When was that written again?”
Megan flipped back a page and found the date. “About three weeks ago.”
“Okay. Go on.”
She moved on to the next entry. “He picks up again four days later. Saturday.”
 

I was right. And it’s worse than I thought. Bingham came to see me last night. Turns out someone told him I flew Eagles when I was in the service. He’s got some harebrained idea about getting one running and sending me out on a recon mission. Says he wants to do a flyover of the southern states and see what’s left, see if anyone else is alive. Fuck that. I haven’t been behind the controls of one of those birds in twenty-five years. He’s convinced it’ll come back to me, like riding a bike. I told him he was full of shit, that getting one of those relics in the air will take an act of God, and without people who know how to work on them, it’ll be a suicide mission. He didn’t buy it. He said we have two planes, plenty of fuel, and all of the manuals we need to figure out how to prep for flight. What a stupid bastard! Yeah, sure, we could maybe get one off the ground, but what then?
Jean went ape-shit when I told her, accused me of trying to abandon her. She hasn’t spoken to me all morning.
Fuck!
Megan sensed movement and looked up to find Archie motioning at her.
“What is it?” she asked, glad for the break.
Archie licked his lips and glanced around. “I just wanted to say this pilot had some serious balls. Either that or he was bat-shit crazy. I spent some time behind the controls of an Eagle when I was in the Air Force, and they’re not something to mess around with, especially if you haven’t been up in a while.”
Luke stared at Archie in awe. “You used to fly?”
Archie beamed with pride. “I sure did. But that was a long time ago.”
“Do you think that’s what happened to him?” Luke asked, inclining his head toward where the pilot sat strapped into his ejection seat. “Do you think that’s why he crashed?”
Archie gave Luke a thoughtful look. “That’s a really good question. If I were a betting man, I’d put money on it.”
“But where’s the plane, then?” Luke asked, looking around.
Archie rubbed his hands together, clearly delighted to have piqued Luke’s interest. “It depends on how high he was when he punched out. The wreck is probably miles from here.”
Luke cocked his head as if he didn’t understand.
Megan sensed his confusion and decided to help. “Have you ever thrown something out of a car window?” she asked.
Luke glanced at his father, then nodded. “Uh huh.”
“You know how it seems to fly away from you, while you keep moving?”
Luke’s face brightened. “It’s like that?”
“Exactly.”
“Megan’s right,” Archie said, giving her a wink. “Only when you’re moving at those speeds, things happen a whole lot faster and travel a whole lot farther.”
Luke’s expression turned to one of disappointment. “That sucks. I wanted to see the wreck.”
Archie chuckled. “There’s probably not much to see. Just a big hole in the ground.”
“A big hole?” Luke asked. “That’s it?”
“That’s enough, Luke,” Ryan said, putting a hand on his son’s shoulder. “The important thing to remember here is that this pilot died trying to help his people. He’s a hero as far as I’m concerned, and we should respect him.”
Archie gave a grave nod. “Your father’s right.”
Luke’s excitement seemed to fade as the grim reality of Archie’s words sank in.
Megan flipped ahead a few pages in the notebook. She stopped on the last entry with a date at the top of the page.
“Hey,” she said, her voice shattering the morbid silence that had fallen over the group. “It looks like there’s one more log, written only a few days ago.”
“Go ahead, hon,” Jack said. “Let’s hear it.”
 

This is really happening. I can’t believe it. Somehow Bingham’s people pulled it off. I took one of the Eagles up for a shakedown flight yesterday. I flew south to Miami and out over the Keys before turning around. As we suspected, Miami is gone. Glassed over. I don’t know how many bombs came down there, but it was enough to wipe the city from the map.
Bingham wants me to go west tomorrow. I told him to fuck himself. He said if I don’t do it, I can pack up my family and hit the road. Deep down, I know Jean would probably be fine with that, but I’m not. After what I’ve seen, I can’t bear the thought of being out there again. Not on the road. This place may not be perfect, but it’s a shitload better than being on the other side of the fence, fighting tooth and nail to survive. At least there are other people here. Food. Supplies. The weather is decent, although I’m not looking forward to summer. If I do this for Bingham, he says he’ll promote me. Damn it! I thought I was done with this bullshit when I got out. Thought I’d kissed my last ass. I liked being a civilian, you know?
Fuck it. I guess there’s no such thing anymore. We’re all at war now. It’s just a matter of degree.
I have to admit, being behind the controls of the Eagle felt good. Real good. Like I have a purpose again. I nearly busted a nut when I went supersonic. Just for a few seconds, I felt like I was a kid again. I wonder how many people have been in the air since the shit went down?
They’re prepping the Eagle as I write this. No weapons. No need. I’ll be carrying three external tanks, enough to get me about three thousand nautical miles or so, depending on the winds. The plan is to head out across the gulf, then cover Texas, before shooting across the southwest to Edwards, near Los Angeles. Then I’ll turn around. I’ll be pushing the limits of my fuel, so I’ll have to stay pretty high up. I don’t know what it’ll accomplish. Probably nothing. Part of me wants more, wants to spend time in the Eagle. I feel free when I’m up there, looking down on the world.
As long as I don’t look too close.
What else can I say? Life is fucked, but I’m trying to make the best of it. Anyway, it’s too late to back out now. The whole goddamned base is on edge, waiting to see what I find.
That’s it for now. I’ll write more when I get back. Maybe some day Mike will read this and think his old man was some kind of hero. Wouldn’t that be a hoot?
 

“That’s it.” Megan closed the notebook. As she did, the corner of the pilot’s photograph brushed her fingertips. She had forgotten all about it. She wiggled the picture free to take one more look and found herself mesmerized by the sheer joy evident in the child’s expression. It broke her heart to think of the little boy going through the rest of his life not knowing what had become of his father. She wished there were something she could do to make it right.
Jack held out his hand. “Can I see it again?”
“Sure.” She passed it over.
Jack’s brow furrowed as he gazed at the photograph. Megan wondered what was going through his mind. Was he thinking of his own twin daughters, whom he had lost during the uprising? His wife?
He handed the picture back and wiped at his eyes, which glistened at the corners. He squinted up at the sky. “I think we should go to Tampa. It’s the right thing to do.”
Megan was speechless.
“That’s the best idea I’ve heard all day,” Ryan said enthusiastically. “I’m sick to death of running.”
Archie grunted in agreement.
Megan considered Jack’s idea. While she was wary of the prospect of venturing into more densely populated areas, she knew full well they didn’t have the luxury of choice anymore. They hadn’t seen a living person since fleeing Tucson and she had no idea if, or when, the swarm would catch up with them. For all she knew, it could have shifted direction, could be filtering into the bombed-out wastelands of the north, never to be seen again. At the same time, it could still be on their heels, a mortal threat no matter how far they ran.
She chewed at her lip, torn by indecision. They had two choices: remain in the west, in the wide-open spaces where they had room to maneuver and a chance, however slim, of staying one step ahead of the undead; or they could risk it all and drive east, plunging headlong into unknown territory, risking everything for the tantalizing promise of civilization at the far end of the continent. She glanced around and saw that everyone was waiting for her to speak.
She made up her mind. “Okay. Tampa it is.” She wasn’t sure how it had happened, at which point the shift had occurred, but once again, she had become the de-facto leader of the group. She was in her element.
And it felt good.
Paige pulled Ryan aside and spoke to him in urgent, hushed tones. They returned a few seconds later.
“We’re in,” Ryan announced, casting a withering glare at his wife.
Paige clearly didn’t share in his enthusiasm, but Megan didn’t care. She had made her decision. She was finished with looking back.
“You know my answer,” Archie added with a chuckle. “As if I have anywhere else to be.”
Their journey was about to get a whole lot more difficult, but for the first time since they had fled Tucson, Megan felt a sense of optimism about the future. They had a plan, a real plan, and even if their chances of success were shockingly small, it was still better than running blind.
She stuffed the notebook into her back pocket, taking care not to bend the picture. “Okay then. Let’s get some fuel and find ourselves a map. I want to put some miles behind us before dark.”
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Ten Miles West of El Paso, Texas
A Few Hours Later
 

Megan wrinkled her nose at the sickly sweet stench of diesel fuel. She rolled down the window a few more inches and fanned her hands at the opening in a futile attempt to draw the nauseating scent off of her. Pumping from an underground tank had always looked so easy when Jack had done it. She couldn’t recall what had possessed her to try it rather than let him do it. Whatever the reason, the result had been an unmitigated disaster. It had happened in the blink of an eye. One moment, she had the tank primed and the nozzle stuffed securely in the fuel port of the SUV, the next second, the hose tumbled to the ground and great gushes of diesel fuel spewed from its free end, dousing her legs and feet.
She had tried to clean her lower body with handfuls of stiff paper towels from the highway maintenance facility bathroom, all to no avail. The fuel was in her clothes and seemed to be a part of her skin. The best way to remove it, Ryan had recommended, was soap and warm water, both of which were in short supply.
She sighed and returned her attention to the road ahead, scanning each abandoned car they passed, looking for signs of a child seat in the rear.
On a positive note, they had plenty of fuel. In addition to filling both the main and the reserve tanks to the brim, Jack and Archie had scavenged a half-dozen plastic gas cans from the dead patrol cars parked in front of the facility. All six cans were lashed to the top of their SUV in a neat line, whistling in the wind.
“We’ll find some running water,” Jack said with a chuckle.
Megan shifted so she could see his face. “I know we will. I just feel bad about stinking up the truck.”
“It is pretty terrible,” he said with a smirk.
Megan clenched her teeth. “If you had told me about the bleeder valve—”
“Hey! Don’t blame me. I was perfectly happy to pump. It was your decision to take over.”
“Well, from now on, fuel is your job.”
“But now you know—”
Megan cut him off with a wave. “Yes. I do. And now that I know how to do it, I’m saying it’s your job. Just because I know how to do something doesn’t mean I want to do it. I know how to gut and skin a javelina. That doesn’t mean I have any intention of ever doing it if you’re around.”
Jack was silent. “Okay. If that’s the way you want to play it.”
“It is,” Megan said.
Jack grinned. “Fine. How’s everyone else doing?”
Megan twisted so she could see the passenger cabin. She and Jack had switched places with Ryan and Paige at the highway facility, with Jack taking the wheel so Ryan could get some much-needed rest. On the next seat back, Ryan and Paige were both dozing. Paige’s head rested against Ryan’s shoulder. A thin line of drool stretched from her mouth to her chest. Ryan snored lightly. Behind them, Archie and Luke sat quietly in the third row seat. Archie stared out the window while Luke was bent over, reading.
Megan turned back to the front and sucked in a sharp breath. She was starting to feel nauseous. “Ryan and Paige are sleeping. Archie and Luke are both awake. It looks like Luke is reading.”
“Really? He has books?” Jack asked with a gleam in his eye.
Megan laughed. Jack had long ago read everything available in Scorpion Canyon, most of the books several times. Occasionally, scavenging missions had returned with new books, which he would in turn devour in days, regardless of subject or genre. She smiled as she recalled once discovering him reading a trashy romance novel. She had needled him mercilessly about it, joking that it didn’t speak much for his manhood. Rather than take offense at her remarks, Jack had complained he didn’t have the rest of the series, and had set about trying to engineer the next supply run so it would pass by a used bookstore in the center of town.
“I have no idea,” Megan said. “Maybe you should ask next time we stop.”
“I will.” He drummed his hands on the steering wheel in excitement. “Uh oh,” he said a second later, his hands falling still. “Looks like we’ve got some company ahead.”
Megan leaned forward and squinted through the windshield. No more than a quarter mile ahead, at the crest of the next hill, a group of figures milled in the middle of the highway. Their jerky, uncoordinated motions clearly identified them as undead. The zombies parted, and she caught a glimpse of what appeared to be a carcass lying in the road, the obvious focus of the creature’s interest. It appeared larger than a human. Some sort of animal, she guessed, perhaps a cow.
“Shit! How far are we from El Paso?”
“Not far,” Jack said. “We should get our first look at it over that rise.”
Losing interest in the carcass, the creatures turned as one and began staggering down the freeway on a collision course with the Suburban.
“Better wake everyone up,” Jack said, jerking his thumb over his shoulder. “Things may get dicey fast.”
“Ryan. Paige. Wake up!” She reached back and shook Ryan’s shoulder. “We’ve got company.”
Ryan groaned, but sat up right away. He put his mouth to Paige’s ear and whispered. Her eyes fluttered open.
“Archie? Luke?” Megan said, raising her voice to be heard over the road noise. “We’ve got zombies up ahead. You need to be ready to move fast.”
Archie and Luke looked up, and Megan heard the distinctive sound of a heavy book snapping closed. “How many?” Ryan asked.
“A lot.”
“Where are they?” Luke asked, clambering forward and straining to see the impending threat from his position in the rear.
“Just ahead.” As the truck decelerated, she grasped the armrest to brace herself. “Why are you slowing down?”
“Something’s not right,” Jack said, drawing his pistol from the center console. “I’ve seen this before.”
Megan wasn’t sure what he meant. “What’s wrong? It’s just a bunch of corpses.” She squinted, trying to make out what had Jack so upset.
Jack cracked his knuckles. “Flash burns. Looks close. I think El Paso got hit. I saw the same thing outside Albuquerque. These guys were probably out in the suburbs when the bombs fell, not close enough to be vaporized, but too far away to survive.”
Megan gulped. She heard the sound of safeties clicking off behind her. She drew her pistol and held it against her knee. “So what do you want to do?”
Jack checked his mirrors. “We’ll go in slow, and once we’re sure the road beyond is clear, I’ll punch through and haul ass. If they’re anything like the guys up in New Mexico, they’re hot as hell, but pretty fragile. We don’t want to spend any more time close to them than necessary.”
The idea of radioactive zombies both terrified and intrigued Megan. The creatures were bad enough in their normal state; adding another way they could kill seemed like some kind of cruel joke, the ultimate insult on top of the injuries from which humanity had suffered.
The wind noise from the gas cans fell to a dull rumble as their speed plummeted, and was soon overcome by the raucous clatter of the diesel motor. The diesel stench returned.
Jack grasped the wheel tighter. “Here we go.”
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El Paso, Texas
 

Megan held her breath as they approached the mob, her attention alternating between the undead filling the road and what lay beyond. A morbid curiosity burned within her as she tried to imagine the condition of the city on the far side of the hill, a curiosity tempered by an almost visceral fear over what they would find. If, as Jack suspected, the city had been bombed, it would likely be impassable, even with their four-wheel drive, and they would be forced to seek an alternate route that bypassed the destruction while not deviating too far from the main road.
Up close, the creatures were in far worse condition than she had anticipated—hairless, charred parodies of human beings with thick sheets of peeling skin and yellowing bone showing through; teeth gnashing in exposed jaws; eyes, where they were present, milky deflated orbs of dried pus. Moving with the grace of the severely inebriated, the zombies lurched forward in a slow-motion stampede, paying no heed to the two tons of Detroit steel bearing down on them.
Jack goosed the throttle and made a slight course correction, angling them toward a rapidly narrowing gap in the throng. It wasn’t enough. The truck clipped one of the monsters on the shoulder, spinning it in a wild circle before it caught on something and disappeared underneath their vehicle. The truck shook as if going over a small speed bump.
“Sorry, bud,” Jack murmured under his breath.
The gap vanished as the zombies focused their attention on the truck, and before Megan could say, “Watch out,” a throng of rotted flesh had enveloped them.
“I don’t like this, Jack. There are too many of them,” Megan said, looking at Jack and trying to ignore the diseased faces clamoring at her window.
“I know. I know,” he said, his attention fixated on the road ahead. “I don’t think this is gonna work.”
They reached the top of the rise, and Megan let out a surprised gasp. What lay beyond was something out of her worst nightmare. The interstate leading into El Paso teemed with undead, and like the crowd around the truck, the creatures all bore the unmistakable brand of the nuclear conflagration.
While the main population centers of El Paso appeared to have been spared a direct hit, Juarez and the slums to the south hadn’t been so lucky. The bomb had scored a direct hit there, leaving in its wake a fractured and twisted wasteland. Whether El Paso had been the original target or something had gone terribly wrong with the missile was impossible to discern. The interstate told the story of the last pathetic minutes of humanity in the border town. Cars and trucks of every shape and size clogged the freeway, all pointed east, frozen for eternity in a monumental traffic jam that knew no end. The twisted and tortured remains of a burned-out military blockade stretched across the road several hundred yards directly ahead, the rusted skeletons of Bradley Fighting Vehicles and Humvees a testament to the last-ditch efforts to control the population during the final, desperate convulsions of human reign. Whoever had been fortunate enough not to be burned and blinded by the blast would have been quickly picked off by the undead afterward, like lambs to the slaughter.
The engine roared, and Jack spun the wheel hard, trying to set them on the path of least resistance. “Hold on,” he growled, and the truck lurched forward.
Paige screamed, her voice an ululating warble that made Megan’s skin crawl. Over the woman’s wails, Megan could hear Ryan trying his best to comfort her. With a bump and a rattle, they plowed into the throng of zombies, crushing the corpses beneath the wheels like vermin.
“Map,” Jack said, fumbling blindly at the space below Megan’s feet. “We need to find another way around.”
“I’ve got it! Just drive!” She knocked his hand away and grabbed the tattered road atlas. She flipped it open to Texas and began tracing her finger along the interstate. “Go west three miles and take the Transmountain exit. It’ll take us around.”
Jack grunted and cranked the wheel, turning them back to face west.
Paige was still screaming as they accelerated away from the horde. Ryan had his arms around her, but it seemed to have the opposite effect from what he intended. She thrashed in his embrace, flinging her arms about and kicking wildly. Her foot impacted the back of Jack’s seat with dull thump.
Jack whipped around in anger. “Hey! Get her under control!”
Megan grasped his upper arm. “Don’t worry about her! Just drive!”
Jack returned his attention to the road. Megan didn’t know what to do, and from the looks of the struggle in the seat behind her, neither did Ryan.
***
 

Ryan dug deep into his backpack, frantically searching for the nylon bag he knew had to be there. On the seat beside him, Paige sobbed uncontrollably. Her entire body shook as if she were being electrified. Her eyes were squeezed shut; her hair was plastered against her scalp. She howled, a warbling, guttural, animal moan that made his blood run cold.
His fingers closed around the overstuffed bag full of pill bottles, and he yanked it free. “Got it!” He unzipped the bag and upended it, dumping the contents on the seat between them. She chose that exact moment to kick out with her left foot, sending the bottles scattering to the floor.
Ryan howled. “Fuck!”
He turned to Luke, “Hold onto your mother, God damn it!”
With a terrified expression, Luke reached over the seat and wrapped his arms around his mother’s torso. Paige thrashed against his grip and tore loose. A second later, Archie lunged over the seat and took hold of Paige’s legs and feet. With his help, they subdued her.
Keeping an eye on Paige’s feet, Ryan reached down to the floor and scooped up a handful of the opaque orange pill bottles. He inspected the labels, squinting to read the small print: Percocet. Tylenol. Ibuprofen. Cipro.
“Damn it! It’s not here!” He tossed the bottles on the seat and reached down again, grabbing another handful. Vicodin. Ibuprofen - again. Fuck! Amoxicillin. And there it was. Valium, 8mg. He shook the bottle and heard a healthy rattle, then twisted the cap and knocked out two pills.
Archie yelled, “Whatever you need to give her, hurry up about it!”
Out of the corner of his eye, Ryan saw Megan staring at him, open-mouthed, frozen in her seat. He felt the truck swing to the right and heard the engine began to labor as they initiated the ascent up Transmountain Road.
He closed his hand around the pills and scooted across the seat toward Paige. She let out a blood-curdling shriek. Ryan cringed at the noise. Paige twisted violently and almost broke free again before Luke caught her arm and bore down on it with all of his one hundred and twenty pounds. He stared at Ryan with a caustic mix of desperation and fear.
“It’s going to be okay, honey,” Ryan told Paige in his most soothing voice. She sobbed and thrashed with frightening intensity. Ryan hated himself for saying everything would be okay. For lying. Nothing was further from the truth. This episode, by no means her first, was orders of magnitude worse than any of the previous ones, even worse than when they had first descended into the bunker. That time, it had taken three weeks and a good portion of their supply of antidepressants to bring her back to the world of the living. He had told Luke his mother was sick, that she would get better if she took her medicine. He didn’t intend it as a lie, but in hindsight, that was exactly what it had been.
Paige hadn’t gotten any better. Instead, Ryan had learned to manage her medication and live with her symptoms. He had been proud of himself when he’d weaned her from her daily pill regimen several months earlier.
He wished he knew what had set her off, why after the hell of escaping Arivaca, she had waited until that moment to lose her mind. If he could figure it out, he could maybe do something for her.
Or maybe not. His supply of pills was dangerously low. He had enough antidepressants for a couple of months of daily usage. After that, he would have to find more, and odds were, anything he found would be damaged or past its expiration, or both. Still, he had to try. But first, he had to get the pills in his palm into Paige’s mouth.
Contorting himself so he could reach her head, he moved closer, leaning across her body as if making love to her. He put a hand on her shoulder and gasped at the tightly wound muscles twitching spasmodically beneath her blouse. He didn’t want to think of what would happen if he couldn’t calm her down, of the near-superhuman energy coursing through her body.
Trying to be gentle yet forceful, he placed one hand on her forehead. It was greasy with sweat. He spread his fingers, ensuring he had a good grip.
Paige opened her eyes and screamed, her words unintelligible, ripped straight from the echo chamber of her broken mind. Her face twisted into a vicious scowl, and she redoubled her efforts to break loose. She bucked and almost threw him off.
Ryan screamed, “Hold her down!”
The truck downshifted with a loud thunk. The engine roared. Ryan didn’t care. His focus was on Paige. Placing his other hand on her jaw, he worked his fingers to her mouth, inside her lips, and began to pry open her jaws. A sickening vision of Paige’s teeth snapping closed on his fingers flashed through his mind.
He yanked his hand back and was immediately ashamed at his fear of his own wife. Fuck. He tried again. He got his fingers into her mouth. She didn’t bite, but she wouldn’t open wide enough either. Ryan was stumped. He was so close, yet so far. Then a tanned arm covered with faded tattoos reached between him and Paige. Before Ryan knew what was happening, Archie had pinched her nose shut. Paige thrashed at the sudden lack of oxygen, then her mouth popped open, and she sucked in a great gulp of air.
Ryan mashed his palm against Paige’s mouth, sending the pills tumbling into her throat. “Okay!”
Archie removed his fingers and Paige’s mouth snapped shut. Her throat bobbed as she swallowed.
“Are they in?” Archie asked.
Ryan watched Paige’s mouth for any signs she was about to spit out the pills. “I think so.”
The truck leveled out for a second and then started to go downhill. The engine RPMs increased. Meanwhile, Paige continued to struggle.
Ryan collapsed on top of her, substituting his own weight for Luke’s and Archie’s, allowing them to sit back again. It would take a few minutes for the drug to take effect, and until then, his best hope was to keep her immobilized.
He squeezed his eyes shut, and before he could stop himself, he was weeping like a child.


 

Fifteen
 

 


150 Miles East of El Paso
Near Dusk
 

Jack yawned and scratched his ear. “It’ll be dark soon. We should stop for the night.”
His voice jolted Megan from the trance she had been in ever since leaving the eastern outskirts of El Paso.
She laced her fingers together and stretched her arms. “Are you sure?”
Jack nodded. “There’s hardly going to be any moon tonight. We don’t know what the road is like ahead. There could’ve been floods, wrecks, sand, who knows?”
Megan suppressed the urge to remind him that someone else could take the wheel. Her better judgment won out, though. Jack’s reasons for avoiding nighttime travel were grounded in deep personal tragedy and were part of what had made him who he was. On a moonless night three years before, he had lost his wife and the second of his twin daughters in a freak accident outside of Albuquerque. Ever since then, he had done everything in his power to avoid traveling after night fell.
Giving him a soft pat on the knee, she twisted to face the rear. “We’re going to stop soon.”
Ryan gave her a tired nod. “Okay.”
Paige, Megan saw, lay with her head in his lap, her eyes open and glassy, her mind temporarily thrown into neutral by whatever medication Ryan had force-fed her outside of El Paso.
She gestured at Paige with her eyes. “How’s she doing?”
Ryan stroked his wife’s hair, tucking an errant lock behind her ear. When he spoke, his voice was barely a croak. “We’ll see.”
Gravel crunched and popped as Jack slowed the truck and drifted onto the shoulder. They came to a smooth stop, and he killed the engine.
After a quick scan of their surroundings, Megan pushed open the door and climbed out, relieved to not be moving for the first time all day. The sun hung low on the western horizon, its bottom edge barely a palm’s width above the mountains. They had a half-hour at most before it disappeared completely, leaving them marooned in the inky expanse of the west-Texas desert.
Archie climbed out and hopped to the ground beside her. He carried a stack of MREs, or Meals Ready to Eat, tucked under one arm.
Megan’s eyes grew large. “Where’d you get those?”
Archie cast a glance over his shoulder and nodded at Ryan. “Back of the Suburban. Ryan’s got a stash.” He handed two packets to Megan. “These are for you and Jack.”
Megan thanked him. With all the excitement, the thought of food hadn’t crossed her mind all afternoon, but once it was in front of her, her stomach gave an angry growl of protest. She held up the plastic packages and read the labels. “Meatloaf.” She shot Archie a sardonic grin. “Good thing we’re not vegetarians.”
Archie gave a hearty laugh and checked his own MRE. “Luck of the draw,” he said. “I’ve got cheese tortellini. Wanna switch?”
Megan waved him off. “Not on your life. I haven’t had meatloaf in years.”
With a laugh, Archie walked off in search of a comfortable place to eat.
A creeping sense of dread blossomed in Megan’s gut. Food was going to be a real problem in the coming days. The Franklins certainly hadn’t anticipated feeding six people, and their supplies wouldn’t last long, no matter how carefully they rationed. Aside from the MREs, Jack had a small stash of jerky squirreled away in the bottom of his pack for emergencies. Maybe in the next town they could hit a grocery store and stock up on canned food.
Her thoughts turned to El Paso and the horrors they had witnessed during their transit. The blast and heat damage from the nukes had been far more extensive on the eastern side of town than the west. The vehicles littering the freeway there had all burned, leaving behind a nearly impenetrable obstacle course that slowed their progress by at least half. Jack speculated the mountains had shielded the western edge of the interstate from the brunt of the explosion. That seemed as good a theory as any, and at that point, it was academic, as she had no intention of ever returning to El Paso.
On three separate occasions, the sheer density of melted and mangled wreckage had forced them to detour onto surface streets, where to their dismay, they found the conditions only marginally better than on the freeway. Desiccated scraps of human remains littered the landscape, some bearing the distinct markings of having been ravaged by the undead, while others were curled into blackened and charred husks only identifiable as human remains by the occasional glimpse of yellowed bone poking through leathery flesh. Those, Jack said, were probably victims of the initial blast, unlucky souls consumed in the firestorm that had swept across the region. They passed small pockets of undead along the way, but none as large and organized as what they had encountered on the far side of town.
Once the initial shock of the devastation wore off, Megan’s concern shifted to the radiation levels. She had no way of knowing how much remained, or how much they were absorbing during their glacial passage through the blackened wasteland. In her mind, dying of radiation poisoning was one of the only things worse than being eaten alive by a zombie. At least with a zombie attack, the pain was over quickly. However, there was nothing she could do other than hunker down and wait it out, while trying not to think about the invisible poisons coursing through her body. Soon enough, they reached the end of the traffic jam, and the freeway opened up again. With a relieved sigh, Jack jammed the gas pedal to the floor, and they roared away from the horrors of El Paso.
Megan sauntered over to where Jack sat on a low, flat boulder on the side of the road. “Check it out.” She held up the MREs. “Meatloaf.”
A genuine smile blossomed on his face. “You’re kidding.”
“Nope. Ryan’s got a stash in the back of the Suburban. He said he’d share.”
Jack made room for her on the boulder. “Then, what are we waiting for?”
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150 Miles East of El Paso
Later
 

“Dad?”
The word, spoken at barely a whisper, sliced through the filmy haze of Ryan’s exhaustion, bringing him instantly awake. He opened his eyes a crack and turned his head toward Luke.
“What is it?”
“I have to go to the bathroom.”
Ryan rolled his eyes. Why always in the middle of the night? “Can’t you hold it until morning?” he asked, trying to keep the frustration from his voice.
Through the gloom, he saw Luke give a vigorous shake of his head.
Ryan closed his eyes and lamented on how close he had been to finally falling asleep. “Okay,” he said, shifting and moving Paige from his shoulder.
Her eyelids fluttered open, and she sat up straight. “What—”
“Bathroom,” Ryan murmured. “Do you need to go?”
Her words came slow, as if each one took a monumental effort. “Yeah. I think so.”
“We’ll all go, then,” Ryan said. “But we need to be quiet. I don’t want to wake the others.”
He got to his feet and made his way to the door, walking with a stoop so he didn’t bump his head against the ceiling. Paige followed close behind, weaving from the effects of the pills. Ryan helped her from the truck and set her gently on the ground. Luke came last, hopping to the ground with a grunt. Once they were all outside, Ryan closed the door, making sure it latched securely.
Paige crossed her arms over her chest and hugged herself. “It’s so cold…”
Ryan cursed himself for not thinking of a jacket. The narcotic was probably making her cold. “We’ll be quick.” He put his hand on Luke’s shoulder and said, “Stay with your mother. I’m going to make sure we’re alone.”
Luke nodded. “Just hurry. I really have to go.”
“I will.” Ryan jogged around the vehicle, searching for signs of the undead. Finding none, he gave the all clear. He put his hand on the small of Paige’s back and guided her to a spot a few feet from the rear of the truck where she could have some privacy, yet he could keep an eye on her. “Luke and I will be right over there,” he said, pointing at a nearby clump of brush.
Paige gave a meek nod.
Luke was hopping from foot to foot, impatient to get on with his business. Ryan shooed him toward the brush line.
Ryan unzipped his fly as he walked. He didn’t have to pee, but he wanted to try anyway, so he wouldn’t have to get up again later. He glanced over his shoulder and watched Paige unbuckle her pants and squat. She was facing the other direction, and from the faint sound of liquid spattering against dirt, he could tell she was having no trouble relieving herself.
Ryan returned his attention to his own business. Pulling himself out, he shivered at the sting of cold air on exposed flesh. He closed his eyes, let out a long sigh, and willed the urine to flow.
Paige’s shriek cut through the night like a raging fire engine. Ryan’s heart skipped a beat and adrenaline surged into his bloodstream. He spun around, stuffing himself back into his pants with one hand and drawing his Ruger with the other. Two figures were staggering across the freeway, on an intercept course with the truck.
“Shit! Zombies!” He grabbed Luke and shoved him toward safety. “Get inside!”
Visions of the showdown in Arivaca flooded his mind: the seemingly endless attack, Jim, the hopelessness he had felt when the undead had surrounded him. He took off at a sprint, intent on beating the zombies to the truck.
The zombies were fast, but Ryan was faster. He intercepted them ten yards from the Suburban. Both were men, one thin and spindly, and the other hulking, but almost comical with no arms. Ryan didn’t give them a chance to get any closer. His gun coughed twice, and the creatures dropped in their tracks, becoming two more indistinct lumps in the night.
He turned to find Paige, but she was gone.
“Paige? Where are you?” Cocking his head, he listened for sounds of his wife in the cool, still air. Nothing. “Paige?” he called again, a little louder, almost a yell.
Again, no response.
He did a quick circuit of the SUV. Paige was nowhere to be found. Taking a slow, deep breath, he tried to calm his racing heart. She wouldn’t have ventured far from the safety of the truck, not without himself or Luke by her side.
Yet she had.
“Where’s Mom?” Luke asked from his perch on the running board.
Ryan went to him. “I don’t know. I think…” He wasn’t sure what he thought.
Doors opened on the truck, and Ryan heard the excited murmur of voices as news of the attack spread. One by one, the others joined him and Luke. Archie brought a flashlight and played it over the desert landscape.
On impulse, Ryan wrenched the light from the old man’s grasp. “Wait here,” he commanded, taking off at a sprint and plunging down the nearest embankment.
There were a million places Paige could have gone, a million directions in which she could have run. Throwing caution to the wind, he cupped his hands around his mouth and shouted her name. A few seconds passed with no response, and he tried again.
Following what appeared to be a faint path, he jogged deeper into the desert and repeated the process. After a few minutes, he stopped and looked around. He couldn’t see the truck anymore. He debated turning back, but he discarded the idea and pressed on.
He stopped short a few minutes later when he detected a drastic change in the landscape ahead. He took a few cautious steps and found himself standing at the ragged edge of a steep cliff. Darkness stretched away to infinity, the canyon swallowing the horizon whole. Shining the flashlight into the void, Ryan probed for the bottom of the chasm. A nauseating wave of vertigo slithered through this belly when the light finally touched solid ground. He took an involuntary step back. The bottom was at least eighty to a hundred feet down, perhaps more. Screwing up his courage, he returned to the edge and played the light around again, searching for what he already knew he would find.
Tracing back from the floor of the canyon, to the near wall, he caught a glimpse of a rag doll figure, broken and bloodied, pulverized by sharp fingers of rock reaching from below.
Paige.
Footsteps approached behind him. Seconds later, Megan and Jack burst through the last of the brush and skidded to a stop beside him.
“Where’s Luke?” Ryan demanded.
“At the truck,” Jack said between gasps. “He’s with Archie.”
Ryan positioned the light so he could see their faces. “Good. I don’t want him to see this.”
“Oh, no!” Megan said, her hand flying to her mouth. “You found her?”
Ryan dropped his chin to his chest and let the beam of light fall to his feet. “Yeah.”
Megan reached out to him, but he shrugged her off and stepped out of reach. He didn’t want to be touched. Not then.
Jack held out his hand. “Can I see the light?”
Ryan reluctantly passed it over. Jack crept to the edge.
“Close to the wall,” Ryan muttered.
“Damn it,” Jack whispered after a few seconds. “I’m sorry, Ryan.”
“Maybe…” Megan said, her voice full of forced optimism.
“No,” Ryan said with a resigned shake of his head. “She’s gone.” He took a step away from the edge and put his hands to his face. He sucked in a great gulp of sweet desert air, and a sob hitched in his throat as his eyes flooded with tears.
As much as he wanted to be shocked by Paige’s death, wanted to be outraged and indignant at the senselessness of it all, he couldn’t help but feel a guilty twinge of relief. Relief that what had been brewing for years had finally come to pass. Relief that it had happened when Luke was not around. Relief that Paige was finally out of her misery.
Wiping his face on his sleeve, Ryan shuffled toward the void. He stared into the darkness, allowing himself to become lost in the low drone of the wind. “We’ll hike down in the morning. Luke and I will bury her.”
“Of course,” Megan said.
Jack cleared his throat. “We’ve got about three more hours until daylight.”
Ryan placed a finger first over one nostril, and then the other, blowing the dusty congestion from his nose onto the ground. “I’d like a few minutes alone.”
“Sure,” Jack said. “Take as long as you need. We’ll be at the truck.”
He and Megan retreated into the brush and vanished into the night.
Ryan thought of Luke and how he would react to the news of his mother’s death. The boy wasn’t stupid, not by a long shot. On more than one occasion while they’d been in the bunker, Luke had made comments about his mother’s condition, painful insights couched in the language of a child teetering on the edge of adulthood. He knew his mother was sick, and like Ryan, he had been intent on doing what he could to help her cope. As their only child, Luke probably felt some level of guilt over Paige’s condition, some misplaced blame for his own inability to solve her problems. Ryan’s only hope was that whatever had affected Paige would not also manifest in his son. He couldn’t imagine a life without Luke, especially after losing Paige.
He remained on the ledge for a few more minutes, plotting how he would break the news, how he would deal with the immediate aftermath as well as the long-term ramifications. In the end, he decided the best approach would be to lay it all out, to tell Luke in blunt terms what had happened to his mother, how she had been sick since before he was born. Anything else would be an insult to Luke’s intelligence.
A faint rustling in the nearby brush brought Ryan back to the present. He raised his gun and shone his flashlight across the scrub, trying to find the source. The sound came again, but a little farther away, followed by a short burst of high-pitched squeaks. Relief flooded through him as he realized it wasn’t a zombie.
Out of ideas and with his drying sweat starting to give him a chill, Ryan holstered his gun and set off on the long hike back to the truck.
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Dawn
 

Ryan and Luke set out for Paige’s body at first light, before the others awoke. Each carried only a single bottle of water and a granola bar. In the light of day, Ryan quickly identified a narrow, rocky trail snaking into the depths of the canyon.
A thick veil of silence cloaked their descent, as both he and Luke focused on the footing and the gruesome task awaiting them. Ryan led, grateful Luke wasn’t witness to the endless procession of tears flowing from his eyes. Periodically, he thought he heard Luke sniffling behind him, but he forced himself not to look, partly out of respect, but mostly because he couldn’t bear the thought of Luke seeing him in such a state.
A brief burst of panic clawed at him as he neared the bottom. What if she’s still alive? What if she was paralyzed from the fall, and she’s been conscious and suffering all night? He tried to convince himself it was impossible, that the shattered body he had spied the night before could in no way have harbored life. Yet try as he might, he couldn’t shake the thought.
They reached Paige’s corpse a few minutes later.
One look at the battered remains that used to be his wife told Ryan his fears had been unfounded. Paige lay draped over a jagged boulder, her neck folded at an impossible angle and a thick line of congealed blood tracing a course from her mouth to the ground. Her eyes, blank and filmed white, were forever fixated on the cloudless strip of sky far above.
Ryan put his fingers to Paige’s eyes and pressed lightly on the lids, trying to draw them closed as he had seen done a million times in the movies. Her skin was cool to the touch, her eyeballs spongy, yet surprisingly firm. As soon as he removed his fingertips, her eyelids crept open again. She stared at him, unseeing. Ryan cursed under his breath and tried again. The lids wouldn’t stay closed. He turned to Luke in desperation, only to find him watching in mute horror. “They won’t—”
Luke averted his gaze. “It’s okay, Dad. It’s okay…”
Ryan set to work on removing Paige’s body from its resting place. It was time to do what they had come to do.
It was time to bury his wife.
Without a shovel, he and Luke were forced to improvise. They moved Paige a few yards down the slope, out of the shadows and into the warm, early morning sunlight. Once she was in position, and he did as much as he could to make her look natural, they set about covering her with fist-sized rocks collected from the base of the cliff. Stone by stone, they constructed a mound over her body from head to toe, entombing her in a makeshift memorial that would last far beyond their last days on earth.
When they were done, Ryan took a solemn step back to inspect their work.
“Did you want to say a few words?”
Luke mumbled something unintelligible and shuffled his feet. Looking down at him, Ryan saw that Luke was trembling. Whether from exhaustion or from raw emotion, Ryan couldn’t tell, but he guessed a mix of the two. He ached to be able to reach out and offer some timely pearls of wisdom, but he had nothing left to give.
Luke opened his mouth, but the words wouldn’t come. He closed it and stared at Ryan, his expression dissolving into the soul-crushing grief and sorrow of a terrified child. “Did…”
“It’s okay,” Ryan murmured. “You don’t have to say anything.”
“Did Mom kill herself?”
The words hung in the air like a toxic cloud. It was a question Ryan had expected, although he had thought he would have time to prepare for it.
“Dad?”
“I… I don’t know.” He met his son’s gaze. “You know your mother was really sick…”
Luke said something, his voice too faint for Ryan to hear.
“What was that?”
“I said I know. I know she was sick. She was sick for a long time.”
Ryan’s shoulders sagged. “Since before you were born.”
Luke stared at him, wide-eyed. “Really?”
Ryan nodded.
Luke’s face screwed up in concern. “Am I going to get sick too?”
The question rocked Ryan to his core. He and Paige had discussed that possibility at length during her healthy periods, but neither had an answer. Only time would tell. “Not if I can help it.”
Luke frowned, but the tension seemed to ease from his face. He bent over and pried a small stone from the ground. It went on the top of the pile covering Paige.
Ryan sensed an opportunity to buy some time to come up with better answers to Luke’s impossible questions. “How about we give your mom a moment of silence? I think she’d like that.”
Luke smiled. He sniffled and wiped at his nose. “Yeah. She would. She’d like that a lot.”
They moved to the edge of the mound, and Ryan put his arm on Luke’s shoulder. Luke flinched, and then relaxed.
A minute passed. Then another.
Ryan brought his hand to his mouth and forced a small cough. “Well?”
Luke knelt and placed his hand on the rock nearest Paige’s head. “Goodbye, Mom. You can rest—” His last words were swallowed by a sob.
A fresh round of tears welled in Ryan’s eyes. He was only able to manage a choked whisper. “Goodbye, Paige. I love you.”
Luke got to his feet and, with a final longing glance at his mother’s grave, turned for the trail. Ryan fell in behind him, numb to the world, not quite sure how or what to feel anymore.


 

Eighteen
 

 


Approaching Houston
Late Morning, The Next Day
 

The landscape grew barren and monotonous as Megan piloted the lumbering SUV across Texas, the hills melting away bit by bit until finally they vanished altogether, replaced by pancake-flat vistas of brown and dull green stretching to infinity. Jack rode shotgun, his nose buried in one of Luke’s books. Ryan and Luke sat in the center row. Neither had said much since returning from burying Paige, and Megan was happy to leave them to their thoughts. Archie was stretched out in the rear of the truck, seemingly relieved to have an entire seat to himself.
For the most part, the road was clear, and the undead were few and far between. Every once in awhile, a snarl of wreckage would materialize on the horizon, a random collection of vehicles entombed like prehistoric insects frozen in amber. Rather than deal with the possibility of a zombie encounter, Megan took advantage of the four-wheel drive and swung wide around each obstruction.
They passed through San Antonio around dawn. Like El Paso, the city had been obliterated, blasted into a charred wasteland by the government’s bungled attempt to cauterize the spreading plague. It took two hours to find a safe way around, two hours in which everyone was on the edge of their seat, weapons primed, prepared for the worst. In the end, the dead city was a non-event, and they all breathed a collective sigh of relief as the road to the east opened up again.
It was almost too easy.
Megan yawned and stared at the horizon. “Those clouds sure do look ugly.”
Jack grunted and closed his book. “Yep. It’s gonna be a whopper of a storm.” He gestured at the towering wall of inky blackness roiling the heavens as far as the eye could see. “I haven’t seen anything like this in years.”
Megan couldn’t tear her gaze away from the approaching storm. She was struck by the difference of scale in the weather system compared to what she was accustomed to. “I guess we’ll have to get used to it, the rain, I mean.”
“Guess so,” Jack said with a wry grin. “Doesn’t mean I have to like it, though.”
Megan laughed. “Tell me about it.” She sobered. “Do you think we should stop soon, maybe find somewhere to ride it out?”
Jack shook his head. “Nah. I think we should try to get around Houston first.”
Megan gave the clouds a nervous glance. “Are you sure? I don’t want to get pinned down…”
Jack nodded. “Yeah. We’ll reach the outskirts in another hour or so, and then we’ll scoot around and find a dry place to set up camp on the other side.”
Megan glanced in the rearview mirror. She hated the thought of shattering the fragile calm that had settled over the group. Jack had a good point. If they could make it around Houston, it would mean one less time setting up and breaking down camp, one less opportunity for something else to go wrong. Still, their experiences in El Paso and San Antonio weighed on her. Scooting around the city was fine in theory, but so far, that tactic had proven more difficult in practice than any of them had expected.
“I don’t know,” she said. “Let’s get a little closer and see what the city looks like before we make that call. If it’s anything like El Paso…”
Jack thumbed open his book. “Fair enough. I think we can make it, but we can wait to decide if you want.”
Megan gave him a thin smile. “Thanks.”
As Jack turned his attention back to his book, Megan pressed down on the gas pedal and watched in satisfaction as the speedometer needle inched to the right. They would have their answer soon enough.


 

Nineteen
 

 


A little while later
 

Megan drummed her hands on the steering wheel, keeping a mental beat with a barely remembered song whose name eluded her. The monotony of the road was wearing on her, and with Jack engrossed in his book, she was having a hard time maintaining her concentration. They were closing in on the far western suburbs of Houston, and while they had not yet encountered any significant blockages, she suspected it was only a matter of time. Until that point, though, her job was simple. Drive straight and don’t fall asleep.
A large shape loomed on the horizon. At first, she wasn’t sure what she was seeing, but as they drew closer, the shape resolved into a faded black trailer parked perpendicular to the freeway. That’s odd. The trailer appeared to be in good condition, as if it had only recently rolled off an assembly line.
Except for the white lettering on the side. The message was short and to the point. “Exit 776. Safe Zone.”
“Jack?”
Jack didn’t look up from his book. “What is it?”
“Uh, you may want to see this.”
He looked up, then sat bolt upright and closed his book with a snap.
Megan brought them to a stop a few dozen yards from the trailer. Jack grabbed the road atlas and quickly flipped to the page detailing Houston. Tracing his finger along the thin orange ribbon of I-10, he tapped the far eastern edge of the city. “Found it. Looks like an industrial park. Shipbuilding.”
Ryan called out from the rear. “What’s going on? Why’d we stop?”
Jack gestured at the trailer. “Check it out.”
His seat jostled as Ryan used the headrest to pull himself forward. “Well, I’ll be damned. More people.”
Jack folded the atlas open and slid it onto the dashboard. “And just in time, too, with this storm coming.” As if to underscore his words, a spray of raindrops pelted the windshield, instantly turning to red, watery mud as they mixed with the layers of dust and road grime coating the glass.
Megan turned on the wipers. “So what do you want to do?”
Jack sighed. “We’ve still got time to make a run for it.”
“I’m with Jack,” Ryan said, his voice rising in excitement. “That’s not far from here at all.”
Megan raised her hand. “Whoa! Hold on a second.” She grabbed the map and held it up so the others could see it. She stabbed her finger at the shipyard. “Look how close this is to downtown Houston.” She scrutinized the legend in the bottom corner of the map. “It’s what… ten miles from city center?”
“So?” Ryan shrugged.
“So that means Houston didn’t get hit.”
“Let me see that!” Ryan said, snatching the map from her hands. “Son of a bitch. You’re right. If Houston had been nuked, there’s no way people would be that close in.” He flipped to the next page, scanned it for a second, and then turned back to Houston.
“So Houston wasn’t nuked,” Megan said. “That’s good news, but it also means the city is still probably full of corpses. How many people lived here before? A million? Two? That’s a couple of million undead.”
Jack rubbed his jaw. “Maybe, but I’ll bet the roads are in much better shape than they were in San Antonio and El Paso. Plus, there are a ton of alternate routes around Houston. If we stay away from the city center, we can get on the other side in a flash.”
There was a thump at the rear of the truck, and Archie squeezed into the seat between Ryan and Luke. “Why are we even debating this?” He slapped the back of the Jack’s seat as he would slap a stubborn horse. “Let’s get moving!”
Ryan held the map up again so everyone could see. “We can totally make this. Look. Here,” he said, tracing his finger in a path along the roads south of Houston. “I know this area. I used to come here for business a few times a year. If we go south on the Sam Houston, it’ll intersect with I-10 a few miles from this exit. That’ll keep us far enough from downtown that we can avoid any hordes.”
Megan looked at Jack and chewed her lip as she considered their options.
“What do we have to lose?” Ryan added. “I mean, how much worse can things get? If there are people there, we can at least get out of this goddamned truck for a while. Maybe they even know something about Tampa.”
Ryan was the most animated Megan had seen him since Paige had died. She didn’t know whether to be relieved or frightened by the sudden burst of energy.
“He does have a point,” Jack said. “We need to stop for the night and whether we do it here or there, or somewhere along the way, our situation is still tenuous at best. And besides,” he added, nodding at the storm clouds, “I’d rather be on the other side of Houston when that thing gets here.”
Megan couldn’t argue with their logic. She understood zombies, knew how to fight them, when to stand her ground and when to run. The storm, the sheer magnitude of it, however, was a new and ominous variable, one for which she had no frame of reference.
“Okay. I don’t like it, but I’m in.” She met Jack’s eyes and saw her own uncertainty reflected in them.
Ryan passed the map back to the front seat. “We’ll be okay. Don’t worry about the roads.”
The engine roared, and Megan shifted into gear. As the acceleration pressed her into her seat, she couldn’t help but wonder if their situation was about to go from bad to worse.


 

Twenty
 

 


Burnley Shipyards, East of Houston
Ninety Minutes Later
 

Aside from the rusting and twisted remains of a few scattered accidents, the Sam Houston Parkway turned out to be clear. They encountered a handful of additional signs along the way, all hand-painted like the first, urging them onward, bolstering their spirits.
A steady rain fell from the leaden skies, transforming the road into a lustrous ribbon of black, punctuated only by the occasional weed.
Megan worried. She hadn’t seen a single zombie for hours. She sensed they were out there somewhere, lurking in the endless suburban strip malls hugging the expressway, hunkered down in the abandoned vehicles, watching, waiting for an opportunity to strike. Except the undead didn’t do that. They didn’t wait. It wasn’t in their nature. They existed only to eat and to infect the living. If there was no food nearby, they would search until they found it. Years of coexistence had taught her that, and it was inconceivable that their behavior had suddenly changed. No. Something else was going on, something she didn’t understand.
They found the main entrance to the shipyard closed. A rolling chain link fence stretched across the roadway, blocking their passage. A weathered padlock secured the gate.
Ryan took the wheel and kept the truck running while Megan and Jack climbed out to investigate.
Megan glanced around nervously and gave a weak thumbs-up as they approached the entrance. “I’ve got a bad feeling about this,” she whispered. “You’d think with all of those signs on the freeway, there’d be someone here at the gate.”
“Yeah…” Jack murmured, glancing around. “It’s a little too quiet.”
They reached the gate and stood in silence, listening for sounds of life… or death. Tall block walls stretched away to either side, limiting their view of the shipyard interior.
Megan put her face to the gate and peered through the chain link, straining to see what lay beyond. Meanwhile, Jack turned to watch their rear.
Gripping the padlock, she gave it a sharp tug. The hasp slid open with a well-oiled snick. “Huh?”
Jack turned at the noise and frowned when he saw the lock dangling open. “What the…?”
As quietly as she could, Megan lifted the lock and hung it on the fence. She grabbed the edge of the gate, a bulky, twenty-foot-long behemoth on hard rubber wheels, and gave it a shove. It moved a fraction of an inch and then rocked back into place.
“It’s too heavy. Can you give me a hand?”
“Sure.” Jack moved in beside her, and together, they pushed the gate open, creating a space barely large enough for the SUV.
“Ready?” she asked.
Jack nodded and led the way through the gate.
Fifty yards ahead, a squat tan and brown cinder block building sat alone in the center of an expansive parking lot. The words Main Office were written in bold black letters on a dirty sign hung above the door. The blinds in the plate glass window facing the parking lot were drawn. A neon Open sign sat unlit behind the glass.
“Well?” Megan said. “Shall we?”
Jack motioned the truck forward, and he and Megan stepped aside to allow it through the narrow opening. Once the vehicle was inside, he made a twirling motion in the air with his finger, and Ryan drove the truck in a tight circle so the nose was pointing out again.
The truck fell silent. The doors opened, and the rest of their group spilled out.
The first words out of Archie’s mouth mirrored Megan’s thoughts. “Where is everyone?”
Megan shrugged. “I was hoping you could tell me. It looks deserted.”
Ryan cupped his hands around his mouth and was about to yell, but Megan stopped him with a finger to her lips and a “Shhh.”
He gave her an annoyed scowl. “What was that for?”
“Just hold on,” Megan insisted. “We don’t know—”
Ryan laughed and spread his arms. “Come on. Can’t you see? We’re safe here.” He gestured at the block wall, the fence, and the lone building. “There’s no one here. They’re all gone.”
“We’ll see,” Megan said. “I want to explore a little before we make that call.” She nodded at the office. “Starting over there.”
Ryan rolled his eyes. “If you insist. But I think it’s a waste of time. I think whoever was here took off. Hell, maybe they’re on their way to Tampa.”
The same thought had already crossed Megan’s mind and was her primary reason for wanting to search the office.
“Dad, I have to pee,” Luke announced.
Ryan turned to him, seeming annoyed. “Go ahead, then.”
Luke took a few steps, but stopped in his tracks and looked around. “Uh. Where?”
Ryan rolled his eyes. “I don’t know.” He pointed at a dilapidated green dumpster a few dozen yards from the gate. “How about over there?”
Megan sensed Luke’s reluctance to go alone, and she was about to volunteer to accompany him when Jack stepped forward and announced he had to go as well.
As Luke and Jack set off for the privacy of the dumpster, Megan returned her attention to the gate. “Let’s see if we can secure this thing.”
Retrieving the lock from where she had hung it on the fence, she threaded the hasp into the latch, and without thinking, closed her fingers around it, pushing the hasp into the base of the lock. It closed with a solid ker-chunk.
“Shit!” she cursed, tugging frantically on the closed lock. “Goddamn it!”
“What is it?” Archie asked, coming to her side.
“I locked it,” Megan responded. “By accident.” She felt sick to her stomach. They were trapped inside the shipyard.
Archie chuckled. “I’m sure the key is in the office somewhere.”
Megan grimaced and looked toward the dark building. “It had better be.”
 

***
 

A quick search of the office turned up the key to the padlock, but no indication as to the fate of the former inhabitants of the shipyard. In the top drawer of a battered metal desk near the front window, Megan discovered a notebook written by the former office manager. Inside was a chronicle of the weeks immediately following the uprising. The pages painted a picture of a rapid and irreversible descent into despair as the unlucky employee first lost contact with the outside world, and then bit by bit, with her own sanity. It ended with a single statement: “I’m done.”
A map on the rear wall of the office illustrated the extent of the shipyard complex. It showed the visitor entrance they had used, as well as a larger industrial entrance a quarter mile to the west, at the other end of the shipyard.
“We need to check that entrance,” Megan said, indicating the larger of the two. “Make sure nothing can get in.”
Archie volunteered, and Jack said he would assist. Ryan offered to go as well, but Jack declined with a shake of his head. “We’ve got it. Why don’t you see if there’s anything else here we can use?”
With a shrug, Ryan took Luke and set off on a more thorough search of the building.
Megan caught Jack as he headed for the door and planted a quick kiss on his mouth. “Be careful out there.”
“Always,” he replied with a grin. He patted the gun strapped to his hip. “We’ll be back in a few.”
Archie held his arms open. “What? I don’t get one?”
Megan gave him a mock scowl and pecked him on the cheek.
“Much better,” Archie said with a leer.
As soon as the men were gone, Megan sank into an office chair and let out a long sigh. “What a day…” She picked up an old newspaper, dated a few days before the uprising, and a profound sadness seeped into her as she scanned the headlines and tried to recall how it had felt before. She still found it difficult to believe how fast things had fallen apart, how one day she had been looking forward to a much needed vacation, and the next, she was watching her friends and coworkers being eaten alive. A shudder raced through her, and she closed the paper.
A steady drumming noise began overhead, quickly building to a roar as the storm intensified. Megan laid the paper down and went to the door. She cracked it open, and the noise level spiked. Rain was falling in torrential sheets. She could barely see beyond the edge of the roof. She took a hurried step back and closed the door.
She could hear Ryan and Luke banging around as they explored. She looked around the room and, for the first time all day, found herself at a loss for what to do. The newspaper had sucked the wind right out of her. Jack and Archie returned a few minutes later, both soaked to the bone.
“It’s locked up tight,” Archie announced as he wiped sopping strands of hair back from his forehead. “And no sign of any visitors either.”
Megan went to the window. She pulled the blinds aside and peered out. “With this rain, we may as well plan on settling in for the night. We’ll explore more in the morning.”
“Is there a door in back?” Jack asked, nodding at the doorway leading to the rear of the office.
“Uh huh,” Luke said. “It’s locked. There’s also a window, but it’s got security bars.”
Jack nodded. “Good. Thanks. We should post guards outside, just in case.”
Megan considered Jack’s recommendation. She didn’t relish the idea of spending the night outside, and she didn’t want to ask anyone else to do it either. She agreed with him, however. They couldn’t let down their guard. She went to the storage locker and pulled the door open. She rummaged around inside, pulling out item after item and dumping them on the floor behind her. “I thought I saw these earlier,” she said as she yanked out a tangled bundle of yellow fabric. “Raincoats.”
“Good find,” Jack said. “We can definitely use those.”
Megan shook the coats out to their full length. “So who wants to go first?”
She was met by silence.
Ryan broke the impasse. “I’ll take first watch this time.”
“Me too,” Archie said. “I’m already wet, and I can’t bear the thought of sitting down for another minute.”
“What about me?” Luke asked.
Ryan put his hand on the boy’s shoulder. “Count yourself lucky. You get to stay inside where it’s dry. Don’t worry. I won’t be long.”
Out of the corner of her eye, Megan saw Jack breathe a sigh of relief, no doubt glad he had escaped the first shift.
She tossed jackets to Archie and Ryan.
Ryan caught his in one hand and raised an eyebrow at Archie. “You ready for this, old man?”
Archie let out a chuckle. “More than you’ll ever be.”
Ryan shrugged into his jacket. “We’ll see about that.”
“Do you want to eat first?” Megan asked as the men headed for the door.
Archie and Ryan stopped and looked back at her.
“I’m not hungry,” Archie said.
Ryan shook his head. “Me neither. We’ll eat when we come back in.”
Megan pulled on the remaining raincoat. “Suit yourselves. I’m starving. I’m going to go out to the truck and get some food.”


 

 Twenty-One
 

 


Burnley Shipyards
East of Houston, Texas
Later
 

Ryan pulled his hood tight against the blowing rain and shivered. Despite the raincoat and the two shirts he wore underneath, he couldn’t shake the feeling of being soaked to the bone. He cupped his hands and blew into them in a futile attempt to warm them. It didn’t help.
Taking a step backward, he leaned against the wall between the rear door and a small barred window and tried to find a comfortable position. He had ten more minutes before he switched places with Archie, who was covering the far side of the building, near the front door, and the time couldn’t pass soon enough.
The wind gusted and stinging needles of rain lanced his face. He turned his head away.
Then he heard it.
The noise was faint at first, yet impossible to mistake—the rattle of chain link fence. Cocking his head in the direction of the gate, he focused all his attention on trying to separate the noise from the steady din of the rain, hoping against hope it was only a figment of his imagination.
It came again. Jingle-jingle. Jingle-jingle. The noise was louder, more insistent. Squinting, he strained to see through the darkness, but the downpour was an impenetrable wall, obscuring everything beyond the edge of the roof overhang above him.
An electric current of fear arced through his body as something brushed his elbow.
Acting on instinct, Ryan twisted away from the unexpected contact, trying to put as much space as possible between himself and whatever had touched him. A vision of Luke’s sleeping face flashed before his eyes as he drew his pistol and brought it to bear on the threat. A split-second before his finger tightened on the trigger, he eased off.
Archie stood before him with wide eyes and a look of surprise on his face. Ryan cursed himself for not noticing the man’s approach. His shoulders slumped in relief. “God damn it, Archie! You scared the fuck out of me!”
“Sorry.” Using one finger, Archie gently pushed the barrel of Ryan’s pistol away from his face. “I thought I heard something.”
Ryan swallowed and lowered his gun. “You too?”
Archie gazed into the storm. “We need to wake the others.”
“I was just—” Ryan jumped as a muffled crash rang out in the distance. “What the hell was that?”
Archie took off at a lumbering sprint, heading for the other side of the building. Ryan followed close on his heels. When they burst through the front door, they found Jack awake, his feet propped on the office desk and a small flashlight trained on the pages of a thick paperback novel.
Jack’s feet thumped to the floor. “What’s going on?”
Archie threw back his hood. “There’s something out there.”
Jack cursed and got to his feet. “Shit! Are you sure?”
“Absolutely,” Ryan added. “We both heard it.”
Jack crossed the room to where Megan sat slumped against the wall with her chin on her chest. “Megan,” he whispered, giving her shoulder a gentle shake. “Wake up.”
“Huh…?”
Jack picked up the rain jacket from the floor beside her and put it on. “I’m going outside for a minute. Archie and Ryan heard something.”
Megan’s eyes snapped open, and she scrambled to her feet. “You heard something? What was it? Where—”
Ryan cleared his throat and glanced toward the door. “The fence, I think. But there was another noise. Inside, somewhere.”
On the floor, Luke stirred. He sat up, yawned, and scrubbed at his eyes. “What’s going on, Dad?”
Ryan squatted beside him. “It’s probably nothing. We need to check out a noise.”
Luke gripped Ryan’s wrist, the steely strength of his fingers a shock. “No. I don’t want you to go.”
Ryan put his hand over Luke’s and gave it a squeeze. One by one, he pried his son’s fingers loose. “It’s okay. We’ll be quick. You stay here with Megan.” He glanced at Megan, and she gave him a small nod of confirmation in return.
“But…”
Ryan picked up Luke’s pistol, which had been pushed aside while he was sleeping. “Take this,” he said, placing it in Luke’s open hand and closing the boy’s fingers around the grip. “I’ll be right back.”
Luke stared at the gun and then back at Ryan. Ryan could tell by the way his son cocked his head, he knew he wasn’t getting the whole story.
With a resigned sign, Luke double-checked the safety and then placed the gun in his lap, within easy reach. “Are you sure?”
“I am,” Ryan said, trying to project an air of confidence he didn’t feel.
“Are you guys ready?” Jack asked.
Ryan stood and exchanged a nervous glance with Archie. “Sure.” He went to the door.
 

***
 

Ryan’s trepidation turned to shocked terror when he pulled the door open and found himself face to face with the naked, decayed remains of a morbidly obese woman. Unable to tear his eyes from the sight, time slowed to a crawl as he drank in the endless rolls of blue-gray flesh, the breasts, flat and deflated, at one with her round, distended belly. Worst of all was the monster’s face—the exposed lower jaw, the bone yellowed and fractured from overuse, the flesh long ago ground away. The creature’s stench assaulted his nostrils in an overpowering fetid blast. The cloying odor of rot triggered an involuntary gag reflex. Tears sprang to his eyes, and he watched in frozen terror as the creature’s ruined eyes focused on him, offering him every bit of its deadly attention.
In a flash, it was on him, wrapping its beefy hands around his neck and propelling him backward into the room. Ryan collided with Jack, and they all tumbled to the floor, a writhing tangle of living and undead, limbs and teeth, locked in a frantic struggle for dominance.
Ryan let out a choked scream. “Fuck! Get it off!” He battered the creature with his fists as it snapped its teeth in an attempt to bite him. He gripped the monster’s upper arms and tried pushing it away. His fingers plunged into soft, mushy flesh. He felt hard bone underneath. The creature fought back with the strength of ten men, squirming and twisting, slippery from the rain and decay, getting closer to a fatal bite with each passing second.
“Shoot it!” Archie shouted over Luke’s terror-filled wails.
Ryan closed his eyes and thrashed his head from side to side to dodge the diseased morsels of flesh and poisoned saliva cascading from the zombie’s mouth. It took everything in his power to keep his mouth and eyes shut.
He heard a grunt and then the pressure on his neck disappeared. He opened his eyes and sucked in a great lungful of foul air.
Jack had the creature in a headlock and was dragging it across the room toward the open door. The muscles of his arms and neck bulged with the effort.
With an insane roar, the zombie slithered free from Jack’s grasp and turned on him like a feral dog. Megan screamed. Ryan leaped to his feet and reached for his gun, but it wasn’t there. He spied it a few feet away, near the door.
Jack and the zombie continued their macabre waltz across the room.
The zombie growled and sank its teeth into Jack’s upraised arm. Jack screamed in agony. A second later, Archie plowed into the zombie at full speed, knocking it loose from Jack and sending it sprawling against the wall. A half-chewed chunk of Jack’s forearm flew from the creature’s mouth upon impact and landed on the floor at Ryan’s feet with a meaty plop. The zombie scrabbled toward Archie and was about to seize him when the report from a large caliber handgun exploded in the room. The monster’s head disappeared in a fan of black and gray chunks. The body crumpled to the floor.
The smell of cordite filled the room. Ryan turned and saw Luke standing in a perfect shooter’s stance. The boy’s arms shook uncontrollably, and his eyes were wide with fear.
Archie struggled to his feet, kicked the door closed, and threw the deadbolt.
Megan rushed to Jack’s side. “Oh, my God! He’s bitten!”
Blood gushed from Jack’s arm and splattered on the floor. Jack’s gaze met Ryan’s, and Ryan saw the stark realization of what was to come in Jack’s eyes.
Ryan felt weak in the knees. His gut heaved without warning, and he vomited all over his feet.
 

***
 

“Jack! Oh, my God!” Megan took his arm in her hands, taking care to avoid the blood gushing from the ragged wound in his forearm. Jack’s blood had become poison, as even the smallest drop could infect her as well.
Jack grimaced and sank to his knees. “I’m sorry.” A tear ran down his cheek. “I’m so sorry.”
Megan shook her head, and through her own tears, said, “There’s nothing to be sorry about. Nothing at all.”
“I don’t have long,” Jack moaned. “You have to do it fast.” He fumbled for his pistol.
Megan shook her head. “No! There’s got to be a way!”
Jack shuddered in her grasp. He closed his eyes and sank the rest of the way to the floor.
Megan’s mind raced. She looked around the room frantically. Luke was with Ryan. Archie stood a few feet away, watching them, his face a mask of horror.
She had an idea. “Archie! The locker. I saw a propane torch in there!”
Archie stared at her as if she were speaking Chinese. Then he sprang into action.
She pointed at a fire axe hanging on a bracket beside the desk. “Ryan! I need that axe!”
Jack whimpered like a wounded animal.
“Hold on,” Megan murmured. She gave his upper arm a squeeze.
She heard the sounds of the equipment locker being emptied, then Archie’s shout of excitement. He came back holding a tall blue cylinder of propane in one hand and a lighter in the other. “You’re not going to do what I think you’re going to do, are you?”
Megan gave him a grim nod.
Ryan appeared at her side holding the axe.
She needed one more thing. “Luke! I need a stick, something about this long,” she said, holding her hands about a foot apart.
Luke gave her a thoughtful look, then went to the desk and yanked open the top drawer. After a few seconds of rummaging, he held up a wooden ruler. “Will this work?”
Megan hoped so. “It’ll have to.”
Jack’s strength seemed to flow out of him all at once. Megan didn’t know if it was shock or the zombie virus already taking hold, and she didn’t care.
Reaching over her shoulders, she shucked off her long-sleeved shirt. She wrapped the arms of the shirt around Jack’s upper arm and tied them in a slipknot. She tugged it tight until her arms burned. Then she held out her hand. “Ruler.”
Luke slapped the wooden stick into her hand.
Megan laid the ruler on top of the knot, then tied a second knot in the sleeves. She twisted the ruler until the blood stopped pumping from Jack’s forearm. After a few seconds, his arm began to turn blue.
She looked up at Archie. “Grab that other raincoat and use it to tie the ruler in place while I hold it.”
Archie didn’t hesitate. Once he had got the arms of the coat tied tight enough, Megan stood and grabbed the axe.
“Oh, my God,” Ryan said, his hand going to his mouth. “You’re not going to—”
“She is,” Archie said.
Jack’s eyes opened wide. “What are you…”
Megan put a clean finger to her lips. “This is going to hurt.” Jack looked down at his arm and his eyes grew huge. “It won’t work. I can feel it inside of me already.”
Megan refused to believe him. “It has to.” She glanced up at Ryan and Luke. “You may not want to watch this.”
Ryan nodded and put his arm on Luke’s shoulder. He looked green. “We’ll be in the back.”
“It hurts,” Jack moaned. “It hurts so bad…”
Megan met Archie’s eyes, and he gave her a subtle nod. She lifted the axe, weighed the heft. Archie moved to the other side of Jack and put his arms on his shoulders, pinning him to the ground. Megan slid Jack’s arm away from his body, making room. She raised the axe over her head, and then swung with all her might.
The axe crunched into Jack’s arm a few inches below his elbow.
Jack’s eyes flew open, and an inhuman shriek burst from his lips. His back arched, and his legs shot straight out. Archie lay his full upper body on Jack’s legs.
Megan wiggled the axe free, only to discover the cut hadn’t gone all the way through. Fuck! She raised the axe over her head and hesitated a moment. She knew she couldn’t miss the cut she’d already made. She steadied her hands and swung again, putting every ounce of strength she had into the blow. The axe sank through the remaining flesh of Jack’s arm, and a piercing clang rang out as it impacted the concrete floor. Jack’s dismembered arm flopped loose from his body.
Jack writhed in pain. Blood sprayed from his stump, splattering across Megan’s chest. She forced thoughts of infection from her mind.
“Hold him still, damn it!” she bellowed. She grabbed the torch. Her heart sank when she noticed the canister was nearly empty. She turned the valve. Gas hissed. She struck the lighter. The torch gave a feeble sputter, and then a sharp blue flame spit forth from the end.
Working as fast as she could, Megan passed the cone of fire over Jack’s stump, cauterizing the wound and hopefully burning away any remaining traces of the zombie virus. The smell of cooking meat permeated the room. Flesh bubbled and popped as she cooked the stump to a charred black mess. Her stomach threatened to revolt with each passing second, but she managed to swallow back the bile and keep herself together.
Jack fell limp again, the shock finally too much for his system. When she was done, she untied the tourniquet slowly, waiting for the bleeding to start again.
Jack’s eyes fluttered open. An animal moan built from deep inside him, and tears streamed from his eyes.
“I need something to cover the wound,” Megan said.
“Got it.” Archie ripped open his backpack and pulled out a clean t-shirt.
Megan took it from him and tore off two strips. As gently as she could, she wrapped the remainder of the shirt around the suppurating stump and then used the strips to secure it. It wasn’t the best solution, but it would hold until they could find something better.
The front door rattled under a vicious impact.
Ryan raced into the room. “Guys, we’ve got a problem!”
“Not now,” Megan hissed.
“Yes. Now. We have to go. They’re everywhere!”
Archie looked to the ceiling. “Fuck me. Where are they coming from?”
Megan already knew. “They were inside. They were here all along.” She gestured at Jack. “Help me with him.”
Megan and Archie got Jack to his feet. He wobbled like a drunk, but he didn’t pass out again. The front door shook with another impact.
Megan looked at the plate glass window. They didn’t have much time. “Let’s go!”
She and Archie stumbled toward the rear of the building, guiding Jack between them. Ryan gathered up their backpacks and followed. Megan could barely make out Luke’s form in the dark as she went through the door. He was at the window, looking out at the darkness.
“Is it clear?” she asked.
Luke shook his head ominously. “No. Anything but.”
 

***
Megan’s hopes for a quick escape crumbled as they pushed through the emergency door and into a scene out of her worst nightmares. The undead had encircled the building and were drawing inexorably closer. Everywhere she looked, she saw rotted bodies in motion. “Go! Go! Go!” she screamed as her heart thundered in her chest.
The zombies flashed on them like a school of piranha.
Megan frantically scanned the approaching pack, searching for a way through. There! She spotted a gap where the net had not yet tightened. “This way!” she shouted, waving wildly at the corridor a few yards to their right.
Luke’s pistol boomed twice as he put down two undead who made the mistake of shambling into range.
They ran. The rain made it impossible to see where they were going. With Megan on one side and Archie on the other, they hustled Jack along as if running a macabre three-legged race at a company picnic. Luke and Ryan brought up the rear, their guns cracking repeatedly as they picked off any zombies that got too close.
Archie skidded to an abrupt stop and cursed. Megan was about to ask why when she looked down and saw water lapping at a pebble-strewn shoreline a few feet ahead of them.
Jack groaned and clawed at her. The next thing Megan knew, Archie was pulling them along the shoreline.
He pointed and yelled, “There’s a boat ahead! Hurry up!”
“A boat? Where?” Then she saw it. Not ten yards ahead, a small craft materialized through the shifting sheets of rain. A rusting outboard motor hung from the transom. Then it was gone, stolen from her view. Digging deep, she summoned the last of her strength and raced ahead.
When they reached the boat, Ryan and Archie tore Jack from her grasp and dumped him into the bow, splashing him onto his back in six inches of standing water.
Archie pointed at the boat. “Get in!”
Megan and Luke climbed in and moved to the stern to make room for Archie and Ryan.
“On three, push!” Ryan shouted from the bow. “One! Two! Three!” He and Archie bent over and shoved.
The boat ground across the asphalt with a terrible screech before slipping into the water with a hollow thump. Archie jumped in. Ryan tossed him the backpacks and then followed. Using their hands, they paddled from the shore. Progress was slow at first, but they picked up speed as the current grabbed hold of the flat-bottomed skiff and began to drag it down river. Filthy water sloshed at Megan’s ankles. Rain hammered her head, muting the world, blinding her. They rode dangerously low, but at least they were away from the shore.
Megan and Ryan exchanged places so she could be closer to Jack. Archie remained in the bow. Luke and Ryan began to bail, flinging handfuls of filthy water over the side with their cupped hands.
Jack mumbled something and tried to sit up, but Megan held him in place. She couldn’t imagine the pain he was experiencing. She was surprised he was even still conscious. She turned to Ryan. “Do you still have your medical kit? We need painkillers. And antibiotics if you have them.”
Ryan stopped bailing and dug into his pack. He pulled out a small bag and opened it. “God damn it! I can’t read these labels in the dark!”
Megan put out her hand. “Here. Let me try.” Ryan passed her the bag.
It took her a few minutes, but she eventually found what she was looking for: Vicodin for the pain and Amoxicillin for the wound. She counted out two of each and fed them to Jack.
 



 

 Twenty-Two
 

 


Several Hours Later
On the River
 

“God damn it!”
Megan turned on her seat, alarmed at the uncharacteristic vehemence in Archie’s voice. “What is it? What’s wrong?”
Archie slammed the engine cowling shut and threw up his hands in disgust. “I can’t get it started.” He gestured at a dangling loop of black rubber fuel line. “I think the gas is gelled. It smells okay, but I can’t make it flow.”
Ryan motioned at the motor. “Want me to give it a try?”
Archie tossed his head back and let loose a manic laugh. “Be my guest. But it’s not starting unless we can find a gas station with a working pump and clean gas.”
Ryan’s shoulders sagged in defeat.
Megan was gripped by a sudden numbing sense of helplessness. With no power and no paddles, they were at the mercy of the wind and the current, a position only marginally better than being on land with the undead. “I’m sorry,” she said quietly.
Archie fixed her in his gaze. “Don’t be. It’s just the way it is.”
A chalky flash of lightning illuminated the river, and Megan felt her hair stand on end. Before she could even blink, thunder roared, the intensity of the noise vibrating her to her very core. She squeezed her eyes shut and tried to imagine herself in a better place. Her throat tightened, and she tasted salty tears mixing with the rain on her lips. Slipping from her seat, she moved to the bottom of the boat and nestled herself into the empty space beside Jack, pressing against him. He was dozing, the narcotics having finally having taken effect. Rain pelted her, each drop stinging like an angry yellow jacket.
She closed her eyes and wept.
 

***
 

Megan awoke to a hand shaking her shoulder. When she opened her eyes, she found Archie hovering over her, his face only a few inches from her own.
She yawned and stretched. “How long was I asleep?”
Archie tilted his head. “An hour. Maybe two. We’re about to hit shore.”
Megan sat up with a start. “Shore?” The first thing she noticed was that the rain had stopped. She wasn’t dry by any means, but she wasn’t quite as soaked. “Where… where are we?”
“No idea, but this is the closest we’ve gotten to shore in hours.” Megan looked, and sure enough, a low, weed-choked shoreline lay only a dozen yards beyond the bow. Ryan and Luke were paddling with their hands, trying to guide the boat to land.
She looked up at the sky as lightning flashed in the distance.
Archie followed her gaze. “I think we’re in a lull.” Thunder rumbled, as if to underscore his assessment.
They reached land a few minutes later. Luke and Ryan leaped into the water when the metal hull struck bottom and shoved the boat out of the current and onto dry land.
Jack was either asleep or unconscious. Megan couldn’t tell. She remained beside him the entire time, speaking in soothing tones, touching his face, comforting herself by comforting him. Her unexpected nap had recharged her, but she feared that as soon as they started to move again, she would be right back where she had started.
Once the bow was firmly grounded, Ryan and Luke splashed back into the water along the starboard side.
Ryan held out his arms. “Quick! Let’s get him out of there.”
As he reached forward to take hold of Jack’s shoulder, Megan caught a flash of movement in the water behind him. Ryan suddenly pitched forward, his face jackhammering into the gunwale with a sickening crunch. A jet of hot blood spurted into her face, drenching her. She screamed and reached for him, but he was gone. The water boiled furiously a few yards off the stern and then became still.
Luke scrambled for his gun, drawing it on the now-empty river. His hands shook, sending his pistol in wide, unpredictable arcs. His breath hitched in ragged gasps.
Archie rested his hand on Luke’s shoulder. “Easy, son.”
Luke shrugged him off. “What? What happened? Where’s my dad?”
Megan tasted bile in the back of her throat. She swallowed, choking on the burn.
“Alligator,” Archie said. “Get out of the water, Luke. Get into the boat. Now!”
Luke took a step toward where his father had disappeared. The water rose to the middle of his thighs.
Megan yelled, “Luke! No! Get back in the boat!” Her eyes roamed the water, expecting the alligator to return at any moment.
“It took my dad,” Luke muttered in a numb voice, waving his gun back and forth. “It got—”
“Luke,” Megan said in her most commanding tone. “I’m sorry about your father, but we need to go. Now. There’s nothing else we can do for him.”
Luke nodded absently, still staring at the spot where the alligator had disappeared with Ryan. “But…”
Megan exchanged an uncertain glance with Archie. Panic welled inside her. She climbed from the boat and waded to where Luke stood. Her feet plunged deep into the gelatinous river bottom with each step, the mud and muck sucking at her legs as if trying to lay claim to her body. “Luke,” she said when she reached him. “We can’t stay here.”
She put a tentative hand on his shoulder, and Luke began to shake, trembling uncontrollably as if he had been doused in ice-cold water. He turned to Megan and threw himself against her chest, wrapping his arms around her waist and pulling himself to her. Sobs of despair exploded from within him, brutal waves of existential agony and longing that Megan feared would shake his very body apart.
Sensing she had an opening, Megan gently guided Luke back to the boat. With Archie’s help, she got him aboard. Once his feet crossed the gunwale and he was safe and secure, she scrambled out of the water herself.
“Guys?” Archie’s voice was full of barely disguised urgency. “We should go now.”
Megan sucked in a lungful of air, relieved to be out of the water.
She nodded at Archie, then looked at Luke, who lay curled in the bottom of the boat crying to himself. “Yeah. Let’s go.”
Slipping from the seat, she moved to Luke’s side.


 

 Twenty-Three
 

 


Galveston, Texas
Dawn
 

Dawn brought a miserly gray light and a return of the rain, a torrential deluge that made Megan miss the storms of the previous day and night. The wind blew in every direction at once, spinning their small boat in tight, looping circles down the river.
They rounded a bend, and Megan did a double take. Civilization, or some part of it, had returned. They slid past a burnt-out oil refinery, the landscape indelibly charred by the inferno that had raged out of control during the collapse. The next several hours brought more of the same, a voyeuristic tour of the cataclysm that had befallen the former industrial corridor. Silence reigned over the boat. Luke, still reeling from his father’s sudden death, was more morose than ever, his eyes glazed and his shoulders slumped, oblivious to the world around him. Archie kept his sights fixed on the shoreline, searching for a safe place to dock.
The rain slowed to a steady drizzle, and a fine mist rose up, enveloping them and shutting out the world beyond.
Megan was about to nod off when Jack spoke. “Megan—”
She slipped from her seat and knelt by his side. “Jack! You’re awake!”
Jack grunted and struggled to sit up. He let out a yelp of pain when his stump brushed against the gunwale.
“Ouch,” Megan said, cringing. “Careful.” She helped him sit up the rest of the way.
“Where are we?”
She shook her head and sighed. “I wish I knew. We’ve been adrift since last night, ever since the shipyard.”
Archie noticed Jack was up and said hello. Jack returned the greeting.
A puzzled expression came over Jack’s face as he looked around the boat. His brow furrowed in concentration, as if he were trying to remember something just out of reach. “Where’s Ryan?”
Megan put a finger to her lips and shook her head, but it was too late.
“He’s dead,” Luke said from the other end of the boat.
Jack sat up straighter. “Dead? How?”
Megan cursed herself for not anticipating the question. “We tried to go ashore last night. We lost him.”
“Zombies?” Jack asked, his voice grave.
Megan shook her head. “An alligator.”
“Fuck. That’s awful.” He called out to Luke. “I’m sorry about your dad.”
Luke didn’t respond.
Jack dropped his voice to a whisper. “How’s he holding up?”
Megan stole a furtive glance at Luke. She thought of their episode in the river, how he had clung to her as if he were about to go under himself. “I don’t know.”
She noticed Jack massaging his arm right above the stump. “How’s it feel?”
He grimaced. “You don’t want to know.”
Megan looked at the sky. The mist was lifting. He was right. She didn’t want to know. She reached into Ryan’s bag and pulled out the medical kit. “It’s time for more antibiotics. Do you want some more Vicodin, too?”
Jack licked his lips, the hunger in his eyes unmistakable. “I do, but not as much this time. That last dose knocked me on my ass.”
She grinned. “You needed it.”
“Maybe.”
Megan took the pills from the medical kit and handed them over.
Jack dry-swallowed. “Yum.”
“Megan? Jack?” Archie sounded excited. “Check this out.”
“What is it?” Megan asked, twisting so she could see.
Archie was pointing downriver. “Take a look at this.”
Megan saw a blocky concrete pier jutting thirty or forty feet into the river.
Archie asked, “What do you think?”
Megan looked at Jack, but he just shrugged with his one good shoulder.
As they drew closer, a large two-story structure became visible beyond the pier. At first glance, it appeared to be intact, unlike all the other ruins they had passed. Hope welled inside of her.
A sign was bolted to the pier a few feet above water level: Galveston Coast Guard.
“We’re stopping,” Megan said. “Right here. Right now.” She dipped her hands in the river and began to paddle. “Paddle!” she screamed over her shoulder. “Paddle, damn it!”
Luke and Archie joined her, slowly at first, but picking up the pace as their course began to shift. Faster than she expected, they reached the pier, slamming into the upriver side with a bone-jarring thud.
She scrambled out and onto the rain-slicked concrete. They had no lines with which to tie up, so Megan kept one hand on the boat and one on shore. For the moment, the current was with them, pressing the boat against the pier. “Hurry! I can’t hold it for long!”
Working together, Luke and Archie helped Jack ashore. Once they were all on dry land, Megan released her grip on the boat and watched as the current carried it back into the storm.
The roar of thunder filled the air as they turned and set off for the building.


 

What’s Done is Done
 

 

Wake ere the burst of the great white sun
     Into the blazing skies,
     Our limbs are stiff and the lids are gummed
     Over our blighted eyes.
     But our souls have perished in dust and heat,
     And this is the tale we tell,
     Our lives are ever a grim retreat
     With Death on the roofs of hell.
 

from Out on the Roof of Hell, by Henry Lawson
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Crew Quarters/Gulf Star Oil Platform
Gulf of Mexico
 

Chris Thompson awoke with a start, sitting bolt upright in his bed and driving the tender flesh of his scalp into the razor-sharp springs of the upper bunk. Excruciating pain stabbed into the crown of his head. Tears sprang to his eyes.
“Fuck me!”
He probed gingerly at his scalp and, not finding any blood or mangled flesh, carefully smoothed his hair back into place. He swung his feet to the floor. A finger of nausea tickled his gut, but he swallowed it away. For the third time in the past month, he had dreamed of his brother Dave. He closed his eyes and tried to recall the details, to commit the fleeting images of Dave’s face to memory, but it was too late. His brother was already gone. Again.
Chris had to pee. He wrapped his fingers around the cool, greasy rail of the upper bunk and pulled himself to his feet.
His thoughts skipped to the afternoon the world had died and how he had shoved Dave onto an overloaded news chopper before waving goodbye forever. Chris himself had been plucked from the roof of the Liberty Medical Center only a few minutes later by a group of grim-faced Texas National Guardsmen who were in the process of abandoning the dying city. He could almost still hear the thunderous sonic boom and picture the dirty black cloud kicked up as a malfunctioning nuclear warhead plowed into north Houston at supersonic speeds. He recalled the incandescent flash on the western horizon and the sudden blaring of alarms in the cockpit of the Blackhawk in which he was riding as San Antonio took a direct hit and disappeared in a cataclysmic fireball. His next memory was of waking up in the smoldering and tangled wreckage of the Blackhawk on the western outskirts of the city. Aside from the senior officer on board, Captain Marlon Hines, and a young corporal named Emilio Hooper, Chris was the only one to survive. He preferred not to dwell on the next several months and his desperate struggle to survive in a world where humanity skated along on the brink of extinction. At first, Hines had refused to acknowledge the demise of the military, insisting somewhere, somehow, the armies of the world would reconstitute and reclaim all humanity had lost. That never happened. Aside from a few sporadic transmissions on the salvaged helicopter radio, evidence of a functioning military became less and less frequent, until finally, on a muggy day a few weeks after the collapse, the last recognizable voice of authority had vanished from the airwaves altogether. Hooper had disappeared soon after, leaving behind only a note saying he was going to California to search for his family and that he was sorry for abandoning them.
Chris had come up with the idea of venturing into the Gulf of Mexico to seek sanctuary on an abandoned oil platform. All the while, he wondered what had become of his brother. Had Dave survived the attack? He had no way of knowing. He could only hope for the best, that some day he would find his brother alive and well.
In the weeks following, Chris and Hines had met up with other survivors, and by the time they reached the coast, their ranks had swollen to a ragtag group thirteen strong, including a handful of men who had made their livings plying the waters of the gulf in search of fish and oil. These men were their saviors, for neither Chris nor Hines had the skills or knowledge necessary to operate a boat, much less attempt long-term survival in the harsh and unpredictable confines of an oilrig. Over the years, through countless trips to Galveston to scavenge supplies and search for survivors, their numbers had increased to a hundred and seventy souls spread across the Gulf Star and an adjacent platform, the Dixie Sunrise.
Life was good, or as close to good as it could be considering the mainland was off limits for the foreseeable future, dominated without exception by the undead. They had food from the sea, water from the regular rains, and more electricity than they could ever use from the heavy-duty generators fed by the bottomless storage tanks located underneath the platform.
Chris stumbled across his quarters in the dark. The room seemed to sway beneath his feet. He yawned and tugged a shirt over his head before dropping into the chair in front of his computer. With a nudge of his mouse, the green LED in the corner of the screen lit up, and the screen filled with the fat whorls and streaks of a major hurricane over open water, the images beamed down live from twenty-two thousand miles directly overhead. The storm, not so affectionately dubbed “Big Bitch,” was a hundred miles out from the platform, and unfortunately, still tracking in a direct line toward Galveston. Chris had been watching it for a week, ever since it had plowed across Cuba and began its slow crawl toward the southern tip of Florida. That they could watch the hurricane’s progress at all was a bittersweet luxury, a sad reminder of a time when the world was awash in a seemingly effortless flow of information. No one knew how long the satellites would remain aloft, but Chris was intent on using them to the full extent while he had the chance. He scratched at the fine blond stubble on his chin. Going back to sleep was out of the question. He still had to pee. As he pushed his chair back, he noticed a light blinking steadily on the handheld radio sitting on the shelf beside the monitor.
His heart skipped a beat. He grabbed the handset and keyed the transmitter. “Hello. Is anyone there?” He removed his thumb. Waited.
Silence.
“Hello. This is Chris Thompson on the Gulf Star. Is anyone out there?”
No answer. The light stopped blinking.
Chris swallowed. Someone had transmitted. Someone on shore. Someone is out there.
He checked the adjacent frequencies, repeating his query. Again, no response. He couldn’t believe he had slept through the call. He tried to remember the last time he had checked the shore radios, but drew a blank.
He drummed his fingers on the keyboard. Someone was out there, and they had tried to call. He was concerned about the lack of response, but he didn’t want to read too much into it. Anything could have happened. The batteries could have died. They could be away from the radio.
Chris got to his feet. Taking his jacket from the hook on the wall, he pulled open the door and took off down the hall at a jog. The hurricane was still a ways off. If they acted fast, they still had time to dash into Galveston and see if anyone was there.
But first, he had to convince Hines.
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Galveston Coast Guard Station
Galveston, Texas
The Same Time
 

Jack lay still, his eyes closed, his expression slack. His breathing came slow and regular, barely audible over the storm.
“How is he?” Archie whispered.
Megan met his eyes. “He’s just resting.”
Archie fidgeted as if he had something to say, but didn’t want to say it. “Do you think he’ll turn?”
Megan felt a flash of anger, but quickly dismissed it. Archie’s concern was valid, even if she didn’t want to hear it. “Not if I can help it.”
She stared at Jack’s stump. Over the years, she had seen enough zombie bites to be pretty sure that if he were going to turn, it would have happened already. If the infection was inside him, he would already be showing signs of irreversible necrosis—the radiating pattern of black and purple lines that always accompanied a bite. The last time she had checked his wound, while swapping out the filthy T-shirt for a proper bandage from the Coast Guard medical kit, it had appeared normal, or as close to normal as she could expect given the recent trauma. Still, he had started running a fever in the past hour, and he couldn’t seem to remain awake for long, even though she had cut his Vicodin dosage in half. It was entirely possible that he carried the disease and that he would still turn. If that were to happen, she had a bullet ready for him.
And one for herself.
Rain lashed the expansive plate glass stretching across the far side of the room, blasting it like a wide-open fire hose. During her years in the desert, Megan had grown accustomed to the temperamental nature of the weather—the sudden storms that roared across the blasted landscape, scouring it clean in a frenetic burst before disappearing as if they had never been. The storm outside was something else entirely, and for the first time since the uprising, she feared the undead may not be the worst of her problems. Half-forgotten images of the Hurricane Katrina disaster danced in her head—flooded houses, desperate people trapped on their roofs, society submerged beneath the filthy murk of an out-of-control Lake Pontchartrain. She chuckled. Not that there was any society left to submerge these days. The undead had taken care of that. Still, the potential for flooding concerned her, especially considering their location right on the coast. If the storm was a hurricane, and she suspected it was, would they suffer the same fate as the people of New Orleans? Would they be drowned and washed away like so much flotsam?
“What’s wrong?” Archie asked, picking up on her change of mood.
Megan bit her lip. “It’s nothing. I was just imagining the storm washing all of this away.”
Archie gave her a dismissive wave. “This place was here long before this storm, and it’ll be here for a long time after. I wouldn’t worry too much about that.”
Megan stole a glance at Luke, who was sitting on Archie’s other side. The boy just stared into space. “I hope you’re right.”
Archie patted her on the knee and got to his feet. “I’m going to check outside.” He extended a hand to Luke. “Want to come with me?”
Luke looked up at him, and for a second, Megan thought he was going to say something. But then he shook his head, and his gaze fell back to the floor.
“Be careful,” she said to Archie. As Archie walked away, she bent down and kissed Jack’s forehead. “Come on, Jack,” she whispered. “You can’t die here.” She took his good hand and clasped it tight, enjoying the feel of his skin against hers. A tear rolled down her cheek, and she wiped it away.
Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Luke watching their exchange.
Archie returned. “I can’t see anything through the rain.”
A flash of lightning illuminated the room, followed within seconds by a boom of thunder.
He put his back to the wall and slid slowly to the floor. “Maybe we should try the radio again?”
Megan handed the radio to him.
Archie turned the bulky military handset over in his lap and, using his thumbs, pried open the battery compartment. He gave it a shake and four AA batteries clattered to the floor. “If only we had more…”
Megan picked up one of the batteries and inspected it, willing it to produce power. When the radio had first died, they had searched the Coast Guard station top to bottom, and while they had found a few stray batteries, they were either the wrong size, corroded, or in the case of a set of two dozen identical copper-tops in a trash can beside the desk, completely exhausted.
Archie’s hands froze in mid-air. “Did you hear that?”
Megan cocked her head, instantly alert. “No. What was it?”
“It sounded like metal scraping on metal.” He carefully placed the radio pieces on the floor. “I’m going to take another look. Just in case.” With a tired groan, he got to his feet and unholstered his pistol, then set out for the other side of the room.
Megan closed her fingers around the grip of her own pistol, the cool plastic and metal construction of the Glock suffusing her with a sense of calm.
Luke gestured at the spot vacated by Archie. “Can I?”
Megan patted the empty space beside her and nodded.
Luke slid close to her. “Megan?”
“Yeah?”
“Are we going to die here?”
Megan turned to meet his eyes. She chose her words carefully. “I don’t know. I hope not.”
Luke broke eye contact. “It’s just… I don’t want to die in here. Not in this place.”
“Me either,” Megan said. “Me either.”
Together, they watched Archie press his face against the glass, cupping his hands around his eyes.
Megan was about to call out and ask if he saw anything when Archie took a sudden step to the side, ducking behind a nearby wall. Her gut clenched as he waggled his fingers in a walking motion.
Zombies.
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Heliport/Gulf Star Oil Platform
Gulf of Mexico
 

Chris found Hines taking readings from one of their diesel generators. He had to yell twice to get the soldier’s attention.
Hines turned to face him, visibly annoyed at the interruption. “What is it?”
“We need to talk!” Chris shouted over the wind. “Can we go inside? Out of the rain?”
Hines cast another glance at the generator, shrugged, and slammed the access panel shut. He set off for the maintenance room door at a brisk pace, and Chris broke into a trot to keep up with him.
“I don’t know about that unit,” Hines said in a worried voice as Chris sealed the door shut behind them. “The damned thing keeps on shutting off.”
“Do we have parts?”
Hines frowned. “Yeah. We’ve got spares.”
“Let’s deal with it after the storm.”
Hines gave an exasperated sigh. Chris understood his frustration with malfunctioning machinery. It was their lifeline. It had to last.
“I assume the storm is still heading our way?” Hines asked.
Chris nodded. “Yeah. No change. Listen. Someone called from shore. I missed it; I was sleeping, but the light on the radio was blinking.”
Hines straightened to his full six-foot-four height. A drop of water ran from the hood of his jacket, splashing onto his cheek. He gave it an annoyed swipe with the back of his hand. “Did you call back?”
“Yeah. No answer.”
“Shit,” Hines muttered, his gaze boring into Chis like a searchlight. “This is the last thing we need right now.” He drew in a deep breath. “What’s your gut say?”
Chis held Hines’s gaze. “If we leave right now, we can get in and out before the weather gets too much worse.”
Hines guffawed dismissively. “Maybe you haven’t noticed the seas.”
Chris had. They were impossible to ignore. Waves like living mountains rolled beneath the platform, sinuous monsters with no regard for the puny humans perched above, and even less for those who dared venture into their midst. Still, they were navigable, if only for a short while. It was only a little over a mile to shore.
He swallowed. “It’s manageable.”
Hines didn’t look convinced. “Can you send someone else?”
Chris shook his head.
“It’s not Dave, you know. Not after all this time.”
Chris bit back a flash of anger. “Yeah, I know.”
Hines gave his chin a thoughtful scratch. “It could be the station was compromised. Maybe one of those things got inside and triggered the radio. That would explain why there was no answer when you called back.”
Chris sighed inwardly. Hines was playing devil’s advocate, trying to evaluate all sides of the situation before committing irreplaceable resources to a risky rescue attempt. Chris appreciated his friend’s thoroughness, but he had already had the same thought. The odds of a zombie figuring out the radio controls, even by accident, were astronomical.
“Someone’s alive over there,” Chris said. “I know it.” His gaze slid in the direction of the door, impatience gnawing at his gut.
Hines cinched his hood tight and motioned at the door. “Damn it, Chris. Go. Take Ben and Justin with you. They just finished securing the garden. Take boat two; we haven’t pulled it in yet.” In preparation for the storm, they were using the platform cranes to raise their two precious Coast Guard RB-Ms onto mid-deck, where they would secure them in the same manner as the helicopter. The RB-Ms, forty-five-foot Coast Guard boats that were the equivalent of a tank on water, were the last of their kind, and Chris had no intention of losing one on his watch.
“Okay,” Chris said, feeling a mixture of relief and dread at Hines’s response. While he was confident in his ability to pilot the RB-M in rough seas—he’d had plenty of experience in his years on the Gulf Star—he wasn’t nearly as certain of Ben’s or Justin’s abilities.
Hines opened the door, bracing it with his foot so it wouldn’t be torn from his grasp. “And Chris,” he said, almost as an afterthought.
He looked up. “Yeah?”
“Be careful. If it looks bad, turn around. We can’t afford to lose you.”
Chris nodded, and Hines disappeared through the door, dragging it closed behind him. Alone in the maintenance room, Chris did a quick mental inventory of what he would need for his shore mission: radios, guns, and ammunition. It was a good thing he hadn’t eaten anything, what with the rough seas ahead. He hoped Ben and Justin were as fortunate.
He opened the door leading to the interior stairwell. Ben and Justin would likely be in their cabins, winding down after their shift. Chris didn’t look forward to breaking the bad news to them.
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“Hold on!” Chris screamed. “Here we go again!” He stole a quick glance over his shoulder at Ben Samuelson and Justin Richards and did a double take.
Ben, a former roughneck from Mobile, was frantically wiping at a viscous rope of vomit stretching from his mouth to the front of his shirt, and by the gray tint of his face, he appeared as if he were about to let loose again at any moment. Justin, on the other hand, sported a huge grin, as if he were riding his favorite roller coaster at Six Flags.
Justin caught Chris’s eye and gave him a thumbs-up with his free hand, then let out a rousing, “Yee-haw!”
Chris smiled and returned his attention to the task at hand. They crested the top of a monstrous swell, a slow-moving beast that seemed to have no beginning and no end, and began to slide down the other side. Faster and faster they went, the boat accelerating as gravity and inertia sucked them deep into growing maw of the gulf.
The bottom of the trough, the low point where the surrounding waves towered above, was the most dangerous part. If he didn’t keep on the correct course, the water would come thundering down, snuffing them out in the blink of an eye. He checked his GPS, gave the control stick a sharp nudge to starboard, then goosed the throttle. They were close to the shallows, the point where the waves would decrease in size while simultaneously becoming choppier. That presented a different sort of danger, one for which he was far less prepared. Wreckage from the end of the world was a constant threat near shore. Anything from marine vessels to abandoned drilling rigs could appear unannounced in their path. He had heard stories of one crew who had encountered a minivan full of the undead bobbing in the gulf. Not that he entirely believed the story, but he understood the message. Going ashore was dangerous.
The sound of repeated retching filled the cabin.
“You guys okay?” he asked.
“Pussy here can’t handle a little sea,” Justin said, booming with laughter.
“Fuck you, Justin,” Ben said between gasps. “Fuck you both.”
Chris laughed. “We’re almost there. Maybe another ten minutes.”
Ben groaned and bent over again, wracked by a spell of backbreaking dry heaves.
They raced from the trough, rocketing toward the top of the next wave. This has to be the last one, Chris thought. We’ll see shore from here. A self-satisfied grin broke out on his face when lightning painted the sky an electric white, and he caught his first glimpse of the fractured horizon of downtown Galveston.
And then he saw it.
As long as a football field, the derelict oil tanker rolled dangerously at the bottom of the trough, the very same trough they had already entered. Listing hard to port, the behemoth was directly in their path, its towering hull perpendicular to their track, an immovable object in direct opposition to their irresistible force.
Chris gulped and jammed the control stick to the left, searching in vain to carve a path past the tanker, or at least to change their course to a parallel track in which he would have room to maneuver.
“Holy shit!” Justin yelled, his earlier bravado lost in a primal, childish squeal of fear. “Look at the size of that thing!”
“I see it,” Chris muttered under his breath.
The RB-M pitched forward violently, and Chris braced himself. He felt his stomach coming up. Any further, and we’ll go ass over end. The boat was designed for rough seas, but he found it almost impossible to fight what his body was telling him. He had to focus on the controls and not succumb to his fear.
They slid inexorably into the trough, slowly at first, then their speed mounted with each passing second.
Chris tensed, gripping the joystick until his knuckles turned the color of a cold corpse. “We’re going to hit!”
The impact was beyond anything he could have imagined. The RB-M rang like a bell, deforming for an interminable moment, shrinking on itself as if squeezed by the hands of a giant. A skull-splitting roar filled the air as they scraped along the rusty hull of the tanker, pressed tighter and tighter by the power of the sea, locked in a deadly hydraulic embrace, their mass a tiny fraction of their adversary, a gnat on the ass of the biggest elephant in history.
“Fuck! Fuck! Fuck!” Chris screamed. They were being dragged toward the rear of the tanker, towed toward the giant beast’s exposed propeller. If they reached it, they would be shredded, torn to pieces like chum. He reversed the throttles, and the engines roared in protest. Yet they still continued forward, drawn inexorably toward the propeller. Through the cabin window, Chris saw sparks fly as the thin metal skin of his little boat was flayed away inch by inch, foot by foot. He jammed the engine into neutral.
“What the hell are you doing?” Justin screamed. “Get us out of here!”
Chris didn’t respond. There wasn’t time. He sucked in his breath and watched the prop grow closer, the curved steel blades rising out of the water as if to welcome them to their fates.
He counted. Three. Two. One.
The propeller was less than a dozen yards ahead and closing fast when Chris jammed the throttle forward with all of his might and recited the only prayer he knew.
He thought he had miscalculated. They continued forward, out of control, all hope lost. Chris closed his eyes, bracing for the inevitable collision that would mark the end of his too-short life.
The impact never came. He opened his eyes and saw they were once again in open water, racing away from the tanker, tracking in a parallel course across the bottom of the trough.
He told himself to check his pants when they got into the shallows. With a flick of his wrist, he nudged the control stick, and they began the arduous climb to the top of the next mountain. They would live. For the moment.
Sensing a presence behind him, he turned to find Justin. The oversized man shook like a tree in a spring storm, but he was regaining his color.
“Good job, man,” Justin said, clapping him on the back. “I thought we were dead.”
Chris gave him a tight nod. “Me, too.”
As they reached the summit of the enormous crest, Chris saw they had reached the harbor.
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Megan twisted the lid off a half-liter bottle of water and handed the container to Jack. She watched his Adam’s apple bob as he drank. When he was done, he wiped his lips and passed the bottle back to her.
She touched the back of her hand to his forehead and gasped. “You’re burning up.”
“I know,” Jack said. “I feel like shit.”
She poured the remaining water into a fistful of paper towels and placed them on his forehead. “You should rest.”
Jack lay down and closed his eyes. “Thanks.”
A few feet away, Archie paced, his hands clasped behind his back, muttering to himself.
Megan snapped, “Archie. Can you stop pacing? Please?”
He stopped in his tracks. “Sorry. I do it when I’m nervous.”
Megan instantly regretted chastising him. “It’s okay. I’m just on edge.”
Archie waved her off. “Don’t worry about it.” He took a seat.
She cast a glance at the window. Beyond were the stairs, which led to ground level, to the undead, who had surrounded the building. It was only a matter of time until one of the creatures discovered the way up. And once that happened…
Try as she might, she found it impossible to focus on anything other than Jack’s deteriorating condition. His fever was growing worse. Either the antibiotics weren’t working, or he really did have the zombie virus. She racked her brain trying to think of a solution. He wasn’t due for more pills for another two hours. All she could do was wait.
Luke picked up his pistol and sighted it on the window at the spot where the zombies would enter the room if—no, when—they discovered their prey was close at hand. “I wonder,” he said, cocking his head, “if this place has an attic…”
Thunder crashed, rocking the building on its foundation.
“I don’t know,” Megan said, her thoughts a million miles away. “Maybe. Why?”
Luke pushed his fingers through his damp hair, making it stand on end. “Well, if we can get up there, maybe we can buy ourselves a little time.”
She grimaced. She didn’t have the heart to tell him it wouldn’t make a difference, that it would buy them a few minutes at most, maybe a few hours.
“I guess it’s worth looking,” she said, humoring him. “You never know.”
Luke stood up, a determined grin tugging at the corners of his mouth. “I’m going to go look.” He turned to Archie. “Want to help?”
“Absolutely!” Archie struggled to his feet. “There’s got to be one in an old building like this.”
Starting with the nearest hallway, they set off on their quest.
 

***
 

Luke and Archie were somewhere in the rear of the facility when Megan first heard the sound of feet ascending wooden stairs. Clomp. Drag. Clomp. Drag.
“Luke!” she hissed through clenched teeth. “Archie!”
There was no response.
She remained still, trying her best to squelch her mounting fear and instead focus on where she had last seen Archie and Luke heading. The building was a maze of hallways, and they were conducting a thorough search of every room.
A rusty squeal split the air, the sound so loud that Megan thought the wind was peeling the roof from the building, stealing away their last remaining protection from the elements.
Luke appeared at the mouth of a nearby hallway, a triumphant grin on his face. “We found it!”
A wet thump rang out from the plate glass window on the far side of the room. The zombies had arrived.
Luke’s gaze jumped to the window. “Holy shit!”
Megan grabbed Jack by the shoulder and shook. “Wake up!”
Jack’s eyes popped open, and he raised up on his elbows. “What? What is it?”
She was already on her feet. “We need to go! They’re almost inside!”
Jack held out a hand, and Megan helped him to his feet.
“This way!” Luke shouted.
Glass shattered behind them as they dashed down the hallway. Megan pushed Jack ahead of her, hoping he didn’t trip and take them all down.
“In here,” Luke said, turning left.
Jack and Megan followed. Through the gloom, she saw Archie waiting beside a ladder that extended from the ceiling to the floor. Nearly vertical, the rickety, folding contraption didn’t look strong enough to support a grown man. Megan kicked the door closed with her heel and fumbled for the thumb lock. The flimsy hollow core door wouldn’t be enough to stop their pursuers, but it would slow them down for a few seconds.
“You first,” Archie said, gesturing to Megan.
Megan shook her head violently. “No! Luke goes first.”
Luke didn’t argue as he scrambled up the ladder and disappeared into the void above.
Jack went next, leaving Megan and Archie alone.
The door bulged, and the soft wood around the doorknob fractured as a zombie tried to bull his way through. Laminated wood chips sprayed across the concrete floor like confetti. The creature roared in frustration.
“Go!” Megan screamed.
Grabbing her by her upper arm, Archie shoved her toward the ladder. Before Megan could protest, the door burst open, and a crush of zombies spilled into the room. The scent of soaking, putrefied flesh made her eyes burn. The time for arguing was over. Megan grasped the rungs of the ladder and climbed for her life.
Archie’s gun boomed twice as her fingers touched the top rung. The sound made her ears ring. She turned to look for him and instantly wished she hadn’t.
A seething mass of zombies swarmed over the old man, dragging him to the floor kicking and screaming. He got one more shot off before he fell silent.
A pair of slim hands hooked under Megan’s armpits, and she felt herself being guided up the last few steps. She burst into the attic, launching herself away from the open door and landing on her back in a scratchy nest of insulation. As she watched through teary eyes, Luke reached down into the opening and yanked on something. The ladder screamed in protest, and then drew up, folding closed on itself with a metallic crunch.
Megan sucked in great gasps of musty, humid air. Her chest burned as if she had swallowed a glassful of molten iron. “No!” she wailed. “We have to—”
“It’s too late.” Jack shook his head. “He’s gone.”
Megan sobbed and threw her arms across her face. Below them, the zombies feasted on Archie’s remains, their grunts and moans and the sounds of rending flesh carrying through the thin floor as if it were made of paper. Above, rain hammered the steel roof.
After a muted click, weak yellow light filled the attic. Megan squinted at the sudden brilliance and turned her head. Luke sat a few feet away, holding a small black flashlight. He shone the beam around the space, illuminating their new prison.
“Can I see that?” Jack asked.
Luke passed him the flashlight.
Light reflected off of glass as Jack played the beam along the far end of the room. “Looks like a window.”
Megan sat up and looked. The sounds of feasting had faded, replaced by an incessant moaning as the undead searched for more food. For them.
“Let me see the light,” she said. Luke handed it to her.
Taking care to stay on the rafters so she wouldn’t fall through the floor, Megan set off for the window. There may be a way out, after all.
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The deck throbbed beneath Chris’s feet as the twin turbocharged 825 horsepower engines of the RB-M strained to maintain their position against the churning current. The shoreline snapped into blurry green detail as he lowered his night vision monocular over his right eye. He reached up and gave the focus a slight adjustment. The shoreline jumped into sharp relief.
Justin nudged his elbow. “What do you see?”
Chris’s shoulders slumped in defeat. “We’re too late.”
He focused his attention on the station, inspecting the building from top to bottom. The undead seemed to be clustered near the outside stairway. Some were already inside.
“It’s overrun,” he muttered. “They’re all over the place, inside the perimeter fence, in the building. Everywhere.”
“That’s bullshit,” Ben said. “We left that place locked up tight.”
Chris took a deep breath. “It makes sense if someone drew them in.”
Ben cursed in frustration and slammed his fist against the bulkhead.
“The big question is,” Chris continued, “is whoever brought this swarm in still alive? They never answered our radio call, which means probably not. But they may have had mechanical problems. They could still be in there, trapped.” He inspected the dock and let out a sigh of relief. “The dock is clear, at least. I think we can get in.”
Justin gave a nervous laugh. “And do what? If the building is surrounded, what’s the point?”
Chris returned his attention to the Coast Guard building. “That’s a good—” He held up his hand. “Hold on. I think I see… yeah. There’s a light in the attic. Someone’s there!”
Chris pulled off his night vision scope and stowed it in an overhead bin. He reached for the control panel, finding the switch for the searchlight by muscle memory alone. He toggled the powerful light to the on position. He let the beam shine steadily for ten seconds and then switched it off. He repeated the process twice more.
They received a response after the third attempt. A light flashed back at them, repeating three times.
Chris grabbed the radio microphone and keyed the switch. “Chris to Hines. Over.”
The line crackled, and a second later, Hines’s voice came blaring through the speaker. “Hines here. Go ahead.”
“We’ve got human activity in the station. We’re proceeding with our extraction. Over.”
The line remained silent for an eternity. Chris envisioned Hines on the Gulf Star, hunched over his radio, rubbing his temples the way he often did when confronted with a tough problem. “Understood. Call me when it’s over.”
“Will do. Chris out.” He returned the microphone to its hook beside the controls.
“This is gonna be a bitch,” Ben grumbled.
“Yep,” Chris replied. “It’s going to get ugly real fast.”
He flashed the searchlight once more before turning to face Ben and Justin. “Let’s do this. We’re going to have to fight our way in. I don’t think we’ll be able to get all the way to the building, but we should be able to clear a path, at least for a minute or two, enough to give them a chance. Justin, you and I are in front. Ben, you’re going to make sure we can get back to the boat. Take more ammo than you think you’ll need. And remember save one for yourself.”
Ben glanced nervously at Justin, and then back at Chris. “Uh, we were talking a little while ago, and…”
Chris sensed a trap. “What is it?”
Ben forged on. “Do you really think it’s worth it?” He nodded at the shore. “Going in there, I mean? It seems like we’re hanging out our asses pretty far for people we don’t even know.”
Chris crossed his arms and set his mouth in a hard line. “Look. I know you’re scared—”
“I’m not scared,” Ben snapped, straightening and squaring his shoulders. “I can handle any zombie motherfucker out there. That’s not the issue.”
Chris sighed. “In case you haven’t noticed, Ben, there aren’t a whole lot of us left anymore. If we leave these people to fend for themselves, then what does that say about us? What if one of them was your father? Your sister? Your brother? Would you leave them to die because it was inconvenient? What if it were you?”
Ben’s gaze fell to his feet. “No. I wouldn’t leave them.”
Chris drew his SIG Sauer .40 and pulled the slide back a few millimeters. He consciously avoided Ben’s eyes, giving the man a final opportunity to save face. “So, are we good?”
“Yeah,” Ben said grudgingly. “We’re good.”
“Justin?” Chris asked, looking over at the other man.
Justin gave a quick nod.
Chris bit back a smile of satisfaction. “Okay then. Get your shit together. I want to be back here in a half hour.”
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Megan dug through Luke’s pack like a woman possessed. “Are you sure they’re in here?”
Luke nodded. “They’re in a zip-lock bag, near the bottom.”
“Why didn’t you say so?” She turned his pack upside down and shook it violently, sending the remainder of its contents pouring into an unceremonious heap at her feet. At the top of the pile was a translucent bag containing two yellow plastic walkie-talkies.
She let out an excited whoop. “Yes!” Megan took the bag and split the seal with her finger. She pulled out one of the radios and thumbed the power button.
“Here goes nothing.” She pressed Talk and put the radio to her lips. “This is Megan Pritchard calling from the Galveston Coast Guard Station. I repeat. This is Megan Pritchard calling from the Galveston Coast Guard Station. Come in.”
She held her breath and waited. When no reply came, she switched to the next channel and tried again. She repeated the process through all fifteen channels. When she reached the end, she repeated the process in reverse.
No answer.
“Damn it! They must not be listening on this frequency.”
Luke went to the window and looked out. “They’re still there. I think they’re getting closer.”
The radio squawked, making Megan jump. A man’s voice came through loud and clear. “Come in, Coast Guard station. This is Chris Thompson in Galveston Bay. Come in.”
Megan stared at the radio, dumbfounded. She raised it to her mouth again and pressed the transmit button. “This is Megan Pritchard. Over.”
“How many of you are there?”
Megan closed her eyes in relief. “There are four—no, three of us.” She prayed they had room.
“That’s fine,” came the reply. “Are you ready to go?”
She exchanged a glance with Jack and he gave her an enthusiastic nod.
Megan keyed the transmitter. “We are. But you need to know… we’ve been completely overrun. They’re everywhere. We’re in the attic. Over.”
“Understood. Can you get to that roof below the window?”
Megan scurried to the window and stuck her head out into the rain. Six or seven feet below, an eight-by-ten-foot porch roof jutted out from the side of the building. She tried to remember what it covered and couldn’t. Probably a door. She kicked herself for not noticing it before. She keyed the radio. “Yeah. We can make it. Over.”
“Good. We’re starting our approach. We’ll be at your position in fifteen minutes. Be ready to move.”
“See you in fifteen. Over.”
The radio crackled. “Hang tight. We’ll get you out of there.”
Megan clipped the radio to her belt and got to her feet.
“You heard the man. Let’s get moving!”
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Chris cut the engines as they approached the dock, letting the boat’s forward momentum carry them the last few yards. He didn’t want to do anything to alert the creatures near shore to their arrival, and with the near-constant rumble of thunder and the pounding rain, he was gambling they could slip in unannounced.
Less than a minute later, they were tied alongside the same weatherworn dock he had visited countless times over the years, where he had hoped to one day reunite with Dave. With the perimeter fence breached and the station overrun, that dream was dead. We’ll clear this place after the storm, he tried to tell himself. Or we’ll go somewhere else. Start over again. One thing was certain: without a safe berth in Galveston, life was about to get a lot more difficult on the Gulf Star.
A bolt of lightning illuminated the cabin. A split-second later, the heavens exploded and thunder roared, seemingly directly overhead.
“I fucking hate storms,” Ben grumbled.
“You and me both,” Chris said through clenched teeth. “Let’s go.”
Raising and cinching their hoods, Chris and Ben left the relative comfort of the RM-B cabin and joined Justin on the dock.
“Weapons?” Chris asked.
They did final checks of their side arms. In addition to pistols, each man carried a battered aluminum baseball bat, a reliable and effective tool for dispatching the undead at close range. Stretching around the bat, near the grip, were a series of small black hash marks, each representing a kill Chris had made with the weapon. The marks stretched around the shaft, too numerous to count.
A tall chain-link fence with razor wire running along the top separated the dock from the shore. A lone zombie wandered in aimless circles a few feet inside the gate, its attention focused on something only it could see.
“What’s she doing?” Justin whispered, gesturing at the creature.
Chris brushed water from his eyes. “She must’ve gotten separated from the rest.” He pulled free the heavy strand of wire securing the gate and hung it on the fence. “Okay, Ben,” he said, keeping his voice low so as not to attract the zombie woman. “If it doesn’t have a pulse, it doesn’t get through. Got it?”
Ben gave him a wide-eyed nod and rested his bat on his shoulder. “No problem.”
“Good,” Chris said. He turned to Justin. “I’ll take care of this first one. You get the next.”
When Chris was almost upon the ghoul, he saw the creature was actually male. What he had assumed was the remains of long hair turned out to be a rotting scalp, peeled from the skull and draped down the zombie’s back like a thick, fleshy mullet. Chris swung like his life depended on it, and under the force of the blow from his bat, the zombie’s head popped like a ripe watermelon. The rank, diseased contents of its skull spurted out in a fan of gelatinous slime, and the zombie collapsed in a heap.
Chris dipped his bat in a puddle to clean the gore, then did a quick survey of the area. Finding it clear, he motioned Justin forward. A rusty steel container emblazoned with faded Coast Guard logos obscured their final approach to the porch overhang. Once they were around the container, they would have a straight shot for the overhang, and for the waiting survivors.
Chris tightened his grip on his bat.
Now for the fun part.
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Rain hammered Megan as she dangled from the window, her legs bicycling in open air. It’s only two or three feet. No big deal. She locked eyes with Jack and held his gaze. Then she let go. A surprised oomph escaped her lips as she thumped onto the asphalt-shingled roof and rolled onto her back.
Jack shouted, “Are you okay?”
Megan sprang to her feet and brushed herself off. “I’m fine. It’s not as far is it looks.”
Jack nodded, then disappeared from view. Luke appeared at the window, swung one leg out, and straddled the sill. He said something to Jack, and then, with the reckless athleticism of a teenager, he twisted onto his stomach and launched himself out the window.
Megan’s breath caught in her throat. Luke, however, knew exactly what he was doing. He landed cat-like beside her, sinking onto his haunches to cushion the impact.
She put her hands on her hips. “Be careful! You scared the crap out of me.”
Luke grinned and laughed. “I used to climb when I was a kid.” He paused. “With my dad.”
Megan huffed and shook her head. In her mind, Luke was still a child.
Jack reappeared at the window and tossed down their packs. Then he swung his leg over the sill. She and Luke moved into position beneath the window. With only one arm, there was no way he could lower himself. He was going to have to jump feet first, and they were going to have to guide him to a soft landing.
Jack brought his other leg out and hunched over, squeezing his frame into the tight opening and balancing precariously on the edge of the sill. He muttered something and closed his eyes. Then he pushed away.
The roof swayed sickeningly under the weight of his impact, and for a heart-stopping second, Megan feared it was about to collapse.
“Fuck me!” Jack cursed as he looked back at the window. “That was a lot higher than it looked!”
A gunshot rang out. Then another. Megan followed the noise and spotted a pair of men a dozen yards away and closing. Both wore yellow rain slickers and held pistols in their outstretched hands.
“Come on!” the closest man screamed, waving at her. “We can’t hold them off forever!” He fired at something out of her view.
Megan recognized his voice. He was the man from the radio—Chris.
“Come on!” Chris shouted. “Get off that damned roof!”
“We can’t wait,” Luke urged, grabbing their packs and tossing them to the ground.
Megan took Jack by the good arm and hustled him to the side of the roof closest to the building. Peering over, she discovered a lush clump of bushes directly beneath them. No zombies. “We’re clear.” She inclined her head at Luke. “Go ahead.”
Luke plopped onto his rear and dangled his legs over the side. With a yelp, he pushed off and plummeted straight down, vanishing feet-first into the dense foliage below. Megan let out a sigh of relief when, a second later, he rolled out and clambered to his feet, brushing bits of leaves and twigs off of his clothes.
She put a hand on Jack’s elbow. “Your turn. Last one. I promise.”
Jack rolled his eyes. “It had better be.” He took a seat and, without a word, slipped away from her.
Megan followed as soon as he was clear. Chris was there when she got to her feet. He seemed taller from ground level, close to Jack’s height. His eyes were black stones in his gaunt, unshaven face.
He took careful aim and squeezed off a shot at an approaching zombie. “We need to go.”
The man with him stopped firing to reload. “C’mon, guys! Let’s get this show on the road!”
Chris scooped up the backpacks and set off at a loping run. Megan and the others followed. As they rounded a derelict shipping container, she nearly collided with a third man. He urged her on with a wave of his hand. They dashed down a short flight of concrete stairs and onto the dock. Megan paused before the gate to look behind her. Chris grabbed her by the elbow and dragged her through with a shout. The other men raced past, and Chris slammed the gate shut and threaded a heavy curl of wire through, securing it.
She was about to board the boat when she heard a sound that nearly took her breath away—the frantic pounding of feet against wet concrete, heading in their direction.
The leading edge of the swarm arrived a few seconds later, plowing into the gate and nearly toppling it over.
“Fuck you!” Chris stuck the barrel of his pistol through the chain link and pressed it against the nearest creature’s head. “Fuck you all!” He pulled the trigger, and the zombie’s head exploded in a grainy cloud. The monster crumpled to the ground, but was instantly replaced with another. The fence rattled and sang, the mesh straining with the combined weight of dozens of thrashing bodies. They had only seconds before it gave way and the undead were upon them.
Megan turned and leaped onto the heaving deck of the boat. As soon as everyone was aboard, Chris darted into the cabin, while his men set to work untying lines and preparing to cast off. The engines roared to life a few seconds later, and the boat lurched and heaved away from shore. Megan put one hand on Jack and her other on a railing for support.
Jack pointed at the dock. “Look! They’re through!”
Megan followed his outstretched hand and watched in horror as the undead horde swarmed over the flattened fence and poured onto the dock. They came in a boiling mass, the unrelenting press of their decayed flesh sending body after body cascading into the churning waters as they tried in vain to bridge the impossible divide.
Relief flooded through her, and for the first time in days, Megan felt a glimmer of hope. She didn’t know where they were headed, or what their fate held in store for them, but for now, they were alive. They had a second chance.
With a determined grin, she set out for the cabin. It was time to find out who their mysterious saviors were and where they were taking them.
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As soon as the door slammed shut, Chris shrugged out of his raincoat and dumped it on the floor beside the control panel. He waved an arm at his men in introduction. “This is Ben and Justin. You already know who I am. Who the hell are you?”
Megan was caught short by his abruptness. She took a tentative step forward. “I’m Megan. Megan Pritchard. This is Jack Wolfe.” She inclined her head at Luke. “And that’s Luke Franklin.”
“Welcome aboard,” Chris said, splitting his attention between the controls and her. “So what’s your story?”
Megan took a deep breath and recounted their journey, starting in Tucson and working her way through to the attic of the Coast Guard station. She intentionally left out all the people they had lost along the way. They would come later.
Chris gave a low whistle when she was done. “You’ve been in the shit, haven’t you?”
Megan exchanged a glance with Jack. “You could say that.”
Chris nudged the throttle, and the deck thrummed harder beneath her feet. He gestured at the bloody bandage covering Jack’s stump. “So, Jack, what’s going on with your arm?”
Fuck. Megan cringed inside. That was the same question she would have asked had their situations been reversed. “We had an accident in Houston,” she said before Jack could speak.
“An accident, huh?” Chris cocked his head.
“That’s right.”
Luke spoke up. “A zombie bit him! But Megan cut Jack’s arm off like it was nothing. She saved his life.”
Chris yanked back on the throttle, and the boat began to slow.
“Thanks, Luke,” Megan said, shooting him a withering glare. “He’s right. I caught it before it spread.”
The boat lost its forward momentum, and the world began to spin around them as the storm cupped them in its hands and shook them like a pair of dice. Megan quickly lost all sense of direction.
Chris put his hand to his forehead and rubbed hard. “Damn it! I was afraid of that. You can’t come with us.”
A sudden panic gripped Megan. She stepped between the men. “And why not?”
Chris took his hand off the control stick and turned to face her. “Why not? How about because he’s infected?” He craned his head to look past her. A pistol cocked somewhere to her rear.
“I told you!” Ben said accusingly from just over her shoulder. “We should have left them there.”
Chris snapped, “That’s enough.” He sighed. “Look. It’s simple. We can’t take anyone onto the platform if they’re showing signs of infection.” He pointed at Jack’s stump. “And if that’s not a sign of infection, I don’t know what is.”
Megan wasn’t sure she had heard him correctly. “Did you say platform?”
“Yeah. The Gulf Star. It’s an oil platform about a mile out.”
Megan opened her mouth to speak, but Chris put up his hand. “Look. I want to believe you. I really do.”
“Then, why don’t you?” Megan seethed inside. She hated herself for putting Chris in this position, for demanding he break the very same rules she had instituted in Scorpion Canyon. God knew she had turned away enough people over the years, and for far less. She would have done anything to protect her community. “I’m telling you, it’s been two days. He’s clean.”
Chris ran his hands through his hair and cursed. “I’m going to call Hines.”
Alarm bells rang in Megan’s head. “Who’s Hines?”
“Captain Hines,” Chris said. “He’s the boss on the platform. This is his call.”
“And if he says no?”
Chris stared at her. “If he says no, then Jack stays here. We’re not going back to shore.”
Jack sucked in his breath.
“Make the call,” Megan said.
She returned to Jack’s side and laced the fingers of one hand into Jack’s good one. She looked him in the eye and forced herself to smile. His gaze, she noticed, was a little less distant. She desperately wanted to reach out and check his fever, but the action would no doubt become only another piece of ammunition for Chris to use against them.
Chris pulled the radio handset from the console and pressed the transmit button. “Chris to Hines. Over.”
The radio crackled, and a deep, masculine voice boomed through the cabin. “Did you get them?” Rich and sonorous, almost liquid, it was the voice of a man accustomed to being in charge. It was also a voice full of undisguised relief.
“We did,” Chris said. “But we’ve got a situation.” His gaze slid to Jack.
“A situation?”
Chris exhaled. “Yeah. One of them was bitten. It happened a couple of days ago, they say, and he hasn’t turned yet, although he looks sick as hell.”
Damn it! She had hoped Chris wouldn’t notice Jack’s pallor.
Hines didn’t answer right away, and Megan began to imagine the worst. The seconds ticked by. She shifted on her feet, continuously adjusting her weight to counter the unpredictable rise and fall of the deck.
“Sorry,” Hines said finally. “Someone was in here with me. You said this man was bitten two days ago?”
“That’s the story.”
“Dump him. And get your ass back here as fast as you can. The storm is about to get a whole lot worse.”
Out of the corner of her eye, Megan saw Justin take a step toward Jack. She drew her pistol and with two quick steps, she had it pressed tightly against Chris’s forehead. “Make another move, and he dies.”
Justin froze in mid-stride. His eyes, full of indecision, flashed to Chris.
Chris removed his finger from the transmit button. “It’s okay. Do what she says.”
Megan repositioned herself so she could see the entire cabin. “You’re not dumping him.” She felt tears threatening and willed them back.
“The storm is getting worse,” Chris evenly. “We need to get back before we lose our window.”
Megan shook her head. “We will. All of us.”
Chris keyed the transmitter. “Hines. We’ve got a problem. One of the other survivors is insisting we bring the infected man with us.”
“What do you mean insisting?” Hines asked. “Just dump him and get on your way.”
“Negative,” Chris replied. Megan thought it odd he wasn’t mentioning the gun pointed in his face.
Hines came back right away. “Let me talk to them.”
Chris shrugged and passed the microphone to her.
“This is Megan Pritchard.”
The calmness in Hines’s voice was gone when he spoke. “Do you have any idea of the risks our people took coming to get you? To pull your asses out of there?”
Megan swallowed. “I do, and I appreciate their efforts. Really. But we’re not leaving my friend behind. He’s not infected.”
Hines muttered under his breath. “Let me talk to Chris again.”
Megan frowned in confusion, then returned the microphone to Chris.
“Can you secure the infected man?” Hines asked.
Chris gave Justin and Ben a questioning look.
“We have plenty of duct tape,” Ben said with a shrug.
“That’ll work.”
He returned his attention to the radio. “Yeah. We can secure him.”
“Do it, then. We’ll sort this out when you get back.”
Chris motioned at Justin and Ben, and they started rummaging through cabinets.
“Can I have the mic again?” Megan asked. “Please,” she added when she sensed Chris’s reluctance.
He gave it to her.
“Thank you, Captain Hines. You have no idea how much this—”
Hines cut her off. “Don’t thank me. I don’t take kindly to people threatening me or my crew, and by bringing an infected to the platform, you’re doing just that. I hope for all our sakes you’re right. If you’re not…”
Megan got the message. “I understand.” She handed the microphone back to Chris.
“Hines? This is Chris again.”
“Yeah?”
“It’s under control. We’re on our way. Over.”
The radio squawked. “Be safe.”
Chris hung the microphone on the control panel and locked eyes with Megan. “Would you mind putting that gun down now?”
Reluctantly, Megan lowered the pistol and slipped it into her holster.
She moved to Jack’s side. “Are you okay?”
He gave her a grim look. “I’ll be fine. Thanks.”
Justin and Ben set to work securing Jack. They wrapped his arms, both good and bad, with multiple layers of silver duct tape, crisscrossing his entire body. Justin was about to lay a strip across Jack’s mouth, but Megan stopped him. “He’s got to be able to breathe.”
All the while, Luke watched in dejected silence.
When Justin and Ben finished, they guided Jack across the cabin and sat him on a narrow bench next to Luke. Megan squeezed in beside him and braced herself for whatever came next.
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Chris clenched his jaw and tightened his grip on the control stick. He cursed himself for taking such a risk with his own life and that of his crew. His earlier confidence was fading by the second, and he was beginning to wonder if they would, in fact, make it home in one piece. He was in way over his head, and he had no one to blame but himself.
If not for the remnants of the GPS network, they would never have made it as far as they had. That the satellites were still functioning at all was a miracle as far as he was concerned. The collapse of the global navigation system, slow at first, was accelerating as orbits decayed and necessary maintenance went unperformed. Chris guessed the network had perhaps another six months to a year before enough pieces went dark that it became unusable. Somewhere between now and then, they were going to have to learn how to navigate the old-fashioned way. That meant trips like this one would be a thing of the past. Not that he would miss them.
He snuck a glance over his shoulder at Megan. She was sitting beside Jack, her head resting on his shoulder. Chris watched her mouth move as she murmured to the man, the words lost under the roar of the engines and the relentless crash of the hull against the waves.
His thoughts drifted to their earlier confrontation. He had been furious at first when Megan had shoved her gun into his face, mostly at himself for not seeing it coming, but also at her for biting the hand he had offered her. When a few seconds passed without her pulling the trigger, his anger had turned to a mix of sadness and grudging respect as he realized the woman was simply doing what she had to in order to survive. The passion burning in her eyes ignited something inside of him, something he hadn’t known was there.
Chris forced his attention back to the sea and tried to focus. He couldn’t help but feel a pang of jealousy at the way Megan doted on Jack. It reminded him of life before everything went to shit. The Gulf Star, for all the comforts it provided in their broken world, was a lonely existence. The lack of eligible women on the platform was a constant source of frustration to the mostly male population, and each time a party went ashore, there was a barely-disguised undercurrent of tension as they all wondered if a new woman would return. Megan’s arrival would no doubt cause quite the stir, even though it was clear she and Jack had already paired off.
Chris wiped his brow. Surviving on land for three years, under constant threat of zombie invasion, couldn’t have been easy. Whatever Megan had been through had no doubt turned her into a ruthless, yet pragmatic survivor, and that was something they could use, not to mention her experience with the outside world. It had been a long time since they had met anyone from beyond the Houston and Galveston areas. It might even help in his argument with Hines.
Only a week earlier, before Big Bitch had exploded across the horizon, Chris and Hines had had a heated debate about their future in the gulf. Chris was concerned they were getting soft, becoming too comfortable in their isolated existence. The undead were still out there, he had argued, waiting for them. The Gulf Star was a good place to regroup, but it couldn’t, and shouldn’t, be their only future. Hines had vehemently disagreed, pointing out there were plenty of other platforms in the gulf, hundreds in fact, and that if they ran into problems with the Gulf Star or the Dixie Sunrise, they could simply move to another.
That plan hadn’t sat well with Chris. The idea of ceding the land to the undead felt wrong on some fundamental level. He loved the feel of dirt beneath his feet, and he missed it with all his heart. He longed to feel the hot Texas wind scratching at his face, to smell the fragrant scent of freshly turned dirt. How Hines could consider abandoning it all was unfathomable.
“Chris?” It was the kid, Luke.
“Yeah. What is it?”
“You’re not going to throw Jack overboard, are you?”
Chris swallowed. “I don’t know yet. If he’s really infected…”
Luke’s eyes narrowed. “He’s not. You know it.”
Chris averted his gaze, pretending to check the GPS. When he looked up, Luke was still there, waiting. “Look,” he said. “We’re taking a big risk in bringing him with us. We haven’t had an outbreak on the platform in a long time, not since…”
“Since when?” Luke asked.
“Since a long time ago.” Chris recalled the last outbreak, and the terror he had felt as a lone zombie rampaged through the facility, infecting six of his crewmates before they caught him and put him down.
“Jack will be okay,” Luke said. “He has to be.”
Chris fixed him in his gaze. “I hope you’re right.”
The navigation console beeped, startling him.
Chris straightened. “Look at that! We’re almost there. It should be just ahead.”
Luke inched closer to the front window, straining to see through the storm.
As if on command, they crested a swell and lightning illuminated the sea around them. The towering structure of the Gulf Star platform rose out of the depths a few hundred yards directly off the bow. Then it was gone, swallowed up by the night.
Luke pointed. “Was that it?”
Chris toggled the searchlight on, once again illuminating the concrete base of the platform. “It is.”
He turned to face the rear of the cabin. “We’re here! Justin. Ben. Get ready!”
Without a word, the men donned their rain slickers and slipped outside the cabin.
Megan left Jack and came to Chris’s side. “What happens now?”
Chris feathered the controls as they drew closer, putting the boat on a course that would take them directly under the southern edge of the deck. A few more seconds…
Now. He pulled back on the throttle, cutting their speed to half. “They’re going to hoist us up.”
Megan’s stared at him in shock. “Are you kidding?”
Chris grinned. “I wish.” He picked up the radio and hit the transmitter. “This is Boat Two calling Gulf Star. We’re home.”
The radio crackled, and a man’s voice came through. “Boat Two. We read you loud and clear.”
“How?” Megan asked.
“Not now. I need to concentrate.” Chris worked the controls, doing his best to maintain their position relative to the deck. If things went according to plan, he would feel it soon.
A tortured metallic groan erupted from deep within the hull. There it is. Chris let out a sigh of relief. “That’s one.” The boat spun slowly, pivoting around the bow as the seas tugged at the hull.
“What’s happening?” Luke asked, alarm filling his voice.
Chris kept an eye on the platform, willing the next step to happen quickly, before they were dashed against the looming barnacle encrusted support pylon.
After a teeth-rattling clank, the boat stopped spinning. That was what Chris had been waiting for. “That’s two!” He placed the radio to his lips and held it there, his thumb hovering above the transmit button.
The door banged opened, and Justin and Ben dashed back into the cabin. Under their sopping exteriors, both men wore looks of grim satisfaction. Justin slammed the door and announced they were ready to go.
“Hold on everyone!” Chris yelled as he grabbed a nearby handhold for support and pushed the transmit button. “Bring us up.”
“Copy,” came the reply.
The boat twisted violently as the cables attached to the bow and stern drew taut. With a giant sucking sensation, the boat was wrenched free from the face of the gulf. Luke lost his balance and tumbled across the cabin into Justin’s arms. Jack slid a few inches, sending Megan rushing to his side with a curse that would make a sailor proud.
Chris killed the engines and breathed a sigh of relief as they began the long, slow climb to the deck of the Gulf Star.
“Cool!” Luke said with an excited grin.
Chris couldn’t help but smile. It was cool. It would be even cooler, though, if they weren’t carrying an infected passenger.
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The RB-M settled onto the deck of the Gulf Star with a hollow thud.
Megan moved to the window facing the platform superstructure. Several men, all dressed in the same yellow rain slickers as Chris and his crew, scurried about, lashing the boat to the deck with thick steel chains. She shook her head in amazement at the practiced efficiency of their movements. After so many years spent languishing in the desert, the casual manner in which the people of the Gulf Star applied technology seemed almost like magic.
A sharp clang rang out from the port side of the boat, and she heard the slip-slap of multiple pairs of feet ascending a metal ladder. Two men appeared in the doorway a second later. The rain on the glass obscured their features.
Megan returned to Jack’s side and took his hand. Luke crowded onto the bench on Jack’s other side. “Is this Hines?” she asked Chris.
Chris nodded and flipped a switch on the control panel. The electronic screens went dark, leaving the overhead light as the sole illumination in the cabin.
“Un-huh. That’s him. The tall one.”
Megan stomach turned to a hard knot.
The door swung open, and Hines stepped through. His body filled the entire doorway, and he had to stoop to avoid brushing his head on the ceiling. The second man followed close behind, carrying a doctor’s bag in his right hand. Both men wore guns on their hips.
Ben and Justin slipped out behind the men, closing the door behind them.
Hines nodded in Chris’s direction. “Chris. Glad to see you back on in one piece.”
Chris chuckled. “It’s good to be back. Thanks for coming.”
Hines gave him a dismissive wave.
Megan wasted no time going on the offensive. She leaped to her feet and crossed the room in two quick strides, stopping in front of Hines and his companion. “Captain Hines?”
Hines glared at her. “That’s right. And you must be the reason I’m out here instead of in my office where it’s warm and dry.” He extended his hand.
Megan was caught off guard as he did the opposite of what she had expected. She gave his hand a tentative shake.
Hines’s gaze moved past her and settled onto Jack. “And that must be our infected man.”
“That’s Jack,” Megan said. “And he’s not infected.”
Jack gave a weak wave.
“Jack,” Hines repeated. He raised an eyebrow at Luke. “Who’s the kid?”
Megan smiled. “That’s Luke. Luke Franklin.”
“Any relation?”
“No,” Megan said with a shake of her head. “His parents were traveling with us…”
The hard lines at the edges of Hines’s mouth softened. He gave Megan a thoughtful look, then stepped aside and motioned the other man forward. “This is Doctor Cain. He’s going to take a look at Jack.”
Megan crossed her arms over her chest as she addressed the other man. “What kind of doctor are you?”
Hines opened his mouth as if to say something, but Dr. Cain stopped him with a touch on his elbow. “It’s okay, Marlon. It’s a fair question.” He set his bag at his feet. “I was an oncologist back in the real world. I had a practice in Austin. I had just started out before… well, you know.”
Megan studied the doctor’s face. He appeared young, somewhere in his mid-to-late thirties, with thinning blond hair and a slight stoop. She could picture him before the world ended, a little overweight, hair a little neater, with a nice tan from the tennis club. She liked him, liked that he had survived even though he looked soft. “Okay,” she said, stepping aside. “Do whatever you need to do.”
Dr. Cain picked up his bag and went to Jack. Meanwhile, Luke moved from his seat and came to Megan’s side, pressing himself to her as if he were afraid to be alone.
Dr. Cain put his fingers to Jack’s forehead, then looked up at Chris. “I thought you said this man was sick.”
Chris shrugged. “He looked like he had a fever earlier.”
“Hmm,” Dr. Cain said as he looked into Jack’s eyes and probed at his neck. He turned and called out to Hines, “Is it okay if I cut this arm loose? I need to get a closer look.”
Hines grunted his assent.
From his pocket, Dr. Cain withdrew a red metal utility knife. He flipped it open and deftly sliced away the duct tape binding Jack’s damaged appendage. “Let me know if this hurts,” he said.
Jack grimaced. “Oh, don’t worry about that.”
Dr. Cain put his nose to Jack’s stump and inhaled deeply. His nose wrinkled, but his expression remained inscrutable. Taking care not to press too hard on the wound, he unwrapped the damp, crusty bandage, exposing the charred flesh beneath. He raised Jack’s arm and inspected it from every angle imaginable, gently probing the crackly black flesh with his fingertips.
Jack winced with each touch, but didn’t cry out.
After a few minutes of watching the examination, Megan was about to jump out of her skin. “Well? What do you think?”
Dr. Cain ignored her and took a tool from his bag. Megan recognized it, but didn’t know what it was called, only that she thought it was used to look inside the eye. She was right. Dr. Cain peeled back Jack’s left eyelid and shone a light directly at the eyeball. He stared through the eyepiece of the tool, yet still made no comment.
After checking Jack’s other eye, the doctor turned off the gadget and returned it to his bag. With a tired sigh, he stood and turned to address the entire cabin. His eyes, however, were glued to Hines. “I wouldn’t have believed this if I hadn’t seen it with my own eyes. I don’t see any trace of infection. None at all. The wound on Jack’s arm appears typical for an emergency amputation which, if I may say, was quite a brave feat.” He waved a hand at Jack. “The coloration of his eyes is normal, with no evidence of ruptured or distended retinal blood we normally see with the infected. His pulse and respiration rates are also within normal ranges.”
“So I’m going to be okay?” Jack asked.
Dr. Cain took a deep breath and hesitated, as if weighing his words. “Maybe. Probably. If your condition doesn’t get worse in the next twenty-four hours, I’d venture to say you’re going to be just fine.”
Jack sagged into his seat.
Megan grabbed the doctor and wrapped her arms around him, squeezing him tight. “Thank you! Thank you!”
Dr. Cain brushed off the compliment and extracted himself from her embrace. A red flush of embarrassment filled his gaunt cheeks.
“Is that it?” Hines asked.
Dr. Cain picked up his bag. “I suggest we keep him in isolation overnight to make sure, but after that, I see no reason to treat him any differently than the rest of us.”
Those were the words Megan had been waiting for. The room swam in her vision. “I… I need to sit,” she said, reaching out for support.
Luke rushed to her side and guided her to the bench next to Jack.
“Thanks,” she murmured. “I don’t know what came over me.”
She leaned against Jack, reveling in the feel of his body against hers.
“Don’t get too comfortable,” the doctor said. “Jack’s wound looks okay, but I still need to check the rest of his body. Then I need to check both you and the boy as well.”
Megan smiled and nodded. She didn’t care if the doctor strapped her onto a gurney and conducted an impromptu pelvic exam. Jack was safe. He was going to live. “Whatever. Do whatever you need to do.”
Dr. Cain was quick and methodical with his inspection, and five minutes later, he was done. With a promise to check in on Jack once he had dealt with the other patients in his infirmary, he pulled open the door and disappeared into the storm.
Once he was gone, Hines motioned at Chris. “Let’s see about getting these people squared away for the night? Put Mr. Wolfe in his own berth and post two guards until morning.”
“Will do,” Chris said.
Hines addressed Megan. “And you, Ms. Pritchard. I still don’t approve of your tactics, but it’s late, and I trust Doctor Cain’s opinion. I’ve got a storm to deal with right now, and I’m sure you want to get some rest.”
Megan struggled to her feet and approached Hines. She wiped away tears of joy. “I… I don’t know what to say…”
Hines gave her a half-frown, half-smile. “Don’t.” His gaze darted to Chris and then back. “For now, consider yourselves guests on the Gulf Star. We’ll sort out the details in the morning.”
Megan sniffled. “Okay.”
With a curt nod, Hines pulled the door open and was gone.
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Sleep, when it finally came, arrived like an old lover, wrapping Megan in its velvet embrace and whispering everything would be as it was before. Like a small child, she had railed against the inevitable for as long as her body would allow, holding out until she was sure Jack and Luke were safely ensconced in their rooms, that their doors were locked tight against the outside world, and that neither human nor monster could reach them in her absence. Only then did she allow herself to ride the wave into oblivion.
She awoke to the smell of breakfast: eggs, bread, fresh coffee, even bacon, if she could believe her nose. The scents dragged her from her slumber and into the dim light of a new day.
An electric shock of panic raced through her when she groped for her pistol and her fingers closed on empty air. She opened her eyes and sat up, her body tensing for fight or flight.
She spied her pistol tucked securely in its holster and hanging on the back of a chair across the room. Her battered cowboy hat hung from a peg near the door. She couldn’t remember putting it there. Her last memory was of hugging Luke goodnight in the doorway of his room. After that, everything was blank. She tried to recall if she had told Chris or Hines about the people in Tampa, the pilot, the journal, or Scorpion Canyon. She couldn’t remember.
Lifting a freshly laundered sheet from her body, she saw she was wearing only a pair of dingy yellow panties, the same pair she had pulled on the last morning in Scorpion Canyon so long ago. The rest of her clothes formed a trail from the edge of the bed across the room to the door.
A soft knock came at the door.
“Just a second.” She got up and, not wanting to put on her dirty, damp clothes, wrapped herself in the gray fleece blanket from the end of the bed. She crossed to the door. Brushing the hair from her eyes, she turned the knob and pulled the door open a crack.
When she saw Chris, she opened the door wider.
“Oh. Sorry,” Chris said, averting his eyes at Megan’s partially clothed state.
Megan pulled the blanket tighter, drawing it over her shoulders. “It’s okay. What’s going on?”
Chris shifted on his feet. “I wanted to let you know Jack is awake.”
Megan tensed. Something in the tone of his voice told her the news was not all good.
“And?”
“And his fever returned while you were sleeping.”
Megan’s vision narrowed to a point around Chris’s mouth, and she watched, yet didn’t hear as he spoke, describing the events of the past several hours.
“… but he’s okay,” Chris said finally, the words punching through her fugue and yanking her back into the present. “The doc was able to get it under control. He says it’s only an infection—a regular infection. Nothing to worry about. He put him on an intravenous antibiotic drip.”
Inside Megan, a dam burst. All the anxiety accumulated since Tucson rushed from her at once, leaving in its wake a hollow void. The blanket slid from her shoulders and would have fallen to the floor if not for Chris’s quick reflexes.
He offered her a hand to steady herself, and she took it.
“He sure gave Dr. Cain a scare, though,” Chris added with a nervous laugh.
“Can I see him? Can I see him now?”
Chris smiled. “Of course. He’s right down the hall.”
Megan barged past Chris and raced into the hall. She spotted a pair of young men standing beside an open room two doors down. Guards. Jack! She set off at a sprint.
 

***
 

Jack was sitting up in his bed, shoveling a forkful of scrambled eggs into his mouth when Megan burst into his room. An IV line snaked from his good arm to a bottle suspended from a gleaming metal rack beside the bed. A stack of silent and dark machines sat on a cart in a nearby corner.
Luke sat in a dingy plastic chair next to the bed. When he saw her, his eyes lit up, and he sprang from the chair and dashed across the room. He wrapped his arms around her midsection and buried his face in her shoulder.
“Luke!” Megan shrieked in delight. She snaked an arm out from under her blanket and patted his back. Over his head, she saw Jack put down his fork and push his plate away.
“I wanted to wake you up, but Jack said no,” Luke said as he pulled away. “He said you needed to sleep.” He glanced over his shoulder as if seeking confirmation, and Jack gave him a nod.
“I told you,” Jack said with an easy smile. “Just give her time and she’ll come when she’s ready.”
Megan ruffled Luke’s hair and took him gently by the elbow, guiding him toward the bed.
“Hey there,” she said when she reached Jack’s side. She bent over and kissed him on the mouth. He tasted of eggs and sweat and something she couldn’t quite place.
Jack grinned up at her. His hand found hers. “Hey, you,” he said, his eyes crinkling at the corners the way they always did when he was happy. “We made it.”
“We did,” Megan responded, her voice catching in her throat. Her thoughts turned to all the people they had left behind: the Archies and the Ryans of the world, the people who had given their lives so that she, Jack, and Luke could live another day.
Jack’s fingers intertwined with hers. “We’re going to be okay,” he said in a soothing voice. “We’ll start over here.”
Megan nodded. She wanted with all her heart to believe him, but deep down, she knew it would never be over, not in her lifetime. There was still Tampa, and if Tampa and the Gulf Star were any indication, isolated pockets of survivors still existed in isolated pockets across the globe. No matter what happened, Megan knew she would never be able to relax until she did everything in her power to take the world back from the creatures who had stolen it. Only then would she allow herself to believe in a future.
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