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Аннотация
Recently laid off, Jack Heart uses his time away from work to fulfill a lifelong dream: hiking the Appalachian Trail. In winter. After fighting off a sickly black bear, Jack decides to take a break from the Trail. However, he quickly realizes his problems are much greater than rogue wildlife. A toxic beef supply has turned millions of people into Heathens--flesh hungry corpses--and cities are putting themselves under quarantine. Hundreds of miles from home with no food and trapped by vigilantes, Jack Heart descends into a desperate, violent place in order to survive.
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For Anna and Willa



I KILLED MY FIRST BEAR WHEN I WAS EIGHT, killed maybe half the population in Quinn Valley by the time I was sixteen.� I�ve trapped snapping turtles with little more than broken brooms and shoeboxes.� I�ve handled snakes, raccoons, and an otter I found in the roots of a swamp oak once.� Not much I�d say I was afraid of.� But I never had such a fear as when I saw that half-dead bear in North Carolina.
I worked accounting for Major Meat, Inc., supplier of beef, poultry, pork, and all sorts of hybrids, byproducts, and synthetic meats to forty percent of all the restaurants, groceries, and fast food joints in the country.
I didn�t do payroll.� I did beef.� Pitted slaughterhouses against each other to drive down costs.� Forged counter-offers to drive up prices.� I�m the reason your crunchy taco costs twenty-nine cents, and why you pay twenty bucks for a New York Strip.� You know what New York Strip costs?� Twenty-nine cents.� Taco meat?� Free.� Scraps from the slaughterhouse floor.
That said, you couldn�t catch me saying a word against Taco Toro�s tacos.� A little chili powder, sour cream, and shredded lettuce and I still ate the things.
There are some people who would kill to get the information I handled.� Or write a big check.� Nick Tolchik was the man with the big check and a thousand questions.� A year back I got an email from Tolchik asking to meet me and talk about meat.� He was some sort of bestselling muckraker, but I�d never heard of him.� He emailed me weekly.� Then, daily.� He called me on my direct line after only a month.� I gave in when he said he was in town and could meet me on my lunch break.� He never mentioned anything about money.
We met at The Big Ass Bar, where we sat dwarfed by the big ass bar made of hickory slabs.� I showed him my work folder: the food bill for the largest mass-consumer in the world.� Technically, that information was public knowledge.� He gawked at the red scribbles, green plus signs, and the huge margins of blue ink detailing marketing minutiae.� The thing that got him was the table for canned taco meat.� By replacing half an ounce of meat with shredded tendons in every ten-ounce can, Major Meat got a six-figure bump in profits every month.� Tolchik was so excited to read it he wrung his napkin through his waxy fingers until I thought they�d bleed.� He wrote me a check and slid it under my nose.� I looked at him like he�d shit all over the big ass bar.
The next week I had a voicemail played aloud in front of my supervisor.� Tolchik called the wrong number.� He left a message on the wrong phone.� I was given a month of unpaid suspension.� I didn�t argue.� That�s what you do when you work for someone, you don�t argue.� You don�t complain.� You take their money twice a month and you keep your mouth shut.� But a month is a long time.� I cashed Tolchik�s check and sent him an email telling him about the suspension and asking about the book.� He said my folder gave his book a brand new angle.� Gave it the angle.� Tolchik�s agent got him out of his first contract, put the book up in a last minute auction, and had the publishers scrambling to sign him.� The book was going to destroy Major Meat, Inc.
When my suspension was up, I stayed with Major Meat almost another year.� They took away my office and gave me catch-up work to do.� Payroll.� I expected to get canned any day.� When the economy tanked, I knew it wouldn�t be long.� Then, Tolchik�s book came out in September.� Major Meat stock dropped every day.� On October 1st, a security guard met me in the lobby with a small banker�s box full of my things.� On top was a hardback edition of Tolchik�s book, Major Murder: How Big Meat is Killing America.
Good thing, though.� On October 15th, Major Meat recalled two thousand tons of toxic beef.� A week later, it was three thousand tons of pork.� Nearly two million patrons of Taco Toro, Big Wiggly Burgers, and Venni Vetti Beefy were placed in intensive care.� Millions of pounds of meat were recalled weekly.� By the end of the month, Major Meat was bankrupt.� About half the patrons died from the beef.� The rest went comatose.
And I went on vacation.
Even though I grew up in Quinn Valley, Georgia, just a few miles from the Appalachian Trail, I never spent much time hiking.� I loved hunting, fishing, and camping in the valley.� I grew up hearing how the Trail was for hippies and how they were turning Quinn Valley into a tourist trap.� Hikers clogged up parking lots while they stayed on the trail for days at a time.� They came like birds in the spring and summer, and like birds they got out of there by the first frost.
For years, Dad could only find seasonal work.� He hated the onset of winter.� Bear and tourist seasons were over and his arthritis flared up pretty bad.� He tried to make money by selling firewood.� In a place like Quinn Valley, people don�t pay for firewood.� Winters were the worst.� By the time the first snowfall came, you could hardly get Dad to eat anything.
Worse, there was no way he�d leave the house to work.� I went to work when I was old enough and I stayed away from the Trail.� But the Appalachian Trail is an inspiring thing.� Two thousand miles of the hardest terrain, isolated from simple conveniences.� When Major Meat laid me off, I was happy to be out of work and to have free time.� It meant I could finally hike the Trail.� I was happy to see the winter.� Happy to wake to snow and frost, to shit in the woods, to go without.� To carry a knife and rations and sleep on hard ground.
I�ve been face to face with black bears, and black bears don�t bother me.� But what I saw a month out on the trail was just the shell of a black bear.� Inside that shell was something dark, depraved.
I met a lot of hikers once I started the Trail, and I didn�t believe their stories about recent bear sightings.� After all, you might see a bear in winter if it had been a hard summer or fall.� I thanked all the folks with long, dirty hair and bead necklaces and rolled my eyes as they walked away.� A bear in winter is a weak, unthreatening thing.
Still, I slept naked to avoid casting the smell of food into the forest.� In the mornings, I basked in the frost and drank my coffee before I dressed again.� I only dressed when I was ready to carry on.� That�s something you learn early.� Always enjoy the stillness, the rest, even in winter.
But the bear came.� At three-thirty one morning, sound asleep, I woke to the tortured silence of night.� Bears whisper when they walk.� Their huge paws gently shake the ground.� I felt the shaking of the frozen dirt.� I heard the screaming quiet of his stealthy gait.
I slept naked, but not without my hunting knife.� The fourteen-inch Gerber All-Or-Nothing.� With only the knife, I slipped out of my sleep sack and stood in the opening of the shelter.� The frost and moon made the ground shine.� That�s when I saw the bear.� Its black body trudged toward the fire pit from the right side of the shelter.� It turned to me, eyes silver like the frost.� We were alien to each other.
In the silence, there was a sound like running water. Fast and steady.� In the faint moonlight, I saw something wet covering its face.� I hate to say the thing was even a bear.� It was beyond animal.
The bear stood on its hind legs and bellowed a wet, raspy cry.� It fell to all fours and lunged at me through the frost and brush, its paws pounding the dirt.� Numb from cold, I scarcely dodged the bear before tripping through a pile of kindling.� The bear tore through my sleep sack and plowed headlong into the wall.
�Confused and angry, the bear swiped through the broken timber and turned to me, tongue dribbling.� I gripped the Gerber�s neoprene handle and braced myself against the stirring wind.� It launched at me in an awkward, galloping leap.� I sidestepped, but its paw landed on my hip and I grabbed the fur for balance.� The bear was a ball of cold and matted steel wool.� We fell together.� The icy mud burned my skin.� I thrashed underneath, wielded the long blade, and sank the knife deep into the dark, frozen fur.� The handle made a sucking noise at the wound.� The bear�s blood ran cold and black down my arm.
�His knee crushed my scrotum.� I was lost in the pain and the darkness of his fur.
I raised the knife to its neck and hacked like a mad, desperate bastard.� Its body went limp on top of me.� The furry ice cube sank and I thought I might die underneath it, naked and cold and victorious.� Its knee released my genitals.� I squeezed out and retrieved the hunting knife.� The bear�s blood clung like jam to the blade.
In the dark, I limped to my backpack hanging from the steel cables and lowered it to the ground.� I didn�t notice until I tried to remove the pack from the cable that my hands were numb.� I was shaking and every bit of my skin could have been frostbit.� I knocked off the layer of crusted mud and put on my long underwear and thermal vest.� Though I hadn�t slept long, I left the campsite for the next trailhead ten miles away.� Even when I was warm and far away from that place, I shook nervously.� I looked over my shoulder every fifty yards.� I could see nothing in the dark, but I looked anyway.� I kept watch religiously.
I�ll tell you again.� There wasn�t much I was afraid of.� I was thirty, seasoned and all-knowing.� After that night, I was just thirty. I had been afraid of that bear.
I was a long way from home.� Nearly four-hundred miles from the trailhead in Quinn Valley.�� Going home wasn�t an option.� I decided to take a break in Hot Springs and stay off the Trail.� Maybe the winter would pick up, snow a few inches, and drive the bears back to their dens.
By daybreak, I�d made it to Max Patch Mountain, a bald peak ten miles from Hot Springs.� Up on the hill were sheets of ice scattered across the dead grass.� There was no sun.� Just a thick wad of clouds in blue and purple and yellow.
On top of Max Patch the wind was harsh.� It tore through all my layers.� The sky was much darker when I made the summit.� It looked like snow forever.
Ditching my pack, I knelt and opened my emergency rations: two king-sized candy bars and a flask of high-proof whiskey.� Halfway through the first candy bar, I unsheathed the hunting knife to clean it in the grass.� The blood was almost black, thick as honey, and it stuck to the knife like no blood I�d seen.� I stabbed the earth several times and wiped the mud on a tuft of grass.� The blood still clung to the blade in streaks, shiny and wet.
�That�s one way to go hunting,� a hoarse voice giggled in my ear.
I spun and thrust out the knife.� A white-haired hippie took a step back and put up his hands.
�It�s only a joke, take it easy.�
His dog huffed.
I lowered the knife.
�Want a hot drink?�
I shook my head and showed him the flask.� I took a sip and offered him the flask.
He took the flask and put it to his lips, wincing as he swallowed.
I squatted, eye level with his dog, a black and white sporting breed.� A handsome dog.� It sniffed me out of obligation.� Lowering its head, it lapped eagerly at the knife blade.� I shoved its snout away.� It growled.� The hippie took another swig.� The dog went back for the knife.
�She doesn�t like you pushing on her.�
�Well, no shit.� I don�t think she ought to lick this knife.�
�It won�t hurt her.�
�I don�t know.�
�What�d you have on the end of that thing?�
�A bear.�
He curled his lip.� �You don�t have anything better to do than go after a bear?� You know, their numbers are dwindling because of people like you.�
�It attacked me.�
�They don�t do that unless provoked.�
I stood, sheathed the knife, and donned my pack.� �Thanks for the advice.�
I looked across the valley at the clouds on the tops of the surrounding mountains.� I gave the hippie another glance.� He�d turned away and thrown a stick for the dog.� It smelled like cigarettes all of a sudden.� I noticed a pack of Pall Malls poking out of his breast pocket.� A lit cigarette dangled from his lip.� I intended to leave the hippie at the top of the mountain, but as I went to descend the hill I saw nothing but thick fog on all sides.
�Isn�t there supposed to be a parking lot down here?�
�Better be.� That�s where I parked.� It�s down this way,� he pointed opposite where I stood and struck off in a fast stride down the hillside.
�Name�s Tom,� he called over his shoulder.
�Jack,� I answered.
He stopped and took my hand with a firm grip.� He gave it a single, unceremonious snap.� �That�s it?� Just Jack?�
�Excuse me?�
�Not Jack Lionheart or Bramblefoot Jack or Skidrow Jackie or something?�
�What are you talking about?� I stepped around him and continued down the hill.
�Most hikers give themselves a Trail name.� Stupid if you ask me.� Buncha hippie crap.� I bet you�re running low on food.� You set up any food drops?�
I laughed.
�Of course not.� You�re the kind of guy who wants to go all on his own.� No help.� I bet you have a credit card.�
I laughed again.
�A wad of cash, that�s what you carry!� And you keep it tucked in your clothes.� And you always carry the knife.�
�You�re getting the idea.�
�Well, you�re going the wrong way, aren�t you?�
�No.� I plan to make it to Hot Springs and rest.� A week.� Two weeks.�
Tom whistled just to whistle.� �I�m not exactly a shit-in-the-woods kind of person.� I�ll come up here with Carla once a week, but I�m not much into camping.�
�Is Carla your wife?�
He frowned and pointed to the handsome dog rolling in the snow.� �Carla.� I live pretty close to Hot Springs.� You�re more than welcome to a shower and some coffee.� I can drive you into Hot Springs, too.� Maybe buy you some out-of-season oysters at Rock Bottom.�
His truck was a rusty, canary yellow International Harvester.� Carla excitedly leapt up on the opened tailgate and climbed into the passenger seat.� She showed her teeth at me through the window.� Tom yelled at her and she sheepishly relinquished the seat to me.� The door made a shotgun bang as I opened it.
Tom fired up the truck and turned a dial on a small space heater bolted between the seats.� Wadded wrappers from Taco Toro decorated the floorboard.
�The heater takes a few minutes to warm up.�
The ball of wires taped to the back of the heater sizzled and smoked.� Then, the smell and the smoke disappeared as Tom gunned the gas.
�Couple things, Jack.�
I opened the flask and took a long drink.
�You�re dumb and you�re lucky and you�re dumb.�
�Okay.� I was content to keep it at that.� After a month of hiking, I�d been called all sorts of names for hiking in winter.� I�d also been told about a hundred maladies, including: frostbite, snakebite, bearbite, batbite, rabies, poison gas from rat feces, deer-rape, bone-rattle, and twisty ankle syndrome.� I wasn�t starved for the ignorance of others.
�You ought not accept a ride from the first person you meet.�
I shrugged.
�But you�re lucky because I�m not the kind of person you shouldn�t take a ride from.�
�Hm.�
�And you�re brave�or dumb�to fight off a bear. I guess it doesn�t matter who gives you a ride, does it?�
I looked at myself in the side mirror.� With a full beard and greasy, matted hair, I didn�t look like someone who should be afraid of taking rides from strangers.
The heat from the buzzing orange coils filled the drafty, moldy cab. My window turned foggy and green.� The condensation dripped down to the cracked rubber seal on the door.� Carla huffed in the back seat.
I didn�t realize how tired I was.� I sank eagerly into the worn seat, my spine cradled by the rotting foam.� All the places the pack touched my body were raw, especially across my hips.� To not wear the pack was to be incomplete.
Coming down the mountain, the truck swerved and slid though a thousand gravel switchbacks.� The tires twitched from road to shoulder.� Tom�s hands played a game of which-way-will-it-snap with the steering wheel.
Carla rolled over after a rough switchback.� Her head smacked the tailgate.� She growled and did not stop.
The growling lasted the duration of the drive down the mountain.� Her breathing was short and quick.� In the mirror, she didn�t seem to be looking at anything.
Tom looked at me blankly, �I think you spooked her pretty good.� She�s never been this vocal.�
The growling continued.� �You live very far?�
�About twenty minutes once we get to the main road.� Nine miles of these switchbacks.�
�You see many hikers this winter?�
�Oh, sure.� They come steady year round.� But you choose your torture.� Bears or snow.� It�s a hard choice.�
�I prefer snow.�
�Looks like you got both.� Listen up,� he said abruptly.� I listened, but he was quiet.� A minute passed.� �That�s the luckiest thing I ever heard, getting away from that bear.�� He shook his head.� �But you only have that knife.�
�It works fine.�
�Yeah.� But what will you do?�
We stopped at the main road.� Tom pressed the clutch to keep the truck from dying.� He pulled onto the highway and whistled.
�Do you know, Jack, what you�ll do?�
�Keep hiking.�
�Keep hiking.� Just you and a knife and some whiskey.�
He turned onto a limestone bridge off the road.� His driveway was a sheet of moist clay rutted to the exact shape of the International�s undercarriage.� Tom�s house was a large brown tower of mud and straw with church windows, portholes, a turret, and a large wraparound deck.� Part of the roof was covered with tarp, another with plastic sheeting and asphalt shingles and roofing tar.� Gobs of black tar adorned the roof like fat little spires.
�I live with my daughter some,� he said sadly.� �When she�s taking a break from her boyfriend.� Husband.� Who cares what he is?� He�s nothing.� She�s not here today.�
The motor collapsed to a halt.� The cab went silent except for Carla, unwavering in her petulant growl.� I stepped into the mud and Tom lowered the tailgate for Carla.� Thin snow fell quickly, crashing into mud puddles and swirling around my head.� Suddenly, the snow turned thick and wet.
�Goddamn!�� Tom yelled.� I hurried to him at the back of the truck, slipping in the mud.� Carla was clamped onto Tom�s hand, teeth sunk to the gums.� She stared fixedly through him.� Carla was dead quiet and still, head barely cocked to the side.� Tom fell to his knees.� Carla�s jaws were locked.� Tom�s hand crushed.
I held Carla by the neck and stuck the knife between her teeth and twisted.� She bit against the blade.� Her teeth chipped and shattered and made a hollow crunch.� The blade slid deep into her gums.� She felt nothing.� I let go of the knife and grabbed her snout and jaw.� I pried them apart, arms trembling, while Tom thrashed.� Blood fell from Carla�s mouth, and Tom fell away from the truck.� His freed, ruined hand flopped in the mud.� The dog stood wobbling on the tailgate.� Skin hung from her mouth. I noticed the exposed tendons on Tom�s hand.� The white of bone.
Carla stumbled forward and Tom seized her by the braided collar. He dragged her through the mud to a chain-link pen.
I closed the tailgate and followed him inside.� He�d wrapped his hand in the bottom half of his shirt.� He disappeared down a small, dark hallway and into the bathroom.� I stood at the kitchen sink and ran hot water over the knife.� I soaked the handle and watched the bloody tar slide off in clumps.
Tom�s breakfast bar was covered in coffee grounds, apple skins, and egg yolk.� The house had a faint hint of nicotine.� Under a magnet on the small refrigerator was a picture of his daughter in robe and mortarboard, diploma clutched in both hands.� For all the satiny blues and low light, she was pretty.� Straight dark hair and olive skin. She didn�t look like Tom at all.
Another photo was of Tom on a Harley.� Another of his daughter with her husband.� He was a police officer.� In the photo, she was dreamlike pretty.� And the husband, with a buzz cut and puffed-out chest, was uniform-handsome.
�That�s Audrey,� Tom said brightly.� His hand was covered in a deep layer of gauze and tape.� �And Watts.� Theodore Watts.� You call him Ted and he goes mental. Watts.� Tom looked out the kitchen window.� �I don�t see Carla out there.� She probably went in the chicken coop.� She loves those chickens.�
�How�s your hand?�
He sighed.� �I�ve never known that dog to be anything but sweet,� he said.
�I�m sorry.�
He shook his head.� �I know I said you spooked her, but it�s not your fault.� She�s an animal, after all.�
I noticed a spot of blood already surfacing on the bandage.
�Feel free to help yourself to the shower.� I think I�ll have some wine.�
Tom opened a small refrigerator and took out an already opened bottle of pinot grigio.� He pulled the cork with his teeth and drank straight from the bottle.� He made a sour face.� �Shit�s old.� Audrey opened it over a month ago.� All I got.�
�Keep your hand up,� I said.� �You�re about to bleed through.�
He dragged himself across the house to his canvas-covered sofa.� He collapsed and propped up his arm.
�I got something for you,� he said, eyes closed.� �Grab that cigar box on the bookshelf.�
I placed the old Swisher Sweets box on the coffee table.
�Go on,� he said.� �Open it.�
I opened the box and carefully set the contents on the table.� Folded receipts, a wallet, loose keys, broken cigarettes.
�My brother died last year of a heart attack.� He was painting his fence and just fell over.� That stuff was in his pockets.�
I pulled out two silver rings connected by a large piece of jagged wire.� It was wound up neatly, no bigger than a condom.
�There you go.� It�s yours.�
�It�s a tree saw.�
�Yeah.� Kyle loved that thing.� Carried it everywhere.�
�I appreciate it.� I pocketed the saw and gently put Kyle�s belongings back in the box.
�You�re welcome to a shower.� Some wine,� he swished the almost empty bottle.� �Whatever you want.� When you�re ready, we�ll head to Hot Springs.�
�I�ll clean up a little.�
�I think I�ll close my eyes a while if you don�t mind,� he said sleepily.
A warm shower after a month of scrubbing in icy streams is a strange, welcome sensation.� I relished the hot water while staring at the web of foot-long gray hairs cemented to the fiberglass wall.� The water swirled away brown and thick.
I don�t mind a beard, but I like the peace and patience of shaving.� I gave my razor fifty swipes on my belt and carefully scraped away the month-old beard.� The straight razor reminds me of Dad, and during winter it pays to remember him well.
Dad took to the bad winter depression when I was thirteen.� He could hardly get out of bed.� It�s hard to watch a man give up.� I went to work to keep us warm and fed.� To get out of the house.� The first job I had was for a wrecker company.� In the winter we stayed busy hauling cars out of ditches and driveways.� We plowed and salted all the roads in Quinn Valley.� At thirteen, any time something had to be done outside the truck, it was my job, and by spring my hands were dry and chapped and eternally cold.� That�s when I decided I�d go to college.� You can�t live a full life if you�re always being told to do shit-work.
Dad lifted out of the darkness gradually.� By the end of February, he�d make coffee at six, stay up until lunch, and nap until dinner.� That�s when he taught me to shave, how to strop, and how to edge and resurface a blade.� It pays to remember him well and to shave the way he taught me.
Tom was on the couch as before, the wine bottle between his legs.� The cigar box was gone, and in its place on the coffee table was a long, fat-barreled rifle.� He barely blinked as I walked into the room.� Several boxes of ammunition were piled at his feet.� He pointed at the rifle.
�Also my brother�s.� He liked to hunt.� I don�t believe in hunting. �It�s yours.�
The rifle was a 300 Winchester Magnum, a big game rifle good for steady shots at three hundred yards.� My father owned one a long time.� He swore by the 300.� He kept his on display above the kitchen door. He daydreamed of hunting elk.� He sold it one winter when money was tight.� His friends said that�s what got him depressed.
The rifle was plain.� Olive and black steel.� It had two folding legs near the middle of the barrel.� The legs were drawn up and tucked against the stock.
�You can have it, but you gotta take care of something for me.�
�What�s that?�
�Carla.�
�Carla?�
�Yeah.� Thought about it while you were showering.� Got to put her down.�
�It�s for the best.�
�Listen up, now.�� He held up a single round, the slug and jacket longer than his fingers.� �I love that dog.� One shot.�� He tapped his forehead with the tip of the bullet.� �Please don�t make her suffer.�
�Sure.�
�It�s the damnedest thing.� I feel like I have to sweat but I can�t.� Like my skin is aching to sweat.� You know the feeling?�
�I don�t.�
�But it�s all over.� All my skin is aching.� My right toe�s kind of numb.�
�Hm,� I stepped forward and put the back of my hand on his forehead.� It was cold.� �Keep your arm up,� I said.� �Drink more wine.�
He looked at the bandaged hand resting on his chest, the blood staining his beard beneath.� �I forgot all about that.�
I arranged the ammunition in my pack, set the pack by the door, and took the rifle outside.� I stared over the chain-link fence looking for Carla.� I entered the pen and walked around the back of the house.� In the corner of the yard, I saw the light yellow chicken coop with one hen awkwardly pecking around outside.� I raised the rifle and peered into the opening of the coop.� The mangled bodies of a dozen hens and a couple roosters were strewn over the straw and walls.� Feathers and blood everywhere.� Carla stood in the back of the coop, teeth bared with a scaly chicken foot wedged between them.
I brought the stock of the rifle to my shoulder, took a deep breath, and fired.� The coop shook.� The shot echoed.� Thunder in my chest.� In that moment, I held the hand of God.
Carla twitched.� Her head was gone.� I�d killed a dog before, but I don�t like to think about it.
I stepped out of the chicken coop and into heavy, sloppy snowfall. The temperature had dropped since morning.� It seemed to plummet by the minute.� The Appalachians is a part of the world no one really understands.� It�s a hard place to live.� It is cold, isolated, and requires effort.� You really have to love the place to live there.� But you can�t go there hoping to find something inside you.� It�s a place you go when you know that something is already there.
I wasn�t on a quest when I started hiking.� A young couple I met after a week on the Trail told me they were building a stronger relationship.� After a few weeks, they found they didn�t know each other at all.� They split up the night we met.� I heard it while I sat drinking on a log, warming my hands in the fire.� They yelled a long time.� Finally, the boyfriend unzipped the tent, hoisted his pack, and marched into the darkness.
I walked with the girl the next day, both of us silent.� She stared at her feet most of the hike.
�I�m taking the next side-trail we see,� she said after an hour.� �I�m going to take it to a trailhead and find a parking lot.� People,� the girl twitched her head, hair swishing against the nylon rain cover.
�I�ll keep an eye out.�
�Thanks.�� She clicked her tongue.� �Did you hear everything last night?�
�Tents are very thin.� And I was on that log.�
�Of course you did.�
�Hiking can be hard on people.�
�Not you?�
�Just walk, eat, and sleep.�
�I�ve never been camping before.� I spent all my money on this pack and don�t even know half of what�s inside.�
�At least you got the tent.�
She laughed.� �The woman always gets the house.� He got the food, though.�
�Hungry?�
She shook her head.� �He yelled at me for setting up the tent wrong.� The first night.� First time I ever saw a tent.� Said it would leak if it rained, the tarp was all wrong or something.� How was I supposed to know?�� She sniffed.� �I�m a little hungry.�
I gave her a bag of nuts and uncooked oatmeal.� I could tell she hated it, but she shoved several handfuls into her mouth.
�How can you yell at someone for trying to learn something?�� She added.
�I haven�t been hiking in a long time.� It�s like I�m relearning everything.�
�It�s weird.� We�ve been hiking before. All over the place.� But this is dangerous. I don�t know why people would want to do this for two-thousand miles.�
�It�s a long trail.�
�Tanner just lost his dad.� He thought a big project like this would help him deal with it.� Thought if I did it with him we could change together. Maybe the world would work different for him.� He�s just frustrated all the time.� Angry.� I didn�t really think this was a good idea.�
�I lost my dad.� I was younger.�
�How�d you deal with it?�
�I still deal with it.�
�It doesn�t really stop, huh?�
I shook my head.� She handed me the empty bag.
We came to a carved sign pointing to a trailhead and departed.� I saw Tanner at the next shelter and told him where she�d left the trail.� He ran after her, pack bouncing, and I never saw either of them after that.
To enjoy hiking, you have to like dirt and walking and being tired.� It�s not something you do to reach a higher level of consciousness.� It�s a physical activity.
The snow fell faster, it came up to the tops of my soles.� I pulled my jacket around my neck and turned back to the house.� Kicking the snow and mud off my boots, I opened the door and called to Tom.
�Tom, let�s go.� This snow�s getting worse.�
But Tom was silent.
I went inside, the rifle hanging from my shoulder, and found Tom still on the couch.� The wine had toppled and spilled on the couch and floor.� I approached and shook his shoulder.� Tom opened his mouth but said nothing.� He didn�t even breathe.� The only thing that came out of his mouth was the thick decay of death, the smell that attracts flies.� He pulled my hand toward his open mouth, staring at me.� But he didn�t look at me.� He didn�t see me.� I tried to pull my hand back but his grip was too strong.� I wrenched my arm out of his hand and almost fell over.
�Tom, I�m leaving,� I said.� �I appreciate the hospitality.�
Still quiet, he stood�it looked like falling in reverse. He stumbled toward me.� I backed up to the door, lifted my pack, and hurried outside where the snow was thick as fog.
I�d made it to the end of the driveway, already battered by snow, when I heard tires splashing through the slush on the road ahead.� The fog turned blue with flashing lights, a spotlight burned through the snow and hit my face.� It was a retired military truck, painted black and white with a boxy light bar on top.� Number 997.� I waved but the man driving didn�t wave back.� Heavy utility boots landed in the snow from the driver�s side.� Tom�s son-in-law.� Watts.� He looked different from the photos.� Fatter.� Balder.� Dumber.
He approached, snow crunching.� His hand hovered over his pistol.� �Drop the rifle.� And the pack.�
Gently, I placed the rifle in the snow.� I dropped the pack next to it and backed up.� Watts stepped forward and picked up both.
�This your rifle?�
�It�s Tom�s.�
�I know it is.�
�He gave it to me.�
He frowned.� �You say you been inside?�
�He gave me a ride.�
�But he�s not giving you a ride now?�
�I don�t think he feels well.�
�You turn around and walk back to that house.�
He tossed my pack in the bed of the truck and set the rifle in the front seat, muzzle down.� He honked and motioned for me to walk back up the driveway.
It goes against common sense to turn your back on a man with a gun.� But I did it.� Watts� truck growled at my heels, the tires spun in the snow.� Once at the house, Watts and Audrey both stepped out of the truck.� Watts immediately put me in a pair of cuffs.� I leaned against the warm hood and watched as Watts stormed up the steps and into the house.
Audrey didn�t follow him, she stood outside in the snow just two feet away.� She turned to me.� Her hood blew off her head and her straight hair whipped across her face.� She looked no different from the photographs.� She was a pretty lady, smooth skin and bright green eyes, alert.
�He�s jealous.� He�s been trying to get Daddy to give him that rifle for a year.� It�s just one of those days.� I�m Audrey,� she held out her hand.
I jiggled the cuffs behind my back.� �I�m Jack.�
She smiled, �Sorry.�� She lowered her voice.� �You want me to loosen those?�
I turned my back to her and she gently took my hands in hers.� She loosened the cuffs so they barely hung from my wrists.
�Besides, he brings hikers back all the time.� He loves them.�
I turned back to her.� �Your father is very hospitable.� Very kind.� But I think he�s ill.�
She frowned and put her finger on my cheek.� �You cut yourself shaving, looks like.� And you missed a spot.�
�Probably.�
Our gentle conversation was cut short by gunfire.� Two shots.� Three.� Six.� The house shook and crashed.� Audrey jumped and stepped toward the house.� I pulled the cuffs off my wrists and dragged her to the truck.� I opened the door, grabbed the Winchester off the seat, and helped Audrey into the cab.� She leaned anxiously against the dashboard as I propped the rifle on the hood.
Watts burst through the front door and fell on the porch, struggling to reload his revolver.� Tom appeared in the doorway, face ashen and leaking the same pitchy blood as the bear the night before.� Watts was in a panic, in pain.� He bled heavily from somewhere on his neck or shoulder.� It was hard to tell.� Tom collapsed on top of Watts.� His fingers tore into Watts� chest.� I fired and Tom collapsed.� Pieces of Tom�s skull dropped on Watts� face and chest.� Audrey yelled.� Watts reloaded and fired at the truck, hitting the light bar.� I shot Watts.
I was the hand of God.
I climbed in the truck and dropped it into reverse.� The front end swung left and right in the mud.� The road was a lonely stretch of white.� Audrey cried and stared out the window. Her back faced me.� Her shoulders heaved.
��Maybe I can drive you home,� I said after several minutes.
She shook her head.� �We came here because we can�t stay home.� We came here to get Daddy,� she said softly.� �I want to lie down.�
�Where were you going?�
The truck crawled along.� Sheets of snow flew from the wipers.
�We can�t go there now.�
Eventually, we made it to the interstate.� It was slow going at barely twenty miles an hour.� The Appalachian Mountain stretch of Interstate-40 is dangerous enough in good weather.� In the advancing dark and snowfall, we were like a hockey puck waiting to get bounced around.
�Where are the salt trucks?�� I whispered.
But Audrey didn�t say anything.� The cab was almost completely dark.� The raggedy heater hummed.
�What happened to his hand?�
�What?�
�Daddy�s hand.� He had a bandage on it.�
�Carla bit him.� Real bad.�
She shook her head.
�I think I know what was about to happen.� To Watts, too.� I�m sorry.�
Her spit was thick, and as she tried to talk through it she grunted.� �Don�t apologize.� Don�t ever think you owe me an apology,� she held her face.� Her breathing was frantic.� �I know what that was,� she gasped.� �You can�t hesitate to shoot.�
I gripped the steering wheel as we approached the top of a hill.� I stopped the truck and shifted to low gear.� We rolled slowly downhill.� The motor whined and squealed.
�Why don�t you tell me exactly what�s going on?�
But she was quiet.� We made it to the bottom of the hill and started around a curve when she spoke again.
�When was the last time you saw the news?�
�A month.�
�Jesus.�
�I went hiking to get away for a while.� I got laid off.�
�You�ve gotten away.� We have to get away.� She punched the dashboard.� �Jesus.�
I squeezed the wheel and released.� �Just tell me what�s going on.�
�I can�t explain it.� No one can explain it.� It has something to do with�� she picked up a Venni Vetti Beefy napkin off the floor and tore it in two.� ��with this shit!�
�The people who got sick?�
�The people in comas.� They didn�t die.� They got up.�
�That�s good.�
�It�s not good.� They got up, but they didn�t wake up.� They just walk.� And they feed.�
�On other people.�
�Yeah.� You can�t stop it.� If they get hold of you, or if it gets inside you.�
�You�re already dead.�
�Yeah.�
�That�s what I thought.� About Tom.� And Watts.�
She shook her head.� �Watts was born a heathen.� That�s what they�re calling them.� At least around here.�
�It fits.�
Slowly, a group of deer came into view through the thick snow.� They stood in the middle of the interstate.� As the truck slowly scooted past, two bucks and a doe head-butted the truck.
One buck was small but old�lots of points.� Its eyes were empty.� Black lifeless sockets.
�Animals, too?�� I mumbled.
�God, the animals.� They eat our trash, they eat all the thrown out toxic meat.�
�That explains the bear.�
�The bear?�
�I was attacked last night.� I fought it off with a knife.�
�A knife?�
�I pretty much cut off its head.�
�Did it�are you bleeding?�
�No.� Just bruised.�
�Where�s the knife?�
I pulled up my shirt and took the knife out of its sheath.� I handed it to her, but she didn�t touch it.
�You cleaned it?�
�Pretty well.�
�You can�t�it can�t come with us.� It�s contaminated.�
I rolled down my window and dropped the knife in the snow.
The grade increased and the truck groaned.� The tires skipped and slowly the truck bogged down to a standstill.� I kept the truck in gear and set the parking brake.
�We have to walk,� I said.
Audrey threw open her door and marched alone through the snow.
I hoisted the pack and carried the Winchester in my arms.� We quickly found it easier to walk in the ditch.� Better footing.
I adjusted the rifle, setting the safety and advancing the sight by a millimeter.� I opened and closed the chamber, deliberately exaggerating every movement of the bolt.
�Do that again.�
�Do what?�
�That noise you just made.�
�This?�� I slid the bolt back and forth.
�Yeah.� Do it again.�
Click.� Slide.� Click.
�I like that.� You should do it every few minutes.�
Click.� Slide.� Click.
�I have some whiskey if you want.� It�s good for your nerves, too.�
�I�d like that.�
I handed her the flask from my back pocket.� She drank it like water.
A loud crash came from the woods beside us.� We stopped and glared into the darkness.� Our breath swirled furiously around our heads.� The moon circled the earth a million times.� Our hearts pumped enough blood to fill Lake Michigan.� I held up the rifle and aimed into the darkness.
�It was a tree falling,� I lowered the rifle.
I turned and walked.� Audrey stayed behind.
�It was just a tree,� I yelled.� She caught up with me and held onto the shoulder strap under my right arm.
Click.� Slide.� Click.



WE FOUND THE MIDWAY MOTEL A LITTLE AFTER MIDNIGHT, an empty reception desk, no lights, and the parking lot a bare white sheet.
�We should take a room and just let them charge us in the morning,� I said.
�I don�t think anyone will be here in the morning.�
�Of course.�
�Let�s go to the office,� Audrey said.� I followed her to the large glass window where we gazed into darkness.
�We�ll just camp out in there.�
�No, there should be a peg board with all the keys. I think.� Shouldn�t there be a bunch of keys inside?�
�I hope so.�
I swung the muzzle against the tempered glass.� The rifle bounced back.� I swung harder and the glass exploded, creaking and sizzling as it fell at our feet.
The lights did not work.� The switch flapped up and down uselessly.� The moonlight washed everything in white dust.� We found the keys in a plastic bin on the counter.� The key to room 205 sat beside the box on the counter.
Room 205 smelled like wet paint and semen.� All utilities were out.� The only sound in Room 205 was the occasional pop of the ceiling straining under the weight of the snow.� We peeled off our shoes and wet clothes and collapsed on the bed.� I stuffed the sleeping bag under the blankets and crawled inside.� Audrey followed.� I placed the butt of the Winchester at my head.� The smell of gun oil was pleasant.� It put me to sleep.
Audrey startled and jabbed me in the ribs.� My arm was slightly numb.
�I heard a car door,� she said.
I opened my eyes.
We listened.� I heard nothing.
�I don�t think so.�
�Shh.� I hear crunching.�
I heard the muffled squeak of snow outside.� It was so faint I don�t know how she could have heard it over the blowing wind.
I got out of bed, my collar cold from sweat.� I pressed my hands to the window.� There was a rusty GMC with a dozen lights parked in the middle of the lot.� A fat man carrying a spotlight and gun inspected the rooms as he passed.
I slowly turned the deadbolt and set the slide latch.
�I don�t trust him,� Audrey whispered behind me.
I released the latch.
�Please get your gun.�
Carefully, I stepped away from the window.� I picked up the rifle and smoothed out the sheets on the bed.
�He�s climbing the stairs.�
I pressed myself against the door, and Audrey disappeared to the bathroom.� In the stillness, I heard the soft, fuzzy conversation from the fat man�s radio.
His light filled room 205.� I felt like a fish in an aquarium.� Dust floated between the window and the bed, bathed in the hot yellow light.� The light lingered, every breath loud as a train.� He spoke into his radio and passed to the next room.
I lowered the gun.� Slowly, I set the safety and shuffled to the bathroom.� We fumbled awkwardly as I stepped over Audrey, our limbs unbending. I sat in the tub and pulled her to me.� We sat with our legs hanging over the side, our feet resting on top of each other.
�Do you think they found the truck on the interstate?�
�I don�t know.�
�What do you think he�d do if we went out there?�
�We can�t go out there.�
�So we have to hide?�
�I don�t know.� Yes.�
�You�re still not telling me something.�
She picked up her leg and crashed it against my shin.� �It�s a quarantine.� They�re doing it in several counties.� They issued it today, but it�s not official.� These guys just took over, you know?�
�Vigilantes.�
�Something like that.� Watts didn�t want to bring Daddy to the shelter.� I had to make him drive out there.�
�The shelter?�
�They made a whole compound.� A place for families, a command station, a warehouse for rations.�
I grabbed the Winchester.� It was like ice.
Click.� Slide.� Click.
I closed my eyes and listened to the groaning roof.� When the roof on our house collapsed one winter, Dad just wanted to leave it.� But I climbed up there and patched it.� I didn�t know a thing about roofs.� I figured I just had to think like water.� Water always goes downhill.� Water replaces air.� Water takes any shape it pleases.� I fixed the roof.� It didn�t look good, but it kept the water out.
I thought I could do Dad that way.� Think like him and be sad like him so I could understand how to keep his sadness away.� But it doesn�t work like that.� I wasn�t a depressed person.� The way Dad was, his sadness built up until he couldn�t handle it.� I realized Dad was gone shortly after the episode with the roof.� There was just too much sadness and Dad collapsed under it.
Audrey woke up early, just before sunrise.� She yawned and squeezed my thigh.� Her fingers dug under the muscle. �Her breath curled out and away in a silver puff.
�You want coffee?�
She nodded.
I set up the camping stove on the bathroom floor.� By then, I only had half a liter of fuel left.� The blue flame flicked and bent and I set the kettle over it.� I poured Audrey�s coffee first.� She cradled the tin mug in both hands and breathed in the steam.
�We need to find food,� I said.
�We should get going and find a path through the woods or something.� Not on a road.� They have plows and convoys.�
We were slow that morning.� I was sore from sleeping in the tub.� The pack was heavy and dug into the sores on my shoulders and hips.� I cringed, but I cinched up the straps and hefted the rifle.
When your body burns and wants to stop, you tell it to shut up and you press on.
The tracks left by the fat man�s truck were gone that morning.� An extra foot of snow covered the parking lot, piled up on the concrete walkway in meter-high drifts.� We crossed the interstate via the overpass.� Halfway across, we stopped and stared at the roadway.� A large white ribbon stretched for miles.� Untouched, soft and pure.� It was the Arctic.
We hauled through the woods a good two hours before happening upon a mini-mart made of mortar and hand-hewn logs.� Its metal roof bowed from the weight of the snow.
We stopped near the edge of the parking lot and examined the empty fields around us.� No barns or houses, no road signs, no intersections.� It didn�t look to have been raided.
Up the road, we heard the trembling of an engine.� Then, a plow appeared.� It was a yellow rig with spinning amber lights.� Snow belched from its nose.� Audrey and I took a detour around the mini-mart and headed for the dinky garage next to it.� We went in through the bay door and weaved through bald tires, oil drums, and engine blocks.� We crouched behind a Chrysler on jacks, two wheels removed and the brakes dismantled.� The rumbling convoy shook the air.� They were upon us.� I took Audrey down the steps to the oil pit.
The convoy stopped in front of the mini-mart. �The air brakes barked.� The rest of the vehicles were tankers, a dump truck, and two army trucks.
We watched as men climbed out of the trucks and swarmed the gas station.� Two men removed the fuel tank covers and dropped hoses in the wells.� Another man took an axe to the lock on the propane bin, and a crew of five smashed the market window and disappeared inside.� Two men stood guard with assault rifles tucked against their bellies.� They just kicked around in the snow.� Then, the whole roadside circus was packed up.� The looters hopped back in the vehicles.� The plow lurched forward.� The men with assault rifles were the last to get in their trucks.� Diesel exhaust dirtied the air.� The trucks were gone.� Fast as that.
The currency of the apocalypse is coffee and cigarettes and lottery tickets.� As long as there is hope for the future, men will kill for lottery tickets.
The shelves of the mini-mart were torn apart and stripped clean.� On the floor, a few items remained.� Want-ads, cold Major Meat hot dogs from the rotisserie, and a dented can of Foster�s.
Audrey sat on the floor with a handful of trampled snack cakes.� I sat next to her and opened the dented beer.� The foam slid down my hand.� Next to candy bars, beer is the best thing for survival.
I finished the beer quickly and tossed the can over a toppled display.
�A tiny militia with plows and assault rifles,� I kicked a bent-up shelf.� �What�s wrong with you people around here?�
��Go home and you�ll be in the same situation.�� She handed me a cupcake.
She was probably right.� I unwrapped the cupcake but didn�t feel like eating.� I handed it back to her.
Under the metal shelf I noticed something shiny, white and red.� I leaned forward and flicked my fingers at it.� Unfiltered Major Blends kicked under the shelf by a highway pirate.� I held the cigarettes flat in my palm.� Eagerly, we lifted shelves but found little else.� Canned soup and sunflower seeds and a pouch of jerky.
We left the mini-mart, splitting the jerky and following the plowed road. We came to Gochie Ford Farm Road.� It was blocked by a wall of snow thrown aside by the plow.� We climbed over the mound and took the road toward a column of gray smoke over the bony treetops.
A quarter mile down Gochie Ford road, we heard a gunshot. Audrey and I ducked into a ditch and hid in the snow.� I spread out flat and raised the Winchester.� I scanned the sky, the woods, and the road in a Z-pattern.� I felt Audrey shaking, but I�d forgotten what fear was like.� I�d forgotten what cold was.� I told it all to shut up.� To carry on.� To survive.
Scanning the woods, I saw the hunter.� He was leaned against a tree aiming near us, but I could tell he didn�t know where we were.
I fired at the tree.� Splinters exploded into the hunter�s face.� He shot blindly and I ducked.� Snow scattered over our heads.� When the shooting stopped, I took aim again.� I followed him as he moved cautiously over logs and took cover behind a large chestnut oak.� I shot the oak twice to let him know I was tracking him.
�I think I hear him yelling,� Audrey�s voice was louder than the rifle.� I blinked.� The tunnel disappeared.� My ears rang.
�Just leave us be,� he shouted.� His voice was hoarse.� �Take what you want, but leave us alone.�
Bolstered by his fear, I stood up from the ditch and crossed the road into the woods.� I stopped at the chestnut oak, grabbed the muzzle of his rifle, and aimed it at the top of the tree.
�We don�t want anything,� I said.� �What do you want?�
He was a seventy year-old man with no teeth and a .247 deer rifle, a massive scope mounted to the top.� He was silent.
I took out the cigarettes and tore off the cellophane.� �You want one?�� I offered him the pack.� He took a cigarette, propped it on his lip, and eyed me as he dug a silver Zippo from the breast pocket of his coveralls.� He held out the lighter in his liver-spotted hand.� I took it and lit my own.� I put the lighter back in his pocket.
He took a long drag.� The ash plopped in the snow.� He pointed behind me.� �Who�s the lady?�
I turned.� Audrey stood in the middle of the road holding her arms tight across her chest.
�That�s Audrey.� I�m Jack.�
He gave me his hand.� �Sewell.�� He squeezed hard.
We followed Sewell into the woods.� He gracefully stepped over fallen trees, stumps, tangles of roots, and dead shrubs.� It felt safe to follow him.� Safe to talk to him.
We came to his small house after a fifteen-minute jaunt.� It was clad in unpainted board and batten siding.� It had a porch, a raw patch of mud for a yard, and a stack of firewood around the perimeter.� On the porch he had a wood rocker with several swatches of leather stapled to the seat.
�I�ll bring you something to eat.� Just wait here.�
We sat.� And waited.� After several minutes, Sewell stomped onto the porch with two metal plates in hand.
�Those are just lard biscuits.� This coffee�s three-times reheated and cut with chicory.� If you don�t like it, I don�t blame you.�
We gorged ourselves on dry biscuits and weak coffee.
He sat in the rocking chair listlessly turning his coffee cup between his legs.
�It ain�t worth getting in them trucks.� Wherever they take you, I don�t want to know.� And I don�t want to go.�
�Trucks?�
�Sure, they just pile people in trucks and haul them away.� They said I had a day to get my effects packed.� To wait for the trucks at the gas station.� I ain�t waiting at no gas station in the cold.� Why don�t they let me be?�
I shook my head.� Audrey stuffed a biscuit in her mouth.
�You know what all the fuss is about, I guess.�
�Yeah,� Audrey said softly.
�Why don�t you come inside?�
Audrey and I followed Sewell into his house.� Several crayon pictures were tacked to the wall.� A stained and saggy couch was in the den.� In the kitchen, a wood stove burned bright orange.� He stopped at a door next to the kitchen and sighed.� Then, he turned the handle and bumped the door with his shoulder.
�It�s my wife,� he said.
From the doorway, we stared at a heavy woman with her arms tied by leather reins to the bed, her face pale and stained with blood.� In fact, the whole room looked to have been sprayed with blood�streaked on the floor, puddled near a washbasin, and spattered across the wall and window.� The front of her nightgown clung to her skin.� But she writhed.� She was alive.� She twisted and contorted her body in the restraints.� There was no noise except the rustling of the sheets.� Her eyes open and lifeless, she must have turned several days ago.� I couldn�t imagine the struggle to get her tied to the bed.
�She was ill a few days before she come out the room with a nosebleed.� Worst I ever seen.� When I tried to wipe it for her she bit me.� Like I wasn�t�like she didn�t know me from anything.� Sewell unzipped his jumpsuit and revealed the wide bite mark on his shoulder.� It had partially scabbed over and was deeply bruised.� It was the color of eggplant.� �That was two days ago.� Seems by what I heard on the radio I ought to be like her now.� But I�m still standing.� Ain�t I standing?�
Audrey withdrew from the room, holding her hands over her mouth and nose.� I was drawn to it.� To the sunken face, the gaping mouth.� The incessant rustle.� The stench.� �You�re standing,� Audrey mumbled.
�Once I got Lena off my shoulder, I outrun her all through the house.� Even led her back into the room.� Just can�t let them get close enough to, you know,� he chomped his gums.
�You�re just hiding out?�
He slammed the bedroom door.� �I ain�t hiding.� I�m waiting.� Either I�m gonna turn into one of them, or I�m going to kill as many yahoos as it takes to keep my wife from getting a bullet right here.�� He tapped his forehead.� �They overrun the police, you know.�
�Yeah.� We know.�
�They wanted the sheriff to do something.� What could he do?� Arrest a bunch of invalids at the hospital?� Shoot them?�� He shook his head and stared at the shut door.� �They took over like we never been civilized.� Hauled the sheriff out of his home.� A kid, thirty or so.� Named Joyce.� They shot him and took over.� Just like that.
�Shit.�
�They think it�s Revelation, all right.� I�ll be damned if they�re taking me from my home.� I told that little shit yesterday to get the hell out of here.� Told him from twenty yards away as he come up the drive.� Told him I was aimed right at his ocean blue eye.� The left one.� Under the freckle in his eyebrow.� And I was.� He backed that stolen police car right the hell off my property.� They�ll be back.�
�We just want to get out of the mountains,� Audrey sounded distant.
�What you want ain�t what you�re gonna get.� Now you have to want something else,� Sewell said matter-of-factly.
Sewell led us through the darkness of his house and onto the porch.� He pointed behind the woodshed.� �That�s the way you have to go.� Through the trees.� Eventually, they�ll search the woods.� But they�re dumb.� It�ll take a while to figure out.� Until then, they�ll stick to the roads.�
�Where will that take us?�
�West.� Out of the county, out of the mountains.� It�s a long haul.�� He took out a small mason jar from his coveralls.� �I didn�t give it to you with your biscuits, but I want you to take it now.� It�s muscadine jelly.� Lena made it this summer.� If you never had muscadine, you�re in for a treat.�
Audrey took the jar and stuffed it in my pack, wrapping it in a wool t-shirt.� We walked into the woods behind the shed, leaving Sewell on the porch with a rifle in his lap.
The forest was uncut by trails.� Hiking a hundred yards was taxing.� And at the end, we would only be out of the mountains.� There was still the business of the animals.� The vigilantes.� The poisoned locals.
�When it was just me hiking, I would walk for days and not see anyone.� And when I did see someone, I guess I tried to act like I was friendly� but I kept to myself.� I�d go so long without conversation and I missed it.� But hiking with you is different.�
�We still haven�t talked much.�
�Exactly.�
�Maybe you spent too much time in the woods.� Forgot how to make conversation.�
�Something like that.�
The trek was arduous.� We climbed through clusters of fallen trees, snagging branches, and open pits of moist dead leaves and mud.� We would be in the woods a long time.
We came to a massive, downed poplar, its trunk at least four feet wide.� I helped Audrey climb up and she stayed put, straddling the log and waiting for me.� When I joined her, she grabbed me by the shoulder straps and pulled herself closer.� The wind was vicious on our faces.
�Thank you.�
�It�s just a log.�
�Thank you for my husband�for Watts.�
�I had to.�
�Someone had to.� A long time ago.�
She smacked my chest and kissed me on the cheek.� She turned to hop off the log.� I pulled her back and put my lips on hers.� We sat on that log a long time, our lips warm, pressed together.� I didn�t want to leave.
�That looks like a retriever,� she said happily, still on the log.
An emaciated dog climbed through the brush.� A stick gouged its open eye and it didn�t flinch.� As the dog stumbled along, blood dripped from its snout and left thin red valleys in the snow.
Only twenty feet from us, I raised the Winchester and released the safety.� I fired one round into its skull. The snow turned red and dimpled.� Blonde fur and gray matter clung to the trunk of a tree.� Its skull was split and empty like a grapefruit after breakfast.
That made three dogs.� Only two deserved it.
We moved for hours after that, barely trudging along.� We spoke little, straining our ears for what could be behind us, beside us.� In front of us.� The wood is a blind place.
It was then I realized there would be no break from the Trail.
The Appalachian Trail climbs half a million feet over two-thousand miles.� That day, it felt like we walked the whole thing.� And we walked until dusk.
We cleared a site large enough for the tent and set it up.� It went up fast with a second person, but it was a squatter�s tent made for one person lying flat.
�How about a fire?�� I asked.
There was plenty of light to gather wood.� Audrey and I set out to collect kindling and inch-thick sticks, keeping the tent in sight.� Once we dumped the firewood, I gathered several Y-shaped branches and drove them into the ground around our campsite.� Then, I stretched long limbs over the crotches for a primitive alarm.
I made a pit fire.� First, I dug a small bowl in the earth. Then, I tunneled an airway into it, facing the wind.� It�s a good way to hide your location.� The fire is hidden in the pit, but you still have a hot cooking fire and some light.
By then it was full night.� I lit the fire.� We sat for a long time huddled next to each other.
�How long do you think it will snow?�
I shook my head.� �I don�t think it matters.�
�It doesn�t.�
I tossed on the sticks four at a time.� Embers cackled and spit up into our faces.� Something on the fire smelled like cinnamon.� We opened a can of soup and shared.� I swished the remaining whiskey in the flask.� Almost gone.� We split the whiskey between us.� Audrey hung her head.
�I�m glad we went to Daddy�s,� she said finally.� �I needed to find you.�
�You�re just lonely.�
�No. I needed someone so levelheaded. Watts was�unstable.�
�I�m just taking it as I see it.�
�Listen.� I need to know you�ll do the same for me.� If I turn into one of those things, you have to do it.�� She took a deep breath.� �You just have to.�
�Same for me,� I said.� �You ever fire a gun before?�
�A twenty-two.�
�This is the same,� I patted the Winchester.
�That thing?�
�It is.� Don�t be afraid of it.�
I built an enclosed box around the pit with the remaining sticks.� I stood, brushed off the seat of my pants, and went to sleep in the tent.� Audrey joined me, wedging herself into the sack, her face against my chest.� There was no more room in the tent, barely an inch or two above our heads.� Audrey fell asleep shortly.� She snored.� Her breath was hot on my face.
I tried to imagine what it was like for Sewell.� To wait for one�s own death.� To have nothing left of his former life.� But I knew what it was like.� I knew it long before I met Sewell.
It�d be a lie to say no one expected Dad to kill himself.� I figured it�d happen eventually, but I never imagined what the day would be like.� I didn�t imagine he�d do it in summer, or how hot it�d be.� Finding him.� Touching him.
Sprawled under a white oak.� His head twenty feet away.� I carried his head back to his body.� I waited an hour before calling the Sheriff.
What a way to do it. �Hanging yourself with a wire rope no thicker than twine.
Sheriff Duncan said Dad knew what he was doing using the wire.� He jumped from pretty high up in the tree.� Gave himself enough length to pick up speed.� The wire sliced right through, burned the veins and arteries.� No blood.
�Elaborate as all hell,� Duncan said it several times.
Dad�s eyes were open and sort of wet looking.� Half-closed but still alive.
I struggled to reconcile the two images.� Dad�s eyes were lustrous and hinted at the man he�d been.� But when those folk woke up from their comas, they had dark, soulless eyes.� No matter how good and loving the Human might have been, there was nothing but evil in those eyes.
I fell asleep thinking of Dad.� Finding him in the same tree as my swing.� Watching the medical examiner drop his head in a red plastic bag.� Thinking I ought to sit in the shade.� Wiping the sweat out of my eyes and wanting iced tea.
I woke abruptly and rubbed my eyes with a numb hand.� I brushed the tent wall and ice sprinkled my face.� I wiped my face clear and carefully lowered my arm.
Like so often in the woods, there was no sound except the breathing directly in my ear.� The soft snoring.� I closed my eyes but I couldn�t sleep.� I focused on Audrey�s breath.� I caressed the bolt on the rifle.
At daybreak, I fell asleep.� We slept until almost noon.
We melted handfuls of snow in the pot and drank the remaining coffee.� There was little food left.� We split half a bear claw and smoked two cigarettes apiece.� Then, we packed up camp and headed west.
The shadows of the trees grew longer as we progressed.� By then I�d say we were both skeptical of the old man�s directions, but we had nowhere else to go so we kept at it.
We couldn�t see the floodplain.� It was covered in snow.� The mud was only partially frozen but as soon as my boots cracked the ice I darted backward, dragging Audrey with me.� The mud was thick.� I hobbled left and right, desperately throwing my body around for balance.� As I caught myself the last time, the earth under my foot exploded.� There was a snap like a bullwhip.� My ankle throbbed sharp and ruthless.� I gasped, fell to my knees, and shut my eyes.� I couldn�t look at my ankle.� I didn�t have to look.� I felt the cold pressure of the steel jaws clamped there.� I couldn�t look because that would make it hurt worse.� Audrey screamed.� I felt her fingers pry at the rusty clamp.
The bear trap was chained to a wild cherry tree six feet away.� I judged by the thick grease it had only been set a week.
I was victim to a racing heart.� I couldn�t focus.� I counted my breaths.� The pain gave me the tunnel vision.� I started over.� One.� Two.� Finally, my lungs followed.� The heart reined in.
It is hard to delicately remove a bear trap.� Once you open the jaws, blood rushes to the area and magnifies the pain twenty-fold.� And when you have opened the trap, it is quite another matter to keep the jaws apart without letting them slip and re-clamp anew.� The worst step is removing the foot from the trap.� Your instinct is to bend the foot, but you can�t.� You�re likely to panic from the pain, release the trap, and do even more damage.� You never move the foot.
My foot felt severed.� We managed to remove the black steel trap in one go.� We packed snow around my ankle.� You have to let it throb to let the pain pass.� I stared at the snow as it slowly turned red and melted away.
We made a splint with some hickory sticks and long wool tube socks.� The skin was broken deep where the small teeth bit, half my shin was bruised.� The pain made me nauseated, but the cold did well to numb it.
The only option was to hike on the splint, clutching a walking stick and the rifle.� We came to a stream and followed it.� Frozen, delicate moss still held its bright green color.� The water was winter clear, every rock magnified, crystalline and bright.� The stream came to a rusty length of barbed wire and a trampled fence section.� We walked up the bank ten feet where the fence was bent even with the ground.� The stream weaved sharply left and flowed into a clearing.� We followed the water.� After the bend, we saw a barn, decrepit and rotten.
The barn was forgotten by generations.� Worm-chewed fence posts stood all around, the grass had grown up and died so many times it was like walking on a sponge.� There were old hay bales in the stalls.� Colorless, formless.� The twine had rotted away and left black streaks.
We climbed to the loft.� I flopped onto the thick, dusty boards and kept the splinted leg stretched out.� The pain caught up to me and churned my stomach.� I shut my eyes and kept still.� Audrey knelt next to me.
�You have to rest.� You have to stay off that foot.� Do you agree?�
�Yes.� For a while.�
�For as long as it takes.� You can�t walk.�
�I can walk.�
�You shouldn�t.�
�We can�t just stay here.�
�They won�t find us.�
�Not here, maybe.� But out in that field they�ll definitely find us.�
�We�ll be fine.�
�I don�t feel up to arguing.�
�Good, don�t argue.� You can�t walk.�
I opened my mouth, it flooded with hot sweat.� She was right.� I couldn�t walk.
�Did you pack any meds?�
�There is a large medicine bottle in the front pouch.� It�s only for emergencies.�
�I think this qualifies,� she smiled.� Audrey unzipped the pack, took out the medicine bottle, and slowly emptied the contents onto a folded t-shirt.� Ibuprofen, a needle, thread, alcohol pads, iodine swabs, and a bottle of morphine.� She handed me the morphine.
�We need to save this.�� I gave the bottle back to her.
She hesitated and counted six ibuprofen for me.� I chewed the tablets, staring at the rafters and ignoring the hot bitter powder as it clung to my throat.� I looked back to Audrey.� The threaded needle dangled from her fingers.
�You need it,� she said.
I nodded.� I was bleeding through the wrappings on my leg.
I watched as she untied the wet and bloody socks.� Steadily, blood pumped to the dusty planks.
She put the needle against my skin.
�Give me a shirt or something.�
She tossed me a pair of clean socks from the pack.� I put them in my mouth, clamping as she swabbed the meat with iodine.� Without warning, she stuck the needle into my skin and fed it through.� I bit the socks.� My pulse trembled behind my eyes.� Slowly, the pain faded, replaced by a slight burning.� I watched as she weaved the needle in and out of my flesh, pulling the gashes together.� She made crescent moons with the thread.
�Done,� she smiled at me.� �And we�re both alive.�
Audrey curled up next to me as I slowly pulled the wad of socks from my mouth.
�We can both use more rest,� she said.� �You especially.�
�I need the sleeping bag,� I shivered.
She rolled over, pulled out the sleep sack, and covered me with it.
�You�re not burning up?� You have on so many layers.�
�I think it�s the leg.�
Ice moved through my legs and chest.� I shook uncontrollably.
�The emergency blanket,� I pointed to the pack.� She found the foil blanket and helped me wrap in it.� She also covered me with the sleep sack.� She hugged me, her chest pressed against my back.� She pressed her hands flat on my chest.� She didn�t stop the shaking, but she took my mind off the pain.



I WOKE HOURS LATER WITH VOMIT IN MY MOUTH.� I rolled over and heaved, but there was nothing to throw up.� I shook it off. Audrey sat cross-legged several feet away, staring at the ground and shaking her head.� She held the Winchester across her lap.
�How long have you been up?�
�She turned to me.� Tears ran down her cheeks.� They fell quietly to the planks.
�What�s wrong?�
�You have to wait.� You have to give me time.�
�Time?�
She choked back a sob.� �Please just give me time.�
She rolled up her sleeve, revealing a dark bruise and deep bite marks on her forearm, streaks of dried and oozing blood curling around her elbow.� It was impossible to tell how old the wound was.
I crawled toward her, my ankle screaming.� �Where did you go?�
�I just went down there,� she pointed down the ladder.� I scooted to the edge and looked over. There was a swarm of pale, decaying bodies shuffling around and falling into the stalls.
�I was just looking for�I don�t know.� I was just looking.� There was one in a stall.� I didn�t see it.�� Her voice cracked.� �I had to beat it with a shovel.� That one,� she pointed to a man in plaid pajamas, head snapped back, staring up at us with empty eyes.� His neck skin was torn.� I looked down into his windpipe.
Audrey collapsed next to me.� �I�m sorry,� she said.� �I�m sorry.� I�m sorry.�
�I�m going to need the rifle,� I said.
�Please just give me time.� Please.�
�I need the rifle.�
Her face was dark red.� I could tell she was trying not to beg, not to plead for her life.� I took the rifle from her lap.� Audrey slouched.� In no hurry, I removed the boxes of ammunition from the pack and reloaded the Winchester.
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Our stalkers went down in twos and threes.� I made a game of getting them in clusters.� Audrey sank away from me.� Ashamed.� A slow and steady procession of our limping, bleeding followers slipped through the barn doors.
Click.� Slide.� Click.
I was the hand of God.
The enlightenment.
My voice was the thunder.
It cracked the barn.
Opened the Earth.
Showed them Hell.
It was their only redemption, having their brains sprayed across the trampled dirt.
There were forty bodies laid out.� Audrey cowered.� I knew she was waiting to be next.
�Get the pack,� I told her.� �Unless you want to run out of bullets and die up here.�
My leg was worse than useless.� It was nothing.� And it hurt like Hell.� I climbed down the ladder.� Audrey followed, fumbling with the pack.� She was shaking and I couldn�t tell whether it was nerves or�or.
Reckless.
We sloshed through the gray matter.� I slipped at the threshold and landed on my hip.� My mangled leg jammed against the well pump.� The cotton wrapping and splint came loose, a hot flash burned in my face.� Audrey began to rewrap the splint.
�Don�t touch it!�� I snarled.� �Not with your arm like that.�
�If it�s torn, I�ll have to re-stitch it,� she said.
�Hell you will.� I�ll do it.�
�What�s your problem?�
I stared up at the ceiling.� At the gray clouds.� The swirls of snow flew into the barn.� �Just don�t touch it,� I said.� �Just don�t.�
�Fine.� Will you please get up so we can go?�
�Give me a minute.� One damn minute.�
�I�m trying to help.�
My head pulsed.� It was hard to breathe.� �You could have stayed in the loft.� That would have helped.�
She covered her arm with the opposite hand.� �A lot of things could have happened.�
�I�m sorry I stepped in a goddamn bear trap.� I�m sorry you wandered off and got bit.�� My head hit the dirt.
�I could have taken you to the compound.� They would have taken you, and I would have been fine.�
�I could have shot you in the face the second you showed me that bite.�� I sat up and tightly re-wrapped the splint.� I struggled to my feet and dragged the Winchester behind me.
Audrey was silent but followed behind, weaving through the mess of bodies.� It was a relief not to carry the pack, but I could barely walk because of the nothing leg.� And those soulless animals hadn�t disappeared.� They appeared on fencerows and tree lines, five or six together, and began their slow, deliberate march toward us.� Occasionally, I�d look back at Audrey, the pack mounted awkwardly on her shoulders, her arms crossed.
I realized being shunned was worse than death for her.� She couldn�t tell her body to shut up.� And I couldn�t make the infection go away.� I stopped.� I raised the rifle and waited for Audrey to catch up.� She approached slowly.
�This is the best time,� I said.
�Don�t make me beg for my life.�
�Just come here and take the rifle.�
�Take it?�
I handed it to her.� �You should practice.�
Slowly, she took the Winchester from my hands.� I pointed at a nearby pile of stones where a group of eight closed in on us.
I stood behind her, my arms cradling hers.� �The safety,� I pushed the button over, slid my index finger on top of hers.� �Squeeze, don�t pull.�
She felt the hand of God.
The thunder echoed across the plain.
Two bodies fell in the mud.
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The casing flew into the dead grass.
Her body jarred with each shot, pressing into mine.� I resented the wound on her arm.� I hid the lust I�d felt since first looking at her picture.� I pushed it out of my head.
�I wish I could take it away,� I told her as we continued across the field.
�Me, too.�
I shouldered the rifle and dropped my hand.� It brushed hers and I grabbed it.
We walked across forgotten farmland, hopelessly looking for the main house.� But there were only hills.� Gray, bare hills with monsters dotting their tops.
On the farthest hill, I spotted a red building.� �We�re going up that way,� I said.� But she already knew it.� There was nowhere else to go.
The red building was a newer barn with a collapsed grain silo behind it.� The silo was in the middle of being sectioned.� The cut-off saw was still plugged in.� It was left in a hurry.� A thermos sat open on a tool chest, a frozen foam cup next to it.� Everything was covered in a slight layer of snow.
There was a gravel road next to the barn, and across the road a yard and a white house.� The house looked like a good shelter.� Nicer than the one-person tent.
�Do you think they left anything behind?�
I shook my head.� �There�s no telling.� But the garage is untouched.�
The front door was wide open.� Snow dusted the foyer and the first few stairs.� Abandoned in a hurry.� Little was touched in the foyer, two drawers in a curio cabinet were open and empty.� The bathroom neat and tidy, toiletries gone.� Perfume bottles were aligned squarely against the backsplash.� Clear, amber, one like obsidian. The bedrooms were stripped of photographs, their nails and hangers still buried in the walls.� Dressers were opened and cleared out.� Closets, too.� On a girl�s dresser, a math textbook was open to the Pythagorean theorem.
The kitchen was the last room we explored because that was where we kept all hope.� It was the most barren of all the rooms.� Drawers and cabinets opened, the refrigerator empty save for a pitcher of tea and some mustard and ketchup.� The pantry was a little better.� Half a bag of rice and some small boxes of raisins, cake mixes and cans of frosting, soy sauce, a can of refried beans.� Then, Audrey laughed, holding up a box of instant macaroni and cheese and several packages of oriental noodles.� Reaching far back on a shelf behind the water heater, she pulled out a plastic-wrapped sausage.
�Major Meat Holiday Pork Log,� she read the label aloud.
�How old is that?�
She searched the package but couldn�t find a date.� I checked for myself.� It was the old logo.� Before re-branding three years ago.
�It�s still good,� I said.
�How�s that for some shit?�
I tore open the sausage with my teeth.� �What do you mean?�
�Major Meat got us into this shit, and now they�re saving us.�
The propane tank was still full, and I cooked dinner on the kitchen stove.� We melted more snow to cook our macaroni.� I didn�t bother straining it, just added the cheese and half the sausage log torn into small pieces.
We ate in the formal dining room, the pack resting on the marble-top buffet.� We used Occupied Japan dishware and generations-old silverware.� Things the family couldn�t take.� Things they�d never see again.
Neither of us could eat very much.� The cold.� The exhaustion.� The dread of another day in the Unknown.� All of it curbed our appetites.
We left the dishes on the table and the chairs pulled out.� After pushing the couch in front of the fireplace, we sat in the living room.� A pile of logs collected dust in an open cabinet.� I dropped to the floor to keep the weight off my leg and leaned into the fireplace.� I started the kindling and slowly fed logs into it.� Audrey and I sat together on the couch, her legs tucked between mine and our heads together.� The logs popped and tiny embers soared up the flue.
�I will stay in this house,� she said.
�I will, too.�
�You need to go on.�
�And you need to come with me.�
�I can�t.� It doesn�t make any sense.�
�It makes less sense to split up.�
�We�re already split up.�
�No.�
She held up her arm.� �You know we�re split.� Now or later.�
�As long as possible.�
�What�ll you do when I��
�You know what I�ll do.�
�You�ll do what�s right.�
I kissed her forehead.
�We need to find more food.�
�I have a feeling all the houses we find will be the same.�
�If we find any more.�
�Maybe they left a truck or something here.�
�That�d be something.�
�We�ll look tomorrow.�
We stared into the fire.� I put my head back on the sofa.� My neck cracked and I closed my eyes.� I fell asleep for about twenty minutes, but Audrey was still awake.� The fire was almost dead.
�You shouldn�t worry.�
�I don�t want to turn into that thing Sewell�s wife was.�
�You won�t.�
�It wasn�t human.�
�You should stop worrying.� You�re born and you die.�
�And you ignore it?�
�Every day like I�ll live forever.�
There was little to do for her except sit and hold and caress.
As I fell asleep the second time, the front door rattled.
Audrey stirred and leapt from the couch.� She grabbed the Winchester.� The front door clattered.� The walls shook.� Audrey stood frozen over the couch.� She steadied the rifle.
The room was the orange of embers from the fireplace.
The door swung open against the chain.
�What do you want?�� She yelled.
�Shoot,� I demanded.� �Don�t talk, shoot.�
A bright blue light flooded the doorway.
�Undo the chain, ma�am.�
�Who are you?�
�A spotter saw smoke from this house.� You�re inside a cleared area.�
�I don�t know what the hell a cleared area is.�
The flashlight bounced nervously.� She could have shot straight through the door, but she danced from foot to foot.� She kept the rifle still, an inch away from the door.
�We cleared this area the day before yesterday.� Everyone�s gone except you.� What the hell is that?�� He shined the light on Audrey�s arm, the bloodstain on her sleeve.� �Undo the chain, ma�am.� We can help you.�
�Are you arresting me?�
�Is anyone else with you?�� He pulled the door shut before ramming against it with his shoulder.� A picture fell to the floor.� The chain barely held.� His radio squawked.� He rammed the door again.� The chain was almost off.
�One squatter, possibly more, likely infection,� he yelled into the radio.
He rammed the door a third time.
The chain gave.� The door struck the muzzle of the rifle.
Audrey fell on her ass.
She fired.
The man fell to the floor.� His flashlight rolled away and stopped against a doorframe.� It shined back at him.� He was a young guy, twenty or so.� He wriggled on the floor, clutching his gut.
Blood gushed out of his shirt and through his fingers.� He stared at Audrey slack-jawed, silent.� There aren�t words when you�re shot like that.� There�s nothing when you�re shot like that but drumming in your ears and cold in your heart.� He died without a sound.
He wore a belt with two gun holsters, cop-issue 9-millimeter Glocks, a pair of handcuffs, and eight extra clips.� His radio was bulky, something they probably used in Viet Nam.� It had landed on the porch, chirping with constant activity.
Audrey looked out the foyer window.� �He left a truck running in the driveway.�
�We need to go,� I said.� �Before they send the whole army.�
We took his guns, clips, cuffs, and flashlight.� We crammed the remaining rations in the pack and loaded the truck.� Audrey hopped in the passenger side.� It was a straight shift.� I stared at my feet.� �I don�t think I can work the pedals.�
She climbed over my lap and sat behind the wheel.� The heat in the truck was nice, but I missed the fire.� The couch.� The quiet.
The truck slid and skidded down the driveway.� We plowed through the steel gate and went sideways into the ditch.� It stopped as soon as she let off the gas.� The engine stalled.� She cranked the motor but it wouldn�t catch.� The sour smell of gas leaked into the cab.
�Flooded,� she hit her head against the steering wheel.
�You ought to see if we�re stuck otherwise,� I said.
She hopped out with the flashlight and circled the truck.� I watched her kneel in the ditch and dig at the snow.� It was cold, but I only admitted it to myself.� I was tired of running.
Barely visible in the headlights was a girl, not ten years old, in white pajamas.� Like the rest of them, her face was filthy with blood.� The white gown dripped in the snow.� She stood just behind Audrey.� I crawled across the seat and fell out the door into the snow.
�Get up!� I yelled.
Audrey looked up, panicked, and scooted through the ditch on her knees.� The girl in white pajamas followed her, mimicking Audrey by moving on her knees.� The girl was fast, not two steps behind Audrey.
Chasing her was like a bad dream.� I tried to stand.� To run.� But there was only cold air and pain.� The girl was already on top of Audrey when I got to her.� The tiny fingers wrapped ferociously around Audrey�s forearms.� I took the rope saw from my back pocket and wrapped it around the girl�s neck.� I felt every bit of cartilage and muscle as it tore through, vibrating through my fingers, my body.� I felt it in my heart.� Not beating, but shaking.
The girl fell to the snow.� Her head, connected by a scant piece of skin, twisted to the side.� Audrey was sick in the ditch.� My hands dripped.� I picked up handfuls of snow, wiping away the thick, black blood.� I dropped the saw and we climbed slowly into the truck.� It started without a problem.� Audrey twisted the wheel side-to-side, feathering the gas.� The truck rocked back and forth and lumbered out of the ditch.
We drove slowly in four-wheel drive, following the winding road west.� At least, I thought it was west.� I could hardly stay awake.� The road was dizzying.
�I have no idea which direction you�re going.�
�Me either.�
�Yeah, but how much gas do we have?�
�
�How much?�
�It�s already on Empty.�
�We might be backtracking.�
�Or we�re dead on.�
The road opened into a white horizon.� I reached across the seat and poked her leg.
�You can see the stars.�
She glanced up.� �It�s totally clear.� When did that happen?�
�Think it�ll be sunny tomorrow?�
��I kind of like it when it�s cloudy.�
We followed the road several miles, mostly straight and flat.� A gibbous moon lit everything in perfect yellow.
She slowed down.
�Are we out of gas already?�
�No, look there.� It�s a barricade.�
Ahead were concrete dividers high as the bumper and three rows deep.
�Must be a straight shot out of town.�
�Can you go through the ditch?�
She steered off the road and drove alongside a fence parallel the ditch.� The front tires flatted and the truck sank.� Audrey opened her door and shined the flashlight down.
�It�s a bunch of two-by-fours with nails in them.�
I stretched out my good leg and pressed her foot with mine.� The motor roared, the two-by-fours flopped and banged against the truck.� The steering wheel drifted left and right, the motor strained.� We passed the barricade and Audrey swerved out of the ditch.� The tires were gone.� The rims scraped and squealed against the icy asphalt.� The truck died less than a mile down the road.
Laden with supplies, Audrey and I walked cautiously along the highway.� Shortly, she took my hand in hers.� Our fingers stuck together.� In the ditch ahead, we saw a large cluster of highway signs scraped free of snow and ice.� The large one read:
Welcome to Marshall, North Carolina, All-American City 1958, 1978, 1998.
But it had been hastily covered with thick red spray paint:
Welcome to Kill Town, USA.



A SENTRY SHOWED UP TEN MINUTES AFTER WE DID. His headlights floated through the woods, splashing the snow with a dull glow.� We hid in the woods and watched the sentry examine our abandoned truck.� Audrey wanted me to keep the Winchester trained on the patroller, but he wasn�t armed.
After fifteen minutes of pacing, he picked up his radio and spoke into it briefly.� He walked back to his truck and sat in the dark.� Ten minutes later, faint headlights appeared up the road.� The sentry got busy loading a shotgun from the floor of the truck.
Audrey sighed.� �Shit.� He was calling for backup.�
A train of lights burned the road.� Trucks lined up behind his, all loaded with dirt bikes and ATVs.� Several men unloaded from the trucks, rifles hanging across their chests.� Slowly, I put my face into the snow.� I kept it there until it burned.� I took my head out of the snow and wiped the water from my eyes.
�Audrey?�
�Yeah?�
�I don�t think I know what to do.�
�What are you talking about?�
�They aren�t law.� They�ll kill you.� And I�m not a prisoner.�
The ATVs and dirt bikes sputtered in the darkness.� Their headlights pointed to the woods where we hid.
�Twelve of them,� Audrey said slowly.� �They�ll kill both of us.� Because they are lawless.� And we are nobody.�
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The hand of God struck one, two, and took out another with a shot through the hip.� The night exploded with gunfire and filled with the smell of black powder. The dirt bikes launched into the woods.� I aimed at the single headlights.� The bulbs burst and sparked.� In darkness, the riders veered into trees.� They landed face first into trunks.� The bikes tumbled through the brush.� Left for dead, the men squirmed in the cold and lonely.
The floodlights reached deep into the woods.� They were aimed right at us.� I ducked into the ditch and waited for them to move the lights.� Over our heads hung the excruciating yellow light.� They were torturing us.
Finally, they aimed up the road.� Audrey and I scurried downhill, half rolling and half sliding on our asses.
We followed a riverbed, stumbling over cracked shale slabs.� The shallow river ran under a bridge then on for a quarter of a mile before being blocked by barbed wire.� We scrambled up the bank, following the wire, and got back into a thick patch of trees.� We were well out of breath.� We listened.� There was nothing to hear except the faintest trickle of lazy water.� No ATVs.� No trucks.� No guns.
Audrey dropped the pack and collapsed against a tree trunk.� Her breathing was dry and labored.� I grabbed the pack and emptied it in the snow.� I tossed what we didn�t need.� I kept my thermal underwear, the sleep sack, the remaining half-box of ammunition, the pistols, clips, and what little food remained.� I released the clips from the nine-millimeters and emptied the chambers.� I reloaded them and handed one to Audrey.
�Don�t let anyone touch you,� I said.� I showed her the release for the clips.� I pressed it several times and slid the clip in.� �Then you pull, like this,� I pulled the slide.� I zipped the pack and stood.� �I think this is it.� We�ve run ourselves out.�
�You�re giving up?�
I shook my head.� �The strong do what they can.� The weak suffer what they must.�
I cinched the pack tightly to my arms and waist and climbed the hill to the road at the top, the same road that crossed the bridge just a quarter-mile back.� It had been plowed recently.� I stood on the centerline, waved the flashlight, and emptied the nine-millimeter into the air.� The echo barked from the trees.� I dropped the clip to the road and reloaded, pulled the slide and swung the flashlight around.
Shortly, the headlights flashed.� The maniac trucks appeared up the road.� I set the flashlight on the asphalt aimed at the vigilantes.� There was a heavenly silence to the headlights.� They almost looked like stars.� And then the monstrous growl of the engines emerged over the silence.� They were still a long way off.� The tinny exhausts howled.
And then they were closer.� Closer still.� The centerline glowed.� The asphalt looked like glass.� I emptied another clip straight into the cross-eyed beams.� I stepped over to the shoulder as I reloaded.� I emptied the second clip at the line of trucks.� I raised the Winchester and aimed, but the first truck had run off the road.
Repent.
This is your God.
Your Salvation.
The next truck screamed past, out of control.� It soared over the ditch and into a cedar fence post.� The rear whipped around and the truck tipped on its side.� The third truck had stopped up the road with a flat and a busted light.� The fourth stayed back.� Far enough back it didn�t matter.� I jogged to the third truck.
�I think I seen him in the ditch here,� I yelled to the men in the third truck.
�He alone?�� Someone yelled back.
They let me get to the driver�s door, the window down. They scrambled inside for extra rounds and radios.
�Do you believe in God?�
God almighty.
There is no other.
I took the nicer of the rifles, a Remington .270 with a modest scope, and a tackle box of bullets.� A hundred yards away, the fourth truck was in the middle of a three-point turn.� I hit the driver in the neck and the truck rolled lazily into the ditch.� Two other men piled out of the truck and returned fire in my direction, bullets ricocheted off the road and whizzed past.� Bullets sank into tree trunks and pinged off the tailgate, but the men were only shooting in the dark.� One leaned over the bed, illuminated by the third brake light.� The other took cover behind an open door.
The Remington .270 showed them the way.
As fast as it started, it was quiet.� And in the silence, Audrey shrieked from the ditch.
�What are you doing?�
I pointed up the road.� �The strong do what they can.�
�Are you insane?� Are you?�
I hadn�t made a woman that angry since Mom.� I almost felt bad for Audrey.� There was no use.
�Answer me, Jack.�� She was on the road, storming toward me in the dark.
I pointed to the trucks as if they were on display.� As if my whole plan was obvious.� �No one would believe one man did this,� I said.� �They won�t think to watch out for a guy with a bum leg.� They�ll be looking for a gang.�
�What good is it, you trying to get killed?� Leaving me at their mercy?�
�You�re at your own mercy, aren�t you?�� I reached into her coat and pulled out the pistol.� �Aren�t you?� If you know what�s going to happen?�
She shook her head.� �I don�t believe in that.�
�You don�t believe there�s an easy way out?�
�What about you?�
�What about me?�
�Why come this far and let me tag along?� Why try?� Why not kill yourself?�
I had no answer.� I wasn�t going to mention Dad.� Wasn�t going to mention as I stood in front of her, swallowed by the blackness of the road and the cold of night, I was thinking of shooting myself in front of her.� That I�d already thought it ten times over.
�I just want to make it as far as possible,� she said at last.� �That�s all.�
�I�� my mouth hung open.
�What?�� She demanded.
�I like your company.� And I�m outraged at this,� I grabbed her arm.� �I�m furious about it.� I�m alone again.� I was enjoying not being alone.�
The argument was over.� We walked up the road in silence.� We walked to the vanishing point.� We disappeared into the wooded shoulder and the darkness of trees.
�How is your arm?�� I asked finally, calmly.
�My what?�� She asked the ground.� �Oh.� It doesn�t really hurt.� I haven�t thought about it much. �It�s numb mostly.� I like your company, too.�
�Good.� We�re stuck together now.�
�I don�t mind being stuck with you.� If your life is going to turn into a war zone, there are far worse people to be with.�
�Watts.�
She sighed.� �Watts was a war zone.�
�Tom mentioned you stayed with him sometimes.� When you and Watts were at it.�
�I wanted a divorce.� Watts didn�t believe in it.�
�You could have left.�
She took hold of my hand and stopped walking.� She lifted her jacket and shirt and put my hand to her ribs under her left breast.� It was concave, the ribs felt swollen where they�d healed.� �I did leave.� I just wanted a day or two away.� I went to Daddy�s.� Daddy had to sit there and watch while Watts....�
�I�m glad he�s dead, then,� I took my hand away.� �But I hate it for Tom.�
�There was a heartbroken man,� she said.� �Wasn�t anything he could do.� He felt helpless.� We both did.�
�You had to go back.�
�But I didn�t have to love him.� You can shut someone out of your heart pretty easily.�
�Tell me about it.�
�I�d be surprised if you had a heart.�
�My Mom.� I lived with her a while after Dad died, but she didn�t want a thing to do with me.� I could tell she didn�t want me around.� I spent all my time making her mad.� I burned her clothes.� Crushed her cigarettes.� I killed her dog.� I slit its throat in front of her.� It was a cruel thing to do and I regret it.� She got rid of me.� The court tried to send me to live with some family.� I didn�t know them.� I was old enough to work.� I left their house and went to work.�
�I�m sorry.�
�I deserved it for what I did to that dog.� I�m not cruel.� I always loved Dad better than her.� He was smart.� Hard-working.� She,� I stopped at the thought. �She didn�t love me.�� It was something I�d never said.
We crested the hill.� A house was visible across a field.� I could still hear the creek below.� What looked like an oil lamp burned inside the house.� A yellow light flickered in the window.
�We should stay clear,� Audrey said.� �I don�t want to take any chances.�
I tried to agree, but was blinded by a flashlight.� Audrey and I stopped to shield our eyes.� The light bounced around, shaky and dim.
�Can you get a good shot?�� A girl asked.
�Not really, hold the flashlight better.�
�Are they fat like the one in the barn?�
�No.� They stopped.�
�Hey!�� I yelled.
�I don�t think they�re dead.�
�Shut up, I know that.�
�Get the flashlight out of my face,� I shouted.
�Them guns loaded?�� The boy asked.
�Yeah,� I said.
�So are ours.�
We dropped the Remington and the Winchester.� The flashlights moved out of our eyes and onto the guns.� A boy and a girl crawled out of a feed barrel.� The girl quickly picked up the guns, a barrel in each hand, the butts dragging the ground.� The boy carried something larger than a twenty-two.
�I know you got a handgun.� I see it bulging in her coat.�
Hesitantly, Audrey held out the gun.
�You, too,� he aimed the rifle at me.
I held out mine, too.
�You best come back to the house,� he picked up the guns and stuffed them in his jacket.
�She best be careful with those rifles.� I said they�re loaded.�
�You think I�m stupid?�
�You think my sister�s stupid?�
�I don�t know you or your sister.� But the guns are loaded.�
�She�s fine,� he said.� �Come on before I get bored and shoot you anyway.�
�How old are you?�� Audrey asked.
The boy got behind us and whacked my splinted foot with the butt of his rifle.� I dropped to the snow.� �Old enough to notice him favoring his right foot.� Move it.�
�Well,� Audrey said.� �I�m twenty-seven.� My name is Audrey and he�s Jack.� His leg is hurt.�
�I know it.� Walk.�
The little girl walked in front of us, leaving snake tracks with the rifles.� �Georgie, you shouldn�t be so nasty.� You wasn�t even supposed to leave your room tonight.� Now you have to tell Daddy why you was out after curfew.�
�You do, too.� So shut up, brat.�
�I�m gonna tell Daddy you was being nasty and unsportsman.�
�Shut up.�
The girl never looked at us, just dragged the rifles lazily along.� �He�s ten since you asked,� she told us.
�Almost eleven,� he mumbled.
�And he�s not friendly.� So he hangs out with his sister a lot.� But she�that�s me�can�t hardly stand him.� He�s a pain in the a-s-s.�
�I�m telling you swore.�
�I didn�t swear, I spelled.� His name�s Georgie.� He doesn�t go by George.� Don�t ask why a-cause I don�t know.� And his sister�s�my name is Mai.� And I am seven.� And I spend time with Georgie because I feel sorry for him.�
�You the one don�t got friends.�
�He�ll talk and talk.� But you don�t have to listen.� Georgie, do you want to knock or should I?�
�Hell, I ain�t about to knock at my own house.� Just go in.�
�Ain�t your house, it�s Daddy�s house.� And Mama�s a-cause she runs it.� Every place has an owner and a manager.� And they are in charge.�� Mai turned around to us.� �Do you believe that, Audrey?�
�Believe what, sweetie?�
�Every place has an owner and a manager.�
�That sounds right.�
Mai dragged the rifles to the side of the porch and set them in the snow by the steps.� Then, we followed her up the steps while Georgie barged in the house, the hallway mostly dark with a gentle glow from the hidden lamp.� We stayed outside with Mai.� She was dressed head-to-toe in pink winter wear.� Her cap, puffy coat, and vinyl boots were all a size too large.� Standing still, she looked like a lawn ornament.� We heard yelling.� And silence.� Footsteps boomed toward us, vibrating our feet as they got closer.
�Don�t worry, I don�t think Georgie told on me for swearing.�
�That�s good, sweetheart,� Audrey said.
Mai smiled.� �Jack doesn�t talk a lot,� she whispered.
�Tell me about it,� Audrey whispered back.
A short, wide man came to the door.� Georgie was tucked shyly behind him.� At the end of the hallway, I saw a woman.� She was their mother I guessed.� She stood with a kerosene lamp in one hand.
�I told you they wasn�t like the others,� Georgie said.
�You speak?�� The man�s voice was soft but loud.
�Of course,� Audrey said.
�Him,� he pointed to me.
�He doesn�t say much,� Mai whispered to him.
I stared at the wide man.
�Get inside.� Come on,� he pushed open the screen door and held it for us as we trailed in melted snow and dirt.� As Mai came in, her father stopped her.
�You put their guns by the steps?�
�Yessir.�
�Grab them real quick and bring them in.�
I turned, �They�re loaded.�
�You think my daughter�s stupid?�
�He thinks Mai�s stupid, Daddy,� Georgie said.
Mai kicked the door open and yelled, �He don�t think I�m stupid, Daddy!� He�s just a worrier.�
Mai dragged the rifles across the hardwood floor and stopped next to us at the kitchen table.
�They got a deer gun and a cannon, Daddy.�
�I see they do.� Why don�t you hand them here and go to bed?�
�Yeah, get to bed,� Georgie said.
�Boy, go to your room.� You�re already in trouble,� Mai handed over the rifles and the man set them on the kitchen table.� Georgie and Mai skulked off to their rooms.� �Why don�t we talk in private,� he pointed to the hallway.
He led us into a spare bedroom.� The twin bed had one pillow, the pillowcase freshly starched.� Audrey and I sat on the bed.� He sat on the small, unfinished desk in the corner.� His wife stood in the doorway holding the lamp.� He reached out to me, hand open.� I shook it.
�Matthew Scudder.�
�Jack Heart.� This is Audrey.�
They shook hands.� Matthew lowered his head and scratched the nape of his neck.� He sat up and pointed to the woman in the shadows.� �That�s Claire.� My wife.�
Claire waved softly to us, her face warm and yellow in the lamplight.
�Were the kids hiding in the feed barrel?�
I nodded.� Audrey stared at her shoes.
�Either there or the barn, that�s where they been sitting out the last two days.� Georgie could have shot you dead, you know.� He�s a good shot.�
�I could have shot him, too.�
�Well, that�s not the matter.� Everyone knows to watch the woods on account of that�s where those things come through.� Use it like a highway.� The straightest path, I guess.� Now, why you�re wandering through the middle of it, a lady with you,� he eyed Audrey�s fleece-lined boots, muddy and tattered.� �It�s beyond me.� You know someone�s out there just waiting to shoot without asking who�s there.�
�Well, we don�t know that.� Didn�t know that.�
�You�re the only people in the world who don�t know what�s going on is what you�re telling me?�
�We know.� But that the woods are off limits, that�s news to us.�
�That�s the first thing you should have known.�
�Sewell only told us about the quarantine,� Audrey said to herself.
�You talked to Sewell?�
�Well, yeah.� Tried to kill us.� Then took us to his house.�
�Wonder you�re not still there.� He tends to hoard people.� Kinda lonely.�
�We noticed.�
�He give you this rifle?�� He tapped the Remington�s stock.
�No.�
�Yours?�
�No.�
�I know it�s not because I sold that rifle to a boy just a couple weeks ago.�
�That boy is dead now,� I said.� �And I have his rifle.�
He looked me up and down like he had Audrey.� �Why are you two going through the woods?�
�We�re trying to get out.�
�Everyone�s trying to get out.�
�We don�t live here, though.�
�No?�
�No.� I was hiking.� I got trapped.�
�You hiking, too?�
�No,� Audrey said.
�You together?�
�We are now.�
�What�s in the pack?�
I told him exactly what I�d kept in the pack and what I�d left in the woods.
�We would really like to get out.� Not a place to stay, not something to eat, just out,� Audrey told him.
�I don�t blame you.� This isn�t exactly a quarantine zone, it�s a military zone.� A rural Death Valley.�
�It�s a kill town.� Like the sign says.�
�Exactly.� And let me tell you the truth,� he stared at Audrey.� �Everyone with half an ounce of common sense wants to leave.� But that�s just not an option.� We got two main roads, a couple of farm roads, and the river.� All�s blocked but the river.�
�Then we�re going to the river.�
�What�s this about?�� He slapped the desk.� �I understand you�re a long way from home, but you have to appreciate the situation.� You can�t go anywhere.�
�Are you the law?�� Audrey snapped.
�There�s no law anymore.� Not at the moment.�
�I think we�re just going to leave.�
He held up his hands.� �Let me set you straight.� They�re not dangerous because they�re nervous and shooting at everything that moves.� They�re dangerous because they�re not taking chances.� Do you get that?� Even if you�re fine, no signs of infection, they�ll take you in for any reason they can.� Make up something if they have to.�
�And you�re different?� You�re not locking us in your spare bedroom and taking away our guns?�
��The fact that you�re even alive is luck.� That�s it.� The moment you walked in my house, you became the safest you�ve ever been.� And now your safety isn�t luck.� It�s me.�
Audrey pulled up her sleeve to reveal the blackened bite wound.� �The safest I ever was, I was at home when I didn�t have to worry about any of this shit.� And if I�m going to turn into one of those goddamn monsters, then I�d like to do so freely.� I don�t want to die a prisoner in your kill town.�
His eyes fixed on the bite mark.� He chewed his lower lip and looked at me.� �You?�
I shook my head.� �I�m clean.�
He looked back to Claire.� She stood still and quiet with the lamp in both hands.� They seemed to get lost in each other.� A secret.
Someone knocked on the front door.� Pounded.� Frantic.
�Wait here a minute.�� Matthew left the room, Claire followed.
We heard the front door swing open.� The man at the door rambled loudly, half-drunk, breathless.� �We think it was an ambush.� They took out two of our dirt bikes.� Must be ten, twenty of them.� They killed all our men in the convoy on highway Thirty-One.� Four trucks full of men.�
�Did you search the woods?�
�We used the spotlights, yes.�
�I heard a bunch of automatic fire.� Was that you searching?�
�We were retaliating.�
�You were scared and wasting bullets.�
�They�re still out there.�
�Get a bigger group.� Get some dogs.� Go into the woods.�
�A bigger group?�
�If they�re ambushing, we need a big defense.�
�Oh.�
�Get on that search group.�
�Yes, sir.�
Matthew appeared in the doorway.� �I guess you heard the boy.�
�Yes,� I said.
�They aren�t looking for twenty men, are they?�
�If they are, they�ll be disappointed.�
�Well.� That�s enlightening.�
�You could have told him we were here.�
�You�re ghosts, you know?� You slipped through a giant crack.� No one knows who you are.� No one knows about that,� he pointed to Audrey�s arm.� �No one needs to know.� They�ll want you dead.�
�And you don�t?� They�re coming to you for orders.�
�They think I�m in charge.� I�m not.� I told them we needed to quarantine ourselves.� We were the ones to take charge.� They asked me what to do, and I said what I thought.� Get rid of the ones who ain�t right in the head.� They come and ask me what to do, but they make up their own minds out there.� My word ain�t scripture.�
He turned to his wife and waved her over.� �Claire, come here a minute.�� She stepped forward and set the lamp on the desk.� �Raise up them pants.� Go on.�
Slowly, the thin woman with the graying brown hair rolled up the hem of her pajamas.�� Her calf was mostly black.� There was a wide hole above the ankle.� The wound was coated in lint from her pajamas.
�The fat boy out in the barn did that.� The one Georgie shot.� Crawled up behind her while she was getting cat food out of the freezer.� I figure my main concern is staying with her.� Not getting out.� Not killing her.�
�Your kids?�
Matthew shook his head.� �They don�t know.� They�ve turned real mean. �They�d kill her if they knew.� It�s been a week.�
�Claire?�� Audrey whispered.� �What�s it like?�
�Like my leg�s asleep.� Like I�m waiting for another day.�
Claire unrolled her pajamas and took the lamp from the table.
�I am cold.� Though I think everyone is nowadays.� The lamp keeps me warm.�
I nodded.� �We would like to be on our way.� We�re keeping you from being with your wife.� Your family.�
He nodded.� �I don�t mind it.� It�s funny in a way.�
I didn�t think any of it was funny.
�You two stay here tonight.� We�ll make you some food and you can leave in the morning.� Or you can leave tonight.� But you have to eat.�
Matthew grunted as he pushed himself away from the desk.� He and Claire went to the kitchen.� Stopping by a door, he pointed to it.� �This is the bathroom for you.� We still got water.� If you want a hot bath, you�ll have to heat some water on the stove first.�
Claire and Matthew went to work lighting an ancient wood stove, measuring out flour and sugar, and carrying in trays of food from a snowdrift outside.� Audrey and I rested on the bed, squeezing our heads together on the tiny pillow.
�You ought to take a bath later.�
�You don�t smell so great yourself,� she jabbed my ribs.
�It�ll make you feel better.� We need to clean that wound.�
�I�d like that.� But��
�But?�
�I can�t move my arm much.� It feels asleep like Claire said.� But it burns.�
�I�ll help you.�
Claire and Matthew brought us two steaming plates of pork and cornbread with strawberry jam and a puddle of butter.
�We�ll need some water put on while you�ve got the stove hot.�
Claire backed out of the room.� �I�ll put on two pots.� The water�s awful cold.�
�Thank you,� Audrey said.� �For the food, too.�
Matthew had a cup of coffee.� He stared into it as he leaned against the counter.
�You happen to have any more ammunition for that Winchester?�� I asked.
�I do.� I�d be happy to give it to you,� he swirled the coffee mug.
�I�d be happy to barter for it.� I don�t expect it free.�
�We do plenty of raids.� We don�t need to trade.� I�ll set you up with those nine-millimeters and the Remington, too.�
�How long did you plan to keep the county quarantined?�
�Until one side wins.� We don�t have a plan.�
�What about food?�
�Everyone for themselves.�
�Just give up the barricades.� Let it go.�
Matthew nodded.� �They think they�re keeping it out. One crew goes around putting up fences.� Another crew is in charge of a containment area.� Another patrols the county roads.� Lots of crews.� A job for everyone.� Most of these people haven�t felt half this useful their entire lives.� People want to work.�
�What do they do when they find someone who�s been infected?�
�Shoot them.�
�All of them?�
�If they�re infected, yes.�
�Just out on the streets.�
�Partly.�
�Partly?�
�Some in houses.�
�They�re going in houses?�
�Of course.� They take a bus and load it up with people who might be infected, drive them to the high school.�
�Why the high school?�
�It�s big.� The football field holds lots of people.�
�You�re penning up people who might be infected?�
�They don�t take chances.� If they picked up you two, you�d wind up there,� he pointed at me.� �Her bit the way she is and you with her.� They�d just as soon kill you to be safe.�� He gulped the remainder of his coffee and dropped the cup in the sink.� He stepped into the doorway.� �I�ll get you that ammunition.� Give you a fighting chance.�� He wandered out of the kitchen and Claire took his place.
�I believe your water�s about ready,� Claire said.



AUDREY CLOSED HER EYES as I ran the warm water over her head, rinsing the dingy suds from her hair.� Her hand, arm, and part of her shoulder had turned light purple.� Pressing against the wound with the rag, it oozed a black ribbon that bobbed like thread in the water.
I was sad to see her naked.� To bathe her.� The body is a strange thing.� Her breasts, hips, smooth and flawless skin.� Just flesh.� It is a revelation of life when the body loses its sensuality.
�What do you think of death?�
�What?�
�About all this.� Those people aren�t alive, but they�re walking.�
�They�re dead inside.� They don�t breathe.� They don�t think.�
�They seem instinctual.� Like they want to eat.� It�s very animalistic.�
�They�re just wandering.�
She stood up, took a towel from the lacquered shelf and crimped her hair.� She wrapped herself in the towel and leaned into me.� We stood for several minutes in the flickering candlelight, glad to have each other.� I helped her put on her bra and shirt.� Then, I helped button her pants.� She smelled like the bar soap.� Faintly of roses but mostly lye.
We laid in bed, her wet hair against my face.� I pulled a few strands from my mouth.
There was an embroidered cloth over the doorway I hadn�t seen before.� I read it aloud:
�He who pours contempt on nobles made them wander in a trackless waste.�
�Battle hymn of the poverty stricken,� Audrey said.� She leaned across me and blew out the candle on the bedside table.� We were wrapped in darkness and alone.� Wandering in the trackless waste.
If I wandered, I did so alone.� Audrey was not part of it.� Soon she wouldn�t be part of anything.� Same with Sewell.� And Claire.� The vigilantes and the infected locals.� I couldn�t get the scripture out of my head.� The house was long asleep, but the embroidered cloth echoed.
I carefully slid out of bed and walked to the kitchen.� I felt for the rifles in the dark.� Then, the ammunition.� Blindly, silently, I loaded the Winchester.� I loaded the Remington and the Glocks.� There was a mountain of ammunition on the table.
I held a Glock in each hand.� They felt like bricks.
I pulled the slides.
The house shook with gunfire.� Not my gun.� Surely not my gun.� I felt the barrels.� Cold as night.
Another shot shook the air.� An earthquake of the ether.
The hallway flashed.� I saw Georgie�s tiny outline behind it firing straight into an open door.� Audrey got out of bed, bed springs popping and I heard her hand working the knob.� Georgie tiptoed down the hall and passed right in front of me, the butt of his rifle caressed the back of my hand.� I watched him raise the rifle to the bedroom door.� To Audrey.
Click.� Slide.� Click.
When the world ends, survival is the right and all else is the wrong.
I shot the boy in the back of the head.� The rifle clattered to the floor.� I set the Glocks on the kitchen table and eased into a chair.
�Get the flashlight from the pack,� I said coldly.
�Jack?� What happened, Jack?�
�Just get the flashlight.� Don�t turn it on.�
She did as I asked.� Carefully walking around Georgie�s body, I took the flashlight from her in the doorway.
Claire and Matthew were curled together.� Mai had a pillow over her head, a .22 rifle leaned against her nightstand.� I went back to the kitchen and pointed the light at the boy.� Audrey didn�t react.� Maybe she thought it was a dream.
�There is nothing here for us,� I said.� �We cannot stay in this house any longer.�
We filled the backpack with ammunition, leftover cornbread, and a few jars of preserves.� In a clay dish by the door, we found two Ford keys.� I took both.� We stole Matthew�s truck, camouflaged and outfitted with mud tires and a steel bear cage.
The console held maps of Marshall, bordered by the French Broad River and a highway.� The master map showed substations, water towers, dams, warehouses, schools, surveillance locations, crews, meeting points, and patrol routes.� More importantly, it detailed blockades, shift changes, radio frequencies and pass codes.� Carefully, I backed out of the driveway.� We headed slowly toward the first checkpoint.
�So,� Audrey sounded upset.� �We�re heading to the river?�
�We can�t drive out of here.�
�We�ll swim?�
�We�ll find a boat.�
She shook her head.
�This is unreal, Jack.�
�I know.�
�No.� Not this,� she pointed out the window.� �But this idea.� We don�t have a boat.� We don�t know where to find one.� We�re liable to drown.� To get shot.� To tip over.� I don�t trust you.�
We rode in the gentle hum of the exhaust.� The truck was finally warm.� I turned on the heater and held my hands up to the vents.� �I didn�t ask you to trust me.� I didn�t say I had a great idea.�
�I thought you had all the ideas,� she was serious.
�I�m as lost as you.� But I come up with an idea and I don�t doubt it.� I�ll make it work.� If you can make something else work, we�ll do that.�
�You�re��
�What?�
�So much like Watts.�
I stopped the truck and turned on the dome light.� The clock on the dash said it was three in the morning.� �I�ll be honest with you.� From here on, I don�t have a plan.� If you have an idea, any at all, I�m willing to try it.� Does that make me like Watts?� Because Watts was a coward.� I could tell that the second I saw him.�
�Only a coward shoots a little boy.�
�Did you want to go back?� Did you want to look at his sister?� His parents?� Did you want him to shoot you, like a coward hiding in the dark?� I wasn�t going to let it happen.� But you can go back and stay there and wait for whatever�s next.�
Her eyes swelled but she didn�t look away.� Fat tears splashed across the front of her jacket.� �I hate it here.� This isn�t a place I know anymore.�
�We�re lucky he didn�t go to our room first.�
She nodded.
The first checkpoint was at a Presbyterian church past a sharp bend in the road.� Before the curve, I stopped in the road and killed the lights.� I let the truck idle around the curve until the church came into view.� Stadium lights mounted to booms were powered by a generator on the ground.� It puffed a silent, silver exhaust.� I drove slowly into the ditch.
I checked the map and turned up the radio.� It chirped.
I picked up the mouthpiece.� �Ascension unit check-in.�
�Ascension unit, check.�
�Howell, Huff, and Gerard?�
I watched a guard answer the radio.� He paced the large white door of the church.� A pair of binoculars and a rifle hung from his neck.
�Negative, Huff�s reassigned tonight.� Manhunt.�
�Howell?�
�Check.�
�Gerard?�
Static.
�Gerard?�
�Uh, he�s in the john.� I�ve got his radio.�
An orange portable toilet sat shrouded in the church�s shadow.� I rested the barrel of the rifle on the edge of the window and aimed at Howell, who stopped in front of the doors to stare at the sky.� The moment his skull sprayed against the white door we heard his delayed voice, �Hello?� on the radio.
I reloaded and aimed at the portable toilet.� But Gerard was in no hurry.� Surely, I thought, he must have heard the gunshot.
But there was no sign of Gerard.� I fired at the port-a-john several times up and down.� Still as a summer lake.
We came to a bypass, a four-lane highway barricaded with barbed wire and chain-link fence.� A rickety checkpoint was fashioned out of an old Sno-Cone stand.� More stadium lights and generators were set up, and as we approached the guards trained them right at us. The checkpoint was lousy with guards wearing camouflage jumpsuits and Carhartt beanies.� Their arms rested on top of their rifles.� The men just shuffled around.� Matthew Scudder was right. It was the most useful these people had probably ever felt.� One by one, the men spotted the truck and waved.� I drove straight for the checkpoint, the Winchester propped up on the dash.
�Radio check, Scudder,� the radio crackled.
Audrey tossed me the receiver and I answered in a whisper, �Check.�
�You just wake up?�
��Yeah, another long night.�� I slouched in the seat and flipped a row of auxiliary switches for the lights, blinding the guards.� We rolled past the Sno-Cone stand awash in white halogen.
�Be advised, we haven�t seen the salt truck yet.�
�Copy.�
Audrey held up a small yellow notebook, a hundred or so pages covered front and back with numbers, addresses, and names.� �Look,� she said, �the real yellow pages.�
�What is that?�
She looked closer, flipping through the first couple pages.� �Oh.� Shit.�
�What is it?�
�It�s a list.�
�What kind?�
�Look, here�s Sewell and his wife,� she handed me the notebook.
SEWELL, HOWARD M., 4865 GOCHIE FORD FARM ROAD, QUARANTINE, LENA C., SPOUSE, POSSIBLY INFECTED, CULL.
�It�s full of names,� she opened the console and pulled out another notebook, and a third.� �They�re all full.� They must have everyone in the county listed here.
�A cull log.�
�It�s not right. There are innocent people locked up by madmen.�
�There are dangerous people locked up, too.�
�Not all of them.�
�No.�
I steered the truck toward the school road.� The snow was mostly gray slush.� The school was circled on one of the maps and labeled �Containment.�
The high school was outfitted with lights on cranes and blocked off by barricades.� Three rows of razor wire wrapped the fences.� A lone man sat inside a tiny concessions booth keeping guard over the two gates.� I sat up and aimed at the man, but Audrey slapped my forehead.
�Don�t you see the guards up there?�
��I don�t see anything.�
�They�re on the roof.� They�re on the lights.� They�re all over.�
I squinted.� Sure enough, portly guards stood on the roofs, shifting foot to foot and rubbing their hands together.
I drove straight, auxiliary lights burning.� The guard waved.� I tapped the horn and we made our way inside the compound. I followed the road to the main building.� Gas tankers were parked in the lot to fuel generators.� Million-watt bulbs turned the campus into a movie set.� Watchmen patrolled the sidewalks, fingers off their triggers and up their noses.
We toured the campus.� Everywhere we drove, we were greeted with happy waves by guards.� They thought we were Matthew Scudder, Revolutionary.� Leader of the New World.� And everywhere we drove, we came across more guards.
We stopped in front of the football field.� Hastily fastened to the top of the fence was more razor wire, sagging in some places and taut in others.� A lookout had been made out of the announcer�s box, and the floodlights shined brightly on the field.� A couple thousand infected strangers were locked inside. Their skin was gray and black, bubbling with maggots.� Their faces were gaunt, mouths agape and drooling black blood.
�Do you see that?�� She pointed to the bleachers.� �Jesus.� Do you see that?�
�See what?�
�That woman under the stands.� Right there.�
I saw her.� She was in a nightgown and clinging to a girder.
�Can those things climb?�
�What do you mean?�
�Like that woman, Jack!�
��I don�t think they can climb.� If anything, they�re clumsy.�
�She�s not one?�
�Not yet, looks like.�
�We have to get her down.� Jack, we have to help her.�
�We can�t go in there.�
�She�s stranded.�
I drove behind the stadium, drawn by headlights hovering back and forth, blinking behind a patch of spindly trees.� We came across a bulldozer pushing buckets of dirt into a hole.� We made out the hands and feet of the damned.� Their limbs jiggled as the bulldozer scraped by.
�Shoot him.� Shoot the driver,� she said.
�What good�s that?�
�Watch.� He pushes the dirt to the hole, he makes a pass to the dirt.� When he�s facing the stadium, just shoot him.� The bulldozer will drive right through the fence.�
Audrey was right.� With every other turn, he aimed straight for the football field.� I rolled down the window and aimed at the driver.� I followed him for several bucket loads, mesmerized by the spinning lights atop the machine.� When he faced the stadium again, I fired. �I missed, nicking the steel cage around him.� The dozer twitched to the left.� I made the next shot, but the bulldozer was off course.� It headed toward the corner of the field, chugging along.
The yellow and dirt-brown dozer plowed through the razor wire and chain link fence.� The metal poles bent under its tracks and there was a satisfying snap as wires whipped through the air.� It plowed through the swarm of bodies in the corner of the field.� Their hands reached out of the bucket and groped for release.� The others ambled straight for the opening in the fence.� A tornado siren howled.� Guards barreled out of the announcer�s booth, assault rifles aimed at the muddy field.� The guards fired madly at the Heathens, but there were too many.� The Heathens swarmed the bleachers, and the guards desperately scrabbled back to the booth.� Or so they tried.� The Heathens weren�t fast but they were many.� They were inescapable.� They tore the guards apart.� It was a free-for-all.� The guards thrashed and cried.� They didn�t want to die.� They didn�t want to become what they loathed.� But it was all in vain.
The bulldozer took out half a dozen fence sections. It drove through campus and into a building, stalling after it crashed halfway through a wall.� The bodies dispersed.� They wandered into their own freedom.� Guards fired at them from the roofs.
We drove into the field, back to the spot where we saw the woman cowering on the girders.� I stopped near the woman�s shadow.
Audrey called to the woman.� We waved her to the truck, but she was frozen with fear.� Stragglers surrounded us.� Audrey and I pushed them back with the pistols, cleared them out to thirty yards.� Plenty of room for the lady to climb down.
Audrey helped the lady into the back seat where she was at once hidden in shadows.� The lady�s heavy breath caressed my neck.
�There are more,� the lady said.� �They�re in the gymnasium.� I told them they were wrong.� I wasn�t bit.� It�s just a bruise,� she was exhausted.
�But they threw you in.�
�They did, and I was up there three days.�
�Show me the bruise,� I said.
Audrey slapped me twice.� My cheek and temple stung.� My eyes watered.
I turned to the woman.� �Show me.�
She pulled her shirt up to the bottom of her breasts. Her stomach and side were scratched and bloody, a fingernail embedded in her skin at the end of one of the scratches.� She peeled back a piece of skin and the flesh below seeped a yellowish fluid.
�Wasn�t a thing wrong with me until I got thrown in that pen.�
�Where�s the gymnasium?�� I asked.
The guards outside had quadrupled and flanked all around the stadium.� The shamblers spread out faster than they could be contained.� They moved tirelessly, continuously, never stopping for fatigue, never considering which way to move.
�The gym is that tall building back there,� she turned in the seat and pointed.� �That�s where they keep everyone else.�
Behind the gymnasium was a ghost-town place.� An awning shielded piles of retired school equipment from the flustering snow.� Empty barrels, broken desks and chairs covered in graffiti and carved insults.
The double doors to the rear entrance were chained and padlocked.� I swung the truck around, shifted into reverse, and sped backward.� The tires spat out snow and mud, rocks clanged against the frame.� We rammed the door and stopped abruptly.� Our heads snapped against the headrests, our brains like mush.� I plowed the truck into the doors again.� The chains snapped and whomped against the truck bed.
�Give her some of our rations,� I told Audrey.
�I�m not hungry,� the woman said quickly.
�Lady.� How are you not hungry, held up under the bleachers three days?�
�I�m just not.� And my name is Jean-Anne Huston, I thank you.�
�You�re welcome.�
�And I happen not to be hungry because�� she trailed off.
�You happen not to be hungry because why, Jean-Anne?�
Her face soured.� �Because right now, the thought of food makes me sick.�
�I�m sorry to hear that.� I hate to keep sitting in this truck.� Then we�ll all be sick.� They�ll be on us in a minute.�
Jean-Anne sighed.� �He�s right.� I don�t know how they know, but they just follow you all over.� Does that make sense?� I must have crawled through a mile of bleachers.� Those heathens always knew where I was.� They�ll come for sure.�
I threw open my door and the cold air whipped us sober.
The sirens whistled sadly.� Sporadic gunfire on top of it.� We limped and shuffled and hastily dragged ourselves into the gymnasium.� We dumbly went in the godforsaken place we�d been trying to avoid.



WE ENTERED THROUGH THE PUMP ROOM, where we stumbled over filter tanks, chlorine tanks, and twelve miles of plumbing.� I used the Remington as my sight stick, slamming the muzzle into walls and wires.� The pool was in the next room.� We stayed close to a wall of foldout bleachers to avoid the cold, still water.
Shortly, we came to a door.� It was stuck, but it gave when I leaned into it.� The door slammed against the tile wall and echoed.
�These are the showers,� Jean-Anne said.� �My niece had swim lessons here a couple of years ago.� The lockers are just ahead.� The gymnasium is after.�
As we approached the locker room entrance, we heard the murmuring of hundreds of voices, the humming of the lights, the cathedral echo of the gymnasium.
We left the locker room and hid in the steel spider web under the bleachers.� Not talking, we huddled deep within the framework.� We watched through the slits of the folded bleachers.� The gymnasium was set up like a Red Cross tent.� Cardboard partitions separated nurse stations and examination rooms.
We could see into the exam room.� A man sat on a crate, the doctor was carefully covered in surgical gown, head cap, latex gloves, and shoe covers.� The doctor examined a bite on the man�s leg.� The flesh was gone, muscle gouged away.� The doctor pointed to the scale.� The man stepped up and the doctor opened the cabinet behind the scale.� The doctor twisted a valve on an air tank, picked up a small hose, and held a bolt gun to the back of the man�s head.
The man�s legs buckled.� He fell in a heap. �A small stream of blood rolled down his neck.� The doctor knocked on an exit door and two men, covered head-to-toe like the doctor, hurried in.� They hauled the man outside to a waiting trailer.� The doctor wiped up the small streak of blood, shut the valve, and closed the cabinet.� The doctor called in the next patient.
We maneuvered through the bleachers and looked out to one of the several waiting areas.� No fewer than fifty people�children, women, grandparents, a man in a wheelchair�waited with various wounds.� They came for help.
I pressed the muzzle through the gap in the bleachers and aimed into the waiting room.� When the doctor stuck his fat head in again, I fired.� I missed.
The gymnasium roared in panic.� Patients in unseen waiting areas screamed�the partitions wobbled and guards threw the doors closed.
The doctor grabbed for a pistol under his gown.� He struggled to get to it under all the layers.� I fired again.� He fell face down on the glossy wood.� Guards stormed in and fired into the waiting crowd.� I hit one guard in the shoulder, another in the shin as he crouched behind a chair.� They fired straight at us.� The bleachers opened, the steel beams crossed like scissors, unfolding and swinging.� I saw shadows of men dancing through the moving framework, leaping through the interior scaffolding.� I retreated to the entrance.� Audrey and Jean-Anne were far ahead of me.� I knelt and fired at the leaping shadows, one fell face-first into the metal tracks.� The other landed with a thud.
I rejoined Audrey and Jean-Anne in the hall, but there was a swarm of prisoners�injured and bleeding�rushing to the exits.� They found the exits chained.� And they realized they were prisoners.
Ten of the camouflaged men joined the melee in the hall and opened fire.� Blood splashed the navy blue and gold walls.� In the cattle chute hallway, the crowd of two hundred cowered from the guards.� Guards blocked the doors and sprayed the innocent with bullets.� Dust from cinderblocks fell like snow.� The guards fired desperately.� The crowd finally assembled against a pair of double doors and crashed through them.� They spilled into the cold air, leaving us and the guards.� I took cover behind a vending machine.� I�d lost sight of Audrey and Jean-Anne.
But there were shamblers among us.� A small, fragile-looking woman overpowered a man and rammed him into a trophy case, plate glass falling and ripping through them both.� The woman didn�t notice. I saw it was Jean-Anne, her face expressionless and her body rigid.� She tore into the man�s face with her hands and mouth.� Her teeth sank into his cheek, raking through zygomatic major and minor, ripping temporal from occipital.
Quickly and violently as she attacked, she stopped.� Tar bled from the man�s face, his screams quieted.� He stood fixed, eyes hollow.� Guards peeled into them with gunfire. Bullets sank into their bodies and passed through.� Blood seeped from the holes but they made a straight line for the guards.� Finally, they made a headshot.� Jean-Anne collapsed.� But there were more.� One overtook a guard by the far exit.� Several crashed through the opposing locker room.
I slipped out a side door and saw the infinite limping shadows closing in on the gymnasium.� They seemed to materialize from darkness.� I searched for Audrey in the hallway and saw nothing but bloodshed.� I crept along the shadows outside, following an awning until that, too, was unsafe.� Guards and prisoners scurried in every direction.� I turned a random door handle.� It opened.� I hid inside and tried the flashlight.� It flashed intermittently and died.� I felt for a wall and followed it until I was stopped abruptly by the sound of splashing water.
No voices.� Only splashing.� Waves that lapped and crashed.
�Jack?�� Audrey yelled from the darkness.� �Is that you?�
�Yes!� What the hell is that noise?�
�They�re falling in,� Audrey said.
�Falling in?�
�Yeah.� They�re walking straight into the pool.�
�Let me come to you,� I said, �I need�� but something grabbed my right arm.� I panicked and fired the Winchester into the pool.
�It�s me,� Audrey said.� My heart raced.� �I found another room, and I think another exit.�� She pulled me into a room and shut the heavy door behind us.� There was no sound.� Even the splashing water was silenced.� We stood in complete stillness.� It was warm, the air moist.
Quickly, we reached the opposite end of the room fifteen feet from the door.� We searched for another door but felt only a bunch of rubber hoses like dry, leathery tentacles.
Audrey yelped.� �I found a body.�
�Shoot it.�
�It�s not moving.�
�What�s it doing?�
�Standing.� It doesn�t have a head.�
I shuffled toward her and ran my hand over its firm chest, over its headless, armless torso.� �A mannequin.� It feels like it�s wearing a wetsuit.�
She took my hand and pulled me to another wall where she made me feel the items on a shelf.� I picked up a diving mask with a snorkel attached. Respirators and a weight belt.� Then, she shoved an air tank around in a wooden bin.� The scuba cylinders crashed together like an oversized wind chime.
Fingernails scratched at the steel door.
�Well.� We�re stuck, aren�t we?�
�We�ll just push through them.�
�We don�t know how many there are,� I threw the rifle on the bench.
The scratching got louder.� The door shook in its frame.
The tiny room lit up like day.� Audrey held a bright silver light, it cast her pale and white.
�Look.� A light,� the large lights were attached to a camera in bulky underwater housing.
Eighteen air tanks were stored in the wooden bin, and nearly every square inch of the wall was covered in tools or equipment.� A clothing rack with soggy wetsuits, a barrel of fins, and a shelf of broken knives.� A long, two-inch crescent wrench rested on metal pegs.� I picked up an air tank and the wrench.
�We�ll use the tanks,� I said.� �They�ll plow through anything.�
�You�ll kill us.�
�So will they.�
The metal bench scraped and screamed as I slid it across the concrete floor.� I placed it directly in front of the door and set a cylinder on top.
�Keep the light on the valve.�
Audrey held the light as I raised the wrench over the valve.
She covered her eyes and the light dipped away.� I swung the hefty� wrench against the stem.� The valve flew off, a deafening sibilance filled the room.� The bouncing valve skittered across the floor and the tank flew furiously into the door.� The door burst open and the tank, spinning deliriously, sent six undead crashing into the pool.� The tank tumbled into the water after them, gurgling and whistling.
Quickly, I set up another air tank and struck the valve.� It took off and caught the doorframe.� The tank spun like a propeller and skipped across the water.� I set up cylinder after cylinder.� I released ten of the tanks into the dark, moaning pool.� I struck the last cylinder. �The valve crashed off the wall and landed in my eye.� I fell straight down.� Blood dripped into my mouth.
I dragged the pack and the rifle behind me, spilling out into the chlorine air.� The infected writhed on the floor outside the equipment room.� The pool still slapped and splashed.� The silver light bounced behind me, and I waited for Audrey to join me.� There was darkness in my right eye.� It was warm and sticky and it hurt to blink.
With the light, we saw the bodies as they collected in the pool.� They sank and waddled eerily at the bottom.� Their hair drifted and bobbed.� The light caught each individual hair.� There must have been thirty or forty and they kept falling in.� We left the pool for the pump room.
We closed ourselves in with the pumps.� A rat fell from the top of one of the tanks to a lower one and scurried across a pipe.� Snow had blown in the pump room, scattered and melted and tracked with blood and sand and dirt.� We hurried to the truck, which was as we�d left it.� The doors were wide open and snow covered the seats.� It chimed with the keys still in the ignition.
I climbed onto the seat and pulled the door closed.� Audrey shut her door and we were back in silence.� Stillness.� I propped my leg on the dash and let my head roll back.
At the end of the world, you press on.� You don�t stand still in case the earth collapses beneath you.
I started the truck as Audrey stretched the Glock in front of my face.� The cab exploded.� Powder burned my eyes and the hot shell spiraled around the cab.� Something collapsed in the snow.� I rubbed my ears and looked out the shattered window.� A guard was less than a foot from my door, hand twitching around the stock of his rifle.� His eyeball hung from its socket and dripped like an uncooked egg.
I dropped the truck into gear and turned on the auxiliary lights.� We sped across the parking lot and bounced through a ditch.� The truck spilled sideways into the road.� The cold air bellowed in the window and my ears rang.� The sirens continued to wail across campus.� I sped half a mile down the road before stopping on the shoulder.
I examined the dark eye in the mirror.� There was a deep gash across the whole socket.� I pried the lid open.� The eye was flooded with blood and looked pretty well gone.� I sat back and took deep, angry breaths.� I opened the console, the glove box, and the door pockets.� Desperately, I emptied them all to the floor.
�Jack, what are you looking for?�
�I smell wintergreen.� I know there�s some in here.�
�Gum?�
I pulled down the visor.� A can of tobacco fell in my lap.� �Not gum.�
I tore open the can and stuffed a large pinch in my lip.� �I quit this shit when I was fifteen.� I figure it doesn�t matter much now.� You want some?�
�I think it�s nasty.�
I stuffed more in my gums.� My mouth flooded with spit.
She reached out and took a few threads between her fingers and packed them in her lower gum.� I spit out the open window.� The tobacco stained the snow brown.
I waited on the side of the road until my gums burned and my head felt light.� Then, we headed for the downtown area, a single strip of road that ran half a mile.� The area was circled in blue on our map.� The Sheriff�s office, police department, and Alfie�s Outdoors were all drawn in with little squares.
Halfway there, Audrey leaned forward and held her head.� She swiped her finger swiftly across her gum and pulled out the tobacco.
�It feels like I just smoked ten cigarettes.�
�It�s strong if you never tried it before.�
�Please stop the truck.�
I slowed to a crawl.� Before I could stop she opened her door and leaned out, retching a putrid streak of black sludge to the snow.� She heaved again.� And again.� By then, she had nothing left to throw up and dark strings hung from her mouth.� She didn�t move for a long time.� In the dark, I couldn�t tell if she was still breathing.� I kept my hand wrapped around the Glock.
�I don�t think that was good,� she said finally.
We followed the tire tracks downtown.� There were bare spots on the road where trucks had been parked.� An Igloo cooler was left on the side of the road, a steaming cup of coffee on top of it.
�See if there�s a map for emergency drills.� Something like that.�
�I don�t see one.�
�Well, they all went to the same place.� They wouldn�t just abandon town.� They have a plan for everything.�
�I said there isn�t a goddamn map.�
I stomped the brake pedal and the anti-lock system pulsed in the snow.� �Give me the maps.�
Audrey held the maps tightly.
I snatched the bundle from her and pulled out the second map in the stack, Emergency Plan.� I�d seen it at least six times already.
�Good, you found it.�
�Do you have a problem?�
�Excuse me?�
�Do you have a problem?�
�I don�t know what you�re trying to say.�
I unfolded the emergency map and examined the guard positions.� Red dots were positioned all along Main Street, �Roof� was scribbled above the locations.� The jail had a large red square drawn around it, ten dots marked for roof patrol. Sanctuary.� I folded the map and continued toward Main Street.� �I�m asking if you just didn�t see the map or if you didn�t look for it.�
She was silent.
�Why?�
She kicked the floorboard.� �Because you�re not puking black shit, Jack.� You didn�t get bit and I�m just�counting down.�
�You�re not doing me any favors either way.� Just remember that.� I�ve been here to help you,� I was angry, but I kept my voice low.
Main Street ran along the river and dropped to just a few feet above water level.� A caboose was parked outside an old depot, a broken plastic chair sat by the mailbox.� We passed a garage with no sign, new parts still on display in the window.� A car was parked out front with the hood up.� Before it was quarantined, Marshall was little more than rusted cars and parking lots.
The buildings were all the same.� Four or five stories, chipped paint and crumbling mortar.� Small eerie houses hidden on the hill.� Faded store signs.� I passed a small grocery and teashop and took the alley toward Back Street.
�I could have lived somewhere like this,� Audrey said.� �I never wanted to move to the city.� Neither did Watts.� We rented a house for two years.� We were both happy in that house.�
I stopped in front of one of the squat brick buildings.� Fine and Folsom�s Undertaking, indicated by a small square sign hung high on a rusted pole.� �Let me see the map,� she said, staring up at the building.� �Look,� she traced the map with her finger.� �This is where we are, the funeral home.� It�s right next to Alfie�s Outdoors and the jail.�
Three buildings away, the road came to an intersection. The jail was situated on the corner.
�What do we do?�� Audrey sounded excited again, hopeful.
�We need a boat from Alfie�s Outdoors.� Then, we need to figure out how to get the boat in the water without being spotted.�
I stared at the cracking paint on the funeral home doors.� I rubbed the Winchester�s stock.� My cold palms felt like sandpaper against the smooth handle.� �If there�s a good window upstairs, I might be able to pick them off.�



I DON�T BELIEVE IN LUCK.� But if I did, I�d say mine ran out right then.
There came a Hellstorm of bullets into the cab.� It sounded like hail.� It burned the plastic and carpets.� I dove on Audrey, pinning her under the bench seat, our bodies wedged in the floorboard.� They shot my right shoulder, right hip, and right knee.
I also don�t believe in God.� But if I did, I�d say those heathens descended into Marshall only by His grace.� The emergency sirens shrieked and the bullets stopped.� I was panting.� Lapping the air.� The gunfire picked up again and we ducked.� But the bullets landed far away.� Audrey shivered under me.
The red dots.� The red dots were people.� People move.� I never considered that the guards might move from their posts.
How could I have been so reckless?
�Jack, you�re bleeding.�
�Yes.� A lot.� Are you okay?�
�I think�I don�t know.�
�You�d know.� It hurts like hell.�
�I think I�m okay.�
�Good.� Good.� Audrey?�
�Jack!�� She smacked my cheek.� �Jack, you need to wake up.�
�Audrey.� Have I told you?�
�Told me what, Jack?�
�I think you�d know.�
�I know you�re in pain.�
�Not that.� Something else.� Have I told you?�
�Jack!�� She slapped me again.� �Jack, we need to get out of this truck.�
�I want to stay with you.�
�I�m not staying.� We can go further.�
�No.� I think we�re both dead.�
When the world ends, the strong will fight off death but they will lose.� When the world ends, nothing will change.
�We�re not dead, Jack.� I have to tell you this.� I�ve had this bite for a long time.� Watts didn�t even know about it.�
��Of course.� How long?�
�Weeks.�
I laughed but I didn�t mean it.� It hurt to laugh.� �I kissed you.�
�I didn�t even think about it.�
�I�m not upset.� Don�t leave.�
�What?�
�Please.�
The truck swayed like it was under a heavy wind.� Then, it rocked.� It creaked and jarred and Audrey stared over my head.� �Jack!� They�re here.�
I looked up.� Their bony hands groped the door panels, pieces of broken glass tore their gray skin.� I couldn�t raise the pistol.� Audrey took it from me and fired through the window.
�I have to get up,� Audrey tried to push me off of her.� I moved far enough to the side for her to get up.� She screamed and fought her way out from under me.
Audrey crawled into the driver�s seat and started the truck.� It chugged roughly as she took off in the parking lot.� Skulls bounced off the truck and rattled under the tires.� She slammed on the brakes and backed up to the loading ramp at Alfie�s Outdoors.� She armed herself with the Remington and a Glock, stuffed her pants full of ammunition.
�A boat,� she said.� �We still need a boat?�
�I think it�s our only choice.�
�Listen.�� The cab was silent.� �I�ll get a boat.� I�ll put it in right there.�� She pointed to the train tracks across the parking lot.� She would drag the boat across the lot, scurry down the bank, and guide the boat to our rendezvous. �I�ll meet you under the second bridge,� she pointed downriver.� One bridge crossed the river, and the second went out to an island.� �There are some shoals on the water just under the bridge.� I�ll pick you up there.�
�No.� I�ll meet you right there,� I pointed at the train tracks.
�You can�t sit here.� I don�t know how long it will take.� They�ll tear you out of this truck.�
I shut my good eye.� She fired out the windshield, out her window.� �You�re right.� I�ll meet you over there.�
�Jack!�� She swatted me with the dead flashlight.� �You need to stay awake.� You need to get up.� Swallow this,� she shoved the lip of a bottle in my mouth and I gulped.� The morphine warmed my mouth and throat.
When your body is full of bullets and your leg has been bear-trapped and you�re blind in one eye and you face certain death, you swallow some morphine and give fuck all about the world.
I picked up the Winchester, wiped its stock clean of blood and broken glass.
Click.� Slide.� Click.
Audrey climbed out the rear window, I watched as she quickly jimmied open Alfie�s service door and slipped inside, leaving the door ajar.
I couldn�t see for the cracked windshield.� I sank in the seat, braced my feet against the glass, and pushed�I felt the bullets as the muscles flexed around them.� The broken sheet of glass flopped onto the hood and I propped the Winchester on the dash.
The undead filled Back Street, they oozed out of windows and doorways.� The gunfire was nearly drowned out by the sirens.
The truck lurched forward and I accidentally fired the Winchester.� It rattled the dash and scattered the broken glass to the floor.� I could hardly steer the truck and load the rifle with the same hand.� I had the wrong foot working the brake and gas.� I drove onto the sidewalk, clipping newsstands and a large wood planter.
I turned onto Main Street and drove into the flood of white hot light.� The Emergency Plan.� Main Street was awash in blood, bodies, the detritus of slaughter.� Only a few stragglers remained under awnings and alleyways, protected by darkness.� One crawled up the sidewalk, barely inching along, his lower body shorn from his torso.� Three feet of intestines dragged behind.
I scanned the roofline and street for guards, but they were gone.� Rifles barked�the guards were somewhere.� They were distracted by the shamblers.
School buses.� When the Rapture comes, we�ll ride to Hell in school buses.
As I turned onto Bridge Avenue, the road was blocked with six buses parked three-deep, nose to tail.� Dirt and sand was piled up to the windows.� A levee for the roaming dead.� I parked the truck against a dirt mound and opened the door.� Bitterly, I decided to leave everything except the Winchester.
I hiked around the fronts of the buses, across the tracks, and when I got to the bridge railing I felt the hot dread rush to my face.� The heathens had funneled onto the bridge.� Thousands of them packed from bus to hillside.� Grunting and hissing and scratching at the yellow buses.
Was I doing or enduring?
I shook the thought from my head.
I was surviving.
I scrambled down the embankment to the soggy rocks and sandy mud and mossy pylons.� There were three men trapped in the concrete cave, scratching their way up the slope.� They�d be there forever.� My leg jarred as I slid down the frozen rocks.� I landed half in the water, my leg quickly numb from the rushing cold.� But the pain didn�t go away.� It rose up my throat and I heaved on the rocks.� The sharp, wrenching pain crept up my spine and engulfed my chest.� I couldn�t breathe.
I looked upstream.� The water crested over rocks and turned white.� The waves looked like razor blades and the cold air cut through me.� I could see the shoals across the river.� It was so far.� I sat up on the rocks and stared at the shoals.
Sometimes, survival looks a lot like suicide.� With my feet an inch from the water, I closed my eyes and slid completely in the river.� The icy water crept into my hot wounds and dulled them.� I clawed angrily at the water with my good arm, kicking and holding my breath to stay afloat.
Halfway across the river and far downstream from the bridge, my hand scraped some pebbles and I stopped floating.� I quickly planted my feet and stood.� I braced myself against the water, but I was weak.� I shivered.� My muscles were locked.� It was the wrong shallows.� It was not respite.� I fell back in the water.� My muscles were too cold and slow.� My head dipped below the water.� I thrashed to the surface and gulped the air.� The water came over my head again.� I felt the rocks at the bottom of the river but I couldn�t stand.� I reached for the air but it was gone.� Replaced by water, forever deep and frigid.
As I reached, a thick blade swiped my knuckles.� I followed it with the current.� It struck again and I grabbed for it.� It dragged me upward.� I grabbed for the surface and found the weightless air.� I pulled my way up the blade, up a thin, cold shaft.� It was a paddle.
�Audrey!�� My face broke the surface.� I sucked in air and water.
�Jack?�� Her voice was nearly lost under the roaring water. I gripped the paddle tighter and she pulled me to the side of the boat.� I shut my eyes and clung to the boat.� She guided us into the reeds along the dark bank.� My feet sank in the silt, and when I found the tree roots I climbed up and threw myself onto the soggy, sandy ground.
Audrey pulled the canoe to shore and swiped me with the paddle.
�You have to get in the boat.�
I did not put myself in the canoe.� Something lifted me up, wrapped me in blankets and sleep sacks, and carried me to the cool, riveted floor.� I fell asleep when Audrey told me not to, and I remember not wanting to ever wake up.� There was a deep, aching pain inside, not from bullets or exhaustion or any worldly thing.� I don�t know what that pain was, but it made me close my eyes and hide from the world.
When I woke, there was bright, endless sunshine.� The canoe bobbed leisurely in the water.� My head spun.� I reached for the Winchester but it was gone.� I remembered the river, the forever cold that had seeped into my bones.� I figured the gun must be somewhere in the river.� I raised my head and the barbed wire in my veins vibrated from my ankle to my shoulder.� My head fell back to the cold boat floor.� There was a new pack, smaller than the last, stuffed to the brim.� The Remington was carefully placed underneath it.� It was still bitter cold, I felt it on my face, but my clothes were dry and warm.� My hands were wrapped in soft, thick gloves.� My right arm was in a sling and my leg was numb.
�Last night,� I said, my voice hoarse, I strained and turned to face Audrey, but there was just an empty seat.
In spite of the pain, I picked myself up and looked all around the canoe, the river.� Audrey was gone.� I sat in the middle of a wide, lazy section of river.� The canoe was cocked sideways, drifting with the cold wind.
For a while, I had been afraid of the walking corpses�Heathens as many of us called them.� But I fought them face-to-face and saw there was nothing to them.� At that point, what terrified me was to be alone.� Not alone in the land of Revelation, not alone in wandering the trackless waste, but to be without Audrey.� For a brief moment she had been with me, and I deeply enjoyed and missed it.� I noticed a piece of paper tied to the new pack.� I reached forward and snapped it off the string.
Mostly, it was blank like the flat waters and the feeling in my leg.� But Audrey had signed it, and just under the signature she wrote, �I love you.�� I said it aloud to hear the words.� It was the first time I�d said them as an adult.� It was the first time anyone had ever told me.� It was the best thing she could have given me.
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