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Part One

CLOUDS ON THE HORIZON
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“We strongly caution viewers that the footage about to be broadcast is of a highly graphic and unsettling nature. Viewer discretion is advised.”
The blonde anchor in the blue tie and somber jacket glanced nervously off-camera, swallowed as if there were a gun pointed at his head, then gazed back into the lens.
“I’d like to take a moment to remind our audience that it has never been the policy of this station, or its parent network, to panic or unduly alarm our viewership in bringing such events to public attention, or in any way exploit or sensationalize any such footage we may receive. That said, the videotape we’re about to present is uncensored and unedited in hopes that viewers might better prepare themselves for what is happening in the eastern portion of the country and which, by all reliable indicators, may spread our way in the coming days and weeks.
“This footage comes to us from our affiliate station in Chicago and was shot by W.N.C. cameraman Dennis Kabrich in the neighboring community of Elmhurst. Once again, what you are about to witness is real and is attributed to the so-called ‘Wormwood’ or ‘Yellowseed’ virus, first reported near the town of Willard, Pennsylvania, just two short months ago. This footage is of an extremely graphic nature and viewer discretion is strongly advised.”
With that, the cautions ceased and the videotape rolled.

Through the safety and insulation of the television screen, Larry Hanna and Rudy Cheng were transported from the quiet comfort of the Cheng’s rec room and thrust into an alley in Elmhurst, Illinois, where the Wormwood epidemic was running riot all around them. The two men leaned forward, anxious to make sense of what they were seeing, then shrank back, stunned and sickened, as the horrors contained within the tape became increasingly clear.
The footage began with a pitch and a sprawl, as if Dennis Kabrich, W.N.C.’s unfortunate cameraman, had fallen at a dead run. The sky flashed briefly, overcast and gray, and then two men toting automatic rifles hauled him to his feet. They fled after a group of four or five other men, all in gray-green fatigues, all running down the alley in a loose arrowhead formation, rifles at the ready.
The alley was closing up, coming to an end as a tall chain-link fence crowned with barbed-wire became apparent. On the other side lay a cross street, a scorched elm tree and a broad field of sodden grass. A two-story brick building stood at a distance in the field, looking for all the world like a bank vault or a castle keep, a place of unquestioning safety.
There was a wide gate in the fence, the post wrapped in steel chain and secured with a padlock, and as the group came to a halt, one man pointing his rifle at the lock, something shuffled at them from a dark garage to their immediate left. It looked like a scarecrow, its stuffing bursting from its gray skin in raw patches, and the noise it made was like a man drowning in syrup.
The squad turned.
“Shit! Look out”
One of the men screamed as the horror clamped onto him, its head dipping toward his neck and then jerking savagely away. A bright jet of arterial blood painted a fatal slash on the dingy white face of the garage.
The rest of the squad opened fire and pieces of flesh began to explode like wet sandbags. The soldier and the scarecrow fell to the gravel together and, as one of the remaining men turned back to the gate and made shrapnel out of the padlock, another unholstered his sidearm and stepped over the bodies they’d just put down.
Dennis Kabrich, his hands far from steady, brought the man and the pistol into focus as the soldier extended his arm and fired four shots into the writhing mass.
The dead soldier and the scarecrow sighed and grew still, tangled in a final embrace.
The squad moved through the gate and the camera followed, sparing only the briefest glance at the ground in passing. Spreading back into an arrowhead, they paused to kneel and fire at the occasional target while crossing the wide strip of asphalt. Dimly, at a distance, there were ragged screams and frantic bursts of automatic gunfire.
The camera halted in the street to pan left and then right, taking in the entire scope of the chaos. What appeared in the frame looked like the cooling remains of a five-day riot. Houses and apartment buildings were blackened and smoking, cars were smashed into one another, tipped on their sides or accordianed into power poles. Glass and debris littered the sidewalk and bodies lay like heaps of rags in the streets.
The destruction stretched on as far as the eye could see. Shadows stepped in and out of view, ragged figures inevitably drawn toward the heat or the smell or the focused movement of the squad, and as they appeared they were cut down, their mouths making the same drowning scream again and again — more frustration than any sense of pain or dying.
But then, they were already dead.
It was Wormwood that was making them walk again.

“My God.” Larry Hanna shook his head against the grim reality of the scene. “My God!” he whispered again, his complexion pale and nauseated.
Rudy Cheng’s hooded eyes glanced at his neighbor and then went back to the TV screen, one hand raised to his chin, stroking it as the squad of soldiers ran full-out across the grounds of an elementary school, chopping down anything that got in their way.
The camera picked out random morsels to broadcast:
A pile of burned bodies, as tall as a haystack…
A dead woman who’d wandered out in her nightgown…
A black dog feeding on the blanched corpse of a preschooler.
“I don’t think I can deal with this,” Larry moaned, stepping over the coffee table in his haste to reach the bathroom.
Rudy watched him go, wondering if any of them would have much choice.
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Rudy’s wife Aimee awoke groggily as he slipped into bed several hours later. Her head turned automatically toward the clock. “It’s almost two o’clock!” she said, surprised. “Are you just coming to bed?”
He nodded then switched off the reading lamp on his side of the bed, letting darkness retake the room. Gradually, the moonlight in the curtains cast enough of a glow for him to see by. The dresser and the chair to the left side of the bed, the dark halo of his wife’s hair against the pillow, the vague smiles of his three children gazing out of oak frames on the far wall. Sarah, Denise and John, arranged in a diagonal line, oldest to youngest. He found his eyes kept returning to them, wondering if there would be new portraits to take their place the coming fall, each of them a year older. He wondered if any of them would be alive to have their pictures taken, never mind the school or the photographer.
The thought brought back the final few minutes of the videotape he and Larry had watched on the news. The squad of soldiers perched in a sniper’s line atop the school gymnasium, firing down at unseen targets while a man screamed for help in the background.
It might have been his daughters’ school, or his son’s.
Or he himself might be up there, firing a rifle.
Or screaming for help.
His wife and children the blackened bodies piled high on the soccer field.
The essence of the broadcast was that the experimental treatments and vaccines had all failed. Wormwood had jumped the quarantine lines and was heading west, bringing death and destruction to big cities and small towns alike. It was not in its nature to leave any stones unturned (much less an entire lot of them) and the chances of his whole family escaping the epidemic unscathed was about the same as walking between the raindrops of a spring downpour.
His wife’s hand reached out and touched him.
“You’re tense,” she told him gently, moving her palm over his chest. “I can feel it coming off you in waves.”
He sighed and took her hand, kissing it before setting it aside and turning his back to her.
She drew slow circles on his back and felt his breathing deepen as he sank into the padded arms of the mattress.
“We need to start making plans,” he told her, his face to the wall, nudging her out of a warm drowse. “We need to start getting ready for this thing.”
Aimee propped herself up on an elbow. “Rudy, Chicago is almost two thousand miles away. They’ll figure out how to stop it before it gets much further.”
He flipped himself on his back and gazed at the ceiling. “I wish I could believe that.”
“That news report must have been something to tie you in knots like this.”
“It was. I don’t know whether to wish you’d seen it or be grateful you didn’t.”
“Well you know how television can be. They like to play things up, make them look bigger than they actually are. With the right editing and camera angles, they can turn a five man street scuffle into civil unrest. What they didn’t show you is how normal things are a block or two away. You only saw what they wanted you to see.”
He nodded, thinking of the pile of bodies and the black dog, the line of gunners on the roof.
“This looked like the apocalypse.”
She laughed softly in the dark. “People have been seeing the apocalypse for two thousand years.”
A dead man came shambling out of a dingy garage and then disintegrated in a storm of gunfire, taking a screaming soldier with him.
“This looked pretty convincing.”
The bedroom lapsed into silence.
“What have you been doing all night?” she finally asked.
“Watching the news. Thinking about what I’ll do when this thing finally shows up.”
“If this thing shows up,” she amended, touching a finger to his lips.
“If,” he allowed, though not believing it. Aside from the Chicago video, more snapshots of the epidemic were surfacing, opening up like new doors to Hell. And that was just the television; he didn’t even want to look at the internet. It didn’t matter if you called it Wormwood or Yellowseed, it wasn’t the sort of thing that just petered out of its own volition. It had a maw the size of Texas and wasn’t likely to stop chewing until there was nothing left but silent earth and rotting dead.
“What sorts of plans have you been making?” Aimee asked, though hesitantly.
“I drew a map of the neighborhood,” Rudy told her.
“That sounds harmless enough,” Aimee said, relieved.
“Maybe I’ll show it to some of the neighbors tomorrow,” he decided. “See if anyone else has given this serious thought.”
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“It occurs to me,” Rudy began, reaching into his hip pocket and unfolding the map, “that if we stick together as a neighborhood, we can defend ourselves better than we could as individual houses. Look here,” he said to Larry, who was stubbornly disinclined to look at his map. “We have a unique situation in that we live in a cul-de-sac with the creek to one side and the hillside to another. Natural barriers that make the street easier to defend.”
“Son of a bitch, Rudy,” Larry whispered, glancing around to see if anyone had heard him. “Are you nuts? What are you doing talking like this, drawing up a map? Deliberately trying to start a panic?”
“No, I just thought we should be as prepared as possible for wh-”
“Prepared for what? That joke we saw on TV? Come on!” Larry scoffed, red blotches appearing high on his cheeks. He gestured at the map in open contempt, as if he’d like to snatch it out of Rudy’s hands and erase his name from the domino-shaped rectangle they were standing in front of.
Rudy looked at his next-door neighbor and adjusted his glasses. “If you think that what we saw last night was a joke, you’re badly mistaken Larry.” He nodded at the house, as if including it in their conversation. “Go inside and turn on your set. If it’s a joke, it’s awfully contagious.”
Larry smiled, shaking his head to show he had no intention of doing anything of the sort. “You know, with a few friends and a camcorder, I could put together a pretty convincing tape too. Nothing as good as the one last night, but then I’m an accountant, not a liberal arts major with no job and too much time on my hands. Now if you’ll excuse me,” he said, swinging an arm toward the house, “I’ve got some pruning to do before lunch.”
“If it helps, think of it as a storm,” Rudy suggested, “a hurricane. Take your truck down to the lumberyard and pick up some plywood. Stock up on canned goods and bottled water, maybe some candles and extra batteries. It never hurts to be prepared.”
“There’s nothing to be prepared for,” Larry maintained, turning back toward his garage.
“Do you have a gun?” Rudy asked, raising his voice.
Larry Hanna stopped along the zigzag of a patched crack and turned slowly around. What Rudy saw behind his pale blue eyes was another sort of patch, one that was under a great deal of stress at the moment.
“You know I do,” he said. “We went shooting with it last fall up at the pond. My dad’s target rifle.”
Rudy nodded. He remembered the rifle well: a single-shot .22 with a barrel as heavy as a cast iron skillet. It wouldn’t be much good in close quarters (except possibly as a club), but perched on a rooftop with a good scope, it would help keep Wormwood at a distance.
“You might at least pick up some ammunition,” Rudy said.
Larry opened his mouth to say something then shut it again. He took a step toward the curb, as if he couldn’t bear to shout his reply; that shouting might be overheard and lend his neighbor’s crackpot theories more credence.
“You’re not joking, are you? You really think that what happened in Chicago could happen here?”
Rudy regarded him for a moment, torn between the truth and not wanting to frighten him away. “At this point, Larry, I just think we ought to talk about it. Prepare ourselves for the possibility. I wouldn’t want to hear that it’s come after all the stores have been picked clean and it’s too late to do anything about it.” He raised a leading eyebrow. “Would you?”
“I guess not,” Larry allowed. “If I thought anything was coming.”
Rudy nodded. “Why don’t you come over to the house this afternoon? I’ll talk to a few others in the neighborhood — Bud Iverson and maybe the Dawleys — and see what they think about this?”
Larry pressed his lips together and gazed down the short length of Quail Street, his jaw grinding back and forth, undecided. “I’ll think about it,” he finally said.
“That’s fine. About three o’clock?”
Larry nodded once in acknowledgement; again, giving the idea as little weight and gravity as possible. To give more would be to imply there was some reason to meet in the first place, which there most certainly was not. “What about Jan?” he wondered. “Should she come too?”
Rudy gave this some thought. “Why don’t we just keep it amongst the men for now,” he decided. “If we decide there’s reason to proceed, we’ll bring in the wives at the next meeting.”
“Yeah, well…” Larry’s expression turned weary and sour, as if he’d committed himself to picking up trash along the highway for the next two weekends. “I can tell you right now how I’m going to vote on the prospect of future meetings. It’s bad enough that I’m considering this one.”
Rudy took a deep breath and let it out. “Try to come with an open mind, Larry.”
“I’m not even promising I’ll come,” Larry replied, “but if I do, I’ll come with the mind I’ve got.”
Rudy nodded, spying Bud Iverson’s Cadillac sailing quietly up the street, as regal and as polished as when it left the showroom floor. It turned squarely into its driveway, waited patiently while the electric garage door opened, then came to rest on its spotless concrete pad.
Folding his map in half, Rudy excused himself and hurried over before the garage could swing shut again.
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At 62, Bud Iverson was the undisputed patriarch of Quail Street. He and Helen had bought their house thirty years ago and raised four daughters in the immaculate split-level standing adjacent to the Hanna’s. All four girls had since moved out — the youngest heading off to college three years ago — leaving Bud and Helen to rattle about the oversized house on their own. The Cadillac gave Bud something to fawn over in the absence of his daughters, while Helen simply redoubled her efforts in the flowerbeds and garden.
She served Rudy and her husband tall glasses of iced tea and then withdrew from the room to let them talk, saying she’d be in the back yard if Janie, their eldest daughter, called. The two of them were going out shopping together after lunch.
Bud nodded in acknowledgement then waited until his wife was out of earshot. He looked Rudy over, his gaze penetrating: a sharp and steely blue beneath his wild gray eyebrows. “I take it this has something to do with the troubles we’re having back east?” he said, drawing his conclusion from the brief exchange he and Rudy had passed in the driveway.
Rudy nodded. “I thought it might be a good idea to get together as a neighborhood. Possibly draw up a contingency plan in case it comes our way.” He hesitated as Bud continued to stare across the table at him, as unflinching as a seasoned general. “I saw some footage on the news last night that was fairly shocking. It came out of Chicago, so there’s no question that it’s moving in our direction.”
“I believe I saw the same footage,” Bud said, picking up his iced tea and gazing deep into the glass, past the lemon slice and crushed ice to where a fine brown sediment had settled on the bottom, almost invisible to the naked eye. Bud seemed to read something of the future down there. “What exactly did you have in mind?” he wondered.
“At this point, nothing specific… other than getting together and discussing it.” He picked up his glass out of nervousness. “Truthfully, I’m open to just about anything.”
“Are you open to the possibility that there’s nothing we can do about it? That it may be too big to fight?”
“Nothing’s too big to fight,” Rudy contended, an edge of defiance in his voice. “We may not win, but as long as my wife and family are alive, I’ll fight it.”
Bud nodded, conceding the point. “Who did you plan on inviting to this discussion?”
“The whole cul-de-sac,” Rudy answered. “Or at least the men — as many of them as will come.”
“I might be able to help you out there,” Bud said, slowly warming to the idea. He picked up the map Rudy had unfolded on the table between them. “Who have you got left to talk to?”
“The Dawleys,” Rudy said then pointed to the bottom of the sheet. “Also these last two bordering Kennedy. The Navaros and the Sturlings.”
“What did Larry have to say?” Bud asked, leaning back, his blue eyes sharp again.
Rudy hesitated, his face becoming fluid, undecided. He took a deep breath. “Larry doesn’t believe the danger will reach this far. He believes the government will arrive at a solution before it spreads this far west.”
“And you don’t,” Bud concluded.
“I suppose anything’s possible,” Rudy replied, “but I’m not counting on it.”
A sardonic smile touched Bud Iverson. “I worked for the government for twenty years,” he confessed, though Rudy was already aware of this. “If they come up with a solution, it’ll be strictly by accident. At this moment, I’d say they’re far more concerned with digging foxholes and shredding documents.”
Rudy looked a little closer at Bud. “Are you convinced the government is responsible?”
“An interesting choice of words, but yes,” he nodded, picking up his tea, “almost certainly.”
The two men gazed at one another then Bud reconsidered the map.
“Mike and Pam are separated,” he reminded Rudy, tapping a blunt finger against the lot marked “Dawley”. “From what I’ve heard, he’s still in town though… What did you have in mind there?”
“Perhaps I’ll speak to his son, Shane. He must be 17 or 18 — driving for at least a year. I’ll ask him to come to the meeting tonight instead of his father.”
“All right,” Bud approved. “While you’re doing that, why don’t I tackle the last two? The Sturlings and the Navaros. I think I can get Don and Keith to come without starting a general panic.”
“I’d appreciate that,” Rudy nodded. “I don’t know them very well. They would probably take the suggestion better coming from you.”
“Well, I’ll do my best,” Bud assured him. “About three o’clock, you say?”
“Yes, if that works out for everyone.”
A flash of chrome and reflected sunlight cut through the window, streaking like a comet across the far wall. A trim, burgundy-colored Accord rolled to a stop in the Iverson’s driveway.
“There’s Janie,” Bud said, regarding his daughter through the window. “Must be getting close to lunch.”
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Rudy rang the Dawley’s doorbell and waited, standing in the recessed shade of the front step, the house itself grasping him in a loose embrace. To his ears it sounded vacant, or asleep. The light filtering through the textured glass panels that flanked the double doors was a gauzy shade of gray, the color of an old sock. No warm yellow or television flicker to be seen, so Rudy gave a halfhearted knock and then turned away, deciding no one was home.
He was halfway down the walk when the latch clicked quietly behind him. He turned, shading his eyes with his hand. “Shane?” he said, questioning the pale face regarding him through the doorway.
The boy nodded back at him, dyed black hair standing on end above a rim of eyeliner, as if he’d just tumbled out of bed. Skin so white it was edging toward transparency. A small silver hoop piercing the ridge of his right eyebrow.
“I’m sorry,” Rudy apologized, thinking the boy looked ill, or on drugs. “I didn’t mean to wake you.”
Shane shrugged. “I wasn’t asleep.”
Rudy made his way back to the doorstep. “Is your mother home?”
Shane shook his head. “She got called back to work,” he replied, eyeing Rudy as if he couldn’t quite figure out what this visit was about. The wary expression on his face suspected a complaint. A stereo playing too loudly or too late into the night.
“Actually,” Rudy said, coming to an easy rest with his hands in his pockets, “it was you I wanted to talk to.”
The suspicion deepened. “Oh yeah? What about?”
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As morning peaked and fell toward afternoon, Rudy found himself sitting in front of the computer in his den, scanning the day’s headlines and finding them curiously lacking, as if someone had been busy deleting the day’s events before he had a chance to sit down.
After last night’s video he expected something jarring: cities in smoke and ruin, panic and martial law, photographs of dead, gray faces. The lead story, however, was preoccupied with a highly publicized double-homicide in San Francisco: a striking brunette by the name of Patricia Brooks accused of waiting in her BMW outside a trendy bistro, then running down her husband and his mistress in front of dozens of shocked onlookers.
The story didn’t mention either of the victims coming back from the dead to devour Mrs. Brooks, nor was there any mention of Wormwood in the next story: a utilities fraud investigation in Colorado.
Frowning, Rudy scrolled up and checked the time signatures on the headlines and was surprised to find they were almost two days old. He clicked Refresh and the same page appeared, right down to the decimal point in the day’s stock market numbers.
Of course they’re the same, he thought to himself, refreshing the page yet again. It’s a Saturday. The markets are closed. Yet he was willing to bet he wasn’t seeing Friday’s closing figures; the news site had simply stopped updating sometime after 1:47 on Thursday afternoon.
A sudden image popped into his head: a computer terminal splashed with blood, the operator dead and gone off in search of his coworkers; the news no longer important. The news evident to anyone with two good eyes and a window.
He tried another site and was rewarded with something a bit more current. Chicago was deep in the grip of the plague. There were also reports coming from Minneapolis, St. Louis, and Toronto.
Slowly but surely it was spreading westward, moving like a great black curtain across the continent, dividing the land of the living from the land of the dead.
There was a photo that had been intentionally blurred, pixilated into a mildly abstract pattern of blues and grays. A note beside the link to enlarge the photograph warned of explicit content.
Rudy found that his hand was trembling on the mouse. It took him three tries to enlarge the photograph.
A dead face gazed back at him through the new window, a face that, despite its decayed and mangled features, looked quite a bit like Frank Sinatra. The caption below the photo read: “Unidentified plague victim roams the streets of Philadelphia”.
What the caption failed to mention, however, but was perfectly obvious, was that most of the man’s guts, including a long rope of soiled intestine, were dragging on the smoky thoroughfare behind him, begging to be stepped on or run over by the next passing car.
Rudy stared at the former Mr. Sinatra (unidentified) for a long moment, a stark, icy horror settling over him like rigor mortis.
He closed the window but the face stayed with him, hovering just out of reach, photographed with digital clarity in the stark light of day, roaming the smoky streets of Philadelphia, making its way steadily westward.
Yellowseed. Wormwood.
It stood in the doorway behind him, dragging its burden down the hall.
This thing wearing Sinatra’s ruined face.
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The plague made the national news again, though now the coverage was more distant, the footage taken from the air, out the sides of helicopters as they overflew badly-infected neighborhoods. Pieces of the United States were breaking away, crumbling to ruin in the lands east of the Mississippi, the disease spreading much faster now, faster than anyone anticipated. Smoke from burning cities rose in black plumes over the Atlantic, perfectly visible in satellite photographs. By night, the fires themselves were visible. The largest, in Mobile, roared over twenty square blocks. It looked like a vengeful star fallen to Earth.
The sights had a sobering effect on Rudy’s guests. Larry contended that the satellite shots were fakes, computer-generated and therefore prone to manipulation, but even he shut up when one of the helicopters overflew a military base in North Carolina. There was a small, incredibly desperate war going on along its perimeter, hundreds (or perhaps thousands) of the infected massing outside its tall gates, creating breaches to pour through and spark sudden flashpoints.
The men of Quail Street sat in the Cheng’s rec room, cans of soda or glasses of lemonade forgotten in their hands, and watched a company of infantrymen gun down scores of civilians before they were overrun and torn to pieces by the blood-frenzied mob. The cameraman, circling above this scene, began to break down into sobs, his lens zooming down, picking out gruesome details, trembling as he tried to lock on a small drama involving a wounded soldier trapped on top of a utility shed. Eventually the shed collapsed and the soldier disappeared, though his blood surfaced in places, like a blossom in the water above a shark attack.
When they’d seen enough, Rudy switched off the set.
“Good Christ Almighty,” Keith Sturling swore, rubbing his eyes as if the images wouldn’t go away. As if they were burned in with phosphor, glowing even in the dark. He was a lieutenant in the National Guard and the sight of a base collapsing like wet cardboard had shaken him badly.
Larry looked numb, shell-shocked, the ice in his lemonade melting against his palms.
Bud was gazing at the darkened television, as if he were still receiving a signal from North Carolina, or perhaps having trouble disconnecting himself from what was happening there.
Don Navaro, who Rudy hadn’t met until that day, took out a cigarette and put it between his lips. He reached for his lighter, realized he was in someone else’s house, then tucked the cigarette away.
“Go ahead and smoke;” Rudy told him, “at least unless no one else minds. My wife may have something to say about it later, but I’d rather that everyone was at ease here, focused on the problems we’ll likely be facing.” He paused, pacing from the bookcase to the fireplace. “I think what we just witnessed is on its way here. It may show up tomorrow, or next week, or perhaps a month from now, but it’s coming.”
“Bullshit,” Larry growled, setting down his glass as Don set fire to the tip of his Winston.
“Go ahead, Larry,” Rudy invited, giving him an encouraging gesture. “I didn’t call this meeting to ram my views down everyone’s throat. I want to hear what you have to say.”
“This is all just a hoax!” Larry asserted, rising to his feet. “It has to be! There is no plague!”
“We just got through watching a massacre on the fucking television,” Keith Sturling frowned. “How the hell can you stand there and say it’s a hoax?”
Larry turned, the high red marks blazing on his cheeks again. “How many people have you seen killed on television? You don’t believe they’re actually dead, do you?”
“This is the news were talking about, man; not the fucking movies!” Keith shot back, his voice rising. “Pull your head out of your ass!”
“It’s the same process!” Larry contended, shouting right back. “Just because Dan Rather reads it off a teleprompter doesn’t mean it’s the truth!”
Keith opened his mouth to return another salvo but Bud got up from his chair, stepping between them. “Let’s just discuss these things calmly now, shall we, and not forget we’re guests in this house.” He smoothed back a lock of iron-gray hair that had fallen over his brow. “I’m sure we’ll all get a chance to air our views. Now,” he exhaled, turning toward Larry, “let’s start with the basic assumption that what the news is showing us is, indeed, actually happening. Larry, you seem to have a unique stance on all of this, so why don’t we start with you.”
“What’s the use? You all seem to have your minds made up against me.” His jaw shifted. “I didn’t come here to be shouted down or laughed at.”
“Then maybe you ought to explain your position more clearly,” Bud suggested. “Despite what we just saw on television, you maintain it’s a hoax. Can you tell us why you’re convinced of that?”
Larry Hanna looked at the faces of his neighbors; faces that he passed and waved to, day in and day out, for almost six years; all staring back at him now as if he’d suggested the Earth might really be flat after all. He considered walking out, wishing them luck in their grand paranoia, but the trouble with that was he couldn’t walk far. They were, after all, his neighbors; he couldn’t pick up his house and walk away with that as well.
So he sat down again, ready to receive the stones of their derision.
“I can’t accept that these are dead people, and that’s what it all comes down to,” he said with a sigh. “If death is no longer a reality — which, taxes aside, is the only real absolute we have — then where does that leave us?”
“Standing hip-deep in a pile of shit,” Keith Sturling said softly.
Larry ignored the remark, the root and depth of his distress becoming evident now. “Think about it,” he implored, looking at each of them in turn. “Where does it leave us? If that…” he pointed at the darkened TV screen, “is what waits for us after we die, what does that say about God?” He shook his head, angry. “That He’s abandoned us? That He’s stopped listening? I mean, what other conclusion can you come to?”
Rudy quietly cleared his throat. “You may be taking this, well…” — he hesitated, searching for words that wouldn’t offend or sound condescending — “too metaphysically. It’s shaky at best to start second-guessing God; assigning Him motives. From what I’ve gathered, this all started with a fallen defense satellite, which makes it more or less our doing. God had no part in it.”
“Oh, but He should,” Larry replied, the broken sadness in his eyes deep enough to drown in. “I’m not the kind of Christian who thinks God should step in and solve the world’s problems — make the Seahawks win on Sunday or tie a nice rainbow of peace around the Middle East — but this has to be an affront to Him. It has to be. If the walking dead don’t make Him sit up and take notice, He might as well be gone, or dead.”
He looked down at his hands, empty and useless.
“I can’t put my faith in a god like that.”
“So what do you intend to do?” Bud Iverson asked. “Fold up like a cheap suitcase and march Jan and the kids out to the street to be slaughtered? Is that any better than a lost faith?”
Larry put his head in his hands, shaking it slowly, vehemently, as if he still refused to believe he’d have to make such a choice. That buying plywood and .22 shells were tantamount to throwing 33 years worth of Sundays down the drain. “God help me, I don’t know,” he admitted.
“Larry,” Rudy said softly. “Listen to me. The issue of God aside, we may not have much time. Every hour, every minute that we sit here debating, the shelves at the hardware stores and the supermarkets are going to get thinner and thinner. People are going to see what’s happening back east and start to panic. Some of them will pack up their families and leave town, head out to less populated areas to try to get away from it, but most of us will probably stay in our homes and dig in.
“Now it’s my suggestion, for whatever it’s worth, that you take care of your wife and your two sons, take care of yourself, and let God worry about His own plans. It may be that He’ll surprise us all in the end — who’s to say? — but we’ll have to keep ourselves alive long enough to see it. There are more ways to commit suicide than pills or a gun to your head… sometimes just giving up is enough. Do you hear what I’m saying?”
Larry looked up soberly and nodded.
“Good.” Rudy picked up his lemonade and took a long drink, as if clearing his palate. He set the glass down and let his eyes roam over the faces of his neighbors. “Now what I’m proposing is simple enough: we pool our resources and protect one another’s backs, when and if this thing finally shows. We buy supplies — canned food, bottled water, guns and ammunition, whatever we need to get ourselves through this — and we stick together as a group to keep it from marching up Quail Street.”
“Look,” Keith Sturling spoke up, “I don’t mean to rain on your parade, but I just saw a U.S. Army base overrun with those things.” He glanced around the circle and came back to Rudy. “How do you expect to hold them off here, using rakes and shovels, when they couldn’t keep them out with an entire armory at their disposal?”
A murmur of assent greeted this. Don Navaro snubbed out his cigarette, nodding.
“He’s right. All I’ve got is an old shotgun and a hunting rifle. That’s not going to last long against a mob like that,” he said, gesturing toward the television.
Rudy held up his hands, palms open, as if surrendering. “Look,” he said, “I don’t pretend to know any more about this than you, but what I do know is I’m not going to give in without a fight. It may well be our fate to be overrun after firing a few futile shots, but I’ll go to whatever awaits me knowing I fired them. On the other hand,” he continued, “what we saw on television is just one perspective of what’s happening on that base.” He nodded at Keith. “How many men are inside that base that the helicopter can’t show us, holding their own against the attack?”
“I don’t know… a hundred, five hundred?” Sturling shrugged and conceded the point. “But how long can they hold out? And what’ve they got left to return to once it’s over?”
Bud rose to field that one, his tone snappish, impatient. “I don’t think all of you understand what’s happening here. This isn’t a choice between balling Miss America or winning the lottery, and choosing not to play isn’t an option. This disease, when it comes, isn’t going to play by any sense of fairness. It’s going to be ugly. It’s going to be death or survival, and if that weren’t bad enough, there seems to be a big gray area in the middle that sends you back to play for the other team once you’re dead, which means that if it happens to you, you’re going to be doing your level best to tear apart everything you’ve come to love and cherish. That means friends, family… maybe one or two of us as well. Get that through your goddamn heads. What Rudy’s talking about here is a choice between sticking together or going it alone. There are no odds or guarantees in that, but if it helps think about this: if by chance you do get infected, at least you know you’ve got someone beside you to put you back down; and from what I’ve seen, that’s no small blessing.”
Bud sat down, blew his nose into a handkerchief, and crossed his arms, his position well-apparent.
“I don’t think I can add much more to that,” Rudy conceded, gathering up a small stack of computer printouts: the map he’d drawn of the cul-de-sac and a list of supplies they’d need to make their stand against Wormwood, much of which he’d taken straight off a survivalist’s site on the internet. As no one got up to leave, he started passing them around the room, pausing when he came to the only member of the group who’d yet to voice an opinion or objection.
“Shane,” he said, hoping to encourage the teenager forward. “Is there anything you’d like to say? This is all uncharted territory, so I can promise we’re open to just about anything?”
Shane Dawley glanced uncomfortably at the men gathered around him, men who, up to now, he’d regarded as unfriendlies, trip-mines to be avoided much like policemen and school administrators. And he’d been happy to do just that. Sitting here amongst them, sipping lemonade in a bright corner of the rec room, made him feel uncomfortable, out of place, because the longer he sat with them, the closer he felt himself pulled toward an indefinable line. A line which divided a great many things: inclusion and exclusion, responsibility and indifference, childhood and maturity¼
He sensed that he might soon cross that line, and any hint or suggestion of participation on his part would only hurry him toward it, and that scared him.
It scared him almost as much as the reports on TV.
With all of them looking at him he felt he had to say something, yet, strangely enough, it was his father who was foremost in his thoughts — his father who should have been sitting here where he was, conversing with these men and making the difficult decisions; his father who knew them and would call them all by their first names. None of this Mr. Cheng or Mr. Hanna or Mr. Iverson shit, as if he were always at arm’s length.
He opened his mouth, unsure what would spill out, but of course, given the circumstances, it was his father. The idea that these men were busy building a barricade and his father might be standing on the wrong side of it. He told them as much, using words that came stubbornly, haltingly, as if each were a small shape he had to cut out of himself. A vein he had to jab open and bleed.
It was the most he’d said about the man in the seven months since his parent’s separation, and to men who were little better than strangers, though none of them laughed or made fun of him as he feared they might.
Rudy Cheng put a hand on his shoulder and the gesture didn’t feel weird or condescending, but sympathetic, as though he understood and wanted to help. “Would you like to call and invite your dad to the rest of the discussion?” he asked, taking his hand back to point out the phone. “I think it’s right that he should be here. God knows we could use his help.”
Shane nodded. Yes, he would like that very much.
Rudy held him back a moment. “You understand that doesn’t mean we want him instead of you, Shane. When the time comes, we’re going to need every man we can get, and young men like you especially. All right?”
Shane nodded. He broke for the phone, deciding he might have a part to play in this after all, so long as they told him what to do and didn’t call on him to make any life or death decisions.
As long as they kept it on those terms, he would be just fine.
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After the meeting broke up, Rudy drove downtown to Jed’s Sport Shop and bought two handguns, a rifle, and a shotgun. The man behind the counter didn’t seem at all surprised, as though Rudy were the fifth or sixth customer that day to buy himself a small arsenal. With Wormwood on television, perhaps he was.
“The rifle and the shotgun you can have today, but you’re going to have to wait five days on the handguns,” he said, tapping the countertop with a fat index finger. Rudy nodded and the two of them waited while his MasterCard was run through the system. “Can I show you some accessories for those?” the clerk queried. “Scopes, cases, ammunition?”
“Cases I don’t need,” Rudy answered, “but yes, I’d like a scope for the rifle and as much ammunition as I can walk out of here with.”
The man looked at Rudy. A long, appraising gaze.
“You can buy as much as I’ve got, but hunting season is still a long way off.”
Rudy offered the man an embarrassed smile. “I need a lot of practice.”
The man smiled back. “How much practice do you think you need?”
Rudy looked at the prices posted on the shelves.
“Say about a thousand dollars worth.”
A small grunt escaped the clerk. “You must not be very good.”
“True,” Rudy agreed, “but I’m hoping to improve.”
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Between 7:00 and 7:50 Rudy made three phone calls, all within the neighborhood. The first was to Larry who, though still sulky, told him, despite his better judgment, he had gone to the lumberyard and picked up enough plywood to fully reinforce the ground floor of his house. “As a matter of fact,” he went on, “Jan and I were just discussing that, and how we were going to tell Mark and Brian what we plan to use it for. Since it was your big idea, we were wondering if you had any suggestions?”
Rudy bit his lip and decided to let his neighbor’s resentment pass through him as if he were a ghost, already dead.
“Larry, you know your boys better than I do. I wouldn’t presume to tell you how to handle them.”
“No?” Larry seemed to smile sardonically at that. “Just how to handle myself, huh?”
“Larry…” Rudy said, taking a deep breath, “I’m not trying to tell you what to do. I just think we should be prepared. There’s no harm in that, is there?”
“Well no, but my bank account might disagree, after spending three hundred dollars on lumber today.”
Rudy laughed softly into the telephone. “Would it make you feel better to learn I spent over two thousand on guns and ammunition this afternoon?”
“You know, strangely enough, it does,” Larry laughed, his anger gone for the moment. The moment passed. “I’ll have to mention that to Jan; once she stops crying, that is. I’m sure she’ll get a real kick out of it.”
“If you really want my advice, Larry, I wouldn’t attempt to explain what’s happening to Mark and Brian. They’re too young to understand and it would only upset them.”
“True enough,” Larry agreed, “but we want them to be prepared, don’t we? I mean, that’s the important thing, isn’t it?”
Rudy put the phone down at his side for a moment, waiting for the dark clouds to lift.
“I can see that I called at a bad time,” he returned, his jaw clenched. “Maybe we ought to talk about this tomorrow?”
“Assuming we’re all still here,” Larry sneered, “and not snacking on one another.”
Rudy said good-bye and hung up before he could say something he’d later regret.
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He closed his eyes and relaxed, clearing his mind of everything except the sound of his own breathing. He did this until his heart rate was back below 70 beats per minute and his hands were no longer clenched and knuckled at his sides. Until he felt somewhat himself again.
Then he picked up the phone and called the Dawleys.
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“Just a minute, Mr. Cheng. Let me put my dad on.”
Sitting behind the desk in his upstairs study, Rudy raised a surprised eyebrow, though he wouldn’t have been quite so surprised if he’d gone to the window first and looked down at the Dawley’s driveway. Mike’s black Cherokee was sitting squarely on the concrete, in its old familiar space from months past, before the separation. Perhaps he and his wife had had a reconciliation, or perhaps they’d simply decided to cease hostilities until the present crisis had passed. Whatever the reason, Shane sounded absolutely thrilled about it.
“Hello, Rudy,” Mike Dawley said, sounding considerably more cordial than Larry. “What’s up?”
“Actually, I’d intended to talk to Shane about the trip the two of you made to the supermarket. I didn’t expect you’d still be there.”
“Yeah, well, Pam and I were just discussing that,” Mike replied, switching the phone from one ear to the other. “We haven’t come to a definite decision yet, but I may end up staying here a while, at least until we figure out where this Wormwood thing is heading.”
“I’m glad to hear that, Mike,” Rudy said, genuinely pleased after his part in ruining the Hanna’s evening. “I hope it all works out for the best.”
“We’re taking it one day at a time. I think that’s about the best we can hope for right now. Oh, and incidentally, Pam says she’d like to be a part of any future meetings or plannings, if that’s all right with you? Apparently they’re gearing up for this down at the hospital and some of the directives and contingencies that are coming down the pipeline are pretty damn frightening, to say the least. She thinks you’re dead-on about this; it’s gonna get ugly. When I told her you’d sent us down to the store for canned food and bottled water, she wondered if you’d given any thought to medical supplies?”
“I had, but only so far as over-the-counter items. Bandages, splints, disinfectants and such. Ideally, we could use some strong painkillers and antibiotics.” Rudy mused on this for a brief moment. “Perhaps we could ask everyone to empty out their medicine cabinets?”
“That’s an idea,” Mike agreed. “I’ll run it past Pam a little later.”
Rudy nodded. “I’m glad she’s interested and willing to participate. Her experience as an emergency room nurse will be a tremendous asset.”
“I’ll be sure to tell her you said so.”
Rudy marveled at how the Dawleys were coming together to cope with this crisis, while to the opposite side of him the Hannas seemed to be falling apart. He wondered what effect his meeting was having amongst the other houses in the neighborhood: the Sturlings, the Navaros and the Iversons. He was getting an early taste of how people responded to stress and adversity, and so far all they’d done was discuss it for a few hours over soft drinks and lemonade. What would happen, he wondered, when they had to start boarding up windows and shooting guns?
“So,” he went on, keeping the conversation focused on preparations, “how did you and Shane do at the supermarket?”
“Not too bad,” Mike replied, though Rudy thought he detected some hesitancy there. “The bottled water was running low. We got fourteen cases but I had to go to three different stores. I think we ought to start filling up jugs or whatever we’ve got from the house taps. A lot of people were loading up on the same stuff we were buying. At Safeway a fist-fight broke out over the last tank of propane, but otherwise people were fairly calm and orderly. They waited in line to pay just like usual, but you could definitely feel a tension in the air, like they were standing guard over their shopping carts and were willing to beat the hell out of anyone who tried to take anything from them. I was awful glad to get away with my head in one piece. The last stop I gave Shane my 9 millimeter and had him wait in the Cherokee to keep people from breaking in and stealing the stuff we’d already bought! I told him to fire a warning shot if anyone got too interested.” He took a breath. “I tell you there were a lot of empty spaces on the shelves, especially in the dry and canned good aisles; also the beverages, all varieties. I think it’s going to get worse as the days go by; I just hope to God that they’re still receiving deliveries and restocking at night!”
“Hopefully,” Rudy agreed, but his voice held a grim note of skepticism. Supplies from the west would still be rolling, but those from the east…
Well, they had their own problems back east.
“I plan on making another trip tomorrow morning,” Mike went on, “but if it gets any worse we might consider going in armed groups, just to protect one another.”
Rudy nodded, troubled at how quickly things were starting to fall apart, though he should have expected it; they were, after all, watching the same television coverage. “I’ll mention that to Bud,” he said. “I’d planned on calling him next.”
“There’s one other thing you ought to give some thought to,” Mike added, “and that’s a line to fall back along if things go to hell faster than we planned. Instead of reinforcing everyone’s houses, we ought to pick one house on the block to hole up in and make a last stand, if it comes to that.  Make it a goddamn fortress.”
Rudy immediately thought of Larry and Jan’s house. It was the only one he knew of that had an honest-to-God bomb shelter. The people who’d lived there before the Hannas had installed it, convinced the Russians were going to nuke the country out of existence. An older man and his wife; Rudy couldn’t quite recall their names, but they would have been about Bud and Helen’s age… had they survived the drunk driver who clobbered them out on the highway.
Life was sometimes funny that way.
Stubbornly refusing to go along with people’s plans.
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Bud Iverson’s line was busy the first time Rudy tried to get in touch with him, so rather than sit idly at his desk, he turned on his computer and began checking the news sites for any updates they might be carrying on the epidemic.
His eyes scanned the headlines, unable to believe what he was reading.

NUCLEAR WARHEAD TRIGGERED OVER CHICAGO

(Associated Press) A 20 kiloton nuclear device was detonated approximately five thousand feet above downtown Chicago today at 4:12 pm Central Standard Time (local), in what officials are terming a “last, desperate attempt” to halt the spread of the violent and disturbing phenomenon known as Yellowseed or Wormwood. According to a spokesman for the Department of Defense and the White House, the order to “neutralize” the city was signed by President Watkins after a lengthy closed-door session with his entire cabinet. This decision came following a “frank and heated discussion after viewing literally hours of aerial surveillance footage taken at various points over the city since dawn,” footage described by one cabinet member as “gruesomely shocking”. Another member is quoted as stating: “If my family were trapped down in that Hell, I’d have signed the order myself.”

Reconnaissance satellites have yet to ascertain the extent of the damage or the effectiveness of the tactic, but a formal address to the nation is planned in the coming hours by President Watkins, once the full impact of the situation has been thoroughly assessed. In the meantime, citizens are urged to remain in their homes, bolt their doors, and arm themselves against forced intruders. Martial law remains in effect for the following cities: New York, Philadelphia, Baltimore, Washington, Buffalo, Pittsburgh, Cleveland, Detroit, Columbus, Cincinnati and Milwaukee.


* * *
Rudy shook his head, certain he was dreaming, tossing and turning in his bed. He glanced back over the past few hours, starting at the bottom of the headlines and reading his way up to the destruction of Chicago.

CASES OF CANNABALISM LINKED TO DOWNED YELLOWSEED SATELLITE

WAVE OF MASS MURDER ENGULFS NORTHEASTERN CITIES

CONFIRMED REPORTS OF RECENT AND UNBURIED DEAD RETURNING TO LIFE


After two days of unconfirmed rumor and speculation, the story had finally broken open.
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“My God,” Rudy said to Bud Iverson, his grip tight on the receiver. “Have you heard about Chicago? I can’t believe they actually dropped a nuclear bomb on an American city! My God!” he said again.
“I saw it on television not twenty minutes ago,” Bud sighed. His voice stunned, defeated, as if all the wind had been knocked out of him. “This changes everything, you know? Things are going to start falling apart very quickly now, whether Wormwood ever makes it here or not.”
Rudy supposed that was true, though it was shocking to hear it from Bud.
“There aren’t going to be any more peaceful trips into town to pick up supplies,” he continued over an angry sputter of static. “From now on it’s going to be dog eat dog out there for the last scraps on the shelves and then the situation’s going to go from bad to worse.”
“How so?” Rudy asked, not certain he wanted to know the cold specifics.
“Well what do you think’s going to happen when we can no longer run down to Safeway or 7-Eleven for a loaf of bread or a gallon of milk because the lines of production and distribution are no longer moving? We’re going to start starving, that’s what’s going to happen; and again, this is regardless of whether Wormwood comes to town or not. The panic alone will trigger it.” Bud paused as another crackle passed down the line. “I think we were damned lucky to have gotten the supplies we did today.”
Rudy shook his head. “They won’t last long,” he said numbly. “Not if what you say is true.”
“Bank on it. I read somewhere that the average supermarket carries roughly three days worth of stock at any given time,” Bud mused, his voice strangely faraway. “Of course that’s assuming an average rate of consumption… not apocalyptic panic. I’d say that you’d be pretty hard-pressed to find anything on the shelves worth stealing come this time tomorrow.”
Rudy gave the point serious consideration.
“Maybe we should send a party down to the corner 7-Eleven right now,” he suggested, “while there’s still something to get?”
“That’s an idea,” Bud allowed, his voice breaking up and coming back together. “Can’t say if it’s a good one or not. After Chicago, all bets are off.”
“Perhaps a quick trip, while people are still in shock…” Rudy thought aloud. “Just three men and all we can fit into one vehicle.”
“Sounds a bit cold and mercenary when you say it like that,” Bud commented, “but I guess that’s what it’s going to take to survive in this brave new world of ours. Who did you have in mind?”
“Myself,” Rudy immediately proposed, “Mike Dawley and that four-wheel drive of his¼ and that’s about as far as I’d gotten.”
“What about me?” Bud volunteered. It sounded more like a challenge than a suggestion.
Rudy hesitated. “No offense, Bud, but I can’t see you running in and out of the store with a full case of canned food in your arms. I think that perhaps someone younger…”
“All right, all right!” Bud relented. “Point taken. Can’t say it does much for my pride, but I suppose that’s the way it is. I’d just be baggage.”
“I wouldn’t go that far,” Rudy said.
“No, but it’s the truth,” Bud exhaled, letting go of his wounded pride. “If it’s a young man you want, then I’d suggest Keith Sturling. He’s got a broad pair of shoulders, looks like he could plow a field with them; being in the Guards, he’s probably fairly handy with a rifle too. Want me to call him?”
“Do you think he’d do it?”
Bud laughed. “I think he’d knock both you and me down for the chance.”



Part Two

A TRIP TO 7-ELEVEN
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“Ready to roll?” Mike asked, looking something like a SWAT commander in his black turtleneck and baseball cap. The baseball cap was on backward, advertising Nike sports equipment to Rudy in the back seat, and there was a heavy day’s stubble darkening his face in the rearview mirror. His eyes and teeth, by contrast, seemed to glow in the faint green wash of the dashboard.
Keith was dressed in his National Guards fatigues, which Bud had suggested, speculating they would lend him an air of menace or authority if there was trouble along the way. He sat in the shotgun seat with a rifle propped casually against his leg, as if he were well-accustomed to its weight.
Rudy himself, leaning forward in the back seat, looked more like an accountant or an insurance salesman they had picked up along the way. A man who would count out bullets and present them with a bill once they were finished for the evening.
And despite Chicago, despite everything they’d seen on television, there was no question but that they’d get back to Quail Street safely. For all they’d discussed, it still felt like a halftime run for beer and cigarettes; the only difference was the guns, and those simply clung to them like the odd parts of a dream. Like going to town in their underwear; at some point they would realize this and laugh out loud, embarrassed.
As the car began to move Keith gripped the barrel of his rifle to keep it secure. Rudy sat back and waved to Aimee, who was watching from the Dawley’s front door with Mike’s wife Pam and pretty Naomi Sturling. They looked worried in the harsh glow of the Cherokee’s headlights, all three of them, and as shadows further inside, Rudy saw his three children behind the lingering silhouette of Shane Dawley, who had just been instructed how to use Rudy’s scope and rifle.
Keith and Naomi, both still in their early 20’s, were renting the house on the other side of the Dawley’s and had yet to have kids of their own. They’d lived on Quail Street all of five months now.
Rudy glanced back at the Hanna’s through the rear window as they backed out of the driveway. The house looked well-lit inside, but somehow cut off as well, the curtains drawn against the night as if the world could be held at bay by a pleated arrangement of fabric. He’d phoned Larry to tell him what they’d had in mind and to ask if the Hannas needed anything, but the phone rang and rang, as if that too were a kind of solution.
Bud and Helen Iverson watched at their picture window as they rolled past, raising their hands to wish them luck, but the Navaro house, last in line and facing the Sturlings, looked shut up and dark, as if they’d gone away on vacation. The porch light was burning over the welcome mat, but the windows were uniformly gray. All that was missing was a pile of rolled-up newspapers huddled against the door.
Rudy gazed through his shadowy reflection, wondering if they’d gotten scared and run off. Bud said that he’d tried phoning Don earlier, about the same time Rudy was making his calls, but no one answered. He added that the Navaros had family in the area; somewhere out past the cemetery on the Hudson Extension, if he remembered correctly. Perhaps they’d gone to be with them instead.
Mike slowed to a stop at the T-shaped junction of Quail and Kennedy. There was no traffic coming from either direction. “Looks like a quiet night,” he commented, signaling left, turning east onto Kennedy, the lights of town glowing no differently over the treetops than any other night.
Rudy gripped his brand-new shotgun as the Cherokee accelerated down the hill. It smelled like oil and freshly-minted pennies. He patted the pockets of his jacket for the extra shells, assuring himself they were still there.
He hadn’t even had a chance to fire it yet.
God willing, he wouldn’t on this trip either.
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“How are you doing on gasoline?” Rudy asked.
Mike shifted his grip to see the gauge. “Got plenty, almost half a tank.”
“I’d fill it up if I were you,” Rudy advised, their eyes meeting in the rearview mirror. Mike nodded.
“Shit,” Keith swore, slapping a hand against his knee. “I should have thought of that this afternoon! My pickup’s practically running on fumes!”
Rudy shook his head. “We all thought we’d have more time,” he sighed. “For now, it’s probably best to focus on the things we can do and accept those we have no control over. If the pumps at 7-Eleven look calm and serviceable, we’ll get as many cars down there as we can tonight.”
The road dipped briefly. Kennedy was approaching the bottom of the hill, falling and then leveling off as it came to the four-way stop on Valley View. The houses they passed looked comfortable and warm, as if their owners were all settling in for the night, the blue flicker of televisions eerily in synch with one another, as if they were all tuned to the same program, mesmerized by the grim face of mortality.
Good, Rudy nodded, thinking of Frank Sinatra trailing his guts down a Philadelphia street while their own remained relatively clear. The panic, he knew, would come soon enough; hand in hand, most likely, with the first volley of gunshots.
Mike commented on it himself. “Reminds me of early Christmas morning, but without all the snow,” he said, shaking his head at the windshield. “Where is everybody?”
“Watching television,” Rudy answered, gazing down the length of Valley View Boulevard. It stretched for over ten blocks: five lanes usually steady with traffic at this hour; now dwindled to a handful of cars. 7-Eleven was a block away, on the northeast corner of 10th and Valley View, the brightest thing on the planet, so far as they could see. Mike pulled the Cherokee into the lot and slowed to a stop alongside the gas pumps, letting the engine idle as the three of them surveyed the store’s interior.
“Christ,” Keith whispered, his voice chill against the glass. “Someone’s broken out the windows.”
Rudy had been looking past the counter, at a dark and ominous smear on the wall above the Slurpee machine. His eyes shifted to the twinkling hoarfrost of broken glass lying on the walkway in front of the store. A step further, the wide tiers of the magazine rack appeared unmolested, though there were a few yellow bottles of motor oil lying face-down in the aisle, a few boxes of green detergent.
“Looks like someone got here ahead of us,” Mike said, his eyes moving across the front of the store. “Someone with a lot of need and not much cash to pay for it.”
“Let’s go check it out,” Keith said, one hand on the door latch while the other picked up his rifle.
Mike put a hand on his shoulder. “Wait a minute. You can’t go in there toting that.”
Keith frowned. “Why not? The place is empty.”
“Because if the police show up, they’re gonna think you’re the one who did it!”
“So you can tell them it wasn’t me.” Keith glanced back at Rudy. “Both of you can.”
“Yeah, right,” Mike said, laughing dryly. “Two more guys with guns.” He leaned across the gearshift and unlatched the glove compartment. The 9mm Colt fell into his hand. “Here,” he said, turning it and offering the grip to Keith, “take this instead. Keep it out of sight and leave the rifle here with me. The handgun’s better for close quarters anyway; besides, you won’t be able to carry anything with the rifle.”
Keith considered the points, still frowning as he gazed into the older man’s eyes, then accepted the logic as well as the pistol. A moment later the car door was open and he was walking toward the convenience store.
“Wait!” Rudy called, clawing at the unfamiliar recession of the door latch. “I’m coming with you!”

3


There lingered about the place a smell of scorched rubber, of adrenaline and spent gunshots, as if they’d just missed whatever happened. Fresh black tire tracks tore out of the lot, arcing north onto 10th. Rudy left his shotgun in the back seat, trusting that Keith would be able to handle anything inside the tiny store with the Colt. Mike laid the rifle across the driver’s seat and started pumping gasoline into the Cherokee’s thirsty tank.
Broken glass crunched and bit lightly into their shoes as Keith and Rudy stepped up to the door and pushed the empty frame inward. They paused and looked at one another, like two hunters who catch the same heavy scent. Despite the open windows, there was a dangerous mixture of odors still trapped beneath the glaring fluorescents. The first was sharp, black: gunpowder fired against a souring rush of sweat and adrenaline. Beneath that lay a broken coffee pot and a sticky pool of blood, then finally the queasy smell of leathery hot dogs and heated cheese, all above a thinning rime of cold mopwater and industrial disinfectant.
Behind the bulkhead of the cashier’s counter, a console linked to the gas pumps began tallying up gallons of unleaded supreme. Keith pulled the pistol from the pocket of his fatigues and pointed it at the empty space where the cashier should have been standing. Rudy looked up and saw a black and white video image of the two of them looking like they were robbing the place. He could also see that there was no one sprawled on the floor back there, just a spill of cigarette cartons. He pointed this out to Keith and his television image pointed back at him.
They found the clerk a few steps further, tumbled in the same direction as the smear over the Slurpee machine, his neck and the right side of his jaw turned to a dark, pulpy substance peppered with jagged flecks of bone. The name on his bloodied smock read: “JAVIAR”.
Javiar wasn’t the first or last dead man Keith or Rudy would ever see, but he was one of the last to remain contentedly on the ground after he died; at least with his head still attached. In that respect, Javiar was a very fortunate man.
Outside, a car sped by along 10th, blaring its horn at Mike. It broke the spell.
“Hurry,” Rudy said, stepping over the dead clerk. “Let’s get what we need and get out of here.” He began to scoop up boxes of dried fruit and cereal.
Keith stood where he was, gun dangling slackly at his side. He tore his eyes reluctantly from Javiar’s. “I won’t loot this store,” he said stubbornly.
“In a week or two it won’t be looting,” Rudy pointed out, continuing to fill his arms from the shelves. “It will be surviving.”
“We’re still a week or two from that distinction,” Keith argued. “Besides, we’re on videotape.”
“In two weeks this store will be an empty shell. You’ll be lucky to find a packet of salt or a dead rat.” Rudy stumbled past on his way to the counter and emptied his arms unceremoniously. He dug out his wallet and extracted his MasterCard. “My name is Rudy Cheng,” he said, holding the card up so the security camera could see. “Javiar is dead. I’m taking” — he quickly sorted through his items — “two boxes of raisins, four Grape Nuts, five Cream of Wheat and¼ four boxes of Instant Breakfast bars.” He dropped the card on the cash register and started to gather up his groceries. At the same time the gas register behind the counter finished clicking. He had to stand on tiptoes to see the final tally.
“And twenty-one forty-five in gasoline,” he added, moving toward the door.
Keith watched all this with the undisguised expression of a man who suspects he’s walking through the landscape of a dream, and very possibly not even his own. He looked down at Javiar (now certain of the fact) and began to pick random items off the shelves — a jar of grape jelly, a tin of sardines, a family-sized box of Cracker Jack. When he got to the counter he faced the camera and began counting out his cash, frowning as if it had all turned to drachma or lira in his pocket.
“Put it all on my tab,” Rudy told him, back for his second trip. “If that cash is still worth anything when the bill comes due, you can pay me then.”

Rudy noticed the holes in the store’s inventory on his second walk though. Aside from the cigarettes ripped from the hood above the counter, there was no beer left to speak of in the cold case; just a few 40-ounce bottles way in the back and a lonely six-pack of O’Doul’s, which really didn’t count as beer anyway.
Rudy shook his head as he passed on his way to the canned goods, hoping whoever murdered Javiar would be reduced to cannibalism once the party was over.
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The back of the Cherokee was nearly filled when the battered Chevy Suburban swung into the parking lot, the silhouettes of two men with billed caps in the front seat. They killed the headlights, settled on a slot in front of the ice machine, then the bills of their caps turned to regard Mike and Keith, who were shifting some of the items around in the back of the Cherokee. Rudy was still in the store, collecting a few last items that hadn’t immediately crossed their minds like toilet paper and tampons.
The doors of the Suburban creaked open as if they were old and arthritic, all its joints corroded with rust. The two men inside eased out, their boots touching softly on the asphalt.
Mike and Keith paused in their work, eyeing them with suspicion as they approached the pumps instead of entering the store, a .45 revolver swinging casually between them.
“Evening,” one of them said, tipping his Texas Rangers cap by way of greeting. His teeth were brown and gritty with tobacco, the sleeves of his shirt spattered with blood. “How y’all doin’ tonight?”
Mike shrugged beneath the raised hatch, aware that the rifle and the shotgun were in the front and back seats; useless and out of reach. “Could be better,” he admitted, reaching up and closing the hatch, locking all their groceries safely inside. He glanced at Keith, standing by the pump with a pale sheen of sweat slicking his forehead.
The second man, whose John Deere cap was soiled with greasy stains, looked inside the Cherokee and brought up the gun. “I gotta agree with you there, bro. Things could most definitely be a whole lot better. For you, that is.”
Texas began to strut around the Cherokee, his eyes gazing deep inside the windows. “Looks as if the two of you have been doin’ some shoppin’,” he commented, head bobbing with approval. “Gas tank all topped off too, I bet?” A greasy chuckle rose up into the kiosk, crackling off the white fluorescents. He looked at Keith with a lopsided grin. “Outstanding, Soldier, but it seems you’ve left your rifle there in the front seat, and I’m afraid that’s gonna cost you.” He reached behind his back and pulled a flashy pistol from his waistband. It was flat and chrome and its eye seemed to wink with gleeful intent.
“What is it you want?” Mike asked, looking back and forth between the two of them, the quaver in his voice unfortunate and unmistakable. He wondered if either of them had spotted Rudy’s shotgun yet. His eyes glanced beyond the immediate threat and saw the top of Rudy’s head over the store’s aisles, oblivious to what was happening out at the pumps.
“Well how about your keys to start with, seein’ as you’ve gone to all this trouble for us.” Texas held out his hand, palm up, bloodstains sewn into the lines crisscrossing there.
Mike reached into his pocket.
“Easy now,” Texas warned, arm stiffening, his thumb cocking back the hammer. “Take it nice and slow.”
The keys came out on a ring that trembled on the end of Mike’s finger. The keys to his apartment and the house on Quail Street were also on the ring. The apartment he didn’t give a damn about, but the sight of the house key gave him a moment’s hesitation. He saw the Cherokee pulling into the driveway, his bloodstained driver’s license clipped to the sun visor, the address clearly visible beside his smiling photograph, the face in the rearview mirror grinning beneath its Ranger’s cap.
He wondered if he was going to die here on the corner of 10th and Valley View and thought it strange he didn’t already know; this corner he’d passed a thousand different times…
The world seemed to be shrinking around him, folding itself up to the size of a brightly-lit stage, complete with guns and gas pumps.
“Hand ‘em on over,” Texas beckoned, tongue licking greedily at his lips. “C’mon now.”
The next thing he knew, the man had his keys.
The two thieves laughed softly, their guns relaxing the slightest bit, the cold metal seeming to bob and laugh right along, to nod and congratulate the men on their wolfish cunning.
Texas grinned at his companion. “Well Ed, what do you think? Should we just take their shit and leave, or should we have ourselves a little more fun?”
“Fun is fun,” Ed asserted, adjusting his John Deere cap, pulling it down so only the lower half of his face was visible, “so let’s have fun.” He gestured at Keith. “This one here’s been starin’ at me like he thinks I’m queer or something.” He coughed phlegmy laughter. “I’ll bet he wouldn’t mind gettin’ down on his knees and suckin’ my big old wad.” He started around the front of the Cherokee, arm stiff and the barrel of his gun pivoting on Keith. “Whadaya say, Soldier-boy? You’d like that, wouldn’t you?”
Texas nodded encouragingly. “Have him do it right here at the pumps, Ed. Give the folks drivin’ by a nice show. Let ‘em know that strange days are here.” He tipped back his cap and laughed. “Strange days, indeed.”
“Good idea,” Ed agreed, his free hand crawling downward like a blind spider, feeling for his fly. “Be just like back in stir.” The grin on his face hardened, turned black as he glanced at Texas. “Keep an eye on that one,” he warned, jerking his head in Mike’s direction. “See that he stays put.”
Ed’s fingers worked and his jeans slumped down around his knees. He cocked the hammer of his giant six-gun. “All right now,” he said, grinning at Keith. “Down on your knees.”
“Suck your own dick,” Keith said, his voice strained.
The .45 lashed out, describing an angry arc through the fluorescents, its notched barrel striking Keith hard across the right temple. The blood that pattered to the concrete pad looked black under the stuttering lights. Keith wiped his face and looked hard at Ed.
Ed smiled, all his teeth coming out for the occasion. “This here gun has real bullets in it, Soldier. Sure as I’m standin’ here, they’ll open you up like a goddamn zipper. I seen it once tonight already,” he assured them, shifting his eyes to include Mike. “Now you’ll get on your knees and do what I say or you’ll suck on this gas pump instead and when you’re done I’ll light you on fire. At this point I don’t particularly care which; I get off either way.”
Slowly, Keith planted his palms on the scuffed concrete and knelt down, his gaze never leaving the gleeful sparkle floating beneath the bill of the man’s cap.
“That’s more like it,” Ed grinned. He hitched his thumb into the waistband of his shorts and his penis fell out, limp and unwashed, like something that had been fermenting in the soil. The shadow of the gun hovered over Keith, threatening, but not quite steady. “Nice and gently now,” Ed instructed. “Make me feel it.”
Texas giggled, delighted with the show. His gun wandered slowly out of line with Mike.
Rudy, whose view of the proceedings was obscured by the gas pumps, stood at the checkout counter with a dozen or so bulky items and began sorting through them. “Stay Free Maxi-Pads,” he said in a loud, clear voice, holding up the package like an obscure offering to the security camera. “Six boxes.”
The declaration cut right through the broken windows and bounced across the parking lot, startling the two newcomers. Ed jumped, his head swiveling sideways as Texas swore out loud.
What happened next happened very quickly.
Keith Sturling had played a little football in high school, mostly running back, but he’d hit the blocking sleds enough to know what to do at that moment. The trick, as the coach had explained, was to run through the obstacle in your path, to make a ramrod of your body and not let it bounce you back on your ass. And that’s exactly what Keith did: launched himself at the spindly legs and elongated penis in front of him and ploughed through them like a bull in a Halloween corn maze.
Ed made a startled and breathless sound, something between a hiccough and a grunt, and as he hit the concrete the gun fired into the wings of the kiosk above their heads. One of the florescent tubes exploded and a hail of broken glass tinkled down.
Mike launched himself at Texas as the sleek, chrome pistol swung round toward Keith. Keith had his hand in his pocket now, reaching for the 9mm Mike had given him out of his glove compartment. He pulled it free, checked the safety, and pointed it at Ed, whose own gun had clattered away.
Rudy ran out of the store dropping tampons as Keith assumed a shooter’s stance and squeezed two quick rounds into Ed’s ribcage. His body twitched with the impact of each slug and then lay still in the bright glow of the filling station, his pants twisted around his ankles and his penis lying across his belly like a dead mackerel. Blood began to ooze out from under him, searching for cracks and channels in the concrete as Mike and Texas struggled for the shining silver gun.
The struggle ended when Keith walked over and put Mike’s pistol in the would-be thief’s face.
A shocking spray of blood and brain splattered against the gas pumps. The man’s Rangers cap flew away and landed near Rudy’s feet. It had a ragged hole the size of a baby’s fist punched through the crown.
The three men looked at one another in the ringing silence.
The world had suddenly changed. They found that they were changing with it.
Strange days, indeed.
“Grab that last load you went in for,” Mike told Rudy, then bent down and took the former Rangers fan’s gun from his cold, dead fingers. “Then let’s get the hell out of here.”
Keith took a step toward the Cherokee then stopped, his expression clouded, unable to recall what he’d been doing before the Suburban pulled into the lot.
“Grab that gun,” Mike said, pointing to Ed’s .45, lying several feet from the man’s outstretched hand. “And check their rig. See if they brought any spare ammunition.”
Keith nodded, grateful for the distraction.
Three minutes later they rolled back onto Valley View, heading west this time, back to Quail Street. Back home.
On the way they passed a brightly-lit Subway franchise. The booths were empty and the young girl behind the counter looked bored, ready to wrap up her meats and cheeses and close up for the night.
Rudy marveled at this, knowing that two blocks away a 7-Eleven had just crumbled off the face of the Earth.



Part Three

THE LIVING
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Three days passed.
During those three days gunshots could be heard at a distance and the electricity went on and off, as if a heated battle were being waged around a master switch at the local substation.
The men of Quail Street (a subdued Larry Hanna included) stood in a knot at the end of Bud Iverson’s driveway, trying to divine which way the storm was heading. For the most part it seemed confined to town, but occasionally a charged volley would erupt much nearer.
Rudy suggested they might better use the time reinforcing their homes, nailing up plywood and bracing their doors with 2x4’s, working in pairs to get it up quickly and efficiently. At the same time he broached the subject of a last safe fallback room with Larry, reminding him of his bomb shelter.
“Sounds reasonable,” Larry allowed, nodding his head. “I’ll have to clear it out; we’ve been using it for storage for years; Christmas stuff mostly, lights and decorations¼ I guess we won’t be needing any of that.” The thought seemed to deflate him, as if there was little else to live for.
“Not until December anyway,” Rudy said, offering a hopeful smile. “Do you need help cleaning it out?”
Larry glanced back at his house, regarding it with puffed cheeks and squinty eyes, as if calculating how many men it would take to lift the whole structure off its foundation and move it ten feet to the left.
“I think Jan and I can probably manage, but I’ll holler if we come across anything that might take an extra hand or two.” He turned back. “How soon will we need it?”
“I’d say the sooner we start moving in supplies, the better,” Mike ventured. A gunshot punctuated this sentiment and the men turned toward Kennedy Street. The war sounded like it was getting closer, perhaps as little as a quarter-mile away. It was hard to say once the echoes died away.
“All right,” Larry said, his voice gray and sluggish, as if he hadn’t been sleeping. “Why don’t I get right on that.” He turned and retreated toward his driveway.
“Well,” Keith said, hands on his hips, looking at the remainder of the group. “Where do we start?”
Bud and Rudy went to work on the east side of the street, beginning with the Iversons. Mike and Keith took up at the Sturlings.
“What about me?” Shane wanted to know, his eyebrow hoop gone and black eyeliner scrubbed away.
They put him on the Sturling’s rooftop with a rifle and a pair of binoculars.

2


Rudy held the sheet of plywood over the Iverson’s picture window while Bud hammered in the nails. They were long nails and took a long time to drive in, but once Bud got the top two corners secured, Rudy was able to let go of the sheet and pick up his own hammer.
“You know Larry a lot better than I do,” Bud said, pausing between windows to wipe his brow. “Do you think it’s a good idea to set up the safe room in his house?”
Rudy took a drink of water from his canteen. “He’s the one with the bomb shelter.” He shrugged and wiped his chin. “Can you think of somewhere better?”
Bud glanced next door at the Hanna’s. Larry and Jan might be inside clearing out the shelter, but all the curtains were drawn, so it was difficult to say what they might be doing. “It’s not the bomb shelter I’m questioning, it’s Larry. He doesn’t seem to be drifting on an even keel. I’m debating the wisdom of putting all our eggs in one basket and then giving them to him to hold.”
Rudy nodded. The same uncertainties had been nagging him for the past three days, yet he found himself wanting to defend Larry, or at least give him the benefit of the doubt. “I think he’s coming to terms with what’s happening; it’s just taking him a few more days to find his feet. I think the fact that he was out here today and willing to cooperate is a good sign.”
Bud reflected on this and nodded, donning his gloves again. “I’m just having a hard time reading him. One day he’s with us and the next he’s locked in his house, not answering the door or the phone. It gives me a bad feeling, right here.” He thumped his stomach. “I have this image of all of us pounding at his door while he’s inside his shelter, laughing at us.”
Rudy had visions as well, only in his Larry hadn’t been laughing, he’d been sobbing. All the rest amounted to the same though.
“Well, what do you suggest?”
Bud shook his head. “I’m not suggesting anything, mostly because I don’t know what we can do about it. I’d sure feel better if we had some sort of failsafe though, a guaranteed in.”
Rudy raised his eyebrows. “To a bomb shelter?”
“I know,” Bud sighed. “It doesn’t seem likely, does it?”
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Mike was helping Keith with his windows and caught himself gazing at the house across the street, wondering what had become of the Navaros. The house was still dark, with the exception of the porch light, which burned both night and day. Mike found it odd that Don Navaro had sat through their initial meeting, nodding his head in agreement and making suggestions, smoking one cigarette after another, only to disappear later that night without a word to anyone, taking his wife and his three young sons with him.
Perhaps something had happened when he returned home, something to do with his in-laws as Rudy had suggested, or perhaps the impact of what they’d been discussing hadn’t hit him until then, when he was sitting down to dinner with his family, and he simply decided it would be easier to run. Hightail it west and hope to God he could stay ahead of it.
Or perhaps he saw something on television he couldn’t quite handle; there was a lot of that going around these days. After Chicago, the programs that aired had become increasingly disturbing, increasingly surreal. He himself had switched the set on yesterday afternoon to find what looked like local coverage of a PTA meeting airing on CNN. The meeting, he learned, was being broadcast from an Atlanta middle school, though instead of discussing school lunches and sex education, they’d chained up a black man infected with Wormwood and were hacking bits and pieces of him away with a cleaver and a saw until he stopped trying to attack and devour his captors. Mike had watched, fascinated and disgusted, until there was nothing left to torment but a bloody ribcage with a head on top, and even then the eyes and mouth twitched sluggishly, as if dreaming. It wasn’t until a fat man with a US flag on his sweatshirt put a gun to its forehead and pulled the trigger did the dreams stop, and that was just about all Mike wanted to know. In fact, he hadn’t turned on his set since.
“You’re slipping a little down there,” Keith said, murmuring around the nails in his mouth, the hammer poised over his right shoulder, ready to drive.
“Sorry,” Mike said, readjusting his end of the board. “Woolgathering.”
The next half minute or so was filled with the sound of the hammer doing its work, a racket that neither of them felt like talking around, but when it stopped Keith took the nails out of his mouth and asked Mike if he was having any bad dreams about the “incident” at 7-Eleven.
“Nothing that precise,” Mike answered, testing the grip of the nails on the siding. “The dreams I’ve been having the past few nights are more… generalized. Like finding myself in some strange, dark house and wondering where I am? Where the people are who live there?” He dusted his palms and looked at Keith. “How about you?”
“I keep finding myself back at those gas pumps with a gun pointed at my face, waiting for Rudy to call out those Stay Free maxi-pads.” Keith shook his head. “Sometimes he never does. Then last night it was you and him holding the guns on me.”
Mike regarded his young neighbor for a long moment. “You did the right thing, you know. They were going to kill us.”
“I don’t doubt that,” Keith nodded. “It’s just that it… it’s hard to get it out of my mind. Right and wrong have nothing to do with it; I just never had to shoot anyone before.” He looked down at the nails in his hand then looked back at Mike. “You know?”
Mike nodded.
“I guess it’s something I’ll have to work out on my own.”
“Sure,” Mike agreed. “If it’s any consolation, I think I’d be more worried if you weren’t having those dreams. It shows you’ve got a conscience.”
Keith flashed a brief smile, looking somewhat relieved.
“To tell you the truth though,” Mike went on, “I don’t think any of us have any right to be looking forward to our dreams. Not for some time to come yet.” His eyes wandered again to the house across the street. “Maybe Don had the right idea there… getting out while he could.”
Keith glanced over at the porch light. “Naomi had an idea about that,” he said.
Mike turned his head. “Oh yeah?”
“Yeah. She had this crazy notion that they never really left.”
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Naomi Sturling emptied the shopping bag of all the first aid supplies and medications they’d gathered and spread them out on the Dawley’s dining room table, ready to draw up (as Pam suggested) an inventory of what they had.
“Be sure and check the expiration dates as you go,” Pam instructed. “Anything over four or five years old set aside for me to check. A lot of them are going to have lost their potency or just plain gone bad. It can happen a lot faster if people store their medications in the bathroom cabinet then fill the room up with steam every day from their shower. One year is the standard expiration date for prescription drugs, but if they’re properly stored they can last quite a bit longer. Pain pills and antibiotics we’re not going to have the luxury of being picky about, but there’s no point holding onto a five-year-old bottle of Viagra.”
“Nope,” Naomi agreed. “No point at all.”
The two women looked at one another across the cluttered expanse of the table then started to giggle. The giggles quickly turned to gales of helpless laughter.
Aimee Cheng walked out of the kitchen trailing the good smells of tomato soup and grilled cheese sandwiches, which she and Helen Iverson were fixing for twelve. “What’s funny?” she asked, a puzzled smile sketched on her face.
“Pam and I were just talking about dysfunctional bottles of Viagra,” Naomi answered, snorting laughter out her nose.
Aimee looked doubtfully at the loose jumble of medications on the table.
It only made them laugh all the harder.
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Shane Dawley put down the binoculars and turned on the radio. There was a slight breeze over the rooftops that sang with a seashell whisper against his earphones, but the stations were still broadcasting, still pleading with people to stay inside their houses and not participate in the wholesale looting that was occurring in some of the downtown areas. Troops from Camp Walter, a nearby army base, had been alerted and would be patrolling the streets and anyone caught looting would be shot on sight. The cycling message went on to give a list of phone numbers that listeners could call to report incidents or get help with various problems, most of them of a medical or psychological nature, though the station warned of long waits to get through. Two or three hours in some cases.
“As of yet there are no confirmed cases of the Yellowseed virus in this county,” a calm, recorded voice assured its listeners. “I repeat, there are no confirmed cases at this time in Bayard County.”
Shane switched off the radio as the message began to repeat itself. It was much the same up and down the dial: calm assurances, yet with a sense that there was no one behind the taped announcements; at least no one but a squad of armed soldiers ordered to secure the station and keep the messages rolling. For the past two days there had been very little variation: stay inside, don’t loot, troops are coming, shot on sight, no Yellowseed confirmed, and call these helpful numbers. Shane was beginning to wonder if any of it was true or simply designed to keep the population docile and off the streets, their doors locked tight as they sat and listened to a prerecorded message or a busy signal on the phone.
A stealthy movement caught his eye, down and to the right, something moving in the grassy shadows underneath the Quail Creek bridge. Shane brought up the rifle and peered through the scope.
A man in camouflage was gazing back at him.
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Mike and Keith were just finishing the front of the Sturling’s house when Shane shouted out on the rooftop above. With a sudden sour feeling in his gut, Mike trotted out to the middle of the yard (still holding his hammer), glanced left and right down Kennedy Street, then looked up at his son.
The boy was lying flat on the eastward slope of the roof, the rifle up to his eye and the business end pointed down toward the Sturling’s back yard.
“What is it, son?” Mike called up.
Shane cast a quick glance down at his father. “There’s a couple of men sneaking around underneath the bridge,” he answered, his voice almost a whisper, snatched away on the breeze.
Keith had joined Mike out on the lawn. “Are they armed?” he asked.
“I don’t know.” Another glance down, as if to assure himself they were still there. “As soon as I saw the first one, he ducked back into the shadows. The other just poked his head out a second ago.”
Rudy and Bud came trotting across the street. “What’s happening?” Bud asked, his voice sharp and gruff, as one who’s accustomed to giving commands and having them followed. Despite the frailness of his age, something in his blue-gray eyes looked twenty years younger.
“The kid says there’s a couple of men under the creek bridge,” Keith answered, “acting like unfriendlies, but he’s not sure if they’re armed or not.”
Bud nodded and squinted up at Shane. “Listen up, son,” he called, cupping his hands around his mouth to make himself heard. “If they start advancing toward the houses, fire a warning shot into the creek bed. If it takes more than one shot, then aim to kill. Is that understood?”
Shane opened his mouth to say something, then apparently changed his mind and let it go with a nod.
“Now hold on a minute!” Mike objected. “Shane’s only sixteen years old! You can’t order him to shoot down two men just because they happen to be hiding under a bridge!”
Bud leveled his eyes at Mike. “I told him to fire a warning shot,” he clarified. “If they keep coming after that then they want something from us and they’re willing to chance a bullet to get it. We don’t have the ammunition to play games with them.”
Rudy nodded. “He’s right, Mike.”
“But he’s my son!” Mike cried, pleading with them even though a harder, stonier part of him knew they were right. It asserted itself in the same calm, emotionless voice that told Keith Sturling he had been right to shoot two men dead at the 7-Eleven.
“We’re wasting time debating this,” Keith argued, pulling his service pistol from its holster. “Let’s go find out what they want!”
Bud nodded. “Someone go and get Larry and tell the women to get the kids down in the basement.” His eyes wavered between Mike and Rudy, deciding which of them to send.
Mike made the choice for him. “As long as Shane’s up there,” he said, pointing, “I’m staying.”
“I’ll go,” Rudy agreed, and without another word took off toward the Dawley’s, running fast and hard with his arms tucked at his sides and his head down, as if he’d been dropped from a helicopter into battle.
Up on the roof, Shane fired a shot. It galvanized the group.
Mike and Keith had their pistols out, ready to move. Bud’s shotgun and hunting rifle were across the street, leaning behind his front door. He’d given his own service pistol to his wife.
“Spread out between houses,” he told the two younger men, using a hand signal he hadn’t used since leaving Viet Nam, where he’d led a platoon of men — kids, really — through the green side of Hell. “I’ll cross Kennedy and try to circle around behind them. Send Rudy my way if he comes back with Larry.”
Keith nodded and the three of them broke apart.
Shane fired three more rapid shots from the rooftop.
Somewhere behind the houses, a voice screamed angrily in pain.
The first skirmish for Quail Street had begun.
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Shane glanced over his shoulder; saw Mr. Cheng running across his front lawn, and when he looked back through the rifle scope there were two men creeping out from the tangled shadows of the creek bed. They looked like deer hunters, both dressed in camouflage and both toting rifles.
Shane aimed five steps ahead of them and put a steel-jacketed round into the weeds on the opposite bank. The two men dropped out of sight, but didn’t retreat back to the concrete safety of the bridge.
“Go away,” Shane whispered, wishing them gone before he had to fire a second shot. “Get out of here.”
Below the eaves, Mr. Iverson was talking to his father and Mr. Sturling, using a voice that sounded like it was coming from an old World War II movie. Shane moved the scope slightly and looked back under the bridge. A third man in olive camouflage was aiming a rifle at him.
Without thinking, he fired off three quick shots, using the tight pattern that always worked so well for him in video games. The man fell back beneath the bridge, screaming in pain.
At the same time, the two deer hunters broke cover and ran toward the houses.
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Bud heard the shots as he was hustling his 62-year-old ass across Quail Street and the jungle closed in on him again. Thirty-six years evaporated in a heartbeat and he was back in the forsaken country, half a world away.
He reached his front door and the illusion shattered. He found himself standing in the diffuse daylight of his tiled foyer, his car keys on a small table in front of him, his reflection gazing back from the flat depths of a mirror. Nightmare and reality overlapping.
Move, an inner voice urged and he broke eye contact with the illusion, reaching for his rifle. He checked to see that it was loaded, a bullet in the breach, and ready to fire. He thumbed off the safety on his way out the door.
Small arms fire erupted from the opposite side of the street, the combatants hidden somewhere behind the houses.
Bud swore and abandoned his plan to circle around the bridge, the time for surprise now flown. He checked up and down Quail Street and saw Rudy crossing from the Dawley’s to the Hanna’s, his brand-new shotgun in hand. In his haste he’d left the Dawley’s front door wide open.
Sloppy, Bud thought to himself, frowning. He made a straight line for it, the jungle stuttering back on him, coming and going in flashes, in green vines and palm fronds at the periphery of his vision.
A rifle sang out, hard and clear, and a patch of cedar shingles splintered off the shallow apex of the Sturling’s roof. Mike Dawley’s son ducked down out of sight, no more than three feet from the blast, frantically shaking cartridges out of a Winchester box.
Bud hurried across the Dawley’s front lawn, feeling old and stiff, an easy target for anyone who happened to break through their defenses.
What defenses? he asked himself, thinking they’d just gotten started with their hammers and nails, and a fat lot of good that plywood was doing them now.
He’d forgotten how quickly war could erupt from a clear blue sky, dealing out death with bloody red fingers. How was that possible? Thirty-six years in the suburbs and he’d forgotten that simple fact like an address or telephone number he no longer had any use for.
The soles of his Sunday loafers flapped on concrete and he stumbled through the Dawley’s front door, huffing and puffing as if he’d run an uphill mile instead of a flat 50 yards. He slammed the door and twisted the deadbolt, taking little comfort in the reinforced oak. Two men with rifles and an urgent sense of purpose would make quick work of the lock, and from the sporadic sound of gunfire out back, running along the banks of the creek, they were a long way from safety.
A pot of tomato soup was still simmering on the stove, Bud noticed, crossing to the sliding glass pane looking out on the back patio. He stood to the side, his back against the wall, rifle at the ready, and surveyed the back yard before plunging into the fray.
The front line seemed to have fallen back toward the bridge, with Mike and Keith at a middle distance, their guns poised to take shots around a black walnut and a line of cedars in Keith’s back yard.
Bud slid the door quietly open and a man in green camouflage appeared, a gun at the ready, close enough to touch. Bud realized that he knew the man: that he worked at the garage where he had his snow tires put on and taken off every year. The gun cracked abruptly between them and suddenly Bud was back inside the Dawley’s dining room, sprawled across the table with a bullethole in his guts.
The man from the garage followed him inside, mud squeaking on his boots, mixing with Bud’s blood and leaving smeared prints on the caramel colored vinyl. He raised his pistol so the barrel was pointed at Bud’s chest.
“Sorry about this, old timer,” he said gruffly, “but you’re better off this way.”
He pulled the trigger and Bud winked out like a blown candle.
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Rudy heard the shot that killed Bud, but his ears didn’t differentiate it from the rest of the gunshots leading him to the west side of the street.
Larry had taken a long time to answer his door, and it had taken longer still to convince him to get his gun and leave the safety of his house; so long, in fact, that Rudy was a hair’s-breadth from seizing him by the shirtfront and hauling him screaming into the cul-de-sac, rifle or no rifle. Larry didn’t want to leave his family, he didn’t want to leave his bomb shelter, though Rudy argued that if the invaders got a toe-hold in the neighborhood, it would only be a matter of time before they took it all, Larry’s house and family included.
Jan Hanna, who was crouched on the basement stairs with her two young sons, agreed with this assessment and Larry reluctantly picked up his rifle, following Rudy down the front steps just as Bud was taking his first bullet. They crossed Quail Street with their heads down, moving at a fast crouch toward the narrow wedge of lawn that separated Rudy’s house from the Dawley’s.
They crept cautiously down the slope to the creek, ducking behind a fat blue spruce.
Quail Creek was not a daunting waterway; for most of the year, it was a pleasant stream of run-off from Hudson Pond; a murky green reservoir that waxed and waned with the seasons of the year. At present, however, the creek was running in its banks as if it actually had somewhere to go. They peered around the spruce, discovering they had an excellent vantage of two men crouched beneath the Quail Creek bridge. A third man, dressed in sodden camouflage, lay face-down in the water a dozen or so steps away.
The men under the bridge didn’t seem to see them; they were shooting toward the houses and Mike and Keith were returning their fire, keeping them pinned down in the shadows.
Rudy laid a hand on Larry’s arm, motioning him down, out of sight.
“Can you hit one of them from here?” he asked, nodding at the target rifle. “The shotgun isn’t going to do much good at this distance.”
Larry looked downstream. Roughly 100 feet separated them, an easy distance for the heavy-barreled rifle, but Larry had never shot at a living target before. Lines of doubt tugged at his face.
“I don’t know,” he admitted, lifting the stock to his shoulder and squinting through the scope. This only made matters worse, for now he could clearly see the faces of the men he was supposed to kill. He could count their gold fillings and the rings around their eyes. He let the barrel dip and glanced at Rudy, his mouth trembling. “I’ve never shot anyone before.”
Rudy nodded in sympathy. “Neither have I, but I’ll do it if you don’t think you can.”
Larry gave him the rifle. “There’s a bullet in the chamber. It only holds one, so you’ll have to eject the shell and load another before you can fire again,” Larry reminded him, then reached into his pocket for a handful of brass. “I brought some spare ammunition.”
“Get ready to load it for me,” Rudy said, setting his shotgun aside and lifting the gun to his shoulder. “When I pull back the bolt, put in another round.”
“All right,” Larry said, nodding nervously. He picked a bullet out of his palm.
Rudy gazed down the barrel, saw one of the men raise a hunting rifle toward Keith’s rooftop, then saw a thin lick of flame a fraction of a second before the sound of the shot came rolling past. He sighted on the man’s chest, just below the left shoulder, and squeezed the trigger.
He lifted his head from the scope and pulled back the bolt, ejecting the spent casing. Larry was staring down the creek. “You hit him,” he said, amazed.
“Load the rifle,” Rudy told him flatly, glancing at the bullet floating between Larry’s thumb and forefinger.
“Whoops.” Larry plugged the round into the breach and Rudy slammed it home. “Sorry.”
By the time Rudy got his eye back to the scope, the second man had swung his rifle around and was sighting in on them. “Get down,” he warned Larry and his finger twitched on the trigger, discharging the bullet against the side of the bridge, digging out a chipped splinter of concrete.
Larry took that as a call to retreat and took off running, making a beeline back to his house and the safety of his bomb shelter, leaving the rifle with Rudy but taking the handful of ammunition with him.
Rudy swore and tossed the useless rifle aside, reaching for his shotgun and suppressing a wild urge to send a load of buckshot after his neighbor. He scurried up the slope of the Dawley’s side yard, ducking behind the thickest part of the spruce to get clear of the gunman’s line of sight.
An angry shot whizzed past and ricocheted up the hillside. It was answered by a shot from the Sturling’s roof. Rudy circled around the spruce and saw Mike and Keith break cover, firing a fresh volley into the murmuring shadows beneath the bridge.
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Standing in the kitchen of the Dawley house, his rifle pointed out the sliding glass door, Tad Kemper was sighting in on a tall man behind a walnut tree when a furtive creak in the flooring behind him warned that he wasn’t alone.
He let the tall man go for the moment and turned toward the dining room, the rifle at his hip, ready to gutshoot anyone who stepped out of the murky brown shadows.
“Mike?”
A woman’s voice: muffled, coming from somewhere to the right and slightly down. Basement, he thought, smiling.
“Mike, what’s happening up there?”
No nearer now than she was at first, yet the slow creak continued on as she shifted her weight on the squeaky riser, trying to make up her mind whether to come upstairs or stay put.
Tad moved cautiously from the back door, treading as softly as his boots would carry him. The riser stopped creaking and he froze, listening to the low whisper of voices that took its place; coming from somewhere behind a closed door between the dining room and the back hall.
At least two of them, Tad thought, his smile spreading. It was a dark and cadaverous smile, all the warmth and humanity eaten away. The trip up the hill had been his idea. It had occurred to him the previous evening while gazing out the back window of his tiny house on Lyle Street, seeing the lights in the homes above him twinkling like stars — distant and detached from the rest of the world, as if what was happening down in the streets of town couldn’t touch them.
At that point Tad had already killed two people. His boss had been the first, for trying to stop him from walking out of the garage with an expensive tool set. And his wife had been the other.
So far, his conscience had little to say about either killing.
The truth be known, he’d been daydreaming about putting an end to Audrey ever since finding out about her affair with Jed Robinson last fall. Robinson lived down the block and taught art classes at the college. A born pussylicker if Tad had ever seen one. He had admitted to these murderous urges in the office of the marriage counselor he and Audrey had gone to for a few weeks, but somehow he couldn’t quite rid himself of them, nor the indelible, overriding image of his wife fucking another man: her back arched as she rocked and moaned with pleasure; a pleasure that he himself, apparently, had never been able to give her.
Now she lay in a dark corner of the garage, her fucking days over for good. He’d been washing her blood from his hands at the kitchen sink when the twinkling lights had caught his eye, almost beckoning.
And with Audrey gone, he was going to need a new place to stay.
It just seemed natural to shoot for the stars, so he called up some of his poker and hunting buddies: Stan Lizotte, Bret Chastain, Greg Mashburn, Jimmy Nye. Only Nye had backed out on him, but then old Jimmy had always had a yellow streak in him, so that was no big loss. Probably would have shot himself in the foot by now anyway.
It occurred to Tad, standing there in the Dawley’s kitchen (and didn’t it seem that his best ideas came to him either in the bathroom or the kitchen?), that if you were without a wife or a steady girl and you were going to rob a man of his house and possessions, you might as well rob him off his woman too, because a man could get to feeling mighty lonely up here amongst the stars, waiting for some ripe piece of pussy to fall into his lap, so there was something to be said, perhaps, for a certain quality of mercy…
So long as one of the women had a face or a nice pair of jugs on her.
With that thought in mind, Tad Kemper moved a step closer to the door and the whispering voices.
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“Is that it?” Keith wondered, glancing at Mike. “Did we get them all?”
There were two bodies sprawled under the bridge, another upstream behind Mike’s house, but neither of them was sure that that was the extent of the raiding party.
Mike looked up at Shane, his boy, who’d had a hand in putting down two of them. “We count three,” he called, still kneeling beside the creek, his pistol at the ready. “Is that all?”
Shane’s head rose slightly in silhouette against the sky. “Where are they?” he shouted back down.
Keith pointed. “Two here,” he said, then moved his arm, “and one up behind your place.”
Shane hesitated. “There were two of them running toward the house.”
Mike frowned. “Are you sure.”
“Positive.”
Mike rose up on the balls of his feet, ready to drop again if someone took a potshot at him. He could see the back of his house, but it was dark and mute, holding its breath, wives and children somewhere inside its belly. He glanced fretfully at Keith. “You don’t think one of them got inside, do you?”
Keith was frowning; clearly the same concern had crossed his mind. “It’s awful quiet,” he conceded.
Mike raised an eyebrow. “Is that good or bad?”
“Well good, I suppose.” Keith shook his head. “But I think we better check it out right away.”
Mike nodded and glanced about, looking for Bud or Rudy. “Where the hell is everyone?”
“We ought to check that out too. Could be that one or two of them got tagged.”
Mike surveyed the land between the creek and his back patio, looking at it in a way he’d never honestly considered before, as if it were a battlefield, laden with mines and foxholes. “How do you want to go about this?” he asked. “You’re trained in this sort of thing.”
“Straight from here to my house,” Keith said, his eyes checking the bushes, marking the windows, “then under the eaves to your place. We’ll cut between the two houses and go in through the front, that way if anyone’s watching they’ll lose sight of us. They won’t know where the hell we’re going.”
Mike nodded. “All right.”
“I’ll go first,” Keith said, checking his gun. “Stay spaced apart and keep your head down, especially crossing in front of the windows.”
“Okay.” Mike took a deep breath. “What about Shane?”
“Tell him to keep his eyes open. He can cover us.”
“I mean is he going to be safe up there?”
“As safe as any of us, I guess. He did some good shooting.”
Mike hesitated. “I don’t want to lose him.”
“I know you don’t.” Keith studied the rooftop and the wide stretch of lawn. “But right now it’s out of our hands. The sooner we get the area secured, the safer we’ll all be.”
“Let’s do it then,” Mike said, impatient for it to happen.
Keith nodded, positioning himself to run while Mike signaled their intention to move to his son.
Shane gave him a thumb’s-up, reshouldering the rifle.
“Wait until I get to the back of the house before you follow,” Keith said over his shoulder, then took off across the grass, bent over in a crouching stride.
A few seconds later Mike was pounding in his footsteps.
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Pam Dawley was moving up the basement stairs when the door above her opened, revealing a fat, scruffy-looking man she’d never seen before. He had a rifle in his hands and, despite his angry shout to stay where she was, Pam backpedaled and ducked out of sight before he could take aim and stop her. The bullet he fired exploded within the close confines of the stairwell and smashed through a corner of the basement wall, blasting out splinters of ragged pine and a chalky cloud of atomized drywall.
The basement filled up with screams and the women turned like gazelles, stampeding to the far side of the room, Aimee Cheng herding and shoving her three children ahead of her.
The Dawley basement was not an especially large one. It had two small bedrooms, a bathroom with a shower stall, an unfinished space where the furnace and washer and dryer could chug and belch to their heart’s content, and a somewhat larger room that could be used for recreation or storage. What windows it had were small and set high on the walls, revealing only overgrown shrubs or pale glimpses of sky. The only exit was narrow and opened (with effort, since it was seldom used) into a concrete stairwell leading to the back yard. All of which did them little good since it stood, with the bath and bedrooms, on the opposite side of the interior stairs, leaving them nowhere except the dry darkness of the furnace room to retreat to.
Tad Kemper knew none of this, but he knew he had them on the run; that he was the wolf and they were the rabbits, their hearts thump-thumping as they scurried to the dead-end reaches of their warren. There was a fleeting moment of doubt as he turned the blind corner at the bottom of stairs, an unsettling image of one of them pointing a trembling shotgun in his direction, but as he swung his rifle around and crouched behind it, the room stood empty in front of him.
Confidence and certainty came flooding back. “Ladies?” he called, a toothy smile between his lips.
A hushed whisper met his ears: pleas for mercy… a prayer to a god who no longer mattered? His rabbits were hiding, shivering against one another in the dark.
“Come out, come out wherever you are!” he called, advancing slowly around a chipped coffee table, his bug-eyed reflection creeping across a gray television screen from left to right.
“Your men are all dead!” he laughed, pausing a moment to enjoy the joke. “Maybe you didn’t hear it, but I just shot the last one upstairs… an old duffer in a gray sweatshirt. Blew his fucking guts out all over the dining room table.”
A strangled sob broke from the darkened doorway, accompanied by more whispers.
“Go upstairs and look if you don’t believe me,” Tad invited, his rifle like a stiff cock in his hands, the thought of shooting it enough to get him off. “Go ahead,” he grinned, filling the doorway. “I can wait.”
A pale, lithe shape moved against the shadows. Far back against the brooding gray box of the furnace, a small child started to cry.
“Leave us alone,” a woman’s voice said, cracked and aged, hidden somewhere in the gloom.
“Sorry,” Tad said sadly, shaking his head, “but I have plans for you ladies. Each and every one of you.”
“Please,” another voice implored, younger and more supple to his ear. “At least let the children go.”
“Where will they go?” Tad wondered. “There’s no one left to take care of them.” He grinned.
Shifting shapes amongst the shadows. Fresh sobs as he stepped with his rifle through the doorway.
“I’m warning you,” the first voice choked, thick with emotion, ready to break into pieces.
Tad laughed softly and took another step.
Then something clicked in the dark and his smile melted clean away.
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Even before the grinning, troll-shaped monster had come pounding down the stairs, Helen Iverson had known in an essential part of her that something outside had gone wrong. Horribly wrong. Being a practical, level-headed woman of Midwestern stock, she gave little to no credence to the notion of ESP or precognition or whatever nonsense they were calling it these days, but she knew that her partner of 37 years had been taken from her. It was as simple as a familiar hand dropping from her grasp, nothing more and nothing less.
The gray sweatshirt Bud had been wearing…
The thought of facing the world alone…
The troll in the doorway laughed and a piece of her turned silently to stone.
“Leave us alone,” she told it, taking Bud’s pistol from its holster without even realizing what she was doing. She touched the safety, felt it move beneath her finger. Since Rudy and the others had come back from the quick-mart, Bud had fitted her with a shoulder holster and insisted she take the gun with her whenever she left the house. Now it was in her hand and she thanked Bud for that, though in her heart she knew he was dead. She thanked him for teaching her how to shoot when they were younger. When the world was brighter, more vibrant.
The troll blurred in the doorway when Aimee asked it to let the children go.
A tremendous counterbalance tipped inside her, like an old tree coming begrudgingly out of the ground, its long roots torn and black with soil.
“I’m warning you…” Helen sobbed, though by that point she had already made up her mind. To let this creature run amuck, to allow it to take even one step further, would be an affront to everything she and Bud held dear or believed in; to order and decency, to civilization and the ideals of justice and humanity, not to mention God and morality. And if God was somehow responsible for letting this monster loose upon the world, He’d also put the gun in her hand to stop it.
The troll’s head swung her way. It laughed and took a step.
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Rudy spotted Mike and Keith rounding the far side of the Dawley house and hurried to join them on the front doorstep.
“How many are left?” he wondered, his heart beating rapidly in his chest, his blood bright with adrenaline.
“Just one, we think,” Keith answered, crouched in the shadow of the eaves, eyes sweeping the far side of the street.
“You’re not certain?” Rudy looked ready to run back to his spruce.
Mike put a hand on the front door, as if feeling for fire; divining what lay on the other side. He glanced back at Rudy before grasping the knob. “There are three bodies down at the creek. Shane thought one might have made it to the back of the house.”
“And he’s inside?” Rudy rose from his crouch, the thought of his wife and children trapped inside with such a desperate man suddenly became intolerable, a torment.
“We thought it might be a good idea to check,” Keith said sourly. His eyes narrowed, glimpsing a hitch in the curtains at the Hanna’s across the cul-de-sac. “Where’s Bud and Larry?” he asked.
Rudy swallowed. “Larry panicked and ran back to his house.”
“Motherfuck,” Keith swore.
“I’m not sure where Bud is.”
“Well I’m going in,” Mike said flatly, turning the doorknob and inching forward, his eye to the widening crack between the door and the jamb. His face and jaw went through a series of contortions, like a man shaving with an uncertain razor. He glanced back at Rudy and Keith. “Entry looks clear.”
Keith nodded and the three men crept into the house.
Down a tunnel of silent hallway, they saw Bud’s body splayed beneath the dining room table. His blood was a still pond that reflected the muted sunlight.
“Oh shit,” Mike swore, his voice dry and despondent, a coarse whisper. “I thought he was going to circle around the bridge,” he protested, as if, allowing that, Bud couldn’t possibly be in his dining room, couldn’t possibly be dead.
“He must have seen something that changed his mind,” Keith said, letting it go at that.
A woman’s voice moaned beneath them, muffled to blunted emotion by the carpet and the floorboards, to each man sounding like his wife.
Then a man’s dark laughter rose behind it and they realized they’d come too late.
“Where are the stairs?” Rudy cried, rising to his full height as the first gunshot cracked below.
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A blast like a sonic boom ripped through the room and Tad felt his face go numb. He reached up and found his hat gone, with something like yolk and broken eggshells running down the right side of his head.
A vengeful angel stepped out of the shadows, pointing a gun at him. His rifle was no longer in his hands. It lay at his feet, miles away. He looked at his hands and saw that they were painted red, with flecks of cottage cheese and hair stuck to his fingers.
The angel bared her teeth in a terrible grimace and shoved the gun into his surprised face.
He heard a distant explosion, like artillery falling, and that was all.
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If there was any doubt the world had changed, it ended that afternoon on Quail Street, even before they climbed out of the basement and saw Bud Iverson’s body where it had fallen beneath the table.
The basement itself was a crimson stain, a house of horrors that each and every one of them had to walk through, the children included. Helen had done a very thorough job with her husband’s gun, a fact that she made no apologies for.
Upstairs, she took in the dining room as if it were a sight she’d already seen, somewhere deep within a dream. A short sound escaped her, like a seasoned fighter taking a sharp body blow, then her face hardened, as if reminded of the others around her. A single long tear rolled down her cheek, though she seemed unconscious of it.
Pam Dawley went to the linen closet and came back with a thick blanket, which she spread out on the kitchen floor for Bud. Naomi Sturling pulled back the dining table and her husband crouched down with Mike and Rudy to move Bud into the receiving arms of the blanket.
They carried him home and, after they left, Helen washed him and dressed him in his best gray suit.
Later, as she was sewing a fresh sheet around him for a shroud, the electricity went off in the cul-de-sac for good. The reading lamp in the corner winked out but she hardly noticed. Later still, as twilight fell, she lit candles around him to keep her vigil.
Shortly after eight o’clock, a knock sounded on her front door: light and apologetic, embarrassed by the intrusion. Helen rose from the bed, smoothed the wrinkles out of her dress, and went to let them in.
Rudy and Shane had dug a grave for Bud in the garden and, with the moon looking down over their shoulders, they buried him there.
All of Quail Street.
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Tad Kemper and his three companions didn’t fare so well.
It had been Mike’s intention to bury them across the creek or below the bridge, somewhere out of sight and mind. He was mulling over the various possibilities when Keith came in from the back yard to help him carry Tad (yes, they’d gone through their wallets, putting a name — and in Tad’s case, a face — to each of the bodies) out to join the others. They were stacked beneath the shady arch of the bridge, waiting for a grave to be decided upon and a hole dug large enough to receive all four of them.
Mike had spent the better part of the morning in his basement, his wife’s rubber gloves stretched tightly over his hands as he stripped Tad of any useful items in his pockets, then rolled him up in a black plastic tarp. He worked gingerly at first, not wanting to touch anything, disgusted with the congealed splatters of blood and brain, but by the time he had the tarp rolled out, he’d become somewhat accustomed to Tad and even found the stomach to marvel at Helen’s handiwork. With two rounds she’d managed to rob him of any intellect or identity he might have possessed. Portions of his lower jaw were still intact, but everything above that was broken into pieces and open to interpretation. It was a lesson in ballistics and anatomy that Mike was unlikely to forget.
“What do you want to do with them?” Keith asked, his hands in his pockets, eyes regarding the black, bungee-wrapped parcel against the wall.
“I guess dig a hole anywhere that’s easy and out of sight,” Mike sighed, peeling off his yellow gloves and looking at his hands in distaste. They were pruned and clammy, fishbelly white. “Some spot where we won’t hit a lot of rocks or tree roots.”
Keith nodded as if he’d decided that much himself, but looked like he had something more to suggest.
Mike narrowed his eyes. “Did you have something else in mind?”
“Actually, I do,” Keith admitted, “but I don’t know how you’ll take it, much less the rest of the block.”
Mike smiled thinly, wondering if the day could hold any more shocks or surprises. “I guess we won’t know until you tell me.”
Keith hesitated. “It’s sort of barbaric; medieval, you might say… but it might keep this sort of thing from happening again.”
“Well I’m all for that,” Mike said. “Let’s hear it.”
Keith told him his idea and watched as Mike’s expression shifted; not as badly as he’d feared, but enough to know that he’d been right: it was barbaric. Yet at the same time it held a certain persuasion, a logic seldom seen outside times of war or anarchy; but then, hadn’t they fallen on such times?
The black bundle against the wall seemed to indicate that they had. That it wasn’t necessarily a new world they were facing, but a very old one.
Mike nodded, acknowledging the merits of the idea. “I can tell you right now the women aren’t going to like it. They’d just as soon forget these bastards.”
Both men, however, found their wives unexpectedly easy to sway. Barbaric or not, they had no desire to repeat the experience. They expressed some initial concerns for the younger children, but Rudy laid these aside, reminding them that his son and daughters had been trapped in the Dawley’s basement as well. The experience had already marked them, and this idea that Mike and Keith were proposing might give them a sense of justice, or closure, or simply a reason to hope it wouldn’t happen again.
“If these four men are the worst we have to face in the coming days, I’ll be extremely grateful,” Rudy concluded. “So if there are no other objections, I think we should go ahead.”
There were objections, of course; most of them from Larry and Jan, who had two young sons of their own; but since no one had seen Mark or Brian Hanna set foot out of the house in the last few days (and since Larry himself had been of little to no help during the recent crisis), these were overruled or outright ignored.
And since they were still living in a democracy, at least to the border of Kennedy Street, Keith’s proposal was carried.
Helen lent Rudy the keys to Bud’s old pickup and the men of Quail Street (including Shane but minus Larry, who had left the meeting in a huff) drove through the Sturling’s yard to the creek and brought back the four corpses.
The women (minus Jan, who’d followed in her husband’s footsteps) remained at the Cheng’s to make placards out of posterboard left over from Sarah’s 7th grade science project and an assortment of waterproof markers.

18


“TRESPASSER” proclaimed the first, rendered in large black letters and slung around the man’s neck.
“THIEF” shouted another, this one in dark blue and worn by the man Rudy had shot with Larry’s rifle.
“TRANSGRESSOR” accused a third in green. There had been some debate about this appellation, as it sounded archaic, almost biblical to the modern ear.
“Good,” Rudy nodded, pleased with the connection. “Perhaps they’ll think back on their Sunday School lessons.”
The worst of the placards was saved for Tad Kemper. “MURDERER” it screamed in dripping red blocks, and since he had little in the way of a head to hang it from, they pinned it to his chest.
Bret Chastain, the trespasser, was bound with clothesline and thrown over the side of the Kennedy Street bridge, where he dangled and spun in the hollow of the arch like a feast for a giant spider.
Greg Mashburn, the thief Shane had shot from his rooftop vantage, hung on a bright orange extension cord from the arm of the streetlamp at the intersection of Kennedy and Quail.
Stan Lizotte, the fabled transgressor, was spread by the arms, Christlike, between two power lines directly over Kennedy Street.
And Tad Kemper, murderer, was tied to the crotch of an apple tree in the Navarro’s side yard, his ruined face grinning up through the blossoms at the sky, arms thrown back as if he’d been cast out of Heaven.
They grew more terrible to behold with each passing day, but they worked. They were the last outsiders to venture up Quail Street.
Not that it mattered much in the end.
Six days later, with the coming of Wormwood, the street found a way of spawning its own nightmares.
It started at the Navaro’s, in the house everyone thought abandoned…



Part Four

THE NAVAROS
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Don Navaro had seen the news footage coming out of cities like New York and Philadelphia, and he thought Rudy Cheng was a pretty sharp guy, seeing how the wind was blowing. It made sense to Don to come up with a contingency plan in case Wormwood or Yellowseed or whatever they were calling it came knocking at their doors. Bud Iverson was no slouch in the brains department either, so when the two of them got together to call a neighborhood meeting, Don was glad to be invited.
They had sipped Mrs. Cheng’s lemonade and iced tea, watched an army base overrun on TV, then turned the set off to discuss practical methods and strategies for dealing with the problem.
Don himself had a few ideas, which he shared with the group, then when the meeting was over he walked back home, cracked a beer, lit another cigarette and turned on the television to the same news coverage (yes, he nodded, there was the same screaming soldier on the same flimsy utility shed) and asked his wife Irene where the boys were.
“In Zack’s room, playing ninja turtles,” she replied, the smell of ground beef and onions filling the house.
“How about the baby?” he wondered, looking about the living room for a bundle of blankets.
“He fell asleep after his bottle, so I put him down in his crib,” Irene answered, her voice muffled and distracted; turned away from him.
Don put his feet up and sighed. He drank his beer and frowned at the television.
A silhouette appeared in the kitchen arch, a shadow caught in the corner of his eye. “You could go wake him up if you want,” she suggested, pulling his attention away from the screen. “He shouldn’t sleep much longer or he’ll fuss all night.” She made a face at the television. “He doesn’t need to listen to that though. Neither do you,” she added, hands on her hips. “You know how you get.”
“I know,” Don admitted, stubbing out his cigarette. He pointed the remote at the set, ground his molars, and the army base went away, replaced by a milky gray eye that gazed resentfully back at him. Restless, Don put down the recliner and got up to check on the baby.
His two older boys were bickering behind the door to Zack’s room, fighting over some colored piece of plastic that would be meaningless in a week or less. The nursery, however, was cool and quiet; a softly-padded oasis that pulled him in and whispered how much nicer it would be if he closed the door and locked it behind him. Just for a few minutes, until the sick, feverish feeling left his head.
Out the window, the last of the day’s sunlight was creeping slowly up the backyard fence. Don stared at it for a while through the soft, blue window sheers, then looked down at his four-month-old sleeping soundly in his crib. His son’s breathing was clear and regular; his expression peaceful, serene.
Don envied him that: to sleep without worries, untouched by dreams.
You know how you get, his wife’s voice reminded.
Yes, he knew. That was why his stomach always ached, always seemed to tie itself in knots, as if tensing for a blow. Why he started having night terrors and panic attacks after the birth of his first son, why he still had them despite the increasing medications his doctor had prescribed. He was a born worrier, a condition he’d inherited from his mother and one that kept him on constant edge about his job, his marriage, his children, his health and every other ripple which rocked his boat on any given day, be it large or small. He worried about driving his car, about having a panic attack while standing in line at the supermarket. He worried about terrorists and smallpox, overpopulation and global warming. He worried about the fact that half a million uncharted asteroids were whizzing about the Earth’s path, flirting with extinction. In short, he worried about everything. Every bad break or doomsday scenario that came rolling down the turnpike, be it real or imagined.
Not even his imagination, however, had been fertile enough to spawn Wormwood, which had become his latest preoccupation. The mother of all worries.
And there was no question in his mind that it was coming, spreading like a shroud across the land, yet up until now he had been holding out some hope that it might be stopped, neutralized somehow, or quarantined. That hope had since died, shriveling like an orange blossom under the heat of a blowtorch. He could even pinpoint the exact time and location of its death: that same afternoon at Rudy Cheng’s house, as they watched the army base overrun with the crazed victims of the plague.
If the United States Army couldn’t stop it, what chance did regular folks like they have? Oh they’d made plans, plans concerning foodstuffs, bottled water and guns, but Don was fairly certain that the army base had those things as well, for all the good it had done them.
All it took was one infected person within the perimeter and the game was over. Finished.
Still gazing into the crib, he reached down and gathered up the soft, malleable bundle. “C’mon, little guy,” he whispered, planting a kiss on his son’s head as he started to kick and fuss, less than thrilled to be woken.
Don held him and looked out the window. The sun was gone, slipped over the fence and gone while he was busy worrying. All that was left were some torn snatches caught high in the branches of the neighboring elm, and soon these would be gone as well.
Leaving him nothing but darkness and despair.
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He watched them eat, wishing he could join them, but knowing he had work to do later, a father’s grim responsibility in the face of the coming terror.
“What’s the matter with you?” his wife wondered, a look of concern crossing her features when she saw he wasn’t eating, merely pushing food around with the tines of his fork.
He shrugged doggedly, the weight of his decision crushing him. “Not hungry, I guess.”
“Well you have to eat something,” she insisted, frowning at her casserole dish, as if it had somehow betrayed her. “You know what the doctor said; you’ll get sick if you don’t eat.”
He nodded, taking a bite to please her, holding it in a lump on his tongue, putting the lump back on his fork the minute she looked away, then lowering the fork back to his plate.
It bought him some time.
When Irene looked at his plate again, Zack and Chase were already drowsy; falling asleep in their chairs. She felt it herself and her eyes widened, recalling the risk of unpredictable mood swings and suicide — “a very slight risk”, the doctor assured her — that went hand in hand with her husband’s medication.
“What have you done?” she cried, standing up from the table, staggering, overturning her chair. The boys looked up at her, surprised and mildly interested, but in a detached sort of way, as if they were already dreaming.
Don rose from his chair and caught two and a half-year-old Chase before he fell. He lifted him to his shoulder and carried him back to his bedroom. By the time he got back, Irene was kneeling on the floor beside Zack, patting his flushed cheeks, trying to get him to wake up. She heard Don’s footsteps, the slight dip of the floorboards under his weight, and looked up, her eyes glassy and dazed. Panicked. “What did you do to us?” she demanded, her words an angry slur, a greasy handprint sliding down the wall.
“I put sleeping pills in the casserole,” he told her calmly, kneeling down to take Zack, “and in the milk.”
“Why?” she wanted to know, swaying as if caught in an oncoming current, a slow wall of mud. “Why?”
He gathered up four-year-old Zack, now a loose-jointed bundle of limbs, and looked at her. “Let me put him to bed first,” he told her, “then I’ll come back and explain everything to you.”
When he returned, however, Irene was in the kitchen, pawing though the drawer beside the stove as if it were losing its focus or cohesion. She gasped when she saw him and snatched up a paring knife, obviously not the one she’d been looking for, but all she had now that time had run out.
“You stay right there!” she warned, holding the knife out in front of her, its tip wavering, scratching tiny holes in the air.
“Irene,” Don said, holding out his hands. “Let me explain.
“What did you do to them back there?” she pleaded, looking helplessly past his shoulder, growing more detached herself, the pills in her bloodstream knitting an insulating layer around her. “What did you do to my babies?”
“I haven’t done anything to them,” he told her, glancing away in the midst of this assertion as if it weren’t quite the truth; that there was, in fact, a great deal more to tell. More than he could possibly explain before the tranquillizers swept her away. “You’re just going to have to trust me,” he said.
“Trust you to do what?” The knife in her hand was getting heavier, drooping toward the floor.
“The right thing,” he assured her, taking a cautious step forward, wanting to catch her if she fell.
“Is this what you talked about…” she squinted, willing him back into focus, “is this what you decided at your meeting? To get us all out of the way?”
“No, I decided this on my own.” He took another step. “Irene, listen to me… try to understand. This disease that’s coming, it’s going to be a terrible thing. I’ve been watching it on TV and it’s the most awful thing imaginable.” His voice rose, struggling to contain the horror of it. “We can’t possibly fight it! It’s too big! It’s going to wash over us like a tidal wave, like a thousand nuclear warheads!” His hands had curled themselves into knotted fists; they trembled at his sides. “In a few days, a week, nothing’s going to be the same! Everything we know is going to be swept away!”
He took a deep breath and relaxed his hands.
“I just want us to be asleep when it gets here,” he told her gently, his voice an anguished whisper.
Irene lowered the knife, struggling to speak, to make her point before the pills closed around her.
“It’s your medication,” she told him. “The doctor said it might make you suicidal.” She started to sob and he caught her in his arms as she staggered forward. The knife clattered to the floor, sliding underneath the table where their last meal had been eaten.
“It’s not my medication,” he assured her, holding her tight as she went limp, kissing her softly as he lowered her to the floor.
He touched her cheek, stroked her hair.
“This thing is coming,” he whispered. “I saw it on television.”
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Death came quietly to the house on Quail Street, with little noise or fanfare. It slipped into Don’s shoes and socks and walked from room to room with a pillow in its hands, thrusting out its arms and pressing itself insistently into their faces, starting with the baby and working its way down the hall toward Irene. Not knocking, but entering each room quietly.
The baby was hungry, its screams almost lost beneath the foam rubber. The boys tensed and moaned, as if struggling against quicksand. Irene waited in candlelight in her best nightgown, as beautiful as the day Don had married her.
One by one, he put them to sleep.
And when he’d finished, when they were all safe and secure, Don turned out the lights and locked the front door. He drew a glass of water from the kitchen tap and stopped by the bathroom to empty his bladder and brush his teeth. The remainder of the tranquillizers were in a prescription bottle in the medicine cabinet and he tipped them into his mouth, half a dozen at a time, chasing them with water and swallowing until the bottle was empty.
He looked at his face in the bathroom mirror.
His eyes gazed back at him: not the eyes of a murderer, but those of a father, bloodshot and tired.
He felt the weight of his responsibilities slipping from his shoulders, falling by the wayside.
He washed his hands and turned out the light, satisfied.
Death was calling from the next room, stretched out in bed…
It wouldn’t do to keep her waiting.
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For ten days they slept, dreamless while the neighborhood tossed in nightmares around them.
Gunshots were fired, tears were shed, and changes were wrought…
But inside the house all was still. Muted sunlight gave way to night and then returned again, lighting the rooms in soft shadows and slowly settling dust, as if it would always be this way.
On the dawn of the tenth day, a hazy yellow wind came down from the northeast.
And the first thing it did was wake them up.



Part Five

THE DEAD
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Keith Sturling could see the dead man from the narrow slat of his bathroom window and each day he wondered how long until decay and the man’s own weight would drop him back to earth. By night, with the power gone, the TV and the radio worthless, he imagined he could hear him creaking out there, turning slowly on the arm of the streetlamp, whispering a single word over and over in the dark. By day, the placard became legible again and there was no need to whisper, except perhaps to the plump black crows that perched on his shoulders and tore away any semblance of a face.
Then, on the morning of May 1st, there came an abrupt chorus of squawks and the crows all flew away at once, as if startled at something the man had said after so many days of stoic silence.
Keith slid open the tiny window, surprisingly attuned to such things now that the electricity was gone and the house was quiet, and saw the “Thief” kicking limply at the end of his bright orange cord.
Walking outside in his bathrobe and bare feet, Keith stared up at the struggling scarecrow, his heart beating very rapidly in his chest.
My God, he realized, it’s happening. It’s really happening.
Though the man’s eyes were long gone, his nose and ears chipped down to ragged holes, he seemed to sense that someone was there; close by, though just out of reach. This fact seemed to infuriate him. His struggles, which had been listless and tepid until now, became suddenly frantic.
A terrible moan issued from its throat, the strangulated sound chilling Keith to the marrow. Its tortured head jerked within the noose, seeking out that thing it wanted. That thing it so desperately desired.
The awful cry was taken up by another, every bit as insistent, and Keith turned to see the “Transgressor” swinging back and forth over Kennedy Street, trying to free its arms from the knots fastened at its wrists.
Shoot them, a voice suggested, assessing the situation from calmer quarters. Go back inside and get your rifle and shoot them dead.
“But they’re already dead,” he argued, his lips moving in a numb whisper.
Then kill them again, the voice retorted. Keep doing it until you get it right.
Keith started to move, his bare feet backpedaling reluctantly against the asphalt, his eyes still staring upwards.
Mashburn, he reminded himself. The man’s name had been Greg Mashburn, though until this morning he had been doing his best to forget that.
A high scream tore his attention away. He turned toward the house and saw his wife framed in the doorway, her mouth a perfect “O”. Mike Dawley was running down the street with a shotgun cradled in his arms while Helen Iverson stood on her front doorstep, one hand clutching her throat, as motionless as a statue.
“Sweet Jesus,” Mike swore as he arrived at Keith’s side, fumbling with the safety on the shotgun. He looked up at Mashburn’s ruined face and all the color drained from him, just like that, as if the shock of seeing the man thrashing about overhead was one nightmare too many. He lifted the barrel of the gun, swallowed something that went down with difficulty, and fired.
Mashburn jerked, the placard around his neck flew up in the air, then both dropped back against their tethers. Spatters of something that looked like rust (but smelled infinitely worse) began to rain down, followed by a gentler mist, and Keith suggested they take a cautious step back.
The sound of the shotgun brought the rest of Quail Street out to their doorsteps and driveways. Rudy Cheng was hurrying toward them with his rifle, his wife Aimee still in her robe, holding back their young son.
Mike reloaded the shotgun and pointed it up at the still-struggling Mashburn.
“Aim for its head!” Keith advised, taking several steps back, his ears already ringing.
The shotgun sang its one-note song and Mashburn clicked his heels at the end of his cord.
“Its head!” Keith shouted, to which Mike testily replied he had aimed at its head, but the thing’s legs and body kept getting in the way. “We need a rifle,” he said, plucking out the spent and smoking shell.
Rudy ground to a halt, huffing and puffing, holding his brand-new rifle. He looked up at the thief through the round rims of his glasses as if he’d long suspected such a thing could happen. It was not a confirmation that brought him any joy, but he accepted it for what it was: a truth.
Keith turned to him and pointed up. “Can you hit its head with that rifle?”
Rudy swallowed, his expression uncertain. “I don’t know,” he admitted. “I haven’t had much practice.” He started to hand the rifle to Keith, but Keith shook his head.
“These are all tied up; chances are the next ones won’t be. They’re likely gonna be running down the street and pounding at your door. I can’t think of a better time to practice than right now.”
Rudy nodded, accepting this simple truth as well. He glanced back at his home, wishing Aimee would take his son back inside. This was not something he needed to witness: his father shooting at another man’s head. Still, this was what the world had become and there was nothing he could do about it.
“Find yourself a good angle,” Keith advised, “and get a bead on its head.”
The thing above them thrashed and snarled as if their intentions had been overheard.
“After you plug this one,” Keith went on, nodding toward Kennedy, “There are three more for you to practice on.”
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As it turned out there were only two.
Helen Iverson had done a thorough enough job on Tad Kemper the first time that he was spared the dubious honor of coming back. Instead, he sat in the crotch of the Navaro’s apple tree and grinned at the sky as if God were playing a supreme joke on them all and he was the only one on the block in a position to really enjoy it.
One by one Rudy and the others shot the rest of them dead. Again.
Greg Mashburn took a bullet in the neck and two in the chest before Rudy finally found his mark. Each shot just seemed to make it angrier and angrier until the side of its skull blew out in a rusty plume and it stopped being angry for good.
Once this tactic appeared tried and true, the men attempted to get their wives to come out and practice their marksmanship on the other two, but all they got in return were looks of horror and disgust, as if it had been suggested they come out and have sex with some perfectly nice looking strangers.
“You’re going to have to get used to this,” Keith warned, shaking his head at Naomi, but she didn’t see it that way, at least not yet.
The same was true for Aimee and Pam, and Larry wasn’t even answering his door.
“So much for the bomb shelter,” Mike grumbled, gazing up at the Hanna’s living room window, watching the sly part in the curtains fall back into place.
“It’s still early,” Rudy asserted. “I wouldn’t count them out just yet.”
Mike sighed and turned away, shaking his head.
“Ask Bud Iverson how early he thinks it is.”
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As the morning wore into afternoon, Rudy found himself thinking a good deal about Bud. He found himself wondering if they’d buried him deep enough.
Before the power failure effectively cut them off from the rest of the world, there had been several theories circulating on television and internet blogs concerning the origins and epidemiology of the phenomenon that had come to be known as Wormwood.
Initially, the thinking had been that it was spread like any other virus or contagion: by source to source contact, be it blood-borne or (more likely, due to the rapidity with which it spread) airborne. But there was a problem with this theory, Rudy realized, and the problem had to do with the three cases he and his neighbors had just shot dead. Not a one of which was breathing or exchanging potentially infectious materials at the time of the outbreak (unless, of course, the crows could be said to be carriers, which Rudy summarily dismissed because it didn’t fit the number of national cases).
A second theory he’d read of took a step into darker territory and held that the people killed or wounded by established cases took on the disease themselves, though they didn’t exhibit symptoms or become carriers themselves until after death. Yet again, at least on Quail Street, this theory didn’t hold true. Kemper and his buddies had been killed by bullets, not other carriers, and it had taken them almost a week to come back. From what Rudy had been seeing in cities like Philadelphia and Chicago, areas of mass epidemic, the change took place in a matter of minutes, sometimes before emergency crews and family members could get the bodies out to the street to burn them.
A third theory, which had been gaining support when the electricity went dead, held that Wormwood wasn’t a germ or a virus at all, but a type of fallout or radiation spread throughout the atmosphere by the downed Yellowseed satellite. At first this was laughed off as science fiction or speculation, but the people doing the laughing were the same ones — grant researchers and government officials — who’d put the thing into orbit in the first place.
Proponents of the radiation model pointed to a map with an overlay of the satellite’s path of descent and a black “X” at the impact site, citing the first cases in a rural area of Pennsylvania and plotting the high density of subsequent cases cropping up along the westward arc of the burning satellite. It made a convincing argument, and it also explained why the phenomenon was traveling slowly but steadily westward despite natural barriers and rigid quarantine zones.
One man Rudy had seen on television likened the fallout to a long comet’s tail descending across the United States. While the epidemic appeared to be traveling in a westerly direction, what was actually happening was that the radioactive particles were taking longer to filter through the layers of atmosphere as they trailed back along the satellite’s line of descent. In keeping with that model, the longer the particles remained aloft the more dispersed they became due to factors such as wind currents and the Earth’s rotation. “That,” the man assured his audience, “is exactly what we’re seeing with Yellowseed.” He pointed to a map of North America overlaid with a menacing red fireball on a collision course with Willard, Pennsylvania, its long tail dissolving somewhere high over the waters of the Pacific Ocean. “The more time that passes, the more indistinct the tail of our satellite becomes, and the more widespread the contamination.
“Will that make a difference to those of you watching on the west coast?” The man shrugged.  “Possibly. It all depends on how potent this thing is. To give you an example… if I were to open a jar of weapon’s-grade anthrax here in the studio, I’d kill two or three hundred people. If I were to release that same jar in an airburst above New York City, thousands if not millions would die.” He tapped the fading tail on his map. “Dilution or dispersion is no good if the potency remains high enough to kill; it simply means that more people will die. Yellowseed being a pet project of the Department of Defense, I don’t hold much optimism for a quick and easy fix, especially since no one’s stepping forward to tell us what it is or how to stop it. No one’s doing that because to do so would entail responsibility and blame; that means we as scientists have to spend precious time finding out what it is before we can begin the search for a solution, and at that rate this thing will have already run its course.”
The man folded his hands as if in resignation. “I’m aware that it’s not a particularly rosy or popular view at the moment, but I won’t lie to you. It’s a nightmare out there; most of you east of the Mississippi already know that.”
The program, as Rudy recalled, cut to a commercial immediately after this last statement. When it returned, the scientist with the sleepless eyes was gone, replaced with a smiling man who’d developed a brand-new Hollywood diet.
Rudy gazed down the street at Greg Mashburn, still hanging limply from his lamppost.
He wondered if it might be wise to dig up Bud and put a bullet in his head.
Just to be sure.
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In the soft gray light of their bedrooms, the Navaros were slow to awaken, as if the tranquillizers that Don had fed them were still coursing through their bloodstreams, lying over them like stones. Of course their hearts were no longer beating so it followed that their blood (which had thickened and darkened in their veins, becoming visible through the skin) was no longer circulating. Their tissues, however, were still saturated with the drug, still lethargic and depressed, as if they’d been packed away in thick cotton wadding and left out in the summer sun.
So they were sluggish to open their eyes, to tumble themselves out of bed. Once up, they wandered from room to room as if searching, their footsteps dry and whispery against the carpet, like paper slippers.
Eventually they found something that triggered a response, an excitement they no longer found in one another. It came in pulses, in warm shades of red that moved back and forth across the front of the house.
In voices that called them brightly out of their sleep.
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Keith decided the house was getting to be too much like a cave with the electricity gone and the windows boarded over. Rooms that were once light and familiar had grown brooding and indistinct over the past week, eerie with candles and long, flickering shadows, silent except for the sound of the wind trying to get in.
Time slowed down to an almost meaningless crawl. A clock that ticked but whose hands never moved, even when one wasn’t looking.
It was the perfect breeding ground for hopelessness and despair. A sense that life had ended and they were trapped inside a cosmic parlor or antechamber, waiting for Death to come and collect them. Or perhaps (worse still) they were simply forgotten.
The excitement of the morning had left Keith feeling restless and edgy, as if he ought to be doing something: standing guard on the roof or walking a beat up and down the street, rifle in hand. Anything but what he was doing, which was nothing.
Shane Dawley was up on his parent’s roof with a gun and a whistle, but so far Wormwood was keeping its distance, sight-seeing through the more densely-populated streets of town. There had been gunshots, distant screams and black smoke billowing here and there, but as of yet no one had come calling, infected or otherwise.
Morning had given way to afternoon and, after drawing lots for a watch, they’d gone back inside their homes to eat lunch and consider what ought to be done now that the nightmare had finally appeared. A meeting was planned for later that afternoon, over at the Cheng’s, but that was still hours away.
Looking pale and wan, Naomi had retreated to the bedroom with a book she’d borrowed from Pam or Helen, leaving Keith to pace about the dim confines of the house, to wander the same dead-ends and cul-de-sacs, alone with his gray, indoor thoughts. He picked up a magazine (likely the last issue of Field & Stream he’d ever receive) and tried to lose himself in its well-thumbed pages.
An advertisement for a Winchester rifle caught his eye, with a six-point buck gazing calmly (almost majestically) into a pair of stylized crosshairs. Keith blinked and found himself beneath the Kennedy Street bridge, squinting through a similar scope at something that was neither calm nor majestic. Something that accepted the bullets he fired with the dull indignity of a rotten tree stump.
He let the magazine close of its own accord and tossed it back to the coffee table, the morning’s horrors playing themselves out in an endless loop, haunting him, conspiring in the shadows with the two men he’d killed down at the 7-Eleven.
When Rudy knocked quietly on his door, wondering if he could help him out with a certain job that needed doing, Keith could have spun him around on the doorstep and kissed him.
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That is, until he found out what Rudy wanted him to do.
Had it been simple gruntwork, a chance to get outside and use his muscles to hammer nails or haul supplies from one place to another, that would have been fine; but to dig up poor Bud Iverson (who they’d just laid to rest, for God’s sake!) and practice target shooting on his head; no, that was just another ghost to track back inside the house; not at all what he had in mind.
Still, judging from recent events, he couldn’t deny that Rudy had a point. It was definitely a job that needed looking into, and better to take care of it in the cold light of day than wake up in the middle of the night and find Bud crashing through the window.
So they had Aimee ask Helen over on the pretext of putting together some food for the meeting that afternoon, stopped by the Dawley’s and told Shane what they were up to, then wrapped their shovels and Rudy’s rifle in a long piece of tarpaulin and carried them across the street to the Iverson’s garden.
“Let’s make this as quick as we can,” Rudy suggested, donning work gloves while Keith spread out the tarp to catch the soil.
“My thoughts exactly.”
They glanced about the back yard, saw that no one was watching, then attacked the ground in short, swift strokes.
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Mike Dawley was making love to his wife for the first time in eight months when the whistle sounded, screaming in its high, shrill voice from above as Pam was climbing toward her second orgasm and as Mike sensed an embarrassing amount of semen drawing back, getting ready to burst from his swollen end of his cock. At the shriek of the whistle, however, they stopped dead, looked at one another in dawning panic, then scrambled madly out of bed, reaching for their clothes as the whistle continued its warbling cry and the rifle punched sharp holes in the stained fabric of the afternoon.

8


“Go downstairs!” Larry Hanna told his wife, taking his face away from the part in the curtains long enough to see that she was behind him. “Take the boys and get down to the shelter!”
“What’s happening?” Jan cried, her voice breaking into a terrified bleat the moment she saw the expression on her husband’s face. A stark, pale fear had gripped him, instantly contagious. Instead of calling her children, she took a step toward the window, wanting to see what was swooping down on them, its dark wings spread.
“Get Mark and Brian and get the hell downstairs!” Larry shouted, reaching out and giving her a rough shove, one that sent her backpedaling toward the sofa.
“What is it?” she screamed, tears running down her face. “Tell me what you see out there!”
He tensed and let the curtain drop, reaching for his rifle. Rudy had knocked on his door and returned it the day after they buried Bud. He’d asked Larry how preparations were going with the bomb shelter and Larry had shut the door in his face. He’d regretted it later, but now, after what he’d just seen out the second story window, he knew he’d done the right thing.
He looked at his wife then slid back the bolt to insert a bullet. “The Dawley kid is up on the roof shooting at something,” he told her, shoving the bolt back into place.
“Shooting at what?” she wanted to know, an ugly crack running down her face. The days of isolation were taking a toll on her.
“I don’t know,” he lied. “Something down the block. Something I couldn’t see.”
What he had seen was Shane Dawley blowing his goddamn whistle as he shot down one of the Navaro kids. It wasn’t Zack — the one Brian sometimes played with — but Zack’s younger brother, Chase. He had been crossing the road in a sleepy kind of shuffle when the rifle snapped and knocked the toddler down to the asphalt, a piece of his shoulder turning to vapor, a rust-colored spray against the white of his t-shirt.
As the whistle blew, the kid got slowly to his feet again, as if it were all just a bad dream. He grimaced, took a step toward the Sturling’s house, then fell down again, this time after the rifle knocked his head sharply back. After that, the kid stopped moving, but from his vantage Larry saw his mother come tottering out the front door in next to nothing; a silky veneer of white satin that looked a size too small for her. She was moving in that same sleepy step, in no particular hurry to get to her fallen son.
The next time Larry looked out the window, his wife was finally moving downstairs to the shelter and the street was in chaos.
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When Naomi Sturling heard the alarm, she put down her book and went to the front door, peeking out just in time to see the little boy from across the street fall down in a hard splash of his own blood.
“Oh my God!” she screamed, her hand flying to her mouth in shock. At that point she stopped thinking altogether and merely reacted, throwing the door open and running down the lawn to where he lay limply in the street.
Dimly, she heard her husband calling her name, warning her back in the house, but by the time it sank in it was already too late. She knelt down beside the boy, realizing as she did so that he’d been shot at least twice, and that he looked a lot worse than two bullets could possibly account for. It was obvious that he was dead, but he’d already begun to decompose: his eyes were glazed; a shrunken pair of cataracts, and his skin was deeply bruised, corrupt in places, like a badly-handled piece of fruit. And as she was noticing these things, it escaped her attention that Shane Dawley’s rifle was still firing, that the boy’s mother was almost on top of her, that her husband and Rudy Cheng were sprinting toward her with a pair of dirty shovels and screaming for her to run.
A shadow fell across her and she looked up into Irene Navaro’s eyes. Her first impression was that of an eclipse, that something dead and gray had swallowed up the sun. That its light was shining through Irene’s eyes, but dimly, like a powerful flashlight shining through layers of skin, giving off a bloody glow.
Then both the sun and the moon toppled from the sky.
Irene grasped Naomi’s head in her hands and started to pull. There was nothing gentle or neighborly at all in her touch, but something like the hardened grip of a schoolyard bully who’s taking a soccer ball away and means to have it no matter what.
When Naomi refused to give it up, Irene made a wet, hissing sound behind her teeth and leaned down to take a bite out of Naomi’s scalp. Awakened from her stupor by the warm splash of blood in her mouth, Irene held on tenaciously, gnawing down through bone and brain. When Keith reached her she was dug into his wife’s head like an enormous tick, bright red blood running down her chin and spreading across the white satin of her nightgown.
He swung the shovel into the small of Irene’s back, the blade biting into the flesh there and releasing a grim putrescence. A slow trickle of rust. She seemed not to notice, so intent was she on the soft, sweet window in Naomi’s skull.
Keith roared and hit her again, this time swinging the shovel down over his shoulder, getting some real muscle into it and slamming the blade down flat atop Irene’s head. That seemed to get her attention. Naomi fell out of her grasp and slumped down beside the boy, her eyes wide with shock, as if she were turning end over end, falling down a dark and bottomless hole.
Rudy caught a passing glimpse of the damage Irene had done and knew that she was going to die, perhaps even before the current crisis was over. He thought bitterly of his rifle, leaning against the alder in the Iverson’s back yard, three or four steps from the hole they’d been digging. In the sudden commotion he’d forgotten it; or rather, it had seemed more imperative to get to Naomi than to backtrack, especially with the shovel in his hand. Keith, apparently, had thought the same.
Irene’s lips curled back like the petals of an exotic flower, something moist and tropical and grossly repellant. A fleshy corsage a sensible girl would never let anywhere near her breast. Rudy tilted his shovel over his shoulder like a slugger about to knock one out of the park. Keith slipped around him while Irene was distracted and crouched down beside his wife. A low moan rose from the pavement, one of dead realization and despondency, and Keith began to drag his wife up the lawn toward the dark hatch of his front door, leaving Rudy alone with his shovel and the late Mrs. Navaro.
She shuffled toward him, her arms outstretched, eyes black against the falling sunlight, Naomi’s blood dripping like saliva from her open mouth. Rudy heard a sudden volley of gunshots, voices screaming from other places, but he was afraid to take his eyes off Irene.
He swung his shovel and struck her hard across the temple, the blade ringing in the street like a poorly-made gong. It knocked her off-balance for a step, but seemed a lacking deterrent, more a nuisance than a threat. Grimacing, Rudy adjusted his grip on the handle and turned his club into a spear, a weapon he could jab and stick at her rather than swing.
Her breasts sagged against her bloodied nightgown as she approached, the nipples flat and dead, no longer capable of becoming chilled or excited. Rudy took a step back and to the side. He threw the shovel forward and jerked it back, a deep, crescent-shaped wound gaping in her face, slicing across the bridge of her nose and down her right cheek, spilling out a gore that looked like rancid chutney. Something made out of rotten pie cherries. The smell alone was enough to repel him.
Rudy backpedalled and almost collided with Don, Irene’s chain-smoking husband. Don had apparently wandered out the front door of his house while Rudy’s back had been turned, and this was what the shouting voices had been trying to warn him about. It looked like Shane had been running interference for him as well, because Don had already picked up two or three bullet wounds in his short walk down the driveway: one in the chest that should have brought down a deer, one in the neck that caused his head to loll oddly, and an angry channel that had grazed his cheek and carried away most of his left ear. None of them appeared to be fatal, whatever that meant anymore.
For a dangerous moment Rudy froze between the two of them, husband and wife, unsure what to do, which way to turn. His shovel was drawn back, ready to strike again, and since it was more or less aimed at Irene he threw it forward with a savage grunt, catching her full in the face again. When he pulled it free, her jaw hung limp and broken, like a door whose pins have been pulled out of its hinges. It dangled toward her breastbone, stretched in an impossible yawn.
Good, Rudy thought, congratulating himself. At least she couldn’t bite him now.
He pivoted to try the same trick on Don and saw a third figure approaching, this one in bare feet and an unbuttoned shirt flagging out behind him. To Rudy’s relief he saw it was Mike and he was running from the far end of the block with a shotgun in hand.
“Get back! Get away from them!” Mike shouted, his feet slapping the pavement as he brought the gun forward, coming to a stop and seating it against his shoulder. Rudy threw his shovel at Don, chipping a shallow divot in his ribcage, and then ran, dodging Irene’s outstretched arms and nearly tripping over her dead son on his way toward the west side of the street.
The shotgun boomed behind him and Don’s head became a mass of raw hamburger, a walking meatball. He stumbled, fell, and then slowly started to get up again. Mike stepped up close to Irene, his face a pale grimace, screaming as he blew her head from her shoulders with one infallible pull. It lifted away from her body, bounced lopsidedly, and then came to a full stop before her legs gave up and her body crumpled.
Don had regained his feet and was turning around in slow circles like a broken toy, feeling the hazy air with both hands as if attempting (without benefit of eyes or ears or nose) to reacquire his former neighbors.
Mike started to raise the shotgun to finish him off but the rifle rang out and Shane beat him to it. Don’s bleary red head snapped back with the force of the bullet and he dropped to the pavement without further protest.
Mike turned toward his son, lifted a trembling okay sign on the end of his arm, and let the shotgun’s barrel droop toward the bloodstained asphalt.
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A profound silence fell over Quail Street.
Three bodies lay in the street and a garish trail of blood bumped over the curb in front of the Sturling’s and disappeared inside the house, leaving a dark smear upon the grass.
Rudy picked up his shovel and Mike took up the one Keith had dropped and together they went from corpse to corpse, probing them first to see if they got a reaction, then using the tools to decapitate the two whose heads were still attached, just to be sure.
To his dying day, Rudy knew he’d never forget the feeling of stepping on the blade and working it down through two-year-old Chase’s pale and slender neck. As the last stubborn cord was severed, the boy’s eyelids seemed to slacken and something as grateful as a sigh eased from his open mouth.
It left Rudy cold, shivering.
He looked at Mike and Mike looked back at him. Neither of them had to say a word.
They both knew how many sons the Navaros had.
And as far as the open door on the Sturling’s side of the street…
Well, that would have to be looked into as well.
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While attention was focused on the opposite end of Quail Street, a separate (and for the most part, unknown) crisis was developing at the Hanna’s. Jan had left her husband standing at the living room window, but when she went down to collect Mark and Brian, their two sons, they were nowhere to be found. What’s more, the door to the backyard was standing wide open.
She called their names, the first bright stitches of panic working through her. The sight of an open door was enough to jolt her these days, and when she called a second time and still got no answer, she clutched her hands to her face and screamed for Larry.
He came pounding down the stairs, his rifle leading the way. After the things he’d just witnessed upstairs (and from the pitch of his wife’s voice), he almost expected the rec room to be painted with blood.
“What is it?” he shouted, eyes bulging, his head whipping from side to side, but there was nothing for them to catch on except the weeping figure of his wife.
He realized the door was open, that a bright oblong of sunlight was standing against the opposite wall, standing where no such oblong had a right to be. The thought of his two sons streaked across the room like a ghost and his wife’s panic exploded inside him like a fireball, scorching his nerve-endings and leaving him trembling.
“Where are they?” he screamed, his voice a raw wound, ragged and glistening, as if they were already lost.
“I can’t find them!” she screamed back, her face livid, two red marks where her hands had been. “They won’t answer!”
“Did you look in their rooms?” he shouted, resisting the urge to stride across the room and slap her. The very sight of her in such a condition made it hard for him to think.
No, she realized, she hadn’t. But even so, their bedrooms weren’t that far away; even with their doors shut they should have heard her, especially now that the television and computer were defunct. Yet she hadn’t checked and Larry seemed to recognize this fact in her eyes. He thrust his finger toward the hall and told her to look. To check the bathroom and the closets and underneath their beds while she was at it; anyplace two scared boys might conceivably squeeze themselves.
In the meantime, he was going out to check the back yard.
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“Well?” Mike sighed, his eyes on Rudy. “Which first?”
“The Navaro’s,” Rudy decided, gazing at the open doorway, “but I need to get my rifle.  I left it in Bud and Helen’s back yard.”
Mike raised an inquiring eyebrow, wondering what Rudy and Keith had been up to with shovels and rifles in the Iverson’s back yard.
Rudy briefly explained as the two of them cut through the narrow strip of lawn between the two houses, both keeping a cautious eye on the shrubs and windows along the way, mindful that there was still a young boy wandering about, not to mention his infant brother.
They rounded the corner leading to the Iverson’s garden and stopped dead.  Something was thrashing about in the raw dirt, its head and arms tangled in a torn and soiled bedsheet, trying desperately to claw its way out of the hole Rudy and Keith had dug. Its dead hands clutched at the loose soil and pulled it fruitlessly back into the grave.
“Shit,” Mike swore, his thumb pulling back the twin hammers of the shotgun.
The thing heard them. It turned around and made a sound like gas escaping from a torn bladder.
It was Bud; his eyes black, his teeth choked with topsoil.
An awful scream swooped across the yard, shocking them both. Bud turned to track it like a shark sensing a panicked splash.
Helen Iverson was standing at the far end of the patio, as white as a ghost, her expression conveying the dawning horror of one who thinks she’s buried her husband alive.
A strangulated moan rose from Bud and, forgetting the pistol he’d given her to protect herself, she ran to him.
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The basement door standing open behind him, Larry moved out across the lawn like an astronaut leaving the safety of his capsule to take his first walk across the hostile vacuum of outer space. His eyes tried to see everywhere at once, giving him a sudden feeling of vertigo, as if the Earth were turning behind his back, throwing up the undigested remains of its dead.
“Mark?” he called warily, as if afraid of being overheard. “Brian?”
He heard a rustling in the lazy mass of junipers along the back fence and froze, his gun coming around and leveling in that direction. His eldest son crawled out into the faded sunlight, his shirt torn and his eyes fifty years older. His hair was full of dead needles.
“Mark?” Larry whispered, uncertain, his rifle still pointed at the boy. He felt a twitch jump through his trigger finger as the boy broke cover and bolted past like a rabbit, swallowed up by the basement door. Larry just had time to register an angry crisscross of cuts and scratches on his son’s back and arms before the door swung shut with a loud bang.
“Mark?” Larry called, the barrel of the gun drooping as he was confronted with the mute face of his own house, the door shut and the windows boarded over.
“Mark, where’s your brother?” he shouted, the sound of his voice bouncing off the siding. He realized that he was floating alone in open space, the hatch of his capsule screwed shut. There was a single bullet in the breach of his rifle and nothing to replace it with on this side of the door.
He turned back to the junipers, reasoning if one son had been hiding there the other must be as well. He managed seven or eight paces from the house when another noise, less furtive, caught his ear. He turned toward it, looking north up the rising hillside, and saw something that made his breath stop. Brian was laid out on his back at the edge of the lawn, not moving, and another boy was down on his hands and knees, leaning over him.
Giving him CPR, Larry thought at first. CPR and mouth-to-mouth resuscitation.
His heart lurched, sending him stumbling over a seamless boundary that separated his life from that of his five-year-old son. He sprinted across the yard and was almost upon them before he realized, before he really saw what was happening.
It wasn’t mouth-to-mouth the kid was performing, it wasn’t CPR…
He was tearing out the bottom of Brian’s jaw with his teeth, devouring the soft flesh of his unprotected neck as if it were a particularly savory piece of chicken.
“Shit,” he heard someone swear, worlds away, and then a haggard scream raked down his spine.
Four-year-old Zack Navaro, who in life had often played trucks or soldiers with Brian in the back yard, looked up from the bloody tatters of his friend’s throat, saw Larry standing over him, and made a curdling noise like an old tomcat protecting a plump gray sparrow.
Larry saw the light of Wormwood in Zack’s eyes: a faint glow like a raging fever inside an otherwise empty skull. It gazed back at him, utterly alien, and he swung the heavy barrel of his rifle around, bringing it to bear inches from the boy’s face. Blood and flecks of pulpy gore were smeared across Zack’s chin, painting his teeth and dripping in long streaks down his neck, and Larry realized that this had all been stolen from him. That because of this his son would die and there was no good or God to be found in it, no matter how long he stared.
His face twisted. Tears rolled from his eyes and a strangulated sob, as bitter as black vomit, rose from his throat.
He tensed his stomach and pulled the trigger, expecting a sharp report but hearing only a dull snap, like two stones kissing in a dry riverbed. He looked down at the rifle in disappointment; it felt inert in his hands, a shape poured out of cheap metal and made to hang in a den rather than fire live rounds.
Zack Navaro stared up at him. Half a second before he tumbled over, Larry thought one of his eyes had widened, and then he saw the hole shot through the back of his head, bloodless and clean.
He pulled back the bolt and ejected the spent shell, his hands suddenly trembling.
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Mike Dawley watched Helen run toward her husband’s grave with the slow clarity of a dream, one he’d suffered through a good many times and now knew every movement by heart. It carried with it the inevitable feeling of déjà vu, of circumstances spiraling down to a textbook conclusion.
“Helen!” Rudy cried, his arms turned into shovels, which was a bit like something out of a dream itself. “Don’t!”
The words flashed through Mike’s mind a heartbeat before his neighbor spoke them aloud and he brought up the shotgun according to script, squeezing off a single, hastily-aimed shell before Helen fouled his line of sight. The scattering of pellets caught a piece of Bud, peppering his back and shoulders, but from that distance it might as well have been a clean miss. The only thing that was going to knock Bud back into his grave was a point-blank shot to the head.
Rudy dropped one of his shovels and ran toward the garden, shouting Bud’s name in hope of diverting his attention.
Slipping another cartridge into the shotgun, Mike followed helplessly at his heels. At this point he knew where both shells were going; the uncertainty was whether or not he’d have to break the breach open and load a third for Rudy.
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Zack Navaro’s small and lifeless body had fallen over Brian’s chest and Larry had to drag him away by the ankles to see the full extent of the damage done to his son.
“Oh Jesus…” Larry swore, closing his eyes and wishing the knowledge away. “Oh, my Christ, no…”
Brian lay on his back at the edge of the lawn, his arms splayed out slightly from his sides, as if in supplication or gentle offering.
Take this, my body, and eat of it.
“No,” Larry winced, falling to his knees, the phrase hammering at him so persistently that he had to clench his fists to get it to fade to a tolerable whisper.
A shotgun fired somewhere in the near distance, sending an involuntary twitch along his spine.
Larry opened his eyes again and looked down at his son.
To his surprise, Brian was gazing back at him.
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Helen reached her husband well ahead of them, hardly aware of the shot Mike fired from the edge of the patio or what it might have told her.
Bud took her eagerly, hauling her into the grave and tearing at her before she even realized she’d fallen. He bit into her breast as a lover might, searching for the shortest route to her heart.
She tasted her own blood and, as the shock set in, wondered if this might be for the best.
She had her husband back.
And he had her.
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Two more shotgun blasts: the sounds chasing one another across the hills and folds.
In the silence that came afterward, Larry Hanna got to his feet, his eyes fixed on his son. Unlike Helen Iverson, Larry had no illusions or misconceptions about what he was seeing, no fatherly urge to gather Brian into his arms and cry out his thanks to God’s mercy.
He knew his son was in Hell.
He knew it was Wormwood (and not Brian) crawling slowly across the lawn because he’d seen the same feverish glow in Zack’s eyes. The same terrible vacancy, burning to be filled, as if Larry had something it thought it could swallow despite the ragged hole in its throat.
Larry raised the rifle, remembered he’d fired his only bullet, and quickly reversed his grip, bringing the butt forward to use if he had to.
Brian continued his awful crawl, his head lolling listlessly, like a sunflower on a dandelion stalk, but his eyes never wavered. He gazed at his father through bruised lids and bloody lashes. Larry took a cursory swing with the gun but the thing in his son’s body didn’t even flinch, it just kept right on coming. After two more fruitless feints, Larry found himself backed up against the side of the house. He banged on the basement door with the flat of his palm, shouting for Jan to open up.
Brian came closer. Very soon, Larry realized, he was going to have to make the terrible choice of braining his son or dying with him. It was all well and good to tell himself it wasn’t really Brian; that it was the damned disease using his body, but that was an awful hard pill to swallow, even with his throat in tatters and his eyes the way they were.
“Damn it, Jan!” he screamed, pounding with his fist now. “Open up this fucking door!”
With Brian a few feet away and closing, Larry heard a frantic struggle erupt on the other side of the reinforced panel: his wife screaming at Mark to open it, for God’s sake open the door and let his father in, while the two of them fought for the handle. Larry heard his eldest son shout that they were all dead, that Zack Navaro had eaten Dad and Brian and now he wanted to come inside and eat them as well.
And while this argument played itself out, time ran out on Larry’s side of the door. Brian’s dead fingers clutched at his father’s shoe like the probing feelers of an enormous insect, slipping off the worn leather and clutching again. Larry kicked them away, but Brian was persistent. The fingers returned and Larry brought the butt of the rifle down, snapping the small bones in his son’s hand until Brian could no longer use it, until it looked like a tarantula which has come across the losing side of a boot. Yet Brian bore this with silent determination: inching closer, ever closer, until Larry aimed higher and swung harder and broke his son’s collarbone with a sickening crunch.
At the same time, Jan won control of the doorknob and Larry suddenly found himself falling through darkness. He hit the thin pad of the basement carpet and galaxies erupted against the dim gray tiles overhead, threatening to swallow him whole. At the same instant, the rifle bounced out of his grasp, his wife pressed her hands to her face and screamed, and Larry felt the painful rake of the door against the meat of his calf as Mark sprang out of the shadows and forced it shut.
He sat up in darkness, the starlight fading, reaching for his gun, certain that Brian had crawled inside, but the rifle was yanked painfully out of his grasp. In the uncertain gloom, he imagined that Mark was pointing it at his head.
“No!” Jan shrieked, brushing past Larry as the rifle clattered to the floor again, though not before he heard a hard, dry click.
Sobbing, Mark collapsed into his mother’s outstretched arms.
And beneath the sound of their weeping, Larry heard the blind grope of broken fingers at the base of the door.
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Mike nudged the two bodies back into the earth and tried not to linger on the sight: the desperate tangle of limbs, the shocking wounds, the heads that were no longer much like heads, but clay urns that had cracked under the pressure of a violent fermentation.
He was tempted to throw a blanket of dirt over them, if not bury them completely, but he knew they had more pressing matters to attend to. The dead; these dead, at least, could wait.
“Did you hear a gunshot?” Rudy asked, sniffing as if a whiff of spent powder had just drifted past. The problem was that the whole day reeked of gunpowder. It was tangled in their hair, caught in their clothes, and embedded in the moist tissue of their sinuses.
Mike shrugged. “I’ve been hearing shots echo off the hills all day.”
“This wasn’t an echo. It was closer.” He looked over Mike’s shoulder. “It almost sounded like it came from the Hanna’s.”
Mike made a face. “I doubt that. Larry’s been shut up inside his house since we buried Bud.” At the mention of his former neighbor, Mike felt the presence of the grave again, the raw scattering of soil beneath his feet. He wanted to get away from the Iverson’s garden because he didn’t like the way his eyes kept pulling toward it, lighting on Bud and Helen like nervous flies, waiting for one of them to stir.
But Rudy was reluctant to let the gunshot go. His gaze remained on a gray slice of the Hanna’s, which was all they could see from where they stood.
“Look,” Mike argued, feeling jittery and impatient, “we have more pressing concerns to deal with at the moment. Let’s finish what we started before we go knocking on doors, asking for more. All right?”
He broke open his shotgun, extracted the empty shells, then felt in his pockets for more. He came up with two, but that was all. He plugged them into the barrels and snapped the breach shut. “Besides,” he grumbled, “Larry’s been taking care of himself pretty good so far. I sure as hell didn’t see him running out in his bare feet to save your ass.”
Rudy opened his mouth to protest, to somehow defend Larry’s actions; in the end, however, he simply nodded. Mike was right: the Iversons had been a tragic diversion, but they still had unfinished business awaiting them. When that was done, he would go check on the Hannas; by himself, if necessary.
He realized he still had the shovel in hand. It seemed almost a part of him now: a long and rusty tooth that had hacked off heads and punched in faces. A shiver passed through him at the memory and he felt no regret exchanging it for the rifle; a more refined tool that would keep death more than an arm’s length away.
He checked the clip and the safety. It was just as he’d left it.
With a nod, they moved toward the thick green hedge that separated the Iverson’s from the Navaro’s.
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Eventually, as their sobs subsided, the others heard it too: the dry scratch of Brian’s fingers against the basement door. To Larry, who’d been aware of it all along, it almost sounded like tree branches bobbing in the wind, mindless and eternal, as if they could go on tapping until there was nothing left but a small white skeleton reaching beneath the eaves.
“What is that?” Jan wondered, raising her head from Mark’s and tilting it toward the door.
Larry wondered how she could ask such a thing. Surely she had seen what had become of Brian when the door flew open? He remembered her screaming, but perhaps that had just been surprise at his tumble. At any rate, Mark had been pretty damn quick to slam it shut again, so maybe she hadn’t.
Still, she ought to be asking about Brian… wondering where he was.
In the dim light that shone down the stairs, he studied her face. There was an expression there (or perhaps a lack of one) he didn’t recognize, as if she were paging through a book written in a foreign language.
Maybe she had seen and was in a state of shock, or denial?
Larry?” she said, her face an open question mark, troubled by the way he was looking at her.
“Never mind,” he said, picking up his rifle and grunting to his feet. There was a small, egg-shaped knot on the back of his head, tender to the touch. It shot off pinwheels and sparklers in the gloom of the basement and made his head ache with its own dull pulse. Grimacing, he waited for these things to fade, then beckoned to his wife and son. “Come on,” he said. “Come wait in the shelter while I have a look around.”
They went without argument, like grateful sleepwalkers.
The bomb shelter was a small and unglamorous hollow of reinforced concrete directly off the L-shaped turn in the stairs. The interior had been painted a solid shade of aquamarine, as if studies at the time had proved beyond a doubt that this was the most tranquil, the most soothing shade in the spectrum. Currently, it looked like moving day, with small comforts and essentials piled in boxes and shoved against the walls. Larry’s eye happened to fall on a small stuffed animal, a dark brown bulldog that Brian had brought down, and suddenly the shelter seemed trite and meaningless, its purpose already a failure.
He reeled his gaze back in and closed the door, assuring them he’d be right back.
Rifle in hand, he climbed the remaining stairs.
Most of his spare ammunition was down with Jan and Mark, but he’d left a box high on the upstairs bookcase with a vague idea of sniping. Never in his worst nightmares, however, could he have imagined the purpose he now planned to put it to, but this was what the world had become. As careful and diligent as he’d been, this was what the world had become. He need look no further than his own back door for proof.
Leaning the heavy rifle against the sofa, he took down the box and filled his pockets with a dozen or so shells (keenly reminded of the feeling of being caught without them in the back yard). As he did so, he drifted back to the high picture window and parted the curtains and inch or two, gazing down on Quail Street.
Bodies were laying in bloody rags and pieces, looking like debris that had been dumped from a passing plane. At the far end of the street, they were far enough away to be unidentifiable and Larry had no urge to get his binoculars to bring them any closer, so he simply let his eyes pass on.
The street seemed at something of a lull; no doubt gathering up strength for its next outburst. A glimmer of movement caught his eye across the cul-de-sac and he spotted the Dawley kid leaning against the rough brick backrest of his chimney, looking as pale as a death’s-head beneath his dyed black hair. His mother was beside him — a sleek pistol dangling loosely over her knee — and the two of them were talking, casting occasional glances over their shoulders and along the street.
Larry wondered if they knew what had happened in his back yard, if they were laughing ironically over it, and decided it didn’t matter. The world itself was a laughing black bird that would crow over each of them in turn.
He let the curtain drop and carried the rifle to the kitchen.
The view from the window above the sink was shorter, narrower, but there were still bodies to be found. At the edge of the lawn, half-concealed by the shade of a dying elm, Chase Navaro lay where Larry had dropped him, a preening black raven on each slender shoulder. They squawked and fluttered as he opened the window and punched out the screen with the butt of his rifle, but in the absence of a visible threat, soon swooped back to the boy.
Larry set the gun aside for the moment and climbed awkwardly into the sink, a vantage he’d never enjoyed despite nine years in the house. There was little enough enjoyment to be taken from it now, but a spring breeze took pity on him and sent a cool, caressing hand over his brow, bringing with it the sweet fragrance of cherry blossom and wild honeysuckle.
He angled first the rifle then his right shoulder out the window, his head an uncomfortable fit just behind them.
The blackbirds shifted nervously on Chase’s shoulders. The junipers along the back fence bristled and shivered.
Below him lay his son, his small head (achingly familiar in its swirls and cowlicks) nodding against the ground, as if he hadn’t the strength to hold it up any longer; which, of course, he didn’t. The muscles which might have allowed him to do so were halfway down Chase Navaro’s throat, which in turn would be eaten by ravens.
Mother Nature was a wonderfully efficient and unsentimental old bitch, Larry decided, wincing as the edge of the windowpane dug sharply into his ribs. He let the barrel of the gun list toward the ground as he adjusted his seat on the sill, and then braced the butt of the rifle against his right shoulder. Gripping the barrel as best he could with his left hand, he squinted down the sights.
With a dark twinge of dismay, he realized that all the logistics were in place: God had conspired to make it physically possible — necessary, in fact — for him to shoot his own son. Until that moment, the greater part of him had been silently hoping that it wouldn’t work. That the window would be too narrow or that Brian would be at an angle that was beyond him or that the gun would simply cease to function or fall from his grasp and shudder to the ground. Of course, it was still possible that the rifle wouldn’t fire, but Larry had faith. God had been with him this far, he thought sourly, surely He wouldn’t abandon him now. Larry Hanna had had it much too easy all his life; it was time he started to know humility and suffering, starting with his son.
“Please,” Larry wept, tears in his eyes as he sighted down the barrel, trying to keep it steady, a thousand conflicting emotions batting and tugging at him, ruining his aim.
He pulled the trigger and Brian twitched, a small black stain appearing on his shirt, just below the right shoulder blade. The boy paused, his head no longer shaking, his hand drawing back from the door.
Larry felt a strong urge to duck back inside, as if he’d just dropped a water balloon instead of a bullet and didn’t want his son to know who was playing such a terrible joke on him.
But Brian went back to scratching as if the bullet were only a teasing tap on the shoulder, trying to draw his attention from what lay beyond the door.
Larry exhaled despondently, wiping the sting from his eyes as he retreated far enough to reload the rifle.
God, it seemed, was going to make him get it right.
God was going to make him keep on shooting until he ran out of bullets or until Brian was properly dead.
Larry ejected the spent casing: it bounced along the counter, came to a tentative halt, then rolled in a slow circle off the edge to the kitchen floor. He picked a fresh round from the box. There were, he estimated, at least fifty more tries lined up inside, not counting the dozen or so he had jingling in his pocket. Nor the four or five extra boxes down in the shelter.
Pushing the shell into the breach, he wondered if even God could be that persistent.
It turned out to be a moot point, because his next shot found its mark. He was able to hold the gun steady and the bullet entered Brian’s skull almost dead center, right where the soft spot had been when he was a baby. A time both impossibly distant and impossibly near.
He died with little protest or fanfare, which Larry thought was something of a blessing, considering how he’d died the first time. Considering that, being shot in the head by one’s father was almost like being rocked to sleep.
It was all a question of perspective.
Edging himself down from the sink, Larry decided he’d had enough perspective for one day. He felt a deep need for sleep, to retreat from the world and crawl down inside himself. Down so far he wouldn’t even dream.
There was a name, he knew, for such a place.
A name he’d feared all his life.
But that too, he was discovering, was a matter of perspective.
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Mike looked gravely at Rudy, all the color gone from his face, replaced with a pale shade of blue imparted from the windowsheers. “I can’t do this,” he said, the look on his face helpless; the desperate pinch of a man about to be sick. “Seriously,” he added.
Rudy nodded, as if to say he understood, that there was no shame in knowing this and admitting it.
The two of them had searched the Navaro house from back to front, finding answers to questions they hadn’t yet asked (most tellingly in the empty bottle of sleeping pills and water glass left out near the bathroom sink), but so far they hadn’t found Zack. He might be in the crawlspace or the attic or, more likely, he may have simply slipped out unobserved. Whatever the case, they found themselves lingering in this blue and cheerless room, transfixed by the one small thread in need of snipping before pressing on.
The Navaros had an infant son; they’d both known that. A boy born to them last fall — late October, it seemed; a very short life…
“Why don’t you wait outside?” Rudy suggested, gazing down into the crib where it wriggled like a bloated salamander, bumping its bald head from corner to corner.
“Are you sure?” Mike asked, making a quick study of his face.
Rudy nodded, not sure of anything anymore. Since quitting the Iverson’s back yard, Helen’s face had been following him, haunting him, frozen at the terrible moment Bud had bit into her. Was there really any surprise in her expression? he wondered, or just the grim agony of acceptance, as if she’d been thinking of him just as Rudy had, her own shovel calling from its hook in the garage.
In the end, she’d seen the shotgun coming and had been grateful. After thirty-five years of marriage, taking care of Bud was all she knew.
Rudy guessed the Navaros would want the same, the baby included. He had to force himself to believe that, if only for the next minute or two.
Mike cast a last troubled look into the crib and offered Rudy his shotgun. Rudy shook his head, hefting his own rifle slightly. “This will be fine.”
Fine? Had he said fine? That seemed an extraordinarily bad choice of words. Nothing about this day had been fine. Neater was what he’d meant; the rifle would be neater, less like overkill, though he guessed Mike probably knew that. His neighbor clapped him firmly on the shoulder, either in gratitude or to wish him luck.
Rudy told him to keep an eye out for Zack and Mike murmured something to the affirmative, then his footsteps receded, winding down the hall and passing out the front door. In the murmuring silence that followed, Rudy found himself alone with the baby.
He looked into the crib with a shudder. The boy was staring up at him, its eyes slightly luminescent, like glowing coins. It smacked its mouth as if calling for its bottle, its front teeth barely through its gums.
Rudy set the rifle aside long enough to search through the closet for an extra blanket. Unfolding it, a circus theme appeared. He threw it over the wriggling lump in the crib and a blue ghost with smiling baby elephants took its place. The blanket began to move on its own, like a cheap magic trick, the smacking sound muffled beneath. Muffled, but not fooled. It knew that Rudy was still there.
He took a step back and raised the rifle. It seemed very long and ridiculous in his hands, completely out of proportion to the task and to the room, like a lumberman’s axe in the kitchen to chop celery. Nevertheless, he brought it to bear on the head of the blanket, closed his eyes, and quickly pulled the trigger.
The report was deafening within the walls of the nursery, so much so that it startled Rudy into opening his eyes, almost against his will.
The blanket had been thrown to the far side of the crib, a rusty stain slowly spreading through its folds, poisoning the elephants. The stain dripped down the wall behind the crib as well; its flow thicker there, more essential.
Rudy stood in the blue nursery listening to the raspy caw of a crow beyond the flat space of the windowpane. He stood with the rifle in his hands and stared at the blanket for a long time, waiting for the elephants to move, to march, to wave their rubbery trunks.
Nothing happened.
He exhaled loudly, not even aware he’d been holding his breath. That he’d been holding it ever since he pulled the trigger.
The baby was dead. It was with its family.
Rudy knew that he could never come back to this room, that he would have to carry it away with him.
Elephants and all.
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Mike heard the gunshot as he was crossing the street to his own house. He paused a moment to look back, but the Navaro’s looked the same as it always had. Gazing at it from fifty feet away, he couldn’t have guessed at the horrors inside.
He supposed it was like that all over — rows of nice, ordinary houses filled up to the ceiling with nightmares, each its own quiet tragedy; each its own private hell.
He glanced briefly at the Sturling’s — the front door still standing open — and continued across the street, stepping onto his lawn and wading in far enough to ask his wife and son how they were doing.
“We’re fine,” Pam answered, though she too, like Rudy, thought “fine” was a long way from the truth. She had an awful feeling, almost a certainty, that Helen Iverson was dead. She’d seen her walking back to her own house from the Cheng’s after the excitement at the end of the street had died down, but hadn’t seen her since. Scared, she’d climbed up on the roof with her son, and though she’d heard a volley of gunshots as she made her way up the ladder, Shane claimed he hadn’t seen anything. She wanted to ask Mike about it, and the shot they’d just heard from the Navaro’s, but she thought those questions could wait until later, when they were face to face and not shouting down from the rooftop for everyone to hear.
Her husband seemed to recognize this in her expression, in the crisscross posture of her arms and legs.
“We’re missing one of the Navaro boys,” he told them, creased eyes squinting against the sun. “The four-year-old; Rudy says his name is Zack.” He paused a beat. “Have either of you seen him?”
“No,” Shane replied, looking like a dead spirit perched atop the roof, his rifle at a restful slant between his legs. “But there were some shots that sounded like they came from behind the Hanna’s.”
Mike looked across the cul-de-sac. So Rudy was right, he thought to himself, frowning. He looked back at Shane. “How many?”
“Two or three, I think.” He shrugged. “They weren’t very loud.”
Mike sighed, troubled by this. “Probably Larry shooting at something out his back window,” he decided, imagining something wandering down from the hilltop. Zack Navaro flickered briefly across his mind. “Keep an eye out that way,” he told them. Their heads lifted toward something behind him and he turned to see Rudy emerging from the Navaro’s, a bundled blanket swinging from his hand. The three of them watched as he approached the piles of carrion at the end of the street and dropped the bloodstained bundle into the arms of its mother. He stared at it for a moment, as if undecided whether or not to leave it, then he looked up and saw them watching.
His head tilted toward the Sturling’s and Mike nodded.
“We need to look in on Keith and Naomi,” Mike told Pam. “You two stay right where you are. I’ll be back in a few minutes.”
“Michael, be careful,” Pam warned.
He smiled then started walking. He was almost to the street when Shane called out to him.
“Mrs. Sturling… she didn’t look very well.” He hesitated, looking even grimmer. “I don’t think she made it.”
Mike nodded. “I’ll be careful,” he promised.
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He met up with Rudy at the curb and the two of them followed the blood trail into the house. There was a surprising amount to follow, especially once they left the lawn. Inside the Sturling’s living room, they found themselves standing on an oatmeal-colored carpet, its knap thick and luxurious, with flecks of blue and brown sprinkled in to help hide the dirt and give it texture. The loss of blood was nothing less than shocking against it, as if it had come off a roller, deep red and on clearance all day. The smell alone was overwhelming.
The two men glanced uneasily at one another, knowing the only thing they’d find at the end of such a trail would be a corpse, which of course might or might not still be there.
Without a word, they checked their guns before proceeding.
Beneath the blood the house smelled stale, like a cardboard box left out in the sun. It was dark, boarded up. A faint fan of light fell against the kitchen floor, but the blood didn’t go anywhere near it; instead it veered down the hall, toward a bedroom or the bath, through nothing but gloom.
“Keith?” Mike’s shotgun swung over the back of the sofa. “Naomi?”
They listened but nothing moved, no one answered, though the dark itself seemed to grin back at them.
Rudy found himself wishing he’d brought a pistol, something that was easier to wield within the close confines of a house. Pistols, however, were in short supply and he’d left one of the ones they’d taken at 7-Eleven with Aimee. Another thing they forgotten was a flashlight. Over at the Navaro’s they hadn’t needed one because there was only a thin gauze of curtain over the windows, not ¾-inch plywood. The Navaros had bowed out of the game before the reinforcements had gone up. Here though, at the Sturling’s, there was only a small peninsula of light with a sea of darkness pressing around them. Another step and they’d be wading in it; two more and they’d be drowning.
Fortunately, a solution presented itself. Since the power had gone out, most everyone had taken to keeping flashlights or candles within easy reach, and the Sturling’s were no exception. There was a small penlight just inside the door, on a table that had once collected bills and car keys and sunglasses. It lay there like an unspoken invitation.
Come on in.
Mike picked it up and juggled his shotgun to get it working. A thin yellow beam appeared, ending on the ceiling as a fluid ellipse. He pointed it down the hall. The blood scraped the wall then hooked into a darkened doorway.
“Keith?” Mike shouted. “Naomi?”
The grin widened.
“Hello?”
“I don’t like this,” Mike said unhappily, his voice directed at Rudy now, as if his neighbor could somehow absolve him. Wave his hand and pronounce him free from any further responsibility. “He should have answered.”
Rudy agreed. They stood fast on their lighted peninsula, escape just a step away.
“Any plans or suggestions?” Mike wondered.
Rudy admitted that nothing came to mind, except the most obvious: follow the blood.
Mike frowned. “I was afraid of that.” He studied the darkened hall and sighed. “I told Pam I’d be careful.”
“Oh yes,” Rudy agreed. “Most definitely.”
The two of them inched forward, guns out.
Trying not to step on the trail.
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The first bedroom they came to was a spare, a desk firmly anchored in the far corner. It had likely started out as an office or den and then simply became a receptacle for everything the Sturlings couldn’t bring themselves to throw away. A treadmill buried under a fall of winter clothes, a bookcase loaded with old videotapes and computer programs. A sewing machine surrounded by shoeboxes and magazines.
A thin layer of dust lay over the hard surfaces, as if the room had already been abandoned or was in the process of becoming a museum display, a place tourists would visit but find too dull to photograph. The flashlight swept the corners and poked about underneath the desk, but quickly decided there was little else to see. The room was unoccupied.
The blood led as far as the next doorway, then became a sticky pool on the bathroom floor, which Mike entered hesitantly in his bare feet. Here they found Naomi, jammed limply in a corner by the tub with her eyes staring up at them, as if the last thing she’d seen had been standing just where they were. Her pretty blonde hair was in bloody tangles.
A step or two further and they saw the bullethole, then the dark splash of brain matter sticking to the wall behind her.
“Shit, she’s dead,” Mike whispered, his voice a sharp hiss as the flashlight veered away, looking for Keith now.
“Wait a minute,” Rudy said, pointing toward the sink. “What’s that?”
Mike turned and bounced the light off the mirror, illuminating a towel bar on the opposite wall whose neat arrangement stood in gross counterpoint to the blood and chaos that had chewed up the rest of the room. Mike gazed at its reflection with a mixture of longing and fascination, as if the overlay of washcloths on towels were already a lost art. A fossilized piece of the past deemed useless and hastily buried while they were busy shooting their neighbors.
“A little higher,” Rudy nudged and Mike raised the beam another foot, wondering what else would become quietly obsolete in the devastating wake of Wormwood.
He saw what Rudy was looking at and frowned. “What is that, a bullet hole?”
A second splash of blood on the mirror — like an isolated island, well away from Naomi, — and a sharp chip along the beveled edge, punctuated by a black period. It seemed to speak for itself. When Mike focused the flashlight on the stain, the room took on a pinkish tinge. He glanced down at Naomi, certain her eyes had shifted with the light, and looked back at the mirror.
Rudy’s reflection looked deeply worried.
“What are you thinking?” Mike asked, afraid he already knew the answer. The blood on the floor was beginning to creep him out. He was afraid to move for fear he’d step in it.
Rudy’s eyes met his in the mirror. “I’m thinking that it would be difficult for a man to miss his target in a room like this, especially a trained soldier.”
“You’re afraid he tried to kill himself,” Mike said numbly, his heart thumping sickly in his chest.
Rudy nodded. “I’m afraid he may have succeeded.”
“If he shot himself, where’s the body?”
Rudy hesitated. “He may not have been as successful as he would have liked.”
Mike uttered a bleak, harsh-sounding laugh and glanced down at Naomi, thinking now there was a success story. He had to bite his lip to keep from falling into the insanity of it. Pretty soon they’d be tallying up the dead in strikes and spares, just like in bowling.
He turned the flashlight at the door, no longer interested in the bathroom but what may have staggered out into the dark. “I think we ought to rethink this,” he said, the shotgun trembling behind the beam, ready to blast anything that appeared in the doorway. “Go back outside and pry some of these boards off the windows.”
“That’s not a bad idea,” Rudy agreed, though neither of them moved. Since stepping into the bathroom, a fearful paralysis had settled over them, stiffening their joints and making it difficult to leave. The small room, awful as it was, was safe so long as they had their guns. There was only the one door to defend, whereas if they stepped back into the hall they’d be vulnerable again.
“Do you want me to lead the way?” Rudy volunteered.
Yes, Mike wanted to say. Yes I do. But he couldn’t bring himself to do it. Rudy had already taken over for him in a moment of weakness in the Navaro’s nursery; he couldn’t very well do that to him again; besides, he didn’t want to give up the penlight.
“No,” Mike replied, forcing himself forward. “I’ll do it.” He stepped carefully over a puddle of blood and paused at the threshold, pointing the beam first left and then right. The house looked as empty as when they’d entered.
Goddamnit Keith, where are you?
Leaving Naomi and the bathroom, they crept past the spare room with its museum stillness and its thin layer of dust. Mike led the way, hugging the clean right wall with his shotgun pointed ahead, hip to hip with Rudy who was covering the dark places behind them. They moved slowly, like a four-legged beast, well-armed and dangerous if surprised.
Which was just what happened — four paces into the living room Keith came gliding out of the woodwork, covered with blood and grim as Death. Mike shrieked, jerked the shotgun at the nightmarish apparition and the thing went off, sending a flickering tongue of flame across the room. Keith (if he’d ever really been there) dropped instantly from sight, like a paper bag swatted from a darkened stage.
In the ringing silence that followed, Mike was not only certain Keith had been there, but that a look of surprise had crossed his face.
Surprise being a human reaction…
Which, if so, might just make him a murderer.
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Huddled within the concrete walls of the bomb shelter, the Hannas could no longer hear the gunshots echoing off the walls from house to house. Larry had come back down the stairs, set aside his rifle and the spare box of ammunition, and with a bitter look of finality on his face, wrestled the door shut, locking them in.
“Where’s Brian?” Jan asked, only now growing concerned, apparently under the impression that Larry had gone out to rescue him. That, like Mark, he’d been hiding in the juniper bushes when Quail Street began to fall apart. Her concern quickly blossomed into panic when she looked into her husband’s eyes.
“Larry? What did you do with Brian?”
He looked at her flatly and said, “Brian’s dead.”
“Zack ate Brian,” Mark said hollowly, then shuddered against her breast.
The panic receded and a look of confusion took its place. Jan opened her mouth as if to smile, to tell them that it wasn’t a very funny joke, then shut her mouth uncertainly, glancing between Larry and the dark steel panel of the door.
“What do you mean, he’s dead?”
Larry Hanna looked hard at his wife, as if only now realizing that he’d locked himself in with a tiger, one that was just now starting to sharpen her claws. “I mean we lost him,” he told her, trying to keep his voice low and under control. “He came down with Wormwood and I had to put him down.”
Now the smile came out, hideous in the harsh white glow of the battery-powered lantern.
“Larry. Don’t be ridiculous. Open the door and let me see my baby.”
“Jan,” he said softly. “Brian is…” Dead, he meant to tell her, but something in her eyes stopped him: a glimmer far back that warned he’d said enough, that she knew he was dead. Knew it as well as he did, but wouldn’t accept it. It wasn’t stubbornness, it wasn’t a mistake… she’d seen what was on the other side of the basement door and had spent the time he was upstairs erasing it. Sketching something else in Brian’s place. Otherwise, she would have been at the shelter door, opening it herself.
In that moment, Larry understood an unhappy truth: that he could clutch his family close to him, but he couldn’t save them. The fires of Hell and damnation were burning all around them, inside the reinforced shelter as well as Philadelphia or Chicago. He’d been a fool to believe otherwise.
He realized that he didn’t want to die this way.
He didn’t want to die like Brian either, but here, cowering in the ground, it was somehow worse, as if they were already dead. And when he tried to imagine the possible outcomes, all he could see was one subtracted from three then subtracted once again from two, leaving him locked away with a rifle that would turn suicide into an unpredictable gambit. Further on, he saw his skin turning sallow and gray as death finally overwhelmed him, sealing him inside this artificial tomb, no longer able to understand the complicated latchings of the door. Reduced to a ceaseless and pathetic scratching…
Which no one would ever hear, much less answer.
Larry shuddered. He gazed across the vault at his wife and son.
No, he finally decided, this was no way to die.
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“Mike! Be careful!” Rudy cried, but in the time it took to shout the warning, it was already too late. Mike was kneeling down behind the low screen of the sofa, convinced he’d shot Keith dead. Rudy allowed that it might be true, but lowering one’s defenses within arm’s reach of an unconfirmed kill seemed a terrible lapse in judgment, almost as if he were giving up his own life in contrition.
Swearing under his breath, Rudy stepped around the cluttered plain of the coffee table and pointed his rifle at the prostrate form on the carpet, trying to get Mike out of his line of fire while keeping a bead on the pale smear of Keith’s head.
“Christ!” Mike moaned. “I killed him!” His shotgun clattered to the floor near his knee as he brought the penlight to bear on Keith’s face, his free hand reaching to feel for a pulse along his neck. Rudy shouted for him to back away, at the same time taking a step forward himself, bracing for the worst.
In the shifting pool of light, Keith looked like something that had been hauled off a smoking battlefield. There was a scattershot pattern of shotgun pellets across his right shoulder, his neck and upper chest, but he looked like he’d been in pretty bad shape before Mike even pulled the trigger; before they ever set foot in the house, in fact. A ragged flap of scalp hung like a loose pocket above his right temple, powderburned and accompanied by a devastating head wound. Also a deep gouge had been taken out of his chest, just above his heart, this one looking suspiciously like a bite mark.
Neither of these had come from Mike’s shotgun.
Keith had probably been wandering around the house in shock, his hair and clothes saturated with his own blood as well as that of his wife. At least he’d had the presence of mind to put a bullet into her.
By the sound of his breathing, by the shallow sobs that came between each exhalation, Rudy surmised Mike was having trouble finding a pulse. He could see for himself that Keith’s chest was no longer rising and falling.
“Mike,” he began, his finger curled tautly around the trigger, “I think perhaps you should—”
Back away from him, Rudy had meant to say, but Keith’s eyes were suddenly open, burning with the faint phosphorescence of Wormwood, and the words turned to dust on his tongue. Mike froze, a sharp gasp punctuating his surprise as Keith’s head darted up, quick as a cobra. Two of Mike Dawley’s fingers disappeared in a heartbeat, tumbling down the open gullet of his neighbor’s throat like mackerel down a shark. There was an impatient attempt at chewing, a vicious gnashing of incisors, then the fingers were gone.
Mike screamed, holding up his bloody hand as if it were on fire, capable of engulfing him.
A part of Rudy seemed to step back from his own body and gaze down from the vantage of a casual observer, a disinterested witness in a world that had slowed almost to a stop. He watched coolly as the more solid, practical part of him stepped forward, thrust the muzzle of the rifle against Keith’s forehead, and pulled the trigger. A nearly bloodless hole appeared, tunneling down through the decaying corridors of Keith’s brain.
Keith’s red and feverish eyes looked up and Rudy jerked the trigger again, unaware that he too was screaming.
There was a moment of uncertainty, a sputtering of half-severed connections, then Keith lay still, the Wormwood fading from his pupils.
“Jesus, Jesus…” Mike repeated, trembling as he clutched his bleeding hand to his chest.
Rudy glanced at him and the two split parts of him clicked jarringly back together. Time resumed its normal cadence and he fell to his knees, breathless.
In the halflight, Mike wept for his two lost fingers, still wriggling in Keith’s coiled guts.
Rudy wept for the hours and days stretched languidly ahead, for darkness without the hope or promise of a dawn.
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As twilight gathered in the easterly corners of the sky, they touched matches and disposable lighters to the wadded balls of newspaper and the pyre began to burn. Slowly at first, as the flames worked inward, then eagerly as the lines joined hands and the dry braces of kindling took hold.
The flesh was the last thing to catch fire, and when it did a sickening smell rose in greasy billows over Quail Street, wafting through the treetops as the breeze carried it in a leisurely and northwesterly direction. Fat crackled and snapped like pine pitch, hair smoldered and jackstraw bones shifted beneath the weight of the seasoned cordwood. Skulls glowed and grimaced from deep inside the oven.
Brian Hanna, Keith and Naomi Sturling, Bud and Helen Iverson, and the Navaro family in their grim entirety.
The four scarecrows who came to rob them, cut down from their poles and burned with their appellations, their time of usefulness passed; gone with the coming of Wormwood; lost on the illiterate dead.
Fourteen bodies in all.
And eleven left to watch them burn.
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Night fell over the land and the pyre continued to smolder as the wood and bodies gave way to tar and asphalt underneath.
Rudy looked beyond the flames to the three houses standing unoccupied at the far end of the street. As they’d searched through them earlier, they made certain to close the doors and windows once the valuables had been salvaged: the guns and ammunition, the food and bottled water, the candles and batteries.
Yet there was something unsettling about empty houses that had the power to stare back at you.
Houses that haunted you with their stale rooms and drying bloodstains, with the memory of things you’d seen and done inside.
So they’d drawn the curtains and locked the doors to better keep those terrible secrets inside.
Rudy shuffled his feet and looked behind him. The women had gone inside, having little stomach to watch the pyre burn to its bitter end, and Mike had retired as well, his hand inflamed, swollen so badly after his wife had stitched it shut that he’d had to swallow a few Codeine tablets from their medical stores just to keep from passing out from the pain.
Rudy looked at the Dawley house and wondered if he was sleeping.
He wondered if sleep were possible.
One day in town and Wormwood had already gobbled up half the street. Three out of six houses.
Would its appetite be as healthy tomorrow? Would it be content to wait that long?
He looked at Larry and Shane; aside from himself, the last two holdouts.
Larry had emerged from his house after the tragic death of his son, his anger and denial gone, turned to a sluggish brand of defeat. He had hardly spoken a word, hardly taken his eyes off the pyre all evening, as if he knew just where his son lay inside. Rudy felt sorry for him but wondered how much help he’d be once the next crisis came. He seemed to have given up the fight, and even by firelight his face looked haggard and gray, as if pieces of him were already dying.
Shane, on the other hand, seemed to be emerging from his shell. He too seemed to have aged, but in a positive way, from adolescence into adulthood, as if his life before Wormwood had only been a prologue. Over the last two weeks, his mettle had been tested and he’d come out the stronger for it; less uncertain of himself.
And what about me? Rudy wondered. How have I changed?
Ah, that was much more difficult to say. He was certain there had been changes, as marked as those which had reshaped the others, but he found his perspective wasn’t as clear. He felt like the same man he’d been a day, a month, even a year ago, but he sensed that this was untrue. You couldn’t fight for your life, for the lives of your family and neighbors, without changing. Not after killing a man, after witnessing people around you die vivid, horrible deaths… after pointing a rifle at a 6-month-old and telling yourself you were doing the right thing in pulling the trigger.
The stress fractures were no doubt there, but they were still too small to be seen.
He found himself shivering despite the heat.
What was the point even considering it? Whatever he and the others were tonight would be reshaped tomorrow. Then again the next day, and the next…
Ultimately, their destiny was one and the same as the ashes in the fire. It was only a question of putting it off a little longer — a day, an hour; perhaps only another fleeting moment.
Long enough to find some sense or reason to make it worth the living.
Or worth the letting go.
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Pam Dawley knocked softly on the bedroom door and then quietly entered. She didn’t want to disturb her husband if he was sleeping, but needed to check the stitches she’d sewn into the ends of his fingers to make sure they weren’t bleeding or infected. As soon as she cracked the door, however, she knew that she had worries about the latter, because there was really no mistaking the smell. Even working in a hospital, she’d never gotten used to it; that dank and swampy smell, as close as a body could get to rotting without actually dying. It hung like a dark green mist about the room, unable to escape with the plywood over the window and the air conditioning gone.
She closed the door behind her, not wanting it to seep into other parts of the house, and pointed her flashlight at the foot of the bed. Mike seemed to react unfavorably to its touch, moaning aloud and struggling against the damp press of the sheet.
She turned the beam away and the shadows lengthened, they moved to the far corner behind the hamper and trembled as if they too wanted out. Mike sat up in bed with a violent start, his eyes wide, straining against the light, and Pam let out a short, fluttering scream, her free hand flying to smother it back inside her mouth.
“Who is that?” he gasped, squinting across the room, his bandaged hand reaching for the loaded pistol he’d insisted she leave on the nightstand. Now it looked like he would shoot her with it. The gun, however, slid away and tumbled to the floor as he tried to pick it up, unaccustomed to the alterations that had been done to his hand; half his middle finger and three-quarters of the ring finger next to it now gone.
“It’s me!” she cried, turning the flashlight on herself, momentarily blinded by the beam. “It’s Pam, your wife!”
“Christ,” he sighed, letting the gun lie where it had fallen and rolling back against the pillow, his hair soaked with sweat. He raised his hands to cover his face, flinched when the stained dressings touched his skin, and closed his eyes against the grim reminder. Shaking his head and wishing it away.
For a long moment, Pam wondered if he’d forgotten she was there, and then his eyes opened slowly on the darkened room.
“I came to check your stitches,” she said, approaching the bed with a guarded step, as if he might have more guns secreted away. “How are you feeling?”
“Like something chewed me up and spat me back out,” he groaned, gazing at the empty air where his two fingers used to be. “I’m sorry,” he said, lowering his arm to the mattress, taking a long, rattling breath. “What time is it?”
“A little after nine,” she replied, leaving the flashlight atop the nightstand and turning toward the dresser. Half a dozen fat, scented candles sat atop it; candles she used to light before they made love. She struck a match and lit one. The delicate fragrance of sandalwood struggled briefly against the iron stench of infection, then turned sour and wilted.
She carried the candle back to the bed and set it on the nightstand. “You’ve been sleeping almost four hours.”
“Sleeping,” he echoed, a bitter smile touching his flushed face. “I’ve been dreaming… if that’s the word for it.”
“Nightmares?” She touched his brow and took her hand quickly away, as if burned. “You’ve got a fever.”
“I don’t doubt it,” he said, then smiled again, his head sunk deeply into the pillow. “Don’t worry; I don’t think it’s contagious yet.”
She looked into his eyes and then looked away, opening the drawer in the nightstand and reaching for the thermometer she’d left there with the gauze and the medical tape. “You’ll need some antibiotics.”
His smile remained: a grim line carved against the pillow. “Hope we have some.”
She put the thermometer under his tongue and told him not to talk.
“Now,” she said, moving the candle closer, “let me see your hand.”
He gave her his good one, gripping her as if he might not let go.
“The other one,” she chided gently.
He watched her face as she unwrapped the bandages.
It told him everything he needed to know.
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“What’s my temperature?” he asked as she shook it away, the old-fashioned glass and mercury tube going back into the drawer.
“102.4°,” she lied. It had been over 104°.
He gritted his teeth and swore at her as she daubed his stitches with disinfectant and carefully redressed them.
“Where’s Shane?” he asked when she’d finished.
“Out at the fire with Rudy and Larry,” she told him.
Mike let his head roll back and gazed at the ceiling. “He’s a good boy,” he sighed. “I was proud of him today.” He glanced at her. “You’ll tell him that, won’t you?”
“You can tell him yourself in the morning.”
He nodded, but weakly, as if far from convinced.
Pam rose from his side and looked down at him, the worry a calcified lump in her throat. “I’m going to get you some Erythromycin; and some Tylenol to knock that fever back.”
“Okay.”
She lingered by the bedside, as if she still had something to say. It was large, he saw, even through the fever; something that was going to hurt her coming out. Her mouth twisted slightly and there were suddenly tears in her eyes, a deep and regretful well of them.
She sat back down and took his hand; the good one this time. She closed her eyes and the bed started to tremble.
“What?” he whispered, all at once afraid.
“Oh Michael,” she sobbed, clutching his hand between her breasts, “I’m so sorry for the way I treated you! I never should have listened to that foolish woman! That bitch Sally Kellerman!” She opened her eyes. “But when she told me about that girl I thought, I thought I’d already lost you! I got so scared that something inside of me went a little crazy and I just wanted to hurt you! More than anything I wanted to take Shane away and make you feel as bad as I did!”
“Shhhh,” he told her, reaching up to touch her face, to brush away a long tear and a lock of hair that had fallen over her eye. “You don’t have to do this,” he said gently. “You know that nothing happened. Tabitha Kilbey had a lot of deep and serious problems in her life; that’s why she came to me. You also know that sometimes clients develop crushes and dependencies on their therapists. It happened before with Marjorie Kincade.”
She sniffed, a helpless laugh hiccoughing out of her. “Marjorie was forty-five years old and over two hundred pounds; she wasn’t anything like Tabitha Kilbey.”
“No, he agreed, “but it’s the same principle.”
She nodded. “It took me a long time to realize that, and I caused an awful lot of misery in the meantime. I drove you out of the house and denied Shane his father.”
He smiled. “I had faith you’d come around,” he said hoarsely.
“But all that time we lost…” she lamented. “Those are five months we’ll never get back again, and I want them back! I hate myself for throwing them away like I did, especially how things have turned out. I couldn’t bear to lose you now!”
“You’re not going to lose me; at least no more than a couple fingers worth.” He grinned and took her in his arms, holding his injured hand away from her, as if it might infect her through the dressing. “This is right where I’m supposed to be.”
Embracing him, she felt the full heat of his fever and remembered the pills.
And how few there actually were.
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In the kitchen, she counted them out in the palm of her hand.
Damn. Only eight; not even half enough, and they were almost two years old.
I won’t lose him like this, she thought stubbornly. I won’t.
She set one of the capsules on the counter and tipped the rest back into the bottle.
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TAKE UNTIL COMPLETED


Her eyes glanced down the prescription label. She got to the end and realized she’d known the doctor who’d written it. He used to make rounds at the hospital in addition to his private practice; until he’d developed colon cancer and passed away last fall.
It was a strange world, wasn’t it?
She put the bottle away in the cupboard and silently thanked Bud for ignoring the directions.
It bought her some time.
Not much, but maybe enough.
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She brought him the antibiotics with a couple of Tylenol, made him swallow them down with a glass of water, then tried to get him to eat some applesauce, a few spoonfuls; enough for the drugs to stick to on the way down. That done, she went to the bathroom and ran cold water out of the faucet, soaking a small towel and a washcloth and laying them over his bare chest and brow. He complained a little about that, but left them alone.
She sat with him until he fell asleep, thinking of what she might do to save him.
And when she’d decided, she slipped out of the room to find her son.
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Shane shook his head vehemently, not even waiting for her to finish. “You’re not going!” he exclaimed, eyes smoldering, his voice raised to drown out her protests. “I said forget it! If anyone goes it ought to be me! You need to stay here and take care of him!”
Pam appealed to Rudy, who was standing further back, half-eaten by shadow. “Talk to him!” she implored, her expression underscored by firelight. “Make him see the sense of it!”
“I would,” Rudy answered, “but I’m afraid I agree with him. If anyone goes to town, it ought to be Shane. I don’t condone it, but he’s better qualified than you, and your skills are better used here.”
“But he’s just a baby!” she cried, horrified.
“Mom,” Shane murmured, flashing her a warning look. “I’m sixteen years old! I’m not a baby!”
“If I may, Shane?” Rudy interjected, turning to the boy’s mother. “What you’re proposing, Pam, is something akin to combat. The army recruits boys Shane’s age for such purposes. Boys who are quick and strong. They do not, as a rule, recruit 35-year-old women, however admirable their courage or nursing skills.”
“Now just a minute,” Pam objected, two red spots flaring high on her cheeks.
“Oh come on, Mom” Shane said, cutting her off. “He’s right and you know it! I can drive there and back in fifteen minutes!”
Here, Rudy interrupted. “You may have been able to do that in the past, Shane, but it won’t be so easy now; not nearly so easy. The nearest pharmacy, as your mother pointed out, is the Walgreen’s on Hudson Street. That’s in a good-sized shopping center off a busy arterial. I doubt very much if you’ll be able to drive up and dash inside. The roads, once you get to the bottom of the hill, are likely to be filled with obstacles, completely impassable in places.”
“So I’ll take Dad’s mountain bike,” Shane countered. “I’ll go around them.”
Rudy considered this then shook his head. “A bicycle doesn’t offer any protection if you find yourself cornered,” he pointed out, referring indirectly to the infected dead. “A car wouldn’t offer much either, at least not against a dozen or more, but you’d be better off on foot than a bike; it’s not as fast, but it would give you more agility.”
“You’re not going!” Pam maintained, her stance and her jaw set against it.
“What about a motorcycle?” Shane proposed, ignoring her. “A dirt bike?”
Rudy nodded. “That would be ideal, but where would you find one?”
Shane grinned. “The Sturlings have one! I saw it in the back of their garage!”
“Have you ever driven a motorcycle?” Rudy asked, doubtful.
Shane’s smile faltered.
“No he hasn’t,” Pam cut in, seizing triumphantly on this fact. “He hasn’t even learned to drive a stick shift!”
“How hard can it be?” Shane argued. “I can practice right here in the street until I get the hang of it.”
Rudy shook his head. “The sound of the engine will carry. It might attract… others,” he said uncomfortably.
“I can drive a motorcycle,” a voice quietly volunteered.
The three of them turned to look at Larry.
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“I’m serious,” Larry asserted, frowning at their expressions. “Back when I was Shane’s age. I couldn’t afford a car and needed something to get me to work and to school, so I bought a second-hand Honda. I didn’t join a bike club or wear a leather jacket, and I sold it as soon as I could afford a car, but I rode it for two or three years, in all kinds of weather.”
“Could you ride me double?” Shane asked, looking at Larry with a new respect.
Larry smiled weakly. “I think I could manage.”
Rudy and Pam, however, weren’t as quick to warm to the idea, much less agree. Larry was aware of the frank, probing looks he was getting and guessed he knew what they were thinking. He hadn’t after all, distinguished himself very well in the past few weeks. In fact, he’d behaved like a scared and selfish coward. He saw this in their eyes and decided to meet it head-on.
“I know I haven’t done much to earn anyone’s trust; you don’t need to remind me of that; but I’d like to do this, if you think it will help.” He glanced into the fire, at the remains of his son. “I don’t know what’s waiting out there, no more than any of you, but I can guess. I’ve had to deal with it in a way that none of you have and I pray to God… well, I just pray that you don’t have to.” He looked up at them, his eyes rimmed with naked tears and fire. “It doesn’t seem likely though, does it.” It wasn’t a question, but a statement of belief. “After what I saw today, I think we’re all just buying time — minutes and hours; no more, really.”
Rudy stepped forward. “If you genuinely believe that, Larry, why do you want to do this? Why do you want to drive Shane into town on the assumption you’ll find a drugstore that still has a stock of antibiotics and — providing you do find them and return here safely — that they’ll do Mike or anyone else the slightest bit of good?”
Pam and Shane both objected to this dour supposition, but Rudy waved them aside, interested in Larry now and not the niceties of his question. For the moment, they had ceased to matter.
Larry shifted uncomfortably, reluctant to shine such a searching light on his motivations and emotions. After a moment’s consideration, however, he admitted that he found his bomb shelter a lonely and sterile place, little better than a prison cell. He admitted that what they thought of him, how they remembered him, mattered, and what he wanted — more than simple survival — was to rejoin their society. He also understood that to do that, he had to make some sort of atonement.
“That’s admirable, Larry, but reckless as well. I can’t speak for anyone except myself, but the fact that you want to come back is enough for me. We don’t need to see you risking your life to prove anything. It’s not an initiation.”
“I realize that,” Larry nodded, “but there’s also a matter of self-respect. If you each contribute your strengths and skills as the need arises, why shouldn’t I? I don’t want to be carried; I want to help. If I’m standing here listening to you say you need a motorcycle driver, why shouldn’t I volunteer, since I can.” He paused and looked back at them challengingly. “Unless you’re lying when you say I don’t need to prove anything?”
“That may have been a poor choice of words,” Rudy admitted. “To be frank, blunt perhaps, Shane’s life may well depend on you and I’ve seen you falter under fire. We would gladly welcome you back into the fold, but — again, to speak my mind — that doesn’t mean I’m ready to trust you with my life yet, or Shane’s.”
“I guess that’s plain enough,” Larry grimaced, “but at this point, is there a difference? The issue seems fairly black and white now. There’s us and there’s them. What could be simpler?”
“It’s always been us and them, Larry; it’s just a question of where you draw the line. A month ago we never would have taken up firearms to stop those men at the creek, much less hung them from lampposts and power lines once they were dead; but it came down to an issue of us against them. This morning Keith Sturling was one of us and before the day was half over he was one of them. It happened in a heartbeat. I’m certain Mike can attest to that; in fact, it cost him two fingers. One day I might have to draw such a line between your house and mine, or the Dawleys. It all depends on how things unfold. I expect we’ll all have to make the same decision… when and where we’ll draw those lines.”
“In other words, it’ll be every man for himself?”
Rudy nodded, though hesitantly, as if Larry had goaded him into revealing a card he wasn’t yet ready to play.
“Yes, I believe that in the end, that’s what it will come down to.”
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They went to their separate homes soon after, the pyre burned down to smoldering embers and the stars gazing coldly overhead, untouched by their fleeting lives and tragedies.
Pam and Shane came to a tentative agreement. If the motorcycle in the Sturling’s garage was in good repair and Larry was still willing to take him, then she would let him go. It was the only hope of keeping her husband alive, though even so, there were no guarantees. She might lose them both, whether he went to town or not.
No guarantees.
She would let him go as mothers the world over sent their sons off to war.
With bitterness, and a prayer for his safe return.
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Rudy slipped quietly inside his house and bolted the front door. The rest of the house was locked and tightly boarded, but he made his rounds anyway, knowing he would lie awake in bed, wondering, if he didn’t.
When he’d satisfied himself that all was in order, just as he’d left it, he climbed the stairs and looked in on his children, feeling a brief chill of apprehension touch him as he grasped each doorknob. The day had taught him how fragile, how tentative their lives had become. That an unlucky fall or a prick from a rusty nail might easily snowball into a matter of life or death.
And such long lives stretched ahead of them… lives filled with unending caution and fear.
A bleak notion flitted in and out of his head like a rabid bat.
If he was a real father, if he really cared about their futures, he would take the gun that Keith had left behind and make a quick and merciful end to them, himself and Aimee included, because Larry was right when he said they were just buying time. Days and hours.
So much better, he thought, his face pinched, for them to die in the comfort of their beds… before something came hobbling up the street with the dark curse of Wormwood.
Horrified, he closed the door on his two daughters and backed away from such thoughts, such dubious mercies.
He prayed to God instead to watch over them and keep them safe throughout the night, discovering it was better to think in short-term horizons, in hours instead of years. Tomorrow would have to take care of itself; he would concentrate on tonight. Everything else was out of his hands.
The house was securely barricaded; there was fresh water and food in their stomachs; his family was intact and sleeping… these things in themselves were enough reason to give thanks.
He would need sleep himself, and best to get it while the street was quiet, while darkness rolled overhead.
He opened his bedroom and smiled.
Aimee was waiting up for him.
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Candles were burning on either side of the bed, and by the faint smell of sulfur he guessed that she’d just lit them. The glow they created was soft and warm, tranquil and welcoming; not at all like the hungry blaze of the pyre. Here in this room, with her, he found he could almost forget about the world outside.
“How long have you been waiting up?” he asked, pleased with the way the candlelight attached itself to her. The bedcovers were folded neatly across her lap, her back resting lightly against a pillow and the headboard. She was wearing a sleek, satin robe the color of ripe plums, the front of it open to the waist, exposing her small and shapely breasts.
“Not long,” she answered, shifting slightly so the shadows across her changed. “I was getting dressed when I heard you come in.”
“You don’t look very dressed,” he said approvingly, checking the shotgun behind the door and turning back to her. “You look beautiful.”
She smiled shyly, moving her legs. “Do you think so?”
He kicked off his shoes and unbuttoned his shirt, his eyes drawn to the dark “V” between her thighs. “Yes,” he nodded, his voice a low purr. “I do.” His shirt dropped behind him and he unbuckled his belt, his penis arched and erect, already imagining himself inside her.
He crawled into bed and sent his imagination elsewhere. Its services no longer required.
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In the afterglow, the candles extinguished and the room given back to the starlight, he asked her how the children were coping.
“They each have their own ways,” she answered, her voice soft and forlorn beside him. “After Helen left I tried to keep them downstairs so they would be safe from bullets and couldn’t see out the windows. I let Denise go up to her bedroom to get her colored pencils, though, and she looked very pale and upset when she came back down. She didn’t even have her pencils. I asked her what was the matter and she acted like she hadn’t even heard me. She seemed very concerned about you… asking when you were going to come inside and if you’d remembered to take your gun. Every shot that went off afterward made her jump like a cat. I’m sure she saw something when she went up to her bedroom, but she wouldn’t tell me.”
Rudy frowned at the ceiling, guessing it must have involved Zack or Brian or Larry. From her side window, standing on her bed, she could oversee portions of the Hanna’s back yard. Some noise must have caught her attention while she was searching for her pencils.
“Sarah clung to me all afternoon like a frightened shadow,” Aimee went on. “Every time I turned around I’d stumble over her. After the fourth or fifth time I lost my temper and she started to cry.” A deep sigh floated up in the dark. “John’s the one I’m worried about. These last few days he’s been sleeping through everything. I was grateful at first because my hands were full with the girls, but I don’t think it’s a healthy sleep.”
“How so?” Rudy asked.
“It’s too deep. More like nighttime sleep than a nap, and he’s been sucking his thumb.”
Rudy’s frown deepened. “He hasn’t done that in months.”
Aimee nodded. “Almost a year now; a year come July.”
Rudy was silent for a while, so long that Aimee finally asked what he was thinking.
“Nothing,” he lied. “It just occurred to me that these are very small worries in light of everything that happened today. I’m certain that Larry and Jan would gladly trade places with us. Or Helen, or Keith…”
“Shhh,” she hissed, her face cross as she put a finger to his lips. “Don’t say things like that. It invites bad luck.”
He laughed softly in the dark.
“I just burned the bodies of ten of our neighbors, burned them down to blackened skeletons.” He laughed again, more harshly this time. “Your bad luck is already here.”
She turned away from him. “I don’t want to hear about it,” she said to the wall, her hands over her ears like a frightened child, wishing the monster away.
He wondered if she thought of him as a monster…
The thought sent up a bright flare of anger inside him. Everything he’d done today he’d done for her. For them. For the survival of his family. A maddening impulse came over him to pull her hands away and shout at her the horrors he’d seen that day, most especially the thing under the baby blanket in the Navaro’s nursery. Tell her how the larger pieces had slid down the wall after he’d pulled the trigger. If he had to live with it, why shouldn’t she?
The impulse left him. It flapped its evil wings and flew away.
Exhausted, he reached out and touched the trembling curve of her spine. “I’m sorry,” he whispered.
She turned, sobbing, into his arms.
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“How’s Dad doing?” Shane asked, surprised to find his mother still awake, curled up with a blanket on the couch. It occurred to him as the question left his mouth that the situation could not have improved. That she was afraid to sleep with him in case the fever or the infection took over and he died during the night.
It reminded him of the poisoned days before their separation, except then it had been his father who had been banished to the couch, the television flickering late into the night.
Pam sat up, squinting against the flashlight, and he turned it away, toward the same television, which was only gathering dust these days. “You should be sleeping,” she said, stifling a yawn.
“I’m too wound up,” Shane said, sitting down beside her. She touched his hair, combing it back from his face, and he asked her again about his father.
“He’s sleeping,” she answered, as if this were the best they might hope for. “I took his temperature a while ago and it’s come down a little. Not much, but enough for him to sleep.”
A drowsy quiet settled over them, like falling dust. Each lost in their own thoughts.
“I’ve been thinking about what Mr. Cheng said,” Shane confessed, his face troubled and upset.
“Mr. Cheng said quite a bit,” Pam agreed, smiling at him wanly. “He gave us all something to think about.”
“What he said about the antibiotics,” Shane frowned, “about them not working.” He looked at her. “You don’t think that’s true, do you?”
She opened her mouth to tell him no, of course not, but the words wouldn’t come. The truth, now that she’d had time to think about it, was that she didn’t know, and that’s what she told him. Not out of a selfish desire to keep him at home, but because he was her son and he deserved the truth, not a mother’s comforting lie, however well-meaning. “This disease,” she told him, “may be affecting all of us; not just the people who die, but everyone, right now; and since we don’t know anything about it, it’s hard to say how it will affect healing drugs like antibiotics. They may work fine… or they may not. We won’t know for sure until we try.”
He nodded, seeming to understand and to accept this.
The next worry on his mind was even harder to speak.
“What if Dad dies while I’m gone?” he said, hitting her own fears squarely on the head.
“He’s not going to die,” she told him, her expression changing, cracking and hardening like flowing lava.
Shane pressed his lips together. “He might,” he said softly.
She wanted to tell him to stop being ridiculous, that the loss of two fingers was by no means a life-threatening injury, but again she couldn’t. The words got caught in her throat. The days of modern medicine were over, rotting slowly on the shelves. In another year or two they would be back to the Dark Ages, back to bleedings and leeches. In some ways, with the power gone, they were already there.
“She looked at him and decided on doubtful. “It’s doubtful,” she told him, brushing away a tear. “What’s your point?”
Again he hesitated, as if what was in his mind was too terrible to say aloud, in spite of everything they’d been through. “Will you…” he started, then looked away and tried again, from another angle. “If he does die, will you be able to take care of him?”
This confused her at first, and then a slow, shuddering chill crept up her back.
“I don’t want you to worry about that,” she told him, feeling ill at ease, as if Michael’s corpse — Stop that! He’s not a corpse! — were sitting in the dark with them, listening. “I’ll do whatever I have to do,” she assured him.
“You’ll have to shoot him,” Shane went on, as if he hadn’t heard her, his voice black and brittle, as if the words were small pieces of bile or dead tissue clotting up inside him. “Shoot him in the head like we shot those men under the bridge. Then you’ll have to burn his body…”
“Shane,” she said, his face blurred in the stilted light beyond her tears. “Shane, stop it!”
“…get some wood from behind the garage or anything that’ll burn…”
“Stop it! Stop it!” she shrieked, balling her fists and battering his upper arm and shoulder as if he were an appliance that wouldn’t turn off. A washing machine that was scarring her new vinyl floor.
Surprised, he stopped. He looked at her as if awakening from a trance.
Then burst into tears.
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Not far away, behind a door at the end of the hall, Mike Dawley surfaced briefly from sleep, the remains of a dream dissolving around him, moving off and rearranging itself beyond the borders of the bed. He felt something cold resting on his eyelids: two coins that slid off his cheeks to the mattress as he tried to sit up. He felt blindly along the sheet for them, but like the dream they too seemed to disappear.
A moment later he forgot what he was looking for and leaned back against his pillow.
Something was in the room with him, something that watched at the foot of the bed but did not stir.
He reached out with his good hand. “Pam?”
He knew at once that it wasn’t Pam.
The shape he saw in his mind’s eye was a corpse. It was Helen Iverson, grinning and pointing a gun at his head, waiting to return a favor. She had put the pennies on his eyes.
“Go away,” he told her, searching again for the lost coins, wanting to throw them at her. “I’m not going to die!”
She turned and faded into the surrounding darkness, a smile still touching her lips, as if they both knew better.
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In the reinforced bunker beneath his basement stairs, Larry Hanna found his wife and son almost exactly as he’d left them. She was stroking Mark’s hair, which had grown wet with a rancid perspiration, rocking him back and forth while he slept, as if he were a doll she couldn’t bear to part with.
The scratches and welts on Mark’s back, still visible through the rips in his dampened shirt, looked much worse in the artificial light. They looked angry, infected; not so much like juniper scratches, but fingernail rakes.
He wondered if they had come from an effort to save his brother.
Either way, it wouldn’t do to let them fester. They ought to be cleaned with disinfectant, covered perhaps.
Larry sat down and told his wife his plans for the morning.
She continued her rocking and gazed through him as if he weren’t there.
“Jan?” he said softly, leaning closer, searching for the place where her eyes were focused but not finding it. “Did you hear what I said?”
There was no response, just the same compulsive rocking.
When he tried to take Mark away from her, she started to scream.



Part Six

TRAVELING
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The second day of the plague dawned hazy and red, the air sharp with smoke from fires that had burned throughout the night. A gray veil hung over the city, a stagnant inversion that kept the sharpness from rising or blowing away.
Rudy closed the window and let the curtain fall, wondering how many bodies had gone up in smoke during the night? How many he was taking in with each breath?
He turned and looked at his wife, still sleeping.
His hair and clothes smelled of the pyre, a greasy, queasy smell that he was unlikely to forget. He wondered about taking a shower and decided he could use one. The street was quiet and he could be in and out in five minutes; as cold as the water was, five minutes would be about all he could take.
When he came out — still toweling, trying to rub the goosebumps away — Aimee was awake, sitting up in bed with her robe on. She told him the children were still sleeping, that she’d just been in their rooms to check on them. He nodded and dressed himself quickly in fresh, clean-smelling clothes.
“Are you hungry?” she asked, looking at him as if it were a perfectly normal Sunday morning. “Should I fix you some breakfast?”
Rudy considered it, tempted, and shook his head. He reminded her that Larry and Shane were going into town. He would need to help them get the motorcycle ready, make preparations… a bowl of cold cereal with powdered milk would be enough, and he could make that himself.
“In that case,” she yawned, “I think I’ll sleep a little longer.”
He kissed her and went downstairs, leaving the rising sunlight for the subterranean feel of the rooms below. He checked the doors and windows, satisfying himself that no one had tried to break in during the night, then sat down at the kitchen table with a bowl of Cheerios and some leftover pineapple, which he ate straight from the can. The water from the faucet looked murky, unsettled, and he dumped it down the drain without tasting it, thinking God knew what might have fallen into the reservoir.
He mixed the milk with bottled water and ate quickly, depressed by the dim surroundings. When he was finished, he put the dishes in the sink (not even wanting to rinse them with the dingy tap water) and, taking the pistol Aimee had left atop the entertainment center, went outside to see if Larry and Shane were awake yet.
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There was a dog in the cul-de-sac, a black and white border collie that was trying to pull something out of the scorched heap of the pyre.
“Hey!” Rudy shouted, taking an unguarded step toward the street. “Get away from there! Heyah!” He made wild shooing motions with his free hand, his heels clipping down the walk. “Go on!”
The collie skittered back, startled, retreating down the street as far as the Dawley’s before looking back to see if Rudy was giving chase. When it saw that he wasn’t, the dog came to a stop, ears up and alert.
“Keep going!” Rudy told it, throwing out his arm once again, a gesture no longer so threatening from sixty feet away.
The dog stood and watched him. It glanced at the smoldering remains of the pyre, licked its muzzle, and then looked at Rudy once again. Rudy had no desire to shoot it, but neither did he care to watch it drag bone after bone out of the cooling ashes, making a meal out of people he once knew.
He held the pistol over his head and fired it into the air, setting off a bang that echoed in the morning silence of the surrounding hills. The collie bolted; not down the street, but into the gap between the Iverson’s and the Navaro’s, where Rudy lost sight of it.
A door opened to his right; Shane in jeans and a black t-shirt, a rifle in his hand. He looked at Rudy questioningly.
“It was a dog,” Rudy told him.  “I caught it foraging in the fire.”
Shane nodded, the rifle relaxing as he started to turn back inside.
“How’s Mike?” Rudy inquired.
Shane shrugged. “About the same.”
“Are you still planning to go to town?”
A bleary nod, as if he hadn’t gotten much sleep thinking about it. “I was just getting dressed when I heard the shot.”
“I’ll help you get the motorcycle,” Rudy offered, moving closer so they wouldn’t have to shout.
“All right. Let me get my shoes on.”
As Shane ducked inside the gloomy interior of his house, Rudy glanced across the cul-de-sac, expecting to see the collie in the faint shadows between the houses, waiting to get at the bones again.
There was nothing there; apparently the dog had decided to move on. Rudy guessed it would find what it wanted, if not on this street then another.
He found himself wondering what effect Wormwood might have on animals… dogs and cats, or birds for that matter.
His eyes rose toward the treetops and telephone wires, scanning.
Now wouldn’t that be something…
He wondered if he would be able to tell the difference between a live bird and an infected one? Would they lose the ability to fly, or come diving down like flocks of kamikazes, attracted to anything with a warm pulse?
God help us if that happens, Rudy thought, his gaze dropping until he found himself looking at Larry’s front door. He supposed he ought to go knock, see if the Hannas were up yet. If Larry and Shane were going into town, it would be best for them to start as early as possible, just in case they ran into trouble.
Rudy shook his head. Just in case… He almost laughed.
In a city of almost 50,000 souls, of course they were going to run into trouble. If Quail Street were any indication, then half of them would already be infected. Predators roaming the streets, trying desperately to get at the other half, the numbers gradually tipping…
The real question — antibiotics notwithstanding — was would they make it back at all?
And if so, what might come following?
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Larry was a long time answering his door; so long, in fact, Rudy feared he might have changed his mind and gone back to his old isolationism. Then the sound of disengaging locks issued through the heavy oak and the door creaked open, just an inch or two.
Larry Hanna looked out at him like a man already dead. A man who supposes things can’t possibly get any worse and then finds out he’s wrong.
A long sigh seemed to come out of him, blowing sourly through the crack.
Rudy wondered if he even recognized him.
“I thought I should check on you, Larry. Shane and I were about to go to the Sturling’s to get the motorcycle.”
Larry let the door swing wider. “Come in,” he invited, his face slack, expressionless. “I want to show you something.”
Rudy felt a chill at the flat sound of his neighbor’s voice. He glanced over his shoulder, for the dog or for Shane; any excuse to keep from going inside. The street, however, conspired quietly against him.
“Downstairs,” Larry said, turning toward the darkness, his target rifle carelessly in hand, the heavy stock knocking against the risers as he descended.
Rudy found he had little choice but to follow.
“Those damn junipers,” Larry swore, moving slowly ahead of him, the light in the stairwell turning from blue to gray, threatening to disappear altogether at the bend. “Every year I think about tearing them out. The whole damn lot of them. Ugly, shaggy bushes.” He turned to look at Rudy. “Mark climbed out of them yesterday; did I tell you that?”
“Yes, you did,” Rudy answered, wondering where this was leading.
“And the scratches?” Larry wondered. “I told you about the scratches on his back?”
“I think you may have mentioned it,” Rudy agreed, not certain if he had or hadn’t. A tingling feeling floated down the center of his back, like a premonition. They had come to a halt outside the shelter: Larry on the brief landing while Rudy stood two steps above him, looking down on the pale oval of his face. The dark, haunted eyes…
“Well I thought Mark got those scratches from hiding in the junipers,” Larry explained, the point coming slowly, as if he were telling Rudy why he’d always preferred Sprite to 7-Up. “They’re hell to crawl through, you know. You lose a ball in bunch of junipers, you may as well kiss it goodbye.” His attention seemed to waver, drifting down the wall from Rudy to the door.
Rudy watched him, uncertain. “Larry? What are we doing here?”
The door to the vault clicked open. It was an impressive click: solid and secure, like something you’d hear in the back of a bank. Larry’s eyes found Rudy again.
“Like I said, I want to show you something.”
A soft fan of light opened with the door, spreading with it a thick odor, one which Rudy had become well acquainted with over the last twenty-four hours. It was blood. He felt like he’d waded through oceans of it. Now here was another.
Larry stepped over the threshold, the rifle knocking squarely against the dark steel lip. His shadow grew stilted and monstrous on the painted blocks of the interior wall then stopped, turning back to Rudy.
Taking a deep breath to steady himself, Rudy stepped inside.
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“I wanted to clean up those scratches,” Larry said, pointing, “but Jan wouldn’t let me. She absolutely wouldn’t let go of the boy.” He squatted down beside his son and lifted the back of his shirt. “See there,” he said, tracing a group of deep gouges with his finger, looking up at Rudy. “Those aren’t junipers, they’re fingernails.”
Jan Hanna was gazing at Rudy above Mark’s left shoulder. He met her eyes, looked away, but found himself being drawn back to her eyes and the bullethole in the center of her forehead, which was neat enough to have been placed there by God.
Larry let his son’s shirt drop and rose to his feet. He gazed openly at Rudy.
“What do you think?”
“I think,” Rudy had trouble finding his voice, “I think I need to go back outside, Larry.”
Larry shook his head, not denying him passage but confounded, as if for the life of him he couldn’t figure out what had happened. “The scratches aren’t that deep!” he insisted, reaching for the shirt again so Rudy could see. “Look here,” he said, tracing another. “There’s hardly any blood!”
Rudy wasn’t sure what was worse: the sight of Mark’s raw back or the small, glistening hole in the back of his head. When Larry lifted the shirt to show him one, the other disappeared.
“How could those scratches kill him?” Larry demanded, his voice rising now. Indignant. Angry.
“Germs, infection…” Rudy suggested, shaking his head, taking an unsteady step toward the door. “I don’t know. He went through a great deal yesterday. Perhaps it was simply shock.”
“Shock,” Larry whispered, his eyes drifting again, as if this were something he hadn’t considered. A stone he hadn’t turned during the night. His expression narrowed. “Is that possible? He’s just a boy. Not even eight.”
Rudy nodded. From his new position, Jan was no longer staring at him. He could see, however, the terrible damage that Mark had done to her. Several savage bites had been taken before Larry shot him. Her throat opened from jaw to breastbone; the last bloody lump was still in Mark’s mouth.
From the neatness and accuracy of her final wound, Rudy guessed that Larry had put the muzzle to his wife’s forehead and fired before she had a chance to come back; tenderly, as a parting gift from a husband to his wife.
“Do you think it was painful?” Larry asked, looking down at the two of them. “Do you think he suffered?”
“I don’t know,” Rudy replied, staring at Mark’s rabid expression, thinking it certainly hadn’t been very easy on his mother. “If it was shock, he might have been unconscious when he died.”
Larry nodded, satisfied. He turned and set his rifle aside, then picked up a thick woolen blanket. When he turned back to the light there were tears in his eyes, as if his mind hadn’t allowed him to grieve until he understood what killed them. He leaned down and kissed his wife and then his son. An awful sound caught and tore itself from his throat, a sound as close to the end of the world as Rudy could imagine. He found tears on his own face as Larry whispered a husky goodbye and covered his family with the thick gray blanket.
“Even if I make it back from town,” Larry vowed, “I won’t come back to this room. I’ll put a bullet through my head first.” He wiped his face and pointed to a corner of the shelter piled with brown cardboard boxes. “Something crept in and squatted in the shadows over there during the night. I don’t know what it was; a dream, maybe: but it crouched on top of that box and watched me for the longest time… hardly moving, like one of those tree sloths.” Larry looked soberly at Rudy. “I was thinking about killing myself then. What do you suppose that means?”
Rudy shook his head, his eyes moving from Larry to the corner. The top of the highest box looked slightly crushed, dented inward, as if something the size of a bulldog had perched there. “I don’t know,” he heard himself say, imagining what Larry must have gone through during the night, sitting in the shelter with the bodies of his wife and son, their deaths a sudden and violent nightmare. Like nothing a man could prepare himself for… then to have to shoot them on top of that.
Who was to say what he might imagine in a shadowy corner, urging him toward suicide?
“I want you to do a favor for me,” Larry said, picking up his rifle.
For a dreadful moment Rudy was certain he was going to ask him to shoot him, right then and there. To take the terrible burden of life from his shoulders and set him free. Larry had always been a faithful Christian; perhaps the sin of self-destruction terrified him more than Wormwood.
“If I don’t come back tonight, will you burn them like Brian and the others? I know it’s an awful thing to ask, but you’ve always been a good friend and neighbor to us… better than I’ve deserved lately… and I know I can trust you to do it, if you say you will.” Larry glanced around the bloodied clutter of the shelter and sighed. “I hate to think of this as their final resting place.” His eyes came to rest on the blanket and the tears were back, bitter with failure.
“They deserved so much better.”
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Shane was waiting for them, his father’s shotgun propped between his knees as he sat on the curb opposite the Hanna’s. When he saw them, he got to his feet, crossed the cul-de-sac and met them at the end of the drive. Rudy told him that Jan and Mark had died during the night. Shane glanced briefly at Larry before directing his eyes toward the asphalt at his feet.
“I’m sorry, Mr. Hanna,” he said softly, his voice so low it might have been the wind. He glanced up at Larry again. “Does that mean you won’t be going to town?”
There was no anger or sullen protest this time, only a quiet curiosity and determination, as if he planned on going whether Larry drove him or not. He’d simply learn to drive the motorbike along the way.
“No Shane,” Larry said. “I’ll take you. There’s no reason for me to stay.”
“I thought maybe… you know,” Shane shrugged. “You might want to be with them.”
Larry looked down at the street, giving himself a moment to sort out his emotions.
“I was with them most of the night,” he finally said, and left it at that.
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The door to the Sturling house was locked.
They’d done this the previous evening as a precaution against trespassers: locking all the doors and windows in the unoccupied houses. Not because they feared someone might walk in and steal the television or the microwave oven (and with the electricity out, who would bother?), or the food and ammunition (they’d done that themselves), but because it was possible that someone passing by — or worse yet, a group of desperate strangers — might see the plywood reinforcements and decide to take up residence during the night. Someone who wasn’t as neighborly as Keith and Naomi Sturling. Someone who might dig in and take the rest of the street by force.
Of course, if they were that determined, a lock wouldn’t keep them out for long, but they would have to make some noise breaking in. Then again, the city was full of unlocked houses… maybe the effort alone would persuade them to try something along the next block, something easier.
So once they’d collected the bodies for the pyre, they’d locked the houses up as tight as they could and hid the keys in a place where everyone in the cul-de-sac could find them. Just in case.
Rudy felt the underside of the Sturling’s mailbox and found the square of duct tape hiding the house key. He peeled it free and inserted it into the front door.
The house opened up its jaws, expelling a stale black odor.
“I’ll go through and open the garage,” Rudy volunteered. He looked back at the two men huddled on the step behind him and when neither one spoke up or offered to accompany him, Rudy switched on his flashlight and stepped over the threshold.
The blood splashed over the walls and the carpeting had turned dark and corrupt during the night, though this time he made no attempt to follow it. Instead, he strode purposefully across the living room, cut a corner off the dining room, walked straight through the kitchen and reached for a door that would take him two steps down to the concrete pad of the garage. He did this in a matter of seconds, not wanting to linger in the house on his own, already sensing the memories gathering about him like ghosts, waiting for him to stop and look around. The garage, by contrast, felt cleaner.  It smelled not of blood or stale abandonment, but of gasoline, rubber tires and dry grass clippings.
Rudy thought he saw something crouched down behind the tool bench, but when he turned his light toward it, it was only a barbeque, a kettle-shaped carapace standing in the corner on three thin legs.
The motorcycle was just where Shane said it would be: pushed to the back of the garage, dusty and dejected, as if no one bothered to ride it much anymore. A Yamaha 350 with fat, knobby tires.
Naomi’s sporty little Mazda was parked in front of it, but with Keith’s pick-up out in the driveway, Rudy thought they’d be able to shift things around enough to free the bike without moving the car.
He walked to the overhead door and disengaged the lock. The door itself was rigged to an electric opener and required some muscle to lift, but once he got it started, Shane and Larry were on the other side to help.
The first thing he saw when he stepped back into the daylight was the border collie, watching from the shadows across the street.
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“These are the ones I want you to look for,” Pam said, handing Shane a list with half a dozen drugs spelled out in her careful hand. “The one on the top, the Vancomycin,” she said, pointing, “is the antibiotic I need for your father.  It’s intramuscular, so I’m going to need syringes. Pharmacies carry them for diabetics. Bring back the biggest box you can comfortably fit in your backpack.”
“All right,” Shane agreed, frowning at the list, trying to sound out the names in his head.
“The three below it are also antibiotics. The Keflex, Tequin and amoxicillin.” She moved her finger to a second column. “These are painkillers and anesthetics. Morphine, lidocain, novocain. Get everything off the list that you can, but the Vancomycin and morphine are the most important, and the syringes to inject them. If you come back without syringes, the drugs will be of no use to us. Do you understand that?”
Shane nodded. “Yeah, I won’t forget.” He folded the list and put it in his pocket.
She gazed at him for a long moment, until tears began to spill over her lashes.
“Mom,” he said, about to protest, but instead finding himself in a sudden and fierce embrace, as if she didn’t expect to see him again. “I love you,” she told him, looking into his eyes, kissing his face.
“I love you too, Mom.”
“You’re not to take any chances,” she warned, reaching to brush away her tears. “Get in and get out then get yourself back here as quick as you can.”
“I will.”
“I won’t lose the both of you,” she said vehemently, giving him one last kiss before letting go.
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Shane went inside to say goodbye to his father and the shut-in stench of the bedroom almost knocked him flat. He lit a match and touched it to the candle beside the bed. His father lay shivering, his body sour with perspiration.
Don’t expect to make any sense out of what he says, his mother had warned. He’s not fully conscious. He may not even recognize you.
But Mike had recognized him. Enough to reach out his good hand and tell him he was sorry they were going to miss the ball game. He just didn’t have the strength to get out of bed. Must be some sort of virus going around.
“That’s all right, Dad,” Shane said, thinking that the last baseball game his father had taken him to must have been at least five years ago, when he was eleven or twelve. “You just stay here in bed and let Mom take care of you. I’m going to ride into town with Mr. Hanna and see if I can get you some medicine.”
“You’re a good boy, Shane,” his father grinned, the hollow shadows spreading across his face. “You’ve always been a good boy.” The hand slipped away, back to the sweat-stained sheets, and his eyes closed.
Standing beside the bed, the candle flickering on the nightstand, Shane felt a terrible constriction in his throat as he watched his father struggle within the grip of his delirium. His skin looked flushed, almost burning.
On impulse, Shane reached out and touched his forehead.
Mike Dawley’s eyes flew open and Shane jumped back, startled, his heart hammering, his fingertips felt blistered and numb, as if he’d just plugged into a bad electrical circuit.
His father was staring at him, watching him back away toward the door with an intensity that unnerved him.
Shane remembered the candle and walked back to the nightstand to blow it out.
The last image he had of his father was a grin, and then the room went dark.
He walked slowly to the door, arms out slightly, feeling his way. There came a soft sound behind him: fingernails running down damp sheets.
His father’s soft laughter. “Son?”
Shane hesitated, halfway across the room. “Yeah Dad?”
“My fingers… I can feel them growing back.”
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Larry kick-started the bike and nodded for Shane to climb on.
With the front end pointed toward Kennedy Street and the engine burning gasoline, the surviving members of Quail Street gathered around the departing pair and wished them luck. Amid the final handshakes and embraces, farewells were exchanged and promises solemnly reaffirmed, yet there was a reluctance to let them go, a sense that the trip was fated to go badly.
Opposed to this was a gathering momentum, as if they could no more remain than hold back the sun, which was already climbing the eastern sky, scorching away the hours until nightfall.
Larry picked up his feet and the bike began to roll.
The wind brushed his face, warmed by the sun.
He glanced over his shoulder at his house, feeling it slip away like a stone off his chest. He had a premonition that he would never set foot in it again.
It was, he decided, not an altogether unpleasant feeling.
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As Rudy watched them go, he also wondered if he would ever see them again. The odds, he supposed, were about a thousand to one. He looked at Pam Dawley’s face, at the toll the night had taken on it, and wondered if there would be anything left for them to come back to.
Feeling depressed, he turned to shepherd his wife and children back toward the safety of the house, the buzz of the motorcycle distant, already fading into memory.
Perhaps Larry was right, he ruefully reflected. All their plans and efforts…
Perhaps they were nothing but folly.
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The plan, as it had originally been proposed, was for Shane and Larry to follow a route similar to that Rudy and the others had taken to 7-Eleven, along Kennedy down to where it met Valley View, then navigating that arterial past the former convenience mart to Long’s drugstore, six blocks further on 4th.
This, however, was debated and discarded as too risky due to the densely populated neighborhoods they would have to pass through along the way, not to mention the large apartment complex directly across from the shopping center itself.
Long’s had always been convenient; it was where most of them had gone to have their prescriptions filled, but now it was likely a deathtrap, if not a burned-out cinder.
Pam had then suggested they take a right instead of a left at Kennedy and go west over the ridge and down the other side, where they could hook up with County Road 27 and then the old highway. The land out that way was mostly ranches and farms, with only a few new housing developments clustered amid the empty pastures.
If they stuck to the outskirts and navigated around the congested streets of the city, there were any number of smaller drugstores they might reach.
Consulting the yellow pages, they found three that might prove relatively easy to access. The first was the Medicine Shoppe in the Summertides shopping center on 27 next to the Summertides golf course. A small pharmacy sandwiched between a hair salon and a pizza parlor; small but specialized, exceedingly well-stocked.
The shopping center itself was small and somewhat isolated. Built in the early 60’s (at the same time as the golf course), it drew its lifeblood from the upscale RV park and condominiums which had sprung up around the fringes of the links. Getting in and out would not be a problem.
The second option was Hoilman’s Drug in the tiny neighboring community of Brace, three or four miles further on. Brace itself was little more than a bump on the old highway; a bump which just so happened to have a drive-in burger stand and a Mom and Pop grocery. The drug store (also a Mom and Pop affair) clung like a concrete parasite to the side of the grocery store; not exactly promising — no one on Quail Street had ever found occasion to step inside — but once again, it was small and easy to approach.
This wasn’t the case for the third option if both Summertides and Brace fell through. If that happened, Larry would have to turn the bike south toward the state highway, which in turn would bring them back toward the city and the Fred Meyer supercenter off Columbia Avenue. Fred Meyer was likely to stock the items they needed, but as large as it was, positioned at the northwest corner of the city, it would naturally attract more people. Worse still, the pharmacy counter lay deep within the store.
Both Larry and Shane agreed that feeling their way about the darkened aisles of a dead and windowless supercenter didn’t hold much appeal. Dead or not, it was apt to be full of surprises, most of them unpleasant.
Nevertheless, it would be a last-ditch effort before turning back to Quail Street or coming up with something on their own. To that effect, Pam reminded them of the clusters of medical buildings further up Columbia. Doctor’s offices and clinics that might be worth considering, to which Rudy shook his head and put forth the opinion it would be like searching for a needle in a haystack.
Larry concluded the discussion, stating simply that he hoped it wouldn’t come to that.
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The first dead man came stumbling at them along Kennedy.
They’d covered less than a quarter mile, seeing nothing more unusual than a Fed-Ex van turned on its side in the grassy ditch. There was a bloody handprint smeared against the bright white panel of the door, a cracked cataract where the windshield had been, but these were in no way conclusive. There was no body so they continued on after a cursory glance, only to encounter a man with a matching Fed-Ex patch on his grass-stained blouse around the next bend. He was peering into a battered mailbox.
Larry slowed the bike to a walk and the man turned, close enough to read the name stitched above his left breast pocket. Leo. Leo had an ugly gash on his forehead and an angry slash down the side of his face. Neither of them looked particularly deep, but there was no mistaking the fever of Wormwood in his eyes.
Shane glanced into the mailbox in passing and saw something that looked dark and sticky. A piece of liver or kidney, his mind whispered; something pulled from a torn abdominal cavity. No telling what Leo was trying to do; mail it, perhaps. It was impossible to say.
Shane felt a strong urge to use his father’s 9mm on the man; snuff him out of existence like a spider poised in the bathroom sink; but the fact was they were likely to come across a great many such victims on the road ahead and their ammunition was extremely limited, so he held on to Larry and let Leo slip away.
It was a decision he’d later come to regret.
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Half a mile past Hudson Pond, at the crest of the ridge, there was a wide gravel turnabout off the shoulder of the road where drivers could pull off and enjoy a panoramic view of the city. It was a popular place for teenagers to come and park, isolated enough to drink beer and grope one another while the city lights sparkled below.
Larry and Shane found a car parked there as they approached, its front bumper right up to the battered and graffiti-covered guardrail. An old Impala with a torn vinyl roof and a lone silhouette propped up behind the wheel. Larry nosed the Yamaha in well away from it and let the engine sputter to a halt.
The wind rose to fill the silence. A hazy, yellow-colored wind.
Shane eased himself off the back of the bike and Larry swung his leg over, both of them assessing the shape in the Impala before stepping to the guardrail and turning their attention to the city.
“Would you look at that,” Larry whispered, awed by the sight, to which Shane could only shake his head.
The city lay in a wide valley and spread itself out to them like a corpse on an examination table. Whole sections of it were frantically burning, the flames visible to the naked eye even from four or five miles away. Other areas, now stunted and withered, seemed content to smolder, an eerie mist lying over the streets in an unsettling veil. The hand of God descending, only this time it wouldn’t be placated with a splash of lamb’s blood on the door, no more than it would be content with the first-born son. Wormwood, they could see, played no favorites. It simply opened its jaws and devoured everything. No one was safe because no one had built up an immunity to death.
Still, there were large portions of the city that looked untouched by the disease, though this was likely not the case, no more than Quail Street had escaped it. They were simply host to quieter horrors, those content to remain indoors and out of sight. The kind that Larry had left behind in his basement.
All it took was one dead body. A single viable corpse to take root…
And here were the results, spread out before them.
Twenty-four hours and the city was in ruins.
Only God, Larry decided, could work that quickly, and God had turned out to be something of a disappointment; a downright bastard, erasing people and cities like lines from a blackboard. Equations that didn’t balance.
He and Shane gazed at God’s handiwork until they couldn’t take it any longer, until each blink of the eye brought some new atrocity into focus: a church in flames, a shopping center collapsed upon itself, a park or schoolyard strewn with bodies.
And beneath it all, the sound of screams… the steady tat-tat-tat of small arms fire…
Carried up to them on the wings of the wind.

14


The man in the Impala had no face, just a ragged scream blasted into his skull large enough to thread an arm through. A shotgun lay stiffly against the steering wheel, both barrels fired and then fallen into a reverent silence.
Shane wondered if he’d ever get used to such sights, or if they’d cling to him like ghosts, haunting him until he sought the same unbearable release.
There was a note pinned to the man’s chest, folded neatly and addressed: To Whom It May Concern.
Larry knew what it would say the moment he saw it.
Dear Concerned,
I can’t live with myself. I shot my wife and two sons, and even though they had the disease and it was the right thing to do, I can’t get the images out of my head. I see their faces and I hear the sound of the rifle and I know there’s nothing left for me…
He’d written that much himself, scribbled it on the back of a canned food label while a grinning thing watched from its perch in the corner. He’d coughed up those awful, despairing words and then he’d burned them, ashamed, unable to take that final step, to even suggest it on paper.
Yet the idea had never left his mind, and part of him wondered if he’d gone ahead with this trip on the chance he’d never return. The same part of him that still believed that suicide was God’s one unpardonable sin.
He looked at the man in the Impala. At the devastating hole where his face had been.
In the end, what could a simple note say?
That he was in torment, in pain?
They could see that well enough themselves.
Shane reached in and unpinned the sheet from the man’s bloody shirt. As he started to unfold it, Larry snatched it from him, unable to take on the man’s burden. He refolded it and stuffed it into his back pocket, unread.
Shane looked at him, puzzled.
Larry shook his head. “It doesn’t concern us,” he said, turning back to the bike.
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The north side of the ridge dropped quickly down a canyon and spit them out at a stalled collision. A twisted meeting of pickup, car and trailer which had appeared around a blind corner and sent them skidding toward the ditch.
Shane felt the bike begin to shimmy through a spill of broken glass, the engine protesting as Larry downshifted and they sputtered past the chrome hook of a partially detached bumper, the Yamaha finally arriving at a tentative stop on the graveled shoulder.
“Are you all right?” Larry called back, letting the motor drop to a steady idle.
“All right,” Shane agreed, though in truth it had been a very near thing. He felt lightheaded and sick, his arms and legs trembling while his heart beat thunderously against his eardrums.
Wreckage was sprawled across the roadway, the pickup and trailer jackknifed and flipped over with the hood of the Cadillac folded deep inside, as if the long luxury car had come sailing down the canyon and around the corner just as the pickup had been struggling onto the roadway. Bits of plastic, lumps of glass and crumpled metal had been thrown about like weightless confetti. There were dented cans of food, burst batteries, scatters of loose bullets… none of which had done them much good in the end. Articles of clothing and personal items had been thrown all over the shoulder and into the bordering field like leftovers from a garage sale.
Larry and Shane more or less paddled the motorcycle through the debris, touching a foot down here and a foot down there until they were clear of the worst of it.  Larry spotted something of interest along the far shoulder and brought the bike to a halt, pointing it out to Shane.
“What is it?” he asked, uncertain. “Some sort of explosive?”
“No, road flares,” Larry told him, adding they might come in handy if they ended up in a cave like Fred Meyer. “Why don’t you grab them?” he suggested. “I’ll move the bike forward a bit in case someone comes barreling down that hill.”
“All right,” Shane agreed, pushing himself off the back of the seat.
“If you hear a car coming, get yourself clear of that wreck,” Larry warned, angling the Yamaha toward the south shoulder, giving it a little gas. When he had it a safe distance from the crash, he turned and saw Shane crouched down on the pavement, gathering up flares.
Something seemed to distract Shane and he paused, his head angled toward the heart of the collision. Hurriedly, he picked up the last few flares then trotted quickly back to Larry and the bike, his face a pale grimace.
“What’s the matter?” Larry asked, concerned.
Shane cocked his head toward the twisted steel.
“There are still things moving around in there
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Summertides was only another mile or so ahead, but it was a dangerous mile, with the passing houses gathering closer to one another, marching increasingly toward the road. Shane and Larry saw bodies wandering like sunstricken hoboes along the shoulders of the road, across the road itself, and deep inside the open pastures.
Along one of the last stretches of undeveloped land, they came across a small herd of cattle that lay in bloodied lumps, as if the animals had wandered inadvertently into a minefield. There were people too — Wormwood casualties — crawling amongst the torn remains, feeding off the raw lumps of flesh. They began to take notice of the passing motorcycle and Larry opened the throttle a little more. There was no speedometer, but to Shane it felt like thirty five or forty. Fast enough to break bones or scrape off skin if something got in front of them.
Fortunately, nothing did.
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Summertides, however, was a different story; its fate not at all as Shane or Larry had imagined.
Normally, the drive past the golf course was like cruising alongside a large and sprawling park. The landscape was green and well-tended, as desirable to the eye as the groups of condominiums that had been built up along its westward border. Quiet, unobtrusive, with gated cul-de-sacs and discreet privacy signs to discourage idlers and passing tourists.
Not so any longer…
Wormwood reminded them that Summertides, despite its isolation and well-groomed links, was actually a densely-populated residential district; an easy fact to overlook because the people who could afford to live there were well-to-do and (by and large) of retirement age. They were a population that enjoyed itself quietly and — aside from a round of golf or a summer cocktail party — indoors. Even the RV park on the south side kept itself neat and well-behaved, filled with white-haired retirees and migrating snowbirds who had more money invested in their trailers than most people did in their homes and savings accounts.
And when Wormwood hit, it cut through the place like a buzzsaw.
Because the residents were aging, there was a much greater incidence of high blood pressure, diabetes, heart disease… the sort of conditions that will lead to heart attacks and strokes… which in turn will generate lots of dead bodies, especially if a sudden shock like Wormwood descends and they can’t get to a doctor or hospital.
In a place like Summertides, the disease spreads quickly and there are very few places to hide. Condominiums and RVs do not make good shelters or fortresses. They peel and fall apart like particle board slapped with a cheap veneer.
And after a single day, the former residents had come spilling out to wander the greens and fairways (not to mention the aisles of the adjoining shopping center) like open house — with free buffet! — at a new retirement villa.
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A group of four or five pressed through a hedge of arborvitaes along the shoulder of the old highway. Blue-haired women swinging jeweled purses and balding men in ball caps and tennis whites; gruesome smears of blood across their hands and faces, hardening to a deep crimson down the front of their clothes.
One of the women stumbled and the rest tripped over her, tumbling down on brittle bones into a shallow drainage ditch. Larry backpedaled the bike while Shane fired several shots from the 9mm. The bullets punched brutally through their withered flesh, opening bloodless wounds and tossing them back, but they all got up again.
“Shit! Look out!” Shane swore, swinging the pistol over Larry’s head and firing point-blank at an old woman who looked a bit like a disheveled Angela Lansbury. The shot snapped her head back as her fingernails scratched faint white lines down the sleeve of Larry’s suede jacket. Another — this one too torn and savaged to resemble anything but a corpse — reached over the fallen Ms. Lansbury with a grin that came from having half her cheek ripped away. Shane saw a yellowjacket crawl angrily from her nostril and take flight before she too received a merciful bullet.
Yet for every one that fell, three more popped through the hedge to take their place, attracted by the motorcycle and the sound of gunfire, by the smell of warm blood.
By the time Shane’s guns were empty, a vast, white-capped sea had appeared before them, pouring frantically out of the entrance to the shopping center, still a quarter-mile distant. Robbed of any individuality they once may have possessed, the overwhelming mob came boiling down the dull gray course of the highway: running, limping and trampling over one another in their irresistible need to get at the last two living souls left in sight, to spread the disease to every crack and corner of the landscape — a solid wave of Wormwood, like the scourging waters of a burst dam.
“Oh my God…” Shane whispered, staring into the shrieking face of it, his blood ice cold.
Larry swore despondently and turned the bike around, retreating before they’d even laid eyes on the pharmacy. He shouted for Shane to hold on and gunned the Yamaha back the way they’d come, the back end dragging something with white hair and a polo shirt that was determined to come with them. It held on stubbornly, pulling itself up until the knobby tread of the rear tire began sheering away its sagging face, leaving a sticky pulp on the fender.
When there was nothing but the raw scream of a mouth left, it finally fell away, but not without taking the fender with it.
Shane watched it grow smaller behind them. A lump on the road that got to its feet — the yellow stripe of the fender still clutched in both hands — then went tumbling blindly off the shoulder.
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When they were well clear of the infestation, Larry let the motorcycle coast to a gentle stop under a shady line of elms alongside the highway. He cut the engine and drew a shaky breath.
“My God,” he whispered, head down in defeat, or prayer. “This thing’s worse than we thought. A lot worse.”
Shane agreed that it was, his voice slow, without much emotion.
Larry glanced over his shoulder. “I don’t think we’re going to get anywhere near that pharmacy.”
Shane shook his head, trying to halt the endless replay of every bullet, the shudder of the bike as the back tire erased an old man’s face in a matter of seconds. It wasn’t much like sniping with a rifle from his rooftop: where he remained distant and untouchable, like an angry god. This was personal, just beyond his fingertips. He closed his eyes and saw bruised fingernails scratching through suede; his arm shifting as a bright spray of blood caught the midday sun.
“We could try a different approach; ride right over the golf course, maybe; but to tell you the truth, I don’t think it would make a lick of difference. The whole development is overrun.”
“How come there are so many of them?” Shane wondered. “I mean, I was expecting some people, but they were all dead!”
Larry nodded. “A bunch of old folks sitting around in their trailers; I doubt they had much of a chance. When it started it probably went through the place like a forest fire, jumping from one to the next.”
A breeze came up, moving through the branches above them. It carried with it a tainted smell, like scorched sulfur. Shane felt a tingle on the back of his neck and checked the stretch of road behind them, certain that something was still following, something in a polo shirt looking for its face. The old highway was empty though, at least as far as the last bend.
“So what now?” Larry asked. “The drugstore in Brace?”
“That’s the plan,” Shane answered, though after the mess they’d just run into, their plans suddenly seemed naïve, laughable, like something cobbled together out of bent nails and twine.
“Fine by me,” Larry agreed, “but I gotta tell you I’m not overly optimistic. This whole trip may turn out to be a wash.”
Shane sat silently on the back of the bike, willing it forward.
“But like I said,” Larry shrugged, raising a leg to kick the engine to life, “that’s fine by me.”
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The country between Summertides and Brace was almost peaceful, though it was surely a trick of the light; a deception, the look of a population in hiding.
They passed through low, green pastureland, the houses two and three stories and sold with enough acreage to ride horses or raise a fair amount of livestock. They stood widely-spaced and well back from the highway, landscaped with duck ponds and greenhouses, accented with tire swings and vegetable gardens.
Some of the houses were boarded up, nailed shut with rough planks and sheets of plywood, like the ones they’d left behind on Quail Street. One even seemed to wink at them as they passed: a heavy curtain parting briefly in an upstairs window and then falling, revealing a pale white oval that looked to Shane like a damaged pupil. He raised a hand to it in greeting, but it didn’t return the gesture. Most likely the house simply wished them on their way.
Others they passed simply looked dead — squared-off tombstones jutting out of the landscape with a decided cant or vacancy to their timbers, as if something had gotten in while they were sleeping and eaten away at their supports. The windows seemed glazed and listless and the doors hung open in dull surprise.
One had burned right down to the foundation, leaving nothing but a sharp smell in the air and a deep scorch on the ground. The trees standing around it (though neither birch nor willow) seemed to be weeping, as if they’d lost something unimaginable.
The smell deepened and a short distance further they came across another smoky ruin, then a third, smoldering away on a patchy field of ashes. This time even the trees had perished; what was left of them looked like fingers, black and arthritic, clutching desperately at the open face of the sky.
As they continued west, Larry and Shane saw two small skeletons heaped beside a charred post that might once have supported a mailbox; the bones black, carbonized, grinning bitterly at the warped pavement.
The nearer they got to Brace, the blacker the landscape became until, topping the last low rise, it became obvious that there was no township of Brace any longer.
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The ashes were still hot in places, but it was apparent that the fire hadn’t broken out the previous day, touched off by the arrival of Wormwood. It was several days, if not a week old and appeared to have started in the northwest quarter of town, where the old fruit warehouses were stacked together. From there it had marched eastward, blown on the prevailing winds, through the center of town.
Seasoning in the sun for over forty years, the timbers of the drive-in burger stand had gone up as if eager to burn, leaving a fine, almost white layer of ash in its shallow foundation. Across the street, the market and drugstore had collapsed into one another, leaving a scorched pile of rubble.
Those who had come out to fight the fire had perished in the streets, their bodies baked black and then devoured to the bone. They lay where they had fallen, alone or in pairs.
For Shane and Larry, after Summertides, Brace was like another room in Hell: grayer, grittier, and completely desolate. There was no life within its borders: no people, no pets or livestock, not even scavengers such as birds or insects. The conflagration had consumed everything but brick and stone, leaving nothing for them to pull apart or bicker over.
When Larry let the engine die at the crossroads, all they could hear was the soft abrasion of the wind, rising and falling through the barren streets, rubbing and erasing what little remained.
The hardest part for Shane to digest was not the death and destruction, but the simple fact that they had no idea — none at all, in drawing up their plans — that Brace no longer existed. Six, maybe seven miles from Quail Street and they hadn’t a clue.
Before Wormwood, before the electricity went out, they would have been watching the fire on television before it had a chance to jump the roof of the first warehouse.
Since then, the world had gotten bigger. Much, much bigger.
Away from his parents, from his home, Shane was just beginning to realize the complications…
Brace had burned to the ground because cities and towns were no longer connected. In fact, the underlying glue that held civilization itself together was rapidly dissolving, and he suddenly remembered that Chicago, like Brace, no longer existed.
Without television, without electricity and the internet, what else might be happening in the world? There was no way to tell. How many other places — towns and cities whose names he’d known since childhood — had unknowingly slipped off the face of the planet?
Aside from bits of gossip or hearsay from people passing through those places, the only way to tell would be to travel there himself. And what were the odds, these days, of purchasing a plane ticket to New York or Washington, DC?
He might take a car or motorcycle, but would the roads be clear, or bottle-necked with frozen traffic? Would he be able to get fuel, or spare parts?
Under his own steam, how long would it take to walk or cycle to the East Coast? Three months? Six? A year?
He had no idea.
Each question posed ten more, each more complicated than the last.
Forget about travel for its own sake, or out of simple curiosity; instead, think about what was going to happen when May turned into November and a cold, hard winter descended?
This far north, it was going to get cold, it was going to snow…
Would the power be back on by then, or would he be living like a caveman, spending his days gathering food and firewood? Foraging the ashes and ruins by himself or with a small group of others, protecting their stores and their last remaining bullets like their distant, distant ancestors had protected a single spark of fire.
Without bullets the legions of infected would get a lot closer…
Eventually, they’d have to start killing them with clubs and spears, with rocks or their bare hands.
Which, of course, would dramatically increase the chances of becoming infected oneself.
These thoughts spiraled through Shane’s head as he looked out over Brace. At the fate of one small town that hardly merited a dot on the map.
“Well?” Larry sighed. What do you think? Fred Meyer?”
Shane nodded.
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There were two ways to get to Highway 12 out of Brace.
The first was to go back the way they had come, riding east until they met up with the old highway and then turning south. It was likely the least obstructed and the least traveled route; unfortunately, it ended at Summertides and they had no desire to repeat that experience.
The other route led directly south, putting them in the eastbound entry lane within half a mile. Logic (and the impassable situation at Summertides) seemed to make this the obvious choice, but it was potentially slower and more dangerous as well. Being one of 2 or 3 westward evacuation routes from the city, it would not be unreasonable to guess that good old 12 might be something of a graveyard by now. All it would take was one bad accident to start a chain reaction that would put traffic at a complete standstill. Take those frightened people, all sitting in their cars with nowhere to go, add a disgruntled corpse or two, and what you got was a bloody snowball gathering mass and momentum as it rolled back into town, carrying whole families off with it as it went.
On the other hand, they might expect the lanes running east to be relatively clear, or at least passable. No doubt some median jumping had occurred, but how many people would actually risk driving against oncoming traffic?
Most would have sat obediently in their cars, confident in the knowledge that Highway 12’s four lanes narrowed to two at Norton, a scant six miles further on, which would have been cause enough for backup and delay.
“What about Autumn Creek Road?” Shane suggested, the two of them debating their options. “If we can make it across the river, it’ll take us right to Fred Meyer’s back parking lot.”
Larry considered it. Autumn Creek Road was a narrow, two-lane passage sandwiched between the river and a high, muscular ridge, the steep uniformity of the later broken by twisted gullies and rocky canyons as it rose westward from the city. There was a green belt of land running along the eroded base of the ridge, containing a few orchards and private homes, but because it was prone to flooding, it had remained sparsely populated.
“We’ll still have to take the highway for two or three miles,” Larry said, “and hope at least one of the bridges is passable… but I think it’s worth a try, depending on what we find along Highway 12.”
Shane nodded. “Let’s do it then.”
Larry smiled and kick-started the bike. “Aye-aye, Captain.”
They puttered past the ghostly ruins of the drive-in, searching for the road out of Brace. They passed it once then found it circling back, searching the area where Larry last remembered it. It appeared as a warped slab threading its way through a singed copse of cottonwoods.
A dead skunk lay just beyond the first bend, flattened down to a sunbeaten smell hovering over a flyblown matting in the pavement. As they passed it, Larry said something he didn’t quite catch; though Shane understood his pointing finger well enough.
The shapes of several cars and trucks loomed ahead, backed up along the east and westbound entry lanes and on both shoulders as well, as if patiently waiting for a ferry.
There were slow silhouettes moving amongst the gridlock, owners reluctant to abandon their blocked vehicles, even after death. Not many, but a few.
“Better get those guns ready,” Larry advised.
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The man with the potbelly and the “Live Free or Die!” t-shirt was the first to take notice of their approach. He had wedged himself into an angled space between a pickup and a camper, but when he broke free he came at them at a run. This was nothing like the infirm and elderly shuffle they had encountered at Summertides, but something which — if he struck them — might well knock them off the motorcycle like a rhino charging a Jeep.
He didn’t look particularly damaged either, Shane noticed; more like he’d died of exposure or boredom inside his car rather than falling prey to the ravages of the masses. There was a dark smudge of dried blood or oil at the corner of his mouth, as if he’d been eating something raw or combustible, but that was all.
Swinging the shotgun around, Shane leveled it at the stretched eagle on the man’s t-shirt, waiting until he was within fifteen yards of them before thundering off his first shot. It struck the man across the chest in a bloodied pattern that clipped the tail feathers and the “Live Free” portion of his shirt, but as a deterrent, it was about as effective as a handful of gravel flung at a 16 pound bowling ball.
Shane raised the barrel slightly and fired again, this time from less than ten feet away.
This had the desired effect of getting the man’s head rolling in the opposite direction, but the legs and overstuffed t-shirt were still coming at them, packed with enough deadweight and momentum to hit their right flank dead on.
Larry goosed the throttle and the bike hopped neatly forward, almost tumbling Shane off the back. The corpse sailed past them, crashing with grim finality in the dry and thorny weeds beyond the shoulder of the road.
By the time Shane regained his balance, two more of the atrocities had appeared. Where they’d come from he hadn’t a clue, but they were badly burned, so blistered and charred that they looked more like worms than human beings. Bald mutations crawled out of a radioactive desert; naked yet sexless.
He supposed they must have come from Brace.
Larry was able to maneuver around them, leaving the crowded asphalt and angling down the soft slope of the shoulder. Once there, and through a shallow screen of trees, they found themselves faced with a seamless wall of traffic, a westward exodus of empty cars which had been hopelessly stalled by something beyond their sight and comprehension.
Larry faltered, uncertain which direction to take to get around them. The line seemed to stretch, solid and unbroken, for hundreds of yards in either direction. The sputtering sound of the idling engine, now out in the open, began drawing unwanted attention.
“Which way?” he shouted to Shane, hoping the kid had a better vantage than he did, though this seemed unlikely: both of them occupying a single seat on the same motorcycle.
“Left!” Shane shouted back, firing his father’s 9mm at a woman in shorts and a summer blouse approaching from that same direction.
The bullet knocked her down and Larry drove over her neck, feeling her hands flutter at his ankles even as the weight of the bike passed over her.
A boy with curly blonde hair, his iPod headphones still clipped to his ears, came bounding out of the line of cars like a wolf cub, his mouth an infected sore that had ruptured and turned black in the sunlight. Shane saw that the boy was going to catch them; that, in all likelihood, a single bite from his swollen mouth would be enough to infect an entire city.
He tried to bring him down with the shotgun but found he couldn’t turn far enough on the seat to get him in his sights; not even with the handgun. Faced with this dilemma — of feeling diseased fingernails drag him off the back of the motorcycle or jumping off himself — Shane shouted for Larry to keep going and took his chances on the later.
The Yamaha wasn’t moving fast, certainly no better than 7 or 8 miles per hour across the uneven terrain, but Shane knew he was heading for a crash as soon as he and the bike parted company. The knobby rear tire, stripped of its fender, caught the inside of his thigh with an excruciating burn and from there it was just a matter of controlling his fall as best he could. There were two or three impossible strides, then his ankle turned on a loose rock and the next thing he knew he was choking on dust, all the breath knocked out of him. Curled up in a defensive ball, the shotgun and pistol flown from his grasp, Shane felt the blonde boy stumble over him and go sprawling just as gracelessly, throwing up another cloud of dust.
Shane realized that he probably had bare seconds left to live and the thought jolted him to his feet, unaware of the burn in his thigh, the swell of his ankle and the myriad scrapes and contusions all over his body.
He was aware that the blonde boy was getting rapidly to his feet.
And that he no longer had a gun to defend himself.
Forty feet away, Larry had brought the motorcycle to an awkward halt, he had unholstered one of his own guns and was busy firing it into the empty dust and sky, but to Shane these things seemed distant and unimportant, incapable of touching him.
The world around Shane seemed to shrink down to a scuffled patch of dry weeds, and in a panic, he searched amongst them for his guns, knowing they had to be somewhere near.
The blonde boy broke into a predatory lope, coming at him with his mouth open and his arms outstretched.
Larry was firing his gun. Shane felt one of the bullets whiz past his face like an angry hornet. Something fell heavily to the ground behind him and he stumbled over it; he went down into the embrace of its soft putrescence.
Then the blonde boy was on top of him, the two of them grappling.
Shane managed to get a knee up between them as he caught hold of the boys flailing arms, screaming out loud with the terror and effort it took to keep the snarling face at bay. Ironically, with his leg folded against his chest and the weight of the boy pressing down on him, Shane glimpsed the polished steel of the hunting knife strapped just below his knee. Its rounded butt close enough to see his distorted reflection in, though it might have been on a mountaintop in Tibet for all the good it would do him now; he couldn’t relinquish his hold on his opponent long enough to grasp it.
His opponent…
This boy, surely no older than 12 or 13… the awful black cavity of his mouth snapping over him like the beak of a squid or an octopus, leaning closer until Shane feared the infection would drool down onto his face. The boy seemed to have no saliva though, just a dry and feverish rot that made Shane gag when he could no longer escape it.
A shadow flickered by, followed by a succession of gunshots that sounded like God Himself was standing over him, harvesting His bounty with a Smith & Wesson instead of a scythe. The blonde boy was dealt an unseen blow from above and his mouth seemed to exhale from the force of it. His face froze, slackened, then all the tension went out of him like a raft quickly deflating.
A thin strand of something that might have been blood began to descend from his mouth and Shane pitched the corpse aside. It rolled over into the dust with the grip of Larry’s own knife protruding from the back of its skull.
Shane was on his feet again in an instant, wiping frantically at his face for fear that some of the boy’s fluids might have splattered on him. There was a dead woman in his shadow, face-down in the dirt with a pair of stained bicycle shorts stretched over the ponderous width of her thighs.
“Are you all right?” Larry asked, sparing Shane the briefest of glances before taking a shot at an approaching state trooper: a man so badly mutilated that, aside from knocking him down, there was no way of telling where the bullet impacted.
“I think so,” Shane replied, then a bright note of panic asserted itself. “I don’t know!” He looked at his hands and saw a faint smear of something that might have issued from the boy, though he himself was oozing blood from several places: shallow cuts and abrasions sustained during his abrupt dismount and fall. He had no concussion or broken bones, he could walk or run if he had to… but was he all right? Had something irreversible been passed to him from the boy? It was a chilling thought, and his first impulse was to run straight to the river — winding its usual course, 50 or 60 yards away, completely unaffected by recent events — and scrub himself clean with both hands. At the same time, however, he knew such measures were useless. If the disease was in him, then it was in him, and all the water in the world wasn’t going to help. The antibiotics they were after might (he had to believe so for his father’s sake), but the truth was no one knew how Wormwood traveled or what affect it had upon the living. He would either get sick and die or go on living. It was an uncertainty he was going to have to get used to.
Meanwhile, the state trooper was slowly getting up again.
“Find your guns,” Larry advised and stepped forward to put his last chamber into the man’s forehead.
Shane looked up from his hands. More shapes were lurching eagerly down the embankment: slowly or not so slowly, depending on their condition.
“Make it quick!” Larry snapped, reloading his gun. “I’ll get the bike started.”
Shane started pacing the area, finding the shotgun almost immediately, but having more difficulty with his dad’s 9mm. When one of the gruesome shapes got too close he took a step back and shot it in the head, by luck finding his lost pistol underfoot, hiding in a patch of goldenrod.
He snatched it up and ran toward Larry.
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So in fits and stops, in gunfire and frustration, they searched for a gap wide enough to maneuver the bike across the westbound lanes, finding one at last half a mile from where they’d come out of Brace.
For the most part the cars they’d passed had been abandoned, discarded when they’d become mired in the gridlock, but there were still nightmares to be found, enough to spawn a dark city of dreams.
Some were bloody, torn to pieces and buzzing with flies. Unrecognizable.
Others were trapped in a kind of limbo or purgatory inside their cars, blocked by the proximity of neighboring vehicles or because they were too young to have ever worked a lock or a door handle. Infants and toddlers still buckled into their boosters and car seats, their plump hands slapping angrily at the glass, smearing it, wanting to be let out. Their heads loomed, swollen and bruised looking, like overripe fruit.
The rest wandered amongst the fields and along the highway — amnesiatic travelers who no longer remembered where they were going or where they’d come from — excited by the bright movement of the motorcycle, but unable to cross or negotiate the solid maze of stalled vehicles.
At one point, not long before they found the gap, Larry braked abruptly beside the flank of a smashed blue Corolla, no different in Shane’s eyes than any of the other vehicles they’d passed. Two adult figures, bloody and broken, lay slumped in the front seat while two teenaged girls scratched and clawed in the back, agitated by bike’s proximity. Larry pulled his revolver from its holster and emptied it into the interior.
When the gun stopped firing, the girls lay in silent tangles.
“What did you do that for?” Shane asked, aghast at the senseless waste of ammunition.
Larry reloaded the gun. “I knew them,” he said, his voice haunted and hollow, his fingers trembling as he fit fresh bullets, one by one, into the warm cylinder. “Dick and Shauna Masterson… their daughters Tammy and Tina.” He closed the revolver and put it back in its holster. “They belonged to our church. I’ve known them since the girls were in kindergarten.”
Shane nodded, not sure what to say.
Larry shook his head as if trying to clear it of a lingering fog, an unsettling dream in which he’d gunned down two young girls for reasons he could no longer recall. “This is not at all what I had in mind,” he said aloud, cryptically, and with a measure of doubt. The same Larry that Shane had seen walk distractedly out of his house that morning.
Shane was about to ask him what he meant, but before he could Larry’s hands settled on the grips and they were off again.
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They crossed the highway in front of a Greyhound bus that had turned on its side and slid across both westbound lanes. There was evidence of collision, a mass of scorched metal joined to its undercarriage, but the bus had held its ground, quietly burning then guttering where it lay. It offered them a gap of 3 or 4 feet where traffic had streamed around it then tried to get back on the roadway, some having more luck at this than others.
Larry and Shane paused to look inside the Greyhound’s shattered front window, though what they saw huddled in the back was unclear. It moved, however. To Shane it looked like a giant spider, its many arms and legs poised and trembling, ready to strike if they wandered too near. To Larry, it was simply a bloody and writhing mass, as if all the passengers had been ground into hamburger and were slowly reassembling themselves into a form that might one day hope to crawl.
The smell, charred and oily, yet at the same time redolent of a backyard barbeque, reminded them how long it had been since they’d last eaten. This was an uneasy thought and they hurried past as if it had been whispered with a sly grin from one of the shattered windows.

26


The eastbound lanes, by contrast, were relatively clear and allowed them to make quick progress to the Autumn Creek exit, traveling at times up to 35 mph and speeding past most of the situations they’d had to use a gun for beyond the opposite lanes.
The short spur spanning the swollen river and linking Highway 12 with Autumn Creek Road was even better, and once they crossed the river they were able to take something of a breather, breaking food out of the improvised saddlebags of their backpacks and filling their pockets from the dwindling supply of ammunition. They found, with dismay, that of the 100 or so rounds they’d left with, over half were already gone, and there was still the return trip to consider.
“Maybe Fred Meyer carries ammunition with its sporting goods,” Shane said, his voice cautiously optimistic. “Places like that, they usually sell it out of a locked display case.”
Larry smiled wanly. “Maybe we’ll find a sales clerk to unlock it for us.”
Shane shrugged and looked downriver, at a tangle of driftwood piled up on the rocky shallows of the north bank. He noticed, with discomfort, a pale clutch of human limbs there as well. Bodies blanched and undressed by the strong currents. Another floated past under the concrete span of the bridge, turning and struggling in the water like a spider being washed down the sinkhole.
“I would imagine,” Larry continued, his voice softening as he watched the man float away, “that ammunition and alcohol were two of the first things to disappear from a place like Fred Meyer. Still…” he offered Shane a more hopeful smile, “that hasn’t stopped me from thinking about the beer I’ll have once we get there; and how’s this for pathetic: it’s even a cold one.” He bit off a hunk of beef jerky, chewing thoughtfully. “Right about now, it’s the only thing I’ve got to look forward to.”
“There’s always home,” Shane suggested, the words out of his mouth before he realized what he was saying.
The last vestiges of Larry’s smile faded. He studied Shane before turning back to the river.
“I’m sorry,” Shane said in a fragile whisper, his eyes gazing down at his hands, which seemed restless, agitated.
Larry nodded. “Believe it or not,” he confessed, “there have been times today when I’ve forgotten about them myself.”
Shane looked at Larry, at the bodies in the river, then back to his hands again, comfortable with their silent neutrality. “Me too,” he admitted, frowning. “Sometimes I forget about Mom and Dad.”
Larry sighed. “Selfish of us, isn’t it? But I suppose that’s what makes us human.”
Shane said nothing, his hands pecking at some long grass between his shoes.
“It’s been an interesting day,” Larry remarked, looking at the sky and the position of the sun above the bluff behind them. Already the afternoon was lengthening, pulling shadows toward the east. “Offhand, I’d say we’re not going to make it home before it’s over, and I don’t care much for the prospect of traveling at night.” He glanced at Shane. “Got any ideas where we might hole up until morning?”
Shane shook his head. “I hadn’t thought about it.” A silence passed between them. “The manager’s office, maybe?”
Larry nodded. “It’s worth a look, though the manager might be using it himself.”
“We could try to make it home,” Shane suggested, “then look for an empty house if we don’t make it. Or lock ourselves inside a car.

Larry agreed that they could, though the idea of sleeping inside a car — protected by nothing but glass — did not appeal to him. “I guess it’ll depend on what we find down the road,” he said, rising to his feet, his ration of food consumed. “Or what we don’t find.”
Shane threw his small harvest of grass to the wind and rose also, anxious to cover the last few miles.
The two of them stood gazing downriver.
“I’ll tell you one thing though,” Larry said, frowning, his eyes following another body as it drifted past. “I’m through drinking out of faucets and taps as of right now.”
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Autumn Creek Road took them without trouble or complaint to within a stone’s throw of their destination. Here, the river swayed back toward the highway and some enterprising young developer had come up with the brilliant idea of laying out a trailer park with the somewhat grandiose name of “Riverview Court”. It wasn’t especially large — no more than 25 or 30 units, dropped down like jackstraws, without regard for aesthetics or privacy, on a wedge of land not much bigger than Quail Street — but it was active. Like a hill of ants after their mound has been doused with gasoline.
Studying it from the cover of an apple orchard in brilliant bloom, Larry and Shane heard a volley of gunshots and then a man stumbled out between the decorative pillars of the entrance; a man who’d suddenly found himself very much on fire. An infected mob came charging out of Riverview Court, knocking the flaming man down and tearing him to pieces.
“This might be a little tricky,” Larry decided. He and Shane turned away, huddling down in the grass to plan their strategy.
“We can get by them on the bike, no problem,” Larry said, “but how do we keep them from following us into the parking lot?”
Shane surveyed the curved stretch of road. There was a small vacant lot, deep and overgrown, between the orchard and the trailer park, but other than that, they had very little room to negotiate — the base of the hillside, eroded by past floods, cut sharply against the south shoulder of the road.
“There’s a wall all the way around the trailer park,” Shane noticed. “Maybe we could go around the backside while they’re busy here in front?”
Larry nodded. “Aside from crossing back over the highway, I think that’s our only option.” He followed the cinderblock wall with his eyes until it ended at a right angle. “I wonder what’s back there…”
“It used to be an orchard,” Shane reminded him. “Before they could start building they had to pull out all the trees. I remember driving by with my mom and dad and the orchard was suddenly gone, and there was this huge pile of dead limbs and stumps right in the middle.”
“That’s right,” Larry murmured. In fact, the whole area had been orchard just a few years ago, before they’d put in the Columbia Avenue exit; that was why there were so few people around. There were a few old warehouses, and some light industrial parks east of Columbia, but the trailer park and the commercial properties (including Fred Meyer) were all very recent additions.
Larry studied the small mob in front of the gate and decided they’d better make their move sooner instead of later. He glanced at Shane. “Maybe we should walk the bike through with the engine at a low idle, so we can keep the noise at a minimum, but still hop back on if we get into trouble?”
Shane thought about this and suggested another approach.
“We’re close enough now that we could just walk in, couldn’t we?”
The Yamaha was leaning against a tree a few rows back. Larry had cut the engine and coasted into the apple orchard when they’d seen all the activity around the trailer park. Now he glanced back at it, frowning. “You mean just leave the bike here?”
“Why not? It won’t do us much good between here and the parking lot, and it seems to me there’s a chain-link fence or something around the back anyway.” He shrugged. “Even if there isn’t, if we leave it here we won’t have to worry about anyone stealing it once we’re inside.”
Larry gazed across the vacant field, rubbing the color from his lips. It was plain from his expression that he didn’t want to part with the cycle, but in the end he allowed it might be more of a hindrance than a help to them. And it would be safer in the orchard; he hadn’t thought of that.
“All right, we’ll do it your way.” He pulled his revolver from its holster. “Got your guns ready?”
Shane smiled, showing him the 9mm and the shotgun, both fully loaded from their stop at the bridge.
Larry glanced at their makeshift saddlebags. “We’ll have to untie the backpacks.”
“Maybe we should leave one of them with the bike,” Shane suggested, “with some food and ammo… just in case?”
“All right,” Larry nodded wearily. He turned toward the distant beige wall, the top of Fred Meyer rising over the trailer park, at least 150 yards away. He sighed. “What if the place is overrun, like Summertides?”
“I don’t know,” Shane replied. “I guess we turn back and try to think of something else.”
Larry uttered a bitter chuckle. “There is nothing else. This is the last stop on our list.”
“There’s the medical offices further up Columbia,” Shane reminded him.
Larry shook his head. “Kid, I wish I had your optimism.”
“It’s not optimism,” Shane told him. “It’s desperation.”
“Fair enough,” Larry shrugged. “I wish I had your desperation.”
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They broke cover well back from the pillared gate of the trailer park and the black strip of Autumn Park Road, crossing the vacant field hunched over like soldiers, their guns at the ready. No one seemed to notice them, and they made it to the cinderblocks surrounding Riverview Court without incident. Continuing on, they followed the back of the property line through tangles of weeds and overgrown grass: all that was left of the orchard which had once flourished there. Muffled sounds issued over the wall: a dull, almost mournful moaning, the senseless shuffle of sandpaper feet; and once, the chilling sound of a baby crying, lost somewhere inside the courtyard.
Shane and Larry glanced uneasily at one another and then moved on.
A breach became apparent in the wall, a break in the gray monotony blocked by a barred security gate. As they approached it a gut-twisting stench enveloped them, buzzing with flies.
Amid the tall weeds and sage, they found themselves wading through a litter of human remains, bodies chopped into pieces or set on fire. Things that were dead beyond question, dumped unceremoniously beyond the court’s perimeter for the scavengers to carry away.
The cloud of flies settled about them as Shane and Larry paused to peer through the steel bars of the gate.
The flanks of three separate trailers presented themselves, each set at a different angle, as if conspiring to block their view of the inner courtyard (or to hide the gate from those trapped inside), unremarkable except for a single bloody handprint slipping, weak-kneed, down a length of weatherproof siding.
As they stood gazing a shadow appeared, its shoulders stooped and its head drawn to an exaggerated point. It shambled up the side of the furthest trailer then hesitated, turning its head this way and that, moaning with a grim sort of longing, as if sensing them near.
Then with a gassy sigh it sank away, defeated.
Shane heard something whisper in the dry weeds behind him and turned, the shotgun barely in check, startling both Larry and the flies.
No one was there, not even a shadow, just an awful smell and pieces of flesh that had once been human.
They broke away from the gate without bothering to investigate any further.
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A chain-link fence stood at the edge of the parking lot, filled with privacy slats which sliced their view of the store into narrow pinstripes. Gaps they had to move their heads from side to side to see through. What they saw was encouraging: the parking lot was all but empty. There were a few cars scattered about, their windshields smashed or parked at odd angles, but for the most part the superstore looked wonderfully approachable.
“What do you think?” Shane asked, his mind already made up.
“I think it’s better than we could have hoped for,” Larry decided, squinting through the links. “I see a few dead ones wandering around by the lawn and garden area, but it’s a long way from Summertides.”
Shane turned his head and several new figures came into view; half a dozen he’d somehow missed before. The slats in the fence had a tendency to play tricks like that, hiding and revealing like those magic motion baseball cards. Look at it one way and the batter’s in his stance; turn it another and watch him swing.
A woman in a torn blouse was pushing an empty shopping cart through a bed of marigolds; two or three teenaged boys were bumping clumsily against the door to home electronics; a balding man in a hunting vest was standing stock-still beside a teal SUV, staring into the window as if he’d just locked his keys inside, the remains of his left arm hanging from his vest like an empty sausage casing.
“Which way do you want to go?” Larry asked. “Home Electronics or Lawn and Garden? Home Electronics is a little further, but it looks clear to me.”
“I don’t think so,” Shane said doubtfully. “I just saw some kids by that big pillar.”
“Oh, yeah…” Larry nodded. “I see them now.”
“Which one’s closer to the pharmacy?” Shane asked.
Larry thought back to the two or three times he’d actually been inside and shrugged. “They’re both about the same, I guess; or rather, neither one. The pharmacy counter’s all the way in back.”
“Let’s take Lawn and Garden then,” Shane decided, picturing racks of hammers, shovels and axes just inside, which were bound to come in handier than CDs and digital cameras. He explained this rationale briefly to Larry.
“Good thinking,” Larry agreed, tucking his revolver back in its holster for the vault over the fence.
By the time he’d done this, Shane had dropped over the other side.
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Ideally, they would cover the 60 or 70 yards to the entrance as quickly and as quietly as possible, without firing their guns or causing a lot of fuss that would attract unwanted attention. Unfortunately, the fact that the parking lot was nearly empty worked against them; there was no cover to screen their movement, which left them out in the middle of a flat black desert, with nothing but blind luck to watch over their progress.
The first twenty or so yards went beautifully, exactly according to plan…
Then Shane heard something that sounded stealthily like a car door opening — metal letting go of metal — and the next thing he knew a woman in a white blouse and denim shorts was charging their left flank, sobbing as her shoes slapped the asphalt.
Their guns swung up automatically, ready to cut her down before she got within twenty feet of them. To their great surprise, however, she stopped short and threw up her hands.
“Oh God, don’t shoot me!” she cried, her voice skipping like a stone across the parking lot, turning every head. “Please don’t shoot me! I’ve been trapped here for hours!”
Behind her, the door to the SUV was standing open, the one-armed man in the hunting vest no longer interested in its shaded interior. He was shambling after her, his gait slow and unbalanced, as if he hadn’t gotten used to the loss of his arm yet. The sounds coming out of his mouth spoke of a great need, of hours of patiently waiting for his quarry to be flushed out of hiding.
From all corners of the parking lot, his cry was taken up by others, all just as urgent, all just as needy. They began to draw in a tightening noose around the trio in the northwest corner.
The woman looked around in bleak desperation, terrified to find herself so exposed after hours of hunkering down in her minivan. She took a halting step toward the two men holding guns.
“For God’s sake, take me with you!” she pleaded, ready to turn back and lock herself in the SUV if they refused or maintained their silence. “Please, I’ll give you anything I’ve got, but don’t leave me!”
Shane nodded and she ran at them, sobbing with relief, her approach like a battering ram — a woman in her mid to late twenties, heavy in the hips and bust.
Possibly attractive, were her face not so distorted with fear.
“Get behind us!” Larry shouted, stepping out of her way before she knocked him down. “We’re going into the store! If you’re coming, stay close and keep your head down!”
“Thank-you!” she cried, choking on the ragged ends of her emotions, repeating the phrase over and over as if it were a kind of mantra to her, a delicate bubble of gratitude in which she somehow felt safe.
Shane felt her fingertips come to rest lightly on his back, as if she were assuring herself that the two of them were real, or else unwilling to let him stray out of arm’s reach. Her sobs were like a hot locomotive bearing down just behind him.
“All right, let’s go while we’ve still got some running room,” Larry growled, and the three of them ran toward the shaded entrance to Lawn and Garden. Two figures loomed in their path: a middle-aged woman who folded with a dull grunt beneath the butt of Shane’s shotgun and a man in a brown Fred Meyer apron with a savage shotgun wound festering in the hollow of his belly. He was more persistent than the woman and Larry put him down with the business end of his revolver.
The man fell amid the withering petals of his petunias and geraniums and troubled them no more. There were, however, others to take his place: long shadows staggering around the corners of the building, each one a walking horror. More than they had bullets enough to fix.
And the doors, of course, once they got there, stubbornly refused them entrance. Locked, or left without power; prying them apart would take valuable time, yet to outright smash their way inside would be an invitation for all to follow.
Larry swore and pounded the reinforced glass with his fist. He estimated they had ammunition to survive another four, maybe five minutes. “Look for something to pry these damn things apart!” he shouted, surprised at the heat, the raw desperation behind the command. He had thought that part of him dead, pruned away with his wife and sons, but it seemed that there was life in him yet, or simply an unwillingness to fall amid the stacks of manure and potting soil. It was no place for a man to die, to spend an uncertain eternity wandering about.
One of the teenagers from the north entrance came prowling around the corner, his gait light and unaffected, like the blonde boy Shane had tangled with on the other side of the river. He came running at them so fast that Larry wondered if he was infected at all. From what he could see, there wasn’t a mark on his body; just an odd lilt to the left side of his head, as if he’d fallen asleep with a head full of styling gel and his curly brown hair had flattened against the pillow.
The blonde woman from the SUV screamed when she saw him. A short, shrill blast that took flight across the parking lot, hit the cinderblocks surrounding the trailer park, and squawked back at them. Without a gun or a club, she picked up a good-sized clay pot and flung it at him. It was a lucky throw (or else she was experienced in tossing them), striking him squarely on the knee and knocking his leg out from under him as he stumbled to within 5 or 6 feet of them. While he was down, she snatched up another and brought it down on his head with the strength of both arms.
Larry winched at the dull crunch that accompanied the demise of the pot, which left the kid’s head looking as flat on top as a broken plate. The boy looked up at her — almost a reflex, Larry thought, raising his gun– but the woman picked up another pot.
“Will this work?” Shane wondered, the sound of clay shattering as Larry turned to regard the proffered head of a garden hoe. A brightly-painted blade on a varnished length of ash.
Larry assumed he meant as a weapon, nodded his head vaguely then remembered the door.
“Go ahead and try it,” he shouted, then fired his revolver at a black man who looked like he’d spent the past two weeks suffocating under a hot front porch. His skin was mottled and blue, the flesh beneath swollen too tight for him to wear. Like a balloon man, all the creases of a man approaching forty had been erased and distended, and when the bullet struck there was a sound like gas escaping from a torn bladder.
Shane set his shotgun across an open flat of seed packets and went to work on the crack between the doors, the sound bright and torturous, like a giant bird in its death throes.
The black man tried to crawl to his feet and received a clay crown for all his effort. He farted one last time beneath the impact and then lay still, as if the gas had been the only thing keeping him going. A nauseating stench, like mounds of dead chickens, drifted over them and Larry began to retch, only barely keeping the meal he’d eaten at the bridge down. He turned to see if Shane was making any progress on the doors.
“Why don’t you just break it?” the woman shrieked, a dark splash of blood soiling her blouse. She picked up the last pot on display as if to do just that.
“Don’t!” Larry shouted, holding out an arm like a policeman halting traffic. “If you break it they’ll come in after us!”
“They’re already in!” she contended, still brandishing the pot. “My husband smashed one of the doors in front and I saw some of them follow him in!”
At this, Shane ceased his exertions with the hoe and looked questioningly at Larry.
“Great,” Larry murmured, his shadow deflating against the wall. “That’s just great.” He looked at the woman as if she were somehow responsible. A turn of bad luck they had unwittingly taken in. “Which door did he break?”
She pointed at the dull flank of the building. “On the other side, by the deli.”
Larry chewed on his lip, as if reweighing their options. Aside from turning back, they boiled down to smashing the glass or making a run for the other side.
“What do you think?” he asked Shane, exhaling, as if it were a weight too heavy for him to bear.
“We’re already here,” Shane said gloomily. “If they’re in, they’re in. Let’s go ahead and break the glass.” He dropped the hoe with a resigned clatter and picked up his shotgun, swinging the barrel toward the door.
“Don’t,” Larry said, laying a hand on Shane’s shoulder. “Save your shells. Let Wifey here do it with her pot.”
“My name is Rachel,” the woman asserted, fixing Larry with a look that implied she could think of another use for the pot. “Rachel Walker.”
A hiccough of laughter bubbled out of Larry. “Pleased to meet you, Rachel. I’m Larry and this is Shane. Now, if the introductions are all settled to your satisfaction, will you please break the damn window? We’ve had a bit of a day.”
Rachel shook her head in dismissal and clipped past Larry, the pot swinging at the end of her arm like a bowling ball. With a warning to Shane to move back, she took aim at one of the lower panels: one they’d have to get down and crawl through. This, she reasoned, might discourage followers; most of the dead ones she’d observed weren’t smart enough to duck through a hole in a glass door. Some were, but by no means a majority.
Larry watched her wind up. He thought of cautioning her that the glass was stronger than it looked, then thought better of it, recalling the broken pots lying behind him.
She pitched the hardened clay and it impacted with a brittle explosion, a mutual annihilation, with both the pot and the panel lying in broken shards across the threshold.
Rachel dusted her palms on her shorts, glanced at Larry, then ducked inside the foyer without another word.
With a conceding grunt, Larry waved Shane inside, the lengthening shadows of the dead edging over the sidewalk now, moving slowly up the wall. Larry turned his revolver on the closest one — a woman whose pendulous breasts were hanging out of her blouse like two raw cuts of meat — and fired, laughing softly to himself as a piece of her skull skipped angrily across the parking lot.
Retreating, he pushed over the gardening displays that had been left outside, creating a weak barricade to cover his back as he turned and ducked inside the store.



Part Seven

DESTINATION
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As soon as Larry was inside, Shane pushed a row of shopping carts over the broken panel; then, with Larry’s help, they blocked it in place with 50-pound bags of playground sand, which was stacked conveniently in the foyer. As they completed this, the overturned jumble of displays outside the doors parted with an iron shudder and a fleshy, insistent sort of pounding and exploration began against the glass. Smeary fingers touched and withdrew as dead eyes looked in at them longingly, as if they needed to walk and browse amongst the familiar aisles as much as they needed to pass on their disease.
Shane and Larry gazed back at them, taking in their slack (though not expressionless) faces. It was a brief opportunity to observe the enemy close up, in relative safety, without the notched sight of a gun barrel wavering in-between. What they found, however, was not enlightenment, but a grim sense of destiny, as if the one thing that separated them from the contagion outside was not a thin sheet of glass, but something much more tentative. A capricious whim of Fate.
Decaying hands and faces slid stubbornly against the glass, distorting their appearance even further.
One day, those faces insisted, your luck will fail.
Tomorrow, a week… or perhaps only a few moments from now.
You will fall, they whispered, and this will be the result.
A voice called out behind them. “Richard?”
Rachel was poised beside the checkout counter, on tiptoes staring into the vast and darkened cavern of the store, gazing into its depths as if it were a subterranean lake, filled with strange creatures that might be staring back at her.
She raised her voice. “Richard? Are you there?”
Beneath the beating of their own hearts, Shane and Larry could hear things moving about, lost within the sightless maze of aisles. Not a multitude, but enough that they could expect to meet a few unfriendly faces. The sound of Rachel’s voice seemed to stir them, to draw them from their quiet reveries.
Alarmed at the sight of a gaunt, acne-scarred face materializing out of the gloom, legs beneath it slowly shuffling, Larry unholstered his gun and asked her what she thought she was doing.
“My husband’s in here!” she hissed, wearing a pinched expression, as if she’d begun to resent him as much as he resented her.
“If he’s here, we’ll find him,” Larry assured her, then added (quite unnecessarily), “or he’ll find us.”
Shane, ignoring the both of them, set his shotgun on the checkout conveyor and faded toward an aisle filled with twilight and long wooden handles. He paused a moment, considering the inventory, then took down an axe — a sharp, grim-looking specimen that made Rachel’s mouth gape in disbelief.
“What are you doing with that? You’ve got guns, don’t you?”
Shane shook his head. “I’ll use the guns on my way back home; I’ll need the bullets then.” He hefted the axe. “In here, I’ll use this.”
“Oh my God!” she cried, her face blanching. “I can’t watch you chop up those… those things with that!”
“Do whatever you like,” Shane invited, quietly dismissing her. He turned to Larry. “How do I get to the pharmacy?”
“Now just a minute,” Larry protested, his face red, exasperated. He glanced at the dead man — within fifty feet of them now — uncertain whether or not to waste a bullet. “I’ll tell you where it is, but it’s stupid to split up now! We ought to stick together, that way we can watch each other’s back.”
“All right,” Shane nodded, conceding the point. “Let’s go then.”
“What about me?” Rachel objected, standing empty-handed by the cash register.
“Find something to protect yourself,” Larry advised, holstering his revolver and drifting toward a shelf stacked with steel fence posts, the sort generally used to string barbed-wire.
Glancing around the checkout counter, Rachel saw nothing but outdated magazines and minty packets of gum.
“Like what?” she wondered.
“Whatever you can handle,” Larry replied, sliding out one of the posts. It had a point like an oversized arrowhead: dull, flat and green, ready-made to drive into the ground. “Look over by Shane for a pry-bar or a good, solid hammer.”
Rachel shuddered. “I don’t think I can do that.”
“Why not? You didn’t have a problem with those clay pots.”
“That was different,” she said sullenly. “Those were blunt.”
“So’s a hammer.”
“Not blunt enough,” she said, shaking her head.
Larry shrugged. “Suit yourself.” He tested the weight of the post, hefting it in the palm of his hand, balancing it like a javelin. “Maybe you can find yourself a cast-iron frying pan in Housewares, or a marble rolling pin.”
The dead man was closing, tottering around a pyramidal paint display to within 10 or 12 yards of the registers. He began to moan eagerly, his arms outstretched, climbing through the stale air.
The steel post poised at his shoulder, Larry took a few running steps and hurled it through the man’s skull with a savage grunt. The sound it made as it passed through his eye socket and into the fevered meat of his brain was crisp, like an apple bite. A faint spray of blood fanned across the aisle and the paint display swallowed him whole, the fence post jutting out of the fallen mound like a victory spike or a flagpole. A miniature Iwo Jima.
“Can we go now?” Shane asked, his tone impatient and unimpressed.
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The pharmacy counter was near the back of the store, sandwiched between Housewares and the magazine display. From where they stood (on the fringes of Lawn and Garden) they would have to travel through the forgotten lands of Hardware, Home Improvement, Sporting Goods, and finally Housewares before reaching the pharmacy.
“We can go about this a couple different ways, Larry said, extending a pointing finger toward the back of the store, toward a darkness that was more complete than in any other direction. “Straight back that way and along the back wall, or…” — he gestured to a wide aisle that traversed the entire width of the store like a wax-buffed interstate — “down that way, and then back.”
“What does it matter?” Rachel asked, a malletlike hammer in her hands, the head smothered nervously in her palm. “Just pick a direction and go.”
Larry looked at her, a fresh fence post propped against his shoulder. “Standing here, it doesn’t make a bit of difference,” he said, annoyed at being challenged by her at every step, “but if we get into trouble, it might be nice to have something useful near at hand. Something sharp or heavy.” He tipped his head toward the dark quarter. “If we go that way, we’re more likely to find items of that nature. If we go the other…” he shrugged. “Who knows? We may find nothing on the shelves but greeting cards and tampons.”
Rachel smiled sardonically and shook her head. “Greeting cards, yes, but I guarantee you’re not going to find any tampons in this store. Not this one or any other.”
Larry opened his mouth to say something, then promptly shut it, flustered and embarrassed, waving the point aside as inconsequential. “It doesn’t matter. If we go down the center aisle we’re more open to ambush; if we go across the back, we’ve at least got the wall to one side.” He hesitated. “Plus, I’m not exactly certain where to cut back to get to the pharmacy.”
Rachel sighed. “Well why didn’t you just say so in the first place?”
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The small penlights they’d brought were not up to the task of illuminating the aisles, at least not in a manner with which they felt comfortable. The beams were weak and yellowy, dissolving into the general gloom and imparting a grainy, suffocating quality, like being trapped under an old woolen blanket. Dark shapes forever fluttered on the threshold of vision; inconstant ghosts that shied away with every step.
At the same time, the flares that Shane had picked up along the roadside weren’t ideal either. At the drop of the first one, it became obvious that they would be of limited use. On the move, the influence of their light was short-lived, and in the end they acted more like beacons than anything else. Better — Larry decided, once this became apparent — to use them as distractions, things for the dead to fight over amongst themselves.
So they used the penlights to make their way to the pharmacy, tripping over the occasional item that had been left in the aisles: cans of spray paint and WD-40, golf balls and wooden dowels; an avalanche of galvanized nails; items that had been picked up and discarded or simply knocked off the shelves by clumsy browsers. The nails had a knack of hiding from their flashlights then rolling silently underfoot, bringing short, sharp screams out of Rachel and dark expletives from Shane and Larry. Slow, dragging footsteps shadowed them, accompanied by despairing moans that seemed born out of the air itself, without source or direction.
They crept past an aisle stocked with plumbing and electrical supplies, then made a 90-degree turn around a customer service kiosk mounted with paint shakers, silent and useless in this dead, black corner.
A slack arm reached out of a gap in the back of the kiosk, its pale form uncovered suddenly by Shane’s penlight: bare to the elbow and flecked with spatters of paint or dried blood. It lay along the floor like a dead snake, the fingers splayed and partially eaten, nibbled slightly about the nails then left to rot.
They made a wide pass around it, as if suspecting it might not be completely dead. Shane shone his light into the gap and a wave of nausea rolled out like a black tongue, pebbled and swollen and as dry as a reptile. Two eyes gazed up from the pale edge of the beam: shriveled, sunken into screaming hollows, yet watchful all the same.
They left it to the darkness, to the blooming stench of its own decay.
Home Improvement gradually changed to Home Décor. Tables and chairs, lamps and throw pillows, photograph frames and silent clocks.
Shane swept his flashlight in a low arc and Rachel gasped, freezing in step behind him. Just before Larry bumped into her, he had an impression of Death staring back at him: a white face floating in the aisles. He focused his light on it and Rachel screamed against the knuckles of her free hand.
“Richard, oh my God!” she cried and the mallet dropped to the floor like a silly and useless toy. “Richard!”
She ran to her husband, clipping a straight-backed chair with her hip and knocking it over.
“No, don’t!” Larry shouted, his voice swallowed by the vast acreage of the store. “Rachel!”
Shane made a grab for her as she darted past, lost his grip on the penlight, and a black and gloomy curtain dropped suddenly in front of him. The light tumbled down his pantleg and he inadvertently kicked it down the aisle. It spun past Rachel and her husband and came to rest illuminating a damaged group of figures shuffling slowly up the aisle.
“We’ve got problems!” Shane shouted, taking the axe in both hands. He brushed past Rachel after the fallen flashlight, more afraid of being left in the dark at that moment than anything else. Despite everything he’d been through, the dead shapes seemed somehow unreal within the confines of the store; they seemed more like disgruntled mannequins than any serious threat.
Larry, however, knew better, and his voice as he shouted after Shane was red with alarm. The fence post he’d brought along was poised above his shoulder, but there was no clear target; nothing he could do but shout.
He took a tentative step toward Rachel as she pushed away from her husband’s embrace, a shrill scream spreading out of her like a shock wave, knocking everything back a beat. In the cone of Larry’s penlight, Richard Walker’s mouth had become crimson, almost clownlike. Then the red from his lips ran down his chin and the deadness in his eyes rolled over. It changed into the unmistakable face of Wormwood.
Rachel screamed and pressed her hand to her shoulder, trying to stop the blood even as it pulsed through the cracks between her fingers. She broke free of her husband’s grasp and took a blind step back, tripping over the chair she’d upended in her unthinking rush to meet him. The spot of Larry’s flashlight followed her down, shocked at the amount of blood already pouring down the front of her blouse; at the terrible wound gaping at the base of her neck; a raw, red mouth that screamed in blood instead of sound.
Richard Walker looked through the light at Larry, then down at his wife, ribbons of frank red blood slipping out of his mouth and pattering against the tops of his shoes.
Further down the aisle, around the glow of the fallen penlight, shadows began to merge and flicker. He heard Shane grunt; saw the swing of the axe, and something fell to the floor like a sodden dishrag. A man with a bald and gleaming head fell to his knees, his guts rolling out of him in silver coils. Shane swung the axe again and his bald head disappeared, swallowed by the darkness crouched further down the aisle.
Rachel struggled to sit up, to untangle her legs from the chair as her husband bent over her with all the grace of a man struck with a debilitating arthritis. She screamed, her voice bubbling, and Larry planted his post in the top of Walker’s head.
The dead man reeled back, looking absurdly like a human lightning rod. His feet shuffled a few last steps then the bright green post swept one of the shelves as he fell, taking down a collection of picture frames. Oak and metal and glass clacked over like dominos, burying him beneath a spill of airbrushed faces. Models so pleasing and pure they almost made you sad to replace them with your own imperfect snapshots and relations.
Larry heard Shane swear as something heavy fell and smashed to pieces, but for the moment his eyes were on Rachel, who was swimming in a puddle of her own blood, trying desperately to stay afloat. He knelt down as she opened her mouth and tried to speak. What came out of her lips was little more than a whisper, a dark understanding of the way things were.
She saw herself caught in the sympathetic reflection of his eyes. Pinned and dying there.
“Don’t…” she struggled, painting an angel’s wing on the polished tiles. “Don’t let it happen to me. I don’t,” — she coughed and Larry flinched, his face speckled with dots he quickly wiped away — “I don’t want to turn into one of those.” Her eyes seemed to strain toward her husband, toward the shapes falling in the center of the aisle. Her hand moved, grasping Larry’s forearm. “Promise me,” she implored, then her breath touched his cheek and she died before he could answer, her grip on him slowly relaxing.
Larry took his arm back and got to his feet, afraid her eyes would snap suddenly back open. He stepped over her with a hand on his revolver, ready to pull it from its holster at the slightest hint of movement. It had taken a minute or two for his own wife to cross over, down in the grim light of the bomb shelter, but he wasn’t certain that that held true for everyone. Some might take longer and some might take less, and at the moment he wasn’t in a mood for gambling. There were worse places to die than the Home Décor section of Fred Meyer, but there were surely better places as well.
Slipping on the fallen frames, the glass panes cracking beneath his weight, Larry grasped the post he’d left with Rachel’s husband and, bracing a foot against his skull, pulled it free with a sickened grunt. In the back of his mind, he recalled those British vampire pictures he and his older brother used to watch as kids: the ones that always started with some fool pulling a wooden stake out of a decrepit old coffin.
Walker, however, seemed content to stay where he was. There was no unearthly luminescence within the wound, no swirl of ashes eager to paste him back together, so Larry let him be and carried the post back over to Rachel.
She was just as he’d left her, her face slack, eyes gazing up at the place where he’d been kneeling. Without ceremony or sentiment, he put the point of the shaft against the smooth white curve of her forehead. Gripping it with both hands, he closed his eyes and dropped his weight down sharply, like a man falling through a trapdoor to Hell.
There was a moment of hesitation, a stubborn crack, and the post dropped a few final inches, enough to carry the point deep into the stirring tissue of her brain.
Larry exhaled, a sheen of sweat clinging to his pale brow. When he opened his eyes, Shane was standing over him, splattered with blood, the axe hanging loosely in one hand and the reclaimed penlight in the other. Larry thought he looked about forty years older.
“I tried to stop her,” Shane said, looking into her eyes.
Larry nodded, rising wearily to his feet. “I know you did. I did, too. There was nothing we could do about it.” He pointed his flashlight down the aisle, refusing to look at Rachel’s corpse, knowing that if he did she would haunt him forever. The beam picked up some lumps and scattered limbs; a butcher shop ravaged by dogs. “I’m sorry I wasn’t much help,” he said, bringing the light back to Shane.
The boy shrugged, and then sent a chill down Larry’s spine by admitting: “I might not have known it was you.”
A moan sounded somewhere toward the front of the store. It was answered by another, much closer.
“C’mon,” Larry sighed, swinging his light through the rafters. “Let’s get those drugs and find a place to rest. My back is killing me.”
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Shane lit a road flare and the area around the pharmacy filled with an eerie pink light. The counter itself (and all the drugs it contained) lay behind a roll-down security gate; one that was locked with a long-gone key. Fortunately, they’d brought along a master.
“Stand back. Get behind me,” Larry directed, unholstering his revolver and pointing it at the lock. He waited until Shane was in position before firing his first round, which missed the lock entirely and drilled a path through a Viagra display.
“Shit,” Larry swore and took a step closer, the muzzle less than a yard from its target now. He tightened his face as if he expected the lock to turn to shrapnel and squeezed the trigger. There was a sound like an aluminum bat striking a brick wall and a corresponding wave which clattered up the gate. The lock itself looked stunned, its face brightly hammered, but it clung tenaciously to its hasp.
“Son of a bitch,” Larry exhaled, his voice dark and impatient. He put the gun a foot closer and the noise was repeated, more solidly this time. As the wave retreated, a line of solid space appeared at the bottom of the gate.
“Ha!” Larry brightened. “We’re in business!”
There was a shuffle behind them. A stack of discount books slipped off a display table and Shane turned to see something which had once carted groceries out to parked cars. A boy no older than himself, dressed in a white shirt and reflectorized vest. He had a Fred Meyer nametag that read “Corpse” in the shifting light of the flare. It looked like he’d been hit by a car, drug through the parking lot, run over one or twice, and then had found his way back inside the store. He looked pleased to find them, as if he’d been searching for quite some time.
“More trouble,” Shane said, the words lost as Larry rolled up the noisy gate.
The two of them ducked underneath and pulled the barricade quickly back down, the weighted edge narrowly missing Shane’s foot.
They found themselves pressed into a space roughly fifteen feet by two, the tall pharmacy counter pressed right against their backs.
Larry laughed softly through the metal latticework, stepping down on the bottom of the gate with his boot. The bagboy — whose name was actually “Court”, Shane saw — hissed like a reptile and extended his arms toward the gate, his fingers working themselves into the gaps, shaking the tightly interwoven links.
Larry made a motion with his head to indicate the space on the other side of the counter. “Why don’t you go ahead and get the things you need,” he suggested, his face still grinning (though Shane couldn’t imagine why). “I’ll stay here and entertain our new friend.”
Shane nodded and sidestepped to an open space of countertop beside the cash register. Jumping up, the heels of his palms planted and his feet kicking up the gate, he was able to get his seat high enough to roll back and tuck his legs over.
His boots touched down on a padded mat and he turned, the pills smiling back at him in neat, unmolested rows.
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At first Shane thought he’d lost the shopping list; that he’d hooked it out of his pocket by the river or somewhere else along the way: a long list of drugs that all sounded alike, none of which he’d bothered to commit to memory.
He went through his pockets in an escalating panic, certain now it was gone and the whole trip was going to be for nothing; that he’d end up guessing and bring his father home a lifetime supply of estrogen supplements or stool softeners.
Slow down, he told himself, his heart beating frantically as he stood in the dark pocket at the back of the store. Look again, and this time start with the last place you remember it.
That would be his back pocket. He’d stuffed it in his front jeans pocket when his mom had given it to him because he was afraid it might somehow wiggle out of the back on the seat of the motorcycle. Then when they’d left the bike back in the orchard, he’d transferred the list to his back pocket because he didn’t want it getting in the way of his spare ammunition.
He reached into his right back pocket again and there it was, just where he’d left it.
My fingers must have slipped under it the first time, he decided, unfolding the scrap of paper with great care, as if it might take a mind to disappear again.
The spot of his penlight trembled slowly down the list and, squinting, Shane began to speak the names loud enough for Larry to hear.
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“Van-co-my-cin,” Shane read laboriously, drawing the syllables out until they sounded more like a first-year reading primer than antibiotics. “Kef-lex. Te-quin. A-mox-i-cill-an.”
Larry lifted his head. “You okay back there?” It sounded like the kid was asleep and dreaming in Latin.
Shane murmured words to the affirmative, still in that same slow voice. He began to whisper the syllables again, this time drawing them closer, coming out with distinct words, some of which Larry recognized and some he didn’t.
Court seemed lulled by the sound, as if the words were a far-off melody he’d been rocked to sleep to during his childhood. His blood-scabbed fingers cascaded softly down the gate.
“Morphine, Lidocain, Novocain.” These said with greater certainty.
Larry watched the dead kid’s face: a devastated lump of adolescence a mere eighteen inches from his own. Beneath the damage, there was a tug of expression, a faint recognition… like a dog who hears a word it knows within a distant conversation.
Larry raised his penlight and the glow of Wormwood abated, though Court’s pupils remained the same, neither contracting nor dilating as he moved the light from side to side. There was a smell coming off him like discarded meat trays on a hot day or fruit rotting in the darkness beneath a kitchen sink. A sweet decay.
Court raised his arms again and banged them against the gate, as if prodded by his disease, then calmed again as Larry began to sing, picking up Shane’s whisper as he rummaged through the bottles, turning it into a song.
“Vancomycin, Vancomycin; somebody bring me some Vancomycin.
Vancomycin, Vancomycin; I’ve been searchin’ all the day.”
“What are you doing?” Shane asked, pausing in the middle of a shelf and turning toward the counter.
“Just singing a little song to Court,” Larry answered in a mellow tone, one that reminded Shane of Bob Ross, painter of happy little clouds on public TV.
“Vancomycin, Vancomycin; singin’ to Court ‘bout Vancomycin.
Hey nonny-nonny hey.”
“I wouldn’t quit your day job,” Shane said, turning back to the shelves.
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A young woman in sandals and a yellow print dress came staggering out of the darkness of the magazine aisle, a hook of dried blood drawn from the corner of her mouth like a hasty comma, black and restless in the flare’s sputtering light. She didn’t come with a nametag pinned to her shapely breast, so Larry christened her “Julia” and began to sing the Beatles’ tune of the same name.
Julia, however, was not moved or placated by the off-key serenade. She let out a breathless screech and flung herself at the security gate, tearing at it with her pointed fingernails as if she would go on doing so until one or the other gave completely away. It reminded Larry of his dead son scratching at the basement door and the tune died on his lips, the mood gone.
Court, agitated by this new presence, began to hiss and pick at the gates as well, and before long Larry pictured them as two terriers, yapping and jumping at a chain link fence.
“How’s it going back there?” he hollered to Shane, a headache quickly developing.
“It’s coming,” Shane answered. He’d already found several items on the list, but not the one at the very top. The one his mother had spelled out in large capital letters.
“If you come across anything with Codeine in it, throw me out a bottle,” Larry joked, massaging his temples. To his surprise, a large white bottle sailed over the counter. It bounced off the gate and landed at his feet, half full of tablets.
Paveral. 30 mg.
“Toss that back when you’re done,” Shane said, raising his voice to be heard. “It’s on Mom’s list.”
Larry had to squat at the knees and reach down blindly to pick it up, which only seemed to upset the gallery. God knew why. He unscrewed the top and looked inside with the penlight, shaking his head and laughing softly to himself. There had to be 500 tablets left, enough to keep a man smiling and relatively pain-free for over a year, barring gangrene or wholesale amputation. He reached inside the wide mouth with his fingers and came back with roughly a dozen.
I could just take these, he thought, rolling the tablets loosely in his palm. I could swallow these down and take another handful and just drift off to sleep. Easy as pie. No more worries about food or safe water or ammunition. No more worries at all.
Except what you’re going to say to God.
“Oh, I’ll have plenty to say to Him,” he murmured, tipping the pills back inside the bottle; all except two. He looked at these after the lid was screwed back down and decided to tuck one in his pocket for later. Once they found a place to bed down for the night, the manager’s office or whatever. No sense turning himself into a zombie before his time. Ha-ha.
“Good one, Lar,” he grimaced, popping one of the tablets into his mouth and dry-swallowing.
“Heads up, Shane,” he called, lobbing the jar back to where it came from. Glad to be rid of it and the nagging temptation. Of course, he could always pull out his revolver and end it that way, but that would take some working up to; some serious reflection. Pills were something he was used to, something he took all the time. Aspirin, cold capsules, decongestant… what difference would his hand know, or his mouth?
“Ah-ha!” he heard Shane explain. “Found it! The last thing on the list except syringes.”
“Look up front for those,” Larry advised. “I usually see them while I’m waiting for a prescription. Insulin syringes. They come in pretty good-sized boxes.”
“Yep, here they are,” Shane replied, his voice closer to the counter now, right over Larry’s shoulder. “Shit.”
“What’s the matter?” Larry asked, raising his voice again. Shane’s emergence from the back shelves had excited Court and Julia.
“These boxes have like, a hundred… two hundred syringes in them. I don’t have enough room in my backpack for that many!”
“So don’t take the whole box. Take half, or a third; whatever you need. The needles should be capped. There’s no sense hauling back two hundred syringes if you’re only going to make a few injections.”
“Yeah,” Shane realized. “I’m gonna have to.” Larry heard him unzip his pack. “How’re you doing out there? It sounds awfully noisy.”
“Well, we’ve got two new friends at the moment,” Larry shouted. “I’d like to get out of this cage before we pick up any more. Two we can take care of; more than that and it starts to get dicey.”
“Almost done,” Shane assured him, his backpack zipping again, though reluctantly, as if he’d like to take more. A moment later his feet came sliding over the counter, the pack riding up against his neck as he slipped down beside Larry, as lumpy as a pillowcase stuffed with bricks.
“Looks like you just about cleaned them out,” Larry commented, eyeing the pack as Shane reached for his axe.
“Hardly,” Shane grunted. “This is just a skim off the top. You never know… someone else will probably need these drugs just as bad as we do, and I’d hate to have come all this way to find some asshole had cleaned out the shelves, taking more than he needed or could carry.”
“You’re a good kid, Shane,” Larry nodded, impressed. “No, seriously. We’ve lived next door to one another for years and I don’t think I ever realized that.” He offered a passing smile. “It makes me sorry we never got to know one another.”
“I’d say we made up for that today,” Shane said, his face bright pink in the light of the flare. “We’ve just about been joined at the hip.”
“Thank God for that,” Larry nodded, laughing. “I don’t know what I’d’ve done if I’d been cooped up in that house today.” A small shudder passed through him. “I don’t even like to think about it.”
“So don’t.” Shane clipped his penlight to his shirt collar, checked his pistol, then took a firm hold on his axe. “Think about how we’re going to get to the manager’s office.” He gazed at the darkness on the other side of the flare. “And where it might be.”
“That’s no mystery. It’s at the front of the store.” He nodded past Court and Julia. “Straight ahead, past the checkout lanes, then down a narrow hallway past the bathrooms.”
Shane cast him a sidelong glance. “It sounds like you’ve been there before.”
Larry shrugged. “I’ve never been inside… but a man’s got to occupy himself somehow while his wife’s in the powder room.”
“I guess so,” Shane nodded, his smile fading as he looked at the two obstacles they’d have to cut through to even get started. Court he’d seen, but the woman… He guessed she’d been pretty once, before Wormwood got a hold of her; maybe even beautiful.
The axe in his hands suddenly seemed much too heavy-handed, a brutal thing, almost obscene. He immediately recognized the danger of this way of thinking and pawned her off on Larry, who was unholstering his pistol. Court, on the other hand, could only benefit by the blade.
He tried to make the offer sound magnanimous, as if he were handing Larry a bargain. Larry, to his credit, accepted this arrangement without a word of protest.
“Ready?”
Shane took a deep breath and nodded.
“Mind where you’re swinging that axe,” Larry cautioned, reaching down with his free hand and getting a grip on the gate. He took his foot off the lip and rolled it up.
And to his horror and surprise, the barrel of his revolver caught in the blur of passing links and jumped out of his hand. It tumbled down his leg, off his boot, and clattered away into darkness.
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“I dropped my gun!” Larry shrieked as Shane cut into Court’s left shoulder, dropping the dead boy to his knees. The heavy blade wedged into bone and refused to come out without a fight. Shane planted a foot against the bagboy’s chest and, twisting the handle, jerked it free, though the release sent him stumbling back against the pharmacy counter.
Julia, in the meantime, fell on Larry like a starving woman. He tried to push her away but she accepted his splayed fingers and outstretched arms welcomingly, like foreplay, or tender appetizers before the feast.
Larry screamed and the two of them fell in a thrashing tangle.
Shane stepped forward with the axe, raised it over his head, and brought it down with a grunt on Julia’s back, severing her backbone and spinal cord with an audible snap. Her legs immediately ceased their kicking and scrabbling, but the biting and clawing end of her was still at work as if everything was still good.
Shane raised the axe again, taking a step forward, figuring to aim between her shoulders this time. He felt something whispery touch his pantleg and, glancing down, saw Court’s palsied fingers feeling blindly for a crease or a seam to grab hold of.
Shane stepped hastily back and brought the axe down, without aim or forethought. It angled shallowly across Court’s skull, shearing off an ear before sinking into his jaw, dislocating it with a pop that traveled up the handle like a foul ball rolling off a hardwood bat.
Court’s head lolled back, looking worse than ever, his right cheek lumpy and elongated where the hinge had shattered. His eyes rolled up at Shane’s penlight as if asking God Himself for mercy.
Shane swung the axe again and the prayer was answered. Court’s head was split down the middle like a rotten coconut, his jaw clinging stubbornly to the stalk of his neck while his hair (and the top of his skull) tumbled away toward the magazine rack.
This distracted him from Larry for perhaps 10 whole seconds, yet in those precious seconds Julia had been hard at work. She’d fallen across Larry at an angle which best presented his upper left arm to her snapping mouth — the tough weave of bicep and tricep just above the elbow. As Shane turned back she cut through an artery and a violent red jet sprayed against the front of the pharmacy counter, which only seemed to excite her all the more.
She made a sound like a woman rubbing herself toward climax and Shane, guessing Larry would be dead within seconds, cut her off abruptly at the neck.
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Rolling Julia’s body aside, Shane looked down at Larry and knew it was over. He was lying in an obscene amount of his own blood, the jet buried within the frayed meat of his arm now failing, getting weaker with every heartbeat.
Shane slipped off his backpack and unbuckled his belt, pulling it roughly through the loops. He crouched over Larry — who by now had lost all interest in screaming — and ran the wide strip of leather under the shredded remains of his arm, just beneath the shoulder. He threaded the tongue through the buckle and pulled it tight against Larry’s armpit.
The rough sound of his own breath whistled through his windpipe as his penlight shone down on Larry’s chest like a spotlight on an empty stage, waiting for an encore. Larry’s eyelids fluttered, fighting a desperate battle against unconsciousness.
A moan echoed distantly within the cavern of the store and Shane’s head whipped up, eyes searching darkness against the bright pink glare of the road flare.
Larry reached up with his good arm and clutched at Shane’s shirtfront, demanding his attention. “Am I dying?” he whispered, his eyes swimming, trying to focus. “I can’t feel anything.”
“I don’t know,” Shane answered hoarsely. “You’re probably in shock.” He tipped the end of the penlight toward the damaged portion of Larry’s arm and winced at what he found: a mass of raw flesh and a grimace of denuded bone. The bleeding, however, seemed to have stopped; but how much longer could he crouch here, holding it? A new hole would have to be notched in the belt to keep it tight, and then the arm itself would have to be removed or sewn shut. The punch in the belt Shane thought he might manage; the amputation and closing, however, were a bit beyond the dissections he’d done in Biology.
“Wait a minute…” Larry murmured, a tentative expression rippling across his face, washing away the terror. “I can feel something now… something warm.” With apparent difficulty, he turned his smiling head to look at the pressure Shane was applying and the fear rushed back. It crawled up his arm and spread across his face like wildfire. Beneath his screams, Shane struggled to keep a tight grip on the belt, to keep it from slipping off his shoulder and biting into the wound itself.
“My arm,” Larry grimaced, the fight draining out of him once again, leaving a pale countenance of shock and exhaustion. “My arm…” He shook his head, eyes squeezed tight. “What did that bitch do to my arm?”
“Larry? Listen to me.” Shane took hold of his neighbor’s jaw to keep his head from rolling, his grip becoming tighter, more insistent, until Larry stopped sobbing and looked him in the eye. “I need to punch a hole in the belt that’s wrapped around your arm and I need to do it now.” He glanced over his shoulder at the sound (still distant) of something crashing down into one of the aisles An avalanche of small cans or jars over in the grocery section. He turned back to Larry. “While I’m doing that I want you to keep pressure on your arm as best you can. Can you do that?”
Larry was gazing up at him as if he’d lapsed into another language, his breath coming and going in small, shallow sips.
“Larry?” Shane insisted, raising his voice to a harsh slap as he searched with his free hand for his pocket knife. “Do you hear me?”
Larry swallowed, his Adam’s apple bobbing, and nodded. “Yes, I… I can try,” he stuttered, his eyes wide, focusing on the belt as if it were a lifeline, a thin cord tethering him to the earth.
Awkwardly, maintaining pressure on the belt, Shane pried the leather punch out of his Swiss Army knife. Once he had it extended and locked into place, he took Larry’s free hand and guided it to the pressure point just below the armpit. “It’s going to bleed,” he warned. “Try to ignore it and keep pressing as hard as you can.” Shane took a deep breath, preparing himself, marking a spot high on the belt with his finger then scratching it with the tip of the blade. “I’ll try to be quick.”
Larry grit his teeth together and his eyes found Shane’s beyond the glare of the penlight. A sense of resolution or finality settled over him and he nodded. “Okay. I’m ready.”
Shane pulled the tongue back through the buckle, tucked the notched end under his knee and leaned his weight onto it. As fresh red blood began to slip through Larry’s fingers, Shane put the point of the punch on the mark he’d made and — neck straining, his face sewn with shadows — twisted his wrist back and forth, grunting with the effort it took to drive a hole through the seasoned leather.
Eventually, the blade worked its way through.
Shane exhaled and lassoed the belt around Larry’s arm again, his hands slick with blood as he cinched it tight and searched blindly with his fingertips for the new hole to fasten it.
By now Larry was screaming again, his face livid, shining with a sour, queasy sweat. Shane did his best to ignore it and concentrate on the task at hand, trying to be quick instead of gentle. Stopping the hemorrhage was the main thing; if Larry was still alive after that… well, they had enough drugs to take the pain away.
The tip of the buckle’s brass tongue caught in the new hole and Shane forced it through, hoping it would be tight enough and he wouldn’t have to repeat the procedure, adding another notch an inch or two higher.
Larry’s eyes rolled lazily into his head and his arm fell limply at the elbow, his fingers grazing Shane’s thigh in passing. At this point Shane realized he was kneeling on the man’s chest, the whole of his weight pressing down on Larry’s breastbone.
He rolled off thinking that he’d killed him.
Thinking he was suddenly very alone.
And in the wake of this, he realized that if Larry was dead, he wouldn’t be alone for long. His neighbor would soon be coming back, bearing the gift of Wormwood.
He tore the penlight from his shirt and pointed it at Larry’s face, staring intently at the spot of light until it became apparent that Larry had merely lost consciousness. There was still motion in his chest, a faint pulse throbbing at his neck.
Shane wiped the sweat from his brow, breathing a sigh of relief.
Not alone. Not quite yet.
He rolled on his elbow and looked down the aisle, past the stacks of bargain books and magazines. Things that had lost importance as the looting began. The road flare showed him the first 20 or 30 feet then made him imagine the rest.
The aisle would go to the front of the store, to where Larry claimed the manager’s office was located; one hundred yards distant; maybe more, maybe less.
Terra incognita, he thought to himself, the phrase plucked out of memory from a book he’d read, knowing now what it meant.
He turned back to Larry with a critical eye. The blood was no longer flowing from the wound in his arm, but he was still unconscious.
Perhaps it would be better that way, he reflected, imagining Larry trying to walk after losing two or three pints of blood, crashing from shelf to shelf, drawing an audible line for the disease to follow. With him unconscious, Shane could drag him along the polished tiles by his legs, which were whole and undamaged. He just had to make sure Larry’s injured arm was folded securely on his chest, where it wouldn’t be apt to bump or drag along and start him screaming again.
Shane looked at his backpack, still lying where he’d dropped it, and considered the wisdom of giving him a shot of morphine. He studied Larry and decided against it. The man was already unconscious, so the benefit would be negligible; besides, Larry was in a weakened condition and he didn’t want to risk an overdose. It wouldn’t do him much good if Larry OD’ed halfway up the aisle and suddenly switched sides on him.
No, Shane decided. That wouldn’t do much good at all. Larry would just have to wait until they got to the front office for his shot, and even then he’d have to measure it out for himself.
Shane would do all he could to help him live, but he wasn’t going to help him die.
And with that thought in mind, he picked up his pack and slung it over his shoulders.
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The worst part of the plan was relinquishing his grip on the axe: leaving it balanced precariously on Larry’s chest and stomach while he took the man’s ankles in hand and dragged him down the aisle.
Halfway past the magazine racks, as the light from the flare was fading, he decided letting go of the axe wasn’t the worst thing after all; the worst thing was walking backwards into the dark, his hands full, and knowing full well that there were horrors skulking about, nightmares that might reach out for him without warning.
The penlight was clipped to his collar again, swinging back and forth with every step, spotlighting the passing floor, the shadowy “V” of Larry’s legs, the axe handle between them, and very little else. Occasionally, as when the head of the axe began to slide off Larry’s chest, Shane would pause to turn and shine the beam down the aisle behind him. This gave him about ten seconds of confidence, and then the fear and the uncertainty climbed upon his back again.
As the scenery changed from books and magazines to greeting cards, Larry began to stir; his eyelids fluttered and a slow groan issued from between his lips. Shane paused to strengthen his grip and continued back-shuffling down the aisle. At the far end of the greeting cards (Happy Mothers Day!) they passed a ravaged place on the shelves, nothing but colored bits of wax littering the aisle where the stock of candles had been plundered.
Larry came back to consciousness with a startled jerk and the axe slid from his chest in the middle of a wide intersection. Shane set his feet down quickly, gently, and pointed the light down the two new aisles. Nothing but school and stationary supplies to the west, but to the east, where personal grooming items gave way to detergents and paper plates, there was a sly suggestion of movement, an elusive shadow that might have been a trick of the eye or perhaps still something to worry about.
Whichever, Shane didn’t intend to stick around long enough to find out.
“What are you doing?” Larry asked thickly, his voice calling out from deep inside a terrible dream, one where he was bound and helpless, waiting for something to crawl out of the dark and devour him.
“Dragging you to the office,” Shane told him, picking up the axe and putting it back on his chest. “Can you hold onto that?” he wondered.
“Where’s my gun?” Larry wanted to know, the fingers of his left hand closing around the handle.
“You dropped it,” Shane reminded him, silently cursing himself. He hadn’t bothered to look for it. He’d been so focused on stopping Larry’s bleeding and then getting them to safety that he’d forgotten about the revolver.
He shone the light back down the aisle, over a wide red streak, wondering how far they’d come. The flare had sputtered out — either of its own accord or extinguished by Larry’s blood — and he was left with only the penlight to guess. Surely no more than 80 or 90 feet.
Larry closed his eyes and shook his head, denying this unfortunate fact. “You’ve got to go back and find it,” he told Shane, a fatal urgency in his voice, as if he’d had a glimpse of the future: a clear vision of one of them holding the revolver at some crucial juncture.
“I can’t leave you here and go back for it!” Shane protested, thinking of the slippery shadow he’d seen. Larry would be very easy pickings if left on his own.
“Leave me your pistol. I can defend myself,” Larry insisted, the effort of lifting his head, of speaking, leaving him short of breath. “Just don’t be gone for long.”
“You’re only half-conscious!” Shane argued, reluctant to hand over his own pistol. It left him with the axe, of course, but he was going to need the 9mm and every round in it to make his way home.
“I’ll be fine,” Larry said, reaching up for the gun. His eyes blinked blearily, as if he were having a hard time bringing Shane into focus. “I need that gun.”
Shane didn’t bother to ask him why he needed it (in fact, he had a pretty good idea); he could see that Larry had his mind made up on the matter and time spent arguing would simply be time wasted, so he unholstered the 9mm, thumbed off the safety, and chambered a round so it was ready to fire. Carefully handing Larry the gun, Shane picked up the axe and turned back toward the pharmacy.
“I’m not hunting all day,” he warned, pushing the words through clenched teeth as he lifted the penlight on his collar. “If I don’t find it right away, I’m coming back. Fuck your stupid gun.”
“You’ll find it,” Larry assured him, beads of sweat standing out on his brow. “Look around the magazines.”
“Yeah, yeah,” Shane sighed, skirting the paintbrush trail of Larry’s blood. “Just be careful with that gun. I don’t want you shooting me when I come back.”
“Let me know when you’re coming,” Larry whispered, setting the pistol aside long enough to dig the spare Paveral out of his pocket. It came out bloody, partially dissolved, but he supposed the blood was his own, so what did it matter?
He popped it in his mouth and nearly choked.
Strangely enough, the taste of blood made it easier to swallow.

11


Turning his back reluctantly on the two bodies they’d left in front of the pharmacy, Shane got down on his hands and knees and peered under the magazine display. As he’d feared, the rack had no fender or baseboard to keep things (like dropped subscription cards or loaded revolvers) from disappearing underneath.
He reached as far as he could into the narrow space, his arm wedged halfway between the elbow and shoulder, and felt around. His penlight was highlighting the final issue of Modern Bride magazine, the cover shining back in his face, brilliantly glossy, adorned with a young and fetching bride who was blissfully unaware of what was going to happen to the world before the glow of her honeymoon wore off. Shane wondered absently where she was now, at this moment: dead, or doing things like he was? Things impossible to imagine two short months ago.
Groping, his fingers combed through the dust bunnies and slipped cards to touch on small things — a coin, a screw, a mashed cigarette butt, wisps of cellophane — but nothing remotely like a fallen pistol.
“This is crazy,” he muttered, an uncomfortable feeling like a hairy tarantula crawling down his spine. He pulled his arm back and rested on his knees, glancing up and down the aisle.
“You okay down there?” he called and Larry rasped something to the affirmative, his voice too weak to do more than sigh. Shane looked at the axe lying at his side and a thought occurred to him. Holding the handle by its butt-end, he pushed the head deep under the display and raked it sideways, sweeping out a dusty arc of clutter. Moving methodically down the rack, the gun came spinning out on his third try, caught between the pages of an old Mad magazine.
What me, worry?
“Got it!” he exclaimed, picking up the revolver then nearly dropping it again as a loud series of gunshots came booming up the aisle.
He looked toward Larry and saw a slumped figure standing frozen in a muzzle flash, the flare of light imprinted on his eyes, fading quickly into another.
By the time he started to move it was all over.
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Shane found Larry lying at the intersection, flat on his back and trembling from the sudden flood of adrenaline. Sprawled beside him was a man in a pink shirt with a gray hole flowering out of the top of his head, his right arm lying amid a clutter of Clairol boxes.
Shane swore, his penlight moving between the two of them.
All told, four shots had been fired. Where the other three had gone neither of them knew or cared to investigate, but Larry apologized for using so much ammunition.
“I just couldn’t help myself,” he wheezed, the pistol clutched to his chest, the barrel still smoking.
Shane crouched and exchanged the 9mm for the revolver, telling him not to worry about it, that it probably wouldn’t make any difference in the end. He avoided looking at Larry as he said this because by now they both knew this was a lie. Every bullet was important, and most especially the last one. The last bullet was the only sure way to keep from coming back; this was a truth. There had been no need to discuss it, it simply was.
Reloading his pistol, Shane ruminated on the possibilities this might give credence to in the new world, this concept of the final bullet. Would it come to be carried separately, religiously, like a rosary or St. Christopher’s medallion? A modern-day good luck charm to be touched and kissed against its eventual need? Prayed to and offered up when necessary?
This one certain inoculation against Wormwood.
Shane shook his head and glanced down the aisles, deciding they were pressing their luck.
“We’d better get moving,” he told Larry.
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As they moved toward the front of the store, a faint blue light — twilight, Shane realized — began to filter into the aisles, giving them a better view of the shelves sliding past.
It looked like a storm had recently passed through, one as violent and capricious as a tornado; a sucking mass that left vacant gaps alongside shelves hardly touched: a run on aspirin and analgesics beside a full stock of cold remedies and cough drops; a need for bar soap but not deodorant; razors but not shaving crème. A vast and sobering void where the tampons and disposable diapers had been.
She was right, Shane thought, thinking of Rachel.
Orderly rows slid into chaos and vacancy before coming back to order again. Panic and Necessity shopping arm in arm for Doomsday.
Shane stopped at the first aid supplies long enough to see that bandages and gauze tape had both been hot ticket items, with nothing but bar codes and sale tags to show they’d ever been there. What he found instead were cotton balls and pantyhose. No rubbing alcohol or peroxide, but an untouched rainbow of dental rinse and mouthwash.
“What are you gonna do with these?” Larry wondered, clutching the items blearily to his chest as Shane dragged him toward the front of the store.
“Just hold on to them,” Shane answered, leaving him to wonder.
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There was a woman’s silhouette propped up behind the checkout register near Aisle 7, one that neither Shane nor Larry noticed until they were almost within arm’s reach of her.
“Jesus!” Shane swore, dropping Larry’s legs with heart-thumping haste and fumbling for his gun. Amid the screams and curses, he pointed the muzzle breathlessly at her head and lifted his penlight. The silhouette turned into a plump redhead by the name of “Dawna”; one who, by reason of her brown apron and nametag, had once worked as a checker for the Fred Meyer Corporation.
Her short, matronly body seemed to be swaying ever-so-slightly, as if she had been waiting there at her post for days. She seemed not to notice Shane or the gun or even the spot of light on her face.
“What’s going on?” Larry demanded, invisible now on the floor.
“There’s a woman standing here,” Shane answered, though in a whisper, as if he was afraid he’d wake her.
“Shoot her!” Larry hissed. He had his gun out now, though the bulk of the check-out counter prevented him from getting a clear shot at her.
“I’m not sure if she’s dead!” Shane objected, the beam from his penlight playing over her. The counter itself blocked her from the waist down, but from what Shane could see she looked whole and undamaged. There was a line of dried blood running from the shadow of her ear to her collar, but it hardly looked fatal. And there was no point in wasting a bullet if he didn’t have to.
Cautiously, he tucked the light under his arm and reached for a magazine. Rolling it against his side, he used the end of it to prod the freckled flesh of her left arm.
Quick as a rattlesnake, she snatched it out of his hand, skimmed it over the dead iris of her scanner and let it fly over the end of the counter, its pages fluttering like the wings of an indignant bird. This completed (as if she’d been told by God to wait for them), Dawna toppled over into the darkness beneath her register.
Unnerved and surprised, Shane uttered a short, uncertain laugh, his heartbeat a dull thunder between his ears. He leaned over the counter on tiptoe and looked down at her, the penlight trembling.
Her eyes were wide, unblinking, gazing past him toward Heaven; her head strangely foreshortened, as if a yarmulke-sized divot had been taken out of the back. As he noticed this, a dark stain began to spread around her like a halo, dampening her hair and lapping at the pale stalk of her neck.
This was confirmation enough for Shane. He put down his heels and reholstered his gun.
“Must have been a reflex,” he murmured, dismissing her and shining his light at the inky gloom beyond the ATM and the lottery ticket dispenser, trying to plot out his next 30 or 40 steps. There was a faint, squarish suggestion of an opening, possibly a corridor leading back to the manager’s office or possibly his imagination drawing shapes against a smooth blank wall.
Whichever, nothing better suggested itself.
He clipped the penlight back to his collar and squatted beside Larry. His neighbor seemed to be drifting again, his gun resting on his chest, his face a pale mask left lying on the floor.
“Whassut,” he said thickly as Shane took the gun out of his hand and snugged it back in his holster.
“Almost there,” Shane assured him, quickly gathering up the things Larry had dropped and depositing them in a plastic grocery bag. He tied the bag to one of his belt loops and, as Larry’s eyes sank back toward unconsciousness, rearranged his neighbor’s arms to better negotiate the narrow checkout aisle.
Satisfied, he got to his feet and looked around. Through the high windows, the twilight had faded and true night was gazing in at them. To the right, past the last registers and the latté stand, things were bumping against the locked doors. Gray smudges pawing softly against the glass.
Shane turned away, hoping their numbers didn’t multiply during the night, and pointed his light at the dim wall beyond the ATM. Real or imaginary, the shape was still there, waiting for them.
He picked up Larry’s legs and began to drag him toward it.
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A sign materialized.
RESTROOMS, it pointed, and Shane uttered a long sigh. He looked down the corridor and the polished steel of a drinking fountain winked back, as if pleased to see him. A second sign — smaller and more discouraging — indicated that the manager’s office was near.
Shane grinned. “Found it!” he whispered and Larry stirred slightly against the tiles, just enough to assure them both he wasn’t dead.
Shane pulled him past the drinking fountain and a wide gap appeared directly opposite, reserved for EMPLOYEES ONLY. Curious, Shane stopped long enough to look inside.
It had once been a break room or employee lounge, furnished with tables and darkened vending machines, now utterly silent. A man sat at one of the far tables, his head cradled in his arms, a large amount of congealed blood pooled on the floor around him, as if he had slit his wrists and then curled up to sleep. There were shotgun holes blasted in the walls and through one of the vending machines. Nearer to the door, a pair of legs and a slack white arm protruded from an overturned trash barrel.
Nothing much of interest, though the concentration of smells — the blood, the bodies, the food in the dispensers gone bad — was much worse than the rest of the store.
Shane let the light swing from his shirt and trudged onward, pulling Larry toward a T-shaped junction. A door marked MEN stood soberly against the painted plaster, its blonde wood dully gleaming; another chamber of horrors to be opened and stared down, though not just yet.
Shane halted at the junction and probed his options with the penlight. To the left he found the ladies room; to the right a set of double-doors also marked EMPLOYEES ONLY; and further on, like a mirage shimmering at the edge of a dream, one marked MANAGER.
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It was locked, of course; the location of the key anyone’s guess.
Shane thought of the man in the break room and wondered if he might have them, the ring tangled in the sodden folds of his pocket. Briefly, he considered walking back and fishing for them, then a dark shudder passed through him. If that were the case, Shane thought, he could keep them; better to simply use the axe. True, it would ruin the lock, but there were likely heavy things within the office that could be persuaded to stand guard over them while they slept: a good-sized desk or a loaded set of file cabinets pushed up against the door as a barricade.
He looked at Larry and picked up the axe, holding it loosely, near the head.
Little pigs, little pigs, let me come in.
Jack Nicholson’s voice, grinning beside him in the dark.
Shane took a step back, gripping the axe with both hands, though choking up on it, wanting only to knock off the steel doorknob, not destroy the integrity of the door itself. The knob floated just outside the cone of his light, like a planet: a silvery crescent drifting along the cusp of twilight. Shane positioned the butt-end of the blade a foot or two over it, dropping it down sharply when he felt confident of his mark. It glanced away, leaving a bright nick in the polished steel and a numb tingle in his bones.
He tried again, harder this time, and a scream sounded behind the door, startling him. Larry flinched in the darkness behind him, coming back to life with a jerk.
“Where are we?” he gasped, his face slick with perspiration, his eyes two feverish moons.
“Outside the manager’s office,” Shane answered. “The door’s locked and there’s someone inside.”
“Who?” Larry whispered, suddenly terrified of what they might let out.
“I don’t know, but it sounds like a woman; she’s still alive,” Shane added.
Larry seemed to breathe a little easier. “Be careful,” he hissed, his good hand reaching blindly for his gun.
Shane nodded and raised a hand, rapping his knuckles lightly on the door.
“Hello?”
There was no answer, but Shane thought he heard movement. A thin scrape in the dark.
He knocked again, more insistently this time.
“Hello?” he called, not wanting to shout but needing to convey their urgency. “Open the door, please. I’ve got an injured man out here.” He paused a heartbeat or two to listen. “We don’t mean you any harm.”
Good, he thought, shaking his head stupidly. Famous last words. We come in peace.
He knocked again, this time with the head of the axe. “Please,” he emphasized. “I’ve got an axe and I’ve got a gun. I can knock it down if I have to, but that won’t do either of us any good.”
Silence, unbroken by even a scrape this time.
Shane sighed and readjusted his grip on the axe. As he raised it to take another chop at the doorknob, a voice issued through the wood, little more than a faint whisper to his ear.
“What do you want?” it asked; tentative and frightened. A woman’s voice. “You’ve got the whole store. Just take what you want and leave.”
Shane glanced at Larry, lying quietly on the floor behind him, his head raised, listening. “We can’t leave until dawn,” Shane explained. “The store’s not secure.”
Silence, considering.
“Look,” Shane reasoned, a splinter of irritation in his voice now, “we just want a place to spend the night and patch ourselves up. It’s been…” — he closed his eyes and pressed his forehead against the cool finish of the wood, suddenly weary — “It’s been a long day.”
There came a noise from the other side of the door. Muffled, like clothes rustling, or moth wings batting softly against the other side.
“How many of you are there?” the voice inquired.
“Two,” Shane told her, hoping that didn’t sound like much of a threat. “My neighbor Larry and myself. We came here to get some antibiotics.”
Again, an indecisive rustle. “What’s your name?”
“Shane,” he answered, wondering what difference it made. The chance that they might know one another was laughable. “Shane Dawley.”
“Do you really have a gun, Shane?” the voice asked. It sounded almost hopeful.
“Yes.”
“A gun with bullets?”
Shane frowned. “Yes.”
The next sound he heard was a metallic click, the lock disengaging.
Then the door creaked open.
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The office was full of candles, at least a dozen of them blazing away, creating a glow that was almost blinding after bumping about the aisles with their penlights. Shane dragged Larry in by his ankles then the door clicked shut behind them. Larry’s eyes glanced mistrustfully about, as if the sound were the subtle springing of a trap.
“What’s the matter with him?” A girl moved out of the corner, her eyes on Larry. Something in her expression seemed to curdle, as if he were a dead dog Shane had drug into her parlor.
Shane’s eyes narrowed, looking her over before answering. She was young, plain, and perhaps only a few years older than he was; hardly dangerous by any stretch of the imagination, yet there was something about her that seemed unstable and bent. Like a chair or spindle-legged stool on the verge of collapse, wanting only the pressure of someone sitting down to snap.
“He was attacked by a woman outside the pharmacy.”
“One of the dead ones, you mean,” she corrected, her lips thin, frowning, as if he were trying to pull one over on her.
Shane nodded. He slipped off his backpack and untied the knot in the grocery bag around his belt loop. “Do you have any first aid supplies?” he asked, kneeling down beside Larry. When she failed to reply he glanced up, again getting the impression of something twisted and strained. Her eyes had been on his holster; now they switched to him. Shane repeated his question and she shrugged it off as if the idea had never occurred to her.
He sighed. “What’s your name?”
A vertical line appeared between her eyebrows. “Melinda.”
Shane nodded. “All right, Melinda. Do you have any clean water?”
“What for?” she wanted to know, glancing suspiciously between Shane and Larry.
“I want to rinse out his wound before I dress it,” he answered, his voice a mixture of annoyance and fatigue.
Her eyes narrowed critically, taking in Larry, the arm that hung limply beneath the cinched belt. “It won’t matter,” she pronounced. “He’s going to die anyway.”
“Look,” Shane objected, getting to his feet now to face her. “You’re not helping.  He really doesn’t need to hear that kind of shit, all right? Now have you got water or not?”
She smiled, as if the two of them had joined her in a game; one that she’d been playing by herself up until now. “Maybe,” she replied, standing with her hand on the manager’s desk, her fingers drawing slow shapes in the dust. “I’ll tell you if you’ll promise me something in return?”
Shane stared at her, his lips pressed firmly together, as if he was afraid he’d say something he’d regret. He looked at her face, dull and unappealing, even in candlelight: old acne scars casting pitted shadows on her cheeks, hair hanging lifeless and lank, her eyes flickering back at him like those of a pig, though gleaming with a dumb sort of cunning. He imagined that she would want sex; that he would have to fuck her for a goddamn jug of water.
“All right,” he agreed, grinding his molars. “What do you want?”
Coyly, she hesitated, as if she didn’t know how to ask him, how to put her lust into words.
“I don’t want to be here anymore,” she finally said, looking hopefully into his eyes.
Oh God, Shane thought, reading her eyes and silently groaning. She wanted to go back with them; just as Rachel had; back to Quail Street! He shook his head, the very notion — on top of all they’d gone through just to get here — too much to even consider.
“We can’t take you with us,” he replied, his voice stiff and inflexible. “We got here by motorcycle. There’s only room on it for two.”
Unexpectedly, Melinda laughed in his face. It was a coarse, ugly bray; perhaps she realized this because she clapped a hand over it, stuffing it back in her mouth with fat, grubby fingers. When the better part of it had passed, she shook her head and told him he’d misunderstood.
“There’s nowhere you can go to get away from this!” She laughed again, this time sounding bitter. Bent, Shane thought again, like a voice laughing in a cottage buried deep within the woods. “I don’t want to come with you…” she said contemptuously, almost spitting the words now, her eyes shining deeply. “I want you to kill me! I want you to shoot me in the head so I don’t have to live anymore!”
Shane felt his mouth drop open, stunned by the earnestness of her laughter, which seemed to bubble out and embrace the notion of guns and bullets like frilly party favors. He closed his mouth and felt it fall open again, unable to think of a word to say.
“Will you promise me?” she implored. “No matter what, will you swear to God to put a bullet in my head?”
Shane took an unconscious step back, a stammering question — Why? — on his lips, but before he could voice it there came a hoarse and gurgling chuckle. He glanced down, but Larry’s eyes were on Melinda, as if his neighbor had a much better perspective from his position on the floor. As if he could look inside her mind and read her thoughts as if they were simple lines in a book.
“Don’t ask God for help,” he told her, his face creased with pain or bitterness, or both. “Don’t bother to swear by Him either, because God’s not here. He’s not listening.”
Larry studied Melinda’s face, recognized what he saw there, and nodded. “It’s a problem, isn’t it, finding a way to kill yourself so you don’t come back as Wormwood? I’ve been thinking about it myself; most of the day, in fact.” He reached his good arm toward his holster, as if assuring himself it was still there. “The disease lives in the brain, and destroying the brain is the only sure way of getting rid of it.” He looked at Shane and then back at Melinda, whose eyes were locked on the revolver, as if she’d been dreaming of just such a thing. “It’s easy if you have a gun… but you don’t have a gun, do you? That makes it hard to be certain.”
“I looked all over the store for one!” she cried, her hands turning to fists, useless lumps of flesh and bone. “I looked and I looked but they’re all gone! Even the BB pistols! They’ve all been stolen, along with the bullets! All by people like you!” She glared hatefully at them, as if they carried the keys to Heaven and didn’t even know it.
The anger in her seemed to pass through the room like a hot wind, one that whipped and stirred the candles and then died away, spent. Her head down, shoulders slumped, she opened one of the desk drawers and pulled out a knife. Its blade was long and sharp, made for chopping things in the kitchen. Her fingers flirted along its bright factory edge.
“I found this yesterday,” she told them, her voice sleepy, far away, as if the flashing steel had a hypnotic power over her. “I found it and brought it back here and put the point against my forehead, but I couldn’t make myself push it through.” This fact seemed to agitate her. “I thought about it and tried to make myself do it, but what if it didn’t work? The blade’s long, but it’s so thin… and what if I missed the right place? What if I shoved it in and it didn’t go where it was supposed to, or didn’t go deep enough?” She shook her head and frowned. “I’d be worse off than I was before. And it seemed,” — her lip trembled — “it seemed such a difficult thing to do… getting it through all that bone.” Another shake of the head, and then the words seemed to dry up inside her.
She set the knife down as if wary of it.
A long, uncomfortable silence fell over the room.
“Are you sure that’s what you really want?” Larry asked, his voice firm, unmistakable.
Melinda nodded, her dark hair hanging in a stringy veil. “I’ve been here for a long time. Weeks and weeks it seems… and the people who come here are either dead or worse… like desperate animals. They take what they want and then leave. They kill each other over things that don’t matter anymore. I saw a man kill his wife because she dropped a bottle of whisky. It was an accident… she was opening her backpack to put some chocolate bars inside and the bottle just slipped and smashed on the floor.” Her voice began to crack, as if the incident were still very vivid in her mind. “The man went crazy then. He had a big metal flashlight in his hand and he started screaming. He hit her over the head with it.” She shuddered, her eyes tightly shut against the horror of it. “The sound it made… and he kept hitting her with it, even after the light stopped working.”
She looked at Shane, then at Larry.
“I don’t want to live in a place where people do that to one another, where they die and come back wanting to eat their own children. At first I thought it might pass, that it would run its course and then things would go back to the way they’d been, but now… now everyone I know is dead and nothing’s ever going to be the way it used to be!” She started to cry and neither Shane nor Larry could summon any words to comfort her. After a full day out on the road, there wasn’t much they had seen to be optimistic about.
Her tears didn’t last long; apparently she’d almost cried herself out over such things. What was left was mostly hollow, an empty shell that wanted only to lie down in peace.
“Why don’t you tell Shane where the water is,” Larry suggested.
She looked up from her shoes to where he lay on the floor, a dim glimmer of hope in her eyes.
“I promise you,” he said softly, the revolver in his hand.
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“You can’t mean it!” Shane objected, the outrage in his voice upsetting the candles, causing a corner of the office to flicker. “You can’t just shoot her like a rabid dog!”
Larry looked up at him. “Why not?”
“Why not?” Shane could hardly believe his ears. “Because she’s depressed! She’s not thinking right!”
“Maybe it’s the two of us who aren’t thinking right, coming all this way on a fool’s errand.”
Shane’s face hardened as if slapped. Slapped hard. “It’s not a fool’s errand,” he contended, his voice low and heated, like a banked bed of coals. He pointed at his backpack as if it offered irrefutable proof. “I came to get those for my father and I got them!”
“Yes, but how do you know he’s not already dead? Or what if Quail Street no longer exists?” If his earlier words were a cold slap, these were a pointed kick in the balls. “I’m going to tell you a thing or two, Shane, and I’m afraid you’re not going to like it much.”
Larry’s brow was dotted with sweat, as if speaking had become an effort for him.
“The first is that I never intended to go back. Now maybe that doesn’t come as a complete surprise to you, but that’s the way it is. I had intended to see you back home, but with my arm the way it is, that’s not going to happen anymore. I’d be a lump of deadweight on the back of that bike, unable to hold on much less defend myself, and I know for sure you’ve thought about that. You’re a smart kid, so let’s just leave it at that and not argue the point. I have no desire to die out there in that jungle; so if I get to choose, I’ll sit right here in this office and wait out my fate; and in the end, I’m keeping my gun to make sure I don’t come back.”
“You’re giving up?” Shane said, aghast. Contempt in his tone, though there were tears in his lashes. “You’re just going to sit here in this fucking room holding a gun to your head?”
Larry winced a little at the image. “I don’t think I’ll have to wait all that long, but yes, if that’s the way you want to see it, that’s exactly what I’m going to do. Frankly speaking, I don’t think there are enough drugs in that backpack to cure me; your dad either, for that matter; but that’s only my opinion; frank and uninformed. If things were different… if my gun hadn’t caught in that gate and if my arm were whole and my wife and two sons were still alive, then there might still be some fight in me. But then given all that, there’s no reason to suppose I’d be sitting here, is there?”
Shane wiped his face and frowned. “What do you mean?”
“I mean, I think I gave up on life when I lost my faith in God. If not then, it was surely the minute I put a bullet in my dead son’s brain. After that… Jan, Mark, this whole long day… I’ve been more or less a dead man walking, looking for a place where I could lie down and die. Last night by the fire, I agreed to come with you because I knew I’d find that place along the way.”
Larry looked around the room and nodded, as if satisfied. “It’s not exactly paradise, but it looks all right by candlelight.” His eyes found Shane again. “And more importantly, I get to choose it. Not something by the name of Wormwood.”
“But what about me?” Shane pleaded, his tears spilling openly now. “How am I going to get back home without you? I can’t drive the motorbike!”
Larry smiled. “Sure you can. There’s not much to it, and like I said, you’re a smart kid. You’ll figure it out, and it will go much faster without me. I’m not saying it’ll be easy, but with some luck you’ll make it. And to that end, the best thing you can do for yourself is get a good night’s sleep.” He looked at Melinda. “I’d imagine there’s some food around here as well as water?”
Slowly, as if hypnotized by this drama, she nodded.
“I can’t imagine that she and I will have much use for it, so why don’t you go ahead and patch up my arm as best you can with those cotton balls and nylon stockings, dole me out a few more pills… and while you’re doing that Melinda can get the food and water. We’ll have a last meal together then she and I can sit up and watch over you while you sleep. Get to know one another.”
Larry grinned, tears streaming helplessly down his face.
“Who knows? Maybe after you’re gone, she and I will decide to run away together.”
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When Shane awoke, half the candles had burned out and the rest were drowning, little more than blackened wicks floating in a last spoonful of paraffin. There were no windows or skylights within the office, but something inside him seemed to know that the sun would soon be rising.
He sat up and rubbed his face.
“Morning,” Larry said, looking worse for the night, red lines of infection spreading up and down his arm. Melinda was snoring softly against the floor, her respirations slow and labored.
“What time is it?” Shane asked, his mouth dry and thirsty.
“Time for you to think about leaving,” Larry answered.
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Shane retrieved the shotgun from beneath the checkout counter and gazed at the silhouettes moving sluggishly against the faint blue dawn. He guessed that they’d picked up a few more since yesterday; three or four, maybe as many as half a dozen, but there was no indication they knew he was there. They were just milling about, wanting in.
Melinda moved beside him. “C’mon,” she whispered, “I’ll show you another way.”
He followed her through a dark maze of children’s and then women’s apparel to a fire exit next to the fitting rooms. He couldn’t see what was on the other side of it, but neither could they see in, so there was no reason to suppose any sort of crowd had gathered around it. It would not be remembered as an entrance, so in all likelihood that made it as good as a blank wall. Beyond would be a short skirt of walkway, and then the parking lot… as flat and as frightening as the end of the earth.
As far as his preparations went, it was the end. Beyond that, he imagined a motorcycle propped patiently against an apple tree, a house and a street he had once called home… but these things, he realized, might well be illusions, far and forever beyond his reach.
He checked his guns one last time and adjusted his backpack. There was an extra box of shotgun shells tucked in amongst the bottles and syringes, a dusty box that had fallen beneath the display case in Sporting Goods. Shane (thinking of the magazine rack) had gotten down on his hands and knees with the axe and out they’d come, like an unexpected bonus. A secret toy surprise. And as luck would have it, they fit the shotgun.
Now he looked at the dull metal face of the door.
EMERGENCY EXIT ONLY. ALARM WILL SOUND.
“Good luck,” Melinda said, though without much enthusiasm. She looked like she wanted to get back to Larry. To the dark promise he was holding for her.
Shane hesitated. Though he and Larry had already said their goodbyes, it seemed wrong to just leave like this, knowing what would happen once she got back to the office.
“Tell Larry… tell him I’ll always remember him.”
It seemed so little, such a useless thing to say, yet Melinda seemed oddly touched by it, as if its real worth went beyond words. “I’ll tell him,” she promised, then did something even more unexpected: she kissed him on the check.
“Remember me too, even if it’s just a little.”
She smiled and for the first time she was beautiful.
He tucked the image away like a snapshot and carried it out the door with him.
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Larry looked grim beneath the fading flicker of the last two candles, as if the disease had strengthened its hold on him since Shane had slipped away. He looked nervous, as if he wasn’t entirely sure he’d made the right decision.
He looked up at Melinda. “Did he get away all right?”
She nodded. “I watched him as long as I could. He made it out of the parking lot and over the fence.” A small, secret smile knit itself out of the shadows on her face. “He looked back while he was on the top of the fence and waved to me.”
Larry chuckled softly, closing his eyes to better see it. Slowly, as the image left him, his humor faded.
“Will you keep your promise to me?” Her voice was scared, uncertain, as if something fundamental had changed in him while she was away; the return of his faith, perhaps, or simply an unwillingness to part with his last few bullets.
“I’ll keep my promise,” he answered, trying to sit up a little straighter. “Are you ready?”
She nodded and moved across the room, getting down on her hands and knees beside him.
“What about a note?” he wondered, his palms damp, procrastinating now. “Isn’t there something you’d like to leave behind?”
She told him that Shane had taken it with him.
“All right,” he said wearily, lifting the revolver and cracking open the cylinder. There were no empty spaces inside; no room left for hope or second chances.
“Will you hold me?” she asked, her voice doubtful.
Larry nodded and she crawled up next to him, like a lover. “I almost forgot,” she said, looking into his eyes. “Shane told me to tell you something. He said that he wouldn’t forget you.”
Larry accepted this with a grateful nod, all that seemed left in him now.
Melinda reached up and kissed him as she had Shane, then took the barrel of the gun and put it between her eyes. A small and helpless shiver passed through her.
“Thank-you,” she whispered and Larry squeezed the trigger.
Her body jumped and then relaxed.
On the desk above, one of the last two candles hissed and then guttered out.
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A deep and tomblike silence hung over Riverview Court as Shane chased his shadow westward along the back wall. The trailer park felt spent inside, played out, with nothing left to grace its days except the gentle progression of decay, the past slowly dissolving to cinderblock and bone.
The barred gate that he and Larry had stopped at was standing open now, though what that meant he wasn’t sure. Perhaps someone inside had survived the epidemic: a last soul who had waited out his chance and then slipped away like a thief.
Someone like himself.
He passed without stopping, pausing only as he reached the far corner. The orchard lay, cool and rustling, across a final gap. He peeked around the corner and saw a dead man, 40 or 50 yards away but wandering about in persistent circles, as if he’d lost something of vague importance in the dry grass and weeds.
Watching him, something in Shane seemed to lock up and a small voice inside his head urged him to turn back. Back to Larry and Melinda and the darkened cavern of the store. To simply end it, now, before another day’s atrocities began to heap themselves upon his shoulders. In that despairing moment the future seemed too dark, too heavy to bear.
The dead man turned, his bloody bathrobe billowing in the morning breeze.
And the next minute Shane was running. Not looking back or to either side… but to the cool and rustling trees.
For better or worse, it was as much of the future as he allowed himself to see.
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Larry pushed Melinda’s body aside and felt along the edge of the desktop, reaching for the narrow drawer above the kneehole when he failed to find what he wanted, which was a pencil and paper.
Unlike Melinda, he felt a need to keep his dying thoughts close to him, spelled out as eloquently as he could manage before the last candle sputtered out, leaving him with nothing but darkness and a loaded revolver.
There was a pencil tray in the front of the drawer which yielded a well-chewed stub, but the paper to write upon was harder to come by.  Deeper in the drawer, he supposed, or used as toilet tissue when the real thing became as extinct as the dodo. No matter, he thought, taking his arm back and reaching for his wallet. Surely it would contain a scrap — a business card or an old receipt — with enough blank space on the back to make his farewells to the world.
Instead, he found a heavy fold of paper tucked beneath the underside of his wallet. Curious, he tugged it free and held it up to the light.
To Whom It May Concern,
The salutation conjured an image of a city in smoking ruins, and a man gazing out over the destruction from the driver’s seat of his Impala.
Their first stop the previous day, at the overlook atop the ridge.
Larry had stuffed the note in his pocket to keep Shane from reading it, not bothering to read it himself. He unfolded the page and found himself face to face with God.

Lamentations, Chapter 3.


It was a quotation which Larry knew; one he had learned quite recently, in fact, due to its inclusion of the word “wormwood”; which had, of late, taken on some greater significance. In his studies he had found it a slippery word, one with uncertain or multiple meanings.
That, perhaps, had changed.

I am the man who has seen affliction by the rod of His wrath.

He has led me and made me walk in darkness and not in light.

Surely He has turned His hand against me time and time again throughout the day.

He has aged my flesh and my skin and broken my bones.

He has besieged me and surrounded me with bitterness and woe.

He has set me down in dark places like the dead of long ago.

He has hedged me so I cannot get out; He has made my chain heavy.

Even when I cry and shout, He shuts out my prayer.

He has blocked my ways with hewn stone; He has made my paths crooked.

He has been to me a bear lying in wait, like a lion in ambush.

He has turned aside my ways and torn me in pieces; He has made me desolate.

He has bent His bow and set me up as a target for the arrow.

He has caused the arrows of His quiver to pierce my loins.


Larry closed his eyes and let the arm holding the page drop down to his side. His eyes were filled with tears and he spoke the last line of the note from memory, as if had been written especially for him.
“‘He has filled me with bitterness, He has made me drink wormwood.’”
When he opened his eyes again, he found himself in darkness. The last candle had guttered out.
“No matter,” he said aloud, folding the note along its well-worn creases. He tucked half the fold inside his shirt pocket and left the other half out, like a badge.  Something that God and the world could see.
Given a thousand years, he would never come up with anything better.



Postscript

QUAIL STREET



1


Quail Street had changed while he was away.
It had taken Shane an extra day to get home, but now it seemed that the effort had been for nothing. The west side of the street (including his own home) lay in smoldering ruins, the timbers hissing and steaming in the light rain like old dragon bones.
He let the engine die and found himself unable to get off the motorcycle; unable or unwilling.
He thought he had prepared himself for this.
There was no way to prepare oneself for this. For the complete severance and destruction of one’s past; the thoughtless wiping away of everything that had kept him alive for the past two days. It broke something inside of him and, as the rain continued to fall, he found himself trembling, unable to stop.
“Oh Shane,” a voice whispered, straddling the seat behind him. “I’m so sorry.”
He let go of the bike and reached back, the street in blurs. He found a hand there to hold on to, to lend him strength and support.
He wondered how long before that, too, was stripped away.

2


Alone and short on ammunition, Shane had been forced to play things differently than he and Larry had the day before. When a problem arose — such as the black-clad gang camped alongside the bridge or the spreading kaleidoscope of Summertides — he was forced to wait it out or think of a different way around it, and these things naturally devoured time.
As the warmer, brighter colors began to leach out of the day, leaving shades of blue and gray behind, he turned his eyes to the passing homes and outbuildings, searching for a safe place to spend the night.
Eventually, he settled on one of the farmhouses along the way.
It was impossible to say what made it stand out from all the others he’d passed: that it was well back from the road or perhaps simply the lateness of the hour. Yet at the same time something about it seemed to call out to him in passing (as if it had been sitting there for years, waiting) and the next thing he knew he’d cut the engine, skidded off the pavement, and was pushing the bike up the narrow lick of driveway; veering not toward the house with its wide porch and inviting steps, but toward the brooding silhouette of the barn.
He was a little disappointed at what he found inside. There was no loft or comfortable piles of hay to take refuge in, but rather a sleeping tractor and a dull gray collection of heavy implements to drag behind it. As his eyes grew more accustomed to the gloomy interior, he saw faded bags of chemical fertilizer, a work bench littered with oily pieces of machinery, a pair of paint-spattered sawhorses, and an old fruit bin filled with tortured lengths of applewood… but nothing more inviting to rest his head upon than the cold, hard ground.
Arriving at this unhappy conclusion, Shane started to turn and heard the unmistakable double-click of a shotgun at his back.
That was how he met Marie Barrow.
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Surveying Quail Street with a critical (almost detached) eye, Shane guessed the fire had started at the Cheng’s, the prevailing winds sweeping down the hill and spreading it south toward Kennedy. It had devoured everything on the west side of the cul-de-sac while ignoring everything on the east; all except a corner of Larry’s garage, which was withered and blackened but still very much intact.
“Which one was yours?” Marie asked, her hand still in Shane’s as they walked to the smudged remains of the funerary pyre, then came to an uneasy halt.
Shane pointed to a collapsed pile which had fallen gracelessly into its own foundation. He had no desire to get any closer; at least, not yet. Other things might become evident in the wreckage upon closer inspection. Things he wasn’t ready to see.
“I’m sure they made it out,” Marie gently suggested, plucking the image from his mind as if she wished to erase it. She turned slightly on her heel, taking in the houses behind her, the Iverson’s and the Navaro’s. She further suggested that they might have taken shelter in one of the remaining homes.
Shane shook his head. He had grasped at this possibility as well, but now it seemed hollow. “Where are they?” he asked, releasing her hand and spreading his arms. He turned a slow circle along the edge of the pyre. “They would have heard the motorcycle. They would have come out by now.”
She glanced around the cul-de-sac and sighed, agreeing with a reluctant nod, her damp brown hair shifting on the breeze, her cheeks still flushed from the ride.
“Unless…” Shane murmured, his eyes turning, lit with a bright glimmer of hope.
“Unless what?” Marie frowned, but Shane was already moving, running toward the door of the nearest house. The one with the singed garage.
Confused and alarmed, she ran after him.
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Marie Barrow had been alone in her house for 15 days.
The first week had been spent waiting for her father to return from her aunt and uncle’s, a round trip of less than eight miles. At the end of that week, Wormwood had fallen out of the sky like God’s final judgment and Marie had come to the hard realization that her father wasn’t coming back. That something had happened to him along the way.
In the dark days since that realization, she began to wait for something else. She didn’t know exactly who or what that something might be, but her father had left his shotgun, along with plenty of ammunition, food, and water to fill the lonely days until she decided.
She had seen the motorcycle and its two riders pass along the road the previous day, without stopping or seeming to take notice of the house at all. She had watched it from her bedroom window until it was swallowed by a shaggy copse of willows, and then she had watched the willow branches sway until the beelike sound of the engine’s passage had faded to a distant drone.
Good, she thought, letting the curtain fall back into place, the room resuming its former cast, which was a dusky shade of brown, like an antique photograph. There would have been no room on the motorbike for an extra rider, and the simple fact that they outnumbered her two-to-one was reason enough to fear them.
But then the following day the bike came back. It was the same one, she was sure of it, only now one of the riders was gone. Disappeared just like her father.
The engine sputtered in the pale blue twilight and a dark lump of fear clotted in her chest as she watched the rider dismount and push the bike toward her along the long gray line of the driveway.
Marie left the window long enough to get her father’s shotgun. She broke it open and checked the breach, making certain both barrels were loaded.
She hesitated, wondering if the stranger would have a gun of his own, then decided it didn’t matter.
One way or another, her long wait would be over.
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Shane rapped on the door of Larry Hanna’s former house and, when no one answered, tried the door handle. It was locked, of course, but this in no way discouraged him; on the contrary, he took it as a hopeful sign, a minor obstacle.
By this time Marie was standing beside him. Her eyes grew wide as he stepped back and put his shoulder to the door, hitting it once… twice… three times before pausing to reconsider his options. The frame and the deadbolt felt like welded steel, like something he could go on butting until his shoulder turned black.
“Whose house is this?” Marie wondered, squinting up at the second story windows, the light spray of freckles on her nose wrinkling.
“The Hanna’s,” Shane answered, searching around the step for a tool he might use to get past the lock. “Larry’s,” he added, the word slipping out under his breath.
“The man who went with you to Fred Meyer?”
Shane nodded. He hit the door twice more and found himself no closer to breaking it down than he had on the first try. He thought about using his shotgun on the deadbolt and then thought better of it, his eyes settling on one of the plywood-covered windows.
“Why do you want inside?” Marie asked, quietly pointing out the fact that if anyone on Quail Street had survived, they surely would have heard him battering on the door.
“Not if they’re inside the bomb shelter,” he said, moving along the front of the house. He was too busy testing the grip of the nails on the first sheet of plywood to notice her expression.
“Bomb shelter?”
“Yeah,” Shane nodded, grimacing as the plywood began to creak. Encouraged, he glanced over at her.
“C’mere and give me a hand with this.”
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Even in the gloomy light of the barn she could see his guns, though they didn’t frighten her. It was reasonable to travel with guns these days. Sensible. So instead of the guns she studied his face. He was younger than she’d first imagined; younger, perhaps, than herself. She had frightened him, and that was reasonable too, considering where he was standing, but now that he’d turned he was regaining his composure.
Marie watched his eyes and found that they gazed steadily back at her. They did not pretend to meet her own or slide from side to side, plotting and planning. Likewise, his feet remained at a satisfied distance.
“What do you want?” she asked, the shotgun pointed at his chest.
“Nothing,” he told her. “Only a place to rest… to get off the road for the night.”
She sensed that he was telling the truth, a truth not only in his words, but in his eyes.
“Is it dangerous at night?” she asked, feeling the urge to glance back at the darkness settling over the fields behind her. Feeling it like a maddening itch between her shoulderblades.
“It’s dangerous all the time.”
She nodded, as if she suspected this also was true, and they studied one another for a long moment.
“I don’t mean you any harm,” he said, his eyes dropping briefly to indicate the shotgun. “I thought the house was empty.”
“Did you?” Marie sensed this was not entirely the truth, but neither was it a lie. Perhaps it was something he didn’t entirely understand himself. She lowered the barrel an inch or two. “What’s your name?”
“Shane,” he answered.
“Shane,” she repeated, her voice stepping back, turning inward. The name conjured up images of old television westerns and leather-skinned gunfighters. The hot, flat glare of the sun and a dusty place where death was never far away. Marie decided that he had gunfighter’s eyes: a dark shade of gray now, but in the sunlight they would turn to an overcast and guarded blue. She felt herself drawn to him and decided to trust that feeling. She lowered the muzzle of the shotgun to the hard and oily ground.
“The house isn’t empty,” she told him, “but it’s too big for just one person.” She tried on a hesitant smile. “I’ve felt like a ghost rattling around inside.” The smile faded until only her hesitancy remained. “If what you say is true… if you really don’t mean any harm, then you might as well come inside for the night.”
Shane nodded, grateful, and followed her in.
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He missed the door on the first pass, not knowing where the shelter was; hearing about it secondhand from his parents and Rudy Cheng, and then only briefly, as if it were a grave or sepulcher they’d rather not think about. Shane himself had been imagining something in the basement, like a submarine hatch: something leading deeper into the earth. After several minutes of fruitless searching, he came back to the bend in the stairs and the door seemed to pop out at him. At first he thought it was a storage nook — a cramped, cobwebby space filled with old clothes and Christmas decorations — but on second glance, the door looked much too wide for that. Much too solid.
He glanced questioningly at Marie. “Is this it?”
She shrugged, telling him she’d never seen a bomb shelter before.
Tentatively, Shane touched the handle. The door felt suddenly very thick, as if it might open on a bank vault. When he tried to open it, the heavy steel handle didn’t budge. It felt welded into place.
“I think this is it,” he murmured, taking his hand away and looking at his palm in the faint fall of daylight that trickled down the stairs. The burnished steel had felt cold, and now he wondered if the space behind it had become a tomb. He’d overheard Larry ask Mr. Cheng to take care of his family, but walking through the quiet ruins of the cul-de-sac, that didn’t mean much anymore. Nor would he get beyond this bend in the stairs if there was no one left alive to unlock the door and let him in.
“Try knocking,” Marie suggested, suppressing a shiver. There was a coldness creeping up the stairs from the basement.
Shane raised a fist and knocked. The sound hardly seemed to scratch the surface; it was like rapping his knuckles against a large shelf of bedrock, painful and utterly senseless.
“This isn’t going to work,” he muttered, frowning. “We need something solid, like a hammer or a good-sized wrench.”
“There’s a hammer upstairs,” Marie informed him. “It’s lying on the table with a bunch of loose nails.”
“That’ll work,” Shane nodded. “Would you go get it?”
With a flip of her hair, she disappeared up the stairs.

8


“What about your mother?” Shane asked.
“She’s dead,” Marie replied, sitting on her bed with her knees pulled up to her chin while Shane sat cross-legged on the floor, his back against the wall. “She died of cancer when I was eight. Dad and I have been living here alone ever since.” She turned wistfully toward the window, which was hung with a sheet of black tarpaulin so the candlelight stayed within the room. “Now I suppose he’s gone, too.”
Shane didn’t offer an opinion on that one way or the other; it was hard to say what happened to people once they started wandering away from home. He wolfed a spoonful of Nalley’s chili straight out of the can, savoring it like ambrosia; it seemed perfectly suited to fill the nagging hole inside him. In days past, he’d imagined that cold chili must taste something like dog food; they looked and smelled almost the same. That part of him seemed very distant now.
“You know… just lately, before you showed up, I’d gotten to the point where I’d almost begun to envy dead people.”
Shane paused in his eating and looked up at her, surprised.
“Oh not the ones who are still walking around,” she clarified, “but those who have already lived full lives and died before this ever happened. They’re the lucky ones, even my mom. I mean, she was only thirty, but she never had to worry about anything called Wormwood.”
Shane considered her strange thread of logic as he took another bite from the open can, working it down slowly, thoughtfully. “I’m sure she had her own worries, just like everyone else.”
“Maybe,” Marie allowed, “but they’re over now.”
Shane couldn’t help laughing. “That’s a very backward way of looking at life.”
“I suppose so, but it almost seems like…” — Marie sighed — “I don’t know, money in the bank to me. There’s something very comforting about it.”
“Like an iron-clad guarantee?” Shane suggested, still smiling.
Marie’s whole face lit up. “Yes! That exactly right! A guarantee!”
“That would be nice,” Shane nodded.
They fell into a comfortable silence as he finished his chili, Marie watching him eat with a satisfied air, as if she had cooked and canned the meal herself. She played with the white flannel hem of her nightgown in an absentminded way, wondering when he would notice her legs. In the short time she had known him Marie decided that she wanted to be with Shane, if he would have her. Feeding him was one thing, but she had something else in mind that was more persuasive, more certain.
Still, she didn’t want him thinking that she was a whore, available to any man who happened by. It had to seem like his idea, or something that happened between them.
“Shane?”
He looked up at her, his thoughts interrupted, scattered like dead leaves. He looked relieved, and then his eyes dipped down to a bare length of thigh. Smooth, firm and white. She tucked her nightgown under her leg as if brushing back a fallen lock of hair, then shook her head.
“Nothing.” She seemed embarrassed and her eyes dropped to the folds of the bed. “Never mind.”
“What?” he prodded, looking at her in the candlelight. Her hair was loose, casting soft shadows over her face. The glimpse of her bare leg was still with him.
She shook her head again, rearranging the golden threads in her hair. “Nothing,” she insisted, hesitating. “You’ll think it’s silly.”
“No, I won’t,” he assured her, the vision in his head catching fire now. He reached out for her hand.
She looked at him.
“Will you hold me? Just for a little while?”
He got to his knees and crawled to the bed, folding her inside his arms.
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Shane stopped swinging the hammer; he tilted his head to listen. There came a heavy click inside the wall: the sound of the Earth itself unlocking some long-buried secret. In that instant a dreadful certainty stole over him — that the shelter ought to remain sealed, that it contained nothing but sorrows — but as the thick door swung open he realized such thoughts and considerations had arrived a moment too late.
A hand appeared, struggling with the weight of the door, and then Shane found himself gazing back at a haggard and distraught-looking Rudy Cheng. Rudy’s eyes seemed to take a terribly long time to focus, and then recognition dawned.
“Shane,” he whispered, his voice stripped and splintered. “My God… is it really you?”
Light from a battery-powered lantern cast a harsh white glow over the walls behind him; bright enough to see that Rudy was alone in the shelter. The words FORGIVE ME were scratched into the facing wall in what looked like dried blood. Shane saw that Rudy’s hair had gone gray in parts, as if patches of him were already dying. The room itself stank of waste and desperation, strong enough for Shane to realize that he couldn’t go inside; that it was no longer a shelter; a cell, a madhouse, perhaps… a 10 by 10 foot crypt, but not a place for the living or the sane. Rudy Cheng was walking proof of that.
“Mr. Cheng, Rudy…” Shane intoned, gazing into the man’s haunted eyes. “My parents… where are they?”
A slight tremor shook Rudy’s jaw. “They’re dead, Shane. I, I’m sorry.”
All the breath seemed to leave Shane’s body. His mouth moved, he tried to form words… but there was something enormous in the way. He thought he’d prepared himself for this as well.
“They died the same day that you and Larry left,” Rudy went on, his eyes wandering around the shelter as he filled in the horrible details. “I spoke to your mother later that afternoon and she told me that your father had taken a bad turn, that the infection was spreading through him like a poison, and she feared that he wouldn’t make it through the night. She seemed resigned to this as a certainty, though I suggested there might still be some time. That you and Larry might still find the means to save him, but she shook her head. ‘The disease is too strong,’ she said, her eyes dark and exhausted. ‘Even if the medicine had been here all along, it wouldn’t have stopped it. It might have prolonged his suffering by a day or two, but it wouldn’t have saved him. It won’t save any of us.’”
Shane shook his head as if he couldn’t accept this. His trip couldn’t have been for nothing.
“She wanted me to give you something,” Rudy remembered, reaching into his back pocket, his trembling hand coming out with a folded envelope, the gummed flap still sealed. He gave it to Shane with an air of relief, as if a great responsibility had been taken from his shoulders. Shane unfolded it, finding his name in his mother’s handwriting looped across the creases. As Rudy finished what little there was left to tell, Shane tore it open.
“After she handed that to me, she went back inside to sit with your father. About an hour later, after dark, the two of them came outside… I saw them in the moonlight. They were… they were both infected.”
“Oh Shane,” Marie said, her voice heavy with sympathy as she reached out to touch him.
Tears spattered across the face of the note.
Dear, dear son, it began.
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The two of them lay together on Marie’s narrow bed, the heat from their lovemaking cooling now, soaking into the creaking timbers of the house.
“Shane?” Marie whispered, wondering if he’d fallen asleep, his head heavy on her breast.
Sluggishly he stirred. “Hmm.”
The candle on the nightstand stuttered, the blackened wick hissing in a pool of wax.
“When you leave tomorrow, will you take me with you?”
He opened his eyes and lifted his head, surprised. “What about your dad?”
A pained expression passed over her face, like the shadow of a bird, one that she made an effort to shoo away, though it left a tear trailing down her cheek. “I think…” — she wiped the tear away — “I think that if he could have come back, he would have been here by now. I think…” — again she stumbled, clearly having trouble declaring him dead — “that if he couldn’t make it back, he would have wanted me to find someone like you.”
She broke down crying and Shane took her in his arms, letting the poison and the tremors pass through him and out toward the shadow-laden corners of the room, like ripples in a summer pond. And when she had quieted enough to hear him, Shane kissed her face and whispered in her ear that of course, of course she could come with him, if that was what she wanted. He had only been thinking of a way to ask.
She started to cry all over again, only this time her tears weren’t bitter.
They made love again before sleep came — insistent in its calling — and when she hesitantly told him that she wasn’t using birth control, Shane laughed softly in the flickering light.
“That’s all right,” he said, his hand on the warm curve of her thigh. “The way things are, the idea of birth control seems a little silly, doesn’t it? Like spitting in the face of God.”
Marie hugged him closer, more confident than ever in her decision
By the time the candle sputtered and drowned, they were asleep in each other’s arms.
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“What about the fire?” Shane asked, and this seemed to cause Rudy more pain than having to tell him about his parents; a devastating pain that couldn’t be shrugged off with the delivery of a good-bye note.
“I set fire to my own house,” Rudy admitted and these words cut his insides like a tangle of thorns that he could neither pass nor digest.
“Why?” Shane asked, his voice quiet but insistent, causing Rudy’s face to crumple in on itself like a useless wad of paper. He made a choked sound and two long tears crept out of the creases beneath his glasses.
“Because I’m a coward!” Rudy cried, the thick green venom, the bitter self-hatred bubbling out of him freely now. “Because I was too weak to shoot my own family!”
Shane took an unconscious step back as if Rudy might explode, splattering everything in the stairwell with a powerful corrosive.
“Aimee and I were sleeping because I’d been up most of the night… and a man, a man came to the door in a Federal Express uniform. One of the kids… either John or Denise must have let him in because he, he… he killed them both before Aimee and I even knew he was in the house!”
Shane shook his head, a prophetic chill creeping slowly up the back of his neck. Filed neatly away in his memory, he saw a white Fed-Ex van overturned in a weedy ditch, the motorbike veering to give it a wide berth, he and Larry having just set out from Quail Street. The dead driver appeared around the next bend and Shane had put the grisly aberration squarely in his sights… but he hadn’t pulled the trigger. The man was easily bypassed and they hadn’t brought enough ammunition to shoot indiscriminately.
Now here was the result: a man’s entire family dead. Shane wanted to clap his hands over his ears, but Rudy kept right on sobbing.
“I, I shot him in the living room… then I took my son and daughter out to the street and shot them both like rabid dogs. I shot them in the head and, and after all that we couldn’t find Sarah. We couldn’t find my oldest girl.”
Rudy shook his head wistfully, as if he should have known better, and in that gesture Shane sensed that the worst of the tale was yet to come. He glanced at Marie and saw tears on her cheeks, her attitude both sympathetic and horrified, as if she couldn’t decide whether to reach out to Rudy or turn and run screaming up the stairs.
“I went looking outside for her, walking from house to house calling her name, deciding she’d run away and taken shelter somewhere else, somewhere nearby… but she hadn’t.” Rudy looked up in agitation, struggling with his composure, and now Marie did reach out and touch his arm. The gesture seemed to steady him, to lend him the strength he needed to get through the rest of it. “She’d seen it all,” he went on, tears flowing down his cheeks. “She saw what I’d done to her brother and sister and decided she didn’t want to live anymore. She, she went upstairs to her closet and pushed herself deep inside, back behind all her outgrown dresses. She’d taken… she taken my pocket knife from on top of the dresser and she cut her wrists with it. She cut her own wrists and then bled to death in the back of her closet.”
Rudy took a long, shuddering breath, as if resigned now to his fate. “When I came back to the house Aimee had found her, or Sarah had found her mother… in the end I suppose there’s no real difference. They were both dead, infected… but after John and Denise, I couldn’t bring myself to shoot them. I lured them into the garage instead and locked them inside.”
Rudy shook his head as if lost. “After that, I wandered around the house, listening to them scratch and moan at the door. I don’t know for how long… long enough for me to find the bloody footprints leading out of Sarah’s closet and the pocket knife lying inside, the blade folded neatly back inside its casing, which would have been just like her. I, I thought about using it on my own wrists, but that wouldn’t have solved anything… and I still had unfinished business waiting in the garage.” He looked at Shane and then Marie, his eyes imploring. “I couldn’t just leave them like that!”
“No,” Shane agreed, his voice a rough whisper.
“But I couldn’t bring myself to shoot them either, so I started thinking… and what finally occurred to me was the gas container we used to fill the tank of the motorcycle.”
Shane nodded, recalling the bright red can.
“I filled it up, siphoning gasoline out of the fuel tank of my car, and set fire to the house,” Rudy concluded. “I set fire to my wife and daughter and then I hid here like a coward, not caring if the house burned down around me or not.”
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“What if they’re dead?” Marie asked, her voice treading softly in the early morning light. She looked at Shane openly, having just put her own father to rest. “Have you thought about the possibility?”
Shane nodded. “I’ve thought about it, but it hasn’t been that long. Only two days. It takes longer than two days to die of an infection.”
Marie let it go at that, but she wondered. Despite all he’d been through, Shane’s thinking on some subjects was still stuck in the past: a time when you could pick up the phone and summon an ambulance; a place where hospitals and emergency rooms still existed.
Here, now… bitten by something as aggressive as Wormwood, she suspected two days was plenty of time to find death.
They touched upon the subject once more before setting out on the motorcycle, Marie asking him if she should bother locking up the farmhouse.
“Go ahead,” he told her. “You never know. We might find ourselves right back here come sundown.”
She hesitated then asked him again. “What if they are dead, Shane? What then? Where would we go? Aside from coming back here, that is.”
He smiled at her, pleased by the plurality of the word “we”, and gave a slight nod. Larry and I talked about that a little,” he admitted. “Nothing specific, but it seemed sensible to start moving south, somewhere where the winters aren’t so cold.” He gazed contemplatively toward the south, as if imagining a quiet paradise beyond the stubbled ridges. White sands, palm trees, and the gentle lapping of the surf. “I’ve heard that the beaches are nice in Mexico,” he said, turning back, running his fingers over the padded seat, wondering how far the motorcycle would take them.
She clapped her hands and laughed. “Mexico!”
Shane looked at her and shrugged, embarrassed, then he grinned.
Marie leaned over the bike and as she kissed him, she pictured the two of them living in a thatched hut or bungalow, on a long and emerald stretch of sea.
They might never make it there, but it was enough.
Just the dream was enough.
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“What’s it like out there?” Rudy asked, his eyes turning to the soft light falling down the stairs, though his feet were unwilling to step from the shelter.
Shane and Marie exchanged a guarded look, then Shane shook his head.
“As bad as we thought?” Rudy wondered.
Recalling Summertides, the scorched town of Brace, the exodus of empty cars on the freeway and the bodies floating on the river, Shane nodded. “Worse in places.”
Rudy sighed, retreated a step into the shelter then seemed to notice the conspicuous absence of the home’s owner. He studied Shane’s face for a long moment then asked about Larry.
Shane took a deep breath. “He made it as far as Fred Meyer, and then lost a good piece of his arm coming out of the pharmacy.” His voice dropped to a murmur. “I left him in the manager’s office with a loaded gun. He said he didn’t want to come back to this house.”
Rudy nodded. “I suspected as much when he brought me down here to show me his wife and son.” He raised an inquiring eyebrow then hesitated. “Was he of much help to you?”
“Yes.” Shane’s head was downcast. “I wouldn’t have made it without him.”
Something like a smile touched Rudy’s face. “I’m glad for him then. I’m glad he found a way out of his bitterness.” The smile slipped slowly away, as if he hadn’t the same high hopes for himself and, reminded of this fact, glanced uneasily toward the shelter’s far corner. The one Larry had pointed out to him. The thing was gone now, but he had no doubt it would be back, crouched atop the boxes, watching him… waiting patiently for the inevitable.
He turned back to Marie and Shane, the two of them so young he almost envied them.
Almost. It was a different world out there; one not likely to be kind to two such as they.
“You’re welcome to stay here,” he invited, “both of you. There’s food, water, ammunition… everything but a pleasant breeze and the stars overhead.” He stepped back and for one crazy moment, suspended by sheer force of will, he thought they might agree. That between the three of them, the dark eyes in the corner might sulk and fade away, but Shane shook his head.
“Claustrophobia,” he murmured, and from that moment Rudy knew he might count his remaining hours on the fingers of both hands.
They looked at one another across the threshold of the shelter: one unable to come out and the other unwilling to step in. They spoke a while longer, but once this fact became clear, it was really just a question of saying goodbye.
Rudy offered them all the supplies they could carry, pretending it was too much for one man.
And Shane took what was offered, pretending he didn’t know the reason why.
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Afternoon falling, they left Quail Street and traveled back to the Barrow farmhouse, finding it shaded and undisturbed, traces of themselves still lingering about the silent rooms.
Come morning, the journey south would begin.
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