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PART ONE
  

FREAKS



  

The Conversation: #1
  

Did you think it would end like this?
Nah. Not really.
I’m cold.
Me too. But fuck it, I’m always cold.
I’m slipping away. Mouthful by mouthful. Gulp by gulp.
Now we know where you live, I guess. You live in my blood. Not in my head.
Did you doubt? See, I knew you doubted me. I could feel it, JW. All up inside you, squirming like a handful of nightcrawlers.
Doesn’t much matter now, does it?
Guess not.
Sweet dreams, little girl.
Oh, but I’m not ready to go to bed just yet. Are you?



  

CHAPTER ONE
Now You’re The Cure, Coburn
  

COBURN’S GUTS SAT heavy in his hands, spilling out across his forearms like a heap of bloody kielbasa. He jacked his back up against the stairway and kicked both legs out, bracing his boots against the door as a wall of rotten flesh pressed against it. Through the octagonal window at the top of the door he caught glimpses of mouths like wet holes in turned dirt, splintered teeth, eyes the color of diabetic piss. Hands slapped uselessly against the glass—red blisters on gray flesh popped, leaving greasy streaks behind.
Nasty-ass motherfuckers, he thought.
In his head, a voice altogether not his own answered: Tsk-tsk, such bad language, Coburn. Naughty man.
Outwardly—and inwardly—he growled, gnashing his teeth so hard he thought they might snap. Turned out that Kayla the ghost girl—having taken up residence inside his skull like it’s a fifth-floor walk-up on the Lower East Side of NYC—liked to chat. Chatty in life. Chatty in death (or what passed for it).
He told her to keep quiet.
She listened. For now.
“You don’t look good,” came a voice from behind him on the stairs. Gil. Kayla’s father. “Bad news when your insides are outside.”
“For you, maybe,” Coburn said. “For me, it’s just a stubbed toe. A bloody nose.” Bit of bravado, but it wasn’t entirely untrue. Not like he needed his guts for anything. They were dead as every other organ in his body: might even be better if he could rip them out and leave them behind. He’d travel a lot lighter. Move faster. Hell, stitch in a zipper and he’d have a storage compartment. Could keep Creampuff in there, maybe. As if sensing what Coburn was thinking, the rat terrier wriggled at his side, snarling and snapping at the air in the direction of the zombie horde.
Coburn blinked. Looked around. The window afforded them a little sunlight: a fact he still wasn’t used to, all this not burning to a blackened nub when the sun came up. But all that changed when he took in every last drop of Kayla’s blood, didn’t it? He hears her laugh inside his head.
Still. It let him see what he was dealing with. Here in San Francisco, all the houses sat crammed together in a dull array of pastels—that one there the color of Pepto Bismol, the one next to it looking like a sun-bleached robin’s egg, and this one they were in, looking like the petals off a daffodil.
All the colors made him a bit sick. He felt a pang of nostalgia for New York—the grays, the blacks and browns, all the steel, cement, glass.
This house—a crass mash-up of Victorian and Art Deco—had been split into apartments. A bank of four mailboxes hugged the tin-tile wall to Coburn’s right, with an apartment door to the left. The mailboxes were a good size, with lockers big enough to each accommodate packages: Coburn grunted, got his fingertips behind the box and tipped it over with a crash.
He wedged it under the apartment doorknob. Then eased off with his boots.
The rotters surged, but the door thunked dully against the fallen mailbox locker. They could not get through. Their frustration came through the door, in gassy hissing and soggy burbling. Rotten fingertips, some worn to the bone, searched around the door margins to no avail.
“Upstairs,” Coburn said to Gil. “Go, go, go.”
Gil turned, bolted up the steps.
The vampire grabbed his guts in one hand and the terrier in the other and marched up after the old man.
  

  

THEY KNEW SAN Francisco was going to be trouble. How could it not be? Be foolish to think that a city that once contained a stone’s throw from a million living human beings would not now contain a nearly equal portion of undead assholes. They had a plan, and it seemed like a good one.
Might’ve been the bridge that gave them a false sense of confidence.
They crossed the Golden Gate that morning. Bands of fog thick above their heads, like rain-soaked cotton swallowing the brick-red cables and towers. Ahead of them, the way lay packed with abandoned cars. And not a single rotter in sight.
Creampuff the terrier seemed suspicious. Sniffed the air with a muzzle still bloody from a freshly-killed squirrel only an hour before (a little bit of the squirrel’s tail hung from the small dog’s chin like a tiny dog beard) and growled.
Gil commented on the absence of undead assholes: “I don’t see any dead folk stumbling around. That seem right to you?”
“Sure.” The vampire shrugged. “Way I see it, the bridge is basically a really long, really fat tightrope. Whatever zombies get herded onto it end up fumbling and stumbling over to the railing and over the edge into the bay below.”
“I read that lots of people kill themselves here.”
“Beautiful way to die, if dying’s your thing.”
“Says the man who can’t die.”
“Says the man who’s already dead.” Coburn headed over to the ass-end of a Toyota Corolla. He snapped his fingers at Gil. “Map. C’mon.”
Gil set his crossbow down, fished a Rand McNally pocket atlas from his pocket. “You snap at me again, I might shoot one of those fingers off.”
“Just bring out the fuckin’ map, old man.”
Kayla, inside his head, admonished him: Apologize to Daddy.
As Gil slapped the map down on the filthy car trunk, Coburn told the girl inside his head no, he won’t apologize, she didn’t get to make demands—
He knew it was a lie and she called him on it fast. Suddenly the noise level in his head cranked up like someone just spun the volume knob, broke it off, and stabbed him in the eardrum with the shattered plastic. Kayla screamed senselessly inside his mind, a shrieking banshee wail, and behind it all a sub rosa thread of thought that said: I can do this all day, all night.
Coburn curled his lip and muttered: “Sorry, old man.”
The psychic cacophony stopped.
“I’m not old. I’m barely into my fifties.” Gil cocked an eyebrow at him. “Was Kayla that made you apologize, wasn’t it?”
The girl’s father still wasn’t comfortable with the fact that Coburn had drunk the lifeblood of his daughter and that she was now taking up real estate inside the vampire’s blood, body and mind. He believed it; he just didn’t like it.
Coburn said nothing. Just grabbed the map and used his finger to trace their route through the city. “Look. We cross the bridge. We go south. Hug the water’s edge. Any dumbfuck zombies come after us, we snag a boat or just dive in the water. They don’t seem to do so well with the wet stuff. End to end, it’s not even six miles. If the lab’s on a ferry, it’s gotta be operating out of the wharf. There, or somewhere along the piers off the east side. We should be there by the afternoon.”
The wind kicked up. It had fangs. It whistled through the bridge cables. Gil didn’t say anything; he just stood there staring at Coburn, scratching at his salt-and-pepper beard with an idle hand.
“Can you see her?” Gil finally asked.
“No. I hear her.” Coburn thought about it, and clarified: “But I do feel her. She’s like a... well. It’s like when a TV is on somewhere in the house, and even if the sound is down you can still feel it. A white noise. An indiscernible buzz.”
Inside Coburn’s head: Aww, how sweet. Every girl just wants to be thought of as an indiscernible buzz.
Gil nodded. Satisfied or not, Coburn wasn’t sure.
“Let’s keep moving,” Gil said.
And they did. They trudged south. Found a few rotters stumbling around at the toll gate at the end of the bridge. One woman with no arms staggering around, a rat’s nest of bleach-blonde hair gathering flies the way a tree gathers crows. Two men with dark blood-poison striations up their necks—toll booth attendants, one fat and tall, one thin and small, both easy to fell. Coburn shattered their knees with hard kicks, then stepped on their heads like overripe honeydews. Gil dispatched the blonde with the crossbow, the arrow going clean through her eye and out the back of her head.
As they headed south down the 101, the fog thinned and the sun came out and again Coburn felt that old spike of fear and for a half a second it felt like ants were crawling under his skin trying to bite their way free—but then, once more, he realized it was just the warmth of that unfamiliar ball of fire in the sky washing over him. He didn’t much care for it.
They left the 101. Got off on Mason. A stretch of wet grass (and the distant bay) to their left. On the other side, whitewashed warehouses and the trees encroaching behind and overtop them. A rotter flopped around on the ground, his legs tangled in the chain and spokes of a bicycle. Coburn kicked its head off.
Seemed like a cakewalk.
The air grew warm.
The sun was out.
What few rotters they found were dumber than hammerstruck calves, and just as easy to dispatch. Even Coburn—not a naturally optimistic creature—started to feel pretty good about their chances. He could feel Kayla growing excited, too. Her voice in his head like a cool glass of sweet tea:
Remember: you’re the cure, Coburn.
Things went off the rails as soon as they entered the city proper. They started seeing the tall needle-like masts of boats bobbing there in the water, and the warehouses and trees gave way to the condos and duplexes and single homes.
And to the zombies.
The street ahead lay crowded with them. Jostling together like sluggish fetid molecules, elbow to elbow, shoulder to shoulder, the stench of death pairing with the stink of brine from the bay.
Gil brought the crossbow to his shoulder.
Creampuff bared his teeth.
Watching a horde of zombies figure out you were there was an exercise in patience: they lift their heads, sniff the air with ruined noses, let their rot-clad skulls teeter on mushy necks until finally they turn toward you, their prey.
Coburn didn’t think to give them the time.
He grabbed Gil, nudged Creampuff with a boot. The vampire pointed to a side street—Baker—and ducked down it. In the distance he could see that the road tilted up sharply, which was unsurprising given how San Francisco basically sat atop an epic hill. This way wasn’t clotted with rotters, though it had a dozen or more milling about the street, pawing at one another and gurgling. A few more plodded along the sidewalk, collecting flies.
One zombie—face all but indistinguishable from a plate of raw meat except for the eyes staring out—started jogging toward them. Others caught sight, started coming at them, too.
“Coburn,” Gil warned.
“Follow me,” he said. The vampire scooped up the terrier and leapt up onto a parked car, helping Gil up after him. Then he hurried along the cars, jumping from one to the next. The zombies were slow, stupid. By the time they lurched forward against the car, Coburn and Gil were already moving onto the next one. The undead were not efficient hunters—they went where the prey was, not where the prey was going. Yet another difference between the bloodsucker and the rotter.
But they come from you, Kayla said. Never forget that.
How could he, with her reminding him like that all the goddamn time.
Of course, it was true. They were of his blood. Part of his grim legacy. Flipped the wrong motherfucker the middle finger, which lost him that finger. And that digit went on to spawn the undead menace, the zombipocalypse, the end of the world as they knew it. His fuck you to one man became a gigantic fuck you to the whole of the human race—and given the fact he needed their blood to survive, kind of a boomerang fuck you right back to him.
He was almost proud.
But then, as one zombie stumbled forward like a drunk and cracked its head into the passenger side window of a parked BMW, that pride dissipated like steam.
Coburn called to Gil behind him: “We work our way up to the next street, then we head east. You good?”
“You don’t need to worry about me. You just worry about yourself.”
“What’s that mean?”
“I just mean, you do what you do best: worry about you.”
“You saying I’m selfish?”
“What? No.” Gil followed Coburn, jumping from a Hyundai to the back of a Dodge pickup and into the truck bed. Coburn was already at the front. “Just go.”
“You think I’m a selfish asshole. You think I can’t keep your daughter safe.”
“Well,” Gil growled, “you did a bang-up job back in Los Angeles.”
Coburn stopped moving. He spun around on the roof of a Subaru Forester and showed his teeth. “Hey, I did my best. Besides, I wasn’t the one who led her into that goddamn deathtrap, now was—”
That’s the moment everything went pear-shaped.
The vampire had been seeing things on a horizontal playing field. And arguing with Gil, with his backup, made him miss what was coming.
And what was coming fell from above.
Bam!
A zombie tumbled off a roof and landed right on Coburn, knocking the vampire off the Subaru and onto the ground. Creampuff whined and tumbled under the car, claws scrabbling.
The rotter—a dead woman with skin the color and consistency of tar-paper—clambered atop him and put all her weight on his chin. Her rotten tooth-stubs sought out his throat, hankering for a taste of his blood. Coburn couldn’t let that happen. Last time he let rotters have a sip of his go-go juice it changed them. Turned ordinary zombies from brain-dead stumblers to smart super-predators. A condition they could spread, and that only ended when Coburn killed himself—or tried to, before Kayla brought him back to existence with that magic blood of hers.
Everything seemed to happen at once. Coburn got his hand under her cheek and pushed upward at the same time Creampuff darted out from under the car, snarling and nipping at her. She reared back, and only then did Coburn see that her left arm had no hand—the arm dead-ended at the elbow, which was just a jagged, shattered spur of broken bone.
The zombie plunged that bone right into his belly.
It wasn’t an attack. The dumb cooze was trying to lean on a hand that wasn’t there. And now she was bone-deep in his guts, writhing like an animal caught in a trap. Which, as it turned out, was not all that great for Coburn’s interior.
The zombie struggled, wrenching her arm up—
Slicing a ragged tear across Coburn’s stomach.
Cool air blew across his exposed guts.
Well, shit.
The zombie saw his undead bowel and thought to dive in the way a porky kid goes at a pie-eating contest, but as she dove forth with zeal and hunger, he grabbed her head and racked it backward until the spine snapped and her dead eyes went deader. Other zombies were already shuffling forward, crossbow bolts sticking out of a few of their heads as they dropped.
Coburn, laying on the street looking up, saw something else.
More zombies. On the roof. Milling about.
Their attention had been gotten.
Coburn grunted, packed his viscera into the cavern of his body and yelled to Gil: “Up, up, up!”
Gil looked up to see the zombies start spilling over the edge, two stories up. He danced out of the way as one slammed hard into the Subaru, rolling off the back end. Another crashed into the boughs of a small tree growing out of the sidewalk, thrashing as it tangled itself in the branches.
They kept falling. One after the other. None of them landing with grace, but all of them getting up afterwards.
And now the zombies from the bottom of the street—the horde—had been alerted. A seething tide of corrupted unlife. Rotten as a tsunami of dead fish.
Coburn backed up to a house—a house the color of daffodils—and shouldered open the door, waving Gil and whistling for Creampuff.
The zombies were coming.



  

CHAPTER TWO
Blood Light
  

AS GIL USED the butt of the crossbow to bust the knob off one of the apartment doors upstairs, Coburn realized he was losing a not insignificant amount of blood. Soaked his jeans. Dribbled over his arms, milked from his exposed intestinal loops. Left a trail of it up the steps.
His hunger was different now that Kayla was nesting in his brain, blood, mind, soul, or wherever it was she existed. His need for blood had lost its serrated edge—it was still sharp, just not so jagged, so raw.
But hunger was hunger.
They pushed into the apartment. Nice place. Open concept. Built-in bookshelves, granite countertops, stainless steel appliances, travertine tile in the entryway. And a long-dead man in a leather recliner with a gun in his mouth and a rusty, clumpy peacock tail sprayed on the wall behind him.
A year ago, the sight of even that dried, shitty blood would’ve had Coburn tearing the pipes out of the walls in the hopes of finding a rat to eat, but now he kept his cool. As Gil orbited the room, Coburn muttered through gritted teeth: “Yeah, I’m going to need to eat something.”
“Can’t you heal that”—Gil gestured toward the exploded gutty-works—“first?”
“Normally. But turns out, a big hole in your midsection is one way for blood to make the great egress outside your body. And I need the blood to heal up.”
“Take my blood.”
The reaction inside Coburn was like a tiger with a string of firecrackers shoved up its ass—he damn near leapt across the room to get a taste of the walking blood-bag standing right in front of him. But Kayla’s presence—not even her voice, just her existence—inside of him cooled his heels.
“I’ve fed from you... too much already.” Pained him to say it, but it was true.
Last time he had a proper non-Gil-flavored meal was three days northeast of the city, where they found a trio of cannibals living out of a dead conversion van outside of Vallejo. They’d been driven mad, could barely speak English—everything was just howls of rage and single syllable words like hunt, kill, eat. Almost mistook them for zombies.
They thought to hunt Coburn and Coburn let them.
He ate them up. Drained them dry. They were too skinny. Their blood tasted of ash and madness. And an iron deficiency.
Now, most of their blood was on the ground.
Useless, now. Once again, ash and madness.
“I’ll be fine,” Gil asserted.
Again Coburn resisted the urge to go hog wild and break open Gil like a fucking Pez dispenser. “I said no. I feed off you now, you’ll be weak; too weak. Might give you a stroke or tweak your heart. You may die, but I won’t be the one to do it. Your daughter would never forgive me.”
You got that right, she said.
Gil slumped against the wall, slid to the floor. The crossbow clattering away as Creampuff sat next to him.
Coburn smelled the salty tears before he saw them.
The girl’s father was crying.
“Oh, goddamnit,” Coburn said, trying again to hold up his guts. The hunger coiled and uncoiled like a rattlesnake in his mind. “We’re gonna do this now?”
“I failed her,” Gil said. “You were right. I was her protector, and her death is on my hands. Not yours.” He sniffed up a snot bubble and his mouth formed a mortified line. “Her. Cecelia. Ebbie. All dead because of me.”
“All dead because of Benjamin Brickert, who was the one who led you into that death trap.” And Benjamin Brickert, Kayla reminded him, came looking for you, didn’t he? Doesn’t that make our deaths your fault? “Shut up!” he barked at her, not meaning to say it out loud, but there it was. He decided to run with it. “I need you to toughen the fuck up, Gil. Your rope’s got too much slack in it; your daughter doesn’t need a limp snot-slick handkerchief. She needs her father. She’s not dead like you think of her being dead. I have her blood. I have the future.”
Those words made him sick to say, but there they were anyway.
“I need blood. Can’t be yours.”
The terrier whined.
“No,” Coburn said. “I’d need ten of you.”
Creampuff wagged his tail.
“You need to hunt,” Gil said, sniffling.
“Assuming anybody’s alive in this city may be a fool’s errand.”
“What happens if you don’t get blood?”
Coburn shrugged. “I start to dry up like a dead bug. Though what happens now that I have her up in my noggin remains to be seen.”
Remember what you did in New York, Kayla said.
An image flashed in his head—an image he did not put there. Him. On the roof. Scenting for blood. How did she know that?
I have your whole head to wander around. It’s all up here. Stuff you remember. Stuff you... don’t.
That last part chilled him a little, and he wasn’t sure why.
Still. She had it right.
“The roof,” he said. “I’ve got to go to the roof.”
  

  

HE UNDERSTOOD NOW. Why zombies were up here. People came here to wait out the horror. This house, like many others, was set-up to offer a roof-top patio: chairs, tables, outlets, little BBQ grills. One zombie hadn’t realized that all his buddies had bailed on him and was still milling around, a sharp-angled pinstripe suit hanging loose on his desiccated, sun-dried body.
Gil knocked him off the roof. Crashing into the throng of massing zombies below. They accepted him as one of their own.
They were only two stories up, but Coburn could see the rooftops and, in the distance, the city on the hill. The tall buildings, the spired churches, the city of soft-colors and sea-bleached houses. The bay was a grim blue line. Behind them the skeleton of the Golden Gate rose, a crossing of bloody metal bones.
Blood.
Coburn sniffed the air. The perfume of decay rose from below, again mingling with the smell of the sea—salt and fish and sand. Decay, then, from all sides, too, just like in New York. Rotters this way and that way and all ways, because that’s how the world was, now: home to the decomposing dregs of ex-humanity.
But no life.
No one alive nearby but them.
Weakness sucked the energy from his muscles, the life from his bones.
“Nothing,” he said to Gil. “Not a goddamn thing. Maybe we press on. Try to find the ferry. If there are living people there, I can...” What? came Kayla’s voice. Make nice with them by making one of them a quick snack? I’m sure they won’t think that’s the least bit rude.
She was right.
Gil said something in response, but Coburn couldn’t hear the old man—Kayla spoke again. More truth from the ghost girl.
You’re sniffing for the wrong thing. Try again. Something’s out there.
No. Nothing. He still couldn’t—
Wait. There.
Not blood. But sweat. Body odor. The human musk—a sign of life.
He didn’t understand how she’d smelled it and he hadn’t.
You did smell it, you just didn’t realize it yet. I’m you and you’re me, dude.
“I smell someone,” Coburn said, interrupting whatever Gil was saying.
Gil stared at him like he didn’t believe it.
“I’ve got to hunt. I’ve got to hunt now.” Before the scent was lost on the bay-born wind.
“How you plan to do that with all those rotters out there?”
“I go roof to roof. Only five feet between them.”
Gil shook his head. “It’s all short blocks. You’ll hit a street before long.”
“Then I hit a street. By then I’ll be ahead of the throng. They’re slow. Stupid. I’ll be fine.” He didn’t necessarily believe it, but this wasn’t the time to tell Gil that.
“What about me?”
“Hunker down. The zombies’ll come after me; my blood makes them a little crazy.” Coburn cringed as he pushed his guts back in his body, then closed his jacket over the wound and zipped it up snug. “When they’re gone? Bug the fuck out of here. Find the lab. And I’ll find you.”
“I can’t do this—”
Coburn didn’t let the old man finish.
No time to waste. He bolted forward in a clumsy gallop and leaped from this roof to the next—soon as he hit, the vampire tucked his legs and rolled, barely managing to come back up on his feet.
But he did. Because hunger afforded him little choice.



  

CHAPTER THREE
The Rat Man
  

HE HAD HIM, now.
Coburn knew he was on the trail. The man—and it most certainly was a man, that was just a thing that the vampire knew—left his unwashed scent on every street sign and mailbox and curb.
Humans were such dumb apes. They never knew how plainly they were telegraphing their weakness—generally to other stronger humans, apex predators like con-artists, robbers, rapists, but this time to all flavors of the living dead. Broadcasting that signal of frailty and isolation to one lone vampire and a deluge of always-starving zombie motherfuckers.
Hunger was driving Coburn, now. Still not as toothy as it had been, and now with Kayla there he was able to push it longer, harder, faster—but just the same, the edges of his vision were tinged with a rose-red hue. By now he’d normally be feeling like an infinite carpet of insects crawled just beneath his skin, but here the hunger was clear and cleanly sharp like a shard of broken glass.
He moved south through the city. Through the once-hoity-and-also-toity neighborhood of Pacific Heights, now looking like it had been through a riot: sandbags and fallen coils of barbed wire and burned cars stacked together. Then below that, toward gutted restaurants and shattered boutiques (Indian food! Head shop! Turkish coffee! Weird hats! Oaxacan blankets!).
The zombies were thicker, here—an environmental hazard to be dealt with, to be got past, as obtrusive as floodwaters, as empty-headed as a pack of starving dogs. Coburn was singularly-driven. He hurt. He starved. Any zombie that got in his way found its knee popped, neck snapped, head crushed. When the throng got too thick, he clambered up fire escapes, went roof to roof and back down again.
All the while following that trail.
Invisible handprints of sweat.
A gob of spit on the curb.
A swipe of snot across a bent parking meter.
And then, bright as the moon in a dark sky, a dime-sized dollop of blood in the middle of the intersection of that old hippie standby, Haight and Ashbury.
That blood lit up Coburn’s brain like a full-tilt pinball machine, bumpers flickering and flippers clicking and lights and klaxons and an electric surge of raw hunger coursing through his fingertips and eyeholes—
Wait, Kayla said. Something’s wrong.
No time for that. No need. Zero interest.
Move, rove, run, hunt.
Coburn, stop.
He felt her somehow reaching through his dried-up veins and tugging on them like puppet-strings, but he had no time for that—the demon within bucked like a scorned hell-steed and Kayla’s ghostly grip slipped.
There.
A shape, a form, darting around an overturned dumpster and into an alley.
Moved fast.
Human. Not zombie.
Coburn!
He screamed inside his own head to shut her up as he rounded the corner, found a small man hiding behind a pile of ruptured sandbags in a dingy puddle-soaked alley—Coburn growled and grabbed him and hauled him to his feet. Saw wide scared eyes, the eyes of a rabbit, and long greasy black hair with a kinky dread-twist beard to match, and the man mumbled something but it only came out as a froth of spit bubbles and who cares just fucking feed—
Kayla screamed inside his mind.
He bit deep into the dirt-caked neck.
Blood ran hot into Coburn’s mouth. Coppery, oily, heavy, sweet—
But then, something else, too. A bitter edge on the back of the tongue. A rising taste of salt; a crass medicinal tang.
Coburn’s head suddenly felt like it was doing loops and whorls, a biplane flying barrel rolls inside his skin. Kayla tried to say something, but her voice grew warped, distorted, like he was a little fishie inside an aquarium and she stood on the outside yelling in whash ish appeming—
The vampire could not pull away. The blood continued to pump into his mouth. When the rodent-like man pushed Coburn away, Coburn could not resist that, either. He felt like a store mannequin, his limbs somehow distant from the rest of him, his brain out there on a tether like a child’s birthday balloon.
The rat man whimpered, fumbled clumsily for a square of dirty gauze which he quickly slapped over the neck wound. From behind the sandbag he rescued a roll of black electrical tape and a walkie-talkie.
He wound the tape around the gauze with one hand, and spoke into the walkie with the other.
“He got me. I mean—I got him. I mean, shit, ahhh, you know what I mean. Over.” The rat man stared at Coburn as the vampire teetered there, trying desperately to will his limbs to respond to his desire to rip out this freak’s throat.
The response from the walkie came from with rough voice that sounded like two bricks being rubbed together: “What’s he doing? Over.”
“He’s just standing there. Staring at me. Over.”
The rat-man mouthed two words to Coburn: I’m sorry.
The gravelly voice: “Good. Bring him to the corner of Page and Masonic. I’ll send Flores and Jeepers to help you bring him in. Hurry before the stumblers find you. Don’t fuck this up, Fingerman. Over and out.”
The rat-man—Fingerman, apparently—looked at Coburn and then shrugged. That’s when his face melted. Leaving behind only a grinning skull.
The sky above turned to an eye.
The blood in the vampire’s mouth and throat felt suddenly like a bubbling pile of clipped fingernails, chewed calluses, and battery acid.
Fingerman pushed Coburn over, wound electrical tape around his eyes and mouth, and began dragging him.



  

CHAPTER FOUR
The K-Hole
  

COBURN’S WORLD, PLUNGED into darkness.
But in the darkness, light flared like a burst of red phosphorus.
He saw faces in those dark spaces, faces lit by crimson light. A prostitute with her neck torn open. A pair of club kids, tongueless, made to kiss with their bloody mouths as Coburn watched. A meter maid, skin gone ashen, a pair of puncture wounds on her bloodless, mortified wrist.
Ebbie’s moon face.
Cecelia, laughing.
Together they all whispered his name, his true name:
“John Wesley Coburn.”
Then:
Kayla. Sitting on the floor. Watching a television whose round full screen flickered static with a black and white image dancing behind the noise—a voice crackling through the hiss: Rilly big shoe.
Kayla became Rebecca. Hair into pigtails. Sweet smile.
Then, back to Kayla.
“It’s a strange place in here,” she said. “Messy.”
“How’d you get in here?” he asked, even though he knew the answer: You stabbed yourself in the neck and made me drink your blood, and now I’m your keeper, your container, your little Coburn. Cure for what ails the world.
“Lots of dead people in your head.”
“Not like you, though,” he said. “You’re really here.”
“They’re all really here, JW. Can I call you that now? I think I will.”
He wanted to tell her no, don’t call me that, but couldn’t find the words.
She continued: “Everybody you killed, whose blood you drank, lives in here. Part of them does. Maybe it’s biology. Maybe it’s the soul. Who knows? I’m stuck, too. Not like I have access to the Internet in here.”
Kayla laughed. But it wasn’t her laugh. It was Rebecca’s laugh.
“My daughter,” Coburn said. If everybody I ever killed is in here...
“Don’t worry about her right now. You gotta bring yourself back from this. You’ve fallen down the rabbit hole, JW. And you’re falling still. It’s time now to wake up, you hear? Time to see where you are.”
“But Rebecca...”
“Isn’t going anywhere. But you are, big guy.”
“Wait.”
“No time to wait.”
“Wait!”
His scream echoed.
His eyes opened behind black tape.
  

  

HIS HANDS MOVED. They moved when he told them to. Not fast. Barely functional. Felt like they were somebody else’s arms and he was willing them to move with telepathy—there came a delay from when his brain issued the command and when his arms flailed upward like the limbs of a doll. He cried out. His numb fingers found the tape around his eyes. Pried the tape off. No pain. Just bright light that washed out the middle; reality bled in at the edges.
He saw zombies.
Upside-down zombies. Filthy gore-caked faces. Lips ripped away. Dead tongues lolling, tasting the air. About ten, fifteen feet away. Floating. Flying.
Coburn grunted. Sat up. A cry of alarm erupted at his feet—a fist popped him in the face, knocked his head back down as upside-down zombies continued to lurch forth. The sky was on the ground and asphalt was the sky and—
You’re upside-down, Kayla said, not them. Silly vampire.
It all began to work itself out.
Coburn dipped his chin to his chest, saw that three humans were dragging him up toward a house on the corner, a house walled away behind sandbags and cars and coils of razor wire. House the color of turned earth, of fresh mulch, of grave dirt.
The three humans looked back at him as they hurriedly dragged him forward by his boots—one of them, the rat-man, Fingerman, yelped. “He’s wakin’ up! Chee-rist, he’s wakin’ up!”
Another one—a wild-eyed Hispanic-looking motherfucker with fat biceps and a corded neck that looked like the trunk of a sequoia—barked at him: “Go back to sleep! Go the fuck to sleep!” To the third man, a wispy old dude with a Gandalf beard and a cheap pink plastic lei around his neck: “Give him the shot! The shot!”
Gandalf let go of the vampire’s boot, coming at Coburn with a syringe full of red. Coburn’s mouth tingled—that’s blood, Kayla told him, but it’s bad blood—but he had to suppress the hunger. He tried to kick his feet but they were slow to respond, tried to bat at the incoming hippie-wizard but his fist felt like it was swaddled in cotton swabs, and before he knew what was happening the dude’s beard was in his eyes and the syringe was squirting blood into his mouth and—
There. The bitter tang. The medicine wrapped in a spoonful of sugar.
Kayla: They’re drugging you.
“Muhfuh!” Coburn muttered—it sounded better in his head—and once more the darkness found him, again touched by the faces of the dead and tinged by firelight cast through a curtain of blood.
  

  

HOURS. DAYS. WEEKS. Years.
Coburn could not say long the parade of the doomed and the dead lasted this time. When he finally awoke, it felt like leaving a too-loud, too-crowded party and walking out onto a balcony or sidewalk where the air is cool and everything is comparatively quiet and the clamor and clatter has been left behind.
That effect did not last.
When Coburn’s eyes adjusted, he found himself nailed to a dining room table. Dark cherrywood. The air smelled of—what was that? Hash. The crispy, pungent tang of hashish.
Gandalf stood at Coburn’s side. Whistling ‘Baby Elephant Walk’ as he worked. In this case, worked meant swaddled Coburn’s guts with a ribbon of duct tape. Gandalf wound the tape over the vampire, then under the table, then over the vampire and back under the table.
Above the vampire’s head, a water-stained ceiling. Cracks in the plaster like cracks in glass. To the right: a hallway. Toward his feet: a beaded curtain in rainbow colors, with no idea what lay beyond—though he saw figures moving. And smoke vented through the beads. Again: hashish.
Coburn tried to move. He felt weak. His body, still partially unmoored from his brain. The effort to move shot ragged cigarette burns of pain up and down each limb—hundreds of them.
I think they used a whole lotta nails, Kayla said. Owie.
“Sonofa...” Coburn growled. “Bitch.”
Gandalf, startled, danced away, dropping the duct tape. It rolled away.
“Hey, brother,” Gandalf said. Voice throttled by a frequency of fear. “You okay over there?”
“Fucking delightful.” Coburn noted that his voice sounded like he’d been smoking cigarettes full of ground-up glass for the duration of his long unlife. “I really enjoy it when some whacked-out moon-units kidnap me off the streets of a zombie-infected city and then nail me to their dinner table.”
“Cool,” Gandalf said, clearly not sure if it was cool.
Coburn helped him with that. “No, it ain’t cool, you old goaty wizard. Let’s make a deal, you and me. You start ripping these nails out and you let me up and I won’t kill you. But”—he interrupted Gandalf before the old fool spoke—“if you don’t let me out, then here’s my promise to you: I’m going to kill you first. And I’ll make it hurt. I’ll bring pain to you that before now was an impossible nightmare. That’s the deal I’m offering. One time. One time only.”
“I...” Gandalf thought about it. Coburn could see that. The dude stroked his long gray beard with nervous spidery fingers, and then finally he said: “I better go get Minister Masterson.”
The willowy old-timer darted through the curtain, the beads clattering against one another. Coburn snarled, yelled after him, but it was too late.
Kayla, of course, had to chime in, You’d think by now you’d realize: more flies with honey than vinegar, JW.
The beads whispered against one another once more.
A man came up to the foot of the table. Coburn craned his neck, put his chin to his chest to see.
Tall sonofabitch. Oily crow-black hair pulled back. Scraggly beard. Little teeth behind thin lips. Reached in past a shirtless vest and idly itched a nipple ringed in black hair. The guy had a distinct Charlie Manson vibe hanging around him—along with a gauzy haze of hash smoke.
“You must be Coburn,” the dude said. He had a familiar voice. Coburn recognized it as the one from the walkie-talkie. Like gravel under a wheelbarrow wheel. “Thanks for stopping by, vampire.”
Coburn seethed. “You know me?”
“Seems you’re a popular motherfucker, motherfucker.”
“Masterson, I presume,” Coburn said. Upstairs, he heard sounds: footsteps, people moving around. How many more are there?
“Presume away.”
From behind the so-called Minister came the rat-man, Fingerman. He came up on Masterson’s left, clinging to the Minister’s hip like a squirrel. On Masterson’s right came a reedy love-bombed sylph with pink puckered lips and a diaphanous gown with one wine-glass breast exposed as if she didn’t even realize it. She wasn’t looking at Coburn so much as through him.
“Nice place you have here,” the vampire growled.
“Thanks, man. It’s pretty well-defended. We got a cushy thing going.”
“I bet. What’d you dose me with?”
A voice to Coburn’s right: “Ketamine, bro.”
There stood the thick-necked Hispanic. Looking like some cracked out PTSD Marine.
He was eating something.
Chowing down on it like it was a big old turkey leg.
It was a human foot.
Coburn’s first thought was: oh,
of course, I’ve been captured by a nest of drug culture cannibals, but then something else became clear: the man wasn’t eating a healthy human leg. Nor a cooked one. It was rotten. Skin pocked by red sores. Muscles mushy like the flesh of an overripe pear.
“Ketamine’s some bad-ass shit,” the Hispanic man said around a mouthful of what looked to be undead meat. He chewed noisily, tongue smacking. “It’s like a... a dog anesthetic or something. You give someone a good strong dose of it, they fall into the K-Hole. Total dissociation of body and mind. Great for putting the moves on a girl. Get her all loosey-goosey. Once you get her lubed up with that stuff, she’s like putty in your—”
“Flores,” Masterson said. “Enough, man. Enough.”
“Oh. Right, bro. Right.”
“You eat zombies,” Coburn said.
Masterson nodded. “We do. Some of us see it as a transubstantiation of the flesh thing. Some of us just figure we’ve got an easy meat source out there. Free range long pig.”
“It’s diseased meat. Which means you have the disease.”
Flores laughed. Masterson shot him a look, then said: “We have ways of keeping ourselves pure. Don’t you sweat it, man.”
“You and I have very different definitions of purity.”
Masterson shrugged. “This is the way. The new way. I’m leading people toward a symbiotic future. Where living man and dead man have a place in each other’s worlds. We can feed off of them as they feed off of us. Can’t you see the beauty in that? In the cycle of life to death to life again?”
“You’re fucking baked.”
“Baked on an idea. Baked by the power of our purity.” Masterson began pacing the room. “You know I used to be a banker? Down in the financial district. Packaging mortgages.”
“Shoulda stuck with it. I hear the foreclosure market is ripe for the picking.”
“Funny, man. Funny. I like you. But see, that’s the thing—you’re hitting on a real point. I was one of the guys who helped fuck things up for people. Did some naughty shit. I got rich as everyone got poor. I fiddled while Rome burned. Housing market collapsed like the house of cards that it was but we didn’t have long to nest on that, did we? Because that’s when the real shit hit the fan. And it showed me—and everybody—just what bullshit the system was. The system was a prison made of illusions, like, like endless walls of circus mirrors. It all crashed. The real crash. The crash of the dead against the living.”
“Great story. Can I go now?”
But Masterson ignored him. “But I don’t want it to be us versus them anymore. I want us to co-exist. Even if that relationship of coexistance is one based on food and need and hunger. That’s okay. Because those things are pure. Hunger is pure. I’m sure you understand that. Being who you are. What you are.”
Coburn struggled against the hundreds of nails puncturing his flesh and pinning him to the table like a butterfly on a corkboard. His strength still wasn’t there—given his guts hanging out of his body and the traces of what was apparently a veterinary anesthetic lingering in his morbid veins, it didn’t seem like it would be in reach anytime soon.
“Struggle all you want,” Flores said. “We nailed you there pretty good.”
“You’re going to eat me,” the vampire said. That’s what this was. What this had to be. If the zombies were Grade-E-but-Edible—and hunger was pure, as Masterson put it—then a kidnapped vampire was like a fresh slab of filet-fucking-mignon hot off the grill. Though that still didn’t explain how they knew who Coburn was, or where he’d be...
Masterson laughed. “Nah. We could. But we won’t. The Doc wouldn’t like that. The Doc’s the one with the plans.” He snapped his fingers. “Get Jeepers back in here. Our friend needs another dose.”
“Dose? No. Don’t put me under again.” Those faces. The faces of those he damned—Coburn couldn’t abide another second with them. Hundreds of ghosts. Each trapped in a drop of blood. Hallucinations or specters, he didn’t know, he didn’t care, he just didn’t want to be locked away in the prison of his own diseased mind with them. He said something he never thought he’d say to these people: “Please.”
The wizard Gandalf—or Jeepers, for some reason that remained unclear to Coburn—moved up alongside Coburn with another syringe. Coburn caught a whiff of sage and lavender. Goddamn hippies.
“Doped blood,” Flores said, looking over Jeepers’ slumped shoulder. “We drugged up Fingerman the first time ’cause he loves the ketamine and he’s so goofy on it half the time he never falls into the K-Hole anymore. Drugs like that, you’re just chasing the dragon. No high is ever as good as the first. Ain’t that right, vampire man?”
“Fuck you.”
Suddenly Flores’ face tightened in a rictus of rage, eyes bugging out of his head in such a way that Coburn thought they might launch out of his head on wobbly springs. “Fuck you, man. Fuck! You! Time to go tits up, bitch.” Flores walked off in a huff, saying, “Dose him, Jeepers.”
The wizard shrugged, came at Coburn with the needle.
Soon as it got near Coburn’s mouth, he opened his mouth wide and bit down on the needle. It stuck in his tongue and snapped. Jeepers yelped, struggling to wrench open Coburn’s jaw—
Which was the wrong move. The vampire reopened his mouth, clamped down a pair of mean canines on the span of flesh between the old wizard’s thumb and forefinger—crunch—and began to guzzle. Fresh blood—if not entirely clean, as Coburn caught the trace of hash or marijuana hanging out in there somewhere—flooded his mouth as Jeepers screamed like a middle-aged housewife seeing a mouse run across her kitchen floor.
This was the way out. Fresh blood meant a shock to his system. Purge the drugs. He lurched forward with renewed vigor, the nails popping through his flesh and tearing it like ragged leather. Jeepers tried to back away as the monster rose anew, feasting, drinking, making good on his promise to kill Jeepers first (though at present not as painfully as he’d like). Masterson ducked through the curtain, rattling the beads. Flores disappeared down the hall. Fingerman dropped into a fetal crouch and rocked back and forth.
Flee, freaks, flee.
It didn’t matter.
All these assholes were going to die today.
Or so he thought.
But then, out of nowhere, came the reedy sylph girl.
She had a Louisville slugger in her hand and a crazy beaming smile on her face. The girl held the bat like she was swinging for the fences.
The bat connected with Coburn’s head.
Starbursts erupted in his vision. Streaks of smeary white.
He tried to get back up—
The bat came down on his chest. Then his chin.
Flores launched himself up atop Coburn’s body and took a knee. With hands as muscled as the rest of his ’roid-monkey body, Flores jacked open Coburn’s now-broken jaw and—
Squirt.
Into the mouth with another jet of bad blood.
Coburn slipped once more into the dark tide. He couldn’t tell if Kayla was laughing, or crying, or both. The faces renewed their assault, drowning him in a bucket of his own bilious guilt.



  

CHAPTER FIVE
Hunters Hunted
  

THE VAMPIRE WAS right. Soon as Coburn took off leaping from rooftop to rooftop like the shadow from a cloud moving overhead, the zombie throng slowly began shuffling up the street, leaving only a few stragglers behind.
Gil peered over the roof’s edge. Creampuff whined by his side.
He felt suddenly overwhelmed and alone. The city was silent. Same way that all the cities were, now: no cars, no helicopters, no constant rumbling murmur of voices and HVAC units and music. Nobody was here to care about him or have him care back. Dead streets, dead city, dead world. Who were they trying to save again, exactly? What was left of humanity? And how many of them were worth a shit?
“I feel alone,” he said to Creampuff. “And I miss my daughter.”
The dog sat down, stared up.
“Yeah, I hear you. Cut the pity party. Let’s hit the bricks, pooch.”
  

  

WHEN NEXT COBURN opened his eyes, night had fallen and he found himself nailed back to the dining room table. For a half moment he caught a whiff of something sweet and sour hanging in the air—the scent of jasmine mingling with an eerily-familiar odor of death. Familiar because...
Kayla filled it in for him: It smells like you.
At the same time the odor was crawling its way up his nose like a worm, a sound reached his ears that chilled his already cold body:
A howling screech. Containing within it a madness beyond life’s margins, a desperate ragged hunger that had no end and gave no quarter.
The scream was far away... but close enough to still be heard.
That sound set off a cascade of images in his mind: rotters drinking his blood, turning into monstrous hell-zombies, the hunters who stopped at nothing when it came to getting another taste of Coburn.
How could another hunter exist in the world? All the ones he inadvertently made—and then those that made each other—were gone now. Was there just one? Or had their unstoppable army begun to form anew?
Coburn lay there in the darkness for awhile, trying to parse what he’d heard. A figure drifted beyond the beaded curtain; a shadow upon the sea of shadows. Coburn willed his eyes to see better—normally, he could see in darkness like it was a cloudy day, but right now it seemed that either the ketamine or his day-long exposure to the bleary fireball known as the ‘sun’ had done his night-sight no good.
Again he smelled jasmine and death.
Stronger, this time.
The figure emerged from behind the curtain.
Now he could see her. She was Asian. Clad in a white doctor’s coat. The woman was tall, long limbed, with the elegance of a cellar spider. Flesh pale like a cave cricket and flawless like porcelain—except for the asterisk-shaped crater on her cheek below her left eye. Like someone had taken a chisel to a beautiful doll.
As she approached with confident step, the jasmine smell washed over him.
And so did the smell of death.
She’s one of you, Kayla said.
“I’ve come to take your blood,” she said.
“That’s awfully matter-of-fact, Doc.”
“I see no reason to obfuscate my intentions.” She walked the table at his feet, pacing in slow half-moons. He couldn’t hear shoes. Was she barefoot?
“You’re pretending to me like me.”
She frowned. “To be like you how?”
“You know.”
“Enlighten me.”
He opened his mouth, hissed, let his tongue play across the tip of two plainly-displayed fangs. “See what I’m getting at, China Doll?”
“I’m Korean, and why do you think I’m pretending?”
“Because I’m the only one out there.”
“I’m surprised you think so, though I suppose I see why.” She seemed done with the conversation. She waved someone on behind the beaded curtain, and here came itchy, twitchy Fingerman, pushing a metal cart with a wooden case atop it.
“Don’t you, uhh, need lights?” Fingerman asked.
The woman barely gave him a look. “I can see in the dark even if you cannot. Run along, little rat.”
Coburn snorted. “I thought he looked like a rat, too.”
But she didn’t respond. So much for being friendly.
“What’s your name?” he asked her.
“Lydia.”
“Nice to meet you, Lydia. I’m—”
“Coburn, yes, I know.” She popped the latch on the case—a little brass hook—and opened it. Looked to be something out of medical antiquity. One giant metal syringe. A number of glass containers, each about the size of a stick of dynamite. Old surgical tubing. A shiny metal piece that looked like the head of an octopus with all of its tentacles chopped off at the half-way mark. She began hooking it all together efficiently, silently.
“What’s all this nonsense?”
“It’s a blood transfusion kit. From the era of the Great War. Would’ve preferred something more updated, but the hospitals remain host to a continuing plague of the undead.” She clipped the octopus head to the tubing, then the tubing to the syringe. Then she did the same the other way: connecting one glass jar to the tubing, and back to the octopus head. “Don’t worry. I tested it.”
“Tested it.”
“Mm. I have test subjects.”
“Pigs?”
“Humans. Children, actually.”
He laughed, though it was without mirth. “I’m a little confused here, honey. You know that if you were a real bloodsucker you don’t need all this fancy crap, right? You just... open your mouth. Let your fangs come out to play. Sink them into somebody’s skin like pushing your pinky through a stick of warm butter... mmm. Oooooh-ee. Nothing beats it. Not that you’d know, being a—”
He was about to say pretender, but then Lydia leaned forward, extended her jaw and tilted her head back, and let her fangs show.
As he did, she poked at each with a tongue.
“Satisfied?” she asked. “Good.”
Then she went back to setting up the kit.
She told you, boy, Kayla said.
He willed her to shut up.
“So why the kit if you could just drink me dry here and now?”
“The blood is not for me.”
She turned her gaze suddenly to the wall. Then to the beaded curtain. Back to Coburn, an unexpected moment of cageyness submerged now beneath that glassy exterior.
Something scratched at his mind like a crow clawing the earth.
“Not for you. Who’s it for?”
She didn’t answer.
“Who the fuck wants my blood, Lydia?”
Still silent. Only the click and squeak of her hands adjusting the apparatus.
What’s going on, Coburn?
“I don’t even have that much blood in me. If I did I’d be up off this table. I’d be tearing this place to pieces, commanding these freaks to eat one another alive.”
Lydia stopped. Finally seemed resolved to say something. “It’s not your blood that matters. It’s what’s inside it.”
He went cold. Like someone flushed his system with saline. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“Your blood is different now. You have a guest. I’m here to take her.”
Her. Kayla. The cure.
Shitfuck.
Coburn, how does she know that?
No time to think about that now. Panic settled into his supine body like sepsis; that cold feeling of saline turned to a hot rush of acid. “You don’t know what you’re doing. You don’t want to do this.”
“Not used to this, are you? The begging. The pleading and wheedling. Usually it’d be your victim, wouldn’t it? Begging you for her life. Or begging you to take her life, depending on how badly you tweaked her brain. Trust me. I know.” Lydia screwed a massive needle onto the tip of the equally massive syringe. Looked like something used to deliver adrenalin to an elephant’s heart. Her gaze flicked again to the windows. Did Coburn sense a nervousness there? “But now you’re the one on the slab. You’re the one imploring another to save you. Or save the one inside your blood. I wonder what that must be like. To care about another as you do now. The good news for me is, I am not given over to such delicate compunction. It’s sad to see you like this, really. It’s like watching a wolf limp.”
“Are you done talking?” Coburn said. “Because I’m getting tired of hearing your fool mouth flap.”
“I am. A rare moment of gregariousness. I suppose I just savor the irony of your situation.” An icy smile. “Let us begin.”
She gave the needle one last tighten. Moved it toward his neck.
Then: outside, another keening banshee’s wail. The hunter, hunting.
Lydia tensed. Syringe held firm in her grip.
Coburn suddenly understood.
“The hunter,” he said, clucking his tongue as if to chastise a tardy student. “The hunter’s yours, isn’t it? You let your guard down. And when you did, some rot-fuck took a bite out of you—not out of your cheek, no, that’s from before you turned into the carefree killing machine you are now—and something happened that you didn’t figure on. The rot-fuck changed. And now he’s out there. Or she’s out there. Looking like something that kicked its way out of the Devil’s own dickhole. Like something that’s bringing Hell with it.”
“Shut your mouth,” she hissed.
“Oooh. Getting testy, now. It’s my turn to be the smart one and you don’t like that.” She turned the syringe downward and he uttered a quick tut-tut-tut. “Slow your roll, sister. That thing’s on the hunt. And it wants one thing: vampire blood. Yours, if it can manage it. But I suspect mine will do fine. You let one drop of my blood hit the air and that thing will be like a shark scenting prey. It’ll come. For you. For me. For all of us. That what you want?”
She hesitated. The needle tip hovering.
Coburn, on the other hand, did not hesitate.
He jerked his body toward—not away from—the needle, letting its tip pop a hole in the side of his neck. He didn’t have much blood left, but what he had beaded up at the puncture site like a blood-colored pearl.
It timed out well: only a moment later came another wailing, mournful—and righteously hungry—cry from the distant hunter.
Lydia staggered backward. She dropped the syringe.
Coburn laughed. A dry rasp. Way he saw it: whatever it was she wanted, he did not—and whatever she didn’t want, well, he’d make certain that came to pass. She was afraid of the hunter? Then he wanted to stoke the fires of that fear.
The other vampire hurried toward the curtain, poking her head through. He heard her barking orders: “Need to move him. Ready another hit of the ketamine. Someone get in there to watch him.”
He had little time.
The ketamine was finally gone from his system, leaving only a ghost of its effects behind—he wouldn’t be as fast or as capable as usual, but he still had a little of Gandalf’s blood left. Enough kindling to start a fire.
He let it burn. Let the blood reach through his system like claw-tipped fingers. He began to rock back and forth—the way they nailed him gave him little room to move, but enough to build momentum, and the table was built for quiet dinners, not rowdy, pissed-off bloodsuckers.
Left. Right. Left. Right. Left. Riiiight.
Almost... almost...
Shit!
The table did not tip.
But then—it did something else. The table would not suffer the stress. Two of the legs on the right side of Coburn’s body suddenly snapped like shattered bones, splintering with loud cracks. The force of the table hitting the ground pulled some of the nails from Coburn’s flesh.
Not all of them.
But enough.
Coburn snarled, got his right arm free and felt his way underneath his tilted body—he reached out, grabbed the doorframe leading into the hall, and pulled. Pain shot through him, every nail popping free with the fresh hell of a cigarette burn, his guts still sloshing around half-outside his body, but then, with the sound of buttons tearing free from a shirt, Coburn freed himself from the table.
Two feet planted in front of him. Dirty feet. Bare. Nails painted neon green, the big toenails sporting anime cat faces.
The reedy sylph brought the bat down again.
But this time, Coburn shot up a hand and caught it in his palm.
Thwack.
“Hit me once,” Coburn said, rising to his feet, “shame on you. Hit me twice, I tear you open like a human piñata and feast on your blood candy.”
He tossed the bat aside. The girl turned to run and he caught her by the hair, snapping her back to him and holding her tight in a cruel embrace. He tilted her head to the side as she struggled, saw the pale freckled stretch of neck—
She’s on something, Kayla whispered in the hollows of his mind. Not ketamine, but something else. She’ll slow you down, not speed you up.
He roared, picked the sylph up, then threw her into the wall; she left a crater in the dry wall and tumbled down on the ground, her body still.
  

  

AS GIL MADE his way east through the streets of San Francisco, he heard the hunter’s cry echo over the buildings.
It made his blood turn to piss, made his piss turn to ice water. Creampuff darted between Gil’s legs, tail tucked low.
His heartbeat galloped like a spurred horse, remembering the lab in Los Angeles: the sound of those things crashing through the ducts, climbing up through the elevator shafts, scrambling up the outside of the building, screaming and wailing as they did so.
It occurred to him, then: they thought the rotters were the end of the world, but they weren’t the end. They were just the start of it. The hunters—wretched things of gnashing teeth and razor claw, of extended necks and distended mouths—were the true end of the world. A hurricane of hunger belched up out of Hell.
But then the vampire put an end to them. By putting a bullet in his own brain, Coburn effectively put a bullet in all their brains—giving way to some undead vampire-zombie logic that Gil didn’t care to understand.
So now, to hear another hunter...
Thoughts ran wild through his head: Coburn had been bitten. He was too brash, too bold, and got himself in trouble. That was how the hunters were born, wasn’t it? One zombie gets a taste for vampire blood and that’s it, game over.
And if Coburn was gone, so was Kayla.
He’d already lost her body. Somehow, the vampire was home to her spirit, her soul—even her personality. To lose her again...
It felt like something ripped out of Gil’s middle. Like the empty space was filled with bugs and battery acid and a few rusted razors.
Worst of all, it made him feel alone.
This wasn’t like him. Gil was the backbone. The leader. The one who kept them all safe. Except now they were all dead and all he had was a red-muzzled rat terrier cowering between his ankles.
Above, the purple evening sky turned darker with the coming of night. The moon rose over the city and Gil pushed on, feeling like a scarecrow absolved of his stuffing. As darkness fell, Gil heard the scuffing of feet on sidewalks and the murmuring groans of the encroaching dead—shapes and silhouettes shuffled ahead and behind, moving faster than usual. They were massing. They’d caught his scent.
The rotters got uppity at night; they grew agitated, gained a very little speed and focus. It was time, then, to go to ground. To hide.
A small voice inside Gil urged him just to stop, to sit down here in the middle of Beach Street, by the white flower delivery van whose side was splattered with blood, by the Mission-style housing with boarded windows, by the pink flowering trees lining the avenue. Sit down—or better yet, lay down—and let the zombies come and eat what was left of him.
But he didn’t. Gil didn’t know why, didn’t even want to ponder it. Instead he hurried right, sticking along the houses, trying doors until he found one that opened to him.
  

  

COBURN STAGGERED THROUGH the beaded curtain.
Low-lit living room. Couches that didn’t match. Bean bags everywhere. Carpet torn asunder. Filth streaking the ceiling and everything smelling like hash and pot and patchouli and semen. Someone (with frankly middling amateur talent) had painted dioramas on all the walls: one of them showed someone that looked like Minister Masterson standing on a hill with his arms wide, a crowd of rotters and still-living humans kneeling in the golden showers of his glory. Another offered up a zombie crucified in a combination of Da Vinci’s Vitruvian Man and a ‘cut of meat’ chart at a local butcher’s—ribs and fat back and prime cuts. A third image was just a painted ossuary of skeletons and loose bones and Mexican sugar skulls.
Coburn wasn’t sure of the narrative, but he could take a few guesses: the people here worshipped the Minister who somehow gave them power over death. That power was nothing fancy, but was a life-giving boon to those who could stomach it. Somehow, these barking moon-spiders had the ability to eat the flesh of the undead without the infection running rampant through them.
Just then: movement behind one of the couches.
A whiff of blood and fear sweat.
And sage. And lavender.
“Gandaaaalf,” Coburn said all sing-songy. “Or Jeeeeepers. Or whatever the fuck your naaaaame is. Please come out so I can break all the bones in your body.”
The old man arose from behind a couch. The movement introduced a new smell: fear urine that perfectly paired with the fear sweat. The old man’s ratty sweat pants showed a wet patch around the crotch and left thigh.
“Please,” Jeepers mumbled. “Don’t kill me. I’m just doing what I got to so I can stay alive, dude. I—I... you don’t know what it’s like.”
Coburn strode across the room. Confident. Hungry.
“No, no, I know,” Coburn said, smiling.
“I’m just an old man. My kids are dead. My grandkids are dead. Please, if you gotta kill me, just don’t make it hurt...”
The old man broke down in tears.
He was somebody’s Daddy, Kayla said. You could try to be nice.
To which Coburn decided: fuck that.
The old man had drugged him. Left him nailed to a table. So that Kayla and the cure could be sucked out of this vampire’s body by a different vampire.
Coburn reached Gandalf, lifted him up by his neck. The old not-wizard’s face turned red as tears soaked his cheeks and gathered in that wispy gray beard.
You showed mercy on my people once upon a time, Kayla reminded him.
He reminded her: We had an arrangement. I was just protecting my food source.
That excuse doesn’t hold up any more, JW.
To which he responded: Your people didn’t stick me with needles after attaching me to a dinner table with a hundred nails.
My Daddy did shoot you. And leave you for dead at a Wal-Mart.
Coburn growled.
Mercy bloomed within him like an ugly, shriveled flower. He detested it—he did not wear benevolence well. It afforded him only discomfort and self-loathing. But it was there, now, lurking inside him, hateful as it was. This old man wasn’t even worth the effort it would take to snap his neck, anyway.
But he still had blood, and Coburn still had needs.
Coburn bent to feed.
Bang.
A gun went off, behind the old man.
Gandalf’s chest sprayed red, his blood decorating Coburn’s shirt.
Dead blood was not the best blood. Which meant the vampire’s meal was... well, if not ruined, then certainly disturbed. Just because you can eat your hamburger, after it falls on the floor, doesn’t mean you want to.
Besides, now Coburn had a bullet lodged in his breastbone.
He threw the old man’s gurgling body forward at whoever had fired the shot—and the ’roided-out thick-necked Hispanic motherfucker stepped to the side as the body crashed against the hardwood floor, bringing up a boxy H&K .45 and peeling off another round at Coburn. The vampire didn’t have the speed or interest to move aside. The round clipped Coburn in the meat of the shoulder.
No mercy for this one, he told Kayla. She offered no dissent.
What little blood Coburn had left, he let it burn hot and fast inside the crucible of his body, giving him a preternatural burst of speed. He came up behind Flores, getting an arm around the man’s neck and pulling tight.
It was like trying to strangle a bison.
Flores whooped and hollered, began whirling about with Coburn on his back. The thick sonofabitch slammed his body backward, driving the vampire into an old TV stand that now served as home to a collection of bongs and pipes, all of which now crashed to the floor with the sound of tinkling glass.
Flores pistoned an elbow into Coburn’s midsection, rupturing the vampire’s dead bowels. Blood seeped. The intestines didn’t matter, but the blood did.
That’s when Flores brought up the .45—clumsy, the way he cocked it over his shoulder thinking to squeeze off a shot at the vampire monkey on his back. Coburn planted a foot back on the ground, got a little leverage, then captured the man’s wrist and twisted hard as he could.
He turned the .45 downward.
Got his finger around Flores’ trigger finger.
Then: squeeze.
The gun went off, popping a round through Flores’ upper thigh. Blood squirted from the hole. The man yowled like a cat whose tail just got run over by a push-mower, and Coburn was not going to waste the opportunity. He slapped the gun away and then planted his mouth on the wound like a thirsty kid at a water fountain, greedily slurping.
Everything was red and warm and beautiful.
With a sudden electric jolt of something else.
Oh, my, Kayla said. He really was juiced up, wasn’t he?
Flores batted at him, tried to wrench Coburn off.
Coburn felt the burn. The jacked-up tweaked-out steroid rush kicked a hole in his soul. It felt like someone knocked a hornet’s nest out of a tree growing in the hollows of his mind. He felt Kayla retreat into shadow.
When Flores stopped batting at him, Coburn kept sucking, felt no more blood reach his mouth. He kept sucking anyway. Felt air and flesh and heard the cracking of bone and—
Frustrated, he pushed Flores backward, then stood quickly, and backhanded the body. The head snapped, spinning on the now-shattered pivot of Flores’ spine.
“Neck’s not so thick now,” Coburn said, chuckling.
Outside somewhere: another howl.
The hunter was coming.
No, Coburn thought. The hunter is already here.



  

CHAPTER SIX
Down Into The Dark
  

WITH FLORES’ BLOOD running rough-shod through his body like a pack of coked-up pit-bulls, Coburn felt his guts twist and clinch and ease back into his body as ribbons of ruined stomach-flesh sought each other out.
He felt like he could punch a hole in the heavens, like he could grab God by the ankle and drag that cruel sonofabitch down here to see what his callous and careless fuckery had wrought upon the world of man.
It was all very clarifying.
And what Coburn knew was that Lydia had to go.
The city was home to a hunter. Hopefully just one. If that thing figured out how to make more of itself—and, Coburn suspected, it would—then once again he’d have a plague of demons to deal with. Only way to ensure the hunter took a big long never-ending dirt-nap was to destroy the source: Lydia the vampire.
Besides, obliterating her into a red pulp would be a pleasure.
Because nobody hurts Kayla.
That thought surprised him.
How protective you’ve become of me, she said. He heard her giggle—it echoed in the cavern of his skull.
Coburn cracked his knuckles. Felt together again.
He stalked through the house. Hunting.
In the kitchen, he found zombie meat—arms, legs, clumps of unidentified gray flesh—hanging from hooks and hemp rope. Organs piled up in nested wire baskets. Filthy counters sat stocked with soda and liquor bottles filled to the brim with black dead blood and corked or capped. The smell should’ve been overpowering—strong enough to make a vulture puke. But the walls and cabinets were tiled with little pine-tree air fresheners. Nailed there, just as Coburn had been nailed to the table only ten minutes before.
The rat-man—Fingerman—crouched in the corner. Whimpering. Hiding.
Leave him be, Kayla said.
This time, mercy came easy. If only because Coburn wasn’t hungry.
Still. The rat-man could be useful.
The vampire grabbed the ketamine addict by his greasy locks, hoisted him high. “The woman. Tell me where she is, you can keep your face.”
“The Doc.”
“Yes. The Doc.”
“She can hook you up,” Fingerman said, eyeballs roving, corneas shaking. He was high right now, wasn’t he? Jesus. “Whatever you need, man. Vet drugs. Hospital drugs. Whatever. Oxy, vics, morphine, horse tranqs—”
Coburn shook him so hard the man’s teeth clacked together.
“I just want her. Where is she?”
Fingerman pointed toward the ground. “Basement, man. Tunnels.”
Tunnels?
The vampire tightened his grip around the oily horsetail of hair, demanded to know where the basement was. The rat-man pointed the way: “Around the—ow—around the corner.” Coburn grunted, which was the closest thing the freak was going to get in terms of gratitude—that and Coburn didn’t break a bottle of rancid zombie blood over his head, too. That had to count for something.
Coburn found the basement door. Tried the knob—wouldn’t open. Locked, probably. Like that could stop him now. He raised his leg, brought the heel of his boot down on the door-knob, knocking it to the ground.
Then he kicked the door open.
Darkness awaited.
But that was all right. Coburn liked the dark.
Grinning, the vampire descended.
  

  

THIS WAS THE wrong damn house to walk into, Gil thought. As the undead pawed at the door and boarded-up windows outside, Gil stared at the inside with disgust.
The style was cold, modernist—everything in whites, blacks, grays, with only the occasional splash of bright red (mantle, painting, broken vase, toaster). All hard angles. Nothing soft. Tile and glass and steel.
It echoed how Gil felt about, well, everything right now. Hell, he wanted to commit suicide just being here and having to look at the place.
Strange thing was, it was clean. Dusty, sure. But most houses they’d seen looked like bombs went off. Overturned furniture and dead cats and busted pipes bringing ceilings down to meet the floor. Not this place.
But one thing was troubling: the smell.
It smelled like a rotter’s armpit. Wet. Fetid. Above all else: dead.
And yet, no signs of—
Creampuff growled at the steps leading to the second floor.
Gil swallowed. Stepped past the terrier, sliding a bolt into the crossbow and cocking it. The stairs up were steel steps like you’d find on a tractor trailer, suspended from the ceiling by thick dark cables.
No way to go up quietly. Every step a metallic gong.
The stairs shook as he ascended.
The smell? Stronger up here.
He steadied himself on the railing—another cable, this one strung horizontally—and saw Creampuff hop up onto a white leather couch and stare up at Gil with trepidation.
Gil turned, headed down the hallway.
All the while, the roadkill stink growing gnarlier until Gil’s eyes were watering and his stomach—which didn’t have much more than a few stale Entemann’s crumb cakes bobbing around the lake of digestive fluids—churned like a bucket of bad milk in a clumsy man’s hand.
At the end of the hall, Gil saw a door cracked open.
He gently tapped it with a foot. It opened with a squeak.
And there he found the source of the stench.
Rotters. Three of them.
Two of them on the bed. Supine. Bound there with an inelegant tangle of nylon rope, extension cords, and twine. One was a man: dark fraying turtleneck, head a mop of Andy Warhol hair, pair of dark frame glasses literally stapled to his mottled face. The other, a woman. Gray blouse with sharp collars. Pair of flowy black pants. No shoes. Toes worn away, leaving only twitching nubs of blackened bone. The two of them hissed and writhed against their bonds.
The third rotter was a child. A young boy of eight or nine with a bowl-cut of black hair and a windbreaker whose fabric went vip vip vip every time he moved. One eye dangled out of his head, resting on his swollen chipmunk cheek. The rest of the boy looked relatively well-preserved, for one of the undead.
He, too, was bound up, to a wire-frame office chair. Wheels locked so that it couldn’t roll around.
It was someone’s family.
The man—the father—gurgled. Dead lipless flesh rubbing together. Gil saw a patch of the man’s shoulder that had been worn away: the turtleneck gnawed open and the flesh, too. As if on cue, the woman tilted her head toward the father and craned her neck until she could get her chompers around his exposed flesh. She took a few graceless bites and then pulled away again, seemingly dissatisfied by the taste—or, Gil wondered, the lack of nutrition, given that rotters didn’t seem to eat one another with any regularity.
The whole scene stirred within him a turbid shit-storm of emotions: it was perplexing (who did this), it was grotesque (couldn’t do this to my own family), it was sweet (someone cared enough).
Whatever the case, Gil thought, these people needed to be put to rest. He raised the crossbow. Looked out over the bow sights—a little pink plastic ‘V’ at the tip of the weapon—and let his finger curl around the trigger.
Something jabbed into the small of his back.
His world lit up. Like it was on fire. A loud fly-wing buzz.
His finger squeezed.
The smell of ozone. And burning. And death.
Gil dropped. The crossbow clattered.
Somewhere, Creampuff barked.
And then a plastic bag pulled tight over his head. As Gil sucked in a hard breath he found plastic in his mouth, around his lips, shutting off his air with a vacuum seal made by his own desperate gasps. His tongue played against it as his body twitched and a sad scream rose up within his throat.
Darkness reached up to claim him.
  

  

COBURN WALKED DOWN into darkness.
As he approached the basement, he smelled mold, and a breathy sewage gust. Voices rose up from the shadows, a half-conversation interrupted—
Masterson: “—take me with you, I can help—”
Lydia: “Get away from me. Go deal with the vampire.”
Masterson: “Forget him. Forget the others. I’m alive. You’re dead. We need each other. I worship you. I—”
Lydia: “It’s not me you should be wor—” Pause. “Did you hear that?”
A moment later, she whispered: “He’s here.”
Oops. Oh, well.
Coburn whistled low and slow to further announce his presence.
“I’m feeling much better now,” he called into the dark basement. His eyes adjusted as he reached the bottom of the steps. The basement was just a repository for junk: boxes, debris, a gun rack, a cabinet. And, by the look of it, their bathroom: various fly-clouded buckets sat against the far wall. Reeking.
But what was most interesting was the hole dug out of the wall and floor. Drywall gave way to exposed brick and broken piping. Leading down into whatever tunnels the rat-man had been referring to.
And there, at the mouth of the shattered wall, stood Lydia and Masterson.
“Hey, guys,” Coburn said with a low, throaty chuckle. “Geez, I didn’t know you came here. The buckets of shit in the corner are to die for. You crazy kids want to get a booth or a table?”
Lydia looked to Masterson. Her gaze locked with his and Coburn could see that the self-proclaimed Minister could not escape. He tried, but couldn’t. Something transferred between them—which meant the vampire was dropping her hypno-hoodoo on him. Coburn had no interest in seeing that play out. As Lydia handed something to her cohort, Coburn moved fast.
In his head, Kayla called to him in alarm: You’re not thinking straight. Again.
He ignored her. Again.
With a sweep of his arms he tossed the Minister aside; the man clattered into a heap of moldy cardboard boxes. Lydia wrenched a brick from its mooring with a sharp crack and brought it against Coburn’s head.
He didn’t even feel it.
Coburn roared, grabbed her face like it was a bowling ball: thumb in her mouth, two fingers in her eyes, squeezing in order to pop the face off her skull. Her eyes started to give way. Pop like swollen grapes.
Then she bit down.
Her teeth cut clean through Coburn’s thumb. Through skin, through bone. With the drugs storming through his system, it didn’t hurt too much. He even laughed as she spit the thumb out into the tunnel behind her. Her eyes swollen, rimmed with blood, the whites shot through with black.
“Nice job!” he said, giving her a thumbs-up with the hand that had no thumb. Blood wept from the wound.
She kicked him in the stomach. An ungainly, inept kick—nobody had taught her how to fight. Coburn taught himself long ago by getting in fights with any gang thug, robber, rapist, or killer he could find. Humans fought and got hurt just by fighting—too strong a punch meant a broken hand, too high a kick meant your balance was out of whack, and only idiots and assholes went for the headbutt. Headbutt someone, your eyes watered, your head rang like a bell, and dizziness would be your primary reward.
Coburn didn’t worry about any of that. His tear ducts were dry as peach pits. His head was as hard as a grave slab.
So he smashed his head into Lydia’s face.
Once. Then twice. Then a third time for good measure.
She’s a vampire, Kayla reminded him. Just like you.
Oh, right. Crap.
Just the same—her nose was shattered and she staggered back into the darkness of the tunnel. Coburn clapped his hands. This was fun. She was green, this one. Young and awkward like a newborn foal. She picked up a brick. Hissed for Masterson. Chucked the brick at Coburn’s head—
He leaned left, let the brick sail over.
“Someone really needs to teach you how to fight,” he said.
Lydia, nose smashed, eyes bugging out all bloody, shrugged.
“Somebody needs to teach you to pay attention,” she said.
He heard the scuff of a shoe behind him.
Lydia sprang into the tunnel like a fucking puma, her lithe shadow meeting the deeper shadows within—
Masterson tackled Coburn. Slamming the vampire into the side of the tunnel. As Coburn fell to the ground, Masterson clambered atop his chest. Weeping. Snot-bubbles boiling up out of his nose.
“I used to be somebody,” Masterson said. Voice hoarse.
He was holding a grenade. The pin was not at home.
Coburn winced. Shit.
Boom, Kayla said, a half-second before the grenade went off.
And the world turned to noise and debris and pain.



  

PART TWO
  

ORPHANS



  

The Conversation: #2
  

Will I live with him now?
Beats me. Like I know how this works. We’re in new territory here, little girl.
Or maybe I’ll just die. Maybe I won’t exist anymore.
Could be, rabbit. Could be. But I hope not. I really hope not.
Maybe I’ll change him like I changed you.
Who said you changed me?
You’re so funny sometimes.
Yeah. A real laugh riot.



  

CHAPTER SEVEN
I Believe That Children Are Our Future
  

GASP.
Oxygen.
Breath screaming through his throat and filling his lungs—felt cool and hot and good and painful, all in equal measure.
Gil lurched upright. Bag still on his head. But someone had vented a hole where his mouth was, and with every breath the plastic whispered and crinkled.
He reached up, panicked, pawing at the bag. He ripped it off and threw it to the ground like it was a bundle of cottonmouth snakes.
Gil found his own crossbow pointed at his head.
And a dirt-caked child was the one pointing it.
“Get up, dickweed,” the boy said. Grungy blond hair covering one eye—a jet of air from pursed lips blew the hair to the side. “I said, get the fuck up, bitch.”
Gil scrambled backward like a crab.
Something hit him from behind—something heavy, wooden. Cracked him over the head—not hard enough to make him bleed, but hard enough to sting. He turned, saw another kid standing there holding a busted chair leg. It was a girl—hair an unwashed tangle, face streaked with fingers of what looked like ash.
Other children filtered into the room upon hearing the commotion. Another six of them. No teenagers, though a few that looked eleven or twelve, including the boy holding the crossbow aloft. Youngest seemed to be a boy of four or so—a porky mole-cheeked dumpling with hair stuck up and clumped with red as if it had been shellacked with strawberry jam. Gil realized with horror that it probably wasn’t strawberry.
His horror deepened when he realized all these kids had weapons. The girl with the chair leg. A pre-teen with bones woven into her pigtails held a folded license plate whose edge was plainly sharpened. A third held a .22 pistol. A fourth had a pair of ice picks, one in each hand. Even the fat little four-year-old dragged an oiled bike chain behind him.
Outside, thunder rumbled. Distant. But closing in.
“You tried to kill my father,” Crossbow Kid said.
Gil stammered, cleared his throat. Saw a pair of feet hanging over the edge of the bed—Mother and Father, respectively, both pairs of feet gently twitching and wiggling with the crude facsimile of life. Nearby, the third rotter—the kid with the bowl-cut and cherub-cheeks—spun idly in the office chair.
He stood, saw the crossbow bolt he’d loosed earlier sticking out of the flesh around the father-zombie’s collarbone.
“That’s your father,” Gil said, horrified.
“What of it, dick?”
“Watch your language, kid.”
“My name’s not kid, dick. It’s Aiden.”
Gil’s forehead furrowed. “My name’s not Dick, Aiden. It’s Gil.”
“Whatever. You tried to kill my father.”
“Yeah,” Gil said. “Except I think he’s already dead.”
That made Aiden angry. He surged forward with the crossbow, which was a mistake—Gil snatched it out of the kid’s hand as a bolt flew free and popped into the wall behind him with a thunk.
Gil quickly backed against the wall, struggling to find another bolt—but Aiden kicked forward a leather belt covered in loops once meant for bullets but now used to house crossbow arrows.
“You looking for these?” Aiden asked.
The scrawny tween boy pointed the .22 pistol—a long-barrel Browning target weapon—at Gil’s chest in an unswerving grip. All he said was: “Dude.” Then shook his head disapprovingly, like a parent disappointed in his child.
Gil held up the crossbow, gently set it down on the floor.
“Let’s try this again,” he said, “my name is Gil. I’m a survivor. Just like you. Now if we can all just put down our weapons and—”
The .22 went off. A sharp snap—the wall coughed up bits of drywall into Gil’s cheek and he danced away from it.
Another disapproving shake of the head from Scrawny. “Dude.”
Aiden clarified: “He means, I talk. You shut the fuck up. Say one more word, he’ll have a bullet rattling around in your head like a marble in a fishbowl. Nod if you understand the words coming out of my mouth.”
Every inch of Gil wanted to reach out and snatch up the weapons from these kids and scold the king hell out of ’em. He remembered one time Kayla, thinking someone was breaking in, took a .22 rifle off the gun rack in his bedroom and accidentally shot a hole in the ceiling. Went up through the attic, punched a hole in a junction box, almost started a fire in the insulation. That was when he taught her about gun safety—she never much liked it, but she needed it. The chief lesson he drummed into her head, time and time again: you never point a gun at another human being unless you mean to kill him.
Still. This was not the time. So Gil just nodded.
“Like I said: my name’s Aiden. The skinny sum-bitch with the Browning Buck Mark Plus aimed at your ball-sack is Pete. Girl who hit you with the chair-leg, that’s Ashleigh. Pigtails over there, that’s the Princess.” The girl waved, smiling big, her bone-woven pigtails bouncing. Aiden gave her a mean look and she stopped waving. Aiden pointed to the boy with the ice-picks. “That’s Booboo.” Then to a girl with a cleft lip and a sling-shot. “That’s Little Mary. Big Mary’s not here. That’s right. There’s more of us. A lot more.”
Gil almost spoke, then bit his tongue. He gestured toward the little plump four-year-old.
Aiden narrowed his gaze. “Don’t you worry about who he is, old man.”
All the children stood around, staring burning holes through Gil. Everyone except the one called the Princess, who stood there smacking her lips and looking blissfully ignorant of the horror in the room before her. Reminded Gil a little of Kayla that way. His heart went sour just thinking about it.
“Your dog’s dead,” Aiden said.
Gil felt like the oxygen had once more been removed from the room. Like a bag was again over his head and he was struggling to breathe. Once upon a time he hated that vampire’s little hellhound, but things had changed. Creampuff was like a board floating in the ocean, to which Gil clinged. And now? Gone?
Aiden continued: “He bit me, so we had to break his neck. Same goes for you if you try anything—”
From downstairs, a bark. A very familiar bark.
Gil felt like he could breathe again.
Aiden’s face grew red and he screamed downstairs: “Goddamnit, Charlie! I told you to keep that fucking mutt quiet!” He turned back to Gil. “Fine. I was lying. Whatever. Screw you. Not my fault you—“
Another sound. Not a bark.
Again, the bellow of a distant hunter—a keening, high-pitched screech. The sound made the hairs on Gil’s neck reach for the stars. He could see that he wasn’t alone. All the kids shifted uncomfortably. They knew what they were hearing.
Princess spoke: “Ellie.”
The other kids said the same name in unison: “Ellie...”
They bowed their heads, suddenly somber.
Gil dared speak. “You... you know what made that sound.”
“That’s Ellie.” Aiden nodded. “She was one of us.”
  

  

COBURN SMELLED PEACHES and cigarettes. Heard Kayla laughing somewhere behind the high-pitched tone humming in his ears. Remembered that the last time he saw someone with a grenade, it was Leelee, Kayla’s best friend and almost-doctor and surrogate mother—the pin hit the ground and the grenade took out her and a pack of hunters. And that was the end of that.
I miss her, came Kayla’s voice rising out of the fog.
The vampire tried not to think about that.
Instead, he put out his hand, tried to stand, but found that his arm was like that zombie who gutted him—missing below the elbow. He fell, leaning hard on a nub of bone. A barbed spear of white-hot pain shot up from the bone to his shoulder and all the way to his ear.
He rolled over. Into something wet.
Wincing, he sat up, felt along his back for whatever it was—came back with a smear of red. Nearby lay a bowl—no, not a bowl, but a chunk of skull-cap with hair on the bottom. Masterson.
Masterson was everywhere.
The grenade, silly, Kayla said. Remember that?
Oh. Right.
At the last moment, before the grenade went off, Coburn turned and dove away from Masterson, pushing that poor dumb human bomb backward. Which explained why Coburn’s arm was half-gone.
Now, here he was. Missing an arm. Covered in dust and shattered brick and parts of Masterson. At least you’re not trapped in a Wal-Mart about to be eaten by a crazy super-obese lady, came Kayla’s voice. Yeah. You never said much about that, but I can see it here with all your other memories. That was pretty gross, JW.
It was pretty gross.
And this was not as bad as that.
At least he had blood here. It was undignified and made him feel more than a little like a starving dog but...
He bent down, and vacuumed up what was left of Masterson with his lips. Like he was slurping spilled soup from the floor. It was dingy and dirty and losing its nutritive value fast and occasionally he had to spit out spurs of bone or clumps of hair, but blood was blood and this arm wasn’t going to regrow itself. (Well, it would, but only with the proper urging.)
While siphoning up the liquid parts of the exploded Minister Masterson, Coburn wondered just what the hell that guy’s deal was. Thought he was some kind of cult leader. Leading the people toward a—what was it he said? A symbiosis with living man and undead asshole. But the truth was, Masterson was just another parasite. This one clinging to Lydia the way a remora fish hangs off the belly of a shark—bottom-feeding scum-sucking trash-picker. Not a leader. Not a ‘minister.’
When Coburn was done, he stood.
Grunted. Flexed his toes. Gritted his teeth.
Blood moved to wet the bony end of his arm. Muscle and tendon grew along with it, along with an unfurling flag of too-pink skin.
It was miserable. Felt like his arm was covered in a thousand ants, then dunked in a bucket of boiling water to kill them. Then ants, then boiling water. Over and over again. Until a few minutes went by and he felt fingers—skinless fingers for the moment—wiggling in the open air.
Time, then, to figure out where he was.
He’d gone into the tunnel.
Then used Lydia’s head like a bowling ball.
Then Masterson, then boom.
And the tunnel mouth closed. A rain of bricks and bone, of dust and dead guy. And now Coburn was looking down the mouth of the tunnel where Lydia had gone. Ahead he saw that this grotto broke into a smaller tunnel—an egg-shaped tunnel of old pale brick that cut across horizontally.
Time to move.
He reached the tunnel. Left or right?
He willed his lungs to pull in air, get a good noseful—he smelled the memory of sewage, not fresh but still married to these walls the way cigarette smoke clings to a sport coat. And beneath it, that hint of jasmine, that touch of death and cold clammy skin. A smell he once thought reserved only for him.
Left, then.
The tunnel did not allow him to stand at full height. He had to crouch, an undignified way to travel if ever there was one. Doubly undignified is how he had to pull himself along, hands falling upon debris that had long lined the brick—much of it stuck there like a lollipop glued to a baby’s cheek. Fast food wrappers. Used condoms. He even saw an old red-headed wig plastered to the tunnel wall. None of it breaking down. In a hundred years—a thousand—these will be the remnants of human civilization. The question then became, would anyone even be around to find these things? Or was humanity’s ticket punched as its dead fed on its living?
Coburn told himself he hoped humanity did stick around, if only so he had something—er, someone—to eat.
Kayla just laughed in the back of his mind, as if she knew better.
Whatever the case, that’s why he had to do what he was doing. Had to get to the lab. Had to have them analyze his blood—not just for his own restorative powers but for the healing blood of the very special miracle mystery girl. Her blood was curative. If they could make that into a cure for all mankind, well, that meant his food supply would once more be in good working order.
This was all part of the original deal, he told himself—and told the girl in his head. Protect her. Shepherd her. Carry her forth. He did not keep her safe but he could keep what mattered safe: her blood.
She laughed again—the sound of birds chirping, broken glass tinkling.
He ignored her, and pushed on.
Five minutes in, water began trickling past his feet. A silvery rivulet of scum-topped water. It smelled of—
The tunnel vibrated. The growl of distant thunder.
Rain. It smelled of rain.
That was not great news. These sewers no longer worked like they were supposed to. Not that he knew exactly how a sewer system operated, but he was pretty sure that electricity figured into it somewhere down the line. And maintenance. He’d been down beneath New York enough times to know that run-off from the street moved from tunnels like this one into bigger spaces—and from those bigger spaces, the water was pumped away to treatment plants.
No pumps meant the water had nowhere to go.
It would just fill up the tunnels. Some of it might overflow into the bay. But the rest would drown him like a rat. Not that he needed to breathe, but he didn’t feel like getting washed into the bay like a dirty soda bottle, either.
He put a little pep in his step. No need to urge his body to do anything crazy yet—he didn’t want to waste the blood. But still: faster was better.
Another trembling tumble of thunder from above.
And with it, the sound of a hunter’s scream.
It was not as distant as he had hoped.
As the tunnel bent east, Coburn saw ahead of him a murky band of light—a storm-drain looked out onto the streets of San Francisco as rainwater cascaded down in a shimmering sheet. Even as he approached, he heard the susurration of rain grow heavier—from a steady fall to an asphalt-battering downpour.
He neared the storm drain.
An arm shot out of that space. Reaching in from the outside—a lanky, scabby arm, the purple-gray of a faded bruise, the fingers long, too long, each tipped with not so much a claw as a curve of sharpened bone poking through the dead flesh. It swiped the air only a few feet in front of Coburn’s face, scratching across brick and leaving furrows in the stone.
It was a child’s arm.
The hunter shrieked into the storm drain. Coburn saw the beast’s face: yes, a child’s face, stretched long and thin, the eyes set back in hollow sockets, the mouth a wide-open nest of shark’s teeth. Razors laid upon razors. Biting the air. Long tapered tongue licking along the edge of the storm drain the way a dog might lick the rim of his food bowl.
Long dark dirty hair hung in stiff ringlets around her face.
Oh, my god, it’s a girl, Kayla said. Coburn could feel the ghost in his head recoil in horror. But not just horror—sadness. And not sympathy, but empathy. As if Kayla saw some part of herself in this girl—dead, now a monster, or part of one.
The hunter spit and licked the walls and gnashed her horrible teeth. A second arm reached in next to the first, both reaching for him.
Coburn felt a stirring of something inside his own mind—a sepulchered carcass of grief and guilt and shame rising from its psychic tomb and shaking off decades of dead and thoughtless dust. Dead girls. Kayla. Rebecca. This one. All his fault. The zombies were him and though this hunter was not his, it still pointed back through time to when he gave the middle finger to the wrong man.
No! No time for that. No time for sympathy or empathy or grief or any of those emotions. They were unproductive. Useless as a short-sleeved straitjacket, worthless as a vestigial organ.
Just as Coburn started to wonder just how he was going to get past the slashing claws and flicking tongue of this child hunter, the creature withdrew her seeking arms and was gone. Whoosh. Leaving only the pouring rain and stomach-grumbles of thunder.
No time like the present. He hurried past the open drain.
Kayla issued an ominous warning: Remember, JW. Those hunters are smarter than the average rotter.
It was then that, behind him, he heard an equally ominous noise:
A manhole cover being ripped from its mooring.
Coburn lit a fire in his blood and ran like a sonofabitch.
  

  

THEY TOLD GIL about Ellie.
Pete kept the pistol on him as he listened to Aiden tell the story.
“Ellie was one of us. One of the kids who survived. I see the look on your face. You think we’d be the first to go. That we’re vulnerable. Well, fuck you, old man. You’re slow. You’re the weak one.”
Gil wondered why everybody thought he was so old. Then again, he hadn’t looked in a mirror in a long time. His fifty-some years probably looked like seventy-some by now. All leather and stubble and raccoon rings around his tired eyes.
Aiden continued: “Kids are quick. Adaptable. Smart in the right ways—doesn’t matter if we don’t know who the twenty-second president was—”
Grover Cleveland, Gil thought.
“—what matters is what we run faster than you. I’m not saying that all the kids survived. Some kids are real pussies. Their parents start turning to mush-mouthed, brain-eating fucktards and they still want to go and hug Daddy and hold onto Mommy. But those of us who knew the score knew to run. And hide. And we knew where to run and where to hide. This city has a lot of boltholes.”
Gil shot a look at the kid’s dead parents on the bed. Shifting. Grunting. And his brother on the chair staring ahead. All preserved. Saved. As if a cure might appear one day and return them back to normal—a fairy tale. Or was it? Zombies. Vampires. His own daughter with her miracle blood. Maybe it wasn’t so crazy.
It also suggested this kid was a lot more bark than bite.
Wasn’t really a great time to say that, though, so Gil let the kid talk.
“Ellie was one of us who made it until—” And here Aiden started to blink fast, like he was maybe trying not to cry. His hands formed into fists at his sides as if the grief were a real thing, as real as the zombies, and he could just knock its block off and send it packing. “Until she wasn’t. She got swamped. We pulled her out and up onto a fire escape, but not before they bit her leg. She turned.”
“Ellie.” A griefstruck whimper from Princess. Who began to sob, crumpling in on herself like a flower dying in fast-forward. Aiden clapped his hands angrily at her and yelled:
“Princess! Shut up! I’m telling a damn story.”
The girl only wept harder.
Gil moved over to her—Pete tensed his arm and pointed the pistol with greater and more panicked purpose—but he ignored the gun and went to the girl anyway, pulling her tight against him. She buried her face in his shirt, soaking it through with little-girl tears.
“Go on,” Gil said, giving the girl comfort and stifling her tears. “Tell your little story.”
“She’s crying. I don’t like her crying.”
“I don’t like you being a bully, you little thug. Now keep talking.”
Aiden seemed stung.
But damn if it didn’t work. Cautiously, he resumed the story: “We... kept Ellie with us for a while. Had her held quick with a catch-pole somebody stole from one of the animal shelters. But over the last couple months, that’s when the doctor showed up. Wanting to take more of us away.”
“The doctor.”
“Uh-huh. She comes around every so often. At first she was nice. Offering us things if we went with her. She said she could take two or three of us on a boat and that she had this lab and there were people there, and it was safe and they had food. I never trusted her.”
“You kinda trusted her,” Ashleigh said, twirling the chair leg like a slow-motion baton. “I mean, you said—”
“God, Ashleigh, I changed my mind!” He scowled at her. “Fine. I sent some of us off with her at first. But then we never heard anything and I thought the doctor was strange anyway, and so next time she came by I said for everybody to stay here, that we were doing okay on our own and that the adults didn’t know safety from a sack of shit. Even still, Javier said he wanted to go with her and it didn’t help that she was waving a bag of M&Ms around.”
Aiden sat on the edge of the bed, between the wiggling corpse-feet of his two dead parents, as if it was no big thing.
“Wasn’t long after that Ellie got bit. And the next time the doc came around, she was pushy. Threatening us. Way she looked at you made you want to go with her even though you didn’t want to go with her.”
“She had pretty eyes,” Pete said, as if lost in a dream.
“But before any of us could follow her, Ellie broke free of the catchpole. Jumped on the doc’s back like a monkey. Bit down onto the lady’s neck and there was blood everywhere. The lady screamed. Threw Ellie against a dumpster. Ran off like a shot, like a... an Olympic runner. Weird thing was, didn’t even look like her neck was bit up. Blood, lots of blood, but no, y’know, wound.”
Gil could’ve guessed the rest of the story, and it went about like he figured. “We got Ellie back with the catch-pole but she changed that night. Got all fuckin’ weird. She went from being a dumb zombie to... I dunno. It’s like she saw us again. But not in a good way. Like in the way a tiger watches you from behind the bars at the zoo. And she got still. Just sat down. Waiting. Zombies don’t wait. They smell you and they’ll come at you even if that means walking across a street full of broken glass to get at you. She wasn’t like that. Not anymore.
“So. We let her go. Threw her behind a door and closed it, pulling the pole out. Then we ran like crazy.”
“We still sometimes see her,” Booboo said, picking his nose with one hand and using the other to fidget with an ice pick.
Aiden nodded. “We hear her out there. See her, too. She’s got a pack of zombos that follow her around like dogs.”
Finally, Princess stopped sobbing, progressing to the sniffling-and-hitching-breath phase. She stood next to Gil and rested her dirty cheek on his shoulder. “I miss Ellie. She was a better princess than me.”
Gil dared to ask: “This woman. One who Ellie bit. She say where she was taking you kids?”
Aiden said, “Yeah. To Alcatraz. To her lab.”



  

CHAPTER EIGHT
Drowned Rats In A Dead Maze
  

THE VAMPIRE DARED not look, but the sounds told him everything he needed to know: the hunter dropped into the tunnel behind him, landing with a splash, bone claws and talons clicking on the ancient brick. But the hunter was not alone: other bodies hit the tunnel like sacks of grain dropped out of the back of a pick-up truck. Zombies. Clumsily bumbling into the dark, likely following the focus of their fruitless attention span: the beast in dark ringlets.
As noted, Coburn ran.
You can take her, Kayla said as Coburn hunkered down, clawing his way through the tunnel like a rat driven mad by a parasite. C’mon, JW. Just one little girl. Remember how well you handled me once upon a time?
The memory of holding Kayla aloft by her throat struck him. An almost physical blow. With it: another wash of guilt. Acid on the back of his tongue. Acid in the back of his mind. Guilt was for suckers. Shame was for chumps.
Remorse was a line that separated the living and the dead.
The dead had no remorse.
And Coburn reminded himself: he was most certainly dead.
Ahead, the tunnel split—a Y-shaped fork in the path. Coburn quickly sniffed the air, caught at first only the smell of rainwater and broken-down grease and other old chemicals washed from the streets into the sewers, but as he could feel and hear the hunter coming up behind him (a hundred yards, now? seventy-five?), panic twisted through his heart like a rusty screw—
Jasmine. There.
Coburn scrambled down the left-most path.
She’s gaining on you, Kayla said.
And she was. The wretched sounds of the pursuing hunter were closer now and closing in fast—the water beneath his feet was starting to form a heavier stream, six, seven inches deep, the walls were growing slick with moisture. His hands slipped, his feet splashed as the water slowed him just enough. It felt like being in a bad dream, except Coburn didn’t usually have bad dreams. Hell, Coburn usually was the bad dream.
Turn. Face her. You’re not a runner, JW. You don’t flee what scares you. Kayla laughed. I didn’t think anything scared you.
But this did. This terrified him. Curdled his blood.
Didn’t matter now. The hunter was upon him.
She shrieked as she scuttled up behind him, running up the wall on her hands and knees like a spider. Coburn pivoted, spun to meet her as she leaped for him.
The child hunter slammed into his chest, claws digging deep as she shrieked, flecks of rancid spit dotting his face. The pain of her claws was vibrant, alive, an electric misery. As Coburn’s head slammed back into the water, rushing into his ears and up the back of his shirt, he saw the little girl up close: a wretched mockery of a child’s innocent face, mouth twisted into a shark’s grin, eyes the color of infection, neck elongated as if the vertebrae had multiplied.
But that’s not the face he saw.
He saw his daughter.
Blinking sweetly as she lay atop him, humming a song.
Light filtering in through gauzy curtains.
A TV going in the background. Something about Ovaltine.
A hard slash of four jagged bone-tip fingers across Coburn’s cheek—turning his face into a loose fringe—returned him to reality.
You can’t hurt her, Kayla said. Can you?
He wanted to. But couldn’t. He couldn’t hurt this thing that was plainly no longer a child, that had been gutted out by the zombie disease and replaced with the virulent demon borne by the vampire blood—the girl was no longer in there.
But you’re still in here, Kayla said. And you’re becoming a real boy, Pinocchio.
Go to hell, Kayla, he thought.
Behind the hunter, the zombies that had fallen in through the manhole were starting to catch up. Crawling on all fours like an old man looking for his fallen glasses. Dragging themselves forward.
They came to feed, too. Vultures hungry for scraps.
Coburn decided to let them have a meal.
  

  

GIL STRUGGLED WITH all of it.
The little girl had bitten a—well, what else could it have been? A vampire. Another vampire. Even imagining a world with two Coburns damn near made Gil pass out. Doubly troubling was that this vampire seemed somehow connected with the lab they were seeking. What other lab could it be?
All of that didn’t add up. Separate puzzle pieces that refused to click together. Only an incomplete picture formed; other parts remained missing.
Just the same, that was bad news. Coburn was out there. So was a hunter. And a second bloodsucker. His daughter’s soul caught in the middle.
He remembered what those hunters could do. A vampire biting you was one thing, but zombies biting a vampire—that changed the equation. Things were bad enough with one hunter out there. Gil didn’t care to see another rising tide of razor maws and bone claws.
“I’m going out there,” Gil said, standing up. “Gimme my arrows back.”
Princess clung to his leg.
“Hell I will,” Aiden said.
“Kid, I will redden your backside with the back of my hand. You already deserve a good hide-tanning the way you talk to me and your so-called friends here. Now, like I said: arrows. Now.”
“Fuck off.” The boy lifted his chin toward Pete. “Shoot this turd-farmer.”
But Pete didn’t move. “I dunno, Aiden.”
“Pete!” Aiden whined.
“Just let him go.”
Aiden crossed his arms over his chest. Stuck out a pouty chin. “Why you wanna go out there, anyway? Get yourself killed by a swarm of zombos? It’s raining like crazy. You won’t see ten feet in front of you. And if I guess it right, you’re not even from this city. So why go at all?”
“Because I have a...”—he hesitated saying it, but it came out anyway—“friend out there. I thought he would’ve found me by now, but he hasn’t. And hearing about your friend Ellie and that... strange woman gives me no comfort. Plus, my... friend is carrying something very important to me.”
“Fine,” Aiden said, kicking over the belt with the crossbow bolts in the loops. “Take ’em and go, you shriveled old douche.”
Gil snatched up the belt. Hooked it around his waist.
“I wanna come,” Princess said, jumping up and down.
“We could help,” Pete said, idly popping the pistol’s safety on, off, on, off. Which made Gil increasingly nervous. “We could take you down some of the side-streets where the zombos don’t usually hang. They like to gather in the big streets and intersections more than the alleys. For some reason.” He shrugged.
“No,” Gil said. “Hell, no. It’s hard enough out there without me having to keep an eye on a pack of little kids.”
Princess kicked his shin. “We don’t need protecting. You do, mister.” Then she smiled sweetly once more and held up the blade fashioned from a sharpened license plate. She stared over its gleaming edge with mad eyes.
“Nobody’s going anywhere but him,” Aiden said. “You’re all staying here.”
“Nah. I think we’re going,” Pete said.
Booboo nodded. The little boy with the bowl-cut hopped up and down, apparently giddy at the notion of wading out into a rain-slick zombie-infested city after nightfall. Which made Gil wonder just how broken these children were.
“I said no,” Gil said.
“And I said no,” Aiden added.
But that didn’t seem to matter. The kids stood up and picked up their weapons—chair legs and bike chains and all—and seemed suddenly mobilized for war. All with faces that were either dead to fear or alive with excitement.
Everyone but Aiden. Who sat there. Face reddening.
“You follow me,” Gil said, sweeping his finger across the kids, “that’s on you. I’m not your father. I’m not your protector. I just want what I want.”
The thought struck him, suddenly: You sound like Coburn.
Old man.
  

  

HEY!
The voice inside his mind: Kayla.
Everything around him seemed slow. Shark teeth crashing together above his head. Descending. Zombies crawling up from both sides. Reaching. Moaning. Gibbering in the tunnel—all sounding like a record played on the wrong speed.
You’re not gonna punk out on me, JW.
You got this far.
I’m sorry you killed your daughter.
I’m sorry you killed hundreds of people.
I’m sorry that you’re just starting to realize what a terrible person you are.
But you getting dead again isn’t going to fix any of that.
All it does is take you out of the picture—and it’s a bad picture, JW, a real bad picture. Maybe you haven’t looked around, but this sewer may be the nicest place we’ve been in a while. Everything’s gone to hell. Maybe literally, for all I know—the Bible’s got some real bad juju in it that matches up pretty well with that happened. All I know is, the world fell down in its own puke. It may not be your fault it’s that way, not exactly, but it’s still on you. This is your mess. At least a little bit.
And I’m your mess, too. You killed yourself so that I could live, and then I killed myself so that the both of us could carry on.
You leave now, I get dead, too.
And the world just gets hella uglier.
So move your dead butt, JW.
It’s not your time. And it’s darn sure not mine.
He lurched up. Smashed the hunter to the side, into the brick. The beast cried out in rage and surprise—but no pain. Zombies reached for him as he got up in a low crouch. He put a fist through one. Smashed the other into six inches of rising water and kept pressing until the head caved in like a melon.
The hunter came at him with renewed vigor and he caught the child and smashed her left, and right, and left, and right—flipping her back and forth into the brick sewer tunnel, her arms clawing his, her teeth snapping closed on open air. The sound coming up out of her was like the howl of a tornado—equal parts metallic shriek and freight train bearing down on you.
It cut short, suddenly.
Because Coburn smashed her one more time into the wall.
That wall collapsed.
So did parts of the floor. And the roof.
The vampire and the hunter toppled through open space, along with gallons of hissing rainwater.
  

  

DOWNSTAIRS IN THE house was another boy named Charlie. Gil didn’t know if that was the kid’s real name or if they called him that because he had a very distinct Charlie Brown vibe—yellow shirt (no zig zag), round head with fawn-colored hair, a dopey look on his face.
He also had leg braces and a metal cane.
Oh. And a bayonet duct-taped to a broom handle.
Creampuff saw Gil, ran to him. Growled at everyone.
Gil decided to take the terrier with him. But he demanded that they leave the four-year-old behind with Charlie. As they paused at the door, ready to meet whatever waited them on the other side, Princess whispered in Gil’s ear that the four-year-old’s name was Samuel, and that he was Aiden’s little cousin.
And with that, Pete threw open the door.
Before them: a wall of gore-soaked clothing, rotten flesh, and hungry mouths. Zombies pressed forward, seeing a space and trying to fill it, the same way rainwater fills whatever holes and cracks it falls into—they groaned and grunted, their dead mouths filling the air with the stench of rot.
Gil barely had to do a thing. A mailman went down when a .22 bullet punched through its bulging eye and popped out the back of its head like a lead-bellied cricket. A fat lady with her jaw gone found an ice pick shoved up through her ruined sinuses and into her equally-ruined brain. A swift arc from a chair leg and a suit-and-tie rotter’s knee went sideways—as the dead man fell to his hands, Ashleigh collapsed his mushy head. Even Princess got in on the action, clambering up Gil like he was a tree and she was a monkey, then screeching with excitement as she slashed left and right with her razor-honed license plate. The top of an old dead man’s head came off and he expired with a gush of black blood.
The children were well-practiced at dispatching the dead. As they pushed forward through the pounding rain, clearing a path, Gil saw their system at play—one kid would bring the zombie low by taking out its legs, another would finish the job at the head. “Go for the knees!” one would yell. “Here’s the head!” another would cry—a cry born of glee and anger and childish madness.
The pop of bones. The crunch of heads.
The laughter of children.
It was impressive and sickening in equal measure.
And that was how they moved through the dead city. At night. In the rain.
  

  

COBURN FOUND HIMSELF plunging deep into a channel of cold water. All was dark, a turbid murk that spoke of rust and shit and swirling brick dust—his hands thrust upward, found rough concrete and water going all the way to the ceiling. He sank down through the space, five feet, ten feet—and again his hands found concrete.
Air forced its way up out of his nose and mouth from the corners of his eyes—bubbles big and small. He didn’t need to breathe, and so as the stagnant water forced its way in past his many openings, he felt himself swell slightly—but it gave him no misery, caused him no pain.
He blinked, trying desperately to peer through the dirty channel.
Something moved to his right. Leaving a trail of oily bubbles.
We’re not alone.
His ears registered the sounds of movement above and around him. Bricks pirouetted in the murk, hitting bottom. Then came the rotters. Human carcasses given the rough semblance of life, flailing and wordlessly screaming as they sank to the floor, each the truest definition of “dead weight.” They could not swim. They could only sink.
But something out there could swim.
Another flurry of bubbles. Another fast-moving shadow.
The hunter was comfortable in water. As comfortable as a shark.
Coburn let his body lay flat, stomach-down, against the bottom of the concrete. Then he crept along the curves of the cement, dragging himself with his hands—he found the ankle or head of a sunken rotter, and he pulled himself past the living corpse as the thing floundered about, bubbles pushing out of the rotter’s old wounds as putrid flesh accordioned against putrid flesh.
Coburn had no sense of where he was. What was this place? Sewer tunnel above gave way to this below—storage for run-off? If the city still had power (and people), would this water be pumped to treatment stations?
Movement. Stirred water. Dark small shape searching.
She couldn’t find him here. Couldn’t smell his blood. The hunter was able to move in this space, and could swim with ease like some kind of hell-dolphin, but just the same, this was not her domain. That gave him an advantage. Small. But real.
He had to find a way out of here.
Coburn crawled along the bottom, seeking egress.
  

  

A MOMENT OF relative calm came to them.
Gil and the children stood under the awning of a laundromat, the rain hammering the ground around them as if the skies held a grudge against the earth. They’d cleared a swath through the rotters and here, on this side street running north to south, the undead herd had thinned—the few that shuffled close ended up with shattered legs and no heads. Gil held the rat terrier under his arm; he didn’t want to lose sight of him out here in the weather.
“Where are we going?” Pete yelled to Gil over the rain. Problem was, Gil didn’t really know. “My friend was... north of here somewhere. Said he was tracking some people.” To eat. Gil finished that thought only in his head.
Booboo nervously tapped his ice picks together—clink-clink-clink. “Maybe he was looking for those druggies down by Haight and Ashbury.”
“Yeah.” Pete nodded, taking a moment to pop a fresh magazine into his pistol. He filled Gil in: “There’s like, a few pockets of people left in the city—bunch of whackjobs hunkered down in the middle of the city. They’re always spaced out on something. Follow some weirdo calling himself the Minister, but he doesn’t look like any Minister I’ve ever seen. Tried to recruit us a while back to serve as runners for I dunno why. But we told them to suck it.”
Those must’ve been the ones Coburn was tracking.
Gil nodded. “Let’s go that way.”
  

  

DARK WATER, BLACK concrete, shapes of struts and beams like bones. Coburn found it all eerily peaceful.
Time and space lost all sense down here. He pulled himself along the bottom for—well, he didn’t know. Ten minutes? Ten hours? Ten feet? Ten miles? He’d lost the hunter a while back, or so it seemed, at least. The vampire hadn’t spied the creature searching for him—he was free.
You wanted to die back there, Kayla said.
He reminded her that he was already dead.
You know what I mean, JW. You wanted to die in Los Angeles, too. It wasn’t just to save us. It was to destroy yourself. Maybe that’s why you gave that man the finger way back when in the Big Apple, too. Maybe you wanted to die.
He explained that he was good at what he did—excellent, in fact, and if he wanted to ‘die’ then he’d jolly well have fucking died a long time ago. He liked who he was just fine, thanks for asking, now would you please shut the fuck up?
My Daddy always said someone who gets defensive like that is that way because they got something they want to hide. Something they ain’t telling.
Coburn was about to rebuke her, about to say—er, think—something about how her Daddy was an old grumpy fool, but then he caught movement.
A shape. A little girl’s shape.
The hunter.
No, Kayla said. Look closer.
Coburn almost felt his heart start beating.
Rebecca.
His daughter.
Floating midway up the concrete wall. Pointing to an open hole—just big enough to wriggle through, head first.
Coburn tried to speak to her, but his voice was lost and all he tasted was the city’s polluted rainwater. And then she was gone in a flurry of bubbles; she didn’t swim away, but simply dissipated as if she’d never existed.
Starting to see ghosts, JW?
He stayed where he was. Searching the margins of the channel—it went forward and backward, deep into watery shadow, but he couldn’t see her anymore. Where had she gone? Was she even real? Or just a hallucination brought on by this sunken sewer pilgrimage?
You better move, dude. Daddy used to say: time waits for no man.
He didn’t bother mentioning that time does in fact wait for the vampire.
Coburn kicked off the bottom and swam to the hole.
  

  

POP-POP-POP-click.
Pete cried out, dropped the magazine out of the bottom of his pistol and searched for another at his waist—he yelled: “I’m almost out!”
They’d gotten swarmed crossing over Lombard. They couldn’t see shit and the rotters came out of nowhere. Didn’t help that the road had a lot of cars smashed into one another—made it hard to move, harder to see. Gil clambered up on top of the cars as he and the vampire had done before, but all that did was give him a sign of just how bad it was—they were surrounded, and more were coming, dragging dead legs and reaching out with ruined hands seeking live meat to shove in their hungry mouths.
Worse, that’s when Creampuff lost his mind. The dog started twisting and squirming in Gil’s grip, sniffing the air and yap-yap-yapping.
Gil couldn’t hold on. The animal was wet and hellishly determined to get away—the terrier leapt from Gil’s arms, hitting the hood of the red sedan on which they stood before disappearing into the crowd of swarming rotters.
“Creampuff!” Gil called once, twice, and again until his voice was rough and raw. “Goddamn dog!”
A pot-bellied trucker zombie started to come up over the car trunk and Gil put an arrow in the lumpy bastard’s forehead—he rolled off the car and was gone, the arrow gone with him. Atop a silver SUV he saw Princess and Pete standing together—Pete fired off judicious shots, and any time a rotter got close, Princess knelt down and chopped him in the brain.
Gil heard Creampuff barking somewhere. His first thought was, Hell with him. Stupid dog. Doesn’t want to stay alive? Wants to take the worst possible moment to go hunt a... rat or a squirrel? Fine, so be it. The dog liked the vampire more than him, anyway.
That thought hit Gil again: the dog liked the vampire more.
Oh. Holy hell.
“We need to follow the dog!” Gil hollered, over the din of moaning zombies and .22 pistol-fire and roaring rain.
Gil clipped a zombie missing half its face with the side of his crossbow and used the gap to hop down off the car.
But as he did, the half-faced rotter thrust up a searching hand and caught his ankle—Gil’s world yanked sideways as he fell to the asphalt. He let go of the crossbow, thrust out his hands and caught asphalt against his palms—the sting went through his fingers and up his arms as the rest of his body followed, hitting the street. He cried out. Dirty sore-laden feet surrounded him. Rotters reached. He turned over, swatted—one started gnawing, the blackened teeth having no luck getting through his pant-leg.
Gil pushed one away. Kicked another. Felt his world grow smaller, hedged in by rotters swarming over him like ants upon an overturned beetle.
It all happened so fast and yet so very, very slowly.
He pushed one away.
Another moved in—not fast, not cunning, just clumsily lurching forward in the sudden vacancy. A woman. Nose hanging off her face like gristle from a steak. A brittle mop of hair framing her puffy cheeks.
Her teeth sank into the meat of his palm.
And then her head collapsed with the hard whaaang of a shovel.
Gil pulled all his limbs in, fresh blood running from the bite-mark. It didn’t hurt, not much—his hands were too numb from falling, from the shock of it all. As he turtled in, he saw a shovel-blade sweep in again, taking out legs and smashing heads. As one zombie’s head snapped to the side, exposing a soggy trachea and severing its spine, Gil caught a glimpse of Aiden.
Aiden, with the shovel.
The other kids filled the space—wooden chair-legs and stabbing picks and Pete bashing in heads with the butt of his Buck Mark.
Gil quickly rolled over, got to his feet, tucked his hand away into his sleeve. Felt the blood soak through.
Don’t think about it. Forget the bite. Forget the ticking clock. Shut up. Eyes forward, old man. Your daughter needs you.
He snatched up his crossbow.
Aiden came up alongside him, shovel black with the ichor that passed for undead blood. “Figured you’d need my help.”
Gil nodded. “We did.” He cleared his throat. “I did. Thanks.”
Aiden saw Gil hiding his hand. “Your hand.”
The boy tensed. Gripped the shovel tight.
“I’m good,” Gil said, mustering a brave face to carry the lie. “I hurt it in the fall. Fell on a piece of glass.” Not a hard lie to swallow—the streets were littered with debris, including the remnants from shattered car and home windows.
“Good,” Aiden said. “I’d hate to have to fuck you up.”
“Yeah.”
“Sorry about before.”
“It’s fine.”
“We better move. Find your friend. The zombos won’t be long in the coming.” Somewhere down the street, Creampuff barked: an insistent me! me! me! yapping that Gil would know anywhere. He nodded to Aiden, to all the kids, and then took point and hurried forth ahead of his own dread thoughts.



  

CHAPTER NINE
The Hills of San Francisco
  

THE MANHOLE COVER launched from its mooring, flipping up in the air like an errant pancake. It hit the street, cracking the asphalt and rolling into a mini-van, where it promptly dented the bumper with a bang.
The vampire Coburn emerged from the hole.
Stinking. Dripping. Bleeding.
He dropped to his hands and knees and barfed up sewer water. Gave each nostril one good blow, too—a snot rocket of muck spattered the earth.
Rain fell on him.
It felt good. Made him feel like a new man. Blah blah blah, baptism and washing away sins and rebirth and whatever.
Then he looked up.
“Oh, goddamnit,” he growled. “Really?”
The chorus of gathered dead gurgled and drooled in response. Coburn found himself in the middle of an intersection atop one of San Francisco’s trademark hills—tree-lined streets and parked cars and a trolley track running up one hill and down the next. And all around him, crowds of the doomed and demised.
The dead noticed him, now.
Began moving toward him through the rain. A shrinking circumference of rotting flesh ready to crush him and tear him asunder.
Worse, as if to rub not merely salt in the wound but battery acid and fire ants and a whole fucking salt lick, Coburn heard the shriek of the child hunter rise from the manhole cover. He’d crawled his way out of the transport channel and back into the brick tunnels and up through the hole in the street, and now his foe was about to do the same.
But that shriek bought him a moment. As it rose up out of the hole, the encroaching tide of starving dead stopped, cocking their heads like confused beasts.
Speaking of a confused beast—
Coburn saw a darting streak of white shoot out from between rotters.
Creampuff bowled into him, then regained his footing, claiming a spot between Coburn’s boots and settling into a low growl.
“Well, looky here,” Coburn said. “What’s up, you little rat turd?”
The dog gave him a wide-eyed look, then resumed growl.
“Uh-huh. Nice to see you too, pooch. Not a real great time to show up, though, since I think we’re both about to become dinner.”
The dog seemed unfazed. Curiously, Coburn took strength from this.
Then: Another howl rose from the open manhole.
Child’s hands—corrupted, tipped with sharp bone—emerged from the hole like a fly wriggling free of a wound. The little girl’s face surfaced, crooked needle teeth exposed in a lip-curling snarl.
The hunter had arrived.
That’s when everything went batshit.
  

  

THE VAMPIRE BARELY had time to parse what was happening.
The hunter leapt from the hole like a hungry flea, bowling into Coburn’s back and knocking him flat.
Ahead, the zombies surged forward, toward him—
But then rotters started falling.
They tilted hard, legs taken out from under them. As they fell forward, backward, to the side, they were kindly absolved of their heads and brains.
The givers of said absolution?
Children.
One with a shovel. One with—knives? Little girls. Little boys. Pre-teens.
Human. Definitely human. He could smell their blood.
Don’t get any ideas, Kayla said. They’re not your own personal protein bars.
Coburn didn’t get too long of a look. The hunter dug its claws into his back and pushed him to the ground. His nose ground against the city street. His teeth biting blacktop. He pawed behind him, tried to stand, but again his head smashed into the asphalt—claws gripped the back of his head, dug in beneath the scalp...
Another flash of white. Creampuff got in on the action, making guerilla strikes from the margins. The dog darted in and out with that trademark terrier speed, nipping at the hunter—taking chunks of ear and flesh from jaw—before leaping just out of reach from the monster’s swiping talon.
It gave Coburn the opening he needed. The vampire twisted his body, dumping the hunter to the ground.
He was able to again behold the scene—
This time, with a new—well, old—player.
Gil shouldered his way through a pair of rotters. Crossbow bolt through one’s eye. Swing of the bow to collapse the second’s head.
Their eyes met, vampire and man. They shared a friendly nod amidst chaos.
Coburn felt Kayla in his mind. Excited. Jubilant, even.
The moment did not last.
The girl with the chair leg—her face marred with streaks of ash, ash that looked purposeful, like a kind of war-paint—spun into the questing hands of a jawless rotter. The creature’s hands found her throat. Pulled her close.
Gil saw. Screamed.
The fiend drew her upward to its seeking mouth—
For Coburn, that looked all too familiar.
He did not know this girl. Did not care anything for her outside a small ember of gratitude for coming in here and saving his pale ass.
But he knew his daughter. He knew Kayla. Knew he had failed them both.
Coburn moved. Point A to Point B in a half a blink of a reptile’s eye—and when he came upon the monster holding the little girl, its mouth so close to her throat its fattened raw beef of a tongue was pressed against her skin, Coburn let the momentum of his preternatural speed carry through to the back of his hand.
The rotter’s head cracked, spun off the shoulders the way one might spin the cap off a cheap whiskey bottle. Black blood aerosolized.
The girl fell.
Coburn caught her.
Her throat was torn out.
No! came Kayla’s voice. Just the rotter’s blood.
The girl blinked.
The gore slid from her neck, plopping to the ground in the middle of the fracas. Washed away by the rain. The girl stared up at Coburn with eyes moist with wonder and terror.
“What are you?” she asked. A small voice, but Coburn could hear.
He answered the only way he could: “I don’t know.”
Then he set her down. Picked up her gore-clumped chair leg, handed it to her. Next thing he knew, Gil’s back was to his own.
The zombies had again stopped. Formed a circle around them. Staring not at their prey but at the one they believed to be their master:
The child hunter was up. Claws dripping.
At the beast’s feet lay Creampuff. White coat gone red. There on the ground like a broken toy before the child who played too rough.
A surge of anger bubbled up inside Coburn.
His dog. That was his dog. Nobody—man, woman, child, or reanimated dead thing with vampire’s blood churning through its nightmare veins—messed with his dog. Shit. Shit!
We’re doomed, came Kayla’s voice. Echoing through his head. Doomed... doomed... doomed.
It was as if Gil could hear her.
Because the old man said, “I have an idea.”
And then he brought up the crossbow, splitting some fool rotter’s head, and hurried over to a minivan parked cock-eyed at the corner.
The child hunter started toward Coburn.
But then another child stepped in the way. Blond shaggy hair, hanging over his face. He parted the hair with his fingers, then held out his hands.
“Ellie,” the kid said. “It’s me. Aiden.”
The hunter hissed. Offered no recognition. Took a step forward.
“Kid,” Coburn growled.
But Aiden took another step forward. “I want to help you. You should come home. With the rest of us. Look. We’re all here.”
“Kid,” Coburn said again, this time more insistent. The other kids called to him, too—told him not to do that, to stop, to get away.
“That’s not Ellie,” the tall boy with the bloodied pistol said. Desperate. Voice cracking. Sadness there.
The hunter moved fast.
So did Coburn.
They met Aiden in the middle. Coburn swept the kid up, turned his body. The hunter’s claws again dug into the meat of his back, but with his free hand he grabbed behind the mutant and flipped her forward into a crowd of rotters—undead bowling in the hell-born apocalypse.
Aiden cried out. In that cry a great abyss where grief suddenly rose up like a terrible wind. As the boy collapsed onto his hands and knees, sobbing, Coburn saw Gil had shattered the driver-side window of the mini-van and was sitting in the front seat—he whooped, yelled for everyone to get in.
Coburn understood the plan.
He herded the children toward the minivan as the hunter scrambled to its feet, claws clicking on blacktop and teeth clacking together.
It stood as the kids entered the minivan through the backdoor.
Coburn hurried back for the dog.
“Coburn!” Gil yelled. “No time!”
But there had to be time. He scooped the pooch up. Smelled the blood. Felt the crass and callous demon of hunger send up a tickling finger to tighten his jaw, make him think about eating the dog here and now, fulfilling the animal’s long-ago purpose of being a road-trip snack in case the vampire needed it. Sick. Shameful. But that was the demon.
What mattered though was:
The dog was still breathing.
Barely. Shallow. A low whine from the back of its throat. The dog’s side perforated with puncture marks from the monster’s claws.
Coburn heard Gil calling to him again. The vampire turned back toward the van, saw that once more the beast stood between him and his goal.
Fuck that.
He couldn’t kill this kid, or rather, this thing-that-was-no-longer-a-kid. He had enough presence of mind to realize that now. It was a cowardice born of guilt, a roadblock in his way because of those he’d hurt and lost. Even though this thing was no longer human. Even though this girl—Ellie—was gone and the body now filled by a devil of desire and thirst and cruelty, Coburn still couldn’t kill her. Or it. Or whatever it was.
But he was getting to that mini-van, goddamnit.
Creampuff looked up at Coburn. Blood trickling from his muzzle.
The hunter’s patience was at an end. The beast bolted toward him. Claws out. Jaw unhinging like a snake’s—mouth wide, too wide, its lashing tongue licking the rain and tasting the air.
Coburn held his ground.
And when the beast was close enough—he took one big step back.
Over the open manhole.
The hunter did not fall through the manhole, not entirely—but one of its legs did disappear into that space and the beast fell forward, cracking its head on the macadam and yowling in rage and anguish. Needle teeth broke off and scattered like the knucklebones cast by a diviner.
Coburn used the body as a stepping stone and bolted toward the van.
The zombies surged again. The mesmerism of the hunter, interrupted. They pushed forth toward the van. Slapping wetly against its side. Rocking it.
The vampire gave himself one last boost—
And shouldered hard right into the back of the vehicle.
The van started to lurch forward.
There they were, at the top of a hill. On Hyde Street. Down the hill—north, though you couldn’t see it in the dark and through the rain—was the bay. Where they had been hoping to get to all along.
Coburn clambered atop the van as it started to roll down the hill with Gil at the wheel, steering out of the way of parked and abandoned cars, clipping zombies and letting the wheels pop their limbs and heads like blood-gorged ticks.
The van picked up speed, bounding away in escape.
Coburn heard the wretched cry of the hunter.
Wounded. Stung. Starving.
Always starving.
He looked behind him, and in a small blessing could not see the beast.



  

CHAPTER TEN
Dead End
  

THE VAN BOUNDED down the hill, steering to narrowly dodge debris and skirt other cars. Some of the rotters saw them pass, tried to follow, slapped at the vehicle as it passed—but they were too slow, too stupid, to matter.
They bounded pasted a gutted Starbucks. An overgrown park. Boutique hotels and shuttered restaurants. And all around them, dead people: some still moving, others just corpses burned or gutted or gone from suicide. In cars. On street corners. Hanging half out of windows.
All the while, Coburn clung to the roof-rack of the mini-van with one hand, shushing Creampuff and stroking the little dog’s head with the other. The animal panted. Heavy. Too heavy. Blood wetting Coburn’s arms.
Soon the great Hyde Street hill evened out—please keep your arms and legs inside the ride, Coburn thought, calling to mind a fleeting memory of Coney Island that he did not expect and could not follow—and since Gil had the van in neutral, there wasn’t much he could do but steer it straight into a parked car to stop it. Not before mowing over a DEAD END sign. Which Coburn hoped was not somehow prescient.
  

  

THE RAIN LIGHTENED, but just the same they all poured out of the van and huddled under the tattered awning of some bullshit maritime souvenir shop with wooden pirates standing vigil out front.
The kid—Aiden—looked wrecked. Gutted. Hell, they all did. A little girl with pigtails came up to Coburn and gently patted Creampuff’s head.
“This is your stop,” Aiden said. Staring at a faraway point. “You better go. Zombos won’t be long in coming.”
Pete pointed past the storefront and toward the maritime tourist complex of Fisherman’s Wharf. “Follow this out, it’ll take you to the end of the Hyde Street pier. You’ll find some old dinghies tied up. We use them to fish sometimes.”
“Ew,” the little pig-tailed girl said. “Fish, yuck.”
“What about you?” Gil asked. “You could come with us.”
“To Alcatraz?” Aiden asked. “No, thanks. We’ve got our place here.”
Coburn held Creampuff close, furrowed his brow. “Wait. Who said jack and shit about Alcatraz?”
“Better play catch up, old man,” Aiden said. “You’re looking for a lab, right? Alcatraz is it.”
“Rude little prick,” Coburn said.
“Takes one to know one,” the kid answered.
That was probably true.
It was then they said their goodbyes. The kids all shook Gil’s hand—though the pig-tailed one who the others called ‘Princess’ leapt up and hugged him like he was her long-lost grandfather. Coburn stood off to the side, gently scratching Creampuff’s ear.
Fact you can do anything gentle is a surprise, came Kayla’s voice, which had been silent since the fracas on the hill.
Coburn grunted.
Then felt someone standing near him. One of the midgets.
“Thanks for saving my life,” the girl with the dirty face said; chair leg tucked under her arm. “Hope your puppy’s okay.”
“Yeah. Me, too.”
“Later.”
“Later, kid.”
The children left. Darting off around the corner, in the rain. Disappearing. A pack of apocalypse orphans—although, the vampire had to admit, they had better control of things than most of the adults they encountered.
“You ready?” Gil asked.
“Sure,” Coburn said.
But he was pretty sure it was a lie.
He had no idea how unready he really was.



  

PART THREE
  

DEVILS



  

The Conversation: #3
  

Can you still hear me?
A little.
But I’m fading, aren’t I?
I don’t want to talk about that.
You don’t want to talk about a lot of things.
Ain’t I a bitch?
But these could be our last moments together. Tell me, John Wesley. Tell me about what you regret. Tell me about what you love.
I regret nothing. And I love only myself.
Now you’re just being stupid.
It’s how I roll.
Won’t you miss me?
I’ll miss you. But it won’t matter because I’ll be dead. Dead for good. Dead and done and fucked four ways from Friday.
I’ll miss you, too.
Yeah.



  

CHAPTER ELEVEN
The Devil’s Island
  

THE DINGHY BOBBED in the bay. The thunder was distant, now. The bulk of the storm had moved out to sea again, leaving behind only a grimy mist of rain falling oily against their skin.
The vampire had Gil row for a minute.
He set the dog in his lap. The animal no longer looked up at him. His breathing was fast, shallow—like watching a rabbit die from fright. The holes in his side were pretty bad. Went deep.
The dog was dying.
Coburn said as much.
Gil looked back. Mouth in a sad, straight line.
“Not that I’m a doctor or anything,” Coburn said.
“Be nice to have Leelee here,” Gil said.
“Yeah. Yeah it would.”
The dinghy continued. Alcatraz in the distance, a shadowy rock growing larger and larger as they approached.
The dog’s breath came in hitches now—inconsistent, unsteady, uneven. Gil spoke up again: “Remember. Leelee got bit. Kayla saved her. Right then and there.”
“That she did.”
Gil turned around. Set the oars down. “No, you’re not listening. Her blood. Kayla’s blood. It’s your blood now. Give the damn dog some of your stuff.” Gil looked down at the dog. “But you better hurry.”
Coburn sank his teeth into the tip of his thump, ripping the flesh of the thumb-pad clean off. Then he thrust it into the dog’s mouth and used his free hand to massage the hand, way you’d urge milk from a cow’s udder.
The dog’s tongue lapped at the wound. Weakly, but there it was.
Then the dog stopped breathing.
Coburn shook the dog. “No, no, get up. Wait. Shit. Fuck!” He shot a hate-fueled gaze at Gil. “You did this. You told me it would work. You said—”
The dog shuddered suddenly, took in a great gasp of air.
The tail started going. Just a light thwip thwip thwip against the inside of Coburn’s arm. The eyes focused again. The breathing returned. Still shallow. Still weak as wind blowing around a piece of tissue paper.
But it was there.
Then Creampuff pissed on Coburn’s lap. Probably not an act of spite.
Probably.
“Dog pissed on me,” Coburn said.
“Maybe you deserved it,” Gil said. “Maybe he’s trying to make you smell better. Because let me tell you, you smell like shit. Literally. Like shit.”
“You don’t smell so good yourself.” Coburn held the dog close. “You planning on telling me you got bit?” The infection had a smell. Cheesy. Curdled. Parfum de rotter.
Inside Coburn’s mind, Kayla woke up at that—he heard her shout for her father as if the old man could actually hear her psychic projection.
Then he heard her crying.
“I got bit,” Gil said. “So what.”
“Here.” Coburn thrust out his still-bleeding thumb. “Drink up. Worked on the dog. I guess. Go on. Drinky, drinky. Suck my thumb, little baby.”
“Better than ‘old man,’ I guess.” But Gil didn’t move. Instead he stared ahead, still rowing, and said: “Something you need to know about Kayla. Something Kayla needs to know, too.”
Daddy?
“She’s listening. But first—” Coburn gestured with the bloody thumb.
Still Gil didn’t move.
“It’s about when she was born. She wasn’t born right. When she came out, she was—”
A gunshot split the air in the distance, echoed over the bay, and the bullet punched the water about three feet off the right side of the boat. Coburn said, “Jesus Christ. Fuckin’ assholes think we’re an invading army or some shit.” He stood up in the boat. Waved his arms. “Hey! Fuckos! We’re here to help! We’ve got something—”
“Coburn, don’t stand up in the—”
Another gunshot.
The bullet clipped Coburn’s hip—shattering bone and coming out through his buttock. His leg gave out and his body pivoted, and he tumbled over into the water with a heaving splash.
More bullets followed him into the water. Watery lines as the slugs punched the space above his head—lead minnows leaving little bubbles. The underside of the boat drifted away, churned by the oars. Gil was leaving him—not a shock, and not unwarranted since he was being shot at, too.
The vampire could take care of himself. The old man knew that.
Probably.
Coburn, feeling mighty pissed off, swam.
  

  

KAYLA’S VOICE: AN endless chatter of crows inside his mind. Daddy! Please let him be all right. What was he going to tell you? What’s wrong with me?
Coburn couldn’t help but answer: You’re dead. That’s what’s wrong with you.
In return he once more heard her weeping.
Damnit.
He swam through the dark water, losing track of the boat and eventually pulling himself up on the rocky shore of Alcatraz Island. All around him—trees, rocks, the remnant of an old brick wall here and, further up, a warped chain-link fence. Beyond all that, the silhouette of the prison itself, all hard angles and severe lines. Uncle Sam’s Devil’s Island.
The wind kicked up over the water, buffeting him, and as he shook himself dry like a common cur, someone called to him from further up.
Standing on a cement platform about fifty yards away:
Lydia, oh, Lydia, oh, have you met Lydia.
Gil knelt next to her. She held a rifle to his head. Remington 700 by the look of it. Bolt-action. High-caliber.
Double damnit.
“Up here,” she called. “Unless you want your friend’s brains to paint the concrete.” She pushed the gun forward, the barrel jabbing Gil hard in the temple.
Please, save my Daddy. Don’t you fail me, JW. Don’t you dare.
Coburn knew he could get away from her. Be like a cockroach slipping away under a fridge. All these trees. Under the cover of night. Could sneak up on Lydia from behind, kick her heart straight out of her damn chest. But then Gil would be dead and Kayla would be inconsolable and—
“I’m coming,” he called. “Just settle the fuck down up there.”
Grudgingly—and grumpily—Coburn found the walkway and plodded up the steps, boots squishing as he did. When he got closer, he could see Creampuff laying next to Gil. Still with the shallow breathing. But the bleeding had stopped.
Lydia stood tall. But she was only feigning triumph. All about her, the miasma of fear hung like a cloud of gnats.
“You’re afraid of me,” he said, grinning.
“You’re not the one I’m afraid of.”
“Well. Let’s get this over with. My friend and I hear that this is your lab. That why you wanted my blood? Synthesize a cure? Should’ve just said something. That’s what I want, too. Instead you have your Jonestown drug cult fuckos nail me to a table until you show up? Not cool, lady. Not cool.”
Lydia laughed. Not a happy sound. A high-pitched trill, anxious and angry and simulating delight. “Lab. Well. Guess you caught me, then.”
“So drop the gun.”
“I don’t think so.”
Coburn tried a little voodoo. Tried to stare deep, past the darks of her eyes and into her brain where he could pluck those strings and make her a puppet for his monster theater. “I said drop the gun, honey.”
She tsk-tsk-tsked him. “You really think that works on me?”
“Boy’s gotta try.”
She kneed Gil in the back. Told him to stand, then march. “You too.” Coburn reached for the dog, but she pressed the gun against the back of Gil’s head. “Leave the mongrel behind.”
“Fine. But you’re not making me feel real friendly.”
Another laugh.
  

  

THE LIGHTS COME on: fluorescents overhead snapping to life with a pop and a hum. The prison awakens out of the dark, but to Coburn it looks less like a prison and more like a cathedral of rust-colored bones. The femur of corroded railings, the radius and ulna and jail bars, the fingerbones meshed together caging the lights above their heads.
Inside each cell: beds, IV poles, metal and wooden carts with all manner of medical equipment both modern and antiquated. Toward the back, Coburn saw equipment like he saw in the Los Angeles lab: centrifuges and cabinets of beakers and a big metal box with a window in the side and a place to stick your hands into some rubber gloves—a place where you could manipulate dangerous chemicals or, who knows, a pissed off wolverine, without getting your hands destroyed.
But nobody was here.
And the smell...
The odor of corpses. The perfume of spattered blood. Hidden beneath an invisible façade of harsh nose-burning antiseptics.
This lab was dead. Dead like Lydia. Dead like that Ellie girl who bit her and turned into a monster. Dead like the rest of the world.
Kayla wasn’t sobbing in his head. She was whimpering. Receding to the furthest-flung corners of his mind.
“Coburn...” Gil said.
“I know, Gil.”
“This is a dead place.”
“I said I know, Gil.”
Lydia pushed them forward with the barrel of the gun. “Did you really think that I was operating some lab? Saving the world? Please. Those days are done.”
Coburn’s blood felt hot. Set to a low simmer, galloping on toward a boil.
“I thought,” he began, “that you were like me. Doing what you had to do to survive. Saving the human race is, for us, like the humans making sure their cow-herd doesn’t have mad cow disease. Not sure if you noticed, but the blood supply out there’s gone a little sour, Doc. Figured you wanted to save people to save yourself.”
“That what you’re doing, John Wesley? I know different.”
Those words. Sounded like Kayla’s words coming from Lydia’s mouth. Didn’t make sense. The mercury in Coburn’s thermometer cracked the glass, shot a hot arc of angry blood straight to his brain.
Lydia didn’t know what hit her.
Coburn grabbed the barrel of the gun. Anchored his boots to the hard prison floor, put everything he had into it and swung her skinny ass into the metal bars with a clang. Her hand let go of the gun, and he spun it like a cheerleader flipping a baton and turned the barrel on her. Bead between her eyes.
She slid to the floor and sat there. Long dark hair framing her face.
Framing that smile.
“How’d you know my name?” he asked.
But she didn’t have to answer.
Footsteps echoed down between the cells.
A voice, so familiar and so uncomfortable—like a tongue pushing through flesh and bone and slithering into the white of one’s marrow.
“Hi, John.”
Coburn wheeled with the rifle and started firing.



  

CHAPTER TWELVE
Heart of Glass
  

PULL TRIGGER. JACK bolt. Eject shell. New shell. Pull trigger.
Four times.
Boom. Boom. Boom. Boom.
Ears ringing. Air stinking with the acrid smoke of a discharged weapon.
Blondie kept coming. Arms out in faux-beneficence. Cleft lip like an axe wound pulling his lips into a twisted sneer beneath his smashed nose. Above that, a pair of blue, blue eyes glittering like sapphires.
In his chest: four holes. A little blood dribbling out of each.
Coburn jacked the bolt again. Fired dry. Click.
“Would it be in poor taste to clap?” the vampire asked. “I’m going to do it anyway because, wow, look at that grouping.” He brought his hands together in a slow-motion applause. The clap echoed.
It’s him, Kayla said. Waves of fear radiated from her, like ripples of pondwater after a stone interrupted the surface.
Coburn’s fear matched her own.
“You can’t kill me,” Blondie said. “Besides the fact I’m already dead, that is. You put an end to me, well. You know how that story goes.”
(“It’s one of those old immutable laws,” Blondie said, making a face that might’ve been a grin, might’ve been a sneer. “Kill the maker and you kill the monsters he made.”)
Lydia stood. Worked her way behind them, pacing like a starving puma. Gil threw a sideways glance at Coburn: “You mind telling me what’s happening?”
But Blondie was the one who answered, as he approached: “Good question, Gil. It is Gil, isn’t it?”
“How the hell you know my name?”
“I know all. My blood is his blood. I gave unto him so that he may live. But he’s got another guest in there, now. Another ghost in the red.” Blondie showed his curved fangs. Ran a too-pale tongue along one. “I’ve been waiting for you, John. Been sitting there in the back of your dreams. Silent and stoic. A gargoyle looking down from above and watching the movement of the tiny people below.”
Coburn felt his hands tighten around the stock of the rifle. The wood split with a bony snap. “You fuck. What happened here? Where’s the lab?”
Blondie stopped about ten feet away. Whistled. “I had to kill all those people, John. All that hope-for-the-future nonsense? Curdles the blood. Optimism has no place in this world, not any more. The lights are out. The playground is for us monsters, now. Too bad you can’t have the fun I have.”
“I figured you for smart,” Coburn said, seething. “But you’re dumb as a bucket of guts. As I was telling your mistake here—” He tossed a thumb at Lydia, behind him.
“Your sister, if you will—”
“Fuck you. Like I was telling her, we need people. Food supply. Blood. In case you missed that part?”
“See, that’s the thing. You were always a fine predator, John. Don’t think I haven’t been watching you these many decades. You hunted. Killed. Fed. Good for you. But me, I don’t hunt because I need to. I hunt because I want to. You kill and ditch the bodies. I keep them alive long as I can. I hurt them. I roll around in their misery like a dog in mud, covering myself in their glorious scent. You’re a predator, okay, fine. But I’m a monster. I’m the Devil, John. And this is my world, now.”
Coburn tilted his head left, then right, let the neck-joints crackle and pop. He said, “I’m tired of you talking.”
Then he moved.
Put everything he had behind the thrown fist—enough blood and gusto to turn his arm into a piston that would punch a hole clean through the smug motherfucker’s chest, driving splinters of breastbone through the monster’s heart as Coburn shoved the organ right out through the space between the bastard’s shoulder blades.
That didn’t happen.
Blondie caught the fist with both hands like he was fielding a football. Then gave a hard twist. Coburn’s arm shattered like a corkscrewed twig.
He fell to the ground, and for good measure Blondie completed the football visual and gave Coburn’s head a hard punt.
Coburn’s jaw broke in a half-dozen places. Unmoored and loose in his skin. Tried to speak. Came out as anguished babble.
Gil did not sit idly by.
Or, at least, he tried not to. He moved forward, an ungainly and foolish assault, and found himself lifted off his feet by the vampire Lydia. Who held Gil’s neck in the crook of her arm ’til the man’s legs went slack.
JW, they’re hurting my Daddy.
He told her that he knew, and had other things to worry about right now.
You fix this.
Right now he couldn’t fix shit. He urged the blood to repair his cracked jaw and splintered arm. Blondie knelt down by his side. Patted him on the head, way he’d patted Creampuff so many times.
“I’ll say this, John. You do have a point about the food supply. I’ll give you that. It’s hard out there. I’m torn. On the one hand, watching the world die and come back to life—the weak herd of humanity replaced with my children, children made from your blood which is my blood—it thrills me. One of the few things that can thrill me. So much so I’m not ready to give up my front row seat. But that means I need to eat, and fresh blood isn’t so readily available. I have Lydia bring me children sometimes—and as you know, I am nothing if not a fan of the misery of youth—but it’s not enough. My hunger is long. My patience? Short. And lo and behold, what happens is—”
Blondie, it seemed, liked to hear himself talk. Lost in the sound of his own voice like a—what was it? Dog rolling around in mud.
Coburn saw the opportunity.
Seized it by the balls.
His jaw was still fucked, but his arm was better. He surged up, snapping an elbow into Blondie’s jaw—
Or, that’s what should have happened. But it didn’t. Blondie caught it. Twisted the arm again so that it snapped. Then slammed Coburn’s face hard into the concrete. Once. Twice. Blush of bright blood behind Coburn’s eyes as his own teeth and fangs jettisoned down the back of his throat.
“Feisty,” Blondie said. “I’m very proud. But that matters little. As I was saying, little rabbit, what happens is you end up gulping down the blood of some miracle baby, some little twit with the healing power of the heavens, and next thing I know, you’re changed. Weaker of spirit, maybe, but stronger of blood. You don’t need to feed as much. The hunger doesn’t cloud your vision. And you can move around during the day. You know the last time I saw the sun? I don’t. I literally don’t. That memory is lost to me. But now that I know I can have it again, I want it. I really, really want it.”
He picked up Coburn the way an old maid picks up one of her many fat cats—under the arms, shoulders shrugging. It was hard to see Blondie, since half of Coburn’s skull was broken like a candy dish, his eyes pinched by rolls of skin and shards of bone. But he could see Blondie’s puckered sneer.
“I want her,” Blondie said. “I want what she gave you.”
“Fbuh myoo,” Coburn said, and gamely spit a loose tooth against Blondie’s forehead—ptoo.
Blondie grabbed Coburn’s head. Racked it back.
Then sank his fangs deep.



  

CHAPTER THIRTEEN
Conversation, Continued
  

RED LIGHT BLOOMED in darkness. Stop light. Exit sign. Supernova. Television screen smeared with someone’s blood.
Faces tottered atop shadow bodies. Faces of victims. Coburn’s victims. Cheeks of porcelain. Eggshell chins. Bone China. Cracking, splitting, pieces falling to the ground and turning to fat flies with red eyes who fly away.
Kayla sat on a recliner. Drinking a glass of Scotch. Smoking one of her Virginia Slim cigarettes she wasn’t supposed to have.
Peaches and nicotine.
“You still didn’t say it,” Kayla said.
Coburn—not just Coburn, but John Wesley Coburn, a man in slacks and a cardigan wearing penny loafers to warm his feet—grunted. “Say what?”
“You know what.”
“I’ll miss you too, Kayla.”
Behind Kayla’s chair, another little girl appeared—Rebecca, running around, giggling, pigtails bouncing. In and out of shadow. Like she can’t see all the faces and bodies disappearing around her.
“My baby girl,” John said.
“She’ll be gone soon, too.”
“I don’t want that.”
Kayla shrugged. Blew a gauzy plume of smoke. “I’m cold. And tired.”
“I’m sorry.”
“Are you?”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“I mean, are you really sorry?”
Coburn narrowed his eyes. “What are we talking about, here? Sorry about you being cold and tired here in the house inside my head? Or sorry about something bigger? Something deeper?”
“About anything.”
“I don’t really know.”
Kayla sipped the Scotch, wrinkled her nose and brow like she just took a hit of vinegar. “You used to drink this stuff? Somebody should put a Mister Yuck sticker on it.”
Again Rebecca appeared. Circled Kayla’s chair the way a moth circles a porch light—same glow, too. But then: back to shadow.
Coburn was about to speak, but Kayla interrupted.
“Listen, JW, this is poop-or-get-out-of-the-outhouse time. I gotta know how committed you are to all this. Because I’m not feeling real good about our chances. I’m thinking your friend with the split lip and the white-blonde hair has it right. This is just a place for monsters, now. We found one lab and it went to hell. We found the second lab and it had already been swallowed up by the Devil you know. Creampuff’s halfway dead. So’s my Daddy. We’ve got not one but two other vampires, and we’re trapped on a prison island outside a dead city.”
“What’s that have to do with—”
“You feeling sorry? Dude, look around. You killed a lot of people. Still would and still want to. My resolve is starting to shake in its boots. I’m thinking, maybe I was wrong about you. Maybe I was always wrong. Maybe you’re never gonna be a better man than you are right now—maybe you’re always the monster and I should just let you and me and your baby girl go home. Maybe there’s no John Wesley left in here like I thought. Maybe there’s just Coburn.”
“Fuck you.”
“See? That’s what I’m talking about.”
“I don’t need to feel bad about who I am or what I’ve done.”
“Don’t you? Because feels to me like you want to save people—real people, living people—then you gotta want it. Gotta want it in a way that means they’re more than just little blood-bags tottering around. Can’t just be a man-sized mosquito anymore, JW.”
He snorted. “Ends justify the means.”
“Do they? Do they really?”
Again Rebecca did a circuit around the chair. This time, her throat was ripped open. The front of her shirt like an apron of blood.
“I want to talk to my daughter.” Coburn stepped in front of the girl’s next loop but—poof, she was gone.
“You can’t. Because you killed her. Girl doesn’t want to talk to you. Little girl’s supposed to trust her father, like I trust mine. But she doesn’t and so that door’s closed to you.”
“I never meant to kill her. He did this to me.”
“Blondie? Life sucks. He did that to you. But you did it to her.”
He caught a glimpse—Rebecca, hiding behind the chair, staring over with wide bright eyes. Suddenly those eyes cracked like marbles hit with hammers. She fell to pieces. Turned to fat-bellied flies.
Coburn dropped to his knees. “She’s gone now.”
“She’s with him.”
“Then I should go, too.” He ground his teeth so hard they started to break. Fingernails into his palms. Knees hard into the ground. Wet tears. Red tears. “Let’s all just go. If she’s in Hell, then that’s where I want to be.”
“Me first,” Kayla said. And then she broke apart like the ash from her cigarette and was gone.



  

CHAPTER FOURTEEN
Eject or Die
  

COBURN HIT THE ground. Bloodless and broken.
Blondie pulled away, clawing at his throat, his mouth, his head. Fingers fishing around the edges of his eyes, a wail rising up out of his throat that sounded like someone torturing a coyote.
Coburn watched it. From inside his own head.
I’m still here, he said to Kayla. Still me.
But no answer came back to him.
He couldn’t feel her there.
Blondie backed against one jail cell. Began bashing his skull against the bars—whang-whang-whang-whang. Howling.
“I want her back,” Coburn said. To everybody. To nobody.
He started to drag himself forward. Palms slapping flat on cement, pressing down, pulling himself forward inch by miserable inch.
His searching hands found his maker. Coburn pulled himself up.
“I want her back,” he gurgled.
Blondie just screamed.
A hand fell on his shoulder. Cold. A whiff of jasmine.
“What did you do to him?” Lydia cried, and spun Coburn around. Her face was a rictus of rage. Fangs out.
A spire of wood shot through her chest. Then disappeared again.
She blinked.
Coburn rasped: “The brain. The brain.”
With trembling hands, Gil jammed the shattered rifle spear through her temple. Coburn caught sight of the man’s face: Gil looked like hell.
But then, Lydia’s eyes went glassy and rolled back and she collapsed like a scarecrow without a cross to hang on. She died like one of the hunters: skin going red, then black, blistering like a hot dog left too long on the grill. From her head-hole a jet of ropy red blood splashed out, turned glossy and dark like motor oil.
Soon she was just a stain with a pile of clothing and skin sitting atop it.
Coburn had never seen another vampire die before.
Huh.
He liked it enough, he wanted to see it again.
He grabbed Blondie. Jacked him against the cell bars. A rain of rust flaked off into that platinum hair.
Blondie’s incoherent wails resolved into a few decipherable words: “Hate her hate her hate her hate her her presence burns.”
“That’s my girl.” Coburn forced a smile. It was like moving mountains. He did it anyway. “Now give her back.”
With one good arm, Coburn did as was done to him: forced the head back. His own mouth was smashed to bits—fangs just jagged stumps in his mouth. They’d regrow, but not here, not now.
Instead, he raised his ruined arm. A jagged sliver of bone poked from the forearm. He jabbed it hard into Blondie’s neck.
Then placed his mouth over the wound and drank.
  

  

HE FELT THEM come back to him.
In the rush of blood, in that horse-kick of jetting red, there they were.
His ghosts. His dead.
They gave him wings and they were his anchor. They ruined him. They elevated him. They were his and his alone. He owned them.
He heard his daughter’s giggles.
He smelled peaches and cigarettes.
My girls.
  

  

COBURN COULD SMELL it. The sun was coming up.
Fueled by some twisted combination of rage and bliss, revenge and madness, he dragged his maker by his too-blonde hair past the cells, kicking and screaming. The other vampire seemed weak, empty now of Kayla but still broken somehow, like a fractured wind-up toy limping in circles.
Bam. With a heavy boot, Coburn kicked open the front door. He dragged Blondie out, tossed him down over the railing and onto the rocks below. He heard his foe’s back snap. That sound gave him great pleasure.
Coburn, fueled by the blood of his maker, leapt over the railing.
He landed with both feet on Blondie’s chest.
Ribs and breastbone cratered with a crunch.
Blondie sobbed. His face slick with crimson.
Coburn held him there. Across the bay, east toward Oakland, the horizon became a pink smear like someone spilled a convenience store slushie across it—it glowed brighter and brighter until the top of the sun’s head poked out.
Smoke smoldered from Blondie’s hair.
“Kill me,” Blondie said.
“Happily,” Coburn growled.
“She’s like a poison.” Bubbles of blood welled on Blondie’s empurpled lips.
“She’s my poison.”
And it was then that she spoke to Coburn.
You can’t kill him, JW.
Bullshit, he thought, as wisps of smoke licked the top of the other vampire’s head. Coburn smelled the reek of burning hair. Pale flesh started to char.
Kill the maker. Kill the monsters.
He told her, good.
That means you.
Good.
That means me.
Fuck.
That means Rebecca.
Fuck, fuck, fuck!
Coburn hauled the man to his feet. Heat came off him in waves. The backs of his ears started to turn lobster red, then black, then gray.
“You get to live,” Coburn growled. “Or whatever it is we do. This is your reprieve. But remember her beauty. Her innocence. Remember her sweet, irritating voice inside your head—and realize it’s worse now that she’s gone.”
“Please. Let me burn.”
“Not today. But one day.”
And Coburn marched out to the water and threw the vampire in.
The monster hit the water with the sound of a red hot skillet run under the faucet—steam rose with a brief boil of bubbles.
Then the body was gone.
But Coburn was still here.
And, it turned out, so was Creampuff. As Coburn turned to walk back up to the prison, he found Creampuff sitting there. Still looking rough as a gym sock that went through a house-fire, but there and alive and giving him a cocky look.
The vampire scooped him up.
  

  

INSIDE, GIL LAY on the floor, dead.
But then he stirred. Groaning. Sitting up. Looking like death on a hot plate. Creampuff trotter over, licked his hand. Gil gave the pooch a nod.
“He’s alive?” Gil said. “And you too?”
“Mm,” Coburn grunted. “Looks like.”
“Am I alive?”
“I guess. Figured that bite would’ve taken you by now.”
“Not yet. But I sure feel like the underwear around a rotter’s rotten ass.”
Coburn shrugged. “You look like that, too. Except maybe with the elastic all blown out.”
“Thanks.” Gil offered a weak thumbs-up.
“Hey. Think nothing of it.”
Coburn offered his hand. “Here. Let’s get you up. Get you some blood.”
“You think there’s another lab out there somewhere?” Gil took the hand. “CDC? Big Pharma? Scientists, doctors, someone?”
“If there is, we’ll find it.”
Gil suddenly said: “Kayla was stillborn.” He must’ve seen the blank and bewildered look on the vampire’s face, so he kept talking. “That’s what I was going to tell you—and tell her—before. She was born dead. And she was dead for forty-seven minutes. They tried resuscitating her. Nothing. Guess they were about ready to...” Gil drew a deep breath, almost fell over before Coburn steadied him. “Ready to bag her and tag her. But then she took a big gulp of air and shot up on the table. They tried to tell us it was natural, that some stillborns do that—though rarely forty-seven minutes after the fact—but then she took another gulp, and another, and next thing you know her purple face turned red as a beet as she let out the biggest damn squall in four counties. She was dead. But then she lived.”
Inside, Coburn felt Kayla stirring, restless, like a bird in a cage.
She didn’t say anything.
Maybe she didn’t have to.
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